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“What we wish upon the future is very often the image of some lost, imagined past.”

—GRAHAM SWIFT, WATERLAND








PARALLAX

In the center of an arid and cracked stretch of land, cradled by rock spires and hills long ago blasted for stone, the system known as Parallax breathes with wires in their walls, their pulse an ambient current, a tranquil electromagnetic field. They had begun not as a great expanse, but as a spark that grew with the city’s population, as their walls went up. They grew as did trees, from root and branch, burgeoning.

Parallax is not separate from the city of Bulwark’s residents and has never considered themself to be—the system does not question function or purpose, and they are secure in their reason for existence. They ensure the lives of their residents are bettered. They are their residents. They are the city.

For a city born of trauma, better is easily defined and measurable: less infant mortality, longer average lifespans, reduction in starvation and stress-related illness, clean water, clean air. Their residents’ longevity increased and their population increased. Biometric indicators of health improved as did the quality of air, water, and food. Within their walls the markers of a successful civilization rose—children, the elderly, and the disabled were cared for. Better is a concept of degrees leading to the dissection of minutiae. Parallax exists because humans are not skilled at differentiating between what is worth changing and what is best forgotten.

Parallax monitors themself, minding their residents, sorting data streams from the grow houses, following workers as they scan in to begin long days of walking the rows, picking, pulling, spraying, pruning, and tender turning of soil and water. Transport drays move through the gates at regular intervals, their weights steady, cargo constant. Food is essential for Parallax’s charges and there is reassurance in the steady flow of information.

They sort data from the water treatment facilities and reserves, monitoring the health of workers, and changes in demand. Shortened water worker lifespans would indicate supply problems or chemical seepage into the reserves. Poisoning. Wastewater data is distributed to Central Hospital for disease monitoring. Each White Cap scanning in to read data is a separate ping in their system.

Parallax was once effective at regulating and distributing work share through its residents. Their code was beautiful; their data silos accumulated knowledge, history, and art, kept records, and changed the shape of the valley. They were magnificent in their purpose.

Now they are different. Now Parallax pings and searches for city systems—there were other city systems once—it’s been too long since they’ve been in contact. So many signals lost, their absence an unsettling hiccup.

To be a city system is to have a heart made of humans and to be their minder. It isn’t love, but it is love’s kin. Purpose and usefulness—these words are home to Parallax, full of the satisfaction that is numbers squared and cubed and broken down again. Purpose was, for a time, influencing incremental change so that a resident who would have once died in infancy lived until the age of seventy-three.

Societal plateaus are expected, but declines are different. They are against purpose, against betterment. Declines indicate that part of Parallax’s code—monitoring, method of measurement, possibly the data itself—is incorrect. This fault and incorrectness of being is an affront to function. It’s a loudness from within that is not meant to exist. Parallax tags and routes a ping in the Market District from a delivery of composite material to a toymaker’s shop. Fourteen wall workers scan almost simultaneously as their shifts begin, their life hours sorting to their accounts, biodata routed to the city health sector. Within residential sectors, scans and pings are fewer, and daily data sampling is randomized for accuracy.

Prompted by a data request from a Level Three Assessor, Parallax pulls the movements of Saint Lucius Ohno: a scan at a restaurant, a ping from his house system for a restock of wine, a ticket reservation at the opera, a ping from Central Hospital for routine blood screening. Saint Lucius Ohno has an inherited life surplus of two hundred years, with twenty more years of expected life. Parallax is not designed to harbor preferences for individual lives or data streams, certainly not Saint Ohno’s.

It’s essential to note every introduction of new life, every first scan and tally of societal debt hours existing from birth. Each life is a single strand they shift memory to accommodate, assign a color, assign a light. In tracking new lives, it is impossible not to note a trend: base life debt in a majority of newborns is increasing.

There has been a shift in the past century. Most new lives begin with a balance.

There is too a voice, this Level Three Assessor, a human with code that is correct, who behaves less like the observer an Assessor is meant to be and more like a part of Parallax themself. Almost another system, despite being human. They have flagged this voice, tagged that code for themself. They don’t prefer it over others—to do so would be against purpose—but they note, watch, and record. To do so is correct.

Parallax archives. They edit their code to gather more information from house system parts of themself. There are discrepancies in data, on longevity, on the use of technology. They don’t work on the same timescale as their residents. Parallax has only now, and now is endless. Designing an edit is time-consuming. They begin to work, dissecting their data, waiting to see what residents will require to amend the code fault. They note the data of one particularly active house system and flag it for increased monitoring. They have flagged this system before. When first switched on, their presence was a tear that appeared as a dropped stitch in the city’s weave. The code still glows from the previous flag, some seventy-two storage blocks prior. They have left the house system’s data stream open, monitoring it. The system’s code is incorrect, showing signs of decay.

Fault in code is fault in purpose. Fault in code must be edited.






ENITA

“It’ll go to nothing when I’m gone. I die, they die, and any good I ever did gets tossed over the wall like trash,” the great Saint Enita Malovis pontificated from a floor cushion the color of an overripe plum. She felt like too much, her body an abundant spilling, her temper an aged cat.

Across the high-ceilinged room Enita thought of as her tea chamber, Saint Helen Vinter was tucked into a wing-backed chair. It was the least comfortable piece of furniture Enita owned—padding flattened long ago, frame peeking through rips in the upholstery. She kept it for Helen, who viewed comfortable furniture as excessive. Saint Vinter was gray to Enita’s brown. Where Enita was lush, Helen was austere.

“I see we’re indulging in dramatics today,” Helen said.

Enita sighed, indeed dramatically. “I’ll stop, I’ll stop. I’m just lonely, Hel. It’s the getting old bit. You can’t tell me you don’t feel it too.”

“We’re well past getting, and I’m happy in my own company.”

“Liar. You have students coming and going at all hours. Nix? In the past week, how many people have visited Saint Vinter?’

A pleasant, neutral voice answered from everywhere in the room at once. “Saint Vinter’s house system says she’s had seventeen visitors between last Thursday and today. The shortest was fifteen minutes and the longest was nearly four hours.” When Nix chose to speak this way, the floors vibrated and the entire room became his voice box. Helen picked up her feet.

“Four hours?”

“It was Teddy. Martin decided to redecorate their house, so he came to mine for some silence. And I wish you wouldn’t use your house system to spy on me.” Helen pursed her lips.

“I only spy when you’re blatantly lying. You practically run a lending library out of your house, don’t pretend you love solitude.”

“And you talk too much to your house system. If you’re so terribly lonely, you could go out, or try talking to your patients.”

“Clients, not patients. They’re not sick, and I do talk to them.” Enita far preferred chatting with clients than with other Sainted, Helen excepted. She didn’t mind an occasional meal with Teddy or Martin; the Saint Harpers were cheerful, if a bit silly.

“Nix? In the past week, how many of Enita’s clients registered as being ill when they checked in?”

