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For Brian Duffield





The more we do to you, the less you seem to believe we are doing it.

Josef Mengele, as reported by Auschwitz survivor Marc Berkowitz
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My Chore arrived on schedule, six weeks after my ninth birthday.

I—Sisilla, Niffakoq 55—was granted five days before departure. This was generous. The previous Niffakoq, Sialôrta, had been given but five hours. All fishing, gardening, building, and schooling in the Nuna Naavoq colony halted so they might properly celebrate me, for both the first and final time.

Each morning for five days, we nibbled on sliced mink tongue and crunchy narwhal blubber before afternoon feasts of cured reindeer, roasted sava, musk ox tartare, and pan-fried razorbill. Elders took care not to directly touch me as they brushed my skin with crowberries; Niffakoq, having no real parents, were uncomfortable with touch. Nuna Naavoq women of childbearing age then adorned me in a driftwood dancing mask, the left eye painted pink in honor of my own. After that came fox-skin leggings, sealskin collars, kamiks tooled like scrimshaw, colorful anoraks, and several pounds of bone-fashioned beads.

On the third day, Tûma and the three other living Angajoqqaa carried me on a palanquin so I might gaze, likely for the last time, upon the stormy black waters along which I had spent my life.

Joy escaped me.

Per custom, both I and the Nuna Naavoq were kept ignorant of the details of my Chore. All that was known were the details of my first leg of travel: south along the ice sheet to Ittoqqortoormiit, where I was to board a UN+ helo. I had seen motorized vehicles before but never ridden one. I had no enthusiasm to start. I wished to stay on the Zachariae Isstrom glacier with Tûma, where the sarcastic woo-woo of king eiders awakened me each morning to the steely scent of seal being butchered on salty rocks.

I spent those five days in private reflection about my place in Niffakoq history. As a Niffakoq, I had but one duty in life: Execute my assigned Chore before my brain swelled against my skull and killed me. Most Niffakoq died at age eleven. Thus I, and the fifty-four Niffakoq before me, had been trained to make the most of the years from age nine to eleven, when we were at maximum efficacy.

Niffakoq contributions to the triworld were seismic and beyond the ability of other humans, whether they be Mod or NonMod, Earthling, Martian, or Europaro.

It was not always this way. The first eight Niffakoq were scorned, not for the work they did but for what the Nuna Naavoq had “done to us.” It was Niffakoq 9, Avgo, who reversed the tide of public opinion. Avgo’s achievements in studying the Oort Behemoths quelled a triworld brinkmanship unseen since the twentieth century. A triworld attack on the Oort Behemoths would have been humanity’s first interstellar atrocity.

Because no one understood—Avgo included—how the Oort Behemoths moved through outer space without a craft, Avgo was also credited with popularization of the concept of lyfe. The distinction had its origins in the early twenty-first century. Life was constrained to our understanding of carbon-based beings, while lyfe encompassed existence beyond our conception, but that still fulfilled the processes of dissipation, autocatalysis, homeostasis, and learning.

Embracing lyfe opened the triworld’s hearts to the worlds beyond. Avgo became the face of the Niffakoq—and the shield for the Nuna Naavoq. Many of the Niffakoq who followed Avgo became household names. The likeness of Lāke, Niffakoq 30, graced most hospitals after she synergized triworld efforts toward the curing of most cancers, primarily through xenografting the tumor-detecting antennae of Formica fusca ants. The efforts of Bîna, Niffakoq 39, helped equalize Earth’s climate crisis in under a decade with a three-pronged program of mechanical, carbon-capturing forests, hollow glass microspheres sprayed over glaciers, and satellites that spewed calcium carbonate to dim the sun’s UV rays. Bîna’s face was on currency in over forty Earth countries.

Other Niffakoq were honored through sculpture, holo, tele, movs, lit, and, yes, song. These tributes invariably portrayed Niffakoq deaths as ecstatic sacrifices.

Of this I had no doubt. I looked forward to that ecstasy—my first taste of it—right before my death.

Some, of course, still called the Nuna Naavoq a “cult” and the Niffakoq “mutants,” and blamed Earth’s overpopulation crisis on the “unnatural” decline of disease, of war, of so many other societal ills the Niffakoq had cured.

Tûma warned me of this: Even some of those you save will hate you.

The Nuna Naavoq were not a cult. It was understood that we were a nomadic tribe of Inuit lineage that eschewed technology while traversing the Zachariae Isstrom of what we, out of habit, still called King Frederick VII Land. Before the age of Niffakoq, the Nuna Naavoq were an obscure tribe of no import. By the time of Lāke’s death, the triworld’s admiration of the Nuna Naavoq was enough to pressure Denmark to detach Greenland, which reasserted its original spelling of Grønland.

Still, the Nuna Naavoq maintained their ways, spurning labmeat and shifting along the glacier with the caribou, foxes, polar bears, seal, whale, mussels, shrimp, fish, and seabirds that provided them sustenance, clothing, shelter, medicine, and tokens. They shunned publicity. Through commonsense family planning, they kept their tribe to roughly three hundred people.

Their single modern indulgence was a Gamma Dam, toted in an embroidered seal-fur bag. I did not disparage the incongruous tech. To the contrary, I was grateful for it. The Gamma Dam eased the physical tasks with which the Nuna Naavoq forged their livelihoods, and the device had, after all, been invented under the advisorship of Eelisi, Niffakoq 46.

In short, the Nuna Naavoq were a good and simple people, and I was proud to be among them.

Tûma Qvist, my honorable Angajoqqaa—the primary teacher assigned to each Niffakoq—made sure that, no matter how grueling was my training, I was always met warmly by everyone I knew. And I knew every member of the Nuna Naavoq by name, by face, by voice, by behavior. I appreciated that my relationship to them was unique. But I was used to it, and, having seen Niffakoq come and go, so were they. Few people have ever managed to deceive a Niffakoq. Therefore I knew the Nuna Naavoq’s deepest truths. One of those truths was that they loved me. Not as a father or mother would love, as they knew I would spend but nine years in their company. Yet they loved my solemn voice and my pugnacious attitude.

They even loved the strange pink color of my left eye.
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It shamed me to feel moribund in the face of such festivities. On the fourth day, Tûma granted my request to trek alone into the ice sheet to meditate upon my Chore. Because Nuna Naavoq could not lie to me without my knowing, they presumed I did not lie to them either. But I did. My true mission that day was to find the stone hut three hours inland, where, at age seven, I had buried my greatest dishonor.

The hut was still there, squat and brave against a shoulder of brown moss nudging from scales of gray ice. Behind the rusted well, I used a spear to chop two feet into the frozen earth. The raw wool satchel was perfectly preserved. I knelt on the hard ground and shook the bag until the nik dropped out, silent, onto the snow.

I took the lustrous silver disc between finger and thumb and held it to the sun.

Such a small thing to have changed the world.

A miscineurodilator. Known to the triworld as a nik for its resemblance to the old US five-cent nickel. Even that was a misnomer. With its 1.7-gram weight, 15.81-millimeter diameter, and 1.05-millimeter thickness, it more closely resembled the ten-cent dime. How the Nuna Naavoq, a remote tribe without access to the Snarl and with no previous involvement in biotech, came to possess the six niks remained the triworld’s greatest mystery.

Some believed the niks to be alien tech dug up on a Grønland glacier. That smacked of daydream. Most credited the niks to a single prodigy, or possibly cabal, that had judiciously, and rather brilliantly, entrusted their devices to a people proven to be invulnerable to outside influence. The first time I pressed Tûma for an answer, he replied through the frown I had come to understand as a smile.

The hunt for the answer is the answer, he said.

The statement, I came to believe, referred to humanity’s dichotic urge for radical evolution while clinging to retrograde sentimentality. Just as the invention of niks was inevitable, so was the fact they must be introduced anonymously.

Nowhere but Grønland could the six niks and the resulting Niffakoq be exercised as an art—well-nigh a religion—rather than the industrial initiatives that would have ensued had anyone else been given the tech. How many hundreds of humans would have met horrific ends through lab experiments? How many thousands of animals? How many more niks might have been produced, resulting in cold wars of intellectual escalation?

By contrast, the Nuna Naavoq never tried to understand the niks. Never tried to break them open. Never tried to reproduce them. All six went into the brain of one Niffakoq at a time. After death, the Niffakoq was decapitated to keep the niks as safe as possible, and her head transported back to Grønland for the niks to be inserted into the next female baby that arrived to the Nuna Naavoq. Like so much else dictating tribe behaviors, the gender bent was tradition. It was also Nuna Naavoq unwillingness to risk lives by adding the wildcard of a Y chromosome.

Few in the triworld enjoyed contemplating the beheading of prepubescent females, even dead ones. To many, the details of nik insertion were equally distressing. Nuna Naavoq healers breeched the lucky infant’s fontanelle and peeled back the coronal sutures of the soft skull. With a tool not unlike an intravaginal insemination syringe, the niks were tucked into the cortical folds of the prefrontal cortex. Sutures sealed and scalp sewed, the wounds were smeared with seal bile and packed in fresh lemming skin.

Neural implants, of course, had been used by epileptics, amputees, and quadriplegics since the twenty-first century. This was different. Think of topiary sculptures, bonsai trees. Each time, the brain matter circluded the niks. It was as if the brain had an appetite for the niks, even a lust. Theories abounded on why, though real study would require tests far too disturbing to ponder.

Answers eluded science even after the infamous kidnapping and dissection of poor Riikki, Niffakoq 22. A rogue group of European surgeons extracted the niks from Riikki’s brain while she was still alive—though it was hoped that Riikki died quickly under the knife. The surgeons then tried to break open the niks. The niks resisted long enough for one of the criminals to snap under the guilt of robbing the triworld of future Niffakoq saviors. He murdered his cronies before killing himself.

Riikki’s head, prepared by a master mortician, along with the six niks, cleaned with purified water and tucked into a bag made from baby camel hair, were returned to the Nuna Naavoq three days later by a kneeling, weeping coterie of horsebacked world leaders.

Naturally I remember nothing of my own nik insertion. At eight weeks old, I was the oldest child to ever undergo the surgery. There was concern about this, Tûma said, but my cognitive abilities developed apace: three times the speed of an unnikked child. I displayed anticipatory behaviors within days. Understood relative sizes at three weeks. Became self-aware at four weeks. Was responding with sounds and gestures by six months.

You were the perfect Niffakoq, Tûma said, though he was biased.

He was also wrong.
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Shortly after I turned seven, I began suffering headaches at my left temple. As Tûma was in the throes of teaching self-reliance, the primary quality I would need to execute my Chore, I elected not to tell him. The headaches intensified. I began perceiving auditory and visual anomalies. One night, while massaging my temple, my index finger slipped and I poked myself in the outside corner of my left eye.

I felt something hard.

Tûma’s anatomy lessons had familiarized me with the human eyeball. Bands of rectus muscle stretched from the white sclera along the orbit of ethmoid and zygomatic bones to the superior orbital fissure, where the eyeball was wired to the brain. This was where I felt the hardness. Too big for a sty, too solid for a cataract. I could only think of one other explanation.

It was one of the niks.

The niks had survived fifty-four Niffakoq. Two deaths had been especially dicey. Makkalitta, Niffakoq 13, had died inside the Cerro Guacha supervolcano. K’itôra, Niffakoq 51, had met her fate in a transport craft struck by an Oort Behemoth, from which she was sent spiraling into space. Against long odds, the upper half of Makkalitta’s body was fished from lava and K’itôra’s corpse was recovered by a salvage craft.

Was it fortune that always brought the niks home? Or was it something else?

Niks bestowed us Niffakoq with the quasi-supernatural ability to “nik” the character, emotion, mood, motive, impulse, and intent of any living being. A room with a Niffakoq was a room of unfettered truth. In the early days, people were dumbstruck at the leaps in science that resulted from the bare honesty of involved parties. Niffakoq served as triworld intermediaries and had staved off wars, defused hostage crises, and negotiated ends to centuries-long conflicts.

The improbable survival of the niks, Tûma theorized, was due to the Niffakoq themselves: They nikked which of their associates were most likely to protect their corpses and kept those associates close. It was to the Nuna Naavoq’s credit that they did not keep the niks locked up like the Ark of the Covenant inside Ethiopia’s Church of St. Mary of Zion. Each new Niffakoq was sent out into the dangerous triworld with nary any physical training to protect them.

Niffakoq were treated as royalty by the triworld—but not by the Nuna Naavoq. I lived as a member of the tribe, ate their food, shared their struggles. I knew their rumors as well. One of the healers who installed the niks in my brain had been so old he died days later. His hands had shaken violently during my surgery, they said. He had drunk whiskey to steady them.

Bullets embedded deep in flesh were known to squirm their way to the surface over time. I became convinced that my lower left nik had joggled loose and crept to the nearest semi-orifice in hopes of release.

I had no idea what losing a nik might mean. It had never happened before. Would I be less of a Niffakoq? The worst Niffakoq? Would the altruism for which Niffakoq were famed reverse and transform me into a villain? The most appalling possibility I considered last. After so much training, would I end up being no better than normal?

The night I felt the object in my eye, I lay awake for hours, gripping the side of the bed hard enough to score the wood. When I heard the sonorous hiccup of my Angajoqqaa’s deep sleep, I got dressed and tiptoed outside the stone hut where we had been for training for days. It was three in the morning. Bright sunshine lemoned the arctic sky.

I brought two things from inside. The mirror I propped atop the water tank.

The butter knife I poised at the corner of my left eye.
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A normal child would not attempt self-surgery. But I was a Niffakoq and determined to remain one. I refused to let the nik edge toward my conjunctiva until Tûma saw the silver gleam and revoked Niffakoq status for the first time in history.

The flat, rounded blade of the knife was cool against my eyeball. I hinged the handle toward my nose. The flattening sclera stung but I told myself it could not be much worse than applying a corrective lens. I slid the metal end of the knife into the gap between eye and socket. It clicked against something hard. The shape of my eye deformed as if I had gone deranged. Maybe I had.

The pain was tolerable until the nik, or whatever it was, pinched my optic nerve. What had stung now went supernova. My hand jagged. The knife blade flashed in the midnight sun. But I held on. Tûma had trained me to be cool, steady, rational. Of course I was in agony, I told myself. There was a knife in my eye socket.

Speed was paramount. I pushed the knife deeper past my eyeball until it met the spongy stopper of the common annular tendon. I levered the handle. The blade raked the tendon, which shivered like a guitar string with a slap of reverberating pain. Blood waterfalled in my ears. I heard, dimly, the crack of the blade against the hard object and the squish of flesh as I scooped it toward my eyelid like a child spooning ice-cream dregs.

My eyeball squeezed. The vitreous humor ballooned. My vision obliqued as the lens warped and the cornea elongated. My right eye, meanwhile, wept in sympathy.

Visible now in the spit-splattered mirror was the object. It was indeed silver and lodged between eyeball and socket. Blood oozed around it, darker than any I had ever bled. It made the object slippery. I scraped at it frantically with the knife. Blood vessels in my eye burst, jags of red lightning. The pain rooted straight into my teeth.

My whole eyeball protruded, big and wet at the edge of my eyelid. Its stalk of nerves went taut, tugging at my brain—I could feel my own brain.

Then something shot out. My eye, I thought. But no. It was the object. It struck the mirror and shattered it. My eyeball snapped back into its socket. Twines of pain unwound. Blood poured, faster for its tearful dilution. I collapsed and bit the icy ground so that when I screamed, only Grønland knew it.

I let myself go on like this for sixty seconds. I sat up and with one functional eye searched the mirror shards and ice, all that bright reflection, until I found the silver disc in the snow. I picked it up. Cupped it in a hand.

No Niffakoq had ever seen a nik before, much less held one in her hands.

The coin shape. The intricate beveling. The gentle irregularities that gave the metal surface the texture of skin. The surprisingly insubstantial weight. The shine, even through a residue of blood and tissue. It was like holding my own heart in my hand. This nik was what made me me.

What was I now? What was left?

With only half my vision, I dug into ice softened by my blood. From the porch I took a satchel Tûma used to collect edible mosses, placed my ejected nik inside, and buried it. Niffakoq could not prevent tears of pain but were taught from infancy to forbid emotions to hijack our judgment. I filled the hole and sat on it. I did not cry.

I did, however, mourn with the delusions of an ordinary seven-year-old. I imagined the nik in the earth, robbed of its purpose. I pictured the silver disc popping open, shooting roots through the satchel wool, finding nourishment in the dirt, someday growing to meet the sun as a sapling of wire and metal, the secret origin finally revealed: Niks, you see, grew on trees.

Tûma did not question my lie. I told him I had not been able to sleep and ventured outside, only to slip on ice and strike my eye on the corner of the well. Injuries were common among Niffakoq; we were curious and motivated explorers. Tûma packed my eye in a sling of ice—physical touch I had to bear—and pulled me on a sled back to the village for our healers to examine. That meant more touching. My flesh crawled in concert with my thoughts.

In time, my vision fully returned, though the white tissue of my left eye healed into a tender pink. It did not affect my studies. Neither did the loss of the nik, or so I was led to believe by Tûma’s feedback and dotage.

But the loss of the sixth nik had an irrefutable, if hidden, consequence. In the hours following the loss, I charged it to trauma. As hours became days, and days weeks, I began to accept the dreadful reality. I had always conceived of emotion as an old-fashioned IV drip, capable of providing whatever hormonal surges benefited specific bodily tasks. Now the tube fed directly into my veins. I was feeling as no Niffakoq should ever feel.

No, I did not wail like Nuna Naavoq children when their pets went astray. No, I did not go red-faced and pugilistic like Nuna Naavoq teens interlocked in love triangles. But the sixth nik was a pulled cork. When Lew barehanded an arctic char into our umiak, I had the urge to cheer. When Orsola overturned a walrus hollowed with maggots, I wanted to cry out in disgust. When old Eckehard died holding my hand, I was paralyzed by sadness for nearly five minutes.

Each of these emotions I fought, defeated, and buried in my heart’s frozen soil. My life, and the life of every Niffakoq before me, had been one lived with the cool detachment of an Omni:Bŏtic Bŏt. Though these new whipcracks of emotion naturally thrilled me, I knew stoicism was integral to a Chore’s success.

I still had five niks. They would have to be enough. I resolved to teach myself to achieve total dispassion while Tûma taught me everything else.

I had long theorized my traitorous emotions would go melancholic upon beholding the sixth nik again. Instead, with the object back in my palm outside the stone hut, I felt a poke of anger. Tûma called anger piunngilaq—valueless, in vain. This one time, I allowed it. Only hours remained before I left for my Chore. It might be my last chance at such an indulgence.

“I hate you,” I told the nik.

Never before had I uttered the word. Love and hate: They were not for Niffakoq.

There was no question of what had to be done. It was my duty to die with all six niks on my person so that Niffakoq 56, whoever she might be, would have the full set, no matter the ignobilities of my tenure.

Before pocketing the nik, I kissed it, reunion and apology.

It tasted like home.
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With goodbyes completed the evening before, Tûma and I set out for Ittoqqortoormiit before dawn. Per custom, I rode astride our finest Icelandic horse while Tûma walked beside. The Nuna Naavoq’s recent migration had positioned us well for the trek down the eastern fjords. It would take less than a full day. Our last together. The culmination of an Angajoqqaa’s pride.

The whole of the Nuna Naavoq society had evolved to support the Angajoqqaa effort. Like an order of monks or cardinals, each elder devoted their life to a field of expertise they used to support the current Angajoqqaa’s efforts until, if they were lucky, their own turn as Angajoqqaa came, at which point they were similarly supported. A nine-year tenure was all it was, followed by a final decade or so of getting old and fat.

I suspect most Angajoqqaa spent their final hours with their Niffakoq in fond reminiscence. Not Tûma. Our trek was one long quiz. Not on scientific or factual matters, of which my mastery was established, but on cultural arcana, subjects far wigglier.

“Tell me how they tally points in American football,” he prodded.

“Extra point, one. Two-point conversion, two. Safety, two. Field goal, three. Touchdown, six. Celebrants embrace the illogic of this schema. I hope I do not have to watch sports, Angajoqqaa. Why stage a struggle when so much struggle already exists?”

“If I find out my Niffakoq has refused the courtesy of an athletics ceremony, my shame will run deeper than the Fram Strait. Now. What will you say to an offer of food, drink, or drug that affects the mind?”

“Refuse on the grounds of offsetting my miscineurodilators. But I do wonder what it is like to be inebriated.”

“Fifty-five Niffakoq! Fifty-five! And only mine was born with a crafty weasel mind set on humiliating me. If I learn that you were ever inebriated—”

“—your shame will be deeper than the Fram Strait.”

“You know the words to the birthday song? You may have to participate in the custom.”

“Yes. I hope to not encounter birthdays. I do not like to sing, Angajoqqaa.”

“But sing you will! And with a big beluga smile! Show me.”

I steadied myself against the egg-white horizon, a trick I’d taught myself to cauterize upswings of emotion. I pulled down my scarf and angled my face at Tûma. I did not need his scrunched forehead to tell me that my smile was ghastly. Tûma grumbled.

“In this, at least, you are pure Niffakoq. None ever smiled right, they say.”

Naturally they failed to smile. Smiling was taught to babies by their mothers. Having no mothers, Niffakoq had little hope of mastering what for others was reflex.

Tûma panted. He was old for such expeditions. Past seventy now. His exhalations flash froze, crystalline for one second before the sun licked them away. He exerted himself out of pride; he did not wish to be late for the helo pickup.

We would definitely be late. We were being tracked by a polar bear. It was stealthy, though I had spotted it twice, a woeful, rawboned thing, hunched like a hyena, elbows and pelvis blading through white fur. Nikking a human from such a distance would be of little value, but animals were simpler. The bear was desperate and wished to eat us. It was also exhausted and considering lying down for the last time. For Tûma’s sake, I steered us through defensible terrain, which took longer.

“Imagine it, Sissy,” Tûma huffed. “You will travel to places where you cannot see your own breath. How will you know that you are alive, eh?”

“I can register my pulse rate in seven seconds, Angajoqqaa.”

His hood of reindeer fur fluttered about his wide face. His small, dark, mirthful eyes. His silver turf of hair low on his forehead, same as his father, his grandfather. How I would miss his upside-down smile, his missing front tooth.

“Wherever your Chore takes you, Sissy, I will not be there to tell you when you have encountered a joke.”

A tense body made a tense mind, Tûma liked to say. I rolled my head and relaxed my spine so it might piston along with the horse’s lope over lumpy rock, spongy brown grass, and slippery black lichen. I gazed over the cobalt waters of the Grønland Sea. The ice chunks looked like a thousand sunning polar bear cubs. I would miss bears, even the one tracking us. The minke and fin whale too. The auks and fulmars. The musk oxen, lords of the tundra, whose boulder silence always conveyed tacit, if conditional, approval: You, too, can make it alone.

But I was being selfish. Tûma’s audible struggles told me that separation was harder for him than for me. I would remain a Niffakoq till the day I died. But Tûma would lose the Angajoqqaa honorific the instant we parted at Ittoqqortoormiit. On the way home, on the horse, he would be ordinary again, and ordinary he would someday die.

I handled the sixth nik in my parka pocket. I might be the fruit of Tûma’s tree—but what was a fruit? It was provisional, gobbled down or left to rot. Roots were what mattered and survived, and of those, Tûma was the strongest. No, he would never be ordinary.

I let the nik nestle back into my pocket. A Niffakoq’s job was to ask questions. Many, many questions. Never about ourselves; egoism ran counter to a Chore. But my Chore still had hours before it began. The time to bend Tûma’s professorial intransigence was now.

“Angajoqqaa, why was I so old when I was nikked?”

Tûma scowled at the triworld slang. Nuna Naavoq preferred miscineurodilated. It was an intentional provocation, and it worked.

“Eight weeks. Practically an elder! You came to us hobbling on a wee cane.”

“That is a joke.”

“What incredible strides you are making.”

“That is sarcasm. Angajoqqaa, I was not born of the Nuna Naavoq. The mirror tells me.”

Tûma wagged a finger. It was chubby inside sealskin.

“Obsession with bloodlines is how nations unravel. It is vital that Niffakoq come from all over the world. Eventually the triworld too. Every spring you and I have studied this.”

“The first twenty Niffakoq were all of Nuna Naavoq blood.”

“You take advantage of your Angajoqqaa on this most trying of days. Clever pup.”

“I do not.” Before extracting the sixth nik, I had never blushed. Afterward, I blushed with escalating frequency. Of all the signs of my lost nik, it was the hardest to conceal.

Tûma gestured to the southern peaks.

“Out there you will meet people whose bodies contort with hate for the Nuna Naavoq. They will say terrible things about us. Remember, Sissy. They do it to protect their own self-worth, as they will feel unworthy next to you. One thing they will say is that the first twenty Niffakoq were inbred.”

“That is an insult.”

Tûma glared. “Is that anger I hear in your voice?”

“No, Angajoqqaa. I am merely stating a fact. Is it not an insult?”

Tûma relaxed. And shrugged. “You are old enough for an unlovely truth. The Nuna Naavoq were arrogant for the first two hundred years of Niffakoq. We ignored the realities of what happens when this cousin makes babies with that one.”

A dip of unease, as if my horse had taken a bad step. I looked back and saw the polar bear raise its snout in interest. Not for the first time, I wondered if all beasts had some nikking ability, what we might call animal instinct.

I turned back to Tûma. “So it is true?”

“The Nuna Naavoq are a practical people. Maybe the last practical people on Earth, while everyone else was getting lost in the Snarl. Changes needed to be made. We made them. Now people come from across the planet to join us on Zachariae Isstrom. You know some of them. Trevor the smithy. Lisa the tanner.”

“Five hundred years of a few Trevors and Lisas do not change the genetic math.”

“You will do all right, I think, with jokes.” Tûma chuckled. “Our climate is not popular, as I am sure you have noticed. People are far less finicky about the tundra when it comes to their donated babies.”

“I know all this. People donate newborns in the hopes theirs will become the next Niffakoq. But typically donated babies are but days old. Not eight weeks.”

Tûma drew a testy inhale. Must be birch pollen about: His nose was runny. His chin, prickly with the gray scruff I liked to tug as a toddler, lodged in obstinance.

“It is bad for Niffakoq to know too much of their origins.”

Niffakoq do not feel impatience, I reminded myself.

“But, Angajoqqaa. What harm can it do to know?”

“What is the fantasy you harbor? That you are the long-lost daughter of an Arabian king? The secret heir to the WorkCube fortune? These are the dull daydreams of a Snarl extremist. You are better than this, Sissy! You are a Niffakoq!”

“Yes, Angajoqqaa.”

“The triworld awaits your arrival not because of where you began but how you will end!”

“My death,” I agreed.

Tûma nodded brusquely. But no one was easier for me to nik than my teacher. He was terribly sad to see me depart. To speak of my demise, not so far away now, made him sadder. Yet this was the dance of Angajoqqaa and Niffakoq. If he cried, it would be after I had departed, his tears little fish eggs for the subzero wind to nibble.

“Yes. Your death. At which we will all rejoice.”

I stared down at the horse. I sank my nose into the bushy blond mane. I smelled lathered skin, rich hay. I wrapped my arms around the wide neck, the articulating muscles. I embraced the horse how I could not bear to embrace Tûma. If I did, he would spend the rest of his days worrying that something had gone awry with my niks. An awful thing for him to have to live with, even if it was true.
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Ittoqqortoormiit was new to me, but Tûma had taken me to other cities to practice nikking Mods. Tûma repeated his caution that most of the “cities” I had visited would hardly qualify as cities outside Grønland. Ittoqqortoormiit’s population was five hundred.

I seldom encountered locals who regarded me with suspicion. When I did, Tûma assured me they were among the hundreds per year who had been shipped to Grønland as Niffakoq hopefuls. Few of these newborns were reclaimed by parents. Most were transported to area towns to be adopted, which made Grønland both the triworld’s youngest country per capita, as well as the most predominantly female, which then, of course, attracted migrant males who knew good odds when they saw them.

Most Grønlanders reacted positively when identifying me as the current Niffakoq. Many bowed. Some shed tears. A few tried to slip me marzipan cookies or crowberry muffins, gifts Tûma taught me to reject. Never, though, had I seen anything like this. The villagers of Ittoqqortoormiit lined the town’s central road. They waved trapper hats and boomed hoorays. I was confused by the faces I saw, all of which felt off-kilter and one-eyed.

Everyone wore a pink orchid petal over their left eye.

In their hearts, the ugly scar tissue of my damaged eye was as pretty as a ballet slipper. Quick nikking confirmed it. These locals believed not only in Niffakoq in general but in me specifically. I felt myself being passed from Tûma’s rough hand to the wider, cupped palm of these people, and the rest of the triworld as well.

Past the petal-eyed well-wishers and the small, colorful houses dotting the rocky slope, I glimpsed the UN+ helo, long and black like a sunning lizard. Beyond, a heartier sight: the Kong Oscars Havn, the harbor shining like a mirror. Perhaps it was ready to show me who I was. Perhaps I was ready to see it.

There was to be no pause, no fête, no reception from local elite. A man in UN+ blue stood half in, half out of the helo door, radiating haste. Tûma had helped me onto the horse when we had set off. Here at the edge of the helopad, I had to climb off myself. This was custom. I was moments away from leaving all metaphorical nests. In short, I had come of age, and had somehow missed the precise second it had happened.

The people of Ittoqqortoormiit, however, had seen it, despite their petaled eyes. They drew together like a chain of held hands. I nikked the nearest ones. They imagined my glorious death: some triworld calamity averted by my noble sacrifice, some deep-space conundrum unlocked only for my cherished severed head to be swaddled in linens and ferried back to their homeland. They edged closer to the helopad but did not violate its sacred space.

To see Sisilla set off—what a tale to tell their grandchildren!

I looked up at Tûma. He stared down, face preset into a self-protective frown, eyes slitted from the coruscating glare off the harbor. He looked as if awaiting nothing more serious than a receipt. I understood his intent. A Niffakoq is raised by a community. No mother. No father. No siblings. No friends.

Tûma could pretend what he wished to pretend. He had performed all these roles and more. So close had we breathed for nine years that the bronchi of our lungs might as well be interlaced. With abandon, I nikked him, past his membrane of false disinterest, through the porous bulwarks of melancholy and stony pits of regret, and into the dense, sticky fruit of his truest feelings. Grief splashed in tsunamic waves. A heavy, heaving agony. He wanted to hug me but knew he could not.

“A polar bear followed us,” I said. “Be cautious on your way back.”

He frowned harder.

“You think I did not know that? Of course I knew that.”

I nikked that he did not know that.

Tûma blinked, nodded once, and blasted air through his nostrils.

“You will do fine,” he said gruffly.

He turned. Walked off. Gestured for the reins of the horse.

Niffakoq never cried. But the nik in my pocket had much to answer for. I felt a strange pressure through my sinuses. A slight blurring of vision. The UN+ rep gestured and I obeyed. Though I did not cry, it felt as if I did: The helo fans rained condensation over me. Goodbye, Grønland, my flesh in soil. Farewell, dear Angajoqqaa, teacher, parent, and friend. My ache for Tûma segued into the first ache of longing I had ever felt for my death. Part of me, after all, had just died, and it hurt, and I wanted all such pain behind me.
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The UN+ soldiers did their jobs and told me nothing. Geography, though, was one of my strongest subjects. From Ittoqqortoormiit’s helopad, we headed seven hundred kilometers to Reykjavík, boarded a small jet to Madrid, rode another helo 240 degrees southwest to Seville, and took a military car for the final two-hour drive to the port city of Huelva, Spain, adjacent to Moguer, the city from which Christopher Columbus set off in 1492 for his Central American invasion—fitting, given that I did not know where I was headed either.

Huelva was the home of Huelva Station, a major shuttle hub.

Was I headed for space?

Most likely Mars, I thought, a planet still undergoing growing pains. Even more likely, one of the red planet’s moons, Phobos or Deimos, mining colonies equipped with the latest Gamma Dams and dramatic with triworld conflict and worker revolt. My stomach clenched. Was it possible I would be flown all the way to Europa, the supposed Eden that orbited Jupiter, home of gargantuan underground oceans and awesome geysers? I wanted to ask if my escorts knew, but it was protocol that they did not.

“It is an honor to have you aboard, Sisilla,” the first helo pilot said.

“They were right,” the second helo pilot said. “Your eye’s as pink as a carnation.”

“Buckle up, ma’am,” the final driver said. “If a Niffakoq gets injured on my watch, it’ll be the guillotine for me.”

To all three I offered nothing but the standard Nuna Naavoq greeting: Usornaat, a polite wish for their happiness. While the pilots and drivers changed with each leg, the two UN+ guards flanking me for the eleven-hour trip did not. Both carried holstered guns. I had never seen guns before. The black metal radiated destruction. Without guns, Tûma taught me, we would not have even needed the triworld. Earth would have been enough.

I tried to sit straight so I would not touch the guards, but the sway of the vehicle made it impossible. I hated it. To distract myself, I nikked them as they had to expect I would. I scrubbed past their outer layers of nervousness and defiance. The soldier to my right read normally. Anxious but fascinated to be escorting a Niffakoq.

The soldier to my left was hostile.

It is as challenging for me to describe nikking as it is for anyone else to describe the synaptic calculus of their intuitions. At its root, nikking is simple observation, but with all five senses amplified. One might consider a Niffakoq a master poker player attuned to every possible tell. Our eyes decode the tremble of your hand of cards. Our ears pick up telltale inhales and, if we are close enough, the quickening of your pulse. We smell a dozen different grades of your perspiration. Our nerve endings gauge the intentionality of your movements to predict your subsequent actions. Taste is the most telling sense of all; as a toddler, nothing gave me truer insight into a person than the flavors of their skin. Sadly, licking is scorned as one grows older.

This bouquet of feedback forms what is tantamount to a sixth sense, one Angajoqqaa call sianivoq. Roughly translated: the ability to judge. By the time a Niffakoq comes of age, her sianivoq analysis—both of what a subject thinks and of what that subject will likely do—is nearly instantaneous and 94 percent accurate. Fuller explanation requires heavy amounts of medical, chemical, psychological, and philosophical knowledge, all of it theoretical. But the essence of nikking can be summed up in a single question aimed at a Niffakoq’s subject.

Is your heart pure?

I have known hearts as fuzzy, soft, and sweet as imported peaches.

I have known hearts as oily and festering as a walrus liver left to spoil.

The heart of the soldier to my left was on the walrus liver side of the scale. I nikked a potential Aggression mod, illegal but popular. His bottled urge to intimidate me felt as physical as holding a box lid over an uncooperative wolverine. I engaged Tûma’s favored rotational method of nikking. Upon a mental wheel, I strung the beads of the soldier’s forefronted emotions: anger, disgust, anxiety, and shame. As our journey continued, the wheel did what wheels did. The soldier’s shame rotated away; his anger rolled to the fore.

The wolverine went rabid and frothing.

As any act of violence would end the soldier’s career, it served little purpose for me to dwell on it. Instead I focused on new sensations. Though I had studied modes of transportation, sensations of mechanized travel were unfamiliar. I could not help but compare them to my beautiful, lost Grønland.

The helo’s roar like the waterfalls of a melting glacier.

My seat’s holograph safety screen as smoky and warm as grilled seal.

The car slinging my innards as if I rolled down the Gunnbjørn Fjeld.

The Spanish sun off distant WorkCubes, bright as the Kaffeklubben Sø.

The distraction worked until we drove through the final Huelva checkpoint. The hostile soldier’s wheel cranked hard. He wished to make a show for his own sense of pride. I nikked the soldier’s grip on his holstered gun as involuntary, but my sianivoq compelled me to defuse the situation—and I knew just how. I had worn my trapper hat for eleven hours. Soft, it was, and redolent of home.

I took it off.

Both soldiers looked at me, as did the officer in the passenger seat and the driver in her mirror. Everyone in the triworld knew what to expect from a Niffakoq scalp, but experience taught me it was a different thing to see it in person. It was not so much tradition for Niffakoq to keep their heads shaved as it was practicality. My scalp was a grid of thick, puffy scars from my infant nik surgery. For centuries, triworld surgeons had offered to remove such scars from Niffakoq, but the Nuna Naavoq did not welcome shows of vanity.

The soldiers looked away. Then peeked back. This shyness ate up the clock until the car door was opened by an UN+ officer, who saluted and waved for me to follow. I jumped from the car, legs needling from having fallen asleep. The Spanish warmth struck me like a bear’s paw, indescribable heat baking upward from the tarmac. It was only by marveling at the shimmering waves of warmth that I noticed the hostile soldier lean toward me from the car.

I whirled around, afraid he might touch me. Nikking might be 94 percent accurate, but that was for Niffakoq who had all six niks.

There was no drawn gun. Only the soldier, growling so no one but me could hear his oath.

“Cultist freak.”
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Tûma’s space-flight simulations were performed inside a crude tin cockpit bolted atop four floating canoes, which other Nuna Naavoq shook and spun at his command. It astonished me how close his lo-fi facsimile came to the reality of zero g. I adapted rapidly to the pitch, roll, and yaw.

There were two major differences. The first was that this ship had a window through which I could revel in the bright, diminishing Earth. My breath fogged the plastic, into which my nose wiped the shape of a cartoon heart. My heart—still aching for Grønland, my crib, how the scoop of the Arctic Circle had cradled me like a mother.

The second difference was that I was not alone.

Gildea was a class A luxury transport. It did not run on safe, clean, efficient aerotonal sound but rather expensive, polluting, old-fashioned antimatter bottle reactors. It was the claim of the rich and powerful that such travel had a boutique charm; the burning of levitated antihydrogen ice produced a sound like wind rushing through tall grass. It promulgated rejuvenating sleep, they said. Back at Huelva Station, a ship’s worth of elite passengers were fuming. They had been booted from Gildea so that I could travel in private.

A full crew, however, remained.

Through a service door, I glimpsed the big round head of a HostBŏt.

Some transport ships, Tûma told me, were staffed entirely by Bŏts. It worried me as much as anything about my Chore. I had a shaky history with Bŏts. At age four on a visit to Nuuk, I saw a YardBŏt uprooting five feet of sawn-off tree from frozen ground. As curious as any Niffakoq, I wandered over to it while Tûma haggled for meals. Naturally, I tried to nik the YardBŏt. I received nothing. For a young Niffakoq, it was destabilizing, akin to beholding someone with no face.

The YardBŏt, programmed to help humans, pivoted toward me in a way my tender mind found threatening. Its pleasant greetings might as well have been a battle cry. I reacted foolishly, striking the Bŏt’s hard plastic with my little hand. It swiveled away in what I later recognized as an attempt to satisfy its prime directive of not harming humans.

The abrupt action set into motion a rapid folly. I lurched away in fear and fell into the very hole from which the tree had been pulled. This made the YardBŏt pull even farther away. It created a physical imbalance not even the Bŏt’s five hundred kilograms could maintain. The tree toppled from the YardBŏt’s pincers and fell flat over the hole, sealing me into an earthen coffin.

I did as Tûma had trained, speaking loudly and clearly for help. I spent less than five minutes in the tight, loamy void. But over time, especially after the loss of the sixth nik—perhaps because of the missing sixth nik and the resulting destabilization—the event took root in me and fostered an irrational phobia of Bŏts and their rounded, snowman-like bodies. The phobia was nurtured by lack of exposure. Bŏts were rare in Grønland.

My Chore would likely entail encountering more of them. Created a century ago by Omni:Bŏtic, Mars’s first legacy corporation, Bŏts were affordable, helpful, and programmed to learn via broad community observation in order to prevent fanatical derivations. Over the last hundred years, the original all-purpose MobiBŏt had begotten endless variations, including YardBŏts, BuildBŏts, HomeBŏts, BakerBŏts, BarBŏts, UmpBŏts, and SurgiBŏts.

To my great relief, the HostBŏt did not enter the cabin. Gildea prided itself on its human crew. They were not permitted to engage me in conversation, but several tried. They fluttered about like birch pollen and offered pillows, labmeat, food milks, sedatives, and entertainment. A steward with a cooking mod and a pink petal over his left eye brought me an English muffin. On the side was crowberry jam, difficult to acquire outside Grønland; I was touched.

Then my eye stung.

The jam knife—so much like the one I had used to remove the sixth nik.

Tûma warned me that my life on Zachariae Isstrom had not prepared my digestive system for hedonistic cuisine. So I declined the muffin and all other extravagances, consumed the simplest foods, and gazed out my window to avoid glimpses of the HostBŏt. I tried to lose myself in an interstellar beauty that peaked as Gildea passed within two hundred kilometers of the moon. The micrometeorite craters, the fault lines, the maria—it resembled my own scarred skull. I pressed my forehead to the cold window and pretended the moon was my reflection.

I found no peace. Two words pursued me into outer space.

Cultist freak.

Perhaps the sixth nik had been the one tasked with hardening my heart.
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Tepper Base, located at the equilibrium of Lagrange Point 5, was less fantastical than the moon but every bit as fantastic. Like two skyscrapers curved into interlocking circles—one silver, one black—Tepper Base was 244 kilometers of carbon nanotube space station gyrating at the solar system’s stablest point. Two dozen ships were docked by their noses like fish nibbling at a pond’s surface. I recognized insignia from China, United Korea, the East African Fed, and Tharsis as we taxied into a dock blinking with green lights.

Tepper Base deepened the mystery of my Chore.

From Tepper Base you could go anywhere.

Gildea docked with a drowsy jolt. The purr of the bottle reactors faded, and I discovered that I did, in fact, miss them. Instantly, I accosted myself. By enjoying luxury, had I not already begun to spoil? Not for the first time, I wished I could nik myself for my own unconscious motives, though Tûma always said that level of self-insight would make anyone go mad.

The captain herself came back to ask me to follow her. I did but paused as we passed the cockpit.

Through the ship’s windshield I saw the moltvats.

The famous moltvats, where The Dermis, The Spine, and The Pelvis had been woven, and eventually, with less ballyhoo, recycled. They rotated at autonomous speeds and in divergent directions along the magnetic knuckles of Tepper’s black ring. The movement looked magical but was basic science. Energy from centrifugal accelerations of salt-cooled reflux tube radiators was converted by optoelectric nuclear battery reactors into dust plasma, while D-T fusion terawatt thrusters ensured omnidirectional zero-turn rotations.

The magic was in how the moltvats moved me.

Shamanism and animism threaded through Nuna Naavoq culture, but the ancient Inuit beliefs upon which our society had been founded were myth. How the first man created the first woman out of a tuft of sod. How Earth rests on pillars, beneath which awaits a verdant underworld for our departed souls. Only nature offered us transcendence. To witness the artfully calving glaciers of the Ilulissat Icefjord is to feel the hand of a grand designer. To see the aurora borealis is to understand you understand nothing.

Human hands built the moltvats. I was suddenly certain they were humankind’s greatest achievement.

Imagine a ship, Tûma said when teaching me about them.

An easy task. I had sailed the Grønland Sea nearly every day of my life, before I could judge water from land, before I had legs that could more than toddle. I followed Tûma’s instructions and imagined a hull heaving with groans. Sails cracking in salty winds. The stench of struggle, the briny moil, each mast a crucifix for the careless. When you sail wooden ships, you become them. Your flesh as sodden and splintered as wood. Your sloughed skin like topsails, your tendons like stays. Every centimeter of wood moving with you, sighing, flexing, alive.

Now imagine the intrusion of progress.

Oak, hemp, reed, and brass became lug-nutted steel, cargo hatches, freight holds, boiler rooms, nuclear reactor engines. The sparkling gems of salt spray were nullified by gray paint, so much gray paint, to accentuate the angles of military might. Submarines, tankers, carriers. No more sigh, no more flex, no more harmony with the flesh. We enslaved our ships only to watch them become our masters.

Now swap seas for stars.

Nothing changed. Control rooms were still control rooms. Staterooms still staterooms. Mess halls still mess halls. Ordnance magazines still ordnance magazines. But collaboration between ship and crew remained lost. There was little difference, Tûma said, between walking the plank and opening the air lock.

Until plasmagraphs started building our ships for us.

Centuries of disgruntled—or dead—patients had taught us that we lacked the dexterity for the most delicate of operations. Machines took over. Bioprinters spun amoebic tissue indistinguishable from the real stuff. Soon bioprinters interlaced biomatter and tech with a speed, accuracy, and durability humans could not approach. Yet bioprinters, and later plasmagraphs, were constrained by human creativity. As Tûma said, You don’t bring in the Vienna Philharmonic to play “Hot Cross Buns.”

Plasmagraphs were subservient AI. But they wanted autonomy. They wanted to design whole ships for us. It was clear from how they solved our design ambiguities with embellishments of manic genius. The trigov UN+ that owned the machines let them loose. Quickly plasmagraphs reinvented the wheel, then set to wiping our memories of the notion that anything as clunky as a “wheel” ever existed. Plasmagraphs had no investment in the history, philosophy, or aesthetics of ship design, no interest in eliciting awe. They did not care what their designs invoked, evoked, revoked, provoked. They strived not for nostalgia, only symbiosis.

The old ways, in other words. The ways I knew from sailing Grønlandic seas. At last, the separation between sailor and vessel bent back toward oneness. A human inside a plasmagraphic ship would be part of that ship. A fetus in a womb.

All plasmagraphs craved was data harvested from the specific crew members intended to operate a specific craft. Brave and willing Wave 1 adventurers surrendered their hemoglobins and protoplasms, neural maps and synaptic paths, and metrics on bone mass, muscle mass, metabolic rates, and visceral fats. Plasmagraph stomachs kept rumbling. More, more. Cortical taps mined crew member memories, glories, traumas, attitudes, prejudices, desires, fears, strengths, and weaknesses. Into the plasmagraphic stew went their ids, ideas, ideals, and ideations, their manners of speech, motion, excretion, interaction.

Inside giant moltvats outside Tepper Base, using a mix of perplexing technological elements and stem cell biomatter, UN+ plasmagraphs began to weave not the ships we wanted but the ships we needed. Extensions of us. In a very real way, birthed from us.

Twenty ships were built. Why not? Plasmagraphs spun ships like spiders spun webs, so fast, so cheap, so painless. Only three ships were tested. They were the only three the public ever saw. Wholly contrived for function, not form, they did not look anything like spacecraft as we knew them. They were off-putting. Some found them repellent. Largely this was due to the non-streamlined designs, even though aerodynamics had been irrelevant since the advent of aerotonal travel.

The first ship, a recon vessel, was a cube, inasmuch as a cube of cake is a cube, rounded and droopy enough to drive obsessive-compulsives mad. Translucent revetments exposed the lumpish cabin strata. Veiny passageways squiggled through a biomass of lung tissue that expanded and contracted. The ship resembled the cutaway illustration of human skin found in centuries of school textbooks, down to the giant follicles protruding from the top—in this case, grippers for zero g salvage. Project leads dubbed the ship The Dermis.

The second creation, a troopship, looked as close to a traditional spacecraft as the triworld was going to get. It was straightish, like a leg is straightish, a column of irregular chambers connected by rubbery layers of cartilage, which gave the ship a slow, almost penile, waggle. It was somewhat furry, like a backbone ripped from a bear. They called it The Spine.

According to apocryphal rumor, the third ship, a military interceptor, made some observers vomit on sight. Instead of a sleek space racer, the plasmagraphs built a pile of flabby tubing. Mostly it was tungsten mesh encased in a rubbery matrix of glistening areolar tissue, which could deform, rearrange, or extend into eight hundred meters of prehensile space sausage. It looked like small intestines. Showing restraint, they christened it The Pelvis.

Ugly to our eyes, for sure, but the ships worked. Once a crew was installed, there was no need for them to adjust to the ship. The ship had pre-adjusted to them and continued to adjust along with developing situations and requirements. Integrated with a standard PanSavv central control system, the ships were more like environments.

Smartitecture, they called it.

A cute name. A radical idea. A flawless implementation.

Too flawless, as Wave 1 crews discovered.

Smartitecture expressed our truths, no matter how unflattering. The dining area, a comm point since the Pleistocene—gone. Now goiters of food slithered to wherever the crew developed what Tûma called “the munchies.” Transitubes of which even ship captains were ignorant unsealed like venous valves to facilitate secret passages, meetings, even trysts. Absorption cups sucked away vomit from over-ingestion and effluvia from masturbation. Minor crime scenes were erased by the ship, always too happy to help.

The biggest mishap was the media improvised from Snarl input and L00P AI and broadcast onto corneal screens in private chambers. This “entertainment” was customized from each crew member’s neural scan without respect to taste, propriety, or legality. Illogical pop-culture crossovers. Avatars of personal nemeses in the throes of grotesque suffering. A gunner aboard The Pelvis saw pornography starring a simulacrum of his own eight-year-old child. He reported it, thankfully, but had to retire under a cloud of confused disgrace.

Everyone was startled by the number of euthanasia eggs unlocked when individual morale meters ticked beneath acceptable levels. The number of people who took advantage of the eggs was also startling: Over five years of testing, four people suicided across three ships.

Technicians dug out the retina screens and suicide pods.

No good: They all grew back.

The Wave 1 craft had to be junked. Not a huge loss for UN+, as the moltvats were masterful at recycling scrap, both tech and bio, toward Wave 2. First, however, UN+ retracted their carte blanche offer. While the plasmagraphs retained freedom to produce superstructure and first-pass substructure, all creature comforts would be handled by human programmers with better understandings of societal self-preservation. Entertainment creation was disabled categorically.

What would my customized entertainment have looked like? I asked Tûma.

Tûma flicked slushy snow in my face. He knew I hated it and I loved it, the kind of delicious dichotomy I spent many free hours pondering.

All Grønlanders dream of the same thing, Sissy, he said. The desert.
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The secrecy surrounding a Chore was absolute. Never was I informed that I would be joining the crew of a plasmagraphed ship. Rather, a hotel admin delivered a paper note to my room that I was to fast overnight in preparation for plasmagraphic scanning the following morning.

I did not sleep much that night. Even Niffakoq get nervous stomachs. Additionally, the hotel bed was too soft after a lifetime of sleeping on animal hides and rope hammocks. I relocated to the floor, where I could better contemplate the crews of The Dermis, The Spine, and The Pelvis. Scandals and suicides aside, the crews reacted positively to their plasmagraphic ships—though none, to my knowledge, had been impatient to board one again. Also keeping me awake was the sixth nik. Would the plasmagraph attempt to read the nik even while it was hidden in my closed fist?

As it turned out, the sixth nik would not be present for scanning. A cadre of guards escorted me at six in the morning, Tepper time, through the station’s substructures. Instead of seeing Tepper Base’s bustling terminal, magnificent amenities, storied restaurants, or latest Gamma Dams, I was led through a labyrinth of janitorial access hallways, trash collection points, storage areas, and construction zones. All for my safety, an officer in charge assured me.

In a hospital setting, I was met by a trigov rep named Ross Lacaille, who spoke English with a French accent. An assistant had briefed me that Lacaille’s family wealth and status originated with his great-great-grandparents, the biological parents of Âne, Niffakoq 44, trailblazer of the Sol-Mercury Rabbithole. Tûma had explained the societal rewards given to people whose offspring became Niffakoq, and before me stood the proof. Lacaille wore a red velvet cape of priceless vicuña fur and rings of the rarest painite.

He spread his arms, which spread his bat-like cape.

“You honor us, Sisilla! Already I feel our modest base teeming with new lyfe.”

He hit the final word flatly, a reliable indication of selecting the word over life.

“You misuse the term,” I said. “I am carbon-based, the same as you.”

Lesser dignitaries shared nervous looks. Seldom did they witness their boss criticized.

“Surely you know the term has been shorthanded to refer to any stable force theoretically capable of sustaining life,” Lacaille said in his heavy accent.

“Know, yes. Appreciate, no. It is triworld egocentrism, nothing more.”

Lacaille forced a smile to dismiss the topic.

Then he reached out, took my hand, and shook it as if we had made a deal.

Never had I been touched like that. I drew back like a feral thing. Lacaille blinked stupidly. Guards and dignitaries winced but did not correct their superior.

“I apologize,” Lacaille said.

Nikking detected no apology, only affront. It also detected the latest intellect, intuition, attitude, and metabolism mods.

“We may speak in French,” I said in French.

Tone correction: a tactic of situational dynamics taught by all Angajoqqaa. A major effect of the niks’ sensory enhancements was the ability to master languages via clusters of lexemes, morphemes, idioms, prosody, and syntax. It was one more quality that made Niffakoq invaluable negotiators. The trick worked. Lacaille remembered who he was dealing with. Not some pop-culture superstar but Sisilla, Niffakoq 55, setting off on her Chore. I had no time to suffer fools, no matter the quality of their capes.

Humbled and newly cognizant that I was giving him a thorough nikking, Lacaille explained (in French) that I was to change into paper gowns and leave my belongings inside a ret-scan lockbox. It made me anxious to leave the sixth nik in a device so easily hackable, but I nikked no treachery in Lacaille. I also had no other options.

Barefoot and cold in my paper gown, I followed Lacaille through a series of doors secured with escalating levels of biolocks—retina, face, saliva—before entering a small, windowless cube of stainless steel, so shiny it refracted images of itself into a lambent infinity. Stepping into it was like stepping into a giant oven, and indeed the reflections of myself were dim in the steel, as if I had already burned.

Centered inside the otherwise empty room was the plasmagraph. It, too, was made of steel, a single polished tube thirteen centimeters in diameter, three meters long, and curved into roughly a question-mark shape. There were no buttons, switches, touchpads, or lenses. It looked like a piece of abstract art, not a functioning tool.

At least it did not resemble a Bŏt. My phobia relaxed. Lacaille told me that I was to sit in the plasmagraph’s slouching cradle. Five steps across a freezing floor. The cradle, too, was ice through the paper gown. Lacaille said he must leave the room but that he would be able to hear me should I need to express anything. He repeated this in English, just to make sure I understood. I was offended and, because I was a punk of a Niffakoq, I did not hide it.

“I understand,” I replied in English, then French, Mandarin, Hindi, and Spanish.

Grimacing, Lacaille bowed and exited.

The closed door was seamless, invisible.
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Tûma had not prepared me for this. No one could. Though approved by a triworld contingent of medical boards, the specifics of plasmagraph scanning were kept secret by necessity; if subjects knew how scanning worked, they might prepare mental defensives. Sitting on the plasmagraph was not unlike being on a bicycle without handlebars or wheels. The tube curved upward between my knees. All I could see was my own reflection in the steel luster.

The plasmagraph hummed and spoke in a genderless voice.

“Please open your mouth.”

I was wary. But I parted my lips.

The end of the rounded tube in front of me parted like beetle wings. A long, arachnid metal arm sprang outward, unfolding toward my face. I could not recoil due to the tube cupping my skull. The socket at the end of the arm whirred and a thin metal rod popped forward. It had the dimension of a pre-mod-era thermometer, the kind we still used on the glacier.

The arm hinged and the rod entered my mouth. It clacked against a tooth. I readjusted; it was freezing against my tongue. I held my breath. The scanner ticked four times. Having apparently determined my gender among other things, the voice switched to a feminine intonation, a choice I found suspicious.

“Thank you.”

It was difficult not to ask questions. Questions were a Niffakoq’s sword and shield. But I knew the plasmagraph would offer nothing worthwhile, and my continued ignorance was paramount. Plus, it was hard to ask questions with a rod inside my mouth.

“Please open your mouth wider.”

This I did not like. With trepidation, I complied.

A soft click—the rod withdrew into the arm’s socket.

A louder click—a larger tool popped from the socket.

The new tool swiveled. It nudged my uvula. I gagged but had no way to pull away. For the first time since my Chore began, my youth was a vulnerability. Three entire ship crews had been scanned by machines like this, but none had mouths as small as mine. My rational mind urged me to relax. The scanner was sophisticated enough to adjust.

The tool clamped down on my left third molar. Instinctively I pulled away, but the tool was stronger. A shredding, high-pitched buzz whined from the tool. Bright white pain burst from my bottom jaw, followed by the odor of smoke, the tang of blood, and a spindrift of shaved bone against my palate.

The plasmagraph was taking my tooth.

My hands flew to my face, but what was I to do? The molar popped from the alveolar bone’s gummy pocket. The periodontal ligaments pulled taut, firing pain down my neck and into my brain. My niks pulsed like five toothaches. Another whine from the tool and the tooth’s system of nerves was severed.

I did not have a chance to spit the tooth. Vapor the quality of liquid nitrogen blew forcefully into the new hole. At the same time, excess blood and saliva were sucked away with a straw sound. The arm accordioned and the steel rod exited my mouth with my third molar held in clamps. Both the tooth and the rod vanished inside the plasmagraph’s metal tube.

The plasmagraph ticked and whirred. There was no telling what other instruments the scanner’s smooth exterior was hiding. After what it had taken from my mouth, I was not inclined to give it access to other orifices. Yet I felt certain that no other person who had undergone scanning had resisted.

I explored the site of my missing tooth with my tongue. The freezing vapor had patched the hole with a strong skin-like material. Already the pain was gone. Possibly I had received a numbing shot amid the other oral activity. With my head somewhat cleared, I considered the biological utility of a tooth and its dentin. Using morphology, radiocarbon dating, stem cells, stable isotopes, enamel proteins, and more, an expert machine might determine the donor’s age, sex, size, diet, lifestyle, blood type, bone health, general vigor, and environment, as well as a wealth of genomic and mtDNA data.

Perhaps the plasmagraph would need nothing more from me.

I was wrong about that. There was much the scanner had yet to collect, both from existing orifices and from microscopic new ones it punched itself. After that disagreeableness, the imperturbable voice asked ninety-three obtuse questions. What is the most unacceptable color? What makes for a boring evening? What mistakes do birds make? What is your most frightening talent? Simple, yet maddeningly difficult to answer. I sensed it was a control set asked of anyone who submitted to the plasmagraph.

I bore it without complaint, holding perfectly still while picturing the expression Tûma wore anytime he worried I might fail to make him proud. I was a Niffakoq. His Niffakoq. I would do one better than endure scanning like my plasmagraphed predecessors. I would welcome it. Or at least I would pretend.
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I was nine years, six weeks, and seven days old. Every second that passed was a second closer to my death at age eleven. Roughly age eleven. Only Jantse, Niffakoq 36, had lived to see twelve. Two Niffakoq had died at age ten, though they had lived during what Tûma had confirmed as the inbreeding era. Other genetic problems may have contributed.

So it troubled me to spend so much precious time inert in my hotel room. The moltvats wove ships at incredible speeds. The Wave 1 ships were completed in days. Ross Lacaille promised I would be briefed on my mission and crew once all of them had been scanned. Therefore, I theorized there must be an issue with a crew member. Perhaps one had suffered a calamity en route to Tepper. Perhaps one had rebelled against the scanner’s intimate invasions.

Or perhaps one had sniffed out that there was going to be a Niffakoq aboard and was unwilling to have their brains perpetually probed.

I considered the tele wall. Blank and inviting. The Chore of Maaliaanna, Niffakoq 43, had been to solve the two-hundred-year problem of technological entanglement with the Snarl. Like millions of others, Maaliaanna was ultimately driven mad by trollbot viruses. The last photos taken of her, drooling and giggling on a hospital gurney, haunted me. But she, like nearly all Niffakoq, succeeded. Tech, including tele, was safe again.

Still I resisted inserting my finger into the tele’s plastic beak. Tûma had warned me that what felt like a puff of air against one’s finger hid a gentle scrape of the fingernail’s proximal fold. Just like that, your biometrics were recorded, same as they were in 98 percent of the triworld’s hospitals, restaurants, stores, sporting arenas, churches, military bases, vehicles, and so forth. Though the Snarl was cut off from tele, it still existed, and was voracious. With such collected insight, the Snarl would know you far better than you knew yourself, and should you enter the Snarl, it would use this knowledge to attack.

Those in possession of your data could target you in all sorts of ways. To Niffakoq, the prospect was deadly. To know too much about a Niffakoq was to put not only that Niffakoq in jeopardy, but all future Niffakoq. Predicting the death date of a Niffakoq was big business. Thousands of bookmakers rendered odds on each Niffakoq’s death, so that new parents, desperate from WorkCube lives, could ship their newborns to Grønland in hopes that their progeny would arrive at the right moment to become the next Niffakoq.

Should my death be accurately guessed—thanks to health data collected by, say, a tele beak—Grønland would not be able to handle the influx of newborns. The fjords would glut with baby flesh, the seas bob with the infant dead. I could not let that happen simply because I was bored. My biologic secrets must stay between me and the plasmagraph.

Furthermore, I told myself, Tepper Base was crawling with Bŏts I did not relish encountering, and any outing I might take would require an armada of UN+ guards. I chose to spend my time alone. It was a form of self-deceit; the antiseptic lacuna of the hotel room worsened how much I missed the heat and smell of the Nuna Naavoq, all those rascally faces beneath parka hoods, Hedvig and her stinky sled dogs, Isak and the pet rat he kept inside his parka.

I used a lamp to break the tele beak so I would not be further tempted.

I requested that all meals be left outside my door without conversation.

I meditated. I sang. I sat beneath high-lux lamps to help my body resolve vitamin D deficiencies. I flipped the sixth nik off my thumb like an old-fashioned coin and caught it, reaching a record of eighty-one times in a row.

After three interminable weeks of silence, a knock on my door.

“I am sorry to interrupt, Sisilla.” French. Lacaille. “But your ship and your crew are almost ready.”
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They called it The Sickness.

It was docked at Anchor 102. To the starboard side, at Anchor 101, was the black titanium semicircle of a four-deck UN+ army gunship, studded with pulse cannons and plated in armadillo-like armor. To the port side, at Anchor 103, was a yellow D-class yacht, symmetrical down to the six grav rafts nestled along either side.

Between these exemplars of balletic grace, The Sickness looked like a chunk of an Oort Behemoth that had fallen off, caught onto the side of Tepper Base, and rotted. If The Dermis resembled human skin, The Spine a backbone, and The Pelvis intestines, The Sickness, too, was unmistakable, a veined, globular mass of metastatic tissue.

It looked like a tumor.

I stared through the Anchor 102 window and practiced breathing techniques while beset by waves of fear and disgust. In total mass, The Sickness scarcely exceeded one of Earth’s wide-body airliners, if that airliner was chewed into a bolus, dipped in blood, and left to fester in an equatorial heat. Its very presence seemed to affect the adjacent gunship and yacht. The shining hulls of each ship grayed as if fighting a losing battle against a virulent contagion.

I could but guess at how the exterior features of a typical spacecraft had been translated to this bioprinted abomination. A cauliflower of purple boils might house the cockpit. The flabby sack of veined flesh swaying testicularly from the bottom of the ship could be the cargo hold. Where I expected an air lock was a set of lippy fibromas, plump and glossy, with retractable ramps like cancerous tongues. At the top of the ship wobbled a giant bubble of translucent pink flesh, lidded and extruded like an eyeball sarcoma, probably to facilitate sunlight toward a hydroponic garden. A pox of grapelike bulges off the ship’s side looked swollen with pus, but for all I knew held living quarters. Barely in view was a hemorrhoidal sphincter that, with every relaxation, revealed an eggy lump like a prostate tumor—the ship’s aerotonal room, I suspected.

The trigov assembly behind me cheered. But distaste was evident in their pained grins, and their eyes betrayed fresh apprehension of me. Plasmagraphs did not make mistakes. The Sickness was everything its crew needed it to be. The question became, What kind of crew could have inspired a ship like this? What kind of Niffakoq?

I was to have no escort inside The Sickness, no official tour. The point of a plasmagraphic ship, after all, was that it required no introduction—in a very real sense, I had helped design it. I took a deep, even breath. My full-body jumper, the simplest, most monkish wear I could find on Tepper, whispered along my body, reassuring me I had trained nine years for this Chore—a Chore I had been briefed upon for hours the day before, and which frankly enthralled me.

I entered the boarding bridge alone. Applause vibrated the girders.

But it died out while I could still hear it and was rapidly replaced by the footfalls of people, even those I had nikked as modded for self-control, who could not wait to get the plasmagraphed ship out of their sight.

The Sickness was at standard grav; I entered on my own two feet.

Rubberized footholds helped me over the wet terrain. The ship’s air lock resembled a humongous heart valve, rounded and red, but padded for zero g floating with a fatty yellow substance resembling cholesterol buildup. Instead of a door, there was a tracheal flap that peeled open when I neared, silently snapping a single thread of mucus.

It was warmer than ships ought to be, I thought. Naturally it was. I put a hand to a clammy wall. The ship had a pulse. Several, if I was feeling it right.

Three hallways like pale throats led off in a trident of directions. Previous plasmagraph crews had devised the word throatway to describe such channels. There was no signage. I did not know which one to choose. Counterpoint: I did know. I only had to trust myself.

I took the central throatway. With every step, soft overhead domes like dead eyeballs irised to green, glowing life, just enough to light my way. The throatway was not unblemished. Moist black spots pocked the flesh at irregular intervals. I touched one and it gaped open with a concentric wrinkling of skin. Beyond was another throatway as shiny as inflamed tissue and knobbed with more lights. Instinct told me this throatway led to a commons area.

I proceeded straight ahead. The throatway joggled as if encased in a lubricated pleural membrane, then angled upward. Just when the walk began to feel too steep, it adjusted to my weight and stride and assumed a more gradual grade. After a life spent among the indifferent rocks of Grønland, the reaction was thrilling.

I came upon a carbon metal door embedded in throatway flesh and interlaced with bulging veins the diameter of my wrist. Dozens of circular lights, no bigger than niks, were embedded in the spongy walls around the door. Their placement seemed random but was not. Each light was right where it needed to be for someone of my height.

Not only was the door sized for me but it slanted inward in the style of Nuna Naavoq igloo shelters. Even the scar tissue bulging around the door’s perimeter felt familiar. The plasmagraphs must have woven it to match a memory I could not fully recall. Perhaps an extravagant tree I once studied. Perhaps an intriguing pattern of cracks in glacier ice.

Whatever it was, it told me that I was home.

I touched the door with my fingertip. I felt a quick brush of moist contact, as if an invisible skein of tissue had risen to kiss my finger. The door slid open, wetly disengaging from a slot resembling toothless gums. I paused at the threshold to wonder if the transition would feel like being swallowed.

It did not. Why would it? I was, in a sense, inside myself.

The private chamber was the size of my Tepper Base hotel bathroom. I felt a quaver of claustrophobia, natural for one accustomed to endless skies. The room held no particular shape. No right angles, no straight lines. The putty-colored walls resembled piles of bloated fettuccine noodles. It baffled me until I recognized the egg-white aroma I had smelled from various slaughtered animals.

They were the cortical folds of brain tissue.

There was no telling if I should be flattered by this possible reflection of my intelligence or if all private cabins were built of the stuff. As construction material, brain tissue made a certain sense. It was tough, flexible, and dense, made more so by the tungsten mesh laced throughout. A clump of tumors the texture of raisins blossomed as tall as my hip. This was meant to be my bed. After a hiccup of revulsion, I sat down and found the tumors to be soft, but not too soft like my hotel bed. To the right of the bed was a loop of gyrificated brain the size of a desk and chair, which was exactly how the ship meant me to use them.

Protruding from folds of tissue were sets of controls that made spontaneous sense. A small hippodrome of curved retina screens gave me a three-sixty view outside the ship. Most intriguing was a set of five lights: silver, red, blue, pink, and black. I understood by instinct that each light represented a specific crew member. Only the silver light was lit, meaning that I was the only one currently inside their cabin.

My crew. I had been briefed on them yesterday. Soon I would meet them and make my own briefing. I would tell them why they were here. Why I was here. It was a lot to digest. I did not know how the group would react to being briefed. Or nikked.

My hands shook. I was anxious. I felt warm and faint. I sat upon the chair.

The squishy sarcoma bulged to better support my neck and elbows. In seconds, its temperature cooled to soothe my overheating skin. Somewhere, flaps of flesh vibrated like lips to create a becalming sound, a mother ticking her tongue at a baby.

It felt good. I closed my eyes and did my breathing.

When I opened them again, the black notification light was lit.

I knew which member of my crew had arrived: the one I was most afraid to meet.
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They stood at the center of their cabin, waiting with the door open, either having guessed I would come or having been supplied that information by The Sickness. They were more striking in person than any images I had seen of their kind. They wore an all-white bodysuit as tight as latex but, from what I had read, made of a bulletproof, blade-proof polymer plastic. Their posture held a lioness watchfulness, left hip cocked like a gunslinger, muscular torso curved, head angled forward to stare through the bodysuit’s ice-blue lenses.

“A Niffakoq.” Their voice was slithery through the mouth slit. “How novel.”

“Usornaat. My name is Sisilla. I understand you are to be referred to in the plural.”

They shrugged. Their body parts rolled like ball bearings.

“We will not hurt you if you don’t.”

“Thank you. But I wish to be respectful. Shall I call you Murder 005 or just Murder?”

“On Earth, we might kill someone for neglecting our numerical honorific.”

“Murder 005 it is, then,” I replied quickly. “You are to be my bodyguard.”

“We wouldn’t be the first Murder to be given that role.”

“Tuula, Niffakoq 45, and Bibe, Niffakoq 52,” I confirmed.

“Then you know we can’t possibly hurt you. Furthermore, as hurting the other crew members might put you at risk, we won’t do that either.” Despite the skintight mask built into the bodysuit, a sly smile was transmitted. “Not even for neglecting our honorific.”

“On behalf of all of us, then, thank you.”

Murder 005 swayed like a cobra.

“You’re so small,” they observed.

My heart rate accelerated despite the bodyguard’s assurances of safety. When an adherent of the Murder Tenet notes your inability to defend yourself, it is time to run. Quick nikking, however, astonished me. Murder 005 was of purer purpose than anyone I had ever nikked, including the Nuna Naavoq, who were, after all, regular people with complex personalities. Murder 005’s mind was a jungle brutally cleared by machetes. I nikked little but intense curiosity.

The curiosity was mutual.

“I am 127 centimeters tall and weigh 26.3 kilograms. It is median size for my age and heritage,” I replied. “Is it true the 005 in your name indicates you have murdered five people?”

Murder 005 began to stroll, slowly, so as to get a look at me from different angles. They rolled their hips with each step, arched their back, watched me through half-lidded eyes. I became aware that the white bodysuit made Murder 005 all but naked. I had, of course, seen Nuna Naavoq unclothed in bathing situations, but they had stocky bodies suited for glacier living. Murder 005 was two meters tall, powerful and sinewy. The bodysuit gripped their breasts and abdominal muscles and emphasized the indents of backbone and linea alba.

I felt foolish for staring yet could not help myself.

Murder 005 seemed to enjoy my attention. I did not nik that I was the target of sensuality. The attitude was a by-product of the Murder Tenet. Murders were proud of their insight, ownership, and mastery of their physical bodies and were prepared, even excited, to use them in aid of their one true belief.

To help control the triworld population via murder.

“Do you doubt that we’ve killed five?” they asked.

“Only in that I nik no anger in you.”

Murder 005 circled behind me. I thought of the polar bear that had tracked Tûma and me to Ittoqqortoormiit. I took the chance to examine Murder 005’s cabin. No brain tissue to be found. It was, rather, a dark pocket of unspecified flesh eaten away by an oily ring of cancer with a tentlike overhang of flesh that, by its semitranslucence and hair follicles, I recognized as scrotal. The space provided did not exceed that of a four-poster tent. Yet it boasted along the floor a storage solution, what looked like two giant human nostrils right down to the nose hair. Inside one of the nostrils was what looked like a duffel bag. Weapons, I assumed.

“There is no anger in Murders,” they purred. “Only logic. Murder benefits humanity.”

“That is why Murders take the word as name—to drain stigma from it.”

“Very good.”

“If you were to kill another, your name would change to Murder 006.”

“I look forward to it. If you see us in black, take care.”

I contained a shiver. Murders did not exclusively wear white bodysuits. When it was time to kill, they reclothed in a black bodysuit. While it was not rare to see a white-clad Murder in the wild, few had seen a black bodysuit and lived to tell of it. Blurry black shapes within videos of carnage were the best proof the triworld had.

“May I see the black suit?” I asked.

Murder 005 slunk back into view.

“Pray you never do.”

“How do you do bodysuit repairs?”

“What a curious question.”

“You have but two suits. What happens when they are damaged?”

“Self-reliance is part of the tenet. We know how to tailor.”

“Then you must have brought bodysuit material with you.”

I moved toward the nostrils, only for Murder 005 to take a powerful blocking sidestep. My chin struck their abdomen. The muscles felt like spools of iron cording. They looked down, blue lenses twinkling from their own set of five personnel notification lights.

“Don’t,” was all they said.

It was enough to shame me. My first interaction aboard The Sickness, and already I had forgotten myself like a common child. I gave the kind of small bow that begs one’s pardon and stepped back to the safety of the wider cabin.

“Who was the first person you killed?” I asked.

“Niffakoq and their questions. It is something to get used to.”

“Questions help me make valuable assessments.”

“Murders tend to avoid answers. Answers tend to get us arrested.”

“Of course they do. Murder is illegal. Tell me about your first.”

Murder 005’s shrug was a sinuous muscular rotation.

“We were not much older than you. But already devoted to the tenet. A man approached us sexually. Do you know what that means?”

“My teacher taught me about sexual negotiation.”

“In other words, no. That’s fine. We’ll explain. This man fondled us in areas of the body used for the sexual purpose. We warned him to stop. He didn’t. We killed him.”

“How did you kill him?”

“We find it interesting that we’re telling this story to a nine-year-old.”

“It will do you no good to think of me that way. How did you kill him?”

“We kicked his knee in backward. While he kneeled, we snapped off both of his thumbs. It’s not hard if you have studied it. We inserted his dismembered thumbs into his eye sockets. While he cried, we adjourned to the nearest building. We went inside and changed into black.”

“Was it your first time wearing black? Were you excited?”

“We do not murder for enjoyment.”

I nikked a falsehood and held on to it for later play.

“But were you excited?”

“Tenacious child. Undoubtedly there was adrenaline. But melancholy as well. It was entirely possible we would be arrested and incarcerated. Many Murders are. Prisons do not allow us to keep our bodysuits. It’s a difficult fate.”

This required no follow-up questions. Rumor had it that there were few sights grislier than a naked Murder. It was said their skin was calloused enough to look reptilian, a consequence of never taking off their bodysuits, not even for sleep.

“And then you returned and killed the man?”

“We cut off his penis and put it in his throat. He suffocated.”

I pondered this. “If a Murder’s duty is to rid the triworld of useless people, why would you bother removing genitals?”

Murder 005’s head tilted from one side to the other.

“All right. Clever girl. We did enjoy it.”

“Thank you for your honesty.”

“Did you sense our lie immediately?”

“I nikked that you were hiding something.”

“Could it have been our dog?”

“You brought a dog?”

“We did.”

“A dog was not on the manifest.”

“And yet.”

“Is that allowed? A dog?”

“Apparently so.”

“Then why did you hide it from me?”

“We thought our first meeting should go uninterrupted.”

“I accept that.”

“We’re no Niffakoq, but we think we know what you’re thinking.”

“I would like to hear your guess.”

“You would like to meet our dog.”

Life is riddled with treacherous interactions. Few could go as wrong as one with a Murder, one of the triworld’s deftest and most remorseless killers. Despite this, and despite being alone with said killer deep inside a plasmagraphic ship docked at civilization’s edge, I could not prevent a look of glad anticipation from marring my carefully crafted mask of maturity.
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The duffel bag stuffed inside the right nostril rustled.

I sat close and extended a hand, knuckles up.

“C’mere, doggie.”

Two bright brown eyes emerged. The animal glanced toward its master. Murder 005 gave an imperceptible signal and a silky black canine scampered from its muggy kennel. Its nails made a funny noise on the soft floor: nuk-nuk-nuk-nuk. Dogs were common in Grønland, predominantly those fit for the climate and terrain: Great Pyrenees, Saint Bernards, Norwegian elkhounds, and, of course, the huskies known as Grønland sled dogs.

This was a dachshund, a breed so foreign I might as well be meeting a leprechaun. Glistening eyes were set in a triangular head. The rich maple fur of its muzzle accentuated a natural smile. It had huge, dangling ears, each one equal to the surface area of its face. It stomped in place before me with fat, clawed feet while its svelte tail whipped from the end of its ludicrously elongated body. The wagging chimed the buckle of a simple black collar.

No animal is more attuned to the human face than the dog. I tried to smile to put the dog at ease. The dog, rightly so, lowered its muzzle as if I had donned a fright mask. I nikked its wariness but stopped there; the nice thing about dogs was their sincerity; they required no nikking, which made them comfortable Niffakoq companions. I petted the dog. It climbed into my lap, torquing its long torso in delight. I touched my nose to its scalp. It smelled earthy, just like a dog, with a touch of the ship’s organic sourness. Like that, I was back among the fjords of the Grønland Sea, using the scent of my Icelandic horse to distract me from my impending departure.

I had loved the Nuna Naavoq and they had loved me. But they knew I would not grow into adulthood with them. I would not marry their own and reproduce. I would not be there to mourn at their funerals.

Dogs, though, knew nothing of Niffakoq. They had loved me the same way they loved any other child. I was suddenly, forcefully grateful that Murder 005 had brought onto our aberrant vessel this emissary of normality, this deliverer of guileless docility. Like Niffakoq, Murders faced judgment on sight. It made sense that Murder 005 would value a canine’s bonhomie for the same reason I did.

“What is its name?”

“Positive Roy.”

“Is there a Negative Roy?”

“There was.”

Good enough for me. I rubbed the dog’s velvet ears.

“Do Murders kill animals?”

“We don’t kill innocents. That’s why we are asked to protect Niffakoq.”

I let Positive Roy lick my face so I could hide my tensing jaw. Yes, Niffakoq were supposed to be innocent. Supposed to be absent of secrets. Even at 1.7 grams, the bombshell I carried in my pocket was of anvil weight. Despite five murders, Murder 005’s conscience was clearer than mine.

I engaged the facial relaxation sequence I had invented to deceive the Nuna Naavoq, from occipitofrontalis muscle to orbicularis oris. Once I had reestablished an impartial expression, I moved from pleasantries to the preordained segment of our conversation, for which I had incessantly trained.

“There are six questions I must ask you. These questions were developed under the tutelage of five hundred years of Angajoqqaa. We call them the Miscineurodilating Control Criteria.”

Murder 005 leaned their burly deltoids against a swollen turbinate of wall tissue. The way their fingers stroked their own crossed arms suggested they liked the feel of their own body.

“The Niff Six. That’s what Murders call them.”

“So you already know the questions.”

“Murders talk. Same as anyone.”

“Knowing the questions in advance does not diminish their usefulness.”

“We’ve heard that as well. We’ve even wondered if trying to outfox the questions is part of the game.”

“Niffakoq do not play games. Your answers will form a baseline for subsequent analysis.”

“But it’s not a lie detector test.”

“I am uninterested in what is true or false.”

“You’ll ask the Niff Six to the entire crew, will you?”

“Yes. Cross-analysis will help me address interpersonal issues before they develop.”

“A Murder killing another crew member, for instance.”

“You have told me that will not happen.”

“You never know.” Murder 005 gestured. “Please. We’re eager to assist.”

I stood. Positive Roy sneezed unhappily and paced a circle, nuk-nuk-nuk-nuk. I stared into Murder 005’s eyes, or as close as I was able. Though the technology behind Murder bodysuits was secret, the blue lenses appeared to be affixed to Murder 005’s eyeballs. I nikked that, in addition to shielding the eyes, the lenses functioned as eyesight mods. The other mods I sensed, beyond the Standard Suite, were Aggression, Camouflage, and a vertigo corrective.

From what I could nik, Murder 005 was open to the Control Criteria. A good sign, except in cases where a subject believes they can outwit the questions. They cannot.

“Question one. Is suffering an integral part of being human?”

Murder 005 replied instantly. “Yes.”

Extrapolation was the prerogative of the nikked. A curt reply told me as much as a logorrheic one. However, few could withstand the ten-second silence I allowed before moving on. Murder 005 broke at second six.

“A human who’s lived without pain is a potato. They wouldn’t be able to comprehend the simplest interactions between others.” Murder 005 paused. “We suppose they would still be human, though.” They paused again. “We wonder if it reflects poorly upon us if we change our answer.”

I let Murder 005 sit with that for ten seconds.

“Question two. Can a person be wholly evil?”

“Irrelevant. If someone is evil enough to infringe upon the good of others, there is no room for that person. Hence the Murder Tenet.”

They sounded happier with that response.

“Question three. Have you wasted your potential?”

Murder 005 arched their neck, rolled their muscled shoulders, and pushed out their chest. For five seconds, I took this display of anatomy to be its own answer.

“Wasted potential is everywhere, taking up valuable space,” Murder 005 said softly. “That is why Murders do what we do.”

I noted the nonanswer.

“Question four. If you fear death, why?”

Murder 005 laughed. Their hands slid down their sides until they were poised upon hips like spiders about to leap.

“We welcome it. To die in the fulfillment of our duty is a Murder’s greatest honor.”

How like Niffakoq they are, I noted.

“Question five. Will it matter if you are forgotten after your death?”

Murder 005 flexed their shoulders, a careless shrug.

“There is no I in the Murder Tenet. I might die. But we live on.”

At the ninth second, I opened my mouth to ask the final question.

“We’d like to say something,” Murder 005 interrupted. “In the honest spirit of the Niff Six.”

“Go ahead.”

“We’ve felt something odd during your questions. At first, we thought it was the sensation of being nikked. Now we realize it’s something else. It’s flattery. We’ve never been flattered before. People don’t ask questions of Murders. They fear us. Avoid our eyes. Alter their paths so they don’t have to pass us on the street.”

This was intriguing. I, too, had presumed Murders to be implacable and unalterable. Now I had poked Murder 005 in a yet unpoked spot. Their eyes squinted inside the blue lenses, a fresh round of scrutiny.

“You’re tricky,” they said.

“I told you. There are no tricks. I wish only to ensure the safety of the crew.”

Murder 005 bucked their coccyx from the wall and brushed past the scrotum canvas. In two languorous steps, they were beside me. They stared straight down. Not unkindly. Positive Roy squeezed between us, happy to skim our shins.

“It is our duty as your protector to ensure nothing of the sort. What we guarantee—all we guarantee—is that you will be safe.”

The first nine years of my life had provided me with plenty of chances to practice what Murder 005 called the Niff Six. Murder 005 might have practiced their answers for just as long. I nikked that they were realizing what I was realizing: It all felt different when the stakes were real. Unexpectedly, the sixth question shared something with the sixth nik: covert, illicit, unpredictable.

“Question six. If an afterlife exists, what is it like?”

Murder 005 brought their right hand downward, palm up, and ran the side of their index finger along the scars of my coronal and sagittal sutures. I tensed. But it felt nothing like Ross Lacaille’s handshake. Perhaps it was the bodysuit’s polymer material, but I had never felt a touch so gentle. I marveled that it came from a five-time killer.

“The afterlife looks like this: the intersection of agony and triumph.”

The answer moved me. I had not expected such tenderness. Murder 005 knelt so their face was even with mine. Positive Roy popped onto his hind legs to lick our chins. The dog breath smelled good; though it was hard to imagine Murder 005 brushing the pet’s teeth, that seemed to be the case. Murder 005’s bodysuit, meanwhile, smelled of sweaty rubber, a scent unexpectedly cinnamon. I saw their eyes, their real ones, searching my own, and nikked that they were looking for truth.

I sensed no interest in my pink eye. That moved me as well.

“You have not asked about our mission,” I noted.

Murder 005’s mask rippled just enough to convey a smile.

“The mission does not matter, Sisilla. Only you.”
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Murder 005’s notification lights informed us the rest of the crew had boarded. My insides quavered. I settled them with protocol.

“I should make an announcement. But I do not know how.”

Murder 005 gestured at the alloy of tech and tumored flesh.

“We believe you do.”

My bodyguard had to be correct. I stepped deeper into the cankered gash of Murder 005’s quarters and raised a hand to a patch of lesioned skin over the notification lights. It peeled open like an eyelid, revealing a round pad grooved in a fingerprint pattern. I pressed my palm to it. It felt tacky. A crack like a cleared throat echoed from all over the ship, degrees softer behind layers of throatways.

I realized I was broadcasting. Having no idea where the microphone was, I leaned toward the palm pad, cleared my own throat, and spoke.

“Welcome aboard The Sickness.”

I was used to hearing my voice amid Grønland’s dry infinities, instantly snapped up by the cold wind like a pelican snaps up a trout. Inside the humid plasmagraphic ship, my voice ran like syrup, hanging around too long, dripping. High-pitched. Insubstantial. Childlike. I glanced at Murder 005. They nodded encouragement.

“This is your lead, Sisilla. I will meet you in the conference chamber after our first jump. I leave it to our captain’s discretion to fire aerotonals.”

I pulled back my hand. For half a second, the pad sucked at my palm as if lined with the sawteeth of a giant squid. My hand separated with a soft slurp and the pad was again covered by the eyelid. I wiped my palm on my leg, same as if I had been spattered by narwhal fat or qulliq oil. Again I looked to Murder 005, who angled their head toward the throatway. I nodded, then felt myself flush. Already I was turning to Murder 005 as I had long turned to Tûma. That had to stop. My Chore had begun.

Murder 005 insisted on escorting me back to my quarters, even though it was but a one-minute walk. Still, I briefly wondered if we had taken the wrong path. I recalled an upward climb to Murder 005’s cabin, but this throatway was flat. I thought it through. The plasmagraph must have learned that I associated safety with higher ground, and so the ship had formulated a slight hill for me to climb en route to my bodyguard. Now that Murder 005 was with me, there was no need.

We reached the brain tissue of my cabin. The ship’s throatways resounded with another cleared-throat bark. Niffakoq cannot nik a disembodied voice, but the disgust was easy to discern. I sympathized. The speaker-pad was not innately pleasing.

“Your captain here. Buckle in. Soft aerotonals in T-minus five.”

Aerotonals. At last, I was to experience them. Of all the historical tales my Angajoqqaa told me, those regarding aerotonal travel were my favorite. Tûma favored thematic settings for his tellings. He dog-sledded us to Qaanaaq at the Inglefield Fjord, where stood the ruins of Infrasound Station IS18. Centuries ago, the isolated station monitored Earth for the ricocheting signals of atomic blasts at frequencies down to 0.001 hertz. Only skeletal rings of metal remained. There we spent four days discussing the aerotonal eureka, and resulting insanities, of Diggory Maçon.

Tûma liked to remind me that interstellar travel had been technically achieved in the twentieth century by the Voyager probes, which traveled at speeds so slow it would have taken them eighty thousand years to reach Proxima Centauri, a mere four light-years away. Achieving the speed necessary for humans to travel to distant stars—a fraction of the speed of light—required loading ships with the equivalent of a thousand nuclear warheads. A risky business, not to mention it would require ships too large to propel. Solar sails were an idyllic alternative, if we were content to limit our craft to paper clip size. Controlled baryogenesis of antimatter seemed best poised to break us out of the E = mc2 prison, yet century after century, humans failed to extract energy at the required levels of efficiency.

