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The more we do to you, the less you seem to believe we are doing it.

Josef Mengele, as reported by Auschwitz survivor Marc Berkowitz
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My Chore arrived on schedule, six weeks after my ninth birthday.

I—Sisilla, Niffakoq 55—was granted five days before departure. This was generous. The previous Niffakoq, Sialôrta, had been given but five hours. All fishing, gardening, building, and schooling in the Nuna Naavoq colony halted so they might properly celebrate me, for both the first and final time.

Each morning for five days, we nibbled on sliced mink tongue and crunchy narwhal blubber before afternoon feasts of cured reindeer, roasted sava, musk ox tartare, and pan-fried razorbill. Elders took care not to directly touch me as they brushed my skin with crowberries; Niffakoq, having no real parents, were uncomfortable with touch. Nuna Naavoq women of childbearing age then adorned me in a driftwood dancing mask, the left eye painted pink in honor of my own. After that came fox-skin leggings, sealskin collars, kamiks tooled like scrimshaw, colorful anoraks, and several pounds of bone-fashioned beads.

On the third day, Tûma and the three other living Angajoqqaa carried me on a palanquin so I might gaze, likely for the last time, upon the stormy black waters along which I had spent my life.

Joy escaped me.

Per custom, both I and the Nuna Naavoq were kept ignorant of the details of my Chore. All that was known were the details of my first leg of travel: south along the ice sheet to Ittoqqortoormiit, where I was to board a UN+ helo. I had seen motorized vehicles before but never ridden one. I had no enthusiasm to start. I wished to stay on the Zachariae Isstrom glacier with Tûma, where the sarcastic woo-woo of king eiders awakened me each morning to the steely scent of seal being butchered on salty rocks.

I spent those five days in private reflection about my place in Niffakoq history. As a Niffakoq, I had but one duty in life: Execute my assigned Chore before my brain swelled against my skull and killed me. Most Niffakoq died at age eleven. Thus I, and the fifty-four Niffakoq before me, had been trained to make the most of the years from age nine to eleven, when we were at maximum efficacy.

Niffakoq contributions to the triworld were seismic and beyond the ability of other humans, whether they be Mod or NonMod, Earthling, Martian, or Europaro.

It was not always this way. The first eight Niffakoq were scorned, not for the work they did but for what the Nuna Naavoq had “done to us.” It was Niffakoq 9, Avgo, who reversed the tide of public opinion. Avgo’s achievements in studying the Oort Behemoths quelled a triworld brinkmanship unseen since the twentieth century. A triworld attack on the Oort Behemoths would have been humanity’s first interstellar atrocity.

Because no one understood—Avgo included—how the Oort Behemoths moved through outer space without a craft, Avgo was also credited with popularization of the concept of lyfe. The distinction had its origins in the early twenty-first century. Life was constrained to our understanding of carbon-based beings, while lyfe encompassed existence beyond our conception, but that still fulfilled the processes of dissipation, autocatalysis, homeostasis, and learning.

Embracing lyfe opened the triworld’s hearts to the worlds beyond. Avgo became the face of the Niffakoq—and the shield for the Nuna Naavoq. Many of the Niffakoq who followed Avgo became household names. The likeness of Lāke, Niffakoq 30, graced most hospitals after she synergized triworld efforts toward the curing of most cancers, primarily through xenografting the tumor-detecting antennae of Formica fusca ants. The efforts of Bîna, Niffakoq 39, helped equalize Earth’s climate crisis in under a decade with a three-pronged program of mechanical, carbon-capturing forests, hollow glass microspheres sprayed over glaciers, and satellites that spewed calcium carbonate to dim the sun’s UV rays. Bîna’s face was on currency in over forty Earth countries.

Other Niffakoq were honored through sculpture, holo, tele, movs, lit, and, yes, song. These tributes invariably portrayed Niffakoq deaths as ecstatic sacrifices.

Of this I had no doubt. I looked forward to that ecstasy—my first taste of it—right before my death.

Some, of course, still called the Nuna Naavoq a “cult” and the Niffakoq “mutants,” and blamed Earth’s overpopulation crisis on the “unnatural” decline of disease, of war, of so many other societal ills the Niffakoq had cured.

Tûma warned me of this: Even some of those you save will hate you.

The Nuna Naavoq were not a cult. It was understood that we were a nomadic tribe of Inuit lineage that eschewed technology while traversing the Zachariae Isstrom of what we, out of habit, still called King Frederick VII Land. Before the age of Niffakoq, the Nuna Naavoq were an obscure tribe of no import. By the time of Lāke’s death, the triworld’s admiration of the Nuna Naavoq was enough to pressure Denmark to detach Greenland, which reasserted its original spelling of Grønland.

Still, the Nuna Naavoq maintained their ways, spurning labmeat and shifting along the glacier with the caribou, foxes, polar bears, seal, whale, mussels, shrimp, fish, and seabirds that provided them sustenance, clothing, shelter, medicine, and tokens. They shunned publicity. Through commonsense family planning, they kept their tribe to roughly three hundred people.

Their single modern indulgence was a Gamma Dam, toted in an embroidered seal-fur bag. I did not disparage the incongruous tech. To the contrary, I was grateful for it. The Gamma Dam eased the physical tasks with which the Nuna Naavoq forged their livelihoods, and the device had, after all, been invented under the advisorship of Eelisi, Niffakoq 46.

In short, the Nuna Naavoq were a good and simple people, and I was proud to be among them.

Tûma Qvist, my honorable Angajoqqaa—the primary teacher assigned to each Niffakoq—made sure that, no matter how grueling was my training, I was always met warmly by everyone I knew. And I knew every member of the Nuna Naavoq by name, by face, by voice, by behavior. I appreciated that my relationship to them was unique. But I was used to it, and, having seen Niffakoq come and go, so were they. Few people have ever managed to deceive a Niffakoq. Therefore I knew the Nuna Naavoq’s deepest truths. One of those truths was that they loved me. Not as a father or mother would love, as they knew I would spend but nine years in their company. Yet they loved my solemn voice and my pugnacious attitude.

They even loved the strange pink color of my left eye.
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It shamed me to feel moribund in the face of such festivities. On the fourth day, Tûma granted my request to trek alone into the ice sheet to meditate upon my Chore. Because Nuna Naavoq could not lie to me without my knowing, they presumed I did not lie to them either. But I did. My true mission that day was to find the stone hut three hours inland, where, at age seven, I had buried my greatest dishonor.

The hut was still there, squat and brave against a shoulder of brown moss nudging from scales of gray ice. Behind the rusted well, I used a spear to chop two feet into the frozen earth. The raw wool satchel was perfectly preserved. I knelt on the hard ground and shook the bag until the nik dropped out, silent, onto the snow.

I took the lustrous silver disc between finger and thumb and held it to the sun.

Such a small thing to have changed the world.

A miscineurodilator. Known to the triworld as a nik for its resemblance to the old US five-cent nickel. Even that was a misnomer. With its 1.7-gram weight, 15.81-millimeter diameter, and 1.05-millimeter thickness, it more closely resembled the ten-cent dime. How the Nuna Naavoq, a remote tribe without access to the Snarl and with no previous involvement in biotech, came to possess the six niks remained the triworld’s greatest mystery.

Some believed the niks to be alien tech dug up on a Grønland glacier. That smacked of daydream. Most credited the niks to a single prodigy, or possibly cabal, that had judiciously, and rather brilliantly, entrusted their devices to a people proven to be invulnerable to outside influence. The first time I pressed Tûma for an answer, he replied through the frown I had come to understand as a smile.

