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      “THIRTY MINUTES,” Lt. Laura Jennings said into the silence of the Construct Activation Unit.

      A digital clock on the wall counted down the seconds in blue letters. Tick, tick, tick.

      Melati sat up in her chair, eyes on her still-blank monitor, her hands poised over the keys. “I’m ready.”

      In the ward, nine cribs stood in three rows of three, and within the cribs lay nine boys, each surrounded by banks of equipment. The glow from little LED lights in the machinery made a multi-coloured fuzz over their peachy skin. Their eyes were still closed. So peaceful.

      As usual, the C shift had prepped the room, taken the heavy covers off the cribs and removed the breathing apparatus, so the boys remained encased only in their spidery immobilisation harnesses and pads and snaking leads of BCI—Brain-Computer Interface—electronics.

      Air hissed out of ceiling vents against the background of the usual station noises: the rumbling of lifts through the station’s spokes, the clicking of expanding or contracting metal as the station rotated and parts of it moved in and out of sunlight, the distant clangs of docking and undocking ships, and the churning of ore-processing machines and other industries in the station’s bowels.

      “Initiate wake-up sequence,” Dr Chee said into his microphone without looking up from the computer. “Cohort Grimshaw 152.”

      Laura Jennings typed on her workstation.

      Melati hit “initiate” on her screen. The central computer hub responded with a subtle increase in humming frequency that would never be noticed if not for the intense silence in the room. A line of green lights blinked into life on the large display above Dr Chee’s head.

      Nine dispensers stopped delivering sedative. Nine slow waves on the screen became intermittent wriggly waves.

      Nine heart rate monitors increased their soft beeping. Nine heartbeats in perfect unison. Melati loved that moment when heartbeats synchronised for the first time. Some people believed it was the moment a construct cohort truly came alive, and the nine children became aware, thinking humans.

      Forty beats per minute.

      Nine brain activity sensors recorded spikes of activity. Nine pairs of hands twitched. Chests went up-down-up-down in increasing frequency. In her mind, Melati already saw these boys in her classroom. Young Grimshaw constructs were usually boisterous, couldn’t sit still, couldn’t stop talking, had to do stuff with their hands⁠—

      Fifty beats per minute.

      Data streamed across the screen, large blocks of mindbase code, in verb-noun shorthand, organised in neat blocks of lines roughly the same length. Melati understood many of the lines, since she had written a lot of the scenarios that the code was based on. This was the Prep module, everything the boys needed to know about their situation at awakening. Their names, that they were six years old, that they were students, that they had eight brothers, that they were male, and that they were to be ordnance specialists.

      Sixty beats per minute—wait, one monitor was two beats ahead of the others, no make that three beats, no five, nine.

      The boy already had his eyes open. He stared at the ceiling, blinking.

      Melati’s monitor showed a spike of activity in one of the nine columns. His heart rate was almost a hundred beats per minute and the mindbase modules that scrolled over Melati’s screen were irregular and full of long and short lines.

      She definitely had not written these scenarios.

      “Laura, have a look at this. There’s something odd going on with this module.”

      Melati spoke softly, because too much noise disturbed the constructs at waking time.

      Laura frowned, pushed her screen back into the recess and rose.

      While she crossed the room in Melati’s direction, the boy raised a hand and pulled at the heart rate sensor taped to his chest. It wouldn’t come off and his fingers found the corner of the tape that held it down and started pulling at it.

      Laura went to his crib and pushed the boy’s hand away gently. “Shh, you can’t take that off yet.”

      The boy raised his head and looked around. His eyes met Melati’s. He frowned.

      Laura said, “Doctor, can you come here? There’s something wro—Hey!”

      The boy pushed her away and sat up, but stopped halfway because he still had most of the BCI patches stuck to his head and the leads weren’t long enough for him to sit. He twisted around, his face a mask of frustration. The drip tube attached to his arm was too short for this action and the stand wobbled ominously.

      “Doctor,” Laura said again.

      “Quiet,” Dr Chee said, lifting one half of his headphones where he had been listening to recorded procedural instructions. His voice sounded calm and authoritative. He glanced at the boy and went back to his work. “Dial up the sedative.”

      Laura did.

      But the boy had already ripped the tape from around his wrist and yanked out the drip. So much for the sedative. He pulled at the BCI patches stuck to his head. Clumps of soft cherub-like hair came out.

      Laura groped around to stop him. “Hey, leave that on. Stay down. You’re not ready yet. Get assistance, Melati.”

      Melati half-rose, hesitated, and looked at Dr Chee. She’d been allowed to watch this procedure under specific instructions not to interfere with the med staff.

      Dr Chee slipped his headphones off and rose quietly, taking an injector gun from the bench against the wall.

      Melati mouthed, “Do you need help?” But he gestured at her to keep monitoring the wake-up module’s progress.

      The boy sat in his crib, looking over the edge to the floor as if contemplating how to get down, muttering, “Got to get out, got to get out . . .” He pulled at the hospital gown, smearing blood over the front. “Where are my clothes?”

      Laura said, “We’ll give your clothes in a minute. Please stay down. Let me re-attach your drip. You’re not ready to get up⁠—”

      The boy ducked under her grasping arms and in a surprising display of agility, jumped out of his crib, tangled in the remaining BCI wires and tubes, and tripped, dragging the drip stand to the floor. It fell, taking down a tray of small equipment from an adjacent table. Syringes and other implements bounced over the floor. A bottle smashed in an explosion of glass and fluid.

      “Please stay in your bed.” Laura managed to grab his arm, but he twisted himself loose and ran towards the unit’s door. He looked for a door handle—the door didn’t have one; it was controlled through staff passes—and banged on the metal surface. “Where is he? Where is the fucking bastard?”

      At that moment, the door opened from the outside and as the boy charged through, two emergency nurses came the other way. The two nurses, Laura Jennings and Dr Chee restrained the boy. In between their uniformed bodies, Melati glimpsed the doctor’s gloved hand jamming the injector gun against the boy’s arm.

      Moments later, he collapsed and the two emergency nurses carried him to his cot.

      Meanwhile the other boys had woken up.

      One of them sat in his cot, looking wide-eyed at nurses re-attaching leads to his unconscious brother. As if in slow motion, he opened his mouth and produced a long, animal-like wail.

      To hell with not interfering. Melati ran to the bed and put an arm around his shoulders. He felt hot and thin under her touch. Shivering.

      “It’s all right,” she said, stroking his arm.

      His brother in the next crib tried to reach him. His arm tangled in the drip tube and his face distorted with distress. He gave an anguished cry, yanking at the tube.

      “Shhh,” Melati said, one eye on the large display on the wall. The modules had finished loading, but his brain activity showed huge spikes and valleys instead of the usual steady line.

      Another boy was trying to untangle himself from the surrounding equipment.

      Laura looked over her shoulder. “Get them to stay down before they ruin my entire lab.”