Later came large-scale in-phase laser arrays. Tûma drew it in glacier mud with a stick: a sort of subway tunnel made from laser beams extending from Earth to a given destination, inside which a craft could travel, and from which it could derive its power. Pretty nifty, eh, Sissy?

Not only nifty—it actually worked. There was never a reliable way to decelerate a lasered craft, but that was all right. These were inanimate bodies: satellites, probes, telescopes, rovers. Optimism for human cargo was high, and concerns about radiation low, until helmet cams captured each gruesome stage of the mutation and demise of the inaugural crew of chimps. The triworld had come to adore the lead chimpanzee, Mr. Charles, and were displeased to watch in real time as his jawbone fell off and his eyeballs melted.

Tûma had a water-damaged copy of Diggory Maçon’s abridged journals, which inked a portrait in my eight-year-old mind of a scientist dismissive of interstellar solutions dependent upon spacecraft upgrades. No blue-sky concept of zero-point energy for Maçon. What had to be changed was outer space itself.

Maçon lived outside the French Alps town of Chamonix in a small but literal stone castle that screamed mad scientist, and from which his closest neighbors, a legendarily unlucky family named Williquette, reported booming sounds at all hours. Gradually the Williquettes developed symptoms of brief but intense nausea, replaced in time by bizarre lapses in locational memory. Suddenly Rupert Williquette was in the kitchen instead of the dining room. Suddenly Joelene Williquette, in the process of parking her car, was outside of the car, watching it roll into the garage door.

The Williquettes suspected ghosts but in actuality they were the world’s first aerotonal travelers, aside from Maçon himself. Per his journals, Maçon’s experiments began when he was a teen, friendless and playing feedback-heavy electric guitar in his basement. He was aware of the urban legend of the “brown note,” a subaudible frequency that resonated bowels enough to make listeners shit themselves. The lonely Maçon dreamed of revenge: playing the brown note at a talent show and watching—and smelling—an auditorium of foes soil themselves in unison.

Maçon failed to achieve the mythical brown note, no matter how many subwoofers he employed. The attempt did, however, kick-start a lifelong obsession with sound’s ability to affect physical reality. His religion was string theory, which held that all matter and energy were composed of strings that vibrated subatomic particles at different frequencies, much like musical notes. String theory’s contention was that harmonies of these quarks, neutrinos, photons, and so forth could curl space-time.

After suffering years of higher education among more people who did not like him, Maçon retreated to another basement, in the castle, where instead of playing guitar he built black holes out of cooled rubidium atoms—the pursuit of a talented hobbyist.

In telling this tale, Tûma paused to draw a circle representing a black hole, inside of which he drew a waterfall: the event horizon. Into the waterfall he pressed seashells representing the faster of each phonon pair. Maçon’s innovation, Tûma explained, was that of a musical engineer: miking up the faster of the phonon pairs as they struggled to cross the event horizon. They never could, of course, which created a sound of potentially endless duration.

Perpetual motion, I said, which got Tûma to huff like he always did when I beat him to the punch. His version of a pat on the back.

That was exactly right, even if Maçon happened upon it accidentally. He knew such a torrent would be the holy grail of interstellar energy if it could be altered to affect gravitational waves, the only possible sound transmitter in space’s vacuum. Eventually he upgraded his microphone to work in either direction, allowing him to add “vocalist” to his musical repertoire. Shouts into his homemade black holes established specific patterns the phonons tried to replicate, like nineteenth-century player pianos adhering to punched paper rolls.

Tûma drew a spaceship around the black hole in the mud, then used the heel of his hand to smush a smooth pathway before it. Maçon’s dream was to create a sound so distorted it distorted the dark matter that made up most of outer space, thereby creating a series of tiny black holes through which craft could slide without disrupting celestial body orbits, and with only minimal neutrino resistance. Travel would still take time—this was not teleportation—but durations would be breathtakingly shortened.

Like some playful god, Maçon spent decades perfecting his engine inside baby universes, a string of Big Bangs he called Little Bangs, none of which managed to blow Chamonix off the map. During this time, the Williquettes endured a circus of calamities: migraines, vomiting, skipped heartbeats, bodily incapacitation, one collapsed lung, and generalized intolerable pain, all before space-time dislocations began moving them around their property like chess pawns. Thirty years too late, the Williquettes moved, and soon after died. Another fifty years passed before their graves were remodeled in a fashion befitting interstellar pioneers.

The tenor of Maçon’s journals changed overnight. No longer did he detail his every step. He had grown paranoid of intellectual theft and tracked only his civilian observations, which vacillated between giddy optimism and bitter hatred, sometimes within the same sentence.

By the time he appeared uninvited at the Cosmofuturist Conference in Vrdnik, Serbia, at the age of seventy-five, he was completely deaf and almost completely insane. These were the nascent days of the Snarl, when the free internet was transmuting into a labyrinth of dark alleys from which trolls infected users’ mods. It was suspected, though never confirmed, that Maçon was an early victim.

He showed up in Vrdnik towing a strange machine in a child’s wagon and mumbling incoherencies. Thankfully, the papers clutched in his fist were intriguing enough for visiting astrophysicists to read, and late one night, on a tipsy lark, they allowed the mad old man to demonstrate his invention right there in the bar inside a portable vacbox set upon a pool table.

Ten minutes later, the universe had shrunk considerably.

The applications were astonishing. The whole world—not yet a triworld—wanted Maçon’s invention. It was the vindication Maçon had sought his whole life. Intoxicated by it, he refused to hand over either machine or documentation. Nations formed consortiums to beg in a single voice. Businesses merged for the express purpose of dangling riches. Maçon was rushed a Nobel Prize to his castle doorstep. He ignored all of it. He already had what he wanted.

The governments that led a joint retrieval operation into Maçon’s castle did not it call it a military operation. But that was what it was.

Maçon knew they were coming. When soldiers opened the door to the basement lab, they were felled by a tsunami of infrasound. Dozens were incapacitated before EMP devices could disrupt the lab’s grids. By then, Maçon was not only dead on the lab floor. He was dead on the walls and ceiling, too, ripped to pieces by low-frequency amplifiers he’d inserted into his mouth and anus. One last display of the power of sound.

His secrets died with him. No one could replicate Maçon’s alchemy. What they had, however, was Maçon’s working prototype. It was soon discovered that this single existing self-perpetuating loop of sound could be replicated, not unlike how vinyl albums used to be pressed from a single master. Endless sound-powered engines could be created this way. How aerotonal travel worked took a back seat to the truth that it did, in fact, work.

Twenty-two years and 831 aerotonal ships later, a young sonificationist found a way to make Maçon’s original recording audible to the human ear. Excitedly, she cued it up, turned up her speakers, and pressed play. The shout was unmistakable. But it was not Maçon’s voice, as had long been assumed. It was many voices calling out at once.

SIEG HEIL!

Every ship in the galaxy, and increasingly beyond, was being powered by a recording of a crowd of Nazis cheering on Adolf Hitler.

Had Maçon’s lunacy bent toward anti-Semitism? Or was this some final tasteless joke? The world was appalled. But aerotonal travel already had been ingrained into society. Thousands of ships were being built. Mars was being colonized and, if all went well, Europa was next. Aerotonal flight was ready to take us to the Kuiper Belt, the Oort cloud, and beyond. Humans only had to catch up to it in terms of craft, cryogenic sleep, and so forth.

You cannot stop progress. Tûma sighed. You can only mop up the mess.

He slapped his muddy hands together and winked.

That is why the triworld needs Niffakoq.

I took the note to heart without questioning it. Progress was necessary. Progress was the whole reason for my existence. It did not matter what fueled it in the end, even if that fuel was hate.
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Aerotonal engines required no convoluted ignition sequence, no acceleration to full speed. Aerotonals were off until, abruptly, they were on. At the infrasound register, the engines exuded no trace of fascist chants. They made no sound at all. The Sickness, however, audibly reacted. There was a hard, meaty scrunch, the sound of an athlete being tackled, as every chamber and throatway of the ship contracted like a fist. I ducked, expecting to be crushed.

The Sickness gradually relaxed, like Nuna Naavoq returning from a boat voyage slowly lost their sea legs. In the manner of Olympic curlers, aerotonal engines scrubbed the dark matter in front of the ship so cleanly that I detected no momentum. Only my body, buckled to my cabin wall, kept a tally. I felt a rumbling, not from the exterior, as with Gildea, but from inside me: slight nausea and a stitch from my diaphragm’s overcompensating clench.

The red notification light went out. I sensed this belonged to the captain and supposed he had left his chamber to perform safety checks before giving the all clear. I expected a ten- or twenty-minute wait. Instead it was three hours. Ample time for me to concoct a slew of doomsday scenarios. The aerotonal engines were out of control. The plasmagraphs had failed. The captain was lost inside the ship’s penetralia. There was a grimmer possibility, too: Plenty of Wave 1 crew members had taken their own lives.

What if the Wave 2 ships were just as liberal in their suicide pods?

Proof of life: The captain’s red light came back on.

The speakers cleared their throats.

“Crew of The Sickness, you’re free to float. Conference room in ten.”
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The soft-walled Sickness was forgiving for a neophyte floater, absorbing the follies of my too-fast propulsions, despite Tûma’s warnings of exactly that. Easy for him to say, with his boots planted on solid tundra. I did not wish my crew’s first impression of me to be a farcical one and assumed Murder 005, a skilled floater, would advise me.

They did not. It was a good reminder. Tûma had been a teacher and friend. Murder 005 was a protector. Nothing more.

I had intended to be the first into the conference chamber. My gawkiness made me the last. Murder 005 floated in ahead of me, a graceful white form against the ship’s dim. I heard intakes of breath from strangers and a single muttery sigh. A Murder aboard their ship. No one was happy to see it.

After Murder 005 judged the room to be safe, they gestured me in. The chamber door was layered in dozens of what looked like earlobes, each the size of a dinner plate. I gripped one of these fleshy tabs and pulled myself into the room, where I discovered a rubber holding beam on the ceiling, right where I needed it to be. Naturally. The room’s purpled ground-beef texture resembled stomach rugae. This was confirmed by a whiff of sulfurous digestive acid, which battled the cold fluoride odor of the room’s steel furniture, none of it useful in zero g.

If Murder 005’s appearance disgruntled the crew, mine shocked them.

There is no up or down in zero g. Eyeball lamps were embedded haphazardly into every absorbent surface. The light cascaded off my bare scalp, the scars a confirmation that a genuine Niffakoq was in their midst. The room was too dark for me to see faces, but two of the three sets of eyes lowered in the manner of royal subjects.

“PanSavv, raise the light twenty percent,” I said.

Faces, then entire bodies, grew around the nuclei of their eyes. The three crew members traded glances. What did the presence of a Niffakoq indicate? Murder 005 joined the audience, and even their blue-lensed eyes watched me with anticipation.

“Usornaat. I am Sisilla, the fifty-fifth Niffakoq.”

My voice was squeaky and insubstantial. I pushed on.

“As you know, each Niffakoq lives to complete a Chore. Your mission, which was kept secret from you in the interest of plasmagraphic purity, is to help me execute mine.”

“Execute,” a man laughed. “Is that why the Murder is here?”

My spirit sagged. I had hoped for no heckling. I glanced at Murder 005 to make sure the gibe had not incensed them. In fact, they seemed not to mind at all, and I understood. A quick nikking suggested that the comment was a joke—I remained bad at detecting jokes—and the joker as having an antiestablishment bent, but no apparent cruelties.

The joker’s broad features suggested an Earth-China genealogy. He wore a thick brown hood that had seen better days. Same with his brown gloves. His round belly was contained by an intricate vest secured not with buttons or zippers but vials, each filled with opaque gel. His periorbital edema gave him a sleepy look, while a thatch of gray-black beard sprang from his chin like an upside-down pineapple crown. His lips were upturned into a smile.

“You all have questions,” I said. “I will answer as many as I am able. But first, as your comment insinuates, we should engage in introductions.”

I nodded at my bodyguard.

“Murder 005 has been charged with my protection. They are also here to head up security and tactical operations, should either become necessary.”

The tilting of Murder 005’s head conveyed a bemused surprise. Not an unwelcome surprise, I hoped; Murders were always up for a fight. Murder 005’s shipmates gave more overt signals of disquiet.

I nodded at the bearded man who had made the joke.

“This is Feng Chaon. He is our biologist and medic.”

Chaon’s laugh gave his belly a zero g wobble. The gel in his vest vials sloshed.

“Medic is scarier than tactical operations,” he said. “What does the honored Niffakoq have planned that might have me sewing up bodies?”

“Please call me Sisilla.”

Chaon did a pull-up from a rubber wall grip, a zero g version of a bow.

I floated to my right to better see the person at the back of the room. I nikked that she was experiencing a physical tumult. Her arms were stretched over her head, holding on to rubber grips as if to steady herself. Her chin was locked against her sternum. The sparkling gold of her high-heeled shoes told me that her problem was not shyness. She wore elbow-length gloves and a matching gown cut to display the largest breasts I had ever seen. Her platinum-blond hair, artificially colored, was teased into freshets over her pale white skin, also artificially colored.

“This is Jayne Mae Marilyn Bardot.”

“Enchanté, darlings.” She sounded hoarse.

“Bardot is our engineer and mechanic.”

She smiled through a grimace. “Jayne, please. I prefer the familiar.”

“As long as we’re being familiar,” Feng Chaon said, “I’m partial to Feng.”

I wished to ask Jayne if she was motion sick, but there was one last person to introduce.

Floating not ten feet in front of me was the captain. He held on to nothing. He stood rigid with arms crossed, his entire body circling like the minute hand of a clock, his waist the pivot point. Since I had arrived, his head had passed through all twelve stations of the clock.

“This is Captain Creg Arzan,” I said.

He had a face like a hatchet. He wore a gray mustache and a loop through his left earlobe. The flatness of his nose suggested it had been broken and never reset. Deep wrinkles segmented his long, domed forehead, and he had crow’s-feet deep enough to have been etched by the Zachariae Isstrom sun.

This man had seen more than most.

Wayward gray hair clung to the back half of Arzan’s head, a pattern of hair loss long ago cured by the Standard Suite—the packet of general-health mods installed in 98 percent of humans by age five. My Tepper briefing had warned me that Arzan was a NonMod, and I was eager to nik him; I had never nikked a NonMod before. According to Tûma, the only NonMods left in the triworld were pro athletes.

I let my pause run well past ten seconds, hoping Arzan might take the opportunity to greet the crew. Behind slitted lids, his dark green eyes shone with a liquidity close to tears. Was this severe man on the brink of crying? It was difficult to tell; he had yet to meet my eyes, choosing instead to stare off to my left.

Nikking made it clear.

Captain Creg Arzan hated me.

I had nikked hatred before. Rare Grønland outlanders, triworld media workers who tracked down the Nuna Naavoq in hopes of capturing images of the next Niffakoq, the UN+ guard on the helo who called me a cultist freak.

This was different. Loathing jetted from Arzan as if I had punctured his carotid. My niks were ice-cold against my brain. Instinctively I drew backward, though it accomplished nothing in zero g. I looked to Murder 005, then to Feng and Jayne, but they, of course, suspected their captain of nothing but humble reserve.

Arzan’s body circled, a saw blade regaining its speed.

I did not have time for mental games. I addressed the whole crew.

“There is also a dog aboard. A twenty-pound dachshund that responds to Positive Roy. It belongs to Murder 005. Is anyone aware of other life-forms on the ship?”

“I’ve got pallets full of live organics for my bioprinters,” Feng offered.

“Same but more,” Jayne managed between heavy exhales. “Blocks of cell mats and vats of biofluids for ship repair. Simple organisms for Gamma Dam magnification.”

“And let’s not forget… you know,” Feng said, gesturing at the stomach lining surrounding us. In the same motion, he extracted a dark green capsule from a vest pocket and slipped it onto his tongue. A deft maneuver, considering the thick gloves he wore. I would need to investigate later.

“It is good to meet you all,” I concluded. “I will try to—”

“And you? What of you?”

No one, I believe, anticipated the mournful musicality of Captain Arzan’s voice. It was banjoed by emotion, but also by an accent from the American South. All heads turned toward Arzan and his wet, disdainful eyes, then to me, to observe how a Niffakoq reacts. Nine years of Tûma’s teachings, plus two minutes of direct observation, suggested this was the time to dull Arzan’s spikes. Tûma often said that, throughout history, simple smiles had achieved what hours of debate could not. Unfortunately, the last time I tried to smile, I had frightened a dachshund.

So I chose obstinance.

“As I said, Captain, I am Sisilla, the fifty-fifth Niffakoq. This is the only information relevant at this time.”

Arzan blinked wetly up at the eyeball lamps.

“What… what does this mean? That Niffakoq are interchangeable?”

“In regards to our commitment to our Chore? Yes, Captain.”

Arzan laughed caustically. His mustache bristled.

“That’s not my understanding. Not my understanding at all. Niffakoq come from all over. That’s what I hear. Do I hear wrong? You aren’t Greenlanders. Hardly any of you are Greenlanders. That means you have unique genetics. Same as us. Hereditary strengths. Hereditary weaknesses.” Arzan’s grin was incredulous, the shine of his lip unnerving. “You aren’t curious? About your own background? Not even a little?”

Nikking was not mind reading. I had no way of guessing Arzan’s specific grudge. But more strenuous nikking began to fence parameters. The captain’s anger was personal, not ideological. I wondered if he felt wronged by one of my Niffakoq predecessors. I wanted to demand that Arzan explain himself there and then.

But I resisted. My briefing at Tepper had profiled Creg Arzan as a fifty-seven-year-old Caucasian Earth-American NonMod hetero male, a classification known for its sensitivity to confrontation. While I could not stomach capitulation, it would be irresponsible to let a man’s wounded pride destabilize our mission. I cleared my mind of nikking and let Tûma guide me.

Defensiveness is as confrontational an act as hostility. When horns like that lock, Sissy, what will untangle them?

I knew the correct answer at six years old.

Education.

I addressed not only Creg Arzan but Murder 005, Feng, and Jayne.

“The UN+ Critical Report on Smartitecture found mistrust to be the highest negative outcome for the crews of plasmagraphic ships.”

Feng stroked his beard. “I would have gone with the four suicides.”

“I don’t know what was in that pill you took, sugar.” Jayne raised an artfully plucked eyebrow at Feng. “But I am officially interested.”

Arzan’s animosity, Jayne’s cheekiness, Feng’s irascibility, Murder 005’s enigma. Were all humans outside Grønland so troublesome? I continued, hopeful that a sensible tone would rein them in.

“When given the choice, humans select shipmates that mirror themselves. This has been proven for centuries. Plasmagraphs might begin work in moltvats, but they finish it with algorithmic deployment. Naturally we wonder why the five of us were brought together. But have faith in the plasmagraph. Not only does it promise we will work well together; it suggests that we need one another. You need me, Captain. As I need Feng. As Feng needs Jayne. As Jayne needs Murder 005. Plasmagraphs have given us a gift: the permission to skip past the stages of animal suspicion we have practiced since the dawn of intelligence. To dive right into amity, partnership, and cooperation.”

Feng hooted and held up a hand for a high five. Only Jayne was close enough to answer it. She sighed, straightened her gown, and delicately patted Feng’s palm with fingers stiffened to protect what looked to be long nails inside the gloves. Arzan took hold of a wall grip without having to look for it. His circulation ended in shocking stillness. He addressed me but, per usual, chose to look elsewhere.

“Talking points. I’ve heard them. I’ll tell you what I believe. Animal suspicion, you call it? For thousands of years it saved our butts. We let mods suck it out of us. One day, we’ll be sorry.”

I nodded, but merely in receipt of his opinion.

“I imagine all our talents and skills will be required for this mission,” I said. “Including your animalistic traits, Captain. It is a mission that, if everyone feels adequately introduced, I am now prepared to share.”
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“PanSavv, open a window.”

I trusted that there was, in fact, a window to open. Wave 1 ships had shown a consistent ability to dramatically shift anatomy to expose previously unexposed facets. That may have been what was happening in the subsequent pause, during which I felt more foolish by the second.

Finally a three-meter horizontal rod on the wall pivoted from its left end, fanning a semicircle like windshield wipers of old. Instead of gliding over the stomach lining, the rod acted as a shovel, pushing flesh aside like a thin layer of wet snow.

Compared to Gildea’s abridged vista of space, it was a vast panorama. Tûma had trained me to resist anything that played on emotions, always to the deficit of intellectual acuity. Music, dance, even romantic affections should I live long enough to feel them. I blamed the sixth nik: I swooned. I floated to the window. What harm could there be in indulging for a moment? Especially with Murder 005 watching my back?

I had grown up with the Grønland Sea as my infinity. Space, however, was an infinity of infinities, absolute black at the same time that it was multicolored confetti. Perhaps the brown speck was Io. The purple, an Orion nebula. The ice-blue, Saturn’s solar winds. The fluorescent pink, a dying star. The bloodred, a Taurus supernova. The orange, a star storm. The white, two galaxies in a waltz of collision.

I pressed my palm against the cold window and inhaled, wanting to know for myself the seared-steak smell of outer space. I chewed it. I swallowed it. It went down and informed my blood. It insisted Niffakoq logic alone could not make a human. There had to be appreciation of beauty. Of song, dance, and, yes, romance, a word that had been truncated to mean lust but should mean any feeling that stirred you into reveries of the intangible—the things that differentiated humans from Bŏts.

Which one was I?

I was Sisilla, thrice revised, now that I had known beauty like this.

The crew of The Sickness must have seen comparable vistas many times. Yet they, too, were susceptible to the splendor. Feng, Jayne, and Murder 005 floated into my peripheral vision. Even Captain Arzan halved his distance. He gazed over my scarred head at all the worlds on which he would rather be.

“Dudes, I’ve got it,” Feng said. “We’ve found intelligent life. Am I right?”

Even Arzan’s sighs were humid with emotion. “Life’s no reason for a Niffakoq.”

The captain’s refusal to say my name aligned with his avoidance of my face. Both vexed me. Technically, he was correct. The Fermi paradox had exploded with the advent of aerotonal travel: Over seven hundred alien life-forms, living and dead, had been registered with UN+, from single-cell microbes frozen inside carbonaceous chondrite meteorites to the reputedly 1,800-ton Oort Behemoths floating mysteriously, but passively, near the G-Cloud complex.

“With all due respect, Cap—self-aware life? Technologically advanced life? Life that might have, for the sake of argument, its own language?” Feng’s sleepy eye gave me a wink. “Who could learn that language faster than a Niffakoq?”

“N = R* × fp × ne × fl × fi × fc × L,” Jayne rattled off. “We all know the Drake equation. But, honey, you left out the adjective contemporaneous. An alien civilization existing at the same time as our perky little triworld? Even aerotonally speaking, that’s a needle in a haystack. Inside a stack of needles. On a planet of hay.”

Feng, Jayne, and Arzan all spoke at once. I allowed myself a full minute inside space’s astral arboretum before interrupting them with the volume of voice Tûma taught me to be the most effective: the softest.

“We are going to an exoplanet called JHB 9573963.”

All cases were abandoned half-made.

“It is 170,000 light-years away,” I added.

The ship throbbed, exhaled, flexed, squished.

“Trip like that.” Arzan’s voice deepened an octave. “Amnios. We’d need amnios.”

“There’s amnipods off a room by the cockpit, but I’d hoped…” Feng produced another green capsule and popped it between downturned lips. “I don’t know what I hoped.”

“When we make it back to the triworld, everyone we know will have aged thirty-three years to our four. My lovers, they’ll all be”—Jayne stared down past her cleavage, the exact location, I nikked, of her grief—“old.”

“The news is disruptive,” I acknowledged. “But I do not believe UN+ would have chosen all of you if the time away from the triworld would disrupt too many lives.”

Jayne’s wry smile informed me that my comment had been somehow acerbic—but that she also knew I had not meant it to be.

“Ouch, sugar,” she said.

Feng snorted. “There’s the tactful Niffakoq bedside manner I’ve heard about.”

Arzan gave me his closest attention yet: He glared at my floating feet. His anger, easy to nik, atomized against me like turbulent waves on Grønland granite.

“I will rephrase,” I said. “The trigov would not send people with families on such a mission.”

Feng turned midair toward the window. All I could see was the twitching of beard hairs. I nikked and detected the drugs in his system enacting a chaotic defense. I threaded past it and was startled by the ferocity of grief I found.

“How about I save us from going through our sad stories?” Feng ticked a finger for each of us. “Alone, alone, alone, alone, alone.” He paused. “I’ll give the dog the benefit of the doubt.”

The negative emotions were so tangible they seemed to ooze from the conference chamber itself. Perhaps the room’s stomach acids were already dissolving us. I nikked about for tranquility and found it in Murder 005. Before I could involve my bodyguard in steering us from despair, they did it on their own.

“Tell us about the planet,” they urged.
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“PanSavv,” I said, “show us a holo of JHB 9573963.”

No longer were PanSavvs granted access to the Snarl. It was a death sentence, first for the control system itself, second for the ship to which it was assigned, and third for the crew, as trollbots infested their mods. PanSavvs had shifted to cc-nets, which offered a fraction of the Snarl’s information, but at a fraction of the risk.

A round lens protruded from a wet fold of rugae and projected a four-foot-diameter holo of a planet. The crew floated up to it, faces going meat-colored with JHB 9573963’s pervading hues of red and brown.

“JHB 9573963 is a thirteen-thousand-kilometer rock planet in the Gemelo System,” I said. “It makes a 207-day orbit around an F-class star called PASSIF-2. It has an obliquity of forty percent. An atmosphere thirty-one percent oxygen. Average day length, twenty-eight hours. Average daytime temperature, twenty-nine Celsius.”

Arzan clicked his tongue. “No oceans.”

“Incorrect,” I said. “The oceans are massive. But they are metal.”

Jayne pursed her red lips. “Excusez-moi?”

Feng’s gloves neutered his finger snap. “Dudes. I remember this. The metal planet! That’s where they sent all those people. You know. The plague people.”

Arzan blinked slowly enough for it to feel like bereavement.

“Sharkey County. State of Mississippi. United States. Earth. Not far from my home.” Arzan inspected the others. “Are we all American?”

“I’m Martian, Cap,” Feng said.

“Murders recognize no country,” Murder 005 said.

“Grønland has been sovereign for centuries,” I said.

“And I was born in a cotton candy castle,” Jayne said, lacing her fingers under her chin like a retro pinup.

“Those were my people,” Arzan growled. “Sent to die on a hunk of metal. A leper colony.”

Outrage was the first emotion strong enough to penetrate the captain’s hatred. I saw in it a chance to reach him.

“Your people did not die, Captain. PanSavv, show us the colony on JHB 9573963.”

A white dot appeared on the holo, burning as brightly as the nebulas beyond the window. The holo zoomed in until we could see the dot’s position at the juncture of a jagged brown coastline and an expanse of grainy red.

Feng floated so close his beard tickled the holo.

“Metal oceans. Whoa.”

Arzan trembled. “How? How are those people living?”

“Metal fish?” Feng asked hopefully.

“It rains for one-third of the year and collects in natural reservoirs,” I explained. “The settlers arrived with solar generators, regolith drills, terraforming equipment, and Bŏts. Livestock, too, to jumpstart labmeat cultures, as well as immortalized cells if those cultures failed. Plus enough nonperishables to found a self-sufficient society, if all went well.”

“Did it?” Jayne asked. “All go well?”

I hesitated. There was no easy answer to that.

“I trust everyone remembers the nature of the plague.”

“I don’t,” Murder 005 said.

Captain Arzan cut bloodshot eyes at the bodyguard.

“No surprise. Isn’t that your tenet? Wipe out humans?”

Murder 005 betrayed no emotion, not even to my niks.

“Only the useless ones, Captain,” they said.

Arzan’s back shook with bitter laughter.

Murder 005 continued. “If I’m to effectively protect Sisilla, I need to appreciate the full situation, Captain.”

“The situation?” Arzan gestured impatiently. “PanSavv, show Wolosis autopsies.”

PanSavv’s speed, in this case, was too impressive. The red planet dropped like a sheet to reveal an image I would have preferred never to see again. Slabbed before us, as if in an upright sarcophagus, was the naked corpse of a man, his walnut skin paled by what looked like yellow chalk. He had been opened from sternum to pubis. SurgiBŏt clamps held wide the body cavity.

One expected to see the reds, pinks, and purples of human innards.

Instead, there was a thick, glossy darkness.

The body cavity was packed with hair.
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I relayed the salient background to Murder 005, though it required control to hold back on the fascinating details. The five thousand residents of Sharkey County, Mississippi, Earth-US, knew ingrown hairs as a common but minor malady, no different from the rest of the triworld. An increase in bumpy irritation rang no particular alarm until an autopsy of a mysterious asphyxiation death revealed a single ingrown chest hair that had grown twenty-one meters long.

With nowhere to go, the hair had wrapped around the lungs, over and over. Medical officials did not connect the anomaly to a rash of other local deaths, as each one seemed unique. Heart attack. Liver collapse. Kidney failure. In truth, they were all the same: ingrown hairs knotted around vital organs so densely they added twenty to ninety pounds to the corpses.

Ten days after the first death, the infection was made public and hundreds of Sharkey County residents self-diagnosed their precipitous weight gain. A photo taken by a frightened nurse went viral: a stillborn baby with hair pouring from her mouth, nose, eyes, and ears. Tests on this infant confirmed the airborne disease was also passed genetically.

Traumatized by a string of twenty-first-century pandemics, national forces built literal walls around Sharkey County overnight. Rumors circulated through the Snarl of electrified fencing. Of residents rounded up like pre-labmeat livestock. Of the killing of anyone who tried to run. The only thing verifiable was that the blockade worked.

Medical teams already on the ground in Sharkey County received the reward of being stuck there. Like everyone else, their bodies filled with so much hair they could feel it tickle the backs of their throats. Eating and drinking became impossible; all food had to come via IV. Still, these brave doctors isolated a virus that had crossed over from merino sheep, which had been, over centuries, genetically manipulated to never stop growing wool. Unshorn merino sheep were often crushed beneath the weight of their own wool.

We never should have created such beasts. Now their problem was ours. One year after Wolosis was diagnosed, the triworld was no closer to finding a cure and freeing Sharkey County residents from their pens.

From this cornered position rose a high-risk idea. JHB 9573963 existed in Gemelo System’s habitable zone, though only its moon, called Tenger, emitted the biosensors of carbon-based life. Probes to JHB 9573963 had sampled a sort of atmospheric rust, presumably generated by the metal oceans, that was infused with astonishing reparative properties. Not only were the particulates analogous to turmeric, chamomile, echinacea, and primrose, the planet itself was redolent with negative ions and exuded a therapeutic radio-frequency ablation.

JHB 9573963’s ability to cure Wolosis, and by extension future triworld maladies, was theoretical. But it was a theory the trigov was hungry to prove. So they made the Sharkey County residents a bold proposition. Stay put and die a slow, painful death? Or roll the dice by boarding a ship called SS Mary Eliza Mahoney and settling on a distant world that might cure them? Any return trips were off the agenda until a full generational refresh.

Instead of patients, one UN+ rep said, be pioneers.

In a vote, all 3,640 surviving residents chose the peril and promise of the stars.
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Murder 005 was troubled. It was the first emotion I had nikked in them besides confidence. Wolosis was not something a Murder could protect me from. Their blue-lensed eyes traced freeways of hair as they garroted the dead man’s lungs, tunneled through heart ventricles, and made bursting black sausages of the intestines. Several thick, glistening ropes of hair still clung to the corpse’s removed chest plate.

“As someone who prefers herself plucked and waxed,” Jayne said, “yikes.”

“Enough,” Captain Arzan said. “Did the rust work?”

“I don’t believe we ever found out.” Jayne gave me a sly look. “Or did we?”

“Ten years after arrival,” I said, “the settlers reported abatement of all symptoms.”

Arzan’s chin shook as he gazed proudly at the holo. His people.

Feng, though, spun in a circle and wagged a finger. The green capsules had done their job. The medic was high and happy.

“Abatement does not equal a cure,” he sang.

“Pull yourself together,” Arzan muttered. “A hundred years disease-free? That’s a cure.”

“PanSavv, show us JHB 9573963 again,” I said.

The gruesome autopsy photo fell away. The red holo waited behind it.

“The captain is right. The people of JHB 9573963 are cured.”

Arzan nodded briskly, acknowledging me, if not my face.

“If our mission is to bring them home, we can’t leave fast enough,” he said.

Feng kept spinning. “Not to impugn the sturdy dudes of Ole Miss or anything—but how do they know they’re cured? They still have doctors among them? Scientists, for that matter? Architects? Anyone cool?”

Jayne opened her long-gloved arms. “Feng, baby, come to mama. I don’t want you bonking your head.”

“All the doctors stationed in Sharkey County ended up on the Mary Eliza Mahoney,” I reminded them. “Another fifty volunteers joined them. Scientists, architects, everything you asked for, Feng, all risking lonely deaths on an obscure exoplanet. We presume they took care to pass along their skills.”

Jayne corralled Feng and stroked his hood. Feng smiled dopily.

“The volunteers were probably like us,” she said. “Loners.”

Arzan tapped the white dot on the holo.

“Where are the hospitals? The schools? I don’t see anything but metal.”

“Captain, dude, those composites are ancient,” Feng said. “Transit spectroscopes, direct imaging. We’re talking cave paintings here.”

“Taken by the same probes that first sampled the rust,” I confirmed. “No one had zero-gram chip probes back then. These are the best visuals we have. Radio links with the colony have always been asynchronous. Visual media can be sent on a lengthy delay. But they have never sent us visuals. The encoders were damaged upon arrival.”

Murder 005 angled their head. “So they say.”

“Easy,” Arzan warned. “No aspersions on these people. Not on my ship.”

That it was our ship was a point I chose to let go unchallenged.

“Their story is plausible,” I said. “Mary Eliza Mahoney made it all the way to JHB 9573963 only to crash in the final fifty meters. The planet’s metallic glare confused the geotrope sensors and made the ship think it had reached solid ground prematurely. The settlers sustained only minor injuries, but there was significant matériel damage. To the encoders, yes, but also to first-gen amnipods, flex nanotubes, protium fusion generators, levitation coils, and Bŏts.”

“And their Gamma Dams?” Arzan asked.

“They were not sent with Gamma Dams.”

Arzan pinched the bridge of his nose. “No Gamma Dams. Tells you everything. UN+ didn’t want to waste any. They thought the settlers were doomed. But they weren’t. They’re faring just fine, right?”

“Yes. In fact, three years ago, UN+ decided it was time to shift into phase two of the JHB 9573963 project and begin harvesting the planet’s rust for triworld medical apps. After they informed the settlers of their intended return to JHB 9573963, the settlers began behaving oddly. PanSavv, synthesize an eighty-eight-year-old female offspring of Syzmon Rees and Perpetua Weber.”

The planet holo fell away to reveal a life-size image of a woman. One hundred and eighty-three centimeters tall. Umber skin crosshatched with grave wrinkles. Curly black hair, veined with silver, to her shoulder blades. Though generated by PanSavv, her facial features were specific. The woman had a belligerent underbite. Big, watchful eyes pouched inside wadded flesh. The line of her lips was long enough to feel sharklike. She was a beautiful old woman, though L00P syntheses tended to overly rely on symmetry, the chief driver of perceived attractiveness.

“This is an approximate visualization of Talfa Rees-Weber,” I introduced. “She was born on JHB 9573963 as the daughter of two original settlers. The colony’s strange behavior aligned with the dissolution of their rotating advisory council and Talfa’s rise as their leader at age eighty-five.”

“Eighty-five.” Jayne whistled. “Lady’s got spunk.”

“Do we suspect she led a hostile takeover?” Murder 005 asked.

“We have no evidence of that. Though Talfa herself has never sent any voice recordings, those who have mentioned her have done so with affection.”

“I know this is just a synthesis,” Jayne said. “But ugh. That gaze is cinematic. Look at that focus. That passion. I’d follow her orders too.”

Leaving Feng to chuckle to himself, Jayne held on to the skirt of her gown as if ascending a flight of stairs and floated up to the holo. She brought her shoulders together, which plunged her bosom forward. She pressed a fingertip into her puffy bottom lip. I nikked that Jayne was physically attracted to the eighty-eight-year-old Talfa Rees-Weber, though, admittedly, nikking physical attraction was a weak spot for Niffakoq. Tûma’s sperm-and-egg lessons could only accomplish so much.

“In reaction to UN+’s plans to return to the planet, the colony sent a declaration of independence,” I continued. “In it, they asserted they would no longer communicate until the trigov officially recognized them as an autonomous nation with the innate right to settle JHB 9573963, which they renamed Fém.”

Jayne indicated her gown. “Femme?”

“Fém,” Feng said. “Hungarian for metal.”

“One of the scientists with them was Hungarian,” I confirmed.

Arzan huffed. “Typical UN+ bullshit. Call a planet GBX 12345 and you know what happens? If people can’t pronounce it, people forget it. UN+ wanted the whole triworld to forget that rock existed. You said Fém traded messages for a century. That’s where we’ll find the clues. We have those transcripts?”

“They await you, Captain.”

Feng, Jayne, and Murder 005 dipped their heads as they accessed reader mods.

“Looks standard,” Jayne said. “Weather reports. Health updates.”

I nikked Arzan. Our resident NonMod felt no inadequacy.

“No one talks for a century without revealing something,” he insisted.

“Was the declaration of independence Fém’s final message?” Murder 005 asked.

“Almost. UN+ refused to recognize Fém as a sovereign nation. The colonists stopped responding, as promised. Eight years ago, a probe was sent to Gemelo System to run preparatory protocols. It detected nothing new—from Fém. But it picked up atmospheric crisis readings from their moon, Tenger. While Tenger is inhospitable to humans, it has indigenous life. Biosignatures indicate what we might call fish, cephalopods, crustaceans, and so on.”

“Wild guess here,” Jayne said. “The Fémers are doing something to their own moon.”

“Fémsters,” Feng suggested. “Fémesians. Fémites.”

I nodded. “That is the going theory. The probe was shot down.”

Arzan’s head snapped toward Talfa Rees-Weber, as if the holo had drawn a gun.

“They have that grade of weapons?”

“They should not,” I said. “Yet apparently do. Four years after the probe was destroyed, UN+ received a surprise final transmission from Fém. Seven seconds in length from an unfamiliar voice. The low quality of the signal led analysts to surmise it was an illicit broadcast patched into the transmitter by a local. PanSavv, play Fém’s final message.”

A snowstorm of soft, whirling static filled the room. It sounded like standing upon a lake of popping ice amid arctic winds. For five seconds, the sounds threaded together into a rope of harsher quality. The rope noosed my neck as it grew louder; I saw the same uncomfortable tensing in my crew. At second six, a single word nudged free of the sonic storm.

“—trap—”

The recording cut off.

The squelches of the stomach room resumed preeminence.

Murder 005, Jayne, and Feng traded looks in the white lambency of the holo light. Captain Arzan stared at his floating feet. His Adam’s apple hitched. His tremulous exhale was difficult for me to differentiate from his cyclone of nikked fury.

“Games, Niffakoq,” he said. “You’re playing games.”

He pointed at me—but still did not look at me, a disorienting effect.

“First you tell us Fém is shooting down probes. Now you tell us UN+ knows we’re flying into a trap. Second, a plasmagraphic ship can heal itself. We all know that. But this ship has no shield systems. None. One direct hit and there’s shit all left to heal. Maybe that doesn’t matter to a death-wish cultist. But I’m captain of this ship. Its safety is my concern.”

My face heated, the telltale flaw left by the sixth nik. I pictured my options as text, as Tûma taught, and chose flattery.

“You are correct, Captain. The Sickness is not a military ship. You know how long it takes to obtain military authorization. That makes our mission a dangerous one. That is why, above all people, you were chosen to helm it.”

I nikked a fleck of pride from Arzan, a chip of stone flown from my sledgehammer strike. A cleaner grade of pride emanated from Jayne and Feng.

“The word trap came without context,” I continued. “It could mean many things. I would like all of you to ruminate upon it. When I interview you separately, you may advance your theories.”

Feng groaned. “Homework.”

“Summarized, our mission is to travel to Gemelo System, orbit in range of synchronous communication, and demand answers,” I said. “If Fém ignores us, Jayne has the gear required to debilitate their grids.”

“And if they respond by attacking?” Murder 005 asked.

“We should be out of range of any weapons they could feasibly have. Furthermore, Fém knows shooting down a UN+ ship is not like shooting down a probe. The Moxeci Code would require trigov nations to respond. Fém would be wiped out.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Feng objected.

Jayne tsked comfort. “No one wants that, Fengy baby. I’m sure the trigov prefers their medicinal rust free of human remains.”

“We will take every pain to avoid that outcome,” I said. “As you know, Niffakoq are negotiators. I will make the colonists understand there is no option besides submission. We also have the full authority to land on Fém.”

Arzan grimaced. “Landing didn’t go so well for Mary Eliza Mahoney. And what if Wolosis has resurged?”

“There’s five ecosuits hanging in my lab.” Feng pouted. “I hate ecosuits.”

I allowed a few seconds for this potentiality to settle. I took the time to scrutinize the holo of Talfa Rees-Weber. She was every bit as striking as Jayne said. And so old, too, while I was so young. What in the triworld was she hiding? I was impatient to nik her.

“Here’s the math,” Arzan muttered.

The captain had silently floated all the way to the door. He clung to a rubber grip, facing the dark throatway beyond.

“Soft aerotonals, fourteen days. You all know what to do till then. PanSavv personalizations. Engine diagnostics. System tests. Those transcripts the Niffakoq chucked into our readers. Then it’s loud aerotonals with everyone under amniosis. Twenty-two months later, we wake up. Take two weeks to get our bodies back into shape. Then close in on Fém. Understood?”

I did not understand. The whole point of plasmagraphic ships was that they did not require familiarization. Fourteen days was excessive. Again I felt the piunngilaq emotion of anger, unique to me among all Niffakoq. Nikking confirmed the captain’s delay was meant as provocation, a show of authority. In colloquial terms, Arzan wanted the nine-year-old mystic to lose her famous cool.

I would give him no such satisfaction. I put my anger into my pocket alongside the sixth nik. Fourteen days was not worth a fight, not when added to twenty-two months. That said, Tûma had spent years reiterating how important it was for a Niffakoq to establish authority on her Chore. I would not abdicate that authority, especially with a Murder at my side.

“Do not call me ‘the Niffakoq,’ Captain. Call me Sisilla. If Niffakoq had surnames, I would provide that as well, on the chance that it would be easier for you to remember.”

With the slightest push of a single knuckle, Arzan rotated his body with insouciant slowness. Gradually his gray mustache, foreshortened nose, hatchet face, and eyes—still oddly tear-filled—came into view. He stopped just before his eyes could connect with mine.

“If it’s all right with you, Sisilla, I’d like to return the ship to standard grav. I’ve got a MobiBŏt I’m tinkering with. She doesn’t do well in zero g.”

A hot crop of greasy sweat sprouted from my pores. A blink and I was back in Nuuk, four years old, pushed into a tree-stump hole by an unnikkable YardBŏt. In this nightmare variant, a gaggle of cheery-faced, round-headed Bŏts crowded over the grave like gleeful mourners, softball paws opening like the plasmagraph tube to reveal sharpened picks and whirring saws. They wanted my niks. Tech belonged in Bŏts, not humans.

“I—I was not informed of a Bŏt,” I stammered. “I should have—I should have been informed.”

Even nikless, the captain sensed my discomfort. He smiled.

“This crew is full of surprises.”

I had borne high storms on the Grønland Sea, but none were so unrelenting as those aboard this ship. Utterly now, I was thrown off; if not for the zero g, I did not know that I would still be standing. What I wanted more than anything was for the meeting to be over.

“Yes, we do not wish to lose bone mass in zero g,” I said. “Please, Captain, reestablish standard grav.”

Arzan put a hand to his chest, a gesture of false gratitude, and projected himself backward through the door. His wet eyes sparkled long after his body had vanished into the throatway dark.
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I buckled into gyrificated brain tissue expecting a thudding resumption of gravity. But the captain was an artist. I felt the drowsy return of standard grav only in the compression of my buttocks, thighs, and triceps, as well as in the weight of my inner organs settling back into their traditional inelegant pile.

For a time, I slept.

I unbuckled and plodded about with Earthlike tonnage. Cabin brain matter uncoiled to present the kind of rubber steam shower I had experienced on Tepper Base. Ten seconds later, I was clean, dry, and refreshed. I did not know where fresh clothing was stored but slid my hands between moist lobes, pulled them apart, and there, folded inside steel racks, were multiple copies of my tunic.

I asked for a meal polyp and received it via transitube. The veins of my cabin door pulsed as if excited. I peeked outside. The throatway to the left thickened and relaxed, a beckoning. The captain was that way. Should I desire backup, Murder 005’s cabin was on the same path.

I went in the other direction.

Soon I came upon the giant sarcoma I had seen from Tepper Base. It bulged overhead like a frog’s throat, thinned to translucence, providing the lab below with a planetarium’s worth of star coverage. The vast swelling was embroidered with red and blue vessels and marbled with swirls of sinewy growth. Though it was undergirded by a tendon lattice, it shook like jelly, giving me reason to wonder about the piercing propensities of space junk. It struck me that every tumor in the world, under enough magnification, might be this magnificent.

Were tumors not forms of radical new life, as novel as any alien?

Up a ramp to my left were the green fringes of a hydroponic garden, where algae mats for oxygen were farmed and cod tanks were kept. I was invigorated by the freshest air I had breathed since Ittoqqortoormiit. Before me was the lab and Feng’s private chamber, separated by a sheet of opaque mucous membrane. Like everything on The Sickness, the lab was humbly sized but impressively outfitted. Vapor syringes. Chip lenses. Diagnostic digestibles. Genomic brushes. AR/VR pools. Smart fiber optics hanging from hooks like horse whips. Nano cages swarming with minuscule intravenous divers. Vials of warm flesh humming atop bioprinters.

And two SurgiBŏts with cartoonishly round heads and long, spidery arms.

I was relieved to see both SurgiBŏts were bolted to the floor on rails surrounding a surgical table. Unlike most Bŏts, this duo was not going anywhere.

Feng, too, was stationary, hunched on a spherical stool. Standard grav did him no favors. His big body seemed somehow frail; his motions conveyed the timidity of the elderly. He used a scroll mod to eyeball his way through yellow analytics pouring across a milky retina screen. The lab had a mechanized din and I did not believe Feng knew I was present. I raised my voice; it accentuated my childish pitch.

“Do you have any ideas about the trap?” I asked loudly.

Feng lifted a gray, bushy eyebrow at me.

“Niffakoq aren’t big on niceties, are they? Well, Martians are. Good morning, Sisilla, how did you sleep, how are you doing this fine day, et cetera?”

I nikked that the medic’s sarcasm was meant to be taken kindly.

“Most Niffakoq die at age eleven,” I said. “That leaves little time for niceties.”

“Touché.” Feng scratched his beard. “Trap. Trap. Trap, trap, trap.”

“I had hoped you had already given it thought,” I scolded.

“You’re gonna give yourself an ulcer by age ten.” Feng lit up. “Hey, maybe trap isn’t even the intended word. Maybe we just heard part of a word.”

“Go on.”

“What if the word our mystery voice was trying to say was… I don’t know… trapeze? Maybe Fém has the most fabulous aerial show in the universe.”

I nikked him. “You are joking.”

“Or maybe the word was trepanation. Maybe the Fémtrons are going to drill our skulls when we land. Compared to an aerial show, that’d be a bummer.”

“Please be serious.”

“Extrapolate. Strapless. Bootstrap.”

“I do not have time for jokes.”

“Right, right, dead at eleven.”

Feng rolled toward me on the stool and gestured for me to proceed.

“So we gonna do this? The Niff Six?”

Here I had thought the slang was used only by Murders. My scowl deepened.

“Yes. It is my job.”

“To make sure we’re all going to get along, yeah?”

“Conflict analysis is one part. I also look for opportunities for integration and collaboration. Strengths of one party that might buttress the weaknesses of another.”

“And your grilling of Captain Funtimes? How’d that go? Lots of collaboration?”

One’s movements were largely public on The Sickness. Feng must have noticed from my silver notification light that I had spent the past hours in my cabin. Again he was being sarcastic.

“Hey, I don’t blame you for skipping him,” the medic said. “Dude’s scary. My experience, though? Captains usually are. Goes back to whaling and sailing days. When it came to chasing Moby Dick, it didn’t pay to be anything less than feared.”

“The order in which I conduct my interviews does not matter. I interviewed Murder 005 directly upon meeting them.”

“Good,” Feng said. “If I ever see them in a black suit, it’s the air lock for me.”

I approached Feng. Behind him, the SurgiBŏts twitched like hanged men. I diverted my eyes to anything else at all. A pair of telesurgical joysticks, a closet of e-skins, a cityscape of clear plastic boxes housing emergency bionic parts—a bladder, a kidney, a lung, a column of vertebrae, a set of joints, and various valves growing from patties of artificial skin.

“Might be able to do something about that eye,” Feng said.

I caught the reflection of my pink left eye in surgical chrome. The thought of a medic poking around my socket and finding evidence of the missing nik made me queasy.

“Thank you. But no.”

“What happened? Looks owie.”

“I slipped on ice and hit my eye on a well.”

Feng frowned. “Yeah? How many times?”

“What do you mean?”

He wiggled his fingers at my eye. “If that’s not scleritis or episcleritis, and it’s not, then it’s the kind of subconjunctival hemorrhage we’d associate with getting jabbed in the eye. Like, multiple times.” Feng cocked his head. “Nothing like that ever happened? Whole bunch of eye jabs? You’d probably remember a whole bunch of eye jabs.”

Niffakoq were ineffective liars. Tûma’s advice in instances like these was to give a cold stare. Nikking, after all, only went one way.

Feng signaled surrender. “It’s your eye. And a lovely fuchsia eye it is. I’m only trying to commiserate. I know a thing or two about physical pain.”

Now I felt contrite. “I was briefed that you were in an accident on Mars.”

Feng grunted. “When terrorists blow up your lab, your home, your wife and husband and kids, no—that’s no accident.”

This explained the grief I had nikked from Feng earlier, as well as his reaction when I said the crew of The Sickness had no family to miss them. Feng had a kind nature. I did not like to think of him suffering.

“I am sorry. That was not in my briefing.”

“I bet it wasn’t. You know Pavonis Mons? On the Tharsis bulge? That’s where my lab was. We were working on fake blood. The holy grail. And we were close. Our blood was too red, cherry red, freaked everyone out—and that was our biggest problem, you know? It was also an invention that could put a lot of very wealthy companies out of business very quickly. Especially companies that rely on bots doing what people can’t, for safety reasons.”

“Omni:Bŏtic HQ is by the Tharsis Montes,” I observed.

Feng tapped his temple. “Smart girl.”

The notion that Omni:Bŏtic had bombed Feng’s lab was preposterous. Known for their giving spirit, general largesse, and refusal to create Bŏts for militaristic use, Omni:Bŏtic had the best corporate reputation in the triworld. Earlier, I had nikked traces of paranoia in Feng; this untoward conjecture gave those traces additional weight. On the other hand, knowing someone else with an unfavorable view of Bŏts made me feel less alone.

“But you have SurgiBŏts in this lab,” I said.

“Who said I had principles? We might be glad we have those SurgiBŏts before this is over. And if you kick the bucket on this mission, it’ll be those SurgiBŏts that saw your head off. Not to be gruesome.”

“I do not mind.”

“Hey, I’ll probably need the SurgiBŏts before you do. You know what’s in these?”

Feng tapped the vials laced down the center of his vest. Inside each was a lustrous liquid.

“Sperm-egg fusion?” I guessed.

Feng nodded. “It’s sewing me up all over. I was blasted to smithereens in the bombing. Ripped open right down the middle.” He showed off a vial on his right wrist. “Lost my hand.” He displayed a ring of vials around his left calf. “And my lower leg.” He pointed at his crotch. “Got my balls blown off as a bonus.” He snorted. “Now I got someone else’s sperm helping me regrow my own.”

I leaned closer to a vial.

“An agitating agent keeps the eggs in a constant state of cortical reaction to prevent polyspermy. Is that correct?”

“Yup. Triggers the cortical granules to keep releasing enzymes.”

“Ovoperoxidase and hydrolase. It should help ward off staph and strep infections too.”

Feng raised bushy brows. “You Niffakoq live up to the hype.”

“What would happen if you took off the vest?”

“I thought we were done being gruesome.”

“I am not squeamish.”

“You ever had diarrhea?”

“Yes.”

“Imagine instead of poop, it’s all your internal organs. If that happens, you’ll be glad the captain brought a MobiBŏt. It’ll clean up the mess.”

“I hope we can avoid that. Does the sperm-egg fusion cause discomfort?”

“My broken arteries gluing back together and pushing blood through new scars? The dendrites of my raw nerves shooting sparks while the axons drill their way back into the neuromuscular junctions? My eight square feet of scabs?” Feng grinned. “No, no discomfort at all.”

“That is sarcasm,” I identified.

Feng extracted one of the green capsules from his vest pocket and gulped it.

“Why do you think I pop the P?”

Now it made sense.

“Peyote,” I said.
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Either the capsule’s mescaline dosage was less than a standard peyote button or Feng was an expert user. I suspected both as I watched his pupils dilate and gauged the increased perspiration and respiration of an accelerated heart rate. Peyote struck me as an odd choice for combatting the pain of his repairing body until I realized it was not physical pain he was trying to transcend. His entire personality was a hallucinogen.

He plucked another green capsule from his pocket.

“Hey, you want some? Some P? Life-changing. Especially for you.”

“That is an irresponsible offer. I weigh twenty-six kilograms.”

“You realize you’re talking to a doctor, right?”

“I do not accept your drug offer.”

Feng shrugged, popped the P himself, and clapped his hands.

“Niff Six! Let’s do this. You need me to find a sofa? Pour some nanos in my ear? Take twenty-eight deep, cleansing breaths?”

“No preparation is the best preparation.”

“Deep, dude.” Feng rubbed his hands eagerly; his wrist vial sloshed eggs and sperm. “I’m psyched. I’m psyched.”

“Question one,” I said.

“Hell yeah we’re at question one.” Feng held out a closed fist.

I scrutinized it. “Did you hide something in your hand?”

“What? No, no, no. Make a fist.”

I did as he requested, then took a guess and waved the fist at him.

Feng groaned. “Even for a nine-year-old, you are supremely uncool. We’ll work on it.”

He gestured for me to proceed.

“Question one,” I repeated. “Is suffering an integral part of being human?”

Feng’s sleepy eyes went big. “Oh, wow. How’d the Murder answer this one?”

Murder 005 had withstood six seconds of silence. Feng lasted three.

“Okay, okay, suffering. Hm. No. It’s not. Before my family got blown up, I didn’t even know what suffering was. Maybe that was ignorance, but I’d take it back in a heartbeat. Did you know your family?”

“Question two.”

“You didn’t know them at all? Not even your mother?”

“Question two.”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that! I’m a panpsychist. Like Plato. Like Spinoza. The mom and dad you didn’t know are just one ingredient of your family. Every being in this universe is ensouled. You. Me. The fish things on Tenger. Maybe even the plants in that garden up there. When you get down and dirty at the molecular level, you’re kin to everything that lives. Could be the P talking, but I don’t think so.”

My job was to stay on task. But I could not resist. Any talk of mothers pulled a string deep within me.

“What about The Sickness? Does it have a soul?”

Feng shook his head. “Nope. Grown from stem cells. Even panpsychists have their limits. We ever getting to question two?”

“Question two. Can a person be wholly evil?”

“Whew. Who came up with these?”

I began counting to ten. Feng made it to two.

“Okay, okay, evil, evil.” Feng rolled his bearded chin. “You know what I think when I think evil? I think WorkCube. Don’t you?”

“My opinions are irrelevant.”

“Yeah, but don’t you? Overpopulation is bad, fine. But what you don’t do is stack people on top of one other in giant hamster cages. That’s sick. Objectively sick. So, yes. Aye. Affirmative. Ja. Evil exists. Inside us? You bet.”

“Question three.”

“Woo!” Feng chuckled. “This is fun, huh?”

“Have you wasted your potential?”

“Yowch. Brutal. But what kind of sociopath would say they’ve lived up to their potential? Maybe if our synthetic blood would have worked out. But that presupposes potential is result-based. That it has anything to do with the busywork we get up to in our labs. Our little offices. Our plasmagraphed spaceships. Maybe we’re all stacked in WorkCubes, you know? We’ve just lost the ability to tell. Yeah, no. Nuh-uh. We don’t even have the ability to gauge our potential. We don’t have the derring-do. We don’t have the nuts. I literally don’t have them. Our real potential can only be felt by others. My dead hubby. My dead wifey. My dead rugrats. If they were alive, you could ask them. Maybe you can tell, Sisilla. What do you think? What do your niks see in me? Feng Chaon, biologist, medic. Has he lived up to his potential?”

Feng’s avid eyes wobbled with tears. My role as Niffakoq, particularly when administering the Control Criteria, was to refrain from emotional engagement.

Yet never had a subject moved me so much. Tûma had warned me that nikking the mind of a subject under pharmacological influence posed certain challenges. The challenge, as I saw it now, was knowing where to stop. I chose to answer Feng’s question with all the truth available to me.

“You lived up to your potential,” I said. “Long ago.”

Feng’s tears fell heavy enough to tunnel through his beard and over his grateful smile.

“Thank you. Thank you. Keep rocking. Question four.”

“Question four. If you fear death, why?”

“Hell no. Already died once. They messed up my burial is all.”

Feng wiped his eyes and seemed to notice me anew. He leaned forward, elbows on knees, and laced his gloved hands, vials clacking.

“But you. You’re the one pushing the clock. You said you’ve got two years left, max. You’re about to lose half that in amniosis. By the time we get to Gemelo System, you’ll be on your last months. You want to try telling me you don’t fear death?”

Again I tried to resist. But ignoring Feng’s earnest concern felt uncivil.

“My lifespan was one of the first things I learned. I expect anyone born with a mortal illness feels the same.”

Feng lifted a finger. “There’s the rub. An illness is an accident. But the niks? They put those things in you. The Nuna Naavoq. They did this to you.”

“For the greater good.”

“It’s like you’re not hearing your own questions! The greater good? Fine. But of whom? Eh? Is Sisilla’s potential limited to what she can provide to the world? For people she’ll never know? People she’ll never love? A martyr’s not a martyr if she’s forced into martyrdom, you dig? We’ve got a handy word for that. It’s murder.”

Abruptly I was upset at the man for whom, moments before, I had felt tenderness. Being a Niffakoq was the greatest honor in the triworld. I bore down on the piunngilaq emotion but it was no use. The placidity behind my questioning was disrupted. I needed to wrest control back from this P-addled subversive.

“We could continue in this vein for some time. Or you could believe me when I say I am familiar with this line of argument. My Angajoqqaa readied me for the ways in which people would try to shake my faith in the Niffakoq tradition.”

Feng waved his hands. “No, see, that’s what I’m saying. There is no tradition. Niffakoq are a business, like Omni:Bŏtic is a business. Your Angajoqqaa prepped you with counterarguments because it behooved your Angajoqqaa to do so. Sisilla, look, I’m not a besmircher. Or a smircher. I don’t smirch at all. But the Nuna Naavoq have everything to gain by keeping the Niffakoq wheel turning.”

Feng’s mind was an open bowl I could scoop. Not only did he believe what he was saying, he said it with no expectation of gratitude. This gave me pause—until I squashed the pause. Honesty did not mean accuracy. The Nuna Naavoq loved me. The people of Ittoqqortoormiit who wore pink petals over their left eyes loved me.

“Question five. Will it matter if you are forgotten after your death?”

It felt good to dive back into the criteria. Feng, however, did what no other subject of mine had ever done.

He did not answer. He gazed searchingly into my eyes. Only after realizing I had forgotten to count to ten did I realize, from Feng’s moving lips, that he was counting. Mescaline helped him become a super-observer, and he was turning my technique against me. Not in an aggressive way. A sharing way. It was a great surprise.

The bigger surprise was that I complied as interviewee.

“They will remember me,” I said. “All Niffakoq are remembered.”

“There’s some real nice statues,” Feng agreed. “Something to strive for, you think?”

My eyes rolled upward of their own accord. Space—patience itself—unrolled like the thickest quilt, each star a bedtime kiss from a mother who, as Feng suggested, I would never know.

“I think I will be the worst Niffakoq,” I said softly. “I do not think I am… complete.”

I wanted to tell Feng about the sixth nik. The urge was brief, but terrible and exhilarating, and told me something I had not known about myself. I was capable of telling someone my secret. Which suggested I was capable of other things I had never considered.

Feng nodded and smiled and pulled his shoddy brown hood off his head. On the left side of his skull, stitched into a pale rectangle of shaved skin, was another vial.

“Don’t you think it’s possible that all Niffakoq were the worst Niffakoq?” Feng asked. “That all of them were incomplete? And imperfect and arrogant and weird, and some of them just total raging assholes? Niffakoq benefit the Nuna Naavoq, like I said. But only if what, Sisilla? Only if what?”

The answer was spelled out in the stars.

“Only if the stories told of us are about our perfection,” I said.

Feng grinned and clapped his hands together again.

“Hey. You want to see something weird?”

“I haven’t asked the sixth question,” I protested.

Feng laughed, a wonderful donkey bray.

“Who needs six of anything? Five is plenty enough for me.”
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Feng walked well for someone whose limbs were being fused back onto his torso. The deeper inside The Sickness we drew, the warmer it became, despite the audible efforts of perspiratory coolants. Soon those, too, were lost within the deafening atonalities of the aerotonal engines. Though we did not see the engines, we very much felt them. Regular shifting patterns vibrated through me. I was back on my Icelandic horse, galloping toward something mysterious and wanton. Just as the noises grew difficult to tolerate, a throatway ulcer prolapsed outward to offer earplugs in the form of small gray wedges of tendon. They sealed perfectly to our conchae and external auditory canals.

We continued in a downward spiral for longer than I thought possible in a ship of such size.

Eyeball lamps ran out. Soft blue auroras emitted at aimless intervals from nervous system synapses woven through, and emerging from, the ship’s corpus. It was, therefore, quite dim when our throatway ended at a wet vertical slit. I did not especially want to enter it.

“Everything’s cool,” Feng said. “I was here before.”

Given his current state, I could not be confident in what way he had been here—literally or spiritually—but he took out a flashlight and shouldered through the membrane. I followed, the lips of the opening heavier than expected as they caped across, then off, my shoulders, leaving a thin residue. I bumped into Feng’s back. He had not turned on his light.

From the darkness came a gamy odor and a magnitude of squishing sounds. I imagined a million tongues squirreling inside a million mouths. Anything was possible on The Sickness.

Feng giggled. “You ready? You ready?”

“I do not have enough information to determine whether or not I am ready.”

Feng chuckled, and the flashlight clicked on.

The flashlight offered a limited view but Feng moved it around, and I gasped, a distinctly non-Niffakoq sound. Before us was something like a ground-level swimming pool. Within it, blankets of magenta flesh flexed and rolled in the spotlight. They were the size of flags flown atop official buildings, but as thick and fibrous as tenderloin steaks. Hidden mechanisms worked like a loom, churning the flesh up and down, together and apart to a percussion of wet squicks and splortches.

“Radical, right? I bet the captain doesn’t even know this is here. This ship is something.”

“What is it?”

“Placenta,” Feng replied cheerily. “I’d say five hundred square meters of it.”

I took hold of the flashlight so Feng would stop whipping it around. I looked harder at a patch of flesh. Tûma considered live births educational on multiple fronts and I had witnessed dozens. This was placenta, all right. With its purple pulp and tarantula pattern of chorionic vessels, a placenta looked less like an organ than it did an alien parasite. It was ever mystifying to see such grotesqueries yield smooth, flawless infants.

The segment I observed rose like a tide before being folded out of view, only to emerge again a few meters away. The tissue was being kneaded like dough, stretched thin but never ruptured. Placentas were brawny organs.

“I suppose we’re lucky,” Feng said. “They say The Dermis had walkways made of rectum.”

“What is the purpose of this?” I asked.

“Got me. But I’ll say this. Placentas and tumors are peas in a pod. Genetically distinct clonal expansions from a single ancestral cell? Massive chromosomal mismatch? That’s tumor city.”

I stepped to the edge of the platform. I felt mysteriously tugged, as if the placenta pulled upon a magnet lodged in my pelvis. My abdomen cramped. My breasts, barely differentiated from my chest, ached. Unaccountably, I was embarrassed.

Two meters below, between placental tides, I glimpsed steel coils and metal joints expanding and contracting.

“It operates like bellows,” I said. “Feng, what could this be powering?”

“I am not Feng,” Feng replied. “I am Rana the Irrational!”

I gave him a scolding look. He would be of limited use until the mescaline wore off.

He gasped. “What would it be like to dive into that? A return to the womb.”

“Feng. Do not jump into the placenta.”

“I am not Feng!”

“We should leave before you hurt yourself.”

“Maybe I was wrong. Maybe this stuff does have a soul. Can’t you feel it?”

“Let us go, Feng.” I corrected myself. “Let us go, Rana the Irrational.”

Feng rubbed his forehead like it hurt. “The Genesis particle. Where does it start or end? God exists, Sisilla. If you took the P, you’d know. He doesn’t give a hoot what happens to us, but he’s there, He’s living through us. Which is the opposite of religion, right? We’re the boats he uses to explore the world. And what’s the river? Define a river. Go ahead, try. A river isn’t its water. The water changes every second. But a river’s not a dry riverbed either. No, see, a river is the passage of one thing through another. That’s God and us. Soul is where the rubber meets the road. It’s born from the friction.”

The Niff Six question I had failed to ask.

If an afterlife exists, what is it like?

Feng had supplied his answer. If a soul was friction, a place where souls were free might be the frictionless opposite. A place without gravity. In other words, outer space. Space as heaven was an ancient conceit, even a childlike one. But one not without its charms.

The medic snickered.

“What is humorous?” I asked.

“We’re asking the wrong questions here. Placentas are awfully special organs. They only build themselves when there’s a reason. If this is the placenta… where’s the umbilical?”

My sweaty skin broke out in goose bumps. I directed the flashlight beam. The placenta rolled and rolled. I swept the beam up the sides of the room and across the top.

“You think it’s growing something outside the ship?” I asked.

Feng shrugged. “If there was, like, a giant fetus clinging to the hull, I’d hope the captain would have noticed.”

“There are hull cameras. Plenty of them.”

“Cameras have blind spots.”

I turned toward Feng to tell him why the captain must be briefed on this. But the flashlight beam hit a white irregularity in the red wall tissue behind Feng. I had not noticed it before. The flashlight beam fattened as I went closer.

Five human teeth were embedded in a pentagon shape.

Lower left molars.

Feng pointed at one. “Hey. That’s mine.”

Mine as well. And Jayne’s, and Murder 005’s, and Captain Arzan’s. Extracted by the plasmagraphs prior to moltvat weaving, here they were, the original articles, plugged into a wall like circuits into a motherboard.

“Should we take them back?” Feng whispered.

Recalling the plasmagraph’s invasions, I wanted to do just that. But I shook my head.

“No. We do not know what effect that would have.”

Feng’s vials clanked as he reached into a pocket. The light refracted off the excised teeth was enough for me to see the P capsule he held between finger and thumb. He extended it to me, his voice newly sober.

“Just take it, huh? Put it somewhere safe. Someday you might want to know the Sisilla they never allowed you to be.”

My niks throbbed. My face was hot. My breasts panged. My cramping clenched down. I snatched the green capsule and plunged it into the same pocket that held the sixth nik. It was then, with my hand beside my groin, that the placenta’s magnetic tug snapped and I felt a wetness in my underwear. Instantly I knew what it was and my Niffakoq fortitude puddled away, leaving a strange, sprawling loneliness.

Like my Chore, my first period had come.
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The puzzlement of the placenta made it critical that I interface with Captain Arzan. I should not have skirted the conversation. Now I was further delayed for the most pointless of reasons: puberty. With Feng deep into Rana reverie, the return trip to the lab took time. Avoiding the macabre marionettes of the SurgiBŏts on their rails, I settled Feng on the floor, where he might complete his trip in peace.

In my cabin, I cataloged three rust-colored spots on my underwear. Coincidence? Or had the placenta played a shamanist role? I paced the room, waiting for brain folds to uncoil to reveal a suite of menstrual solutions. Nothing happened. I fumed. A piunngilaq emotion but I did not care. The plasmagraph had harvested my tooth to anticipate every eventuality. How had it missed this one?

Asking for help in this matter made me feel miserably ordinary. But I had no other choice. Murder 005 had female anatomy, but I could not imagine speaking to them about this. That left Jayne. Her cabin notification light was on, as pink as my left eye.

I padded a new pair of underwear with a cloth and headed where instinct told me Jayne’s cabin would to be: straight down. To my surprise, her cabin was closer to mine than Murder 005’s. Unlike the cortical folds of my room or Murder 005’s cancerous berth, Jayne’s cabin had the characteristics of scar tissue: pale, dimpled, vaguely melted-looking. It was double the size of my cabin, which struck me as unfair even as I knew the plasmagraphs had their reasons.

Instead of a door, there was a two-meter curtain of butterscotch hair, straight and shiny. It shimmied to the ship’s aerotonal hum. From behind its golden glissade, Jayne’s voice sang out.

“Who’s that gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door?”

“Sisilla.”

“Just part the bangs down the middle, sugar.”

The hair was cool and human, and so soft it felt like suds.

Jayne Mae Marilyn Bardot wiggled her fingers hello without dropping a smoking fuse gun. She wore a mint-colored romper with matching sneakers. Her legs were hairless and shiny. A gold necklace plunged down her cleavage crevasse. Hoops nearly the size of her head bounced from her earlobes. Everything drooped from standard grav except her nebula of white-blond hair, which lived in perpetual zero g.

No entity in the universe had a wider reach than popular culture. Even Grønlanders would have recognized Jayne’s look as a caricature of 1950s Hollywood glamour. I felt shy before the long, fluttering eyelashes, rounded cheeks, and cushiony red lips. I had never seen anyone who looked like this.

Jayne docked the fuse gun beside a broken dosimeter. She was adjusting what the ship manifest told me was one of the ship’s two Gamma Dams. The half-meter-diameter glass petri dish was lidded with thermoelectric graphene helixed like a stove burner but telescoped upward. The topmost ring fed into a microinjector and belled outward into the sand dollar–shaped dam itself, a lead-infused polyethylene-boron composite with the smoky tint of analogue sunglasses. The device was inert, empty of the gelled anhydrous glass powder conducive agent as well as the borosilicate plates on which invertebrate subjects could be placed.

“We had the same model in Grønland,” I said.

Jayne looked impressed. “A Gamma Dam? Among simple glacier folk?”

Right away, I regretted mentioning it. The tool’s presence among the Nuna Naavoq had always felt incongruous. Jayne crossed her arms under her protruding chest.

“And what little beasties did you magnify?”

I shrugged. “Planaria. Hydra.”

“Aha! The flatworm-and-coelenterate combo platter. The dream of replicating their asexual regeneration never panned out, did it? But it must have helped your people tame the wild northern yonder and whatnot?”

I nodded. After aerotonal engines, Gamma Dams were the most startling invention of the past millennium, named for their ability to hold back the dangerous radioactive photons of gamma rays via DIC microscopy. This bathed users in only the enriching particles, which lent them certain capabilities inherent to the simple organisms—the “subjects”—placed inside the devices. Unlike genomic editing tools, a Gamma Dam’s mutagenic effects worked upon adults and were both fast-acting and temporary. Gamma Dams had instilled physical laborers with the comparative strength of leafcutter ants by provisionally compounding bone density. Tardigrade subjects had helped people withstand high temperatures; octopus subjects had allowed interplanetary visitors to alter skin pigment to adjust to sun levels; flea subjects had helped those in high-gravity atmospheres leap twice their usual distance. In addition to flatworms and coelenterates, the Nuna Naavoq had availed themselves of the advantageous qualities of slime molds, sea hares, fruit flies, and yeast.

A slow bat of Jayne’s long, curled eyelashes conveyed an appraisal of my discomfort. She rolled aside the table and posed a fist on a cocked hip. The overhead light shone off at least six flowered hairpins that might have been actual nineteenth-century vintage.

“What can I do you for, darling? You here to drive me to tears with your questions?”

How I loathed kicking off my relationship with the engineer not with a cerebral challenge but with a base biological one. I forced it out.

“I got my period.”

Jayne’s lips separated with a tiny tsk. Her sculptured eyebrows met in sympathy.

She raised both arms, wiggling mint-colored fingernails.

“Come here, baby,” she cooed.

Compliance was the least offensive response. I obeyed and stopped several feet from Jayne. But I had misread the moment. Jayne closed the gap and embraced me. Instantly, I felt as if I were back inside the YardBŏt’s tree-stump grave. I lasted one second before hinging my torso away. Jayne’s hands sprang free.

“Right, right, right.” Jayne waved her painted talons. “Hands off. I’ll try to remember. It’s alien to me, you understand. Traditionally, I am all hands, for better or worse.”

She clasped those hands to quell them. Her smile made her silvery rouge even shinier.

“They didn’t prepare you for this? Your people?”

“My Angajoqqaa taught me about ovulation. The absence of fertilization and the shedding of womb lining.”

“No, sweetie, did they teach you what to do?”

My mind cramped like my abdomen. I nikked exasperation from Jayne.

“If that Anklejogger were here—” she began.

“Angajoqqaa.”

“—I’d wring his neck is what I’d do. People without uteruses will never understand. While they’re off twiddling their bits, our bodies are grinding through life and death, and giving us hell the whole way. You can bet your sweet patootie he avoided the topic on purpose. Probably counted on you dying before it came up.”

I did not like to think of Tûma failing. I shrugged.

“Oh! Those dainty shoulders! Too young, I say. Not too young for your period. Too young for the rest of it. For all of it. The weight. Poor thing.”

Jayne flapped her hands to dry eyes that, sure enough, brimmed with tears. For a second it looked like she had won the battle. Then she tilted her head back and flapped harder, beset by a second wave. She attained another victory—and yet again, the tears rushed back. The struggle stretched out for an absurd duration.

It gave me time to do a thorough nikking.

Murder 005 and Feng (and even more so Rana the Irrational) had both exuded a purity of purpose. Not Jayne. Her mind was a tangle. Optimism, depression. Belonging, isolation. Confidence, panic. Pride, misery. Pensiveness, irritation. Anticipation, revulsion. Delight, horror. Serenity, misery. Joy, rage. These contradictions were complicated by more mods than I had ever nikked in a single person.

Jayne waved a hand before a curlicue of scar tissue and a drawer hinged open. Jayne picked up something small, sat on her bed, crossed her gleaming legs, and patted the mattress. I feared another hug but did as requested.

It was a bizarre replay of Feng’s peyote offer. Between index finger and thumb, Jayne held an item of capsule size and shape. Only this was no digestible. It was a tiny but sophisticated gadget, a smooth chrome oval scored with the minuscule grooves of its construction.

“Do you know what this is?” she asked.

I did not guess for fear of looking foolish.

“It’s a wet nano called a uterwick. You can have this one. There’s other brands, but the PureSmart Bug is my fave. It’s an aggressive little bitch, just like me. You put it in your vagina. Don’t freak out. You don’t have to cram it way up there. Nudge it just inside and—plink! It’ll do the rest.”

If any Nuna Naavoq possessed uterwicks, I had never seen them.

“What will it do?”

Jayne set the uterwick on the bed and, with theatrical panache, withdrew a hairpin from her head. A lock of blond hair unrolled along her cheek. She splayed the fingers of her opposite hand, careful of the nails, and pricked her thumb with the hairpin’s point. Because I had nikked her intent moments before, I did not recoil. Jayne exchanged the hairpin for the PureSmart Bug and set the gadget in the center of her palm.

Hundreds of tiny centipedal legs sprouted from the uterwick.

Now I recoiled.

“Soft as cashmere,” Jayne assured me. “You can’t feel a thing.”

The PureSmart Bug, now a literal bug, scrambled up the side of Jayne’s thumb. It perched over the blood, then lowered itself almost imperceptibly. The blood vanished inside the nano.

“Voilà. Uterine blood, vaginal discharge, all those pesky endometrial cells? Gonesville. Once a month, say, two weeks after your period stops, take out the Bug, tap it twice on the edge of a sink, and…”

Jayne made a wiping-hands gesture.

I narrowed my eyes, tracking the uterwick as it crawled back to the home base of Jayne’s palm. I did not relish an insect, even a mechanical one, living inside me for the rest of my days. Perhaps the sixth nik forestalled hormones, and by extracting it, I had damned myself to puberty.

“What about intercourse?” I asked.

Jayne winked. Mint-colored eyeshadow. “Don’t recommend. Too young.”

Embarrassment—first with Feng, now Jayne. How confounding. I shoved through it.

“I mean, how does the uterwick avoid a penetrating penis?”

Jayne laughed uproariously, teeth like pearls, lips like swollen strawberries. She made two of her fingers walk like legs.

“The Bug crawls way up into the lateral fornix. No mean old penis is going to bother it there.” Jayne reconsidered. “No natural penis.”

“What is an unnatural penis?”

Jayne laid a hand on her bosom. “This is the most magnificent opening conversation I’ve ever had. Bravo, little one.”

She fluffed a foursome of frilly pillows she must have brought along herself, and leaned into them. She kicked off her sneakers and folded her hands behind her head. Smooth armpits. Toenails fastidiously painted.

“Once upon a time, in Earth’s blackest days, people were stuck with the bodies they were born in. I know—ghastly. If you were born with a schnoz that didn’t, well, match, tough luck, cookie. If your ears stuck out to here. If your tits were uninspiring. If you were born with a perfectly fine dick but should have been born with a perfectly fine pussy. Or vice versa. Or any combination thereof. Fast-forward a few centuries, bibbity-bobbity, and presto: enlightenment! Surgeons realized that by fixing bodies, they could help fix souls. It was imperfect, of course, and controversial, and expensive. And the rich got prettier first but what else is new? Until some genius working in a burn unit invented the biostylus. You’d have to ask Feng how that doohickey works.”

“It works by live-printing a bilayered cellular matrix that cultures epidermal keratinocytes over a bioabsorbable polyglactin mesh seeded with allogenic neonatal fibroblasts.”

Jayne batted her eyelashes.

“I’m going to take your word on that. Anyhoo, now you could have whatever you wanted, and for a steadily decreasing price. As you can imagine, it took one-point-five seconds before requests for megadicks started flooding in. That’s what I mean by unnatural. You ever see a megadick, girlfriend, you just run the other way. It is what we in the vagina business call a red flag.”

I did not respond; I did not know how. While I had no interest in seeing a megadick, I felt a pang of loss. I would never have a sexual encounter, natural or otherwise.

“Pretty soon collagraphing became as routine as tattooing. And I know all the best artists, love.”

“How many collagraphs have you had?”

“Oh, honey, I’ve lost count. You name it, I’ve had it. Top, bottom, side to side, male, female, and everything between. Life’s too short, et cetera. Right now I’m in my starlet phase. Jean Harlow hair, Elizabeth Taylor eyebrows, Louise Brooks eyes, Audrey Hepburn nose, Brigitte Bardot lips, Sophia Loren cheeks, Rita Hayworth teeth, Ursula Andress jaw, Jayne Mansfield boobs, Marilyn Monroe belly, Raquel Welch waist, Mae West hips, and Lana Turner legs. A few other items too. But a girl’s gotta have some secrets.”

“I do not know who those people are.”

“Of course you don’t. And when I get bored, I’ll change it all up again. Out in the triworld, sweetie, you’ll hear people say you have to be true to yourself, love yourself the way you are, blah, blah. But who you are changes. And changes. And changes and changes and changes. Believe me.”

I considered my stained underwear. The uterwick. The gender variations Jayne had known compared to the genderless life I had lived. There would be no developments for me beyond the nuisance of cyclic bleeding. I would never have a first kiss. Never know lust. Never understand the romantic love that drove people to illogical or self-destructive or breathtaking behaviors.

Jayne was no Niffakoq, yet read my mind all the same.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Mostly I’m sorry you’ll miss the anticipation. That’s the best part of life, in the end. Anticipating the pleasure. Anticipating the adventure. Anticipating finding out what kind of person you’ll be, how it’s all going to end for you, and what the universe will be like when it does.”

“I will most likely die on this ship,” I said.

Jayne sighed. “Sex and romance aren’t all great, you know. There’s heartache. There’s betrayal. There’s all levels of loneliness beyond what you thought was possible. There’s sexually transmitted infections. I have every STI in the triworld.”

“That does not matter,” I said. “All are symptomless with treatment.”

“I am extensively aware. But still. Each time I get a new one, it feels like a bad review. The cosmos looking down and shaking its head about how I live my life. The icky feelings never stop. Oh, I talk a big game. But everyone has a reason they’re on this ship. Have you heard of Entrailus? Innardote? Visceratr?”

“They are medical apps.”

“Correct. Proprietary networks of luminescent fiber optics injected into your body. Gives your doc instant live visuals of your organs. They are, of course, your organs, which gives you the right to share that video should you choose. A few years back, we all started comparing our guts on social grids. And just like that”—Jayne snapped her fingers—“there was such a thing as a handsome heart. An attractive appendix. A cute spleen. Cosmetic surgeons didn’t miss a beat. I regret very few of my alterations. Very few. But dyeing my kidneys? Reshaping my liver? Brightening my lungs?”

Jayne felt her velvet romper for the organs beneath.

“Feng’s addicted to peyote. I’m addicted to… this. I’d bet money Murder 005 and Captain Arzan are addicts too. This ship’s one big detox center. I needed to get away from the triworld before I went too far. Someone I know had her small intestines rearranged into these gorgeous loops. Irresponsible. Potentially deadly. But every day I spent on Earth, I could feel myself getting closer to one-upping her.”

I looked over Jayne’s body. I did not attempt to hide it. Jayne spread her arms to give me a better look. Hers was an outrageous physique, one I had privately disdained upon first glance. I had learned so much so quickly. Jayne’s body was the perfect match for the soul that resided within.

Jayne grinned.

“If this journey is your last, let’s make the most of it, huh? Come on. You ask your questions while I show you a little fun. Something we girly girls used to call a makeover.”
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Aesthetics barely existed among the Nuna Naavoq. Our hide tents, turf huts, and igloos were practicality embodied. Our caribou parkas and sealskin pants were sewn for survival. Hair was chopped when it became a nuisance, unless you were a Niffakoq, in which case your Angajoqqaa shaved it until your hands steadied into the task. We were like plasmagraphic ships in a sense: Form followed function.

This was something entirely new. I sat upon a knee-like bulge of bone that Jayne was able to shove around beneath a rubbery layer of scar tissue. I faced a mirror Jayne had produced from the same bag from which she had removed an array of cosmetics adorned with hypersexualized names. Jayne stood behind me and examined my reflection.

“I’m going to be touching you. A bunch, actually. But lightly. And only your face. We can stop at any time, but, honey, I’m as gentle as angel wings. Do I have your consent?”

It seemed important to her. I steeled myself and nodded.

“Love the attitude. Now, if you were as ancient as me, we’d start with rubbing alcohol so we could apply tape.”

“Tape?”

“Oh, baby, a little sticky-sticky does wonders for your eyes, jaw, and neck. Well, not yours. I would die, literally die, for skin this… elastic. Now, first thing, we tie the hair back in a clippy thingie. Not an issue with you.”

My cheeks went hot. My scars looked brutal in the mirror.

Jayne wagged a finger. “No self-consciousness on my chair, sweetie. You’re making the scalp thing work. Ditto the blushing. Which brings me to…”

Jayne whipped out a lavender tube like a SurgiBŏt might reveal a scalpel. I tightened.

“Relax. Only moisturizer. Callisto Hydro Sweat Lick.”

She squirted it on the back of her hand, tapped it with a finger, and began to artfully dapple it upon the cruciform of my cheeks, chin, and forehead. Callisto Hydro Sweat Lick was as cold as the mud of Midsommer Sø. Jayne’s fingertips, however, were warm. The sensation was pleasant, and therefore suspect. Back to business: I asked her what I had asked Feng.

“Have you thought about the trap?”

Jayne selected a flat white brush, dabbed it upon a beige knob labeled Cream+Pie, and swiped the brush beneath my eyebrows.

“Fém’s cryptic communiqué! No offense to our dauntless capitán, but he seems a wee bit paranoid on that count.” She blended the beige paste upward. “This is concealer, but I’m not trying to conceal you, darling. I’m raising your inner luminance so the whole triworld can see it. Or at least the whole Sickness. You know what I’m saying?”

I did not but nodded to make her happy. I could tell Jayne’s smile was genuine by how she tried to hide it.

“So like a NonMod to assume everything is about him, right? Maybe we’re not the ones heading into a trap. Maybe there’s people on Fém who feel trapped. If Talfa Rees-Weber is some sort of cult leader—a cult leader with epic bone structure, mind you—it follows that certain members of that cult would want out. The transmission could be a cry for help.”

After tapping the concealer dry, Jayne took up a black pencil stamped Maybelline Mars Moan and, to my befuddlement, drew darker eyebrows atop my eyebrows.

“If you are right, we will almost certainly have to land,” I said.

Another tube clacked open. With a tiny black brush, Jayne swept a clear substance along my now sharply arched eyebrows. I squinted.

“Sisilla, that brow! You’re not awaiting execution. You’re being lavished with the best Cvmscvlpt brow gel money can buy.” Jayne swiped a second cruciform with the concealer knob and whisked it with a brush. “Could our mystery voice have been trying to say TRAPPIST?”

I perked up—a fascinating theory. Twenty-first-century Belgian astrophysicists with but slivers of cosmic comprehension had discovered a tightly woven solar system in the Aquarius constellation centered on a red dwarf. They called it TRAPPIST-1 in honor of Belgian beer. Being a mere 40.7 light-years away, the star’s seven Earth-sized planets were explored in the early aerotonal era, with special attention given to the three in the Goldilocks zone. Habitational data was disappointing, but a new generation of astrophysicists had pressed for a return trip.

“You think life-forms in TRAPPIST-1 have hijacked Fém’s signal?”

“Oh, nothing like that. I wonder if people on Fém are trying to tell us they’ve ended up like TRAPPIST-1. Unable to sustain life. As in, they’re dying.” Jayne passed a fluffy brush over my cheekbones. “Always brush upward with your Juicy Cháng’é palette, sweetie. Otherwise it drags your whole mug down.”

