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Last Request
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Kind of sad that my last view of space was probably going to be nothing more than an enormous boulder with two distant glints orbiting it.

Outside, barely visible in the inky dark was one of the gold-standard mysteries of the galaxy. A planetoid about 1000km in diameter. A planetoid nowhere near a planetary system. Nowhere near a star. Just a hunk of rock in the literal ass end of the outer regions. Weirder: The three Predecessor space stations orbiting it, the one I was staring out of, and two smaller ones, completely automated. All quietly ticking away for 14,000 years as near as anyone could tell. Just hanging out and thumbing their noses at reason. Endpoint was the name of the primary station. Out here, we called the rock Temnyy Muzhchina – Dark Man.

“Should have been a supernova,” I muttered to myself and tossed back my whiskey. Winced. It was like swallowing something random from a lab.

“They’re not as glamorous as you think,” a voice said. It had a singsong quality to it, like the speaker was used to seeing nothing but clear skies ahead.

I flicked my empty glass across the table and said, “I really hope you’re not a Prudist, because I’m spending my last night alive and I don’t want to hear a bunch of bullshit about salvation right now.”

“I don’t party with Prudists,” the voice said. “They have chosen a different path to Heaven. I wish them speed and happiness, but they and I don’t see eye-to-eye.”

I turned my head and found a man with dreadlocks and a suit made of tiny square mirrors. Only one group of people in galaxy could pull off the look. “Didn’t see the mothership dock,” I said, motioning to the chair opposite me. “How’s the party business?”

He sat and eyed me for a moment like I was something he’d never seen before. A tube wreck of a person maybe. There had to be dozens of us lurking on this alien platform. He shook his head. “The party business will always thrive because we sell the one thing everyone needs and desires.”

“More whiskey,” I said.

“Not everyone prefers whiskey,” he replied.

“No, I meant I need more whiskey if I’m going to listen to Pfunk Gypsy propaganda.”

He smiled and my anger withered away. Say what you will about the Pfunk Gypsies, they knew a thing or two about spreading good feelings. Interstellar monks who preached that partying was the best way to salvation. Turned out the best way to their financial salvation was to party with them. A ride on the Pfunk Mothership could cost a month’s credits but it was a ride you’d never forget.

“I am Bick Parameter,” he said, extending his hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Rex Kormer,” I replied.

“Rex Kormer,” he said with a sparkle in his eye. “Vagabond, thief-“

“Appropriator of-“

“Purloiner of,” Bick said. “Own yourself, my friend. Be proud of what you are.”

Bick held up his ring-encrusted hand. I swear, the guy had more jewelry than an old-school Terran love-broker. A moment later, a robo gently placed two drinks on the table. Bick lifted the glass and inhaled deeply. “Whiskey. United States. Pacific Northwest. Probably Oregon circa early 2000s.”

“We’re drinking five-hundred-plus-year-old Whiskey?”

Bick downed his in a gulp, sighed contentedly, and smiled. “Of course not. But this is an excellent synth.”

“Good enough to be real?” I asked, sipping mine gently. It was smooth as silk and warm as bare flesh.

“If anything is real, then yes, this real.”

Bick slid a holo puck across the table and tapped the center. A woman with bright pink hair sprang to life. She was smiling and waving at someone. Coveralls pulled down and tied around her waist. AniTats running up and down both arms. Then her face turned serious and stared hard at the HoloLens. The serious stare ebbed with a toothy grin, a middle finger extended straight up, and the animation repeated itself. At the bottom of the holo, a name a bunch of numbers scrolled by in chyron. Devore, Natasha, 03141592:1.0CPD, Presumed-Terran.

“Pretty gal,” I said. “Legit Terran?”

“Legit. Just like you.”

“Not a whole lot of us left,” I mumbled.

“Did you know her?” he asked.

“There were 12 billion people on Terra when the Diaspora hit. Most died in the fires. A bunch of us escaped. Some even lived out productive lives filing paperwork and fixing computers.”

“But not you, Mr. Kormer?”

“Not my bag. I’m still trying to be an adult. Bounce around a lot. Looking for work, sex, stuff to steal, myself.”

“Well, then, that explains your youthful appearance,” Bick said.

“B/S drives warp time, buddy,” I told him. “Like I said, I bounce around a lot. If she’s legit Terran, she’s probably my age or older.”

Bick leaned his head against an outstretched hand and stared longingly at the holo. I hadn’t thought there was any way a man in a mirrored suit could look sad, but he did it. My own face reflected back at me through the thousand or so tiny mirrors that made up his jacket.

“Recognize her?” he asked.

“It says she’s Natasha Devore,” I said, pointing at the scrolling chyron. “Who is she?”

He casually flicked the holo at me and grinned sadly. “You’ll want to keep that.”

“Thanks,” I said as he held up two more fingers. More whiskey incoming. “Are you going to tell me who she is?”

“They say you can get into anything.”

“I wouldn’t mind getting into her.”

“Time is not on your side, my friend,” he replied.

I swear, talking to P-Funk Gypsies could be fascinating if you were on their wavelength, but there was no way I could afford to hop that frequency. He slid a shot across the table at me and held his own up. We clinked glasses. Smooth fire burned away the weirdness. “You gonna tell me who she is?” I asked.

“Turn it on again,” he said.

I tapped the top of the little disc. She sprang back into life, a 15cm tall woman without a care in the world. Again, I was struck by how familiar she looked. Lots of women had pink hair, animated tats, and alabaster white skin. 

“Is she friends with Beatrix Beaumont?” I asked. “The famous party girl who got famous for being famous?””

Bick’s face turned hard. Had I just crossed some forbidden line? “We do not work with the Beaumonts. Ever.”

Okay. Add that to my list of sacred knowledge. “Sorry,” I said. “I give. Who is she?”

Bick looked at the aniholo almost lovingly, like a father adoringly watching a lost daughter as she threw her first raging kegger. “This is the woman who locks do not apply to. The woman who sliced through Pendarm’s defenses like a hot knife through butter and let our blessed mothership continue its sacred mission of bringing blessed peace, love, and funk to the people starving for freedom. This, Mr. Kormer, is none other than the Digital Diva.”

“No shit?” I asked.