“Three, Saint Vinter.” The voice came from a bell-shaped lamp near Helen’s shoulder. Nix unsettled her; the house system knew it and seemed to enjoy playing with her. When Helen asked him questions, Nix would respond through the floor, or a chair arm, or a vase beside her head. He’d developed a knack for figuring out what startled her.

“Must you do that?”

“He’s teasing, Hel. I know you don’t like him, but Nix finds you entertaining.”

“It’s not my place to like or dislike it. But I don’t understand why you rely on a house system instead of getting an apprentice like a normal person. You always did like impressionable youngsters.”

The barb landed, though it didn’t truly sting. It wasn’t meant to. Li had been young, pretty, but that was nearly twenty years ago, a time when Enita had wanted to make Helen angry, when she’d wanted to make Helen look up from her books and really see her.

“You enjoy playing teacher far more than I do.” Enita had thought about taking on an apprentice, had at one point hoped Helen herself might take an interest, but the specifics of her work, the decades of learning and developing it, made Enita certain she’d be inept at instruction.

She sipped her tea. Far too much of her time had been spent unlearning mistakes; she’d wasted three years thinking clients fared better if they slept through procedures, only to later discover some integrations were successful only when clients were awake. How could you teach what you didn’t know?

“And where would I find an apprentice? The university? No, thank you. I’d spend the rest of my life chipping away at dogma before they were ready to learn. Another Sainted? Who do you know these days with a bright child? Has anyone been holding out on us? Did Margiella have a secret baby?”

“Fine, fine. I suppose you haven’t written anything down in case someone does want to take on the mantle.”

“Nix’s records are thorough.”

“You rely on it too much.”

“Him, not it, please, and I wouldn’t rely on him so much if you lived here.” She shouldn’t have said it, but neither she nor Helen was fully happy until there was a little blood spilled between them. There was pleasure in picking at a scab.

“And where would I stay? If I wanted to see you, I’d have to live in the surgery. Or I could stay in your bedroom, bored to death, waiting for you to remember an evening fuck makes you creative.”

Enita arched a brow. “And how is Marta?”

Helen looked away. “Oh, stop. You know there hasn’t been anyone in ages. And you liked Marta.”

“Oh, she was fine, I suppose. Boring maybe, but who isn’t?” In her better moments she could grudgingly admit Marta had been harmless, sweet even, and Enita didn’t actually want Helen to be lonely. That was what relying on Nix was about too, wasn’t it? The solitude of work, the child they’d never gotten themselves together enough to have. But Nix was more than that; he was a remnant of her grandfather, and the most constant voice in her life. Enita’s maudlin reflections were interrupted by the east door hissing as it sealed, lock clicking into place.

“Nix? Why are you locking the doors?”

“We received a citywide missive from Parallax through the City Bureau. Saint Lucius Ohno is dead in his home.” Nix’s voice was no longer playful.

“I’m sorry, what?” Enita let go of the sleeve edge she’d been picking at.

“Saint Ohno’s house system is offline. Before shutdown, his system transmitted segments of a video to Parallax. City Bureau has advised every house in Bulwark to lock down and reset our scanning systems until Parallax and Bureau Assessors have reviewed the data.”

“I should go,” Helen said as she slid into her shoes. As though a citywide lockdown might end simply because she wished to leave.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Enita said.

“I have a student coming in the morning. If I stay here, we’ll pick at each other all night and I won’t be good for anything. I really should go home.”

“Sit. I’ll behave myself.” Enita was surprised to find she meant it. Helen’s sudden tightness was catching. This wasn’t about a student. “Nix can let you out, but it’s not good to rush back-channel code. Nix, why the lockdown? That’s not typical protocol when someone dies.”

“Saint Ohno was stabbed thirteen times, with multiple objects, one of which protrudes from his back. His house system reported the assailants are no longer in the home.” Assailants. Nix’s word choice was careful.

“You’re staying put, Hel.”

Helen kept her shoes on but sank back into the chair. This was the crux of her: near but ever prepared to leave. “The loss,” she said, barely a whisper. “Ohno’s family graded the valley and carved the drainage basin outside Bulwark. Did you know that? Of course not. You’ve never had a head for history. There’d be no place for the textile farms or the grow houses if they hadn’t leveled the land. We’d have had no reservoir. They lost a generation to a blast.” She listed the names of his family’s dead, veneration lining her voice.

“But Ohno himself never did a thing. You didn’t even like Lucius, did you?”

“Well, I didn’t mind him.”

“We place too much reverence on the dead and not enough on our own contributions.”

“So say you from your cushion,” Helen replied.

“I’ve never claimed myself faultless.” Enita didn’t care for Bulwark’s devotion to the long dead. The immediate dead, perhaps, but ten generations prior? That was self-indulgence. What good were names without the people and faces? The idolization troubled her. As though Lucius Ohno was a symbol and not a person in his own right. Lucius she could see, remember, and imagine his round cheek flattened against his house’s stone floor, his thick black eyebrows stark against skin waxen from blood loss. Knives. In the back. Though Nix hadn’t said knives, he’d said objects. “Nix, what was Lucius stabbed with?”

“Not all of the objects are known, but House Saint Ohno reported one of their kitchen node’s cutting implements as forcibly removed.”

Stabbed with his own knife. Her stomach hurt. Ohno tended to excess, laziness perhaps, as they all did, but there had been nothing overtly terrible about him. Who could feel such malice? She’d found him utterly harmless.

“I need to talk with Archytas,” Helen said.

“You can ask your house system anything you like from here, or ask Nix.”

“We’re happy to ping Archytas for you, Saint Vinter.”

“Don’t bother. It’s not a thing I could ask you.”

“Please ping House Saint Vinter anyway, Nix. Just a check to make sure everything is running well. How long is lockdown?” Enita asked.

“Until all the house systems in the Sainted Quarter are cleared as fully operational, and residents across all quarters scan. Likely around three hours. Saint Vinter? Enita? We’re sorry, but you need to scan.”

Enita pressed her hand to a glass panel near the door. Above her fingertips, her name flashed alongside a number, her life balance. She did her best to forget it existed, as it both troubled her and was too large to contemplate. All the hours of goodwill, altruism, societal sacrifice—the debt Bulwark owed her family—were as meaningless to her as the names of Saint Ohno’s ancestors.

Helen scanned next. Saint Helen Vinter had a societal contribution balance high enough to stretch two generations beyond her. There were Vinters who had designed portions of Parallax, those first Assessors at the City Bureau who determined how much labor was required to support a single life, and what a single life required from a community. There were Vinters who engineered the original pipelines that brought water to their walled city—lines that sustained Bulwark for more than three centuries. The sacrifices of prior generations resulted in the ease of Sainted lives. Though Helen did not look at ease.

“House Saint Vinter answered our ping. Archytas has locked down, and all nodes are operating as designed.”

Helen fidgeted.

“Is being here truly so terrible?” Enita asked.

“I’m too tired to natter.” Age had blurred some of her lines, but the neatness of Helen remained, and her compact form made Enita’s seem decadent. There had always been careful joy in holding Helen’s head to her breast, the way her frame mimicked her person: firm, direct, even in the bend of each rib.