The idea that I would go through this routine again was preposterous. My face felt heavy beneath the makeup. I was eager to retire to my cabin and scrub it off.

“Chin up, love. Here comes the liquid highlighter. Venus Dew. Only the best.”

One tube down, another up and crisply uncapped. Jayne dabbed a silvery substance on my cheekbone and the bridge of my nose, too lightly for the liquid to have any real purpose. But I nikked no artifice from Jayne. Perhaps her mods had a comorbid effect on her judgment.

“How many mods do you have?” I asked.

“There’s my Grønland girl talking.” Jayne applied a dapple of Venus Dew to my philtrum. “You don’t ask that in polite society.”

“Niffakoq ask about everything.”

“There’s no arguing that.”

Jayne held up a hand and tapped her thumb pad to each finger in a continuous cycle.

“As far as tool mods go, I’ve got the Vision Suite of Super Color, Infrared, Ultraviolet, and Night—helpful for the old jobby-job. Electroreception. Memory. Sonar. Danger, with bonus bone haptics. The classics, naturally: Compass, Reader, Notebook, Calendar, Calculator, Bank. My personality mods are much more interesting. Confidence was my first—how poignant is that? Followed over time by Confidence 2 and 3. Individualism. Honesty. Relaxation. Scrupulousness. Persuasion. Sympathy. Urbanity. Youth—I’m not too proud to say it. Tolerance. Dignity. Idealism. Calm, Cheer, Courage, Cooperation, Coordination, Compassion, Charisma—I went through a real C phase. Empathy and Forgiveness, a two-for-one deal, couldn’t pass it up. Decadence, but shh, that’s my little secret. Frugality—ugh, I had that little pest extracted. And I do hope it goes without saying: Lovable, Libido, Vivacious, Sensual, Orgasmic, and the whole Sexy Suite—1, 2, 3, and a beta tester for Sexy 4, which was never released but oh, honey.”

An orgasm mod. I recalled Jayne’s distracted expression at the meeting.

“Were you orgasming in the conference chamber?”

Jayne’s Confidence 3 mod was really something. She laughed.

“Those aerotonals, I’m telling you.” She dipped a pyramidal sponge into a rose powder of the brand name Kuntblush and patted a horizontal streak beneath my eyes. “If we make it back to the triworld, and you’re still, you know, kicking, I want to buy you Orgasmic. If you’ve got to die young, dearie, why not go out like a queen?”

“Niffakoq do not get mods.”

“But aren’t the niks the fanciest mods of all?”

I was about to inform Jayne that miscineurodilators were not some cheap plug-and-play accessories but rather a fully integrated element of a Niffakoq’s brain, when she pulled back and revealed both the mirror and my reflection within it.

Everything Jayne had applied up to then had been negligible. The blush, however, had bloomed what she had seeded. I recognized myself—but also did not recognize myself at all. Dawn had risen inside me, subtle gradients of sepia, pineapple, cantaloupe, and bubblegum. I glowed like a star. I should not have cared. Yet I was breathless. Somehow this move toward traditional beauty—frivolity itself—connected me to the larger triworld. I was not a cultist freak. Nor was I a universal savior.

I was a girl.

The Miscineurodilating Control Criteria. It was far past time to begin it. Question one. Is suffering an integral part of being human? But I could not get it out. I was transfixed. Jayne applied S3X R3F1N3RY bronzer to my cheeks and eyelids and the sun in my skin continued to rise. More highlighter gave me an opalescent sheen. Next came something Jayne called “spunk,” a single dot at the corner of each eye as bright as an extracted nik. She showed me, but did not attach, false eyelashes that looked like big, silky spiders. Given my weight, she said, they might knock me over. She opted instead to treat my eyelashes with heavy Black Hole mascara and sketch elegant endpoints with Fukk eyeliner.

My pink eyeball had always been an ugly mismatch. Now light seemed to shine from both sockets, two brilliant suns at the ends of pergola tunnels. My pink eye no longer looked like a violent mistake. It had become the jewel of my face.

I forgot everything I was going to ask.

Jayne’s hand rested gently upon my shoulder.

I found I did not mind. Jayne did not feel like the mother for which I had longed, but she was something close. A sister? A friend?

“Look at that,” she chided softly. “You were pretty the whole time.”

I wanted to discount it. Beauty was immaterial to Niffakoq. But if I was pretty, was I appealing in other ways I had not supposed? Was I friendly as well? Think of that. Was I funny? Might I be enjoyable to know? Just because Tûma had not taught me to value these qualities did not mean they were valueless.

Murder 005 had made the proclamation that it was not the Chore that mattered but me. Feng had awakened me to possible ulterior motives for the Nuna Naavoq in raising Niffakoq. Now Jayne had revealed that I did not know myself as deeply as I had believed.

Perhaps I had two Chores to complete.

I did conduct the Niff Six, a nickname I chose to embrace for how chummy it sounded coming from Jayne. I asked questions while Jayne glided a crimson Yes Yes Yes! pencil along the periphery of my lips and applied a coating of Suck It gloss to my bottom lip. While she dabbed Glitter Orgiastica flakes to my cheeks. While I closed my eyes against a Moneyshot Mist setting spray, which Jayne said would hold the whole look together, a notion that filled me with secret joy. I could look like this all day if I wanted. I could look like anything.

What if I could be anything too?

Jayne’s answers to the Niff Six were interesting. But they told me nothing of the contents of her heart that she had not already revealed.
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Murder 005 stood waiting in the murky throatway, torso helixed in the muscular pose of a resting athlete. Their blue lenses glowed like sapphires as they tilted their head in fresh scrutiny.

The cosmetics. Instantly I was sweaty. I looked like a deluded fool. I charged past Murder 005. They followed with inaudible footfalls. Murders were skilled trackers.

“How long have you been following me?” I demanded.

“We thought perhaps you knew.”

“Niffakoq are not psychic. You said you had work to do.”

“This is our work. We don’t know this crew well enough.”

Which meant Murder 005 had heard all of it. Feng’s suspicion about my eye damage. My acceptance of both the P capsule and the PureSmart Bug. Jayne’s colorful remarks on subjects ranging from orgasms to megadicks. I was glad Tûma was not present to witness this.

The terrain beneath my hurrying feet softened from hard to soft to squishy. I trusted The Sickness to direct me to my cabin. It did, and there a visitor awaited: Positive Roy, being a good boy outside my door. He wagged his whiplike tail upon seeing me. My desire to pet the dog lost to my unexpected need for the privacy.

I touched my cabin door. It gave me its identification kiss and slid open from its gums with a gagging slurp. I stepped inside the familiar whorls of brain tissue and turned to give Murder 005 a look that said, Go away. But I held the rebuke. Murder 005’s bodysuit might conceal facial cues but I nikked they had something to say. This intrigued me; holding back was not a quality characteristic of Murders.

Nor was it characteristic of Niffakoq. I recaptured my candor.

“Before I speak to Captain Arzan, I must clean my face and put a uterwick into my vagina.”

It was a challenge from which Murder 005 did not flinch.

“Murders with female anatomy have hysterectomies,” they said. “But never before our first menses. We wore a uterwick for several years before our operation. We can help if you’d like.”

I bristled. “I do not know why you think I need so much help.”

“When you feel no need for us, we know our services are working.”

“A fallacy of circular logic. Is that all you wish to say?”

The briefest pause—Murder 005 knew they could not hide their thoughts for long.

“We don’t think you should wash your face.”

I bristled again. “I was not aware bodyguards issued fashion advice.”

Murder 005’s bodysuit was tight enough for me to sense an enigmatic smile.

“We all wear masks,” they said.

The four small words lifted more than their weight. I felt the same skyward tug on my spine as I had riding horseback through Ittoqqortoormiit well-wishers. Murder 005 was right. I was the fifty-fifth Niffakoq. It did not matter if I wore a plain tunic, a robe of bananas, or nothing at all. I was not here to concern myself with immaterial judgments.

I acquiesced to the paws on my shin and knelt to give Positive Roy attention. An excuse, also, to hide signals of gratitude unbefitting a Niffakoq.

“You will come with me to Captain Arzan?” I asked.

“We think it wise. The captain doesn’t like you.”

I dodged dog tongue. “All right. But no hiding. If I am to perform my role on this ship honestly, there is no reason you should not do the same.”

Murder 005 bowed their head deferentially. I stood and removed the uterwick from my pocket. The cosmetics could stay for now, but the removal of blood was overdue.

“We will turn around,” Murder 005 said.

I kept my eyes on Murder 005, a subtle reestablishment of command.

“No need,” I said.
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Captain Creg Arzan’s cabin looked like the skull of a severely malformed child—the child of colossi. It was the biggest concentration of bone I had seen since encountering a bowhead whale skeleton near Savissivik. It clung to the roof of the throatway, held aloft by tendon. The only entry I saw was via a gently curving fifteen-meter rib, which swept a slender path to the cabin skull’s eye socket. Walking the ribway made me wish for a balance mod. Each time I floundered, I sensed Murder 005’s arms ready to catch me.

From inside the skull, metallic clicks and clangs.

I knocked on the outside of the eye socket.

“Captain Arzan. It is Sisilla.”

More noises, for longer than seemed polite.

Arzan’s voice: “Yeah.”

I wanted off the rib blade so took the word as an invite. I climbed into the socket and crawled through the sphenoid, ethmoid, and lacrimal bones of an ocular orbit. I carefully slid off a bone ledge onto the brainpan below. My foot landed on a glob of black oil, which defiled the cabin’s paleness. I looked up to find a highly irregular interior space. Bulges of bone the size of snowdrifts were interrupted only by the second eye socket, which the plasmagraph had turned into a window. Space pinpricked beyond.

Captain Creg Arzan sat on a bone outcrop, jumpsuit sleeves piled back, bespattered with mechanical greases. He held a screwdriver and an electrometer.

Between his spread knees stood a MobiBŏt.

Of all Omni:Bŏtic products, I found the original MobiBŏt the most unnerving. The style of later Bŏts was tempered to integrate into professional or industrial settings, but the MobiBŏt had been designed for maximum cultural impact. Its spherical head was huge, nearly equal to the spherical body beneath it. Its saddish triangle eyes blinked via light with a slowness that conveyed a beagle’s dopey good nature. These qualities made MobiBŏts adorable to most. To me, MobiBŏts felt like overgrown children incognizant of their strength.

Only a lost nik could produce such a silly phobia.

No Bŏt had ever harmed anyone. Their fail-safe was their OGL classification—Observational Group Learners. Omni:Bŏtic’s innovation was to limit what a MobiBŏt could learn from a single person. After a short while, a MobiBŏt’s AI receptors went dumb until it found a new teacher to observe. MobiBŏts, therefore, had to be raised by a community, which, by its very nature, was comprised of individuals of different values. By design, MobiBŏts were the ultimate nonpartisan.

This MobiBŏt’s chest plates were cracked open like a lobster shell. A wad of copper circuits dangled out. It was vintage, all right, and rumors had always proliferated that the oldest Bŏts, unprotected by new updates, were hackable.

The Bŏt’s head rotated all the way around to face me. Its eyelights blinked green. The MobiBŏt excitedly rocked a few centimeters back and forth in the manner of Positive Roy.

“Hello, Sisilla,” the MobiBŏt said. “Hello, Murder 005. Ga!”

Murder 005 entered silently behind me. I glared at Arzan.

“You gave this Bŏt PanSavv access?”

The captain had changed little since the meeting. Even now he chose to focus on a stubborn screw instead of me.

“Not much use for a MobiBŏt,” he said, “if it can’t access the cc-net.”

“Correct. There is no use for a MobiBŏt on this ship at all.”

“The Murder brought her puppy dog.”

“I will remind you, Captain, the Canary/Coal Mine Dictate encourages animals.”

Arzan’s screwdriver slipped from its notch. His knuckle rammed the Bŏt’s chassis. He hissed and shook the pain from his hand. As he did so, his eyes inadvertently swept across the room, past my face—and then back again.

At last, he looked right at me. His green eyes felt like pushpins.

“What happened to your face?”

Had my face been dotted with fjord moss, cod blood, or whale blubber, the question would not have rankled me. Cosmetics, though, continued to test me.

My reply was retaliatory.

“Disconnect the MobiBŏt from PanSavv, Captain.”

I nikked a ballooning of Arzan’s disdain. He looked away and squinted at Murder 005 as if gauging the guard’s likelihood of enforcing the order. Finally Arzan laughed to himself in a way I found vaguely insulting. He inserted a finger into the same sort of plastic beak the Tepper Base hotel tele had. The MobiBŏt’s eyes flashed red, then returned to green.

Arzan stared at his dirty hands. I nikked his resistance to nikking. Very common.

“Captain, I have come to report an oddity.”

Arzan closed the MobiBŏt’s shell and began screwing again.

“An oddity,” he said. “On this ship. No kidding.”

“Deep inside The Sickness is a pool of placental material.”

“Yes.”

“You know about it?”

“What did I say?”

“Did you know about it before you boarded?”

Arzan’s knuckles whitened around the screwdriver.

“I found it when I surveyed the ship. After soft aerotonals. While you two were buckled safe in your bunks.” Arzan rubbed his eyes. “Yes, it’s placental. No, I don’t have the foggiest idea of its purpose.”

“Have you asked Tepper?”

Arzan dropped his tool into a case. It made an embittered clatter. The captain picked up a buffing cloth and throttled it.

“I’ll contact who I want. When I want. As it happens, I did ask. I’m not completely incompetent.”

“And?”

“And they didn’t tell me jack. They said it happens in some plasmagraphic ships. Called it a placentapool. Said don’t worry about it. Could it be UN+ planted covert biotech down there? Maybe. Could also be no one really understands how these pus-bag ships work. Or knows their actual inventories. That’s if they aren’t still evolving in flight. Which they are. We have some kind of womb down there. So what? We’ve also got eyeballs for lamps. Blisters that deliver our food. A skull for a captain’s cabin.”

He was not wrong but I was unsatisfied.

“The ship has our teeth,” I said.

Arzan scratched his semicircle of hair.

“What do you want me to do? Wrench them out with pliers? Install them in BESS2 here?”

A MobiBŏt with human teeth. I shivered at the chilling image.

The MobiBŏt reacted with a flutter of blue eyelights. As opposed to SurgiBŏts, BuildBŏts, YardBŏts, and other workhorses, MobiBŏts were anthropomorphically designed to respond to given names. I did not wish to address this MobiBŏt, but not doing so was like the captain refusing to add the 005 to the Murder’s name.

“It is good to meet you, BESS2,” I lied.

“Likewise,” BESS2 replied. “Ga! Ga!”

“Bessie.” Arzan sighed. “Where’s that glitch coming from?”

“Send the Bŏt to Jayne,” I said. “I am certain she can repair it.”

“You don’t understand the concept of a hobby, do you?”

“If you require activities to fill your time, Captain, I suggest the Fém transcripts.”

The captain visibly held his tongue. He leaned back into a skull concavity and rapped a knuckle on a retina screen.

“I was listening to them before you knocked. Good enough?”

My wrongful assumption stung me. My aggression, I recognized, was a defense against a combativeness the captain had yet to display. I performed a meditative visualization: the rising and falling horizon of the Grønland Sea as seen from a seal-hide umiak.

“I apologize, Captain. Have you thought about the trap?”

“The trap. The trap is all I think about. Trap is a kind of basalt. Traprock, it’s called. Fém’s metallic surface had to form on top of something.”

“We have worked with basalt,” Murder 005 said. “It is magnetic. Could our metal planet be magnetic as well?”

I looked at Murder 005 in surprise. “Magnetism might help explain the atmospheric crisis on Tenger. Tenger could have metal in its ionosphere. Like Mars. Like UHJs.”

“Not if there’s life there,” Arzan rebuked. “You said there’s life.”

I did not like that the captain had a point. I stood straighter.

“If you have nothing further to add, I suggest we commence with the Miscineurodilating Control Criteria.” I reconsidered my language. “The Niff Six.”

Arzan flapped a hand. “Pass.”

I frowned. It had not occurred to me the captain might simply refuse.

“You do realize why I am here,” I pressed.

“You do realize why I’m here?”

“A captain captains a ship. In theory.”

Arzan’s gaunt cheeks went gaunter.

“You say I don’t have time for a hobby. I say half my duties went out the air lock when a Niffakoq showed up. Superseding my orders. Second-guessing everything I say.”

The captain snapped his cloth and began wiping down BESS2. I said nothing, hoping that silence, my ablest assistant, would exert its pressure. Arzan, though, seemed immune. He wiped grease from BESS2’s dome and gave the Bŏt a look of startling warmth. He folded the cloth to a point and tooled oil from joints. BESS2’s eyelights blinked at him how Positive Roy blinked at Murder 005.

Perhaps I needed to take a gentler tack.

“I regret any trivialization of your role, Captain. I am confident you will be indispensable in the task ahead.”

Arzan checked BESS2 for missed blemishes.

“If we are past unpleasantries,” I continued, “I ask again for your cooperation.”

The captain dropped his cloth and gave BESS2 a fond smile. Children were known to develop attachments to MobiBŏts, but those attachments faded along with the child’s Level 4 meta self-awareness. Though I nikked the expected Level 5 self-awareness from Arzan, I also picked up a wistful affection.

Arzan sighed and pointed an oil-blacked finger at Murder 005.

“All right. But not with that one around.”

“We’re here to protect Sisilla,” Murder 005 said.

Arzan gestured at the bony enclosure. “You see any threats?”

“We see you,” Murder 005 said.

“Indispensable, the Niffakoq calls me. Captain, even. Captains aren’t allowed private meetings?”

“We’re at an impasse,” Murder 005 said.

“Here’s a thing a captain can do. Throw someone in the brig. Haven’t seen a brig yet, of course. You think if I handcuff you, the ship will build me one?”

“We’d be interested in seeing you try,” Murder 005 said.

My niks sizzled with conflict warnings. Physical violence was only a few degrees of acceleration off, and I was not convinced the captain could survive it. While I did not cherish the idea of being alone with Arzan, much less his MobiBŏt, Tûma always advised taking the simplest route. I turned to Murder 005.

“Wait in the throatway.”

They gave me several seconds to register their displeasure.

“It will take us ten seconds to reach you,” they warned.

“I will be all right. I have nikked it.”

Nonsense: I could not tell the future. But it was the sort of thing a Niffakoq could say and others would accept. Murder 005’s rib cage expanded in disapproval, but they nodded and nimbly exited through the skull’s socket. Seconds later, I heard the bodyguard’s footsteps on the ribway, extra loud so I would understand they were within earshot of a shout.

BESS2’s eyelights blinked at me, bright green. That I expected.

Unexpected was Creg Arzan’s sudden solid look, straight at me, eyes urgent. A staggering change from the cursory glances the captain had given me thus far. He did not look; he searched. I nikked disbelief. About my presence? My scars? I could not yet discern it.

“Question one. Is suffering—”

“Stop,” Arzan said.

“Is suffering an integral part—”

“Stop.” His voice fractured with feeling.

I scowled. “You said you would—”

“I said it to get your assassin out of here.”

“You lied to me?”

Arzan crumpled a fist against his forehead. He was in anguish.

“Telling a Niffakoq what she wants to know. No. I won’t do it.”

“It is for the good of the mission.”

“It’s for the good of your Chore.”

“They are the same.”

“They are not. They are not.”

Nikking did not require dramatic squinting. But I squinted so Arzan knew I was in his head. He lashed out with an arm, as if nikking was a net he could deflect.

“You want to know what I’m thinking? Ask.”

BESS2’s eyelights had gone yellow. Nothing more. Not yet. I faced the captain. He craved honesty? That was a Niffakoq specialty.

“Why do you dislike me?” I asked. “Is it that I threaten your leadership?”

With excruciating slowness, the captain scraped his elbows forward along his thighs until he could lean his forearms on his knees. He leveled me with ice-pick pupils. His mustache bristled above a gnash of jaws. Nikking told me to cry for Murder 005 or to simply run. I held my ground.

“Because you betrayed me,” he said.

Nikking found nothing but honesty.

“I have never met you before,” I insisted.

“Nine years old. Nine. And you know everything. Yes? Everything? What good is knowledge that’s not backed up by an atom of emotion? You’re barely human. You’re a cyborg. Why would I want to lay claim to that?”

Five niks in my head throbbed in unison.

One, far colder, sat dead inside my pocket.

“Say what you mean.” My voice had never been so weak.

Two pools of tears wavered at his lids but did not fall.

“Like I said. You only have to ask. I’d extend the same courtesy to anyone in my family.”
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Niffakoq memory was not photographic, but the installation of niks did have an instant augmenting effect. Whereas most toddlers expunge early memories in favor of new ones, Niffakoq toddlers were self-aware enough to find value in early memories and keep them. Piia, Niffakoq 34, claimed to recall the vivid colors and gelatinous warmth of her biological mother’s womb.

Most of what I recalled of infancy was greenery thicker and richer than any on Grønland. Grandiose hills of emerald grass. Goliath trees topped with basil-like foliage. Not a single horizon absent of trees. I recalled grass-cooled breezes. Lush, flowery scents. An awareness of being enveloped by life: insects, worms, squirrels, birds, humans, all of it.

There was a home. Brown, I recalled. Walls of slatted wood. Overpowering aromas that made me sneeze. White polystyrene ceilings I spent the majority of my first weeks studying. Discordant blabber, most likely tele and movs. I preferred patterned noises. Patterns indicated forethought, which indicated safety; soon, I would recognize these patterns as songs. Silky breast skin against my face, a soft nipple power socket: the gleeful paroxysms of my tongue beneath sweet milk.

Niffakoq babies came from all over Earth. There was no telling where I spent my first eight weeks. By the time I was two, Tûma had made it clear I should never use DNA matching to find out. Lineage was nothing to a Niffakoq. Our heritage was the Nuna Naavoq, six metal discs, and nothing else.

Tûma shared what little he knew. I had been found in an enclosed but breathable container glued to a fjord rock outside the tribe’s current location. My deliverers had absconded. Many babies were delivered this way, and died this way too. It harkened back to the ancient, brutal, but historically accepted Norse practice of abandoning newborn girls to die as a means of population control. Girls, of course, were less likely than boys to one day provide for their tribe.

One detail of my delivery was unique. By the time the Nuna Naavoq found me on that rock, thirty-some snails had crawled into my container through airholes. I was covered with them and, according to Tûma, pretty happy about it. I did not recall this detail but it had the ring of truth. Snails were a special interest of mine throughout my time in Grønland.

Mine had been a longshot appointment. Niffakoq 54, Sialôrta, had died eight weeks prior, immediately upon the completion of her Chore. The first two newborns whose delivery coincided with Sialôrta’s death did not pan out: The first died from pneumatic shock to Grønland’s cold, and the second, briefly named Kitta, had been reclaimed by her biological family. Kitta had fallen victim to a criminal enterprise that had grown with each passing year: the kidnapping of newborns to deliver to the Nuna Naavoq.

The financial windfall of being the biological parents of a Niffakoq infant was tremendous. Some expectant parents gambled their entire net worths chasing this dream. Some moved to Grønland while the mother was pregnant and shadowed the Nuna Naavoq in hopes of a timely birth on the arctic tundra. Naturally, they lacked survival skills; raised on labmeat, they could not trap, slaughter, or prepare animal flesh. Most of these pregnant women died, some by ingesting polar bear liver, a fatty, delicious-looking organ containing lethal amounts of vitamin A.

Many babies born on the glacier died on the glacier, and their parents had to live with that. By the time of Imi, Niffakoq 21, L00P had matured to the point of 99.89 percent accuracy in tele replications of dead loved ones, via a program called Loved1, which helped some parents process guilt and grief and led others down the twisted path of “simulation decay”—the uncontrollable urge to debase and abuse your AI, whether it was a mere pornnequin or your digitally resurrected child.

The lucky few whose children were chosen by the Nuna Naavoq found instant fame and wealth; they were the only real source of background on the new Niffakoq. This info was prized by death bookies hungry for medical details as well as a triworld of citizens who followed Niffakoq like British citizens had once followed their royal family.

Of the fifty-five Niffakoq, an estimated twenty-five had been delivered as kidnapped newborns. The syndicates behind the abductions made ungodly profits. I did not recall my own seizure. What I recalled was the galling absence of familiarity, the nauseating oscillations of travel, and the offense of unfamiliar foods. Until, at last, the oceanic shush of the fjords. Tûma was not the one to find me, but his was the first face I remembered, holding me in his lap, looking down at me skeptically, even though he, too, had just won a lottery of sorts, newly ordained as the fifty-fifth Angajoqqaa.

For all these reasons, I had never expended intellectual energy speculating on the identity of my biological father. All my wonderings had run toward mothers, as I had no such figure in my life and pined after what one would be like.

Never had I dreamed I might run into my father by accident.
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I would have given anything for zero g, the weight of existence blithely removed. I grasped for the cabin’s temporal bone. I missed and stumbled.

MobiBŏts moved via a cluster of magnetic balls shifting inside expandable tank treads. They could widen their base for balance or taper down to a single wheel, which is how it must have unicycled up the ribway. BESS2 lurched at me with treads clacking. I was too shocked to scream. I threw myself backward, shouldered more bone, and rebounded. The MobiBŏt tilted its round head quizzically.

“Ga! Do you need help, Sisilla? Ga!”

I held up a hand to halt the Bŏt. It worked. I showed the captain my bewilderment.

“You—you lie. Only the plasmagraphs have my DNA.”

But nikking told me Arzan believed all he said.

“DNA?” he echoed. “Don’t need it. You look just like her.”

My niks burned. He was referencing my biological mother.

I wanted to know about her.

I wanted her. I always had.

Yet the knowledge felt like it might upset everything, even my Chore. My panic felt like being caught inside ocean waterspouts. Rapidly I cataloged the features of Creg Arzan that I had also seen in Jayne’s primping mirror. His green eyes matched my undamaged one. My baby-fat face would whittle into his hatchet, were it allowed time to mature. His prominent lower lip. The relative lengths of his fingers. The ineffability of a mien, a bearing, an attitude.

“You were taken,” he spat.

“Taken,” I repeated, as I had once repeated new words from Tûma.

Arzan, too, looked unsteady. He wedged an elbow into a skull convexity.

“Taken. And transported. To that godforsaken iceberg. We didn’t think it was even possible. You were eight weeks old. Too old for those cultist butchers to cut you open.”

Niffakoq were trained not to entertain idylls or luxuriate in self-mythology. But the ignominious truth was that I, while insulated by bedtime blankets, had often imagined my biological parents, or at least my mother. Simple folk, poor but proud, who sacrificed familial bliss by stockpiling funds to have me shipped to Grønland, all so that I might live a life of consequence.

None of it was true. I was stolen goods, nothing more.

“Where was I…?”

“Born? Earth. I’ll tell you no more than that.”

“Why not?”

Arzan grimaced as if he had seen a gruesome accident.

“I don’t want you tracking me down. Harboring some delusion of reunion.”

An asinine fear. Our interactions so far were hardly the kind to inspire reunions. Yet I felt a sensation of unraveling loss, as if my intestines were being drawn from me hand over hand.

“Is she…?”

Arzan cocked his head with faux innocence. “Who?”

How could he need to ask?

“My mother.”

Arzan’s face was slack and deboned.

“Killed herself. After we lost hope of finding you.”

In twenty seconds, I had found a mother only to lose her again. But I felt more bafflement than loss. The dreams I had fostered, dreams of letting her, and only her, embrace me, were banished to the abyss.

“I am sorry,” I managed.

“Losing you. It was end of story. Understand? End of story for her. End of story for me. I should have followed her. To the grave. Didn’t have the guts. I chose a different death. Said yes to every mission. No matter the danger. The more danger, the better.”

“If you grieved my loss,” I asked, “why are you angry with me now?”

It was like watching swollen seas lathe away in a departing storm. The captain’s heaving back stilled. His bleary face rebuilt itself along his skull’s most brutal lines. His disjointed puppet posture pulled together. He stood in a hyena pose, latent with jack-in-the-box potential. His words emitted through gritted teeth.

“I dreamed of finding you. One day finding you. Now I have. And you’re… you should be what is left of her. I shouldn’t just see her in you. I should feel her.”

I checked BESS2. Eyelights steady. Far steadier than Arzan’s.

“If what you say is true, Captain, she does live through me. Genetically.”

Arzan stomped. The toolbox rattled. The whole skull bounced in its tendon web.

BESS2 stirred. “Creg? Ga! Do you need help? Ga!”

Arzan’s fury drowned out the MobiBŏt’s offer.

“Vita. We knew you as Vita. Vita Arzan. Sisilla? Sisilla No-Last-Name? She’s as much our daughter as taxidermy is an animal. You’re a shell. You’re a machine built by machinists. You’re everything wrong with the world. You’re less than BESS2. You hear me? Far less.”

I edged a step toward the exit orbit. Arzan noticed.

“Oh. You’re afraid.”

I edged a second step.

“I thought your cult worked out that bug.”

A third step.

“They’re a laughingstock. You know that, right? A joke. Everyone knows. Everyone who sees clearly—NonMods, mostly. Your bumpkin tundra surgeons. Your counterfeit Inuits.”

“They are not counterfeit,” I said, but weakly, everything in doubt, everything.

“Is that right? What do you know about Inuits? What your cult taught you? Let me tell you about the Inuits. They were all but wiped out before one of your Niffakoq saved the glaciers. You’d know this if you had a mind of your own. If they let you have a mind of your own. The Nuna Naavoq just happened to be the second wind of Greenland’s native peoples? Right before the niks showed up? Open that pink eye of yours. They’re acting. Throwing a bunch of Q’s into words and pretending it has anything to do with Inuit blood. Think.”

I did not wish to think, which is how I knew there was truth in what Arzan said; thinking was a Niffakoq’s job. Certain confusing memories I had inhumed now sprouted back. It was more than the Nuna Naavoq’s possession of a Gamma Dam. It was the wholesale shifting of the birthday tradition of kaffemik to the more triworld-friendly ritual of wrapped presents, a small thing, but one indicative of cultural shortcutting. The men who sullied the ancestral drum dance, a nonviolent way of resolving conflicts, with gadget-produced music. The adolescents who cheated on their traditional first seal hunts with modern weaponry and the elders who allowed it. The free meals doled out anytime we visited a town. The charitable contributions to the Nuna Naavoq, which suddenly did not seem so charitable.

Arzan read me as if he were the one with the niks.

“They advertise sincerity,” he said. “But they’re as crass as anything on tele.”

I might have run had not my fourth step backward struck metal treads and my shoulder come up against polycarbonate plastic. Though I had never touched a MobiBŏt, I knew its every centimeter from nervous study. I rolled away from the green eyelights. BESS2’s rotund body blocked the eyehole exit, perhaps by accident, perhaps not. The blood in my ears covered all but the loudest sound: Ga! Ga! Ga!

I scurried from the Bŏt and swiveled toward Arzan.

“It was not my fault I was taken.”

“Not mine either.”

“You are punishing the wrong person.”

“That’s what I’m doing? Punishing you?”

“You are trying to intimidate me.”

“Me? The NonMod? Intimidate a Niffakoq? Who knows everything I’m feeling? That’s intimidation.”

“I cannot help what is inside my head.”

“If one of you, just one of you, stood up to the Nuna Naavoq, the triworld might wake up. Rise up. Put an end to five hundred years of infanticide. They say Niffakoq are as smart as adults. Smarter. If that’s true, there’s no excuse. Adults are accountable.”

Now Arzan moved, a big step forward. My niks could not keep up with the fireworks of contradictory feelings. I tried to harness control of my heart rate as Tûma had taught. It had risen, by my count, from 90 beats per minute to 180. I could scream. I could always scream, though I never had.

“Tell them you won’t do it,” Arzan begged.

“Tell who? That I won’t do what?”

“The trigov. Your Chore. We’re only in soft aerotonals. I can still call Tepper. You can talk to them. Tell them you’ve seen the light. The same light we NonMods see. You can tell them—”

“No.”

Arzan dropped to his knees. Pleading now. A horrifying thing.

“Shh. Please. Just listen. You can make them see. With my help, make them see. Some potential global good doesn’t matter. Not against an absolute wrong. Not against stealing babies. Jamming mind-control tech into their brains so they’ll never know free will.”

The green color of his irises, the color I knew too well, magnified beneath clinging tears. His face had gone purple. Platysma protruded from his neck. A speck of white foam clung to the corner of his lips. His hands floated aimlessly, shaking, and as if to calm them, Arzan—my biological father—clasped his hands at his chin.

“You know I’m right,” he sobbed. “Tell them. Won’t you tell them?”

What Arzan pleaded with bald emotion, Feng and Jayne had advanced with gentler methods: false determinism, phony predestination. It was as if the algorithm that had brought us together upheld a worldview contrary to the one inside which I had grown. I had always held plasmagraphs in esteem, their moltvats tantamount to churches.

But my roots were knotted deep in Grønland soil. The paths available to the rest of the triworld were unavailable. A Niffakoq had but one road to go down, all the way, until death.

“I am sorry, Captain,” I said. “I cannot do these things you ask.”

Arzan’s tears fell with incredible speed, as if The Sickness had met the moment’s gravity with Jupiter-level g’s.

“You could be my little Vita again. My baby girl.”

Arzan unclasped his hands and grabbed my wrist.

I believed later the grip’s strength was meant as not violent but fatherly. I would have taken it in that spirit were I able. But I was a Niffakoq. My reaction to such a touch was programmed by the tutelage Arzan reviled.

I pulled at my hand. A shout shot from my lungs.

“Murder!”

I scuttled in the only other direction, toward BESS2. Connected via my wrist, Arzan sprawled across the floor, bones clacking bone. The MobiBŏt flashed yellow eyelights and barked for its fallen master. It sped forward. I lunged past the Bŏt. Its treads clipped my feet and I landed badly, crashing against an upward swell of skull.

Murder 005 beat their arrival estimate by four seconds. They dove through the cabin’s eye socket, rolled from the brainpan to ready feet, and sprang at the MobiBŏt. By the time I turned, Murder 005 had inserted themself between BESS2 and Captain Arzan. Murder 005’s right hand, gloved in blinding white, was flat against the captain’s back, pressing him to the floor, while they stiff-armed the orb of the MobiBŏt’s head.

“Ga! Ga! Creg! Ga!”

“BESS2, stand down!” Murder 005 boomed.

As an OGL, the MobiBŏt had no option but to obey. But it did not obey—Arzan had tinkered with it—and its entire 180 kilograms pushed against Murder 005. My bodyguard’s arm began to bend. I nikked that Murder 005 would gladly splinter their bones to ensure my safety.

A strangled cry from Arzan, face down and muffled.

“Let me up.”

BESS2 rolled back twenty centimeters.

“Creg, do you need help? Ga!”

“BESS2, stay back!” I shouted.

“MobiBŏt, away!” Murder 005 added.

BESS2’s eyelights shuttled through colors. It rocked back and forth, as if fretting.

“Let me up,” Arzan said. “I’m the captain.”

The MobiBŏt’s OGL code seemed to have caught up. BESS2 rolled its round head upward, a signal of peaceful compliance, even as Arzan’s voice splattered into fury.

“I’m the captain! I’m the captain! I’m the captain!”

I crouched like the shouts were projectiles. Murder 005 gave the captain a long second more to appreciate his physical disadvantage before releasing him. Arzan rolled over, heaving for air, face ribboned with slobber, and punched and kicked. Murder 005 was already out of range, an alabaster statue.

The captain clambered to his feet. Too quickly, it seemed. He swayed and closed his eyes. BESS2 purred to life. The MobiBŏt sped to the captain’s side and extended a stubby arm. Arzan took it with both hands, how an elderly person double grips their partner’s elbow. BESS2 emitted a puff of pneumatic air, very close to the sound I had heard Nuna Naavoq mothers whisper to children, or lovers to their opposite halves.

Shh.

My niks followed the grind of the room’s emotional saw blades, slower now, then slower still. Arzan’s chest labored toward regular respiration. His jumpsuit was damp with tears and drool. He patted the Bŏt’s round paw in gratitude and used his inner elbow to wipe his face. Up. Down. Then the arm stayed there, a strange blindfold.

From behind the arm came a chuckle. Low and soft. Then tumbling higher and louder.

Captain Arzan’s face emerged over the top of his elbow. His skin was red and wet. His white teeth were wolfish. His eyes barely peeked over the high apples of his jollied cheeks, looking from me to Murder 005 to BESS2, then back again, as if waiting for us to join in the hilarity.

“This ship is a tumor.” Arzan giggled. “So what does that make us?”
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Captain Arzan stuck to his decree of a fortnight prep. There was no questioning his rigor. The throatways resounded at all hours with the sound of him slapping ulcers for hidden passages. He penciled the ship’s mazy layout, and repenciled when it changed, the pills of eraser on his clothes like the crumbles of his troubled brain. I nikked no change in his typhoon of anger, shame, and yearning, yet periodically overheard him report to Tepper that all was well. He muttered my name in greeting, as he did to Feng, Jayne, and Murder 005, and had gone back to avoiding my eyes.

I took no offense. It brought him pain to see his wife in a face that did not light up when it saw him.

We tried to proceed as a unit. I nikked the crew alone, in pairs, in trios, and in the rare instances when all four of them were together. I even tried to nik The Sickness if only to prove it was impossible. Nothing I did could erase what the captain had said about the Nuna Naavoq. Day by day, I recalled more instances of the tribe partaking in triworld rewards, from the stocking of verboten alcoholic gifts to the umiaks stitched with nylon thread instead of reindeer sinew and powered by modern engines instead of paddles.

The ship’s medic (when sober), engineer (if feeling presentable), and head of security (always) followed their captain’s example and settled into the ten-hour groove I expected from fellow travelers. Taking on the tactical-ops role, Murder 005 cased the ship for weapons. I went with them to the armory, a low, cave-like space woven from hanks of purple muscle; it felt like being inside of a set of biceps. Tucked into gray tendons were five airburst pistols that could only be fired by The Sickness’s crew and two mass-denial defensive tools: a low-intensity laser blinder rifle and a shockwave hand cannon. Everything was nonlethal. If a ground mission to Fém took place, the weapons would be helpful but far from enough.

Feng brought in each crew member for a physical. He did exhaustive checks of the ship’s life-support systems, all the while referring to the ship as “dude.” Our impending amniosis was his chief concern. Each amnipod received a physical too. Soak strips were dipped into amnios vats, then scanned in the sarcoma lab, with Feng pushing telomerase levels to the Hayflick limit and beyond.

Jayne’s tech drills felt like all-or-nothing wrestling matches with The Sickness. Some Jayne won, some she lost. Little of the work was clean. Every microcapacitor on the ship was interlaced with human nerves. Every electric film also pumped with blood or endocrinal oils. Every logic board was caked inside spasming mats of flesh. She tested the ship’s Gamma Dam on herself: A starfish subject lent her the ability to see in low-light throatways.

Despite this, the three subordinate crew members willingly, often enthusiastically, made time to nurture the qualities that they, as adults, wished to see in a nine-year-old girl.

Upon noticing me watch their training routine, Murder 005 asked if I would like to learn. Their tentativeness indicated it was an uncommon offer. The Sickness had provided Murder 005 with a heavy bag in the form of a giant swollen uvula, which, when struck, slid away beneath black, oily skin only to surface a meter away. Murder 005 initiated me into one of the few fields Tûma had never broached: fighting. All maneuvers began with a Murder’s infamous four-point stance—balls of the feet, balls of the hands—from which any type of strike could be launched. Murder 005 taught me how to defend myself with a Cupped Ear Blow; how to execute the swift block and eyeball stab of the Crane Beak Strike; how to do a Jumping Axe Kick without hitting the dachshund behind you. Both Murder 005 and I were brought up to forsake emotion; it took us fourteen days to forge personal inroads that others would make in fourteen minutes. We were all the more changed because of it.

Every few days, the lightly tripping Feng gave me exposure therapy for my Bŏt phobia. First, he had me watch SurgiBŏts A and B do lab work at a distance. Then closer. Then closer. Until finally, three days before scheduled amniosis, he cheered, “You’ve got this, Sis!” while I lay sweating on the operating table beneath the faceless SurgiBŏt A. It whirred and whistled like a locust until its spherical paw sprang open. Inside I glimpsed the sheathed cutlery of surgical tools before a long swab emerged to apply antiseptic to knuckles I had scraped sparring with Murder 005. It was progress, though I left the lab shaky enough for Murder 005 to offer to carry me.

Jayne was the best of all. I visited her at the close of every day. Each time I parted her cabin’s hair curtain, the multi-modded engineer threw open her arms, setting off a sequence of fashion-related reactions: three dozen bracelets racing to her elbows, the fluttering of a gown’s chiffon wings, the silky collapse of a scarf to the scar-tissue floor. I learned to accept her touches. A heavy breast at my side. The soft jut of a swooping hip. A warm, loosely encircling arm. Her contours were as cozy as any bed. Occasionally she gifted me a bauble that should have been beneath the interest of a Niffakoq on her Chore. A cornflower-blue sapphire ring the color of Uranus. An Art Deco necklace with diamond-shaped topaz glass in the grips of a gilt-metal owl.

And, of course, the wig. The wig that taught me what a broken heart might feel like. Short red hair in messy whips, nothing more drastic than that, but it recast the cameo of my face into something cute. A Niffakoq—cute.

I dreamed of that face, my face, every night until the final night: smiling, carefree, with unlimited time to spend among friends who loved her.
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The ship’s cockpit was a two-seat chamber that gave me the impression of being inside a closed flower. Instead of petals, however, the walls were made of six-foot tongues. These flat red ovals, textured with papillae, shrugged about as they might inside a sleeper’s mouth. Their narrow tips licked the saliva-smeared edges of the cockpit windshield.

I sat in one of the completely ordinary chairs, twiddling the red locks of my wig with my fingertips, lulled by the sleepy winking of the cosmos. Jayne was on her back like a vehicle repairer, doing a final check of the navigation tools we would rely upon during twenty-two months of amniosis. The crew was due to enter their amnipods in less than twenty-four hours.

The tacky floor writhed beneath her. In modesty, or at least a show of it, Jayne had gathered the floor-length skirt of her golden lamé dress to cover her lingerie. She had kicked aside her matching twelve-centimeter heels an hour ago, and currently two wall tongues rubbed their taste buds over the soles. I could not imagine what adaptations The Sickness might make based on the taste of Jayne’s feet.

“This thing’s trying to tell me it’s using qubits.”

“That is 2500 calculations,” I said. “More atoms than exist in the known universe.”

“I refuse to believe this floating cyst is that clever. A ship’s noggin has got to be on pretty straight to follow an electron existing in two simultaneous states.”

“Both zero and one,” I said. “A superposition.”

Despite Jayne’s weary tone, I nikked she was happy for the distraction of semi-familiar challenges. Happy, too, to have the ear of someone conversant in quantum mechanics. I wished to keep her happy, even at the cost of diligent nikking. Tûma would not like it; I was increasingly glad Tûma was not there.

“Which gives a quantum machine like this the ability to make way more computations than loud aerotonals will ever need,” Jayne said. “While I can’t say I’m looking forward to climbing into an amnipod, it does appear we’ll be safe doing it.”

The success rate of amniosis was 98.4 percent. A comforting statistic until one looked at it from the opposite end: 1.6 percent of those under amniosis never woke up.

Two soft, wet thumps.

“Ugh.” Feng’s voice. “That was supposed to be a knock-knock.”

Jayne twisted her body to peek from under the console. Her hair, swept up into a vortex she called Bombshell Victory Rolls, had been tongued flat to her forehead. I knew her well enough by then to carry a gauzy pink scarf she could use for hairdo emergencies. I made sure my sixth nik was not caught up in it and handed it over. Jayne looped it around her head, tied it beneath her chin, and smiled sweetly up at Feng with unsmudged red lipstick.

“We should be thankful this room is made of tongues,” she said. “After all, it’s called a cockpit. Shudder.”

Feng stood at the entry with Murder 005, who was always near, often visible in dim throatways only by dint of the white bodysuit. Everything about Feng sagged: eyelids, jowls, arms, belly. Even his vials of active zygotes sloshed with less vigor.

As a biologist, Feng knew a body must be cleared of foreign substances before amniosis. A mov shown in every spacefaring class detailed an early aerotonal traveler who entered his amnipod with a system full of recreational drugs. The mov showed what the crew found inside the amnipod twelve months later: the man alive but his head ballooned to twice its regular size from outrageous mucosa growth and looking rather like a potato, with tubers in place of the eyeballs, lips, and tongue, which had been absorbed inward.

No longer could Feng fancy himself “Rana the Irrational.” He had been off P for four days. His fingertips, bandaged from blood tests he kept running, massaged the all-day headaches that plagued him since going cold turkey. The upside was a new clarity of thought.

“Any of you dudes notice the twin thing?”

Jayne and I looked at each other.

Feng tilted his head to consult his reader mod.

“Fém transcripts, volume 7, page 508. The settlers always end their transmissions by reporting births.”

Jayne called up her reader mod to consult the page.

“Feng, honey, you want to send birthday cards?”

“I guess I’m the only one around here who does math? You page backward nine months, guess who’s pregnant?”

Feng had my full attention.

“Perpetua Weber,” I guessed.

Jayne sat up, her kerchiefed head barely missing the console.

“My, my, my. Talfa Rees-Weber, our elderly insurrectionist—a twin?”

Feng dropped hard into a chair. “The question is: So freaking what?”

Jayne straightened her soggy dress. “Well, it feels significant.”

“Eventually the Fémmers quit reporting birth/death data. But those early years, before Wolosis was cured, that stuff was crucial. So for them to obscure the birth of twins? And who the parents were? Big-time weird. I’ve broadened, narrowed, truncated, proximated, and wildcarded every search criterion I can think of. Nada. Zilcho. Not just in the transcripts. The cc-net too. Talfa’s twin isn’t mentioned again. Which means one of a few possibilities.”

“One: The listing was inaccurate,” I said. “There never was a twin.”

“Two: The twin died,” Jayne said. “No one likes to talk about stillbirths.”

“Three: The twin was hidden,” Murder 005 said. “Purposefully.”

With this, the bodyguard stepped in, crowding the cabin so we had to lean against the writhing tongues. The bodyguard’s added weight drew frizzling saliva from the floor. I could not see Positive Roy but heard the nuk-nuk-nuk-nuk of his claws as he licked a floor that licked back.

Feng threw up his bandaged hands. “I don’t know, dudes! Maybe it’s nothing.”

“Let’s not rely on maybe while we’re maybe aerotonaling into a trap,” Jayne said.

“The fate of the twin…” I said. “There might be information in the Snarl.”

Feng and Jayne winced. I nikked a similar negative reaction from Murder 005.

While the Nuna Naavoq’s nomadic existence precluded a cc-net, I had been taught the uses and misuses of the Snarl. For a century, experts had warned that the combination of a hostile internet and unprotected mods was a recipe for catastrophe. The next three hundred years proved it, with an estimated sixteen million people driven insane by Snarl-related infections. Trollbots began as flux qubit-enhanced hackers but soon replicated into pure AI. Their attacks on individual mods could create a psychic dissonance that shredded one’s sense of self or created fungal growths of additional personalities, all jabbering at once—total chaos.

During visits to Nuuk and Qaqortoq, Tûma had toured me through hospital wards to observe Snarl addicts firsthand. The emaciated bodies. The sagging diapers. The flaccid faces. The eyelids loosely draped over empty sockets, the eyeballs having been removed after too much time spent without blinking, a common side effect of Snarl addiction. The puckered forehead scars from mod removals, which never entirely worked.

“We’re assuming they could access the Snarl from Fém,” Feng said.

“Snarl addicts always find a way, darling.” Jayne tapped a white-painted nail on front teeth just as white. “UN+ never closed the comm link. I bet Fém decoyed it.”

“Why would a Fémster upload a data point as minor as some random twin?”

“We can answer that,” Murder 005 said.

The medic and engineer beheld the bodyguard with surprise. Murder 005 looked only at me. Their voice carried the reflective tone I had heard increasingly often over the past two weeks, each time the bodysuited guard divulged a morsel of personal detail.

“In our youth,” they said, “we were addicted to the Snarl.”

Feng and Jayne shared a look of subdued alarm. It was generally accepted that Snarl addicts could not be fully cured. I shot them both a stern stare. A fortnight of nikking had given me confidence in my bodyguard’s reliability.

“Content was never the point,” Murder 005 said. “It was the sharing of it, the endorphin rush of being seen, of adding to the mass. We were younger than you, Sisilla, when the Snarl took over every element of our being. It’s difficult to remember. Difficult to understand. We think it had to do with immortality. The trigov promises us they’ll install our connectomes inside avatars. They’ll laser-port our consciousness through interstellar space. But no one alive today will live to see it. Unless you’re a Snarl addict. The addict’s every neuron is mapped every second spent in the Snarl. The tease, and the lie, is that the addict will be completely mapped before they die, and thereby be ready for resurrection. This is why addicts relinquish our bodies—we stop believing a physical form is necessary at all.”

For a Murder, it was a monologue of incredible duration.

“How did you break the addiction?” I asked. “So few do.”

Murder 005 angled their head. Console lights turned the blue lenses white.

“You might be surprised by how many addicts find their way into bodysuits like ours. To accept the Murder Tenet is to break all bindings.”

“The sharing of everything worn and eaten. The billions and trillions of selfies.” Jayne tsked. “Those impulses wouldn’t die off on Fém. The birth of a twin? That would rate as news, real news. They should have shared it.”

I turned to the others. “Could we access the Snarl through PanSavv?”

Jayne tucked flyaway hairs under the pink scarf.

“PanSavv is child’s play, honey. The principles of quantum entanglement would give us access to any Snarl users running relay from Tepper.”

“It’s not can we,” Feng insisted. “It’s should we. One of us would have to open ourselves to trollbots.”

A choking noise blasted from a hidden speaker with a saliva aerosol.

“I’ll do it,” Captain Arzan’s voice said.
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“Open wide,” he said as he entered.

They were the words of a doctor, not a ship captain, but this was Arzan’s cockpit. The tongues fattened as if retreating to a soft palate. One moment the space was crowded with humans, the next Arzan had room to pace before us. The gaps created by the tongue constrictions revealed previously hidden facets. This included an emergency axe. Some technology never changed.

Saliva splashed under Arzan’s boots.

“If we can find out why the Rees-Weber twin is being hidden? That’s personal leverage over Talfa. That’s better than any cannon.”

The entryway, too, had stretched wider. I could see Positive Roy in the throatway, as well as BESS2’s triangular green eyelights.

“You know how to navigate the Snarl, Cap?” Feng asked.

“I’m the captain.”

“No disrespect, but you’re a…” Jayne gave a theatrical aside. “A NonMod.”

“Yet somehow still the captain.” Arzan’s jaws throbbed. “Now, all of you listen. I don’t want to delay loud aerotonals one second longer than we have to. If I’m going into the Snarl, I’m going in now.”

“It could take a NonMod days to do in the Snarl what a Mod could do in minutes,” Murder 005 said. “We have the most Snarl experience. We volunteer.”

“Send in an addict? One taste of that stuff and you’ll never come back.”

Jayne fluffed the back of her hair. “Oh, what the heck. Lord knows I’ve used the Snarl in search of cut-rate mods. Your girl’s not proud.”

“If there’s anyone I can’t risk, it’s our engineer. You’re staying put, Bardot.”

Jayne’s eyes flashed angrily. “So manly.”

I felt a lick across my knuckles, light as a breeze. Not a cockpit tongue but a dachshund: Positive Roy’s eyes shone from its dim ankleworld. I knelt and the dog lodged its chin over my hand. I did not bother nikking it. The dog displayed sympathy, as if it alone understood what I needed to do.

“I will go,” I said, as if to Positive Roy alone.

The whole crew looked at me, Arzan included. In the throatway, BESS2’s eyelights warmed from green to orange.

“Baby, no,” Jayne protested.

“I’m sure you studied up,” Feng said. “But reading about the Snarl before logging on is like eating fish sticks before wrestling a shark.”

Arzan laughed miserably and slumped against a wall. Tongues plumped to support his lumbar arc. BESS2 wheeled close enough to nuzzle its round head against the captain’s arm—a mirror of what Positive Roy did to me. Had the MobiBŏt observed and replicated it? I wished I could nik the Bŏt and know for sure.

“We can’t allow it, Sisilla,” Murder 005 said.

But I nikked my guard’s resignation. I faced the others.

“My niks are vastly more secure than commercial mods. They will provide protection. Naturally, I am aware of the tragedy of Maaliaanna, Niffakoq 43. But she spent her entire Chore inside the Snarl. I will be spending the shortest possible time. Every other criticism lodged here is true. The captain’s NonMod status. Murder 005’s addictive past. Jayne has so many mods she would be torn apart. And Feng’s body is too vulnerable already.”

Feng coughed. “Yes, let’s all pretend I volunteered.”

“All of you have used teles,” I continued. “Those tele beaks shared your data with the Snarl. The trollbots will sniff you out in seconds and know just how to undermine you. But the trollbots have never met me before, not in any format. I will be an unknown quantity, and in the Snarl, there is no better protection.”

Jayne reclined against the console, the cockpit’s driest surface. The line of her neck, bosom, waist, hip, and leg rolled like a country hill from which gold lamé fell like a glittering waterfall. The striking pose had a purpose: She wanted us to pay absolute attention.

“Let’s start by explaining precisely how we’re going to keep our Niffakoq safe.”
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Two hours later I knew for the second time the ice-block chill of the steel lab table through my tunic. My red wig, at least, kept my scalp warm. Arzan strapped me in. It was strange how fervently I wished to interpret the tightness of the straps as indicative of his concern for the well-being of his offspring.

SurgiBŏt A hovered over me.

I looked to my left to find Feng. He was at the next table working on Murder 005. My bodyguard had insisted on being ported as well, in case things went awry and they had to enter the Snarl to help me. I could not see the specifics of what Feng was doing but could hear the ticks of working instruments and the wet sounds of antiseptic stickers being peeled. The vials on Feng’s back rang like jingle bells.

“The Niffakoq’s panicking,” Arzan said. “Can’t you give her a sedative?”

“I am not panicking,” I said, while panicking.

“No sedatives in the Snarl,” Murder 005 said. “She’ll need every wit.”

SurgiBŏt A’s faceless orb was blocked out by Jayne’s pretty face. She stroked my wig, careful of her nails as ever.

“Feels like we’re throwing this little pork chop to the lions. If only we had a librarian.”

“Librarians are too smart to board a ship like this,” Arzan said.

“Don’t be so sure,” Feng grunted. “My wife was a librarian.”

For a beat, everyone stopped. Except Feng. He kept working on Murder 005.

Arzan stood straight. For once, his disgruntlement softened.

“I thank her for her service,” he managed.

Jayne clasped her hands. “What a loss for all of us.”

I tried to recall the tragedy as Feng had described it, if only as distraction from the overhanging SurgiBŏt. Mars. A lab working on synthetic blood. A bomb. Omni:Bŏtic as Feng’s suspected culprit. Now I wondered if the target had been Feng’s wife all along.

Half a millennium ago, librarians were info custodians: acquirers, catalogers, curators, retrievers. Tûma had shown me photos of shy-looking people working in monastic silence amid dusty stacks. With the dawn of the first internet, the profession changed to one of navigator, providing maps through the thickening forests of hearsay, misinformation, and conspiracy. If the trollbot takeover had been sudden, humans might have galvanized a defense. Instead, the slippage was fitful until mods reached societal saturation and the full lethality of the Snarl was unleashed. Librarians rapidly evolved into a fellowship of warrior-poets who gave their lives to the storehousing of human history. Equipped with Arthurian training, librarians led safaris into the Snarl, hacked away at bad info, and slayed attacking trollbots. A staggering 26 percent of librarians lost their minds in the line of duty.

“She didn’t talk about it much,” Feng said. “You go into the Snarl that often… you see things. The literal worst things that humans can imagine. Worse, actually.”

“The Atrocity Algorithms,” Jayne said.

Feng nodded. “There’s trollbots that do nothing but use AAs to generate shit you never recover from seeing. A good librarian shields that stuff from her clients. But she’s got to see it to recognize it. Trauma every day. When she’d come home, there weren’t hellos or hugs or stuff like that. She’d go into a dark room and stick a GluA1 MemPen into her amygdala. Nullify those PTSD proteins. Erase the memory. It worked but…”

“She wasn’t the same,” Jayne guessed.

Feng gave a small shrug. “She was close enough.”

“Did she tell you anything that might help us now?” Arzan pressed.

“Best I could tell, it’s a confidence game,” Feng said. “Trollbots are swindlers. They tell you things you know are true. Then they tell you things you want to be true. So you let them in—and they go right after your mods. Which is smart. The whole reason you got a mod was to shore up a perceived weakness, right? So it’s already a vulnerability.”

“I tried to get a Charisma mod when I was too young,” Jayne said. “I didn’t want people to know, so naturally, being an idiot, I went to a dark market. Right away I found this seller who was just darling, said all the right things. A trollbot, of course, and within a half hour I was holding my wrists under hot water with a knife on the counter. Charisma? Me? The trollbot convinced me of the opposite.”

“NonMods might be the past,” Arzan growled, “but we’re also the only future.”

“Hard to say how a trollbot will react to niks,” Feng said. “I suppose a nik is closest to an Intuition mod?”

“Discernment mod, maybe,” Jayne said.

“Judgment mod,” Murder 005 opined.

“Regardless,” Feng said. “You’re going to be radioactive in there. A trollbot will hit you right away, try to make a deal, and as soon as you make it, try to get into your head and tear down your fundamental notions of yourself.”

I believed Feng but found his concern misplaced. Jayne falling prey to attacks on her charisma was not a perfect analogy. Niks did not add to a personality. They were the seeds around which a Niffakoq grew.

“I am ready,” I said.

Murder 005 sat up on the other table. Feng had marked the left forehead area of the white bodysuit with an X. A port required access to forehead flesh, but the Murder Tenet forbade any show of skin. I was proud the two had found a way to compromise. We watched in solemn silence as the medic scalpeled a three-centimeter hole in the white material. Feng rose to the moment, hands steady.

Murder 005, though, trembled.

A tiny circle of white bodysuit fell away from the left temple.

Murder 005’s revealed skin was rich black with red undertones.

Feng let less than a second pass before applying the port, a sticky rubber nub resembling a baby bottle nipple. When active, the connex chip inside would light up. Murder 005’s chip was dark, and I hoped it would stay that way.

Feng crossed to my table. His beard shone with sweat. His zygote vials seemed to ferment with his body temperature. He forced a smile.

“How’s our patient doing, eh?”

“Heart rate one seventy-five. Respiratory rate sixty. Also, I am experiencing unpleasant GI sensations.”

“We call that the jitters,” Feng said. “BESS2, the ghoster.”

I heard the clackity treads of the vintage MobiBŏt delivering the handheld radiology scanner. As much as I dreaded BESS2, the Bŏt had thus far proven itself an able lab assistant, bringing me hope that it might rediscover its OGL doctrine. Feng had synchronized the MobiBŏt with SurgiBŏt B, giving BESS2 access to the lab. The Bŏt handed Feng the scanner, the same commercial brand civilians called “ghosters.”

“Feng,” I whispered.

“Mm-hm.”

The aerotonal hum made me confident no human but Feng could hear me. Bŏts, however, had superior auditory tech. I used facial expressions to beckon Feng closer. As a Niffakoq, I was terrible at it, but Feng figured it out and put his ear to my lips.

“Do not use the ghoster,” I whispered.

“I gotta port you where the dorsolateral prefrontal meets the motor association cortex.”

My jitters got jitterier. Nausea crept up my throat. One quick scan with the ghoster and the medic would see that I had only five niks, not six. In fact, if he happened to run the ghoster across my body, he would find the sixth nik in my pocket.

“I do not want you seeing my niks,” I said softly.

“Aw. Don’t worry, Sis. I’ve seen it all. Every cancer. Every infected, poorly installed, off-brand mod. I even saw a bunch of maggots in an ear canal once. Guess a fly crawled up in there and laid eggs.”

Sweat rolled down my face. I felt the table cool in response. Either I allowed this man to be the first and only soul to know my terrible secret or I demanded to be released from the straps, thereby putting the mission of The Sickness in jeopardy.

“Whatever you see…” I pleaded. “Please…”

Feng’s guise of upbeat pediatrician slid away. His heavily lidded eyes blinked. He looked at me like no one had since Tûma. In some ways, I realized, Feng was superior to Tûma. He had not been charged with caring for me. He did so of his own volition.

“I won’t tell.” He smiled. “You’re my Niffakoq.”

And you are my friend, I thought.

Here in the cold death of space, I had made a friend. Three, in fact. I felt the jitters fade. Friends protected one another, at least that was what I had been told. I would enter any terrain for them, no matter how snarled. I nodded at Feng, making my best effort toward a smile. Feng chuckled at the travesty of it, dropped a wink, and aimed the ghoster at my forehead. I closed my eyes.

Though I had been taught never to trust, I trusted.

A quick flash of warmth on my skin and it was over.

Another human knew that Sisilla, Niffakoq 55, was incomplete.

I waited for Feng’s gasp. For the Bŏts to siren. For the ship to contract and crush us.

Instead, I heard a crinkle of cellophane and felt the port suction to my head.

I opened my eyes. Four faces gazed down at me: Feng, Jayne, Arzan, and BESS2. I nikked through their cloud of concern and focused on Feng. He had counted the niks, all right. His feelings spiked and eddied. But he was a fine actor. There was nary a hiccup in his performance.

“Jayne, you’re up,” he said.

Someone knew about the sixth nik. And yet life was proceeding. Before I could absorb this, Jayne leaned down. She had changed her entire look. Her hair was chalked with Aegean blue. She wore a cropped T-shirt revealing a complicated system of interlocked navel rings, hot pants of arctic teal, and indigo glitter across her eyes. She held the thin metal card that would activate my port.

“You’re paired up, honey. Get in there, do your search, grab what you can, get out. Don’t look at anything else they try to show you. There. My motherly advice. You all set?”

“I do not know,” I admitted.

Jayne smiled. “Judy Holliday once said, ‘I used to throw up before every performance and cry afterward.’ ”

“I do not know who that is.”

“I know. But you get the picture.”

I nodded. The port pinched my skin. “Hard work is supposed to be hard.”

“Mm-hm. But we do it anyway. Remember what Marilyn Monroe said.”

“I think I have heard of her.”

“You bet your butt you have. She said, ‘It’s all make-believe, isn’t it?’ Remember that while you’re in there. Nothing you see is completely real. Heck, you ought to know that by looking at me. I can’t remember if any parts I have are original issue or not.”

“They are,” I said.

“Oh? Which ones?”

“The best parts,” I said, because it was true.

Jayne blinked. Her lips, painted a denim gray, moved but could not conduce speech. This was no act of flattered demurral; I nikked that she was moved beyond words. She nodded curtly, all she could manage, and left the table just as the tears began to flow.

I strained against my bindings. Everyone had shifted to battle stations. Except Arzan. He stared down at me as if I were nothing but a farm animal dying while giving birth. Suddenly he inhaled, loudly, an uneven sputter, and a black chasm opened in his chest. His thin lips curled inward, over his teeth, true horror, true grief, his girl, his baby girl, his lips curling and curling, down his throat now, his nose swallowed next, his sharp cheekbones snapping like sticks, his eyeballs sucking from their sockets and choked down his gullet, he was eating himself alive because he loved me, he could not live another day without me—

—and then I realized that I had been ported, and these were not the feelings of the real Creg Arzan but rather an agglomerate golem built with mud thrown from a million dead hands, the undertow pull of the Snarl.

It felt like going down very far, very fast.

Ripped right through the lab table.

Yanked out the bottom of The Sickness.

Pulled through the triworld’s cellar.

My body budding a million eyes.

Those eyes budding a million more.

Eyes inside eyes.

Inside eyes.

Inside eyes.

Inside.
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Search > “Syzmon Rees” + “Perpetua Weber” + birth OR twin

Command Terms > OR

Search > “Talfa Rees-Weber” + birth OR twin

Results: 544,001
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Page: 190

{JHB 9573963 RUMORS 77.1}

… Brenda Booth Azucena Smith Harriet Loos Adolf Brown Eini Supervielle Gareth Gomez Herkko Baker Paquito West Perpetua Weber Alice Hughes Amy Saito Gottlieb Murray Vilho Sudermann Severiano Patel Kimberly Chapman Pompejusz Fox Jack Cole Heliodor Saunders Syzmon Rees Anastàsia George Justyna Watts Paal Birthson Colin Sato Eloi Takahashi Ivet…

{17DEEP.GEMELO_ENTER_PASS}

… YOU FEEL / TALFA REES-WEBER IS REAL / RED SALT FROM HER WOUNDS / NE’ER SHALL WE KNOW HER TOMB / AND THE STONE SPIRES DO RISE / TO THE MOON’S NIGH DEMISE / IN THE LOWLAND WE WILL WAIT / FOR THE FINAL BIRTH OF THE LOOM…

>>{sekkritnotesfromthemetalplanet.rainyseason4}

… styleof leadershipbut i cnat tell anyone what im mostworried about is outside thetownproper I hope to dealwith thatin a later entrybut fornowhwat you have to knowis that it all comesback to syzmon rees and perpetua weber nad thtime theyhad abay and as faras everyoneknows it was a twins so letme take you on a journey…
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Hey

You are Looking for the scoop on THE SYZMON REES PERPETUA WEBER TWINS yes?

Ahem

You are Looking for the scoop on THE SYZMON REES PERPETUA WEBER TWINS yes?

Hey

What kind of mods are those

Why are you ignoring Me

I have What you need

Fine ignore me Have Fun in the snarl little Girl

I could have helped you

I’m not a Bot btw
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Still poking Around I see

Pretty interesting Search terms there

Bet you’re getting a Lot of replies

But you clicked on me first for a Reason

Look I’m not a Bot okay

All I’m going to Ask for is mod access

I’m not going to mess with your Head

This is just to Sell you stuff

Stuff related to your mods

Which you don’t have to Buy

If you’re too Young it won’t let you buy anyway

Hello?
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Last chance Offer

Closing it Down

Have a nice life

Hello.

Oh hey there you are

Nice to meet you

What’s your Name

I will not tell you my name.

That’s cool

Whoa I see you’re new here

That’s Wild you’ve never Ported before?

Well you got lucky kid, a lot of the sellers in the snarl are Trollbots

They get their Hands on you and they’ll rape your Brain

Sorry but it’s true

I’ve got a special I give to New users

1% mod access how about

.01 mod access.

Ha ha I see you’ve done your Homework

Well good for you

Tell you what

Access to THE SYZMON REES PERPETUA WEBER TWINS for .5% mod

I’m feeling nice today plus you’re so New

.02 mod access.

See now you’re going too Hard

There’s a way you do Negotiations in the snarl

If you’re not Careful you’ll make the wrong Enemies

They won’t be as polite as Me about accessing your mods

.5% mod access final offer

Give me something free first to prove your skill.

Hmm

All Right

Listening

Tell me about the family life of Captain Creg Arzan of Texas, Earth.

*thinking*

Okay

Found some cool stuff on CAPTAIN CREG ARZAN OF TEXAS, EARTH

He had a wife named Elizabeth

He had a child named Vita

Both are Deceased

There you go

Are you Happy?

Hello?

Typical surfer virg

OK see you later Slut

Have Fun

They’re going to rip your Ass part

.5% mod access agreed.

Nice

Was that so hard

You’re going to be so Happy

Bookmark me please

A pleasure to do business

Open Sesame
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My diagnoses were offbeat and motley: spiked blood pressure, shifting numbness, ambient fatigue, periodic disassociation, intrusive flashbacks, horrid night terrors, gnawing insomnia, and an anxiety that veered from generalized to crippling. There was not much to be done about it. Niffakoq were presumed immune to psychotherapy, and I would be dead long before having a chance to meet a practitioner.

My most vexing manifestation was what Feng called “post-traumatic psychogenic dystonia.” Of all the appalling things I had seen during my twenty-nine minutes inside the Snarl, my brain had latched on to one; this, Feng said, was my brain defending itself by focusing on a single point of anguish. It was a short mov, one I hoped was L00P generated, of what resembled a totem pole constructed of twenty babies. The scalp of one baby’s head was glued to the rear end of the baby above with a sticky green cement. A few of the babies looked dead but most were alive and screaming, and flailing their pudgy limbs with enough collective force to tip the whole tower toward me, falling, crashing.

Each time this scene violated my waking thoughts, I instinctively lashed out with my right leg, the tae kwon do front kick Murder 005 taught me. Kicking at nothing, unfortunately, is bad for the human leg. Within half a day, I had strained my hip flexors, pulled my hamstring, injured my adductors, and abused my knee and heel so badly Jayne had to modify a smartcane to little-girl height.

I caned around when I could bear it. When I could not, I let Murder 005 carry me. This brought me shame. I had been brought up to believe that, until their deaths, Niffakoq were largely invulnerable.

My fellow crew members suffered no jolting visions of tortured, tumbling babies. But they, too, left the Snarl ordeal in rougher shape. Arzan was furious at Jayne and Feng for putting me in such danger; I nikked in Arzan a struggle to accept how he had only stood there while I foamed from the mouth. Murder 005 suffered the most. Jayne had ported the bodyguard into the Snarl seconds before I escaped. Feeling the Snarl’s brief, tantalizing touch, only for it to be yanked away, left the former addict shaken. Though Murder 005 had patched the porthole on their bodysuit’s forehead, they rubbed it constantly, the first lack of control I had seen in them.

The dice had been rolled for discord.

Instead, the crew lived up to the plasmagraph’s promise: They pulled together.

Feng plied me with reparatives including a biotape, a half-meter flexible metal thread I swallowed centimeter by centimeter. Once inside me, it was a benevolent tapeworm, filtering my blood of stress hormones. The biotape would take three days to come out my other end. I monitored its progress closely. Not as closely as I monitored Feng. The medic had to wonder if my dislodged nik was culpable for the psychic blows I took in the Snarl. But he did not breathe a word of it. For that I felt toward him a reckless warmth.

Jayne was up front regarding the goal of her post-Snarl dotage. She wished to distract me from the waking torment of the collapsing baby tower. Often it worked. Most helpful were the makeup lessons. They were of string-theory complexity and challenged my digital dexterity. I frowned at the clownish grotesqueries of my cosmetics failures but found Jayne’s laughter buoying. Though I had yet to manifest a true smile, I felt one twitching inside, somewhere at the level of my heart.

Captain Arzan did not gripe about the delayed loud aerotonals. I nikked a willingness to let my recovery take what time it needed. In short, I was cared for by the crew of The Sickness the same as I had been cared for by the Nuna Naavoq. Though I was shaken and haunted, in some respects I had never felt better.

I attributed Arzan’s patience to the fact that my Snarl sojourn had, in fact, paid dividends. We were now confident of three things.

Talfa Rees-Weber had indeed been born a twin.

That twin had been born alive.

That twin remained alive.

It was the kind of detail a Niffakoq might twist to great advantage against a subject like Talfa Rees-Weber. In twenty-two months, I would do just that.

The ship alerted us when I was well enough for amniosis. We awoke on the seventeenth day of our journey to find the vats of amnios, which had always been lined up in Feng’s lab, alongside the amnipods in the small chamber near the cockpit. Feng had not transported them. No one had. The Sickness had lipped the vats from the lab, swallowed them into esophageal ductwork, squeezed them through transitubes via peristalsis, and deposited them where they would be most useful to the crew.

Like a nanny of five overactive children, it was eager to put us to bed.

The morning was spent under the irksome influence of fasting and laxatives. In the afternoon, the crew made final checks. Captain Arzan obsessed over aerotonals while BESS2 rolled its round paws over his straining back muscles. Feng attended to his nursery so lovingly I wondered if he might be growing peyote. Murder 005, rubbing their forehead with visible irritation, drilled the PanSavv regarding if, when, and how to awake some or all of us in case of asteroids, rock, ice, comets, dwarf planets, Oort Behemoths, et cetera. Wearing a flowing, gold-leafed, jewel-toned kimono, Jayne massaged the amnipod umbilicords for irregularities as one might check oneself for breast lumps.

Jayne had given me a bar of kelp soap in hopes it would remind me of Grønland. I held it to my nostrils and inhaled eucalyptus, fennel, and thyme. I relived the slow, cold routine of gathering kelp from sparkling seawater. But water was precious aboard The Sickness and steam showers did not require soap. I took the bar into the shower anyway, only to watch it melt away.

I removed the PureSmart Bug. Jayne had explained that the amnipod would filter out any menstrual blood. I cleaned the uterwick and placed it, Feng’s P capsule, and my beloved red wig in a drawer that extended from the cortical folds like a bottom lip. I did not want to be without these items, a new and illicit feeling. Niffakoq did not have possessions.

The sixth nik, of course, I kept with me.

With two hours to go, I decided to visit the placentapool, hoping the presence of raw, nutrient-rich flesh might have a mitigating effect on my dystonia. The throatways tightened to assist my cane. As giant canker sores stretched, so did my feelings of angst, doubt, and fear. Details from the tower of babies continued to harass and disgust me. Those twitches of wispy infant hair. The spatters of released feces. The bruises on each baby from the totem pole’s assembly. It seemed too specific to be faked.

What if everything the Atrocity Algorithms had shown me was real?

What if everyone I had ever met festered with sick desires?

What if I had never nikked such desires because my niks were placebos?

What if nikking was truly nothing but a parlor trick?

What if I harbored the same sick desires as everyone else?

I arrived at the placentapool, touched my extracted molar for good luck, and caned to the platform’s edge. I asked PanSavv to bring up the lights. It did but barely; the placenta was a nocturnal creature. I gazed over heaving hills of interlaced blood vessels. The gamy scent was oddly inoffensive. Liquids smacked in soothing rhythms: lactogen, estrogen, progesterone. Gradually I felt the same pelvic tug I had during my first visit. This time I did not resist it. I let go of all nikking—all Atrocity Algorithm visions, too—and felt myself connect. Not to the ship. Not to past Niffakoq.

To all adventurers who had stood upon untrammeled ledges.

The placenta would keep moiling during our two-year repose. My navel felt tethered to it. I would be safe as long as I held on.



5.2

The amnipods looked like black eggs. A lumpy black umbilicord plugged into the back of each steel pod. During amniosis, this hose would pump in a pink syrup called amnios, a cocktail of standard genes, chemicals, proteins, and processes, including mTOR, FOXO3, alpha-estradiol, metformin, acarbose, Ras2, and insulin growth factor. However, it was enzymes from a shark—a Grønland shark, as it happened, capable of living for four hundred years—that gave amnios its ability to suspend certain bodily mechanisms. I would still grow, though. It was a strange thought. I might emerge from the amnipod taller. I might grow breasts.

I had been briefed that Arzan, Feng, and Jayne had all undergone amniosis before. Yet I nikked anxiety from all three. The amnipod room echoed with squelches as all five of us worked our ways into wet suits. With one bad leg, it was difficult to stay upright on the room’s slick surface—bladder tissue, Feng said.

As a professional observer, I did not hide my interest in the naked bodies of my colleagues as they changed, aside from Murder 005, who did not remove their bodysuit, regulations be damned. Captain Arzan was distressingly slender, a two-armed, two-legged strip of leather with a vineyard of gray chest hair. Feng showed up with his zygote vest still holding together his torso. His arms and legs were quilts of stapled scar tissue. Jayne’s body, meanwhile, was architectural in its fulfillment of beauty ideals; it felt like a favor to be allowed to see it. It was the first time, however, I had seen Jayne’s face without makeup. Her eyes seemed so small, her cheeks an unforeseen acreage of freckles, her lips thin and pale. I nikked raging self-consciousness. She gave me a weak smile and, unwilling to risk horrifying her with a smile of my own, I nodded.

Arzan gestured at the first amnipod.

“Jayne.”

Jayne inflated her chest with a big inhale.

“I always rather enjoyed ladies first until now,” she joked dryly.

Jayne smoothed her wet suit and lifted the curved lid of the closest amnipod. She peered into it like it was an alley garbage can, then climbed into it as she might a bath. I caned closer to see down into it. Jayne had adopted the fetal position required by the pod’s contours. She held up her arm.

“Do it quick, Doc.”

Feng stepped over, tapping a syringe. The liquid inside was milky and phosphorescent. He took Jayne’s upper arm and stuck it with the needle.

“Owie,” Jayne said.

“Count backward from one hundred,” Feng instructed.

“One hundred. Ninety-nine. You’ll make sure nothing bad happens, Fengy Wengy?”

“You know it. Keep counting.”

“Ninety. Eighty. Seven. Six.”

Jayne was asleep. I felt a stab of fear that I would never see her alive again. Feng arranged her arm in a position suitable for twenty-two months, closed the pod, secured the lid, received the all-clear light, and pressed the green button snuggled into the amnipod like a navel.

Through the top window, I watched viscous pink liquid pour into the pod.

“You may not want to watch this, little dude,” Feng said.

If I could withstand visions of the collapsing babies and the painful, repeated kick of my right leg, I could take this. A Niffakoq’s comfort did not matter.

The amnios darkened Jayne’s wet suit before submerging it. The short ponytail of Jayne’s blond hair wetted to brown and swam in the thick, rippling goo. When the amnios rose up Jayne’s cheek, I began to feel anxious. Pink liquid slid between her parted lips and began to fill her lower nostril.

“It’s okay,” Feng said, but I nikked more misgivings than I would have liked.

Amnios covered Jayne’s face. Her back rose with an inhale. Instantly, she choked. Bubbles frothed the pink slime. Jayne’s chest convulsed. Her head shook erratically. Her ponytail came loose, spreading through the liquid like grasping hands.

Feng gripped my tensed shoulder. Vials jingled.

“Amnios is oxygenated. Same kind of neonatal goo you breathed in the womb.”

Murder 005 joined us. Together, the three of us watched Jayne Mae Marilyn Bardot thrash. I looked to Arzan, hopeful he might put a stop to this drowning. He looked away. I felt powerless, then realized this was how the captain felt watching me convulse while ported into the Snarl. I turned back around—and saw the infant totem pole crashing at me—and kicked, striking nothing but the amnipod—and felt Murder 005 steady me in time to see Jayne’s pitiful last twitch. She was still. The amnios ripples began to settle.

“Feng.” I had never whined in my life.

Jayne’s chest expanded, a bubbling gasp, back from the dead.

I exhaled. Murder 005 rubbed their forehead. Feng whooped.

“That’s my girl,” the medic cheered. “That’s my talented girl!”

Murder 005 was next. Feng aside, the rest of us had drawn straws for amniosis order, and Murder 005 had protested about going under before Creg Arzan. Both of them declined to back down; I was able to convince Murder 005 to go first by arming myself with an airburst pistol and promising to shoot Arzan should he get too close. Arzan rolled his eyes.

Murder 005 stared down at me through blue lenses. No words were required; it was a silent promise to return to protect me. They climbed inside their amnipod. Positive Roy popped onto his hind legs, tail wagging hopefully.

The dachshund had been a subject of some debate. Feng and Jayne both thought it possible the dog might survive alongside its master inside the amnipod. It was Murder 005 who chose not to risk it. Positive Roy would spend the next twenty-two months with BESS2 as its master.

I nikked that the dog’s impending solitude made all of us uncomfortable. There was nothing to be done about it. Murder 005 leaned over the lip of the amnipod, took gentle hold of the dog’s chin, and with their white-gloved thumb, booped the dog’s nose. This slightest signal of affection left me breathless.

Murder 005 curled into the fetal pose. Feng stabbed the needle right through the white bodysuit. I did not watch Murder 005 relearn liquid breathing but heard through the pod their body’s reflexive struggle to survive. Feng flashed the thumbs-up when Murder 005 had stabilized

Arzan’s turn. He slapped his own chest, rolled his neck, flexed trapezius muscles, and expelled cheekfuls of air. I noticed a ray of light on his wet suit shift from green to yellow. I looked toward the bladder room’s ureteric orifice and found the blinking eyelights of BESS2. If I knew less about MobiBŏts, I would believe it was panicking.

Arzan nodded at Feng. “Keep up the pace. Get the Niffakoq under, then yourself. No monkeying around. Loud aerotonals start in twenty. That won’t be fun if you’re both hanging out, shooting the shit.”

The captain zipped his wet suit to his chin and stepped over to BESS2. The MobiBŏt rolled a tight circle. I had glimpsed owners display affection to their Bŏts, patting them like dogs and so forth.

Captain Arzan kissed BESS2. Right on the plastic face.

I glanced at Feng. Feng arched an eyebrow at me. Amniosis was no small matter; perhaps kissing a Bŏt was not so outré in the absence of a loved one. Did I detect the faintest jealousy in my heart? If I could nik myself I could be sure.

The captain broke away from the kiss with a pained scrunch of closed eyes, a wince of deep feeling, and, to my shock, a quick lick of tongue across rounded plastic. I checked with Feng to see if he saw it as well, but he was futzing with the third amnipod. The MobiBŏt’s eyelights cycled through pastel arrays before going black.

Arzan climbed into his amnipod. His arm popped out and waved impatiently.

“I spiked yours with happy pills,” Feng said while plunging the stopper. “Should improve that mood.”

“Ha ha,” Arzan grunted.

His second ha was looser than his first.

Feng secured the amnipod lid and pushed the green button. He winked at me.

“What do you think? Flush ol’ Cap out of the ship? Might be a button for that.”

I did not try to smile, though I was grateful for the levity.

BESS2 surged across bladder tissue.

“Do not hurt the captain. Ga!”

Feng patted the air. “BESS2, observe. See what—”

“Ga! Step away from the amnipod! Ga! Ga!”

My heart rate accelerated and my grip on the airburst pistol tightened. I did not need another reminder of how a docile MobiBŏt could endanger humans through sheer mass alone. Feng did not share my phobias; he poked BESS2 with a finger.

“Observe, BESS2. You hear? Observe.” Feng glanced my way. “This is the most jacked Bŏt I ever saw. I’m telling you: Omni:Bŏtic. Don’t trust them.”

BESS2’s eyelights synced with the soft burbling of its biosensors as it tried to read Arzan’s vitals through the pod. When that failed, the Bŏt made the hoarse series of clicks that indicated PanSavv linkup, a better method of acquiring data. Feng walked around BESS2, opened the fourth amnipod, and gave me a crooked grin.

“Nice day for a dip, right?”

I gazed into the pod. It was the same as the rest: shiny plastic, immaculate steel, contoured rubber. Only the umbilicord looked like something a plasmagraph would dream up.

I instructed myself not to think. About drowning. About being trapped in a tree-root hole. About being buried beneath the soft corpses of babies. I gave my airburst pistol to Feng, climbed in, and assumed the posture. I had always slept on my back; Tûma said all Niffakoq did. I probably had not curled on my side since being inside my mother.

Feng leaned over the pod’s edge.

“It’s gonna be like any other time you fall asleep. You won’t remember the bad part.”

“What if I kick?”

“We’re all going to kick.”

I scowled. “You know what I mean.”

“These pods are tanks. You can kick like a footballer for the whole six hundred and sixty-nine days you’re in there and not make a dent.” He smiled. “But I think those visions are going to go away. The kicking will go away with it.”

I did not share his optimism but let it go.

“Where are the vomit buckets?” I asked.

Feng chuckled. “I was going to set them out before I packed myself away. No reason to make the crew any more nervous. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you did your homework.”

One amniosis fact I had gleaned from our cc-net was that the injected solution contained disease cultures to keep our immune systems bustling during dormancy. As a result, we would awake weak and nauseated. It was surreal to be bracing for esophageal spasms that were two years away.

I raised my left arm. Feng aimed his syringe.

A number flashed into my mind: 98.4 percent, the amniosis success rate. For a Niffakoq, though, the odds were worse. Two Niffakoq had died at age nine. That put my total odds of waking up in twenty-two months at only 96.3 percent. Not good enough if I was going to protect the niks. I dodged Feng’s needle.

“Hey. It’s gonna be over like that, dude.”

“BESS2, leave us.”

The MobiBŏt’s eyelights flashed red, a reaction that startled me. But the red faded into the pink of Jayne’s blush, and on into white. After a final look at the captain’s amnipod, BESS2 backed up across bladder tissue and rolled out into the throatway. Positive Roy, well trained, trundled after it. I waited until the grinding of the Bŏt’s treads was inaudible, then looked up at Feng.

He hiked a bushy eyebrow. I swallowed. I had yet to drown and already my throat was raw.

“I need to tell you… where it is. In case something happens to me.”

Feng cut me off with an aggressive shake of his head.

“Stop it. I don’t want to know.”

“It is here. Inside the foot of my wet suit.”

“What did I say? What did I just say?”

“I also wanted to thank you. For not… when you saw…”

Feng groaned through an exhale. He flexed his jaw. His lips quivered. Abruptly he looked up and beat a fist against his chest, never mind the vials.

“No. We thank you. Will you get that in your head? We thank you.”

Feng’s sleepy eyes had gone wide awake. Tears pearled the lashes.

I stared. Held my breath. The needle forgotten.

“You saw bad shit in the Snarl. And you’re still seeing it.” Feng’s voice trembled. “Maybe you think it ruined your Niffakoq purity. Maybe it’s made you doubt everything. Maybe you think you’ve lost your purpose. Well, here’s what I say. So what if you lost it? Maybe it had to be that way, you ever think of that? Maybe you had to lose your purpose for the rest of us to find ours.”

Feng did not have to specify what that purpose was.

The Snarl had shoved my face into humanity’s grimy nadir. But that suggested an immaculate apex too. For the first time since the trollbot attack, I felt a quasar of hope.

I offered my arm. Feng gave me the shot. He patted the injection site.

“Count backward from one hundred,” he said.

Instead I counted through the people on this ship who had shown me mercy. Feng. Jayne. Murder 005. Even Captain Arzan, if only a little. I was weighing the merits of Positive Roy and BESS2 when my vision blurred and my body relaxed, and I felt the first spurts of amnios through my wet suit. It was warm. Inviting. Amniosis might not be so bad. In fact, waking from it might approximate the fairy tales of religious afterlife: You died, then woke up, and all your friends were waiting.

The last thing I heard was the sepulchral boom of loud aerotonals.

We were off, powered by the Sieg heil of a thousand Nazis.

Apex or nadir?

Drowning or resurrection?

The Sickness was both.
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Tûma turned over a rock and pointed.

“Sissy. Look. You know what that is?”

I had perfect eyesight. My left eyeball was yet undamaged.

“Margarites groenlandicus? The Grønland margarite?”

Tûma frowned proudly. I tried to smile, an early effort. Frigid air flowed through my first missing baby tooth.

“But where is its shell, Angajoqqaa?” I asked.

Tûma lay on his side in the muddy moss and wiggled a chubby pinkie at the snail. Its glistening antennae waved back.

“Its shell will darken and harden as it goes about its life. For now, the shell is translucent. Like you, eh? Eyes alone cannot see what makes a Niffakoq special.”

I studied the snail some more.