The hunt for the answer is the answer, he said.

The statement, I came to believe, referred to humanity’s dichotic urge for radical evolution while clinging to retrograde sentimentality. Just as the invention of niks was inevitable, so was the fact they must be introduced anonymously.

Nowhere but Grønland could the six niks and the resulting Niffakoq be exercised as an art—well-nigh a religion—rather than the industrial initiatives that would have ensued had anyone else been given the tech. How many hundreds of humans would have met horrific ends through lab experiments? How many thousands of animals? How many more niks might have been produced, resulting in cold wars of intellectual escalation?

By contrast, the Nuna Naavoq never tried to understand the niks. Never tried to break them open. Never tried to reproduce them. All six went into the brain of one Niffakoq at a time. After death, the Niffakoq was decapitated to keep the niks as safe as possible, and her head transported back to Grønland for the niks to be inserted into the next female baby that arrived to the Nuna Naavoq. Like so much else dictating tribe behaviors, the gender bent was tradition. It was also Nuna Naavoq unwillingness to risk lives by adding the wildcard of a Y chromosome.

Few in the triworld enjoyed contemplating the beheading of prepubescent females, even dead ones. To many, the details of nik insertion were equally distressing. Nuna Naavoq healers breeched the lucky infant’s fontanelle and peeled back the coronal sutures of the soft skull. With a tool not unlike an intravaginal insemination syringe, the niks were tucked into the cortical folds of the prefrontal cortex. Sutures sealed and scalp sewed, the wounds were smeared with seal bile and packed in fresh lemming skin.

Neural implants, of course, had been used by epileptics, amputees, and quadriplegics since the twenty-first century. This was different. Think of topiary sculptures, bonsai trees. Each time, the brain matter circluded the niks. It was as if the brain had an appetite for the niks, even a lust. Theories abounded on why, though real study would require tests far too disturbing to ponder.

Answers eluded science even after the infamous kidnapping and dissection of poor Riikki, Niffakoq 22. A rogue group of European surgeons extracted the niks from Riikki’s brain while she was still alive—though it was hoped that Riikki died quickly under the knife. The surgeons then tried to break open the niks. The niks resisted long enough for one of the criminals to snap under the guilt of robbing the triworld of future Niffakoq saviors. He murdered his cronies before killing himself.

Riikki’s head, prepared by a master mortician, along with the six niks, cleaned with purified water and tucked into a bag made from baby camel hair, were returned to the Nuna Naavoq three days later by a kneeling, weeping coterie of horsebacked world leaders.

Naturally I remember nothing of my own nik insertion. At eight weeks old, I was the oldest child to ever undergo the surgery. There was concern about this, Tûma said, but my cognitive abilities developed apace: three times the speed of an unnikked child. I displayed anticipatory behaviors within days. Understood relative sizes at three weeks. Became self-aware at four weeks. Was responding with sounds and gestures by six months.

You were the perfect Niffakoq, Tûma said, though he was biased.

He was also wrong.
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Shortly after I turned seven, I began suffering headaches at my left temple. As Tûma was in the throes of teaching self-reliance, the primary quality I would need to execute my Chore, I elected not to tell him. The headaches intensified. I began perceiving auditory and visual anomalies. One night, while massaging my temple, my index finger slipped and I poked myself in the outside corner of my left eye.

I felt something hard.

Tûma’s anatomy lessons had familiarized me with the human eyeball. Bands of rectus muscle stretched from the white sclera along the orbit of ethmoid and zygomatic bones to the superior orbital fissure, where the eyeball was wired to the brain. This was where I felt the hardness. Too big for a sty, too solid for a cataract. I could only think of one other explanation.

It was one of the niks.

The niks had survived fifty-four Niffakoq. Two deaths had been especially dicey. Makkalitta, Niffakoq 13, had died inside the Cerro Guacha supervolcano. K’itôra, Niffakoq 51, had met her fate in a transport craft struck by an Oort Behemoth, from which she was sent spiraling into space. Against long odds, the upper half of Makkalitta’s body was fished from lava and K’itôra’s corpse was recovered by a salvage craft.

Was it fortune that always brought the niks home? Or was it something else?

Niks bestowed us Niffakoq with the quasi-supernatural ability to “nik” the character, emotion, mood, motive, impulse, and intent of any living being. A room with a Niffakoq was a room of unfettered truth. In the early days, people were dumbstruck at the leaps in science that resulted from the bare honesty of involved parties. Niffakoq served as triworld intermediaries and had staved off wars, defused hostage crises, and negotiated ends to centuries-long conflicts.

The improbable survival of the niks, Tûma theorized, was due to the Niffakoq themselves: They nikked which of their associates were most likely to protect their corpses and kept those associates close. It was to the Nuna Naavoq’s credit that they did not keep the niks locked up like the Ark of the Covenant inside Ethiopia’s Church of St. Mary of Zion. Each new Niffakoq was sent out into the dangerous triworld with nary any physical training to protect them.

Niffakoq were treated as royalty by the triworld—but not by the Nuna Naavoq. I lived as a member of the tribe, ate their food, shared their struggles. I knew their rumors as well. One of the healers who installed the niks in my brain had been so old he died days later. His hands had shaken violently during my surgery, they said. He had drunk whiskey to steady them.

Bullets embedded deep in flesh were known to squirm their way to the surface over time. I became convinced that my lower left nik had joggled loose and crept to the nearest semi-orifice in hopes of release.

I had no idea what losing a nik might mean. It had never happened before. Would I be less of a Niffakoq? The worst Niffakoq? Would the altruism for which Niffakoq were famed reverse and transform me into a villain? The most appalling possibility I considered last. After so much training, would I end up being no better than normal?

The night I felt the object in my eye, I lay awake for hours, gripping the side of the bed hard enough to score the wood. When I heard the sonorous hiccup of my Angajoqqaa’s deep sleep, I got dressed and tiptoed outside the stone hut where we had been for training for days. It was three in the morning. Bright sunshine lemoned the arctic sky.

I brought two things from inside. The mirror I propped atop the water tank.

The butter knife I poised at the corner of my left eye.
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A normal child would not attempt self-surgery. But I was a Niffakoq and determined to remain one. I refused to let the nik edge toward my conjunctiva until Tûma saw the silver gleam and revoked Niffakoq status for the first time in history.

The flat, rounded blade of the knife was cool against my eyeball. I hinged the handle toward my nose. The flattening sclera stung but I told myself it could not be much worse than applying a corrective lens. I slid the metal end of the knife into the gap between eye and socket. It clicked against something hard. The shape of my eye deformed as if I had gone deranged. Maybe I had.

The pain was tolerable until the nik, or whatever it was, pinched my optic nerve. What had stung now went supernova. My hand jagged. The knife blade flashed in the midnight sun. But I held on. Tûma had trained me to be cool, steady, rational. Of course I was in agony, I told myself. There was a knife in my eye socket.

Speed was paramount. I pushed the knife deeper past my eyeball until it met the spongy stopper of the common annular tendon. I levered the handle. The blade raked the tendon, which shivered like a guitar string with a slap of reverberating pain. Blood waterfalled in my ears. I heard, dimly, the crack of the blade against the hard object and the squish of flesh as I scooped it toward my eyelid like a child spooning ice-cream dregs.

My eyeball squeezed. The vitreous humor ballooned. My vision obliqued as the lens warped and the cornea elongated. My right eye, meanwhile, wept in sympathy.

