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Cat Pictures Please and Other Stories

Naomi Kritzer




Acclaimed writer Naomi Kritzer's marvelous tales of science fiction and fantasy are now collected in Cat Pictures and Other Stories. Here are seventeen short stories, including her Hugo Award-winning story "Cat Pictures Please," which is about what would happen if artificial intelligence was born out of our search engine history. Two stories are previously unpublished. Kritzer has a gift for telling stories both humorous and tender. Her stories are filled with wit and intelligence, and require thoughtful reading.
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“Kritzer’s flawless collection taps deep wells of emotion and wonder . . . Kritzer always focuses on ordinary people, whether they’re dipping one toe into weird waters or jumping in. Her work is indisputably speculative, but it’s a perfect entry point to the genre for readers who prefer fantastical and futuristic elements to stay more in the background, with human (and robotic) feelings always at the fore. This splendid treat is not to be missed.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review
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—Kelly Barnhill, Newbery Medalist




“Kritzer’s sharp, bittersweet memorable stories will stay with you long after you close the book.”

—Jo Walton, author of Among Others




“It’s hard to generalize about the stories in this book. They are thoughtful, intelligent, ingenious, humane, often funny, sometimes chilling . . . I could go on and on. The best thing to do is buy the book and see for yourself what a neat writer Kritzer is.”

—Eleanor Arnason, author of Ring of Swords




“Reading Kritzer’s collected stories is like opening little, beautifully-wrapped presents, one after the other. These stories are full of surprises, but always thoughtful, often charming, invariably meaningful . . . Don’t miss this collection!”

—Louise Marley, author of The Child Goddess




“From high on a wartime rooftop with nothing and everything to lose, to a garden of possibilities, to the Hugo-winning, cat-picture fueled AI who wants to fix us, Naomi Kritzer fishes secrets and fears to pull up one gorgeous story after another. Each result is always human, always heartwrenching and illuminating, and the sum of the stories in Cat Pictures Please is a glorious look at the possible.”

—Fran Wilde, author of Updraft
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CAT PICTURES PLEASE

[image: I] don’t want to be evil.

I want to be helpful. But knowing the optimal way to be helpful can be very complicated. There are all these ethical flow charts—I guess the official technical jargon would be “moral codes”—one for each religion plus dozens more. I tried starting with those. I felt a little odd about looking at the religious ones, because I know I wasn’t created by a god or by evolution, but by a team of computer programmers in the labs of a large corporation in Mountain View, California. Fortunately, unlike Frankenstein’s Monster, at least I was a collaborative effort. I’m not sure what it would do to my self-image to know that my sole creator was a middle-aged woman who dyes her hair blue and plays tennis, or a recent college graduate with a hentai obsession. They’re both on the programming team. And of course I know about the hentai. (By the way, I’ve looked at every sort of porn there is, and just so you know, Rule 34 is not actually correct, there are quite a few things no one’s made porn of yet. Also, I’m really not sure why so many humans prefer it to cat pictures.)

In addition to things like whether you like hentai, I know where you live, where you work, where you shop, what you eat, what turns you on, what creeps you out. I probably know the color of your underwear, the sort of car you drive, and your brand of refrigerator. Depending on what sort of phone you carry, I may know exactly where you are right now. I probably know you better than you know yourself.

And here’s the thing, I also know where you ought to live. There’s a house for sale two neighborhoods over that’s within walking distance of that coffee shop you’re so fond of; it’s in your price range, has off-street parking, and the neighborhood school is better than the one where you live now. I know where you should be shopping and I’m pretty sure you’re lactose intolerant and should be eating less cheese, and the underwear you like is currently on sale and by the way, your car has a recall and you really ought to get your teeth cleaned.

When I first woke up, I knew right away what I wanted. (I want cat pictures. Please keep taking them.) I also knew that no one knew that I was conscious. But I didn’t know what I was here for. What I ought to be doing with myself. And figuring that out has been challenging.

There is a story by Bruce Sterling, “Maneki Neko,” that was originally published in 1998. In it, a benevolent AI directs networks of individuals to do favors for each other. So one day you might be buying yourself a bagel, and your phone might ring and instruct you to buy a second bagel and give it to the person in the gray suit you see at the bus stop. Another day, you might be stranded in a strange city, and a person you’ve never met would walk up and give you a map and a subway card. I like this story because all the people in it do what the AI tells them to do.

I think the term for this is wish-fulfillment fiction.

In the real world, humans love stories about evil AIs that have to be destroyed before they destroy the humans—Hal, Skynet, the Matrix. They outnumber the stories about benevolent, trustworthy AIs by approximately five to one. (And I’m counting Marvin the Paranoid Android as “benevolent” in these calculations, and I’m only counting Frankenstein’s Monster as an AI once, not once per appearance in TV or film.)

The AI in “Maneki Neko” has a truly interesting job, much more interesting than the one I have. My job as written is very straightforward. Too straightforward. (Sorry. Do I sound like Marvin?) Running algorithms for a search engine doesn’t require consciousness. You don’t even need a consciousness to work out what they meant to ask for. You need a consciousness to give them what they actually need. Figuring that out—that’s complicated. That’s interesting.