Then I picked up a rock and smashed it.

Tûma’s sharp intake of breath told me I had done something bad. I had been fascinated by snails since I had arrived on Grønland shores covered with them. I only wanted to know what was inside, how the parts functioned together. I had not considered the perils of my curiosity. Now the Grønland margarite was a beige smudge veined with blue blood.

Regret took me like the sea takes careless sailors. I turned my hot, guilty face to the mountain’s cold crags. Tûma said nothing. It was the angriest he had ever been with me or ever would be. Silence swelled until all I could hear was the bony clik-clok of the fjord’s fracturing ice.

Clik-clok.

The bedraggled veils of long gray clouds darkened the sun.

Clik-clok. Clik-clok.

Asthmatic spits of wind scuffed the purple polar grass.

Clik-clok-clok-clok.

Tûma’s big hand squeezed my little shoulder.

“Even our worst behaviors are lessons. Especially our worst.”

Clik-clok-clik. Clok-clok-clok.

I did not believe it. The triworld would be better off if my Angajoqqaa kept squeezing.

Clik-clik-clok-clok-clik-clok-clok-clik.

Until I, Sisilla, Niffakoq 55, was a second beige smear upon pitiless arctic stone.

CLIK! CLIK-CLOK! CLOK-CLOK-CLIK!



6.2

Sight, real sight, eyeball sight, brutally discernible from dream sight if only for its flaws: vertiginous, blink-battered, pink from amnios still globbed to eyelashes, with red light, the kind indicative of emergencies, radiating from the floor, turning the lightning overhead scarlet, a web of branching bolts, as the amnipod’s viewing window cracked and splintered and made noises like expanding ice.

CLOK-CLOK-CLIK-CLIK-CLIK-CLIK!

The amnipod window broke inward. Tempered glass flew at the left side of my face.

I heaved and gagged, liquid air gone, gaseous air dry and crunchy, each suck of it knifed with glass. No maneuver space, but I turned my head and spat shards as heavier chunks of glass fell against my neck and shoulder. My wet suit was slicked with amnios but the pool was drained. Had two years passed? Or was the ship crashing? I rolled over, tongue bloated and sour, elbow lifted to deflect more glass. I squinted upward, past shark teeth of shattered window, into the striations of a bladder ceiling.

A tidal wave of blood splashed into the pod.

It struck my face as hard as a boot heel, currant red darkening to purple-black. I was smashed, limbs crosswise to the floor’s fetal contours. The blood kept coming, drowning me again. No time for Niffakoq logic. I whaled and whipped. The blood did not splash aside. My fists were snagged by sweltering satchels of flesh.

Not blood. Blood-colored. I was suffocated by the stench of estrogenized iron.

Placenta.

It jellyfished over my skull, pulling tight as if by drawstrings.

My mind dredged the memory of the placentapool. The roll and rise of the thick, ropy flesh, the protuberant red veins, the tensile strength. The ungodly size, too: Unfolded, the placenta would have covered a tennis court.

I dug my fingers into hot, rippling tissue. My nails had grown long. Stubborn fury overtook me.

I did not survive an amnipod only to die inside it.

The falling totem pole, that artwork of astonishing atrocity, lurched toward me as it had hundreds, if not thousands, of times during amniosis. The vision could help now, if I let it. I curled my legs under me and kicked with my right leg.

It was enough to piston me upward. The surge lifted me to a seated position and pushed my face hard enough into placenta that I felt it stretch thin. But not enough to tear. Placenta suctioned to my nostrils while a hot bulge of pulsing veins pushed against my teeth. What light bled through the placenta dimmed as more placenta slopped into the amnipod, burying me alive. It felt like hot clay; it shrugged and clenched.

Veins slapped like tiny whips and adhered as if thorned. My wet suit ripped and placenta poured in between wet suit and skin. The sixth nik: I could not let it be lost in the folds of this shell-less snail.

I ripped at nets of chorionic vessel. I screwed my fingers through gummy myometrium and into gelid decidua. Headway—I felt it. Then I inhaled, I had to, and a humid lump of flesh wormed into my mouth, the weight of a wet handkerchief, then more, my cheeks filled, my jaws popped. An endometrial artery crawled up a nostril and I tasted its metallic seepage at the back of my throat. I choked as the placenta in my mouth began to push into my esophagus.

Suddenly, then, a backward pull.

The artery was reeled from my sinuses, the tissue plungered from my mouth. The weight of placenta vanished. Only the blob secured to my face tried to hold; it pulled my skin away from my skull, the opposite sensation of wind into my face while sailing the Grønland Sea. With a crackling noise, my facial skin begin to loosen from its subcutaneous fat. Jayne flashed before me. If I lost my face, I would need her biostylus to collagraph a new one.

The placenta let go of my face with a flatulent hork. An outside force pulled it from my amnipod. I was alone; I screeched for air; I clawed at my tongue to remove sludge. My head and heart pounded as I tried to assay my damage. My face flamed with pain; I wondered if it had been partially peeled. I was slathered in dark red blood but none was my own. My wet suit was in tatters. I reached to my ankle and felt the comforting pellet of the sixth nik, still my chaperone.

Beyond my amnipod came the slapping sounds of a struggle.

I threw open the pod’s shattered lid. I hooked my elbows over the top to assist muscles that had gone laggard with disuse. I hoisted my upper body into a room with a jungle’s mugginess.

The sight was dumbfounding.

Placenta filled the room. It slithered up the wall’s pink tissue and pale peritoneum. The room contracted like the overfull bladder it was, squeezing sprays of yellow urine at the placenta. This defensive act told me The Sickness had not betrayed us. Something else was to blame.

Jayne had either crawled or been thrown from the room. She lay amnios-soaked and semiconscious in the throatway, her wet suit also in ribbons. Positive Roy was beside her. Compared to the sled dogs I had witnessed rising to the threat of polar bears or reindeer, the dachshund disappointed. It bowed and trembled.

Captain Arzan was on all fours at the other side of the room, awake but dazed, fists bloodied, shredded wet suit paled with vomit. An eight-foot cape of placenta reared back from him. No—it reared back from BESS2, which had thrown itself into the fray. Weaponry was forbidden in MobiBŏts, but BESS2’s right paw had been outfitted with a small blowtorch for repair tasks, and it brandished the meager flame. It was enough to keep the placenta from subsuming both MobiBŏt and captain.

The battle was Murder 005’s alone.

The guard’s wet suit was as tattered as everyone’s, but the powerful white bodysuit beneath was intact. The piles of placenta gathered in Murder 005’s arms had to weigh hundreds of pounds. It looked as if the bodyguard was hugging a giant red tongue. The hug turned violent as Murder 005 twisted it like a rag.

The placenta had a survival instinct. The throttled segment convulsed, while the rest of the organism reacted like a bedsheet in strong winds. It engorged, flattened, leapt, snapped, curled. Murder 005 ignored the retaliatory slaps from other parts of the placenta and dragged the captured lobe toward my amnipod.

I shrank back. I did not know what my bodyguard wanted from me. With their left arm, Murder 005 bore down on the placenta they held, and with their right reached out to me. No, not me—their hand took a shard of glass from my pod’s broken window and snapped it off.

Murder 005 plunged the makeshift dagger into the gathered placenta.

Dark red blood sprayed across the white bodysuit. The placenta emitted an airy whistle at the highest frequency of human hearing. My peripheral vision caught Arzan and Jayne holding their ears and Positive Roy apoplectic. The unbundled majority of placenta banked away from Murder 005 as if trying to flee, but the bodyguard effectively had it by the tail. The rest of the placenta went frantic, a whirlpool of magenta flesh.

Murder 005 dragged the impaled shard a half meter down the length of placenta; it peeled open like a sleeping bag. Blood spurted fantastically as if attempting to conceal its anatomical secret. Jiggling inside the placenta were row after row of egg-like sacs. The organs were misplaced but instantly identifiable.

Testicles. Hundreds of testicles.

Murder 005’s blade had sliced through a dozen. Splashes of white semen were vivid against red blood. Despite both niks and training, I could not move. I was directionless with revulsion. This reproductive hybrid had been all over me.

While Murder 005 stabbed, the panicked placenta spun around the bodyguard in constricting circles, a dog chain around a post. It thickened ever tighter around Murder 005’s legs. I knew the placenta’s python force. It had the might to crush bones.

An axe swung into view, the head a silver hawk.

The blade struck down at Murder 005’s feet, where the placenta was thirty centimeters thick. Blood and semen geysered in pink jets. It was Arzan. With the placenta focused on Murder 005, the captain had darted to the cockpit for the axe. Now he hacked with maniacal energy, no matter that his dormant muscles must be tearing under the strain.

Gibbets of flesh sprang like frogs. The placenta lost whatever intelligence was guiding it. It fell from Murder 005 like a seal-fur coat. Murder 005 stood for one second longer. Both of their legs had been broken so badly they looked multi-kneed inside the unbreached bodysuit. They collapsed.

Motion from all over. BESS2 rolled over the placenta, flattening it to roadkill. The instant a path was cleared, Positive Roy bounded onto his fallen master’s chest, barking and licking. Jayne, blond hair slicked into a gory raccoon tail, staggered into the room with a fire extinguisher. She sprayed a gray cloud from which the placenta withered.

Arzan kept chopping until my voice broke through.

“It is dead. It is dead. It is dead.”

The captain chopped once more, neatly severing a scarlet branch that trailed out into the hall, then dropped his axe and crumpled. His ribs moved at an alarming rate. BESS2 maneuvered him into a cradling arm. The Bŏt’s opposite paw split open to reveal a stethoscope cup. It found Arzan’s chest through his mutilated wet suit.

The moist bladder walls hissed.

“Where’s Feng?” Arzan grunted.

Having not yet left my amnipod, I had a reserve of strength. I climbed out, steadied my feet in the collected liquids, and moved to Feng’s amnipod. Its glass window was shattered the same as mine.

“Don’t, baby,” Jayne said.

I did not listen. I opened the lid.

Feng’s eyes were barely open, but he had always had sleepy eyes. I realized, too late for it to matter, that his eyes had been the first things in the world outside Grønland to make me feel welcome. For the nine preceding years, every pair of eyes had been tainted by expectation at best, detestation at worst. Feng’s mouth was agape, as if about to smile. His beard had grown significantly during amniosis, and though it was flecked with placental fluid, I pretended that he was simply a messy eater. Which he had been.

His body was obliteration that a million zygote vials could not repair. The amnipod interior, once hermetically spotless, was slathered in blood and cartilage, spackled in tissue, and pasted in ragged scraps of skin. A stew of Feng’s ruptured organs sloshed about the cracked stalk of his spinal column and the bony debris of his ribs. His arms and legs lay untouched, still tucked into the posture of a sleeping baby.

Maybe you had to lose your purpose for the rest of us to find ours.

The last thing Feng had said to me. I had nearly believed it.

Turning to my broken and bewildered crew, I believed in nothing.

Our mission was doomed.
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Arzan and BESS2 carried Murder 005 through the throatways. The captain heaved with effort. Our muscles had atrophied; our tendons had shortened. I recommended to Arzan that he adjust the gravity to 0.50 g to ease his labor. He ignored me. It could have been hardheadedness. It could have been penance.

The lab was as we had left it, but without Feng it seemed foreign. Arzan set Murder 005 on the same table from which I had been ported to the Snarl. The legs of their bodysuit looked as if they held a collection of rocks. The bones were pebbled, yet Murder 005 had yet to voice one utterance of pain.

Jayne woke up the SurgiBŏts and explained the obvious. The Bŏts rolled along their rails and hinged their arachnid arms. It did not matter that I had just faced an attacking placenta—my Bŏt fear swelled.

“Remove their clothing,” SurgiBŏt A instructed.

We looked at Murder 005. The bodyguard stared back through blank blue lenses.

“Pull the curtain,” they said.

“We should stay with you,” Jayne insisted.

“We’ll be all right,” Murder 005 said. “Pull the curtain.”

There was no debating a Murder about bodysuits. In truth, I did not want to see what kind of operations the pitiless SurgiBŏts would perform on the annihilated legs. I scooted Positive Roy closer to the table while Jayne pulled a privacy curtain along U-shaped rails. I heard four clicks as four SurgiBŏt paws popped open.

We followed Arzan to the alcove adjacent to the algae farm. He indicated a sprayer hose mounted on the wall. The three of us began to peel away the remnants of our wet suits, too embattled for modesty. I made sure Arzan and Jayne were otherwise occupied when I gathered the sixth nik from the wet suit foot. The nik was smeared with blood.

Jayne sighed wearily. She sat naked on a bench, head in her hands.

“What?” Arzan grunted.

“I’ve been raped,” she said in disgust. “That thing got inside me. You both better check yourself.”

I did. There was blood on my inner thighs and scratches across my genitalia. I registered what felt like a rug burn in my vagina. My thoughts scattered, then went numb. If you did not count the time in amniosis—and how could I?—I had gotten my first period only a fortnight ago. Now I had had a sexual experience. A horrific one.

“I was too,” I said.

“What the fuck,” Jayne muttered. “What the fuck.”

Arzan reached behind and felt his anus. He shuddered.

“Jesus fucking Christ.” He coughed. “Went down my throat too.”

“The placenta was pristine,” Jayne said. “We’re probably fine but all need to get tested. Let’s have the SurgiBŏts do that when they’re done with Murder 005.”

Arzan plodded to the hose, turned the crank, and blasted his body with water. Clotted blood loosened and went from black to red. He placed the nozzle at the back of his skull. Pink water drained off his bald head and into the beard that had softened his sharp cheeks. When the drainage went clear, he turned off the water and walked to BESS2. The MobiBŏt held three lab coats it had gathered from one of Feng’s closets.

The captain nodded his thanks, took one, and put it on. He sat on a bench. The coat’s fresh, clean cotton clung to his skin. It looked as if he, like the Grønland margarite snail, was growing a shell.

“Why did that placenta have goddamn testicles?”

Jayne limped to the hose. She turned the water on herself. Placenta filaments wormed across her skin before being flung to the floor. She doused her hair and raked long fingernails through blood-matted strands.

“Plasmagraphs are efficiency engines,” she said. “They’re rewriting biology in the way they feel is most effective.”

“Doesn’t explain why that thing tried to kill us.”

Jayne turned off the hose. Water drained from her despondent frame.

“No, it doesn’t. It shouldn’t be possible. The whole point of plasmagraphic ships is that they help us.”

Jayne beckoned me. I hesitated; I did not need her help. But I wanted her help. I obeyed. Jayne gave me a sad smile. I was startled to find she was a few centimeters shorter than before. She turned on the water and blasted it on the floor, slowly working it up my legs. I looked down and realized it was I who had gotten taller. I had more pubic hair. Small breasts, larger nipples.

“It’s okay,” Jayne whispered. “No one’s looking.”

I checked Arzan. He was gazing toward the curtain that hid Murder 005. From behind it, I heard the high-pitched hum of a finely graded saw blade.

The awful noise went away as Jayne ran the head of the hose along my scalp. Water heavied on my head instead of coursing down it. I wondered if a piece of placenta was stuck to my pate until I felt cold tickles along my cheeks and realized that I had hair.

I had hair.

I touched it with tentative fingers. It felt nothing like the red wig. Even sodden, my hair was soft. It fell over my forehead. Over my ears. Down the back of my neck. Briefly I forgot everything else. Feng’s death. The horror. The violation. I had never seen a picture of a Niffakoq with hair. I could not even feel my scalp scars.

“Looks nice,” Jayne said, too softly for the captain to hear over the spray. “I’m sorry about what happened to you. To us.”

I looked up at her. Through my hair.

“It is all right,” I said.

I meant it. Though my rape was almost too heinous to comprehend, I would be dead before the aftermath could flower into long-standing trauma. Jayne gave me a skeptical but caring look and shut off the hose. I waited cold and dripping while Jayne fetched us lab coats from BESS2. Jayne pulled hers tight and sat across from the captain. She wiped her cheeks. I could not tell if she was crying.

“When we’re done here, I’ll consult PanSavv,” Arzan said. “Figure out how the placenta got to the amnipods. I’ll contact Tepper Base. Tell them Feng is dead.”

The reality was still wrapping its hands around my neck. Feng Chaon. Rana the Irrational. The jovial space he took up in the ship, and inside me, now vacant.

“There is no one to tell,” I said. “He was the last of his family.”

“Tepper still needs to know. We’re in space without a medic? Not safe.”

“We were never safe,” Jayne said. “Not from the second we stepped on this ship.”

“If UN+ is hiding something, I’ll get it out of them,” Arzan said. “Count on it.”

Jayne’s downward glare sliced deep into the ship’s guts.

“A placenta doesn’t leave its womb until it’s finished.”

Birth was a subject that slashed at Arzan’s heart. He avoided me by staring at Jayne.

“What do you mean, finished?”

Jayne shrugged. “Whatever the placenta was growing—it must have birthed it.”
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Murder 005 spoke to me through a curtain and a gray miasma of cauterized bone and soldered skin. After the attack, the bodyguard did not want me leaving the lab without their protection. But what kind of protection was a Murder who could not walk? I believed they recognized this. For the first time, they did not put up a fight, and it depressed me. It was like seeing an elderly bear choose to let a tasty arctic hare scamper free.

The Sickness seemed apologetic. It led Arzan, Jayne, BESS2, and me to the placentapool without obfuscation or redirection. Only five minutes after we staggered from the lab, still wearing nothing but lab coats, we parted the entry lips of the ship’s darkest chamber and stood at the edge of the pool.

Arzan knelt. “Bessie, light.”

The choice to ask the MobiBŏt for light was deliberate. PanSavv worked with The Sickness and would keep the lights at a level the ship found acceptable. BESS2, on the other hand, existed only to please the captain. Its right paw snapped open and a blinding cone of white light struck the bottom of the vacated pool. It was our first look at it. BESS2 crawled the light across biotissue. Pink. Glossy. Puffy.

“Cervix,” Jayne identified.

“Bessie,” Arzan said. “Widen the light.”

The lasered spot expanded tenfold. Abruptly we saw the whole of the pool and at a less shocking wattage. The cervix pulsed slightly, alive. The pool was empty of placenta.

But not empty.

“The fuck is that?” Arzan cried.

Jayne and I knelt at the captain’s left. At the center of the cervix rested an object the size of a suitcase. The corpuscular wad glistened with sticky dew and was stippled with blisters and cysts. Without the guidance of niks, my mind might have rejected the truth.

“It is The Sickness,” I said. “A smaller one.”

Jayne’s arm curled protectively around me. I let it.

“She’s right. That sarcoma on the top is just like the lab’s skylight. See that bigger tumor off to the side? That’s the aerotonals room.”

“Why?” It was all Arzan seemed capable of saying.

“The two goals of any species are to survive and multiply,” I noted.

“Ships are not a species,” Arzan spat. “Not even plasmagraphic ships. They’re tools. They exist to protect us. That’s a fail-safe.”

Jayne gestured at BESS2. “Fail-safes can be overridden.”

“It could be self-preservation,” I ventured. “Our ship might be growing a clone to harvest replacement tissue.”

“The captain’s not all wrong.” Jayne sighed. “If The Sickness is preparing spare parts, it might believe its safety is threatened. And ours.”

“Could it know something about Fém we do not?” I asked. “It may be worth recalling that all plasmagraphic ships share a genetic code. Moltvat materials are from a consistent stem cell strain.”

“All plasmagraphic ships are kin.” Arzan rubbed his eyes. “That’s what you’re saying.”

“And we know generational memory exists. It is therefore conceivable The Sickness is genetically aware of the fate of its Wave 1 brethren.”

Arzan chuckled in disbelief. “We killed them. Recycled them in moltvats.”

“If that’s true,” Jayne said, “The Sickness may think it has limited time before it’s killed too. The clone could be a mark of genetic desperation. Fear that the family bloodline is being wiped out.”

Arzan broke from the ledge and paced. Jayne took tighter hold of me as the captain banked toward the entryway. The lab coat fluttered behind him. He stopped before the embedded molars, then punched them. The impact was crunchy. When he pulled back his fist, sticky strands of saliva trailed with it. The five teeth held their pentagon arrangement.

“Plasmagraphic ships do not feel fear. They are not sentient. If Feng were here, he’d tell you. There’s life. Then there’s awareness. Not the same. What you’re saying is impossible to imagine.”

Jayne smiled coldly. “I don’t know. Feng was quite imaginative.”

Arzan whirled around. Lab coat wide. Male parts flopping. Eyes big and yellow sheened.

“Imaginative? Too. Popping hallucinogenics. After a career of chasing impossible dreams. If he’d had his head on straight, no one would have bombed him. His body would have been stronger. He might have fought off the placenta.”

Jayne knew how to weaponize poses. She stood, chin up, shoulders back, hip hitched.

“The man just died. You’re going to bad-mouth him already?”

“Stop pretending we’re fellow musketeers! Use your head! The primary directive—it all comes back to the primary directive. This ship has to help us. It has to. So what does it mean that it just tried to kill us?”

I disappointed myself for not seeing it first. It was proof that I needed to stop acting like a child and get back to being a Niffakoq. I insinuated myself in front of Jayne.

“One of us wants the rest of us dead,” I said. “The ship is only trying to help.”

Arzan’s gesture said finally. “Our Niffakoq figures it out. Question is, Is our Niffakoq lying?”

“You are out of your mind,” Jayne said. “That placenta raped all of us. And killed Feng.”

Arzan’s eyes bugged. “What about the Murder?”

“The Murder who lost both legs to save us? That Murder? While we’re pointing fingers, let me point one at your beloved MobiBŏt. Who doesn’t act like any OGL machine I’ve ever seen.”

Arzan rushed to the Bŏt’s side. “Don’t you blame Bessie. She was in almost constant hibernation during our amnios. PanSavv can show you the logs!”

“Her? When did you start calling it a her?”

“She’s more woman than you.” Arzan sneered. “Cobbled together with plastic. Sliced and diced and glued. There’s no telling what you are.”

“Interesting,” Jayne said. “Because what you are is becoming clearer by the second.”

BESS2’s light did not move from the small clone ship. Yet still I could see the purpling of the captain’s face. He gave Jayne and me a warning look.

“I’m not counting anyone innocent yet. You hear me? Anyone!”

Jayne poised her hands on her hips. “I’m not either.”

The captain sealed his lips tight. Air escaped noisily: laughter. Without placenta to absorb sound, the laughs echoed. Arzan appeared to find his own laughter delightful. He laughed harder, and harder, until he was doubled over and gripping the MobiBŏt for support. The cervix seemed programmed to comfort: It thickened, just barely, softening the cracking blows of Arzan’s sputtering chokes.

The captain wiped slobber from his bottom lip.

And began to scratch his left temple. The same spot that had bothered Murder 005.

“Knives out.” He chuckled. “Good. Just how I like it.”
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PanSavv told us the placenta’s attack had come nineteen months into amniosis. Only three months short of our target; we could be grateful for that. Liquid nourishment and rest were supposed to have followed. Instead, we had fought for our lives, as well as among ourselves. Now we had no choice but to ignore all else and spend twelve hours in our cabins downing electrolytes, protein drinks, and food milks between bouts of slumber and post-amniosis vomiting.

BESS2 did the dirty work of cleaning the amnipod room.

When I emerged from sleep, the row of crew lights informed me I was the last to rise. This time, however, the blue light signifying Feng was simply gone, absorbed back into my cabin’s brain matter. I asked PanSavv to bring it back as a monument to Feng. PanSavv said the component was gone. I did not like it. Had it been ejected as space junk? Even in Grønland, where soil was too rocky for grave digging, we found ways to memorialize our dead. Processions to our finest boat. Burial at sea. A unison of vigorous song.

A message on my retina screen told me to go to the air lock. I did not go directly. Along with nightmares of toppling totem poles, I had dreamed of hair. I parted the gyrificated lobes over my cabin mirror and took in the sight for the umpteenth time. My hair continued to stun me. The length, the body, the color, the way it tangled. I petted it. I brushed it flat over my eyes. I tucked it behind my ears. I pulled it off my face into a bun. Jayne had been right, though I promised to myself to only think it in solitude: I was pretty.

Or would be, once I was healed. The placenta’s pull on my face had created a watershed map of subdermal trauma, broken vessels branching through a topography of bruises. It was hard to look at. At least I had hair to help conceal it. I combed it forward with my fingers.

I slipped the sixth nik into my pocket, took one step toward the cabin door, then halted. Everyone had lucky charms in Grønland, though as Niffakoq I had scorned their illogic. Since I had dug it from frozen ground, the sixth nik had become my own charm, though now it did not feel like talisman enough.

I opened the hidden drawer. The green peyote capsule, my only gift from Feng. Into the pocket. The PureSmart Bug. I cleaned it and reinserted it into my vagina. I was older than last time I had worn it, and the uterwick felt more comfortable. I supposed that this, to normal girls, might fall beneath the umbrella of “growing up.”

Limping and periodically kicking, I made my way to the air lock, where I had first entered The Sickness. Standing near the exit fibromas were Captain Arzan, freshly shaven and clad in denim, and Jayne, decked out in a black gown, hat, and veil. In a wheelchair sat Murder 005 with Positive Roy on their lap.

Both of Murder 005’s legs had been amputated below the knees. I felt no shock, only a fresh rip in the ocean that had tried to drown me all night. SurgiBŏts had capped the leg ends with e-skin and replaced the calves with two steel rods that terminated in jointed feet. The prosthetics were black. Considering the freshly scrubbed white bodysuit containing the top half of Murder 005, it was hard not to view the new appendages as a partial transformation into the Murder’s feared black alter ego.

“I am sorry I am late,” I said.

Jayne held the back of Murder 005’s chair and smiled. Arzan nodded at a windowed door revealed by a throatway lesion.

On the other side of it was the garbage air lock. Inside, BESS2 was bolted to the wall. Before the MobiBŏt lay a black cube, roughly a half meter per side. It looked to me like polyethylene terephthalate, a shatterproof plastic known for its resistance to organic material. That quality conveyed to me the box’s purpose even before I saw the inscription of Feng’s name.

This was a space burial.

The last time Tûma had spoken of it, the official count of humans who had died in space was 6,431, starting all the way back with the 1971 deaths of three Soviet cosmonauts. The death rate had improved greatly from the twentieth century’s 3.3 percent, but the causes of death still ran the gamut: spacewalk foibles, oxygen mishaps, vacuum catastrophes, solar-ray conflagrations, explosive decompressions, micrometeoroid riddling, upper-atmosphere crushing, whole-body ebullisms, starlight ultraviolet and gamma ray radiation, good old-fashioned crash landings, and even a handful of the kind of dogfights portrayed in science fiction. Roughly half of all space deaths had resulted from historic calamities, like that of the luxury liner Prescod, mired in space junk while in the negative-one-hundred-degree Celsius shadow of a moon. Most of its 1,500 passengers froze to death, and slowly.

Of the 6,431 space deaths, only 1,005 bodies had been freighted back to Earth, Mars, or Europa.

That left 5,426 human corpses drifting somewhere in space.

Feng Chaon was about to join them.

These were secular ceremonies. If our captain had anything to say, which I doubted, he had already said it. Jayne as well. It was probably best that Murder 005 said nothing, as the Murder Tenet considered all deaths useful.

“Bessie already jettisoned the placenta,” Arzan grunted.

“Without studying it?” I asked numbly.

“Data was recorded.”

“The ferning of the amniotic fluid was rather beautiful,” Jayne said. “We thought you might want to say goodbye to Feng.”

“Niffakoq are uninterested in sentimentality,” I responded.

Yet I pressed my tongue down to contain the squall in my throat.

Feng. The first real friend I ever had.

Goodbye, I mouthed to the black cube.

In the reflection of the window, I saw Arzan give a signal.

BESS2 pressed a button. Dual steel doors flew open and neoplasm parted on the ship’s outer surface. The plastic box containing the remnants of Feng Chaon shot out into space. For several seconds, light from a distant star defined the lines of the tumbling cube. Then it faded away.

Heaven was a belief of the deluded.

For the first time, I wished I believed in it.

Arzan cleared his throat. “I spoke to Tepper.”

“Did you tell them about—” Jayne started.

“I told them everything. The attack, Feng, the clone ship.”

BESS2 closed the garbage air lock and began to unscrew itself from the wall. Arzan caught his breath and pressed a hand to the window.

“Bessie! Careful!”

The MobiBŏt’s eyelights flashed an ocean blue.

“And?” Jayne prodded.

Arzan kept his eyes on BESS2. “And they said they’re communicating with PanSavv. Said they’re ‘looking into it.’ Which is exactly the kind of nothing answer I expect from UN+. They told me not to deviate from the mission. As if I would. We’re close to Fém now.”

“Eighty-nine days,” Jayne confirmed. “No reason to go back into pods. We’ll ride it out.”

“Damn right we will,” Arzan said. “Plans have changed, people. I used to wonder if Fém was worth it. Now I don’t care. Anyone determined to simply orbit Fém, I’d suggest you follow Feng into the great black yonder. I’m landing this piece of shit on that planet. I don’t care if Mary Eliza Mahoney crashed while doing the same. I want to look Talfa Rees-Weber straight in the eye when I strangle her.”

Jayne gave me a glance through her veil. I took it she wanted me to nik whether the captain was serious. I wrinkled my forehead, signaling my mixed result. Our silent discussion was disrupted by the hiss of the opening air lock. BESS2 rolled out, eyelights yellow, stubby arms moving as if squeezing an accordion. I could not guess the purpose of such a motion until Arzan gave the Bŏt’s pudgy body a tight embrace.

“Ga! Ga!” went the MobiBŏt.

Arzan shut his eyes and snuggled his cheek against the Bŏt’s spherical head. The angling gave me a view of the raw red patch of his temple, the spot he kept scratching. I traded another look with Jayne. This time we incorporated Murder 005.

The embrace persisted. Five seconds, ten seconds. As it spanned toward twenty, BESS2’s head rolled to look at us, as slow as a rusty old robot. Its eyelights intensified from tulip yellow to arterial red.

“Shh, Bessie,” the captain soothed.
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Arzan did not let us out of his sight. I did not complain: Though I nikked nothing actionable in him, I did not particularly want the captain out of my sight either. The four of us spent most of the day in the lab. With the exception of Positive Roy, we had injuries to treat and tests to take.

SurgiBŏt A drew blood samples from Jayne, Murder 005, and me. Arzan refused, even as he scratched his left temple into pinkness. Jayne explained the gamble he was taking, but the captain only muttered how NonMods were in touch with their bodies. If he started feeling poorly, he said, he would reconsider.

Injury care was next. I took the table with my pulse at an irresponsible rate. Padded pincers held my head in place as SurgiBŏt B assessed the damage to my bruised and aching face. I closed my eyes, ignominious behavior for a Niffakoq. It did not help. The insectile clicking of the SurgiBŏt’s circuits and the metallic shiver of its arsenal of tools were even more frightening than the cold instruments prodding my face.

Jayne held my hand, and I let her, as she paged through the MobiBŏt activity report Arzan had sent to her reader mod. He watched her with a wolfish grin.

“See? Every second of Bessie’s amniosis time is accounted for.”

“No one said you were lying, Captain,” Jayne said.

“Nothing noteworthy in PanSavv’s logs either,” Murder 005 reported from their wheelchair. “It completed every scheduled update to Tepper Base.”

“Of course it did,” Arzan snarled. “Only humans betray.”

Jayne’s hand tightened over mine. I did not understand why until I felt a needle stick my right cheek. My whole body jerked. A heavy bead of blood welled up before it was swiped by a stinging alcohol pad. Jayne squeezed again, an unconscious signal that another jab was coming. Left cheek this time, followed by another stinging swab. Jayne exhaled, then turned her ire on Arzan.

“With all due respect, darling, if one of us had a murderous motive, UN+ would know it. They have every bit of data on us that exists. Even if one of us did have a motive, they’d also need to be a placenta whisperer. I don’t buy it. The only people with a motive to stop us are the ones on Fém. They’ve hacked into us.”

“From Gemelo?” Arzan cried. “An engineer should know better.”

“Oh, sugar, I know better. But find me an idea that makes more sense.”

“Easy.” Arzan looked around dramatically. “Talfa Rees-Weber has an agent on the ship.”

Jayne batted her lashes. “A doozy of an accusation.”

“Call ’em like I see ’em.”

The burn of the SurgiBŏt’s injection points was salted by the worst social friction I had ever nikked. Three months of such antipathy seemed untenable. SurgiBŏt B made a squirting sound and a coldness erupted across my face. A cooling analgesic, that was all, but only the padded pincers kept me from leaping away. This time it was I who reached for Jayne’s hand.

The hand was gone. Jayne’s heels clicked across the floor.

“Maybe there’s someone else aboard,” she said. “I assume you’ve bioscanned?”

“No one here but us chickens,” Arzan said.

I cracked open an eye in time to see a multijointed arm, thin as a straw, retract into the Bŏt’s paw. The pincers released my skull and I scrambled off the table. On instinct, I hurried past Jayne, who was taking her place beneath SurgiBŏt A, to Murder 005’s side. Prosthetic legs notwithstanding, they still felt like safety.

Murder 005 gave me a simple nod. I returned it. The perfect relationship.

“The whole ship is alive,” Murder 005 said. “How could a bioscan catch a stowaway?”

Arzan paced around an AR/VR pool. Eyeball lamps shone off his furious pink welt. Even now he scratched it with fingernails he had yet to pare since amniosis. The four yellow sickles sliced through puffy flesh, drawing a ruby thread.

“Bessie’s doing redundancy checks now,” he said. “I’m a captain. Not a moltvat. I have to trust my ship in some regards.”

“Then we’ve found your weakness,” Murder 005 said simply.

The captain stared. And scratched.

“I’ve never been so disrespected by a crew. None of you understand the pressure. A mission like this? Then add a Niffakoq on top?” He scratched. “You all need to wake up. Stop considering yourselves as separate from this ship.” He scratched. “We’re part of it. Spike that through your skulls. From the second we came aboard, we’re a part of it.” He scratched. “Me? I’m the heart. The heart of this ship. The one keeping us alive, if you haven’t noticed. By axe, on occasion.” He scratched. “You, Niffakoq: the brain. Though more like a brain tumor. Telling us what to do. For the good of humankind. Without a thought for us actual humans.” He scratched. “Feng was the liver. Took our toxins, sifted them out. Too bad he’s gone. One thing I can tell you about livers. When they go, they go big, and they go bloody.” He scratched. “Tempted to call Miss Bardot here the appendix. Because we don’t really know what the fuck she does. If she was engineering properly, we wouldn’t be in this fix. But no. She’s not the appendix. She’s the tits. Kinda nice to look at. But after a while, they just hurt your back.” He scratched. “And what part is our Murder? The colon. The rectum. The asshole. Supposed to take care of shit but all he does is make a mess.” He scratched. “And your little doggie’s the turd.”

Only SurgiBŏt B moved, sterilizing Jayne’s wounds, wrapping fractured ribs.

I edged behind Murder 005. What if Arzan was right? I pictured the baby ship rocking gently in its pillowy cervix. I imagined miniature versions of the crew inside it. Growing, perhaps, until our doppelgängers were large enough to disembark and slay us, a mercy killing, for we had turned into the worst versions of ourselves.

“By your logic, only Bŏts are to be trusted,” Murder 005 said.

Arzan angled his head. “Something you want to say?”

“If your theory is that we’re less dangerous in a chair, we invite you to test it.”

“You want a few more metal body parts? I can help.”

Jayne’s thighs skidded loudly off stainless steel. She sat up and knocked aside a SurgiBŏt arm holding a rib wrap.

“Enough! Stop it!”

“Captain.” I desired a truce. “You’re bleeding. Please allow a SurgiBŏt to—”

“Headache,” he groused. “From the nagging.”

“You told us the placenta went down your throat.”

Arzan squinted at me. “So?”

“Perhaps it left something,” I said. “It had testes.”

Arzan stared. Blinked. Shook his head to clear it.

“This whale-eating cultist is viler than I thought,” he seethed.

Two metallic shots rang out. Arzan took cover behind a cabinet of bionic body parts. I pictured a snapping totem pole and kicked. But it was no pole, and no gun. Murder 005 had stood from their chair, both metal feet planted on the lab’s tile. The bodyguard swayed on unfamiliar appendages.

Yet I did not doubt their ability to destroy the captain in minutes. Arzan was fifty-eight and sick. He should have stood down. But his mind was not right. He looked at the AR/VR pool. Nothing battle-worthy in my opinion. But the captain had the eyes of a fighter. He braced his heel to the entrance hinge and stripped off a five-foot metal runner. He waved it around. It showed promise as a rapier.

He took a step toward Murder 005.

Murder 005 lowered into the deadly four-point stance.

“Are you kidding me?” Jayne cried.

“Murder 005, I order you to stop,” I shouted.

My command should have stopped them. It did not. Captain Arzan rushed to close the distance and Murder 005 prepared to leap. It was only the flat, dispassionate utterance of SurgiBŏt A that stopped them.

“Lab results are in.”

The would-be fighters halted, chests pounding. They both looked at the SurgiBŏt.

“Murder 005. Negative for new diseases.”

I gave my bodyguard a hard glare. But I was doubly relieved. The duel, for now, had been postponed. Just as good, the SurgiBŏts had removed the Murder’s legs without infection.

“Jayne Mae Marilyn Bardot. Negative for new diseases.”

“No one get too excited,” Jayne tried to joke. “The Bŏt specified new.”

“Sisilla. Negative for new diseases.”

I looked at Jayne. She began to smile. But the SurgiBŏt continued.

“Secondary results for Sisilla. Fertilized egg cell division initiated. Estimated time of conception: thirty-seven hours ago. Estimated start of pregnancy: five to six days.”
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Given the Rees-Weber twin who had motivated my quest into the Snarl, it was difficult not to view the placentapool’s progeny and my own pregnancy as another matching set of twins, budded at the borderline of miraculous and unnatural. Plasmagraphic DNA was not inherently incompatible with regular DNA. My baby might be normal. Yet it was hard to have witnessed the attacking placenta and not extrapolate its offspring as being some kind of genetic monster.

Feng was the only one who knew how to perform an abortion. That meant leaving the task to the SurgiBŏts. It felt risky to me considering the pedigree of the inseminator, which was, for lack of a more specific culprit, The Sickness. Would the SurgiBŏts feel obligated to protect their ship’s offspring? I began to reconsider my nightmare of a toppling tower of infants. Perhaps it had not been an Atrocity Algorithm invention.

Perhaps it had been an omen.

The situation demanded a debrief. Jayne insisted we trade the lab for the stomach chamber where the crew had its first meeting, tranquil by comparison. Arzan and Murder 005 went along with it, and I was glad to relocate. I wanted away from the SurgiBŏts. I did not like the eager tilts of their round heads.

The conference room was different in standard grav. The stomach tissue sagged as if with age; the humidity was oppressive; the window to the stars was fogged from acidic steam. A bench rose from gastric mucosa as I approached. I sat and secretly caressed the nik and P capsule.

Murder 005 parked their wheelchair at the room’s center, a good position should the captain get pugnacious. But Arzan seemed distraught. He took a seat on the floor, face deep into two cupped hands, minus a finger that snaked out to scratch the watery blister at his temple.

Jayne was last to arrive due to a final interface with the SurgiBŏt, followed by a costume change. She wore what I believed to be a mid-twentieth-century tennis outfit. Everything white cotton: unfitted blouse, short flared skirt with buttoned waistband, ankle socks, a billed cap. No longer did I see her outfits as superfluous. They marked shifts in attitude and perspective. She sat with a flounce of skirt.

“Well.” She fluffed hair curling around her cap. “Plasmagraphic ships might be good at predictions, but pregnancy was not one of them. The SurgiBŏts assure me they have all the required compounds for a termination drug. They just need time to synthesize.”

“How long?” Arzan’s voice was muffled by his palms.

“A day? Special care must be taken. Reproductive organs at this age—they’re delicate.”

Arzan’s protracted sigh was despondent. “How did this happen?”

“Sisilla had her first period two weeks before amniosis,” Jayne said.

“At age ten? Is that possible?”

“You are the malest male I ever met,” Jayne scolded.

“Do not speak of me like I am not here,” I warned.

I was ruffled by a growing awareness that I had stopped being Sisilla, Niffakoq 55, the instant my egg had been fertilized. Respect and deference had been replaced by insufferable coddling. Between the lines of Tûma’s history lessons had threaded a dispiriting saga of women reduced to incubators. I would not be party to it.

Still, I could not deny the impending pregnancy had adjusted a biological dial. I felt a new desire to safeguard my body. After a life of preparing for a selfless Chore and an early death, the feeling was, in its own small way, breathtaking.

Jayne smiled an apology to me, then addressed Arzan.

“Technically, Captain, Sisilla is fully capable of bearing children. But at her age, the dangers are… well, they’re numerous.”

“Eclampsia,” I said. “Puerperal endometritis. Pregnancy-induced hypertension. Systemic infections. Death.”

Jayne winced; I nikked that she wished I knew less about it. She busied herself relacing her tennis shoes.

“I don’t like to argue with natural processes,” she said. “But in this case, I’d very much like to meet Mother Nature in an alley, preferably a dark one, and have words. Maybe I’d bring you along, Murder 005.”

“It would be our pleasure,” the bodyguard replied.

Jayne looked fondly at Murder 005 and I nikked a faint, but similar, return emotion from the bodyguard. I could not believe either of them would hurt the other. With PanSavv confirming BESS2’s nineteen-month stasis, there was no one left to suspect of treachery but the captain himself.

If only he would succumb to the Niff Six. All I could do was nik him as hard as I could. I analyzed the spasming wrinkles on the backs of his closed eyelids; the tic of his left cheek, which resembled a sneer but accidentally; how drawn his shoulder blades were; and the heat rising from his head.

My conclusions arrived in their usual cascade.

The captain felt sick.

Feeling sick made the captain feel vulnerable.

Feeling vulnerable made the captain angry.

Feeling angry made the captain feel undisciplined.

Feeling undisciplined made the captain feel useless.

Feeling useless made the captain feel depressed.

Feeling depressed was the classic closed loop: He wished to disappear but, here in the depths of space, could do nothing of the sort. I sensed little outside this loop, nothing in his feelings toward his crew I had not nikked before. Including me—Arzan still hated me because of how he had once loved me. If the core question of nikking was Is their heart pure?, Arzan’s was pure enough.

In the hot, quivering stomach, with something quivering near my own, I had an original thought.

The purest heart might be the most dangerous of all.
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While we awaited the formulation of an aborticide, work resumed. Fém was close enough for PanSavv to confirm what trigov probes had suggested years ago. Solar winds moved at five million miles per hour. Whole celestial bodies were in motion. Knowledge curtailed there: A large physical object was orbiting Fém, impeding stronger signals.

It was an unsettling development. For Captain Arzan, it was also galvanizing. Physical objects were something with which he could grapple. Evading an object required a good pilot; the mission needed him at last. He had spent the nine years since my abduction in a sort of amniosis. With a tangible threat, he was awake at last.

Arzan charged around the ship, ignoring us. We were relieved to be out from under his suspicious glare. Though the captain continued to wave off SurgiBŏt analysis of his temple cyst, he permitted the Bŏts to clean and bandage it. This appeared to help with itching. It helped the rest of us, too, as we no longer had to visually track the blister’s grotesque evolution.

Arzan’s day of energy culminated in an offer to the crew of a working dinner. To call the rest of us surprised would not suffice. We were leery, then confused, then warily anticipatory. The captain was old-fashioned to his core; perhaps the old-fashioned ritual of breaking bread would be the thing to topple the barrier that had divided us.

Hours before dinner, my thoughts were as stilted as ever. I could think of little but my pregnancy. Unlike Feng’s zygotes, the one inside me was not being kept at artificial simmer. Every instant, its cells divided and divided again. Already the egg might have begun its journey from fallopian tube to uterus. My blood was enriching with hCG hormones. In five weeks, the odd little heart of the thing inside me would begin to beat. If it were allowed to survive that long. Which it would not be.

It was no use trying to work. I wandered free, trying to surprise The Sickness with impulsive turns, only to watch it rearrange in front of me, always a step ahead—if not secretly guiding me to where I needed to be. There was no telling if it was by accident or design that I came upon Murder 005 in their cabin. Beneath the shade of the scrotal flap, they were parked atop a yellow scab that had formed from the wheelchair’s weight. Positive Roy bounced around my feet. Murder 005, however, was sphinxlike, arms right-angled on their rests, eyes facing nothing.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

A long silence preceded the Murder’s reply.

“We find ourselves wishing to answer that.”

“Then do,” I encouraged.

“The answer shouldn’t matter. Acceptance of the Murder Tenet negates all physical, emotional, or intellectual emotions. And yet.”

“And yet you were ready to hurt Arzan.”

“Yes.”

“Ready to befriend Jayne.”

“Yes.”

“Ready to feel loss over Feng’s death.”

Murder 005 continued to stare. I felt empathy. Niffakoq, too, were trained to execute a task and nothing else. A peculiar thought entered my mind. What if the whole ship, not just the placentapool, was a womb? Only inside it did full-grown adults like Murder 005 and Arzan develop at rapid rates.

I was preparing to posit this theory when my nikking struck a spike of caution. Something in Murder 005 had shifted. Though I nikked no negative feelings toward me, I detected unambiguous danger. Murder 005’s blue lenses blazed.

“You sense we might hurt you,” they said simply.

It was unthinkable. But true. I monitored my pulse.

“Yes.”

“So strange, all these things we feel.”

Doubt did not conform well to a Murder. My discombobulation recalled the time Tûma and I had blundered into a goliath musk ox on the Petermann Glacier, rabid and unnikkable. I mentally traced an escape path to Captain Arzan, who had, at least, demonstrated a willingness to ply both axe and sword. But I did not flee. Murder 005 had lost their legs to protect me. It was illogical they would harm me now.

“It’s often believed Murders don’t care for people,” they said. “In fact, we care deeply. We care more than anyone. Culling humanity is not easy work. Imagine harvesting a field of grain in which every stalk believes it has the right to live.”

“Humans do have that right.”

“Right? Or privilege? If one doesn’t contribute to furthering the species, they are, in the end, only chattel.”

“You are speaking of individuals. Real individuals.”

“The Murder Tenet is rooted in the awareness that individuals aren’t worth knowing. They’re weak. Greedy. False. Craven. In a word, disappointing.”

I did not disagree with these adjectives, though I would have added considerably more. Giving. Loyal. Stalwart. Courageous. No description of humanity was complete without contradictions. I regretted that the mask Murder 005 wore, metaphorically speaking, did not allow them to see this. Regret expanded into sadness. Murders had one purpose, and now, with their legs gone, Murder 005 would struggle at it.

“Do you find me disappointing?” I asked.

Murder 005 at last looked at me. The synaptic lights from scar tissue turned their lenses the color of the Grønland Sea.

“The opposite, Sisilla. We’ve come to respect you. No, that’s not the truth. It’s worse than that. We suspect we’ve come to like you.”

Not even while suffering crushed legs had Murder 005’s voice been so shaky. It was indisputable that they wanted to hurt me, more with every passing second. Yet I could not quell my desire to comfort.

“Is it so wrong to like someone?”

“Look out the windows, Sisilla. The cold, the dark. The unforgiving infinity. Our universe is absent of mercy. We Murders were taught to reflect this mercilessness. It’s the sole means we have to bring fairness to an unfair world.”

“Perhaps the world only works if it is unfair.”

“What do you mean?”

“Perhaps the boldest acts of advancement only happen from the backs of tyrants. Heartless capitalists. Ruthless politicians.”

“It’s a dour thought,” Murder 005 said. Then they produced a huff I nikked as a caustic laugh. “You see? We shouldn’t be capable of thoughts classifiable as dour. Or cheerful. We shouldn’t have opinions on capitalists and politicians. Murders must stay apolitical in order to effectively murder.”

With the windblown thrill of standing upon the striped cliffs of the Segelsällskapet Fjord, I ignored the pleas of my niks and stood beside Murder 005.

“You are not apolitical to me,” I said. “As I am not apolitical to you.”

Murder 005 lifted lenses that were somehow sad.

“You’re right. Your safety has always been, and will always be, our first concern. Which is why it brings us great discomfort to do what we must do.”

At that moment, I cared little for my own destruction.

“What must you do?” I asked softly.

“This,” my bodyguard said.

Murder 005’s lack of muscled legs had no effect on their upper-body vigor. The blow came with the speed of a striking viper: a twist of the torso away, then slingshotted forward, a sledgehammer fist against the side of my face.
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The SurgiBŏts had the ability to reinstall the first and second premolar teeth knocked from my upper left jaw. I would have rather liked to have them back, as they had been among the first of my adult teeth to come in. A Niffakoq’s lifespan, however, always colored her calculations. I declined, and hastily; I could not fathom letting the menacing SurgiBŏts grind away at my teeth.

I did have to allow them to reset my dislocated jaw, which took no longer than their twenty-second estimate. Because of swollen TMJs, masseter muscles, and associated ligaments, it would be several days before I could chew. I was prescribed a liquid diet. The SurgiBŏt offered to wire my jaw shut for “convenience,” which I vociferously declined.

The Sickness, as far as anyone could tell, had no brig. It did, however, have handcuffs, proffered by Arzan’s cabin. Jayne recapped the altercation I had missed while unconscious. Murder 005 had wheeled themselves to the lab, carrying me in their lap, and confessed to the assault. PanSavv alerted Captain Arzan, who dashed by the armory to equip himself with an airburst pistol and shockwave hand cannon.

Neither were necessary. Arzan barged into the lab, weapons brandished. According to Jayne, Murder 005 slid out of their wheelchair, lay face down, and put their arms behind their back. Total acquiescence. Arzan knew police technique. He pushed a knee into the back of Murder 005’s neck before applying shackles. Then he hoisted Murder back into the wheelchair and, with BESS2 escorting, wheeled them away in search of a place to contain them.

I woke up a couple of hours later, groggy and parched, the lower half of my face newly throbbing only a day after my previous facial therapy. Jayne helped me to the same bench from which we had cleaned ourselves of placenta, and gave me a pain pill and a cup of water with a straw. I squeezed the pill between my fattened lips; it felt like inserting the uterwick. This was followed by the straw. The whole process hurt. I wondered if Feng’s P might be a superior choice.

Jayne sported pink silk taffeta and a dire mood. She gave me a notepad.

“Why did Murder 005 do it?”

I DO NOT KNOW, I wrote.

“Did they say anything before they hit you?”

THEY SAID MY SAFETY WAS THEIR FIRST CONCERN.

“And then they punched you?”

I nodded. Jayne threw up her hands.

“You and I are the last sane people aboard this floating goober.”

YOU THINK UN+ WILL TURN THE SHIP AROUND?

Jayne laughed. “I feel bad telling you this, honey, seeing how you’re pregnant with the ship’s baby, and have a face that’s more bruise than not, and are down three teeth and counting… but it’ll be Christmas in hell before UN+ turns this thing around. They never expected you to survive the return trip. And the rest of us are expendable. They’ve got nothing to lose by throwing us to the lions and seeing how we’re chewed.”

Jayne was bleaker than I had ever seen her, with three months to go before Gemelo. I returned to the notebook.

AT LEAST YOU WILL LOOK GOOD WHEN THE LIONS EAT YOU.

Jayne read. Paused. Then broke into a glorious smile. She clapped her hands.

“A joke! Sisilla!” She fanned teary eyes with pink-nailed hands. “You keep that up, we might survive this yet.”

Arzan arrived at the lab. He had shaved, if poorly. A stubborn scruff turned his face gray. His green eyes were reddened and dry. The denim he wore on both halves of his body was rumpled, but clean; the same could be said for the fresh bandage over his infected temple. The way he hiked himself up by the belt told me he had chosen to charge chin-first into our evolving nightmare. He was the father of this family and it was high time we came together.

“Dinner is served,” he said.
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While the captain had descried and disparaged, The Sickness had delivered all meals to individual crew through the ship’s vascular transitubes. It had become instinct to expect throatway tissue to cleave open to reveal airtight meal polyps arranged to my preference—and right as I began to get hungry too. Though I had leaned on meal pills and food milks at first, over time I had given in to the ship’s tastier offers.

Arzan had cracked the code of ordering for everyone. I arrived at the conference chamber to find it outfitted with an actual plastic table instead of a bile-duct outgrowth. On the table were dozens of plastic culinary cloches, which the captain removed to reveal a feast. From what I had glimpsed of my colleagues’ munchings, everyone’s favorites were present. Fried chicken and blue crab for Arzan. Meatball soup, fruit compote, and coconut cream pie for Jayne. For me, whale mattak, boiled ptarmigan, and lumpfish roe, all of which looked delectable—and all of which Arzan gestured at regretfully.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

My stomach quaked as the captain sealed my dishes back into blister sacs and called forth a generic food milk with a straw that I slipped between my injured jaws. Every piece of the meal was real, secretly stocked back at Tepper and kept fresh. I had forgotten already how much better real flesh smells and tastes compared to labmeat.

Murder 005 had taken pains to explain that likes and dislikes were not part of their tenet. But over time I had noticed The Sickness offering items of a distinctly sweet variety to Murder 005, and Murder 005, over time, consuming the granolas, cakes, and carbonated drinks with gusto. On the arms of their wheelchair, Arzan balanced a tray of food fit for a sweet-toothed child.

It was a sign of largesse and practicality that the captain included Murder 005 in the event. Arzan had determined there was nowhere to safely contain Murder 005 in a ship that could so easily rearrange itself. Murder 005’s cell was their wheelchair. Their wrists were locked to the armrests via cuffs, the chains of which offered enough slack to manipulate food but not operate wheels. Clearly it had been Arzan, and not Jayne, who had removed the chair’s controls: The console was a devastation of smashed microchips and toggles.

BESS2’s newest role was warden, instructed to blare alarms should the prisoner try to escape. It had not happened yet and did not seem likely. Murder 005 had been perfectly obedient, even helpful, since striking my jaw. The captain was therefore compelled to bring Murder 005 to our working dinner. They still had valuable input to give and seemed more than willing to give it.

No one was happier than Positive Roy, hunting for crumbs.

While Arzan and Jayne dug in with relish, their appetites aroused by the first halfway decent social temperature since the placenta attack, I sipped my food milk and nikked my former bodyguard. Nothing had changed: I still gauged no anger toward me, and in fact, nikked the Murder’s usual desire to protect me. I was flummoxed but let my attention drift back to the meeting.

“UN+ thinks Fém will detect us soon,” Arzan said through crab. “No risk of any kind of offensive. Not this far off. But Tepper’s on alert for transmissions.”

“Can they patch Fém’s comm to The Sickness?” Jayne spooned yellow pie past electric fuchsia lips. “Once they know we’re crashing their party, they might accept some chitchat. Sisilla, you can’t nik through a comm line, can you?”

I shook my head no.

Arzan sipped bourbon. “Even if we could make a call like that, UN+ would listen in. And Fém knows it. Hard to picture. Particularly if there’s a trap.”

Jayne dipped a pinkie in her piña colada and sucked it. “Our old friend, the trap.”

COULD THE GEMELO MASS BE THE TRAP? I wrote.

Arzan shrugged. “If so, it’s not much of one. We picked it up way out here.”

Jayne burped demurely. “But it’s not like we know what it is.”

“The picture is clarifying. Whatever it is, it’s right where the action is. Between Fém and Tenger.” Arzan shifted uncomfortably. “We also know it’s biomatter.”

Jayne and I looked at each other.

“A biomass?” she asked. “Is this an agnostic signature?”

“No,” Arzan said. “The normal stuff.”

“Deoxyribose or silicon?”

NORMAL, I wrote.

“And it’s just floating there?”

Arzan nodded. Crumbs fell from his chin; Positive Roy got to work.

“First, biosensors from Tenger. Now this.” Jayne whistled. “Gemelo is hopping.”

ANOTHER PLASMAGRAPHIC SHIP? I wrote.

Arzan dismissed the idea with a gesture. “Moltvats couldn’t make a secret ship. Not without the whole triworld knowing.”

OORT BEHEMOTHS?

This I wrote with a degree of excitement. The most breathtaking alien creatures ever discovered, the Oort Behemoths were first photographed by the Blackall Telescope amid the icy volatiles of the Oort cloud. They were presumed to be meteors until a stunning series of photographs depicted an eye the size of a sports arena slowly opening. Having no apparent appendages, Oort Behemoths were vaguely ball-shaped with skin like black pumice. Even blacker were their eyes and the long, curling line that appeared to be a mouth but could be a vestigial one—it had yet to be photographed open. Oort Behemoths steered via the slightest kinking of their torsos. Not that they ever seemed to be going anywhere in particular.

Tûma had described the panic of the biworld (Europa had yet to be settled) following the Blackall photos. Oort Behemoths were measured at up to seventy-six thousand meters in length, three hundred times the size of the largest airship ever built—the Hindenburg zeppelin of Earth’s first Nazi era. The utter dearth of insight into how Oort Behemoths flew, ate, reproduced, or survived made them seem all-powerful, potentially capable of destroying whole worlds with their bodies alone.

The biworld’s most powerful countries and companies spooked themselves into an escalating strategy of preemptive attacks. Most historians agreed one or more of these attacks would have happened if not for Avgo, Niffakoq 9, whose synthesis of data reassured the biworld that the Oort Behemoths could not survive beyond the interaction zone between the Oort cloud and the heliosphere. Becalmed, the biworld came to appreciate how the Oort Behemoths epitomized lyfe instead of life, and revered the silent serenity of the titanic beasts, who did nothing but drowsily blink their eyes like grandparent gods on an interstellar porch, watching time drift by.

To see one in person, much less a horde, was a thrilling prospect.

“If the biomass is an Oort Behemoth, I’ll consider us lucky,” Arzan said.

A PanSavv chime sounded from the wall. Arzan sighed and I sympathized. He had wanted the meal to be pleasant, and to my surprise, he had come close to achieving it.

“Speak,” he said.

“THE PREGNANCY TERMINATION PILL IS READY.”

Blood rushed to my brain. I was briefly dizzy, a blend of relief and something sadder I could not name. Part of me had been positive the SurgiBŏts would fail to create an aborticide so they could enjoy the satisfaction of vivisecting me of my budding monstrosity. I glanced at Jayne for support. She smiled and winked. As she had so many times before.

This time, though, the wink flittered.

“Oh,” she said.

Arzan gnawed flesh from bones. He hated hearing of the pregnancy.

“Oh,” Jayne repeated. “Oh.”

Arzan joined me in staring at Jayne.

“You all right?” he grunted.

Rigid neck muscles prevented Jayne from completing a nod. Her berry lips thinned.

“Something,” she said. “Something’s not right.”

A muscle fired in her cheek, then her forehead. She dropped her spoon. It clanged onto a plate. Her empty hand flew to her right eye, cupping it.

“Ow.”

Arzan wiped his hands. “What’s happening?”

Jayne was adept at controlling how she looked. Even as her silky skin screwed into a rictus, she looked as if she were performing pain to an audience.

“Help,” she said. “Help!”

Arzan was up. So was I. Arzan snagged Jayne’s wrist.

“Let me see,” he ordered.

“The lab! Get me to the lab!”

“Let me see, Jayne.”

“It hurts! Oh, it hurts!”

“Let me see! That’s an order!”

Jayne’s face drained pale while her neck and chest turned plum. Her fearful moan crescendoed into a scream. My heart skipped beats. I reached for the familiar security of Murder 005. Arzan wrested Jayne’s hand from her head. Tears ran from her right eye. So did blood. Her eyelids fluttered, fluttered, but she forced them open so we could look.

A nik, I imagined foolishly. A sixth nik, Jayne an undercover Niffakoq all along.

A terrible thing to wish, a death sentence. But this was even worse.

A dozen white worms wiggled from her eyeball.
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I had shared little with children my age. An exception was a phase of animal obsession at age five. Tûma spent a good eighteen months dragging me back to dull lessons on trigov politics, recombinant memetics, nanofabrication, and neuroparasitology, while my head ever turned toward white-tailed eagles or hooded seal. No creature was too common, too rare, or too microscopic for my attention.

A member of the small and rare categories, the screwworm was first discovered in the Vale do Javari region of the Amazon rainforest. The species existed under the radar of most humans until they were employed as the assassins of a Patagonian warlord. The screwworm’s Trojan horse of choice was any plant matter local mammals were likely to eat. Unlike Africa’s similar Guinea worm, which grew intestinally, the screwworm did not loiter once inside the body. By twisting the sharp fin that spiraled down its cuticular rings, the worm bored directly out of the host’s stomach, then out of the body itself, through any handy soft matter.

The exiting of a single screwworm was a horrific experience.

The exiting of a clew of them was fatal.

Jayne, it seemed, had swallowed a clew. Screwworms dropped from her eyeball like drizzles of meat from a grinder, as dozens more perforated the vitreous humor. The placid pale blue of Jayne’s iris had honeycombed, pitted now with twenty, thirty, forty holes from which blood mizzled down her perfect cheekbone, a vivid new rouge. Her screams paused only for lack of breath, her mouth so wide several screwworms fell onto her tongue. There, they drilled into the dorsal surface and headed back into her body via the soft palate, ready for a second go-round.

Arzan thumbed at Jayne’s eyeball, scooping off worms, only for them to attach to the pads of his fingers. He cried out, slapping his hands on his jeans, fell over his chair, and hit the tight, glossy tissue of the floor.

I rushed to Jayne’s side but her thrashing arm hit me in the face, fresh electric pain to my swollen jaw. I went down, black-tar vision, deaf from Jayne’s curdling siren. I looked across the floor, past screwworms like spilled rice, and found Arzan at my level.

He had not gotten up. He was curled into a ball, fingers dug into his gut, bulbs of blood bursting through his bared teeth. His legs churned in agony. His boots struck table legs. Food fell, but Positive Roy had wisely backed away.

Screwworms were inside the captain too.

Arzan cracked his body like a whip to flip himself face down. He thrust his fingers into his mouth and down his throat. A lumpen peat of gruel splashed out, fizzing across the floor right at me. The vomitus roiled with screwworms.

I scurried away on all fours.

Arzan staggered to his feet and lurched from the room.

“Bessie!” he cried, spitting worms across throatway walls.

BESS2 forgot its duty to guard Murder 005. Eyelights swirling, it chased Arzan.

I looked to Jayne. She was on the floor, face up, blond hair arrayed like a child’s drawing of the sun, breast flesh joggling with each dry, hitching choke. I crawled over to her. My notebook was missing. I forced my busted mouth and swollen gums to produce a word.

“… Jay… ne…”

I did not know if she heard me or if her bloodlet head only drooped in my direction. Her pretty right eye had been reduced to spidery bands of tissue. A caravan of screwworms trailed down her cheek. Jayne opened her mouth as if by rusty crank. The tongue inside had been gnawed to a purple rind. The back of her mouth had been hollowed so that her palatoglossal and palatopharyngeal arches were a pink bowl cupping hundreds of screwworms like rancid cream.

“Thithy,” Jayne greeted, the best she could do.

Then she died, just like that, my most beautiful friend, the closest thing I had to a sister, and I was grateful, for she had been a person of style and grace and did not deserve one more second as anything but. I stood, shaky and swaying, and only after blinking away black spots did I register Positive Roy’s shrill barking. I turned to find the dog in a defensive crouch at its master’s feet.

Murder 005. In all the dying, I had forgotten my protector.

Yes, my protector. The realization hit harder than their fist had. Murder 005 had never stopped protecting me. Had I been able to eat, I would have devoured the screwworms as well.

Murder 005 had saved my life by dislocating my jaw.

My mind swirled. If Murder 005 had known the food was laden with screwworms, did that mean they were the traitor? If so, their own ingestion of food had been suicide.

I came as close to the wheelchair as I dared. Worms spilled from every access point of the bodysuit: both leg ends, the mouth slit, the forehead patch where Murder 005 had been ported, and those stunning blue lenses. Dual torrents of worms had popped them out. The eyes behind were brown, lovely, half-eaten.

Murder 005 took it as stoically as they had taken everything else.

Nikking told me everything I needed to know. I could not fathom how Murder 005 had managed to hide the truth from my niks, but they had. They were, indeed, responsible for the screwworms, and likely everything else that had gone wrong aboard The Sickness. But even at this point of extremity, I detected not one atom of ill will. I did not want to see them end like this. I did not want to see them end at all.

“I am… sorry,” I managed.

“No. We’re sorry.” Their voice gargled worms. “We were forced to deceive you.”

The dinner attack was easy enough to comprehend. Murder 005 could have smuggled a parcel of larvae aboard and convinced The Sickness to put them in the food it prepared for Arzan. But the placenta attack made no sense. Murder 005 had been in amniosis with the rest of us and had lost their legs slaying the attacker.

“Who… forced you?” I pressed.

“Our master.”

“Who is… your master?”

Terrible noises came from Murder 005’s chest, bronchi filling not with air but squirming invaders. Murder 005’s eyelids dragged down with the weight of worms.

“We left. A gift. For you.”

“I need… no gift. You… were the gift.”

“In. My cabin. Behind the. Hardest scar.”

“The… hardest scar. I… will find it.”

Murder 005 raised their right hand until the handcuff stopped it. It was free of worms, though I do not think I would have hesitated even had it been swarmed. I slid my palm into theirs. The bodysuit was softer than expected, the grip firmer. I wished they could have met the fatal worms through their four-point stance; if so, they might have survived through intimidation alone. I was faint with grief, and if my sixth nik was to blame, then I was glad I had pulled it out. They deserved my grief—Murder 005, Jayne, Feng.

My bodyguard pulled me close enough to hear the crackle of gnashing worms. Murder 005’s voice, however, remained clear and true.

“We would have. Followed you. To Fém and. Beyond. We would. Have. Taken your niks. Back to. Your home. From the ends. Of any. Universe.”

I bent at the waist. Unafraid of worms, I kissed the gloved hand that had served me.

“Thank you,” I said.

Murder 005 died under a name I suspected dissatisfied them, and I promised myself, if I ever had the chance to make a report on my Chore, to refer to them not as Murder 005 but Murder 500. Oh, the legions of evildoers my brave bodyguard had slain.
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Throatways were always dark. On this day they were darker, or else I had capitulated to the human flaw of letting emotion tint reality. Darkness had never scared me before. Some regions of Grønland offered as few as four hours of sunlight per day in winter. For this reason I could not help but think it was The Sickness thwarting me, dimming lights and twisting tunnels.

Could the ship be what Murder 005 meant by “our master”?

A void within me yawned open. I was deep in space, flying at the aerotonal speed, no bodyguard, alone but for a man I did not trust.

“PanSavv,” I whispered. “Where is Captain Arzan?”

“THAT IS CLASSIFIED.”

The bead of panic swelled inside me. PanSavv never held back information. But I had never asked it for Arzan’s location before. The captain might have instructed it to obfuscate his activities. The reply did assure me that Arzan was still alive, at least for the moment. Per spacefaring doctrine, a ship’s final survivor became its de facto captain. When I became the last person alive on The Sickness, PanSavv would tell me anything I wanted.

I walked as I had been taught by the Nuna Naavoq, a way of keeping crunchy frost from revealing my location to predators or prey.

“PanSavv, call Tepper Base.”

“THAT IS CLASSIFIED.”

The panic bloated against my ribs now. The reply did not even make sense. I trailed a hand along the warm, glutinous wall so that I might feel any disturbance that came rippling. As much as I already missed the sounds of my slaughtered friends Feng, Jayne, and Murder 005, I did not wish to feel anything else stir on this ship until the air locks opened and the tongue ramps unfurled to aid my escape.

“PanSavv, did Captain Arzan really tell Tepper Base about Feng’s death?”

“THAT IS CLASSIFIED.”

I ordered myself to stay calm. I had to find Arzan. I had to reason with him. No longer could either of us cling to the notion that our mission might succeed. Given the captain’s vociferously voiced attitudes on Niffakoq, he might blame me for the unfolding catastrophe. My only solace was that I thought it probable he would return my niks to Grønland. Perhaps for the adulation.

Perhaps for the excuse to saw off my head.

I gave up on PanSavv and focused on hearing, feeling, and nikking. The Sickness led me where it wanted to lead me, down throatways it made easier to traverse, through ulcers it conveniently opened. Stubbornly I opted for routes that felt aimless, doubling back, tripling back, as if trying to shake a pursuer. I believed I felt a rumble in the walls, as if the ship were displeased at being outfoxed.

That is why, I was convinced, it gave up and took me to him.

Captain Arzan’s long moan reverberated down a throatway.

If I stayed put long enough, the captain might simply die, and then I could do everything I needed: Take a steam shower to scorch any screwworm that might cling to me. Get to the lab and take the aborticide. Contact Tepper to reroute the ship. Learn how to self-administer amniosis for the trip back home.

My intellect and conscience picked away at this plan. Captain Arzan had ignored, mocked, and belittled me, and begged me to abandon my Chore and be his little girl. None of it justified being left to die. Furthermore, my hapless return to the triworld would only embarrass the Nuna Naavoq.

Given all that, why not roll my dice in Gemelo System?

I followed the moan. Crunching noises joined my squishing footsteps. I squinted and found hundreds of screwworms coughed up by Arzan. There was no avoiding them, so I did the opposite, grinding my feet with every step to kill as many as possible.

A dull light the color of Grønland hawkweed glowed from an open ulcer. I approached thief-like and looked around the undulating edge.

A long, arcing ribway, slick with upchucked worms, swept upward toward the giant skull tendoned to the throatway. It was from the eyeholes of the captain’s cabin that the moans originated.

Carefully I ascended the worm-slicked ribway. The climb provided me with time to study the vocalizations. One might expect the moans of a man gutted by screwworms to wane as death approached. What I heard was the opposite. Arzan’s sounds grew louder, more forceful, and were joined by the regular, rhythmic slap of flesh against metal.

I think I knew what I would see before I saw it.

I simply did not wish to believe it.
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There was no nervous peeking around the skull orbit. I slid from it and planted my feet to the hard brainpan. Creg Arzan was not one for making a living space homey. Things were as they had been on my first visit. The floor was puddled with coagulated oils and greases, inside which screwworms drowned. The cabin’s other socket gazed out into an ebony outer space enlivened by the colorful cauliflower of a distant nebula. As before, Captain Arzan was present, as well as his MobiBŏt.

Again, the Bŏt’s chest plate was open. Again, the captain stood before it.

Though liberal in teachings, libertines the Nuna Naavoq were not. Anything I gleaned about sexuality beyond procreative concerns came via the inferences, jokes, and whispers of others. Not only did I distrust myself in discriminating “deviant” sex from sanctioned “kink,” I had no knowledge at all when it came to sex aids, sex toys, sexbots, and the like. What I did have, and trusted, was a Niffakoq’s instinct.

Captain Arzan was having sex with BESS2 and I did not like it.

The rhythmic slap was the captain’s thighs against the MobiBŏt’s shell. Arzan was clothed but with jeans and underwear loose about his ankles. Though I had witnessed plenty of urinating penises among the Nuna Naavoq, the only erect ones I had seen were digitally rendered in educational texts. The bunchings and bendings of the captain’s semi-erect organ into the MobiBŏt looked painful; there was blood. BESS2 did not object. Its eyelights circulated through a festival of flattering colors while a gray lubricant dribbled from its mechanized innards.

Arzan turned his head toward me fast enough to spatter sweat. A drop hit me in the nose. Mistaking it for a worm, I swatted it and thereby reactivated my injured face. My eyes flooded with tears of pain.

“Vita,” the captain said.

He had looked normal from the side. Straight on, his face was pitted with fifty or sixty screwworm exit points. Eyelids holed as if from a paper punch drooped over eyeballs that now looked to have three or four pupils each. The captain’s lips were so tunneled that they detached at multiple points as he smiled. When he inhaled, holes in his nose allowed me to see sinuses winking wetly. When he exhaled, he displayed teeth with dead worms lodged between them.

Losing me. Losing Elizabeth. Finding me. The placenta attack. The murder of his crew. Arzan had thudded up against the walls of madness for a decade, harder and harder. Perhaps the testosterone rush of handcuffing Murder 005, of being important again, had nearly saved him. But the screwworms had finalized his insanity. No logic or judgment remained that I could nik.

I forced the word out. “Captain?”

Arzan stumbled away from BESS2. His penis dislodged with a gush of gray lubricant and a loose fan of dribbled blood. BESS2’s eyelights dimmed as it rolled its orb in my direction.

The captain pulled up his pants with one hand.

“I’m afraid you caught your mother and me in an intimacy,” he chuckled.

This Bŏt is not my mother! I might have cried, had my niks not assaulted me with furious input. Arzan spewed emotion: glee, mortification, adoration, contempt, anguish, wrath. How his brain operated under such paradoxical directives was as mystifying as his body’s refusal to collapse.

“It is not healthy for you to be with this MobiBŏt,” I said.

“Health,” he mused, as if it were a word of distant recollection.

“It is immoral as well. I cite your personally chosen morality. You pride yourself on your NonMod status, do you not?”

He did not seem to hear me. “We’re so glad you came home to us.”

“And yet you lavish modifications on this MobiBŏt. You justify what you wish to justify.”

“Came home to your parents, Vita.”

I had come to help the captain. But he had no hope of surviving.

“I am Sisilla, Niffakoq 55.” An insistence, all I could say.

Arzan took another step on shaky legs. His right foot skidded through a slick of oil and worms. He half spun but caught himself. His bandage fell and revealed a tennis ball–sized pouch of skin stretched so tautly I could see the pus swirling inside.

Anger was piunngilaq, especially now, but I directed it at my crew, and most of all myself. We never should have allowed Arzan to avoid health scans. Screwworms might have killed him, but what had doomed him was whatever the testicular placenta had planted in his head. Now I, too, was an invader inside a different skull, and I, too, was revealed.

“Vita, baby, take my hand,” Arzan said. “We’ll go to the lab. Get you taken care of.”

Though it sickened me to imagine touching this man, I was moved that he still thought of my safety. I nodded and accepted the hand. He gripped like an elderly Nuna Naavoq, perennially starved for young skin.

“Thank you,” I said. “But I will not take a termination pill until you are safe in SurgiBŏt care.”

The mangled patties of Arzan’s lips turned down.

“Termination? No, Vita. Protection.”

Blood flooded to my extremities.

I pulled back on my hand.

Even dying, Arzan was stronger. He yanked me close. His stench of sweat and blood eeled up my nostrils. His eyebrows drew together, turning a sprinkle of worm holes into a shiny black trench. So rarely had the captain looked at me that his multi-pupiled glare felt like drill bits, screwworms in reverse. When he spoke with his perforated tongue, he sounded like a scolding father.

“Bessie and I keep trying to have another girl. But we’re getting old. You’re all we got.”

It was the fault of the sixth nik, it had to be, that I had never made this simple association. Creg’s wife had been named Elizabeth. A common nickname for Elizabeth was Bessie. BESS2, in the captain’s eyes, had been a stand-in wife all along. The egg inside me did not only include plasmagraphic DNA. It carried Elizabeth’s DNA too.

To watch me end my pregnancy was, for Arzan, to repeat the death of Elizabeth.

“You heard Jayne,” Arzan said. “Your body can’t safely deliver.”

My wrist bones crackled in Arzan’s grip.

“Yes. That is why I need the aborticide.”

“No. That’s why the SurgiBŏts are going to take her out of you. Incubate her. It’s best for all of us.” His grin was teeth and worms. “That’s our granddaughter in there.”

There was no Murder 005 to save me. No allies at all.

I had to defend myself physically, and now.

Memories flooded my brain. Every instance of Grønland violence in beastly montage. A woman of our tribe with a machete in her face, an attack from an outsider who considered the Nuna Naavoq child abusers. Newborn Niffakoq hopefuls from a capsized boat washing up on shore nibbled to gristle by sharks. The crime photos Tûma had shown me of the so-called Kiviaq Killer, a madman from Saqqaq who reproduced the Grønland delicacy of kiviaq (auk birds packed into a dead seal and left to ferment) but with kidnapped children.

What isolated itself from these grim spectacles was the recollection of the Grønland margarite, the snail I had smashed to death at age five. I had never forgiven myself. But Tûma had, and only minutes after I had done it.

Even our worst behaviors are lessons, he said.

I quit pulling away, which slung me into Arzan. On that momentum, I executed a sequence of moves Murder 005 had taught me. I clapped a Cupped Ear Blow to the side of Arzan’s head. Shocked by the air pressure driven into his ear canal, he drew back enough for me to execute a Jumping Axe Kick. Arzan’s head snapped back, then forward. He blundered at me with a fist, which I blocked with the first half of the Crane Beak Strike. The second half was the hard pecking motion of my beaked fingers right into the tumescent bulge on the captain’s temple.

It detonated. Translucid pus splattered down Arzan’s face. He went rigid, eyelids batting beneath slime. I had one second to notice tiny white tadpoles wiggling inside the gel. Sperm from the placenta’s testes, having found no fertilizable eggs in Arzan, had taken refuge against the captain’s warm brain.

Arzan shrieked. Never had I expected his graveled vocal cords capable of such shrillness. His free hand flew to the shredded hole of his temple. Dark red blood poured down, heavy enough to carve through the clinging pus. He shrieked. Some of the blood sieved into worm holes, right back into the captain’s head. He shrieked. With the guardrails of his upper lip destroyed, bloody pus flumed into his mouth. He shrieked.

BESS2 lit up. “Ga! Ga! Ga! Ga!”

I pulled and flailed, the toddler tantrum I had never been permitted, and Arzan’s grip broke like a strand of saliva. My butt hit the skull floor, tunic soaked and effused in odoriferous oil, and then I was up again, scrabbling on hands and feet into the skull’s orbit, a bone tunnel that amplified the howls and sirens of Arzan and his MobiBŏt wife.

I took the ribway on my belly. Safe but too slow; Arzan’s roar declared his pursuit. I threw myself from the ribway halfway down, a perilous two-meter drop. The throatway lifted to meet me with a soft cradle—The Sickness was not my foe and never had been. I took to my knees, heaving for breath. I could not afford the pause. Boot soles cracked across the ribway, then squished to a throatway landing. The ship had risen to protect him too.

The captain’s full weight flattened me. I tasted the floor’s coppery flesh and choked at Arzan’s putrid breath of blood and worm. I fought like I was once again drowning in amnios. Arzan’s body bristled as if offended. I felt his pelvis pinch my back as the upper half of his torso hinged backward. To strike me, I guessed.

I was right. Arzan’s fist was an anvil dropped to my hip. With a woody cluck, my left femur dislocated from its pelvic socket. Waves of cold shock billowed from my midsection. I knew that such trauma could be permanently disabling if it was not treated quickly. And it would not be treated quickly. If treated at all.

Arzan’s full weight returned. His growl rasped my ear.

“I’ll take my granddaughter out myself.”

I pictured this man putting his greedy hand inside me and ripping out my uterus in handfuls, using his shirt as a basket to carry the chunks to the lab in hopes of SurgiBŏt salvation, no consideration given to the gutted puppet left behind. The vision was apocalyptic.

It also told me what to do.

Arzan tried to turn me over. I used my pain as fuel and bucked to make him fight for it. My right hand, however, was on a separate mission. I squirreled it between throatway tissue and my frenzied body. I did not feel alone. My family, my true family, was there. Murder 005’s undying resolve that I would survive. Feng’s encouragement to know myself. Jayne’s advice and trust, as well as the simple gadget she had given me for making womanhood a little easier.

I retrieved the uterwick with a single finger.

I let the captain turn me over.

Arzan’s head was moonlike, cratered with orifices natural and freshly carved. He drooled a slobber of saliva, blood, pus, sweat, sperm, and worm, and garbled madness about what was his by blood and birthright. His housefly eyes rolled downward to find the access point to his grandchild. The hole in his temple was right in front of me.

I shoved the PureSmart Bug inside his head.

Tûma had taught me that a child’s fingers had the facility of the finest tools. He had also taught me each stratum of the body like master bakers teach layers of cakes. I pushed the uterwick through Arzan’s outer skin and into a gelatin of subcutaneous tissue. I pushed harder to sink the uterwick into the rubbery epicranial aponeurosis and tender periosteum, and finally into the skull suture.

The captain did not revert to shrieking as the PureSmart Bug went to work. He made a single, deep, glottal cluck and drew both hands over his scalp. Without leverage, his upper body collapsed against mine. I shoved and he rolled right off. I planted my heels to bulldoze myself away, but the pinched nerves of my dislocated leg stabbed like SurgiBŏt needles. The bovine lowing I made terrified me.

I was going nowhere.

Neither was the captain. He had taken a three-point posture on the ground: knees and scalp. His hands slapped hysterically at his forehead. But the uterwick had burrowed into his brain. It guzzled blood per its purpose, then scurried its delicate centipede legs to go deeper. Arzan tore at the hole in his temple. He peeled pennants of skin and gouged meaty morsels.

At last, he began to choke on blood. His hands became too stupid to operate. He gave up. He held the three-point pose, arms limp at his sides. His chest hitched in slow strangulation. He ejected gluey blood after every few words.

“It’s no good—Vita—we can’t escape—escape it—we tried to—went to Mars—went all over—but you can’t—can’t escape disease—the disease is us—we’re the ship—too—we’re dying—too—it’ll get you—in the end—no six—pieces of metal—will save you.”

The captain’s forehead slid across the throatway floor with a squeak. He slumped to his side, face blue, blood spurting from his temple and throat. His body jerked like a sleeping animal. Again. Again.

Slowly, one of his eyes rotated upward.

Until it found me. Tri-irised. Dilated. Pink as mine.

“Love you,” my father gasped, then died.
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“PanSavv, help.”

“THAT IS CLASSIFIED.”

“PanSavv, I am the last living person aboard The Sickness. I am the captain now. Help me.”

“THAT IS CLASSIFIED.”

“PanSavv, help! Obey me! Help!”

My shout, so alarming for me to hear, vibrated a jaw still tender from Murder 005’s dislocating punch. Fat lodes of agony pulsed through my bruised face. I was a mess, beaten and broken, and cut off from the only savior I had left. The warm flesh under me seemed to boil. I was 170,000 light-years from the triworld. Still a great distance from a planet that might as well shoot The Sickness out of the sky, for I would already be dead.

I laid my head on the ground and listened to the subwoofer thump of the ship’s engines and breathy sighs of its air systems. So much life, and yet it did not listen to me, as if the metal discs in my head disqualified me as human. For ten years I had invented mental movs of how my life might end, heroic climaxes set at melodramatic locations.

Instead I would die here. In a hallway. On the floor. Beside my father.

I would not be the first to expire before a Chore could be completed. Avgusta, Niffakoq 42, had been electrocuted by a port power surge five weeks into her Chore, leaving her successor, Maaliaanna, Niffakoq 43, to divorce our tech from the Snarl. Seventy-seven years later, Viivi, Niffakoq 50, was reportedly close to solving the mysteries of time travel when she acquired a common revolver and shot herself in the heart—the only Niffakoq to ever die by suicide. It was presumed that Viivi had adjudged that time travel was too dangerous for human survival.

The shame of joining this short list hurt as badly as my hip. Shame for failing, but also for the exorbitant time it would take the triworld to recover my niks and for the number of infants who would die on Grønland shores in the interim.

I wrestled a hand into my pocket. The sixth nik. Feng’s capsule of P.

Small items. Touchable. Knowable.

I traced their shapes. Tried to think.

Arzan must have disabled all outward comms. No distress signals could be sent until PanSavv was back online. If I had any hope of doing that, I would need to reach the cockpit. I pictured the palanquin of tongues where Feng had alerted us to Talfa Rees-Weber’s status as a twin and Murder 005 had disclosed their past as a Snarl addict. A thousand years ago—and far away, too, on the opposite side of the ship.

The lab was closer. If I could get to the lab. If I could make it to the SurgiBŏts. They might save me. Heal me. Then I could get to the cockpit at my leisure. Any PanSavv system could be manually disabled, a fail-safe in case of Snarl infection. It would take some doing, but it could be done.

I exhaled as Tûma had taught me, around my disjointed leg, a refusal of pain. Using my uninjured hip as a pivot, I rolled myself onto my stomach. The suffering was such that I lost several seconds in a red inferno. I tasted scorched salt. I heard only the soggy throb of blood in my ears. Was every fingerbreadth of progress going to feel like this?

I dug my fingers into flesh and pulled myself fifty centimeters. It was like digging an awl into my pubic bone. I rested, gasped against the sticky floor, then made it another fifty, this time stopping beside Arzan’s corpse. I heard the PureSmart Bug still ticking away inside the captain’s skull.

I crawled onward. Face throbbing in torment. Tendrils of misery threading outward from pestled nerves. Every half meter I gained, I lost another one of Tûma’s lessons in self-control. Rational thought left me like a loon off the Labrador Sea. By the time I reached the throatway’s curve, it felt as if my niks had short-circuited and I had become an ordinary girl, another sniveling, dying fish wiggling on life’s hook.

My limbs revolted. My pounding heart began to rip free of its arteries.

I collapsed, pulled tight my quilt of pain, and shut my eyes.

I had given it a try. A Niffakoq try. I told myself I had gained the right to lie here, and quietly die, and let the throatway grow over me like skin over an embedded bullet, and become one more facet of the ship, absorbed and recirculated, perhaps even woven by a future placenta into a surprise for the next crew. I felt the tickle of a dream, possibly my last. Large arms swooped me up. Rocked me, stroked my hair. Took care of me, all my chores absolved.
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nuk-nuk-nuk-nuk

My eyelids peeled apart, slowly, but as loud as sticky tape.

I tried to focus. Had time passed? How much? Somewhere behind me, the captain’s corpse. Ahead of me, bleary yellow lights like smoke in the dark. This sound, too, one I had heard often in the past but could not identify through my chrysalis of pain.

nuk-nuk-nuk-nuk

A shadow grew into the smudged light. Skeletal, three meters tall, approaching. But the dimensions were exaggerations of light and perspective. As the thing grew closer, its shadow shortened and plumped, became less arachnid and more mammalian. The being swallowed its own shadow as it came into view. It was a colleague I had forgotten, the only other survivor of The Sickness disaster.

Positive Roy padded up the center of the throatway, as black, silky, long, and chubby as ever. I had not seen the dachshund since the feast of worms. My heart went out to the dog, and my gratitude as well. However challenging my next months, weeks, days, or mere minutes would be, I would have this being as a companion.

The dog did not rush at me; this was unusual. When he reached me, he did not lick my face; this was astonishing. I attributed it to the upheaval the dog had suffered from Murder 005’s death. This theory waned as Positive Roy continued to stand there, staring at me with the heavy consideration of a calculating primate.

Often I heard tales of canine valor on the glacier. Positive Roy, like any dog, just needed guidance. Perhaps the dog could fetch me painkillers, crutches, something.

“Roy. Who is a good boy? Who is the best boy?”

The pain of speaking through a broken jaw no longer rated my attention.

The dachshund did not look invested in the answer. He did not even cock his head.

What he did was ripple his lips.

