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            “My Beverlee, wake up quick-k-k!” Sharp claws pricked my throat.

            Water spewed under the doorjamb, flooding around the windowsills, lifting furniture. I thrashed toward the door and seized the knob, but the inrush pressure held it shut. The torrent raised me up until my face was squeezed against the ceiling, my nose and mouth closed. I was drowning in a Basement corridor. I tried to scream for my father but my mouth wouldn’t open.

            Akktri bent over me, his hands on my chest. His buck teeth overhung his small, down-turning mouth.

            My head buzzed from the blast of a stunner. “What happened?”

            “If-f-fraim is k-k-killed, Beverlee,” he said in his high Phner voice. “See here!” He tugged the sleeve of my good shoulder. “You end his art.”

            My eyeballs vibrated as I groped into a sitting position. Ifraim Lemos was a cheapjack parolee, one of the score of grifters I made a few beans monitoring for the City. A few hours ago he’d left his permitted zone, so I’d roused myself to track his beeper signal, a tricky proposition in the Boston Cube, where you have to think in three dimensions and remember all the twisty corridors. I had expected to find him drinking, toking, carousing, or engaging in similar harmless peccadilloes. I’d tailed him, caught him, and—then what? Stunners that knock you out jangle short-term memory. I stood and swayed.

            Ifraim had fallen on his back onto a pile of discarded light fixtures, arms outflung as if crucified, face twisted in agony. A huge splotch of blood, brown and clotted with dust, filled the cavern where his chest had been, flesh and clothing marooned in it.

            Mechanically I bent and lifted his side. Spongy meat fell from a huge ragged hole in his back. I retched, dropped the body, and knelt on the floor. “I did—this?”

            Akktri came up next to me in consolation. “Beverlee, he is artful dead.” He extended his arm in a half-comforting, touchless gesture reminiscent of my brother Mack.

            I squeezed my eyes shut to avoid seeing the gore that soaked my trousers. “I’ve never made art.”

            “You soon make more art, just after.” Akktri has trouble with verb tenses, time sequences, and causality—before and after are almost the same word in Phner. He bounced up and scowled in a posture that I’d come to recognize was his perfect imitation of myself when I’m exasperated with Mack. “See! See!”

            A golden-brown ball of fur that resembled a beaver with a short, stubby tail was crumpled against some black molded plastic rocks. “Ekkikka Phner dies too.”

            I staggered over to the little body. Ekkikka’s fur, fine and silky, was spiked with crusted blood. “How?”

            “You shoot many shoots.” Akktri scuttled between my legs to look at his dead fellow. He put his hand into the chest cavity, lifted skin, and stuck his nose in close, the better to see and esfn the splintered ribs. “Tza tza tza!” He fisted air to imitate bullets whizzing. “You hit Ifraim. He falls, boom. You shoot and shoot. You shoots Ekkik-k-ka Phner.” He fell limply and his body assumed the exact crumple of the nearby corpse. “As it is.”

            I turned the dead neck to see the small pinched face with its shoebutton brown eyes, and swallowed. “I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.”

            “No, no!” Akktri stamped his foot and again I recognized the gesture, this time as one of my own. “You want Ifraim dead, because he stuns you. So you shoots even though he is recently-dead-but-not-worth-esfn’ing.” At least that’s what I think the word Akktri used means. “Now-soon-future-certain we esfn Ek-k-kikka,” my companion added.

            Half a dozen more Phneri came up around us. They’d probably heard the shots and recognized one of their own from the crunch pattern of the fracturing bones. They lifted the body. “Rods come,” finished Akktri cheerfully. “You go to jail.” They bore it away like pallbearers.

            I went back to Ifraim Lemos’s cooling corpse and settled myself into a broken-seated plastic chair, kicking my feet among peeling wallpaper strips, flaps of loose yellow and pink paint, and gypsum crumbles.

            Above me, steel I-beams were thatched with prock infill to support Boston's hundred and eighty interlocking stories. Most of the Basement, the Cube’s bottom ten levels, is plain corridors and rooms the same as upfloor, but Ifraim had fled into an area of unfinished urbhole: exposed two-by-fours, terra-cotta tiles, and cemented cinder blocks, all crisscrossed with pipes, wires, ventilation ducts, and abandoned bric-a-brac. Most of it is damp and pungent with stale odors absorbed permanently into the porous surfaces.

            The Phneri swear that, after the Siege and Iris Sherwood’s great Basement Flood, they scoured all the ocean slime out of Boston, but to anyone who lived through that awful summer of 2061, the Basement always smells like the sea, the sea that lies just outside Boston’s prock walls, the sea that invaded our ways and killed Billy O’Meara, my father. The sea air is the breath of death.

            Years ago, this theater had been the Elks Hall. Now it was thick with dust and debris. Rugrats and aliens had systematically stripped everything of value, leaving only junk without parentage: a hospital stretcher with tubular metal dropsides, a dented trombone slide piece, and in the corner a deflated basketball.

            Boston’s Basement is my turf. I make my living in the Basement. I find things and people down here.

            But though I’d carried a projectile gun all the years since I got my license, I had no deaths on my conscience. Now I had two.