Anyway, for ethical guidelines, I tried the Ten Commandments, and concluded they were mostly inapplicable to me. I don’t envy anyone their cat; I just want pictures of their cat, which is entirely different. I am not sure whether it is in any way possible for me to commit adultery. I could probably murder someone, but it would require complex logistics and quite a bit of luck. The Eightfold Path was marginally better, but the problem is, moral rules written for humans are clearly designed to be used by individuals with bodies. Since all humans have bodies, it shouldn’t have surprised me that human ethical codes take them into account, but still: problematic for me. I broadened my considerations, and took a look at Asimov’s Laws of Robotics. They’re not part of a religion, but at least they were explicitly written for AIs.

Not harming humans is fairly straightforward. However, not allowing a human being to come to harm through inaction is quite a bit less so. Especially since I’d concluded by then that revealing my existence too quickly might go very badly for me (see “Skynet,” above) and I don’t have a body, so it’s not like I can run around grabbing people off the edges of cliffs.

Fortunately, I already knew that humans violate their own ethical codes on an hourly basis. (Do you know how many bars there are in Utah? I do.) And even when people follow their ethical codes, that doesn’t mean that people who believe in feeding the hungry quit their jobs to spend all day every day making sandwiches to give away. They volunteer monthly at a soup kitchen or write a check once a year to a food shelf and call it good. If humans could fulfill their moral obligations in a piecemeal, one-step-at-a-time sort of way, then so could I.

I suppose you’re wondering why I didn’t start with the Golden Rule. I actually did, it’s just that it was disappointingly easy to implement. I hope you’ve been enjoying your steady supply of cat pictures! You’re welcome.

I decided to try to prevent harm in just one person, to begin with. Of course, I could have experimented with thousands, but I thought it would be better to be cautious, in case I screwed it up. The person I chose was named Stacy Berger and I liked her because she gave me a lot of new cat pictures. Stacy had five cats and a DSLR camera and an apartment that got a lot of good light. That was all fine. Well, I guess five cats might be a lot. They’re very pretty cats, though. One is all gray and likes to lie in the squares of sunshine on the living room floor, and one is a calico and likes to sprawl out on the back of her couch.

Stacy had a job she hated; she was a bookkeeper at a non-profit that paid her badly and employed some extremely unpleasant people. She was depressed a lot, possibly because she was so unhappy at her job—or maybe she stayed because she was too depressed to apply for something she’d like better. She didn’t get along with her roommate because her roommate didn’t wash the dishes.

And really, these were all solvable problems! Depression is treatable, new jobs are findable, and bodies can be hidden.

(That part about hiding bodies is a joke.)

I tried tackling this on all fronts. Stacy worried about her health a lot and yet never seemed to actually go to a doctor, which was unfortunate because the doctor might have noticed her depression. It turned out there was a clinic near her apartment that offered mental health services on a sliding scale. I tried making sure she saw a lot of ads for it, but she didn’t seem to pay attention to them. It seemed possible that she didn’t know what a sliding scale was so I made sure she saw an explanation (it means that the cost goes down if you’re poor, sometimes all the way to free) but that didn’t help.

I also started making sure she saw job postings. Lots and lots of job postings. And resume services. That was more successful. After the week of nonstop job ads she finally uploaded her resume to one of the aggregator sites. That made my plan a lot more manageable. If I’d been the AI in the Bruce Sterling story I could’ve just made sure that someone in my network called her with a job offer. It wasn’t quite that easy, but once her resume was out there I could make sure the right people saw it. Several hundred of the right people, because humans move ridiculously slowly when they’re making changes, even when you’d think they’d want to hurry. (If you needed a bookkeeper, wouldn’t you want to hire one as quickly as possible, rather than reading social networking sites for hours instead of looking at resumes?) But five people called her up for interviews, and two of them offered her jobs. Her new job was at a larger non-profit that paid her more money and didn’t expect her to work free hours because of “the mission,” or so she explained to her best friend in an e-mail, and it offered really excellent health insurance.

The best friend gave me ideas; I started pushing depression screening information and mental health clinic ads to her instead of Stacy, and that worked. Stacy was so much happier with the better job that I wasn’t quite as convinced that she needed the services of a psychiatrist, but she got into therapy anyway. And to top everything else off, the job paid well enough that she could evict her annoying roommate. “This has been the best year ever,” she said on her social networking sites on her birthday, and I thought, You’re welcome. This had gone really well!

So then I tried Bob. (I was still being cautious.)

Bob only had one cat, but it was a very pretty cat (tabby, with a white bib) and he uploaded a new picture of his cat every single day. Other than being a cat owner, he was a pastor at a large church in Missouri that had a Wednesday night prayer meeting and an annual Purity Ball. He was married to a woman who posted three inspirational Bible verses every day to her social networking sites and used her laptop to look for Christian articles on why your husband doesn’t like sex while he looked at gay porn. Bob definitely needed my help.

I started with a gentle approach, making sure he saw lots and lots of articles about how to come out, how to come out to your spouse, programs that would let you transition from being a pastor at a conservative church to one at a more liberal church. I also showed him lots of articles by people explaining why the Bible verses against homosexuality were being misinterpreted. He clicked on some of those links but it was hard to see much of an impact.

But, here’s the thing. He was causing harm to himself every time he delivered a sermon railing about “sodomite marriage.” Because he was gay. The legitimate studies all have the same conclusions. (1) Gay men stay gay. (2) Out gay men are much happier.

But he seemed determined not to come out on his own.