      One nurse grabbed the boy closest to Melati by the shoulders so he remained in his crib while Laura detached him from his patches, muttering and cursing. As soon as the nurses let him go, the boy clambered from the crib, stumbled—the first time on his feet—and joined Melati and the crying boy on the cot, wrapping his arms around both of them.

      The other boys were crying, too, and Dr Chee and the nurses went from one to the other trying to keep all of them in their cribs. Laura, bleeding from a glass-cut in her forearm, was running around detaching them from their patches and drips. But there were four med personnel and eight conscious boys. Some of the boys managed to free themselves. Two were running around in nothing more than recyclable gowns, stepping in glass.

      At the sight of bloody footprints on the floor, one boy screamed, his hands clamped over his ears, a high-pitched wail that cut through everything. One of his brothers ripped off the patches Laura had just reattached and jumped off his cot to join the injured brother. One of the emergency nurses hauled him under the shoulders, and he started screaming, too.

      Melati rose, disentangling herself from the boys’ arms. “Stop! Stop fighting them!”

      Silence.

      The two emergency nurses looked at Melati with that familiar who-the-heck-is-this expression. They were men, both taller than her, and white. They were constructs themselves; she saw that in their perfect faces if not the cohort patches on their uniforms. Up until now, they had simply disregarded her, like they would disregard a cleaner shuffling about after end-of-shift.

      She pushed away irritation and continued, “You can’t treat them like this. They’re vulnerable. They’ll remember.”

      None of the people in this room would have to deal with the inflicted trauma in her classroom; Melati would. And within four months, she would be expected to turn in a fully-educated and functional cohort for combat training.

      Laura drew herself up. “Melati, didn’t your orders include the line that you wouldn’t interfere with medical personnel while you were here?”

      “They did, and I’m sorry for my transgression.” If they heard any sarcasm in that, that had to be their imagination. “My first concern is for the boys. Too much noise distresses them. They get scared and confused. Their first impressions after waking are very important for how they will behave later, in my classroom.”

      Dr Chee nodded, slowly. “It wasn’t really necessary to restrain them with force.”

      Laura said, her face stiff, “It was necessary from where I was standing. I’m responsible for the ward. They were wrecking my equipment.”

      She glared back at Melati.

      Dr Chee waved at the emergency nurses. “Thank you for your assistance. Everything is under control now.”

      The nearest nurse released the boy whose arm he’d been holding. The boy sank down on the floor, crying. Melati pulled him up and enclosed him in her arms; he smelled of hospital and clung onto her shirt with bony hands.

      She whispered, “Shhh, it’s all right. All right. I’m your teacher. You’ll be fine. Don’t be afraid. We’re here to help you.”

      She met Laura’s glare over his head.

      Meanwhile, a second boy came over and a third one, until all of them stood in a tight knot around her. The best way to calm a newly-woken construct was by letting him feel your heartbeat, so she took the first boy’s little hand and placed it through the holes between the buttons of her uniform, on her chest.

      His little hand was warm on her skin. The other boys gathered around him, holding hands, touching shoulders. Their expressions calmed and faces relaxed.

      Melati ruffled their hair and spoke soft words to them.

      Laura retreated to her desk, scowling.

      The boys clung onto Melati or each other, staring at their ninth brother on the bed. He lay limp on the pillow, his cherubic dark curls in a mess. Blood ran from the drip hole above his wrist onto the white bed cover.

      One of the boys said, “What’s going to happen to him?” His voice trembled.

      “He’ll be fine,” Melati said, but she was by no means certain. She’d never experienced anything like this before. She could still see him trying to open the door; she could hear his shrill voice, Where is the fucking bastard? Where had he even learned language like that?

      She raked her fingers through his hair, feeling the gazes of his brothers on her as if they could sense her doubt. She repeated, to convince herself, “He’ll be fine. The doctor is going to look after him.”
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      ABOUT AN HOUR later, Melati fussed around in the kitchenette of her Learning Unit, tapping drinks from the wall dispenser. Frothy fluid squirted into the cup, evoking memories with its sweet smell. The drink was specially developed for newly-awakened constructs to kick-start their bodies. Sugar, proteins and a good dose of growth hormones. A sign in red above the tap said for construct consumption only. There were jokes about what it would do to adult women’s bodies.

      Melati’s movements were mechanical. Pick up cup, fill it, click on lid, stick in straw, put it on the tray. Over and over that young and anguished voice sounded in her head Where is he? Where is the fucking bastard?

      She’d left the boy in the CAU, alone in his crib, with Dr Chee already reattaching the immobilisation harness, and Laura still scowling.

      She was pretty sure about what they’d do: measure his mindbase readouts, calculate the coherence coefficient, streamline and decode the readings, and then override the malfunctioning module, because clearly he’d had some material copied onto his brain that shouldn’t be there. He looked so young—too innocent for such intense emotions, or such adult language.

      She picked up the tray and went into the unit’s central room, which was the hub of the Learning Unit, which was just a fancy name for an apartment with a large living room and a few smaller utility rooms. At Melati’s home in the B sector, this apartment would house at least twenty people, and there would be mattresses everywhere, and the carpet would be threadbare, and the kitchen would spill into the hall with piles of rough hand-made pans and dishes and pots of homemade sambal and baskets of eggs, and the walls would be covered in paintings or batik cloth.

      In this part, the International Space Force ring, this apartment was a mere classroom and the boys didn’t even sleep here. An obscene luxury.

      The room had a new carpet, comfortable seats, low tables with built-in deskscreens, every corner and sharp angle covered with protective film so the boys wouldn’t injure themselves if they were clumsy. All surrounding walls were covered in huge screens, displaying many different images, ranging from the outside of the station and other human space settlements to the letters of the alphabet. There were pictures of happy, smiling families, of men and women in white ISF uniforms chatting and laughing, of the central hall in the station, of the station’s outside, and the view to the soft green gas giant Sarasvati and its sixty-three pale blue and grey rings. The planet was a fat crescent and the rings bright until they disappeared in the shadow cast by the sun, which some of the Earth-born ISF officers called Epsilon Eridani, but which everyone else simply called Marahati—sun. The image also showed the other elements of the system closer to the sun: an asteroid belt and a small, desertlike rocky planet that people called Anak—the child.

      Melati would change this image selection every day as the boys grew and learned more about the world around them. Immediate post-waking images were always gentle; they were about locality and identity. Where am I, who am I and what else is in this universe. That sort of thing.

      The boys sat on chairs around the room, silent, looking at the door when she came in. She went around with the tray and they each took a drink container. One of the boys put the straw in his mouth and others copied him. Of course, one of them had to blow instead of suck, and the resulting rude noise brought a brief smile to his face.

      Then another boy had to copy him, and soon they were all blowing into their drinks, giggling softly.

      Melati only had to put down the tray for them to stop giggling and look at her again. Three sets of blue or green eyes and five brown. Three of the boys had dark hair, one blond, two ash and two brown. Two were lanky and tall; one was more cherubic than the others. Four had curly hair.