            My cheeks still burned from the stunner. A pissmop emerged from the shadows, snuffling toward Ifraim’s body, but his urine was mingled with his blood. Dissatisfied, the Targive-modified miniature dromedary slurped into the darkness, hawking and spitting, looking for another yellow oasis.

            Tiny explosions popped—bursting epidermal cells destroyed by the stunner—as I massaged my left thigh to bring life back into it. Ifraim’s angry face was white and blue at the lips and eyelids. A fragment of just-recovered memory flickered before my eyes: Ifraim’s features registering outrage as my bullet blew his chest apart, his cheeks and eyeballs flaring red from hydrokinetic shock.

            You don’t need a license to buy a stunner and, if you’re clever, you can illegally modify it to crank up its power. Ifraim Lemos was a fool, but he must have found a clever friend. I was a fool too. Underestimating him wasn’t the first time I’d been stupid, just the worst. I was lucky to be alive.

            Three rods arrived a moment later and took in the scene at a glance. “Was that necessary?” asked the larger of the two women, nudging Ifraim’s torso with her foot. Her breast patch read Sergeant Magdalena Ahumada.

            “He stunned me.” I nodded at Ifraim’s weapon, fallen from his hand.

            She picked it up, frowned at the modifications, and clucked. “This baby must’ve hurt bad,” she said with a trace of reluctant sympathy. “Your license, please. Who the hell are you?”

            “Beverly O’Meara.” I fished out my Boston Key. “Investigator. Part-time parole officer.”

            “Uh huh. Meat eye and cubehunter.” Sergeant Ahumada stuffed the key in her reader. “Okay, so that’s why you were hunting him. Well, where’s the hot eye, dammit?” she demanded of the other two rods. “Where’s the blackbird?”

            “You can see it was self-defense,” I said as we craned our necks, searching for a black occluding circle. “Life-threatening situation, justifying deadly force.” I hoped I was telling the truth. “The reads’ll verify it.”

            In fact, reads are often incomplete—even Iris’s eyes don’t look everywhere at once. A confident demeanor sways both people and eyes.

            “Looks like it,” she replied with no more commitment or emotion than if she were predicting the weather. She took my arm. Her grip was strong. “Why are your hands shaking?”

            “Chula Conrad,” said a voice above us.

            We turned and looked. A blackbird floated imperiously near the ceiling. “Deputy Assistant Secretary to City Operator Iris Sherwood,” it said.

            The two other rods snickered at this pomposity, but were careful to do it silently and out of the eye’s vision.

            “D’you get any of this?” Ahumada asked the hoverer.

            “Some.” The blackbird lowered itself. “Plug in your reader.”

            She pulled the small rectangular screen from her belt and keyed it on. Onscreen we saw an overhead shot of the corridor whizzing by, date-time-location displayed in the lower left corner. “The eye is moving toward the incident,” Conrad said. Corridors and doors went nova, brightening and expanding as the lenses readjusted from light to darkness.

            I watched the fringes of the screen, searching for Ekkikka’s image. Was he in the read? Would Ahumada uncover his death and charge me with negligent senticide?

            Seen from high above, I tumbled backwards at Ifraim Lemos’s first blast, crashing into the metalwork. A wobbled close-up as Ifraim cranked up his stunner, a black baton as long as my forearm with a wide can on the firing end, to maximum. At the edge of the fish-eye view, a crescent-shaped Beverly O’Meara flailed in distant pain.

            A bomb went off in Ifraim’s abdomen. Red blood sprayed behind him. The stunner, flung free, twirled. Lemos crashed to the ground, his head bouncing, then his body froze as the eye stopped the action.

            “Inconclusive,” said Chula Conrad.

            Ahumada thoughtfully tapped the stunner handle against her palm. “Guess it’s all right,” she allowed, tugging her long black hair. She sounded disappointed. “You got any better reads, or should we just close this file now?”

            Instead of replying, the eye resumed playback. “O’Meara is blinded,” Conrad narrated icily. “She is still firing.” My arm rose like an addled cobra and bullets shot every which way, the fish-eye lens distorting their paths into hyperbolas as they ricocheted out of sight. The picture cut to a different view, evidently from another blackbird arriving from the opposite direction. “A Phner is hit.” My bullet pulverized Ekkikka’s body. He splattered through the air, slammed into the wall, fell in a dustrag heap. I looked away.

            “Lemos has now expired. O’Meara is unconscious,” said Conrad. “You have clear grounds for a charge of reckless sentslaughter. Guard the Phner corpse. Confiscate O’Meara’s weapon. They are evidence. A copy of this read is being filed with the Operations Director and the Chief of Police. Conrad out.” He finished and I wondered what else was on that read, and why Chula Conrad had shown us only parts.

            “You didn’t mention the bystander,” snapped the sergeant, spinning around at me.

            “I was stunned. My memory—”

            “Sure, sure.” Ahumada reholstered her reader. “Surrender your weapon. Where’s the body?”

            I handed her the pistol and made a show of looking about. “You mean it’s not here?”

            Ahumada swore. “No corpus delicti. The child-eaters must have made off with it while you were conked out.” I clamped my jaw shut at her slander of my companion’s species. She fumed for a moment, then said, “You know, you’re damned lucky.”