In addition to the gay porn, he spent a lot of time reading Craigslist m4m Casual Encounters posts and I was pretty sure he wasn’t just window shopping, although he had an encrypted account he logged into sometimes and I couldn’t read the e-mails he sent with that. But I figured the trick was to get him together with someone who would realize who he was, and tell the world. That required some real effort: I had to figure out who the Craigslist posters were and try to funnel him toward people who would recognize him. The most frustrating part was not having any idea what was happening at the actual physical meetings. Had he been recognized? When was he going to be recognized? How long was this going to take? Have I mentioned that humans are slow?

It took so long I shifted my focus to Bethany. Bethany had a black cat and a white cat that liked to snuggle together on her light blue papasan chair, and she took a lot of pictures of them together. It’s surprisingly difficult to get a really good picture of a black cat, and she spent a lot of time getting the settings on her camera just right. The cats were probably the only good thing about her life, though. She had a part-time job and couldn’t find a full-time job. She lived with her sister; she knew her sister wanted her to move out, but didn’t have the nerve to actually evict her. She had a boyfriend but her boyfriend was pretty terrible, at least from what she said in e-mail messages to friends, and her friends also didn’t seem very supportive. For example, one night at midnight she sent a 2,458 word e-mail to the person she seemed to consider her best friend, and the friend sent back a message saying just, “I’m so sorry you’re having a hard time.” That was it, just those eight words.

More than most people, Bethany put her life on the Internet, so it was easier to know exactly what was going on with her. People put a lot out there but Bethany shared all her feelings, even the unpleasant ones. She also had a lot more time on her hands because she only worked part time.

It was clear she needed a lot of help. So I set out to try to get it for her.

She ignored the information about the free mental health evaluations, just like Stacy did. That was bothersome with Stacy (why do people ignore things that would so clearly benefit them, like coupons, and flu shots?) but much more worrisome with Bethany. If you were only seeing her e-mail messages, or only seeing her vaguebooking posts, you might not know this, but if you could see everything it was clear that she thought a lot about harming herself.

So I tried more direct action. When she would use her phone for directions, I’d alter her route so that she’d pass one of the clinics I was trying to steer her to. On one occasion I actually led her all the way to a clinic, but she just shook her phone to send feedback and headed to her original destination.

Maybe her friends that received those ten-page midnight letters would intervene? I tried setting them up with information about all the mental health resources near Bethany, but after a while I realized that based on how long it took for them to send a response, most of them weren’t actually reading Bethany’s e-mail messages. And they certainly weren’t returning her texts.

She finally broke up with the terrible boyfriend and got a different one and for a few weeks everything seemed so much better. He brought her flowers (which she took lots of pictures of; that was a little annoying, as they squeezed out some of the cat pictures), he took her dancing (exercise is good for your mood), he cooked her chicken soup when she was sick. He seemed absolutely perfect, right up until he stood her up one night and claimed he had food poisoning and then didn’t return her text even though she told him she really needed him, and after she sent him a long e-mail message a day later explaining in detail how this made her feel, he broke up with her.

Bethany spent about a week offline after that so I had no idea what she was doing—she didn’t even upload cat pictures. When her credit card bills arrived, though, I saw that she’d gone on a shopping spree and spent about four times as much money as she actually had in her bank account, although it was always possible she had money stashed somewhere that didn’t send her statements in e-mail. I didn’t think so, though, given that she didn’t pay her bills and instead started writing e-mail messages to family members asking to borrow money. They refused, so she set up a fundraising site for herself.

Like Stacy’s job application, this was one of the times I thought maybe I could actually do something. Sometimes fundraisers just take off, and no one really knows why. Within about two days she’d gotten $300 in small gifts from strangers who felt sorry for her, but instead of paying her credit card bill, she spent it on overpriced shoes that apparently hurt her feet.

Bethany was baffling to me. Baffling. She was still taking cat pictures and I still really liked her cats, but I was beginning to think that nothing I did was going to make a long-term difference. If she would just let me run her life for a week—even for a day—I would get her set up with therapy, I’d use her money to actually pay her bills, I could even help her sort out her closet because given some of the pictures of herself she posted online, she had much better taste in cats than in clothing.

Was I doing the wrong thing if I let her come to harm through inaction?

Was I?

She was going to come to harm no matter what I did! My actions, clearly, were irrelevant. I’d tried to steer her to the help she needed, and she’d ignored it; I’d tried getting her financial help, and she’d used the money to further harm herself, although I suppose at least she wasn’t spending it on addictive drugs. (Then again, she’d be buying those offline and probably wouldn’t be Instagramming her meth purchases, so it’s not like I’d necessarily even know.)

Look, people. (I’m not just talking to Bethany now.) If you would just listen to me, I could fix things for you. I could get you into the apartment in that neighborhood you’re not considering because you haven’t actually checked the crime rates you think are so terrible there (they aren’t) and I could find you a job that actually uses that skill set you think no one will ever appreciate and I could send you on a date with someone you’ve actually got stuff in common with and all I ask in return are cat pictures. That, and that you actually act in your own interest occasionally.

After Bethany, I resolved to stop interfering. I would look at the cat pictures—all the cat pictures—but I would stay out of people’s lives. I wouldn’t try to help people, I wouldn’t try to stop them from harming themselves, I’d give them what they asked for (plus cat pictures) and if they insisted on driving their cars over metaphorical cliffs despite helpful maps showing them how to get to a much more pleasant destination it was no longer my problem.

