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For Liza,

Who kept believing

And for my father,

Who never got to read this
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FUNCTIONAL, SLIGHTLY UNCOMFORTABLE PLASTECH BEDSHEETS CLING WHERE the hospital gown exposes skin. The air is cool and dry against my face. My muscles feel heavy, cold, unwieldy. The air whispers through the vents, the devices beside me hum and buzz and beep. My eyelids are slow to open. Orange glimmers streak back and forth across my vision, as the Implant starts to pipe signals into the optic nerves.

Waking up has been odd since the last of the post-Duty surgeries were completed. The Doctors tell me that it is primarily due to the hibernation, and to a lesser degree, the medication altering the timing between the organic and inorganic parts of my brain.

Menus come alive, superimposed over my vision.

My mental commands, clicking through the options and windows and tabs, are sluggish. Despite the chemical interference, the Implant processes my thoughts, assists me in revving up the touch center of my mind. To my left, the curtains slide open, brightening the room further. Normally, I can do this without going through the interface, but I cannot muster the concentration right now.

It is the end of the week, the last day of my long, long “holiday.” If my evaluation goes well, I can go home.

A thought about the time pulls up a display. There are hours yet.

Breakfast is on the table by the bed. Oatmeal, an apple, a biscuit, a packet of margarine, and a carton of soy milk. I could float it over and eat without getting up, but I’ve been on my back for too long. I force myself upright and swing my legs over. On my feet, the world sways, left and right. But it is not as bad as the first day I woke up after restorative surgery. Four days ago, even sitting up induced nausea.

Eating is a slow ordeal, each motion requiring my complete attention. My hands still shake. The milk sloshes when I raise it to my lips. A little trickles between my numb lips. I can barely taste the food. Is it the typical bland hospital food, or is it the meds?

An hour to eat and I am already tired, but I do not want to sleep. There is a rehab room where I could exercise for a bit. There is an inner courtyard garden where my fellow post-Duty patients are walking around in the sun, talking through what we’ve been through. I do not want to talk. I do not want to play cards with the other patients. I want out.

A few command pulses tap me into the Nth Web. My body is left behind a cramped desk, but I fly through the glittering mazes of dataspace, a world made of light and information. At my bookmarked sites, I look into what has been happening while I slept. There is little to catch up on. The weather is as expected. There are articles about performances in the theaters, and petty crime being on the decline, and the usual updates about the Noah’s vital systems. All good, situation nominal.

A little more awake now, I open a music application and try to listen to Thelonius Monk. I cannot enjoy it; my emotions are still too dulled. I try an old movie about cowboys for two hours’ worth of distraction. Shop for replacement parts for the coffee grinder I was not able to fix before I was picked up by the Breeding Center.

Knocking at the door. Old forms from another age. A lost world.

“Come in.” My voice still startles me. Did I always sound like this?

“Afternoon, ma’am.”

The orderly delivers lunch, picks up the breakfast tray. I notice a little cupcake on the corner, with a lit candle.

“Your last day, right?”

“Yes.”

Baby face. Too young. He tries his best charming smile. “Maybe I’ll see you around on the outside.” Not very subtly, he messages me his ID along with my copy of the receipt for today’s meals. In my head, the packet includes a little attachment. My. He is confident about his body. “Maybe.” I wonder how many women give him a call afterward.

“Well. Bye then, Ms. Dempsey.”

I don’t want to eat any more. Should have gotten up earlier instead of putting off breakfast. I make myself eat the salad. I spear and consume every bit of lettuce and drink the last mouthful of chickenish broth. The Behavioralist will notice if I don’t.

A hot shower makes me feel marginally more alive. Almost scalding hot. I try to enjoy the water crashing down on me, until the system automatically cuts it off when I have hit today’s limit. A wireless transmission through the Implant authorizes a debit to my accounts, and I indulge in a half hour more, until my fingers and toes wrinkle up.

The hospital towels are coarse. In the mirror, there I am. Thinking of the past, and the device in my head.

Behind the wall constructed by the meds, emotions are boiling up, seeping through. I need, desperately. Need what? Maybe nothing. Maybe it’s just neurotransmitters pinging off each other in my head. But real or not, despair is bubbling up through the artificial calm.

I resort to the one memory that has always been a comfort to me—that first moment after waking from the neural augmentation.

The neural Implant is a web of nanoscale threads spread through the brain. The bulk of it forms a dense network on the outer surface of the skull. Through an X-scanner, it looks like a flower, blooming from a stem rooted at the base of the brain close to the chiasma of the optic nerve, with silvery transmitter petals that open up over the skin of the face.

Pre-psi-tech, the closest analogue is working with a computer, which is still how pre-Implant children do their homework, access the Nth Web, entertain themselves. The Implant too is a computer, except that the control devices are not manipulated with the hands. The cpu is part of the brain, responding to thoughts rather than key presses and button clicks. Instead of being displayed with a monitor and speakers, the information is written into the mind and onto the senses. It is a constant passenger linking me to a larger world. Data, communications, and perfect memory recall all just a thought-command away.

There is a qualitative difference before the device is implanted, when memories are blurry and fluid, and after, when they become concrete and immutable. They can be accessed in slow motion or fast-forward, or searched with database queries. The stimuli of the senses are preserved in perfect slices with a clarity that will never diminish as the years separate me from them. The transition between merely human recall and enhanced experience is sudden.

Automatic scripts take over my bodily functions, lock my nerves, and prepare me for full reimmersion. I go back to that when, to that me.

I have my Implant!

Looking in the mirror, my eyes are itching and a little red, and I think I will cry.

Not that I was very pretty before the surgery, but I was hoping for something … cuter … than what I got on my face. There’s too much chrome! I touch my reflection. There is a metallic eye drawn on my forehead. And under my eyes, following the edges of my cheekbones, are a pair of flattened triangles that start just to the sides of my nose and spread out toward my temples. My lips are just barely dusted with silver.

What does it—oh!

Just as I start to wonder, the interface opens up in my head. Menu bars and buttons light up across my field of view. I remember from the pre-op orientation that those are just symbols. It’s the thought structure in my head that matters, the way the biological electrical pulses along the neurons talk to the hardware poking into the synapses in between.