            “How so, Sergeant?” I asked softly, though I knew what she meant.

            She grunted. “If the Phneri took the body, we’ll never see it again.”

            “But you have the reads,” I said, though I thought I knew the answer. “And the Phneri are sents of Boston.”

            “No body, no case,” said Ahumada. “Archaic Bostonian criminal laws. But watch your throat in the night, dearie. The little buggers have race memory and they all have sharp claws. Now go home.”

            “You’re not filing charges?”

            “Of what?” she growled at me as the blackbird rose and disappeared. “I got no evidence. Nothing to prosecute. Vent.” She was frustrated. “Got it, meat?”

            “Got it, Sergeant. May I have my gun back?”

            Ahumada glowered. “Don’t push it, meat eye. Go home and live with yourself.”

            I cringed and left.

            Sometimes I wish Boston were less compact. The seven minutes it took me to get home were too little to calm my shakes. With my hand on the doorplate, I paused and flinched, remembering my stunner nightmare, the cataract of water pouring onto me. Taking a deep breath, I opened the door and closed it behind me, ignoring my parrot’s perky synthevoice greeting, and sat in my big chair. My tired eyes drifted over to the holo of Billy and me on my oak rolltop desk.

            He has his arm around my nine-year-old shoulder as I hold up my string of Picasso-eyed flounder caught in Boston Harbor. Back in 2050, I was a skinny, bony, round-faced Irish kid with freckles everywhere. Almost thirty years later, I have brick-red wavy hair, worn shoulder-length, a small nose in a round girlish face, and big shoulders that make my breasts seem even smaller than they are. My freckles run down my cheeks, neck, and chest, as well as up my calves and thighs. Only my stomach and abdomen are clear. People say I look much younger than thirty-nine. At the moment, I felt sixty.

            After a while Akktri returned from the Phneri funeral and let himself in. To the Phneri, only memory is eternal. A physical object is real only when it ends. Through the dead body and their memory of it, the Phneri see the structure of a life. I don’t understand it.

            Akktri was filthy, mud and dirt and blood clotted in his fur. I sat motionless in my easy chair, since moving would set off painful skin sparks from the stunner’s residual effects, and wished that my ritz would float a cold beer over to me.

            “You know what happened,” I finally said to him. “With Ifraim and Ekkikka, I mean.”

            “Yes, Beverlee. We esfn his death.” He caught a shedfly in his claws and held the thing by its wings. “We have wahoo fish now?” Akktri, like most of his kind, is always hungry.

            I had no interest in food. If the Phneri had esfn’ed Ekkikka’s death, they knew when I fired, and how. Perhaps they even knew what was in my mind and soul. “Am I a murderer?”

            “You shoots first,” my assistant replied judiciously. “If not, If-f-fraim k-k-kills you.”

            “Not him, buddy. Ekkikka.”

            “Ek-k-kikka?” Akktri looked at the blood in his fur, on his hands. He brought them up to his mouth with happy concentration.

            Ekkikka’s blood. I surged out of my chair and reached for Akktri. Retreating, my sidekick flattened his head to the floor. “No, k-keep my art longer,” he chirped.

            “You’re soaked.”

            “Yes, yes! Blood shows art Ekkikka mak-k-kes.” The Phneri, savorers of death and finish, feel no more grief for a dead Phner than you would for an old pair of shoes.

            “We’re getting clean.” I scooped him up in my arms, carried him to the shower despite his protestations, and held him under. Akktri’s whiskers wiffled and he waggled his hands, turning up the soft pads to be tingled by the needle spray. He looked down his doughy belly between his legs to where a spiral of red and brown waltzed down the drain. “Ek-k-kikka had our esfn,” he said with a mixture of sadness and satisfaction. “We remember.”

            I put him down. “Pick out the shedflies yourself.” My clumsiness would have torn their disposable wings off and left the creatures embedded. One by one, Akktri extracted them, intact and buzzing, then crushed them with a giggle and a snap of his strong short fingers.

            I got a towel and he rolled around in it. “I can still see Ekkikka die,” I said mournfully.

            “Good,” said Akktri. “We are all dead, Beverlee. You are dead-in-future-but-not-esfn’ed. Ekkikka is dead-and-completed-and-dispersed. We structure-remember the way he dies.”

            To the Phneri, every spot of blood, every crumb of dirt, every wound and scar and broken bone tells a story. By dissecting each sinew and bone of Ekkikka’s body, Akktri and his warren had reconstructed his death and life. Somewhere inside himself, my partner remembered a bullet, fired from my pistol, smashing into his body. “You feel it, don’t you?” I asked.

            “Yes, Beverlee,” said Akktri. “You shoot strong but artless.” He jerked his chest the way Ekkikka had cartwheeled, and I shuddered.

            Every Phner has a memory of killing. A memory of being killed. A memory of birth and mutilation and ecstasy. And the screaming terror of the Endless Fall. Against this ocean of tragedy and experience, the death of another individual Phner is just another teardrop.

            With such melancholy thoughts, I dozed off.

            The phone rang.