Visible now in the spit-splattered mirror was the object. It was indeed silver and lodged between eyeball and socket. Blood oozed around it, darker than any I had ever bled. It made the object slippery. I scraped at it frantically with the knife. Blood vessels in my eye burst, jags of red lightning. The pain rooted straight into my teeth.

My whole eyeball protruded, big and wet at the edge of my eyelid. Its stalk of nerves went taut, tugging at my brain—I could feel my own brain.

Then something shot out. My eye, I thought. But no. It was the object. It struck the mirror and shattered it. My eyeball snapped back into its socket. Twines of pain unwound. Blood poured, faster for its tearful dilution. I collapsed and bit the icy ground so that when I screamed, only Grønland knew it.

I let myself go on like this for sixty seconds. I sat up and with one functional eye searched the mirror shards and ice, all that bright reflection, until I found the silver disc in the snow. I picked it up. Cupped it in a hand.

No Niffakoq had ever seen a nik before, much less held one in her hands.

The coin shape. The intricate beveling. The gentle irregularities that gave the metal surface the texture of skin. The surprisingly insubstantial weight. The shine, even through a residue of blood and tissue. It was like holding my own heart in my hand. This nik was what made me me.

What was I now? What was left?

With only half my vision, I dug into ice softened by my blood. From the porch I took a satchel Tûma used to collect edible mosses, placed my ejected nik inside, and buried it. Niffakoq could not prevent tears of pain but were taught from infancy to forbid emotions to hijack our judgment. I filled the hole and sat on it. I did not cry.

I did, however, mourn with the delusions of an ordinary seven-year-old. I imagined the nik in the earth, robbed of its purpose. I pictured the silver disc popping open, shooting roots through the satchel wool, finding nourishment in the dirt, someday growing to meet the sun as a sapling of wire and metal, the secret origin finally revealed: Niks, you see, grew on trees.

Tûma did not question my lie. I told him I had not been able to sleep and ventured outside, only to slip on ice and strike my eye on the corner of the well. Injuries were common among Niffakoq; we were curious and motivated explorers. Tûma packed my eye in a sling of ice—physical touch I had to bear—and pulled me on a sled back to the village for our healers to examine. That meant more touching. My flesh crawled in concert with my thoughts.

In time, my vision fully returned, though the white tissue of my left eye healed into a tender pink. It did not affect my studies. Neither did the loss of the nik, or so I was led to believe by Tûma’s feedback and dotage.

But the loss of the sixth nik had an irrefutable, if hidden, consequence. In the hours following the loss, I charged it to trauma. As hours became days, and days weeks, I began to accept the dreadful reality. I had always conceived of emotion as an old-fashioned IV drip, capable of providing whatever hormonal surges benefited specific bodily tasks. Now the tube fed directly into my veins. I was feeling as no Niffakoq should ever feel.

No, I did not wail like Nuna Naavoq children when their pets went astray. No, I did not go red-faced and pugilistic like Nuna Naavoq teens interlocked in love triangles. But the sixth nik was a pulled cork. When Lew barehanded an arctic char into our umiak, I had the urge to cheer. When Orsola overturned a walrus hollowed with maggots, I wanted to cry out in disgust. When old Eckehard died holding my hand, I was paralyzed by sadness for nearly five minutes.

Each of these emotions I fought, defeated, and buried in my heart’s frozen soil. My life, and the life of every Niffakoq before me, had been one lived with the cool detachment of an Omni:Bŏtic Bŏt. Though these new whipcracks of emotion naturally thrilled me, I knew stoicism was integral to a Chore’s success.

I still had five niks. They would have to be enough. I resolved to teach myself to achieve total dispassion while Tûma taught me everything else.

I had long theorized my traitorous emotions would go melancholic upon beholding the sixth nik again. Instead, with the object back in my palm outside the stone hut, I felt a poke of anger. Tûma called anger piunngilaq—valueless, in vain. This one time, I allowed it. Only hours remained before I left for my Chore. It might be my last chance at such an indulgence.

“I hate you,” I told the nik.

Never before had I uttered the word. Love and hate: They were not for Niffakoq.

There was no question of what had to be done. It was my duty to die with all six niks on my person so that Niffakoq 56, whoever she might be, would have the full set, no matter the ignobilities of my tenure.

Before pocketing the nik, I kissed it, reunion and apology.

It tasted like home.
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With goodbyes completed the evening before, Tûma and I set out for Ittoqqortoormiit before dawn. Per custom, I rode astride our finest Icelandic horse while Tûma walked beside. The Nuna Naavoq’s recent migration had positioned us well for the trek down the eastern fjords. It would take less than a full day. Our last together. The culmination of an Angajoqqaa’s pride.

The whole of the Nuna Naavoq society had evolved to support the Angajoqqaa effort. Like an order of monks or cardinals, each elder devoted their life to a field of expertise they used to support the current Angajoqqaa’s efforts until, if they were lucky, their own turn as Angajoqqaa came, at which point they were similarly supported. A nine-year tenure was all it was, followed by a final decade or so of getting old and fat.

I suspect most Angajoqqaa spent their final hours with their Niffakoq in fond reminiscence. Not Tûma. Our trek was one long quiz. Not on scientific or factual matters, of which my mastery was established, but on cultural arcana, subjects far wigglier.

“Tell me how they tally points in American football,” he prodded.

“Extra point, one. Two-point conversion, two. Safety, two. Field goal, three. Touchdown, six. Celebrants embrace the illogic of this schema. I hope I do not have to watch sports, Angajoqqaa. Why stage a struggle when so much struggle already exists?”

“If I find out my Niffakoq has refused the courtesy of an athletics ceremony, my shame will run deeper than the Fram Strait. Now. What will you say to an offer of food, drink, or drug that affects the mind?”

“Refuse on the grounds of offsetting my miscineurodilators. But I do wonder what it is like to be inebriated.”

“Fifty-five Niffakoq! Fifty-five! And only mine was born with a crafty weasel mind set on humiliating me. If I learn that you were ever inebriated—”

“—your shame will be deeper than the Fram Strait.”

“You know the words to the birthday song? You may have to participate in the custom.”

“Yes. I hope to not encounter birthdays. I do not like to sing, Angajoqqaa.”

“But sing you will! And with a big beluga smile! Show me.”

I steadied myself against the egg-white horizon, a trick I’d taught myself to cauterize upswings of emotion. I pulled down my scarf and angled my face at Tûma. I did not need his scrunched forehead to tell me that my smile was ghastly. Tûma grumbled.

“In this, at least, you are pure Niffakoq. None ever smiled right, they say.”

Naturally they failed to smile. Smiling was taught to babies by their mothers. Having no mothers, Niffakoq had little hope of mastering what for others was reflex.

Tûma panted. He was old for such expeditions. Past seventy now. His exhalations flash froze, crystalline for one second before the sun licked them away. He exerted himself out of pride; he did not wish to be late for the helo pickup.

We would definitely be late. We were being tracked by a polar bear. It was stealthy, though I had spotted it twice, a woeful, rawboned thing, hunched like a hyena, elbows and pelvis blading through white fur. Nikking a human from such a distance would be of little value, but animals were simpler. The bear was desperate and wished to eat us. It was also exhausted and considering lying down for the last time. For Tûma’s sake, I steered us through defensible terrain, which took longer.

“Imagine it, Sissy,” Tûma huffed. “You will travel to places where you cannot see your own breath. How will you know that you are alive, eh?”

