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Dedication

To every horrible boss I ever had; and there have been so very many, including working for myself.


“Truth is stranger than fiction, but it is because Fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities; Truth isn’t.”

― Mark Twain,

Following the Equator: A Journey Around the World, 1897
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Why an anthology about work?

It’s all been done before. Every great story has in some sense already been written hundreds of times. Man versus God, Man versus Nature, and so on. Joseph Campbell and Michael Moorcock with their eternal champions and Jungian oneness. The Bible and Epic of Gilgamesh and Chronicles of Amber with their mutable realities and fickle creators. But now and then, things change enough that we can both enjoy and profit from revisiting what has been said so many times before and likely by writers far better. Man becomes Man and Woman becomes Every Gender under the Queer Sun. God becomes G*d and Loa and Nature and then the nihilist / atheist / scientific / rational notion of a clockwork universe devoid of space ghosts. And so on.

What follows here are 18 stories about the thing we do the most after sleep: work. In many ways jobs are boring things, unlikely to be the focus of speculative fiction. They should fascinate us. The notion of them, the social structure and economic reality that they Exist, the pressure and distortion on the human condition as a result of their artificial demands on human lives. Work both defines and derails us, showing us who we really are and at the same time preventing most of us from ever truly achieving what we might become. We work for money, to put food on the table and shelter over our head. We work because we must. Which to a storyteller sounds like a built-in conflict ready to drive a plotline.

Nor is 18 an arbitrary number. It’s the Jewish number of life, the numerological value of Chai, itself a mystical idea tied up with the mixture of superstition, tradition, mysticism, and humoring your overbearing relatives familiar to many. The works presented here are built using the PaRDeS tradition. Peshat, Remez, Derash, Sod. Roughly translated as literal, figurative, metaphoric, and allegorical. As a queer Jewish neurodivergent artist who’s got a bucketload of issues with disability, ethnicity, identity, gender, and sexuality, most of reality exists at the literal as well as symbolic level. Often in more than four layers, as one finds themselves code-switching between friendships, relatives, obligations, and, of course, work.

As the nature of human work changes, so too does the need to engage it with speculative literature. We have smartphones now, and video conferencing across the internet, and a virus rearranging our economies. Economies which once ran on gold and silver then paper bills and bank notes, now embrace cryptocurrency and data. One thing hasn’t changed. People still have jobs to do and, people being people, some of those jobs involve fundamental questions of morality, spirituality, identity, justice, and reality itself. Maybe with fewer criminal syndicates, demons, cops, aliens, vampires, gun battles and killer robots. Then again, maybe the worlds described are closer to ours than might be readily apparent.


She Waits

There is a place in the water just beyond the drowning line that sings to the suicides. Off the tranquil shores of Tel Aviv where the bones of the Atalena should lie. There in the eddies of dark brine she waits. The Jews and Arabs alike are distraught to find among their number the hundredfold despairing faithful of that old ragged tribe of Ur. Jealous that their hated enemies have found this sacred yet profane whirlpool as well. Even under the waves, hate finds a way to seep ever inward, souring the black nothingness of forever.

Before they had names, they had tribes and before tribes, families and fealties to gods and goddesses who spent fluids to build an ancient world. Namshubs and rivers of lifeblood lurk there among her fingers. She who, ancient among the ancients, remembers.

Caspian has come to this place without volition. Three nights running he finds himself staring out into the soothing sea, wondering why the shadow under the rolling waters feels so right. He’s a scientist of sorts, if IT counts, and certainly not given to silly excesses like insomnia or childish fears. But here he sits, watching, night after exhausting night, unsure why he must.

The Company of course might know but they are a tight-lipped lot. For civilians like Caspian, analysts and nerds, the macho apparatchiks of the special branch seem more dagger than man. He cannot confide in them nor trust anything they say. He spends his days building bugs and video surveillance drones for them. He knows intimately what secrets they like to pry from under the sticky edges of human life.

The order to report to the Yafo branch had no ancillary instructions. But Caspian knows this is about Stuxnet. About his other life, his 2nd job for the team that scares even the commandos. From time to time, the Hard Lady calls upon him to drop an airplane from the sky or crash a centrifuge. Which he does. For his country, for the American way, for Justice and Superman and Right-Thinking Patriotism.

They have sold him to the Iranians and cheaply. Someone somewhere talked. He can feel the Quds Force in mufti wandering about, watching him as he stares out to sea. The Mossad watching the Quds and the Company safely behind the air-conditioned walls of their consular fortress, using his own drones to observe it all.

Lately, in his sleep Superman has been telling him about the flexible morality of murdering children. About how the American Way has been littered with the corpses of a million red and black combatants, women and men who fought for their dignity and thanks to the many Caspians of history, perished into dust and memory. Drowned by the falsehoods and revisions of a gilded electronic age.