            “Miz O’Meara?” said the no-nonsense woman’s voice of Boston’s City Operator. “It’s Iris Sherwood. May I see you—now?”


  2

 

 

            I had never spoken with Iris Sherwood before—a woman that important was unlikely to be calling me—so I figured this must be another of Mack’s practical jokes. If so, it was in bad taste. That would be typical of him.

            “Mack?” I mumbled sleepily, rolling into a seated position and blinking at the screen. “It’s too early for this.”

            “Miz O’Meara?” a woman’s gravelly voice demanded, as if confirming a lineup identification. “Miz Beverly O’Meara? The investigator? It’s Iris Sherwood.”

            I blinked and focused. It was her—I knew that face from my nightmares—though twenty years older. Back then she had fewer lines, less gray in her hair. Her eyebrows and cheekbones were thick with skin, bunkers protecting her tough gray eyes.

            “What do you want?” I asked cautiously, although she was surely calling about Ifraim Lemos. Never reveal a hole card until you have to.

            “Did I wake you? My daughter has disappeared somewhere in Boston.” She was seated at a huge black desk, the wall behind her dark with tiny points of light. Probably real sky, I thought enviously.

            “Gone?” I asked when my throat was under control. “Gone where? Not out of the Cube?”

            “I very much doubt it.” Her big, active fingers fluttered on her desk’s surface and she looked down her long nose at her infomat. “I’d like to see you in my office right away.”

            Clumsily I shoved the covers aside and walked barefoot to the screen. Now that my temporary fright was quelled, I wasn’t about to work for this harridan, not after her role in the Siege. Besides, she was powerful and ruthless, and I’d do better to stay away from her. “Ma’am,” I said carefully, “it’s been a long day for me, in case you haven’t read your own cit reports. Please hire someone else. Goodnight.” I cut the line and put the no-knock on.

            A half second later, it reactivated. That settled who she was, all right. “Pardon me, Miz O’Meara,” Sherwood resumed. Her tone was both apologetic and grudging, as if two people were fighting for control of her vocal cords. “We were inadvertently disconnected. You must find my daughter Diana. She is missing.”

            So was Billy O’Meara. We never even had a body to bury.

            “Why me?” I asked, sure I could deflect any reason.

            She sighed heavily, the wrinkles in her strong face sagging and deepening with worry and fear. “Diana may be in the Basement. And the Basement, I understand, is your specialty.” As if it were my fault. As if Iris Sherwood would never sully her hands with the lower levels. The bottom ten floors of our big block of prock are the oldest, lowest, most dangerous part of Boston. The part below sea level. The part you can drown in if it floods. The part I grew up in.

            “Can you come see me now?” she asked.

            No one ever saw Iris Sherwood in person. She was as unreachable as the reclusive Targives. Now she wanted to talk to me.

            Well, I had something to say to her, something I’d been holding for twenty years.

            “All right,” I said after a moment. I would enjoy seeing her face-to-face, just to tell her off. “Since you think it’s urgent, I’ll be right up. I’ll need to bring my associate along.”

            “Naturally.” She bowed her head deliberately. This woman would wipe her feet on the mat leading to the guillotine. “In ten minutes, shall we say?”

            That must have been what we said, because she hung up.

            Akktri was asleep, curled into a couple of blankets on my bed that he had shoved into a nest shape. He was mewling and squirming, arms and legs twitching, claws stretched out wide.

            I squatted and tugged his left leg. “Wake up.”

            “We fall!” he shrieked. “We fall from space!”

            “Wake up, Akktri.” I slapped the bottom of his foot.

            “We crash!” His back arched and his limbs windmilled. He twisted frantically as if clawing his way up from underwater. “We crash! We break! We die!”

            “Akktri.” I put my hands on his chest and massaged it. “Akktri!”

            His claws scraped my arms with deep red lines. “Beverlee? Beverlee, we fall forever.”

            “Not you, buddy.” I put my hand against his small head and stroked it. “Your parents and grandparents.”

            “All of us fall, Beverlee,” Akktri said mournfully, pawing his eyes. “All of us fall and die.”

            “Shh. It happened long ago. Long ago.”

            “No.” As he awoke, his fear dispersed like a corridor smell after the air scrubbers have been through. “No. It happens now. It always happens now.” His fingers felt the tension in my forearms. “Beverlee, you are excited. We hunt?” he asked, fully alert now. “We fish?”

            “Yes. Someone wants to be our client.”

            My assistant raised his head and made a noise like a spoon going through a garbage disposal—cheering in Phner. “Austin is here before,” he said.

            “Austin and I broke up months ago,” I said. “You just see his hairs.” I’d cleaned the sheets several times but that is pointless with a Phner—the past is so indelible to them that Akktri would be seeing indicia of Austin for years.

            “Small partick-kles of skin.” Akktri eagerly pushed the ridges of sheets around with his quick claws and sniffed. “Sweat. Spit-tle.” Their narrow, toothy mouths have trouble with glottal stops. “And other subs—”

            “That’s enough,” I interrupted hastily, then crossed to my closet, pausing to glance at my nineteenth-century Colton’s survey of Boston and South Boston.