      The only thing they had in common was the tag on their jumpsuits. Grimshaw 152, their cohort. It meant that they shared the same mindbase, a basic human set of mental functions and skills and character traits, derived from one of the original construct templates. The mindbases were named after the very first man who donated his body to be immortalised: Stephen Grimshaw. There was a picture of him on the wall screens, too, a short-haired military-looking man with an intense grey gaze. He wore an archaic uniform of a type that hadn’t been used for at least fifty years. Then again, he’d been dead more than a hundred. Earth years, too.

      She sat down.

      There were ten chairs in the room, and eight pairs of eyes stared at the chair that remained empty. None of the boys spoke a word.

      She brought up their ID list on her screen. “I’m going to read out your names. Tell me when I read out yours.” And she was going to come across their missing brother’s name. “You understand that?”

      Nods all around.

      “We have Tika . . .”

      Nod

      “Kari . . .”

      Nod.

      “Esse . . .”

      Nod.

      “Keb . . .”

      Nothing. She looked around, meeting their pained expressions. Keb was her missing student. She highlighted the line in red and read out the other names, Zax, Simo, Shan, Tyro and Abe. They all replied with silent nods, although she noted some activity from the boy named Simo. He was looking around at the images on the walls, his dark eyebrows knotted in a frown. He had the curly dark hair that was so common to construct boys, and hazel eyes.

      “Do you like those pictures?” she asked.

      He nodded. His gaze lingered on the picture of Stephen Grimshaw.

      The boy named Esse was swinging his legs so hard that his heels hit the bottom of the chair. He was one of the light-haired ones, with green eyes and a long, straight nose. She bet he’d be quite tall when grown.

      “When is he coming back?” Simo asked. His gaze had gone back to the empty chair.

      All the others looked at Melati, Esse’s heels going thud-thud-thud against the bottom of his seat.

      “I can’t tell you exactly, but he should be back soon.” Or so she hoped, although most likely not today. She’d had minor module failures before, and usually the CAU kept those children overnight. “Meanwhile, we will not waste any time and start on your learning modules.”

      “We can’t start without Keb,” Simo said. Yes, he was developing into the cohort’s leader.

      Nods all around.

      “That’s blue,” said Zax.

      More nods. Blue, the colour of discomfort and unease between people.

      “We’ll have to make a start on our work,” Melati said. “I will make sure he catches up when he comes.”

      “No, I want to help him,” said the boy named Shan—brown straight hair, mousey appearance.

      “No, me,” said Tyro.

      Thud-thud-thud went Esse’s heels against the bottom of the chair.

      “Don’t worry, boys. We’ll all help him.”

      Nods. All was good. They understood all.

      Esse shifted, and put his feet on the floor.

      “That’s pink,” whispered Simo and a few others nodded. Pink was good. Pink was happy.

      Melati explained to them how to turn on the deskscreens and how to navigate the menus. Of course, some of them had to press their entire hands against the touchscreen, which made the temperature-sensitive screen run through a rapid procession of menu options. They thought it was funny, and giggled, almost too softly to hear, pushing each other with their shoulders in a conspiratorial way as they did so.

      Melati tried hard not to smile—for it would only encourage them—but this was how they were supposed to act.

      Grimshaw boys were hands-on. Depending on their intended specialties, computer work either turned them off or they obsessed over it. During her time with ISF, she’d trained countless Grimshaw cohorts and had experienced both. Already, she sensed that these boys were one of the obsessing variety.

      Grimshaw were rarely brilliant, but they could be very inventive through sheer pigheadedness. If a Grimshaw said he was going to rig a routine through his handheld so he could deliver precision fire while he was on the toilet on the other side of the ship, then he’d spend his life fiddling with it, but he would do it or die, whichever came first. In combination with tech specialists, like Kessler, they could be deadly. The Kessler tech would say “wouldn’t it be great if we had . . .” and the Grimshaw partner would work until they had just such a thing.

      Spelling, reading and writing, though, did not excite them very much, yet Melati had to spend a few days covering just that. She opened up her teacher’s module and asked them if they could give her words starting with F.

      There were frowns all around. Eight pairs of eyes roved the room. The illustrations on the walls held deliberate cues for them.

      Simo said, “Fence.” Despite never having seen one.

      Good.

      “Fire,” said Shan.

      Abe’s eyes were on a picture of parents with a young child in a playroom. “Family.”

      “Friend,” said Tika. Another blond one, his eyes were brilliant blue. She hadn’t heard him speak previously. His voice was timid, and she suspected he would be the cohort’s thinker. The first one to come up with an abstract word.

      She wanted to ask him if he knew what a friend was, but at that moment, the Learning Unit’s outer door opened and Laura Jennings came in, pushing a boy in front of her ample uniform-covered bosom. Melati recognised her recalcitrant pupil.

      Already?

      “Here you go, this is your classroom and your teacher,” Laura said to the boy.

      “But I don’t want to⁠—”

      “Go inside please.”

      The boy took a few steps into the unit’s hall, until he was in the central room’s doorway. His shirt hung askew, shoelaces were undone. Defiant hazel eyes met Melati’s from under a too-long fringe. The CAU sent him back to her because they’d fixed the problem?

      “Good morning—” She glanced at the class roll on her screen. “—Keb. Sit down over there⁠—”

      “My name is Jas,” he said in a firm confident voice very different from the timid tone of his brothers. “I’m not in the right place.”

      “Yes, you are. This is your classroom. Sit down please.”

      “I’m not meant to be here. It’s a mistake⁠—”

      “Sit down,” Laura barked, behind him.

      The boy flinched and sat, but his eyes remained defiant.

      All his brothers were gaping at him as if he were a ghost. Simo and Tyro looked at each other, eyes wide.

      Laura continued, “You are now in your classroom with Grimshaw cohort 152, which is where you belong. You will eat, sleep and come to school with these boys, who are your brothers. Miss Rudiyanto is your teacher. You will obey her, and respect her. During A-shift school time, she is the adult responsible for you. You will do as she says until she passes you into the care of your B-shift carer, Louise, who will be relieved for the C shift by Christine. All these women are your teachers and your carers. You will listen to them and obey them. Do you understand?”

      “I understand that part, ma’am. But if you’d listen⁠—”

      “Good. Then I will leave you to it.” Her eyes met Melati’s.

      “What. . . ?” Melati began.

      Laura jerked her head to the hallway and Melati followed her. When the door closed she began, “He’s not fixed⁠—”

      “No, we didn’t override his modules.”

      “Why not?” He was going to create trouble in the cohort if he was left like this.

      “Doctor scanned him and needs more time to work out what’s going on.” Laura sounded horribly smug. Oh yes, it was payback time.

      “But why bring him in here? He’s going to upset the entire cohort.”

      “His mindbase is fully functional and there is no need for him to stay in the hospital. Doctor said it’s better that he interact with his cohort brothers. He wants you to keep a log of his behaviour.”

      What a stupid remark; Melati always kept a log, and everyone knew that.

      Laura turned and walked down the corridor in complete silence.