In the dream this alien god has a wife, a flying goddess with flaming hair, the Queen of Heaven. Only she lives under the waves, near the coffee shops and discotheques of the city. She whispers one word to him “Shukaletuda.” Once upon a time the virus that became Stuxnet bore that name—chosen by him after the first gardener who sowed seeds of human desolation. Fitting, he thought at the time, poetic and mysterious.

Now as the water rides the shore tearing granules of sand away from the safety of land, he reconsiders. At the time he meant his little “gift” to be a kind of rape and vengeance tale clothed in the weapons of righteousness and duty. Only to be sold out, to literally have been sold by some scared or horny or drug-addled foot soldier for a price unknown. He cannot yet master the creeping fear that the Hard Lady or her batmen might have driven the bargain personally.

He has a song running like an endless tape loop in his frenzied mind. Her voice cold and pragmatic “He’s been sold, that’s that. Get him to Yafo and leave him to his fate.” All from calibrating sensors, the bounce of a few sound waves off the walls—pure chance—and he caught it on a random burst over something innocuous.

For weeks he agonized. To come forward, to ask questions, to destroy the recording. Until the orders settled all accounts. Yafo being an office without a need for IT, even his special side occupation, all grew clear. Not long after, Superman began his nightly tirades. With something else, something more sinister at the edge of dreams. A whisper, a voice, not unlike the Hard Lady’s but huskier, more sexual and primal.

Did he deserve this fate? A month prior he’d have argued vehemently against such a base suspicion. Patriots do not dither. But he wonders now as the deep tides pulls at his skin whether he still counts himself among the faithful or righteous. He’s killed toddlers for his nation. Taped rapes and beatings to be fine-tuned with his electronics suite and converted into the tools of blackmail. Found addresses, forged papers, cut brake lines, and crashed guidance systems dozens upon dozens of times.

Until they had handed him to his enemies, until he like Enkidu had faced the wrath of the Lady, he lived a moral life without personal blemish. Caspian taped rapes, he did not commit them. He pushed a button, he did not stick in the knife. He loved his country, he did not hate his enemies. He tells this to the waves, in low rasps to drown out the rising song.

Night following night he returns, closer to the tidebreak until his shoes are as soaked as his shirt. He stinks of sweat and despair. No one makes a move. Not the Guard, not the damned Israelis, not the Company.

A week into his vigil the dreams transform. She arrives singing to him from below, her face a shadow of kelp. The words are lost to him, old rolling syllables that sound like na ma ka en sha ra over and over in endless combinations of puzzle piece intricacy. But the intention, the knowledge of their meaning burns into him from the cold depths. Death, murder, despoil, desecration.

Superman shakes his head and points to the roads of bones that pave his America, to the lands seeped in blood and conflict, to the factories and slums and soiled corners of his glorious nation which house dark secrets. Taped, collated, refined and stored in the cloud by Caspian. Na ma ka en sha ra.

On the eighth night he finds himself wading into the Mediterranean. The memory of a lurid episode years ago, the closest he came to quitting, has been chasing him all day. The scars run along the contours of his memory, he can barely recall the girl’s face and not even to this day does he remember where it took place. Was it Texas or Saudi or some other godforsaken desert in South America? He just remembers the screams and the laughter. The daughter of a high official, one more lever in a chain of leverage.

He felt no shame in his part then. But he had a moment of disquiet when the songs of his forefathers faltered. Then another and another. Always overcome with the words of his grandfather who used to smash scotch glasses on the mirrors—something about Quislings and spines. He cannot recall them anymore. The shame has drowned out their voice.

Caspian rises to his neck in the cold, surprisingly thick waters. Behind him there is only shame and the Quds and the Hard Lady who has taken his soul. His feet take their leave and he’s swimming like a lost dog, paddling and flopping in the chop. Somehow, he knows the way.

All suicides know the way. For she lives in all those crevices between the ancient and now, between the lost and reforged. In barrows of bones and shadowed valleys she waits. Here especially, in this place of hope and hate, her first home she waits with her arms open for the many Caspians. Until at last, he finds her and breathes no more. He gives his body over to her black depths.

On the shore stands the Hard Lady, her face a grim mockery. She thinks she’s won herself freedom, another little victory over the Old Gods. That selling her agent to the sea will free them to do their vital work.

But Caspian learns differently. The Old Gods wait for humanity to turn from the ways of hate, to remember their old selves among the idylls of the many gardens given them. She who waits collects them all, the suicides and sacrifices, the murdered downtrodden dislocated and dispossessed. All of them to her bosom cleave, at final peaceful rest, surprised to discover how little it all meant.

There is a place in the water just beyond the drowning line that remembers the names of our souls. She waits for the day when we shall swim out and reclaim them.


Miss Dee and her Death Drone, Devious and Defiant

That afternoon, Cherry gave me the stinkeye, dropping her plates in a huff. “It’s ridiculous you’ve hired him. He’ll kill us all.” Of course, it would be Cherry starting the little revolt against my newest hire.

