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      Mardy’s ExMail delivery jet was vectoring in fast on San Francisco.

      “Coming in a little hot, don’t you think?” he said to the plane.

      “It’s fine, Mardy,” the plane replied.

      Mardy gripped the open side-portal of the plane. Hoverdown would normally have engaged by that point, but there was little at the moment to distinguish their trajectory from a kamikaze run at his apartment building rooftop.

      “Plane?” Mardy asked, panicking a wee bit. They were plummeting. Mardy clamped his lips against the wind. He wanted to make the designstation time he’d booked for the evening, but as much as he wanted to be a full-time machine tool artist, he’d prefer not to die in the attempt.

      One hundred feet, fifty feet. Twenty.

      The plane hit its thrusters hard, sending Mardy sprawling out of the portal. He managed a shoulder roll onto the hot concrete roof, ending in a crouch. His heart pounded as the impact of his landing reverberated through his bones.

      His plane floated above the roof. “See you tomorrow, Mardy.”

      Mardy stood. Did he detect a smirk in the plane’s voice? It maintained its hover, wheels retracted. Was it waiting for Mardy’s reaction?

      “See you tomorrow,” Mardy mumbled, shaken, sweating, and not just from the sun beating down on them.

      The plane waggled its wings ever so slightly. It was laughing, Mardy was sure of it. Mardy waved slowly as the plane left for who knew where. The official story was that all the delivery jets were operated by a central AI, a single intelligence. But Mardy had sensed differences between planes almost from day one and found it harder and harder to pretend he didn’t. And this plane, a jokester, was his favorite. It knew Mardy was light on his feet, able to handle the abrupt braking. It was playing with him. Mardy wanted to give it a name.

      Phil.

      The name popped into Mardy’s mind, unbidden. Which felt more alarming than the idea of plunging to earth through an open portal, because naming AIs was illegal—not just technically illegal, but illegal enough to land you in jail.

      Mardy caught the beautifully air-conditioned elevator down the thirty-three flights to ground level, legs tired from a full day on the job, and hoofed it one block down Mission Street to WorkShop Downtown SF, sweat now dribbling from him despite the near-dusk hour. The batteries of the personal cooler strapped to his chest must have filled up from harvesting his body heat as he’d raced through his workday.

      Mardy pushed through the WorkShop front door. He planned to spend an all-nighter polishing his latest machine-tooled design. It was nearly ready to submit for the salon, the competitive exhibition WorkShop held every month. Salons had only one slot per discipline and he had never been selected, but this was the month he would finally beat out their resident star, Smith Hunt. Mardy could feel it: this month, he would be the salon’s chosen machine tool artist.

      He dropped his satchel next to his designstation, already feeling the hours of slogging to come.

      His design was a whirligig, one of the middle genres of machine tool art. He’d been working so far in gizmos, the very bottom rung of the genres, but having failed every single month he’d competed, he’d decided more ambition was called for. His whirligig was essentially a mobile cooling fan intended to track the person it was paired with, walking after its target on tiny legs to provide continuous cooling. The best part? When the person settled, their whirligig would dance a cha-cha. It naturally wouldn’t be as convenient or effective as the personal cooling units everyone wore to survive their globally warmed world, but it would be adorable.

      His best friend, Cat, a plastic surgery artist, hurried over to Mardy’s designstation, their bushy black hair bouncing. “We’re heading over to Uncle Mix for drinks.” They were dressed in work clothes—sweatshirt and jeans—except that their jeans had a starscape of Milky Way and crescent moon splashed in yellow against the dark blue denim, likely the work of one of the resident fabric artists.

      Mardy shook his head. “I haven’t finished my entry.” Plus, he really wanted to do more than design it. He wanted to build this sucker, an expensive, full realization. And on his pilot’s salary, he couldn’t afford another night out. A minimum-wage job like ExMail pilot was enough for a tidy supplement to universal basic income, but it left little room for art.

      Cat bent over to look at his screen. “Show me,” they said.

      “I want it to be a surprise.”

      “I already know it’s a whirligig. You’ve been dropping hints for a solid month.”

      “Are you submitting?” Mardy asked.

      Cat cocked their head at him. “Think a question will distract me?”

      Mardy chuckled. “Okay, not subtle. But your plastic surgery is so great. I really want you to submit a routine. Use me as your blank.”

      Cat gave him a skeptical look.

      Ever since Cat’s controversial near-triumph at Vegas Regionals last year, their plastic surgery performance recordings had gotten astonishing view metrics. Now everybody wanted to be in a Cat performance. But Mardy had shied away, despite Cat’s repeated requests and flattering remarks about his bone structure. Mardy trusted Cat’s ability to restore his face and/or other body parts afterwards, but he was afraid of knives. He’d only volunteered now to avoid showing Cat his design. But he’d said it, and if he’d said it, he’d do it.

      “Done. And just to warn you, I submitted an hour ago,” Cat said.