Stories about the Digital Diva had been circulating for at least a couple hundred years. Many believed there wasn’t a system invented that she couldn’t get into eventually. Governments had fallen to her skills, their dirty secrets exposed on the ParaNet. Criminal organizations would auction their own mothers to either gain access to her skills or gain access to her. Every time someone created a bounty on her, though, she just deleted it. And then found a way to delete the person who created the bounty. Like I said, she was crafty.

“No shit,” Bick said. He made a fist and pounded his chest twice before kissing his thumb and holding it out to the sprite with the pink hair. “She was one of us in both spirit and name. A member of the Funkensteins now and forever.”

I nodded, but still didn’t see where this was going. “That’s all cool, but why are you showing me aniholos of the Digital Diva?”

“Because she was deleted two nights ago, Mr. Kormer and I would very much like to know why.”

Wait. What? “Deleted?”

“Her consciousness was erased and she fled this mortal coil.”

“Someone offed her? I hate to say this, but that’s not a mystery; the woman had a lot of enemies.”

“Not exactly. Her body is unharmed. Still breathing, still alive, but there is nothing going on in her brain. It is like her soul simply vanished.”

I sat back and thought about that. I’d seen plenty of corpses and humans are clever when it came to killing, but I’d never heard of anyone deleting another person’s consciousness and leaving the body alive. Usually screwing up the body was part of the message.

“Vanished?” I mumbled.

“Vanished. Poof. Off to rejoin the universe.”

“But her body is still alive?”

“Very much so.”

“How is that even possible?” I asked.

Bick smiled and held up his fingers again. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be here asking for your help.”

“Wait. You want me to help you? How? I’m a liberator of things, not a psychmech. Did you want me to acquire something for you? If so, we can negotiate a price. But I wouldn’t know the first thing about tracking down some chick’s missing brain.”

“Her brain is fine,” Bick said.

“It was a figure of speech.”

“I understand. I want you to understand that her body is in pristine condition. No life-support necessary. Only her...”

“Soul?” I interjected.

“Yes, soul. Her soul is missing.”

From anyone else, I’d assume this rambling tale was a bunch of bull, but for all their weird ways, the Pfunk Gypsies never told a lie. That was one of their endearing qualities. “Let me get this straight: You want me to find her soul? What does a soul even look like?”

“Ever seen a ghost?” Bick asked.

“No.”

“Pity. That’s what a soul looks like. But I digress. I don’t want to find her soul; that part of her is gone and it is never coming back. Nor would we want to bring it back. It is experiencing the ephemeral, the pure, raw, funky groove of the universe. No one should come back from that.”

He slid another glass across the table at me. Normally, even a few shots of good whiskey weren’t enough to shut me down, but there was something special about Bick’s stuff. I held up the glass and looked through the amber liquid at a light on the other side of the bar. Makeshift whiskey goggles made from real fake whiskey. A way of looking at the world through other eyes.

“So you want me to find out who, uh, deleted her?” I asked after I deleted the whiskey.

“And why.”

“Is there any evidence? Is there a crime scene?”

“Oh, yes. There is a crime scene and you will have unprecedented access to it.”

That was rare. Usually no one gave me access to anything. I had to take it when no one was looking. “Pay?” I asked.

“More than you can imagine.”

What the hell, I was going to die tomorrow anyway. Might as well do something interesting with my morning. “Okay, why not? When do I start?”

Bick Parameter smiled through the dreads hanging down in his face. Even his teeth were glittery, like he was a walking disco ball. “As soon as you wake up in the morning, Mr. Kormer. In the interim, might I suggest another drink?”
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I awoke with a headache the size of Temnyy. Or maybe I’d been hit in the head with Temnyy and I just didn’t remember it. I opened my eyes briefly and slammed them shut again. Bick’s whiskey packed a wallop. Even the dim light felt like daggers in my eyes.

I snuggled deeper into the blankets covering me. They were soft and warm. Where the fuck was I? Not that it mattered. No one had stabbed me yet and that’s usually what happened when I woke up somewhere strange, so I was probably safe.

I slowly took stock of my body. Fingers clenched. Toes curled. Legs moved. It seemed like all my parts were in place and still movable. It felt like the time I got hold of some bad hobo wine out in Altair. Only without the hallucinations and projectile vomiting.

What was there to do today, anyway? Putter around? Marvel at the primitive alien technology that ran this place? Dip my toes in Virt? Try to find a way off this station before it was too late? Hope a gangster didn’t carve my heart out with a titanium spork? The bed was comfortable, the blankets soft and warm, and let’s face it, if I was going to get tortured to death, I wanted to be well rested for the experience. Besides, it wasn’t like anyone knew where I was. Hell, I didn’t even know where I was. So, screw it. Sleeping time.

I would have lived the dream and stayed in bed all day if it hadn’t been for my pesky biological needs. Great or small, rich or poor, strong or weak, a full bladder can ruin a day in bed for the best of us.

My eyes were still bleary when my feet hit a fake fur rug. My nose picked up faint scents; some kind of flower and maybe a gentle spice or two that I couldn’t identify.

The booze must have still been coursing through my veins because my body felt weird. It was like I was shorter and my limbs didn’t move quite like they did last night. It took an active effort to put one foot in front of the other and I kept feeling like my legs should have been longer.

I found the bathroom, slapped off the lights before they blinded me and flipped up the lid on the toilet. A nice long piss and then back to bed. Maybe when I woke up my body would be working like it should. If not, well, back to bed.

I reached into my pants and it took a moment to realize something was terribly wrong. Something was missing. Something was utterly, terribly, irrevocably wrong.

The lights came up when I slapped the switch.

“Mother fucker,” I swore.

Even my voice sounded strange. Not surprising considering the stranger’s face that stared back at me from the mirror. Alabaster skin. Shoulder-length, bright pink hair. Blue green spiral eyes that should be sparkling instead of staring back at me in dead-eyed horror.

It had to be a joke. Some elaborate ruse. Ha, ha. Got me good. But I tilted my head and she tilted her head. I crossed my eyes and she crossed her eyes. I stuck out my tongue and she stuck out her tongue. Pulled my underwear out and verified my dick wasn’t hiding. Grabbed my chest and found more than I bargained for.

Damn you, Bick. What kind of game were you playing?