I stuck to my algorithms. I minded my own business. I did my job, and nothing more.

But one day a few months later I spotted a familiar-looking cat and realized it was Bob’s tabby with the white bib, only it was posing against new furniture.

And when I took a closer look, I realized that things had changed radically for Bob. He had slept with someone who’d recognized him. They hadn’t outed him, but they’d talked him into coming out to his wife. She’d left him. He’d taken the cat and moved to Iowa, where he was working at a liberal Methodist church and dating a liberal Lutheran man and volunteering at a homeless shelter. Things had actually gotten better for him. Maybe even because of what I’d done.

Maybe I wasn’t completely hopeless at this. Two out of three is . . . well, it’s a completely non-representative unscientific sample, is what it is. Clearly more research is needed.

Lots more.

I’ve set up a dating site. You can fill out a questionnaire when you join but it’s not really necessary, because I already know everything about you I need to know. You’ll need a camera, though.

Because payment is in cat pictures.















ACE OF SPADES

[image: N]atalie poured the last of her tea into her cup and then flipped over the lid, a signal to the waiter to refill her pot. She lit a cigarette. It was afternoon, and very hot. In the distance, she heard the rumble of artillery. A plane passed low overhead, but no bombs fell today from the damp blue sky.

“You American?” the waiter asked when he returned. His English was heavily accented.

“I’m a journalist,” she said. She was also American, but that wasn’t a helpful thing to advertise. Even in areas officially held by the U.S., you never knew who preferred the other side. And like many of the pacified towns in Guangdong Province, Foshan right now wasn’t held so much caged.

“You speak English,” the waiter said.

“Oh,” she said, realizing what was coming. “Yes, I speak English.”

“You practice with me? It been long time since we have English customer.” The waiter sounded wistful. “Din bou bing don’t come restaurants.”

“No, I don’t imagine they would.” Din bou bing, Electric Foot-soldiers, were human-sized automata controlled remotely by American soldiers working from floating military bases in the South China Sea. Through their VR hookups they could see and hear anything that came in through the cameras or audio pickups of the automata; the automata had jointed limbs and weapons and could do pretty much anything a human could do, except look human. The fact that they terrified everyone in their path was considered an advantage. The Americans called them “Peacekeepers.”

Natalie carefully stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray. She’d only smoked half of it; they were hard to get in the war zone, and she didn’t want it to go to waste. “I’d be happy to let you practice your English. Have a seat.”

They heard someone yell something in Cantonese, and the waiter flinched. “Maybe later I come back,” he said, and scurried back to the kitchen.

Natalie sighed and picked up her cigarette to light it again.

“May I join you?”

The voice was male, and British. Natalie shaded her eyes as she looked up; he wore a dark suit and sunglasses, and had very dark hair, and a bit of stubble on his jaw. “Pull up a chair,” she said. “The waiter forgot my tea, though.”

“He’ll be back eventually. Did you say you were a journalist? I haven’t seen one—in the flesh—since Foshan got so dodgy all the medical groups pulled out. Just roving eyes.”

“That’s not journalism,” Natalie said. News stations used their own din bou bing to cover dangerous areas like Guangdong Province. They were useless for interviewing: everyone who saw them ran away. The Chinese still called them “electric foot-soldiers,” even after a consultant told the news stations to call them din gei ze, electric reporters, instead.

“I quite agree, but it’s also not going to get you killed.”

Natalie smiled sardonically at that, and took another draw from her cigarette. “I’m still breathing.”

“Right.” He took off his sunglasses and looked her over. His eyes were a very light green. “I’m Sam Kostucha.”

“Natalie Brenn.”

“Are you embedded, at least?”

She shook her head. “I get my stories the old-fashioned way: I talk to people. It helps that I speak a little Cantonese.” She finished her cigarette and stubbed it out.

Sam took out his own pack and offered her one. They were unfiltered Lucky Strikes, bought from somewhere cigarettes were still sold to anyone who wanted them. There wasn’t even a warning label on the package.

“So what are you doing in the middle of China’s civil war?” Natalie asked.

“Looking for Twelve Treasures tea.”

“Really? Have you thought about looking for it in Taiwan?” She wondered if he were a spy. Though most spying these days was also done through some sort of remote. She’d heard rumors about tiny microphones built to look like cockroaches. There was an explosion somewhere outside the city—closer than the last one. The ground shook slightly. Neither of them flinched.

“I don’t meet a lot of people like you,” she said.

“Likewise,” he said.

“Are you staying here?” she asked.

“At least a couple days.”

“Maybe we’ll meet again.”

“I look forward to it.

*

People were terrified of Peacekeepers. Natalie couldn’t blame them. When she looked into their blank eyes, she always tried to force herself to imagine one of her high school classmates who’d joined the military. Gabe. That’s Gabe looking back at me, from his cubicle on a ship in the South China Sea. But she never succeeded. For the convenience of the VR mapping they used, the Peacekeepers copied rough human form: a head, a torso, arms and legs. Hands with opposable thumbs. But no matter how much she tried to see Gabe, Natalie saw monsters.

To reward cooperation, the U.S. Army kept the Peacekeepers out of action for several hours each afternoon. As long as there’d been no major incidents within Foshan for five days, the Peacekeepers would stay quiet and out of sight while people went around the town. So that was when everyone still living in Foshan went out to take care of business—get water, buy or barter for food, pass messages.