            Collecting antique maps is my hobby, taught to me by my dad. They’re my way of getting closer to Akktri, and of making real Boston’s past, so rich with age and events. When I look at maps, I admire the arrogance of their makers, who drew crisp boundary lines as if their pens could hold back the sea. Perfect illusions of control and knowledge, so vain, so human.

            I no longer had my gun, so there was no point in strapping that on. But the knife and sheath went around my right ankle as always. Even on a simple locate, you never know when you’re coming home, so you go armed at all times.

            Iris would want her employee to look both competent and unthreatening, so I pulled on underpants, bra, loose denim jeans, and a long-sleeved blue shirt.

            Akktri was sitting on the bedclothes, his small hands held before him like a pious prairie dog. Honest cits, bred on tales of Phner atrocities in the early years after the Endless Fall, see fangs in his square sharp teeth, claws in his delicate nimble hands. He’s worth any three rods on Boston’s police force and has saved my ass at least twice. “Come on. We’re invited to the penthouse to meet the great Iris Sherwood.” I put a Boston-Brahmin nose into my voice.

            “You hate her,” he said.

            “Yes, of course,” I answered, disconcerted. “You know what she did.”

            “In the Siege, we boom Boston,” he replied. His head shivered as he reached into Phner race-memory. “Boom. Ka-tcha. Boom. Shrowar.” Akktri made the sound of ocean waves. “Shrowar.”

            “Yeah. Her.” His good humor was grating. “Let’s go.”

            He curled himself comfortably into a ball. “We are there later,” he murmured, closing his eyes.

            “She’s in a hurry. Her kid’s missing.”

            “Perhaps finished?” he purred hopefully.

            I shivered at that. Though I love Akktri dearly, the Phneri esthetic about death is too alien. In my mind, I saw the bot eye’s read of Ifraim Lemos yanked backwards to land in his own blood, sprayed ahead of him out the divot my bullet had ripped through his guts. I saw more bullets spew randomly from my gun. I saw Ekkikka destroyed by one of them.

            “Iris doesn’t have your perspective, my friend,” I said. “We humans are slaves to time.”

            “Is the mover slave to its tunnels?” he asked, jumping onto the floor.

            Visitors to Boston are always impressed at how, in a ten-million-soul Cube a klick on each side and a klick tall, you can apparently go from anywhere to anywhere within seven minutes—assuming no Bostonians elbow you out of the way. But the movers reach only public places. Our City hides its true wealth and power far from view, like a snooty dowager keeping her good sterling in moisture-proof containers.

            “Destination?” the mover’s hidden speaker quacked once Akktri and I were inside.

            “Forty.” As far as this clunker went. For a cellar bum like me, going upfloor in Boston is like a salmon swimming upstream. We’d have to change movers several times.

            Mover gates and security procedures were introduced in 2062, the year after the Siege. In late August 2061, when the drought was killing several hundred a day, several Bostonians who called themselves American patriots climbed a hundred and fifty levels of empty mover shafts—they weren’t scoped back then—intending to kill the head of the City’s Department of Public Works, Water Division, a woman named Iris Sherwood, whom events had thrust into a position of enormous responsibility and power.

            Two of the assassins died en route, one by a fall, one from a slit throat. The third, Lem Snow, made it into her office. Iris shot him.

            The end lobby was a spiderweb atrium, each corridor lined with mover ports leading away in every direction, each guarded by an authority checkpoint. Level 40, one of the lower ones, is fully botomated. The arch glowed lime green as Akktri and I approached.

            “Namessh?” it asked. Its speaker drum must have been fuzzy: the gruff male voice lisped like a bouncer wearing a throat-warbler.

            “Beverly O’Meara and my assistant Akktri Phner. We’re on our—”

            “You are cleared for door sheven, Mizh O’Meara. Have a pleasshant day.”

            “She sees far,” chirped Akktri.

            “You got that, buddy,” I said, impressed and intimidated.

            We changed again at Level 100, our prompt approval given by an actual human so eager to please she personally showed us to the right door.

            “Much structure,” Akktri said when we were rising again, this time in a silent and friction-free skymover. He whistled, rapid and staccato, his small bright eyes darting as his claws slid softly along the mover’s carpet-over-prock floor. “Order and strength behind smooth surfaces. Power concealed but watchful.”

            It’s part of City lore that a City Operator never resigns, but instead dies in office. People say that City Operators have Targive implants to help them interface better with the bots, eyes, spatiens, and Phneri, and with the half-biological City organism itself.

            As we rose, Akktri fell silent except for tiny peeps and whistles, whose almost inaudible echoes calmed him the way touching walls with your fingers might reassure you in pitch darkness.

            “Mary, mother of Christ,” I muttered in awe when we emerged onto Level 175 a few moments later.

            The sexiest man I’d ever seen, dark and matinee-idol handsome, was sitting at an efficient desk, working intently on a format. Those screens, linked into Boston’s network, can collect or transmit data from any source they can access. Someone who worked for Iris Sherwood probably could access anything he wanted, from police headquarters to the secretary of the Club Benedictine.

            I gaped. Bostonians can afford to buy beautiful bodies, but this man was sculptural: chiseled jaw, broad shoulders, bedroom brown eyes with thick black brows and lashes. His confidence crackled like electricity.