I slapped the door lock, and took off running. It only took me half the corridor to realize why bras were a thing. This was going to be a huge pain in the ass. Rather than dig through a stranger’s underwear cache, I wrapped my arms around my chest and walked quickly while my brain tried to process what was happening. Or rather, Natasha’s brain tried to process what was going on. If it was still hers. Did being in someone’s body mean that body was yours?

Endpoint had viewing areas for docked ships. Given all the flights of fancy people had when designing spaceships, the viewing area was remarkably empty. Me? I dug the ships. The coolest thing about space travel was there were no real rules about what a ship should look like. They could be massive, mirrored balls like Bick’s crazy ride or they could be long and pointy or even just glowing white cubes calmly travelling the cosmos.

I ignored the Airlockers babbling about their god and begging for loose credits and stared hard out the window. There! On the other side of that red, pointy ship with the big fins and yellow stripes down it. A giant mirrored sphere that looked like a party waiting to happen.

“Now, how the hell do I find him?” I muttered to myself.

Endpoint was huge. A triangle a kilometer on each edge and forty or so decks high. Her sister drone stations out in the distance were smaller versions of the big mama. If there was anything of value out here other than the Bizarre Bazaar and the general bizarre, the station would be massively popular. Even with the tourists, rabble, and corporate goons that lived out there, we took up a miniscule amount of space but that still left thousands of people and a lot of space to search.

“Shit,” I whispered to myself. “How do I find this guy?”

“Perhaps I can be of assistance,” a voice said in my head.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. Would have welcomed it, actually, if there was a chance to get into my old body. “Figures, Bick would stick me in some chick with mental issues,” I mumbled.

“You do not have any serious mental issues that I can detect ma’am.”

At least I was in the right company to be talking to myself. Half the airlockers were trauma jobs from war torn planets and the other half were serious drug and religion enthusiasts. None of them would notice the crazy person holding her tits and talking to herself. “Then why am I hearing voices?” I snarled.

“I am an AI. You had me implanted in 2499.”

Penta, yeah. An AI. Those things weren’t cheap but could perform all sorts of computer-related magic. An AI would have made my life as a thief way easier. “An AI, eh?”

“Yes, ma’am. I am a CyberDrop Systems Model 101a.”

I let out a slow whistle. Top of the line. Natasha must have been loaded. “Okay, CyberDrop, what do I call you?”

“My lead programmer was a man named Jenkins but-“

“Good enough,” I said, cutting him off. “Jenkins works. Okay, Jenkins, how can you help me find someone?”

“Endpoint is equipped with various tracking tools. They are mostly to keep tabs on how many people are onboard at any given time. If the population increases, oxygen levels are adjusted to compensate. It is possible to track people, provided the person in mind has been implanted or their subdermal chips were registered with Endpoint Control upon arrival. Admittedly, not everyone does that-”

“I don’t need a history of Endpoint,” I said. I knew all about the chip registration and chose to ignore when I snuck on board. Natasha may or may not have one. Probably something I needed to look into.

“Understood, ma’am. But if you ever do, I suggest the welcome pamphlets behind you. They are simple but point out the key features of the only Predecessor space station currently occupied by humans. There is another one four point three light years from here, but it was severely damaged-“

“Again, stop with the history lesson. Tell me how to find Bick.”

“Bick who?” Jenkins asked.

“Bick Pa- Wait. You can’t read my mind?”

“No ma’am. While we share computing power in the form of your brain, we are segmented from each other. I exist in a sandbox, which is a kind of segregated memory space where I can’t access your-“

“You’re talking too much again. Bick Parameter. Find him. His ship is docked over there, the big, mirrored sphere. He has to still be onboard Endpoint.”

I could almost feel Jenkins working. It was a low buzz in my head. Faint. Faint enough to ignore. “Bick Parameter is currently in Twenty Forward. He is drinking a brown drink and does not appear intoxicated even though the location in question is registered as a bar.”

I turned on a heel and tried to run again. Forgot about the things hanging off my chest and my bare feet. Bra and shoes. Good things to have. Must remember next time if I couldn’t wring my old body out of Bick’s neck.

Not bad, I chided myself as I scampered along. Usually, it took a few months in one place for everything to go to hell. I’d been on Endpoint for a week and had already lost my body. That was a new one by me.

After a few missed turns and more than a few lewd stares, I stormed into Twenty Forward with fire in my eyes and stuff stuck to my feet. Bick stared out the huge viewport with a cup of real coffee in his hand. Lest anyone think running an interstellar party cruise didn’t pay well, real coffee could run upwards of a hundred credits or more depending on the location. A ritzy place like Twenty Forward probably charged double that. The perfect morning drink for rich assholes.

It was still early and Twenty Forward was quiet. A few professional alcoholics and the infamous party god of the cosmos were the only ones inside the fok-paneled, chrome-bedecked bar. In about twelve hours, the place would be bumping but for now, it was quiet save for the Aetherean lo-fi escaping from the hidden sound system.

I stalked up to Bik, put my finger in his face, and shouted, “You son of a bitch! What have you done to me?”

Bik sipped his coffee and stared at me over the rim of his white ceramic cup. “Well, Ms. Devore. For a dead woman, you’re looking amazing. And up at such an early hour, too. Impressive.”

“Answer the question!” I hissed. “What have you done?”

“Well, you did say you wouldn’t mind ‘getting in her’, as I recall.”

I motioned to my newly acquired body. “This isn’t what I meant and you know it!”

Bik nodded with the kind of serenity you only get by achieving master status at partying. “Sit down, Ms. Devore. Have a coffee. My treat.”

“I don’t want coffee. I want my body back.”

“Your body is safe. Finish the job and it will be returned unharmed. Now, in the interim, you look a fright. Have some coffee; it will change your outlook entirely.”

“I swear, if you tell me to smile, I’m going to break your nose.”

He leaned back and shook his head. Motioned to the seat opposite him. “Please, you’re making a scene.”

“You stuffed me in a dead woman’s body and I’m making a scene? Did you know there’s an AI in my head? It’s probably listening to everything I think. Was that your plan? Some kind of sick game you’re playing?”

I slapped a hand down on the table. Bik gently but firmly put his hand over mine. “I assure you this is no game. One of mine has deleted herself. They say you’re the best at finding and extracting things. I need you to find information and report back to me. You’re a thief. A very good one. Providence has brought you to me. Surely, you’ve had to pretend to be someone else to get your job done.”