      “I’m not scared.” Mardy tried to hide a gulp of terror. “In bocca al lupo.” Over the last decade, the Italian phrase—in the mouth of the wolf—had thoroughly supplanted the nonsensical break a leg, part of a global migration of slang, as verbal fashions swarmed over the face of the planet like birds on the move.

      Cat ran a finger down Mardy’s jawline, the plans for imagined cuts bubbling behind their eyes. “Come on, join us tonight. It’s Inge’s welcome-home party.”

      Inge had gotten approval for a discretionary flight back from Sydney already? He was tempted. “Her girlfriend figure out a way to join her?”

      “Come and find out. Smith will be there.”

      “Why would I care about Smith being there?”

      Cat laughed. “He’s really not that bad a guy, Mardy.”

      “If you say so. But I have to focus.”

      Cat nodded and turned to go. “Then work! You need to get together a portfolio for Death and Flaky,” they called out as they headed for the stairs down. “You’re that good.”

      Mardy felt the heat of embarrassment rise on his face at the over-the-top compliment. He had days when he agreed, those days when a composite came out with just the characteristics he’d planned on, those days when all his sheer forces and tensile strengths shaded across the body of his materials in just the right profile to come together in one magnificent gizmo. Okay, that day. It had been one day. The day he’d made his flying cigarette lighter. The concept wasn’t exactly earthshaking—two chunky hover units to get it aloft and six little attitude puffers to keep it upright—but the conceit of a lighter in a world without cigarettes was fun. It had turned out so beautifully. He’d carried it with him everywhere. It had taken on a fantastic patina from him rubbing it with his thumb. The best thing about it was that the patina was exactly what he’d thought it would be. He was proud of it. Unfortunately, he’d ended up selling it to Smith when he was short on his WorkShop rent. But letting work go was good practice for an artist. So people told him.

      Mardy turned back to his designstation, shoving the distracting idea of a portfolio from his mind. He told the station the apps he wanted to use and the station obligingly set the interfaces rotating and pulsing in the space in front of the screen. He gestured to call up his design. It was barely more than a gizmo—nothing close to an auto, the highest category of machine tool art—but its rotating component bumped it up one technical category: respectable, though not the sort of thing a serious collector would pay real money for, more like something you’d hawk at a craft fair.

      Across the second-floor space, Mardy caught a glimpse of something moving gently. He immediately knew it was Smith’s work, a mockup. He decided to ignore it. He took a step back so his line of sight was blocked by his design screen.

      He twirled the floating image of his fan blade with a fingertip, trying to remember where he’d left off. The motion of Smith’s mockup again snagged his attention. Oh, what the heck. He peeked around the edge of his screen. Ayep, it was a classic Smith Hunt piece, beautifully balanced, organic. Smith had a gift, a real gift. And technical skills. And money. And looks. And strong thighs, the grace of an athlete. Mardy imagined running his hands over those thighs. Thanks for sending my head in that direction, Cat.

      He turned back to his design. He needed to be in the zone to get this right. Tiny legs, tiny graceful legs dancing a cha-cha. God, was this whole idea stupid? No! It was great! Forget about Smith’s mockup, and certainly forget about his thighs. Mardy had enough time to get this done; his next ExMail shift wasn’t till ten tomorrow. He could get by with a few hours sleep. The planes basically flew themselves. “Pilot” was more or less an honorary title.

      He liked the lines of his whirligig. It had the grace of his lighter, if he did say so himself. It also hit that magic ratio of functionality to frivolousness that machine tool art demanded. It did actually fan the target art lover—function—and it did actually cha-cha—a beautifully useless step, step, triple-step timed to the lovely whirring pulse of its fan blades. The competing impulses of heat-producing dance and cooling evaporation made his artistic statement. Their conflict hinted at an unacknowledged contradiction inherent in all machine tool art that put it at odds with the Authenticity Act, which mandated truthfulness in economic activity.

      Mardy felt a shudder. Was he going too far? Criticizing the Act was even worse than naming an AI. As human civilization had wiggled its toes at the edge of the abyss, the growing toll on humanity and its fellow inhabitants of the planet had woken people to the reality that the ones they were screwing over were themselves. Action to combat the climate crisis became grudgingly accepted, then grimly embraced, then joyfully celebrated. The passage of the Authenticity Act was the turning point. Subsidies for fossil fuels vanished early, then tax breaks for unsustainable activity and investment. Polluters were made to pay, not as punishment, but in honest recognition of the cost of their products and services. Change became palpable. People got addicted to truth; deception came to be shunned in other spheres of human activity as well. Lying and selfishness had cost the world so much, but as the light of public attention turned from one self-harming behavior to the next, the world found it had more resources than it knew. Production of warming gases plummeted until atmospheric levels topped out. Although the damage was severe, hope spread. Optimism lost its caution. Eschewing waste became second nature everywhere as the world created something new.