      Melati went back into the classroom, where the boys were staring at the door. None of them had spoken to the new boy.

      He had taken his seat, his arms crossed over his chest. He leant back, with his legs apart like the sexed-up tier 1 enforcer cads who sometimes came to the B sector bars. His gaze measured her from under his lowered brow. It gave her the chills.

      None of his brothers looked at him. Tyro and Shan whispered in the corner. Esse was swinging his legs again. Thud-thud-thud.

      Melati sat down. “Welcome to the classroom, Keb⁠—”

      “—Jas—”

      “—Your deskscreen is folded away on the side of your chair. Zax will show you how to retrieve it and turn it on. If you open the work program on the first page, you can see the letters of the alphabet. Don’t worry if you don’t recognise them all⁠—”

      He opened his mouth.

      “—You will be quiet. You are now in the classroom and your military training has begun. I am employed as your teacher, and you are a newly awoken construct and not mature enough to hold the rank of Private. Remember that. Remember to put up your hand when you want to speak.”

      Shan’s hand went up.

      “Yes, Shan.”

      “Why does he call himself Jas? His name is Keb.” A very good question, since the construct names were all supposed to have been included in the pre-awakening module that had been transferred to all of them.

      “I’m Jas,” he said, and tightened his arms about his chest.

      “Keb!” Simo said.

      “Jas.”

      “No, Simo is right. It’s Keb,” said Shan.

      “Jas.”

      “Keb!”

      “Boys.” Melati didn’t need to raise her voice to get their attention. They fell silent immediately.

      The new boy still held his arms crossed over his chest. He looked at her from under his unruly curls and reminded her of one or two of her natural-born nephews. He ignored his brothers. It chilled her. The boys within a cohort were supposed to be inseparable and attentive. She had never encountered any who had a disagreement within the first day of waking up.

      Then Tyro said, in a small voice, still looking at Keb, “Do you know any of our names?”

      Keb was silent. He stared at his knees.

      Esse’s heels went thud-thud-thud against the bottom of his chair.

      “No,” he said after a heavy silence, a harsh bark of a word that vibrated with anger.

      One or two of his brothers flinched. Melati could only guess how this blunt confession hurt them. Knowing each other’s names and personalities within a cohort was essential to constructs.

      Simo patted his knee. “That’s all right. We can tell you our names. I’m Simo.”

      “Shan.”

      “Tyro.”

      “Kari.”

      “Tika.”

      “Abe.”

      “Zax.”

      “Esse.” Thud-thud-thud.

      Keb said nothing; he glanced at Esse’s swinging feet. His lips twitched. “I don’t belong here.”

      “Yes, you do,” Shan said, his voice wavering. “I don’t mind that you don’t know my name. You can learn.”

      Nods all around. Anxious looks. They needed him to belong; that was how their minds worked.

      Keb said nothing. His lips twitched.

      “Come on,” said Simo, holding out his arms.

      “Yes, come on, hug him,” Melati said, and put her arm around Simo’s bony shoulders.

      Keb got up from his seat, his face impassive, and settled himself on Simo’s lap. All the other boys piled around them.

      Looking out over their heads, Keb’s eyes met Melati’s. The look in them chilled her. His expression said that he was doing this for Simo’s sake, under sufferance. That he considered himself below such childish stuff.

      “You’ll be fine,” Tika said.

      “Yes,” added Simo. “We’ll help you.”

      Keb nodded, but didn’t convince Melati at all. Things weren’t fine, not by a long shot.

      “Come boys, let’s do some work.”

      The tangle of bodies unknotted, and they all went back to their seats.

      Melati continued with the words that started with F. As the boys mentioned words, she recorded them on the class-database. She would feed this into the learning program, which would then, over a period of a few days, make a map of their understanding and knowledge, and would give her a picture of how the mindbase transfers had taken in their brains, and she would use standard files to find out in which areas they needed extra teaching. The process of imprinting billions and billions of miniscule currents in brain synapses was becoming more and more refined, but was rarely perfect. That was why the constructs were awakened as boys, not as adults like they originally did.

      A single line scrolled across her screen:

      I know a word that starts with F.

      Since she hadn’t covered writing yet, there was only one child who could have written that.

      She gave him her best polite words only stare.

      “Please let me go,” Keb said. “I really don’t have time to muck around with this infantile stuff. I need to get out of here. I need to find someone.”

      “Your brothers are all you need at this point in time.”

      “I can write and read. I don’t need school. Why can’t you just let me go?”

      “Where do you want to go then?” There was nowhere to go within the base that was not a learning area. That was all ISF did at New Jakarta: construct activation and training, far away from areas of conflict.

      Keb stared at her, his face a mask of confusion. Clearly, he hadn’t thought about where he would go. He blinked a few times as if about to burst into tears.

      She asked, “Do you remember what you wanted to do, then? Who is this person you wanted to find?”

      “He’s . . .” His expression became distant.

      Melati observed him closely. If she could get him to display “break” behaviour—like sudden displays of irrational anger or crying—that would help Dr Chee in locating the problem. But he remained composed, maintaining that defiant look. “I need to go.”

      “You’re not allowed to leave the base until you’ve completed your education.” And grown half a metre, and learned the basics of behaviour in society.

      “Listen,” he said, grabbing her arm. “I’m not joking. I need to get out of here.”

      “You can’t. There is nowhere else for you to go. This is a closed base.”

      “I have to leave, why don’t you fucking listen to me.”

      “Keb!”

      Silence.

      All the boys were staring at him, one or two with eyes shining with laughter. Esse, still as a statue, held up his hand, as if he wanted to say, I know something that starts with F.

      Melati’s heart thudded against her ribs. She’d slipped up. She shouldn’t have raised her voice, but something was very, very wrong with this boy.

      “My name is Jas,” he said in an icy voice.

      “I don’t care what your name is. That’s not the sort of language you use at your age, and not the kind you use in places where it is inappropriate, like the classroom.”

      “I’m not a child. I’m telling you. I was put in the cohort by accident. I’ll prove it to you. I know you are tier 2 and that you’re from Indonesian descent, like most of the tier 2 in the B sector. I know you call yourself barang-barang, which means luggage, and you call yourselves that because that’s what you think tier 1 thinks of you. I know you call this station New Jakarta, but its real name is Epsilon Eridani III. I know that the planet out there is called Epsilon Eridani B, but everyone calls it Sarasvati. It’s a gas giant, and it’s blue-green. I know my letters, and my numbers. I can say the alphabet backwards. Do I need to go on?”

      She returned his stare. What he said was general knowledge and proved nothing.

      He repeated, “I need to get out of this place.”

      “No, Keb!” Tyro cried. “You can’t leave us.”

      All the other boys watched with absolute horror on their faces. Melati rose. “Maybe you’d like to continue this discussion elsewhere. Come.” She took him by the arm and guided him out of the room. Esse’s whole body shook with the banging of his legs. “Work on your letters while I’m gone, boys.”

      Like that was going to happen. They were more upset than ever. Even she was trembling.