Bik had a way of speaking that took the rage right out of my head. Calm, deliberate. I don’t know how, but the undertone said it was all going to be fine and this was really nothing to worry about.

I plopped down in the seat opposite him and ran a hand through my hair. Fine. Silky. Long. Not at all like what I was used to. Just another reminder I was trapped. “I’ve had to pretend, sure. But when I was done, I could take off the suit.”

“This is no different, Ms. Devore-“

“Quit calling me that. It’s not my name.”

“It is,” he snapped. “And the sooner you accept that, the happier you’ll be. You don’t have to be Natasha Devore, but you have to act like her if you want to find out what happened. I have done you a favor; it is now time for you to do one for me.”

“What favor did you do for me?”

“I understand you need to answer to Nobtop. Brave move. He has a well-deserved reputation. As of right now, he can’t find you. You could join his gang and he’d never know who you really are. I saved you. All I ask in return is you save dear Natasha’s memory for me.”

Fuck. He was right. If it hadn’t been for Bik’s bizarre intervention, I’d probably be exploring all new kinds of pain at the hands of the region’s most notorious gangster. “Fine,” I said. “How long do I have?”

“As long as it takes, Ms. Devore. As long as it takes. In the interim, drink your coffee. It is fantastic when it’s hot.”

The coffee was good, but I needed a change of clothes and something stronger than expensive caffeine. I needed a place to get my head together and reassess my situation. A place where reason and logic danced with whimsy and fucked the brains out of caprice. A magical, wondrous place that promised a vacation from reality.

I needed a bar.
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Endpoint had lots of bars. With room to house thousands of people, it was a given that booze life would find a way. The earliest was a whisky joint out on the Temnyy-facing point of the big-ass triangle we lived in. It was decked out in old-school, run-down vibes. From the dead plants to the surly bartender with a soft spot for hard-luck cases, it could have been the neighborhood pub in any old neighborhood on any number of planets.

Sully’s was quiet. Not empty, but not crowded. Surreptitious glances caught out of the corner of my eye had me on edge. It had me bordering on paranoia. I knew deep down the whole bar wasn’t out to get me, but even being noticed was a bad thing for a thief. I wanted the warm blanket of anonymity.

I glared hard at the first guy I caught staring. He looked embarrassed. Terrified, like he’d be caught going through his sister’s underwear drawer. His face went almost as white as my skin and suddenly the drink in front of him was the most interesting thing in the systems.

It had to have been Nobtop’s doing. Somehow, the monster had figured out who I was and he was busy looking for proof. No, scratch that. People like Nobtop didn’t work on proof. He got a thought in that big, dumb skull of his and acted on it. Usually violently. There was something else going on. Something unfamiliar.

I sidled up the bar and tried to think about what I wanted. Idly scrolled through the drink list floating in front of me. It was like stepping back in time. Most places just let you scan the menu in your HUD, but Sully felt like making you work for your drink.

“She’ll have a double old-fashioned,” a voice said beside me.

The guy who said it looked like a kid, little more than a young geek. “I’m sorry?” I snarled.

Color leeched out of his face so fast, I thought he was going to pass out. He fiddled with his fingers like he couldn’t figure out what to do with his hands. “Sorry,” he said sheepishly, “I just figured it would be okay for me to order for you.”

We stared at each other for a moment. I was deciding what to do with him. He looked like he was deciding whether to run or not. He was a little guy. My height or less and his body looked like it had never experienced any kind of labor. Pasty white skin. My white skin was purely artificial. More like a canvas than flesh. His had the patchy, bluish look from spending too much time in dark rooms. He had enhanced eyes. Nothing flashy. Functional. Probably helped him process information from displays like Sully’s or the old-school external displays the cheap corps favored. He was either a serial killer or one of the local IT guys. Or both.

“How’s it going, IT guy?” I asked, hoping I’d guessed right.

“Same shit, different day,” he said with a high-pitched staccato laugh. “How about you, Natasha? I was kind of worried you were going to off me there.”

Lucky, lucky, lucky guess.

“I’m not the offing kind of person,” I told him.

He rolled his eyes. “Sure, tell that to BrainMaxx.”

“BrainMaxx isn’t a person.”

“Wasn’t. Well, isn’t now, either. Hasn’t been for a few hundred years. Thanks to you, I might add.”

The bartender sat a drink in front of me. I’d never had an old fashioned. It was amber, whisky with hints of orange and vanilla. I nodded thanks and made a mental not to tip him well. Next time ask me what kind of drink I want. I thought about pouring the drink out on the floor, but figured what the hell? New body, new manners. Or something.

“What do you know about BrainMaxx?” I asked the IT Guy. He looked a little young and straight-laced to know the sordid truth.

“Seriously protected hunk of crystal lattice,” he said. “Gov’s last, best attempt at keeping tabs on what we’re doing out here. They threw everything they had at keeping it secure so it could keep the data flowing back to HQ.”

The benefits of an underground education are you get to see history from a different point of view. Like, for instance, how the legendary Digital Diva ultimately brought down the whole thing. Who probably stole the crypto cutters for herself. In my line of work, Nat’s attack on BrainMaxx was the stuff of legend. The kind of stuff criminals told their kids to assuage any feelings of remorse. “See, kids, this woman used her powers for good and made a tidy profit off it.” I didn’t know all the details, but I knew enough to make do.

“It was a little more complicated than that,” I told him. “BrainMaxx wasn’t just a listening system; it was a control system. They wanted to get into our heads and plant simple thoughts. Unlike most Gov projects, BrainMaxx worked. Like most Gov projects, it was designed in-house. I knew a guy who knew a gal who knew a Gov drone and got hold of the code. Bastards had a bug in their Cx routines that I used to burn the whole thing down. Gov wanted to build another one, but they were short on cash.”

I.T.’s mouth dropped. There was still a nascent idealism about governments out there, like if we could just get systems-wide government involved it would cut down the crime.

“Wow,” was all I.T. could say.

I downed my drink in a single gulp and let the synth whisky roll down my throat. “You’ll have to excuse me,” I told him, “but I can’t seem to remember your name.”

“Solomon. Most people just call me Sol, though.” He was completely distracted. I could have asked him his pant size and he would have rattled it off without thought. “BrainMaxx was a control system?”