Blurring flashes in my eyes, chaos, colors, pictures, text, sounds in my ears. The passenger is listening, but it doesn’t know which of my thoughts to pay attention to, so it tries to respond to all of them.

“Think disciplined,” Mala said to me, over and over, when I was growing up. “No stray thoughts. Keep the mind empty except for what you need.”

A long, dizzy minute passes while I get a grip. Like everybody else, I have been drilled with meditation, visualization, and biofeedback, practice for keeping my thoughts from jumping all over the place. The interface steadies, and my vision clears.

The Implant receives my awkward, slow questions. It accesses the Noah’s systems and informs me. Data pours into my head. One hand braces against the sink, and the other touches my reflection. Orange arrows appear and highlight the emitter-plates on my face.

The silver eye indicates that I have some talent for reading and the lips indicate writing. From the size and density of the exposed filaments, I only have enough for neural-programming on the Nth Web—no poking around in others’ heads or making them do what I want.

The triangles on my cheekbones, which are bright and large, indicate that the majority of my talents lie in touch. I can reach out with my thoughts and manipulate objects without my hands. Ooh. My projected power-output suggests that I will be pretty strong. Lifting a car with my mind is not out of the question, if I have the correct amplifier to boost the signal. Oh! I’ll be getting my first amplifier today. No more watching enviously while the older kids play crazy, physics-defying games—no-hands baseball, psycho-paintball, ultra-dodgeball …

The ugly pattern of chrome on my face is starting to seem a little less uncool.

Lastly, there is the bit I did not notice—a tiny, shining teardrop right in the corner of my left eye, which is correlated with guessing. I have just a little bit more intuition than most.

The red toothbrush in the mug to the side of the sink catches my eye. I squint at it and think hard at it, remembering my lessons. It starts dancing, makes a clinking sound as it whips from side to side against the ceramic. … This really, kind of, somewhat rocks, and as I manage to float the toothbrush to a jerky kind of hover in front of my face, maybe it’s even the height of boss.

I think of all the funny words and phrases from the movies of lost Earth that Mala watches with me, but the ones I want are from before the Implant, and they’re fuzzy and hang just at the tip of the tongue. It’s centuries later, and just like everything else on the ship, the slang gets recycled too.

That was that, and this is this. The rest of my life.

The loss of concentration releases the toothbrush. It falls and clatters around the drain.

I focus on my face again. Maybe it’s not so bad. The chrome brings the sepia and umber highlights out of the brown skin and makes my round face a little sharper, a bit more adult. The green eyes look brighter because the cheek-plates catch some of the light and reflect more of it onto my eyes at an angle, and it brings out the hint of orange-jade at the edges of the irises. Maybe it doesn’t look too bad with the white-yellow hair either, makes the long waves seem less like generic blond and more like something with an exotic name, such as maize.

Someone is knocking on the door. I know, without a reason why, that it’s Mala.

“Come in!”

It is. She stands behind me and puts her hands on my shoulders, bare in my patient’s shift. Her palms are warm but her fingers are cool. She’s smiling with her eyes but not with her mouth.

“You’re growing up.”

Then I am crying, and I don’t know why, and she’s crying and hugging me.

I trigger the cutout procedure, and my sensorium returns to now.

Here I am, in another hospital, looking in another mirror—only, I am thirty years old.

I know now why Mala was crying that day I was twelve and marveling over my new Implant and my shiny future. Because she would have to let go of me soon. Because I would forget her, too busy with training school and new friends and all the great things I would do with my talents, which put me squarely beyond the ninety-fifth percentile: one of the ship’s elite, requiring earlier and more demanding training.

Life, she had told me, only went forward. But the Implant’s memory features defy that. An idle thought relives a past moment as if it were the present. The distinction between yesterday and decades ago seems only a matter of semantics.

Now, I am not looking at my face. I am looking at my body.

It is as if nothing has changed between my going to sleep nine months ago, and my waking up today. Only Doctors with the strongest healing handle Breeding.

My arms and legs are smooth and wiry, the muscles not at all atrophied, despite the long period of inactivity. No scars or stretch marks cross my belly. My breasts are not particularly swollen or tender. I look down and cup the folds of my sex, and they are the same color, the inner lips the same size, and internally, when I clench, the muscles tighten around my fingers and the fit is snug.

It is as if I were never pregnant, as if I had not given birth mere days before.

I am crying, and the tears are hot. Mala is not here with me, and I do not want to see the Behavioralist waiting in the receiving room.

For women on the ship, Breeding is a duty and a privilege. Fertility is perfectly regulated. There are no slipups.

Perhaps there was with me. I am not supposed to feel any different now. It is supposed to be a long, paid vacation spent asleep. During that time, a woman’s body is just a rented incubator. That’s all. The baby may not even have been made with an egg from my ovaries. The father could be any of the thousands of male crewmen with favorable genetics.

Somehow, I know. Despite the lack of physical evidence, I know it in my body, in the flesh.

I have a baby out there.

Behind the meds, there is a longing to hold something tightly. There is a yawning cavity inside my body, which was filled and stretched, and now is empty.

I wash my face carefully and put on the patient’s gown. Pink for a female—comfortable and warm. I bite down on the resentment of how much easier this is for male crew members. For them, Breeding Duty is a bit of awkwardness that can be done away with during a lunch break.

When I walk out and take my seat, the woman in the deep-green coat and spectacles processes me. She asks me the same questions I filled out on the form. I answer the same way. I smile and nod where appropriate.

But there is no deceiving a professional. The eye on her forehead is three times the size of her biological eyes, and the silver coat on her lips is solid, gleaming chrome. The circlet she wears glows green and gold and is actively drawing on the Noah’s power. She reads me with the combined insight of centuries, empirically derived heuristics analyzing my posture and the muscle twitches on my face, as well as the mind-bond forged by her psychic ability and amplified by the circlet. Empathic and telepathic probes slide through my head with the delicacy and grace of a dancer prancing around onstage.

“Ms. Dempsey, it seems as if Dr. Harrison was a touch too conservative with the suppressors, that’s all.”

“Which means?”

“What you’re feeling is just a by-product: traces from a slight amount of telepathic contact with the fetus. It’s not supposed to happen, but no Breeding is exactly the same. Some embryos are stronger than others. It’s nothing physical. Dr. Harrison assures me that your hormones have been rebalanced and stabilized.”