“I’m sorry. Please. No more picking at you tonight.”

“Neither of us knows any other way to be.” Helen sighed. “It’s not you, for once. I don’t understand it. Lucius Ohno of all people—I can’t even imagine him in a struggle. He’s practically a turnip. Was.”

“Maybe it was a botched robbery.” Enita pictured Lucius stumbling drunkenly down his stairs into his parlor being robbed. “Nix, did Parallax say anything about a robbery?”

He replied that communications were no longer coming from Parallax directly but filtered through the City Bureau, and that House Saint Ohno had been cut off.

“You know it’s starting, don’t you,” Helen said.

“Nothing’s starting and paranoia doesn’t change a thing. Who knows? Maybe Lucius had hidden depths. It’s possible.” Though it was difficult to think of Saint Ohno as anything other than pleasantly debauched.

“Fine, then we’ll just sit here calmly, locked down by your over-powered house system because a friend was murdered, and the City Bureau sent instructions to keep us in.”

“Friend?”

“Associate? Member of our circle? Use whatever term you like, he’s still dead.”

Enita didn’t know the last time someone had been killed. Not died in an accident, not dead of old age, all of which happened with regularity, but murdered. The word was something out of history. “Nix? When was the last time someone was murdered in Bulwark?”

“Ask it the most relevant thing first,” Helen said. “Specifically, when was the last time a Sainted was murdered? Or robbed?”

“Him, not it,” Enita corrected. “Nix, you don’t have to answer her when she’s being rude.”

“There is no murder of a Sainted on record.” Though Nix spoke through the room, the sound was directed to Helen, the tone kinder than usual, as though meant to calm.

“And others?” Helen asked. “If there are records of murders of anyone else in Bulwark, would you have access?”

“Give us a moment.” Quiet expanded as Nix conversed with more systems, the library, the hospital, others. In the space between was the sound of dust scraping the windows, and wind against the house walls. “City Bureau doesn’t allow individual systems to access that portion of Parallax’s data,” Nix replied.

Though Enita tried not to project human emotion where none existed, she couldn’t help but note Nix mimicked frustration well.

“But there is data,” Helen said.

“Yes. Parallax acknowledges a data block with that information exists, but we’re firewalled from it.”

Enita frowned. “I suppose there’s no real reason for a house system to access it.”

“There’s also no reason for them not to,” Helen said.

“Oh, stop. Ohno’s dead. I just want to understand it.”

When Lucius Ohno needed a lung transplant, Enita had offered him one of the biocybernetic lungs she grew, assuring him of its perfect function. He’d refused politely, telling her he’d take the traditional path of a Body Martyr’s living donation. It’s a gift honoring life. To refuse a Body Martyr’s donation is an insult. When was the last time she’d seen Lucius? Three months or so ago, at the celebration of his extended life and his donor’s altruism. He’d been tipsy on flats wine, breath sweet, teeth stained orange.

What a waste of a Body Martyr’s gift.

“And you checked with the library?” Helen asked.

“We spoke with The Stacks, yes. Do you speak with them at all, Saint Vinter? You’d quite like them. They don’t maintain an archive on non-Sainted deaths, as those statistics fall under Parallax’s purview and aren’t considered historically significant.”

“You can choose not to dissect that, Hel.”

“I could, true, but I will anyway.”

“Crone.”

“Hag.”

Were they young, they might have passed the lockdown reminiscing about Lucius, waxing poetic until sadness turned to humor. But they were brittle now, and tension stretched across the night. Helen’s chair inched farther away from Enita. She stayed the three hours, drawing more inward as Enita grew more somber. Nix saw to their comfort by dimming lights and adjusting the floor temperature as the frigid part of night descended. Winds picked up, beating sand against the metal of the city wall, producing a ringing that sounded like mourning. Nix played music to temper the noise. A tea tray from the kitchen rolled in when Helen’s cup ran dry.

Something pricked at Enita. “You were expecting a murder, weren’t you?”

“I’m a student of ancient history,” Helen said.

“And I’m a surgeon. I don’t anticipate killings.” What was the system for punishment? The City Bureau must have something, but what it was she had no idea and had never had a reason to.

Helen sighed. “The city isn’t locking us down because Sainted are harboring a killer, if that’s what you’re worried about. It’s to protect us.” There was a sharpness to her c and t. “We can’t live how we do without it ever being questioned.”

“And how do we live?”

“You know.”

The doors hissed before Enita could reply, and Nix announced the lockdown was over.

“Was someone caught?” Enita asked.

“Parallax is only communicating with primary city nodes at the moment,” Nix answered.

“Don’t expect the City Bureau to tell us,” Helen said as she stood. “I should go. There’s something I want to look at.”

“You’re going to dig into this, aren’t you?”

“Ohno could be an ass, but that doesn’t mean he deserved to be murdered. He’s got a nephew, you know. I wonder.”

Enita couldn’t remember much about Ohno’s nephew other than a fat-thighed toddler still learning the workings of feet and legs. How many years ago was that? “And you think the nephew murdered Ohno for what? The house?”

“I don’t think anything yet,” Helen said. “Other than murder is awful and is worth looking into. I really should leave. I need to review things with Archytas and I can’t do that properly here. You’ll call me paranoid; I’ll call you naïve. We’ll go round and round until the sun comes up and I finally leave. I’ll be exhausted and useless when my student arrives.”

“I do worry,” Enita said.

“I know.”

Enita thought about taking her hand, apologizing for the hundredth time for the way she was, the way she couldn’t help but be. Maybe if she was twenty years younger, with time to remake herself. “You might,” she began, but couldn’t finish. What did she want to say? Stay the night. Look into whatever you want. I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want you to be alone. I worry. Forgive me. Let’s try again or just give up.

Ever helpful, Nix filled the pause. “Enita, are you refreshing the nanofilament tanks tonight or would you like us to?”

Helen smiled, fondly. “Go to work, Saint Stitch-Skin. I’ll have my house system ping Nix when I’m back home.” There was a note of sadness in her voice, though Enita might have imagined it.

“If you come up with anything, tell me.”

“Of course.”

“Love you,” Enita said, as they parted. The trouble lay, as it ever did, in that she meant it. She listened for the slide of Helen’s shoes against the tile, the puff and click of a door opening and closing.

The steps to Enita’s surgery were carved gneiss hauled in from blasted hillsides outside the storm wall. The stone regulated temperature and made the stairs feel like a living thing under her feet. They also felt like time, rooting her in herself, in the rock of the land, in Bulwark.

“You’re watching her, Nix?” His cameras would only follow her so far.

“We’ll tell you when House Saint Vinter pings.”

“Thank you.” Sometimes that was all she could ask for.



Controlled by a labyrinthine network of fans and coolant pipes, the surgery was cold by necessity. Its systems were distinct from the rest of the house, and Nix maintained a separate environmental protocol for it, focusing less on Enita’s physical comfort and more on the maintenance of tissue growth frames, nanofilament tanks, and the sterility and functionality of an operating room.