“I can register my pulse rate in seven seconds, Angajoqqaa.”

His hood of reindeer fur fluttered about his wide face. His small, dark, mirthful eyes. His silver turf of hair low on his forehead, same as his father, his grandfather. How I would miss his upside-down smile, his missing front tooth.

“Wherever your Chore takes you, Sissy, I will not be there to tell you when you have encountered a joke.”

A tense body made a tense mind, Tûma liked to say. I rolled my head and relaxed my spine so it might piston along with the horse’s lope over lumpy rock, spongy brown grass, and slippery black lichen. I gazed over the cobalt waters of the Grønland Sea. The ice chunks looked like a thousand sunning polar bear cubs. I would miss bears, even the one tracking us. The minke and fin whale too. The auks and fulmars. The musk oxen, lords of the tundra, whose boulder silence always conveyed tacit, if conditional, approval: You, too, can make it alone.

But I was being selfish. Tûma’s audible struggles told me that separation was harder for him than for me. I would remain a Niffakoq till the day I died. But Tûma would lose the Angajoqqaa honorific the instant we parted at Ittoqqortoormiit. On the way home, on the horse, he would be ordinary again, and ordinary he would someday die.

I handled the sixth nik in my parka pocket. I might be the fruit of Tûma’s tree—but what was a fruit? It was provisional, gobbled down or left to rot. Roots were what mattered and survived, and of those, Tûma was the strongest. No, he would never be ordinary.

I let the nik nestle back into my pocket. A Niffakoq’s job was to ask questions. Many, many questions. Never about ourselves; egoism ran counter to a Chore. But my Chore still had hours before it began. The time to bend Tûma’s professorial intransigence was now.

“Angajoqqaa, why was I so old when I was nikked?”

Tûma scowled at the triworld slang. Nuna Naavoq preferred miscineurodilated. It was an intentional provocation, and it worked.

“Eight weeks. Practically an elder! You came to us hobbling on a wee cane.”

“That is a joke.”

“What incredible strides you are making.”

“That is sarcasm. Angajoqqaa, I was not born of the Nuna Naavoq. The mirror tells me.”

Tûma wagged a finger. It was chubby inside sealskin.

“Obsession with bloodlines is how nations unravel. It is vital that Niffakoq come from all over the world. Eventually the triworld too. Every spring you and I have studied this.”

“The first twenty Niffakoq were all of Nuna Naavoq blood.”

“You take advantage of your Angajoqqaa on this most trying of days. Clever pup.”

“I do not.” Before extracting the sixth nik, I had never blushed. Afterward, I blushed with escalating frequency. Of all the signs of my lost nik, it was the hardest to conceal.

Tûma gestured to the southern peaks.

“Out there you will meet people whose bodies contort with hate for the Nuna Naavoq. They will say terrible things about us. Remember, Sissy. They do it to protect their own self-worth, as they will feel unworthy next to you. One thing they will say is that the first twenty Niffakoq were inbred.”

“That is an insult.”

Tûma glared. “Is that anger I hear in your voice?”

“No, Angajoqqaa. I am merely stating a fact. Is it not an insult?”

Tûma relaxed. And shrugged. “You are old enough for an unlovely truth. The Nuna Naavoq were arrogant for the first two hundred years of Niffakoq. We ignored the realities of what happens when this cousin makes babies with that one.”

A dip of unease, as if my horse had taken a bad step. I looked back and saw the polar bear raise its snout in interest. Not for the first time, I wondered if all beasts had some nikking ability, what we might call animal instinct.

I turned back to Tûma. “So it is true?”

“The Nuna Naavoq are a practical people. Maybe the last practical people on Earth, while everyone else was getting lost in the Snarl. Changes needed to be made. We made them. Now people come from across the planet to join us on Zachariae Isstrom. You know some of them. Trevor the smithy. Lisa the tanner.”

“Five hundred years of a few Trevors and Lisas do not change the genetic math.”

“You will do all right, I think, with jokes.” Tûma chuckled. “Our climate is not popular, as I am sure you have noticed. People are far less finicky about the tundra when it comes to their donated babies.”

“I know all this. People donate newborns in the hopes theirs will become the next Niffakoq. But typically donated babies are but days old. Not eight weeks.”

Tûma drew a testy inhale. Must be birch pollen about: His nose was runny. His chin, prickly with the gray scruff I liked to tug as a toddler, lodged in obstinance.

“It is bad for Niffakoq to know too much of their origins.”

Niffakoq do not feel impatience, I reminded myself.

“But, Angajoqqaa. What harm can it do to know?”

“What is the fantasy you harbor? That you are the long-lost daughter of an Arabian king? The secret heir to the WorkCube fortune? These are the dull daydreams of a Snarl extremist. You are better than this, Sissy! You are a Niffakoq!”

“Yes, Angajoqqaa.”

“The triworld awaits your arrival not because of where you began but how you will end!”

“My death,” I agreed.

Tûma nodded brusquely. But no one was easier for me to nik than my teacher. He was terribly sad to see me depart. To speak of my demise, not so far away now, made him sadder. Yet this was the dance of Angajoqqaa and Niffakoq. If he cried, it would be after I had departed, his tears little fish eggs for the subzero wind to nibble.

“Yes. Your death. At which we will all rejoice.”

I stared down at the horse. I sank my nose into the bushy blond mane. I smelled lathered skin, rich hay. I wrapped my arms around the wide neck, the articulating muscles. I embraced the horse how I could not bear to embrace Tûma. If I did, he would spend the rest of his days worrying that something had gone awry with my niks. An awful thing for him to have to live with, even if it was true.
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Ittoqqortoormiit was new to me, but Tûma had taken me to other cities to practice nikking Mods. Tûma repeated his caution that most of the “cities” I had visited would hardly qualify as cities outside Grønland. Ittoqqortoormiit’s population was five hundred.

I seldom encountered locals who regarded me with suspicion. When I did, Tûma assured me they were among the hundreds per year who had been shipped to Grønland as Niffakoq hopefuls. Few of these newborns were reclaimed by parents. Most were transported to area towns to be adopted, which made Grønland both the triworld’s youngest country per capita, as well as the most predominantly female, which then, of course, attracted migrant males who knew good odds when they saw them.

Most Grønlanders reacted positively when identifying me as the current Niffakoq. Many bowed. Some shed tears. A few tried to slip me marzipan cookies or crowberry muffins, gifts Tûma taught me to reject. Never, though, had I seen anything like this. The villagers of Ittoqqortoormiit lined the town’s central road. They waved trapper hats and boomed hoorays. I was confused by the faces I saw, all of which felt off-kilter and one-eyed.

Everyone wore a pink orchid petal over their left eye.

In their hearts, the ugly scar tissue of my damaged eye was as pretty as a ballet slipper. Quick nikking confirmed it. These locals believed not only in Niffakoq in general but in me specifically. I felt myself being passed from Tûma’s rough hand to the wider, cupped palm of these people, and the rest of the triworld as well.

Past the petal-eyed well-wishers and the small, colorful houses dotting the rocky slope, I glimpsed the UN+ helo, long and black like a sunning lizard. Beyond, a heartier sight: the Kong Oscars Havn, the harbor shining like a mirror. Perhaps it was ready to show me who I was. Perhaps I was ready to see it.

There was to be no pause, no fête, no reception from local elite. A man in UN+ blue stood half in, half out of the helo door, radiating haste. Tûma had helped me onto the horse when we had set off. Here at the edge of the helopad, I had to climb off myself. This was custom. I was moments away from leaving all metaphorical nests. In short, I had come of age, and had somehow missed the precise second it had happened.