I nodded and motioned to the bartender for another drink. “Yup,” I told him. “Well, kind of. If you had a personal AI, it could control that. Most people can’t afford personal AIs, but BrainMaxx could plant simple ideas like ‘I want to pay my taxes’ or ‘Revolution is bad’ in the ones that did.”

“Why AIs?” Sol asked. “What did they hope to gain?”

“You have an AI?” I asked. The room was a bit wobbly. Maybe losing nearly half my body weight translated to less mean time to drunkenness.

Sol nodded. “Top of the line HolaTech. Lucha 3k.”

“Good system. Your Lucha got a name?”

“Maria,” Sol said with a sigh.

“Do you talk with Maria?”

“Of course. Maria and I can spend hours talking. Well, thinking... Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes,” I said. “You think your talking is secure but the AI is corrupted.”

“Which meant the gov could see into your head.”

The bartender set the drink down gently and flashed me a big smile. “Which means Gov could see into your head,” I repeated. “And that’s been their dream for as long as there have been govs. Some people even said BrainMaxx could circumvent sandboxing, see stuff even your AI can’t get to. If I can read your mind, I can be one step ahead of you. Hell, I could use your thoughts against you. I could even reprogram your AI to store every conversation and forward it at my convenience. Since AIs are expensive, they were hoping to manipulate the upper classes into manipulating the lower classes. It’s their thing.”

“No wonder you nuked it,” Sol said. “That’s terrifying.”

The booze was really making itself home in my system. I was about at that “warm fuzzy everything’s cool” stage of drunk. “The way I see it,” I told Sol, “I saved the damned systems.”

“That’s my girl,” a woman’s voice said. “Savior of the free folk of the ass-end of the galaxy.”

A hand landed on my shoulder and squeezed a little harder than it should have. A security kind of squeeze. Every time my shoulder got a squeeze like that, things went wrong. Booze and paranoia had kept me alive and I didn’t intend to give up on them yet.

I glanced down and saw a gloved hand on my shoulder. Black, form-fitting leather. The kind of stuff people wore when they didn’t feel like leaving fingerprints. Thumb to the left; that meant right hand on my shoulder. Left hand holding a blade or a gun or stun-stick. The mirror behind the bar was useless; just a woman dressed in black, but her other hand was hidden.

Fuck it. If I was wrong, I could always apologize.

I grabbed her hand and held it tight to my shoulder. Legs pushed hard against the bar, spinning me around. Her arm, trapped by my hands, stretched out as my body spun in space. I heard her yelp as her first her wrist then her elbow then her shoulder stretched way further than normal. That was when I knew an apology was on the horizon: Security didn’t yelp.

My hands slipped down and let her hand slide off my shoulder before my momentum could rip her arm out of its socket and tear all the ligaments in her elbow. I let the stool continue spinning until I was face-to-face with a redhead in tight pleather. She had a look of sheer horror on her face. I probably had one, too.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “I thought you were someone else.”

To my surprise, she smiled and licked her teeth. She eyed Sol warily and then looked back at me. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?”

Sol was on his feet with his hand extended before I could answer. “Solomon Tizak. Head data analyst and architect for ERTech. We do space weather analysis for our friend out there.”

“Monique,” she replied warmly, holding out her hand for him to kiss. “I do a little of this and a little of that. I’ve been trying to get our girl here to do a little job for me. She fell off the face of the station for a few days, though. Very hush, hush. Then I heard she was dead. Imagine my surprise to find her here with a drink in her hand.”

Monique had a hint of old-world, deep-South charm. A belle of the ball who’d traded in her lace and ribbons for form-fitting pleather and an almost desperately badass look. I didn’t know her, but I knew her type: small-time grifter, part-time good-time girl. She’d happily show up on someone’s arm and then vanish to dust when the night was over.

She caught me looking at her and smiled the single most sinister smile I’ve ever seen. The kind of smile a wolf throws a bunny just before eating it. For a moment, our eyes locked and I felt some things I’d never felt in places I didn’t know could feel that way. Whatever the moment was, it passed quickly and left an electric tang on my tongue.

Her wink and smile were enough to tell me she’d felt it, too. Awkward moment.

Sol’s polite cough broke the moment and I vowed to buy him his next drink and tell him everything he wanted to know about BrainMaxx. Even if I had to make things up. “Would you like to join us?” he asked.

My heart sank. I did not need this right now. What I needed was a quiet drink followed by a few others.

Monique put on a show of stretching and shook her head. Pink lips pouted. “I’m sorry, but I must be going. It has been a long day and I need my beauty rest. Not all of us can pull off the exhausted beauty look as easily as sweet Natasha here.”

Had Monique just zinged me? It felt like she zinged me. Before I could figure out if I needed a witty response, Monique was stuffing something into my breast pocket and grinning. “I do hope you’ll come see me. And not just about my business proposition.”

And then she was gone, sauntering off like she owned the place. I turned to find Sol in deep smit. Monique was pretty, no doubt about it, but she shouldn’t have been enough to turn the poor guy into a puddle. I stared at him in wonder. I hadn’t had that reaction to a woman since I was in my teens. It made me wonder if his innocent guy routine was legit and he’d spent more time with virtual women than real ones.

“You are so lucky,” he whispered.

Son, if you only knew. “How am I lucky?”

“That was Monique. The Monique.”

I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head. “Who?”

“Monique,” he said. A strange look crossed his face like he couldn’t believe I didn’t know her. “Monique. The Monique.”

“You said that already. Who is ‘The Monique’?”

His eyes bored into mine, looking for something only he understood. I must have lacked it because he shook his head and dropped his eyes. “She’s a Template. Like the Template.”

“Template? No shit?”

His sagging shoulders, hangdog look, and bright red cheeks told me everything I needed to know. VirtSex was never my thing, but it was apparently Sol’s. Fully interactive, fully scanned interactive virtual sex sounded cool, but I always preferred the real deal. VirtSex stars – or Templates, as afficionados preferred to call them – were nearly indistinguishable from the real thing because they had a nascent ability to share their sensations. It was like fucking someone and feeling what they felt. Too meta for my tastes. “You fucked her?” I asked, flinging a thumb over my shoulder. “Like, not for real, but in Virt? How was she?”

In my old body, I would have expected something like “Fucking incredible” or intimate details on her intimate parts or a blow-by-blow of his adventures with her. In Nat’s body all I got was, “Look, Nat, I’m sorry. I just wouldn’t be able to explain it because we wouldn’t have the same, uh, frame of reference.”