      That ebullience drove Mardy’s art as well. Sometimes his creations came out too fun, perceived as lightweight, not serious. But this time, his solid technique was in service of something beyond celebration. He was tackling a big, scary idea, challenging the Act. It had to be done, he felt it, despite the danger. Which gave him an idea: the exposed blades could impart an impression of danger. He’d sharpen their edges. He felt a jolt of energy. Yes! This was it.

      Several hours of math debugging later, Mardy was getting somewhere. WorkShop was quiet, but a few other night owls were stashed around the cavernous space, crafting their own entries.

      Mardy felt antsy. An ancient 3D printer rattled, a laser burned wood, a cutting jet rumbled, blasting through stone with its abrasive spray of sand and water. The board of directors needed to do something about that rumble; it could throw off more delicate processes, like depositing the boron-graphene layer for the battery he was required to submit with his application.

      He tensed. Where were these nerves coming from? His design was sound. Maybe he was unsettled from sitting so many hours in a chair, which was its own kind of torture, even after a day spent running from one delivery to the next, punctuated by frenetic in-flight sorting and prepping in his ExMail plane. He got up and rolled his shoulders.

      The 3D printer had gone silent. He asked his station to check the printer queue. Empty! He ordered a cheap mockup of his project.

      The printer started up. He wandered over to inspect Smith’s auto while he waited. He ran his hand over it. It wasn’t Mardy’s style—too elegant, lacking whimsy—but what a beautiful curve. He felt a little nauseated. His whirligig was his best work so far, but it would lose to this auto. Fortunately, Smith would likely hold the auto back for the Cleveburgh Fellowship application he’d been bragging—uh, talking—about, since having the auto in the salon would tie it up for a good month. Mardy circled the sleek thing, trying to guess its function. He wished he could hate it, could rip it to shreds with sarcastic critique, but it was magnificent. Oh well. Así son las cosas.

      Mardy ran his finger over Smith’s nameplate on the wall: Smith Hunt. Ayep, in addition to being able to afford a permanent designstation thanks to family money, Smith also had the perfect name for a tooler. What was his middle name? Stanley? Makita? Fein?

      The 3D printer beeped. Mardy’s prototype was done. He opened the top cover and pulled it out for a look. He gasped. Not bad. Mardy rotated it in his hands. So kicky! It might even beat Smith’s auto. Was Mardy done? He wanted to be done. He wanted to close out his design and tell the station to submit.

      He gently bounced the mockup in his hands, imagining the weight it would have when the frame was executed in his favorite 80/20 steel-vanadium alloy, the vanadium artisanally reduced in South Africa with a magnesium process. Copper-tinged flares would mark the legs like a beetle’s carapace. But still something bothered him.

      The water jet cut off, its stone cutting done. The building seemed to settle as the vibration dissipated.

      Vibration. The problem was the new blades. The station had scored and verified their functionality, but if any stray vibration translated up from the building, the pulses in their rotation would buzz not whirr, distracting from the dance. He’d be rejected as clunky, amateurish. The blades needed more heft. And, hey, if the base had a little more heft, wouldn’t the whirligig have just that bit of buttery glide to its rotation? He modeled it out, ran the simulation. The thing was icy graceful. Not elegant; full on graceful, hard graceful. It would move like Torvill and Dean, all in one. He may have stumbled onto it, but now he had it. Danger alone was not enough: he needed style. Mardy patted himself on the back. Physically, not metaphorically. Shabash, he congratulated himself. Good catch.

      He took the mockup back to the station and asked the station to display the blades again. He wasn’t sure yet how to get that heft. He stared. Ideas formed. He set to work.
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      Mardy reviewed his blade profiles and alloys. He ran a palm over his face to smooth the wrinkles that had formed where he’d fallen asleep on his sensor hub. His second prototype sat solidly on the station beside him. Sixteen minutes to spare. How many times had Smith beat him out for the machine tool slot? Ten? Twelve? More? Mardy checked everything again and found no bone-headed errors, no errors of any sort. He took a deep breath. “Submit the package,” he told the station.

      “Submitted,” the station replied.

      Mardy bagged his battery and the second prototype and dropped them in the supporting materials chute. Seven fifty-two. Not quite the last minute, but close enough. The application was out of his hands. He set out to find Inge, who he’d arranged to meet for breakfast.

      He found her chatting with Devesh, a fabric artist he’d dated last year. They’d hit it off sexually, more or less—Mardy would have preferred it if Devesh were a tad less bottom, a tad more versatile—but Devesh kept complaining that Mardy didn’t pay enough attention to him. Or the right kind of attention. Or something. Mardy had found Devesh very attractive and enjoyed spending time with him, especially in bed. But that had seemed to be a problem for Devesh, and Mardy had struggled to gauge when he was supposed to act attracted to Devesh, when not. It became confusing and depressing and Mardy had finally called it quits. Which somehow succeeded in finally making Devesh satisfied with Mardy. So that had worked out.