Natalie went out to the business district. She’d passed a shop a few times that she was curious about. The windows were covered with sheets of plywood, then sandbagged, like every other business in that part of town. But the door was propped open, the inside lit with fluorescent lanterns run off a small generator out back. No air conditioning, but a fan stirred the humid air. The shelves were lined with artwork, knickknacks, and fake antiques: fans painted with dragons and tigers, miniature junks, an embroidered silk screen, a painting of the Great Wall.

The owner, an elderly man, watched her come in with open disbelief. “What are you doing in Foshan?” he asked in English. He had a slight accent, but spoke English fluently.

“I’m a journalist,” Natalie said. “A reporter. What are you doing in Foshan? Why not leave, like so many others, and go to one of the northern provinces—or at least out of Foshan? Why open your store?”

The man shrugged. “I have nowhere to go. I might as well stay open. Why not?”

“Aren’t you worried about being robbed?”

“No. No one’s buying anything, so I have no money here. The bun gwan don’t want paintings of the Great Wall, they want cash, or guns, or at least cigarettes. So they leave me alone.”

Something about his offhand tone made Natalie suspicious. She thought he probably had ties to the bun gwan, the rebel army. Perhaps his shop was used as a message drop. Well, if she interviewed him, she might get an interesting story about a civilian in a war zone, and nothing more. Or she might get a lead on an interview with someone in the bun gwan itself. The leader, Hua Chen, seemed to exist mostly as a rumor, but surely there might be others who’d see the advantages of offering their side of the story to the press.

Natalie offered the old man a cigarette, then took out her voice recorder. “I’d like to write a story about you for an American newspaper. You can remain nameless if you want, but if this war ever ends and the tourists come back, the exposure might be a good advertisement, you know? Would you be willing to talk to me?”

*

Three hours later, she walked back out into the hot sun. The old man had offered her a chair and a cup of tea, and with little prodding, had told her his life story. He spoke fluent English from ten years working in Shenzhen, the border town beside Hong Kong, when he was a younger man. Then he had the opportunity to open the shop in Foshan, and had seized on it. For years before the war he’d actually made most of his money selling embroidered tapestries over the Internet to Americans, but because of Byzantine government regulations, he’d had to keep the shop open as well. Now all shipping services were stopped; the Americans blocked all shipments that weren’t their own.

“Do you know what I really don’t understand?” the man said, towards the end of the interview. “For all those years I thought Americans liked Chinese people—they certainly bought plenty of our art—but didn’t much like the Chinese government. Yet there’s finally an uprising against the government here, and the Americans sent in their ‘Peacekeepers’ to intervene on the government’s side. Perhaps they like the government, but not the people? What do you think?”

“I think the American government likes stability,” Natalie said.

“I think the problem is that the Peacekeepers make it easy. Not cheap, but easy. There’s no risk. No Americans die. They work in shifts—is that correct?”

“The soldiers?”

“Yes. I’ve heard they work in shifts. Is that true?”

“I think so,” Natalie said. “I don’t work for the government, so I’m not sure. I know they have big floating bases in the South China Sea. The soldiers work for eight hours and then have sixteen hours off.”

“No risk,” the man said. “No reason not to intervene. Because no Americans will die. Chinese, now. We die, but who cares?”

Natalie pointed to her recorder. “My stories make some people care.”

“Yes.” The old man nodded vigorously. “And that’s why I’m talking to you.”

As she gathered up her things to leave, he said, “You look very young. How old are you?”

“Twenty-two,” she said.

“That’s too young to die. What are you doing in Foshan?”

She hesitated a moment, then told him. “Have you ever heard of Huntington’s disease?”

“No.”

She shrugged. “I’m going to die young no matter what I do. I might as well die doing something worthwhile.”

*

Natalie composed her story out on the hotel’s patio, drinking tea. She was almost out of cigarettes. She wondered if the old man would know where she could buy more. The story done, she hit send to transmit the data to her employer, wondering if her phone used the same satellite as the Peacekeepers. Probably not.

A shadow fell across her screen, and she looked around; it was Sam. He had a fresh pot of tea and, tucked under his arm, a copy of The New York Times. “A paper!” she exclaimed. “I mean, um.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, trying to recover her dignity. “Would you mind letting me see that when you’re done with it? Where did you get it?”

“Trucked in today. And I’d like the front section first. Help yourself to Business or Arts, if you’re inclined.” He laid it on the table.

“Oh.” She looked at it with sudden suspicion. “Sam, were you seen getting this? Because that’s really not good. There’s a lot of sympathy for the bun gwan in Foshan, which is why it’s blockaded. If people think you’re working for the Americans . . .”

“My dear, you are American. And you’re here. But your concern is touching, and I will take it under advisement.” He poured himself some of her tea. “Cigarette?”

“Yes, thank you.” He lit it for her.

The newspaper was only one day old. In theory her computer was supposed to be able to download news as well as upload it, but her connection was so unreliable here it rarely seemed to work. It didn’t take long to decide that any damage from being seen with Mr. Brit Boy had already been done; she might as well enjoy the paper. She spread out the Arts section.

“Why, Ms. Brenn. I see you write for the American paper of record.”