In Sol’s defense, he did look sorry. 

“No worries,” I told him.

“She likes you,” he said. “She flashed you with her eyes. People with Eyetex only flash people they’re into.”

Was that what had happened? That flush of warmth was from Eyetex? I am such a dolt. I should have recognized the telltale sparkle, but maybe it’s hard to see when the damned redhead with the nice body was staring blissfully into your eyes.

“I must have missed it,” I mumbled and took a sip of my drink.

“I saw it. Plain as day. She flashed you.”

Of all the things that could have happened today, having a Template flash me was lowest on my list. And what was that thing she was trying to get Natasha to do? Some job, but it sounded like it didn’t go too well.

Sol sat slumped in his seat like a cheap suit on the corner of a halfway house bathroom. I wondered if he’d expected her to fall head over heels in love with a chief data analyst at first sight. If so, he was in for a disappointing life. Pity. He seemed like a decent guy.

“At least you got to kiss her hand,” I told him. “That’s more than most of her fans ever get to do.”

That perked him right up. He sat up a little straighter and a hint of gleam came into his eyes. “Yeah,” he said distantly. “Well, her glove at least. But I’ll bet that glove has touched her.”

“Getting weird, Sol,” I said over my drink.

“Sorry. I just get excited sometimes. It’s just that, well, you know, I’ve, uh...been with her so many times-”

“Kinda freakin’ me out, buddy.”

“And to see that she real and actually touch her in the real-“

He was babbling, brain locked in some weird feedback loop where touching Monique’s gloved hand was the same as...something. I wasn’t sure what, but it was something important. His eyes were fully lit up but staring inward. Probably at Monique on her back, moaning in ecstasy.

Which, I had to admit, was still pinging around in my head. “Do you need to be alone?” I asked Sol.

He nodded vigorously and sprang out of his seat. He was halfway to the door when he stopped dead in his tracks and turned around. “Look, Natasha, I don’t mean to leave you high and dry, but this is important. I’ve got to tell the groupchat and uh, you know... This needs to be finished. It’s not that I don’t like you. I mean, you’re pretty and all, but Monique is special to me and, frankly, she’s on a whole other level.”

Um, what?

He was gesticulating wildly, hands caressing imaginary bodies and flinging imaginary foes out of his way. “That was like meeting the Goddess. The real one. I need some time to process that. Are you going to be okay? Can I walk you to your cabin or something?”

There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that it would be a hurried walk. “I’m fine, Sol. Go worship the Goddess. Or whatever you crazy kids call it these days.”

“Thanks, Natasha,” he said as he turned. “You’re swell!”

I was tipsy, feeling warm in places I never expected to feel, and flashes of a hot redhead were popping up in my head. In the mirror, a woman with pink hair and calliope irises stared back at me. Maybe it was the drink, the flash, or the general screwball weirdness of the day, but I had a strange desire to help her. No one should die in mystery. If she really was dead.

It was time to get some intel. And to do that, I needed to get a better grasp on the skin I was wearing.
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I was lying on Natasha’s bed, in her naked body, staring at the ceiling and feeling extremely awkward. Would staring at my naked flesh count as ogling or was it more along the lines of checking the cut of a suit or the knot on a tie? “Full reflect,” I said to the cabin.

The walls, floor, and ceiling of the cabin turned into perfect mirrors. No matter where I looked, I saw her. There was nothing overtly special about her body. Pink hair, probably a chromo change. Normal build, 170cm tall or so.

As I looked at myself in the mirror, I tried hard not to stare. I was still stuck in the mode of surreptitious glances. But this body wasn’t some chick I was checking out in a bar; it was my home. It was me. At least for now and beating around the bush wasn’t helping things. I let my eyes wander down my body. Eyes filled with curiosity. A cute nose. Full lips. I had a pointed jaw that flowed into a delicate neck. Shoulders muscles rippled just below pigmentless, skin. Natasha liked to work out. You didn’t get muscles like these from injectables; they were result of lifting things and putting them down. From the general muscle tone, I’d say she was more into functional strength than bulk.

Worked my way down, took in the breasts flattened by gravity to my chest. No implants, authentic bio stuff. Small waist that tapered into hips that flared gracefully into strong legs that looked a little short for my height. Unmodified. Maybe not classic beauty, but pretty enough to turn a head or two. Explained the looks I kept getting in Sully’s.

Back to the eyes. Anything to avoid what I felt was leering at myself.

No, that was wrong. The flesh may not make the person, but there was no doubt I was locked into it. Bodies and their associated modifications were as much a part of us as anything else.

The body reflected all around the cabin was pretty. She... Fuck it. I... I wasn’t drop dead gorgeous. Pretty, sure, but not the kind of body that made people send wooden horses to each other. Not that it really mattered. It was a different experience being on the opposite side of the camera. I’d never be a Jezebel or an Amara and, when I thought about it, I didn’t really care.

Natasha’s body – my body now – didn’t fall into the narrow statistical range of perfection. Legs slightly too short. Breasts too small. Too much muscle. What the fuck ever. The woman reflected in the room was great as far as I was concerned.

I stretched and spent my time gazing at myself, touching myself. Trying to get my consciousness to accept this was who I was now. The fucked-up thing was I’d probably have to do the exact same thing when I got out of here and back into my own body.

The look on my face wasn’t Natasha. She was gone. I looked out from her eyes now. In a way, I was her. But in a much larger, much more realistic way, I’d never be her and no matter how much this body was hers, it would never look exactly like her. The best I could do was act like Natasha Devore. Hopefully, that would be good enough. Clothes. Smile. Finger.

Hey. Wait. When I first saw that picture of Natasha, she had animated tats running up and down her arms. That kind of thing was implanted. Implants had controls.