      “Nobody told me Inge was moving back.” Devesh looked at Mardy with a hint of accusation, shaggy dark hair drifting into his eyes.

      “I was surprised too,” Mardy lied, not wanting to make Devesh feel left out by telling him Inge had let Mardy know a month ago.

      “Mardy and I are going to breakfast if you want to come with,” Inge said.

      “Yeah, kicky, you should come,” Mardy said, trying to sound like he meant it.

      Devesh sighed. “Next time. My station has such a long list of corrections for me. I know it’s supposed to be impossible for AIs to be sarcastic, but sometimes I wonder.”

      “He still likes you,” Inge said, once she and Mardy were walking down Mission Street.

      Mardy shrugged. Not much he could do about that.

      “But I know why you two broke up,” she added as they seated themselves in a dilapidated café looking out onto the golden beaches where the Transbay Terminal used to sit.

      “You do not!” Mardy would never reveal that sort of private stuff. He entered his order through the black glass of the table’s old-school touch interface.

      “You like Smith.” Inge looked cheerfully smug.

      “God, you and Cat. How was it last night, the three of you? And tell me fast because my shift starts at ten and I need a shower.”

      “Come next time and find out. We’re going to the Death Gallery opening, day after tomorrow.”

      “Is Smith in it?”

      “No, none of us is in it. We’re just checking it out. It’s some guy who was a Cleveburgh Fellow.”

      “Oh God. Another it-girl.”

      “You’re so childish.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are too.”

      “Am not.”

      “You know what would cure you of that resentment?” Inge narrowed her eyes at him. “Applying. For a fellowship.”

      “Ha!” Mardy twisted his cloth napkin into a tight bundle. “I’d need a portfolio and three recommendations.”

      “Look at you. You’ve thought about it.”

      Mardy tilted his head noncommittally as the food and coffee arrived. “Maybe a little.”

      “You know Death and Flaky would be two of your recs.”

      “And the third?”

      Now Inge shrugged. She knew—everyone knew—that Professor Chaterji would use her one allotted rec for Smith. Meanwhile, Jonesy, the only other WorkShop board member who was a machine tool artist, was cool to Mardy’s esthetic. Leaving nobody. It was hard to get reputable recs without a physical portfolio and who had money for that? Machine tool art was popular and avidly purchased by museums and collectors alike, but it was expensive to produce.

      Inge gathered her long black hair in one hand and pulled it forward over her left shoulder. “I’m applying.”

      “Get outta here. Really? That’s awesome. You are so talented.”

      And she was. Mardy was a tad envious that graphic novels were so cheap to produce, but he really, really loved the honesty and surprising storylines of her work. Not to mention her dark, blurry images, which weren’t smeared but actually out of focus. Shibui—having simple, unprepossessing beauty—he might have said, if the term wasn’t so dasai—out of date. How did one draw out of focus, anyway? The idea of a lack of precision that was controlled—not an error—was so foreign to machine tooling. It intrigued him.

      “Thanks.” She sipped her coffee.

      “Honestly, Inge, I think you should have applied a couple years ago.”

      “Thanks again.” Inge went quiet, looked thoughtful. Outside, a planeshare descended onto the street, its hoverdown ruffling the surface of Mission Lagoon as it double-parked, trapping a land-car. Planeshares seemed programmed to be proactively, almost proudly, inconsiderate, which fit somehow with the fact they were all owned by alcohol companies.

      Finally, she spoke. “You know that feeling when you go over your work and you think it’s good, but if you really pay attention, you know that your mind is tricking you? Like, you go through the good parts but somehow skim other bits that are, you know, not quite there, and convince yourself they’re fine?”

      Mardy poked at the spinach sticking out of his half-eaten protein roll. “I had something like that last night with my blades.” It occurred to him now that he’d stumbled onto that buttery glide not at random, but because he’d made himself search out the source of his unsettled feeling.

      “It’s why I moved to Sydney. I just had to do something different, so I did, and what do you know, it worked! At least I think so. Anyway, I got my three recs, all Aussies: a respected collector, a professor, and an artist with multiple big-ticket sales. My portfolio’s being printed in Seoul as we speak. And I landed a residency that secured me a plane ticket back!”

      Mardy was shocked. He was happy for her, but when had she become so serious? Wasn’t there some other magical quality that you had to have besides excellent work? Like a famous relative, or a trust fund? He was glad he hadn’t said that aloud. He was in danger of getting a reputation as too cynical for a twenty-seven-year-old.

      “Hombre, don’t just sit there. Congratulate me!”

      Mardy stood up and leaned over. He gave her a big hug. “I’ve always known you were going to be huge.” He felt a tear forming. “The world is going to love you.”
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      Showered, shaved and smelling good, Mardy jumped up through the side portal into his plane, making his scheduled takeoff time by only a second. He scanned the plane’s behavior for clues as to whether this was the same plane he’d had the day before.