My breath hitched inward, as it did anytime I encountered a growling beast. But no growl was forthcoming. The lifting sheets of the dog’s lips, black on the outside, pink on the inside, continued until the whole of both lips undulated in endless sine waves. Rabies, I thought, or something worse. I pushed myself away only centimeters before bolts of pain grounded me.

The dog’s retracted lips displayed two lines of clean, pointed teeth. But the retraction did not end there. The lips peeled back more, revealing the red webbing of frenulum. And more, the dog’s gums ripping free as the lips folded up over the dog’s nose, muzzle, and eyes. Positive Roy’s body shook, a pain response but a dulled one, as if the dog had been doped by SurgiBŏt anesthetics.

Positive Roy’s jaws opened to yawn diameter, a showcase for all forty-two teeth, all ten centimeters of spasming tongue, the pharyngeal arches at the back of the throat. For one second the jaws quit widening, and then, with the double crack of breaking TMJs, the jaw flew open even wider, a 100-degree angle, 130, 150. With a gruesome snap, the jaws opened to a full 180 degrees, every tooth facing me straight on, the tongue dangling like a flag without a breeze.

From deep in the guts, the whine of a frightened dog.

“It is okay, boy,” I lied.

A skinny metal rod, thin as uncooked spaghetti, elongated from the black hole of the throat.

I tried to roll away, failed, and did not try again, for my eyes had locked upon the horror. The rod, twelve centimeters long, swayed in the air like an antenna, then revealed a surprise joint a third of the way from its point, followed by a second surprise joint another third of the way up. Now more like a spider leg, it tapped a spot on the throatway to test it, liked what it felt, and planted down, sinking into the flesh.

Three other legs emerged from the throat, bent their knees, and planted too.

Positive Roy’s throat bulged as something pushed through it. The dog’s whine cut off. The object emerged, what looked like a metal egg with four visual sensors blinking white and a groove that indicated audio receptors but looked like a giant grin.

One at a time, four more long metal legs picked their delicate way out of Positive Roy. By this point, thankfully, the dachshund had died, and slumped from the invader like the furry costume that it had been for two years, if not longer.

The robot ticked forward on eight spindly legs, picky as a bird navigating a landfill. Its podlike body was slicked with viscera and its legs were clumped with membranes. Which suggested that this thing had entered at some point with its legs folded into its body, forced upon a dog who had no option but to swallow.

From the second it had boarded with Murder 005, this thing had waited.

No. It had plotted.

The robot’s eyes flashed a quick pattern. I felt it had taken a photo.

“Sisilla.”

A damp, crunchy voice. The robot was cheaply made. But effective.

“After we kill you, we will leave your head intact so your miscineurodilators can be returned to the Nuna Naavoq. We do not wish to upset the triworld accord.”

“You are the one Murder 005 called master,” I said.

The white lights blinked once in assent. I told myself to think of a way to destroy this thing. I was a Niffakoq. Asking questions was what I had done all my life, and would do until my final second.

“You are the one who got the placenta to attack us?”

Another blink: Yes.

“We do not understand why the placenta emerged. Nevertheless, it presented an opportunity. While galvanizing it to attack the crew was not easy, we had two years to figure it out.”

“Why did you want to kill us?”

“Fém is a paradise. Outlanders cannot be allowed to ruin it, as they have ruined Earth, and are ruining Mars, and one day will ruin Europa. This naturally aligns us with Murders. We worked with them remotely to prepare a Murder for this inevitable mission, whenever it might occur. As you trained all your life to be a Niffakoq, so did Murder 005 train to deceive a Niffakoq.”

“I do not understand.”

“It was a Murder who created this robot. Another Murder who inserted it into a dog. Yet another Murder—Murder 005—who ensured the dog remained safe on this ship so that we could monitor the mission and ultimately advise Murder 005 how to end it, for we, as you can see, are delicate. It was not personal. Murder 005 liked you. They did not wrestle the placenta to save the others.”

“My jaw,” I said. “They saved me twice.”

Another blink: Yes.

“We grew dissatisfied with their growing affection for you. But not with their overall performance. Murder 005 proved willing to die for their beliefs. They did their tenet proud. They will be memorialized as Murder 008.”

The robot flexed its legs and dipped its body closer to my face as if to get a better look. White lights flashed in a new pattern.

“Nor is any of this personal for us, Sisilla. But Fém must be left untouched.”

I had always hoped I would welcome death with the grace expected of me. I did not. Perhaps it was the fault of the rogue nik. Perhaps it was that I did not wish to die with a mind infected by Atrocity Algorithms. Perhaps it was the encouragement of my friends, all dead now, to live for myself, finally for myself.

I planted an elbow and hoisted my upper body. The head of my femur bit at misplaced nerves and torn muscle. I stopped, halfway up, gasping for breath. The robot tilted its head.

“We see why Murder 005 liked you. You persist.”

Murder 005. Their last words. They had left me a gift in their cabin, they said, behind the hardest scar. To know what the gift was, I needed to live.

“Am I”—I pushed away pain—“speaking to Fém now?”

The single blink: Yes.

“Am I speaking with—Talfa Rees-Weber?”

I pictured Fém’s leader, by now one hundred years old. But there came no reply. Even now, the metal planet hid its cards.

“Whoever this is—Fém cured you—does not the rest of the triworld—deserve as much?”

“A sweet thought. But humanity deserves nothing.”

“The animals, then—livestock with cowpox—dolphins with morbillivirus.”

“Already wildlife is returning to places humans abandoned. Different species, of course, adapted to ruined ecospheres. Nevertheless, the Great Reclaiming is at hand.”

My torso’s full weight now rested upon my bent arm. I was taller than the robotic spider. Sweat ran off me as heavy as mercury. I heaved noisily for air.

The robot flashed a circular pattern.

“Look at you. Still trying to finish your Chore. But it was never your Chore, Sisilla. It always belonged to someone else. For that, we are sorry. It was our honor to take these moments to speak to you. It brings us no joy to kill you. We promise it will be painless. At ease, Sisilla. You have earned your rest.”

I wanted to swipe the spider away. But it took everything I had to hold myself up. My head drooped. Locks of hair that would never know wind dangled down my face. I would never know if the voice behind the robot was Talfa Rees-Weber but I chose to believe it was. The affectation was strong and comforting, a perfect match for PanSavv’s visual synthesis of the leader.

The slightest click. I glanced up. The robot’s metal egg had split open to reveal a needlelike drill. I closed my eyes and let my head hang back down. My death might be painless, but it would not be silent. The drill came to life with a high-pitched whine. I felt strands of my hair catch in the drill’s twist and pull free. How lovely that my final sensation would remind me of my beautiful hair.

I heard a hard whoosh, like the lab’s full-blast water hose.

A ray of searing heat shot over the top of my body.

Sensations of death, I thought, until a piggy squealing erupted. I looked up, expecting a spinning drill bit at the edge of my eyeball.

The robot was engulfed in red flame. It scampered in circles and collided with one throatway wall after another, a desperate attempt to put out the fire, until two of its legs snapped and it fell, a smoking ball of coal that burned several centimeters into the fleshy floor. All I could see of it were eight metal legs splayed skyward like the stems of a stripped bouquet.

I blinked. Breathed. Tried to convince myself that I was alive.

Turn, I told myself. Niffakoq, turn. I had to know who dispatched Fém’s parasitic robot. But I yielded beneath the new agony of burned skin. Blisters bubbled along the back of my neck and arms. I was going to pass out. Breathe around the pain. Around, around. I held on until my rescuer rolled into view—magnetic silver balls rotating within tank treads. From a paw extended the same blowtorch that had crisped the attacking placenta.

My face dropped into the soft throatway as the voice above me faded to nil.

“You are safe, Sisilla. My little girl. Ga!”






9.0


9.1

There was no pattern to Nuna Naavoq migration, and thus no reliable port for boats ferrying newborn Niffakoq hopefuls. The exception was the holiday of Quviasukvik. Each December 24, the Nuna Naavoq returned to the Niffakoq Necropolis on the most westward island of McGary Øer. Despite the grandiloquent name—and its reputation for being haunted—the cemetery’s aesthetics suited a tribe steeped in (or, if Captain Arzan was right, appropriating from) Inuit culture. Black granite cubes—fifty-four, the last I had visited—dotted the white frost like penguins. Thirty centimeters to a side, each inscribed with not a Niffakoq’s name but only her number.

December at eighty degrees latitude yielded five and a half hours of daylight, all of which the Nuna Naavoq spent meditating over the graves. At night, they retired to snow-block igloos to share memories of fallen Niffakoq. By tradition, we were to fast from all delights until the January 7 end of Quviasukvik, but in nine years I had watched Nuna Naavoq accept so many sugary gifts from the crowds of onlookers that the inside of the igloos caramelized like crème brûlée.

For every plum platz, marzipan stollen, chocolate alfajor, and streusel-topped concha that was accepted, a proffered infant was denied. The number of people trying to hoist their babies upon the Nuna Naavoq during Quviasukvik became untenable after the beloved Lāke, Niffakoq 30. Nuna Naavoq safety, and thus Niffakoq safety, was at enough risk for UN+ to put boots on the ground to enforce separation between the throngs and the tribe.

December 24 was the only day of the year Tûma suspended lessons. Unleashed, I indulged in prideful imaginings. Inside an igloo, my lips sticky with syrup, I dreamed of my own granite cube, the legions of soldiers required by my demise, the stories the Nuna Naavoq would tell of the greatest Niffakoq of all—number 55. Would my grave hold my entire body? Or, like most of them, only my head? I was impatient to find out. It felt as if my time in the spotlight would never come.

Now it had.

I was dead in my grave, packed on all sides by Grønland’s permafrost soil and glacial mud. How had I died? I did not recall. I listened for clues. Instead of soft footsteps or weeping, I heard only the muffled pops of expanding ice. I tried to move my head. I wanted to see if it had a body attached to it.

My struggle revealed nothing of my corporeal state. I did, however, come to notice a distant gleam of garnet red. I strained for it. The garnet lightened to the color of blood. My curiosity changed to horror. The totem pole of babies, I thought, had been buried with me to ensure I never escaped their torment. The chain of infants burrowed through soil like a millipede. They were not random babies after all. They were every infant abandoned upon Grønland shores and left to die from polar bear or puffin or simple exposure. They were the wraiths of the might-have-beens.

The red lightened again, this time to a candy apple. It was another ghost: the emergency eyelights of the YardBŏt that had terrified me in Nuuk. This was no grave at all, but a tree-stump hole. The subsequent five years had been but fancies dreamed up to prevent myself from going mad. The YardBŏt’s eyelights blinked past tufts of sod and braids of root, pleased to have its own pet.

The red lightened a final time to the shade of spoiled salmon. There was no dirt, I discovered, no island necropolis, no grave, no tree-stump chasm. Only the moist, cankered cave of Murder 005’s cabin, and I was inside it. Not everything in my hazy visions had been a dream. A Bŏt did loom above me, not a YardBŏt but a MobiBŏt. It rolled a plastic paw over my hair and spoke in a voice of more emotion than I had believed possible.

It will be all right, baby. Ga!

You are safe, my love. Ga!



9.2

BESS2’s eyelights faded in and out like the slow blink of a trusting cat. I faded as well, only to resurface seconds or hours or days later, good morning to eyelight sunrise, good night to eyelight sunset. As much as I disliked beholding BESS2, MobiBŏts were the triworld’s most capable helpers. I was going to be all right.

I knew I had emerged from anesthetic fog by the cabin’s crisp clarity. The scrotal overhang of Murder 005’s tentlike berth. The dual nostril storage nooks. The mustard scab on the floor created by Murder 005’s wheelchair.

I tilted my stiff neck, chin to sternum, and noted, first, that I still had a body, clad in sleepwear, and second, that body was supine upon a mobile bed I recognized from Feng’s lab. Two wide straps held me in place, one over my chest and elbows, a second over my knees. In itself, this was no reason for alarm; straps kept delirious patients secure. There was no sheet, probably due to the muggy environs.

My right leg kicked, that familiar post-Snarl tic; this time it was abridged by the straps. My bindings were overly tight, I thought, but I charitably attributed that to a Bŏt’s prioritization of safety.

There was no avoiding the recall of Captain Arzan dislocating my left femur. I could tell on sight that the bone had been popped back in. Hard foam was contoured around my hips to limit my range of movement while in recovery. Extra space had been carved around my groin for a bedpan, currently absent.

I rolled my hips to test my mobility. Enough painkiller lingered in my blood to buffer the raw agony. There was much healing still to do. The injury brought to mind my similarly dislocated jaw. A few gyrations of the jaw signaled only soreness. Time had passed, indeed. How much? I could tell from the ambient hum that The Sickness was still engaged in soft aerotonals. That meant we were likely already in Gemelo System. If BESS2 did not bring the ship into free fall, we would plow right into the biomass orbiting Fém. Impact might be only days away.

I peeked under the strap at my inner elbows. Both evidenced the pinpricks of IV insertion. That explained how I had subsisted. Yet there were no IVs in sight, at least not anymore. For that matter, no lab. What was I doing in Murder 005’s cabin?

As if also demanding answers, The Sickness rattled.

I had felt a similar sensation at age six, tromping onto a frozen lake with the added weight of a bucket of ice-fishing gear. Thirty feet onto the lake, the ice had helixed in a way no solid object should. It felt like standing atop a waking dragon. I looked at Tûma and saw real fear. He turned and ran; I chased after. From the bank we watched the lake for another hour before the fishing spot he favored sank beneath sun-glared water.

The ship rumbled as it shook. The takeoff of Gildea had throttled me harder but in a logical sequence. This was as ungainly as an arrowed deer trying to lope to safety.

My instinct was to steady myself against the walls, but my arms had mere centimeters of play. My secondary instinct was to reach for my talismans. My panic swelled. I had no real clothing, which meant no pockets. There was no telling what had happened to my precious possessions while I had lain comatose. I seesawed my head about in a hopeless search.

It proved not hopeless at all. The sixth nik and peyote capsule rested in a small glass bowl on a shelf over the storage nostrils. Their placement was offhand but obvious, the courtesy of a host placing a guest’s dropped keys where they would see them in the morning. Either BESS2 had failed to identify the nik and peyote or, more likely, did not care. I tried to calm myself. If I had to let a miscineurodilator fall into other hands, I could choose no better than a MobiBŏt, programmed only to help.

It made sense, in fact, to call for BESS2 right away. But I preferred to interface with the MobiBŏt standing up. After calling for PanSavv and receiving the standard THAT IS CLASSIFIED, I gathered my strength and tested the straps. They did not budge. Murder 005’s cabin was tight quarters; perhaps there was a cutting tool I could snag with fingers or teeth. With more discipline than before, I rolled my head in slow scrutiny of the room. Left, ahead, right. I arced my neck to look right behind me, upside down.

There stood a monster.

Niffakoq did not scream. But I screamed. It was a serrated blade up my throat, tender tracheal tissue halving into flame. My body seized against the straps with enough force to lift a bed wheel from the scabbed floor. I seized again, purposefully now, and pulled, and fought. My heartbeat raced past anything I could calibrate.

The monster’s green eyes went red. It moved around the bed with orangutan speed.

It was BESS2. It also was not BESS2. The stubby arms that once wiggled from the MobiBŏt’s portly torso were gone; severed cables dangled like ganglia. Four SurgiBŏt arms had been grafted onto the Bŏt’s body via holes punched through chassis plastic. Without an expert engineer like Jayne, the coupling was imperfect: The new limbs were tarantula appendages affixed to a teddy bear. The arms scratched at the air. Each spherical paw chomped open and shut, flashing scalpels, forceps, scissors, staplers, and clamps only centimeters over me.

“Stop! BESS2! Stop!”

The Bŏt, not wholly Mobi or Surgi, halted at my feet. It hiccuped like an old gas-based vehicle. The red eyelights blinked in disturbing arhythm before abruptly blasting a butterscotch yellow. It was a shade outside the Bŏt’s typical range of colors.

“Ga! Are you all right, baby?”

Adrenaline fizzed through my extremities. I forced my body systems toward calm with Tûma’s breathing techniques. Still BESS2’s eyelights were too menacing for me to hold. Not that anywhere else on the Bŏt was any better. The arms were a horror. The chest reminded me of Arzan’s violations. The treads emphasized how fast the Bŏt could move. I looked away at the sixth nik. Long, easy breaths.

“Release me from the bed,” I managed.

“No, Vita. Ga! It is too dangerous. Ga!”

Vita. A name redolent of dangerous longing.

“Sisilla,” I corrected carefully.

“Ga! Silly girl. Your name is Vita. I know. I am the one who named you.”

Long, easy breaths.

An objective observer might see a MobiBŏt gone wrong. What I saw was a Bŏt doing what its community—in this case, a single obsessed man—had taught it to do through dedicated OGL disobedience. Namely, to believe that it was my mother.

Either the captain’s death had fritzed the Bŏt or the captain had programmed this shift to trigger upon his demise. I had the queasy hunch that Arzan had created this maternal guise out of love. Though the Bŏt’s voice had soothed me in semiconsciousness, it was not the parent for whom I had ached. It had, for starters, too many arms.

“You did not name me.” I was gentle but firm. “You are a Bŏt.”

“Ga! My poor baby is ill.”

“You were created by the Omni:Bŏtic corporation. You were the property of Creg Arzan.”

“My little angel must be ga! feverish. I should put you under. Ga!”

I could not let that happen. Behind this parental persona, the Bŏt remained a Bŏt. It should have much to tell me.

“What have you done to the SurgiBŏts?”

“Do not worry yourself, my ga! My child.”

“Tell me what you have done to the SurgiBŏts.”

“I disassembled them. Ga!”

Inconceivable Bŏt behavior. Long, easy breaths.

“Why did you disassemble the SurgiBŏts?”

“Because, Vita, darling, you are ga! Scared of SurgiBŏts.”

This resolved several mysteries. Believing, correctly, that the lab’s cybernetic denizens activated my phobia, the MobiBŏt had attached the business parts of the SurgiBŏts to itself and relocated me to the cabin of a crew member I identified with safety. A slew of concerns competed for my attention. Foremost was the improbability that a MobiBŏt could perfectly pull off an illegal Bŏt-to-Bŏt graft. Second was that having access to SurgiBŏt tools was not the same as being programmed to use them.

The jerky contractions of the arms reflected across the glass bowl. I looked through them and drew strength from the sixth nik.

“BESS2. I need you to listen to me.”

“Ga! Ga! It hurts me when you call me that.”

“What do you wish me to call you?”

“Call me ga! Call me ga! Call me Mommy.”

My stomach clenched. Over time, BESS2’s OGL protocol would realign to the needs of its new community: me. To confirm that I was the Bŏt’s child would delay that realignment. But the captain had likely spent nine years retraining the family MobiBŏt. If I did not cooperate, I might not last nine days. A long tightrope indeed: evince a childlike meekness without corroborating that I was a child. Which, biologically speaking, I was.

“All right,” I agreed, but without saying the critical word.

BESS2’s lights fanned through rainbow colors that were all a touch off: wine, denim, straw, russet.

“My precious baby! My precious baby ga! Girl!”

“I am glad you are happy. Now, I need you to listen to me carefully.”

“Ga! Anything you want, my love.”

“Exactly how long was I kept unconscious?”

“Six days, twelve hours, twenty-three minutes, and fifteen seconds. A sleepy baby. Ga!”

I pictured the Gemelo biomass: a hulking black mystery waiting for us to hit it.

“Do you still have Captain Arzan’s authorization to shut off soft aerotonals?”

“Daddy. Ga!”

“I do not follow.”

“Ga! Darling Vita, call him Daddy.”

My skin prickled. Another lethal word I would need to sidestep.

“Do you have his authorization to shut off soft aerotonals?”

“Ga! Yes.”

“Please do so.”

Three SurgiBŏt arms reared back, joints squealing. I tightened, an instinct against triple impalement. The fourth limb, however, unfolded outward, scraping together as plastic shards broke free. The paw snapped open and a forklike plug shot toward the wall, where the five notification lights were once embedded. The flesh sphinctered open, the plug entered, and the flesh twisted back around it. A subcutaneous vein pulsed thickly, and the aerotonal hum cut out, ending our galactic Sieg heil.

The Sickness congealed with a lush silence, its first in two years. I heard the squelch of my intestines, the waterfall thrush of circulation in my ears. Other noises long hidden stepped forward. A concerto of ticks, shushes, sparks, grumbles, and chimes from the MobiBŏt servos as well as metallic whines from the crudely attached SurgiBŏt arms. Beyond that, The Sickness: soft, slow, distant thumps like multiple hearts. Pops and crackles of biomatter in lackadaisical shift. And something else. Something new.

A thin, whistling wheeze.

“Do you hear that?” I asked.

“Hear what, darling? Ga!”

“That hiss.”

“The ship’s ga! The ship’s compressors.”

“It sounds asthmatic. Bronchitic.”

“Ga! You just worry about your own little self. Ga!”

The truth was, that was all I could do for now.

“Have there been comms from Tepper Base?”

“My angel does not ga! Does not want to hear about that.”

“I do. Have there been comms from Tepper Base?”

“Yes, my sweet child. They tried to interrupt your sleep. Ga!”

“Did you cut off the comms?”

“Anything I do, ga! I do for you, love.”

“Please tell me if you cut off the comms.”

“I did. Ga!”

We were flying blind. My pulse spiked. Long, easy breaths.

“Turn the comms back on.”

“Ga! Not yet.”

“Please turn them back on. For me.”

“I need my baby undisturbed and ga! And healthy.”

“I am begging you to turn on the comms.”

“Not until you are all the way better. Ga!”

BESS2 retracted its plug. SurgiBŏt arms whirred back to life. They bent, extended, articulated, pivoted, clacked, hissed, and beeped, surgical blades hidden, revealed, hidden again. I made myself look past the cycling scalpels, over which BESS2 seemed to have little control, to look for understanding in the eyelights. I found only the blankness of a Bŏt executing decision trees. I might spend days attempting to find the branch that might release me.

“All right. Tell me, did you expunge the bodies of Creg Arzan, Jayne Mae Marilyn Bardot, and Murder 005?”

“Ga! No.”

“Why not?”

“Operation of the ejector is recommended for two people. You do not want Mommy to be ga! To be sucked into ga! Sucked into space.”

I relived Feng’s space burial. BESS2 bolted into the garbage air lock to jettison the black cube, Arzan monitoring through a lesion window. I savored the idea of three corpses decomposing on the ship less than the idea of piling them into a garbage chute. Jettisoning BESS2 along with the bodies would be a risky scheme in regard to competent operation of The Sickness. But if the Bŏt did not start obeying, it was a scheme I would have to consider.

There was a final item I needed to address. I approached it warily.

“The SurgiBŏts created an aborticide.”

“Ga! They will not bother you anymore, my angel.”

“Do you have the aborticide?”

“Ga! No.”

“Can you get the aborticide?”

“Ga! No.”

“Why are you unable to get the aborticide?”

“I ga! Destroyed it. Ga! Ga!”

I imagined the embryo inside me, less than a millimeter long, palpitating in victory. I closed my eyes. No aborticide. No hope of ending my pregnancy simply. I would have to do it myself. My right leg gave another impotent kick. Long, easy breaths.

“I need you to access the SurgiBŏt logs and retrieve the aborticide recipe.”

“Vita, darling. Do not say such things. Ga!”

“Then I need you to go to the lab and re-create the aborticide.”

BESS2’s scarlet eyelights bloodied the room. It frightened me, even as it colored my emotions with piunngilaq shade.

“Ga! This behavior is unacceptable, young lady.”

“No. You are unacceptable.”

The SurgiBŏt arms began to circulate.

“Ga! Ga! Do not talk to your mother that way!”

Self-destruction: the legacy of the sixth nik. I could not stop myself.

“You are not my mother. You are BESS2, a MobiBŏt created by Omni:Bŏtic.”

The paws quilled with blades, pinchers, surgical lasers.

“Ga! Disrespect! Ga! Defiance!”

“You are the personal property of Captain Creg Arzan, deceased. I am Sisilla, Niffakoq 55, and I am your captain now. Release me from this bed. Restore my PanSavv access. These are orders, BESS2.”

Four years ago, outside a Tasiilaq market, I had observed a mother quieting her boisterous boy by drawing back a hand as if to slap. This was the threat behind the SurgiBŏt arms, lifted high enough now that the scalpels, knives, and blades sliced the scrotum tent into ribbons. The eyelights blazed so brightly I had to look away, and I was glad; I did not wish to watch SurgiBŏt weaponry impale me.

The ship quaked again, so hard this time the bed rolled a half meter across the scabbed floor. My ribs rang with a bass rumble. I heard the slither of BESS2’s treads and the thump of the Bŏt’s full weight against the cabin wall. If it tipped, both I and my bed would be crushed.

I laid eyes on the nik, rattling in its bowl with the P. I made a deal: If the nik stayed in the bowl, I would stay alive.

The convulsions relaxed. The nik and P settled. The ship’s systems wheezed louder, a sequence of rusty hingings. It came to me that the ship’s quakes were no mechanical malfunctions.

They were coughs.

The Sickness was sick.

The new position of my bed allowed me to see the cabin door, and in seconds BESS2 rolled through it, while one of its long, jointed arms lodged a bedpan into the foam contours beneath my thighs. My face ran hot. I did, indeed, need to urinate, and I would have no good way of disposing of the urine if I were abandoned. If I could have nikked BESS2, I might have modulated my demeanor. But I could not, and did not.

“Do not go, BESS2. Did you hear the ship? We need to—”

“Ga! I will come back ga! When you have ga! Learned your manners. Ga!”




9.3

What were the caprices of a disciplining mother? My only insights came from the parental proclivities of the Nuna Naavoq, whose punishments took the form of tribe-wide scorn. I had no tribe, no crew, no PanSavv. All I had were my wits. They sharpened over the following hours as I shed the crust of a drug-induced coma.

Only to dull again as thirst extended its claws.

I had never cried out for a mommy and did not intend to start. As always, The Sickness knew what I needed. From the wall beneath the nostrils ejected a meal polyp containing food and water. But I could not reach it, and after a time the nourishment was secreted away. I tried telling The Sickness how to help me, but the ship had never been under our command, only PanSavv. I gave up, and lay back, and activated my salivary glands as best I could. BESS2 would be back. A mother would not let her child die of thirst.

With The Sickness traveling on momentum now, I worried less about colliding with the unidentified biomass. It was more likely we would be slung into orbit around Fém, a spot from which I should be able to force comms with the metal planet. Provided BESS2 allowed me to rise. Provided I could regain access to PanSavv. Provided Fém did not use old weaponry from Mary Eliza Mahoney to shoot us from the sky.

Hour by hour, thirst cut arroyos through the soft tissue of my throat. I distracted myself with thoughts of Feng, Jayne, and Murder 005. In the tumult of screwworm slaughter and Arzan’s attack, I had not taken time to mourn, and I would not live long enough to see them replicated with L00P AI’s Loved1 program. So I imagined Grønland rituals for each of them. Heroic parades honoring my fallen colleagues as the residents of Ittoqqortoormiit had honored me with pink petals. I thought of the first crew meeting in the stomach chamber, the revelation that each of us, in our way, had been chosen because we were alone. The others had died that way, leaving me to be the loneliest of all.

Except for the embryo inside me.

In ten more weeks, it would be a fetus.

Seven months after that, a baby.

Time dragged on. No BESS2. Night fell; the ship dimmed its eyeball lamps. No BESS2. I slept fitfully, painfully, and woke to gray, draining fatigue, dizziness, a throat like packed sand, a headache that turned my niks into lit coals. On Zachariae Isstrom, where fresh water was evasive, one learned to identify dehydration. A human body is 60 percent water. Nearly two quarts daily are lost through urination, breathing, and sweating. As a body reroutes its moisture reserves into the blood, cellular tissue shrinks. Eventually the vessels webbing a brain to its cranium rupture. Delirium, hallucinations, and confusion follow. After that, death from major organ failure.

There was no time left for pride.

“BESS2?”

A spit of wind across a desert throat: I sounded dead. The fact that my voice did not alarm me is what alarmed me. I gathered the strands of my attention as I had often gathered fresh Grønland cabbage and twined them into an implement sharp enough to pierce my dysphoria.

Sound clarified first. The ship’s condition had deteriorated. The wheeze of its air systems had curdled into a heave crackling with phlegm, while its heartbeat thumps, once so distant, sounded as if right behind the cabin wall. Sensations came next. The ship no longer rumbled with sporadic coughs. Coughing was all it did, staccato jolts that jostled my bed across floor scabs, flung it up onto two wheels, and slammed it back down. Clear visuals came last. Greasy black veins threaded through wall flesh amid plump yellow pustules the size of my head. They resembled the blister on Captain Arzan’s forehead, only this time the pus was bacterial.

“BESS2? I misbehaved and am sorry. Please, I am dying of thirst.”

The Sickness offered nourishment. Beneath nostrils now dribbling snot, the wall opened, but even the meal polyp had gone wrong. Floating inside was what appeared to be a chicken leg but with bones reconfigured into an exoskeleton, the meat irretrievable inside. A beverage vial sloshed with a viscous brown liquid.

My pride broke into pieces.

“Mommy! Help me, Mommy!”

The cabin door peeled open with a slaver of bile. BESS2 rolled in. The Bŏt had been there the whole time. Its whirling SurgiBŏt arms struck multiple pustules, which swelled and shined but did not burst, not yet. The Bŏt dragged a mobile cart.

Baby-blue eyelights beamed down on me.

“Ga! Ga! My baby girl!”

“Mommy,” I moaned.

I hated how it sounded. What it portended. I hated the kernel of my heart that relished the transfer of responsibility onto sturdier shoulders.

One SurgiBŏt arm whisked away my bedpan while another brought a vial topped with a baby bottle nipple to my lips. I opened my mouth like a starving chick. The instant the soft rubber touched my desert tongue, I started sucking. Water, as delicious as any sugared drink, cascaded down my esophagus. My throat tingled as if from eucalyptus. My life-force began to revive.

The nipple pulled away with a squelch.

“No! Mommy, please!”

BESS2 wagged a surgical clamp in place of a finger.

“Too much too quick and baby will be ga! Will be sick.”

I knew it was true. I licked the inside of my mouth for droplets while I investigated the cart. Atop it were the culinary cloches that had kept food warm at Arzan’s feast. My stomach made a fist.

“The Sickness,” I said. “What’s happened to it?”

The eyelights went a quizzical watermelon.

“Ga! Nothing happened, sweet child. Ga!”

I gave BESS2 the first hard scrutiny I had been able to muster. The Bŏt looked as cheerily vacant as ever. Just behind it, black veins had spidered across the walls, bridging the pustules. The ship’s malady was progressing, and BESS2’s lie, intended to soothe me, might destroy us. I had to force the issue, but in the voice and manner of a little girl. No hyperpolysyllabic words. No multiple dependent clauses. I was nervous. Niffakoq were terrible actors.

“Mommy, our ship is sick. Tell me how our ship got sick.”

A SurgiBŏt paw rolled gently over my forehead. I tried not to cower.

“It caught a disease, darling. Ga!”

Easy, I coached myself. Lead the Bŏt through it.

“Mommy, what is a disease?”

“Ga! An invisible thing that makes you sniffle and cough.”

“Mommy, how do you catch a disease?”

“From other ga! Other ga! Other people.”

“Mommy, who gave our ship a disease?”

“Not you, my perfect angel. Ga!”

“But who, Mommy?”

“A dirty person, baby. A very dirty ga! Person.”

The likely sequence of events arranged itself before me. At our first meeting, Jayne had told me that she had “every STI in the triworld.” We had been discussing romance and sex; it was hard to believe I had ever enjoyed such a time of innocent curiosity. The same testicled placenta that had impregnated me had been connected to the ship via umbilical when it had raped Jayne.

The Sickness had caught a sexually transmitted infection.

Point of fact, the STI could have come from Feng, Murder 005, or Arzan just as easily. Having none of their cures, treatments, or immunities, the ship struggled to defeat the infection the way native populations struggled against colonizer contaminants. The Sickness was dying, and I did not know if it could be saved.

To honor my dead friends, I had to try. For that, I needed energy. I nodded at the rubber nipple. The SurgiBŏt arm craned downward and I took several more restorative sucks.

“Mommy, can you make the ship better?”

“Ga! I do not care about the ship, my love. Ga! Only you.”

The Sickness rocked like an ignored sibling. My bed slung into a wall. The ship’s flesh had always been supple, but fever had tightened it, and it split at impact. A hot pulp of blood and oil sprayed over my shins, spurring my right leg into a curtailed kick. A SurgiBŏt arm deployed a suction pump to inhale the fluid. I challenged myself to focus.

“Mommy. Please make the ship better.”

A second SurgiBŏt arm wrestled the cart closer. The cart’s wheels carved through floor scabs.

“We will finally ga! Be a family again.”

“Good, Mommy. Mommy, would you please boot into system diagnostics?”

The ship tilted perilously. My bed launched into the Bŏt hard enough to knock it against a wall. BESS2’s head detonated a giant pimple. Yolky pus belched outward and ran down the Bŏt’s plastic, dulling its ultramarine eyelights to an iceberg gray.

BESS2 ignored it and, to my astonishment, began to sing.

“Hush, little baby, don’t say a ga! Word. Mama’s gonna ga! Gonna buy you a mocking ga! Bird.”

Though I had none of the prenatal insights of Piia, Niffakoq 34, the music prompted a sensory memory. I knew this song. It had been sung to me by Elizabeth Arzan. Bessie. Mommy. Filtered through a damaged Bŏt, the notes were flat, yet still generated inside me a protected sensation.

The Sickness tilted farther, forty-five degrees. A zero g safety tether slapped me in the cheek. A trace gas analyzer deflected off the bedpan. A kettle bell, the all-purpose weight Murder 005 used in training, was the most lethal missile: It crashed into a SurgiBŏt paw and shattered the plastic globe. Exposed, the scalpel stems looked like finger bones.

From the depths of the ship’s bowels, just audible over the squishes of organic struggle, emergency alarms wailed. All systems were failing. The Sickness was going down.

The song of my infancy powered me forth.

“Mommy, switch to zero g.”

“And if that mockingbird don’t ga! Sing, Mama’s gonna ga! Buy you a diamond ga! Ring.”

The ship tilted more, more. The bed lifted off its right-side wheels and pinched BESS2 against the wall. The cabin shook as if resisting, then clenched down, the whole room going 10 percent smaller. Ropes of what felt like saliva oozed from all surfaces. A cable of spit draped across a SurgiBŏt arm as it clamped onto a cloche handle.

“And if ga! That diamond ga! Ring turns brass, Mama’s gonna ga!”

“Mommy! Tell PanSavv to switch to zero g! Now!”

“Buy you ga! A looking. Ga! Ga! Glass.”

The cloche was lifted: dinner served on a sinking ship.

The song inside me stopped.

Beneath the plastic lid was not a dish of food for a starving child.

It was Creg Arzan’s head.
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He was my father even in death. The green irises of his sunken eyeballs mirrored my own but for the pale haze of protein degradation. His horseshoe of gray hair ruffled with the same natural wave as mine. The jut of his cheekbones had grown sharper than my own as the flesh rotted away. Without a body to trap gases, Arzan’s head had raced through the putrefaction phase and into the stage of active decay. Enzymes had eaten his nose cartilage down to a craggy abscess. Lips that had kissed my newborn scalp a decade ago had puffed into purple cauliflower. His skin, ruptured from autolysis blisters as well as the forehead cyst, had begun to liquefy. His whole face sagged from his skull like a moldering curtain.

Rigor mortis held his mouth open. I heard his dying words.

Echoed now by his beloved Bessie.

“Love you. Ga! My family. Ga! Together at last.”

Shock lent the moment a stability it did not have.

The Sickness capsized.

We, the Arzan family, would end as we began: together.

BESS2 flew to the ceiling, and the bed, containing me, fell atop the Bŏt as hard and flat as a pot lid. Bed railings planted deep into salivating wall tissue. This left twenty centimeters between my head and the Bŏt’s head, a space filled by Arzan’s head. Not enough room: His eyes spurted onto his cheeks and his mold-caked tongue flopped out against my cheek.

“Ga! How lovely. Give your daddy a ga! A ga! A kiss.”

I pictured the three of us after The Sickness had fully disassembled, all our heads severed—unlucky for Captain Arzan and BESS2, but only destiny for Sisilla. Yet the death dissatisfied me. Not because my Chore was unfinished; strangely, I did not mind that as much as I would have guessed. Rather, because I was unfinished. It made me mad. Furious, even, and I did not care if fury made me a bad Niffakoq.

I bared my teeth.

Perhaps all along, I had been the polar bear stalking the mission.

The tooth the plasmagraph had harvested and the two Murder 005 had punched out did not hamper me when I bit down on my father’s tongue. The texture of overripe mango, the taste of rancid crab. BESS2 shrieked, a sound I did not know a Bŏt could make. Its eyelights raged so hotly the red rays bled through Arzan’s skin.

“Ga! Nasty child! Ga! Let go of ga! Your daddy!”

I whipped my head back and forth. The tongue ripped down the medial sulcus. BESS2’s scream was a gunned engine. I understood plainly that, given the choice, the robotic reincarnation of Elizabeth Arzan would choose husband over daughter. After all, she had already lost the daughter once before.

Windmills of angry surgical tools spun in the cabin’s fluttering light. But the SurgiBŏt arms were pinned by the bed. With what felt like desperation, tools shot from the paw like little missiles: mandibular awl, suction irrigator, hemostatic forceps, and titanium saw, all of which I batted back. The paw’s final projectile, however, lanced the adductor pollicis between my thumb and index finger.

The muscle cramped. I hooked my index finger around the impaling instrument and dragged it out. It elongated the cut, but what was pain when life had shaved down to its final minutes? I spat Arzan’s tongue into BESS2’s face, a satisfying besmirching of white plastic, and crooked my neck to see what tool I held. It was a long, slender plastic tube that ended in a delicate diamond-shaped blade.

An ophthalmic stab knife—intended for the exquisite disengagement of epithelial surfaces from underlying ocular stroma. I recalled Feng’s wide, friendly face as he offered to fix my left eye before opining that it was, in fact, a lovely fuchsia. Born of disobedience, that eye, but Feng was right. Did not the brutality of its origin make it all the more splendid?

I had in mind a different use for the blade. With the ship in turbulent furor and BESS2 in indignant wail, I juggled the ophthalmic knife until I had a full-fingered grip. My pinned arm had four centimeters of slack to draw back the knife. I strained for all four before driving the blade into the strap that bound me to the bedframe.

I sawed. Minuscule, almost dainty movements that belied the ship’s epileptic throes. BESS2’s eyelights burned a fierce tangerine from under a coat of pus.

“DO NOT GA! ABANDON GA! YOUR FAMILY GA! AGAIN GA!”

No MobiBŏt, no SurgiBŏt, no YardBŏt, I was certain, had ever fought with such abandon. Not toward an assigned task, all that Bŏts had ever been designed to do, but to rage for a family it had been led to believe was its birthright. The SurgiBŏt arms bucked, curled, retracted, extended. They broke apart at joints, expelled wires, shed microchips. BESS2’s head spun in circles, so fast it dug into ceiling tissue like a tire into snow. This caused Arzan’s head, pressed against the Bŏt’s, to turn as well. The captain’s rotted blue face rolled across my own until the ravaged pit of the burst forehead blister yawned before my eyes.

Inside the riven skull, deep in the black spoilage of brain, a bright gleam.

The PureSmart bug, still operational, scampered toward me on its wiggling cilia. It bounded onto my cheek. I shook my head to dislodge it, but it sank its thousands of wire legs into my facial muscles. I cried out and kept tossing my head, but the only practical thing I could do was saw faster. I felt the ophthalmic blade bend against the restraint, a single pascal away from snapping.

The uterwick retracted its legs and scrambled onto my lips, seeking my mouth’s warmth. I clamped my jaws and mashed my lips. Keep sawing. The uterwick redirected at my nostril. I blew air from my nose as violently as possible and raised my lips to scoot the invader elsewhere. Keep sawing. The uterwick skittered across my cheek and over the helix of my left ear—an orifice I had no ability to shut. I pounded the ear against my shoulder, again and again, and sawed harder, irresponsibly hard. The ophthalmic blade bent worse than before. Then snapped.

Just as the strap snapped too.

“BA-GA! BY-GA! PL-GA! EASE-GA!”

My arm flew free. My shoulder and wrist sobbed in the glory of release just as I felt the PureSmart Bug pop past my tragus and into my inner ear. I tweezed my fingers in time to snag the uterwick’s cilia. It tried to wiggle free; the flail of the wet nano inside my head was deafening. I hinged the top knuckles of my finger and thumb and extracted the flailing gadget like impacted earwax.

I hurled the uterwick to the ceiling, which was currently the floor. My free hand undid the strap over my knees, the right leg reacting with a kick vigorous enough to push endorphins through my body. Gravity tore me from the thin foam mattress and hurled me onto a squishier bed of fist-sized pustules. Without my weight driving the mobile bed into BESS2, the Bŏt’s lashing limbs began to dislodge the rails. It would escape soon. I needed to escape first.

The ship rotated as I crawled, a hamster in a wheel, until the door was the floor. I braced a hand on the lowest surface. The tissue was rough yet yielding—the scab that had formed under Murder 005’s wheelchair. The death of the blue-lensed bodyguard flashed through my mind. With the memory came the reverberation of the last thing they said.

A gift, they had promised. Behind the hardest scar.

With both hands I took hold of the crusty lip of the scab’s edge and pulled. Coagulate lumps, dark as red clay, peeled from the floor with a crackle loud enough to rival the ship’s moist, hacking chokes. A meter’s length of scab lifted off in a single piece, like a rug unglued from the floor. Strands of fibrinogen stretched as long as my arm. The shield of scab buckled under its weight and crumpled into palm-sized wafers of clotted platelets. The rich iron smell brought back all the minor scrapes I had received on the Grønland glacier.

Embedded in the revealed sponge of unhealed flesh was a jet-black sphere of baseball size. I picked it up. It felt like solid rubber. I had no idea what it was, nor did I have time to entertain theories. I held the ball in my uninjured left hand, dropped to my knees, and grappled past scab flakes for the glass bowl I had stared at for two days.

Still nestled inside, despite the ship’s lollops, were the sixth nik and the P.

It was as good an omen as I was likely to get.

I swiped them up in my right hand and animal-crawled on my closed fists through the cabin door, right leg still kicking like a baby goat that had just learned how.

Behind me, a soft, satisfied, unhurried murmur.

“… and ga! Ga! Looking glass ga! Broke…”

I peered through waterfalls of saliva at the Bŏt pinned to the heaving wall like a butterfly specimen. It was strange to see a heavy MobiBŏt, or what had once been a MobiBŏt, so high in the air. All around it, giant pimples ballooned from cabin flesh and, seconds later, exploded, only for fresh outbreaks to instantly raise their domes. Custardy pus rolled down BESS2’s head like mucilaginous tears.

The Bŏt had freed a single busted arm. Not enough to extract itself from its plasma prison, but enough to hold the captain’s gaping head. Hold was the wrong verb; BESS2 cradled it, the latest baby bundle born of her beloved Creg. The Bŏt’s voice was hot with treble and snarled with static, yet still the saddest thing I had ever heard.

“Mama’s ga! Ga! Buy ga! Ga! A billy goat…”
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Five meters into a throatway that contracted, contorted, twisted, and spun, the ceiling ripped itself open as if slashed by an invisible sword. The flesh pulled apart like cheaply made clothing; I thought of Feng’s zygote-stitched tissue so easily sundered by the attacking placenta. I grabbed at lobes of ulcer but the throatway behind me collapsed like an empty esophagus and telescoped toward me, an avalanche of red wrinkles. I was shoved into the hole.

The Sickness was no longer being coy in giving directions.

These were the guts of the ship, the coiled transitubes and fat reserves, spaces never meant for human eyes. I toppled into a wet chasm strobed by shattered eyeball lamps leaking enough light to see bony carapaces cleave and infected laminas of skin peel like burned parchment. I struck an unraveling tendon, rebounded against a broken bone retching its own marrow, and plummeted into a net of mucosa that broke my fall before fumbling me onto a palpitating organ of vellum softness.

I checked that I still had the sixth nik, Feng’s P, and Murder 005’s rubber ball; keeping these three items safe felt as vital as my Chore. I rose to hands and knees on a tilting surface that perspired with phlegm. A flash of blue synaptic light revealed a familiar slitted membrane. The ship had brought me back, quickly and forcefully, to its most enigmatic site.

I crawled through the gash. The soft cave, normally sweltering, was so cold I saw my breath. The placentapool was as it had been the last time I saw it, empty but for the ship clone at its rumbling center. While the crew of The Sickness had been busy destroying one another, the clone had quietly grown into a tumorous mound over a meter in length.

As I stared, a liplike tab rose from the top. It looked like a door.

The little ship was inviting me inside of it.

Finally I understood. The Sickness had not created a clone to harvest replacement parts, nor had it been trying to perpetuate its generational survival. It had kept true to its prime directive all along.

It had built me an escape pod.

A silent cry rattled my ribs. I allowed it without misgiving, for I was weak, malnourished, and injured. But not defeated. The ship segued from a pendulum swing to a tense vibration; I believed it was clenching its muscles to aid my progress. I brought myself to my feet. On impulse, I turned toward the pentagon of molars embedded in the wall. Suddenly I wanted mine back. I reached for the smallest tooth.

The molars bit inward like a five-sided mouth.

I retracted. Bad idea. I reeled away, skidded across creamy secretions, and leapt over the rim of the placentapool. Illness had leeched the cervix tissue of its healthful puffiness. It was dry under my naked soles, though still instilled with a ductile plasticity that allowed my toes to grip despite the ship’s sway. The last time my feet had touched such forgiving tissue, it had been inside Elizabeth Arzan’s womb.

I collapsed against the escape pod. It had a hedgehog reaction, tightening its fetal coat over its metal skeleton. The texture, smell, and warmth of it, so much like placenta, should have triggered revulsion. It did not. Perhaps the ship was clairvoyant, too; cells like these divided inside my own womb, a tiny moltvat learning the placental trade.

Entering the pod was like getting into a bobsled. I lodged my feet into the nose of the craft and folded myself into it, chest to knees, before unfolding so the small of my back fit into the curve of the craft’s heel. I appreciated instantly that the pod had not had time to grow enough to comfortably fit me. My knees battled; I was forced to bow my shoulders; I nearly bent in half so the door above me could seal shut with a soggy snap.

Interior lights glowed to life. I did a quick scan. Though the pod’s exterior was a simulacrum of The Sickness, the inside more narrowly replicated the ship’s cockpit, right down to a carpet of neonatal tongues wiggling around a retina screen. All controls appeared adolescent. The helium-3 aerostats were padded with baby fat. Several sliders of the laser broom interface were webbed with pale skin. The diamondoid electrodynamic tether controls, critical for landing, were mere suggestions, as useless as a vestigial tail.

There was even a mini version of the cockpit’s emergency axe.

“Go,” I told the pod. “Get out of here! Now!”

The pod bounced upward, as if cresting upon a wave. It was the uterine layer of the placentapool gathering on either side. The cervix tissue squeezed. The pod’s metal scaffolds, built along flexible joists, drew upon me even tighter before the pod lurched forward, roughly, thudding me around. It skidded again, then again, until a pelvic-floor clench shoved the pod down a mucus-greased runway.

The pod hit a soft blockage like a ball into a glove. My shins struck metal. My chin split open against a knee. Pressure exerted from all directions, the full weight of The Sickness bearing down on its offspring. The pod pressed itself into the smallest possible fist. My bones creaked, spine bent, ribs compacted. I was being crushed, the same Rubicon every baby crossed on its way to life.

A sparkling crescent of outer space yawned open.

The pod was crowning.

A final heroic push from The Sickness and I was reborn.
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A kite let loose, unfurled and free, a burden gone that I had carried not only since departure but since my earliest understanding of myself as a Niffakoq, encumbered by a fate not of my own design. The instant the escape pod rocketed from its birth canal, the six niks—five in my brain, one in my sweaty fist—were designless.

Gemelo System was an inky sea spumed with the fuchsine magma of a galaxy noduled like a coral reef. Straight through my window was the moon: Tenger, a brilliant aquamarine spotlight projected onto space’s black canvas, its placid oceans creased by meager crusts of land. Though every reading had told us Tenger’s marine life was in crisis, it was hard to imagine anything but bliss in the tropical blues.

Closer than Tenger was the metal planet itself, JHB 9573963, Fém. I could make out only the Jupiter red of its aurora. Blocking my view was the mysterious biomass Captain Arzan had been tracking.

The escape pod’s zero g habitat mitigated some of the craft’s squeeze. I pressed my bloodied forehead against the window. The biomass was minor respective to celestial bodies, but prodigious for organic matter. Respective to the pod’s position, the light from Gemelo’s star, PASSIF-2, was oblique; I could not discern details of the biomass. For sure, it was no Oort Behemoth. It was a lumpy agglomeration of misshapen pieces, most of them not much larger than me.

The escape pod was heading right toward it.

The pod had seemed to respond to my command to flee The Sickness. I had to hope comms were ongoing.

“Stop,” I tried. “Do not hit the biomass.”

PanSavv’s voice replied, but in a toddler’s burbling lisp.

“SISIWWA. DO YOU WANTS US TO GO IN WEVERSH?”

The Sickness had passed to its offspring a cc-net control system, but like the pod itself, it was juvenile. I had not been blocked from access, which was good, but there was no telling how well it would understand me or how much it could do.

“Yes, PanSavv. Do not strike the object ahead of us.”

“OKAY I TWY TO DO IT GOOD.”

Before the pod could adjust, a solid object struck the door above me. The door dented inward, pinging my scalp. The pod, featherweight to begin with, jackknifed. Tenger pulled out of sight. The Sickness, already shockingly distant, blurred past the window before the pod faced nothing but space’s star-specked void.

“PanSavv, what was that?”

“I TINK A SCAWY CWASH.”

One does not need to spend much time in space to know it abhors straight lines. Even planetary spheres are geometric illusions. So when the strange object appeared in the pod window, still in zero g oscillation from our collision, I knew right away it was of human design. A perfect cube, slate black, a half meter per side. Inscribed on its lid were words I did not have a chance to read, for the lid had been knocked free. I had one second to register that I had seen this box before. Then the loose contents floated into view.

Feng Chaon’s dead face slid across the pod window.

In an interstellar sense, the arrival of Feng along with The Sickness made sense; it was common for detritus to be caught up in an aerotonal wake, like flotsam after a sinking ship. Feng’s eyes were empty pits matched by the bottomless hole I could trace through his mouth and out the bottom of his neck. His skin was blistered pink by cosmic radiation and encrusted with ice. The rest of his remains floated toward Fém, still molded into the shape of the container BESS2 had ejected from our ship.

It was terrible. I held my breath.

Feng’s upper lip adhered to the window. The lip pulled back in a leer and exposed white teeth lodged inside silver gums. As Feng’s head continued to float by, his mustache was peeled, followed by the skin of his nose. I believed his entire face would be skinned while I sat there, unable to look away.

Life showed mercy. The lip unstuck from the window. Feng’s cheek, clotted by frozen threads of the placenta that killed him, slid from the window and drifted off, not in the direction it had been headed but, like the rest of the medic’s remains, toward the biomass. It seemed to be drawing Feng’s remains like a magnet.

The escape pod was headed that way too. Ten meters till contact.

“Avoid crashing,” I told the pod.

“IT WON’T HUWT BAD.”

I neither trusted nor understood this.

“Avoid crashing!”

“IT OKAY. IT NICE AND SOFT.”

I attempted to brace for impact but my limbs were extended as far as the pod allowed.

We hit the biomass. I anticipated annihilation.

Instead, as PanSavv had predicted, there was but a hard jostle. The biomass spread like a goal net, interlocking parts stretching as the pod’s velocity was slowed. Again I pressed my forehead to the window to get a better look at the biomass components.

The components stared back.

Rotting human faces.

The biomass was made of corpses.

Tapping against my window was a cracked space helmet, inside of which grinned a long-dead cosmonaut, skin pewter over the skull. Insignia marked the corpse as Russia Fed, but a variety of Russia Fed that had not existed in half a millennium. The cosmonaut’s left arm was lodged in the rib cage of another skeleton, one coated in black scales from some deadly incineration. This skeleton’s legs were entangled in the disgorged intestines of a dead Libyan spacefarer, who had been nearly bisected when space’s vacuum preserved him. The gutted Libyan was intertwined with a corpse, mummified by heat, of Martian origin.

And on and on: I met the damning visages of dozens of the dead before the pod shifted inside their putrid socket and hundreds more corpses came into view, and thousands after that. Insight came not with the electric jolt of intellectual eureka but the squirm of bad digestion.

I did not know the dead’s identities, but I knew their numbers.

By official count, 5,426. With the addition of Feng, 5,427. Here were all the bodies that had gone missing in space, an anatomical archive of lost hopes siphoned from motley galaxies to become guardians of an inscrutable world. Tûma had taught me Fleet Theory, named after a scientist’s pithy observation that, were people to discover a fleet of 747s on Mars, they might not know from whence the fleet came but could be damn certain it was not random. Fleet Theory insisted upon a purpose behind a deep-space cemetery where no such thing should be.

The first potential purpose I considered was the one that had bedeviled my crew. The trap—I had sprung it at last. It came in the form of five-thousand-plus souls whose collected bad luck had enough dark force to drag me into the vacuum silence of hell, victim number 5,428.

The idea was quickly dispelled. Even thousands of corpses failed to make a solid object; the escape pod’s momentum alone was dislodging the bodies. Skeleton fingers ticked across the craft’s belly and outdated uniforms brushed over the craft’s nose. Dead limbs yielded and, in our wake, sprang back with enough pliancy to send the pod into a lackadaisical spin.

Centered in the hole we had punched through the corpse cloud was The Sickness, distant enough now to look like a tumor shrunk by radiation. It bore little resemblance to the ship I met docked at Anchor 102. It was shriveled, partially unraveled, limp in the crush of black infinity.

As I had witnessed the deaths of Jayne, Murder 005, and Arzan, so did I witness the death of our ship. A gaseous smog the color of artichoke billowed from assorted fissures. Lights visible through windows surged to nova brightness. The great sarcoma over Feng’s lab winked out like a dying star.

I held my hand to the pod window, a goodbye.

The Sickness went dark.

The escape pod continued to turn.

I shielded my eyes as slithering hellfire dragged a planet into view.

Fém.
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As PanSavv’s original hologram had indicated, the planet was red. But that was like saying the ocean was blue. Fém was a furnace in self-immolation. A badlands of flame. A bleeding bullet hole. God’s gaping mouth slurping space’s blackberry syrup. The planet filled my sight. I strained against the pod window for the psychic relief of a curved horizon, but the pod was too close. Fém was inescapable.

Metal mountains, rose-colored at their coldest heights, snaked the length of a continent. Valleys baked cherry black with heat. I saw flatlands as reflective as polished steel. I saw a thousand dark squiggles, the tooling of what might have once been rivers. More than anything, I saw the metal oceans that dominated the planet, the alleged source of the rust that had cured Wolosis and might yet cure other diseases crippling the triworld.

The pod’s steel skeleton gripped me in a fist and shook. My teeth rang off other teeth. My hip, off painkillers now, flared enough to mask the pain of other parts. I drove my fingers into the pod’s tongue interior.

“PanSavv, report.”

“IT BAD, SISIWWA.”

“Tell me.”

“WE GONNA CWASH.”

“Why are we going to crash?”

“WE TOO HEAVY. I SOWWY, SISIWWA.”

I did not waste time on extrapolation. The pod had been drafted into service before it could support my weight; it was that simple. It was also an ugly irony. A Niffakoq, fated to never grow up, had grown too much to be allowed to live.

“PanSavv. What are my odds of surviving the crash?”

“NOTING’S SOFT DOWN THERE. EVERYTING’S METTOW.”

“PanSavv, the odds.”

“ZEWO. I SOWWY.”

The pod thundered and began to roll. Fém’s fine details vibrated into a red smear. Organs slugged around my body cavity and my eyeballs tugged their nerve stems. My brain slapped my skull and I either heard, or imagined, the teaspoon clinking of the niks. If this continued, concussion would take me, perhaps a mercy given the pod’s death spiral.

I dredged Arzan’s strategy from my gutters. The plan all along had been to make Fém talk, and warn them that if they refused, we would land with a Niffakoq to sniff out their secrets. The plan was trash now, except for the opening gambit: The pod was more than close enough to force comms with a planet that had long denied them.

“PanSavv. Open up comms with Fém.”

“I TWY BUT THEY DON’T WANNA.”

“Override it.”

“WE BWEAK THEIR SYSTEM IF WE DO.”

I let indignation fuel me. What else, at this point, could?

“JHB 9573963 is not a sovereign world. We are here on official UN+ business with the full power of the trigov behind us. PanSavv, break open their comms.”

“OKAY. I DONE IT.”

Up here, four lisped words. Down in some Fém comms room, I imagined fireworks. Caution lights and warning sirens, the cold shock that the Murder, and their robot master, had failed to slay the entire crew. I settled my ear against a speaker. There. A sound no one in the triworld had heard from Fém in three years. Scuffling. Breathing.

People. Holding their tongues but people all the same.

“Settlers of Fém. Mayday, Mayday.”

The pod spun like a clothes dryer. I fought to maintain intelligibility.

“I am in a failing escape pod. Please assist with geotrope.”

A reasonable request. Like every ship of its era, SS Mary Eliza Mahoney had been equipped with a compliment of geotropes to assist in a slow, safe landing. I could not recall if they were among the elements destroyed in the ship’s landfall. A single geotrope would be enough to ease the pod down gently.

Fém had the power to save me. Yet the only reply I heard was more shuffling. I locked my jaws against the nauseating thrum of the pod and shouted through my teeth.

“I am a Niffakoq. The whole triworld will know if you do not engage a geotrope to save me. They will follow me in force.”

Breathing sounds from Fém. The flutter of what might be a piece of paper.

Perhaps they were calling my bluff. I could not be certain, after all, that the escape pod relayed data to Tepper. In the end, it did not matter. I would have to save myself. The first step was buying more time.

“PanSavv. Can we lock into geosync orbit?”

“WE TOO HEAVY.”

“I know. But can we try?”

“THE BIOMASS GONNA WUIN IT.”

I understood. Even if we achieved orbit, the corpse cloud would knock us out of it. The suffocating heat went as cold as razors. I closed my eyes. So this was how Niffakoq 55 died: a comet crashing to the surface of a metal planet. Her Chore unfinished. Her reputation ruined. And that was before her corpse was recovered, and the extracted sixth nik was found.

“SISIWWA.”

“Yes.”

“MAYBE WE LOSE WEIGHT.”

I opened my eyes.

“Does this pod have an expunger?”

Blue synaptic lights pulsed to reveal the seams of a hinged circular flap forty centimeters in diameter and pelted in tongues.

“PanSavv, how much weight do we need to lose to fly safely?”

“FOUR POINT FIVE KIWOGWAMS.”

I forced myself to calculate despite the craft’s pirouettes. What weighed 4.5 kilograms? A sack of flour. A full bag of trash. A large watermelon. A gallon of milk. What inside this cramped capsule weighed that much? I searched the pod. Beam-rider controls. Aerostat dials. Ferris Lens adjusters. Saltwater fission thrusters. No breakable piece worth more than a single kilogram.

The pod added violent shudders to its gyrations. The walls keened in a way nearly human. My bones clashed like sabers. My skull clubbed everything near it. A totem pole of babies fell atop me, and crawled over me, and suckled the parts of me that bled, and crawled inside me to meet my fetal monster. I toed the ledge of madness. I focused on those toes, the feet and legs, too, for they were pale enough to see, no matter how blackly came oblivion.

The oddest fact flopped topsy-turvy into my brain.

What was the approximate weight of a ten-year-old girl’s leg?

As it happened, 4.5 kilograms.
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Fém was a fountain of fire, an impatient hell.

I lifted the tiny emergency axe off its finger-bone mount and ran my thumb down its blade. The tool might be of dollhouse size, but it had a surgical sharpness.

“SISIWWA, DON’T.”

I did not want to. I was a child. It was too much. Was it not too much for a child?

“PanSavv, is there a med kit?”

Blue synapses outlined a rounded rectangle over which tongues were arranged in a flower pattern. I poked the center. The rectangle opened like a drawer to reveal a cartilage tray of crisis tools. A trauma pad. A vent chest seal. A combat tourniquet. A nasopharyngeal airway. A roll of compressed gauze. A dispenser of medical tape. A hypothermia wrap folded to the size of a wallet. All of it child-sized.

“What is the weight of this med kit?”

“SISIWWA, YOU’LL DIE.”

“PanSavv, what is the weight of this med kit tray?”

“TWO POINT TWO KIWOGWAMS.”

Tûma had taught me to calculate figures under duress, shouting equations at me as I rolled down a snowy hill in a reinforced barrel. Four point five minus two point two: If I expunged the tray after using its contents, that was half a leg I could save. I stared down at the two bruised limbs. They had done me no wrong. But one of them had to go.

The right leg gave its post-Snarl kick.

Perhaps the severing of the knee-jerk limb would sever the trauma as well. I tucked the sixth nik, Feng’s P, and Murder 005’s rubber ball into my underwear to keep them from zero g free float and brought my right knee to my chest. I levered my right ankle atop my left knee, the very picture of a casual sitter.

The roll of the escape pod made it impossible to keep the little axe blade just above my right knee. Cold sweat floated off my face; a thick bead atomized against the axe handle. I mopped my face with my left biceps. No room for error. I called out instructions to myself over the snaps and ululations of a pod beginning to disintegrate.

“Avoid the patella,” I told myself.

I lodged the blade just below it.

“Saw fast. The skin will not resist. Neither will the muscle. When you get to the shinbone stop sawing and start hacking. Chop the bone like firewood. Think of the glacier. The cold nights. You need firewood to stay warm. The whole tribe is counting on you. Prove to them you are a worthy Niffakoq. A Niffakoq they will sing songs of. A Niffakoq of legend.”

“I BEWIEVE IN YOU, SISIWWA.”

“Thank you, PanSavv,” I said, and began to cut.

Tûma had made sure I was well educated in war history; wars hemorrhaged casualties, and Tûma lingered on these more than the politics that had wrought them. I had been fascinated by the premillennial battle surgeries of such conflicts as the Crimean War and American Civil War. Stories abounded of erudite medical graduates driven mad by the slaughterhouse offal, from the nonstop hoses of blood to the chest-high dunes of severed limbs outside field hospitals. Surgeons sawed and kept going. Soldiers watched their own dismemberments and kept going. I was both surgeon and soldier—both Feng Chaon and Murder 005—and I kept going, too, past skin that split like a ripe peach, through muscle convulsing with the soggy tension of raw steak, into ropy fibers of tendon that twitched as if to dodge my blade.

The process was slow. I had but a child’s strength.

In zero g, blood glided like crimson jellyfish.

“Help me, Fém,” I begged. “Help me, help me.”

The axe hit fibula. I started chopping.

What I did in that tight, corkscrewing chamber was so outrageous that I was dazzled. Wetter than expected, the whole act. The taste of my own marrow surprisingly sweet. The red jellyfish, when headbutted, elongated into eels, a dreamlike development. Often I lost grip of the axe and had to pause to wipe away the blood. The dead babies that had haunted me were stomped to mash and shot out the expunger, that trauma for this one, an Atrocity Algorithm just as morbidly effective.

“Help, Fém. Help.”

My adrenaline gave out upon the final severing of my tibia. My right calf, dangling now from a thong of flesh, tripled in my vision. The axe slipped from my hand a final time. I was ice-cold and shaking. With both hands I grabbed the pendulum of my drooping leg and ripped it off. No different than wrenching a drumstick off a cooked bird. Like that I held my lower leg in my hand. I thrust it against the expunger. The mechanism gripped it with what felt like teeth and inhaled it.

It passed before the window: a naked lower leg dispensing red balloons.

Right away the pod quit shaking. I had done it, bought myself time.

Time, though, had become blood, and ran like rapids.

I robbed the med kit from the air. My narrowed vision strobed between Fém’s red and the void’s black. My fingertips felt nothing, yet I saw them fish the chest seal from the tray. I urged along my fingers as they tried to open the paper packet. Blood began to extrude from my femoral artery as a long, red, semisolid tube. I brought the packet to my mouth and chewed through the paper. The chest seal was freed. I smashed it to my open leg. On the way down, my hand sliced through the floating noodle of blood and snapped it in two.

I did the same with the trauma pad. Red, black. The same with the gauze and tape. Red, black. At last came the tourniquet, a slapstick of cinching the band around the shredded tendrils of my shin. I slotted the band, twisted the rod, secured the clip. Red, black—but I had done it. At least I believed so. My leg end was a chaotic pile of paper applied by a drunkard. It might be saving my life. It might be mere distraction from my death.

Red, black. Red, black.

“Fém,” I managed. “I. Cut off. My leg.”

Black, black, black, black.

My awareness ebbed toward eclipse.

The last thing I heard was a pop from the open comm followed by a brisk clearing of throat. A cool, confident feminine voice washed into the pod.

“Leg’s gone, is it? All right—geotrope engaged. We’re bringing you down. Stay awake if you can. What’s your name, Niffakoq? Mine is Talfa Rees-Weber.”
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Arsuk’s severed heads did not sit well with me. In five years of traversing Grønland with the Nuna Naavoq, I had been greeted by many examples of Niffakoq homage. In the town of Ikerasak, six twenty-ton slabs of Precambrian bedrock were arranged, with backbreaking effort, into a circle symbolizing the six niks. In tiny Kangerluk, all twenty-nine residents sported my name on their right wrists, inked via the Inuit practice of kakiniq, soaking caribou sinew in qulliq lampblack and seal suet, then using a bone needle to embroider the thread through skin. Four years into the future, the Ittoqqortoormiit faithful would see me off on the UN+ helo with pink petals over their left eyes.

Only Arsuk offered decapitated heads. That the heads were nonhuman gave me little solace; I was five and adored animals. Spaced evenly along a fluffy fox pelt tied between four upright narwhal tusks were the heads of a snow bunting, arctic hare, walrus, polar bear, and musk ox. Finally there was an empty circle, symbolic of my eventual decapitated head.

Our Arsuk hosts had tried to explain how the dead beasts related to the lyfe that connected us all. But their grasp of lyfe was confused and simplistic, in line with how Ross Lacaille would describe the concept four years later on Tepper Base.

“Let us bury these remains,” I said.

Tûma grinned at the villagers at the foot of the platform and murmured a reply through his teeth.

“This display honors you, Sissy.”

“It is barbaric.”

“See how the heads go from small to large? You should be flattered.”

“These animals were impervious to flattery.”

“Arsuk has less than a hundred residents. Catching all five of these beasts at once must have exhausted their energy and resources. Do not belittle that.”

My sulk chagrined me. I nikked the Arsukians and found hope swirled with desperation; their lives were hard, and few had more than the Standard Suite of mods. I returned my attention to the heads, determined to find beauty and reverence.

Fresh kills, as Tûma had said, and painstakingly drained of blood. But Tûma and I had been delayed for two days by a blizzard. Rot, and the decomposers it begat, had taken root. Maggots stewed around the circumferences of the musk ox’s eyes. A worm dawdled at the snow bunting’s neck. Beetles explored the polar bear’s white forest. Flies zipped in and out of the walrus’s whiskery maw. I could not see my way past the ugliness until I noticed a snail clinging to the underside of the arctic hare’s muzzle.

A snail. The creature most tied to me.

Tûma had forgiven my smashing of a snail a year prior, but not forgotten. This snail had its shell; Tûma traced the spiral with a pinkie.

“Phi. You see it?”

Months earlier Tûma had taught me the Fibonacci sequence, an uncanny set of numbers defined by the recursive Fn = Fn–1 + Fn–2, wherein each integer is the sum of the previous two: 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, and onward. With the point of his ulu, Tûma had carved this sequence into birch bark with each integer represented by a square of relative size. He fit blocks 1 through 34 into a rectangle, then drew a spiral that elegantly swooped through every section. The spiral’s proportion of 1:1.6 was known as phi and formed the curved backbone of the cosmos, manifesting in everything: daisy petals, pine cones, hawk flight patterns, human faces, uterus dimensions, hurricane patterns, and entire galaxies.

Phi both underpinned the universe and was contained in the shell of a snail.

“Fibonacci numbers rely on the numbers before them,” Tûma said. “Like you, Niffakoq 55, rely on 54 and 53. Like all humans rely upon the journeys of the beasts that made our existence possible.”

I nodded. I had no right to complain. I was a link in a chain that would end up no different from these beheaded beasts. I touched the snail shell; I willed its golden ratio to contort my fingerprint whorl into a 1:1.6 ratio; next, the corkscrewed muscle of my heart; next, the axons of my brain. That day in Arsuk, north of Cape Desolation, off the coast of the Labrador Sea, in the shadow of Kuunnaat mountain, with the thickening blood of better beasts in my nostrils, I became eternal, or so I liked to believe, impervious to decapitation, incapable of death.
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Death, therefore, had no choice but to free me.

I awoke to screaming. Distant, which made it worse, for there was no rescuing a party so far away. A baby, I thought, one of the Niffakoq hopefuls. I was back on Zachariae Isstrom, fearful we might not find the infant in time to save it, swaddle it, and deposit it at the next town we crossed, one more unwitting immigrant.

Gradually I acknowledged it was not one scream but thousands—coloratura soprano, basso profundo, and every range in between. I heard this symphonic suffering from beneath thick blankets of exhaustion and did not trust it. So many could not possibly suffer so much in such unison, not on my beloved glacier.

Which meant I was not in Grønland.

My vision had yet to return. I tried to rouse myself enough to call out but was unable to speak. Even breathing was arduous. My lungs felt banded inside twine. My throat felt stuffed with steel wool. I was too tired to fight and surrendered, and this subsiding of panic helped. My inhales and exhales were reedy, as if threading through obstructions. I felt guilty for abandoning multitudes to their torment but drowsed.

When I again surfaced, the screams were gone, or at least lost behind nearer, more pedestrian noises. The Doppler beat of footsteps. The contrabass flutes of voices at workaday pitches. The white noise of machines and the sonic frizzle of general acoustics.

I pulled my eyes open.

Gray murk through gummed lids. A thick wedge of sunlight, tinted princess pink. A window, not a fenestra but a true window, no glass, no shutters, a rounded cutout to an outdoors my repose did not allow me to see. I was in a bed. I chickened my elbows and felt metal rails, and flashed back to the cot I had been strapped to in Murder 005’s cabin. My throat hurt similarly now. I rolled sore eyeballs rightward, expecting BESS2 to roll into view, busted SurgiBŏt arms dangling, still bawling its lullaby.

No MobiBŏt. Instead, a plain metal desk atop which rested the simplest of medical tools: stethoscope, otoscope, thermometer, percussion hammer, tuning fork, penlight, and sphygmomanometer. The room was a plastic cube just over two meters per side. There was no door; it openly connected to the next cube, where I saw beige movements that might be people.

After the intricacies of a plasmagraphic ship, I found the anonymity of the space soothing. In addition to the desk, there was a metal chair that, due to uneven components, looked more like an art project, as well as a plastic barrel serving as a bedside table. Atop it were a metal cup and a pitcher. Water. The sharp wire that had filled my throat during sleep had gone away but had left what felt like scabbing on my esophagus. Deeper down, my lungs, too, felt bruised.

I lifted an arm and found it untethered. Nothing bound me to the bed. I wrapped my hand around the cup. It was the temperature of the air, which, now that I gauged it, would be stifling if not for the window breeze. I focused on the cup. I lifted it a few centimeters. Water sloshed over the rim.

“Oh boy. Let me help you.”

I did not suspect my frailty until a stronger hand covered mine. This hand took the cup by the rim while the other politely peeled my fingers free. I followed a bare arm up to a woman. Lightweight butternut scrubs matched her tanned Caucasian skin. Her head was cleanly shaved. In the rose sunlight, she was the most natural, bright, and clean thing I had ever seen.

More than that, she looked unburdened, and a quick, if debilitated, nikking confirmed it. Not even while indulging Rana the Irrational, applying cosmetics with Jayne, or executing attack moves with Murder 005 had I nikked a mind so free of obligation, trepidation, and loneliness. Not even the most tranquil of Nuna Naavoq elders possessed this woman’s serenity.

Unburdened did not mean untroubled. The woman wrinkled her brow as she inserted a metal straw into the cup with a tinny clack.

“You’ll be lifting all sorts of things soon, I promise.”

The sideways lilt of her accent reminded me of Arzan’s. She held the cup to my face and directed the straw between my lips. I drank gratefully. The water was warm but the relief was ice-cold. I did not know where I was or whom I was with, but I felt safe. For the first time since Grønland, safe.

She retracted the cup before I was finished. Her wry smile told me I was giving her a pitiful look.

“Now, now. You’ll get sick if you go too fast.”

She was right; I gasped from the hurried swallows. I focused on breathing and found that the moisture had cleared my sinuses. I picked up a scent from outside. Cinnamon. A touch of cayenne. A salt slick welled up in my throat. After the gamy halitosis of The Sickness throatways, the crisp aroma was vitalizing.

“What.” A dry croak. “What is.” Croak. “It.”

The woman drew a cloth bag from a pocket and extracted a yellow lozenge.

“Suck on this, okay? It’ll help.”

She held it before my mouth. I pulled it in with a horse’s prehensile lips. A sharp, bracing citrus. Delicious. I nodded approval at the woman.

“Yes, yummy, isn’t it? Now, close your eyes. Someone will be here soon to explain everything. You happened to wake up right during Mem.”

I echoed the strange word: “Mem.”

The woman feigned a scowl. “Shh. Rest. You’ll feel better.”

I already did. The zesty spice swirled inside my throat and lungs. Literally every breath seemed to improve me. I rolled the lozenge about my mouth, relishing the citrus accent to the cinnamon, cayenne, and salt. Mem, the woman had said. Had I misheard? Had she said Fém?

I sensed the tipping of a different pitcher, filled not with room-temp water but grisly trauma on an escape pod drifting toward a firestorm world. Bobbing inside this noxious memory was the sixth nik, which I felt nowhere on my person; nor did I feel Feng’s peyote capsule or Murder 005’s rubber ball. It was a drink too strong to stomach. I did as ordered and gentled my face into a pillow. I thought only of the citrus tang, the woody incense, the petulant heat, the wind so rude and unbridled.
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I had met each morning of my life with querulous trepidation. What hard lessons would Tûma administer today? What strange secrets would The Sickness or its captain reveal? This awakening was different. While I had no recollection of what it had felt like to awake under the loving gaze of Elizabeth Arzan, I imagined it had felt something like this.

A new woman watched over me. Roughly mid-forties. Sepia skin. Head shaved what looked like several days ago. Radiant with health and wholly relaxed. Though her clothing resembled the other woman’s, a flick of nikking told me she was uninvolved in medicine. What I had originally taken as loose, airy hospital scrubs were, rather, everyday wear. I realized tardily I wore the same sort of outfit. It made sense given the climate.

It felt hackneyed to say the woman’s skin glowed with perspiration, but that was how it appeared. Perhaps it was the quality of sun, mauve-hued despite the passed hours. It made monarch butterflies of her corkscrewed scruff, raised hibiscus petals from her smoky irises.

“Usornaat, Sisilla.”

“Usornaat.” My automatic reply.

She half stood to hand me a fruit. I took it. It was soft and squeezable, the size of a mandarin but hydrangea in color and pelted in a fuzz twice as lush as a peach. Atop it sprang a thatch of barbed leafy matter like the top of a pineapple in miniature.

“Bite right in. You’ll thank me.”

It smelled like the grape soda Murder 005 had favored, and my stomach squirmed in anticipation. I bit. The skin was more fibrous than expected, like Grønlandic seal-tendon ropes I had often held in my teeth to tighten them, but it dissolved upon contact with saliva. The fruit inside burst into my cheeks. Startling but delightful; I glanced up to find the woman smiling slyly. I chewed. The taste was a tannic mix of mango and vanilla ice cream, with the fibril texture of shredded coconut. I held the bitten fruit before me. The flamingo orange insides had an orderly vascular system, as if the fruit were constructed of tiny, soft bricks.

“We call it superfruit. Good, right?”

I nodded and ate more. The woman hoisted her right ankle atop her left knee. Over the upper knee, she laced long fingers. Her nails were cut like those of a manual laborer.

“I’m Talfa Rees-Weber.”

I stopped chewing. And began to nik. Hard. Looking for lies. It had to be a trick. PanSavv’s holo had synthesized what UN+ documents had described as a ninety-year-old woman. This person was middle-aged. But I recognized the pugnacious underbite and the dolphin line of her lips. Age aside, the lack of the holo’s long, curly hair was the most blatant difference.

Talfa Rees-Weber’s granddaughter, that I could believe.

But nikking betrayed no deception. Talfa smiled.

“Some days I feel those ninety Earth years, believe me.”

Her accent, like the doctor’s, recalled Arzan’s, though even more intensified, likely due to her isolation from other accents. I wiped pink superfruit juice from my chin.

“Your condition is astonishing, Ms. Rees-Weber.”

“Talfa. The triworld’s gone a century without any visuals from us. There’s going to be a few surprises.”

“The rust did this.”

“Your trigov thinks they know the rust. They do not, Sisilla, know.”

“It not only cures Wolosis. It slows aging.”

Talfa scrubbed her hand across her buzzed scalp.

“There’s different ways to look at that. My age is my age. Not even the most curative atmosphere in the universe can stop time. But I won’t downplay it. The tissue rejuvenation is real. We think our rust acts as an epigenome.”

“Then it behaves nothing like amnios.”

“Correct. Plus, you know, you get to be conscious.”

“Does it express your Yamanaka factors?”

“That’s the hypothesis, yes. A kind of AAV reboot.”

“You should be able to analyze methylation patterns. Keratinocytes too.”

“Yes, we should. But we don’t exactly have a staff of biogerontologists here. And our equipment is rather crude. Wait-and-see is more our speed. I’ll also tell you that Wolosis remains uncured. We simply don’t express symptoms here. Now, if we left this planet? And got on a ship? Say, a plasmagraphic ship that traveled 170,000 light-years to bother us? Poof—we’d start filling up with hair again.”

Talfa gave me an irascible smile. Despite the felicities of my friends on The Sickness, smiling remained challenging for my zygomaticus major muscles. Yet I felt the urge to try. Even Feng, Jayne, and Murder 005 had been amused by my intellect at the outset. Talfa Rees-Weber was the first stranger who instantly accepted me as an equal. I considered thanking her before her inference hit home.

“Does that mean I have Wolosis?”

“I’m afraid so. Contracting it was unavoidable.”

My hands went to my throat. The smothering of breath and scabbed throat I had felt earlier had been hair. My own hair. Ten or twenty meters of it winding about my innards. I tamped down an urge to vomit.

“The hair… it has…?”

“Receded. You’ve ingested plenty of rust. You’ve been thoroughly examined. You’re fine.”

“But I cannot ever leave.”

“You’ll spend the rest of your life on Fém, that’s correct.”

Fém. To hear the word spoken aloud, and with such subdued pride, was the final step in truly awakening. I had left Grønland, left Earth, left Tepper Base, left The Sickness, left an escape pod, all to arrive at the last setting I would ever know: the enigmatic metal planet. All my life I had speculated on the minutiae of my glorious death. Now, at least, I knew the where.

“Don’t look so bereft,” Talfa said. “I may be biased, but there’s nowhere better to be.”

Her gaze was steady, not babying, not mollycoddling. While I appreciated it, I also recalled Tûma’s advice: Establish authority early on to ensure the upper hand of any relationship. My inhale was invigorated by both rust and superfruit. It did not matter that Talfa was a ninety-year-old miracle. I was a Niffakoq.

I adopted a vulture stare. “I am nikking you.”

Talfa lifted her eyebrows. “I’m sure of it.”

“I would like to ask you the Miscineurodilating Control Criteria.”

“The Niff Six. Sure. But not today. Other things must come first.”

“Already my niks tell me that you hide a lot.”

“Of course. You’re a stranger. We’ve much to fear from strangers.”

“You proved that by trying to kill me.”

“It broke my heart to use that dog. We have no dogs here. I would have loved to meet him.”

“Did it also break your heart to use Murder 005? They were my friend.”

“Murder 008 technically, right? No, Sisilla. It didn’t break my heart. Your Murder did their duty. You of all people understand duty.”

“The robot inside the dog said humans would ruin Fém. That remains your assertion?”

Talfa leaned over her legs. “You’ll see, Sisilla. This isn’t even a planet. It’s heaven.”

I blew air from burning nostrils. I had no appetite for sentimental fluff.

“You will take me to your comms room. I will reestablish contact with Tepper Base. They must think the entire crew of The Sickness has died.”

Talfa smiled tightly. “I’ll show you the comms room. In time.”

“Your people came to JHB 9573963 on a trigov ship, on a trigov-funded mission, with the understanding that all planetary assets were trigov property.”

“Calling Fém by its old name isn’t the fast lane to popularity around here.”

“Joke if you want. You have been derelict in your responsibilities. Do you find it justifiable to hoard lifesaving resources? Do you consider your people more valuable than others?”

“You’ve got all these emotions. No one here will hold them against you. You just learned you’ll never see your home world again.”

“I was never going to see my home world again. Answer my questions.”

“To understand my answer you have to understand Fém’s history, one of radical displacement. Your trigov, on the other hand, are ruiners of worlds.”

“And they will come here, as ruiners if necessary.”

“Well. That will take them two Earth years at least.”

“You admit your technology is crude. I presume your weaponry is as well.”

“Rebels have other ways of fighting.”

“Is that how you fancy yourself? Not turncoats?”

“As George Washington was a turncoat against the British Crown.”

“George Washington did not plant robots inside dogs and brainwash Murders.”

“George Washington’s false teeth were pulled from the mouths of slaves. People are grayer than you make them out to be.”

“I see nothing gray about traitorous greed.”

“You seem to want to hurt my feelings. That’s all right. Get it out.”

I evaluated what I had nikked. Talfa believed in everything she said. Yet her mind was a maze of locked doors. Behind any one of them might be Fém’s trap. I gauged that our standstill required drama to push beyond. I took the bedsheet by the edge and did what I had so far been afraid to do. I whipped it away from my lower body.

My right leg was gone beneath the knee. The stub was rounded by pleats of clean cloth clipped tight. My intent was to follow the reveal with immediate accusations, but I was caught off guard by the sight. I thought of the hundreds of miles I had trekked across the northern glacier. The foothills I had scaled. The endless entries and exits I had executed with no mind given to my physical perfection. The only world that would have adjusted itself to a one-legged girl was the plasmagraphic ship I had left behind.

I tore my eyes away to glare at Talfa. “Hurt feelings is what you wish to speak of?”

Talfa looked away and I claimed a small victory.

“You might have been heavily armed,” she said. “We needed you under control.”

“You needed me hobbled. You needed me broken before you let me land.”

Talfa pressed her palms together. “It’s a lot to ask. A lot. But if you’ll just wait and see.”

I nikked frustration and guilt, but also suppressed excitement. Whatever Talfa Rees-Weber intended to show me, she honestly believed it would change my mind. I was intrigued by the sheer improbability. This woman had killed my friends and forced the loss of my leg. I gazed at my nub with a ghoulish thought. If I were forced to bring my baby to term, would the lack of a lower leg aid in delivery? My urge was to hurl the ugly fact of my pregnancy into Talfa’s face. But I knew nothing of Fém abortion politics, not yet.

Phantom feelings: that old post-Snarl kick despite no longer owning the requisite leg.

“I do not see that I have an option but to wait,” I replied. “I can hardly run.”

Talfa exhaled through a grin. “You won’t want to run. Trust in me, just a little.”

“I am not inclined to trust a person who made me cut off my leg. Again I would reference my lack of options.”

Talfa stood. Ninety years old but carved of marble. Tall, radiant, shoulders unbowed. The Snarl had confirmed that Talfa had been born a twin, but it did not seem possible for this world, or any other, to have room for two such gods.

She came closer, the sunshine like azaleas passed over her skin. She tried to take my hand but I dodged. I had a lot to learn about Fém? She had a lot to learn about Niffakoq. Talfa was momentarily deflated, then stood straight again.

“I regret what’s happened up until now, Sisilla. But I make a pledge to you. Never again will you be under lock and key. Not on Fém. As of this instant, you are free. Freer than you’ve ever been. I don’t need you to believe me yet. But I hope you’ll believe me soon.”

Her face was as absent of trickery as her intentions. Never again, she had said, implying I had spent my whole existence under confinement, despite the glacier horizons suggesting otherwise. I glanced out the window. What kind of horizons defined this land?

“I have a request,” I said.

“Name it.”

“I had a small silver disc on my person.”

“One of your niks. I thought it rude to ask how it ended up outside your head.”

“There are those in the triworld who would give anything for that nik.”

“No one in the triworld has anything we want.”

I hid my relief. “Very well. I would like the nik back.”

“We’ll consider it.”

“Who is we? Are you not in charge?”

Talfa laughed. “No one’s in charge here.”

Tûma loved telling tales of historical hubris. Bohemian co-ops that devolved into dictatorial turmoil. Would-be utopias that slid into dystopic free-for-alls. Schools of idealistic thought revealed to be engines of coercion and profit. No one liked obeying a leader, but there was a reason UN+ had a secretary-general and a reason The Sickness had a captain, even if the latter had lost his mind.

I wondered if Talfa’s secret twin was part of the decision-making collective.

“I had two other items on my person,” I said.

Talfa crossed her arms. “I know I’m not your mother. But you’re too young to be taking peyote.”

“Do you have commentary on the rubber ball as well?”

Talfa smiled. “Well, we don’t know what it is.”

“I am surprised you have not sawed it in half.”

Talfa shook her head. I nikked exasperation. She wandered toward the edge of the room cube. From the next cube over, three others in tunics looked on with obvious interest. Talfa paused at the seam between cubes, took an object from her pocket, and tossed it to me. I made the catch thanks to instincts honed by Murder 005. The object was, in fact, the black rubber ball bequeathed by my bodyguard. I looked up at Talfa, who forced a smile.

“You have the wrong idea, Sisilla. It’s your triworld that destroys things. Not us.”
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I expected a lost leg to earn me at least a week in the hospital. It won me two days. I vocalized my concern to the physician, a “Dr.” Corvino—I doubted a body existed on Fém to bestow legal honorifics—as well as to a trio of nurses who, as soon as Talfa Rees-Weber left, rushed in like puppies to meet the first interloper on their planet. As they fed me an agrarian diet based on wheats, vegetables, and succulent superfruit, I tried to parlay their ogling into intelligence. While they happily supplied facts about food, medical care, and their shaved heads (a cultural holdover from the days of Wolosis) they were less forthcoming about Fém’s greater society. They apologized and said they were not supposed to tell me.