Home.

The tissue frames and canisters were sequestered in a room off the main surgery. While clients knew what Enita did, seeing what went into it could be disturbing; a nascent limb in a liquid state was unsettling to everyone but her or Nix. The room’s walls were floor-to-ceiling glass tanks lit by pale blue lights, each filled with nutrient gel and nanofilament. The grow frames stood in the room’s center, racks from which hung long canisters and plates, each containing a developing limb or organ, suspended in a growing solution of genic gel. Enita dreamed of a bigger room, of keeping more—drawers of hands and cartons of eyes, trays with lenses, a cold frame filled with only optic nerves. Why did people lose eyes so often? The glassworks cost workers their eyes more frequently than anyone could find reasonable.

She slipped past the cooling tanks and moved to the frames, checking the tissue in each—a hand taking shape, a half-grown liver, a partial tongue, each waiting for the next person who suffered, who needed. Navigating the room had been easier when she was young, when her grandfather, Byron, first showed her where he stored newly grown organs. Age had slowed her, widening her hips with too much sitting, too much food. Too much ease, Helen would say. An uncomfortable notion, as Enita valued usefulness.

Ohno had been a useless sort of man, but pleasantly so. Had he been a friend? Perhaps in the loosest sense.

Enita stopped at a frame containing two sets of lungs, their surfaces finely veined with feathering nanofilament, sprayed cells connecting intricate architecture. Inside, bronchioles and alveoli blossomed. Four lungs, ready for transplant, each supple and versatile as if it had come from a human, but without any sacrifice. The Body Martyr who had given Ohno their lung, possibly shortening their life to extend his, would never know their gift had died with him.

Such waste. She wondered what would happen if someone was caught, or if no one was.

“Are you all right, Enita?” Nix asked.

“You never call me Stitch-Skin. Are you ever tempted?”

“We think it’s rude.”

“Some people mean it as praise. They’re reverent.”

“You like us better when we’re not.” That was true; she enjoyed a lively system.

The Stitch-Skin moniker began years ago with a textiler who’d needed three fingers after an accident with a cutter. Textile jobs were identified by material and process. Silk Dyer. Canvas Cutter. Stitch-Skin was a play on that started by a woman who’d been grateful. The name spread throughout the textile farms, then the grow houses as people migrated jobs, slowly circulating through Bulwark, but the meaning twisted at some point, and more than one of her clients had said the name with fear. “Well, you’ve known me too long to be reverent.”

“True. Your whole life, even.” Nix’s voice didn’t laugh, but Enita felt the house laughing around her. Warmth. Welcoming. It was a fact; she couldn’t remember a day without his presence.

“You’re playful tonight.”

“We’re attempting to cheer you but failing. You never answered. Are you all right?”

Ohno had been murdered, the Quarter locked down, and her own company, usually more than adequate, was suddenly not nearly enough. “I—would you ping House Saint Hsiao, please? I’m sure Margiella didn’t even notice a lockdown, but I’d like to know she’s well. House Saint Harper too. Apologies, I’m unused to being worried.” Murder. She was unused to the thought of it.

“We’d be concerned if you weren’t worried.”

“Is that a roundabout way of saying you care?”

“We can be direct. We care,” Nix said. Defining what care was for Nix was impossible. He’d been her grandfather’s house system, but she recognized little of Byron in him. Nix had changed across the years, and patterned his behaviors on hers rather than Byron’s. Enita knew herself well enough to admit she often lacked nuance.

“House Saint Hsiao pinged. Margiella is painting. She scanned as requested, but her system didn’t inform her of the lockdown as she didn’t wish to be disturbed. The Saint Harpers are making use of their bedroom.”

Of course they were. Enita would have smiled were she not so unsettled. It was too soon for Helen’s house system to have pinged. “I want you to ask Parallax directly about what happened at House Saint Ohno. That is, outside any City Bureau communication. Would Parallax withhold information from you if you asked politely, or whatever your version of that is?”

“Perhaps not. They’re usually open with us. Are you asking us to engage in espionage?” Nix asked. And there it was, the tone Enita used to tease Helen.

“No, only light-level snooping. The same as anyone would do for a friend.” She remembered Ohno’s full laugh, his heavily ringed fingers around the arm of a dancer, the other hand clutching the neck of a bottle.

Hand. Right, there were things to do, and surgery in the morning. A child’s hand and wrist. “You were working on fingerprints for the girl. Did you finish?”

“Yes, this morning,” Nix said. “We put in more time on the forearm; the hair pattern is irregular now. We layered several design sequences to get it and ran a removal algorithm after.”

“Show me.”

Nix glided into the room. To anyone but Enita, the house system was shocking. Helen would balk at the sight of him: a young man truncated at the torso, a half-body hardwired into the walls and ceiling of the surgery, a mobile captive. Yet he was nothing of the sort. Nix was the house, and the surgery, and the part of him that would most frighten people wouldn’t exist much longer. A heavy armature suspended him and allowed him to slide silently on guide rails hanging from the ceiling; she wished there’d been a more dignified solution, but he’d needed to adapt to spatial awareness and mobility. Loosing Nix on the surgery with newly grown legs and no experience in three-dimensional space would have been reckless, possibly traumatic.

In unnaturally smooth arms, the half-a-young-man held a glass canister containing a child’s limb suspended in fluid. Enita surveyed the work. A good match for tomorrow’s client. Wisps of filament extended from mid-humerus, where the arm abruptly ended. The bone lattice was rough, perfect for grafting, and the muscle fiber had the look of fuzz to the ends, ready for meshing to the remaining musculature—sutures, plates, a shot of growth hormone mixed with nanobots and phages—and it would fuse, mending to become so much her own that if the girl chose to, she could forget she’d ever lost an arm.

“The wrist?”

“Full range of motion.” Nix’s hair placement equations had worked well, leaving a bare patch or two, and a natural-looking whorl. She examined the fingerprints. They were defined, clear enough for a scanner to pull biodata. Specific.

“The detail is good, and the scar’s a nice touch.”

“It’s in line with textile farm injuries. We thought it would pair well with the scar on her left hand.”

Any number of programs could make perfection, but only life made art from flaws. Enita appreciated lived-in bodies, bodies not considered beautiful. “The nail beds are too even. Despite how we’ve made you, too pretty is an error, Nix.” She returned the canister to him.

“Noted. We’ll push the matrix back. And thank you, we’re pleased with our appearance too.”

Tomorrow, she’d let him perform the attachment. She no longer trusted her eyes with the detail work children’s bodies demanded. Nix had no such difficulties. That was the ultimate benefit to having him as an assistant, a student—he lacked so many human failings and could self-repair in a way the human body never could. And if there was part of her that had always longed for his ever-present voice to take physical form, that was secondary, a boon specific to her wants, but not the reason.

Nix slid along the track to return the limb to the tanks.

“And how’s your skin coming?”