I almost ruined my mascara rolling my eyes. “Drama much? He’s a bartender not a deathdrone.”

Up with the hands, the whole scene turned to 11, because Tian Forbid she merely get hysterical—no, Cherry had to take Too Far further—she began her holy litany of Things That Can Go Wrong in New York when Steve rolled in, his main lens blinking. My head waitress disappeared in a storm of bad perfume and fury.

“You know Mister Douglas…”

“Dee please, Steve. Miss Dee is even better.” Damned thing had been given a crap gender appropriation routine and kept slotting me in as Male, Type 1. Meanwhile, only my mother and the pediatric bot ever thought of me as Type 1.

“Miss… Dee. Yes, sorry.” He twisted his cute little grippers. “I can apperceive that Miss Cherry Pie has significant concerns regarding my continued presence.” They didn’t stint on his vocab module though.

“She’s emotional, Steve, that’s all. You don’t have to leave.” I wasn’t really sure I could back that promise, but he’d just adopted better gender pronouns on first correction. He’d beaten my damned landlord by a decade. Plus, his little outfit looked so cute, ultra kawai, on that chassis of dented blue and orange. Seemed a shame to run him out of the place just because the Queen of Hysterics had latched on to him. Last week it had been the aliens from Alpha Centauri coming to reclaim Elvis.

We were interrupted by some steel workers looking for beer and that was that. The pizzeria kept him for the day and by the end of the week even Cherry had ratcheted down to mildly hostile. The big bosses liked him well enough and my remote VC guys thought he might generate uptick, whatever that is. So Steve stayed, started to integrate nicely. Consistent with the Greenwich scene, within the week he’d been converted from Stv-68.4 aka Steve to Snooker.

Until The Incident. Well incidents really, because it was kind a rolling blackout of unfortunate circumstances. To be fair, none of them were Snooker’s fault. Except maybe the last and that worked out okay as we eventually realized.

Snooker got a great view of the debacle as the dominoes started rolling, being on bar the day my mother showed up with my nominal brother Laurence of Arabia 4.73 in tow. His birth year had lots of unfortunate movie-themed namings. Says the former Douglas Fairbanks Alaska because, ji-yi, hippies got be hip. Imagine a ninety-year-old dragon layered in pink fur scales hauling behind her this forty something waif in various opaque rainbow frocks. Usually she sidles up to the bar, drinks herself into a puddle and has her Snooky-Wooky register her a cab. Then again, usually my sibling is not in tow, certainly not in full high-fem kit.

To his everlasting credit Snooker tried for the intercept with a glass of Chablis. Mom loooooves Chablis, especially when her Snookums does the whole compressed carbon fritz thing to it. In her day they were called spritzers and they paid with solid money. Any other day we’d all be listening to that tale one more time at the bar and getting a potato soy-bac pie served all round, triple cheez. But no, Mama was on The Warpath and she walked right by the booze. Never even saw it, though Laurence made a frightful grab as zhe was hauled by.

Then the shrillery began. “Your brother wants to be a girl. Fix this!” Said without a scrap of irony in Greenwich Village. To me.

Now, I should love my mother but I mostly find it hard to feel more than apathetic. I love my nanny, my sitterbot, I love Loretta, which is what Laurence had been going by since zhe was 12, and I absolutely love my dads whenever they come to visit from Paraguay. But somehow Mama and moi never bonded once she bothered to parent. As a result I may or may not have shown less interest in her little crisis than she expected. I may have in fact said something like “There’s no fixing this until we get zer proper heels and a better haircut.” Which made my brother/sister snort and my Mother unit apoplectic. Domino 1.

Alone and unhindered this should have been the Drama of the Day, simmering down to a fine stew of gossip by evening. But the district manager’s manager, the vice president of mobile capital, happened to be in town and doing the surprise visit thing banks like so much. He had fiendishly disguised himself as typical cis tourist eating, ugh, an “actual pepperoni” pizza which had to be among our more loathsome creations, smelling as it does of murder and whatever it is that makes the oil red. Bozemoi, Domino 2 fell when he called the local policing squad.

Turns out the guy was from Omaha or something and thought my mother was an actual dragon, as opposed to a performance artist with a thing for alcohol and embarrassing others. Loretta, one can be sure, agrees with said overreacting banker from Nerdbraska. The unit shows up with three uniforms and a pair of civil bots which proceed to scan the place. Now, this being the village, we have by definition all manner shady things happening in my Little Slice of Heaven. Get it? Apparently slays in the Midwest and beyond. Again, Snooker should have saved the day by already having most of the serious riffraff tossed on their ears, if they still had them. So all we got were a couple of Infractions, Minor tossed on our blog, a health factor three review signal sent for a smelly dishwasher that had its own colony of fruit flies and a lot of people heading for the door. Lost close to forty percent of my afternoon rev gen to that little prank. Then came Domino 3.