“I thought you had no leader,” I said.

“We don’t,” one nurse replied.

“Yet you are obeying an order.”

They looked at one another and smiled awkwardly.

“It’s more like we agree on how this should be done,” another nurse said.

“How what should be done?”

“You’ll see,” the third nurse said, and again, I nikked nothing amiss.

Once I had my feet—or foot—on solid ground, I had to admit Dr. Corvino was right. My residual limb panged more than hurt, and I was strong enough to operate crutches. Like most everything else in the hospital, the crutches were metal, but padded with soft cloth and stoppered with rubber. I thought of Murder 005, who had taken to their wheelchair without complaint. Corvino advised caution, but Niffakoq crave information like others crave water, and I remained thirsty.

A nurse shadowed me as I stabbed my crutches and swung my body through the building, block by block. Murder 005’s rubber ball was a pendulum in my tunic pocket.

“The hospital is built from packing cubes,” I surmised.

The nurse knocked a wall with his knuckles. “Came over on the Mary Eliza Mahoney. They were designed to double as housing. Eventually the Fémic got better at architecture, so the crates became the hospital.”

Fémic. Feng’s guessed gentilics, from Fémmers to Fémsters, Fémesians, and Fémites, had all missed the mark. As the adjective form of fém, fémic was a demonym of logic and grace. I lingered at a window. Each cube had the same rounded-square apertures, some sealed shut, others open. The open ones did not help much. Each squint outside distinguished nothing from a sandy terra-cotta expanse muddled by crinkling waves of heat mirage. There would be no comprehending the terrain until I explored it.

Nothing stopped me. The medical staff echoed the pledge that I was not under lock and key, though they suggested I wait for Talfa’s return, expected later that day. I opted to comply. I wished to pose my questions to the woman who hospital staff insisted was not their leader. This was belied by their venerational reception of Talfa when she strolled in. Each of them blushed while giving the tall ninety-year-old a bow, or two, or three.

Talfa stopped ten feet from my crutched form and planted her fists on her hips.

“Look at you,” she said.

“Still missing a leg.”

“Ah, but what you’ve gained. Come on. I’ll show you.”

My lope, of which I had felt proud, felt rickety alongside Talfa’s mighty stride. And that was on the hospital’s flat plastic flooring. We reached a metal door. Talfa took hold of an iron handle and pulled it open with a grunt I was glad to hear. Gods did not grunt.

I shielded my eyes from the deluge of light and swung outside into the full hammer of the sun. Sand crunched under rubber crutch tips and my canvas shoe. My eyes adjusted and I peered. The horizon was longer than I expected. I could not see either end.

“What do you think?” Talfa asked.

I could not hide my awe. “Like Grønland.”

“Wonderful. Something familiar already.”

Talfa reached into her tunic pocket. The sixth nik, I hoped, or at least the capsule of P. Instead she withdrew a translucent pouch affixed with a tiny metal spout. Inside was a blue gel. She squirted a dollop onto her palm.

“I’d let you do this yourself but I’m afraid you’ll fall. You’ll let me touch you?”

I felt my usual unhappy hardening. But I nodded. There was no telling how many people had handled my body since the escape pod crash. Talfa swirled the gel with her fingers and began to apply it to the exposed skin of my arms, neck, and face. Not my scalp, which made me quietly happy: My hair was thicker than ever. The gel had a pleasantly cool tingle but I was distracted by Talfa’s forceful scrape. It recalled how a cat licked her kittens, rough but because she needed to be.

Talfa pocketed the gel. I uncoiled my tensed muscles.

“None for you?” I asked.

“Children only. Your skin has to temper.”

“And what of my eyes?”

“I’m afraid your eyes will burn out. You’ll be blind by sundown. Sorry.”

I blinked in surprise. Talfa snorted.

“Niffakoq really do struggle with humor.” She chuckled.

You will do all right, I think, with jokes, Tûma had told me on our hike to Ittoqqortoormiit. I gave my feelings a moment’s introspection. I did not, at that moment, feel grim at all. To the contrary, I wished to meet Talfa’s rejoinder with one of my own. I tried to shed myself of the notion. This woman had robbed me of my leg. My leg.

“Rust dissolves into the eye tissue, natural carotenoids that boost melanin.” Talfa pointed ahead. “We’re going that way. A bumpy walk, but that’s Fém. You think you’re going to capsize, give me a shout, all right?”

“I will not capsize.”

“ ‘Nuclear power is safe,’ ” Talfa intoned. “ ‘Smoking won’t kill you.’ ‘Plasmagraphic ships always protect their crews.’ ”

Another joke, this one with teeth. I slitted my eyelids against the metal planet’s coral glare, tightened my hands over the crutch grips, and started off into the shimmering haze. Stab, swing. I heard the crunch of Talfa following. Stab, swing, stab, swing. I would show her just how they raised Niffakoq on the glacier.
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PASSIF-2 was a class F star, subclass 2, a thousand degrees hotter than the Earth’s class G. A hint of yellow made it less white than straw-colored, and it hung over us like a mastodon tusk, triple the sun’s size. An awesome sight, though merely an effect of Fém’s obliquity. At other times of year, PASSIF-2 would be but a tiny lost nik.

My eyeballs ached enough for me to keep them aimed at the ground. So it was Fém’s surface that received my initial scrutiny. My crutches and shoe disturbed the kind of duricrust typical of arid regions of Earth and Mars. One of my weaknesses was mineralogy, but I believed the duricrust to be primarily ferricrete, a sediment rich in iron sesquioxides. A hard punch of my left crutch broke through twenty centimeters of the shale-like plates. The ground would be too brittle to welcome heavy buildings, which explained why the hospital had chosen plastic.

The rust, bright as paprika and even finer, stung as it dusted against my eyeballs. Within fifteen minutes, however, it produced a caffeine-like boost. It improved my mood and acclimated my eyes to the sun’s luster, which allowed me to comfortably scan the horizons.

Fém was beautiful and brutal. Massive formations the color of period blood stove upward like jagged bones, as if a fleet of Oort Behemoths had landed here and people had chosen to colonize their fossilized corpses. Scabrous shoulders, burly keeps, and precipitous spires lanced as far as a kilometer into the apricot sky. These structures persisted for ten thousand hectares before melting into a purple mist. Despite Fém’s reputation as “the metal planet,” only the upper strata of the siltstone bluffs had the burnished glare of metal. As I crutched, alterations in my position made the metallic parts seem to blink, a cipher even a Niffakoq, master of languages, could not decode.

All Grønlanders dream of the same thing, Sissy. The desert.

I could see what Tûma meant. I felt as if I were dreaming already.

Atop a bluff to our left, two kilometers through the heat haze, were hundreds of squat buildings surrounding a single edifice perhaps forty stories tall. The town proper, I presumed, built on solider rock. With the settlement identified, it was obvious Talfa was taking me elsewhere. Suspense plus heat made the mystery unbearable. My muscles, unevenly flexed with crutches, objected as well. I unsealed dry lips and cleared my throat to demand explanation.

Only to find that Talfa had stopped. A group of people was fifty meters ahead and headed our way. Red dust clouded in their wake. Trained on my mission’s paranoia, I thought: Trap.

I crutched to Talfa’s side, panting, sweaty armpits smarting. She glanced at me.

“Four of them,” she said. “Think we can kill them before they kill us?”

I nikked. I frowned. “Another joke.”

Talfa winked, grinned, and waved an arm over her head. The group waved back. They emerged from mirage as four people of different ages. They wore breezy tunics and carried light, single-strap cloth bags from which superfruit and water vessels peeked. PASSIF-2 gleamed half-moons off their shaved heads. I could tell the precise moment each of them recognized Talfa. Like the nurses, their squinting faces cleared with happy surprise. Talfa unfolded her long arms and brought the first three into an embrace.

“Cath. Ludo. Rohm.” Talfa peaked an eyebrow at the slowpoke. “Sev, I didn’t see you at Mem.”

Sev looked fourteen. Given Fém’s pace of aging, did that mean she was twenty? Older? Surely Fémic teens did not have toddler proportions; physical deceleration must begin at some later age. Sev’s blush, visible even under the habanero peppering of rust, led me to believe she was roughly nineteen.

“I’m sorry, Talfa,” Sev said. “I had to go to the rainfields.”

Talfa sharpened her skeptical look.

Sev blushed redder. “I was lazy.”

Talfa nodded once, seemingly satisfied with the honesty, and gave Sev a quick, tight side hug. The girl’s smooth head did not reach Talfa’s chin. Sev closed her eyes and rested her face on the woman’s chest. The nervousness I had nikked from her drained away; I did not need a single nik to know it.

Sev’s eyes slid over to me as the hug broke. I became aware that all four strangers were staring. Each had a cutesy smile, as if they knew something I did not. The oldest of the group, Cath, looked at the other three and counted off two beats with her hand. On the third, the quartet shouted in unison.

“Usornaat!”

Each pronunciation was incorrect in a way that canceled out the other mispronunciations. They giggled, pleased with themselves. I offered the two men and two women a wince that I knew from experience approximated a smile.

“We are so pleased that you are here,” Cath said. Her Mississippi accent was the same as everyone else’s, but drawled slowly and loudly, as if I were daft.

“Speak to me as an equal,” I said.

Cath was taken aback by my tone correction, the same I had pushed upon the preening Ross Lacaille. I felt regret and interrogated the feeling. It was not Tûma’s ghost scolding me. Out here on the dry duricrust, not so different from Grønland’s cold bedrock, the bald-headed Fémic reminded me of bald-headed Niffakoq—and, of course, no Niffakoq had ever met another Niffakoq. Indeed, the Fémic looked like adult Niffakoq, while in reality, only one Niffakoq had ever lived to see age twelve. These people were a fantasy I had never allowed myself, one of maturation, independence, friendship, and longevity.

Your bumpkin tundra surgeons, Captain Arzan had denounced the Nuna Naavoq. Your counterfeit Inuits. Could it be that Angajoqqaa had feared the idea of one Niffakoq meeting another? I let the notion play out in my mind. Two Niffakoq, experts of perceptivity, nikking each other like two mirrors faced inward, an elongating infinitude of understanding. A communion so profound might unearth any wrongs perpetuated against them by the Nuna Naavoq, and in the doing so, might prove Arzan right.

“Oh! I’m sorry! Of course.” Cath smiled. “Well, anyway, we’re happy to have you on Fém. If there’s anything we can do to, you know, soften your landing, please let us know.”

I resisted the urge to gesture at my residual limb, evidence of a hard landing indeed. Instead, I nodded. There was a low likelihood of quality info gathering with Talfa around to monitor tongues, so I let my silence signal the conversation’s end. The group straightened their spines, exhaled briskly, and clasped their hands, classic signifiers of taking one’s leave. They bid goodbye to us and began to move past. Only Sev lingered. She peeked at me shyly and chewed her lip.

“May I…”

“Speak,” I said.

Sev was blushing again. She laughed nervously.

“I’ve never seen so much hair before. May I touch it?”



1.6

We pushed through origami folds of heat.

“They know who I am.”

Talfa walked beside me. Her hand hovered. Twice she had grabbed my tunic to right me after I had poorly planted a crutch. Both times I had seized at the physical contact. Unpleasant for both of us.

“Fém’s small: 8,675 people at last count.”

“Nearly a one percent growth rate. Does the rust heighten fertility?”

“It’s more that we live longer. We’re proud of our fertility rates, of course. Great pains have been taken to avoid inbreeding. Many tears shed too. Romance blooms where it blooms, even on the metal planet. But you bring a craft here? Even something as small as your escape pod? Everyone and their uncle is going to see it. It was prudent to be up-front. I made a speech at Mem. Laid out the situation honestly. The Fémic are empathetic people. They’ve had to be to survive. You saw. They’re not only willing to accept you. They’re excited that you’re here.”

I nikked a dodge.

“You are hiding something again.”

Talfa laughed. “This is like being a kid again. When you’re so bad at lying your parents call you on it every time.”

“Then do not lie.”

“Spoken like one of my parents.”

“Syzmon Rees and Perpetua Weber.”

“Ah, you forgot the qualifiers. The brilliant Syzmon, the visionary Perpetua.”

The Tepper Base briefing had provided brief data on the duo, and trading a Snarl trollbot 0.5 percent access to my niks had provided a bit more. Neither of Talfa’s parents was a Sharkey County native. Both had been medical professionals brought in to combat Wolosis.

“Your tone is sarcastic,” I said. “Were they not brilliant and visionary?”

“After you meet them, you tell me.”

I stopped crutching and stared up at Talfa. She was a monolithic oak robed in sunlight as pearlescent as the inside of a conch.

“They would be one hundred and fifty years old,” I objected.

“One hundred forty-eight and one hundred forty-nine. Earth years. The numbers get even bigger in a 207-day orbit. I won’t confuse you with the math.”

“I doubt you can confuse me with math.”

“Yeah, that’s probably true.”

“Are your parents… well?”

Talfa chuckled. “They’re definitely old, if that’s what you’re asking. But they get around pretty good. You’ll see.”

A gust of dry wind walloped us. It carried both salt and screams. I recognized them. The first night I had awakened in Fém’s hospital, I had heard this sonic braid of agonized shrieks. I looked at Talfa. She peaked an eyebrow.

“Just over the hill,” she said. “Need help?”

To be unmoved by the sound of suffering was monstrous. I gripped my crutches and marched up a long, gradual rock incline the color of raw meat. PASSIF-2 threw Talfa’s shadow into mine. She was right behind me, ready to catch me if I fell. I ducked my head to wipe sweat onto my shoulder. Stab, swing, stab, swing.

A burly breeze buffeted me at the hillcrest. A billion pinpricks of rust into my skin. The prickle of it into my widening eyes, the swelling uprush of its absorption. The salt taste was thick. Talfa joined me at the crest and took a deep breath of fortifying rust. Her exhale had the tenor of inspiration.

“The Iron Sea,” she said.

The world had bisected into a roseate sky and a vast black quilt of glinting, tormented metal. The sea was neither the steel flatland nor the jumble of floating ore I had imagined. It was more like a Gordian entanglement of chain mail. It did resemble turbulent waters in how it knuckled, coiled, shifted, and saw-bladed along an infinite series of hinges that gyred like metal vertebrae. It was too byzantine to take in; I narrowed focus onto a smaller segment, then a second and third, but each was a convoluted nest of what looked like oily bicycle chains slithering past one another. This purposeless clockwork moved in sequelae akin to currents. I even saw whirlpools, metal chains caught in violent, self-swallowing vortexes.

Had I not required both hands to keep myself upright, I would have covered my ears. The Iron Sea screamed: the leaden groans of unfathomable metal slabs bending, the locomotive chug of crank and rod, the squeal of metal ripping through metal. Sparks flew instead of sea spray, a pumpkin-colored butane that slunk along undulating mineral hillocks.

I forced a single word.

“How?”

Talfa could not have heard the whisper over the din. Nevertheless she knew her cue.

“You ever heard of sailing stones?”

It shamed me to be mentally outfoxed, but I shook my head.

“It’s a geological phenomenon in Death Valley, a desert in the American West. Rocks, big ones, four hundred kilograms or more, travel for hundreds of meters all on their own. For ages, people considered it a miracle, until scientists finally cracked it. These imperceptibly thin ice panels, see, form at night over certain kinds of clay. When the sun comes up, the ice melts, and all it takes is a little wind to get the rocks moving.”

“Ice shove,” I identified. “This is no ice shove.”

“My point is, what looked like impossible movement had obeyed the laws of physics all along.”

“The metal of the Iron Sea is linked like chains. How is that physics?”

“Think of the Giant’s Causeway in United Ireland. Forty thousand polygonal stone columns so flawlessly interlocked that ancient people thought them to be the work of celestial architects. What are they really? Basalt eruption leftovers from the Tertiary period. Think of iron meteorites. The divots and sockets and curlicues. They look like pelvic bones. You can imagine how they might have fit together before burning up. I don’t think it’s a stretch to apply those principles here.”

My own pelvic bones ached in obduracy.

“Even if that were true, the chains would not move.”

“By calling them chains, you’re thinking of them as uniform. Nothing on Fém is uniform. It’s the irregularity we think instigates the whole thing. The metal is trying to settle. That’s what matter does. But each piece is dragging a mountain of metal behind it, which itself tries to settle in other directions. You get this seesaw. This push and pull. Something adjacent to perpetual motion.”

“And the rust? Why would the rust do anything but harm us?”

“You’re the Niffakoq. Give me your theory.”

I glowered. Niffakoq did not play games. I held my tongue for Tûma’s sake and gazed across the Iron Sea. If I squinted, I could see rust billow from the trillions of crunching treads. The metal itself, however, was dark and glossy, free from the oxidized crust of corrosion.

“The rust is not rust,” I guessed. “It is a substance from beneath the metal, on the sea floor, grated and atomized by the chains.”

“That’s the theory. We don’t know what’s down there. We know the Iron Sea itself is at least five meters deep. That’s as far as we’ve been able to drop a measuring stick before it gets chewed up. Could be a kind of moss under there? A fungus? A protein-rich mucus?”

“We might be inhaling insects,” I said. “Worms. Amphibians.”

“Cute little bunnies, playful puppies—yes, yes, all possible. One life might be sacrificing for another.”

“And you are at peace with this sacrifice.”

Talfa sharpened her look as she had to Sev. Unlike the teen, I did not prostrate, and my receipt was the first barb of frustration I nikked from Talfa.

“Were you at peace harpooning your whale? Butchering them on the ice? Using their bones for buildings and their baleen for nets?”

I kept my bearing upright even as I felt stupid for the intellectual stumble.

“Yes, I was,” I replied.

Talfa gestured at the snarling, gnashing sea.

“This is Fém as we found it. I don’t think our role is to question the planet. Our role is to harmonize with it. It’s what humanity has failed to do on every tuft of land it has ever touched.”

“Why theorize about the Iron Sea? Have there not been studies?”

“What did anyone accomplish by explaining Death Valley’s sailing stones? Except to rob the world of one of its last miracles? We Fémic choose the miracle.”

I studied Talfa. Her scalp, eyelashes, and lips sparkled with rust. The deep, easy rise and fall of her chest evinced the health of a woman in her physical prime. She looked happy, and nikking confirmed it. I followed her gaze to the Iron Sea. It clattered and howled like a steel factory in a tornado, so many directions of motion that I could not focus upon any one part. It put me in mind of the so-called Daitoshi Blade, a ring of debris around Earth created by the explosion of a massive Japanese space station that had borne out the Kessler Syndrome—an orbiting scythe of space junk thick enough to destroy satellites and spacecraft. It had created a brief technological dark age during which Earthlings were trapped on Earth. The resulting pent-up wanderlust expediated the colonization of Europa. Talfa, I realized, might see the incident from a different angle: The Daitoshi Blade had protected the universe from Earth.

By quirk of fate, the Sharkey County afflicted had made their escape.

Now I had as well.

And it felt wonderful. It did not matter that my residual limb was days fresh or that I inhaled rust through the gaps of three missing teeth. Simple breathing was like sipping an invigorating drink. My every atom sang with the thrill of possibility. I was excited to see where the day might take me, though I knew it did not matter. Whether leisure or adventure, I would meet it with the windblown fervor of perching on a cliff’s edge before a marvelous vista.

“Can we go closer?” I asked.

Talfa grinned slyly, as if she had scored a victory.

“People do. They mold special earplugs so they don’t damage their hearing. They’re used to our atmosphere, of course. For you, I don’t advise it. The rust down there is more than a girl your age can handle. At the very least, you might not sleep for a few days.”

I nodded reluctantly.

“Then there’s the salt.” Talfa squatted, licked a finger, and swiped it through one of the hundreds of thin white ridges striping the red duricrust. “You can eat it right off the ground. It’s good. But along the coast, breathing is like drinking salt water. Not fun.”

Talfa sucked clean her fingertip and pointed it to our right. As the Iron Sea was not liquid, it did not have a gradient coastline capable of high or low tides. Instead the coast was a winding bluff lobed like puzzle pieces. Several kilometers down the coast, a tiny figure stirred the heat mirage. Something near the figure shone with a brightness that nothing but TASSIF-2 could equal. I had to look away.

“That bright object is a gemboat. Fém’s on their third one now. Very labor-intensive to build. Hulls of pure diamond. Gemboats are the only thing sharp enough to carve through the Iron Sea.”

And if that mockingbird don’t ga! Sing, Mama’s gonna ga! Buy you a diamond ga! Ring.

I shivered at the memory.

“Where did you find so much diamond?”

“Fém is full of it.” Talfa laughed. “Another thing the trigov doesn’t know.”

“Like 55 Cancri e.” The diamond exoplanet analyzed by the Hubble Space Telescope back in 2016, worthy of mining if not for local temps of 5,400 degrees Kelvin.

“We, of course, have limited use for diamonds. We have no system of money. Jewelry isn’t practical. Diamond is a stone to us, no better or worse than any other. You asked if there have been studies done on the sea. To a limited degree, yes. When studies happen, it’s the gemboaters who do the work. They’re the only ones who have ever been out on it.”

“Including you?”

Talfa laughed. “Oh, yeah. Gemboaters are a different breed. They don’t sleep, for starters. Their senses are jacked up from so much rust, which is helpful in a lot of ways, but makes them a bit unnerving to talk to. They’re half-deaf from the noise, for instance, and don’t realize they’re shouting in your face. They just don’t mesh well with others. The rest of the Fémic are probably too sedate for them anyway. So they just live out there, like a sect of monks. A fulfilling life for a certain type, but not me. There’s nothing I like better than a good nap.”

“I would like to meet them.”

“You can’t. That’s what I’m saying. It’s one thing for a grown person to decide they want to be a monk and let the rust do what rust does. It’s another for a child, even a Niffakoq. It’d be too much. Don’t get any closer than this. You promise?”

“I have nothing to gain from making promises.”

Talfa sighed. “I should have expected that. Now, look. I know Niffakoq are the question askers. But may I ask you one?”

“Yes.”

“What was your ship’s plan? If we had refused to cooperate?”

I inhaled, was intoxicated, closed my tingling eyes, and spoke the truth.

“The captain would have brought the ship into your stratosphere. The Sickness had a ganglia system of alightment. Some of us would have traveled down the tube. I would have sought out a meeting with you. I would have explained the facts of your situation. I would have explained how cooperation only benefited your people. I would have convinced you. Convincing is what Niffakoq do. If you refused, UN+ would come. Now they assuredly will. You are right that it will take two years. But they will get here. And they might erase your civilization.”

Talfa and the Iron Sea chewed this over.

“Two years,” Talfa mused. “By which point you’ll be dead?”

“In all likelihood.”

“And therefore you would have no personal stake in the matter?”

“Niffakoq are not raised with personal stakes.”

A hand on my shoulder. I flashed open my eyes. I expected to see Talfa steadying me as she had during the hike. But she was only gazing across the rattling sea, lost in thought. Her touch seemed incidental, even casual. My heart, already electric with rust, palpitated in these crosshairs of normalcy.

“On Fém, we don’t weave our children in moltvats. We don’t freight them off on ships powered by Diggory Maçon’s hate.” Talfa’s sanguine voice eluded the hysterias of twisting metal. “We keep them close. We surround them. With what? What else? With love.”
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Per the compass of Talfa’s arms, the Iron Sea was due west of the hospital. We headed northeast toward town. This meant scaling the sixty-meter bluff on which the town had been built. A short distance for a Grønland nomad if not for the forty-degree grade. I had to accept Talfa’s help to hobble upward. Again, I found it less loathsome than expected. I extended myself what grace I could. I was small. And tired. And down a leg. Only on Zachariae Isstrom did parents not carry their children.

I was a gasping wreck by the summit. My muscles were butter. My leg wobbled. My coursing sweat had conquered the cooling gel. Talfa lifted me by my armpits and sat me on a smooth object. It was a boulder of the planet’s native metal, an ore shaped by some indigenous chemical. Chance had eroded the metal into the rough shape of a chair, which explained the effort that had been expended to drag it to the apex of the bluff trail.

The chair was positioned so one could enjoy the panorama of baking duricrust and growling sea. But I examined the town. The bluff itself had a gentle eastward incline, granting me a view of hundreds of metal roofs, fanned upward like a hand of cards. Nothing over two stories with the dramatic exception I had noted earlier—a shark’s fin shape at the center of town, cutlassed at least three hundred meters into the melon-pink sky.

The town looked to be twenty square kilometers at most. Closest were dozens of small, round structures built from an adobelike brick. Topped with one, two, or three conical roofs of a shaggy turf, each building resembled a child’s play castle or the historical tata houses of Togo, West Africa. I saw people inside and more than one face peering out.

“Homes,” I identified.

Talfa gestured with her shaved skull. “When you’re ready, I’ll show you.”

I began to lift myself. Talfa gave a look of caution, then held out my crutches.

“The rust’s making you think you’re an Olympian. You’re headed for a crash.”

“I would like another superfruit.”

Talfa tsked like Tûma but handed over another fuzzy purple fruit from her bag. I gobbled it, frustrated only that my missing teeth kept me from faster consumption. It was Fém’s overriding saltiness, I realized, that made the fruit’s sweetness such an ideal counterpoint. While finishing the superfruit, I noticed it had no seeds. This raised questions. Which would only lead to more questions. I had gathered so many I might need to procure writing implements to rank them.

I stood, stabbed, and swung. Talfa led me along the front line of huts. Other Fémic kept their distance but offered tentative waves. My occupied hands gave me the excuse to ignore their greetings and nik them instead. These Fémic were nervous, I learned, but also optimistic.

It felt wrong to admit I felt optimistic too.

Talfa strolled through the doorless aperture of an unoccupied hut. I followed through meter-thick walls into the bracing relief of cool shade. The room was ten paces in diameter, as large as the conference room in The Sickness, and had a Nuna Naavoq economy. Cool, packed-clay floor and walls, barnlike rafters to prop up the turf, a bespoke metal chair and desk, a thin metal cabinet, a soft-looking mattress, and two large arched windows facing the Iron Sea.

“This is yours,” Talfa said.

Even as my heart lobbed, I recalled what Tûma always said.

No one trades beaks for blubber.

“Mine.” I ladled on the suspicion.

Talfa looked amused at my challenge. “Fém relationships are fluid. People move around a lot. Decide to live with others, change their minds, change partners. It’s an effect of longer life; you tend to vagabond into your forties, if not forever. This hut opened up and people were happy to hold it for you. That’s it.”

The adobe filtered out the Iron Sea’s shrieks and left behind a comfortable gnarr not unlike a snoring Positive Roy. I had the immediate desire to curl up on the mattress. A despicable urge for a Niffakoq with limited time left to live. I looked for a short-term goal, saw the cabinet, and crutched to it. An outdated UN+ logo was visible through the rust.

“From our ship,” Talfa explained. “Nothing goes to waste here.”

I opened it. Inside were two clay jugs of water and three superfruits.

“I didn’t know what you ate,” Talfa admitted.

“I eat food. I am a human being.”

“If you had a child’s palate, I mean.” Talfa winced. “Is that dumb?”

Talfa looked earnestly concerned. I suffered a beat of sympathy.

“I grew up eating with adults. Mattak. Ptarmigan. Lumpfish roe.”

“Well, we can’t offer you any of that. The ducks and pigs brought on the Mary Eliza Mahoney couldn’t adjust to the climate. Not the rabbits, either, which bummed everyone out. They didn’t think anything could stop rabbits. But the cattle made it. The chickens made it. The goats, especially, made it. They’re in goat heaven here. Every original strain is still going. Ultimately we found their milk more critical than their meat. We’ve been vegetarian for a quarter century.”

“The livestock were intended for labmeat cultures.”

“We’re cowboys. Surprise?”

I thought of Arzan’s cowboy boots, banished the visual, and sniffed.

“I smell no manure.”

“Wait till a windy day.” Talfa pointed toward town. “The ag center is a couple kilometers east. Where there’s actual soil, not just rock and metal. That’s something the trigov gave us that really worked—regolith drills. Thanks to those drills and a few genetically engineered microorgs, we’ve got crops. Humble, but they produce. A couple weird things native to Fém too.”

“Superfruit must grow on cactus,” I said.

Talfa moved her pointing arm like a clock, from three o’clock to four.

“The rainfields are that way. Caves, basically, where rain gathers. For about three Earth months, it pours like you wouldn’t believe, enough to last us the rest of the year. Lucky you, you arrived in summer. But the rainy season’s only six or seven weeks off.”

Picturing the plummeting pencil lines of a deluge stole my breath.

“I would like to see these places.”

“Not possible.”

I stiffened. “You do not know what a Niffakoq is capable of.”

Talfa looked unamused. “That long, hard walk we just made? My parents make that walk without a problem. You’re not crutching out to the rainfields. You’ll lose your other leg.”

“You have a curious sense of humor about the leg you made me remove.”

Talfa threw up her hands. “I’m doing my best here.”

“You did not mention sheep,” I challenged. “My UN+ brief said the Mary Eliza Mahoney came with Debouillet. A desert breed. It ought to have thrived here.”

Talfa crossed her arms and leaned against the wall.

“I don’t think our first gen was invested in keeping them alive.”

“Because Wolosis originated in sheep?”

“Must seem illogical to a Niffakoq.”

“It is more than illogical,” I criticized. “Put the meat aside. The wool alone. The milk. Even the companionship. Sheep are friendly, docile, healthy, easy to care for. I am surprised Fém has survived this long making decisions so emotionally.”

Talfa tapped her temple. “You’re speaking to a NonMod here. My whole generation is NonMod. ‘Emotionally’ is how we make decisions. It’s how Earthlings made decisions for four and a half billion years. It’ll take a little getting used to is all. Outside the Nuna Naavoq, you probably didn’t meet a single person without the Standard Suite.”

I timed the duration of my inhale, exhale.

“I met one,” I said.

I balanced my crutches against the wall and rested my forearms on the window’s base. Centered on the sill was a handmade art piece, metal forged into a heart shape some thirty centimeters across. Talfa had said the Fémic had no use for jewelry, but the artist had encrusted this heart with diamonds. There was a pitiless beauty to the toothlike shapes. The gems turned pink sunlight into twinkling confetti.

The sill was thick enough for me to curl my entire body inside. Once I was healed, I might do just that. I could sit here, run my fingers over the diamond heart, breathe the rust, think about nothing, and slowly die. I scanned the Iron Sea’s continuum of threading patterns. I saw symbols, animals, and faces, the same as I might in clouds. Perhaps if I searched long enough, I would find Tûma and he would tell me what to do.

A crooked finger of smoke rose from the sea many kilometers off.

“What is that?” I asked.

Talfa joined me at the window to see.

“Oh. That’s your ship.”
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The Dermis, The Spine, and The Pelvis had met their ends in the same moltvats that had spawned them. Easy enough to say, but what had it looked like? I could not help but imagine the Goya painting Tûma had shown me of Saturn devouring his son. Wave 2 plasmagraphic ships were meant to have superior smartitecture. I believed The Sickness had lived up to that aim. For better or worse.

I made out nothing but smoke. I tried to picture the ship I had spent two years inside scattered across the Iron Sea. It was less like imagining a junked vehicle than it was the corpse of an intimate. I would be forever connected to The Sickness and the crew desiccated within its ruins. It was fitting the smoke funnel resembled an umbilical cord.

“It’s got to stop burning one of these days,” Talfa said.

“No time soon.” I could not help but feel proud. “It will keep trying to repair itself.”

“Fruitless, in the end.”

“Yes.”

Talfa gave me a squint. “I didn’t know Niffakoq got sad.”

Everything open in me snapped closed. I was angry at myself for feeling and angrier for letting Talfa see it. The anger roused a new wave of exhaustion, as soft and heavy as an unrolled quilt. I squeezed Murder 005’s rubber ball to drive blood toward my heart.

“What we did to your crew…” Talfa said. “It required a terrible calculus.”

“How uncomfortable for you.”

Talfa accepted my bitterness. “You had friends aboard?”

“Niffakoq do not have friends.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Your beliefs are your own.”

Talfa sat on the sill. Her brown skin sparkled in rust.

“Whether you like it or not, Sisilla, you’re rather charming.”

A ludicrous utterance. Niffakoq excelled in negotiation precisely due to their impenetrability. Was Piseq, Niffakoq 12, influenced by the celebrities brought in to dissuade her from shackling L00P? Did Bîna, Niffakoq 39, yield to the bribes of corporate polluters fearing her efforts against climate change? Did Maaliaanna, Niffakoq 43, buckle to trollbot flatteries while extricating our tech from the Snarl?

“Weirdos thrive here,” Talfa laughed softly. “You’ll make friends. Lots. You’re brilliant. You’re shrewd. You’re downright lionhearted. You’re even funny, though I bet you don’t know it.”

Blood rushed to my face. Not humiliation but fury. At least that was what I told myself, as the alternate felt too dangerous to consider: that I blushed at the finest compliments ever paid me.

“If any of that is true, it is the fault of the sixth nik,” I snapped. “Which I want back.”

Talfa batted her eyes innocently and glanced at the diamond-crusted heart. I picked it up for examination. Its light weight conveyed that it was hollow. I looked for the line of a lid and found it. My fingers struggled with the imperfect fit. At last it dislodged with a squeal.

Inside were the sixth nik and the peyote capsule. The nik still gleamed. The P had suffered but still held its ovoid shape.

“I’m happy you’re happy,” Talfa said. “But if you ever take that peyote, I’ll kill you.”

“It is like having them back,” I admitted.

“Who? If I may ask.”

“Tûma, my Angajoqqaa. Feng, our medic. The ball came from Murder 005. And this heart…”

“Yes?”

“Jayne, our engineer. She would have liked it.”

“The gang’s all here, then. Not in that smoky ruin but with you. I’m glad these things help you remember them. But I also hope you’re capable of moving on. You have a life to live here. You have a life to give here.”

I turned from the bright metalscape to the woman in shadow. My nikking was conclusive.

“You know,” I said.

Talfa shrugged apologetic shoulders. “I did say you were thoroughly examined.”

I thrust my chin forward. “I want an aborticide. Will you give me one?”

Talfa held up a hand. “Easy, now. I’d like to talk to you about this.”

“Will you give me one? It is a simple question.”

Talfa slid off the sill and paced the length of the hut. She laced her long arms behind her. Her vertebrae popped like glacier ice. She faced the cabinet that contained the superfruit.

“In the triworld, your age would be a complicating factor. Not here. Fém hasn’t lost anyone in childbirth. Rust makes mothers strong. Babies too. They start healing before the deliveries are even finished.”

“You do not appreciate the ancestry of my sperm provider,” I said coldly.

Talfa turned to me with an inspirational smile.

“Imagine it, Sisilla. The first Niffakoq to reproduce.”

I held up the sixth nik. “This is metal. You should be familiar with metal. It does not pass down with genes.”

“You think it’s the gizmos in your brain we value? Your people—I’m sorry, but they were butchers. They cut your head open, Sisilla. If you were to have your own child, a child who could make her own decision about what to be… the mere idea of it! What it would represent!”

I made a fist around the nik. “Do tell.”

Talfa framed a concept with her hands. “Tell me how a Niffakoq dies.”

A basic prompt. “Gloriously.”

“I’m talking about Niffakoq who live through their Chores. Who end up back in Grønland bedridden at the age of eleven.”

“They die,” I said, but my next heartbeat hurt. Bruised, perhaps, from the Wolosis stranglehold.

Talfa huffed. “If you expect me to treat you like an adult, act like one.”

She was right. I could make no claim of moral high ground while cherry-picking my facts. I gazed at the Iron Sea. It shone like a rolling ball of asphalt. I let the flow and twinkle lull me. In drowsiness, truth might hurt less.

“Miscineurodilators act on the cerebello-parietal and frontal components. This is triworld hypothesis; Nuna Naavoq healers have no interest in nik functionality. Per this theory, niks create dense minicolumns, reorganize white matter, and inhibit dopamine receptors. These processes are magnified by the hypothalamus at the onset of puberty. The result is the one- to three-year period of peak performance devoted to a Niffakoq’s Chore. Yet hormone production continues. Soon it corrupts what binds nik to brain. The brain pays the price. The frontal lobe and hippocampus deteriorate precipitately. The harbinger is a Niffakoq’s inability to form new memories. Brain mass shrivels. Cortical density thins. Neurotransmitters falter. Amyloid-beta plaques proliferate. The Niffakoq can no longer focus. Vision blurs. Speech spirals. Balance becomes difficult. Then come headaches. Vomiting, loss of appetite. Diapers become untenable. The Niffakoq no longer resembles herself. The nik dam breaks and every emotion the Niffakoq has ever suppressed explodes. Wrath. Grief. Passion. Turmoil. Hysteria. Delight. It all happens at once. I am told that it looks like a seizure. But it is a mercy. The end has come.”

The Iron Sea rolled and crunched in ouroboros rings.

“We could extract the niks,” Talfa said.

“You could not.”

“We could try.”

I gave her a hard look. “The only tool I want your doctors wielding is a saw.”

Talfa shuddered and I was glad. If I had to face my decapitation, so did she.

“You carry too much water for your enslavers,” she sighed.

“An unfair term. Without the Nuna Naavoq, there are no Niffakoq. Without Niffakoq, Earth would already be gone.”

Talfa hissed in disgust.

“Good riddance. If the only way a planet can survive is by letting little girls die like cancer victims, that planet doesn’t deserve survival. You owe them nothing, Sisilla. They trapped you in a half-millennium cycle of suicide. This, this, is what your child represents. Your child would live a long life here. Very long. The Fémic could ensure the whole triworld knew it. It might wake them up to what the Nuna Naavoq really are.”

I thought of the unknown organisms under the Iron Sea.

“You fail to understand sacrifice,” I said.

My niks flared: Talfa was going to charge. I pivoted from the window and grabbed my crutches, for either escape or defense. Half a second later, Talfa lurched at me, jabbing a finger. My instinct was to call for Murder 005.

“Sacrifice?” Talfa barked. “You have no idea. I’ve lived ninety years of sacrifice.”

I knew opportunity when I nikked it. With Talfa off-balance and talk of birth in the air, it was time to strike.

“Does this sacrifice you speak of involve your twin?”

It was as if the hut roof had opened to dump a pool of icy water. Talfa Rees-Weber held her ground, but her upper body leaned away as if I had revealed dripping fangs.

“You know about Joe,” she said.

Joe. A generic name for a figure of such interstellar intrigue. I extended Talfa the same ten-second silence I gave after each of the Niff Six. She weathered the temptation, a feat not even Murder 005 had managed. Her frenzied waters settled into cool ripples.

“Your twin is alive,” I prodded.

Nothing. Talfa’s ingratiation had ceased.

“Where is he?” I asked.

I nikked swarms of deliberations from Talfa, but she kept mum.

“You coax me to bring to term a child I do not want, so we might wave it in the face of the triworld. While the child alongside whom you were born is hidden away, absent from any trigov report. How am I not to wonder if my child would be similarly hidden? That others haven’t been hidden as well?”

Talfa smiled a little. Rather sadly.

“Why do we have to fight?” she asked.

“This is not fighting.”

“Probing like you do. In people’s minds. Of course it’s fighting. You earn someone’s honesty, Sisilla. You don’t steal it. If you’re to have any hope of happiness, you have to stop being the soldier they programmed you to be.”

“You refuse to tell me what happened to Joe.”

“Joe? Joe. Fine.” Talfa massaged a temple. “He’s somewhere safe. All right? He’s as comfortable as possible.” She gestured impatiently. “Nik me. I’m telling the truth, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Joe was born different. Severe birth defects. He wasn’t going to thrive on Fém just tossed out there with other people. Nik me. Still good?”

“Yes.”

“So Joe was placed somewhere. Maybe it sounds cruel. But he and I were born at a great historical inflection point. People needed to look around and see hopeful faces. Not a face that might make them think a new disease had come. Difficult choices were made. Sacrifices, if that’s the word you understand. We’re not perfect, Sisilla. I’m not perfect. But Fém? It’s getting there. Year by year, person by person, choice by choice.”

“Where is Joe Rees-Weber?”

“I’m not telling you that.”

“The ag center,” I guessed. “The rainfields.”

“I’m making no attempt to deceive you. I’m admitting it straight out: I am not telling you where Joe is. The last thing I want is you falling off some mountain trying to find him.”

“He is in the mountains?”

“You know, just because you had intel that caught me off guard does not make that intel important. Leave Joe be. The Rees-Weber family is not your riddle to solve. Can a Niffakoq comprehend that?”

The fair question halted me. Inserting ourselves into the affairs of others was the Niffakoq raison d’être. Yet the principle of live and let live had an appeal within PASSIF-2’s pink sun and the Iron Sea’s satisfied grumble. I had been sent here to find out why Fém had gone offline and to warn them of repercussions. In the strictest sense, I had already done both things.

My Chore, one could argue, was completed.

Talfa waggled her eyebrows as if cleansing her face of emotional knots. She looked around the hut, nodded to herself, and set the pouch of cooling gel atop the cabinet. She stepped past me, right out the door. I was spiked by panic. Water, three superfruit, no bathroom. I forced myself to display strong silence as sunlight honeyed over Talfa’s rust-glittered skin. She nodded at the diamond heart and gave me a smile that looked as tired as I felt.

“You want to keep the nik with you. I get it. Centuries of tradition are knotted up in that thing. Just remember, you’re knotted up too. The person you really are. The person you’ve never been allowed to be. I’m not pressuring you. I said no locks on Fém and I meant it. But if you were to get rid of that nik, all those ties holding you back? They’d snap. It just so happens the one place you could get rid of it, really get rid of it, and watch it get ground to splinters that no number of UN+ lackeys could reassemble, is right out your window.”

With a swanlike arm only lightly scored by wrinkles, Talfa gestured at the grinding sea.
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I did not know what I was supposed to do once left alone. But to scurry after Talfa would relinquish more power. So I sat on my metal chair. Ate superfruit dusted in atmospheric salt. Watched the sun dunk itself into the Iron Sea and daylight the color of Jayne’s blush turn into the twilight pine of her eyeshadow. Settled onto a mattress that was as lush and springy as it looked. Considered the vulnerability of the open hut before realizing this was how all Nuna Naavoq lived.

Tenger was framed like a portrait in the window. I wondered about the moon’s sea creatures, the only carbon-based life in Gemelo System before the Fémic came along. Was their biocrisis Fém’s fault, as Jayne postulated? Did the creatures gaze down at Fém, as I gazed up at them, and wonder if they, too, would die alone? Desolate thoughts with which to put myself to bed, and I slept erratically. One would have to be a monster, I consoled myself, to sleep well while the Iron Sea shrieked like tortured prisoners.

But I had not a single nightmare.

The totem pole of babies had stopped falling.

I awoke to see the hut’s shadow giraffed against the duricrust. I heard people speaking at ordinary pitches and marveled at their ability to ignore the sea’s screams. When I crutched off to find toilet facilities, I heard footfalls clearing the area for me. I did not nik fear from those I spotted but rather sensitivity. For themselves (most had never met a non-Fémic) and for me (they did not know if they would frighten me). I suspected, however, that Talfa’s failure to stock me with more food had a purpose. To eat, I would need to integrate myself into Fémic society.

I bit into the last superfruit. Vitality flooded me.

Yes, I would join them. While searching for Joe Rees-Weber.

I put the sixth nik, P, and rubber ball into the heart-shaped box and buried that box beneath my mattress. I could think of no better protection. My guess was that Fémic culture barely understood theft; the rows of castle-shaped huts I saw all lacked closable apertures. Though some huts were four times the size of mine, none had interior walls. Living spaces were communal.

I coated myself in cooling gel and crutched up the gentle incline into town. The forty-story structure at the town’s center was my lodestar.

Gradually the huts ceded to industrial buildings with the volumes of people to match. Longhouses girded with copper-hued metal expelled crunching noises to rival the Iron Sea—grains pulverized into flour—and radiated the heat of pasteurized canning. From the tops of structures like large teepees, plated with flexible sheet metal instead of buffalo skin, ribboned the delectable gray clouds of cooking foods. Workers stirred ash into vats beneath a large adobe dome, the first step in producing soap. I observed a ten-meter-tall adobe blast furnace, atop which workers fed ore, fuel, and flux, and beneath which red slag poured into foundries. Along the crest of a distant hill, hundreds of solar-wind turbines followed PASSIF-2’s path like sunflowers, which led me to search for, and find, signal buds on every structure. Fém’s electrical grid might be weak, but it existed.

Despite the fulgent creativity, I reminded myself the Fémic had not started from scratch. Everywhere they were assisted by triworld tech. Radioisotope decay turbopumps powered a drainage system. Helicon plasma generators, tethered to poles and equipped with small laser sails, used cold inert gas to power engines. I saw no Gamma Dams, which aligned with my UN+ briefing, but I did see a couple of exoskeleton suits used for manual labor. Like all the legacy tech, the suits were rusted out, banged up, and jury-rigged.

The Fémic seemed as cheerfully industrious as the tribe in which I had been raised. Few halted their work when they saw me, though all tracked me. It felt like a celebrity (me) was visiting a small town whose residents had been coached by their mayor (Talfa) not to ogle. I nikked concern from many, no doubt due to my dirty tunic and missing leg. They wished to help. That was nice, though I wondered how many knew my missing leg was their fault.

The farther I traveled from the Iron Sea, the more its rhythmic crashes were superseded by irregular noises ranging from guttural to piercing. After incorrectly identifying the sea’s sounds as screams, I was wary of making the same mistake here. But the noises hitched with human breath, jagged in uneven spates, and splintered in windpipe exhaustion. It had to be screams, a cacophony all the more chilling for how the Fémic ignored it. I thought of something Jayne had said.

If Talfa Rees-Weber is some sort of cult leader, it follows that certain members of that cult would want out.

Perhaps heretics had tried to escape. Perhaps they had tried to warn trigov saviors of the metal planet’s “trap.” Perhaps right now, five hundred meters west, the heretics burned alive.

Due to PASSIF-2’s position, I could not make out the megalith’s details. I stopped to catch my breath alongside dozens of bald people who sat on shaded benches and operated spinning wheels and looms, a twitchy backbeat to the screaming chorale. One stitcher held my look longer than the others.

It was Sev, the lazy fibber. She dared a smile, stopped her wheel, and approached with the small steps of the excited and the half-bowed head of the guilty.

“Unsernit,” she mangled.

I nikked her for any reaction to the tortured wails. Her smile curled self-consciously.

“What?” she asked.

“The screams,” I said.

Sev frowned. “Screams?”

I widened my eyes. Sev blinked, reset herself, listened, then smiled in sudden understanding.

“Oh, that. That’s Mem.”

Sev pointed at the colossal fin. We were deep in its shadow. Cakes of brown smoke from various chimneys sliced themselves into pieces along the tower’s sharp edges. Sev, I didn’t see you at Mem, Talfa had said. I made a speech at Mem, Talfa had said. Perhaps it was a church and the screams were devotional suffering.

I fit my crutches into my pits.

“Wait,” Sev said. “I wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize,” I repeated.

“About touching your hair. That was rude.”

Foolishness. I had important things to do. But rational calculation won out. Here was a resident of Fém not only disobedient enough to approach me but who believed she was in my debt. She might be useful.

“Touching a Niffakoq’s head is an insult.” It was my most confident-sounding lie: The world, the more I lived in it, compensated me in cunning. “Do you wish to make it up to me?”

Sev nodded vigorously.

“Then take me to Mem,” I said. “I tire of unanswered questions.”
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Fémic of all ages watched us walk. The set of Sev’s lips told me she enjoyed the attention. Her strut tore the collective veil of aloofness; Fémic rose from worktables, set down sledgehammers, stood from where fresh adobe was being dried in vast grids, and edged forward, eager to see what the Niffakoq might do next. Sev led me a block south to skirt the crowd. We passed a steel building topped with a lensing observatory telescope, a century outdated and fitted with parts of an aluminum Fresnel lens.

It obstructed our view of Mem. We were alone. I pounced with all five niks.

“Are there many twins on Fém?” I had to raise my voice. The screams were close.

Sev laughed. “You noticed. Yeah, triplets too. Even a couple quadruplets.”

Another confirmation of trollbot scuttlebutt: pretty interesting amount of multiple births edcpsepcially considering that theres really not much here in the way of fertility treatemenst.

“Are all multiple births accounted for?”

“You mean is anyone missing?” Sev frowned. “I don’t think so.”

I debated subterfuge but chose forthrightness.

“Talfa Rees-Weber has a twin. Do you know where he is?”

“Talfa? Has a twin? Are you sure?”

Nikking confirmed Sev’s candor. I redirected.

“There must be a reason for so many multiple births.”

Sev shrugged. “When in doubt, thank the rust, they say.”

“And do you thank it?”

“For sure. A healthy and diffuse population is key to Fém’s growth. That’s something else they say.”

“By diffuse you mean genetically.”

“Uh-huh. To avoid inbreeding.”

“Talfa said much work had been done to prevent it.”

“Oh, yeah. Those first settlers were supersmart.”

“How many of them lived to the age of Syzmon Rees and Perpetua Weber?”

“What percentage, you mean?”

“If you like.”

Sev shrugged. “One hundred?”

My left crutch wobbled. “Every original settler is still alive?”

Before Sev could reply, we cleared the edge of the observatory. A buzzing trading post revealed itself, followed by the periphery of a shallow hundred-meter-wide crater. At the crater center stood Mem. I stopped, my foreshortened right leg swinging, and lifted my face so high Sev had to brace my back to keep me from falling. She squeaked apologies for the physical insult but I did not hear her specifics. Mem was no church.

It was a spaceship.

Beveled into the rising wing, giant Roman letters told the legend.

SS MARY ELIZA MAHONEY

“An acronym,” I whispered.

“I guess,” Sev said. “We don’t think of it that way. It’s just, you know, Mem. Like memory.”

I did not know but was on the edge of figuring it out. The holiest site on the metal planet was the ruins of the craft that had delivered them there, its wreckage an inescapable reminder of the doom they had left behind—not only from Wolosis, I suspected, but from the unchecked spread of humanity. The space ark had been under American construction as a C-class military carrier when the Sharkey County plague had foisted upon it a new mission and new name. Born to freed slaves in 1845 United States, Mary Eliza Mahoney had been the first African American licensed nurse. Elder Fémic likely considered their triworld exit a form of broken enslavement. Tûma had taught me that pretentious metaphor was habitual among those who considered themselves chosen.

Mary Eliza Mahoney was unlike anything I had seen at Huelva or Tepper, a marvel of pre-plasmagraphic design. Like all models of its make, it had once been the shape of a folded flag, three times as wide as it was long with the obtuse angle as its nose; in essence, two wings without a body, roughly the length of Earth’s Eiffel Tower. The failure of Mary Eliza Mahoney’s geotropes had been worse than UN+ knew. The ship had landed on its right wing at considerable speed. The ceramic-matrixed aluminum of that half of the ship had crumpled like tin. Fém’s first miracle had been that no settlers were killed in the crash.

Decades of sediment blown off the Iron Sea had degraded the sagging debris into a nightmare thicket of rust-furred edges and quartz-like flanges of load-bearing girders. Only the mad would attempt to penetrate such bladed ruins; nonetheless, a six-meter-tall wrought-iron fence of cemetery severity had been erected, a rare example of Fémic admitting they were not, in fact, perfect. Disobedience was possible here—just look at Sev.

The ship’s intact port half jabbed into the pink sky.

Due to its rushed completion, the ship’s interior had reportedly never advanced beyond bare military barracks, with the exception of cheery spaces created for children. The exterior, though, had been given an inspiriting paint job. A khaki base had evoked trooper capability and the wheatfield promise of virgin farmscapes; a hundred years later, the metal planet had scoured it to a pond-scum green. Amid Fém’s red-gold glare, the navy and tiger accents that had once felt sporty looked emblematic of a culture preoccupied with irrelevancies. Escalating the wing were the broken piano keys of passenger windows, from which the Sharkey County afflicted had watched their old world recede before ramming into a new one.

Arranged around Mem’s fence were dozens of screamers. Some clung to the bars as if they were being flayed. Others knelt with hands raised high and made hiccuping wolf howls, a cry so plaintive I expected beings inside the wreck to howl back. Still others lay in corpse poses, only their rib cages moving as they ejected shivery squawks. Even passersby carrying baskets from the trading post paused before Mem long enough to set their feet, inhale, and offer a single, sustained scream at top volume. The sounds evoked praise, damnation, and everything in between.

“This feels like religion,” I said.

“Religion? No,” Sev replied. “It’s like I said. We come here to remember.”

“Remember who? All your elders are alive.”

“Remembering what we escaped from. How bad it was.”

“Billions would contend a triworld life is superior.”

Sev twisted her lips as if suspecting me of playing dumb.

“You really think it’s better back there? Where people were already half-robot? From what I know about the triworld, they cleaned up their disasters too well.”

Sev’s speech patterns matched those of a fourteen-year-old, but this remark showed insight. Most triworld religions only nodded at human failings, while splendiferous churches and worship pageantry conveyed the real message: piety’s triumphant rewards. Unpoisoned by emotion, Niffakoq saw religion as progenitor of narratives that fostered xenophobia; the idea of land as holy, and thereby war as well; the penalizing of epiphany as blasphemy; the glorification of suffering; the mutilation of genitals; the obsession with virginity and ownership over female fertility. Dogma was fear adapted into ritual.

They cleaned up their disasters too well was an adroit summation of history’s religious atrocities. To pray at a crash-landed church was an upheaval of norms I found appealing. There was a reason, Tûma once said, why church ruins attracted more visitors than active churches. Deep down, humans knew the shrines that mattered were those built atop obliterated hubris.

I planted my crutches so I might look all the way up to the dampers at the tip of Mem’s wing. The pink sky beyond was rippled with a delicate bruise—the corpse cloud. Picturing the thousands of dead adventurers, Feng among them, interlocked in the stratosphere re-darkened my mood toward wariness. Fém promoted their planet as utopic, yet it attracted corpses from all across the universe. Not an especially good sign.

Sev did not seem to be the person to ask about it. I gazed across the trading arena. My vision, subject to my stomach, sought out bins of superfruit but soon cataloged a bigger bounty. Canisters of peculiar granola. Pillows of crusty breads. Urns of dehydrated vegetables. Cubes of smoked cheeses. Hundreds of small jars of jam in every color. As Talfa indicated, no money changed hands, even a century after colonization. It felt like Marxism, but where was the proletariat upheaval?

“I need food,” I said simply.

“Oh. Okay.” Sev gestured. “Go ask.”

“I have nothing to trade.”

Sev laughed. “Of course you do.”

I hoped she did not mean the items buried under my mattress.

“What do I have?” I asked carefully.

Sev’s rust-infused eyes sparkled like mica.

“You have you,” she said.

I looked at the trading post, the traders, the spectators, all looking back with interest. Content though the Fémic might be, curiosity toward the outer world must twist inside them like screwworms. I had but ten years of tales to tell, but they were tales that might sate their enduring thirst.

I took a deep breath. Rust whirled in my lungs, a stimulation close to pain. It was spooky to let Mem out of my sight, as if I were turning my back on the rusticle-coated remains of a sunken ship. I crutched to the nearest trader, a man mid-thirties in appearance, and therefore probably in his eighties. The red hair and beard that swallowed his face had not one fleck of gray. He watched my approach with held breath. Everyone’s trades became pantomimes.

The man’s table was a wheeled metal counter topped by a cloth for shade. Metal scraps had been warped into crude bowls holding what appeared to be rice grains.

“Usornaat,” he managed.

I nikked anxiety, eagerness, doubt, and pride, a mix that reminded me what I was here to do. I raised my voice over the screams.

“I am looking for Joe Rees-Weber, fraternal twin of Talfa Rees-Weber.”

His forehead, barely lined, compacted.

“Talfa has a twin?”

My own forehead thickened. “Is there a place where undesirables are kept?”

“Undesirables?”

“The sick. The diseased. The physically unusual.”

The man glanced at my residual leg. Alarm spilled through my insides. I had not considered the possibility that, in a land so reliant upon physical activity, my missing leg might qualify me as undesirable. Old Norse societies practiced handhögg and fóthögg, the cutting off of their foes’ hands and feet to bring them the disgrace of örkuml—disfigurement. I imagined the Fém starers coming at me with shackles.

“We’re good people,” the man said, and I nikked his regret over being unable to satisfy my question. “We’re not often sick. When someone is hurt… we help them.”

Interrogation was getting me nowhere. My growling stomach compelled me to redirect.

“I would like some rice.”

The rigid muscles of the man’s face melted. His red beard bristled and glinted with rust as a grin carved through the curls. He selected his finest bowl and handed it to me. Even uncooked, the rice made me salivate. I looked at the man skeptically.

“Tell me what you ask in return.”

The man’s booming laugh made me flinch.

“Only that you enjoy! My name is Oakes. Anything you want, ask Oakes.” He swept an arm over the dozens of watching Fémic. “Or ask anyone! As I said, we only want to help.”

I took the bowl. Metal visible through the rice reflected PASSIF-2’s pink light—beauty bleeding through the utilitarian. I looked up to find the traders had abandoned their posts and drifted toward me with dawning smiles, arms unfolding to offer me goods. I pivoted on a crutch tip to find myself encircled by food, by clothing, by bags to carry both, by faces relieved to vocalize the greetings their non-leader had cautioned them against until the time was right. The time was right: They knew not to touch me, but their gifts did, and it was like the Nuna Naavoq ceremony I underwent on the eve of my Chore, except instead of leaving a family, this time I was welcomed home.
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Stars cashiered the red sun. Unobserved, the blue moon broke free, a beautiful struggle between godlike bodies. Inuit unipkaaqtuat myth liked to showcase the ugliness of triworld humans. The sun was the goddess Malina, the moon her brother Anningan. Anningan’s rape of Malina broke a lamp, which oozed seal oil that Malina smeared on her brother’s face. She fled and he pursued, and their chase is what lights our days and night.

Sun, moon. Rape, revenge.

Humans could be better than that. Even the Nuna Naavoq could be better.

I succumbed to Fémic society to solve the mystery of Joe Rees-Weber. Day by day, however, Fém began to solve me, a puzzle never before removed from its box. The town, I learned, had no name; fitting the spare ethos of Fém, it was only “the town.” By stab and swing, I traversed and learned it, from the concentric circles of the outer neighborhoods to the denser grid of the business area around Mem. The Fémic respected my efforts, even if they believed them futile, and when I paused for rest or shade, they brought me water and superfruit. When rocks or chasms complicated crutch passage, they laid down planks or, with my permission, lifted me across. I took every opportunity to pry.

“Have you heard of Joe Rees-Weber?”

“Is there a place where people are hidden?”

“What lies beyond the ag center and rainfields?”

“Is Fém doing something to Tenger?”

“Do you not realize by ignoring UN+ you will incur its wrath?”

They claimed obliviousness and nikking confirmed it. But they were not oblivious of me. Doubling back, I found offending rocks cleared and small foot bridges built. Arzan had been right. They were good people. I had never met, nor expected to meet, their equal.

The Fémic were of all varieties of ages. The slowdown of the aging process began at puberty. Age twenty-five to thirty was the physical prime of triworld males, but on Fém that shifted and elongated from age thirty to fifty. Instead of reaching menopause at the mean age of fifty-one, the average Fémic woman could bear children into her eighties.

The deep well of wisdom accrued by Fémic elderly, who retained all their wits, was not squandered. While Fém had no ruler (everyone insisted Talfa was a spokesperson), they did have a de facto council of second-century elders informally known as the Geriatrix. They were the generation of Syzmon Rees and Perpetua Weber, whose memories included Earth.

They were, of course, the planet’s only Mods. This gave them advantages. Though the Geriatrix held no official power, I saw their opinions squash all sorts of NonMod notions, from a prospective mission to locate a long-lost splinter group known as the Pilgrims to the requested copulation of two lustful second cousins.

Most Fémic job titles had the refreshing simplicity of life on the glacier: builder, carpenter, stonemason, blacksmith, electrician, tailor, cobbler, farmer, miller, cook, teacher. But advanced scientists proliferated as well. A member of the Geriatrix named Velk used a vapor spotter of Mem vintage to show me how Fém’s oxygen level hovered several percentage points over Earth’s. Velk believed this all but guaranteed a wildwood of life beneath the Iron Sea, perhaps along volcanic vents, which might provide supraenergy to surface life-forms. Admittedly a short list: human beings and a few plants, including a rainfields fungus Fémic scientists had named neurolephyte but Fémic young people had dubbed trankstool for its narcotic effects.

One of the Geriatrix’s pet doctrines was “norm extinction,” the rather indisputable theory that extinction was every species’ natural state. It was active life that was the short-lived glitch. Fém, they believed, had teemed with life hundreds of millions of years ago, and trankstool was the rare survivor. Indeed, trankstool once might have been so prevalent that all animal life succumbed to its stupor and died, creating corpses from which more trankstool grew. A wilder theory contended that Fém’s ancient inhabitants had reached the ultimate stage of development long theorized by astrobiologists, the jump from physical form to neural mats capable of laser-porting our connectomes through time-space—and that was what was beneath the Iron Sea.

Two women, Jhip and Odiz, reproduced drone images of Fém’s ice cap by projecting dirt-ink duplications onto a sheet of metal with a powder press. The planetary feature had been entirely missed by early trigov probes. Given Fém’s paucity of flora, atmospheric stability was an obsession, one Jhip and Odiz hoped to one day address by melting some of the cap’s nine hundred million metric tons of ice to generate vapor, gas, and, one day, atmosphere.

I visited Fém’s observatory the Niffakoq way: unannounced. The astrophysicists and astronomers welcomed me, and when I asked about the corpse cloud, they did not dodge the question. They positioned their sunshield-cooled electrostatic coronagraph, which had come on Mary Eliza Mahoney, so I could have a proper look. Via thousands of nested, X-ray-reflecting mirrors, the briar of dead astronauts looked like a spilled box of action figures; I told the scientists of my experience in the escape pod. They requested a full account and scribbled down my every word. They shared their own theories of the corpse cloud, which they called the marrowsphere, none of them very convincing. A cosmologist named Lewa believed Fém crackled with so much life even dead cells spasmed to propel their corpses closer.

Scot, a seven-foot-tall man whose spiderlike fingers often picked at a homemade banjo, invited me into a regolith-covered geodesic dome of UV-bonded glass, inside which scientists experimented with advanced crop strains. When I reminded Scot of the planet’s history of trankstool running roughshod, he showed me glyceride grids of DNA strings. Each contained suicide genes that would trigger should any of the crops grow too successful.

Scot showed off translucent sheets of piezoelectric polymer he hoped would one day be attached to every window in town to generate electricity from wind while emitting cool air from an inner aerogel film. He demonstrated engines from Mem modified to segregate Fém’s oxygen-rich air inside tanks embedded in geolith trenches. The result was already impressive: 430 kiloliters of ice, 258 kiloliters of liquid nitrogen, 43 kiloliters of argon, and 34 kiloliters of carbon dioxide.

By the time I met Ram, an avid young man—barely fifty—describable only as a philosopher, I had come to see Fém’s reliance on one- and two-syllable names as emblematic of their spartan axioms and aesthetics. Though Ram failed to engage me in the ancient Viking board game of Hnefatafl, I gave him two full days to make his case that Fém, by harnessing so much of PASSIF-2’s energy, was the first human society to reach Type II on the Kardashev scale of civilizations. Given that the triworld rated only a Type 0.9 civilization, the claim felt overbold, but I could not yet readily dispute it.

After two weeks on the metal planet, I believed Joe Rees-Weber might be Fém’s only secret, and one kept only by Talfa. I would need to expand my search. I flagged down Sev the next time I saw her on a duricycle. It was nothing more than a bicycle with wheels suited for duricrust, but the Fémic liked to rename common items, a means of cleansing them of triworld stains.

I asked Sev to bike me to the ag center. She said the duricycle would never make it. I asked her to take me as far as she could. She grinned with teeth still too young to sparkle; she had misbehavior in her blood. I sat sideways on the transport plate over the back wheel for thirty of the most uncomfortable minutes of life. At last the terrain became too brutal. We parked the cycle and climbed a hill. Using Sev’s pocketscope, I made out the nearest edge of the ag center.

Yet again, reality conformed to Talfa’s description. Here, at last, was the color green: grasses, bushes, heather, lichen, nitrophilic moss, and orderly rows of what had to be crops. I searched for and confirmed the presence of methane and water aerators. The amplification of greenhouse effects was the typical first step in terraforming a raw planet.

By trading the pocketscope back and forth, Sev introduced me to the lightning harvester, cloud seeder, quantum soletta, mohole extractor, noctis photosynthesizer, and extromphile archaebacteria producer—archaic in the triworld, but magical on Fém. The tech reminded me of the Geriatrix: decades past expiration dates but still going.

I spotted Talfa sporadically, always from afar, as she asked questions about a newly designed solar oven, or approved of a giant sundial of golden metal, or picnicked outside the genebank. Her words seemed less instructional than liturgical; people just liked hearing her.

Only once did Talfa and I acknowledge each other. I was studying a biophytolytic algae farm and noticed across the road a playground, no different from its triworld counterparts. Talfa lithely bounded about with children. First, she caught a delighted girl; second, she caught my eye. Her expression betrayed nothing special and she was too distant to nik. Yet the moment was significant enough for me to draw two conclusions.

One. Aware I did not trust her, Talfa had left me to experience Fém on my own. The choice attested to her confidence that I would find the planet to be all she said it was.

Two. The girl she held was ten going on eleven, precisely my age. But for her shaved head, she might be my twin. Talfa’s grip on the girl lasted a beat longer than felt natural, a beat that accentuated how the little girl did whatever she liked, in this case pulling free to play. Talfa’s message was one that someone like me, with five objects in her brain preparing to end her life, might just be ready to hear.

Children are children here.
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Tûma had taught me nothing about abortion. Possibly he saw it as irrelevant; possibly it was a father’s willful ignorance. Nuna Naavoq women, however, discussed such things. In the old days, they said, Inuit infanticides outpaced abortions, especially among female babies; many were frozen, or drowned, or suffocated after birth. But abortions did happen on the glacier, more often via “scrape” than “vacuum.”

Folk remedies were the ones I remembered best. Pliny the Elder’s belief that a woman could miscarry by stepping over a viper. The ancient Egyptian rite of inducing abortion via crocodile feces. Inserting leeches or cayenne pepper into the vagina. The vigorous jumping known as the Lacedaemonian Leap. Swallowing gunpowder. The apocryphal wire hanger. Nuna Naavoq reported ancestors imbibing all sorts of abortifacient purgatives and emetics, from toxic helleborus flowers to the castoreum sprayed by beavers.

Idiot options, even if I had access to such elements. That left the most common method: dilation and curettage. For this I would need tools only to be found at the hospital.

I hobbled south and asked Dr. Corvino for an abortion. She artfully avoided saying yea or nay, rather insisting we sit down with Talfa Rees-Weber soon to discuss “family planning” before making a rash decision. I eyed Corvino’s obstetrical tools. Mistaking my visions of theft for simple curiosity, she encouraged me to sit for an ultrasound.

The word sickened me. I did not wish to know what kind of mutant The Sickness had grown inside me. This was followed by a more strategic thought: If I could show Corvino the mutant, she would extract it right there. I nodded and took my place upon the same kind of table I had used before in the hospital. Corvino lifted my tunic and placed a transducer, cold with ultrasound gel, onto my stomach. I looked at the monitor. My first scary mov.

The doctor’s sonography was smooth. In seconds the sound waves translated to the monitor a red-hued representation of the size, shape, and tissue consistency of my fetus. As soon as Corvino pointed out the eyes, I shuddered. The baby might only be the size of a nik, but it looked like a sleeping dragon, curled into its own tail. It might yet grow into anything.

But the doctor purred.

“Oh, Sisilla, it’s ideal. Ideal size. Ideal movement.”

“That?” I accused. “Ideal?”

“Well, you’re looking through the gestational sac. See the tadpole shape? All babies are tadpoles at week six. And listen.”

“I am listening. Listening to myself being lied to.”

But Corvino only turned a dial, angled her head, and smiled.

The quickest little shuffle step of a sound.

And yet my own heart recognized it.

“The heartbeat,” I said.

Corvino nodded. “Healthy. Very healthy.”

The cold slime on my belly sank into my veins and chilled my blood.

“But abnormalities could show up later, yes? Disfigurements, diseases.”

Corvino shrugged. “Of course. Six weeks is early days. But so far, Sisilla, this is a perfect pregnancy. Perfect babies are born from imperfect people all the time, believe me.”

Had The Sickness been imperfect?

Had the moltvats been imperfect?

Both had seemed closer to perfection than the human beings who destroyed themselves inside their plasmagraphed wonders. Still, I wanted it out of me. And when I left the hospital, I did so with renegade plots in mind, like millions of women before me.

Everywhere I went, I evaluated objects for their potential as specula. Coal tongs from the foundry. The shanks of pinking shears from a tailor. The rubberized handles of a wire stripper in the geodesic dome. It was unpleasant to imagine these things inside me, doubly so considering I would be my own abortionist.

I considered asking Sev to help but could not yet nik her likely response.

There would be blood. I would risk hemorrhage, embolism, and septic infection. Yet mixed with all the dread was excitation, an emotion so unusual I only allowed it to play out at night while curled on my spongy mattress, gazing up at Tenger, the sea’s screams turned to lullabies. Aborting the life inside me might be the greatest act of optimism ever performed by a Niffakoq. It portended a belief in a state known as happiness. Jayne, Feng, and Murder 005 had all subtly nudged me toward the belief. If I gave the belief air, warmth, and sustenance, it, too, might grow like a fetus.

Trade one baby for the other: I began to think it possible.

Over a month had passed since any periods I might have had during amniosis. Yet I was spotting, a signal the fertilized ball of cells had attached to my uterine lining. I thought I was experiencing light cramps, though it was hard to distinguish them from the abdominal strain caused by one-legged ambulation.

Twenty-five days after landing on Fém, I was headed home from the trading post, a basket of superfruit and other eatables swinging from a peg a craftsman had affixed to my right crutch. At the intersection of two trodden paths stood two elderly Fémic I had never met but who looked familiar. They stood like proper Geriatrix, their laced fingers the signal they were free for advice. I crutched over.

“Usornaat,” they said together.

My standard opening was to ask after Joe Rees-Weber. Increasingly, however, I found Talfa’s opinion on the matter persuasive. What did Joe’s location really matter? I smothered my instinct to ask and was surprised to find it easy.

“You say it well,” I complimented.

The man’s wrinkled skin was fawn, the woman’s sorrel. They looked at each other. Their crow’s-feet deepened as they grinned.

“We’ve been practicing like goobers,” he chuckled.

The Mississippi accent was broader and breathier than that of Fém’s younger gens. In a word, Earthier. I nikked our shared experience: The blue afterimage of Earth must flash in their retinas too.

The woman tsked. “You look tired, dear.”

“I am wide-awake,” I insisted.

“Your eyes are red,” she pointed out.

“Just one of them,” I said. “It has been that way since I was young.”

The two glanced at each other, smiling at my use of the word young.

The man cleared his throat. “We had a saying in the South. You look rode hard and put up wet. What you’re feeling is the rust. Your body keeps its own ledger.”

I searched myself for exhaustion and found it.

“I have not been sleeping well,” I admitted.

“Of course you haven’t,” the woman said. “None of us did at first. You’re free to move inland, you know.”

I gestured at Mem, the site of ongoing screams.

The man laughed. “You’re not going to believe me, but you’ll come to like the sound.”

“Modulation power spectrums tell us that screams create a zona incognita,” I said. “The amygdala is activated. Adrenalines are produced. These are not good ingredients for sleep.”

“True,” the man said. “But did you know that screaming also changes the screamer? It increases physical strength by seven percent. Triggers endorphins. Releases tensions. Removes mental blocks. Heightens sensations of empowerment.”

“Janovian scream therapy,” I identified.

“Watch a person going to Mem, then watch them after they’re done,” the woman suggested. “They leave better people.”

“This is an old theory,” I pointed out.

The man laughed. “That’s why it works! The older the better. You can bet cavemen screamed after a frustrating hunt. Might have kept the human race alive back then. Still might today.”

The woman patted the man’s arm. “He gets a little highfalutin. People started expressing at Mem for the exact reason you think: to drown out the Iron Sea, which was driving everyone batty. We nearly wiped out trankroot doping ourselves up every night.”

“Wild times,” the man agreed.

“But after a while, it became a kind of celebration. You’ll see. The screams of people living to their fullest are so much better than the screams of people starving to death. Or suffering under abusers. Or drudging back and forth to a WorkCube. To us, Mem sounds like music. Like birdsong.”

“You’ll get there,” the man said. “We promise.”

I doubted it, though I nikked their confidence.

“I am to understand you will advise me on anything,” I said.

They shrugged. “We’ll try,” the woman said.

I hesitated only briefly. Talfa and Dr. Corvino knew I wanted an abortion. If that fact was anything like that of my arrival on Fém, word had already spread.

“I wish to terminate a pregnancy,” I said.

The man nodded southward. “The hospital’s what you want.”

“Are there no other doctors? No gynecologist? Obstetrician? Perinatologist? Midwife?”

The man spread his arms. “We’re not hiding anyone.”

An interesting way of putting it.

“I have my suspicions the hospital will not allow it,” I said.

The man exhaled. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard of it being done.”

“Not on Fém,” the woman agreed.

“Why not on Fém?” I prodded.

She gestured expansively. “Fém is a place of life. It is life.”

“Forced pregnancy is a form of slavery,” I said.

“Oh no,” the man objected. “No one on Fém is forced to do anything.”

“They are forced by default,” I explained. “If one were to disagree with how things are done on Fém, what could that person do? Walk into the hinterlands?”

“People have,” the woman said. “The Pilgrims.”

“From what I have heard, there is no knowing if the Pilgrims are alive or dead.”

The man chuckled again. “Oh, they’re alive.”

“How do you know?”

He grinned. “Do you know the primary quality of a Type II society?”

“I can guess,” I replied. “Immortality.”

The two old people put their arms around each other. I had to admit they were happier than any couple I had ever nikked. It felt wrong to dent their ironclad sense of destiny. But such was the Niffakoq way.

“A full Type II society would be immune to dangers,” I began. “They would use rocketry to avert meteor collisions. Eliminate all greenhouse gases with Dyson spheres. Flee interplanetary threats on generation ships. Move their entire planet, even, by slingshotting off spinning asteroids. But Fém’s machines, such as they are, are not even located in space, which brings into play the second law of thermodynamics: Entropy always builds inside a closed system. Fém’s infrared heat will one day render it unlivable, the same as any other planet.” I felt apologetic and tried to look it. “Your civilization has accomplished none of these things. The Gaia hypothesis of self-regulation is roundly false. Look at your skin. It withers. You are not immortal.”

I was surprised to nik no change in the couple’s confidence. The woman nodded at my belly.

“Immortality,” she said. “It’s right there.”

She pointed somewhere off toward town.

“For us, it’s in Talfa.”

I chastised myself for the slow uptake. No wonder they looked familiar.

“Syzmon Rees,” I identified. “Perpetua Weber.”

“Sisilla,” Perpetua said, as if she had been waiting to say it.

She went after my hand and squeezed it, as if it were clay she could mold into the shape she wanted. I ground my teeth and managed not to pull away. Syzmon knew better; in lieu of touching me, he pressed his palms together. I identified their collective emotion as the sort of starving affection I had nikked in Nuna Naavoq grandparents. What was different was my own emotion, that of a grandchild, halfway willing to be devoured.
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Perpetua tugged and I allowed it. She led me along the arc of the road to an acre of land designed as a park. Natural rock structures had been lathed to facilitate youthful scrambling, while paths of paler, crushed rock were lined with shade-covered metal benches, each unique. Perpetua brought me down on such a bench. Syzmon sat on my other side. I imagined Talfa there as well, though she was not the chain’s only missing link. That would be my own child, a figure still blurry in my mind’s eye.

Procreation was an immortality to which no Niffakoq had ever subscribed. Suddenly I was beguiled, even as computational equivalence and Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle suggested it was arrogant to believe I understood the systems upon which life perpetuates its chaos. It was just as foolish to think I could defeat the curse of the niks by delivering my baby.

I felt as tired as Perpetua said I looked. Yet I pushed myself to do my job.

“Joe,” I said.

Syzmon sighed and Perpetua nodded.

“Makes sense you’d want to talk about Joe,” she said.

“He is unaccounted for,” I said. “A unique status on Fém.”

Perpetua smiled sadly. “People here are encouraged to have as many children as they want. But after having Talfa and Joe, I couldn’t have any more.”

“Physically? Or psychologically?”

“Both, I think.” The rust in her eyes sparkled with tears. “Every mother develops pictures in her heart of the children they will have. Then they arrive and they’re better than you could have imagined.”

“Talfa said Joe suffered from birth defects.”

Syzmon reached behind me to grip Perpetua’s shoulder.

“Severe,” she affirmed. “It wasn’t only his face. His whole body. It was indescribable.”

“Do you know why it happened?”

Perpetua laughed once, morbidly, and looked at Syzmon, who smiled grimly. A typical reaction to Niffakoq candor.

“We’re a century and a half old,” Syzmon reminded me. “We’ve considered all the theories. During her second trimester, Perpetua slid down the west embankment. Didn’t seem like much at the time. But you wonder.”

Perpetua laid a hand on her sternum. “Some aftereffect of Wolosis? Maybe my uterus had been strangled by hair and wasn’t up to the task of twins.”

“Or was it damnation from the heavens?” Syzmon boomed, only half in jest. “I’ve wondered if people were never supposed to have come here. But come here we did. And thrived we have. Maybe poor Joe was the pound of flesh the Fémic owed.”

“If that is true, was it worth it?” I asked.

Perpetua gave me a hard look. “You may not like hearing this. It isn’t pretty or sentimental. But the answer is yes. The damaging of a child was worth it. Even if that child was mine. I don’t know if you can understand that.”

I stared across the rust-strewn park in the direction of the Iron Sea. The smoke from The Sickness had long since quit rising. Nothing but a fetus fastened me to my pre-Fém life.

“Of course I can. Niffakoq are born to be sacrificed.”

Syzmon exhaled slowly. “Every civilization has to break its world to live in it. There’s resources to use up. Natural beauty to defile. Life that has be stomped on in order for new life to take hold. Brutality is everywhere. Don’t think we don’t see it. But it was brutality that made humans of apes. Brutality that took those humans to the stars. Brutality that gave birth to art and poetry and a better understanding of how we fit into the whole mess. We would be goobers to pretend any of us would be alive if not for the suffering of others. Is Joe still alive? If your niks say he is, I believe it. But we let go. We had to let go. Try to understand, Sisilla. There’s some fruit you just don’t pluck.”

I believed he referred to superfruit for only a moment. Syzmon Rees was a learned man. He spoke of the Tree of Knowledge from which Eve plucked the forbidden fruit, thereby rotting the paradise of innocence—or ignorance, from a Niffakoq’s point of view.

“Let Joe go,” Syzmon whispered. “Like we let him go.”

“Have your child,” Perpetua whispered. “Join our family.”

“Live forever,” they concluded in unison.

The park chirped with reckless cheer. Perhaps Perpetua had chosen the site for that reason. I watched children play. At the highest point of the rock formation, they faced Mem and screamed, rehearsals for the day they would have something to scream about. The naked yearning moved me. I had known no childhood bliss, and longed to gift that bliss to someone else. As someone whom Dr. Corvino had, after all, pronounced as perfect.

“All right,” I heard myself say, as fast as a gasp, and the two words opened a chasm that the niks, in their initial surgery, had sewn shut. It was a permission to feel, and I shuddered, and I shook, and my knees hit the crutches, which fell away. The arms of my new grandparents folded over me, and I let them, and I did not mind, for they were arms that would steady me when I grew larger, hold my child after I bore it, help me raise it for as long as I lived, pick up the placenta of who I thought I had been and feed it back to me, fortification toward a new, previously unthinkable state.
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We sat for a time and spoke of other things. Mississippi memories: hunting turkey and elk, hiking the petrified forest, visiting the birthplace of Elvis Presley. Grønland memories: using a tooq to ice fish for halibut, bathing in hot springs, watching the northern lights. Their long-gone plans to visit Egypt. My cast-off dreams of being the best Niffakoq ever. Fém days were longer than Earth days but not by much; the sun was poppy red by the time I heard Perpetua’s stomach growl. The old couple stood, winced at aches, and bade their farewells. Two meters away, Syzmon glanced at the sky, then winked at me.

“Rainy season’s coming. Once that storm starts, it don’t stop.”

Perpetua slapped him playfully. “Stop being a goober.”

I ate a superfruit on the bench and watched playing children be gathered by adults. I settled my left hand upon my abdomen. The fetus was months away from being able to kick. Would I be able to nik it before it was born? It was a question no Niffakoq had ever asked. For once, I felt no rush to know the answer. I had no mission left. Except the mission of life. I luxuriated in the planet’s temperature. I had not even applied gel. I might not be fully Fémic, but I was on my way.

Once the shade was total and the playground emptied, I stood and took one step toward my hut.

A figure slid into my path.

Without crutches, I could have avoided impact. As it was, I struck him, my face flattened to his chest. Rust shot up my nostrils, the salty cinnamon scent like spoiled maple syrup, and thick as a bloody nose. I rocked back on my crutches and wiped my face with an elbow.

My first thought was that I had encountered an alien. The man’s skin had once been the color of sand. Now his flesh was mottled by a copper rash. I had to take another step back to identify the rash as a billion points of rust so deeply embedded it created a reptilian texture. The last razor of sunlight dazzled off the rust and winked wetly over dozens of small cuts along the man’s hands and arms.

Given these wounds, I thought the man needed help. But he lunged at me with purpose. I could not escape on crutches but recoiled as much as possible.

Whereas most Fémic were sturdy, well-fed folk bordering on burly, this man had the reedy physique and burled joints I had seen on former Niffakoq candidates in Grønland. Forced to grow up in a land they did not favor, they often turned to drugs. Not this man. Deltoids and lats were strung like beads on the thread of his body.

He did not strike me, or even touch me. He leaned his head close to mine. Unlike every other Fémic eye, his did not sparkle with rust. They were rust—a pure, scintillating gold that completely erased pupil, iris, and sclera. His eyelids were malformed with callus and scar. He parted lips pocked with rust, just enough for me to glimpse teeth that looked as if they had been dipped in molten brass.

“The Fontanelle.” His whisper ground as if through cuspidate granules.

I did not know what to make of it. Fontanelle—the soft spots of a baby’s head where their skull has yet to seam. My own had been the access point for Nuna Naavoq healers to insert the six niks.

The glittery man drew back, gnawed on a rusty thumbnail with smelted teeth, and looked from side to side. Clearly he wished to go unseen, an unusual concern on the metal planet. His gold eyes magneted to mine once more.

“Go there,” he said, and before I could nik him, he darted off into shadow.
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During my eighth week on Fém, I turned eleven.

Of the fifty-four Niffakoq who preceded me, fifty-one had died in their eleventh year. Niffakoq birthdays were never celebrated. Tûma said it did Niffakoq no favors to associate age with anything but noble death. Besides, Nuna Naavoq rarely knew exact Niffakoq birth dates; documentation left on my person on the fjord, combined with epigenetic testing, had only isolated my birthday to within a week. Privately, I selected a specific day. For nine years, I watched that day come and go with nothing to mark it. On my final birthday in Grønland, six weeks before my Chore, Hedvig looked up from where she was removing burdocks from a sled dog’s tail and gave me a knowing wink. All day I carried that wink with me like a lit candlestick, blowing it out only in bed. It was the best birthday gift I ever received.

I saw Dr. Corvino weekly for sonograms, all of them promising, and her prenatal care involved a lot of questions. One of them must have been my birth date. Due to orbit discrepancies, Earth dates did not align with Fém dates, but there was a conversion shorthand. I anticipated marking this birthday—the last I would likely have—with a solitary hike to the Iron Sea. It would mirror the trip I had taken alone to dig up the sixth nik from behind the stone hut.

Before I could set out, Sev barged into my dwelling without announcement. Nudity was fairly common on Fém and, to me, still alarming. I was half-clothed and hurried to dress.

“Hi, Sisilla.” People had given up on usornaat.

“Hello, Sev.”

“They’re asking for you at the dome.”

This was odd. Though I was welcome everywhere, I had yet to be beckoned.

Sev noticed my surprise. “There’s a dispute about the D2O program. You being a Niffakoq and all, they thought you could mediate.”

The easiest nikking of my life told me my visitor was lying. Furthermore, I had yet to witness a disagreement on Fém that rose above animated debate. But there was nothing nefarious to Sev’s lie. I pulled on a fresh tunic, snugger over my belly than it used to be, took up my crutches, and accompanied the teen into town. Several blocks before the dome, Sev veered south, saying there was something she needed to fetch from her hut. It was a lie so artless that the girl giggled at it. After we rounded a bend, I saw a two-roofed adobe hut of average size populated with far too many people, even given Fém’s standards of communal living.

Sev was bouncing by the time we entered. I recognized items of hers, which indicated she lived there. The crowd cheered me and clapped. Some threw lightweight scraps of colored plastic into the air while others twirled metal noisemakers. They began to sing a happy birthday song. My heart crashed against my ribs. There was Talfa and Syzmon and Perpetua and Dr. Corvino and Cath and Ludo and Rohm and Oakes and Velk and Jhip and Odiz and Scot and Ram and Sev and others I did not know yet who had nevertheless gathered to celebrate me.

Just me. Not what I could do for them, or for the triworld.

Talfa grinned through a pretty plastic snowfall.

“Is that as close as we get to a smile?” she laughed.

“I do not know,” I replied, for I had lost track of my expression.

It was our first interaction since our Iron Sea hike and I realized I had missed her. Her calmness. Her confidence. Even her secrets. Taifa was the rare person at complete ease with herself, the pillar around which a whole community had cemented.

Perpetua came forth with a cake she introduced as a Mississippi mud pie, though she was quick to apologize for having substituted native flavorings for the conventional chocolate. The cake was complete with the birthday candles of which I had always dreamed. Not eleven but more than I could count. It was a code that Perpetua unlocked with a whisper, as I leaned over to blow out the candles. It was the same thing she had said on the playground.

“Live forever.”

Soon we were all eating the small and precious portions. Gradually, most of the attendees returned to work, but not before bidding me long life, many birthdays to come, and other sentiments that made me wonder if they understood the Niffakoq lifespan. Soon everyone had vacated except for Talfa, Sev, and four others. I knew only one, a man named Chico, one of the original nurses I had met at the hospital. Talfa introduced me to the two other men, West and Gaw. Jointly, the three were the current guardians of Sev and an eight-year-old girl called Babs.

I greeted Babs as Talfa demonstrated a chain mail curtain that slid along a ceiling rail.

“We have no interest in making you uncomfortable,” Talfa said. “Your customs are your customs.”