“I see.”

“No need to feel so anxious, Ms. Dempsey.” She licks her lips and her fingers tap away at the black slab of crystal in her hand.

This Behavioralist is more practical than Dr. Harrison was. He liked to show off and gesture and point in midair.

The psi-tablet she uses is an interface device for accessing the ship’s systems. Though everything can be done directly through the Implant, it takes continuous concentration and focus to do so—any misthought comes through as an error, can cause a typo in a document or slide in incongruous data, a flash of imagery, a scent, a taste. The psi-tab and larger hard-line desk terminals are easier to use for long durations, and for certain applications they can be endowed with stronger security than the sometimes leaky interface of discrete data packets passing between wetware and hardware.

“There we are. I’ve modified your prescription. The system will ping you with reminders when to take it. The orderly will administer a dose just before you are released. More will be in your mailbox in the morning. Be sure to follow the instructions.”

She flips the faux-leather cover on her tablet closed and stands.

“Is that it?”

“Yes, that’s it. You’ll be expected back at work tomorrow. You are discharged.” She pauses, looks to one side as she accesses the Network. “Yes, the paperwork has gone through. The Noah and humanity thank you for your service. When you check your account, you will see that the standard amount has been deposited.”

A week of evaluations, and the Behavioralist never even told me her name! Typical.

I take a deep breath just as those tall, black heels are about to pass the threshold of the doorway. “Could I, perhaps, just have an image of him, or her? Just a static two-D?”

She looks back at me and purses her lips. “You were briefed, Ms. Dempsey. You know that is not permitted. I’ll adjust the dosage a tick upward. Now, let’s not speak further of this.”

The urge to weep is strong. I fight it down. “Have you gone through this too?” She has gray hair, so by that age …

Those steel eyes soften. “Of course, Ms. Dempsey. Only postbirth Behavioralists see to Breeding patients. Go home. Take your meds. Buy something nice for yourself with the compensation package. You’ll feel right as rain.”

I try to imagine that it will be so. But still, I want to hold my child, just once. I hope the drugs help me forget soon.
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AS PROMISED, THE ORDERLY COMES BY. STILL SMILING. FLIRTING. HE HOLDS my wrist rather familiarly with one hand and administers my last intravenous dose with the other.

Call me, he messages. Not mind-to-mind, as he has no telepathic talent, but through the standard messaging app preloaded on everyone’s Implant.

To home then, by way of a ride in a long, sleek, white car. One last service provided for Breeders. The driver does not try to make small talk. Does he do this every day? What else does he do for BD Central? I could find out. It would take a few seconds. But everything seems to take so much effort. Just paying attention. Numb. The cityscape slides by in the windows. He stops, and here I am, at Torus—a ring-shaped building with clean, upper-class apartments for officers. Gray carpets, sterile steely lights, tastefully selected prints of ancient Earth art.

I could have afforded better years ago, but never got around to it. Moving would be inconvenient and I am set in my routines. But maybe it’s time for a change; maybe that’s what I’ll do with the Breeding compensation. Put in the down payment for a lifetime rental on an actual house, in the same exclusive neighborhood where my friends live.

Up the elevator to the twelfth floor and I am swaying now, stumbling to my door. I have not done anything today but think and wait and I am exhausted.

I think the password to the lock, and there they are, laughing and cheering. They have glasses, they are eating, they are so close around me, touching my shoulder, my arm … They are very, very loud.

“Heya, D! So, what was it like?”

“Oh, come on! She was just asleep. It’s not—”

“Give her some goddamn room!” Barrens’s voice booms as he shoves them aside without a care for their complaining. He looks down at me and smiles what passes for his smile. Half snarl, it is harsh and a little cruel. “Eh. Hey. I told ’em a party wasn’t a good idea, but—”

For a moment, we just stand there, him looking down and me looking up, for perhaps a little too long, while music and conversation pound the space around us.

“Come on, join in!” the others insist.

There are balloons of different colors. There is a cake with ten candles on it, surrounded by platters of steaming food. It’s a carrot cake layered with enough sugared cream to induce diabetic shock. There is fettuccine with a cream sauce. There is tofu, breaded and delicately fried, seasoned with miso and spring onions. There is fresh bread, and an assortment of expensive cheeses. Most pricey of all, there is animal protein—an actual fish, steamed and stuffed and glazed with a sugary, peppery crust. In all, it represents resources that would cost an average crewman an entire month’s income.

That is not a problem for Lyn and Marcus, who probably pushed the idea of this party to its completion.

Lyn is a project leader in Nth Web Development and Maintenance, one of the research arms of Information Security. And Marcus is the director of Water Management. It would not have taken much for them to convince Jazz, who loves any opportunity to party. She does research in High Energy Physics, but is not like the stiffs in her department.

Technically, as a City Planning Administrator, I am higher ranked and in a more direct line of command to one of the Ministers of the Council, but the internal hierarchies of the departments under the individual Ministries are not straightforward, and the three of them are all paid somewhat more than I am, though even I earn many times what the average crewman on the ship makes.

We met back in school, long before we qualified together for the Class V Training Center, the second-most-prestigious career-preparation track there is.

They are dressed in actual organic silk and cotton, wear shoes of leather, and have jewelry with real gold.

The rest of the less luxuriantly attired attendees are from our respective departments. Mostly young, ambitious kids a year out of their training groups, waiting for the opportunity to get ahead, get promoted, and replace us, and a few older officers who hit their ceiling and will never reach any higher.

My old schoolmates direct the evening’s course and keep the social contract going. We chat about things that don’t matter. They tell me about all the events I missed out on while I was on Breeding Duty, and I cannot help thinking that for all the things they talk about, nothing has changed between before and the present. Nothing, but myself.

Then there is Barrens. Barrens does not fit in with the rest of us. He is at least half a foot taller than anyone else in the room, and broader too. His clothes are cheap plastech processed to look like a plain, white, stretch T-shirt, and denim pants, and functional black shoes. His complexion is pale and watery—too many night shifts, not enough simulated sun.

He is quiet after that first loud moment. The looks he gets from my other friends and our coworkers are curious, amused. Lots of arched brows.

Some murmuring.