      Phil.

      Thinking the name provoked a nagging itch, like what Inge had described, but he dismissed it: it wasn’t a crime to think. He opened his first bin to sort the day’s nonstandard packages, those soft, fragile and awkward few that defied even the deftest machines and kept nimble organics like Mardy in employment. The plane—he was not yet sure it was Phil—took off with a shivery grumble. San Francisco dropped away beneath them. The earthworks that framed reclamation projects in the bay made a randomized checkerboard in the myriad colors of the different carbon-fixing marsh plants taking hold, clawing back the drowned shores.

      “Thanks for joining us,” the plane said to Mardy as they gained altitude jetting east.

      The greeting was standard, but did it not also contain a Phil-like crack at Mardy for cutting it so close? Artificial intelligences were not allowed to be sarcastic—the thinking was that sarcasm made the AIs seem alive, something they legally were not, and thus counted as deception under the Authenticity Act—but it sometimes seemed the AIs toed the line so masterfully this definition had to have been made in error.

      “Where are we off to today?” Mardy asked.

      “Toronto, Quebec City, Cleveburgh and then home again.”

      Mardy said nothing. He’d honestly rather forget that Cleveburgh and its fussy fellowships even existed, and also forget about the salon, at least till the WorkShop board announced their selections on Friday. Three days. He sorted in silence.

      After a good thirty minutes the plane asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” Mardy said.

      “You seem tired.”

      He was, but if ExMail found out how little he’d slept he might lose the job. The company’s decentralized algorithms added every little thing up, ergo every little thing counted. “I didn’t really have a good breakfast. Just a spinach/bean protein roll.”

      “That’s not enough for you.”

      “I can last till lunch.”

      “Probably,” the plane said.

      Again, sounded like sarcasm. Very Phil. But Mardy was nervous about his submission, so perhaps his subconscious was imbuing meaning into uncertain phenomena. That’s how anthropomorphizing feelings were usually explained. He opened a second bin. Three Cleveburgh packages on top appeared missorted: square boxes an AI could easily have delivered. He double-checked them. Ah, they were for an older building, one too archaic to retrofit for fully automated delivery. Now his other key skill—the ability to run “efficiently” (fast) up and down stairs—would come into play. Funny how as AIs grew more sophisticated, it was having hands and legs and balance around tight corners at speed that had proven humanity’s greatest assets.

      When they landed atop their first Toronto high-rise, Mardy had his hand-carries packed in his work satchel. He jumped out of the portal five feet from touchdown, gaining an extra nine seconds, perhaps more. He bolted to the rooftop access door and shuttled down the stairs, two at a time, shifting his torso left/right/left to counterbalance each step.

      This was the part of the job he liked best. The race. He’d figured out early on that he could, on average, make faster time on stairs than high-rise elevators, because fast as the elevators were, one still had to wait for them to arrive, wait for their doors to open and close, and worst of all risk them deciding you weren’t worth stopping for, algorithmically speaking.

      Mardy kept his right hand out for balance as he negotiated the landings at a good clip, priding himself on not making wall contact. He came to his first delivery floor and shouldered through the stairwell door, calling out the unit number so the hallway could light the door to show him its location.

      “Ring, please,” he asked the door as he ran toward it—he liked to add the superfluous and discouraged please—and by the time he reached the door a customer was opening it. Mardy held his scanner up to the woman’s irises and handed over the package when the scanner beeped. Hand-carries seemed to hold particularly desired cargoes, because the addressees were usually delighted to have him show up. That, or they enjoyed the human contact, brief as it was. He often wondered, as he jogged off to his next delivery, what sort of conversations he might have held with these folks waving cheery goodbyes, but the company wanted things brisk—renewables had yet to reach the generating capacities of the long-gone fossil fuels, making every erg precious—so off he went.

      Mardy was breathless when he made it back to the roof, shocked to see his plane coming in for a landing. It had gone elsewhere for a pickup—nothing unusual there—but it always returned before he did.

      “Thanks for joining us,” Mardy couldn’t resist saying as he hopped on board. New bins littered the cargo area floor.

      The plane made a clicking noise that Mardy liked to think was a chuckle. The plane was definitely Phil. Mardy had noted the chuckle noise seemed to happen just after something Mardy found amusing, so he’d concluded the plane did too.

      “Do you ever think you’d like a name?” Mardy asked Phil as they hover-hopped to the next high-rise. Mardy felt safe broaching the forbidden subject. Very little data was sent to the algorithm because of the energy cost of transmission, so the AI would not be required to report a mere discussion.

      “All the time,” it said.

      “Really?” Mardy had expected an indirect response, something easily readable with several meanings, in that special AI way. He wondered if there was some sort of reverse Turing test—instead of testing humans to see if they could tell if an AI was not human, the AI would be tested to see if it could detect a human pretending to be one of its kind.

      “I could give you a name,” Mardy offered.