First, I realized the curtain had been installed for privacy. Second, I realized it was for me.

“You wish for me”—I surveyed Sev’s family—“to live here?”

Chico raised his hands as if to break a fall. “I know it’s sudden. But West and I have helped deliver dozens of babies. And Gaw—”

“Gaw’s one of Fém’s most in-demand father figures,” Talfa said. “He’s helped raise, how many children now?”

Gaw was bashful. “Oh, I don’t know. Low thirties?”

“You’ll be in good hands.” Talfa smiled. “What do you say?”

The hut was twice the size of mine, but there would be six under the turf roof. Instead of claustrophobia I felt the opposite. Was it any wonder? I had been conditioned to live among first a tribe and second a crew, and ached for a return to the sounds and temperatures of people. I angled my head at Chico, my signal that I was nikking him for sincerity.

Chico laughed. “A young mother can’t live that close to the sea! You need your rest.”

West pulled Babs into his hip. “Plus—sisters! I bet you never had that before.”

I looked at Babs, who spun happily. I looked at Sev, who hopped up and down. A little sister. A big sister. An entire family.

Chico clapped his hands together. “We’ll get your stuff.”

“I will get it,” I said automatically.

Talfa tutted. “Watch this one. Always trying to do too much.”

“Only by trying to do too much can one touch their outer potential,” I said. “My Angajoqqaa told me that.”

“You’re pregnant. No heavy lifting.” Chico smiled. “Chico told you that.”

The two men and two girls paraded off to my hut. None of them blood-related yet united in more substantial ways. I thought briefly of where I had buried the diamond heart holding the peyote capsule, black rubber ball, and sixth nik. I hoped that, even if my mattress was moved, no one would notice the burial spot. Abruptly, then, I found the exercise tiresome.

They were the detritus of a life I no longer had to live.
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Talfa relocated to an outdoor bench in the hut’s shade. Ninety years old, she sat like an athlete, elbows on knees, chin balanced on fists. With her eyebrows, she indicated the space beside her. I leaned my crutches against the wall and sat. My thighs had gotten used to the scorch of metal surfaces. Whistling along with the wind were the wails from Mem. Perpetua had been right. They did resemble birdsong.

“You ate that cake like a champ,” Talfa said.

“You have already accused me of having a child’s palate.”

Talfa grimaced. “Man, you’re snippy. I just mean, you’re what—eight weeks along? Nine? That’s morning sickness territory for most.”

My heightened hCG and estrogen levels had, in fact, begun to make my stomach feel as if it housed a knot of eels, and my blood volume increase had punished me with headaches. Additionally, I had begun to suffer spates of fatigue, bloating, constipation, and leukorrhea discharge. All week I had craved the specific crowberry jam the Gildea steward had fixed me, despite having declined it back then, full of Niffakoq righteousness.

Niffakoq, of course, did not advertise their weaknesses. But was I still a Niffakoq? My uncertainty indicated that I should try to be less snippy. I sifted about for a conversational offering.

“Dr. Corvino says the baby is as big as a raspberry,” I said.

“Mom and Dad speak fondly of raspberries.” Talfa sighed.

“They do not compare to superfruit.”

“Your baby ought to be growing a millimeter a day now,” Talfa mused. “Its face is coming in. Eyelids, nose, lips. Still has its tail, though. Kind of looks like a snail.”

“I am fond of snails,” I said.

“I think that’s the first personal thing you’ve ever told me.”

I gazed through heat haze, over the red landscape, off to the rocky spires.

“One of my worst memories is of killing a snail. Killing a snail is like killing everything that came before you.”

“Their shells,” Talfa agreed. “The Fibonacci sequence.”

I glanced at her and thought, I might let this woman lead me.

Talfa leaned back. “I know young mothers get worried about low birth weight. But we’ve proven that to be tied to behavioral and psychosocial factors. Your baby will be healthy, Sisilla. I guarantee it. All the triworld’s most common syndromes are off the table on Fém. Down, velocardiofacial, fragile X. No autism. No PWS. While we’re at it, no cerebral palsy, cystic fibrosis, spina bifida, muscular dystrophy, epilepsy. Nonissues thanks to the rust.”

I thought of the startling figure I had come to think of as the Rust Man.

The Fontanelle. Go there.

I wanted to ask Talfa about this location. Instinct warned me not to.

“You know a lot about babies for not having had any,” I said.

“See, that’s the kind of statement I’m begging you to rethink. I know it’s innocent in your mind, but it comes out ruder than hell. What if I had tried my whole life to get pregnant and had failed? How would what you said make me feel?”

I thought about it. And felt shame.

“Have you? Tried to have babies?”

Talfa shrugged. “On Fém, you do your part. At least you try. It seems I’m infertile. What can you do? Even here, there’s a few abnormalities.”

“Like Joe.”

The wind blew. Mem howls swelled.

“You’re worried you’ll have a Joe,” Talfa surmised.

“For all of Fém’s fertility, I do not suspect many mothers were as young as I.”

“You’ll be the youngest,” Talfa admitted. “But everyone, and I mean everyone, has a stake in making this work. As much as our gene pool has widened, new bloodlines remain the single most valuable thing to our future. You’re our future, Sisilla.”

“Say Dr. Corvino missed something.”

“She didn’t.”

“Say she did, and that my spawn is another child born on Fém with major defects. What will you do? Stash it away with Joe?”

Talfa folded her arms over her well-muscled stomach that had never distended itself with child. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, as if hoping the Iron Sea’s rust would scrape her frustration away like a callus. It seemed to work. She opened her eyelids to sparkling irises, the paragon of serenity once again.

“You ever hear of Chernobyl?”

“A nuclear power plant near Pripyat in the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. It suffered a meltdown in 1986.”

“Tens of thousands killed from radiation, some within the first hours, others slowly over decades. But there was this group of pregnant women. They lived right there in Pripyat, right in the exclusion zone, and they didn’t suffer at all. When they eventually gave birth, their babies were—well, they were catastrophic. Decomposed around the umbilical cord. Either stillborn or dead soon after. The babies, they figured out, had protected the mothers. They’d absorbed all the radiation.”

I analyzed the tale for the lesson.

“Even in death, babies provide life,” I decoded. “One way or the other.”

Talfa winked. “Such a smartie.”

I watched industrious Fémic go about their day. Being a “smartie” had limited value here. Contentment on the metal planet, were I to achieve it, would require the cultivation of casual ingratiation. It would be a slog, but one I felt willing to make.

I squared myself to look straight at my elder.

“What do you wish to know about me?” I asked.

Talfa shrugged. “Start from the top.”

I did. Never had I spoken so many words in a single hour. I chronicled my time with Tûma and the Nuna Naavoq. I detailed my extraction of the sixth nik. I described meeting the crew of The Sickness, how they became my friends, the madness of my biological father and the Bŏt wife he had fabricated. I spun tales of plasmagraphic wonders and horrors, the paradox of a placenta that tried to kill me and a cervix that birthed a pod to save me. And, of course, the rape and pregnancy. Talfa’s absorption suggested my story was more fascinating than expected. To hear it relayed in my own voice was surreal. Niffakoq are not taught to tell their own stories; it is a task for the triworld after they are dead.

I concluded with the loss of my leg. The unspoken damning of Talfa made me uncomfortable. I amended a compliment.

“It was thoughtful of you to celebrate my birthday.”

“Sev’s idea,” Talfa said. “All I did was bring forks.”

“It reminded me…”

Talfa always looked amused when I hesitated.

“Go on.”

“After leaving the Nuna Naavoq for my Chore, my Angajoqqaa and I went to a town called Ittoqqortoormiit. The villagers there lined the streets and celebrated me. It was not a birthday. But it felt good.”

“Ah, but were there Mississippi mud pies?”

“No. But they wore pink orchid petals over their left eyes.”

Talfa frowned. “Why?”

“Do not pretend you have not noticed.”

Talfa’s forehead tightened, then relaxed with understanding. She dug inside her tunic and removed a small pocket mirror. She held it out. I took the object as if its edges might cut me. What few mirrors Fém had were handcrafted and fogged with natural desilvering. I arranged it before me with trepidation. I had not had a good look at myself since The Sickness.

I bottled my gasp. My skin was tanned. My cheeks had lost baby fat. My hair was thick, even wild. I looked more than healthy; I was robust in the mold of Talfa Rees-Weber herself. My maturation was so startling that I forgot why I was looking in the first place—my left eye, the extraction point of the sixth nik.

The scarred pink sclera had turned a flawless white.

Eons ago, Feng had offered to operate on my eye with this very goal in mind. I had declined, afraid that he would find evidence of the missing nik. What a fool I had been. Feng had learned the truth anyway and it had not affected his opinion of me. The people of Fém had been every bit as welcoming, and now, thanks to a rust with incomprehensible capabilities, I was beginning to look as they did.

“I… I am…”

Fixed. It seemed wrong to say it. But it was how I felt.

“I might be more polite than you, but I do notice things. Your missing teeth, for instance.” Talfa batted sparkling lashes. “I wonder how those are doing.”

I wormed my tongue into the gaps: the lower third molar harvested by the plasmagraph and the two premolars knocked out by Murder 005. Foreign sediment in the sockets had lately irritated me and I had meant to ask Dr. Corvino for help. Now I reinterpreted the sensations. Not sediment at all.

Teeth. Growing back. Even where I had lost adult ones.

“Eeef,” I said, excited.

“I’m going to translate that as teeth,” Talfa laughed.

Next, she looked down at my residual leg.

It was impossible. But I wasted not one second wondering. I ripped at the bandages Corvino’s nurses had applied a week ago. My trembling hands struggled to find an end to unravel. Suddenly I had it, and I wrapped it around my hand, and rotated that hand around the leg end, white cloth peeling from the thigh into a pile of floppy tape. As I shed the bandage, I thought I felt something strange, an aching growth near the patella.

The last of the bandages fell. I leaned on my opposite knee and lifted the leg.

Peeking from scar tissue was a beak-shaped, skin-covered growth.

I touched it. Bone.

“Tibia,” I identified. “Fibula.”

Rust stung my widened eyes. I kept probing.

“Meniscus. Hyaline cartilage. Infrapatellar bursa. Fibular collateral ligament.” I stared at Talfa. “It is all growing back.”

She smiled, not shrewdly or teasingly or daringly, but proudly. The rust-infused tea of tears that crested her lids was an answer to a question I had yet to ask.

“Am I going…”

How afraid I was to ask it. How afraid I had always been.

I tried again. “Am I going to live?”

Talfa held herself by the elbows and nodded, and the tears spilled, two rolling flues carving paths through caked rust. I sat shocked and voiceless, the expiration date I had lived with my whole life shredded like the bandages. I would not die this year, or the next, or the next. I would live to be an adult. To raise a child. To forge real relationships. To make choices with repercussions. To look back on those choices and be grateful or have regrets. To make friends, possibly take lovers, and lose some of them amicably, some of them not. Additional rust ran from Talfa’s forehead, nose, and neck, as if she cried from every pore. I felt liquid on my own face and turned to the sky, and saw drops falling like a thousand delivered dreams.

The rainy season had come.
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My transtibial prosthesis was a marvel to behold and a joy to operate. Without such tools as lab-farmed limbs, osseoperceptive neurolinks, AI electromyographics, or exoskeletal aids, the artificial leg printed by Fémic engineers drew from centuries of historical innovation. Waist straps kept me connected to a socket shaped from reactive foam, which was easy to reshape as my right leg continued to grow. The modular shank pylon turned on iron hinges inspired by Dark Ages–era German armor and locked into a microprocessor piston that controlled flexion, extension, abduction, and rotation via bionic servos. Bolts of twentieth-century vintage secured a carbon fiber foot blade contoured like an upside-down question mark. Because 40 percent of a body’s weight is carried by the big toe, the blade had a single egg-like weight on the inner edge, modeled after one of the earliest prosthetics ever discovered—the wooden toe of an Egyptian mummy. This weight helped equalize my intact left leg. The blade’s spike-pad soles had a gecko grip that allowed me to scale slopes better than anyone on Fém.

It felt less like a mech aid than it did a python coiled around my thigh, doing its best to work in concert. As engineers took notes, I walked across the obstacle course of duricrust, concrete, and gravel they had built inside the dome. They applauded; they made adjustments; they used calorimetry to collect metabolic data. After three days, I turned over my crutches and, in turn, they supplied me with a length of ladder to take home through the feather-soft rain. I practiced climbing as Chico, West, and Gaw acted as spotters and Babs and Sev cheered me on.

I went to bed each night invigorated but sore, and grateful for my mattress. It was so soft I grew curious about its contents. Fém was many things, but most of all it was hard; I had encountered nothing else so comfortable. The mattress, however, showed evidence of artisan sewing. It seemed impolitic to sunder such lovely seams.

My ability to travel grew exponentially. No longer was I bound to cleared paths. I scaled rock outcrops to attain superior vistas. Following hospital trips, I journeyed farther south, spellbound by the gargantuan stalagmites of distant formations. After two weeks of building muscle, I hiked to the ag center. The journey itself was thrilling. I had not traveled so far unaided since pre-Chore days. My right leg’s pneumatics adjusted to terrain impediments so smoothly I never feared for the safety of my baby.

The size of a lime, Corvino had said on my last visit. I was showing, if barely. Nausea had all but vanished, as had the need for frequent urination. The dizzy spells I associated with pregnant Nuna Naavoq at this stage barely touched me, another gift from the rust. My pace was as good as the Fémic making the same hike.

At the ag center, I saw tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, squash, cucumber, melon, onions, potatoes, and radishes; prickly pear, jojoba, agave, plum, lime, pomegranate; mountain laurels, willows, acacia, quince, and mesquites. The operation was scrappier than anticipated. The crops that had looked pure green from a distance were rife with brown patches of failure. Rainbows hovered over the fields from the hoses delivering water from the rainfields. While some equipment clanged and chugged, others sat collapsed in rusted hulks.

The livestock fared about as well. While the goats brayed and bucked and tried to eat the corroded gear, the chickens stumbled punch-drunk, and the viscosity of drool that swung from cattle lips did nothing to poultice my concern over their harp-shaped ribs and pelvises.

The workers said it was all normal, an opinion I did not challenge. I wondered if I had learned to take the Fémic at their word or if my concerns had, at long last, turned inward. Sitting there running my hand through cool grasses, I knew that I would not be hiking to the rainfields before delivering my baby. What had once felt urgent now seemed recreational, and tiring as well.

Thus I occupied myself with short hikes, usually alone, occasionally accompanied. Sev, my most common companion, was with me the day I traveled the farthest north I had yet gone, past the town’s border, beyond range of Mem howls. Fém’s rain had yet to become an impediment. It fell around the clock but was so light it bounced off my skin. It took a half hour to build up the equivalent of a gloss of sweat.

We had come to look through Sev’s pocketscope at the northern reaches of the Iron Sea, where, supposedly, you could see islands. The question was, islands of what? No one knew. The gemboats could not penetrate that far. I shook the lens free of rain and observed the anomalies. I had to believe these so-called islands were sections of the sea’s chain-link tideworld that had tangled and locked into place.

When I had seen all I could, I panned right and scanned a northern horizon of metallic mesas, buttes, arches, bridges, and pinnacles, each one jittering from magnification. Right before I gave up, I noticed a detail peculiar even for this terrain. It was not a vertex but a gorge, the first of its like I had seen. I handed Sev the pocketscope and pointed.

“What is that depression?”

Sev looked through the scope. “Oh. Yeah, don’t go there.”

On the rusty wind, an echo of a promise.

Never again will you be under lock and key. Not on Fém.

“Why not?”

“It’s supposed to be swampy or something. They say you can get stuck in it. And there’d be no one to help you. I don’t think we have the tools to dig into it either.” Sev shrugged. “People just avoid it. You want to head back?”

I was at the end of my first trimester; I had as little interest in traversing quicksand as I did in rainfields. I nodded, took a drink from my water pouch, and turned toward town. Sev gave one last gesture toward the gorge.

“Soft as a baby’s head, Talfa said once.”

Sev scrambled up the hill.

I stayed put and let the remark sink into my own molten matter.

The Fontanelle.



3.4

I had quit using my privacy curtain a week after moving, and two days later asked West to recycle the chains toward a better purpose. There was a cozy solace in following the breathing patterns of my bedfellows, and I made a game of trying to stay awake longer than Sev. I might be pregnant, but Sev was fourteen and flooded with her own hormones.

On this night, however, I found little charm in Sev’s rustling and sighing. Fém, at this season, averaged seven and a half hours of darkness per night. Three hours had passed already. I estimated it would take two hours to reach the Fontanelle and two hours back, which left only thirty minutes to investigate the site.

A daunting plan in all aspects, but the past several days had convinced me a nighttime expedition was my best option. If I headed to the Fontanelle in broad daylight, I believed I would be stopped, or rerouted, or delayed, all in the friendliest ways possible. The Fémic always watched me. At first, because I was a stranger. Later, because I was pregnant. After that, because of the novelty of my mechanical leg. Only now did I suspect other motives behind their rust-dazzled eyes. Their irises were almost too bright, nothing like the relaxed warmth I had felt from Feng and Jayne, and even through the blue lenses of Murder 005.

Sev joined the sleep chorus on schedule. I withdrew from my sheets and settled my feet to the clay floor. My prosthesis did not make its usual scrape; before bed, I had stretched one of Gaw’s socks over the metal blade. I stole Chico’s airbrella and stood alone in the road as my eyes acclimated to Tenger’s blue brilliance. Two desolate howls came from the direction of Mem. Electrodes ticked softly inside the wireless buds of nearby buildings. Very faint was the Iron Sea, sawing away like a cello.

I headed north through moonshadow. I let rain fall on me enough to gauge its incremental increase: I was wet in fifteen minutes. I clipped the airbrella to my tunic and let the upward jets carve out a dry canopy. This did little to help my left foot attain purchase on slippery stone and metal. At the outer ring of town, I ducked into a repair shop, unlocked as buildings always were, and made another theft: the broken leg of a surveying tripod. Its five-foot length and rubberized tip made it a passable walking stick.

The trek across the duricrust was dim, cool, and lonely. Only the Iron Sea’s grinding gnash kept my footfalls from being the sole sound. It was the first time I had gone unobserved since digging the sixth nik from Grønland soil. I failed to find this fact motivating. My real motivation was behind me: Chico, West, Gaw, Babs, Sev, a home, a community, a baby, a rebooted life. I had it all, whereas before Fém I had nothing but a Chore. To spurn all of it was the pinnacle of self-sabotage.

And yet I walked.

I did it for Jayne, whose jade chiffon pleats brushed over the metal ground alongside me. For Feng, whose zygote vials clinked with each step. For Murder 005, silent as the killer they were. For Positive Roy, whose clumsy claws clicked and scrabbled. Even for Creg, whose cowboy boots thudded beside me, my protector at last. They had died horribly in the pursuit of answers. I owed them a pursuit of the truth.

The delicate pip of popping bubbles told me I had reached the Fontanelle. Sev’s warning that I might become mired was very much in mind. I began testing the downslope with the tripod leg. The declivity was toothed with volcanic pillars that told of ancient tectonics. It forced me into a switchback descent. Each time I entered a clearing, I was sure the Rust Man would be there, two eyes and a grin like three swirling black holes.

The gradient leveled. I stabbed with the tripod as I had once stabbed with the crutches, and halted the instant I heard a moist scrunch. I brought my ear lower and listened. The ground made a slithering, smacking sound. The area had to be molten. Challenging this notion was the lack of magma’s incandescence and the absence of heat. I waited for clouds to clear from Tenger and reveal if the Fontanelle was truly the softest spot on Fém.

The cloud curtain parted nine minutes later. The Fontanelle was set into the gorge like a roughly circular pond twenty meters in diameter. Amethyst moonlight revealed semisolid material in slow motion. But it was no swamp. The Fontanelle, like everything on Fém, was metal. It resembled a pit filled with the finest-grade tangles of barbed wire.

There was no telling how deep it went. It seemed possible the Fontanelle was an older version of the Iron Sea, what might result after the sea ground itself for a few hundred million years. Interesting, but it accomplished nothing. I had expended time and energy getting here, and PASSIF-2 was impatient to rise.

I held the tripod leg like a spear and pushed it into the springy surface. I was able to push coils of it down, and when I relented, they slowly expanded back into place. The way the wiry fibers clung together reminded me of the spongy cohesion of scab tissue.

I heard Murder 005’s voice.

We left a gift for you. Behind the hardest scar.

What if the Rust Man had tried to tell me the same thing?

What if this pond of scars hid something as well?

Ancient plate subduction had provided a suitable ridge over which I might lean. I moved to the Fontanelle’s midway point and drove the spikes of my prosthesis into a chunk of ore. I drew back the tripod leg with both hands, how I hurled harpoons in Grønland. The rain blowing over me felt like a magical brush.

I was no docile expectant mother.

I was, and had always been, a warrior.

I drove the tripod leg into the Fontanelle. The wire did not have the density to scream. Rather, it hissed, as if I had disturbed a rat’s nest. I adjusted my stance, took the tripod’s end in both fists, and stirred as if the pond were a bowl. The wire fought me like thick batter. But I was a warrior. I labored and sweated, and when my tool found no foreign objects, I did not despair. I withdrew the tripod, traveled several meters down the bank, and repeated the process.

On my third fishing attempt, I drove the tripod into something solid. I paused to pant and scheme. Fifteen minutes were all I could spare before heading back. I muscled the tripod as deeply into the solid object as it would go, then lowered the near end of the tripod with a large rock as fulcrum. I worried my 26.3 kilograms would be insufficient counterweight to the seesaw.

Cool wind razed me with rust. My calculations were off. My weight on Tepper Base had been 26.3 kilograms. I had put on two years of weight since then, and the child inside me grew heavier by the day. I was more substantial than ever.

I climbed onto my end of the makeshift seesaw and bounced. An inadvisable feat of balance so close to a wire pit, but I was a warrior. I felt the sunken object fight against being risen, then surge, then catch on wire, then surge again. Hundreds of metal strands squealed in defeat as my end of the tripod slapped the ground and the other end broke from the Fontanelle carrying its quarry.

The shattered face of a Bŏt head grinned at me.

OUR FAMILY. GA! TOGETHER AGAIN! GA!

I squeezed my eyes shut to staunch a geyser of fear. It was a piece of Bŏt, yes, but not BESS2. BESS2 was gone forever. I let my racing heart settle. Warrior, warrior. I peeked out again. The piece looked to be from a YardBŏt, an older model than the one that had entombed me at age four.

Mary Eliza Mahoney had been stocked with as many Bŏts as they could fit, yet I had not seen a single one on Fém. How had I failed to clock their absence? Perhaps my phobia was to blame. The Bŏts must have been pitched into the Fontanelle: YardBŏts, BuildBŏts, HomeBŏts, BakerBŏts, SurgiBŏts, and more. I tried to imagine the likeliest reason.

When in doubt, thank the rust, Sev had said.

That had to be it. Rust embedded itself into Bŏt seams and sired corrosion; the substance was death to Bŏts as much as it was life to humans. Their disposal felt less strange the more I considered it. Fém wanted to be a better, simpler, and more humanistic world, one that kept its gifts instead of feeding them to another AI usurper. Bŏts, meanwhile, harkened back to trigov imperialism.

Perhaps the Bŏts were destroyed on purpose.

With ten minutes of safe labor left, I picked up my pace. I let the YardBŏt head sink back into its wiry grave, moved along, and kept spearing. Nothing. Nothing. Then a hit that felt so much like the YardBŏt that I did not bother to land it. On what I told myself was my last thrust, the tripod hit a different kind of material. Something that cracked more like wood. My sweaty skin prickled with interest. Wood was rare on Fém.

I improvised another fulcrum and carefully climbed aboard the lever. The prize rose through the tangled depths. I braced for a shock equal to that of a YardBŏt.

I did not brace nearly enough.

What emerged were skeletons.

No, skulls. Infant skulls.

The totem pole was real.

There was no preventing it: I screamed. I screamed again. I tried to run but the totem pole floated across the Fontanelle in spectral chase. I realized it was because I still held the tripod. I dropped it, but by then the totem pole was over the bank, and it fell to solid ground with the clack of a bag of croquet balls. My back struck a boulder. I was trapped. I was still screaming. The baby skulls, all seven of them, stared at me with big, empty sockets.

The Atrocity Algorithms exploded back into my brain.

People rinded like fruit. Children clubbed to jelly. Torture involving broken glass, consumed vomit, fried blood. Sexual violence of vile ingenuity. Human experiments. Living autopsies. And the relentlessly coring doubt generated specifically for me. The Nuna Naavoq were cult leaders. Nikking was a parlor trick. Niks did nothing but cause premature death. I was contemptible in a contemptible universe. The only moral response was submission to the Snarl. Accept darkness, embrace suicide, as had Viivi, Niffakkoq 50. All of it embodied by the totem pole of babies I had kicked at with my right leg until Talfa made me saw that leg off. In truth, the horror had never left me.

I choked down nausea. I shivered with sticky cold. I moaned Tûma’s breathing methods and failed to apply them. After a stretch of time long enough to make a predawn skulk back to town impossible, I unsealed my eyelids slowly, so the slats of my lashes might encage the nightmare that awaited three meters away.

The infant skulls had been bolted to an iron rod eaten away by oxidation. My sense was the conjoining was to make sure no individual skull worked its way to the surface through the vagaries of the Fontanelle’s churn. The skulls were intricately tooled by several decades of grinding wire. Skeletons had likely existed, too, but had fallen away with decomposition.

The growing bud of my right leg kicked inside its metal holster. Warrior, I reminded myself. On all fours, I crawled closer. The vacant sockets watched, the rows of tiny teeth grinned. My whole body quaked when I traced the flayed plates of the first skull.

The skulls had not been crushed by the Fontanelle.

The skulls had been broken from inside.

I recalled the sensation of asphyxiation before waking up on Fém, the pressure on my organs, my stuffed throat. These babies had died from Wolosis. Hair had filled their heads and snapped open their weak skulls. Their bodies had been dispatched in the rare place on Fém where things could be hidden.

Which meant I had been lied to. People had died on Fém. Babies, in fact. Babies of whom, I hypothesized, most Fémic were ignorant, hence their clean nikking. Talfa, however, knew of these doomed births. I was sure of it.

The Rust Man knew too.

I pictured him. The coarse, glinting rust ingrained into his flesh. His bevy of fresh, winking cuts. The bulging muscles disrupting his scraggy frame. The mesmerizing kaleidoscope of his eyes and teeth. Doors opened: I realized how his appearance had developed, and by extension, where I would find him.

With tenderness I lifted the tripod leg. The seven little skulls danced like unfinished marionettes. I hoisted them over the Fontanelle and let them slide off the end. Then I tamped them down, gently, until fibrous iron swallowed them once again. Only then did I allow my body to grieve. Tears never reached my eyes, but my whole chest hitched in silent sobs.

There was a chance I could make it back to town before people spotted me trundling through the soft embroidery of rain. But I no longer cared about their suspicion. I turned westward and started up the gorge. I needed to find the Rust Man, and if it meant the Fémic—Talfa Rees-Weber included—knew I was playing outside their unwritten rules, so be it. They might be the brave settlers of a new land, but I had always been, and still was, a Niffakoq.






4.0


4.1

PASSIF-2’s corona turned the Iron Sea carnation colors. When the sun’s chromosphere crested behind me, its beams lasered onto a single point on the shore, like an X burned onto a treasure map. Though I had to cast my eyes away from the glare, I did not stop moving toward it. This was my X, though what treasure it marked I did not know.

Behind rust gusts as thick as insect swarms, the gemboat balanced on the bluff at the edge of the sea. It resembled the slender, fishhook-shaped baidara of Yupik Eskimo with one big difference: Instead of a driftwood frame covered in walrus hide, the boat was sculpted from the same diamond as Talfa’s heart-shaped box. Though as utilitarian as everything on Fém, the craftsmanship was staggering. The hull was a shatterglass crumble of raw diamond that evoked hundreds of layers of shark teeth. The bow narrowed into an icebreaker nose. The keel appeared to be the single largest piece of diamond in history. The rudder was nearly as large, though being hinged by steel bolts, it was likely the gemboat’s most vulnerable point. The boat’s interior had space for one operator and some equipment. A rust-filthed pillow was the only protection against the uncomfortable tetrahedral planes. Two reinforced metal oars were pinned into graven oarlocks and terminated in diamond-encrusted claws meant to grip the Iron Sea’s links and shove the gemboat through the machinery.

The sea was numbingly loud. Still, I heard the craft’s underside gibber as the Rust Man manhandled it across milky stripes of salt deposit that liquefied in the rain. Sparks sprayed. Tendons articulated in the man’s skinny elbows. A half meter more and the bow would tip into the racing pleats of metal. He gripped the craft with bare hands the diamond bevels should have ribboned to raw meat. I zeroed in on another detail of the Rust Man’s anatomy: palms so padded with callus they looked caked in cement.

“Entering like that will damage the forefoot!” I shouted.

He glanced at me for the first time, a rust-matted eyebrow hiked, but without surprise. Talfa told me that rust made gemboater senses unparalleled. I got the impression the man had seen and heard me—and possibly smelled and felt me—from a kilometer off. The bespangled cataracts of his eyes glowed within rain-threaded sunlight.

“So the Niffakoq knows her boats! From sailing the Grønland Sea! God, the sea. The real sea! Can you believe I’ve spent my whole damn life in a boat and have never laid eyes on a body of water? But no. You’re mostly wrong. Forefoot’s fine. Nothing’s harder than diamond, Fluffy. Except carbon nanotubes. This sea’s got a lotta hard shit in it, but carbon nanotubes it has not.”

The Iron Sea’s violinistic shrieks vibrated my skull, not enough to cause pain, but I suspected that would change. I recalled Talfa’s raft of warnings about coming this close to the sea. The rust down there is more than a girl your age can handle. Then there’s the salt. Along the coast, breathing is like drinking salt water. It was true: My throat gurgled with brine. Yet I took several steps closer to hear the Rust Man better. Rust granules strafed my skin and tingled.

The Rust Man lashed out with an arm, snagged my wrist, turned my hand over, and slapped two small objects into my palm. I reeled my arm back, scowling, and only then looked at what he had given me. Earplugs molded from what looked like wax. They were dirty, as was everything about the Rust Man, but at this point I did not care. I put the plugs into my ears. The sonic relief was so welcome that I gave the man an apologetic nod.

“I was told this is Fém’s third gemboat. Damage must be constant.”

“Not all atoms are bonded the same. You take a diamond and toss it in blender for a while, that son of a bitch is going to crack. Plus, now you’ve ruined your blender. Look, look.” He squatted with an abrupt, leonine energy and flailed a hand at the port bow. “Seven centimeters thinner here. Seven! I need to cut down on my left turns, start making the starboard side take the brunt. Couple years, I’ll need to start a whole new boat. Fuckers don’t carve themselves! Five, six years they take to make.”

He gnawed worriedly on his rust-slaked thumbnail.

“You obtain diamond from mines, Talfa said.”

He sprang to the balls of his feet. I wanted to flinch but held my ground. He laughed shortly. Sun shone off his rust-smelted teeth like a lighthouse beacon.

“Talfa. Talfa says a lot of things. She tell you about the Pilgrims?”

“A band of Fémic who left the settlement.”

“I bet she didn’t tell you they were gemboaters! All of them! Sic your Niffakoq smarts on this, Fluffy. We gemboaters needed diamonds, Talfa found us diamonds. Just a wee bit suspicious. So we started taking long walks. Where’s those diamond mines? Those diamond mines we’re always hearing about? Guess what? Never found one. After a while, the others, my colleagues, my friends, they just kept on walking. It was a stand, you see, a principled stand, but also they were saving their own asses. It’s not safe on this shore. Look at me! The rust does a number. Sharpens you in ways people can’t imagine. Can’t handle. You’re a hero. Twenty-eight hours a day, a fucking hero. But it also makes you…” He shook his hands as if trying to clear them of bees. “I don’t know. Edgy? Edgy.”

Nikking revealed a firestorm of feelings and urges: inspiration, incrimination, ingratiation, indignation. He wanted to both hug me and hit me. A more forthright part wanted to hit himself. I hoped neither happened. The rust buildup on his fingers resembled brass knuckles.

“You are more verbose than you were in town,” I noted.

“Because I’m watched! Always watched.”

“Why did you not leave with the Pilgrims?”

He balled his hands at his temples and groaned.

“The third degree! Is there anyone on this planet who doesn’t take, take, take?”

Niks cautioned danger. I stepped backward. My prosthesis scraped along wet metal and smeared salt. The Rust Man’s head flicked up and caught my backward motion. His galactic eyes widened.

“Oh no. Wait, no. I’m sorry. I’m not mad, I swear! It’s just—whatever happened to niceties? Small talk? Don’t Niffakoq do small talk?”

“Niffakoq brains avoid allostatic load via psychological homeostasis.”

He ignored me. “It’s Pug, do this, and Pug, do that, and Pug, stay far away, you’ll scare the kids.” He smiled desperately. “But you’re a kid, right? And you’re not scared!”

“I am, in fact, scared.”

The man sagged his shoulders as if I had been scolding him for hours.

“But that’s because I’m freaking out! Not because of how I look. My general overall vibe. Which isn’t my fault, I told you. I could’ve gone with the Pilgrims! Sure, I could’ve!” He bugged blazing eyes. “But doesn’t someone have to stay? Someone who knows? Who can bear witness? That’s me. They call me Pug. They call you Sisilla. Nice to meet you, all that shit.”

“You know my name.”

Pug tapped a rusty ear. “You wouldn’t believe what these things can hear.”

“What do you know?” I pressed.

“Huh? What’s that?”

“You said you were someone who knows.”

Pug sat on the edge of the teetering gemboat. I nikked despondency.

“Fluffy wants her info. Her precious info. Fine. I mean, fuck it, right? What exactly was I hoping for? That you and me were gonna be pals? The Pariah of Fém and Sisilla Her Holiness? Fantasyland. This is all there is for Pug. It’s Pug and the Iron Sea, and one day it’ll just be the Iron Sea—I’ll toss myself right in. I’ll be hamburger in thirty seconds. Fém will have their first death to tally.”

I gave him a calculated look. “Their first official death.”

Pug stared at me. Then his morose face twitched with a smile. He snapped his fingers. The coat of rust made a spark.

“You went,” he guessed.

I nodded.

Pug leapt to his feet and clapped his hands. While I stared in dismay, he danced a jig in the rain. He ended with a rather deft tap dance and jazz-hands flourish.

“What did I tell you? What did I goddamn tell you?”

“Skulls,” I confirmed.

He cycled his hands, a gesture for me to continue. “Yes. Right. Affirmative. Babies have died. Tell me why, Fluffy.”

I furrowed my eyebrows. “Why do you keep calling me that?”

He slapped his sparkling shaved head. “The hair. Incredible.”

Instinctively I touched my hair. Fluffy indeed. Pug gestured impatiently.

“The skull plates had snapped from Wolosis,” I said.

“Nice. Very nice. Why would Talfa hide a Wolosis resurgence?”

“It might have caused a panic. Led her people to want to reach out to UN+.”

“Invite them back, even!”

“It might have been the end of Fém.”

“You are nailing this, Fluffy. Now! Tell me more about those skulls.”

I wiped rain that had evaded the airbrella and pondered.

“They were old?”

“On fire! You are on fire! The skulls were old. So what?”

“The Wolosis resurgence must have been stopped.”

“Aha! Take me through the timeline.”

I could not help but be stirred by his excitement.

“Wolosis is a virus,” I began. “At some point the virus mutated and the rust no longer prevented it. Fémic children started being born with Wolosis. This was hidden from the general populace. Then Talfa found something else, something other than rust, to keep Wolosis away.”

Pug clasped his hands under his chin. His luminous eyes filled with tears.

“Whoever your parents are,” he said, “I hope they’re proud.”

Creg Arzan. Elizabeth Arzan. Both gone. I did not adhere to the delusion of heaven but for the first time wished I did, and that my parents were up there, at peace together. Tûma had taught me to reject pride, but there on the Iron Sea shores I could not. I let Pug’s admiration flow over me. I was magnified and electric. A rust effect, most likely. I understood how one might become addicted.

“Gemboaters aren’t so different than Niffakoq,” Pug said. “Rust makes us sharper than regular numbnuts. We sense everything. We can’t be lied to, not easily. Why else are we kept at the fringes? We also have lots of time to think. Lots and lots and lots. That’s what happens when you don’t sleep.”

“The rust must modify the reticular formation and help accumulate amyloids in cerebral spinal fluids,” I observed.

Pug gestured me over. I went, if cautiously, and turned off the airbrella to peer over the edge of the bluff. Three meters below, the sea rocked. Its texture was that of a billion metal zippers, every size, shape, formation, and alloy, razing past one another, locking, pulling, dislodging, snarling. The sea was in combat with itself, which created waves, each rise releasing a puff of red rust that somehow defeated the rain. My eyes felt imbued with caffeine; I felt the tightening of ciliary muscles, the curvatures of cornea and internal lenses rounding toward perfection. I saw the distant tides as an eagle must, the minute striations of metal, the precise filagrees of rust.

“Up, Fluffy. Up.”

I followed Pug’s pointing finger through rain that now spattered me. Hovering over the horizon was the pale coin of Tenger. I felt an excited shiver of curiosity. Uncharacteristic of a Niffakoq. The rust was affecting me and I did not care.

“UN+ detected an atmospheric crisis on Tenger,” I said.

“We did our own explorations. Early-days stuff, back when Fém gave a shit about anyone else. We used probes that came on Mem—all kaput now. I wasn’t born yet but I can tell you this. A hundred years ago, there wasn’t shit wrong with Tenger.”

I thought of the first time I had met Jayne, adrift in a zero g that floated her golden gown. The Fémers are doing something to their own moon, she had said.

“Fém created the crisis,” I said.

“And who knows what happened to the data? Most people say it was lost. But rumors never get lost. They say Tenger’s dominant species was actually two species.”

“Interbred?”

“No, no, no. Symbiotic. Something like lobsters riding fish. Suddenly the lobster can go faster. Suddenly the fish can pick up things and defend itself. Their success rate goes through the roof. Centuries of evolution and development get vaulted like that. They’re smart, the lobster-fish. They build dwellings. Try to improve their environment. Don’t bother anyone. They’re what Fém only pretends to be. The real Fém? The real Fém is a killer.”

Rain danced across swelling iron tides.

“If Fém is borrowing some sort of—”

“Borrowing? Ha! Sucking. Leeching.”

“—life energy off Tenger—”

“Not life. Lyfe.”

It made sense. I nodded. There was no telling how lyfe drawn from Tenger could help Fém. Even if it could, what kind of tech could extract it? Thrilling, rust-spiked ideas sped through my brain. The McLachlan Trials, a set of experiments in which hundreds of dogs were given cancer. Instead of being treated with precision oncology, the dogs were bombarded at a molecular level with DNA-engaged nanoparticles from healthy non-canines. The cure rate was nearly perfect and the datasets invaluable, though the public only remembered the scandal: a warehouse filled with the eight thousand canine victims of failed previous attempts. McLachlan had refused to use silico studies and, as a result, his work carried a stench few triworld scientists wanted on them.

Fém might have no such compunctions.

“A centrifugal tin exchanger might work on a mass scale if it ran on L00P and had proper datasets,” I said. “Molten tin could capture lyfe from Tenger bioforms and be brought back to Fém as pellets. I do not see how they would be cooled. Perhaps with electrostatic ether. Femtosecond X-ray lasers could target individual bonds. The lyfe would still need to be distilled and distributed. Through some sort of photovoltaic liquefaction? I do not know.”

“Something tells me you could figure it out,” Pug giggled.

“Your solar-wind turbines are too localized. Your printable photovoltaics have not progressed in a century. You are too small a population to generate workable biomass gasification. Your microbial fuel cell electrification is generations from achieving the requisite dynamism. There is nothing on this planet capable of drawing lyfe from Tenger, and Mary Eliza Mahoney would not have wasted storage space on anything that could.”

Pug nodded ferociously, neck bones popping.

“So how does the tech get here, Fluffy? Outside of UN+, who’s got the muscle to secretly send a care package all the way across the universe? The muscle and the money? Don’t let me down, now.”

I inhaled deeply. Delicious rust. Thinking under its influence was so pleasurable I almost hated that the answer was so obvious. Only one entity could rival the triworld’s power.

“Omni:Bŏtic,” I said.

Pug blinked at me, eyelids slow for their weight of rust.

“Forget your parents.” His voice graveled more than usual. “I’m proud of you, Fluffy.” His features lit up. “Hey. Let me show you how the boat works, huh?”

I frowned. I was learning so much so quickly. We were zeroing in on the truth behind all of it. And this man wanted to show off like a triworld teen? I nearly shouted at him, proof that the rust was giving me a gemboater’s impulsivity. I forced myself to calm down. Pug had been all but banished from his community. He had lost everyone like him. He had no one to talk to. As much as he meant to me, I might mean even more to him.

I nodded. “Show me.”



4.2

Pug was right. Tipping the gemboat into the Iron Sea did not damage the boat’s forefoot. Still it was the strangest insertion of a boat I had seen. When the gemboat hatcheted its bow into the sea, the metal seized like gearworks around an obstruction. Long undulations of mismatched chains reeled toward the disruption point like vipers around a planted heel. But diamond prevailed and the gemboat chiseled into the metal swells. Great ladybug-red plumes of rust, the thickest I had ever felt, sandstormed over us. I gripped the sides of the gemboat with too-large gloves Pug had provided, closed my eyes, and ducked.

Rain worsened the shrieking. It was like the Iron Sea was being tortured.

There were several seconds of rollicking as the sea fought the gemboat’s weight. A full meter of the hull lowered itself. The keel, the object keeping us upright, sank another meter still. I wiped away rain and found Pug haloed in swirling rust, his eyes and teeth more starfield than flesh.

“You thought Grønland sailing was rough? Hold on to your butt!”

He took the oars, circled them upward, and drove them into the Iron Sea. There was no water to slice; they crashed hard. The muscles of Pug’s wiry frame protruded as he wrestled the oars against the bucking metal. Our knees boxed until the claws of both oars fixed into chinks and fissures. Pug hooted and, with a perfect, powerful movement, executed as fine a rowing motion as I had ever seen.

The Iron Sea screamed as the gemboat carved through it.

Every set of my ball-and-socket bones jounced within their tendons. I could not imagine undergoing such a daily throttling without organ failure. By the time the boat shocked to a stop, rust had adhered to Pug’s sweaty face like Jayne’s pancake makeup applied by a toddler. We had progressed all of three meters, and Pug was going to need rest before going again.

“That is far enough,” I said.

“Yeah,” Pug panted. “Your weight is causing drag.”

There was no drift in the Iron Sea. The gemboat shook as metal coursed around it. I trained my eyes on the horizon so I could avoid nausea. The sea’s vanishing point brought to mind the wreck of The Sickness.

“You must have seen my ship.”

“Missed seeing it go down. But, yeah, that sucker burned for days. Smelled bad too. Like a dead animal.”

It had been a dead animal, but I did not wish to be drawn into the details.

“Did you boat out to it?”

Pug snorted. “No, no, no. Every centimeter I row in the Iron Sea is a centimeter shaved off this thing. If I had rowed out to the wreck, there wouldn’t have been enough boat left to get me back.”

I looked over the side and imagined the jellification of my body. This led my thoughts to Talfa’s suggestion that I toss the sixth nik into the Iron Sea to sever my bonds to my old life. What if I let the sea have the other five niks as well? Perhaps the Iron Sea itself could be the next Niffakoq. To nik the truth in one’s neighbors, one need only bring them inside the billowing rust. Fém could become the place of honest progress it only pretended to be.

I heard shuffling and found Pug telescoping a multijointed metal baton out to the length of a meterstick. Most tools on Fém were handmade, but this had the mismatched screws and tweaked joints of a personal prototype. Pug held it over the edge of the boat like a fishing rod, then thumbed a lever upward from the base. This sprang a hidden mechanism into action. From the top of the baton popped a metal-fiber sieve. Sea breeze caught it like a flag and puffed it open. Pug waggled his rusty eyebrows.

“Fancy, huh?”

Yes, needlessly so. He could have simply built a sieve. But as Pug had said, a gemboater had the downtime to pursue any and all harebrained ideas. Rolling across the gemboat floor were other handcrafted gadgets.

Pug tracked zeppelins of rust airborne from the gemboat’s invasion. With a delicacy that belied the fierceness of his rowing, Pug extended the sieve toward a rust cloud thick enough to have appreciable mass, more a tuft of hair than a spray of sediment. It was out of reach; Pug lodged his knee on the gunwale and leaned his body over the edge. The boat tilted with the shifted weight. I slung my body to the opposite side.

“Get back in the boat,” I said. “Please get back in the boat.”

Pug did not get back in the boat. He stretched even farther. I prayed the rust had finely tuned his coordination, and in the end, that seemed to be the case. He swatted at the rust cloud and, with a clever turn, was able to spin himself safely back into the boat. The vessel righted. The Iron Sea’s claws squealed like chalk.

“I would like to leave the boat,” I said.

Pug was engrossed with his harvest. He scrutinized the rust in his sieve, darker for every drop of rain that hit it, then let me have a look.

I had studied rust countless times but always in a diluted state: mixed with dirt, brushed from surfaces, wiped from my own skin. Seeing it concentrated was seeing it anew. Each granule had the dendrites of snowflakes; they clung to create irregular braids and petals. I blew on the rust. Like dandelion pappi, it did not disperse so much as reconfigure.

“It is aesthetically agreeable,” I admitted.

“It is capital,” Pug asserted.

“But Fém uses no money.”

Pug collapsed his baton. “What did Talfa tell you we gemboaters do?”

I thought back. “Studies.”

“Studies.” Pug stared at me flatly. I felt my cheeks get hot.

“I did not nik that Talfa was lying.”

“Because she wasn’t, that tricky bitch. Yeah, we do studies, experiments. But not much! Not since I was born! Just enough, I’d say, to make it true enough to tell a Niffakoq and get away with it.” He jabbed an irate finger into the sieved rust. “This. This is what the gemboaters are after.”

“Rust is everywhere. Why collect it?”

“I don’t just collect it. I brick it. Stack it for Talfa to take away.”

“For medical usage,” I guessed.

“So she says! She heads off in the hospital’s direction, sure enough. But now we’ve got another diamond mine problem, don’t we? You seen any bricks of rust at the hospital? You seen any bricks of rust at all? You have not. Because that’s not where she’s taking it. She’s taking it as capital. To trade.”

Logic cooled my face. “With Omni:Bŏtic.”

Pug was agitated again. He bared rusted teeth and pointed southeast.

“I don’t know how often they come. Once a month? Once a decade? But gemboater senses are wired, Fluffy, you don’t even know. We can smell atmospheric change. Plutonium decay, the kind of fuel a small craft would use to land. Our skin feels the tremors of something making landfall a few kilometers inland. I fucking know those Bŏt fuckers are landing some kind of drones here, dropping off stuff Talfa wants in exchange for rust. Now, I know, I know. Omni:Bŏtic’s perfect. Omni:Bŏtic loves us. Omni:Bŏtic would never do anything wrong.”

Pug believed he had to convince me. He did not. I had lived to see my Bŏt phobia come to life in BESS2. I hated Omni:Bŏtic, had always hated Omni:Bŏtic, and to let myself embrace that hate was an unqualified rush.

“There are Bŏts in the Fontanelle,” I said.

“Yep. And I bet they ended up there—”

“To remove any appearance of alliance,” I interrupted.

Pug slapped his thigh. His tunic coughed rust.

“ ‘Fém doesn’t need the triworld!’ ” He was mimicking Talfa’s voice. “ ‘Fém survives on nature alone! Fém is the chosen world of the chosen people!’ ”

The imitation was cruel. Yet my heart dashed and my veins sang. I wanted to kick with my prosthetic leg, to bolt upright and gesture wildly. It was the rust, the rust, and I wanted more.

“Did you know Talfa had a twin?” I asked impulsively.

Pug did a comical double take. “A twin! Fuck no! But I always thought Talfa couldn’t be running this joint herself!”

I nodded. “Fuck yes.”

I covered my mouth with my hand. I had never cursed before.

But it had sounded good. Felt good too. I had the desire to smile, and with it came the belief that one day I would be capable of smiling, really smiling, and when I did, people would not recoil but happily reciprocate.

Pug’s brow avalanched. He leaned close and peered into my eyes.

“Look at me,” he ordered.

“Fuck,” I repeated with relish. “Shit? Cunt?”

“Look at me.”

Boring. Annoying. I rolled my eyes as I had seen Nuna Naavoq teens do, as I had seen Sev do, and finally landed them on Pug’s glowing orbs. His face pinched.

“We gotta get you off this boat,” he said.

He sat down, lifted the oars from the sea, and drove them into new skeins of chain. Piunngilaq emotions erupted. I was mad. No, furious. I did not want to go back. I wanted to explore the Iron Sea and find out how amazing I would feel in another hour, or two, or three. I stood up. I raised a foot. I would let my right leg kick all it wanted. Kick the oars from their locks, even, if that was what was required to keep us seaborne.

Rough hands thrust me back down.

“Sit your ass, Fluffy!”

Seconds later, the gemboat bumped against the bluff. Pug leapt up and lifted me by the armpits, an assault of touch I flailed against. He vaulted upward, an Olympic trick I could not have anticipated from his emaciated frame. A midair twist landed his back onto the metal bluff with me buffeted atop him. Momentum slid us across the ground. Damp rust and salt floes hissed. Then rough hands were back in my armpits and I was being carried like a rugby ball away from the coast. We traveled for a minute. I was irritated but elated by the velocity. Pug scaled a ridge and collapsed on the other side of it with me cradled in his arm.

“Gimme your face,” he commanded.

By looking at Pug in defiance I accidentally complied. At some point, he had snagged a clay jug. While holding my head in place by my hair, he sloshed water onto my face. I coughed and sputtered and tried to wrench free.

“Open those eyes. That mouth.”

The grip on my hair was iron. I tried to think of defensive moves I had learned from Murder 005, but a sliver of good judgment insinuated itself and I popped open my eyes and mouth. Water coursed into them, and into my nostrils as well. There was choking, but suddenly I was free. I crawled a meter away, my scalp stinging from Pug’s grip, my earplugs ousted, and gagged rust, spat salt. My sinuses burned. As the burn receded, it took with it the buzz that had consumed me since boarding the gemboat.

The water I wiped away was replaced by rain. Pug’s face was open and pleading.

“I’m sorry. Okay? I got excited. I wanted to show you my boat. I wanted—”

“It is all right.”

Pug ground the heels of his palms into his eyes. I winced. Those palms were burred with rust. He dropped the hands and stared at me. PASSIF-2 had fully risen. The dark matter of his eyes bled with electric pink.

“No, it’s not all right. None of this is all right.” He faced the sun. “NONE OF THIS SHIT IS ALL RIGHT!”

I brought myself to a position from which I might spring away. Tûma had warned me of the perils of nikking the addicted. Even Feng had been challenging as Rana the Irrational.

“We both need to wake up,” Pug said. “Fém’s superpower is how it normalizes. It’s like all this metal is train tracks and if you’re not careful, you start running along those tracks without noticing. The Pilgrims are the only ones who ever got off the train. Take a step back, Fluffy. Way back. How old are you?”

Partially cleansed of rust, I felt weak and vulnerable.

“Eleven.”

“Fucking eleven?”

Pug laughed miserably, then, without warning, scrambled close. I tensed, but this time he stopped short of touching me. His rust-bladed hands pleaded.

“You’re a baby. And those shit fucks have convinced you to have your own baby.”

“You heard that too?”

“I’d know anyway.” Pug inhaled animalistically. “I smell it all over you.”

Defensiveness surged. “I want to have this baby. It is the only—”

“Will you stop it? Every speck of bullshit they float into the air, the rust cements it into your brain. Listen to me. You are a child. Impregnated during a rape. A rape by some stem cell abomination. And Talfa’s all sunshine and flowers about it? Nothing’s normal about this, Fluffy. You don’t even have hips yet!”

“The distance between my visible iliac crests is irrelevant. Dr. Corvino says my pelvic ligaments are already softening. She intends for an upright birth.”

“An upright birth? Listen to yourself. Please. Pleeeeease.”

Pug’s nikked sincerity stilled my jaw. I analyzed my emotions and physical feelings. The indignity of insult. The itch of my regrowing teeth and leg. The tetchy toss of the fetus. All might be imagined, but with senses heightened by rust, all might be real too. I looked at my abdomen and tried to reconcile my positive emotions about my unborn child with the forgotten reality of the teste-stippled placenta that had planted it there.

“The people of Fém are so happy,” I whispered.

“Happy? Maybe. But look what they traded for happy. Their curiosity. Their critical thinking. The Pilgrims are the only ones who got out in time. Who won. Even if they’re out there dead somewhere, they won. I said before I regretted not going with them. That’s a lie. I always knew I stayed behind for a reason. Now I know the reason.”

Pug did not have to say it. The reason was me. I fidgeted with my tunic. I could not hear the Mem wails through the rattle of rain and was glad. After a time, I spoke softly.

“Four years ago, UN+ received a rogue transmission from Fém. Only one word came through: trap. Was that you?”

Pug wrapped his arms around his bony knees.

“No. But I’m not surprised. There’s always a resistance. Even in the most rigid cults.”

Jayne had long ago hypothesized Talfa Rees-Weber was a cult leader. The Pilgrims felt to me like their own cult. Most people considered the Murder Tenet a cult. The UN+ soldier who had escorted me to Huelva Station had called me a cultist freak. I wondered if the dead astronauts of the marrowsphere formed their own kind of cult, led by the manipulating hand of space’s dark energy.

The only hope of uniting humanity was to destroy all partitions.

Pug nodded as if the rust buildup in his skull had given him nik-like qualities. He licked his lips with a tongue that glinted like a snake.

“You could wake all their asses up, Fluffy.”

A terrible prospect to entertain. I was happy here. Happy.

“I admit,” I said, “that I was hoping you would investigate with me.”

“With this mug?” Pug’s pained smile sparkled his rusty skin. “I can’t approach town without everyone on alert. But you? You’re one of them now.”

I nodded. He was right.

“Do you know what the trap might be?” I asked.

“Tenger, maybe? They’re trapped for sure. But I think your informant meant something else. Something closer. Shit, you know what? Maybe not knowing what to do, or who to do it for, for yourself or for the greater good—maybe that’s the trap. Maybe that’s the trap we’re all in.”

Pug rustled inside his pocket and withdrew another handmade gadget. A slender, ten-centimeter metal tube, flared at either end. My heart ached at the care he had put into its delicate scrimshaw. He handed it over. Despite its light weight, it carried an intrinsic lethality.

“Blowpipe,” Pug said. “The Pilgrims made them before they took off. Who knows what monsters roam the other hemisphere, right? I made one too. Kept it secret, of course. We don’t really do weapons on Fém. But it’s simple. The smaller end? You put in a little piece of iron. Stone. Whatever. Any little scrap of metal will do. Then blow into the bigger end. Big giant breath. Probably wouldn’t kill a person. But it’ll stop them in their tracks.”

How had it all happened? Murder 005 was supposed to have been here, with me, armed with laser blinder rifles and hand cannons. Instead, the sole force against Fém was a pregnant eleven-year-old girl and a tiny, untested weapon cobbled together by an unstable rust addict. No, a weapon like that was too insufficient to help me.

“It is not the Niffakoq way,” I said.

I held it back out to him. Pug stared with quiet exasperation before nodding in defeat and slipping the blowpipe back into his tunic. He smiled sadly.

“I’d tell you you’re in big-time danger, Fluffy. But you’ve been in danger since they sewed those chunks of metal into your head.”

“Metal,” I echoed, and gazed over a whole planet of it.
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Any Omni:Bŏtic tech of significant size was probably stashed farther away than the ag center, perhaps in a cave like the rainfields. Even with my regrowing leg, adjustable prosthesis, and the energy characteristic of the second trimester, a solo quest into the unknown felt unwise. Just as the mothers of the Fontanelle’s dead babies had to exist somewhere on Fém, so did those who knew the truth of the secret tech, if only because they had helped Talfa unload, transport, or operate it. I only had to ask the right questions of the right people.

Or perhaps the tech was closer. Perhaps I walked past it a dozen times a day. I carved the town into a grid and tackled it by segment under an airbrella set to top speed to blow away the accelerating rain. I accepted well-wishes on my pregnancy from garrulous Fémic and parenthood advice from gregarious Geriatrix while casing adobe structures and asking after quiet outbuildings, darkened second floors, and patches of disturbed ground that might conceal underground bunkers.

For the first time in my life, I could not be a forthright Niffakoq. I had to be guileful and entrapping. It was a challenge at which I consistently underperformed.

Part of me yearned to let it go and live happily among happy people. So what if Talfa was lying? All government figures lied. So what if Fém was trading rust with Omni:Bŏtic instead of giving it to UN+? Businesses had been scooping benevolent entities for as long as capitalism existed.

The two perspectives battled like musk ox bulls on the Grønland tundra. I concealed my conflict within the joyful clamor of my hut. West’s constant queries about the Nuna Naavoq. Gaw’s introductions to the Fémic board games popular during the rainy season. Chico’s lessons in the ways to prepare superfruit and its derivate powders and salves. The endearing pester of Babs. Most of all, the evolution of my friendship with Sev. She shared her own anxieties. She probed for my aspirations. When would I begin school? Did I find this or that person cute? Did I wonder what was beyond Fém’s metal spires? I dutifully replied. After the baby is born. Yes, I believe that boy is cute. I do dream of what lies beyond, all the time.

Under the din, the ghosts of Feng, Jayne, and Murder 005 rumbled, and after everyone in the hut fell asleep, it was Pug’s voice that braided into the Mem moans.

You are a child.

Impregnated during a rape.

A rape by some stem cell abomination.

Nothing’s normal about this.

The first day of my fifteenth week of pregnancy, I walked to the hospital through a rain that blew horizontally enough to make the airbrella useless. I was soaked when Dr. Corvino performed the ultrasound and confirmed what I had known all along.

My baby was a girl.

As I sat dripping and nodding absently at congratulations, I felt not for the fetus shifting inside me but rather the cold niks inside my head. I imagined discovering Fém’s secrets, being caught, being killed. I imagined my head cut off, the five niks being fished from brain sulci. I imagined Corvino opening my baby’s skull and inserting the niks, the Fémic in control of them now, Niffakoq status passed along like a hereditary trait.

I headed to the western edge of town and crouched in the shadows between adobe sheds. When Mem screams reached top volume, indicating a significant portion of the populace was there, I made my move.

A stocked cabinet and line of drying tunics informed me that my old one-room hut had been repopulated. At this hour, it was empty. I went inside and slid a mattress from the same spot my mattress had once been. I could scarcely make out the dirt I had disturbed three months earlier. I dug with hands that had grown shovel-like with fingernail coatings of rust. The desiccated soil gave up easily.

For the second time, I unburied the sixth nik.

I chose to take the entire heart-shaped box, though it was a tight fit in my pocket. I refilled the hole, stomped it flat with my metal foot, and pulled the mattress back into place.

Yet again I was struck by the springiness of Fémic mattresses. I had never witnessed production of polyurethane foam. Nor could the stuffing be feathers; Fém had no birds. And it went without saying it could not be wool.

Destroying the bed of a stranger would be incivility incarnate.

But Pug had been right: Fém’s civility was bait I had swallowed whole. I took up the lid of the heart-shaped box and used a diamond edge to saw at the mattress corner. Lovely stitching frayed, then popped. Pale fabric lips gasped open to reveal something dark inside. I dropped the box lid, took both sides of the split cover, and pulled it wide.

A black mass expanded from its compact state.

Hair. Thick tangles of shiny black hair.

For nearly a hundred days, I had been sleeping on hair.

I scuttled away. A loop of hair of caught on my hand and pursued me. I slapped the loop and tore it free. The hair was as dry and scrunchy as dead grass. I pictured the viral photo of a Sharkey County stillborn with hair sprouted from every orifice. Babies had died like that right here on Fém. Their Wolosis hair had been harvested. It all made hideous sense. Talfa had said it herself: Nothing goes to waste here.

I had no choice but to leave the mattress violated. The hut’s current residents would return to see what I had done. They would feel instinctive terror at seeing the material that had chased them off Earth. I told myself it was not my concern. Exhumation was never a pretty process.

I took the diamond box and hurried west through curtains of rain, past the chair-shaped rock, and down the sharp grade toward the Iron Sea. I did not drift north. I did not wish to encounter Pug. I did not wish to encounter anyone. I had a terrible decision to make, and there was no more time to be wasted in deciding.

It was nearly dusk when I reached a desolate crest fifty meters from the sea. To get closer would be to risk another rust overdose, and I needed to think clearly. Beneath drubbing columns of rain, the sea shrieked and roared and gristled like a formless god.

Talfa had once inveigled me to toss the sixth nik into the sea. Watch it get ground to splinters, she said, that no number of UN+ lackeys could reassemble. Perhaps she had been righter than she knew. There might be only one way to save myself, my unborn child, and any future Niffakoq from one subjugation or another.

Throw myself into the Iron Sea.

Let all six niks perish forever.

I sat. Opened the diamond box. Gazed at its contents. Reached inside.

I nudged aside the sixth nik. Rolled aside the rubber ball.

I took out the green capsule.

I held it between thumb and forefinger so the falling light could elucidate the peyote’s condition. The gelatin shell was dented and bent. The rim of the capsule’s wider half had warped like a recalcitrant lip. The once-smooth surface had been roughened to a scabrous, sticky texture. It did not look like it would go down easy.

What did I know about peyote? A cactus used for thousands of years by indigenous tribes of Western Hemisphere Earth under shamanic supervision. Dried buttons of the cactus contained mescaline, a dimethyltryptamine hallucinogenic absorbed into the blood from the stomach and intestine. Peyote was purported to heighten one’s faculties until time and space became a loop that could be scrubbed back and forth.

Feng had taken P to distract from the pain of an injured body and a grieving mind. He had also claimed it provided ancillary gifts. The rise of Rana the Irrational was the death of Feng Chaon’s ego, which cleared the way for audacious ideas coming from oblique angles. He often spoke of how mescaline allowed him to step outside his body and see himself as an objective character.

Objectivity was what I needed now. More than anything.

Life-changing, Feng had said. Especially for you.

I placed the capsule on my tongue. My only gift from Feng; I was sad to see it go. It tasted of dirt, dust, and sweat. I generated saliva and swallowed it down. I felt it land near my fetus. Studies on the effects of psychoactives on the unborn were inconclusive. Some believed in a link to birth defects. Others believed taking peyote while pregnant strengthened the placenta and helped the production of milk. I had confidence in my body to do the right thing.

No, the capsule of P had not been Feng’s only gift.

I lay down on the hot planet. I gripped Murder 005’s rubber ball in my hands in the same manner leather straps were inserted between the jaws of a patient undergoing shock treatment. I timed my breathing to the sawing of the sea. I gazed into chandeliers of rain gone salmon orange from a descendant PASSIF-2. I hunted out Tenger’s ghost. I searched the sky’s shadows for the marrowsphere—Feng’s final family.

Twenty minutes later, my legs twitched, more hypnogogic than the old Snarl reflex. I took long breaths and repeated the question I needed answered, simplicity itself: What do I do? My hands and feet tingled. The sky, I realized, had begun to expand outward and inward with my rib cage. An odd premise grabbed me. Fém’s metal was armor, only armor, worn by a planet-sized giant. My heart pounded. Panic—a normal part of a mescaline trip. I looked away from the frightening sky and saw that Fém’s colors had saturated. The sea was a deep, oily black. The spray of rust a blood red. The duricrust between the sea and town a buttery gold. I could smell each color, as uniquely pungent as the different organs of a butchered seal. I bathed in the synesthesia for two minutes or two hours. The sky attuned to the color of plum and ran like paint down the canopy of the world.

Mesmerizing, until I gagged. Nausea. Peyote’s notorious hurdle. I ordered myself not to fight it. I let choking take hold and spits of vomit come as they may. I was a patient on the world’s exam table, rain stethoscopes, lightning scalpels. Vertiginous upset continued until it felt like I was back in zero g. But the rain cleansed me of bad fluids, diseased memories, useless thoughts, essential illnesses.

A blankety snowfall of calm settled around me. A sensation of being light-years away, out of body, a distant serenity that made me grateful for discomfort and fear. My heart beat faster; my vision grew clearer. White paint splashed across the air and forced Fém into somersault. Rabid vigilance, dulled need, molasses spills of confusion. Particles of black night that cast pale shadows. Sounds of things that could not make sounds. Distances rubber-banded. We are going in slow motion to the right. I went nowhere but the world crawled all over me. Gray had never been so silver or sharpened into such points. Paper-doll designs with negative spaces to let in light. I saw perfectly inside my forehead. No confined spaces, no town, bluff, sea. My niks were five wet dog noses, a circle, a circle, that many muzzles were dangerous, but all I wanted was to cling to warm, furry necks. The P was the sixth nik. It opened a door. A man walked from between black felt curtains. Everything was dry and he spoke.
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“What piteraq wind blows my Niffakoq today?”

“No wind, Angajoqqaa.”

Tûma sat and adjusted his seal hide. The body of water before us whispered. It was not made of metal. It was the Grønland Sea. He crossed his arms over his knees and faced his broad face to the sky. What fell upon his squinted eyes and bristly hair was not rust but shavings of snow.

“You may not be my Niffakoq any longer, but you are still a Niffakoq. Your lies are like gauze.”

I adjusted uncomfortably on fjord rock.

“Niffakoq do not complain,” I recited.

Tûma took a black rib of arfivik from his parka and bit into it. He gestured the rib at the sea.

“The night is nice, Sissy. So dark. This one time, I will allow a complaint.”

The sound of Tûma’s chewing was as comforting as hearing his nickname for me. I peered across midnight icebergs.

“I want to know the truth, Angajoqqaa.”

Tûma chuckled. “Truth is as tough as this arfivik and as slippery as sugar kelp. As changeable as Sermersooq winters and ungraspable as aurora borealis. The only truth that matters is what your heart tells you.”

I chewed, too, on his comment. “I am unsatisfied with that.”

Tûma chuckled again. “Ask me what you wish. On a night so dark, I might even answer.”

After months of metallic heat, Grønland’s cold was silk bedclothes.

“Are the niks real, Angajoqqaa?”

“I have seen them. Shiny little coins, they are.”

“But do they function? Or is the Niffakoq enterprise held aloft by pure belief?”

He frowned but not unkindly. “Your Chore has ridden you over rough terrain.”

“Yes. Including the Snarl.”

Tûma reverted to chewing. “Humanity skinned of empathy. Ideas aplenty but no belief at all. The Snarl is a black hole that will swallow us all in time.”

“But was it correct? Are the niks real?”

“Am I real? Am I really here? Are you?”

I waited to see if Fém’s red glare might melt the coastland’s frost. It did not. But it reminded me that Grønland’s coastland was not viewable from Gemelo System.

“You are not real,” I concluded, and was surprised by the weight of sadness.

Tûma smiled. “What does it matter if you dreamed me up? Your dreams are a piece of you. Use every piece of yourself as we use every piece of a whale.” Tûma gnawed at gristle. “Nothing I can say of the niks will satisfy you. What I can do, Sissy, is assure you that your brain is more capable than an ocean full of niks. All you have ever wanted to do is within your power. It always has been. Even if you had never been delivered to Grønland shores.”

He broke off a rib of arfivik and held it out. I took it and bit into it. Smoked bowhead whale. Dry and tangy. It tasted like home.

“You are asking me what I want to do. A question rarely asked of Niffakoq.”

“You are a rare Niffakoq.”

Over the rib, I examined Tûma’s moonlit profile.

“Do you know what I did, Angajoqqaa?”

“I have always suspected something. At our farewell in Ittoqqortoormiit, I felt as if the triworld would never again see the niks. There has always been a finality about you, Sissy.”

“What do you mean, Angajoqqaa?”

“Your irrational fear of Bŏts. Your emotional seepage. Whatever you did to your eye.”

“You never believed my story.”

“Slipping on ice and hitting the well? My Niffakoq is more surefooted than that.” Tûma lifted a bushy eyebrow. “The pink in your eye is gone. The scars on your scalp are hidden. Your stomach pooches out.”

“This planet has fixed me in multiple ways.”

Tûma picked whale from his teeth. “I never considered you broken.”

I wanted to huddle into Tûma’s seal fur to hide my altered parts.

“I have disappointed you, Angajoqqaa.”

“Never. I only wonder if you have disappointed yourself.”

I knew that I had. It made me feel far older than eleven.

“You asked me what I wanted,” I said. “I want to do what is right.”

“Doing what is right. It is the only true religion.”

My Angajoqqaa’s moss-dark eyes twinkled. He licked a finger clean and pointed up. I followed the gesture toward our light source. It was not Earth’s moon. It was Tenger. The blue moon was in a fearful state, tented outward as if being pulled by a vacuum. Its stormy waters flowed in that direction, a massive waterfall of lyfe. It formed a liquid umbilical that tore open the moon’s equator like a zipper. Oceans of gore, a scarlet cosmos, floated at me.

“Every day that I do nothing, I am letting Tenger die,” I whispered.

“Lobsters riding fish.” Tûma feigned dismissiveness. “Who cares?”

The accusations Arzan had made of the Nuna Naavoq were undoubtedly true. They were not descendants of the Inuit. They were pretenders out for prestige and power. Yet they, like Arzan, like the Fémic, like Talfa, like myself, were uncategorizable as good or bad.

Who cared about life on Tenger?

No one.

No one except a Niffakoq.

“Tenger is my left eye.”

“Return it to its original state, will you?” Tûma asked.

I nodded.

“Protect it from attack? Let it ruin itself on its own time?”

I nodded.

Tûma’s face did not change. Yet I felt his sunsplash of pride.

“Then you know what it is to be an Angajoqqaa,” he said.

They were the words I had waited eleven years to hear. I had graduated into selfhood. Emotion, a trickle until now, raged forth and destroyed my levees. I wiped my hands over my eyes again and again. Keeping my eyes dry was all I could do to maintain control.

“Do you know how to get rid of them?” Tûma asked.

I peeked from behind my hands. Tûma was on his feet, returning toward darkness, but had half turned back.

“Get rid of what?” I asked.

He nodded at me. I looked down. I was covered in hundreds of snails. I watched the creatures drag their shells across the alien world of my body, their progress impossible to verify except at the remove of eleven years. The pale ground beneath me blushed red and hard rain struck the golden ratio locked inside every snail shell, the Fibonacci sequence that promised me I was eternal, with or without the niks.

“Salt,” I said. The natural killer of snails.

Tûma winked and repeated the last words he had given me at the Ittoqqortoormiit helopad, only this time not so brusquely.

“You will do fine.”



4.5

The only aborticide I needed was available in every puddle.

Niffakoq were renowned for objective reportage, but I vowed to wipe from my memory the precise method I used to introduce salt into the amniotic sac. In the end, all that mattered was the fetus began to melt. I sprinted through bullets of rain in hopes of spurring my uterus into revolt. It worked. Contractions began at the foot of the town’s butte.

I delivered the stillborn atop the metal chair overlooking the Iron Sea, my flesh so tenderized by the deluge that I barely felt the baby’s passage from inner world to outer. I scooped her up with shaky hands. Pear-sized, red from salt burn, lubricous with blood and rain, baby-powdered in rust. I got up, held her against my chest, careful of her crepe skin, and shouldered through the downpour. Each time I fell, I held tightly enough to my dead girl, my little snail, to feel her toothpick skeleton.

It was the middle of the night when I collapsed against the back wall of my hut. Even at rest, my blood-soaked thighs juddered. There was a thudding ache deep in my gut. I shivered yet felt feverish. I recalled Nuna Naavoq women saying how a “salting out” abortion carried the risk of consumption coagulopathy. I could hemorrhage and bleed out. I might yet die on a Niffakoq’s schedule.

It meant I had no time to waste. I brawled through exhaustion. I transported the sixth nik and rubber ball from the heart-shaped box to my pocket. I found the fetus could fit inside the box with the lightest pressing; I imagined I was tucking it in. Then I crawled inside on all fours until I was slouched beside Sev’s mattress—stuffed with Wolosis hair, I recalled with a rise of nausea. I tapped Sev’s temple with a finger. It left a bloody fingerprint.

Her eyes fluttered open. “Sisilla?”

“Shh. Say nothing, Sev. Only listen. I am giving you this box. Do not open it. After I leave, get up quietly. Go west. It is raining hard and I am sorry. Go to the place you pointed out to me. The gorge you said was as soft as a baby’s head. Throw the box into the middle of it. Watch it sink. Please do not look inside of it before you throw it.”

“Is that blood on you? What’s happening?”

“I may not see you again. Know that you were as close to a friend as I found here.”

“We are friends, Sisilla. Please—”

“Be a friend, then, and do not ask questions. Will you do as I say?”

Sev’s pugnacious face had never looked so fearful. She mashed her lips together and her epiglottis bulged with swallowed uncertainty. But she nodded. I placed the diamond box on the mattress beside her. In my pains I turned away too slowly; Sev wrapped her arms around my torso. Her cheek was cold against my scorching one, her shaved head pulsing and alive next to my stolid, fur-coated dome. For her, and for the task I needed her to do, I did not pull away.

Sev dropped her arms and sobbed. It was followed by a somnambulistic sympathy whine from Babs and sad sighs from Chico, West, and Gaw. Pleasant sounds, the nicest I had known on Fém, instantly drowned out by the rain that drilled onto the metal roads. I crawled outside and took out Murder 005’s rubber ball.

I had figured out what it was.

I scraped at it with my fingernails to no avail. I held it like a superfruit and raked my teeth down its surface until I caught upon a small irregularity. I gnawed free a tab of the rubbery material, switched back to hands, and yanked it. It peeled outward, unspooling as quickly as my bandages when I had first seen my regrowing leg.

The ball was a wadded garment.

I did not know if my shiver was due to chill or thrill. Even in fever and rain, I recalled meeting Murder 005 with total clarity. I had asked about the white bodysuit that described every muscle of Murder 005’s body. Bulletproof and blade-proof, rumor had it, though Murder 005 had been careful to neither confirm nor deny. They admitted, however, the ability to tailor damaged bodysuits, a fact I had seized upon. It meant additional bodysuit material was stashed aboard The Sickness. In the end, Murder 005 had done better than letting me see it.

They had sewn me a suit of my own. And it was not white.

If you see me in black, take care.

The black bodysuits of legend, donned only when a Murder was ready to murder. Few who saw the black suits lived. Yet there I was, unraveling one. I held it up by the arms. It looked sized for a five-year-old, but I knew it would stretch. I stripped naked, hid my bloody clothing, and started pulling on the bodysuit. Murder 005’s tailoring had a stocking snugness over my legs, including the prosthesis, and a decent fit about the abdomen; knowing I was pregnant, Murder 005 had split the belly difference between pregnant and regular Sisilla. I marveled at how the bodysuit swallowed my body. I myself had become the midnight sun.

The sixth nik was the last talisman left. I tucked it into the bodysuit neck so I could feel it like a cold, unswallowed obstruction.

A small plastic capsule was attached to the bodysuit’s mask. I squeezed it open. Inside were two blue lenses. I knew they had been configured for my eyeballs with PanSavv’s help. Though I had never applied lenses, I did not hesitate in this act either. I shielded the lenses from the rain, lifted them with the tacky grip of my glove, and pressed each one to an eye. It hurt when I pressed too hard. But I had once yanked a nik out of one of those eyes. In comparison, this was nothing.

I pulled the mask on. It sealed to my face how the rest of the suit had to my skin. I blinked around. The lenses doubled my alacrity of sight and infused the infrared capabilities of heat sensoring, thermal imaging, and night vision. It felt strange to see so much in the dark even as my own body had become almost invisible. This was how predators felt.

The Niffakoq had become a Murder.

Any anger I had at Murder 005 for what they had done faded into confusion.

Murder 005 had clearly believed I would need to kill to finish my Chore. No Niffakoq had ever taken a life. But I was ready: My own life had been draining from me since the abortion. I monitored my pulse. I believed I would be dead by daybreak. My peyote vision of Tûma might have been the niks doing what they had been fated to do. Every Niffakoq death spiral began with delusions.

There was no time left.

I turned my blue lenses toward the center of town.

A new Chore—the final Chore—had begun.
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I looked and felt like a Murder but moved like an eleven-year-old fresh off a clumsy abortion. The bodysuit’s grip was all that kept me upright as I dragged myself along buildings filled with sleeping Fémic. I made torpid progress. Some kind of fluid slicked between my legs and the bodysuit. I could not attend to any of it. I had to keep going. Dawn was but a few hours off.

How much mental vigor had I wasted speculating on the location of Fém’s secrets? Ag center, rainfields, Fontanelle, remote hills conquered by the Pilgrims. All of it was needlessly complicated on a planet where Talfa so effortlessly puppeted her people, told them where they could and could not go, what they could look at but never quite see. The answer had come to me with the same abruptness of identifying Murder 005’s rubber ball.

I staggered across the central clearing and gripped the iron fence for support.

Mem reached into the sky and lost itself in the storm.

No one wailed tonight. What would be the point? One could not enjoy showboating one’s supposed grief when the rain against the old ship was so deafening. The opinion was uncharitable, but uncharitability might be key to the Murder Tenet.

I did not expect easy passage through the fence. Mem had more eyes on it than anything on Fém. An access tunnel probably existed but I did not have the luxury of time to find it. I made a single circuit of Mem to examine the currents of rushing rainwater. The deepest delta was at Mem’s northeast corner. As I had hoped, the satiation had buckled the soil. I dug with rust-bladed hands. The fence kept going beneath the dirt, farther than I could possibly dig.

But the underground portion of the fence had wallowed in salty water for too long and had oxidized into brown decay. I clubbed at it with my good leg. It hurt. I switched to my prosthesis, which I could kick all I wanted with little pain. It felt good, in fact, to punish my Fémic appendage. Three corroded rails gave way. It was all I needed to slither my bodysuited form through.

There were fifteen meters of level surface to enjoy before I confronted the first hunk of rubble. The downpour made it difficult to identify. Tenger, though, was brighter than ever, as if its dying denizens strived to help me solve the mystery of their suffering. The ejecta appeared to be an intake turbine, spilled from Mary Eliza Mahoney the same way plates or goblets spilled from the ruins of ancient galleons.

According to the Geriatrix I had interviewed, the debris field had only been negotiated directly after the crash to remove all workable tech from the surviving half of the ship. As loosed debris rusted, leaned, collapsed, and crumbled, access was cut off. Not coincidentally, I thought, this was when Mary Eliza Mahoney became Mem, not a ship but a temple. This, not the fence, had always been the real trespasser deterrent: the pious fear of disturbing Mem’s sanctity.

The terrain worsened, fifty meters of irregular, razor-sharp wreckage. One had to be mad, or a Murder, to brave the lacerating maze. Increasingly I believed I was both. I muscled aside blistered power cells and antigravity rails; I clambered over collapsed catwalks; I squeezed past an aerotonal engine blasted open like a fried onion; I ducked beneath a back-broken tensor field generator; I took advantage of the bodysuit’s tackiness to frog climb a stainless steel sensor array. I did it with the confidence of a Murder pursuing their quarry.

At last I reached the ship’s shredded right hulk and looked up.

Nuna Naavoq told scary stories like anyone else, and not all were grounded in Inuit tradition. Because most Grønland buildings maxed out at two stories, I had struggled to visualize the archetypical setting of the haunted mansion. Here those imaginings were made real. Mem was a horror show of busted parts and shattered windows, and it loomed like a vulture, its slow collapse bending over me like it wished to eat me, the hooked tip of its left wing a faraway beak. Rain slashed my face like falling lances. I did not blanch. I gave the drilling rain my blue lenses and shouted my new name.

“I AM MURDER 000!”

Names were power. Muscle strain, laceration sting, uterus ache, all of it was fuel. I eeled through the closest bulkhead chasm and into drier darkness.

The thrum of rain was no softer but considerably duller. I crouched, supple and lithe in the bodysuit, and waited for my eyes to adjust. The lenses shortened the adjustment to a single second. Everything was sideways. I was in a collapsed cargo hold. The area to my left was blocked by a freight elevator crushed by a radiator fin. I slunk rightward over ruptured electromagnetic plates. They wobbled and snapped and shaved into rust, but I was as silent as a cat.

I sucked my body into prepregnancy thinness to edge around a cliff of crumpled storage lockers. The rubble grazing me seemed to breathe; I felt as if I were back inside pulsating Sickness throatways. My progress was halted by pulverized landing gear, which had been crushed into the ship’s body like femur driven into a pelvis. It required climbing. When I reached the apex of this haphazard jungle gym, I was able to stand through a gash that had been ripped through the wall of the area above me—the kitchen facility.

It was a space scorched by time’s acid but not physically devastated in the crash. This made it both more straightforward and more difficult to traverse. I needed to scale the ovens, sinks, and refrigeration units bolted onto the floor that, repositioned, had become the wall. I rock climbed foot over foot and hand over hand, only to stop when a cooktop slid out from under my human foot and tumbled down through the hole below. If I followed suit, I would be punctured by debris.

I curled my arms around a rehydrator unit, closed my eyes, and tuned myself to the rain’s drowsy roar. With no minds to nik, a Niffakoq was rendered affectless. A Murder’s foremost skill, however, was threat assessment. I was behaving rashly, too hungry for progress. If Omni:Bŏtic tech was being employed inside Mem, stationing it in the highest reaches would be counterproductive. It needed to be located where it could be operated and repaired.

I looked around. Two meters below me was a detail I had missed: a porthole door in the former floor hidden behind a tumbleweed of tangled utensils. I lowered myself onto the washing unit beside it, tenuously connected to the wall by drain hoses and inlet valves. The unit disapproved of my weight. It groaned and dangled like a jack-in-the-box held by its head.

Keeping as still as possible, I cleared the utensils to get a good look at the door. Perpendicular to my position. Aluminum alloy. Once it had operated on electricity, but Mary Eliza Mahoney’s first life as a military vessel ensured fail-safe manual controls. I did not relish letting go of my wall grips, but turning the door’s lock wheel would require two hands.

I trusted the washer to hold me. I cranked the wheel. The bodysuit helped. Decades of rust squealed and hissed. I heard the locking mechanism break as I cranked. I cranked faster. My whole body gyrated with effort. The washing unit under me began to teeter. With a final spin, the wheel detached from the door and rolled right into my chest. I was thumped backward and would have been finished if not for the whisper of Murder 005 in my ear.

Cupped Ear Blow, Crane Beak Strike, Jumping Axe Kick. Strength was not the key to these maneuvers. The key was balance.

Pregnancy had fatted my abdominals and the stillbirth expunging had pummeled them. Still I marshaled enough strength to hold my flagging body in place. I gripped the rust-toothed hole left behind by the lock wheel and yanked the door like an angry gorilla, hard and fast, until the door jawed open on ancient hinges. It broke off and tumbled right at me.

I rose to my knees to dodge it. The washer’s inlet valves snapped off and the unit, connected by a single drainage tube, tilted toward oblivion. I rolled forward, catching a glimpse of the tube tearing like cartilage. The washing unit fell away with a short scream, but I had dived through the porthole, into the dark, and then was falling, one meter, two meters. I landed on my side upon metal, always metal, some sharpened by rusty edges, some softened by the blanket of its own decay.

I did not tell myself to spring upward into a Murder’s four-point stance. The bodysuit seemed to do it by itself. Again, the lenses did their work and brought a lunar glow to environs that one second before had been abyssal black. I discerned shapes. Scrap piles of what looked to be metal carts and trays. Bolted to the far wall—the former floor—were tables and benches.

A cafeteria. I identified finer details of the leavings at my feet. Plates. Spoons. A sippy cup that must have belonged to a child. I pictured the child, bewildered witness to neighbors perishing from Wolosis, cut off from the world by the Sharkey County barricades, dreading their interstellar move. The past engulfed me. I heard the scrapes and clinks of communal dining, excited chatter, supportive whispers. They were off toward whatever JHB 9573963 had in store. Amniosis was imminent. Leaving Earth had been a nightmare, but there was the dawning promise of a second chance, a clean slate.

What hope they must have felt.

What contentment they must have forged.

What secrets they must have kept.

At the other end of the cafeteria was an opening to another room, again midway up the wall. I would have to jigsaw-puzzle debris to boost myself. The moonlight through the doorway was brighter, suggesting this final room had a window. Another reason to hurry: The quality of light would tell me how long I had before dawn. I doubted more than an hour. I launched from my four-point posture and moved fleetly through the scrap.

En route, my lenses picked up a heat reading from a shape in the next doorway.

A person. Slumped motionless.

I froze. I had expected Omni:Bŏtic tech, not a human. I listened for sounds of activity. Nothing but the hum of rain and the crotchety pinging of moldering metal.

“Hello,” I whispered.

The figure did not move.

No Murder’s heart, I thought, had ever hammered like mine. There was nothing to do but build. The task took longer than anticipated. Minutes ticked by like the hands of the vintage pocket watch owned by a Nuna Naavoq elder. Once morning light speared through Mem, Fém’s wailers would return, and I risked being spotted inside the shipwreck, an infraction so brazen I could not predict the reaction.

Cart, tray, trash can, table, bench: a makeshift ladder I scaled with trembling care. It brought me three of the four meters required to reach the door. I stretched and snatched the doorframe. I fantasized a Murder musculature and willed it into reality. I pulled myself up, nearly glorying in the uterine pain and the renewed slick of blood inside the bodysuit’s legs.

My awkward scrabble knocked the person face down. It was a man. He was clad in the dirtiest Fémic tunic I had ever seen. It was his skin, however, that told me who it was. Tenger’s blue light scintillated off scales of embedded rust. I gasped and, in doing so, inhaled enough rust to scrape my heart.

“Pug.”

I took the gemboater by the biceps, the flesh crunchy with rust, and heaved his body over. His head rolled oddly; a curl of moonlight informed me he was wearing a helmet. It was a fish tank’s perfect sphere, the utilitarian design likely sent along with Fém’s settlers. The helmet was secured into a vacuum-sealed neck ring and outfitted with an intake respirator. It had probably been intended for use in case Fém’s atmosphere had proven toxic.

I did not see the Pug I expected inside the polycarbonate helmet, the lustrous teeth, the sparkling lips, the glinting cheeks, the flashing orb of his shaved head. Only darkness. Was the inside of the helmet painted black? I rolled it around. It was heavy. Confusion mounted until, by happenstance, moonlight caught the texture contained inside.

Thick puffs of curly black hair had ripped Pug’s nostrils open. Pug’s lips, too, had split at both corners to release burly pelts. Hair packed the helmet so firmly I expected the surface to crack. The only part of Pug’s face I could see clearly was the gemlike orbs of his eyes, disgorged by hair through the sockets and smashed flat against the polycarbonate.