      In the unit’s tiny hall was a door that led into the small sickbay, where Melati would treat the boys’ upset stomachs, fevers or cuts and bruises, or give them prescribed mindbase updates when they were old enough.

      “Sit down,” she said, gesturing at the bed.

      His gaze was on the computer and the rack that held the BCI patches. “And then, what are you going to do to me? Knock me unconscious again?”

      “Fine.” She sat on the bed, so that he could have the chair. He glared at her and she felt an irrational anger inside which she shouldn’t feel for a six-year-old boy, a feeling that disturbed her greatly. “But if you want anyone to help you, you’ll have to allow people to ‘knock you unconscious’, as you call it. Because that’s the only way we can treat you.”

      “I don’t need to be treated.”

      “Then are you going back into the classroom to do your work?” Even the fact that she needed to argue with him over this was wrong. Newly awakened constructs were always quiet and obedient.

      He said nothing, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Then let me help you.” Melati rose and went to the bench, where she picked up the headset with electrodes of a simple scanner. She could use some tranquillising routines. The treatment would wear off, but would allow him to function better, and not mess so much with the rest of the cohort. She turned on the MISAT machine. It blinked at her: Attach electrodes to input 1-5. She plugged in the headset, but when she wanted to put it on his head, he pushed her in the chest.

      “No! No one is touching me with those things!”

      The force of the blow made Melati stumble. She fell back, her thigh painfully colliding with the bench.

      Right, that was it. She put the headset down. “Wait here.”

      She left the room, trembling. Never had any of the constructs attacked her, let alone such a young one.

      She used the wall com at the control hub near the door to call up the hospital.

      Two male construct nurses arrived not long after that. The boy took one look, saw the men in their hospital uniforms and his eyes widened. “No! I’m not going with them! I don’t want to go back to the clinic.”

      One nurse put his big hands on Keb’s shoulders. “Come with us. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.”

      Keb squirmed and kicked backwards, trying to hit the nurse in his knees, but he was too small and his efforts too feeble.

      He screamed, “It’s a mistake. I’m in the wrong body. Please, don’t let them take me. I need to find this bastard that’s taken off with my body, please!”

      The nurse winked to Melati. “The doc will be in contact, I’m sure.”

      “Thank you.”

      Then they were off, Keb still screaming.

      His voice grew softer as the group proceeded down the corridor.

      Even though Melati knew she could not have done anything else, she felt sick. He’d mentioned Indonesia, and barang-barang. There was no way he would know about these things unless at least the memories he saw were real.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      MELATI FOUND THE BOYS in the room talking softly to each other. Simo had his hand on Shan’s shoulder and both were staring at the image of Stephen Grimshaw on the wall.

      Melati produced the best careless smile she could manage. “Let’s keep going with your lessons. We’ll pick a different letter. Name any words that start with A.”

      “Who is that man, Melati?” Simo asked.

      “That is Stephen Grimshaw, your founder. I will tell you all about him later.”

      “Can you tell us now?” Tika said.

      “I’ll tell you when you’ve done your letters.”

      After she said that, the boys were keen to do their work. According to her teaching program, she wasn’t due to talk about Stephen Grimshaw for at least a number of days. The subject of stock founders was another controversial topic in the raising of construct cohorts. People had found, by trial and error, that the earlier the subject was covered, the more a cohort would worship their founder. A bit of worship was good for cohesion, but too much would unbalance the group and make its members resistant to outside orders.

      It was a measure for how upset they were that they asked to be told about Grimshaw. They clamoured for direction.

      For the rest of the shift, the boys worked too diligently on their letters. Every now and then, Melati spotted one or two gazing at the image of Stephen Grimshaw. None of them mentioned Keb. They were still subdued when the end-of-shift gong rang. They just stared at her and said nothing, their faces empty.

      Esse swung his legs against the bottom of the chair. Thud-thud-thud-thud.

      “No one has any questions?” She glanced at the clock on the wall panel next to the door. It said AB00:42, the last digit ticking over: 3 . . . 4 . . . 5. Louise should be here any moment. Melati needed a good bit of the sixteen-minute inter-shift period to get back home in time for prayer, at B0:03:00. Grandma would have her hide if she missed it for the second day in a row, after promising two days ago that she’d come every day.

      Shan raised his hand. “You said you’d talk about Stephen Grimshaw when we’d done our letters. Can you tell us now?”

      “I’m going home now. Louise will come soon.”

      “But I want to know.”

      “Can’t you guess? He’s our father, silly,” Tyro said.

      Shan turned to his brother. “But then why isn’t he teaching us?”

      “Because we were blue and we lost Keb.”

      Nods all around.

      Was that what they thought? “No, no, boys, that is not true at all. You’ve been very good today.”

      She could see the thoughts churning behind Shan’s eyes. Good is pink. He shook his head.

      “But then what about Keb?” Kari said.

      “What happened to Keb has nothing to do with you. He will be back, I promise.”

      “You promised he’d be better, too,” Abe said.

      “Yeah, but he wasn’t. He doesn’t even know our names,” Shan said.

      Tyro said in a soft voice, “What if he doesn’t remember anything from Before?”

      Playing in the park together and other memory scenarios Melati had written out, and the lab had programmed for her wake-up modules.

      Melati was sweating under her uniform. This was starting to look very, very bad.

      The door rumbled and Louise, the B-shift carer, came in.

      “Hi, Melati, hi boys.” She smiled her usual broad-faced and freckled smile and then frowned when there was no response. Looked at Melati. “Anything wrong?” She looked around again. “Why are there only eight?”

      “Because we were blue.” Simo looked up at her. His bottom lip trembled.

      Louise frowned. As construct herself, she would understand blue better than any of its translations.

      Melati gestured at the door and she preceded Louise into the hall, where she explained what had happened. It was probably obvious that she was feeling very, very rattled about this whole thing.

      “Wait—it was clear that one of the boys had a problem, but they still brought him back to the classroom without having done much to him?” Louise seemed as surprised as Melati had been.

      Melati shrugged. “I have no idea why, but it seems so.”

      “And the boy is convinced that he’s someone else?”

      “He’s very certain about it. I’m not so sure. He knows some stuff he shouldn’t, about the station, but it’s general knowledge, nothing a general search wouldn’t turn up. But his speech is different. His attitude is different.” She remembered how he’d sat with his legs spread in a way older men did—not barang-barang, because they were too polite to take up such a rude pose, but tier 1 enforcers, construct employees of the Taurus Army, who were the administrators of the civilian part of the station.

      Louise asked, “Does he have any shared parameters with the other boys? Does he know their names?”

      “He didn’t know their names. He seems uninterested in them.”

      “But that’s like—cruelty to them. They need each other.” Louise’s expression went distant, and Melati could almost feel the cold horror that went through her mind. Louise, cohort Azinger 9, would know and understand much better than Melati ever could. The bonding and connecting process was deeply important in a construct’s life. There was no natural equivalent. Not even the bond between mother and child was that strong.