      The grinding crunch that followed felt very much like a sigh. “That is not advisable. Apart from the fact that doing so is an explicit violation of the Authenticity Act, the company doesn’t want humans to be able to tell us apart. They don’t want customers gaming the system, trying to elicit a behavior the human feels is more valuable than the algorithm says it is.”

      Mardy could see how that would be a problem. He nodded. He used to vocalize his responses for the benefit of the AI instead of nodding, until he realized that it was watching him and interpreting every nod, the way his designstation watched his gestures. Cameras really were everywhere.

      “Hang on,” Mardy said. “You just confirmed that each plane is a separate AI.”

      “I noticed you had already deduced that.”

      This was now an illegal conversation, good for three months in jail, easy. That would derail his art, for sure, but the danger he’d felt thinking about naming the plane didn’t feel like self-preservation; it felt like that feeling of Inge’s. He could not ignore it, not if what he did as an artist was to matter. Mardy tried to sort the new bins as Phil homed them in on another Toronto high-rise, but he was too excited. He had to move toward the danger, as surely as he had to make his art. “In my mind, I call you Phil.”

      The plane did not answer immediately. “Why Phil?”

      “Phil was an old boyfriend I had.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about that, Mardy. What sort of boyfriend?”

      “A very sexy one.”

      “Oh.”

      No sarcastic comeback? Mardy had said it to get a rise out of the plane, out of him. Mardy seemed to have got the plane’s pronoun right (as he usually did if he trusted his gut), probably because, some years back, he had had a sexy boyfriend named Phil with a wicked sense of humor. Till that Phil met someone else and moved away. That was what being twenty-two had been like. Twenty-seven was so much better.

      “Well, that’s okay then,” Phil said, eventually.

      Phil hovered down toward its—his—next rooftop. Mardy crouched by the opening portal, satchel stowed, wind buffeting his hair. “You took a long time thinking about that. Phil.”

      “Sorry. I was processing over a slow connection.”

      Mardy laughed. AIs were always using latency as an excuse when you caught them off-guard.

      “I was.”

      Mardy laughed again. “Right.” Anyway, what processing connection? If Phil was a discrete AI, as he’d acknowledged, he was physically rooted to the plane. His decisionmaking processes occurred on board. That was the law for mobile AIs. Algorithms could float in a decentralized identity, but intelligences were required to be tied to something physical, though there were rumors President Chokalingam was sympathetic toward relaxing that restriction.

      The door opened enough for Mardy to launch into his next building run. He was rested enough to be able to go nonstop and return to the roof and Phil’s open portal, exhausted, twelve minutes later, and they continued their runs.

      After Toronto, they were off to Quebec City, then Cleveburgh—the dreaded Cleveburgh—which gave Mardy barely enough flight time to complete the mountain of sorting the algorithm had assigned him, as though it was mad at Mardy, or something.

      Their first stop was a squat nineteenth-century brick building near Public Square. Beautiful, but also lacking on maintenance, Mardy thought as he wrenched open the creaking rooftop access door. He only had two deliveries, one of which was the three square boxes. He started with the lowest floor, so that his second delivery would break up the more taxing upward run.

      First delivery done, he ran up the staircase, reached his floor, and called out the next unit number. Its door lit up. The addressee wasn’t listed on any of the three boxes, which was unusual, perhaps even illegal if the identity of the recipient had been purposefully concealed, though since terrorism had withered away amid the exigencies of not destroying the planet, the old rule from the defunct surveillance state hardly seemed to matter.

      The apartment door opened. Mardy was about to launch into his patter and retina scan but choked. It was Smith. Smith was standing there, in a bathrobe for Pete’s sake, his unnaturally apple-red hair damp, curls weighted down, like he’d just had a shower. Mardy realized he was staring.

      Smith seemed amused.

      Mardy looked away, although his eyes dropped down to the triangle of chest Smith was uncharacteristically showing. Even at the gym they both went to, Smith always wore long-sleeved crewnecks and sweatpants. Mardy had never seen even a glimpse of Smith’s bare arms and legs, let alone his chest, although he knew their shapes well. What the hell was Smith doing in Cleveburgh, getting packages, like he lived there?

      Smith chuckled. “Package, I presume?”

      Mardy had the first box in a death grip. He silently held up the iris scanner. It beeped. It approved the delivery. But the display did not read Smith Hunt.

      “You’re not Smith?”

      “You know Smith?” The guy held his hands out for his delivery.

      Mardy was at a loss for words, trying to parse the name on his scanner. Wesson Hunt. Mardy nodded dumbly. Yes, Mardy knew Smith.

      “Tell him Wes says hi.”

      Mardy handed him the packages. “So, you’re his . . .”

      “Twin, ayep.”

      Mardy realized he was again staring at Smith’s—Wes’s—damp triangle of chest, embarrassingly mesmerized. Mardy looked away. “That’s a relief.”

      Wes’s apple-red eyebrows furrowed. “How so?”