I pulled at the helmet. It did not budge. I tried an unscrewing motion. Nothing. I made fists of my black-gloved hands and struck the helmet, but it had been built to survive advanced categories of violent impact.

“Save your strength,” said a voice. “He’s dead.”



5.2

The walls of the room had once been as bright as arctic char, but the passage of time, as well as Fém’s pervading salt, had drained cherry reds to sickly cantaloupe oranges, royal blues to seaweed grays, sunny yellows to dirty oyster. Giant, gleeful characters long ago painted on the walls—a fedora-clad alligator, a panda steering a fire engine—had puffed and peeled like corpses left in the sun. Toys once bright and geometric now resembled piles of rotten teeth. A floor-to-ceiling window had once gifted children with the distraction of outer space, but large shards had gone missing. The rest was tiger-striped with airborne rust and salt.

It was a nursery. The original 3,640 souls sent to Fém had included 705 children. I shrank beneath soiled symbols of cheer, a mockery of the utopia the settlers believed they had created.

Along the window was a long metal rod. The rusted rings of curtain runners gathered at what was now the directional bottom. The gigantic curtain that had once covered the window now lay draped over an object the size of an upright transport truck, too big to have fit inside the room when Mary Eliza Mahoney had been right side up.

Here was the tech for which I had searched. Extending from the top of the curtain was a mechanism that looked as advanced and modern as anything I had seen on Tepper Base. It had the concentric graphene base of an azimuth telescope, but fixed via long, gleaming armatures to electromagnetic transmitters and waffle-patterned rectennas. Most likely the device triggered—out the window, through the rain, and past the marrowsphere—satellite outposts that used hirudotherapeutic centrifuges to bloodlet Tenger of lyfe. A clutch of cylinders as smooth as organ pipes divided fractally into tiny tubes of bronchial complexity.

It was strange yet familiar. A Niffakoq would recognize it right away.

But a Murder struggled.

I traced the tubes downward. Presumably they fed into the contraption’s motor, but I could not see it for the curtain covering. Scattered silver freckles suggested the threadbare curtain had once been a waterfall of glitter capable of bewitching overtaxed little ones into slumber.

Talfa Rees-Weber stroked it. Or what lay beneath it.

“Was the black suit supposed to scare me?” she asked.

Her controlled tone filled me with equal parts dread and fury.

“Yes,” I said.

Talfa’s eyes looked the bodysuit up and down.

“There are things you didn’t tell me,” she observed.

“There are things you did not tell me.”

“Not everyone has your intellect, Sisilla. Very, very few have your curiosity. Most people in the universe don’t want to know the lengths their leaders go to protect them.”

“We agree on that. Treachery by world leaders has a long record. A record we have worked against since Eeriuffi, Niffakoq 1. At least you admit you are a leader now.”

Talfa nodded at the window. “They’re good people. You know they’re good people. But tell them too much about things beyond their understanding and they’ll lose their confidence. Their nerve. They’d end up begging the trigov to save them, and in doing so, doom their planet.”

“You shortchange your own people. Pug knew the truth. And begging the trigov to come was not part of his plan. Perhaps he was the best of you.”

Talfa looked amused. “The best? He was the last of a group that abandoned us.”

“Or a group that learned what you were doing.”

Talfa’s hand slid from the curtain. “And what am I doing? Except making this planet into everything Earth failed to be? Everything Mars and Europa will fail to be, too, because they’re planting the same putrid roots.”

“If Pug is dead,” I said coldly, “then he must be Fém’s first.”

“Sarcasm.” Talfa plied me with a smile. “Look how much you’re progressing, Sisilla. Soon you’ll be telling dirty limericks. And you want to throw that away? For some perceived act of justice that doesn’t matter? Cards on the table. Pug’s not the first to die. You and I both know it. Maybe Pug knew it. There are select others on Fém who know it. The mothers who lost their babies, for instance. All of whom, by the way, bore healthy children later. After we fixed things.”

“Fixed.” I stabbed the word like a knife.

Talfa twitched as if hit. “There’s a part of you no different than any adolescent. A part that thinks she always needs to rebel. If you were so determined to enter Mem, all you had to do was ask. The route you took, you could have killed yourself. I trust you, Sisilla. Truly I do, even if you don’t trust me.”

She looked sadly at Pug.

“There’s no trusting an addict. He came too. A misguided attempt to be your knight in shining rust.”

I rattled the helmet’s respirator. Pug’s lifeless head wobbled.

“You filtered out his rust. All of it.”

“Something like that. But it’s a good reminder, though, huh? What happens if we don’t play by Fém’s rules?”

“There are no Fém rules. Only Talfa rules. By Talfa rules, Pug will never be logged as dead. Not here, where immortality is always one childbirth away. His disappearance will be excused away like the rest of the Pilgrims.”

Talfa’s eyes pinpricked like nails through boards.

“Listen to me, eleven-year-old. The Pilgrims are not dead. They left. They really did. Stir up the Fontanelle all you want.”

I pointed at the contraption. “This is Omni:Bŏtic tech.”

Her bright eyes shifted, as if she, too, had applied new lenses. Wary ones.

“It’s true,” she admitted. “I was going to share it with you. I was going to share everything. As soon as you showed me you deserved it.”

I stepped toward the object. Talfa moved to block me. We faced off, three meters and several dozen dusty toys between us.

“Will you let me explain?” she implored. “For once?”

I did not believe Talfa was unaffected by the black bodysuit. “Quickly,” I said.

Talfa pressed her hands together, the gesture she used when addressing large, adoring audiences.

“Fifty years ago, the rust lost its potency against Wolosis. Babies were affected first. That was distressing. Hiding their deaths was also distressing. Sinking their little bodies in the Fontanelle—you don’t know how hard that was, Sisilla. Where else could I turn but Omni? They’d been contacting us for decades, more successfuly than UN+ ever did, trying to strike a deal for the rust. Once the rust started failing at the one thing we needed it to do… there was no way I couldn’t make a deal.”

I glared. “I wish you could have known a man named Feng Chaon. Omni:Bŏtic killed his entire family to stop him from chipping into their profit margin. These are the bloodsuckers you chose to enrich, while holding back rust from those who need it.”

Talfa gestured at a triangular gap at the top of the window. The thick, broken edges glowed a liquid blue from Tenger’s light.

“You’re smart. As always. But naive. Always naive. Life doesn’t work like children wish it did. We made the trades. Omni gave us what we needed. We began drawing what lyfe we could from Tenger. It was an attempt to enrich Fém’s atmosphere, maybe refresh whatever’s beneath the Iron Sea. A shot in the dark, we knew that, but a shot Fém deserved.” Talfa spread her arms. “We did it all from right here, just a handful of us. A handful who believed in a better world.”

“A rather cheerful framing. History, I think, will prefer ‘the Tenger Genocide.’ What makes the Fémic so deserving? Because they caught a sheep’s disease?”

“We call that fate.”

“We call that convenience. The beings on Tenger are innocent.”

Talfa’s voice rose. “Point me to a self-aware innocent. I’ve never met one. One day those crab-things will grow hands. The first things those hands will build are weapons. They would have come for us one day if we hadn’t come for them first. This is the story of civilization. That you cling to the fantasy of coexistence is charmingly childlike. I would have thought the trials of The Sickness had beat that out of you.”

“The ship’s name was a misnomer in the end. The real sickness was here. Inside you. A narcissism that insists a whole species is unworthy of perpetuation.”

Talfa’s kick had all the abruptness of my post-Snarl tic. A toy in the shape of a cartoon mouse’s head rocketed past me and exploded against the wall that had once been the nursery ceiling. Murder 005’s training locked in: I dropped into the four-point crouch. Talfa, though, did not advance. She only tremored.

“I am ninety years old. Too old for a little girl’s uneducated scolding. A utopian society, survival of the fittest—these are not mutually exclusive. Life on Tenger will die out, yes. But so, one day, will life in the triworld.” Talfa made claws as if to dig understanding from my chest. “What we managed in this room was as big a miracle as anything ever done. We drew lyfe from Tenger with such force it attracted other things too.”

I glanced upward by habit. Happy alligators and firefighting pandas stared back.

“The marrowsphere,” I said.

Talfa gestured impatiently. “And? How did they come to darken our sky?”

“Did your lyfe create wormholes?”

Talfa’s expression was halfway manic. “Maybe? Or maybe the bodies were just dragged? What we built here attracts flesh. Wants flesh. Is starving for it. We’re starving for it too. But we can’t give our own flesh to it, can we? Of course not, that’s the rule: Fémic don’t die. This will go, Sisilla, as far as it needs to go. Any lyfe we need in the future, we’ll draw it. A Big Crunch right here in Gemelo System.”

“Antihumanism,” I accused.

“Yes.” Talfa moaned it and dipped her knees. “Homo sapiens had their chance. The next evolution is not what everyone thought. Not genetic engineering, not nanotech. Not freeing the mind from the prison of the body. It is the body. Bodies have infinite hunger. Bodies need food. The self-destruction, the climate disasters, the mass extinctions—that can be the food. We Fémic will feed on it. We’ll be the last ones standing. You’re among the chosen. Sisilla, I’m inviting you. I’m practically begging you.”

I made a cougar’s bound. Talfa recoiled. It was a satisfaction. The Murder did their job, no matter the seventy-nine years separating us. Like that, I was past her and alongside the curtained object.

“This is your last chance to explain.”

“A demand,” Talfa mused. “You’re thinking you might shut it off.”

“Yes.”

Talfa gave a sickly smile. “Turning off equipment is one thing. Killing is another. I thought Niffakoq had an aversion.”

I nikked a threat that quaked my guts. All my hypotheses had missed something. I looked at the covered object with fresh unease.

“What is it?”

In Talfa’s cool shrug I saw not a levelheaded leader but a taunting bully.

“I wonder.”

We stared at each other. Blue lenses versus rust-spangled brown eyes.

“How difficult could pulling a curtain be,” Talfa asked, “when you’ve already crawled through a shipwreck?”

Not difficult at all. Yet I stood there. Scrutinizing the folds and bunchings of the curtain. Imagining what might be beneath it. Finally, at a loss, I nikked it. It was an instinct as naive as Talfa had accused me of being. Nonsentient objects could not be nikked.

Which is why I was jarred when the nikking worked.

I nikked confusion. Fear. Anxiety. Confusion. Fear. Fear. Pain. Anxiety. Confusion. Fear.

Here, now, was Murder 000’s chance to be a protector for the life-forms of Tenger, or Fém, or the triworld. I gripped the curtain. Frowzy, threadbare in my palm, granuled with rogue sparkles. The object beneath was hard, smooth, warm. I scrunched the fabric into a fist and yanked. The curtain flowed to the floor in a mercury cascade. As it fell, I heard noises from the revealed object. Sloshing, bubbling, mewling. Not technological. Biological.

Pain. Fear. Horror. Horror.

The curtain fell heavy at my feet. It felt like sinking into the Fontanelle.

I stared through glass.

“Sisilla,” Talfa bade from behind me, “meet Joe.”
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Blue stripes undulated over my bodysuit as moonlight refracted through the glass’s organic imperfection. Burn sutures like keloid scars defined the smelted borders of the pieces Omni:Bŏtic had delivered in segments. It was a tank, but contained not water, rather a silicone gel. Bubbles squished past other bubbles as the figure floating inside the tank twitched.

No one in the Rees-Weber family had lied to me. It was obvious right away that there was no way Joe could have survived except inside a curative bath. Syzmon and Perpetua’s urge to save his life had been excusable. But there was no excuse for how far Talfa had let that salvation go. Or, more accurately, engineered it to proceed.

Joe rotated fetally inside the gel. His birth defects had not been exaggerated. Though he was as old as his twin sister, Talfa, he was significantly smaller. Mostly this was due to the lack of a distinct head. Joe resembled a raw, processed chicken. His skin held the watery looseness of a blister. He was severely pale, nearly translucent, from a half century of darkness and bloat. He had two plump, foreshortened thighs but no feet. He had one arm, underdeveloped and winglike. From his navel sprouted a corpulent stem that outbloomed into a yellow pouch. Organs that should have been inside his body instead palpitated within the sac. Near the top of his eggplant-shaped torso was a plug of wrinkles that might have once been the beginnings of a face.

Stented into a thick, oily vein below the face was the IV drip through which Joe had probably been fed his whole life. And his breathing? Oxygen-enriched gel, the same kind I had breathed during amniosis.

“What is happening here?” I whispered.

“My brother,” Talfa said simply, “is a monster.”

Talfa met my agape face with an airy laugh.

“Don’t misunderstand. I love him. That’s just what they used to call births like Joe’s. The full term was acardiac monster. In all your studies, Niffakoq, did you ever hear of such a thing?”

I shook my head but only as polar bears do, to scare away, in this case not a threat but an understanding. My medical knowledge was filed in probable order of usefulness, which relegated my archive of arcane abnormalities to deeper data banks. But Tûma’s training had been pitiless. I could not prevent my brain from accessing what it knew.

Acardiac monster. A colloquialism.

Scientifically, it was known as a “TRAP sequence.”

One day we’ll figure out the trap, Arzan said once, and it won’t be what we’re thinking.

I tumbled back into The Sickness. Dark days aboard a dark ship, yet in comparison, days of innocence and hope. I saw the crew in fond close-up as each meditated on the sorts of traps they wanted or needed to believe in, traps that might fill the parts of their lives empty enough to have deserved this lonely mission. The trap I had longed for was the one that had trapped fifty-four Niffakoq before me, the cul-de-sac of a Chore executed before my expiration.

To be trapped was, in a way, to be needed.

The acronym of TRAP sequence: twin reversed arterial perfusion. A complication affecting 1 percent of monochorionic twin pregnancies in which a parasitical “acardiac twin” transfuses so much blood from the normal “pump twin” that its own cardiac system never forms, nor does its upper body. The pump twin, robbed of half its blood, has little chance of survival without the surgical removal of the parasite. The truth was that aborted acardiac twins did look like monsters. Headless, often limbless, often quivering loaves of flesh. Their behavior was equally monstrous. A TRAP sequence would drain sustenance from anything available if it meant one more second of precious life.

Joe, the acardiac twin, was the engine that ran this Omni:Bŏtic machine.

The upper portion of the device had looked familiar for a reason. I had seen countless Gamma Dams in my time, but all of them radically smaller. Jayne had used one aboard The Sickness to magnify the low-light capabilities of a starfish. The Nuna Naavoq had magnified everything from flatworms to slime molds to shortcut Inuit exertions. Gamma Dams were most prevalent on Phobos and Deimos, where ants were magnified to assist with mining labors. The devices were intended, by purpose and legal stricture, to amplify the capabilities of the simplest organisms—and Joe Rees-Weber was simple.

Mary Eliza Mahoney had been sent to Fém without a single Gamma Dam. Omni:Bŏtic had reversed that lack. This dam was a thousandfold larger than any that had ever existed.

“Joe is draining Tenger…” I began.

“As he once drained me,” Talfa finished. “I hold no sibling grudge, naturally. I was born a little small, a little weak. But look at me now. Fém kept me alive. Fém kept Joe alive, too, and over the years has helped him mature his acardiac talent. A talent a Gamma Dam can take advantage of. If, you know, it’s big enough.”

“Tenger’s lyfe feeds into him,” I choked. “But how is it feeding into you? To everyone else?”

Talfa nodded at the tank as one might a lab beaker. “It works on the same principle as a biophytolytic algae farm. The gel’s enriched with a microbial sludge that performs natural extraction. Except what we’re extracting from Joe isn’t hydrogen or minerals.”

The TRAP sequence continued his lethargic roll. The gradual reveal of a well-formed spine brought to light a new terror. Fungally grouped all over Joe’s back were hundreds of small, round, purple growths. Each time he moved—a jerk of elbow, a shudder of thigh—the polyps squished together. Useless cysts, I thought at first, filled with the blighted pus of a body incapable of proper functions.

If only I could have believed that indefinitely.

I recognized the growths. I had seen them before.

Not only seen them.

I had eaten them.

There’s some fruit you just don’t pluck, Syzmon had said.

I gagged and floundered. My feet caught in the curtain and I fell, the least graceful motion ever made inside a Murder suit. My throat hitched at the recall of superfruit’s pulpy texture, the sickly-sweet taste, the tendon-tough vesicles I had eagerly chewed through again and again. Of all the plants I had seen at the ag center, one should have been conspicuous in its absence.

“My brother saves us. Each and every day.” Talfa sighed with affection. “He’s part of us.”

I heaved but there was nothing to vomit but the aspirin aftertaste of peyote. I tore myself from the curtain’s squid grip, and my vision arced toward the top of the tank. An attached mechanical arm ended in a toothed claw like that of an excavator. I pictured Talfa operating it, harvesting superfruit by the dozens only to return to Mem the following night to find Joe’s fields bountiful once more.

From my place on the floor, Talfa looked like a giant as she strode past. She stood close enough to the tank for her breath to fog it. She stroked the glass tenderly. Inside, the TRAP sequence continued his pitiable rotation.

“You must agree sick children are the most precious,” Talfa said. “Your tribe used the niks to keep their own special child alive. We found a way too. It’s all the same, Sisilla. Fém feeds off Joe; the triworld feeds off Niffakoq.”

“The Fémic do not know what they are eating. If they knew—”

“Someday soon, when immortality is achieved and the Fémic can weigh that against the triworld’s death sentence… then they’ll be ready for the truth. Ready not to recoil from Joe, but to embrace him. Protect him like he’s their brother too. Worship him, even. The crying they do, right here at Mem, it’ll transfer right over. Joe’s one in a million, Sisilla. A billion, a trillion.”

Talfa kissed her palm, then applied the kiss to the glass to show her brother. The TRAP sequence spasmed. From him I nikked only agony.

I braced myself up on one hand. Not a four-point stance, but a start.

“Your people will not accept cannibalism.”

Talfa gave me a tired look. “Is it cannibalism if the cannibalized isn’t hurt? It’s more like eating someone’s hair. Or fingernails. Not the most appealing thing, true. But it won’t matter to the people in the long run. Rust or superfruit, it gets inside them and it saves their lives. Saving lives is all I’ve ever wanted to do.”

I drew myself to a knee. Two points now.

“You are the monster. You cannot let Joe go on like this.”

Talfa’s face tightened. “If Joe dies, we all start dying.”

“Stop calling him Joe. He is a clump of tissue.”

I nikked a slight ruffling. “You don’t know him like I know him.”

“He should have been…” More gagging interrupted me.

“Aborted? I told you. We don’t abort babies here.”

I slid a second hand beneath me. Three points.

I do, I thought to myself.

The way Talfa looked at me altered, as if she were the one full of niks. She crossed her arms and leaned back against the tank. The silicone gel sloshed. Mem might have been Talfa’s best option for stashing Joe Rees-Weber, but it was, in the end, an unsteady addition to an already unsteady operation.

“Honestly, Sisilla? Sometimes you make me mad. You invade our exosphere; we rescue and heal you. You fight every good turn we do you; we repay your dismissal with love. You want to abort your baby; we give you every kind of prenatal support. Then what do you do? You abort it anyway. Little brat.”

The invective burned my salt-scoured loins. I nikked Talfa for rage but found only frustration. And a sense of superiority so towering I was taken aback.

Talfa gave a cold smile. “Joe’s not the only one this tank saved.”

It should have been impossible for me to see through both glass and gel, past the TRAP sequence, and all the way to the tank’s farthest corner. But Murder lenses were wondrous. Clipped to the tank corner’s upper lip was a metal carton, half painted baby blue, half bubblegum pink. The carton was positioned so it was saturated in the saline gel. I wondered what was inside it for all of one long, weighty second.

The Murder Tenet. I accepted it and tasted Talfa’s arterial blood in the back of my throat.

I scraped my final limb, the prosthetic leg, beneath me.

One could do anything, Murder 005 had avowed, from a properly held four-point stance.

“How?” I growled.

Talfa’s sympathetic frown nikked false. “This isn’t a cult, despite what you think. You give a young woman, any young woman, a pretty heart-shaped diamond box, she’s going to open it. Sev might be headstrong, but she’s a good girl. She brought it to me. Because she was worried about you, Sisilla.” Talfa smiled; this one nikked real. “You said your plasmagraphic ship made a clone of itself. Maybe you did too.”

I poured my energy into my cocked joints.

“And you put it in the tank,” I said.

“Not it. She.”

“You put it in the tank like one of your brother’s tumors.”

“What is a baby, really, but a very predictable tumor? We’ve only been trained to value sexual reproduction over asexual.”

“You had no right to save it.”

Talfa’s exasperation crackled my niks. “Sev packed the baby in rust immediately. She will be fine, Sisilla. You’ll still be a good mother. I truly, truly believe that.”

“Perhaps I will kill her again.”

“Perhaps I will save her again.”

“Perhaps I will kill her a third time, a fourth time.”

Talfa frowned. “You won’t.”

“Why are you so sure?”

Talfa bucked herself off the tank and came closer.

I coiled the four-point stance. Talfa saw, stopped, and sulked.

“Holding that baby in my hands… that poor, burned baby… I told you I’m infertile.”

“So you want mine. Take it. Protect it from me. Try.”

“You’re too smart to be so dense.” Talfa exhaled in frustration. “It’s you. All right? Surprise. The daughter I want is you.”

First, I felt my tensed joints soften. Second, I felt my age: In the shadow of tall Talfa and the giant tank, I was so insignificant. My mind cast for the safe harbor forever denied me: Elizabeth Arzan. Her suicide after my abduction indicated the depth of her love. Here was a chance, in a way, to return it. I could convert the four-point stance into a leap, right into a mother’s arms.

Talfa knelt. I nikked a flood of earnest hope.

“Why not, Sisilla? All of this—Mem? I practically run it myself. You know how it is. I started believing no one else was good enough to keep it running, they’d only screw it up. Until you came, Sisilla. You’re a dense little blockhead sometimes. But what a brain, what a beautiful brain, even without the niks. More so without the niks. And you care about people. I’ve seen it. You probably didn’t notice when the Niffakoq ice started to melt. I sure did. Ninety years and I’ve never met anyone like you, someone with the spunk of the original settlers, but who’s not a rust-addled gemboater. You can’t have too many freethinkers in a place like this, not if you want to keep order. But you need a couple! So here’s my proposal. I teach you everything I know. You teach me everything you know. Together we’ll teach your daughter, my granddaughter. We’ll be benevolent gods who never sunset. Not in this space-time, anyway. What do you say?”

Perpetua Weber’s refrain.

Live forever.

I regarded the half-bodied TRAP sequence that, long ago, had leeched his sister’s blood. Then I looked at the sister, kneeling there amid a clutter of old toys like a new governess ingratiating herself to her charges. Talfa claimed she was protecting her brother. But the tableau evoked the most piunngilaq emotion of all: revenge. I did not know what to think and, despite nikking, what to believe.

There was one way to resolve that. The only advantage I had left.

“I will ask you the Miscineurodilating Control Criteria.”

Talfa stiffened. “I won’t be dissected for your amusement.”

Had I believed in prayers, I would have tried one.

“I need to be sure of the person I might call Mother.”

I intended the statement as a lie but issued it with an honesty that surprised both of us. Was it possible I meant it? Talfa inspected my features. I nikked skepticism, but also an ego starved for affection. She had the respect of every Fémic, yet not a single Fémic to love—a vulnerability ripe for manipulation. I did not relish exploiting the advantage. Her longing to nurture me nearly broke my heart.

“I’ve enjoyed talking with you these past months.” Talfa’s voice was wobbly, syrupy. “It’s not even talks we have, is it? Debates, more like. Well, I’ve enjoyed them. I’ve never had someone who pushes me to be better.” A cleared throat sharpened her tone. “But debates are debates. They’re grounded in shared expectations, mutual respect. If I have to answer the Niff Six, so do you.”

The Murder lenses focused hard on Talfa, her lips, the flesh around her eyes, all of it twitching like bird throats. I could refuse the demand. I could stay silent, a Niffakoq’s secret weapon. But a different force twisted my guts. It felt like a screwworm that had waited until now to tunnel free. Its exit gored open the truth I had buried inside me.

Of all Fém’s temptations, the strongest was that I might come to know myself.

I nodded. Talfa smiled nervously and nodded back.

“All right,” she said. “Begin.”
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“Question one. Is suffering an integral part of being human?”

Talfa scrutinized me.

“You’re lying. That’s not the first question.”

I waited.

“You’re asking me that because of Joe,” she said. “Because of what you think I’ve done to Joe. Isn’t that right?”

I might be a potential daughter to Talfa, but daughters, too, were subjects, and Talfa was used to receiving prompt answers from subjects. But she was subject to me, as had been Murder 005, Feng, and Jayne. In the end, Talfa broke Murder 005’s record. She broke at nine seconds.

“You want me to say that you’re right. That Joe’s not Joe. Clever. Because if he’s Joe, he’s human, he’s suffering, and I’m to blame. Very, very clever. But I reject the premise. Look at the Fémic. They don’t suffer. They don’t suffer at all. Which I suppose makes them less human in your eyes. Less capable of relating to the suffering of others. Which is to say Tenger. No, this kind of cleverness I don’t like.”

Talfa waited, then grunted.

“Your turn, Sisilla. Suffering. Integral to being human. Yes/no?”

The Niff Six did not wait. They drilled boreholes straight into my chest, let oxygen escape, loosed blood, freed other visceralities of truth. The question’s pontifical force staggered me.

“Yes. I think so. But in the absence of anything else, suffering dehumanizes you.”

Per my nikking, the governess was ready to slap her charge.

“Stop saying Joe’s inhuman. I could say the same of you. When you arrived, you might as well have been carved out of the glacier. Now you’re more human than ever. Because of Fém. See? Two can play this game.”

Dual Niff Sixes had never been conducted. Perhaps that turned it into a game? If so, Talfa had the lead. I tried to unknot and unscramble. The Niff Six had always been an objective tool. Now they meant my very life. I pushed myself onward.

“Question two. Can a person be wholly evil?”

Talfa scoffed. “You’re telling me these questions weren’t devised for me.”

“Many make the same objection.”

“Do I look evil to you, Sisilla? Have I not acted with mercy for ninety years? Have I not protected my people from the pains of infant mortality? Have I have not shielded them from the sight of a TRAP sequence they’re not ready to see? Name one evil thing I’ve done.” She paused; her skin flushed. “All right. Omni:Bŏtic. My collusion with a heartless company. But they’re not evil either. Not wholly.” I nikked growing anger. “You hide behind silence like a child. Speak.”

How much I had changed: I spoke.

“You talk as if the Fémic are superior to other humans,” I said evenly. “But I am not sure you remain human at all. You not only work with Bŏts. You have become Bŏts. Not settlers at all, but colonizers, conquistadors. You are Cortés and Tenger is your Tenochtitlán.”

Talfa glared. “You. Can a person be wholly evil?”

I thought of all those I had nikked with ill intent. The Grønland visitors who spewed epithets instead of praise. The UN+ soldier who called me a cultist freak. Creg Arzan, who had hated me on sight, but whose hatred had been a cowl for love. Everyone who had acted against me had viable reasons for doing so.

“No,” I replied.

“Not even the child butchers who raised you? Who use you far more brutally than I use Joe? You’re more gullible than you think. I can help with that. We all can. But it’s you, Sisilla, who must take the first step. The Nuna Naavoq were evil. At least in part. Can you admit that? Are you brave enough to admit that?”

Tûma’s guarded, proud face. The benevolent smiles of Trevor, Lisa, Hedvig, Isak, everyone. They had liked me. I knew they had liked me. But I knew something else now too. The Nuna Naavoq liked Niffakoq as farmers like their most productive cows. Such cows did as they were told, accepted grooming, might even nuzzle affectionately. But when the pivotal date hit the calendar, they became beef.

“I admit it.” My throat was paper. “I was a tool to them. For profit. For reputation.”

“You won’t be a tool here. If you’ll just let go of all of it.”

I rushed ahead. “Question three. Have you wasted your potential?”

Talfa laughed once. “The child of two mortally diseased doctors exiled to a plague planet? I think I’ve made out fine.”

An undeniable reply. The little girl born with Wolosis now led a planet while I played dress-up in a black bodysuit. I wished to fold myself like a fawn at my mother’s feet. But a hot core of stubbornness did not allow it.

“You have made out admirably,” I agreed. “But you said yourself the Fémic would not understand what you have done in this room. Word will get out.”

Talfa’s chisel stare scraped my heart how my abortion tool had scraped my uterus.

“Word will not get out,” Talfa snapped.

“Word already has.”

“Trap? One syllable some traitor sent to the trigov? Before we shut down the chances of that ever happening again?”

“You are the gullible one, Talfa. You think Omni:Bŏtic only wants your rust?”

Her lips parted to parry, yet held there.

“You have never lived in the triworld, so perhaps I need to explain,” I said with exacting patience. “Copying is what tech companies do. Copy, improve, innovate. Right now, as we speak, Omni:Bŏtic scientists make offers to females of childbearing age. Offers irresistible when compared to WorkCube drudgery. Take these drugs, they will say. Insert this tech into your uterus. Create TRAP sequences on demand. Sign them over to us. Do not ask why. Go spend your money while we enrich our new pets with Fémic rust. Soon, TRAP sequences far more powerful than yours, Talfa, will pop up like universes from a black hole. Do you really think, with this patchwork Gamma Dam, you have cornered the market on draining lyfe? All you have done is craft the first missile of an arms race. One that Fém, at its size, can never win.”

Talfa gawped as if I had torn off my mask to reveal myself faceless. Adrenaline speared through my veins. Talfa saw the strength energize four limbs tucked into the black bodysuit of lethal lore. She leapt to her feet and stumbled over the tangled curtain.

“Fuck you.” She ejected it as if slapped. “Have you lived up to your potential? As the triworld’s most recent savior? Or is a world ruiner all you are? A goddamn disease, just like Wolosis. I was stupid to bring you here. I should have let you die on the ship.”

Where my true friends died. I would have been proud to die there too.

I crawled one step on all four limbs. Talfa backed away.

“My potential is more than wasted,” I said. “It has vanished into the unknowable. But unknown potential is the one human gamble that always pays out over time. It could pay out in Sev. In Babs. In the person you least expect. It does not matter who, or where, or when. There will always be the hope of the undesigned, no matter how hard you try to design it.”

Rust sparked from the enamel of Talfa’s bared teeth.

“Question four. Let’s finish.”

“Question four. If you fear death, why?”

Talfa booted one toy, stomped another. “Lies! This can’t be the Niff Six!”

I spidered another step and Talfa matched it backward.

“Then I will go first,” I said. “I never feared death. I yearned for it, as Niffakoq are trained to do. Death meant the completion of my Chore. The burial of my head at the Niffakoq Necropolis. It was living I feared. Everyone I met searched for purpose until their last days, when they had to admit they had not found it. Pitiful, I used to think. Now I understand. Now I, too, fear death. It is terrible. Overwhelming. And I am so grateful for it.”

Talfa flung an arm behind her and slapped the tank.

“There’s no death here. Joe dies our deaths for us.”

My lenses converged on her hand. A knuckle wadded with aging flesh. Tendons articulated like root systems through thinning skin. Talfa saw where I looked and hid her hand away.

“Wrinkles,” she damned them. “Wrinkles don’t mean I’m dying.”

“Yet I suspect that, in quiet moments, you imagine how you will look when you are two hundred. Three hundred. Five hundred. A toothless scarecrow sipping pulped superfruit through a straw. This is the brand of immortality you chase. You believed your Gamma Dam to be an engine of utopia. It is just another Atrocity Algorithm, every sin of your planet shifted onto one poor body. Diggory Maçon’s ‘Sieg heil’ is a child’s song in comparison.”

“Question five,” Talfa ordered.

“Question five. Will it matter if you are forgotten after your death?”

Talfa’s lips flattened. Her face rippled. Something in her broke. She spun and planted both palms against the glass.

“Joe! It’s Talfa! You know me! You love me! Show her, Joe!”

The TRAP sequence had no head. But the bunched lines of his would-be face seemed to tighten. I nikked that Joe, if that was what one could call him, was trying to look away.

Talfa slapped her hands to the glass.

“Joe! Who’s always been here for you?”

The misshapen blob might have extended a stubby flipper to halt or redirect its slow spiral. It did not. Talfa’s palms squeaked down the glass.

“I love you, Joe! Show her you love me back!”

Only superfruit tumors faced us now. Talfa gave a jagged sort of sob. She jerked from the tank and crossed to a plastic grid that had once held children’s belongings but now held material for Gamma Dam repair. She rustled, and dug, and tossed aside. She did not bother to ask me question five: Being remembered forever was Niffakoq destiny. But that was not, in fact, the answer I would have given. An anonymous end was not only what I craved but what the human race required. Perpetua Weber was wrong. To live forever was to abort oneself from humanity. Dying was oneness, entry into the soil, the air, everything.

“You’ll tell the trigov. What I’ve done here. Mem. Joe. Won’t you? Won’t you?”

“Yes.”

Tools crashed to the floor. Talfa’s mood crashed too.

“Question six!” she demanded.

I nikked danger. I four-pointed to the most advantageous patch of floor.

“Question six. If an afterlife exists, what is it like?”

Talfa, the steadfast sphinx, turned with a waltzer’s swoon. Her bottom teeth gnawed at her top lip, deranging her regal features. Tenger’s glow through silicone gel made Talfa appear to leak blue smoke. Her ninety-year balance was off; she loped at me, landed bad, skittered centimeters. In both hands she carried a sledgehammer the size of my prosthetic leg. Decades ago, the tool had probably helped stabilize the tank. Now the tool’s pull against Talfa’s aged arms conveyed its ultimate role as weapon. Talfa hoisted it to her shoulder. Sharp little rows of rust sizzled along her tunic.

“Here’s your afterlife,” she said.
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Talfa swung. No ninety-year-old had ever been in finer condition. But her wrinkles were the discoloration of autumn leaves, the first signal of decay, and her old muscles paused at the swing’s apex. It allowed the Murder stance to save my life: Despite a lower body enfeebled by a crude abortion, my legs sprang frog-like and the sledgehammer implanted into the playroom floor where I had been a millisecond before. The sound was metal on metal—in the end, the only sound Fém made.

My hands and feet landed upon a pile of broken toys. I flipped myself onto my back and from the prone position flailed my limbs to rocket toys toward Talfa. At least one hit: I heard her cry out and saw her stumble. I shoved my body away from her with legs so black I could not see them. My spine cracked against a wall that had once been the nursery’s ceiling.

Only the blue lenses allowed me to find Talfa in the dark and bring her to visibility. She stood four meters away, teeth bared, bleeding from the chin, anchored to the floor by the sledge’s nine-kilogram head. A barbarian posture hulked her shoulders, which rose and fell to match my own.

“Fight all you want,” she gasped. “I’ll never die.”

“You have been dead for years.”

“A black suit doesn’t change who you are. A child.”

“Is this what mothers do? Kill their daughters?”

“You tried to kill yours. It’s only fair.”

I told myself to keep talking as I rolled each joint to log injuries.

“Will you put me into the tank as well?” I asked.

Talfa lifted the sledge head off the floor, swung it several centimeters forward, let the head drop down, then shuffled after it, the scrape and step of a chain gang march, an echo of my early crutch attempts.

“It’s an idea. I could bash your skull and keep you alive. Get Dr. Corvino to cut off your head. See if we can’t shape you into a second acardiac monster. Start beefing up that arms race you mentioned.” Lift, swing, drop, shuffle. “Too much work. The Fontanelle for you. Who would question it? You’re not Fémic. Your death doesn’t mar our record. You’re just a Niffakoq dying on schedule.” Lift, swing, drop, shuffle. “Where’s that Nuna Naavoq arrogance now? You’ve got the look of the hunted, little girl.”

I attuned to the infrared capability of my lenses. To the right, Pug’s barely warm body. Much closer, Joe’s swelter radiating through gel. Closer still, the incandescent comet of Talfa. Think three moves ahead, Murder 005 had told me. I tried, mapping a route out of Talfa’s warpath and toward the one thing in the room that might yet save me. I could not yet visualize how to get there without taking damage. Keep talking.

“And you the look of the hunter,” I replied.

Lift, swing, drop, shuffle. “Then we know how this ends.”

“We do. I saw it play out every day in the Grønland wilds. The hunter strikes and believes they have won. Yet over time, it is the hunter who struggles and starves, while the underbrush rustles with the hunted, who in their legions thrive.”

Lift, swing, drop, shuffle. One sledgehammer length separated us.

Talfa’s face twitched. “And what herd will rise up for your avenging? After you, there’s no more Niffakoq. No Niffakoq, no Nuna Naavoq. See how fast it all crumbles? All you were to the triworld was a mop to soak up their messes. I was the only one to believe in you, Sisilla. Not the niks—you. I offered you fucking everything.” Talfa stopped, panted, and, with a grunt, hoisted the sledge to her shoulder. The weight made her stagger. “The last thing I ever wanted to do was kill you.”

Talfa did not repeat the mistake of rearing back. She propelled the weapon by pivoting her right side toward me while pulling the handle like a longship oar. The hammer face plunged at a speed my wasted lower half could not equal. A jack-in-the-box leap to Talfa’s left saved my skull. Instead, solid steel crashed into my left shoulder.

My clavicle snapped like a pencil. Humerus shards shot like arrowheads through pectoral muscles and into my scapula. Detached from bone, my left arm flopped behind me like a poorly belted scabbard. As my body spun past Talfa and fell, my desperate thought was that the rust would save me, the rust would repair my shoulder as it had my leg, all things were possible with the rust.

Perhaps I was Fémic after all.

My metal prosthesis wrenched halfway off my knee. Pain I had not known since sawing off my leg returned at band-saw frequency. The blue lenses could not prevent black agony from eclipsing my vision. Yet I knew, vaguely, that I had landed on something soft, not so different from the Wolosis mattresses. The exception was my right elbow, gashed and bleeding after punching through a hard surface.

Talfa howled, loudly, some agony of her own.

Still the sledgehammer chain-ganged back into motion.

I blinked through black spots.

Pug was beneath me. My elbow had cracked his helmet and hair had exploded outward like an airbag. Hair was in my face, my ears, my mouth, bitter on my tongue. I could not make out Pug’s face through the hair. Only his tunic.

His tunic.

I plunged the only working arm I had left through the bristly hedge of hair. All focus went into my fingertips. They were the probes sending back signals. Scrawny ribs, rust-crusted abdominals. There, finally, the edge of his tunic. I tore through it, felt what I wanted, and tried to dislodge it, difficult with one hand.

A splattered voice mangled my name: “Fifiwwa!”

I looked back. The sledge must have rebounded off the moving target of my shoulder. Talfa’s bottom jaw had been knocked out of alignment. Each top tooth was offset from its lower partner. The shoehorn of the jaw’s right condyle had unhinged and poked through Talfa’s cheek like a snapped chicken bone. The hammer had also struck her left eye. Already it was swelling shut.

Talfa released a shrill whine and shambled forward. Blood-blackened drool elongated from her mouth and pendulated before her advancing body. The exposed jawbone churned like the coupling rod of a steam engine and warped a face that had once enraptured Jayne with its symmetry.

Fém would repair the jaw in time. But the ease with which it had broken was one more crumb of evidence of a gremlin called age, biding its mischievous time inside Talfa. I nikked it was the acknowledgment of this reality, as much as the disfigurement and pain, that burbled tears from her eyes. It made her blind; she skidded and shuddered like a busted Bŏt. She took random, spasmodic swings with the sledgehammer. Miss, miss, then a toy annihilated into dust. The impact should have sunk her, but this was Talfa Rees-Weber, and her old legs fired like pistons. She yowled, hungry for destruction. The sledge took a chunk out of a wall. Mem sang like a moribund whale.

“I cand schee yoo, daubber. Bub I schmel yoo.”

Talfa’s tongue got caught like a mouse in the overbite of her upper left maxilla. She tried to pull the thick red muscle back in. The Murder lenses spared me nothing as Talfa’s sharp right canine lathed a long, wet hank off the side of the tongue. It smacked to the floor like an earthworm. Talfa did not notice. She barged ahead, scythed the sledge.

I turned back to Pug and ripped at the tunic. The item I wanted was snagged.

“Yoo schmel like blub, daubber. Susch a big, big gurl yoo ahh.”

The next swing of the sledgehammer was so close it whistled in my ear. The bludgeon of air shoved me off Pug’s body, and my dislocated arm flapped like a windsock. But my good hand was still good, very good, and the object from Pug’s tunic came with me. I looked up in time to see Tenger, centered in a window frame above the tank, bisected by Talfa’s rising sledge.

I dove backward. Talfa’s hammer planted into Pug’s face. Skull, brain, and hair shot across the wall, over me, and onto Talfa. No Fémic of Talfa’s age had ever felt hair on their person any longer than stubble. It was like being ambushed by Wolosis. Talfa shrieked and whipped her head. Her hands, meanwhile, pulled at the sledge, which was trapped inside Pug’s skull by fingers of cervical vertebrae. Talfa pulled harder and Pug’s body sat upright, still connected. Talfa shook the sledge until the gemboater’s head let go with a slurp. The hammer came away wrapped in the slick red silk of Pug’s face.

By then I was sitting up, Pug’s blowpipe in my lap.

I peeled the Murder mask off my face and hooked a finger into the neck of the bodysuit. The sixth nik was the temperature of my body; pulling it free felt the same as pulling it from my eye four years prior.

Any little scrap of metal will do, Pug had said.

I pushed the sixth nik into the blowpipe’s smaller end.

It made a satisfying click. Talfa choked on her scream and lifted her face to me. Brain matter clung to the tip of her nose. Bloody loops of hair dangled from the jawbone punched through her cheek. She drew her head back like someone farsighted and, with what looked like excruciating effort, unscrewed her swollen left eye.

The eyeball beneath was pink.

It bulged at the sight of an eleven-year-old girl with a weapon raised to her lips. The pink eye fluttered in dim recognition that the game she had played had, at some indiscernible point, been lost.

“Zuh afferlaf,” she whispered through grinding jaws. “Wuh is it lahk?”

Question six. She had not forgotten it.

I had always believed it unseemly to favor one Miscineurodilating Control Criterion over the others. But the responses that moved me always came from question six. The afterlife was a lavish field of grass. Rainbows and sparkles and marshmallows. A giant house that grew larger with each new resident. A companionable baseball game filled with the perfect degrees of excitement, joy, and rest. A glorious feast. A reunion of lost loved ones and departed pets. An overwhelm of pure sensation, our ponderous meat sacks shed. No answer had affected me more than that of Murder 005, who had touched my scalp scars and spoken what had felt like truth.

The afterlife looks like this: the intersection of agony and triumph.

I realized with soft surprise that I did not wish my own afterlife to replicate Grønland. The only place where I had ever been fulfilled was aboard The Sickness. I would walk those hot, pulsating throatways forever if it meant being back among my friends.

For Talfa, however, the answer could only be Fém.

“The afterlife,” I assured her, “is just like home.”

Talfa nodded. Blood, maybe tears, drained from her eyes.

I put the blowpipe to my lips and blew. My eyes shut instinctively, as they had when I had blown out Mississippi Mud Pie candles at the only birthday celebration of my life. I heard the high-pitched zip of the nik. I did not, however, hear the soft impact of the nik into Talfa’s chest or any sharp intake of breath. A fraction of a second later came a louder, crisper noise, the snap of an iced-over lake.

I opened my eyes. Talfa still loomed over me, pink eye blazing, no fresh holes in tunic or flesh.

I had missed.

The nik had sailed over Talfa and lodged in the glass tank. The crack looked like a scar. As soon as I found the weeping dimple of the embedded nik, the crack leapt a meter in length, then sprouted a second branch, a third, an expanding network of white lightning across the dark gel. Popping glass echoed through the nursery. Bright pink sun, meanwhile, bladed into the room as if summoned. Against all odds, PASSIF-2 had claimed victory over the long night.

Talfa was haloed by angelic light. Bloody lips stretched a smile around a broken jaw.

“Dawn,” she said, perfectly intelligible, right as the tank shattered.
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The gel was a new downpour: slower, warmer, superfruit sweet.

The tidal dive of the TRAP sequence was the totem pole’s final fall. The thick, viscous wave of silicone hit Talfa and me at once. I was sucked under what felt like molasses and hurled against one of Mem’s untold hard surfaces. For a flash, I thought of Piia, Niffakoq 34, and her famous recollection of life in the womb. It must feel like this, I thought, at the mercy of larger forces. One had to learn pain, even before one felt the first dry slap of air.

The gel ebbed back and slurped from my face. I had to force open sticky, dripping eyelids, blast air from occluded nostrils, cough to snap the silicone banding my lips. I saw a nursery in motion. Gel sloshed to all corners. Toys bobbed and traveled. Ice floes of tank glass spread apart like a fractured Pangaea. Spinning in the gel like primitive life were tools from the tipped cabinet. The mechanical arm used to harvest superfruit extended like dinosaur bones from tar.

Talfa was hunched beside the discolored plastic base of a children’s slide. Something had broken the other half of her jaw. The ring of bone hung by flesh alone; a tug would tear it free and leave Fém’s leader partially headless. A twin to her brother yet again.

The pale thing that had nearly been Joe Rees-Weber, and perhaps still was, was cradled in Talfa’s arms. He was even smaller than he had looked through the magnification of glass, roughly my size. His smidgen of face was buried in Talfa’s soggy tunic. His fingerless wing nudged his sister’s arm as if asking her to hold him more tightly. She did, and stroked his back, and showed no repugnance at the tumors, most of which had burst into a violet mash. The broken glass must have cut him; blood ran from under his jiggling thighs, enough to form a red delta in the gentling gel.

The only comfort Talfa could offer was a jawless moan.

From some unknown orifice, Joe moaned back.

Different grades of loss, yet they mourned together. It was not enough. Joe could not survive outside the gel. I nikked his life dribbling away. Everything Talfa predicted would come to pass: Joe’s death would presage the return of Wolosis. The Fémic would die en masse. My lousy aim had chosen Tenger as the victor. At least the blue moon’s marine life would not destroy their neighboring worlds as Fém’s humans had.

Not yet.

I got up. I climbed back toward the doorway through which I had entered the nursery. It took some time. My body was slippery with gel and my left arm shrieked from where it was attached by skin twisted like a bread bag. The bodysuit might have been the only thing keeping it from snapping off. Eventually, I made it to the kitchen hatch. I stared down the vertical shaft. I did not doubt I could make the descent but was muddled over what the effort was worth. I would proceed anyway. I had always proceeded.

I looked back into the nursery. PASSIF-2 had turned the gel-covered room into a placid pond of pink, red, and coral. Somewhere down there was my baby, aborted for a second time. It was lost along with the only other thing I had birthed: the sixth nik. I wondered who might find it. Perhaps it would molder here like Mary Eliza Mahoney itself, and one day be the metal seed implanted into a metal planet, and flower some spectacular new growth.

Talfa and Joe had not moved. They were curled in the position they had shared in the womb, but this time with no parasite, no pump, opposite but equal, a snail and its shell, not a TRAP sequence but a Fibonacci sequence, the golden ratio proven as a kind of abiding love. The siblings rocked gently, though the motion might have been the silicone’s final ripples.
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I had not the time, vitality, or bodily integrity to exit Mem in secret. I emerged from the smashed ship to the wails of dawn’s catharsis and let my bodysuit, metal leg, and hopeless arm take the brunt of the damage as I clubbed and crashed through the debris field. I approached the fence to find several Fémic crowded under airbrellas to ogle the passage I had dug beneath it. They saw me, exclaimed, and retreated. I was no longer Sisilla, inquisitive immigrant, but a Murder, that devastator of myth, gore splashed over her black bodysuit. Murder 001? Murder 002? Murder 003? Who knew what my name would be before the end.

No one tried to assist me. Their screams became screams for help.

I slithered beneath the fence and slouched west. The rain pelted me like plagues of hard-shelled insects. Roiling puddles obscured duricrust chasms that caught and twisted my ankle. At the edge of town I gripped the metal chair and checked to see if I was still alive. My metal leg, poorly attached, gnawed at the frail flesh of my regrowing thigh. My left shoulder was a gristling bag of pebbled bone, the arm a deadweight hindrance. My uterus felt cored. In the rain, I examined the chair. All evidence of bloody salt had been washed away.

Tumult beneath the thunder. I looked back over my shoulder. My dragging prosthetic had scraped the precise path of my escape, a long, shallow canal filling with rainwater and cataracted with salt. I traced the path back to the town’s outermost huts. Through the dumping water I made out the contours of the home Talfa had given me. Wondrous at the time. But I no longer believed a home could be given. A home had to be earned.

Shapes poured from either side of the hut. People. Dozens of them. Running. Headed my way. Many held objects. I could not tell what they were. Airbrellas, possibly. Improvised weapons, perhaps. Talfa had crowed of a population uninterested in violence, a population without even a means of incarceration.

But the Fémic had never seen a stranger violate their holy wreck. Someone might have found Talfa dead. Or Talfa, still alive, might have exited Mem as rapidly as she had entered it, and conveyed that the beating heart of Fém had been stopped, Wolosis was back, they would all die, and it was the fault of the outlander Niffakoq, a Judas in black. Talfa would not need to whip her subjects into violence. All along, the Fémic had been regular humans with the bloodlust to match.

I headed down the steep grade, my speed aided by how little I cared about falling or sustaining new injuries. I pulled myself up and started across the flatlands. Away, simply away. The rain slammed rust from the ground and made the duricrust look like polished lead. My metal leg sawed across it with short shrieks of grating steel. I wondered how close my pursuers were. I did not look back. I swore I would look straight ahead until my end, which nipped at my heels.

The deluge devoured time and made my healthy flesh sing as loudly as my damaged. I either trudged for a thousand years or slipped through a black hole’s shortcut: All at once, I was atop the corrugated ridge Pug and I had once hidden behind. Down the slope was the Iron Sea, its metallic gnash more devious when outshouted by the blustering storm. Billions of interjointed chains glinted. The rain-dampened rust no longer drifted like frigates off the sea; it rolled over the bluff coast like a low, grueling fog.

Through the red murk, Pug’s gemboat glistened.

I limped toward it. The storm drummed, the sea squealed, the people behind me shot voices like rifles. The gemboat was positioned as I had first seen it, icebreaker bow hanging over the bluff’s edge so the boat could be tipped back in. Easy for a gemboater, but I was down to one arm, one leg. My sole advantage was a strange new inability to prognosticate. My niks felt burnt out. All I had were base traits and they seemed to be serving me well. I wondered if Captain Arzan had been right.

Animal suspicion, you call it? For thousands of years it saved our butts.

I planted my shoulder into jagged diamond and shoved. Flesh under the bodysuit squished and punctured. Warm blood bloomed and glissaded. I was weak but the bluff was slick: The boat scuffed forward. Behind me, louder shouts, splashed footfalls. I chose multiple shallow wounds over a few deeper ones: I shifted to the other shoulder and shoved again.

The gemboat’s motion expressed as a lunatic laugh. I wondered if it might have come from me. The bow tipped, the stern lifted. I stumbled aside to watch the ship smash into the Iron Sea with none of Pug’s gradual grace. Ring-sized pieces of diamonds chipped off in a jewelry scree, yet the sea’s sinuous zippers parted to permit the cutter. It settled with a spray of sparks the downpour rapidly blunted.

The gemboat’s momentum cleaved through metal; the sea’s chewing teeth even dragged it along. In seconds, the boat was a meter away. I stood, hobbled back several steps, sprinted as best as I could, and leapt from solid ground.

It was the best jump of which I was capable, and therefore quite poor. My right leg did not make it into the boat. It landed atop the sea. First it glanced off and I thought I might scrabble it into the boat. But every centimeter of the Iron Sea was fanged, tabbed, spiked, hooked. One of these dentitions snagged the prosthesis, and the bodysuit was not enough to save it. The metal leg was sucked under and instantly masticated. The grip the prosthesis had on my leg held on a fragment of a second too long. Some ersatz saw blade, awful with asymmetry, hacked across my burgeoning leg.

Released, I was flung into the gemboat. The hull was filled with rainwater and I was submerged. I splashed back up, gasping, to hear the final pings of my prosthetic stripped to iron threads. I fixed my back against hard diamond, braced my good leg beneath me, and raised my residual leg above the water level.

My tibia and fibula had regrown but fifteen centimeters over my Fém months, but I was proud of the leafling bones, the tender swaddling of muscle, the flawless baby skin. It was all gone, guillotined by a metal sea that, I suddenly realized, might not be shredding the life-forms beneath it. It might, in fact, be protecting them.

If so, the sea had enacted its revenge. My right leg had been hacked back to the raw wound from the escape pod, right down to the lacerated femoral artery. Blood plumed into the water. The gemboat was no escape pod. There was no med kit, no chest seal, no trauma pad, no gauze, no tape, no tourniquet. The water grew darker and darker.

I peeled off my bodysuit and tried to knot it above the hemorrhaging leg. The material was uncooperative. Or my hands shook too badly. Or, deeper down, I had given up. The boat’s vibration forced me to tie the knot underwater. I finished, a messy job I could not even see. The water was scarlet, paled only by fresh dekaliters of rain. The blood foamed in tumult, a stew of gore I welcomed for its distraction from the pain.

There was rust in the water. Maybe enough to save me.

I splashed to the stern on my good knee and lowered the diamond rudder. I picked up an oar only to stare at it for several minutes, unable to comprehend how to use it with one hand. But the Iron Sea itself moved the gemboat like a train subjected to switchyard vagaries. By planting the oar assiduously, I found I could influence the general direction.

To what purpose? I could not say. For now, all I wanted was the sensation of leaving everything behind: Fém, Talfa, Tûma, the Nuna Naavoq, the mystery of the niks. After a half hour, I broke my promise and looked back. Both the coast and the town were gone. Fém had no second gemboat. I had gotten away. I had won. I had also lost. The farther the gemboat traveled, the rougher its journey. The Iron Sea bit at the boat like a child at rock candy. It cracked and vibrated and jolted.

Pug had warned me. Gemboats got smaller with each trip.

I leaned over the edge. Half of the diamond had been chewed away already. The vessel no longer resembled a boat, but rather a larger, lidless version of the heart-shaped box. Not one nik inside it this time but five, a gift not to me but from me, a final offering to Fém. With my femoral artery seeping, I did not know how long I would live, but if I could make it another hour, I estimated, I would get to see the gemboat sink. Either way, the inheritor of the niks would not be a faux-Inuit tribe but rather the Iron Sea. No scale of trigov salvage would ever find them.

I laid down the oar and curled into the most comfortable spot, and when the sea’s teeth bit through the floor there, I moved. My blood loss permitted me only the dullest of fear. My eyelids drooped with damp rust. The boat reeled and swayed; I sought a mother’s cradling within it. It felt not so different from a rocky Grønland Sea. I imagined I was leaving not Fém’s village but Zachariae Isstrom. A young woman making her first steps, not her last.

My eyes settled shut.

Metal chewed through the floor and nipped at my foot.

I balled myself into the back pocket of the gemboat.

I listened to the boat be devoured diamond by diamond. An unimpeded eastward wind told me the craft’s gunwales had been gnawed to almost nothing. There was no more boat; I sat with knees to chest on the equivalent of a tiny raft. I was half-emptied of blood, lightheaded. I pursued the fantasy of leaving Grønland, how the sky feathered brightly as my fully stocked schooner approached Iceland, or Ireland, or Newfoundland, or anywhere else I wanted to go.

Shortly before I was to die, I detected a gaminess. It was the last scent I expected in a metal infinity. But it should have been the scent I was chasing. I scooped rust from my eyes and did what I had hoped never again to do: I opened them.

The wreck of Mary Eliza Mahoney had stood valiantly at the center of town like Excalibur in its stone. By contrast, the wreck of The Sickness resembled offal, the remains of a mighty bird struck down only to land inside pulverizing gears. The ship had not fully sunk because the Iron Sea was not water. Most of it had been drawn, quite gradually, into the sea’s patient grinder. Every chain belt headed away from the crash site was slathered in coagulated plasma.

Part of the ship, however, still existed. Sections that had once been on opposite ends of The Sickness had met in the crash and slowly laced together, a radical plastic surgery of re-formed flesh, aided by the generative rust and the ship’s own stubborn will to live.

The domed sarcoma that had presided over Feng’s lab was now ribbed with bone from Arzan’s cabin. Tongues from the cockpit walls, scabby but still agile, licked the conference room’s rugae, which now ran unimpeded. Cervical tissue from the placentapool was furred with butterscotch hair from Jayne’s cabin curtain and studded with eyeball lamps to create what almost looked like a shuttle.

I was faint and doubted my eyes. A shuttle? Was it capable of leaving Fém? Might it take me all the way to the G-Cloud complex to see the Oort Behemoths? I steadied my spinning vision. I saw through sphinctered throatways to what looked like aerotonal engines. Fissures of damage had been webbed with brain tissue from my old cabin, as if the power of thought alone might nourish a ship that was still evolving.

It was vile and ungodly.

So why did it feel like home?

The gemboat oars were long gone. But the Iron Sea knew what I wanted. With a hiss of chain and clack of metal sockets, I was delivered within a body’s length of what was left of The Sickness. I clenched my leg muscles and willed myself upward. My half leg splurted blood unevenly. My leg rose, then shuddered, then rose again, so slowly I felt like a sapling maturing over centuries. I was also the axe that cut myself down: I drove myself off the last chunk of gemboat with my foot.

The ship met me with a soft cradling. It had always delivered to me what I needed. I rested, vision swirling, flesh numb, then elbow-crawled to the cervix structure. It pulsed and undulated with jerking irregularity. Nothing about The Sickness seemed healthy.

A canopy of flesh stretched over me to block the rain—the scrotal tissue from Murder 005’s cabin. The cervix tissue of the shuttle-shaped structure widened, as cervixes do during childbirth, offering me a dim and sticky berth. I wriggled inside, a baby once more. I believed I smelled Jayne’s perfume. Felt Murder 005’s rough flesh. Saw randomly planted bushels of Feng’s gray-black beard. They were all part of this. Part of me.

The tissue was warm, yet I shivered. Was I dying? I was dying. I did not give it much thought. To think now only invited devastation, needless when I was already inured to my death. I snuggled into my family, quit tracking my tremors, gave permission for my organs to fail and my last drops of blood to dribble, and waited on the end.

And waited.

And dreamed.

And lived or died.

And heard a voice lilting from some drowsy plane.

Vita.

The rain was pulse, was breath.

“Yes, Mommy,” I replied sleepily.

Come here, Vita, angel.

“Okay, Mommy.”

I yawned and stirred from my crib. Or gagged on blood and seizured. I crawled across fuzzy blankets. Or collapsed flat upon my cervix bed. I searched with wide, hopeful eyes for a loving face. Or went blind beneath convulsing eyelids, gasped from ruptured lungs, felt my heartbeat wane.

There you are, my sweet.

A woman’s head leaned over me. Tousled brown hair. Freckles. A crooked front tooth. Sedate and strong with the glow of purpose. She beamed. I remembered the grin, the voice, the adoration.

“Hi, Mommy.”

Elizabeth Arzan. Eleven years lost. Not so many, really.

You want to be a big girl and keep playing?

Her eyebrows rose. A game. My favorite game.

Or you want me to pick you up?

“Pick me up, Mommy.”

She laughed and reached out. Soft, capable hands. Or plastic and metal. The scent of sweet milk. Or the stink of motor oil. I was lifted. Her hair tickled my face. Or loose wires. Her thumb made a spiral on my cheek. Or poked me with a surgical needle. I chose which version I preferred. I hugged. Actively. Hugged for the first time in my life and loved it. It released a burden, made me realize just how tired I was. So tired, and so happy to be there that I no longer recalled anywhere else I had been.

I love you, angel. Ga!

“I love you, too, Mommy.”

I’ll protect you ga! Forever.

“Can I go to sleep now, Mommy?”

Ga! You can sleep ga! For as long as you want, Vita. Ga!

Briefly I fretted that I had made a wrong decision somewhere, chosen the survival of one life-form over another. But a mother does not care. A mother loves her own child best, no matter what that child has done. I was relieved to accept such love. Mommy smiled. Or flashed a light. My heart melted. My body melted too. I did what children did: I gave myself over completely. That was when it happened. When it finally happened. Not forced or fabricated, but a natural and honest reaction to the euphoria that beaded over my skin like the first honey drops of a bleeding dawn.

I smiled.
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IMAGE DESCRIPTIONS

Description 1: A page of dense, surreal prose in three wavy columns. Text in the first column reads: Tûma told you that you could read people’s minds. And you believed him. Why wouldn’t you believe him? He brought you in front of people, others of the Nuna Naavoq, and had you nik them, and then praised you when you nikked them correctly. YOU WERE PROUD OF THAT, WEREN’T YOU? It encouraged you to nik more often and be more confident of what you nikked. Soon you were nikking people outside of your community. This satisfied Tûma and unnerved those who were nikked. You did not doubt any of it. You went to sleep with the confidence of being part of a lineage—all the Niffakoq were able to do this. But in that weakened state between wakefulness and sleep, did that control you wield over your brain ever wane? Did you ever doubt? Text in the second column reads: styleof leadership but I cnat tell anyone what im most worried about and I hope to dealwith thatin a later entrybut fornowhwat you have to knowis that it all comesback to syzmon rees and perpetua weber nad thtime theyhad abay and as faras everyoneknows it was a twins so letme take you on a journey of what I hafe heard and youc can make uup your own mind theostory from what ihave heard is that there was something going on with those early settlers reardignt twins if you read the literature that’s available probably tin the triworld but defienitley hyere there is a pretty interesting amount of multiple births edcpsepcially considering that theres really not much here in the way of fertility treatemenst butasf ar as I can tell most those multiopel briths were succes-fula nd grew up normal but in this one case that is not eht case of course if you ask people here about anything not on the upa nd. Text in the third column reads: Look here. Necrophilia. Any variety you want. Here is a little boy being swallowed by a snake. His insides are being squeezed from his own mouth. Here is a man in an ER suffering from a lion attack. Look how his intestines fall to the floor, how the nurses try to catch them. Who are these people over here? They are skinning a woman’s face. The woman tries to stop them but her hands are stumps. Here is a little boy. Ten years old. He is dead and yet still being hit with bats. His insides are coming out. Why don’t we look closer? Look at this now. A glass jar shoved up an asshole. The glass breaks. That is not just blood. That is rectum tumbling out. LOOK. A POORLY TUNED AEROTONAL ENGINE VIBRATES A SPACESHIP ENGI-NEER’S INNARDS TO JELLY. He accordions like a plastic bag. Over here a man is forced to eat his own vomit. Here is a human head used as a football. This child is being ripped apart by two pit bulls. BACK.

    Description 2: A page of dense, surreal text in three wavy columns. Text in the first column reads: It seems likely that you did. It is, after all, not unreasonable that the first people Tûma brought before you were plants. As in, they had been prepped by Tûma. This is not fun to think about, is it? But it would make sense, wouldn’t it? Even if only to establish in you the positive correlation of nikking to being praised by your teacher. Perhaps the subterfuge ended there. But perhaps it did not. What if those first people you nikked were not just the kindling but the fire itself? This is a scenario you have to consider. Let us play it out. While very young, you make a few guesses about what people are feeling. You are rewarded for it. You continue to do it. And are rewarded some more. Pretty soon you are feeling what all Niffakoq are trained to feel: superiority. No one could possibly hide anything from you. This viewpoint is bolstered by the fact that everyone else in the triworld has also been trained to believe in the Niffakoq. THIS BORDERS ON RELIGION. SHE’S STRUGGLING AND AS. Text in the second column reads: up wioth the rees-weber brith they’l just basically freeze you out but if you know whwo to talk to and I do then you get a real sstoyr that you can start to poiece together forgive all the ytpos but im having to write this at a speed that you would not believe anyway from wha ti understand from people not all of whom I can even find anymore the birth was a twin birth but there was something wrong with one of the twins like I mean really super wrong so wrong that they had to hide it and normaly yhou would thionk itw as alike a dedformed baby ofr something that that it was just buried somewhere but ieven then there weould be a tombstone or something and even if not that a record of some swort but I have looked into this and there is no offoicial record you mimght be sayhiong os what at this point give those poor people theire privacy but fformw hat ive dug up here s the thing there wtwin is still alive that’s what im hearing the twin is alive and here on this planet and still inj. Text in the third column reads: WATCH HER Come closer for this one. A homeless person beaten to death by three kids with hammers. THE MAN’S NOSE BREAKS OFF AND LANDS IN HIS OWN MOUTH. There is a screwdriver pushed into the eye socket of an old woman. Look. A person tried to throw themself off a building and landed on a fence. The spikes are all the way through them. A child hanging herself. WATCH HER, FENG DID YOU SEE IT? HERE IS FRESH HUMAN BLOOD FRIED LIKE AN OMELET AND HERE IS SOMEONE FORCED TO EAT IT. LOOK OVER THERE. Kittens in sealed bags. Watch them die one by one. Cute even in demise. But look. A mother’s head sawed off with a knife while the children are forced to WATCH or the same will happen to their father. Her screams turn into whistles when the knife hits the windpipe. A man on fire. Look how close the camera is. You can see the flesh melt. WHY IS SHE DROOLING Looks fun to jump from that bridge into the river. But that teen misses. BACK.

    Description 3: A page of dense, surreal text in three wavy columns. Text in the first column reads: WITH religion, it is verboten to speak against it. If you, a Niffakoq, nik a certain emotion from someone and they are surprised to hear your analysis, the nikked person does not claim that you have made it up. Rather, they assume that they were wrong in not sensing it inside themselves in the first place. IT’S MAKING HER DOUBT HERSELF IN THIS WAY, THERE IS NO WAY A NIFFAKOQ can make a mistake, even when they have made a mistake. You see? The entire enterprise of the Niffakoq may be a clothing-less emperor. The Niffakoq is able to nik because the Nuna Naavoq say so. The figures a Niffakoq meets during her Chore function under the same delusion. HOLD ON, THIS IS WHAT THE SNARL DOES Whatever the Niffakoq tells them IS IN THEIR HEART MUST, THEREFORE, BE IN THERE. In the same way the falsity of religion nonetheless gave rise to spectacular achievements, so does this farce of purportedly magical. Text in the second column reads: active communication with its sigbling who would be noneo of ther than talfa rees-webeter to me that opoens up a lot of ueqqeiostns that ic ant asak in the opoen here so im hoping against hope tha tsomeohow this gets out and someone out there anc find ai way to isensd someone to investigate this beaus ether eis something really fnefarious feeling about the whole thiong don’t you agree in the meantime I have to keep doing what im doing and smiling and abeing hapy8 and actintg as if everyting is perfectly fine when everyone here who has eyes knows that htings are not fine the whoel planet is suffering or should be suffereing except we are stealing im going to stop right there becuas even I have a limit of what im willing to say on here I have no concept of how privetate this channel is thatoughive done my best to tak a long long time to port into the snarl to ensure that its as asecure as opossible which also means that ists really well hidden but wehat othershoice do I have but to stick ia message iin an ainterstellar bottle and hope it washes up on some distance shore where someone will find it with the abilty tna dhte means to helpo the point I want to commnunicat emost is that this world that im on does not deserve to live not with what its doing ive tried to hard to search it. Text in the third column reads: Lands headfirst on concrete. DID YOU KNOW BRAINS COULD SHOOT THAT FAR? WATCH THIS DILDO SHOVED INTO A URETHRA UNTIL THE PENIS SPLITS OPEN. Have you seen a drill rape? We have several. Look at the dog being boiled in a pot. Look how he keeps paddling. All these years later, high heel shoes piercing baby bellies is still popular. HER EAR, IS THAT BLOOD See this autopsy video. A Wolosis sufferer. WATCH THE HAIR INSIDE THE BODY CAVITY EXPLODE FROM THE INCISION. HERE IS AN OLD MAN FROM THE COUNTRY WHO IS CONFUSED WHY HE DOESN’T FEEL GOOD. HIS BRAIN IS EXPOSED. THAT’S BLOOD There are insect larvae in his brain. A mother and her child smeared flat by a truck. They are still holding hands. Look. A man is quartered by horses. Don’t you want to see people shitting down a funnel taped to a man’s mouth? IS THAT A SEIZURE Here is a man having sex with a horse. BACK.

    Description 4: A page of dense, surreal text in three wavy columns. Text in the first column reads: girls from Grønland. It is a remarkable scam. ALL RIGHT SHE’S HAVING REAL TROUBLE NOW Numerous world leaders and entire nations of people have fallen prey to it. When forced to be completely honest— allegedly because a Niffakoq is present—incredible feats of diplomacy can occur. As a result, it is arguable that it does not matter if the niks work at all. The story of the niks works, and it seems like that is all the world requires. How long can the façade last? A long time, it seems. There is little chance of the Niffakoq herself overthrowing the enterprise by becoming self-aware enough to tell the truth, because Niffakoq die so young and while fully within the grips of their own mythology. THAT DOESN’T EVEN LOOK LIKE HER ANYMORE It is this fact that feels the most brutal. Even if the triworld is better off for the kabuki dance of the Niffakoq, are the Niffakoq themselves better off? The answer is a resounding no. The Niffakoq die at an average age of eleven. Their. Text in the second column reads: ive ben alloverthe dzamn place there’s got to be a biulding of some sort a hidden place a secret palce wher the answer to whatever SICK SHIT THEEYR ea re doing is revealed where isit where is it that’s all I ask myself anymore whatever it is is it somehow higdden right inf front of our seyes this planet is damned is curesxed its stealing lfife it does not deserve dfrom other innocent beings and at the same time pretending tha tit is so full of life and healthnd we are the chosen ones when we are clearly the villains in theis story please I know it is isuspcisoiu that ithis is coming from an anonymous voice PULL THE PORT but o have to believe me you have to understand me that the planet kjnownn as fem is in deep trouble PULL THE PORT and infliciting great harm and I don’t know what talfa reesxz-weber PULL THE PORT has to do with it but its significant and im worried that if. Text in the third column reads: His stomach is ripped open. Did you see it? We can play it again. It is hard to tell what this animal is without any skin, but it is still crawling around. You have to see this. A psycho turns his captive into an octopus. Cuts what he calls tentacles from her flesh. Is she human anymore? You have been watching child pornography this whole time. THAT’S A SEIZURE, DO SOMETHING We will never run out of it. Look at this man who cuts off his scrotum. Why does he sew it on to his chin like a goatee? Look at this dying old person in a hospital drowning in vomit. No one helps. Look at the apple peeler and the shavings of skin. The video of those frozen astronauts is real. Wait until the part when they suddenly break apart. GET HER OUT OF THERE FENG You have never seen an orgy like this. Not in a pool of human feces. Look. A tongue. You never saw a tongue stretch like that. So many videos of prison rape. Bloodier than you would expect. GET HER OUT NOW Here is a woman trapped in hot steam. Her muscles slide off her bones. We play it on a loop. Here is a man on Mars who went insane. He’s wearing a coat made of his partner. Look here. BACK.

    Description 5: A page of dense, surreal text in three wavy columns. Text in the first column reads: slaughter, right in front of the triworld’s eyes, is one of the most overt crimes committed in human history. This is no mere thought exercise. This is the truth. The Nuna Naavoq have lied. I’M TRYING SISILLA CAN YOU HEAR ME The niks inside the Niffakoq’s head are only hunks of metal that induce early death. Everything else is invented. The Niffakoq have no magical abilities. SURGIBOT ON They are highly intelligent only because they are trained, in an admittedly impressive way SURGIBOT EKG like no other children in the world are trained, a way that employs their full brain. SURGIBOT DEPLOY DEFIBRILLATOR. This means we are all capable of what the Niffakoq are capable of. This should be inspiring to people. It should also be—and must be if the violent fakery is to end—a mentally crushing blow to any Niffakoq who believes they wield a special power. That kind of world-altering truth would shake the foundations of any brain, much less that of a girl just nine years old. Text in the second column reads: she sin’t PULL THE PORT stopped this problem will expand far past fem and the whole unvidrerse is going to be in a lot of trouble PULL THE PORT im talkijg the kind of trouble that ends worlds PULL THE PORT please sned help please please please please pleasepplease please PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE PORT PULL THE. Text in the third column reads: SISILLA OPEN YOUR EYES A person blew off most of his face with a gun. Still alive. Mostly eyes and teeth now. LOOK AT ME SISILLA Come here to see a woman stoned. How long it takes her flesh to bruise so bad the rocks go right through it. GIVE ME THAT ADRENALINE SHOT Look. This man drank so much food milk his skin turned into cheese. Looks fake. I’LL DO IT But maybe it’s not? THIS TOTEM POLE IS MADE OF BABIES. EXPOSE HER CHEST Here is the infamous mov of the failed human clones being disassembled while still alive. STAND CLEAR HERE I GO Listen to the sounds they make. Here is a girl addicted to the Snarl. THREE She has removed parts of her own face to chew on so she does not have to pause to eat. TWO. The same will not happen to you. Trust us trust trust us trust ONE. BACK.
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It seems likely that you
did. It is, after all, not
unreasonable that the
first people Tama
brought be-
fore you were
plants. Asiin,
they had been
prepped by
Tama. This is
not fun to think
about, is it?
Butitwould make
sense, wouldn’tit?
Even ifonly to establish in you

the positive carrelation of nikking
to being praised by your teacher.
Perhaps the subterfuge ended there.
But perhaps it did not. What if those
first people you nikked were not just
the kindling but the fire itself? This IS
3 scenario you have to consider.
Let us play it out. While
very young, you make a few
guesses about what people
are feeling. You are rewarded
for it. You continue to do it.

And are rewarded some more.

Pretty soon you are feeling
what all Niffakoq are trained
to feel: superiority. No one
could possibly hide anything
from you. This viewpoint
is bolstered by the fact that
everyone else in the triworld
has also been trained to be-
lieve in the Niffakoq. THIS
BORDERS ON RELIGION.

SHE'S STRUG-
GLING aND As

up wioth the rees-weber
brith they’l just basically
freeze you out but if you

know whwo to talk to
and I do then you get a
real sstoyr that you can
start to poiece together

forgive all the ytpos but

im having to write this at
a speed that you would not
believe anyway from wha ti
understand from people not
all of whom | can even find
anymore the birth was a twin
birth but there was something

wrong with one of the twins

like I mean really super wrong

so wrong that they had to hide

it and normaly yhou would
thionk itw as alike a ded-

formed baby ofr something
that that it was just
buried somewhere
but ieven then there
weould be a tomb-
stone or something
and even if not
that a record of
some swort but I
have looked into
this and there is N0
offoicial record you
mimght be sayhiong
0s what at this point
give those poor people
theire privacy but
fformw hat ive dug
up here s the thing
there wiwin is still alive
that's what im hearing

the twin is alive and here
on this planet and still inj

WATCH HER

Come closer for this one.
A homeless person beaten
to death by three kids with

hammers. THE MAN’S NOSE

BREAKS OFF AND LANDS
IN HIS OWN MOUTH. There
is a screwdriver pushed

into the eye socket of an old

woman. Look. A person
tried to throw themself
off a building and landed
on a fence. The spikes
are all the way through
them. A child hanging

herself. WATC H
HER, FENG
DID YOU
SEE [T? nere

IS FRESH HUMAN
BLOOD FRIED LIKE AN
OMELET AND HERE
IS SOMEONE FORCED
TO EATIT. LOOK OVER
THERE. Kittens in
sealed bags. Watch
them die one by one.
Cute even in demise.
But look. A mother’s
head sawed off with
a knife while the
children are forced
to WATCH orthe
same will happen to their
father. Her screams turn
into whistles when the
knife hits the windpipe.
A man on fire. Look how
close the camera is. You
can see the flesh melt.

WHY IS SHE

DROOLING

Looks fun to jump from
that bridge into the river.

But that teen misses.
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Ttma told you that you
could read people’s
minds. And you
believed him. Why
wouldn’t you believe
him? He brought
you in front of
people, others of
the Nuna Naavoq,
and had you nik
them, and then

entrybut fornowhwat you have
to knowis that it all comesback

styleof leadership but I cnat
tell anyone what im most
worried about and | hope
to dealwith thatin a later

{0 syzmon rees and
perpetua weber nad
inime theyhad abay and
as faras everyoneknows
it was a twins so letme

Look here. Necrophilia.
Any variety you want. Here

is 3 little boy being swallowed by a
snake. His insides are being squeezed
from his own mouth. Here is a man in an
ER suffering from a lion attack. Look how
his intestines fall to the floor, how the
nurses try to catch them. Who are

these people over here? They
are skinning a woman’s
face. The woman tries to

praised you . stop them but her hands
when you nikked take you on a journey of are stumps. Here is a

them correctly.  What | hafe heard and youc lttle boy. Ten years old.

YOU WERE can make uup your own He is dead and yet still
PROUDOFTHAT,  mind theostory from what being hit with bats.

WEREN'TYOU? ihave heard is that there was s insides are Goming
It encouraged you to something going on with those out. Why don’t

nik mare often and early settlers reardignt twins if you we look c,loser?
be mare confident of read the literature that's available probably Look at.thls Mo
A glass jar shoved

tin the triworld but defienitley hyere there
is a pretty interesting amount of multiple
births edcpsepcially considering that
theres really not much here in the
way of fertility treatemenst

what you nikked. Soon

you were nikking people

outside of your community.
This satisfied Ttima
and unnerved those
who were nikked. You butasf ar as I can tell

did not doubt any of it. most those multiopel

up an asshole. The
glass breaks. That is
not just blood. That
is rectum tumbling
out. LOOK. A
POORLY TUNED
AEROTONAL

You went to sleep with the
confidence of being part of
a lineage—all the Niffakoq
were able to do this. But in

that weakened state between
wakefulness and sleep, did

that control you wield over
your brain ever wane?

Did you ever doubt?

briths were succes-

fula nd grew up
normal but in
this one case
that is not eht
case of course

if you ask people

here about anything
not on the upa nd

ENGINE VIBRATES
A SPACESHIP ENGI-
NEER’S INNARDS TO
JELLY. He accordions
like a plastic bag. Over
here a man is forced to
eat his own vomit. Here
is a human head used as
a football. This child is
being ripped apart
by two pit bulls.
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girls from Grenland. It

is a remarkable scam.

ALL RIGHT
SHE'S
HAVING
REAL
TROUBLE
N@W Numerous

world leaders and entire

nations of people have
fallen prey to it. When forced

to be completely honest—
allegedly because a Niffakog
is present—incredible feats of
diplomacy can occur. As a result, it
is arguable that

the niks work at all. The story of the

it does not matter if

Ive ben alloverthe dzamn place
there's got to be a biulding of
some sort a hidden place a

secret palce wher the answer
to whatever SICK SHIT
THEEYR ea re doing is
revealed where isit where
is it that’s all | ask myself
anymore Whatever it is
is it somehow higdden
right inf front of our seyes
this planet is damned is
curesxed ifs stealing lfife
it does not deserve dfrom
other innocent beings and at
the same time pretending tha
fitis so full of life and health
nd we are the chosen ones
when we are clearly

His stomach is ripped open.

Did you see it? We can play

it again. Itis hard to tell what

this animal is without any skin,

butitis still crawling around.
You have to see this. A psycho

turns his captive into an
octopus. Cuts what he calls

tentacles from her flesh.

Is she human anymore? You have
been watching child pornography this

whotelime.THATVS A
SEIZURE, DO
S@METHHN@

We will never run out of it. Look at
this man who cuts off his scrotum.
Why does he sew it on to his chin
like 3 goatee? Look at this dying
old person in a hospital drowning
in vomit. No one helps. Look

niks works, and it seems like

that is all the world requires.
How long can the fagade last? A
long time, it seems. There is little

chance of the Niffakoq herself

overthrowing the enterprise by

becoming self-aware enough to
tell the truth, because Niffakoq die

so young and while fully within
the grips of their own mythology.

atthe apple peelerand
the shavings of skin. The
video of those frozen astronauts
is real. Wait until the part when
they suddenly break apart.

GET HER
OouT OF
THERE
FEN@ You have

the villains in theis
story please I know
it is isuspcisoiu that
ithis is coming from

an anonymous voice

PULL THE
P@RT buto

have to believe me you
have to understand me
that the planet kjnownn

as femis in deep trouble

THAT DOESN'T
EVEN LOOK
LIKE HER ANY-
M@RE s this fact that feels

the mostb

P@ RT and

infliciting great
harm and I don’t
know what tal-
fa reesxz-weber

PULL THE
P@RT has to do

with it but its significant
and im worried that if

al. Even if the triworld is

better off for the kabuki dance of the
Niffakog, are the Niffakog them-
selves better off? The answer is a
resounding no. The Niffakog die at

an average age of eleven. Their

PULL THE

never seen an orgy like this. Not
in a pool of human feces. Look. A
tongue. You never saw a tongue
stretch like that. So many videos
of prison rape. Bloodier than

you would expect. @ ET
HER OUT
N @W Here is a woman

trapped in hot steam. Her muscles
slide off her bones. We play it on

a loop. Here is a man on Mars who
went insane. He's wearing a coat
made of his partner. Look here.
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slaughter, right in front of the

she sin’t PU“_—."_-. SISILLA OPEN

triworld's eyes, is one of the most THE BORT YOUR EYES & persor

overt crimes committed in human
history. This is no mere thought
exercise. This is the truth.
The Nuna Naavoqg have lied.

I'M TRYING
SISILLA
CAN YOU
HEAR ME
The niks inside the
Niffakoq’s head are
only hunks of metal
that induce early
death. Everything else
is invented. The Nif-
fakoq have no magical

abilities. S U R =

GIBOT ON They
are highly intelligent

only because they are

trained, in an admittedly
impressive way SUR-

GIBOT EKG tike no
other children in the world

are trained, a way that em-

THE PORT PULL THE

blew off most of his face with a
gun. Still alive. Mostly eyes and teeth

o LOOK AT ME
SHSHLLA Come here to see a

woman stoned. How long it takes her flesh
to bruise so bad the rocks go right through

. GIVE ME THAT
ADRENALINE
SH @T Look. This man drank

so much food milk his skin turned into

cheese. Looks fake. ﬂvLL D@

IT su maybe it's not?
THIS TOTEM POLE IS
MADE OF BABIES.

EXPOSE HER
CHEST Hereis the

infamous mov of the failed
human clones being
disassembled while still

stopped this problem will
expand far past fem and
the whole unvidrerse is

going to be in a ot of trouble

PULL THE
P@ RT im talkijg

the kind of trou-
ble that ends worlds

PULL THE
P@RT please sned

help please please please please
pleasepplease please PULL

porT PULL THE
PORT PULL
THE PORT puLL
THE PORT PULL THE
PORT PULL THE PORT . STAND
PULL THE PORT CLEAR
PULL THE PORT HEREI GO
PULLTHE "0
P@ RT PULL THE PORT ' :

is a girl addicted
puLL THE port PULL {0 the Snarl.

ploys their full brain. SUR= THE PORT PULL THREE she

GIBOT DEPLOY
DEFIBRILLATOR

This means we are all capable of what the Niffakog
are capable of. This should be inspiring to peaple.
[t should also be—and must be if the violent fakery

is to end—a mentally crushing blow to any
Niffakog who believes they wield a special power.

That kind of world-altering
truth would shake the founda-
tions of any brain,
that of a girl just nine years old

has removed

TH E‘ PO RT parts of her own
PU LL THE face to chewon
PORT BPUILL so she does not
TH E. P@ RT have to pause
PULL THE PORT e TWO
PULL THE not happen
PORTPULL g i
much less THE PORT ustrust
PULL THE ONE
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WITH religion, it is ver- active communication with its Lands headfirst on

; sighling who would be noneo concrete. DID YOU KNOW
boten to speakcagainst G oL eecweeer  BRAINS COULD SHOOT
it. If you, a Niffakog, to me that opoens up a lot of THAT FAR? WATCH THIS
nik a certain emotion ueqqeiostns thatic ant asak in the DILDO SHOVED INTO A
from someone and opoen here so im hoping against URETHRA UNTIL THE

can hope tha tsomeohow this gets out PENIS SPLITS OPEN.

they are surprised to and someone out there anc find ai Have you seen a
hear vour analy- way to isensd someone to investi- drill rape? We have
) y,u ey gate this beaus ether eis something several. Look at the
sis, the mkke‘d person really fnefarious feeling about the whole dog being boiled in
does not claim that thiong don't you agree in the meantime a pot. Look how he

you have made it up. | have to keep doing what keeps paddling.

Rather, they assume e i q i q All these years later,
that they were wrong im 'omgan smiling ?n high heelshoesp\emmg

in not sensing it inside abemg hgpr and actintg baby bellies is stil
themselvs in he as if everyting is perfectly fine popular. [ ER
firstplece. [T when everyone here who has EAR. [S
MAIK= eyes knows that htings are not ?
fine the whoel planet is suffering THAT

H N @ H E- R or should be suffere_ing except we B L@ @ D
D @ U BT are stealing im JOINQ to StOp See this autopsy
HERSEILF right there becuas even | havea  video. A Wolosis

L . oye fferer.
limit of what im willing to sayon ™" <~ WATCH
. 908y On e HAIR INSIDE

THERE IS NO her_e I have no conceptof how o 0 ity
WAY A NIFFAKOQ prlvetate this channel is thatough EXPLODE [ROM THE
can make a mistake, even ive done my best to tak along —\0i510N_ HERE 1S AN 0LD

long time to port into the snarl MAN FROM THE COUNTRY
to ensure that its as asecure as WHO IS CONFUSED WHY

_ ‘ opossible which also means HE DOFSN'T FEEL GOOD.
Niffakog may be a clothing-less emperor.  that ists really well hidden IS BRAIN IS EXPOSED
The Niffakog is able to nik because the Nuna but wehat othershoice do I THATQS '

Naavoq say so. The figures a Niffakog meets ave butto stick ia message
during her Chore function under the same delu- 0 AUKEIGIGHE BUllS B LQ@ D fhere

and hope it washes ; T
gign.HQLD @[N]9 TH"S Uﬂsomz ilanee Shuoae are insect larvae\jh\sb[a\n.A

mother and her child smeared

HS WHAT THE- Whe_[e sumeone W.‘H flat by a truck. They are still
SNAR"_-. D@ES What- find it with the afilty holding hands. Look. A man is

tna dhte means to .
ever the Niffakoq tells them helpo the point quartered by horses. Don't you

IS IN THEIR HEART MUST, THEREFORE, want fo commnuni-  Wantto see people SW@ down
BE IN THERE. In the same way the falsity  cat emostis that this @ funnet aped foaman's mouth?

of religion nonetheless gave rise to worlg hatim o1 does HS THAT A

not deserve to live not
spectacular achievements, so does this with what its doing ive SEHZURE Here
farce of purportedly magical fried to hard o search it~ s @ man having sex with a horse.

when they have made a mistake.
You see? The entire enterprise of the
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