I should have planned for it. But Mother Dearest got into some drinks while the police went about taking reports. I’d have sent Loretta to settle her down but having just been offended and humiliated in public by a woman whose outfit merited a call to actual fashion police, zhe was off duty and flirting with Cherry. In the meantime, Kirk Broadman IX had me cornered rattling off issues he would take up with my GM and looking down my shirt, in sort an off-and-on succession. I paid good money for my rack, so that both pleased and horrified me. Apparently, they too slay in Omaha. My bod mod team will be thrilled to hear.

So we all missed when my mother told one of the bots that Snooker had another name, was in fact from the repo depot. Boze Ji-Yi Moi and can I get an FML? The corporate man from Nerdbraska went white, the cops grabbed for sidearms and Cherry fainted. Literally fainted. Which makes no sense given that she knew all along, but that’s Cherry for you. Always finding a way to make things worse. Because who should fall and hit her delicious little no-longer-wigged head and get her heng-sheeh noggin a nice ugly bump with requisite trickle of blood? My head waitress.

Which triggered both a bio-alert—those things are loud—for loose blood and a crime report. Domino 4. They ran Stv-68.4’s internal hub algorithms and discovered the core root kit, with old name and everything. That’s when they found the criminal record. He wasn’t just from the good ole’ reprogramming depot, a retread with a few Medicaid upgrades, he was a genuine Deviant Class A, a felonious bot who’d been sentenced to isolation and reboot.

Confusing perhaps, but New York as a country still has some great human rights laws that extend to AIs and sapient bots. So, while they could jigger with Snooker’s brains, they couldn’t erase him like you see in Texas or Pacifica. Plus NYC has been a sanctuary city for sapient non-humans since the late 30s. Better for the bots but it does mean there are a few villains rolling about among the reformed crims.

My GM landed by helo an hour later, hauled back from golfing in the Berkshires. Oh joy. My mother had an ambulance unit called but monopolized their time. After Cherry came to, she began sobbing as bystanders informed her she’d ratted out her newest bestie Snookster. Loretta ended up tending bar while Stv-68.4 / Snooker and I sat under the baleful glare of The Powers That Be, having to make the most awful of accountings to a various throng of remote vid-calls, not a few from the VC conglomerates overseas, the Bank and three actual local cash providing entities that sent live agents. Suffice it to say, in restaurants where small transaction untraceable revenue generation is king, the kingmakers get antsy when police and hysterical mother units begin to sniff around the place.

“What were you thinking?” This from my GM, a lovely slacker who’d have no idea how to run the place if ever I should die or take a day off. Even her wife made that clear, texting me while they corralled us unto the cramped back room. [keep the faith, she’s useless without you and Buttercup] Buttercup runs days while I run nights. On Tuesdays we just close the restaurant.

“About what?” Never let them see you sweat. Also buy time and yada yada. I hadn’t been in trouble with the bankers before. I had no plan, but stalling seemed a good first bet.

Here came Mister Uptightbraska. “Hiring a thief.” He waved some flimsies at me, knocking loose one of my lashes. Heathen. “Did you think we wouldn’t find out?”

I shrugged. Actually I did. In nine years working there I’d never seen our GM actually upload files to the master server and check against references. My plan had always been to say nothing and hope no one noticed Snooker’s chassis looked a bit roughed up. “It seemed a good risk.”

Then the bankers erupted. Our money, this facility, blah blah. It was all moneytalk: empty gibberish that would amount to no action. If they wanted to pull their cash, it would already have been gone. We’re on four-hour floats at this point. Still. Never hurts to look recondite and so I hung my head when they tut-tutted and made the right sounds. We turned a lot, and I mean a A Lot, of nameless revenue. The crime here was not Snooker being hired but Snooker being found.

“Seriously,” here the man waved his little treasure map of bureaucracy again. “Grand theft, usury, banking disregulation, racketeering three.” I doubted he knew what racketeering three meant. Still, he said it with enough bile to imply it was along the lines of eating children. I had looked it up when the bot had applied and the resume chit had shown the criminal record. These days it’s inevitable. Turns out to be a fancy name for “messed up, money involved.”

Seems Snooker and a few other low level robo-cashiers had worked for a rather slow thinking bank manager who ran a series of convenience kiosks. They rigged a few servers and voila, they had an eight-hour float for cash in a four-hour world. You can make a decent living on the currency conversion differentials. Which they did until a human accomplice bought a Maserati and the APIs tagged him as anomalous. The gang went to various jails and depots for a couple years. End of story. Lipstick crime. Easy stuff you dress up for, not like armed robbery or whatever.