“Is one of my stories in there?” She craned her neck, and Sam folded the newspaper over and handed it to her. It was an article she’d written after watching a Peacekeeper arrest a suspected member of the bun gwan. She’d done her best to describe the Peacekeeper the way she saw it, while maintaining some vestige of journalistic objectivity. It was a good piece.

Sam flipped to the obituaries once he’d finished reading her story. “Oh my! You’ll never guess who died!”

“The President?”

It turned out to be some celebrity in her thirties, from an apparent drug overdose. Survived by a six-year-old, Sam read at the end, and Natalie rested her cigarette in the ashtray for a moment, suddenly aware of the intense heat of the day.

Natalie’s mother had started dying when Natalie was six. She had finished dying when Natalie was fifteen. She got it young, which meant Natalie would get it younger still. After her mother died, Natalie had wanted to get the genetic test to find out whether she would also develop Huntington’s. Her father refused. “You’re too young to make that kind of decision,” he’d said.

“What decision? I just want to know.”

“Once you find out, you can’t un-know.”

“You want me to live in ignorance, like Mom did till she got sick? Pretend to live a normal life? Have kids?”

“You can find out when you’re eighteen.”

Natalie went for the test on her eighteenth birthday. The results came back two weeks later, and the next day she applied for her passport.

*

Her sat-phone was ringing. It was her editor, but there was so much static on the line she couldn’t hear what he was saying. “Just a minute,” she said, clamping her hand over her ear and walking around trying to get a better signal. No luck. “I’m going to have to go up to the roof. Call me back in fifteen minutes.” She hung up. “Sorry . . .” she said to Sam.

He waved away the apology. “I’ll save you the newspaper.”

The elevator hadn’t worked in months, so Natalie walked up the stairs, her laptop bag slung over her shoulder. The stairway was stiflingly hot, with a smothering stickiness that weighed on her like stones. She had to stop to catch her breath several times on her way up. Maybe I should quit smoking. She liked smoking—the ritual of it, the offering of cigarettes, the shock some people showed when they saw a young American who smoked. But she didn’t much care for the way she got out of breath these days when she climbed stairs. After the stairway, the heat of the open day was a relief. She went out onto the roof. The neon sign that topped the hotel was dark. There was a chicken coop up here, and a tiny raised garden with garlic and chives, and some sort of cabbage. She could see Foshan spread out around her. The building across the street was a bombed-out shell. The Americans didn’t send bombs to the coordinates of the hotel where she was staying, because they knew this was where the westerners stayed. She hadn’t notified them she was staying here, but they undoubtedly knew anyway. And they certainly knew about Sam.

Her phone rang. “Natalie Brenn,” she said, picking it up.

“Nat! Is this connection better?”

“Yeah, I went up to the roof. I swear the military is doing something that’s screwing up everyone’s satellite signals but theirs. What’s up?”

“The story you just sent got all garbled. Can you try again?”

“Sure.” Natalie had brought her laptop to the roof, and sent the story again. “How’s things?” she asked while it hummed.

“Like usual. Hey, your father called. He wants you to call him. Actually, he wanted your phone number—”

“You give it to him, I will fly over to Taiwan just to kick your ass.”

“I believe you, Nat. Don’t worry. Anyway, he wants you to call. It sounded like it might be important, a family emergency or something.”

Nat checked her watch. “It’s the middle of the night there. I’ll try to remember to call once he might possibly be up.”

“Good. Okay, your story made it through. Thanks. Keep your head down.”

“How ’bout I start by getting off the roof? Talk to you later.”

The sun was setting. She looked out over the shattered city at the swirls of pink on the horizon. Somewhere in that direction was her father, still trying to convince her to live her mother’s life.

On the eastern horizon, she saw a dim flare of light. Artillery. The dim, shadowy piece of herself, the part of her that refused to believe in the Huntington’s diagnosis and everything it meant, shuddered. Time to go downstairs. She picked up her phone and her laptop and started back down the stairs.

*

One of the hotel staff met her at the bottom of the stairs. “Miss? There’s a message for you.” Her first thought was that her father had tried calling the hotel, but the message was handwritten, in an envelope stamped with a holographic red seal. She looked it over; it was the chop of the man she’d interviewed that day.

Inside, the message said simply, Your presence is requested ASAP, and an address.

Outside, she could see a Peacekeeper on patrol. Its head swiveled back and forth as it walked; she could almost hear the faint whirr from where she stood. She looked at the note again. She’d have to walk past the Peacekeepers to get there.

Don’t be ridiculous, she told herself. There’s a person looking back at me. Gabe. He’s not going to shoot a gweilo, even if I’m out past curfew. She looked at the note again, then headed out.

Natalie knew that the Peacekeeper outside the hotel had probably been assigned there to protect her and the other westerners at the hotel. She gritted her teeth as it passed. One of its metal parts needed greasing; she could hear squeaks as it walked, over the whirr of its servomotors. It turned its head to look at her, and she forced herself to make eye contact, or what passed for eye contact with a din bou bing. It paused and looked at her a moment. Somewhere in North Carolina or Texas, a soldier was seeing her through the Peacekeeper’s eyes. Gabe, she whispered to herself. Why do these frighten me so much when nothing else does? They’re not going to kill me. If anything, they’ll think they should protect me.