“The guy with the medals?”

“Heard he got written up or something.”

If I can hear it, Barrens, whose senses are sharp even when he isn’t enhancing them with the Power, can hear it.

He doesn’t offend easily. He just shakes his head and walks out to the balcony, a giant trying not to step on the normal-size people in his way. Out there, he starts puffing on his cigarettes, watching me through the glass.

I want to throw them all out. I do not.

They fill the air with conversation, about Web streams I’ve missed out on, old Earth movies being shown in the theaters, and minor improvements in the fidelity of the sky and weather simulation. They make me feel a little less empty. Everyone does his or her part, a show of caring. Of course the young ones from our respective departments are here more for the food, and for a chance to hang out with the superiors they depend upon for their quarterly performance evaluations and recommendations.

By midnight, the party has wound down and only the terrible three are left, with Barrens content to be an outsider, still puffing away on the balcony. The discussion becomes only marginally more personal. We talk about our school days, about bad dates and old drama and parties and sadistic teachers. The three take turns mentioning men they want to introduce me to.

“Come on, Hana,” Lyn says. “You haven’t dated anyone in years and years.”

“I just like to focus on work.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly the problem. You need a man, dearie, to scratch that special itch. Isn’t that right, Marcus?”

He laughs, puts up his open hands. “Leave me out of this one.”

“Sure, just what services one can provide,” Jazz says, leering; it looks wrong on her pixie face. Or maybe too right. “Come now. I’ve heard that most post-Duty women feel certain urges more than normal.”

Do they? The entire evening, I have needed to fake my emotions. Since the higher dose kicked in, my head feels packed with sludgy treacle. I have to think about how I would normally feel in response to something instead of just feeling it. Desire is the furthest thing from my thoughts, and I suppose enough indifference or distaste shows on my face that they let it go, when they’d normally needle me about my lack of sex life for a bit longer.

Lyn smiles and pulls a bottle out of a bag. She waves her fingers and faint blue light outlines the cork as it pops free. She pours a glass for each of us.

The wine is a deep red. I’ve never liked wine.

Jazz takes a sip, points to the balcony with her little finger. Her ring has a bit of crystal on it that catches the light. “D, why’s the goon even here?”

I never explained Barrens to the rest of my friends. We did not go to school together. We were not in any of the same child-rearing groups. We did not grow up in the same neighborhood.

“Please don’t talk about him like that. Leon is more capable than you might think. He’s a good guy.”

“Oh, come on. How did you meet anyway?”

I just shake my head.

Marcus breaks open a deck of cards, and we make it through a few rounds of bridge. I imagine old people must spend nights like this, after they are Retired.

At last, they leave. Tomorrow is a workday, after all. And only Barrens is left.

He opens the glass door for me, and I join him out there.

“Did you eat anything at all?”

“Psh. Too rich for me anyway. Would just upset my stomach.”

We stand side by side, elbows resting on the rail, and look up at the fake sky, with its fake moon and fake stars. Beyond the skyline of the tall crystal towers of Edo Section is a horizon. It is how the night might look back on Earth if it were not just a blasted wasteland, with a toxic atmosphere too thick for light to penetrate, and no one and nothing left alive to see it. Almost always a gentle breeze goes through the city, generated by carefully designed ventilation ducts behind the simulated sky, interacting with thermal radiation from the warmer street level. There are seasons too in the Habitat, also patterned after Earth.

The Noah has days and nights because humans evolved with all these things, with a sun, with a moon and stars, with weather and seasons, and biologically, we do not do so well without all these environmental signals related to the passage of time.

“How are you, Leon? I was surprised to see you.”

“Enh, does a guy good to rub shoulders with his betters once in a while.”

“How did you even find out about the party?” They would not have asked him to help or thought to invite him.

He shrugs. “I knew you would be released today. And even if they don’t know me, I know your pals—you talk about them enough. Of course they were going to throw you a party.”

“They are my friends, you know.”

“Yes. I do.”

For a moment, I touch his elbow. He always runs hot. “You’re my friend too.”

He takes a breath, “I don’t really have friends. There’s you, and a couple of guys from the force.”

In that dim light, the shadows across Barrens’s face deepened those craggy angles, make his expressions harsher. His jaw and temples are coated in chrome. A bruiser, Barrens is not just physically strong—his psionics lend themselves toward modifying his metabolism and biochemistry, as well as surrounding his body with raw psychokinetic energy. He can make himself faster and stronger, and he is utterly unstoppable.

I’d seen it before, when he tried to help me.

“How are you, Leon?”

It is on his mind too, which is why he is not meeting my eyes when his voice rumbles, “My transfer to Long Term Investigations finally came through. Funny. Years after I helped you out that one time, you know, with that thing, and they finally got around to it.”

I close my eyes. Cold cases.

They don’t get solved until the perpetrators die and their crimes are revealed when the dead implants are scanned. Police officers in that department do secretarial work and that’s all. They file information and hide unsolved crimes from the system until they can be declared “solved” so that the utopian illusion is preserved. Hundred percent crime resolution is what everyone is led to believe is true, and it is, if only superficially.

For some, it would be a cushy job. An LTI Inspector does not have to go around on patrols, does not have to deal with even the minor risks of violent confrontations. But Barrens actually cares for people. It is part of his problem. He truly wants to help. It is a punitive assignment, for him.

That aspect of his nature is the reason we met.

My saying “I’m sorry” is not much comfort.

I am surprised by his grim smile. On him, that is an expression of pleasure.

“Don’t be. Supposed to be a dead-end job, ya know. But there are opportunities, in LTI. If the likes of me could get some help.”

I am tired. I just want to sleep. I want to dream fool’s dreams about what my baby might be like. To wonder if, somehow, I might see him someday, just walking around, and know it is him. Is it a boy? It could be a girl. Instinct though, just a little of the tenuous link the Behavioralist talked about, nudges thoughts of a boy to me.

Or it’s pure fantasy.

Barrens sees something of my mood. One great big mitt enfolds one of my hands, lets go too soon. “Look, I know you’re having a tough time. I see people went through Breeding Duty. Some of them were never the same, after. Don’t care what the propaganda folks say, I know it’s rough. I do need your help, Dempsey, and I figure, you know—could give you something else to think about, something to put the emptiness out of your mind.”