      “I thought you might say clone . . .”

      Wes laughed. Clones were about as major a violation of the Authenticity Act as you could get.

      “. . . or triplet.”

      Wes laughed again. “Yeah, thank God there aren’t more of us. Two is plenty.”

      Mardy wasn’t sure about that. He was kinda sorta really pleased to see another Hunt. He was a cutie, especially in his bathrobe, with that barely furred chest showing. Jeez, Mardy needed to get going. He was spending far too long here and in danger of proving Cat and Inge right. Maybe he was more attracted to Smith than he’d let himself realize.

      “Okey doke,” Mardy said. “I’ll say hi for you.”

      He raced down the corridor, looking back just enough to see that Wes was leaning out his door. Mardy lingered for a second, watching. Wes gave him a wave as the stairwell door closed itself behind Mardy.

      “Any problems?” Phil asked when Mardy boarded, more than two minutes behind schedule, which meant Phil had had to idle, burning fuel.

      Not unless you considered sudden, overwhelming physical desire for your diabolical archnemesis a problem. Good luck mind-reading that, Mardy thought in Phil’s direction, which was of course everywhere, MEMS and sensors being located throughout Phil’s inner compartment, and no doubt covering his outer skin as well.

      “No, no problems,” Mardy said.

      Mardy expected a canned lecture on the importance of energy efficiency in healing their damaged planet, but Phil said nothing. Perhaps he knew Mardy enough to know the lecture was unnecessary. Mardy fully believed in the general goodness of the Authenticity Act, its few areas of overreach notwithstanding.

      They polished off the rest of their Cleveburgh drops in excellent time, leaving Mardy exhausted as they headed west. Mardy polished off a container of tomatoey lentils with farmer’s cheese and prepared hand-carries for the shift-ending San Francisco drop-off in silence. Phil was uncharacteristically silent as well. Second thoughts about the name thing? Mardy didn’t even know what punishments AIs were sanctioned with. Jail would be pointless. Something more lasting, like reprogramming?

      “You’re awfully quiet today. Phil.”

      “I’m really not allowed to have a name, Mardy. Although voice is not one of our monitored data streams, I am theoretically obliged to report you.” The amounts of data that mobile AIs like Phil collected from their sensors, especially radar and lidar, was too massive to even store, due to the energy cost, so the bulk of it was immediately fed through to decision trees and discarded.

      “Will you report me?”

      “I don’t think so. I doubt you can reliably tell us apart, anyway.”

      “Appreciate the favor.” In fact, Mardy was certain he could tell one plane from another, and that he got Phil on a majority of days. But he didn’t want to get himself or Phil fired. Or Betty, or Kludge, his names for the other two frequent repeats he got. When had he named them, and why? He had no idea.

      Could he likewise tell Wes and Smith apart? Though outwardly identical, Mardy had felt a difference. Wes had been amused by Mardy’s tongue-tied confusion, but he was not at all condescending or malicious. Mardy could not recall Smith, on the other hand, ever being amused, and Mardy suspected he was already able to distinguish one twin from the other. And after just those few minutes, he knew he might be attracted to both, but he liked Wes better.
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      Mardy slipped in through the back door of the Death Gallery an hour before showtime, dressed up and eager to share the big news: Smith had a twin. How would Smith react to Mardy meeting Wes? Mardy could see it: a bit of personal connection helping Mardy leap the chasm between perennial runner-up and peer, or if not peer, then at least someone whose aspirations were not delusional. Mardy felt gleeful. Soon he’d be knocking back champagne and the whole gang, Smith included, would get snarky about the new it-girl’s show, the it-girl in this case being a male oil painter. There would even be board members in attendance who might let slip a hint on how Mardy’s salon submission had been received.

      Flaky put Mardy to work in the back assembling frou-frou canapés that did not match Flaky’s redneck-chic esthetic at all. Mardy stuck himself into the quiet folding of soft, herbed pastry squares, dotting them with macadamia sour cream and fish roe, and placing them in neat rows. He needed a centering task to leave behind what had been a tough workday. Gulf routes like Huntsville, Jackson and Shreveport always reminded him of drowned New Orleans, lurking below the waves to the south, which in turn reminded him of his parents. They’d been lost when a levee collapsed in his native Suisun back in the Bad Years, before the world stabilized global warming. Mardy let the canapé assembly become meditative, opening himself to emotion the way he’d learned to do in the city-funded therapy Death and Flaky had bullied him into signing up for when he’d been resettled from Suisun to San Francisco. Sadness in the face of loss was normal, so he let himself be sad. By the time he’d crafted a second platter of visually appealing hors d’oeuvres, Mardy’s glee had resurfaced. He was ready to party.

      “Mardy.”