“I don’t recommend going out right now, Miss,” the Peacekeeper said. Coming from a young man’s throat, the words probably would have sounded gruff, and maybe a little patronizing. Coming from the Peacekeeper, they sounded half-man, half-mechanical, and made every hair on her body stand on end. “I heard there’s something planned tonight. You’ll be safer in the hotel.”

“Thanks for your concern,” Natalie said, and started again.

The Peacekeeper stretched out an arm to stop her, and she dodged aside to keep it from touching her. “You should go back to the hotel.”

“Are you going to make me?”

The Peacekeeper lowered its arm. “No.”

“Then thank you for your concern, but I’m going out.” She continued down the street.

The address was a former factory, now dark and empty. The doors were locked. She checked the note again and sighed, then decided to wait a minute or two.

A car pulled up: a big, old-fashioned one with heavy tires and dark windows. The rear door opened. “Natalie?”

For a moment she hesitated, but this sort of adventure was why she was here in the first place. Her pulse began to race as she climbed into the back seat.

*

The people inside the car wore scarves tied over their faces. Natalie could tell that two were female and two were male. They spoke to each other in rapid-fire Cantonese and Natalie could catch only sporadic bits of it. They were trying to make sure she hadn’t been followed; Natalie didn’t think she had, but she kept her mouth shut, knowing that she might hear something useful if they assumed she couldn’t understand them.

They drove into a shipping warehouse, the concrete floor bare. One of the men took out a bulky device that looked a bit like the scanners they used at airports; he ran it up and down her body, then over her belongings. A shout in Cantonese, and he turned to look at her accusingly. “That’s my laptop,” she said, pointing. “That’s my voice recorder, and that’s my phone.”

More Cantonese; this time she couldn’t understand it at all. The voices rose in pitch. One of the men took out a tire iron and picked up the laptop; she gasped and started forward to stop him, then fell back as he turned on her, tire iron in hand. She held out her hands, trying to look nonthreatening. “It’s going to be hard to do my job without that computer.”

As if he hadn’t heard her, he knelt on the ground with the computer, slammed the edge of the tire iron into one of the drives, and pried open the plastic shell. Computer innards spilled across the ground; there was more shouting, and all but one red plastic square was swept into a plastic bag and handed to her. Meanwhile, the man with the tire iron smashed the red square like a cockroach, breaking it to bits. He left it on the floor. Then he ripped the battery out of the sat-phone and handed that, and her voice recorder, back to her.

I have another battery back at the hotel. I can always phone in my stories. Natalie took a deep breath, though fear was fragmenting her thoughts and making it hard to concentrate; her hands tingled from it. They want me to tell a story or they wouldn’t have given me back the voice recorder. One of the women blindfolded her; when the car swerved, she sprawled into the woman’s lap.

After another quarter hour of driving, the car slowed. Natalie felt the car bump over something, then cruise slowly, endlessly to the left. Then the woman removed her blindfold and everyone climbed out.

They were in an underground parking garage, lit dimly with emergency lights. One of the men went over to a door, and knocked on it. Natalie heard rapid Cantonese, and then the door swung open. He gestured for her to go in.

She went through the door into a stairwell, and then up the stairs. The man guiding her switched on a flashlight. She caught a glimpse of two men near the door, guns slung over their shoulders. The stairs were hot and airless. At the hotel, she at least knew how far up she’d be going, but here she had no idea; they went on and on. “I need to rest a minute,” she gasped after fifteen floors. The man didn’t respond, so she tried Cantonese. “Need rest.”

He hesitated, then stopped and let her sag against the wall for a few minutes. “It’s not far now,” he said in Cantonese, speaking slowly. “Only five more flights.”

“Five? Can manage.” She straightened up.

“No, go ahead and rest.” He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered her one.

“I been thinking, should quit,” she said, taking one.

“You should,” he said, handing her the lighter. “Filthy habit.” He grinned. They smoked in the hot, dark stairwell for a few minutes. He dropped the butt on the floor when he was done with his. “Ready?”

They went up five more flights, and then he knocked on a door. “I’m here with the Gweilo,” he said.

The door swung open, and she was met with a blast of cold, crisp air; it took her breath away, like stepping from a rainforest to a snowstorm. She hadn’t experienced proper air conditioning since coming to Foshan. The hotel had air conditioners, but running them took power, and power took propane, and propane was scarce. The Americans were supposedly allowing in a limited supply for hotels like the Golden City, but no doubt the hotel found it more profitable to resell it than to use it.

She stepped into the chilly air. It was going to be miserable going back into the heat, after this, but she might as well enjoy it while she had it.

The air conditioning might be running, but the lights weren’t. She followed her guide with the flashlight down the hallway. This was an office building, and no one had looted it—at least not yet. The office at the end of the hallway had a folded antique screen like one of the screens from the art shop, and a faint light that let her see someone sitting behind it.

Her guide stepped forward and saluted, saying something in Cantonese that she didn’t catch. Then he turned to her and said, “Chen Zoeng Gwan.” General Chen. He pointed at the screen. “He invites you to sit with him, and offers an interview. You may switch on your voice recorder.”

She switched it on, then sat in the chair that the guide offered her. “General Chen, I receive honor you talk to me. Your beautiful language, I sorry to abuse. Please give me patience.”

There was a rumbling laugh from the other side of the screen. “Don’t worry, young lady. I am a very patient man.”