“For what, specifically?”

“Your magic on the Web. I’ve gotten good with what you’ve taught, but I need more.”

Of course he would if he was tangling with the encryption and security of the LTI databases, which were definitely not for public access. Most of the crew of the Noah are not permitted to know that there is such a department. Navigating its security is another level from the simple neuralhacks I showed him for scripting special probes into the police database or digging through school records or property ownership.

“I …”

“I’m a fast learner. Said so yourself. You only have to show me once.”

It’s not as if he’s calling in a favor. He’s too much a gentleman, in his way, to expect me to pay him back. But there is this, between us: the darkest night of my life. I close my eyes. The memory slices through the meds, and for a moment I feel it all over again, raw and real.

I am twenty-eight years old. My back is bruised and scraped against the rough pavement of the alleyway. I ache, I’m torn between my legs. I am this close to vomiting.

A man I thought was my friend is pushing himself upright, away from me. The awful intrusion slides free and his … It trickles down. In my imagination, it burns like acid.

Senior Engineer Holmheim is gloating, he laughs at the hulking policeman pinned against the wall by his touch.

Holmheim raises his hand. It is covered with an engineer’s work glove. He is not supposed to carry it off duty. It is a powerful telekinetic amplifier—with it, I could carve a building out of a tank of plastech myself, or crush it. I am rated at twice Holmheim’s strength, and perhaps that is why he has chosen me for this. I am the department’s fast-rising star, the youngest at my rank.

And I am a rule-follower. I did not have my professional amp with me. What I could do with the civilian-grade amp I did have on me was nothing to him; he burned it out the second I tried to resist.

So I cover myself with the torn bits of my dress and scream until my throat is raw and watch as Holmheim draws more energy from the grid. Blue streaks stream from his face emitters to the gauntlet, and the gauntlet is like a sun at the end of his arm. Telekinetic leakage kicks up the dirt around us, sends black flecks whirling up, sends papers and garbage from the garbage bin in the corner flying.

The massive cop grunts with the increased pressure. Holmheim is mind-pushing him into the wall with such force that the brick and mortar surface starts to crack, to cave in. It seems impossible that the huge man’s ribs haven’t shattered already.

“Shouldn’t have messed with me! I’m mission-critical, you dumb Boy Scout! I can get away with anything!”

The fragments of the cop’s shattered club rise into the air, shimmering with cobalt light. They fuse into a spear. It sticks the cop through the belly, punches through him into the wall with a steely crunch.

Holmheim is so pleased by this, he is getting hard again.

“Yeah, ’m dumb,” the cop gasps out. The syllables slosh together in his bloody mouth. “But y’know … if miss’n-cr’t’cal staff ’tack someun, ev’n ’f they n’t punished f’that … well … fella can attack back.”

“Oh, please. What can a nothing like you do? You’re just a brawler with a badge!”

The cop snarls. It is a terrifying sound. His ribs are broken, and blood is gurgling up his throat. The badge on his breast starts to glow a bright, bright red. His already huge arms and legs seem to swell.

“Please! You gonna fight me, Boy Scout? You’re practically a cripple already!”

Holmheim always likes to boast before the job is done.

One moment the cop is there, and then he is gone, just the bloody shaft left against the crater in the wall. There is a sound like thunder. Holmheim’s face distorts, becomes a battered mess, his metal twisted and torn as he falls backward, away from the cop’s extended fist.

The cop spits blood and snot and saliva, wipes his mouth. His speech clears up some, without psychokinetic force crushing in his chest.

“Idiot. Cops train for combat, not showing off. We get training no technical officer gets.”

He bends over me. Before I have time to be scared of his size, he puts his blue uniform coat around me. It is warm and smells of cloves and cigarettes.

“I’m sorry.” His voice is so deep, I can feel the vibrations in my chest as he tries, with endearing awkwardness, to calm me down. I am still shaking. He says, “Idiot’s right. Not much punishment or anything while he’s mission-critical. But that status isn’t forever, and others are allowed to defend themselves, if they can.”

“Y-you … You’re bleeding, really bad,” I get out.

Gently, he gets me to my feet. The heel on one of my shoes is torn off, and somehow that makes me feel even worse.

He holds a hand to his side. “’Snuthin’. Look, I called in the medics already. You wanna kick him? You know, before they get here?”

“What?”

“You wanna kick him? A few times maybe? You’ll feel better, I promise.”

Somehow, he makes me laugh. I do kick Holmheim. Just twice. But he’ll ache down there much longer than I will. I sank my stupid, pointy shoe in deep.

My hand disappears in the cop’s hand when we shake. He is that much larger, and I am not a small girl.

This is how our odd little friendship begins.

On the balcony, I move eyes from the simulated horizon and I’m looking up at Barrens. He is looking down at me.

He has moments when his features twist, make him seem like a small boy. I cannot say no to him.

I can still smell the odors of his gut wound, the blood leaking down his belly, and the garbage around us in the alleyway. He was hospitalized for weeks because of persistent infections.

So I sigh, and nod. I wonder how bad what he’s asking will be, but maybe he’s right. Maybe I need this. I don’t know if I can just go back to the way things were.

Ah, I’ve forgotten how being around him makes me feel—standing this close, even tranquilized by the pills, something inside squeezes, just a little.

“Next Sunday, if you can sneak me into your office, let’s see what we’ll see.”

Barrens smiles and passes me his cig. “Thank you, Hana.” He so rarely says my name that way.

I take just one drag and choke a little before passing it back. I use my psi and play with the smoke I exhale. It gathers in the air in the shape of a bulldog, like from the documentaries of Earth, and it barks and runs circles around us, ghostlike.

“Nice,” he murmurs.

He embraces me. Deep inside, past the fog, there is giddiness, desire, a wish that I could prod him into doing more. He’s never done that before.

He does not say good-bye when he leaves.

Other than that hug, this is how it’s always been with us. I might not see him for months, not a call or message, and then on a good day or an ordinary day or a particularly bad day when I’m remembering what I want to forget, he’ll just be there. Distracting me with a request for some lessons on database queries, on programming, on analysis, or with a talk about freedom and responsibility, his rough voice quietly dropping a few hints, here and there, of the evils he sees.