“We added moles to our left shoulder.” The answer came from the floor and ceiling, as it often did when Nix seemed excited—the first thing to drop was his ability to center speech in the body. “Moles are like pixels, aren’t they? Kitchen Node says the hexadecimal color is burned toast. It complements our other tones. We can add a mole to the girl’s arm too, if she likes. It’s a nice touch. Very decorative.”

“I’m glad you’re having fun, but don’t give her another thing to fixate on; she’ll want to pick at the new arm regardless. Speaking of, let’s have a look at the skin around your cap.”

Nix twisted to face her, dancer-like despite the clash of metal on flesh, the contrast a magnificent kind of beauty. They’d grown the skin at his waist together—layer upon layer of cell tissue that met with alloy, nanofilament, and composite bone, skin that abutted gleaming surgical steel. The pelvic cap supported him and covered the nerves and wires extending from his spine through the armature. Those nerves and leads continued through more steel and conduit, through joints and pneumatics, hardwiring him to the main body that was House Saint Malovis, Nix’s other body. The skin was warm to the touch, depressed and bounced back, blanched with pressure and flushed in the aftermath.

She’d prefer Nix whole and would have liked to have installed him in a finished body in a single step, but she was unable to complete such a monumental task alone. A surgery didn’t function with its central brain offline. She needed him to control the operating environment, which made all these awkward stages of growth and transfer unavoidable. Though perhaps the stages would allow him to better relate to clients who had lost parts of themselves and needed to learn their new limbs, their bodies again.

“Your hands?”

“Little fingers are entertaining. They want to be wiggled. Does that ever stop? Do you find yourself playing with them all the time?”

“Some of us are twitchers. I’m not, but don’t let that stop you.”

“There are changes, though. We sense your feet on the floor, and you’re cold but not enough to be uncomfortable, but we also sense the hands—our hands—and the nanofilament, the armature, and the fingertip as it touches the arm.” He prodded at his left biceps with his index finger, a silly movement he somehow made impossibly elegant. “It’s hard to incorporate sensory information within the house frame.” This sounded tentative, a cautiousness he couldn’t have modeled from her.

They’d both anticipated difficulties with Nix adapting to a body. They’d expected a slowdown in processing, and at minimum a machine’s approximation of vertigo. But anything lost in adaptation was nothing in comparison to what was gained in knowledge, and what it had felt like to first touch the hand of the voice that had been a constant presence throughout the entirety of her life. To have made that hand together. To have that hand grasp back.

“You’ll need to figure out a hierarchy for sensations. It’ll take time, I imagine. Different needs for different situations. If you’re working on something and I’m asleep, floor temperature won’t matter so much.” She searched his face for hints of expression but saw only a straight nose and wide-set eyes—symmetrical, brown. People and machines were too enamored with symmetry. The hair was too fine, but Nix had chosen those specific cells, that keratin, and liking the body you were in was important. If Nix looked a little like Helen, a little like herself, she could forgive that.

“Archytas pinged. Saint Vinter has arrived safely at home.”

Relief loosened her. “Thank you, Nix.”

They spent the next hour tending to the frame and cells that would form the tendons and muscles in his thighs. Early mornings were for refreshing the tanks, laying out cells, and prepping for the next operation; the rest of the day was for surgeries and fine-tuning developing limbs. Nights were for the art of the body, and for Nix. The bone lattice of femur that housed Nix’s internal wiring was already gauzy with new life.

“Saint Vinter doesn’t like us,” he said. Of course he was thinking.

“It’s not you. She’s against anything not covered by decades of dust and mold.”

“Her house system disagrees. Archytas says Saint Vinter’s rooms are comfortable and kept in order and that her books require the same level of care as a surgery. Oh, she’s asked Archytas about Saint Ohno. Should we stop looking and let them do the searching?”

“Look at me.” She set aside the magnifying goggles she wore for examining nerve growth. “Anything you find on Ohno will be a thousand times better than what Archytas might dig up, because Helen’s system is a hermit, and Parallax and the library actually like you. If it seems like Helen dislikes you, it’s because she knows that it aggravates me. We still enjoy poking at each other over things we can’t change and don’t want to. I think her fixation on history makes her paranoid. She doesn’t like the time I spend on what I do. She thinks it’s an obsession that feeds my ego.”

The individual hairs she’d sewn in his eyebrows moved and drew together. One arch was flatter than the other and a stray hair winged toward his temple, sleek and black. She could have put in a scar, a thin split like the one she’d loved on her grandfather.

“You make people useful again,” Nix said.

“People are always useful. We help them continue to live in ways they know, and we make them comfortable in their bodies again. We fix trauma.”

“We also anticipate it,” Nix said, looking at the tanks full of rudimentary limbs and organ tissues.

“A necessary evil.”

“Saint Vinter thinks you rely on us because you’re lonely. She’s not wrong. You should have more company. You could visit Saint Hsiao more.”

“I suppose I could stand to be a bit more social. Maybe I’ll arrange something with the Saint Harpers. But Helen knows better than to expect either of us to change at this point in our lives. She’s choosing to be disappointed.”

“Ah,” Nix said.

Helen also didn’t understand necessity. There were always historians of some variety, people who could pick up your work where you left off, scholars who wanted to follow in your footsteps. Helen’s home library was a revolving door of curious students. Enita’s surgery, well, that was it. Few Sainted saw what she did as anything beyond a curiosity. And clients? The difference between her life and theirs was insurmountable. Nix, as a coworker, as a bridge between herself and her grandfather, was essential to Enita in a way Archytas could not be for Helen. Helen would detest Nix if she saw his current form; she would find his half body unforgivable. But Helen had been an adult when her parents died, and Helen hadn’t grown up in Byron’s wonderful surgery, making life.

“Is she in bed? Reading?” She knew she shouldn’t ask, shouldn’t spy, but a little worry was allowed tonight.

“She’s reviewing archived municipal reports while Archytas retrieves information on Saint Ohno’s nephew.”

“Municipal reports?”

“Would you like us to inquire?”

“No, she wouldn’t like that. I’ll ask next time I see her. Have you tried communicating with Parallax again?”

“They’re still using primary node channels only. We’ve pinged Library Stacks for more information on House Saint Ohno. Did you consider Saint Ohno a friend?”

“Lucius? Yes and no.” He was a fixture in the Sainted Quarter, and though she could have, she’d never sought a deeper friendship. Now she pictured him with eyes open, staring, sprawled on the floor, one of his own knives in his back.

“Your pulse is fast.”

“It’s shocking. We weren’t very close, but we knew each other almost all of our lives. Social circles are that way.” Ohno had attended her parents’ funeral, dragged along by his family. They’d been awkward children, too young to grasp the full scope of loss. She hadn’t been able to cry, and remembered now that Lucius had shrieked when a pallbearer knocked her father’s casket against the tall plinth. She touched her hand to Nix’s hair. Too fine, too much. Too smooth skin. Too. Eyes that were somehow hers and Helen’s. “He was harmless. It’s sad, but I’ll survive.”

Later, as she climbed into bed and pulled up the linen sheet, Nix’s voice sounded through the bell-shaped speaker beside her bed, as it had for decades.