My plugin menu was a button on my HUD. Focus on it and think the magic word and a list of my plugs popped out. To my eyes, it looked like a menu of options sprung into being out of the ether and hovered in the middle of the room. Natasha had some wild stuff installed. Network Kung Fu, PingOMatic, Phreaker. Probably commonplace for hackers, but still exotic to me. The beginning and ending of my modifications was my OTFAnalysis mod and a Generica Comm Device. Natasha had probably 10 or 15 packages installed. Plus a wide array of emergency stim packs including one that looked...interesting

Toward the end of the list was LiveTat5k. I let out a slow whistle. LiveTat5k was top of the line stuff. Whipped up by mad geniuses on Ceti Alpha V, not only could it render animations, it could render full-color, hi-res, customized animations. And it was full body. Most tat systems did full-color and hi-res. Animations were more expensive and usually consisted of looping images in a small area. A butterfly on a shoulder or pulsing forearms. Full body was rare. Long play full-motion video was almost unheard of. It must have cost a queen’s ransom and taken days to grow through Natasha’s skin. At least it explained her skin color.

I blinked on demo and selected the advanced example. It would be standard-issue corp propaganda, but built-in demos were good for showing off the system’s capabilities.

It started slow: A lightning-bright blue line that ran down my body from my head to my crotch. Across my chest flashed a message: “Welcome.” Everything stopped. My body exploded in animated color. Butterflies and dragons, stars and galaxies paraded across my skin.

The tats were energized light bouncing around just under my flesh. Tiny machines that flashed briefly according to a centralized plan. I knew that instinctively, but it was still amazing to watch. The designs and patterns covered every centimeter of Natasha’s body. I watched in wonder as a cartoon cat chased a cartoon mouse up my torso before they both exploded in a fireworks display that covered my chest. Over my shoulder a moon appeared. The scene zoomed out to show a planet a solar system a galaxy all moving according to the grand plan of the universe. An artist’s rendition of a living Predecessor. The species had been dead for millennia, but someone brought the creature in all its savage glory to life and let it loose across my bare flesh.

The demo lasted a full three minutes – an eternity by demo standards – and the designers put everything they had into it. Amazing barely covered it. I’ve seen cines that weren’t as detailed. At the end, my skin went coal black and white text appeared on my chest: Stay tuned for part two.

Part two? Who made a two-part capability demo?

Color slowly bled into my skin. Faint hints of purples and dark red at first, followed by the deep blues only space can provide. White pinpricks formed bit by bit. Zoom in on a star in Rigel, the closest one to Endpoint. Yellowish light assaulted my eyes before the view shifted outward past the four planets in the system and settled several light-years away on a black area of space where a dot of orange light glowed around a mass so black it might as well have been a tumor in space.

That had to be Temnyy Muzhchina; I’d recognize the Dark Man anywhere. Zoom closer and the orange dot resolved into Endpoint. Pretty specific information for a corp demo, especially since most corps don’t bother to keep a presence out this far.

Words in a cartoon bubble appeared: Xevex Jeffries is one of them.

“Son of a bitch,” I whispered. What the hell did that mean?
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I had a name, but the message didn’t mean anything, so I set about looking up one of a few people Natasha knew on Endpoint. The station was homogenous to a fault. It was like those old video games where the programmers ran out of ideas and recycled the stuff they’d done in earlier parts of the game and left you wondering if it was déjà vu or if you just needed to get out more often because everything looked the same.

Reddish walls. Thick white horizontal stripe. Exactly the same as every other corridor. There were no numbers on the doors, no identifying marks of any kind except what the residents decided was best. Residents learned their way around and that was it. Or, more likely, they downloaded the app and let it direct them. Another reason our lack of central administration was dubious.

Someone told you their cabin number and it meant precisely squat, so they had to preface it with section number and floor number. 3-2-415. Section three, level two, room 415. Where 415 meant fourth turn from the main elevator, one meant you turned right, five meant cabin five. Easy peasy.

Until you forget to write down the exact order of numbers. Sol said his cabin was number was 1-3-something, something, ten. Limited to section one, level three, turn a direction somewhere, and find the tenth cabin from the turn. Without an exact number, it was all guesswork.

I really needed to download the Endpoint app. Natasha never did it because she had an instinctive understanding of all things complicated. I hadn’t done it because I was lazy. If I had a copy, I could have had Sol beam me a location and it would have been all good. Instead, I fell back on my paranoia and insisted on writing things down on napkins and then leaving them in bars.

The first two doors I beeped told me to piss off and never come back. Some people get incredibly irritated when you pull them out whatever weirdness they were up to only to find a stranger at the door looking for directions. Among other things, I saw a man dressed as a pre-diaspora priest, a fake pig wearing lingerie, and a woman so drunk she thought I was her granddaughter. She promised to make me cookies. When the door to the fourth cabin opened, my stomach did flip-flops, my brain first went into overdrive before shutting down, and a general sense of twisted fate smacked me square in the face.

“I wondered when you’d finally come to your senses,” Monique said with a flick of her hip.

She was wearing sweatpants and a T-Shirt that managed to be both billowy and form fitting. “Sorry,” I said, “Wrong door. I got lost.”

“Didn’t get the app?” she asked. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. You naughty girl.”

Those emerald eyes of hers rolled over me like a leopard staring at a pile of steaks. Hungry. Enthusiastic. Ready to pounce. “Why don’t you at least come in and we can look up where you want to be?”

Want to be? Anywhere but there, but there more than anywhere else. I sighed and nodded, feeling like I was about to walk into a spooder web and love every minute of it.

When I arrived on Endpoint, my assigned quarters were what you’d get in a cheap hotel. Natasha’s apartment with a separate bathroom and a tiny kitchen were spacious by my standards. Monique’s apartment was on a whole other level. She had actual doors to different rooms, a kitchen, and a lowered seating area with a massive window looking out into space.

Outside the window, Temnyy was a black spot in space. A shining light in the upper left had to be one of Endpoint’s sisters. Hell of a view. Probably had a hell of a price tag. Giving the people what they wanted paid well.

“Drink?” Monique asked from the kitchen.

I pulled myself away from the spectacle of every star in the galaxy shining just for me and shook my head. “No, thank you.”

“On the house,” Monique said, gently pressing a drink into my hand. “You can’t come into my space and not share a drink with me; it’s an insult in my culture.”

I had no idea how she moved so quickly. One moment she was in the kitchen, the next she was in front of me. “Culture?” I mumbled.

“Sex workers,” she said. “Drink up. You don’t want to insult us. We’re a rough and tumble group.”

The cloudy green drink smelled of black licorice and sin. Normally, licorice was like sniffing garlic-scented assholes, but for some reason this smelled delicious. Must be the difference between my senses and Natasha’s.

“Is this-?” I asked.