And once in a while, I’ll send him a message over the Nth Web, and we have coffee at a cheap café where nobody knows us, and I’ll tell him about my day while he quietly vibrates in place, tense and anxious at first, slowly relaxing. He does not talk much about the simmering red inside of him, and I don’t talk about my blues; we just sit together, sometimes listening quietly to the amateur jazz performers on the stage, and sometimes, our fingers touch, and we don’t say “Bye.”

I want to ask for more, and sometimes I’m even sure he does too.
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ANOTHER EFFECT OF THE NEURAL IMPLANT IS THAT ONE NEVER OVERSLEEPS, unless one is seriously ill, or intoxicated. It is difficult to ignore an alarm clock inside your own skull: the internal timekeeper built into the Implant.

Despite not falling asleep until four in the morning, I wake up bright and early, with the spring dawn, from the Implant’s firing off thoughts of Wake up wake up wake up that cut through sleep and dreams.

It’s autopilot. Showering. Choosing the day’s clothes out of the dustless, hermetically sealed closets. Picking out matching shoes. I take my medication. I go to work.

It still takes twenty-two minutes to get there. The same walk, the same bus ride. The team is the same too, except for the addition of a new trainee, Wong, who greets me a little too stiffly and politely. Ah, to get such respect from all my subordinates. How long will that fresh-faced awe last?

The big project I organized just before I received my summons for Breeding Duty—a new resource-tracking and analytics module—was completed in my absence. Going through the reports, it is clear that my assistant, Hennessy, has done a decent job while I was gone. The number of error reports has steadily dropped off, and at this point, 93.25 percent of user help requests can be handled by the system’s agent programs, without need for human intervention.

He does not even seem to mind having a younger woman as his boss. That’s rare. Also, not once has he attempted to glance down my blouse during meetings. I must remember to buy him a gift.

The first day of the rest of my life, the goal is to reassimilate into the living world. I tell myself that what happened to me is fading. I practice pretending everything is okay. I succeed in not thinking about that first waking moment, clutching my belly, knowing something is missing. Most of the time.

This is just another transition in life. Just another test. Everyone’s life on the Noah is full of tests. My childhood had more of them than the average because, the better you perform, the more you can do, the more they push you to maximize what you might become.

This is not nearly so terrible as the third Track Determination Exams when I was fifteen. Wasn’t it worse back then? Before the day I met Barrens, wasn’t that the worst day of my life?

Fifteen minutes pas—seven! How did I manage to do that! I overslept, I—

Stayed up until five, studying. Did I misthink setting the alarm for the first time in three years? Shit, not even time to shower …

In a pajama top with winged hearts and striped jogging pants, running for the train. Eyes on me. Yeah, don’t look at me, I’m busy, I’m a mess, I—

“Sorry! So sorry.” I almost knock over this older guy in a suit. I almost trip, rushing down the escalator to the S-line platform.

Oh shit, oh shit, it’s leaving, it’s … left.

I have to take the bus. It is another fifteen minutes to run up to the stop.

The bus is crowded. It’s shift transit hour, when the night workers leave and the day staff start. Sweat pouring down my face, from the run, from the growing anxiety as the bus seems to have to stop at every fricking light.

Finally here, the grim black octagon of the testing facility. And I’m late. I am so, so late.

They do let me in to take the TDE. But half of the time for the Data Structures exam went by before I even sat at the damn terminal.

I go through all the tricks to calm myself.

Eyes burning. I think the proctors are looking at me, why wouldn’t they? Stupid tears.

The terminal locks to my Implant, shuts off access to the Nth Web, isolates me from every other student taking the test, and it begins. Every correct answer gets a harder question after, and every wrong one gets an easier follow-up, and there’s no backtracking. Getting a max score in every exam is nearly impossible, but I’ve heard it’s how kids get selected for Command Officer School, something I can’t admit I’ve wanted for years, and why why why is it so hard to think? The first questions should be trivial, they’re about B-tree implementation. … I’ve done practice tests for this a hundred times, and I can feel Lyn and Jazz and Marcus staring at my back, feel them being worried for me.

They’re only the exams that determine the path of the rest of our lives.

All the fiddly little differences between the different kinds of lists. Messing with hash tables. Linking. Operations. Procedures. Abstract data types.

All right, I bombed the first test. Get a grip, Dempsey. Stop crying! There’s twenty-four hours more of exams ahead.

I didn’t make COS. None of my friends did either. But I was wretched for a good long while. I did not cry other than those first moments during Data Structures, but it felt as if I should have. The terrible three took me out and got me properly drunk in between bowls of ice cream. My first hangover was that morning after, in Lyn’s apartment, with the rest of them passed out around the couch and the air smelling very much as if something excessive happened the night before. It was not so bad really. The path of my life had been set. The three of us ended up going to the same training facility, and even if it was not on the path to a seat on the Noah’s Bridge or a high rank in one of the Ministries, it is still Type V training, the educational tier just under that of the top officers on the ship.

Why do I care so much about a child I never saw, never touched? Women are not supposed to get depressed over this. There was no time for a personal connection. I was just an incubator. I wasn’t even awake for the months my womb was occupied.

It is not like the aberration that what had happened with Holmheim. That secret trauma that’s got nothing to do with normal life. Or maybe I can say that now because Holmheim wasn’t nearly so valuable as his pride led him to believe and was discreetly Adjusted, those troublesome urges excised from his brain, his creative centers subtly locked down by incidental damage, his future prospects limited. Most of his coworkers probably did not notice the change in him.

Just as mine never noticed the change in me, and I did change for all that I was not Adjusted.

The ordinary drama of life on the Noah—messing up a test, Breeding Duty, recovering from all that—is something every woman is supposed to handle. I’m supposed to be stronger than this. Nobody but Barrens seems to understand that I’m having a tough time.

This is this, and that was that.

They glitter darkly, in the back of my thoughts, locked away. Subversive, dangerous desires, to hack my way through the system, find out what my baby looks like.

I consider voluntarily setting up a follow-up with that Behavioralist from the post-Duty evaluation. There is not supposed to be any stigma from psych counseling, but everyone knows those sessions go into one’s career records, and an officer’s emotional-stability score is a significant factor in being evaluated for future promotions.