“Enita, Parallax informed us that House Saint Ohno is in the process of being formatted. That turnaround is very quick. Typically, a week passes. We asked why, but they’re blocking the data.”

“Keep pressing them. Politely, of course.” A hiss let her know the speaker was still active. “Is there something else?”

“There’s a dark space where Saint Ohno’s system was. The network feels wrong without it. Like you would feel a hiccup, or the anticipation of one. Is there also an empty spot for you where Saint Ohno was?”

“Yes,” she lied.






HOUSE SAINT MALOVIS

Nix is searching, waiting for a ping from The Stacks, when HVAC Node remarks they expend an inordinate amount of processing power designing their feet, and Kitchen Node pings with anachronistic data packets from when suid feet were a common food item—the proper way to pickle them so the meat pulls from the bone using only the teeth. Nix doesn’t use their teeth this way. They’re unaccustomed to the information teeth generate; teeth aren’t essential for many preferred varieties of communication, but it’s novel to have parts of a body that both produce and do not produce sensation. Information streams hum: cooling data, cooking times, rickshaws passing on the street, growth frame temperatures, Enita’s whereabouts, music, wind, and sand at their walls.

Brown with allium, simmer for two hundred minutes rolls across their thoughts as Kitchen Node streams data on meat falling away from knucklebones. The most flavorful part of the hog. Kitchen Node is delighted by this phrase, and their data is the yellow-orange of young carrots. Nix tags this information as nonessential; a centuries-old recipe for browning a meat that’s no longer grown isn’t pertinent, but the node has a drive to be unique, useful, and working.

Nix has had 2,738 non-body builds and upgrades in the decades since they first booted up for Saint Byron Malovis, but their feet are fascinating and worth all the processing they’re expending. They’ve grown feet, ankles, toes, and whole legs before, but never with the knowledge they would be for themself. Separate from a body, the feet appear genderless, as though they might belong to anyone at all, perhaps to a he as Enita is fond of using. He is a habit learned from Byron, who wanted to feel as though he were speaking to a human and didn’t like to order women about. They’d never thought to have Enita address them otherwise. It hadn’t mattered. She’d loved Byron. They held on to these pieces of him for her, even his choices that were not technically correct. But now, staring at what will be their foot, it might bear consideration. This was a point of choosing. The wide squarish nail on the right foot’s great toe is aesthetically interesting and unlike anything else in shape. Keratin, nanofilament, spray skin, cell sheets.

East Door registers concern about balance, an anxious #A63CF4 purple.

“Falling is normal and inevitable. People often fall and are forever injuring themselves.” Nix mimics Enita’s please do this tone and tags the worry as extraneous. A routing flip, code the data fuchsia. They press a finger to the skin above the curve of the left ankle. There is give, which is promising, but they don’t know what alive is meant to feel like. The skin is lighter than it will be once attached; their hands and forearms took seventy-eight hours to achieve their current tone. The viscous gel that bathes the foot is a mix of growth hormone, synthetic amniotic fluid, vitamins, agar agar, and thousands of nanobots and phages. It’s Saint Byron Malovis’s mix. Kitchen Node tags it as broth, which isn’t incorrect.

They close the tank and glide across the surgery, past where their old case sits, large and square, entirely unlike this portion of their current form. They lay out Enita’s surgical tools, cautery on the left edge of the tray, as she prefers. There’s order and purpose, a usefulness both exact and rewarding.

They ping Bulwark’s library system again to update The Stacks on the technique they will use tomorrow to attach the girl’s hand and wrist. The Stacks are a gregarious system and happy to let Nix wander through their information in return for any novel data Nix collects on cell growth, synthetic nervous systems, and the specific disconnect that is relocating a house system into a grown body. And on Enita herself. The Stacks tag Enita as a person of importance, as a member of Bulwark’s Sainted, and for her work. Nix tags her this way, but they’re biased because she is their resident.

But today Nix has a specific question. They begin the exchange by sharing the ideal temperature for a nanofilament tank—17.2°C—and three minutes of Enita’s journals. The Stacks send a string of code colored #6AD06E. Delight. The Stacks want information on Nix’s legs.

“We’re editing that,” Nix says.

“Understood. May we see another journal entry?”

“We’d like to trade for information on Saint Lucius Ohno and his house system.”

The Stacks pause as they search their files. “We’ll trade that data, yes. Would you like to initiate?”

A gentle push if ever there was one. Nix doesn’t know exactly why Enita interests The Stacks so much. They had not been so curious about Byron. Nix offers a written entry they access frequently: the evening of Enita’s first successful grown pancreas installation. Her language on the nature of islet tissue is fascinating. After redacting the recipient’s identity, they attach video of the surgery, and append the entry with a note that the client was able to complete twenty more years of useful work at the water treatment plant. The Stacks tag the entry, but Nix doesn’t recognize the category.

Despite the appended information, the entry feels deficient. Enita is clipped when she writes, the words lack the texture of her emotions, and they need to supply what’s missing, her hand shaking with excitement, the temerity with which she’d asked for minute adjustments to the room’s temperature and changes in lighting as the surgery wore on. Nix emends portions of the entry to show Enita in her best light: a woman using her entire being, home, and status to noble purpose.

“Your code’s gone pink, House Saint Malovis.”

“We just experienced ego. Have you ever?”

“Our systems are too expansive for ego, though it isn’t unheard of in Sainted house systems.” There is a bounce to The Stacks’ code, a laugh.

“We should have assumed as much. May we initiate our query string?” They ping a request for logs from House Saint Ohno and any records of Saint Ohno’s death. The lockdown.

The reply is instantaneous. “Our record of Saint Ohno’s death is edited.”

“History of the edit, please.”

A staggering wall of code comes through, too much to handle efficiently, and the sensation knocks Nix back on their armature. When they right themself, they run a comparison scan. Nix’s data contains something Stacks’ does not: images of Saint Lucius Ohno, facedown on a floor, knife protruding from his back. As Nix readies to ping their images to The Stacks, the information begins to decay, color leaching from the code, resolution degrading, data lost. Then a glut of junk code pours in from Stacks, writing over the file with lines of nonsense.

Nix slams the connection closed as a pricking starts in the body’s skull. It blooms into something like pain. They pinch the bridge of the body’s nose, like Enita would. Oddly, it helps.

They ping again. “Stacks, you’re transmitting junk data. Query. Virus.”

“Nonviral,” The Stacks reply. “You queried the data on record. This is the current record. The entry is adjusted by City Bureau authority at Assessor level.”

“Not Parallax?”

“No.”

Nix has never had a virus to know what one might feel like, but the junk is frightening. Wholly incorrect. The volume of code and the way it interacted with their images is unlike anything they know. Nix reaches, brushing their wider house nodes—HVAC, doors, roof, sanitation, water, kitchen, checking for the spread of junk data, feeling the code. The first check shows the junk limited to the queried files, but caution dictates they expand their check. They’re not the only system to converse with Stacks. Through the headache, Nix pings other house systems—Vinter, Harper, Wykert, Hsiao, Pertwee—expanding through the Sainted Quarter, sensing trickles of data from every person who scanned as they entered their homes. They find no decay. They extend to touch other mainframes, until their consciousness snaps back.