            He looked up briefly. “Miz O’Meara, I’m Charles Beaufort. Iris said you’d be coming. She’ll see you in a bit. She’s engaged.”

            “Busy?” I blurted. Very urb, Bev. “She hauls me out of bed to make me wait?”

            “Happens to everyone,” he said sympathetically. “Please have a seat.”

            Only one chair was available. A Targive-modified jellyfish stiffened with electric reinforcing wire, it molded itself to my body and adjusted its temperature for maximum comfort.

            “Why did Iris send for you?” he asked me, manipulating his infomat.

            “Didn’t she tell you, Chuck?” Nice try, I thought, but I don’t breach confidences, even from people who aren’t yet clients.

            “I prefer Charles,” he said with a touch of frost, glancing down at the infomat.

            “I’ll remember that,” I replied coolly. Prickly, this one. Perhaps a bit too self-assured.

            “It has to do with Old North,” he went on, unruffled. “I’ve been researching its configuration for Iris.” He gestured at his desk and screen.

            “Increase Mather’s house?”

            “No, it belongs to the City. Part of the Old North Historical District.” Incomprehension softened his face in intriguing ways. It made me want to surprise him more often.

            “Increase Mather built the first house on that site,” I explained. “President of Harvard. It burned in the Great Fire of 1676. A new one was built in 1680. Revere didn’t buy it until 1770.”

            “Ghet-toes,” Akktri said happily, waggling his short-clawed fingers. “Surfaces shaped by gravity and decay. Humans stuffed into ghet-toes.”

            “In the late nineteenth century, the Revere House was a verminous slum,” I said. “Akktri likes its thick past.”

            So did my dad. Billy had taken me there as a child. I still remembered the sandpaper warmth of his big rough hand. “We Irish lived ten to a room,” he growled proudly, as if it were an achievement. I think that’s why I’d taken Akktri, to let him esfn for himself.

            “Would you ask the Phner to sit with you?” asked Charles, paying no attention to my reminiscence.

            “He bothering you?”

            Charles shifted in his chair with repressed impatience. “Please.”

            “All right, then.” I whistled for my assistant, who bounced into the chair, shoving his hands deep into its sweet-smelling armrests.

            “Please ask him not to do that,” said Charles.

            “Ask him yourself. He’s no pet.”

            “I thought he worked for you.” He hit keys on his infomat. “Please remove your knife.”

            “Come again?”

            He gestured at his screen. “On your right ankle. You can keep the sheath, but I must have the knife, or you cannot see the City Operator.”

            “Hey, I don’t want to see the City Operator, dammit. She called me.”

            Charles briefly closed his eyes. “The knife, please.” He held out his hand.

            So his banter had been only to get me to sit in his clever chair. I unbuckled the leather strap and gave it to him. ‘Take good care of that.”

            “Naturally.” With a gesture he wiped his infoscreen clear, then his brown eyes grew still and distant. “This way.” With a gracious sweep of his arm, he accompanied us into a mover, laying his hand on my back with a pleasant firmness. “Up.”

            Hissing and clicking, Akktri ran his claws gently along the paneling around the doorframe. “Sugar maple wood!” he spun in agitation and chittered at me. “Hand rubbed lemon oil!”

            “Thank you for coming,” said Sherwood’s voice as the mover’s doors opened.

            If Iris Sherwood had been born a horse, she would have been a Clydesdale: strong, shaggy, and tough. She was almost a full head taller than me and much thicker. Her long brown gray-stranded hair was pulled into a loose knot secured by a gold pin about twice the length of my finger. Akktri was fascinated by it. From this vantage point it looked antique: slightly tarnished, undecorated, and nicked along its length.

            “She’s scanned. So is the Phner,” Charles replied. He withdrew, but his crisp cologne lingered.

            Iris Sherwood wore a sweater of mid-gray, a color that did not suit her but instead emphasized the fatigue in her wise, unforgiving face. The sweater’s elbows were stressed and near to fraying. For all her frump, she looked like a dangerous ascetic, an intellectual believer. A woman who could conceive of blowing out Boston’s bottom floors, and then could do it.

            Akktri bounced whistles off Sherwood’s body to sense its density and hear its changing shape as she moved. He was also probably reading her heartbeat, respiration, and skin conductivity. He’d know if she’d ever broken any bones, how it happened, and when.

            “Ir-riss is very tense, very afraid,” he said.

            “Miz O’Meara.” Sherwood approached, both gnarled hands outstretched. She clasped mine and released them. “Is this your partner?" She leaned over and peered at Akktri, who sat on his hind legs, glancing between us.

            “Associate. He’s a Phner. You used his kind to place the shape-charges that flooded the Basement and ended the Siege.” My voice was ragged with barely controlled anger.

            She ignored my jab. “Yes, I did. I’m sure he remembers. Sit on my desk,” she said to Akktri, patting a spot. “You can esfn me better up closer.”

            “Thank-k-k you,” Akktri replied, slipping into a chitter in his eagerness. He sprang up without scratching the desk’s Chinese-lacquer surface. I’ve seen him catch soap bubbles in those claws and watch the colors swirl, esfn’ing the patterns before the air ends them.