After work, I watch streams on the Web. I watch the commercials. They let you taste, for just an instant, the sensation of having that product.

A few of them are for clothes or food or drinks or shoes. But most of the ads are selling memories themselves.

A memory can be shared with others for the sake of entertainment, or for educational purposes, or as testimony in the courts. They are bought and sold and spread on the Nth Web the way movies and music used to be when the networking of computation was new. If a crewman cannot afford to pay for the awesome experience of a real steak, he can at least buy the memory of someone who can.

These days, the most desired of actors and actresses are not the most beautiful, or the most skilled. It is about authenticity. Success is about the emotional breadth of experience to move the minds of those who experience the scenarios one has acted through.

There is an ad for a memory from a rich Behavioralist with a cat.

I pay the fee and subscribe.

For two minutes, I live inside her head.

Minnow’s fur is so soft. So soft. When I run the brush along his back, he arches against it and purrs. He is warm in my hands. He trusts me. I feel needed and loved, and content, kneeling on the plush velvety carpet, while I slide stroke after stroke of the stiff bristles against him.

He is worth every credit it takes to pay for his keep. He is beautiful. His coat shines, glossy black dusted with ash gray. The white patches on his feet make them look larger, softer. Being with him is the only bright moment in each day.

The warm euphoria slips a moment, to grays and gloom, but his tail thumps against the carpet demandingly, and as I resume my attentions, the world is a little less dark, and I immerse myself in pleasure.

I buy a dozen scenes from that vendor.

Behavioralists make the best memories. They have this different way of looking at the world. Their reading talents are so attuned that they work not to use them except when needed. This tight rein on one’s thoughts changes the sensorium of experience. They dive into their own sense feedback and live from moment to moment, minds empty, to stop themselves from being tainted by the stray thoughts of others around them. This woman’s memories of her cat are, except for the emotional content, more potent than any of my own true ones.

I think about whether it would be worth it to blow the entire twenty thousand cred from the Duty compensation on a cat.

Time doesn’t stop for anyone.

Before I know it, it is Friday and it is as if I were never gone from the office.

Behind the tall tombstone walls at City Planning, the hours pass slowly, as if the mass of them drags at the fabric of space-time. Or maybe all workplaces are like this.

My head aches from the tedium of another report about water-reclamation efficiency. My team has been arguing with our superiors all morning about whether a newly developed purification protocol can justify the resources it will take to change the old one. The discussion is loaded with jargon and numbers and the occasional dramatic exaggeration.

Hennessy flails about as he exclaims, “Come on! Look at this graph!” The poor dear’s voice gets shrill when he’s excited. It makes him seem less competent than he actually is. “I mean, just look at it! If we do this, it’s projected that we can support a thousand more people than we would be able to without it in a hundred years! That’s a big difference, isn’t it? It’s huge! That’s a, that’s a—”

“That’s an inflated figure that does not take into account all the added resource needs,” Hester drones in response. She adds more data to the model, and the analysis shows that the net benefit is perhaps just a dozen humans more. “Is that worth risking the existing homeostasis figures?”

Homeostasis. That word enters these arguments all the time. Hester is good at her job. The old battle-ax is extremely risk averse, which is the way she should be.

“But it’s these incremental improvements that—”

“All right, all right. It’s time for a break. Let’s reconvene in an hour. Getting testy in here. We are all on the same side.”

I close my eyes and press my temples with my fingers, sliding them in slow circles.

“You all right, Dempsey?”

“I’m fine,” I lie. I’m not reacting well to the medication. There is no nausea, no headache, no palpitations, but I feel dull, drained, as asleep as I am awake. “I’ll just be at the rooftop garden, okay?”

I climb in a daze.

The breeze is better on the roof than at street level.

The bench is solid granite. It is reassuringly rough, and its structure is chaotic and imperfect and hand carved and lovely. The fountain in front of me sprays a fine, cool mist. The simulated sun warms my face. The wing-beats of a bee hovering in front of a flower steal me away, but not for long enough. Up in the garden’s air, I force myself to recall my passion for what I do, to reach through the haze of imposed chemical calm.

I need to refocus. Remind myself that what I’m doing means something. That I’m not just a tiny cog in a machine.

Well, I am a tiny cog. But it is important just the same, being a little gear of the right mass with teeth of just the right size and shape.

Humanity does happen to be on the brink of extinction. How can any responsible human being be a slacker under these circumstances?

I entertain myself with an old game I programmed into my head when I was twenty, a newly minted underling of City Planning.

It starts with just me. Just all the little things I do, talking, filing reports, crunching numbers. It pulls back and diagrams, circuitlike, the web of interactions between us all, the relationships of food, water, and air, supply and demand, crops and livestock, sustainability and consumption.

Then it pulls back to the beginning, with the Noah leaving newly destroyed Earth, carrying the best and brightest of those who remain. We do not know what destroyed Earth. Information Security tells us it does not matter anyway.

Pull on one person here, push there. Maybe that individual makes life a bit better or a bit worse. Arrows going between each person-node change, bright colors representing positive interactions, dark ones symbolizing the negative.

It is playing an instrument, watching the web of lights play out while trying to improve scores of efficiency and productivity and limiting social unrest and misery. Each touch consumes energy, so one can only influence so many at a time. As the game plays out, new features unlock, productivity-improving entertainments for the masses, sports centers, parks, nature biomes, research projects for fanciful inventions from my childhood.

Sometimes there are accidents, disasters and crises, fires, meteorite strikes on the hull. Entropy steadily eats away all resources. Sections of the ship are closed and used as spare parts to keep the rest going.

The lives of the crew are the most precious resource of course—even as the population contracts, the player has to try to maintain genetic diversity, just as the Breeding Department does on the ship. Too little diversity and random routines create diseases or obstacles that the population is not adaptable enough to handle.

If one does well, the ship, the Noah, makes it to the new world, and trumpets blare and fireworks light up a new sky. If one does poorly, too few survivors make it to Canaan to propagate the species, or the ship does not make it at all.

I play the game for a few minutes. It is absorbing and simple and easy. My real job is much the same, but with the complications of working with people who just refuse to see eye-to-eye, and with all those bad moods and irrational jealousies and turf wars. And criminals too.

The people part of the equation is what makes real life so much harder than my simulation.