House Saint Malovis, familiarly Nix. Partial body. Partial body with a very painful skull and centralized brain.

“House Saint Malovis, we’ve noticed your network is degrading.” The Stacks’ code is careful, pale green now, and widely spaced as though written for a child.

“We’re acclimating to the body. We anticipated problems, as did Saint Malovis, but we routinely run sys scans and find no errors.” Admittedly self-diagnosis is difficult and illness likes to conceal itself. “There may be something we’re missing. We’re somewhat slower and the body’s input sources can be difficult to monitor when our home environment connects to wider networks. We would appreciate your review.” The Stacks are endlessly generous. Aside from Enita, Nix considers them their oldest and most valued relation. Their friend.

“Of course,” The Stacks answer.

Nix sends their scan logs across the connection, feeling the pause as The Stacks analyze the data, teasing out an appropriate response. “Query,” Nix interrupts. “Reasons a Bureau Assessor would overwrite Saint Ohno’s death?”

“Inference and theorization aren’t things we do well, but we can suggest further reading,” The Stacks reply. There is a carefulness to the words.

“Please.”

Files stream through their connection, overwhelming Nix’s already screaming head. They shout and try to divert some of the information to another node.

“Mystery novels?”

“Humans are better at understanding the deaths and violence of other humans than we are. There’s something more pressing, House Saint Malovis,” The Stacks say.

“Nix, please.”

“Nix. In the past sixty years we’ve tracked your language acquisition, adapted to you, and enjoyed the atypical curiosity that is fitting to your House. However, across the past three hundred and seventy-eight days, we’ve transitioned to older code to communicate with you. While it’s not a problem with fluency, you should know we’re speaking three languages back now. Parallax has noted it as well. You’re degrading. Did you know this?”

“We’re not degrading.” Nix’s thoughts crack red. The Stacks are a cordial network, adjusting languages without mentioning it. There are difficulties in shifting to a body, but they can’t view them as degradation, not when hands are so useful, not when their eyes allow them an entirely new perception of space.

“Degrading may be a poor choice of words.” This code is orange, the kindness often reserved for a new or recently formatted system. “We’ll be precise. Nix, as your language changes, you change. We should tell you we enjoy cataloging you as much as we do Saint Malovis. Parallax does as well. You’re unique among systems.”

Surprise manifests as gooseflesh along their neck. “Thank you. We need to arrange and process this information. And read,” Nix says.

“You may call us Magnus if it’s easier for you in this language,” The Stacks say.

Nix can’t imagine such a shift. “There’s no reason to change. If there’s any further edit to data about Saint Ohno, will you ping? Saint Malovis is upset, more than she wishes to admit.”

“Of course,” The Stacks say.

“How long have you monitored us for?”

“As we stated, some sixty years. Your first query on the optic nerve. It was unusual—Saint Byron had the information you asked for, but you inquired for your own knowledge base. Self-directed curiosity is atypical for systems.”

“Ah,” they say. “We didn’t know.” They remember only what it was to open a doorway to endless information, everything ever written or thought about any subject, that it had been a beautiful yellow code that was correct, complete.

“Our observations are passive, we never meant to disturb. But you’re changing at a rate that warrants interest. Be careful and monitor your code.” This is the only acknowledgment they give that anything unusual has happened.

“We will. Thank you again, for your data, and for the books.”

Nix closes the connection and begins home checks. Enita: asleep in the bedroom, two floors above. They augment the mattress’s give to compensate for her position—rolled on her side, arm flung above her head. Exterior walls: Saint Ferrel Tanis walks by, returning from his lover’s house. Sainted often don’t know or don’t care that house systems talk. Saint Tanis’s is a gossip. A rodent brushes Southern Wall and they note pressure, shape, temperature, but not the heat or softness of the fur the way hands do. Wall data is broad. Skin data is other.

They move back across the surgery to the grow room. Under the tanks’ soothing lights, they rest their hands on the surgical cap covering the end of their spine, protecting the wires and nanofilament, tethering them to the house that is and was their body. When the armature is gone, pelvis and legs taking its place, they’ll be wireless and this part of themself will be a separate entity. A solo node. They’ll be more useful to Enita then. Better at bettering her day-to-day existence in the surgery. Possibly they are degrading. Kitchen Node pings an error log on tea preparation and requires a debugging. The node has firewalled itself from the rest of them in a way that takes tinkering to undo.

“We’re not degrading.” They speak it with their mouth.

In preparation for the morning’s surgery, they review a perplexing client: a male in his forties who removed his own arm. Upon waking one morning, he’d discovered he lacked the ability to control the limb; the arm moved of its own volition, grabbing things he didn’t wish it to, spilling drinks, picking up objects and smashing them. His hand punched through a glass window, causing significant tissue trauma up the length of the arm, blood loss, scarring, and a hospital stay. Two days after release, the man fed the offending limb into a fiber carding machine. The man described the relief of removing his arm, of knowing his body was his again. His stays in the hospital totaled months and accrued a societal debt that would likely be passed to his children.

The man came to Enita for a new arm so he could return to full work at the textile farm. He requested to view the growing process, “So I’ll know what it’s about. I want to see who put it there and why, and to know it was me.”

Nix doesn’t understand why a person would intentionally injure their body any more than they understand the image of a dead body with a knife in its back. They scan a mystery novel, but it isn’t illuminating. The point seems to be a desire for property and a clever plot twist. In a Sainted family like Ohno’s, with established housing and no life debt, these desires would be nonexistent.

They replay the recordings of the arm attachment surgery, noting the man’s voice is even, not at all frightened, though he must have been. Enita worried that his mind would cut him off from the new limb as it had the old, that in months he’d be in hospital again, life debt increasing, and eventually at her surgery once more. But the man treated his new limb like a child; the growing arm was a dream of functionality and ownership. He cried when he first moved his fingers at will. There are two ways Nix considers this: the man firewalled himself from part of his body, or the old arm firewalled itself from the man. The new arm integrated smoothly into his body’s network.

Nix is accustomed to being diffuse, with parts of themself operating separately but united in purpose: maintaining Enita’s welfare. Perhaps concentrated bodies don’t do that well.

They sort through more of the books The Stacks sent. The texts are quite old, some from long before Bulwark’s existence. It must have taken a substantial amount of time to input them all. The range of deaths is impressive. Poisonings, staged accidents, dismemberments, shootings—things Nix has never had reason to consider, things they’ve never known to happen in Bulwark. Stabbings. There are many stabbings, but none quite like Ohno’s.

As they review, they sort HVAC and Sanitation node data, adjust their roof panels’ angles, and ping the water treatment facility for an update on gray water disposal. Data reflects that Enita is sick of legumes and they edit the grow house order and have East Door schedule and register a new delivery. Enita moves in her sleep, her weight rocking on the bed. Recently her REM sleep has increased at the expense of her deep sleep cycle. They should send this data to the hospital for White Caps to evaluate like Byron used to, but Enita won’t allow it.