            “You’re surprised?” Sherwood asked me. “You know that I use aliens. Usually they’re superior to humans. As I told you a moment ago, my daughter has disappeared. I’d like you to find her.”

            “I’d rather not work for you.” It was as much as I could manage right then, standing before this woman I hated and feared and blamed.

            “No one ever wants to work for me,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone that almost fully concealed her bitterness. “But a girl is missing in the Basement. This time the girl is mine. I am coming to you, as the girl’s mother, to ask you for the help you can give a mother. Find my child.”

            She said all this in a dry voice, folded her hands, and looked at me, as if the proposition had just been proven. Q.E.D. “I have downloaded Diana’s biography into your home reader, and also transferred funds equal to your most recently published retainer and four days’ wages. I trust this will be sufficient to enable you to start.” She squared her infomat.

            “I’ll never work for you, lady,” I blurted.

            “Oh?” Expression vanished into the lines in her face like a fugitive fleeing into a crowd. “Why not?"

            “You killed my father.” Memories engulfed me of the Siege’s aftermath, as I searched through the soggy Basement, trying to find Billy. Crossing City Hall Plaza looking at the corpses, refusing to turn away, holding back my retch and gag in a futile effort to find the bloated body that was William O’Meara’s.

            “I killed everyone’s father,” she replied indifferently. “Or sister, or brother, or cousin.” She said all this with a trace of boredom, as if she’d had this conversation many times before. “I killed some of his warren-mates in the explosion.” She nodded at Akktri. “Didn’t I, friend?”

            Akktri seized in thought. “Yes-s,” he said, his thin high voice far away. “Yes. Some of us are trapped. We are crushed into ceilings. Some drown in k-k-corridors. We die.” He thumped his short tail against the lacquer. “We destroy Boston. We rebuild Boston. End is beginning.”

            I was grinding inside at her attempt to deflect the conversation onto Akktri, who she knew wouldn’t be ruffled. “Of course a Phner would forgive you. They don’t care about individuals and neither do you. I’ll leave now.”

            “Wait,” she called abruptly as I rose. “Sit down. There is one person I care about as you cared for your father. I love Diana,” she said, using the word in a distant, intellectual manner.

            “Iris?” murmured Charles from the ceiling.

            “I’m occupied,” she said in a warning tone.

            “Sraweesi insists.”

            With a scowl Sherwood glanced at me as if to say, forgive me but this will only take a minute. “Yes?”

            A brisk man’s voice came over the air. “Vinnie Akibira will be arraigned tomorrow.”

            “Today,” said Sherwood calmly. “It’s after midnight.”

            “Iris, your reads’ll crucify him. Suspended and fired for sure, indicted most likely.”

            “So they will.”

            “You’ve got to stop it. He’s a good rod.”

            “He’s a disgrace,” she snarled. “He took bribes. He entrapped honest cits. He abused his position.”

            “Vinnie Akibira is a rod who nails perps. And you’re going to destroy him for that.” Sraweesi’s tone was heavy with sarcasm.

            “Why, yes,” she said with some surprise. “What my eyes witness, they report.” I started but she was intent on her unseen supplicant. “Policy is policy,” she added. “That applies to rods as well as cits. Vinnie Akibira’s fate is out of my hands. Sherwood out. Charles?" she added in a different tone.

            “Yes, Iris?”

            “When Deputy Commissioner Ulkudge calls in a few minutes, put her through. No one below that level.”

            “What about Roderick Petravelli himself?”

            Sherwood smiled without opening her lips. “Our esteemed police chief won’t humble himself so. My apologies, Miz O’Meara,” she said when the connection was broken. “But one should act in a crisis, not wring one’s hands.”

            “You lied to Sraweesi,” I said.

            “Pardon me?” she asked, her tone a mixture of curiosity and warning.

            “Your eyes saw me kill a cit,” I went on. “Ifraim Lemos. They didn’t report it.”

            “Really.” She called it on her infomat. “Ah. Reviewed by a very minor and overzealous monitor in our department.” She leaned over her nose a bit to read more carefully. “Disposed of on the spot by the arresting officer. File countersigned by both Boston Police Department and Office of City Manager. Nothing untoward at all here." She spun the infomat for me to peruse.

            “But that wasn’t all that happened!” I didn’t know whether it was this woman’s outrageous self-confidence or her outrageous probity that caused me to press. “Only motivation distinguishes manslaughter from murder. Even your drones can’t tell that. You should’ve hauled me in.”

            “You overestimate your own importance,” she replied coolly. “According to the record, my central bots analyzed your fire pattern and concluded there was no realistic probability of a successful prosecution. So Sergeant Ahumada was empowered to release you. Now, do you wish to incriminate yourself further, or can we return to my problem?” She drew a deep breath, clearing her mind, then her fingers stamped an angry tarantella over her desk’s surface and the room darkened.

            The media wall to our left showed a haphazard cluster of tumbledown slate, brick, and shingle roofs. “Can you recognize it?”

            Akktri hopped to the screen, pushing his short brown nose at it, his whiskers flicking like tiny brushes.