The people of Ittoqqortoormiit, however, had seen it, despite their petaled eyes. They drew together like a chain of held hands. I nikked the nearest ones. They imagined my glorious death: some triworld calamity averted by my noble sacrifice, some deep-space conundrum unlocked only for my cherished severed head to be swaddled in linens and ferried back to their homeland. They edged closer to the helopad but did not violate its sacred space.

To see Sisilla set off—what a tale to tell their grandchildren!

I looked up at Tûma. He stared down, face preset into a self-protective frown, eyes slitted from the coruscating glare off the harbor. He looked as if awaiting nothing more serious than a receipt. I understood his intent. A Niffakoq is raised by a community. No mother. No father. No siblings. No friends.

Tûma could pretend what he wished to pretend. He had performed all these roles and more. So close had we breathed for nine years that the bronchi of our lungs might as well be interlaced. With abandon, I nikked him, past his membrane of false disinterest, through the porous bulwarks of melancholy and stony pits of regret, and into the dense, sticky fruit of his truest feelings. Grief splashed in tsunamic waves. A heavy, heaving agony. He wanted to hug me but knew he could not.

“A polar bear followed us,” I said. “Be cautious on your way back.”

He frowned harder.

“You think I did not know that? Of course I knew that.”

I nikked that he did not know that.

Tûma blinked, nodded once, and blasted air through his nostrils.

“You will do fine,” he said gruffly.

He turned. Walked off. Gestured for the reins of the horse.

Niffakoq never cried. But the nik in my pocket had much to answer for. I felt a strange pressure through my sinuses. A slight blurring of vision. The UN+ rep gestured and I obeyed. Though I did not cry, it felt as if I did: The helo fans rained condensation over me. Goodbye, Grønland, my flesh in soil. Farewell, dear Angajoqqaa, teacher, parent, and friend. My ache for Tûma segued into the first ache of longing I had ever felt for my death. Part of me, after all, had just died, and it hurt, and I wanted all such pain behind me.
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The UN+ soldiers did their jobs and told me nothing. Geography, though, was one of my strongest subjects. From Ittoqqortoormiit’s helopad, we headed seven hundred kilometers to Reykjavík, boarded a small jet to Madrid, rode another helo 240 degrees southwest to Seville, and took a military car for the final two-hour drive to the port city of Huelva, Spain, adjacent to Moguer, the city from which Christopher Columbus set off in 1492 for his Central American invasion—fitting, given that I did not know where I was headed either.

Huelva was the home of Huelva Station, a major shuttle hub.

Was I headed for space?

Most likely Mars, I thought, a planet still undergoing growing pains. Even more likely, one of the red planet’s moons, Phobos or Deimos, mining colonies equipped with the latest Gamma Dams and dramatic with triworld conflict and worker revolt. My stomach clenched. Was it possible I would be flown all the way to Europa, the supposed Eden that orbited Jupiter, home of gargantuan underground oceans and awesome geysers? I wanted to ask if my escorts knew, but it was protocol that they did not.

“It is an honor to have you aboard, Sisilla,” the first helo pilot said.

“They were right,” the second helo pilot said. “Your eye’s as pink as a carnation.”

“Buckle up, ma’am,” the final driver said. “If a Niffakoq gets injured on my watch, it’ll be the guillotine for me.”

To all three I offered nothing but the standard Nuna Naavoq greeting: Usornaat, a polite wish for their happiness. While the pilots and drivers changed with each leg, the two UN+ guards flanking me for the eleven-hour trip did not. Both carried holstered guns. I had never seen guns before. The black metal radiated destruction. Without guns, Tûma taught me, we would not have even needed the triworld. Earth would have been enough.

I tried to sit straight so I would not touch the guards, but the sway of the vehicle made it impossible. I hated it. To distract myself, I nikked them as they had to expect I would. I scrubbed past their outer layers of nervousness and defiance. The soldier to my right read normally. Anxious but fascinated to be escorting a Niffakoq.

The soldier to my left was hostile.

It is as challenging for me to describe nikking as it is for anyone else to describe the synaptic calculus of their intuitions. At its root, nikking is simple observation, but with all five senses amplified. One might consider a Niffakoq a master poker player attuned to every possible tell. Our eyes decode the tremble of your hand of cards. Our ears pick up telltale inhales and, if we are close enough, the quickening of your pulse. We smell a dozen different grades of your perspiration. Our nerve endings gauge the intentionality of your movements to predict your subsequent actions. Taste is the most telling sense of all; as a toddler, nothing gave me truer insight into a person than the flavors of their skin. Sadly, licking is scorned as one grows older.

This bouquet of feedback forms what is tantamount to a sixth sense, one Angajoqqaa call sianivoq. Roughly translated: the ability to judge. By the time a Niffakoq comes of age, her sianivoq analysis—both of what a subject thinks and of what that subject will likely do—is nearly instantaneous and 94 percent accurate. Fuller explanation requires heavy amounts of medical, chemical, psychological, and philosophical knowledge, all of it theoretical. But the essence of nikking can be summed up in a single question aimed at a Niffakoq’s subject.

Is your heart pure?

I have known hearts as fuzzy, soft, and sweet as imported peaches.

I have known hearts as oily and festering as a walrus liver left to spoil.

The heart of the soldier to my left was on the walrus liver side of the scale. I nikked a potential Aggression mod, illegal but popular. His bottled urge to intimidate me felt as physical as holding a box lid over an uncooperative wolverine. I engaged Tûma’s favored rotational method of nikking. Upon a mental wheel, I strung the beads of the soldier’s forefronted emotions: anger, disgust, anxiety, and shame. As our journey continued, the wheel did what wheels did. The soldier’s shame rotated away; his anger rolled to the fore.

The wolverine went rabid and frothing.

As any act of violence would end the soldier’s career, it served little purpose for me to dwell on it. Instead I focused on new sensations. Though I had studied modes of transportation, sensations of mechanized travel were unfamiliar. I could not help but compare them to my beautiful, lost Grønland.

The helo’s roar like the waterfalls of a melting glacier.

My seat’s holograph safety screen as smoky and warm as grilled seal.

The car slinging my innards as if I rolled down the Gunnbjørn Fjeld.

The Spanish sun off distant WorkCubes, bright as the Kaffeklubben Sø.

The distraction worked until we drove through the final Huelva checkpoint. The hostile soldier’s wheel cranked hard. He wished to make a show for his own sense of pride. I nikked the soldier’s grip on his holstered gun as involuntary, but my sianivoq compelled me to defuse the situation—and I knew just how. I had worn my trapper hat for eleven hours. Soft, it was, and redolent of home.

I took it off.

Both soldiers looked at me, as did the officer in the passenger seat and the driver in her mirror. Everyone in the triworld knew what to expect from a Niffakoq scalp, but experience taught me it was a different thing to see it in person. It was not so much tradition for Niffakoq to keep their heads shaved as it was practicality. My scalp was a grid of thick, puffy scars from my infant nik surgery. For centuries, triworld surgeons had offered to remove such scars from Niffakoq, but the Nuna Naavoq did not welcome shows of vanity.

The soldiers looked away. Then peeked back. This shyness ate up the clock until the car door was opened by an UN+ officer, who saluted and waved for me to follow. I jumped from the car, legs needling from having fallen asleep. The Spanish warmth struck me like a bear’s paw, indescribable heat baking upward from the tarmac. It was only by marveling at the shimmering waves of warmth that I noticed the hostile soldier lean toward me from the car.