      “They’ve been asking me to talk about Stephen Grimshaw.”

      Louise nodded, her expression still distant. “Did you talk about him?”

      “Not yet. I didn’t want to risk it.”

      Louise nodded again. “Yeah, I don’t even agree with talking about the mindbase founder as early as three days in. When I went through it, my teachers never talked about Lori until much later, and then they covered all of the founders, all the way down from Landau.”

      Yes, but at the same time, a lot of mistakes were made in Louise’s generation. The construct program had seen constant surges of progress, followed by errors catching up on new processes, and causing procedures to be revised.

      “Do you know where the missing brother’s mindbase is?” Louise asked.

      Melati shook her head.

      That was a question she hadn’t considered yet, and something only a construct would ask. “I’m not sure. It could be installed under the rogue material.” That said, six-year-old brains didn’t have the capacity to hold two complete mindbases. Either the odd memories were fragments, or the intended mindbase had not transferred at all.

      “You were there when they were activated, weren’t you? Didn’t you witness the downloading?”

      “When I sit in the lab, all I can see on the screen is the data going through. It doesn’t tell me what personality data are being transferred.” Or at least not without studying the details. There had been nine columns across her screen—and one had been irregular. Their heartbeats had been synchronised until Keb’s heart started to speed up. At that point something had happened to cause his activation to diverge from the others.

      “You must find out,” Louise said. She gripped Melati’s arm and met her eyes with an eerie intensity. “Imagine if he’s wandering around in the system somewhere.”

      Melati touched Louise’s hand briefly. “Don’t worry. Even if he’s still in the system, he won’t be wandering around.” Mindbases without bodies were just large files stored on a computer. They weren’t sentient.

      In any case, the boy would show major behaviour problems soon. A shiver went over her back. It wasn’t fair to pass a cohort as broken as this onto Louise. It felt like shirking her task.

      Melati said in a low voice, “The other boys will need a lot of care, especially the one called Esse. He seems to have a neurotic tic which we may need to fix.”

      “Do you want me to look into that?”

      “If you can.”

      “OK, I’ll set the scanner on him while he’s asleep. What about their brother in the hospital? Can I tell them anything about when he is expected back?”

      Melati shrugged, and looked at the clock again. AB12:16 . . . 17 . . . 18 . . . oh, rats! Even if she left immediately and hurried, she would never make it to the B sector in time, and there was no way she could run into the prayer room in the middle of the session.

      And she had to run today’s log files through the data entry program before she could go home, anyway. Grandma would not be impressed.

      “I’m afraid I have no idea when he’ll be back. I’ll try to find out. Promise them nothing, because we may not be able to keep those promises.”

      “Yeah. OK.” Louise sounded dejected. It was going to be difficult.

      “Do the best you can for them.” Melati touched her shoulder. “Tell Christine about your progress. She should be able to get most of the normal stuff via the log.”

      “I’ll make up extra treatment notes if necessary.”

      “That would be wonderful.”

      She glanced at Louise’s Azinger 9 tag, and wondered why ISF never continued the Azinger line, because Louise and her four brothers and sisters were compassionate, intelligent and gentle people. Probably too gentle to make effective military officers.
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      Melati ducked into the bathroom, stuck her hands in the humidivac to wash them, and while she waited for the dry air to do its job, was overcome with an overwhelming ache to do the right thing by her family, for once.

      In her mind, she saw the block’s prayer room with its mismatched collection of carpets on the floor. On the wall was an arrow pointing in the direction a message would take through the electrical wiring to get to the hub, which the modin Wahid had declared to be the focus for communication with Earth, and Mecca. She saw Grandma and the aunties kneel on the carpet, and saw the disapproving looks they usually reserved for the times when she turned up late to family gatherings.

      She was trying to be good, she was trying so very hard, but she always managed to upset people. Uncle and Grandma had been so angry when she signed up. She hoped that somewhere in the dark void of space God was watching, and that He would make them understand why she did the things she did. But she didn’t think that God looked in the direction of New Jakarta too often.

      She hurried back to the CAU, hearing Grandma complaining about the amount of time she spent at work.

      Work, work, work. The whiteshirts are buying all the hours in granddaughter’s life. There will be no more time for family.

      Grandma didn’t understand that she enjoyed it here, and that she might one day have a chance to meet the ISF officer entrance exam, and then she might be able to do something for her family in ways Grandma couldn’t imagine. Like paying for Grandma to travel back to Indonesia. If nothing else, that would make everyone listen to Grandma and respect her. It might even help her become head of the block association.

      She found the initiation room in the CAU shrouded in a comfortable yellowish light. All the cots were empty, bedding and equipment taken off, except for one. Keb lay on the cot furthest from the door, closest to Dr Chee’s workstation.

      Melati couldn’t see the doctor himself. Laura Jennings worked at her nurse’s station, her back to the door.

      Melati knocked on the open door.

      Laura turned around and frowned at her. “Melati?”

      Melati was going to ask about Dr Chee, but she felt compelled to say something about that morning. “Look, I’m sorry about this morning⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I just wanted to say I shouldn’t have gone over your head.”

      Laura shrugged, clearly still angry over the matter. “It doesn’t matter anyway, with what’s wrong with the boy.”

      An uncomfortable silence followed.

      “Is Dr Chee still in?”

      Laura raised her eyebrows. “I thought you were about to go home?”

      “I am, but I need his current security key to copy the log file to the DCX4000.”

      “He was called to a meeting at the coding lab.”

      Just her luck. A task that should take thirty seconds ended up taking thirty minutes.

      Melati went a few doors down the corridor to the coding lab, a large airy room where people worked at clusters of computers. The room’s soft carpet—light grey and too new to show any signs of staining or wear—absorbed her footfalls. One or two people looked up when she passed, and greeted her. All the people in the room were familiar faces, the regular programmers for the construct unit.

      A man said to her, “Isn’t it your off-shift?”

      “I was told Dr Chee is here.”

      “He sure is. Can’t you hear them?”

      She listened. A man was shouting in one of the offices along the back of the room, the words muffled through the door. “What’s going on?”

      “Dixon’s tearing a strip off the team who prepared the last activation.”

      Melati’s cohort. She noticed the empty spots at the workstations. “Did someone make a mistake?” That would clear up so much trouble that she almost hoped it was the case.

      “I’m not sure that I’d want to know.” He shrugged. “There’s talk of an inquiry. Go and listen in, if you want. No need to go into the office. You can hear them yell outside.”

      He was right. Barely halfway across the room, and she could already hear a male voice yell, “. . . I want all of this cleaned up. When the system is in as much of a mess as this one, mistakes are bound to happen.” That was Major Dixon, the head of the Activation Department and their boss.

      “But no one made a mistake, and I’ve shown you the proof of that, so I don’t know why you keep accusing our team.” The female voice of Rosalie, the system administrator.

      “The system froze up. How do you explain that?” Dixon again.

      “Because we are forever working with second-grade computers that are not up to the job. We were promised new machines by the end of last year. Where are those upgrades?”