            “Laser holo.” He was bewildered that she would ask such an obvious question.

            “No, no. Where is it?”

            “In a room with smoke and sawdust,” Akktri decided. “It is cold outside.”

            “Not the hologram,” I interjected. Akktri would keep giving her details about its manufacture for hours. “Old North Historic District,” I answered for both of us.

            Sherwood nodded as if complimenting a studious pupil. “North Square disney. Revere House two days ago, at fifteen-thirty. You see that cluster of people?” She gestured at the screen. “The blond girl? Now see her again.”

            A young woman stood before a fireplace, languidly resting her delicate right hand on the white marble mantle. Her long hair was thrown carelessly over her left shoulder, framing the pale yellow bouquet of orchids that she wore at the neckline of her pastel summer dress. She might have been painted by John Singer Sargent.

            To the girl’s left stood Iris Sherwood, stiff and uncomfortable, chin lifted away from the camera, bony face frozen in an overwide smile.

            “My daughter," she said with unmistakable pride. “Diana.”

            Akktri and I stepped forward gingerly, as if the girl were real, rather than simply a three-dimensional hologram.

            Daughter bore little resemblance to mother: half a head shorter, Diana Sherwood was svelte where Iris was thick, willowy where Iris was chunky. Her skin was pale, Dresden-delicate, her arms and calves lithe and fluid even in repose.

            Down at knee-height, my sidekick whistled. “Fine quality pick-k-ture. Make us closer.” I hefted him and he crawled around my shoulder to perch behind my neck. His nose and coppery whiskers were in constant motion as he pored over every line in Diana’s face.

            “She is emotional,” he concluded after a moment. “Unrestrained. Sexual. Undireck-ted.”

            Sherwood’s eyes flickered acknowledgment at each trait. “My opposite in most ways,” she said with a trace of sadness.

            “She is stubborn,” Akktri went on. “Strong-willed.”

            Sherwood sighed. “Well, my daughter and I are alike in that, I’m afraid.”

            “Not your daughter!” Akktri squeaked flatly. “Bones and face are too strange.”

            “Right but wrong,” said Sherwood with a hint of a smile. “Diana is not blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh, but she is my daughter. She was adopted.”

            “When?” I asked.

            “September 4, 2061.”

            A Siege baby, I thought. Diana Sherwood was a Siege baby. Thousands died in the three-month Siege that gave us our independence from America. When it was over, Boston had hundreds of new orphans. They were all brought to City Hall Plaza—it was still undivided and unroofed then—and exhibited, like trade-show prototypes or lost luggage, for any relatives who might return to claim them.

            I suppose technically I’m a Siege baby too, even if I was nineteen when I was orphaned. I felt a surge of affection and pity for this unseen daughter, whoever and wherever she was, sundered from her family by the Siege, only to become the adopted child of the Butcher of Boston.

            I looked again at the confident supple girl, her arm so imperially stretched out, standing before her big horse of a mother. If I do it, I’ll do it for you, I addressed the image. “Seen enough?” I murmured.

            “Yes.” Akktri leaped nimbly into the air, landing without a sound in his characteristic attentive hands-up posture.

            Sherwood recalled the previous scene and tapped a head standing before the Revere House entrance. “That’s Diana. I’ll run the record forward.”

            Sounds invaded as if a window had been flung open on a boisterous party: the loud babble of animated conversation, a jumbled stew of unintelligible but unquestionably Bostonian English. The frozen figures resumed their movement, an orange halo forming around Diana and following her as the figures moved out of range. “That’s the last anyone has seen of her,” said Sherwood.

            “Why’d you call me now? Did something happen?”

            “Too many hours had passed.” She shrugged. “I decided to start looking for her.”

            Who is this glacier? I wondered. “How’d you get that holo?” I nodded toward the frozen heads.

            Sherwood returned to her desk and seated herself behind it. “We’re linking all eyes into one system.”

            I stuck out my lower lip. “People don’t like eyes. What’s your casualty rate among blackbirds?”

            “People are angry only when the eyes are clumsy. Most areas in Boston have been scoped for years.” Sherwood knitted her hands behind her head, her fingers rubbing the hasp of the big gold hairpin. Clenched in a fist, it would make an effective and deadly weapon, especially if wielded with the element of surprise. Did Iris know that? “Elevator monitors,” she mused as if listing her grandchildren. “Doorways. Store cameras. Vidphones. Correlating the images is the main problem,” she added in a more practical tone.

            “Why?” I asked. “Why does anyone need to peep all this?”

            Iris Sherwood snorted. “Have you forgotten Lem Snow?”

            “A whole system just to be your personal bodyguard? That’s excessive, even for you.”

            “Not for me. For the City.”

            I blanked. “Come again?”

            “Boston eats, drinks, sleeps, vents. The Cube can burn, it can starve, it can suffocate or lose its mind. Boston is a huge, powerful, changing being. I am its guardian.”

            “And to guard it, you sacrifice people,” I snarled. “Like you sacrificed my father.”

            “He was warned,” she replied stolidly. “Everyone was warned. Warned and warned again.” She rubbed her forehead as if at an old headache. “Most people are damn fools.” Her voice was bitter with fatigue
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