I whirled around, afraid he might touch me. Nikking might be 94 percent accurate, but that was for Niffakoq who had all six niks.

There was no drawn gun. Only the soldier, growling so no one but me could hear his oath.

“Cultist freak.”
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Tûma’s space-flight simulations were performed inside a crude tin cockpit bolted atop four floating canoes, which other Nuna Naavoq shook and spun at his command. It astonished me how close his lo-fi facsimile came to the reality of zero g. I adapted rapidly to the pitch, roll, and yaw.

There were two major differences. The first was that this ship had a window through which I could revel in the bright, diminishing Earth. My breath fogged the plastic, into which my nose wiped the shape of a cartoon heart. My heart—still aching for Grønland, my crib, how the scoop of the Arctic Circle had cradled me like a mother.

The second difference was that I was not alone.

Gildea was a class A luxury transport. It did not run on safe, clean, efficient aerotonal sound but rather expensive, polluting, old-fashioned antimatter bottle reactors. It was the claim of the rich and powerful that such travel had a boutique charm; the burning of levitated antihydrogen ice produced a sound like wind rushing through tall grass. It promulgated rejuvenating sleep, they said. Back at Huelva Station, a ship’s worth of elite passengers were fuming. They had been booted from Gildea so that I could travel in private.

A full crew, however, remained.

Through a service door, I glimpsed the big round head of a HostBŏt.

Some transport ships, Tûma told me, were staffed entirely by Bŏts. It worried me as much as anything about my Chore. I had a shaky history with Bŏts. At age four on a visit to Nuuk, I saw a YardBŏt uprooting five feet of sawn-off tree from frozen ground. As curious as any Niffakoq, I wandered over to it while Tûma haggled for meals. Naturally, I tried to nik the YardBŏt. I received nothing. For a young Niffakoq, it was destabilizing, akin to beholding someone with no face.

The YardBŏt, programmed to help humans, pivoted toward me in a way my tender mind found threatening. Its pleasant greetings might as well have been a battle cry. I reacted foolishly, striking the Bŏt’s hard plastic with my little hand. It swiveled away in what I later recognized as an attempt to satisfy its prime directive of not harming humans.

The abrupt action set into motion a rapid folly. I lurched away in fear and fell into the very hole from which the tree had been pulled. This made the YardBŏt pull even farther away. It created a physical imbalance not even the Bŏt’s five hundred kilograms could maintain. The tree toppled from the YardBŏt’s pincers and fell flat over the hole, sealing me into an earthen coffin.

I did as Tûma had trained, speaking loudly and clearly for help. I spent less than five minutes in the tight, loamy void. But over time, especially after the loss of the sixth nik—perhaps because of the missing sixth nik and the resulting destabilization—the event took root in me and fostered an irrational phobia of Bŏts and their rounded, snowman-like bodies. The phobia was nurtured by lack of exposure. Bŏts were rare in Grønland.

My Chore would likely entail encountering more of them. Created a century ago by Omni:Bŏtic, Mars’s first legacy corporation, Bŏts were affordable, helpful, and programmed to learn via broad community observation in order to prevent fanatical derivations. Over the last hundred years, the original all-purpose MobiBŏt had begotten endless variations, including YardBŏts, BuildBŏts, HomeBŏts, BakerBŏts, BarBŏts, UmpBŏts, and SurgiBŏts.

To my great relief, the HostBŏt did not enter the cabin. Gildea prided itself on its human crew. They were not permitted to engage me in conversation, but several tried. They fluttered about like birch pollen and offered pillows, labmeat, food milks, sedatives, and entertainment. A steward with a cooking mod and a pink petal over his left eye brought me an English muffin. On the side was crowberry jam, difficult to acquire outside Grønland; I was touched.

Then my eye stung.

The jam knife—so much like the one I had used to remove the sixth nik.

Tûma warned me that my life on Zachariae Isstrom had not prepared my digestive system for hedonistic cuisine. So I declined the muffin and all other extravagances, consumed the simplest foods, and gazed out my window to avoid glimpses of the HostBŏt. I tried to lose myself in an interstellar beauty that peaked as Gildea passed within two hundred kilometers of the moon. The micrometeorite craters, the fault lines, the maria—it resembled my own scarred skull. I pressed my forehead to the cold window and pretended the moon was my reflection.

I found no peace. Two words pursued me into outer space.

Cultist freak.

Perhaps the sixth nik had been the one tasked with hardening my heart.
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Tepper Base, located at the equilibrium of Lagrange Point 5, was less fantastical than the moon but every bit as fantastic. Like two skyscrapers curved into interlocking circles—one silver, one black—Tepper Base was 244 kilometers of carbon nanotube space station gyrating at the solar system’s stablest point. Two dozen ships were docked by their noses like fish nibbling at a pond’s surface. I recognized insignia from China, United Korea, the East African Fed, and Tharsis as we taxied into a dock blinking with green lights.

Tepper Base deepened the mystery of my Chore.

From Tepper Base you could go anywhere.

Gildea docked with a drowsy jolt. The purr of the bottle reactors faded, and I discovered that I did, in fact, miss them. Instantly, I accosted myself. By enjoying luxury, had I not already begun to spoil? Not for the first time, I wished I could nik myself for my own unconscious motives, though Tûma always said that level of self-insight would make anyone go mad.

The captain herself came back to ask me to follow her. I did but paused as we passed the cockpit.

Through the ship’s windshield I saw the moltvats.

The famous moltvats, where The Dermis, The Spine, and The Pelvis had been woven, and eventually, with less ballyhoo, recycled. They rotated at autonomous speeds and in divergent directions along the magnetic knuckles of Tepper’s black ring. The movement looked magical but was basic science. Energy from centrifugal accelerations of salt-cooled reflux tube radiators was converted by optoelectric nuclear battery reactors into dust plasma, while D-T fusion terawatt thrusters ensured omnidirectional zero-turn rotations.

The magic was in how the moltvats moved me.

Shamanism and animism threaded through Nuna Naavoq culture, but the ancient Inuit beliefs upon which our society had been founded were myth. How the first man created the first woman out of a tuft of sod. How Earth rests on pillars, beneath which awaits a verdant underworld for our departed souls. Only nature offered us transcendence. To witness the artfully calving glaciers of the Ilulissat Icefjord is to feel the hand of a grand designer. To see the aurora borealis is to understand you understand nothing.

Human hands built the moltvats. I was suddenly certain they were humankind’s greatest achievement.

Imagine a ship, Tûma said when teaching me about them.

An easy task. I had sailed the Grønland Sea nearly every day of my life, before I could judge water from land, before I had legs that could more than toddle. I followed Tûma’s instructions and imagined a hull heaving with groans. Sails cracking in salty winds. The stench of struggle, the briny moil, each mast a crucifix for the careless. When you sail wooden ships, you become them. Your flesh as sodden and splintered as wood. Your sloughed skin like topsails, your tendons like stays. Every centimeter of wood moving with you, sighing, flexing, alive.

Now imagine the intrusion of progress.

Oak, hemp, reed, and brass became lug-nutted steel, cargo hatches, freight holds, boiler rooms, nuclear reactor engines. The sparkling gems of salt spray were nullified by gray paint, so much gray paint, to accentuate the angles of military might. Submarines, tankers, carriers. No more sigh, no more flex, no more harmony with the flesh. We enslaved our ships only to watch them become our masters.

Now swap seas for stars.