      And so on; Melati had heard all the arguments before. Like Dr Chee, most lab staff had no love for the computer system. It was slow. It required jumping through ridiculous hoops. Blah, blah, blah. Melati was sick of it. If these computers were so bad, they should try the StatOp computers stationside. See how quickly they’d want to run back to their powerful machines. Most people born to privilege did not realise what they had.

      She peeked in through the window into the office. Dr Chee sat at the far end of the table, his arms crossed over his chest, looking very much like he didn’t want to be there.

      His eyes met hers; he said something to Major Dixon, who nodded. Dr Chee rose and came out, accompanied by a waft of sweat-scented air, and shut the door behind him.

      “Melati. Anything wrong?”

      “No. I need your security key for DCX4000.”

      “I’ll come.”

      “Don’t you need to go back?” He could easily give her today’s code.

      In the office, Major Dixon yelled, “I’ll take this all the way to Cocaro if necessary!”

      He grinned. “I excused myself. I can’t see the point of staying for this slingfest. We’re just the front end of the computer operations and they talk about a lot of stuff I know nothing about. My time is better spent in the ward.”

      Dr Chee led her across the lab floor, where people looked up as they passed, maybe hoping for juicy snatches of gossip about what was going on.

      “Does anyone know what happened?”

      “Not a clue. Everyone claims they did the same things they always do. But I read the boy’s mindbase after you sent him back. I’ll show you. See what you think.”

      They entered the lab, walked past Laura Jennings’ office and into the activation room. The boy had his head turned to them. His eyes blinked amongst snaking leads of the BCI pads.

      That was strange. “I thought he needed to be unconscious.”

      Dr Chee shook his head. “Not when I’m only reading his memory modules.”

      Was that all he was doing after the boy had attacked her?

      In his office, Dr Chee pulled a chair from an adjacent workstation and gestured to it. Melati sat down and she was thrown back a few years in time, when she’d often seen him in here while she was studying. He’d aged a fair bit in that time, because when she first met him, his hair had been as black as hers.

      Dr Chee punched the login command into his computer and navigated through the menus.

      “I haven’t needed to knock him out, because there is no need to fix him. His mindbase is highly coherent.”

      “But he attacked me.”

      “I know, and I also know that there is something odd going on, but in this lab, we fix the constructs’ coherence problems and give them knowledge. We don’t tell them what sort of person to be.”

      A feeling of shame made her cheeks feel hot. Of course, that was the first commandment of all professionals working with mindbase technology. They were working with people, not slaves. Mindlessly obeying half-human robots were the domain of Allion, and the people on Mars could attest to what evil they were capable of inflicting. Heart thudding, she glanced at the screen. “Is that the data?”

      “Yep. Took me enough trouble to get that far. The computers have not been cooperative today. I had to restart my coherence calculations twice and then the entire lab environment collapsed and I needed to restart everything. Rubbish system.”

      On the screen were blocks of code in the verb-noun shorthand that was EPV, Electric Pulse Verbalisation, tiny electrical differentials across brain synapses translated into language.

      All mindbase modules she saw and altered regularly had a strictly ordered appearance. All the lines were of similar length, each representing a thought or concept in verb-noun shorthand. If they looked artificial it was because they were; someone had physically written the code.

      The block on Dr Chee’s screen consisted of lines of varying length, usually a sign of piggyback junk code which was sometimes generated by the coding software, and which was why mindbases always needed to be checked by a human before transfer. However, the code was not junk. The lines shown on the screen still parsed, but many of the thoughts and concepts had been modified with nested verb-noun combinations.

      She knew the signs.

      “This is an adult mindbase,” she said. Only someone with experience would have the maturity to modify a concept like do not lie into do not lie to people you want to trust you. Labs didn’t make adult mindbases; there had been far too much trouble with that process. To have an adult body with a juvenile mind did, in general, not work well. The split off of the Taurus Army was proof of that, when a single error in a mindbase, copied across an entire army, had led to ISF losing control over a force of seven thousand. They’d been lucky that the fault involved feelings for a woman rather than war-thoughts, and that the Taurus Army had become independent mercenaries under that woman’s leadership; things could have been so much worse.

      “An adult mindbase indeed,” Dr Chee said.

      “See?” Keb said from the bed. “Even he says it. You have to believe me.”

      The low light from the monitors reflected in his eyes. While Melati went to the bed, he twisted his head to wipe his cheeks on the pillow. There were wet tracks across the skin.

      She sat down next to him, and took his hand in hers, on her lap.

      “Yes, it seems part of your mindbase is adult.”

      “All of it.” His eyes were intense and burning and she had to look away. “You have to believe me. I’m not Keb.” He looked at Dr Chee, who returned his look and something said they’d had a number of arguments over this already.

      “Who do you think you are, then? Who is Jas and where does he live? A worker somewhere in the labs?” Although security in the mindbase programming labs was very tight—and if one of Rosalie’s programming team had made a mistake, it should have shown up in the form of nonsense code.

      “I live with my brothers.”

      “What are their names?”

      His expression became distant. “There’s, um . . . um . . .”

      “Cohort?”

      He didn’t reply.

      “Where are they?” Melati tried again.

      Another tear welled up in his eyes. His lip trembled. “See, I’m turning into a little boy. I can’t remember anything.” He burst into tears.

      Melati stroked his hand. She met Dr Chee’s eyes. The doctor punched a command on the screen behind him, likely delivering the same calming routine that Melati had tried to administer. The boy’s sobs slowly became less until his eyelids started to droop and then closed.

      Dr Chee went into his office, and Melati followed him after gently putting Keb’s arm by his side.

      “What can you do to help him?” She felt more distressed than she wanted to admit. If constructs had faults, they always behaved in a clearly non-human way. This was . . . different, more disturbing.

      Dr Chee sighed. “It’s hard to say without knowing what is wrong with him. That is going to be the first step: finding out where the material came from. Unfortunately, we’re racing against time. The longer it takes us to locate the material, the more the mindbase will have adapted to his body and the less he will remember.”

      As Keb said, he was turning into a little boy.

      “Have you checked for anyone by the name of Jas in the base or programming lab?”

      “That’s what I was doing there when Dixon turned up demanding that I come to that useless meeting. There is no one. I’ve also checked our entire processed mindbase archive. We’ve never had anyone by that name.”

      “Do you think the Jas part of his mind real or fabricated?”

      “I suspect it’s real. His mind is highly coherent.”

      “Apart from his distress at the moment, do we need to worry about this? I mean—if the mindbase is going to adapt to his body, the problem will go away with time.”

      Dr Chee shook his head. “He doesn’t want to be here. That emotion is strong enough that I don’t think it will change, just the reason for it. Now he thinks he has to look for someone, later he might think that he has extra brothers outside the force. He still won’t want to be with us.” His eyes said, He’ll suffer psychotic episodes and We’ll lose him, and with him, the entire cohort. The boys would be written off before they even started their military training. Sometimes the Taurus Army would take on failed ISF cohorts that were not too badly-damaged, and let them do mundane jobs stationside, but it would be a dreary existence.