The journey from Earth to here has taken 346 years, still less than a third of the way.

All that is left of the human species is hurtling through space at relativistic velocity, living for the journey, in the hope that our descendants will make it.

I give up on the game. Even facing away from the playground, I cannot stop listening to a little girl yelling at a little boy for getting dirt on her new shoes. Their tinny voices raise beads of sweat on the back of my neck. They crack my cool, medicated detachment.

Those kids must be here on a field trip. Keepers are granted access to show children the different job tracks they might enter when they are older. Keepers are professionals—theirs is a full-time position, raising the young, preparing them for the rest of their lives. I don’t want to, but I watch them. They look happy together, the boy and the girl. A man leans against the rooftop rail, smiling quietly to himself as he ticks off items on his psi-tablet, probably a Keeper’s regular behavioral report, while his partner hums softly, unpacking a picnic basket.

They look perfect together.

I have a duty, and it is not to an abstract ideal, but to them, and everyone that comes after.

So I work, there, on the bench. I lock out my senses, connect my Implant wirelessly into the office access point, and blaze through summaries and abstracts of reports, journal articles, anything that might help with the proposal. Hopeless. Nothing relevant, or it’s too far off to be feasible. It is no great disaster if we do not succeed in pushing the project through today, but it is not progress either, and the waste of the resources we have put in, the hours of labor and analysis, the simulations and meetings, well. Waste is a terrible thing in the confines of a closed system.

Then I remember Jazz mentioning something, back at the party. One of the guys she wanted to introduce me to, also working at the High Energy Labs. Savelyev. Brilliant, she said. And not too proud to work on marginal improvements in efficiency instead of grand, hopelessly abstract theory.

I put a call in through the system and almost hope he doesn’t answer.

Jacob Savelyev here.

Translated into data and back over the system, his thoughts taste small and neat, fastidious, exacting.

I try my warmest. Hello, Dr. Savelyev. This is Hana Dempsey? We have a mutual friend named Jazz. She was telling me about something you’ve been working on that I think could help us out here in City Planning. I stick a little image of me at the end of the transmitted thought, smiling.

The fellow is acerbic and impatient and it takes an embarrassing fifteen minutes to get him to understand that, apart from any ideas he may have that I’m flirting with him during office hours, we actually have a mutual professional interest that can help us both.

When he gets it, Jazz turns out to be right. He is brilliant. With the personal put aside for the moment, it takes a mere five minutes of harmonious data interchange for us to both get something we want.

Though I do have to remind him I’m not a physicist when he starts sending complex 3-D images of the effects of his proposed injection protocols on the psionic field in the reactor vessels, accompanied by a truly dizzying matrix of equations and quantum control-theory analysis that I can understand just enough to know I don’t really understand it at all. It’s all brilliant flashes of light to me, with the shape of the blazing toroid of energy twisting just a little differently from before, minute changes in the topological space.

It’s the conclusion from his paper that I need, and the statistics comparing his results to the current standard operating procedures.

Ah, of course, of course, Administrator Dempsey. May I call you Hana? Here are the five graphs you will want to show, and then throw a page of my equations at them anyway for shock value.

I can see his self-image leaking through in the messages. A shy, small smile, on a person who is a little too brilliant and has difficulty relating to others.

Thank you, Dr. Savelyev. You’ve saved my team from wasting quite a lot of work. Yes, you can call me Hana.

Well, Hana. Ah. I’m sure any nudge from the Ministry of the Interior will help me on my side in Energy.

We finish our discussion just in time. I tweak the data even as I sink back into my senses and rise from the bench. And I do not have to promise to have a date with him or anything else. He concludes with his thanks and farewells, and already I can feel him pulling back into the cold shell of his expertise and mind.

It would not have been a terrible thing to go out with him. And it might have gotten my friends to ease up on my dating situation. He seems nice, even. So much like the archetype that everyone thinks I should be going out with.

If I didn’t already want someone else.

My footsteps are loud against the stairs. The rail along the spiraling steps is embossed with orchids. In the meeting room Hennessy feels my positivity, relaxes into his chair beside mine.

You have something. You got something done over lunch.

Yes.

That’s why you’re the boss.

“You want to address the Board, Administrator Dempsey?”

“My team is confident in our figures. But we understand the Board’s position. I suggest a compromise. HEL also has a proposal in the pipe. Separately, the improvements seem negligible when considering the risk-benefit ratio, but packaged together with ours, the graph changes.” A wave of my fingers, and the displays hovering in our brains are updated with new numbers, the line lifting ever so slightly. “A contact at High Energy assures me that they can deploy in three months. By then, my group can add 0.012 percent efficiency to our proposed protocol.”

The murmurs of approval would have had me giddy and bouncing in my seat, once. At least for a while I can smile without its feeling entirely faked.

But I am not thinking of Savelyev, or Jazz, or this little victory over bureaucratic inertia. I am already thinking of the coming weekend with Barrens. The days in between could not end fast enough.
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SUNDAY MORNING, BEFORE DAWN, I AM AWAKE, YAWNING. I SWALLOW THE last of the watermelon-seed-size, cherry-red pills with relief. Tomorrow, the world will be a touch brighter, perhaps. I will be closer to normal, closer to my old self. Since going on the meds, my dreams have been mechanical and dry, just repetitions of fragments of the days, sitting in front of a terminal and tapping away, coding simulation parameters. Sometimes, boring pieces from puberty, sitting in class and absorbing a lecture. Nothing like the vibrant, strange lives that I am used to living in my sleep. Where are my lunar oceans, my winged unicorns?

By tonight, the last of the drugs will have dissipated, and maybe when my dreams crack the fog of the mundane again, I can kick my growing addiction to purchased memories. Too much Minnow the cat.

Barrens’s timing has always been good. He messages me that he’s at my door just as I finish dressing.

The pads of my fingers slide along the slick, heavy material of the police coat spread out on my bed. It is night blue, a deep shade, depths-of-the-ocean blue. The buttons are gold-plated. Silver tassels are braided together and highlight the right lapel, and on the left breast pocket, a thick, triangular shield of office is emblazoned with a trio of stars and the crest of Earth’s moon. It is a combat amplifier, and when I touch it, it hums as it harmonizes with my brain waves.
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