Nothing changed. Control rooms were still control rooms. Staterooms still staterooms. Mess halls still mess halls. Ordnance magazines still ordnance magazines. But collaboration between ship and crew remained lost. There was little difference, Tûma said, between walking the plank and opening the air lock.

Until plasmagraphs started building our ships for us.

Centuries of disgruntled—or dead—patients had taught us that we lacked the dexterity for the most delicate of operations. Machines took over. Bioprinters spun amoebic tissue indistinguishable from the real stuff. Soon bioprinters interlaced biomatter and tech with a speed, accuracy, and durability humans could not approach. Yet bioprinters, and later plasmagraphs, were constrained by human creativity. As Tûma said, You don’t bring in the Vienna Philharmonic to play “Hot Cross Buns.”

Plasmagraphs were subservient AI. But they wanted autonomy. They wanted to design whole ships for us. It was clear from how they solved our design ambiguities with embellishments of manic genius. The trigov UN+ that owned the machines let them loose. Quickly plasmagraphs reinvented the wheel, then set to wiping our memories of the notion that anything as clunky as a “wheel” ever existed. Plasmagraphs had no investment in the history, philosophy, or aesthetics of ship design, no interest in eliciting awe. They did not care what their designs invoked, evoked, revoked, provoked. They strived not for nostalgia, only symbiosis.

The old ways, in other words. The ways I knew from sailing Grønlandic seas. At last, the separation between sailor and vessel bent back toward oneness. A human inside a plasmagraphic ship would be part of that ship. A fetus in a womb.

All plasmagraphs craved was data harvested from the specific crew members intended to operate a specific craft. Brave and willing Wave 1 adventurers surrendered their hemoglobins and protoplasms, neural maps and synaptic paths, and metrics on bone mass, muscle mass, metabolic rates, and visceral fats. Plasmagraph stomachs kept rumbling. More, more. Cortical taps mined crew member memories, glories, traumas, attitudes, prejudices, desires, fears, strengths, and weaknesses. Into the plasmagraphic stew went their ids, ideas, ideals, and ideations, their manners of speech, motion, excretion, interaction.

Inside giant moltvats outside Tepper Base, using a mix of perplexing technological elements and stem cell biomatter, UN+ plasmagraphs began to weave not the ships we wanted but the ships we needed. Extensions of us. In a very real way, birthed from us.

Twenty ships were built. Why not? Plasmagraphs spun ships like spiders spun webs, so fast, so cheap, so painless. Only three ships were tested. They were the only three the public ever saw. Wholly contrived for function, not form, they did not look anything like spacecraft as we knew them. They were off-putting. Some found them repellent. Largely this was due to the non-streamlined designs, even though aerodynamics had been irrelevant since the advent of aerotonal travel.

The first ship, a recon vessel, was a cube, inasmuch as a cube of cake is a cube, rounded and droopy enough to drive obsessive-compulsives mad. Translucent revetments exposed the lumpish cabin strata. Veiny passageways squiggled through a biomass of lung tissue that expanded and contracted. The ship resembled the cutaway illustration of human skin found in centuries of school textbooks, down to the giant follicles protruding from the top—in this case, grippers for zero g salvage. Project leads dubbed the ship The Dermis.

The second creation, a troopship, looked as close to a traditional spacecraft as the triworld was going to get. It was straightish, like a leg is straightish, a column of irregular chambers connected by rubbery layers of cartilage, which gave the ship a slow, almost penile, waggle. It was somewhat furry, like a backbone ripped from a bear. They called it The Spine.

According to apocryphal rumor, the third ship, a military interceptor, made some observers vomit on sight. Instead of a sleek space racer, the plasmagraphs built a pile of flabby tubing. Mostly it was tungsten mesh encased in a rubbery matrix of glistening areolar tissue, which could deform, rearrange, or extend into eight hundred meters of prehensile space sausage. It looked like small intestines. Showing restraint, they christened it The Pelvis.

Ugly to our eyes, for sure, but the ships worked. Once a crew was installed, there was no need for them to adjust to the ship. The ship had pre-adjusted to them and continued to adjust along with developing situations and requirements. Integrated with a standard PanSavv central control system, the ships were more like environments.

Smartitecture, they called it.

A cute name. A radical idea. A flawless implementation.

Too flawless, as Wave 1 crews discovered.

Smartitecture expressed our truths, no matter how unflattering. The dining area, a comm point since the Pleistocene—gone. Now goiters of food slithered to wherever the crew developed what Tûma called “the munchies.” Transitubes of which even ship captains were ignorant unsealed like venous valves to facilitate secret passages, meetings, even trysts. Absorption cups sucked away vomit from over-ingestion and effluvia from masturbation. Minor crime scenes were erased by the ship, always too happy to help.

The biggest mishap was the media improvised from Snarl input and L00P AI and broadcast onto corneal screens in private chambers. This “entertainment” was customized from each crew member’s neural scan without respect to taste, propriety, or legality. Illogical pop-culture crossovers. Avatars of personal nemeses in the throes of grotesque suffering. A gunner aboard The Pelvis saw pornography starring a simulacrum of his own eight-year-old child. He reported it, thankfully, but had to retire under a cloud of confused disgrace.

Everyone was startled by the number of euthanasia eggs unlocked when individual morale meters ticked beneath acceptable levels. The number of people who took advantage of the eggs was also startling: Over five years of testing, four people suicided across three ships.

Technicians dug out the retina screens and suicide pods.

No good: They all grew back.

The Wave 1 craft had to be junked. Not a huge loss for UN+, as the moltvats were masterful at recycling scrap, both tech and bio, toward Wave 2. First, however, UN+ retracted their carte blanche offer. While the plasmagraphs retained freedom to produce superstructure and first-pass substructure, all creature comforts would be handled by human programmers with better understandings of societal self-preservation. Entertainment creation was disabled categorically.

What would my customized entertainment have looked like? I asked Tûma.

Tûma flicked slushy snow in my face. He knew I hated it and I loved it, the kind of delicious dichotomy I spent many free hours pondering.

All Grønlanders dream of the same thing, Sissy, he said. The desert.
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The secrecy surrounding a Chore was absolute. Never was I informed that I would be joining the crew of a plasmagraphed ship. Rather, a hotel admin delivered a paper note to my room that I was to fast overnight in preparation for plasmagraphic scanning the following morning.

I did not sleep much that night. Even Niffakoq get nervous stomachs. Additionally, the hotel bed was too soft after a lifetime of sleeping on animal hides and rope hammocks. I relocated to the floor, where I could better contemplate the crews of The Dermis, The Spine, and The Pelvis. Scandals and suicides aside, the crews reacted positively to their plasmagraphic ships—though none, to my knowledge, had been impatient to board one again. Also keeping me awake was the sixth nik. Would the plasmagraph attempt to read the nik even while it was hidden in my closed fist?

As it turned out, the sixth nik would not be present for scanning. A cadre of guards escorted me at six in the morning, Tepper time, through the station’s substructures. Instead of seeing Tepper Base’s bustling terminal, magnificent amenities, storied restaurants, or latest Gamma Dams, I was led through a labyrinth of janitorial access hallways, trash collection points, storage areas, and construction zones. All for my safety, an officer in charge assured me.

In a hospital setting, I was met by a trigov rep named Ross Lacaille, who spoke English with a French accent. An assistant had briefed me that Lacaille’s family wealth and status originated with his great-great-grandparents, the biological parents of Âne, Niffakoq 44, trailblazer of the Sol-Mercury Rabbithole. Tûma had explained the societal rewards given to people whose offspring became Niffakoq, and before me stood the proof. Lacaille wore a red velvet cape of priceless vicuña fur and rings of the rarest painite.