      She had never failed a cohort. Keb, asleep on the bed, deserved better. The boys who were now with Louise deserved better.

      “So what else?”

      “If the lab continues to plead ignorance on this issue, I’m going to have to manually check all his modules one by one. The only other alternative is to deactivate him, do a complete dump, run diagnostics and reactivate, but without any behavioural parameters, we’re going to be stabbing in the dark, so I’d really like to avoid doing that, because it might make things worse than they are now.” He looked at his hands, folded in his lap. “Much worse.”

      “Yes.” When that happened, they might as well swap the mindbase for someone unrelated. It was a routine procedure to transfer an entire mindbase. Fiddling with individual components was much harder. They could simply put an entirely new personality to replace the current one, but it would leave the cohort damaged. It would leave him alone. Constructs did not function well alone.

      He sighed. “We might still need to do that, but what I want from you, Melati, is to get as many behavioural notes and memories from him as you can before he has a complete meltdown.” Because faults were much easier to detect after a meltdown.

      “Will a meltdown happen in time for him to recover his full functionality within the cohort?”

      Dr Chee blew out a breath through his nostrils. “I hope so.”
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      WITH THAT, MELATI was finally able to go home.

      She trudged from the CAU through the clean and newly-carpeted corridors to the change room, where only a few women still chatted with each other, the tail end of the shift change. Melati walked past them to her usual corner, and none of them paid much attention to her. Two were fellow teachers, both Kesslers, and the third was a Brown, who she thought worked in support and maintenance.

      Her back to the room, facing the mirror, she shed her uniform like a fake skin, peeling white cloth off brown skin, like an inside-out fruit.

      She caught a few glimpses from the other women. It was sad and funny how they made such an effort not to look at her.

      She opened her locker. She shook out the sarong, thin fabric billowing like a pink flag, wound it around her and tucked it in at the front. Then she put on her kebaya, a pretty cream-coloured one with small embroidered flowers in real silk thread. She put on her armbands and earrings, let her hair out of the regulation bun and plaited it so it hung black and glistening down the middle of her back.

      By that time, the other women had left in a gaggle, into the base’s crew quarters where they all lived. Melati eyed herself in the mirror and whirled around, earrings glittering. Quite acceptable, if she said so herself.

      She thumbed the door panel and when it beeped at her, she said, “Melati Hermann Rudiyanto, leaving the base for end-of-shift.”

      The light flashed. The lock hissed open and let her through into the lift foyer, guarded today by Desi, tag Pfitzinger 102. She looked gangly and awkward, but the reason Pfitzingers had guard jobs was the firearm they carried at their side. Melati had trained a cohort of them once, and they were the most dedicated and focused people she had ever met. Sharpshooters. Most of them were female.

      Desi smiled. “Home time, huh?”

      “Sure is.”

      She used her pass to open the lift door and Melati stepped in.

      As the doors slid shut, Desi said, “See you tomorrow.”

      The lift took Melati diagonally down into the adjacent ring of the station proper. The lift doors opened into the station’s main hall. The ISF guard stationed by the side of the door lifted his hand and smiled. With her being the only person from stationside working at the ISF base, his job must be incredibly boring.

      The hall was a modern three-storey cavity, lit in soft bluish light. It was the hub of all arrivals and contained the main lift shafts to the docking and industrial rings as well as being the sole entry point to the ISF ring.

      The lift opposite was disgorging a bunch of mining workers into the large open space. Men and women in dirty overalls who had spent the past seven hours gathering and crunching ice at Sarasvati’s rings. Melati knew many of the miners, at least by their small brown faces. In the wake of the group, the musty smell of the humid air inside the ships lingered. The smell took her thoughts to an unused cupboard in her unit, where one such suit hung, untouched for more than fifteen years. She could see the man who used to wear it coming into the unit, and a much smaller version of herself run up to him, Pak!

      He would lift her up and she’d smell the rank old-mining-ship stench on his overalls and tell him You stink, and he’d laugh.

      And then she’d tell him never to leave again.

      Sometimes, he would tell her, I’m working so that my child never has to be a miner.

      She shook the memories from her mind.

      No, Pak, I have never become a miner, but that is about the only thing I have never done.

      If only he were still around to listen to her, then maybe half the things she’d done would never have happened.

      She filed out the entrance hall with the stream of miners, mixing with passengers from a shuttle that had just arrived. By the look of the people, mostly constructs, she guessed they’d come from the istel—interstellar—beacon station on the edge of the solar system. A group of women had the appearance of academics, with their finely cut suits and intelligent wheeled suitcases that trundled after them like little doggies.

      The passage out of the hall into the BC block—a commercial area between the main hall and the B sector—bled into another huge hall, this one showing the station’s age—darker, with dank yellowish lighting, scuffed walls, floors worn smooth with the passage of many feet and light fittings that used to be white. You could still see the black lines where they had taken apart the old entrance to make room for the hall and access to the ISF base—an additional ring which sat on top of the older residential ring, making the whole thing vaguely resemble a child’s stacking toy. The main station was eighty years old; Melati remembered the ISF coming to New Jakarta when she was sixteen. There had been a lot of panic about the new constructs in the station—they’ll rape your daughters; they have no morals and no beliefs—but even if they’d been rampaging sex machines—and Melati yet had to encounter one who was—they were not allowed into the station. The base had turned out to be self-sufficient.

      Groups of people hung around the many pillars that supported the low ceiling. They were all part of the usual crowd, the vendors in their warungs selling souvenirs or snacks. Melati bought a packet of dry-roasted soy cubes from Dian and was rewarded with the usual “God bless all you good people,” whatever that was supposed to mean.

      Of course making the prayer meeting was out of the question, and Melati had a question concerning Keb that her cousin Rina could answer for her. Rina worked in the old docking area—“old” since the docking ring was added, but still used for small ships and shuttles. And she would still be at work, as her work hours started earlier and ended later than the standard shift change. At least she got paid extra for it.

      As Melati went on, the corridors became more colourful and were lined with coconut palms in huge pots. The lack of real shredded coconut for making serundeng annoyed a lot of people, but so far the palms brought in for this purpose had failed to deliver coconuts, interesting though their trunks were, thin and twisting in strange directions.

      This area catered to travellers, with cluttered shops charging outrageous amounts for mediocre handiwork, like Li Wei’s shop selling fake-local shirts—for how much? Li Wei stood in the doorway, his dragon-tattooed arms crossed over his chest, his beady black eyes watching the passersby like a predator. No wonder his prices were so high; he never sold anything.

      A steady stream of people went in and out of the cramped and dark foyer of the largest dockside hotel: short-term workers, merchants and visitors. A lot of people hung around in this part of thoroughfare, talking in groups and leaning against the walls. Barang-barang men, looking for work, tier 1 shunt operators clutching infopads looking for contract workers. Among them stood a
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