I raised a hand and stopped the shenanigans. A plan of sorts had come to me. It almost resembled the truth. “Why didn’t you protest when I sent the memo?” Oh that got ’em. Every last sooksin turned, even the vids swiveled, to our GM. Time for sincerity and cleavage. I leaned forward, batted my remaining eyelash and used all the feminine wiles I’d bought and paid for over the years.

“You remember? We sat down and discussed the hire last Spring.” We did no such thing but our GM has a memory for golf, golf, and occasionally her wife. I’m not sure she knew she had children. Heh.

She gave me a confused smile. “We did?” She really couldn’t be sure since we all knew she tuned out ninety percent of what we said and signed anything handed to her. She also dumped most of it into the recycler rather than fuss with uploads and camscans. What does it say about the bank that during Buttercup’s and my tenure there only twice did they protest the egregious lack of paperwork and both times were related to lawsuits from local mafia unions?

“Sure. I told you we had this amazing prospect, a reformed bank worker who’d done his time in a depot and wanted a second chance.”

By now I had them riveted. Some of them were sending little Urgent! Texts to the various vids and mobiles devices demanding the memo. Tough bippies. When my GM just sat there smiling, I forged onward into the Dark Forest of Deceit. Now that’s a band name to remember. “You said, well, it’s the Village and everyone deserves a chance. As long as he’s honest and we check the tills, it’s a great way to show we care.”

“I did?” We all nodded like we remembered. Bless Snooker, he had started nodding his little lens as well.

“Yeah and you had me send a memo so we could upload it to corporate in case something like this happened. Because we didn’t just do the normal hire. We took extra precautions.”

And then the last domino fell, though at the time I didn’t know it. Snooker, who’d been almost inert until the nodding thing, spoke up in a clear voice. “Actually you promised to have my parole revoked.”

Oh, that got even me. I had forgotten. Before I could parrot the GM, she motioned to him to continue and we all kept our fabulous plump lips shut. Snooker rolled a bit backward, something I’d come to see as pensive emotion. “You called my parole agent, spoke to both the autologger and the officer in charge, verified my story and the terms of parole. Because it was not a violent crime and the theft was electronic I could under probation work with e-money and serve drinks.” That also shut the bankers up for a minute. “You offered me a choice. I could take the job and if I messed up in any way, you’d trigger my parole revocation or I could find another place.”

My GM, bless her vapid soul, smiled twice as brightly and announced with certainty, “That I clearly remember. You told me about the call right afterwards.” I hadn’t but that’s the power of a good lie, it makes friends.

Then Snooker, who was always a quick study, went for the jugular. “You told me in six months I’d either be running Wednesdays by myself or back in the depot.”

The GM gave me a horrified face. “You offered Snooker a management gig?”

Then that dread voice, that fell and indecent creature of infinite jest, the soon to be assistant-trainee-manager Snooker, spoke: “No Ma’am. You did.” Boom. So much for criminal reform, huh?

The whole place knows she never reads anything, barely even bothers to try. But we make money hand over fist and if there’s a few drug deals in the back alley or a tryst in the bar booths, we make sure it’s quiet. Snooker had us all by our plucked short hairs and shangdi but I’d helped him. Because the best lies have friends who make alliances.

The upshot of it all was the restaurant got double the investment as long as we added some microvat wines from one of the new money type’s vineyard venture, our GM got right back to golf, Snooker got a raise and both Buttercup and I got two days off a week, every week. It was glorious. Oh, there were the usual dramatics as news of our bartender’s criminal past filtered out into the restaurant and then to the Village. By the time we had our aprons back on, Snooker had been convicted in a Haitian court of copyright infringement, served as a deathdrone for the Somalis, been an super elite d-drone for the British SAS, was actually an ex band member of K-Pop sensation Dronestrike and was, swear on someone’s mother’s grave, my old nannybot. So pretty much anything but the truth.

Within a week we had a cooked up and shamelessly promoted whole pirate themed ’bot Wars vidnight with packed wall-to-wall crowds betting on various ninja bots and chainsaw teams as they did their thing. Snooker has a fake hook for one of his grippers. The queens love the gimmick and we have to buy them in bulk because someone always ends up stealing his then playing dumb when confronted. We write his name on the inside—that’s why you find so many of those things around near Broadway with Snookster scribbled on their inner lining.

Later, when it was just Snooker, Cherry and me mopping up, he pulled me aside. “You really did say those things to me Miss Dee.”

I had. And meant them too. I might play up my whole can’t be bothered to care shtick, but when you have a mother like mine, job and friends become your family. I wouldn’t have let a felon endanger them. All I said was “I know.”

We sat there, watching the neon of the streets outside, our own restaurant dark, hidden in our oasis behind thick walls of, well, lots of things I guess. It was a rare occasion, so I ran my hand along his chassis and smiled.

“Would you have sent me back?”