“Absinthe, yes. Fans send me all kinds of weird things: Socks, underwear, cake recipes, boxes of chocolates. Most of it I keep long enough to write a thank you note before it gets donated or recycled, but this was special. French Absinthe from the before the Fall.”

“That would make it – what? – over four hundred years old.”

Monique glowed. “Four hundred and twenty five.”

So far, my record for old alcohol was measured in days or months. I once had a ten-year-old Scotch, but I had to steal that bottle on a job. Four hundred years old was mind boggling. When it was bottled, human society still split along national borders, mankind had never been in space in any meaningful way, and the future still looked cheery. That was before the Beast and the chaos he instilled.

“Thanks,” I mumbled. “Do you share four-hundred-year-old liquor with everyone who walks into your door?”

“You’re special,” Monique said, flashing me a Cheshire Cat grin.

“Special because you need me or because you need me to do a job?”

The grin faltered briefly before flaring back into luscious life. “Yes,” she said, sipping cloudy green liquid through sumptuous lips.

“I try to not mix business with pleasure,” I said.

“My business is pleasure.”

Parts of my body were lighting up in ways I didn’t know how to explain. No bulge in my pants because there was nothing there to bulge. A tingling sensation working its way down my spine. Butterflies in my stomach. A general need to be touched. Who the fuck was I kidding with this cool cat act? Monique was a pro and she was epic at her job, and at that moment, all I wanted was to let her touch me anywhere she wanted.

I took another sip of absinthe, eyeing her over the glass. She knew exactly what she was doing. No flash this time, just her being her. The sweet licorice burned down my throat and did absolutely fuck-all to calm down the butterflies.

She flashed me the knowing smile and stepped closer. A little piece of me melted. “You’re shaking,” she said.

“No, I’m not.” When in doubt, deny everything.

“Your glass is.”

“I’m-“

Monique flowed closer. A lithe predator moving in on its willing prey. “There’s nothing to be nervous about. I’m a trained professional.”

“The job,” I whispered.

“Check your email. I sent a follow-up this morning. It’s just a little thing, right up your alley. But we don’t need to worry about that right now.”

Her hand on my hip made me twitch. No pressure, no force, just a hand resting lightly while she sipped her drink and smiled. “Did you spike this?” I asked, eyeing my drink.

She shook her head. “Honey, please. That’s amateur hour stuff. I’m the real deal. You’re completely free to do what you want. It’s always better that way.”

I could turn around and walk out her door. And spend the rest of the night kicking myself. Time for absolute honesty. “You’re good,” I told her.

“Best you’ve ever seen,” she said, moving her hand up my waist. My breath caught in my throat both hoping and dreading that she’d work her way up higher. “You’re not going to break my wrist if I unzip this jumpsuit you’re wearing, are you?”

“Probably not,” I whispered.

“Oooh,” Monique cooed. “I like a little danger.”

Let’s just say the zipper going down was a metaphor for my defenses falling.
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Monique’s body was warm against my cheek. Hand gently stroking my hair. The general feeling of being overloaded and exploded left me weak. Solace in her arms.

We didn’t speak. We laid together in a tangled mass of limbs and listened to the steady drone of the air circulators and the deep thrum of Endpoint’s power generators. The woman with the predator eyes had snared her prey. She’d won. And I didn’t care.

Her heartbeat was lazy. Just like me, Monique didn’t have a care in the world. A good, solid orgasm will do that. I’d lost count after my four. I knew there were more, but I couldn’t be bothered to remember them. They were just another instance of build, build, build, and then explode. Used to be, I’d remember exactly how many my partner had, but after Monique’s third, I stopped counting. It just didn’t seem to matter anymore.

“Not that I’m complaining,” Monique asked, “but what brought you to my door?”

I wrapped an arm around her and pulled our bodies closer. “Sheer dumb luck,” I said. “I got lost.”

“Sounds like fate intervening,” she said. “Figures. I tried for months to seduce you and all it took was getting lost. If I’d known that, I would have blindfolded you and left you on the other side of the station.”

“You did blindfold me.”

“Different circumstances. And you knew exactly where you were.”

Yeah, sprawled out on her bed with her face between my thighs. 

I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling. She’d decorated it with glow-in-the-dark stars. Some constellation that looked familiar, but I couldn’t wrap my head around it. “What’s that?” I asked, pointing at the ceiling.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It came to me in a dream and I had all those stars left over from a party I threw, so I put it together. I was hoping that staring at them when I went to sleep would unlock the mystery. So far, no luck.”

“I like them,” I told her. There was something immensely comforting about simple glow-in-the-dark stars. If they got old, you could take them down. Can’t do that with the real ones. And the glow-in-the-dark ones don’t come with unnamed horrors.

Fingers in my hair again. Shivers down my spine. My god, the woman was good. Either that or I was desperate. Maybe it was both. “Why me?” I asked.

She brushed my earlobe and it was like a siren going off between my legs. “Why not you?” Monique replied.

“You could have anyone you wanted. What’s so special about me?”

Her body heaved under my head. “Sorry. I’m not laughing at you. Have you met many Templates?”

I shook my head.

“We tend to be insular or solitary. That’s why I’m out here—small population, middle of nowhere. People still recognize me, but mostly they leave me alone. Meeting someone who recognizes you is weird because that means they’ve had sex with you in Virt, or had sex as you in Virt. I met one guy who’d had Virt sex with me as me. He was crazy proud of it. We have trouble being regular. That’s why when I go out as me, I’m dressed to the nines; it makes me look unapproachable. When I want some quiet time, I do my best to look frumpy. Screw up my hair, put on loose-fitting clothes. Slouch. That sort of thing. Works like a charm. I can go anywhere and no one recognizes me.”

I chuckled a little at the idea of Monique the redheaded goddess of Virt sex slouching and wearing sweatpants. Fact was it probably worked perfectly. “Clever.”

“Right? People see what they want to see. Or really, what they expect to see. They expect me to ooze sex but most of the time all I want is to disappear into the crowd and be left alone. You were the only person who ever gave me the time of day when I was hiding. That was my crazy hobo lady costume. Old pants, an ex’s shirt that was like four sizes too big. Oil in half my hair.”

“I remember that.” I didn’t remember that.

“And you sat down and bought me a drink. I had no idea who you were at the time, just that
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