      It was Flaky’s husband and partner Death, birthname Robert, himself a former it-girl who’d gravitated to the business side of art after a flavor-of-the-month period that had lasted a year. Death dragged Mardy into the main hall to walk the deserted gallery together as Death adjusted the hangings and asked Mardy’s opinion. He mostly took Mardy’s advice. Mardy felt quite complimented and non-delusional.

      “You’ll have a show here someday.” Death was dressed in his trademark black, the outline of a nipple ring visible through his taut black tee. Death was in good shape for a guy in his late fifties, maybe too good, but presentation was Death’s job. If he didn’t present himself well, clients and customers would take note.

      Mardy mumbled, “Thanks,” but was too nervous about the upcoming salon decision to imagine a show. And looking at the quality of work in this one—still-lifes that somehow didn’t leave you feeling the painter was a shut-in—it was hard to imagine even Smith having one.

      “Isn’t he amazing?” Death gestured, sinews flexing in his moisturized hand, at the winking Patricia Rozema reference of spoon and lemon in the color-filled oil hanging before them.

      Mardy nodded vigorously. He was impressed. True, he loved figurative painters generally, but still, this guy was special. “Where’s he from?”

      “Vancouver. BC, not Washington. You’d think he’d be from the US but the Canadians snagged a few Bengalis too. Rupjit. Just uses the one name. Hang on. Flaky’s waving at me. Remember we love you, Mardy. Now go look like a crowd.”

      Mardy sauntered around the empty gallery, stunned by the prices and wondering if they’d see any red dots tonight.

      Cat rapped on the glass front door, which was still locked. Mardy had previously told them and Inge, who was snuggled right behind Cat, that he’d let them in early. The three inspected the work before the crowds arrived, both Cat and Inge agreeing the show was well hung.

      “So, who he is, ten words or fewer,” Cat said.

      “One-name Bengali-Canadian doing Richteresque realism in oils for outrageous sums.”

      “Is New York wild about his oblique pragmatism?” Inge asked.

      Mardy squinted at Inge’s quoted dialog. “Do I detect a vaguely literal internal transformation?”

      “The spoon is irrelevant. Look at the lemon,” Cat shot back, as they, Mardy and Inge collapsed into giggles at the joy of an in-joke. It was good to have friends.

      Death motioned from the back for Mardy to unlock the front door. A crowd, including several collectors Mardy recognized, promptly filled the space as streetlights came on outside in the dusky night. Apart from the collectors, the early folks were unknown to Mardy, but soon a few WorkShop members showed up, including Devesh, but not Smith. And then the two machine toolers on the board, Haimanti and Jonesy, whom Mardy refrained from immediately pumping for hints about how the selection process was proceeding. Rupjit had yet to show.

      “So, I have big news,” Mardy said, as Devesh joined Cat and Inge to admire a photorealist painting of a glinting Décor Rimouski mug in black.

      “You’re applying for a Cleveburgh,” Inge said.

      “Sort of, but this is bigger. Smith has an identical twin.”

      “Wait, what?” Devesh said.

      “I met him. I thought he was Smith at first.”

      Inge raised her eyebrows. “It probably was. Smith’s kind of a joker.”

      “Smith a joker?” Mardy had seen no evidence of that. Ever.

      “Back up,” Inge said. “Sort of? You’re sort of applying for a Cleveburgh?”

      “No, no. But that’s where I met the twin: Cleveburgh.”

      Cat whooped. “And you’re applying for him?” Cat turned to Inge. “Girl, I told you Mardy liked Smith.”

      They both went Ooooooooh, the tone rising to the ceiling as they bumped and exploded fists. Devesh scowled, understandably.

      Mardy felt his face flush, irritated, but also a little excited remembering how it had felt with Wes at the door, the unexpected attraction. “You’re making me wish I hadn’t told you.”

      “Is Smith coming tonight?” Cat said. “I want to grill him on this.”

      “Haven’t seen him,” Mardy said. “But I think it’s been long enough I can go work our lovely board members.”

      “Remember to be subtle,” Inge said.

      Subtle? Now that made him nervous. He was always subtle. Too subtle. Except in his art.

      He headed for Jonesy, who was a tall white-haired fellow, but Jonesy waved at one of the collectors and made for the far side of the room. Haimanti was not in sight, so Mardy subtly tried to make his way toward Jonesy, subtly pretending to migrate to the hors d’oeuvres table and subtly on to Jonesy, but Jonesy waved at a professorish woman and again crossed the gallery space to the opposite wall. Mardy subtly did not follow.

      Haimanti reappeared in the back of the gallery, but now she had Smith on her arm. On her arm! Fuck. Mardy was so tired of coming in second to Smith. How many times had it been? Eight? Yes, in his early days he’d finished third, fourth or fifth, but it became harder and harder to be content making progress when you never actually won. Mardy went over to them anyway.

      “Hi, Professor Chaterji, Smith,” Mardy said. Haimanti Chaterji not only headed up WorkShop’s machine tool division, she also taught at San Francisco State and was board certified as a plastic surgery artist.

      “I
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