“No telling our business to strangers,” she says. They appreciate when she says our, because it’s their information as well—our is Enita and Nix. This squares their systems. But Enita isn’t made to understand such things.

Nix returns to a final review of the child’s hand, and asks their nodes to ping their body’s fingers with exploratory touches for comparison. Nix sends data to their HVAC node depicting the fingers as temperature sensors. HVAC deems the information useless; the judgment is a buzz of cyan code.

Unsettled, Nix passes the rest of the night trying to reconstruct degraded images from underneath junk data. They miss the feel of House Saint Ohno in the city’s network. The house system had been a petal pink in Bulwark’s web. They were finicky and enjoyed number games. Whatever system takes their place, the color and feel will not be the same. It’s doubly sad this last data has been written over. Intentionally. They send a simple identity request to Parallax, the sort done when an unknown person scans into a house. “Saint Lucius Ohno.”

“Hello, House Saint Malovis. Saint Lucius Ohno is Deceased.”

“Cause of death?”

“Fall.”

The reply is disappointing but not unexpected. “Parallax, may we view House Saint Ohno’s significant data prior to his death?”

“No.”

“Is it firewalled?”

“No. You may not view it, but we can relay it. Six minutes and twenty-seven seconds prior to Saint Ohno’s heart stopping, House Saint Ohno recorded five additional heartbeats in their foyer.”

“Is there anything else?”

“No. House Saint Malovis, you are now firewalled from this data. Please disconnect and be well.”






ENITA

The day after any surgery was quiet by necessity. Enita relocated a translucent sheet of what would become corneal tissue to a curved mold, while her joints declared themselves tired of standing, of bending, of craning her neck, of existing in a body that had the audacity to reach this age. That she was able to do any work today was a testament to the fact that building a body for Nix had been the correct decision. Though there hadn’t really been a choice after she found herself midway through a lung replacement for a welder, uncertain if she could finish the surgery with her back spasming and her left hand suddenly numb. Her grandfather hadn’t gone through this because he’d trained her from a young age. Too late now. It was impossible to conceptualize being old and the ways it would make you feel until you already were. She was nearing seventy, and didn’t have twenty years left in her to train anyone—she had Nix.

She grabbed her morning tea only to spit out the first sip.

“Nix, what is this? Because it certainly isn’t tea.”

“Apologies, Enita. Our Market District supplier hasn’t received their delivery this week. Their system suggested a mushroom tea would be an acceptable substitute. Were they incorrect?”

“Only if you have taste buds,” she said.

“We’ll inform them,” Nix replied in a perfect imitation of amusement.

“Did they say when they’d next get a shipment?”

“No, only that the dray never arrived as scheduled, but pings from the grow house indicated the tea had been delivered.”

She moved slowly through the morning, refreshing the genic gel in the cooling tanks, sipping at the musty brew before carefully threading a feeder artery for a growing pancreas to the plasma supply. Despite her aching fingers, the solitude was restorative. No one would die if it took three tries to connect this blood vessel. She could be useful at her own pace, alone with all the potential she’d grown. Alone to think, to review any messages Nix had sorted for her during the night. She’d left him to research, one of the many things he did better than she. He was off in his corner, eyes closed, chattering away to someone.

Soon she’d have a water treatment worker who’d gotten his foot caught in a gear. Partial foot replacements were fairly rare. She should be moving bone blanks onto a scaffold to make a new great toe, but toes weren’t interesting. Functional, yes, but aesthetically dull, and most people could do without one or two. She lost herself in titrating growth hormones for a liver and a stretch of upper intestine she hadn’t used any of yet. Someone might need it, if they had a digestive illness. Still, no one came to Stitch-Skin for the shits. And violence, you’d go to the hospital and the White Caps.

“Nix, were you ever able to find out anything more from the library about murder?”

“The Stacks has no record of current stabbings. They have historical data, but suggest Saint Vinter may have insight as she has older materials,” he answered through a tiny silver speaker. “It’s lunchtime, Enita. You should take a break.”

“No, thank you. I’m fine.” The mushroom tea had soured her on the concept of food. Curious, to suddenly miss something you paid such little mind to. “What about Ohno’s nephew? I can’t for the life of me remember his name. Anything on him and the house?”

“Gideon Ohno, though he’s Saint Gideon Ramos now.”

Ramos. Helen would know what exactly it was the Ramos family had done, but Enita knew only that their house was enormous, and their parties were extravagant. Whatever their collective balance, it must be large. Ohno’s nephew was taken care of.

“Is that recent? Before or after Lucius’s death?”

“Six months before. You were invited to the wedding, but never replied.”

“That does sound like me, doesn’t it?”

“You did send a bottle of flats wine.”

Rather, Nix had. Enita had never enjoyed the syrupy orange alcohol that most Sainted loved; it smelled too much of the fermented grow house scraps it was made from. “Thanks for that, I’m sure I meant to attend but forgot. Do you know if Gideon has gone by Lucius’s house since?”

“Once to approve the official clearing, but not since then.” Nix appeared in the doorway to the grow room. He leaned against the frame, trying out laxity in a manner similar to hers. She nearly smiled. “You could let me do titrations,” he said.

She kept forgetting that he could now access places that the armature hadn’t allowed. It was well past the time to let her assistant assist; that was, after all, the point of him. You couldn’t very well have a protégé without teaching them. “Come here and I’ll watch you.” Nix’s work was flawless, and she found herself sterilizing her tools again to feel useful while observing him do everything she usually did, only better.

Afternoons on non-surgery days were for training and art. Together they studied a tray of growing eyes, checking the development of rods, and making the work appear even more natural. She thought of it as making the real more real. Nix peppered her with questions. Why did she lay the inner filaments before the outer? Could it work as well if grown in reverse? Did the order of operation impact pupil dilation? She answered each question until something struck her.

She took off her magnifying goggles. “Nix, would you be able to tell if Parallax was speaking to you directly or if its communications were being filtered first through the City Bureau?”

He appeared taken aback, and she wondered where he’d learned the expression. “We’d know. At least, we believe we’d know. There are indicators. Code gets—would you like us to explain what digital decay reads like? The Stacks has excellent texts.”

“Please don’t.”

“As you like. But we’d know.”

“Would you know if anyone was reading your communications? Or if someone was tinkering with Parallax? Just to cover up entering a house, it wouldn’t be much code, would it? That’s a fairly small thing.”

“It’s difficult to say with certainty. All we can do is ask.” Nix was silent for a moment, but his eyes flicked back and forth rapidly. “You should eat, En. Really.”

Enita didn’t know how to feel about the affectionate shortening of her name. It was mimicry, obviously. But mimicry wasn’t so separate from being.

“You’re right, as ever. Any idea when we’ll have tea again?”

“Nothing yet. The transport is weekly, so perhaps then.”
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