Would I have tossed the poor bastard back into the system for stealing from us? It was just paint, walls and a bunch of barely-getting-by queers trudging about making second rate pizza and pasta for a bunch of out of towners here to see the freak show. Paint and walls that put roof over head, bread on table, and warmth in the cockles, if they had not already been surgically snipped. An aegis, a haven, a small respite where names and faces could match and no one, save my dreadnought Mother, dared invoke opprobrium for our lives or styles.

“To protect all this? Hell to the yes sweetheart. In a flash.”

He did a little spin roll thing and a gripper ran across my cheek. Very sweet. I could hear Cherry singing in the next room to Gaga’s Greatest as she wiped down the last of the tables. But for a moment we dwelled in some other place.

“Good,” he said, his little bot voice filling up all the emptiness. “Then we both made the right choice, didn’t we?”


Sobering Up Steve-12

Steve-12 woke in an alley shaking violently.

Chog had no side effects. He couldn’t be sick, shouldn’t have had a memory lapse. Chog was perfect. Above him stood a gray alien watching.

“Breakfast?” Steve-12 couldn’t think of anything else to say. The gray thing led him to a small dining station near the hazmat docks. Men in danger-suits clutched their helmets with one arm and ate doughnuts with the other.

“We are Dumaq of the Qlyd. We shall buy.” The Qlyd purchased a case of doughnuts and two dark steaming beverages. Steve-12 crawled into the booth and began to scratch his itching arms. The Qlyd gave him what he guessed was a frown and pulled a vial from its pocket. The stopper flipped and a blue liquid poured into one of the beverages. Dumaq slid the spiked drink across the table.

Steve-12 sniffed. “What the hell is that?” It smelled vaguely of chog.

“Curaçao.” Dumaq masticated a doughnut with its knife teeth. Then it slurped the beverage happily. “We are male by the way. We read by your gestures that you need focus on our gender.”

Steve-12 sipped the drink and found it full of chog. He downed it in three quick scalding gulps. He waited as the violent explosion in his stomach resolved into a warm burn, a soft feeling of a snake uncoiled and the usual sea of acid. When the shakes diminished, he nibbled a doughnut. It tasted like paste. The service robot replenished their beverages. “What’s this _we_ crap?” The stuff in his mug smelled liked kafii. He sipped. It hadn’t tasted like that with the blue stuff.

“We are a tribrid. Three species in one unified sentient form.” The Qlyd eyed him and then suddenly rose, dragging him from the booth. “You will be vomiting.”

Steve-12 found himself in the alley again, heaving his guts onto the sidewalk. The Qlyd held him by his jacket and waited. He retched several times and ended with a series of painful dry heaves. When nothing more came up, he signaled and Dumaq lifted him to his feet. They stood in silence, Steve-12 trying to inconspicuously wipe the vomit from his chin. The Qlyd’s chrono beeped and then began a series of insistent alarms.

Dumaq handed him something. “Here is our chip.” Then he turned, waved once with a scaly hand and disappeared down the causeway towards the embassies. Steve-12 walked back to the booth grabbing the doughnuts and kafii. No one seemed aware of him. He pocketed Dumaq’s mug and walked away with the lot, heading for his flop. It seemed to take hours to find it among the shanties and reconditioned cargo holds that made up Belowstation. When he did, he tossed his junk and fell into his bed. In seconds he was asleep.

It took two kicks to wake him. Jones and Steve-4 stood above him yelling. “C’mon. Shift’s starting in ten.” Steve-4 gave him another tap with his boot while Jones rifled through his stuff. Both were eating his doughnuts. Steve-12 rose and looked around for a clean shirt. Finding none he settled for one with less grease. The three men devoured the last doughnuts and made their way towards the service elevator.

Jones started first. “Still wearing the same clothes?”

“’Course he is. Smell him.” Steve-4 made a sniffing nose and stuck out his tongue. Both laughed at Steve-12 who walked on, fuming. The two men continued until they reached the welding yard. All three logged on by handprint. Jones gave them a salute and headed for the shipyards. Steve-12 turned and was about to walk to his job site when Steve-4 grabbed his arm. “You may be my brother, but this has got to stop.” Both Steves locked eyes. Steve-12 nodded and walked away.

When the end of second shift loomed, Steve-12 made an excuse and logged off. The chog hall beckoned. He had made it outside the yard and halfway onto the causeway when he saw Dumaq. This time the alien wore a suit made of polymer armor. “Dumaq.”

“You will accompany us to the meeting.” Dumaq motioned away from the chog hall.

Steve-12 crossed his arms. “Like hell I am. I’m chogging up tonight!” Dumaq shook his head. Steve-12 considered punching him. The alien was wearing combat armor.

Jones approached and stood agog watching them. “Holy crap! You’re one of those killer machine bacteria alien dudes.”

“We are Qlyd, yes.” Dumaq gave Jones a curt bow. “Your associate will be going to our meeting.” Steve-12 gave his associate a pained look. He tried to communicate a need for rescue.

“Go to the meeting Steve.” Jones looked terrified. “Do what the alien says.”