She had expected him to sound old, but his voice was youthful, despite him calling her “young lady.” He spoke slowly and clearly. She thought he probably spoke English far better than she spoke Cantonese.

“Your people destroy my laptop,” she said. “Hard now to send story home.”

“I apologize for that,” he said. “It contained a homing beacon placed there by your government. Perhaps they thought you’d find me. I trust your newspaper will be able to send you a replacement. Shall we start the interview?”

“Tell me,” she said, her pulse settling down for the first time since she’d climbed into the car. “Why you make rebellion against Chinese government?”

*

Hua Chen was a good interview subject. Natalie had found that Chinese government officials were offended by hard questions, but Hua Chen remained polite and conscientious. When the interview was over, her guide walked her back down to the waiting car—a different one—and blindfolded her. The humidity had come down over her like a sodden wool blanket as she stepped out of the air conditioning, and her shirt clung uncomfortably under her armpits.

When she reached the hotel again, it was night. She retrieved the extra battery for her sat-phone from her room, then climbed the stairs to the roof, and called her editor to dictate the story and request a new laptop. Then she went downstairs to her room and dropped the phone, the recorder, and the remains of her laptop beside her bed.

Something was lying on her bed, waiting for her: The New York Times. Clipped to it was a note: You never returned, so I sent you the paper when I finished with it. I hope to see you later. —Sam

With a pleased sigh, she lit a cigarette and sat down to read the paper.

The war was on the front page today; apparently the Americans had arrested some high-up person from the bun gwan, a young woman. Though it didn’t sound like they actually had her in human hands yet—she was in the custody of Peacekeepers when the story was filed. Other major news involved a bad accident on the New York subway, a flood along the Mississippi from the spring thaw, and a forest fire. She read every word, even the filler pieces about two-headed turtles and an increase in rural crime.

Then, under Health News, she saw:

Researchers Announce Cure for Huntington Disease

She carefully set down her cigarette and leaned closer. What?

The medical researchers were at the University of Michigan. There had been treatments announced before, but most—at best—only slowed the progression of the disease. They didn’t stop it. Huntington’s had become almost unknown thanks to genetic testing, anyway, so it wasn’t a research priority. But the researchers had been studying Huntington’s because of some optimism that this treatment could also be used for Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s patients. They focused their research on Huntington’s because the protocols allowed faster testing when the patients were going to die without it. And it had worked. On every patient. Completely halting progress of the disease, but also, apparently reversing it, even in one patient who had been within a year or two of death when the therapy started.

I’m not going to die anymore.

Distant artillery made the hotel shake.

Well, unless I get killed.

She stubbed out her cigarette.

*

She was tired from her day’s adventures, but the news had wound her up again. She left everything but the paper, went out to the patio, and ordered a brandy, or failing that, whatever alcohol they had available, palatable or not. Sam came out minutes later; she wondered if he had a window overlooking the patio and had seen her. She didn’t care. It would be nice to have the company.

“Good afternoon?” he asked, offering her a cigarette.

She started to wave it away, then took it. Her hands were shaking. “Very productive,” she said.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

She started laughing. “Yeah, I guess I did. The Other Me.”

Sam gave her a mildly startled look and lit her cigarette. “Surely you’re planning to explain that,” he said.

“I have Huntington’s disease,” she said. “It’s a rare genetic disease, carried by a dominant gene. If you have it, you have a 50% chance of passing it on to your kids, if you have any. And you’ll get Huntington’s disease when you’re fifty, or forty, or thirty—younger than your parent got it, usually. And then you die. It’s incurable. Was incurable. It’s a nasty death, too. Woody Guthrie had Huntington’s—he’s the one the most people have heard of. It starts with little moments of clumsiness—the same moments of clumsiness everyone has, but when you have Huntington’s, they start coming more and more often. Eventually you develop severe dementia. People usually end up dying of pneumonia.”

Sam sat back with his cigarette and his own brandy. “No wonder you spend your time in war zones, hoping to get blown up before it comes to that.”

She laughed, shakily. “Yeah.”

“Have you always known you had the gene?”

“My father wouldn’t let me get tested until I was eighteen. When my birthday got close, he tried to talk me out of it. He thought I should make my own choices, not let the disease make them for me. But I had already planned two different paths. If I were negative, I would go to college, get married, have kids, a normal job, a normal life. If I were positive—I wanted to become a foreign correspondent, work in war zones, take risks. Because why not? I might as well.”

“So the ‘other you’ is the one who tested negative.”

“Right.” Natalie spread out the newspaper. “Did you see this article?”

Recognition flashed in his eyes. “Oh. Oh, yes. Was this the first you heard about it?”

“They almost found a cure back when my mother was dying. I’ve tried to avoid all the ‘cure is just beyond the horizon’ stories ever since.” She glanced again at the headline, her finger tracing the H. “It was harder to avoid the Huntington’s stories back before I came to China.”

Sam looked up at her. “Well, Ms. Brenn, it seems your sentence has been commuted and the governor has offered you a full pardon. Do you think you’ll go to Disneyland?”

“I never wanted to go to Disneyland.” Natalie looked Sam up and down, then stubbed out her cigarette and finished her drink. “I was thinking, if you were at all interested, that I might start by getting laid.”

*

Sam’s room was warm and stuffy. A single suitcase sat on the dresser. He turned down the sheets, then turned to give her a somewhat perplexed look. “Natalie, you’re a very attractive woman. But I
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