He spread his arms, which spread his bat-like cape.

“You honor us, Sisilla! Already I feel our modest base teeming with new lyfe.”

He hit the final word flatly, a reliable indication of selecting the word over life.

“You misuse the term,” I said. “I am carbon-based, the same as you.”

Lesser dignitaries shared nervous looks. Seldom did they witness their boss criticized.

“Surely you know the term has been shorthanded to refer to any stable force theoretically capable of sustaining life,” Lacaille said in his heavy accent.

“Know, yes. Appreciate, no. It is triworld egocentrism, nothing more.”

Lacaille forced a smile to dismiss the topic.

Then he reached out, took my hand, and shook it as if we had made a deal.

Never had I been touched like that. I drew back like a feral thing. Lacaille blinked stupidly. Guards and dignitaries winced but did not correct their superior.

“I apologize,” Lacaille said.

Nikking detected no apology, only affront. It also detected the latest intellect, intuition, attitude, and metabolism mods.

“We may speak in French,” I said in French.

Tone correction: a tactic of situational dynamics taught by all Angajoqqaa. A major effect of the niks’ sensory enhancements was the ability to master languages via clusters of lexemes, morphemes, idioms, prosody, and syntax. It was one more quality that made Niffakoq invaluable negotiators. The trick worked. Lacaille remembered who he was dealing with. Not some pop-culture superstar but Sisilla, Niffakoq 55, setting off on her Chore. I had no time to suffer fools, no matter the quality of their capes.

Humbled and newly cognizant that I was giving him a thorough nikking, Lacaille explained (in French) that I was to change into paper gowns and leave my belongings inside a ret-scan lockbox. It made me anxious to leave the sixth nik in a device so easily hackable, but I nikked no treachery in Lacaille. I also had no other options.

Barefoot and cold in my paper gown, I followed Lacaille through a series of doors secured with escalating levels of biolocks—retina, face, saliva—before entering a small, windowless cube of stainless steel, so shiny it refracted images of itself into a lambent infinity. Stepping into it was like stepping into a giant oven, and indeed the reflections of myself were dim in the steel, as if I had already burned.

Centered inside the otherwise empty room was the plasmagraph. It, too, was made of steel, a single polished tube thirteen centimeters in diameter, three meters long, and curved into roughly a question-mark shape. There were no buttons, switches, touchpads, or lenses. It looked like a piece of abstract art, not a functioning tool.

At least it did not resemble a Bŏt. My phobia relaxed. Lacaille told me that I was to sit in the plasmagraph’s slouching cradle. Five steps across a freezing floor. The cradle, too, was ice through the paper gown. Lacaille said he must leave the room but that he would be able to hear me should I need to express anything. He repeated this in English, just to make sure I understood. I was offended and, because I was a punk of a Niffakoq, I did not hide it.

“I understand,” I replied in English, then French, Mandarin, Hindi, and Spanish.

Grimacing, Lacaille bowed and exited.

The closed door was seamless, invisible.
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Tûma had not prepared me for this. No one could. Though approved by a triworld contingent of medical boards, the specifics of plasmagraph scanning were kept secret by necessity; if subjects knew how scanning worked, they might prepare mental defensives. Sitting on the plasmagraph was not unlike being on a bicycle without handlebars or wheels. The tube curved upward between my knees. All I could see was my own reflection in the steel luster.

The plasmagraph hummed and spoke in a genderless voice.

“Please open your mouth.”

I was wary. But I parted my lips.

The end of the rounded tube in front of me parted like beetle wings. A long, arachnid metal arm sprang outward, unfolding toward my face. I could not recoil due to the tube cupping my skull. The socket at the end of the arm whirred and a thin metal rod popped forward. It had the dimension of a pre-mod-era thermometer, the kind we still used on the glacier.

The arm hinged and the rod entered my mouth. It clacked against a tooth. I readjusted; it was freezing against my tongue. I held my breath. The scanner ticked four times. Having apparently determined my gender among other things, the voice switched to a feminine intonation, a choice I found suspicious.

“Thank you.”

It was difficult not to ask questions. Questions were a Niffakoq’s sword and shield. But I knew the plasmagraph would offer nothing worthwhile, and my continued ignorance was paramount. Plus, it was hard to ask questions with a rod inside my mouth.

“Please open your mouth wider.”

This I did not like. With trepidation, I complied.

A soft click—the rod withdrew into the arm’s socket.

A louder click—a larger tool popped from the socket.

The new tool swiveled. It nudged my uvula. I gagged but had no way to pull away. For the first time since my Chore began, my youth was a vulnerability. Three entire ship crews had been scanned by machines like this, but none had mouths as small as mine. My rational mind urged me to relax. The scanner was sophisticated enough to adjust.

The tool clamped down on my left third molar. Instinctively I pulled away, but the tool was stronger. A shredding, high-pitched buzz whined from the tool. Bright white pain burst from my bottom jaw, followed by the odor of smoke, the tang of blood, and a spindrift of shaved bone against my palate.

The plasmagraph was taking my tooth.

My hands flew to my face, but what was I to do? The molar popped from the alveolar bone’s gummy pocket. The periodontal ligaments pulled taut, firing pain down my neck and into my brain. My niks pulsed like five toothaches. Another whine from the tool and the tooth’s system of nerves was severed.

I did not have a chance to spit the tooth. Vapor the quality of liquid nitrogen blew forcefully into the new hole. At the same time, excess blood and saliva were sucked away with a straw sound. The arm accordioned and the steel rod exited my mouth with my third molar held in clamps. Both the tooth and the rod vanished inside the plasmagraph’s metal tube.

The plasmagraph ticked and whirred. There was no telling what other instruments the scanner’s smooth exterior was hiding. After what it had taken from my mouth, I was not inclined to give it access to other orifices. Yet I felt certain that no other person who had undergone scanning had resisted.

I explored the site of my missing tooth with my tongue. The freezing vapor had patched the hole with a strong skin-like material. Already the pain was gone. Possibly I had received a numbing shot amid the other oral activity. With my head somewhat cleared, I considered the biological utility of a tooth and its dentin. Using morphology, radiocarbon dating, stem cells, stable isotopes, enamel proteins, and more, an expert machine might determine the donor’s age, sex, size, diet, lifestyle, blood type, bone health, general vigor, and environment, as well as a wealth of genomic and mtDNA data.

Perhaps the plasmagraph would need nothing more from me.

I was wrong about that. There was much the scanner had yet to collect, both from existing orifices and from microscopic new ones it punched itself. After that disagreeableness, the imperturbable voice asked ninety-three obtuse questions. What is the most unacceptable color? What makes for a boring evening? What mistakes do birds make? What is your most frightening talent? Simple, yet maddeningly difficult to answer. I sensed it was a control set asked of anyone who submitted to the plasmagraph.

I bore it without complaint, holding perfectly still while picturing the expression Tûma wore anytime he worried I might fail to make him proud. I was a Niffakoq. His Niffakoq. I would do one better than endure scanning like my plasmagraphed predecessors. I would welcome it. Or at least I would pretend.
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I was nine years, six weeks, and seven days old. Every second that passed was a second closer to my death at age eleven. Roughly age eleven. Only Jantse, Niffakoq 36, had lived to see twelve. Two Niffakoq had died at age ten
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