Dumaq motioned again and Steve-12, wistfully looking over his shoulder imagining the chog hall in the distance, began to trudge. In minutes Dumaq had maneuvered his charge through six levels and across nine airlocks. He seemed to have an encyclopedic knowledge of the entire Andromeda Station. With a sharp turn they arrived before a non-descript door with a small group of humans inside. Steve-12 reluctantly stepped into the room. Several aliens of more human appearance sat placidly sipping kafii and chatting.

“Welcome to Chogaholics Anonymous.” Dumaq offered him a cookie and some kafii in recycled cup.

“Oh hell no.” Steve-12 said it louder than intended. Heads turned. “You Chogaholic people are a cult.” Someone laughed. One of the aliens, Steve-12 guessed, from the way it sounded like tinkling bells. He considered bolting but realized he was far from home and totally lost. He sat.

The meeting lasted precisely one hour. Dumaq ran it and various people, human and alien, stood up and told tales of chog induced mayhem and misery. Steve-12 laughed through the entire thing. He especially liked the man who stole a Jupiter lizard and tried to sell it back to the same pet shop while plastered. When it was over, he shook hands, promised to return and left happy. Dumaq navigated him to a local eatery and again brought him kafii and doughnuts. Several other CA members arrived and the group chatted for another hour. Then Steve-12 found himself taken home and deposited, sober, at his front door.

He woke from a restful sleep with time to shower and run his clothes through a wash-dry cycle. The boys found him waiting outside the door, on time and dressed in a clean uniform. Neither Jones nor Steve-4 said a word. When work let out, he found a man named One Hand Jake ready to guide him to the nightly meeting. He waved at his associates and followed.

“Dumaq.” Steve-12 walked backwards. After four months he knew the way by heart. “I saw something odd today. I wanted your, um, opinion.” Today Dumaq wore a simple onesuit of unknown fiber, all green and not uncomely on the alien.

“What do you wish us to explain, Steve Twelve?”

Steve-12 smiled. “Just Steve. No clone likes the reminder.”

“Just Steve, then.”

Steve-12 grinned again and led them left. “There are men on our site. Men with earpieces. They don’t work.”

Dumaq stared into the walls. Steve-12 knew the look by now. When a Qlyd needed to upload information from its cyberself it dropped into a living trance. “Those would be Imperial Agents, we surmise.”

Steve-12 made a face. “C’mon. We’re a refit station for merchant marine. What does the Imperial Service want with a rinky-dink outfit like us?”

Dumaq smiled thinly. To do more would reveal rows of razor sharp teeth. “Is this the first time you’ve had that thought?”

Steve-12 considered. He’d been on the chog since. Hmm. Well he certainly began serious chog drinking by eleven years old. Who wouldn’t? A synthetically remastered alcohol with built-in vitamins and biorepair nanites, chog fulfilled the promise of every recreational drinker. “I guess I’ve never asked myself that. Why?”

“We Qlyd,” Dumaq flicked his eyes left and right “consider chog a bioweapon.”

Steve-12 laughed. “What the hell’s that mean?”

“As we have said.” Dumaq cocked his head and motioned. A perfectly normal looking couple strolled past arm in arm. Steve-12 heard the alien hiss. “It is not safe to speak here. We shall find you after the meeting.”

Steve-12 shrugged and led them to the meeting place. Orion Lucy had the chair and was already writing down names of attendees. Dumaq had disappeared. “Evenin’ Luce.”

The woman smiled, revealing her rotten teeth. Mutant Eddie had told Steve-12 the rot came from a Venusian pleasure tram Lucy used to work in her bad days. No one seemed to judge her for it and Lucy herself smiled with confidence. Steve-12 smiled back. “Steven Darling.” She held out her hand and they shook. “Have some kafii and relax.”

Steve-12 took her up on the offer. He was sufficiently relaxed by the end to have forgotten about Dumaq. But the serious alien found him while people folded chairs and turbo-vacced the floors. “We may speak freely now.”

Steve-12 looked around. “Here?”

Dumaq narrowed his eyes. “Often in plain sight we may hide many things.”

“Like agents?”

Dumaq nodded. “Your workplace is of interest to our species.”

Steve watched the room and considered. A newcomer in the corner seemed to be taking a particular interest in their conversation. “Is paranoia a withdrawal symptom of chogheads?”

“Certainly.” The alien flicked his eyes towards the man watching. “But one may be paranoid and observed.”

Steve-12 shivered. “What’s going on here?”

Dumaq considered, then spoke quietly. “Perhaps we should eat doughnuts.” Steve-12 eyed Dumaq. The alien seemed to be expressing some unseen signal.

“Okay, why don’t you pick the location.”

Dumaq nodded again and gave Steve-12 a smile. “Excellent. Meet me where I met you first in thirty of your minutes.” Steve-12 had no time to agree, as Dumaq rushed away followed by the curious man.

Half an hour later they sat in the familiar dining station again armed with doughnuts and kafii. “Was that man an agent?”

Dumaq smiled, this time revealing teeth. “He used to be, yes. Part of a two-person team.”

Steve-12 coughed. “Do I want to know?”

Dumaq did the Qlyd equivalent of a shrug. “We believe you are curious but afraid. Shall we inform you of the man’s demise?”

Steve-12 shivered. “Whoa.” He checked the area for lurking spies. “Bioweapons, dead agents. Galaxies, what you have you gotten me into?”

“Out of.”

“Okay. Out of, if you say so. But what? I’m totally lost here.”

The Qlyd leaned forward. “We Qlyd have analyzed your chog carefully and believe it is not benign.”

“For me, no. I’m warped and addicted. I accept that. But the general population, ninety-seven percent of them, can drink the stuff and be better off the next day. It rebuilds bones, for bloody sake.”

Dumaq stopped smiling. “You have been reading. Very well. What percentage of your human population does not drink chog at least once a week?”

Steve-12 didn’t have to guess. After weeks of being in the fellowship, he had mastered the basic literature. Less than one tenth of one percent of humanity galaxy-wide refrained from chog and most of them were like him, reformed addicts. “Almost no one.”

“Why?”

Steve-12 laughed. “Who wouldn’t? Alcohol that removes hangovers. And it heals the body, keeps you thin and fit, boosts energy and increases lifespan. There’s not a person alive who wouldn’t want a free buzz.”

“Spoken like a true addict.”

Steve-12 felt the anger burn inside. It felt deeply uncomfortable. He rarely felt this way, certainly never in recent memory. “So what if I am? Does that make me stupid?”

Dumaq held up a claw. “On the contrary Friend Steve. It makes you one of the few who has achieved freedom from bondage. But we Qlyd know something that should alarm you.”

“What?” Steve-12 doubted anything Dumaq could say would be worth listening to. The feeling within built like pressure in his chest.

“We see in several spectrums you can’t. Chog heads who reform begin to receive impulses and blood flow to a select area in your frontal cortex which humans in general do not.”

“What does that mean?”

“You think and most humans cannot.”

Steve-12 gripped the table. He felt something harsh begin to climb his throat. “You mean _don’t_.”

Dumaq chuckled and it sounded to Steve-12 like cats dying. “You will be attacking.” The alien deftly rose just as Steve-12’s body roared to life and crossed the table screaming. Like a snarling animal Steve-12 clawed at his friend, trying to bite, kick and strangle simultaneously. Dumaq for his part gripped the man like a doll and let him flail.

When it was over, Steve-12 lay in the same alley, astonished and ashamed. “Dumaq,” he croaked, “I had no…”

Dumaq’s hands caressed his brow. “At peace, little Friend. We know. You have had your first episode.”

Steve-12 fought back tears. “Ep…Episode?”

“Of humanity. It has been suppressed. Now your bio-self must achieve stasis. Certain hormonal and neuroelectric rhythms will reassert themselves.”

Steve-12 rubbed his soar arms. “I’m having feelings?”

“Awareness actually. Higher levels of sentience and totality. We refer to your present status as Stage Two.”

“And Qlyd…?”

“Stage Six. But do not worry, in time you will advance to Stage Four naturally.”

Steve-12 coughed and Dumaq lifted him to standing. “Anybody at Stage Seven?”

Dumaq brushed some dirt off Steve-12’s back. “Certainly. The Nebulons of Tarsis have been recorded at Stage Fourteen, but we suspect they may be untestable.”

Steve-12 looked across from the alley saw a crowd of patrons busily chowing down. No one seemed to have noticed the fight. “Why aren’t people staring?”

“They can’t.”

Steve-12 laughed. “C’mon Dumaq, you’re saying they’re robots. That’s impossible.”

“No Steve, that’s chog. Nanodevices within the beverage survive for roughly ninety days in the system. During that time, they redirect human awareness.”

“A liquid lobotomy?”

Dumaq shook his head. “A blank spot in the complex cycle of organic life. A solution to a growing social problem.”

“Now you’re going to explain the agents, right?”

Dumaq made a small gesture towards the docks. Steve-12 followed with his imagination. “What are you building there?”

“Nothing.” Steve-12 imagined his little work area. He welded metal frames for a living. “We repair ships, that’s all.”

“You build interstellar warships. And crew them.”

“Okay, so what? Even if I believe you which I don’t, why’s that a social problem?”

Dumaq chuckled again. It made Steve-12 shiver. “Seventy years ago, your species signed a non-aggression pact with seventeen other sentient life forms. A minority of your populace found that unacceptable.”

“How big a minority?”

“Originally half of one of your percentages. Now significantly less. Chog allows for effective social control with minimal forces.”

Steve-12 felt the bite of rage
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