Manumi ssi on
Witten by Tobias S. Buckel

Thi s norning, when you wake up and | ook at your rippled reflection in the
basin of water near the concrete wall of your cell, you only have one true
personal nmenmory left. It can't be that your entire life is based off this one
event, so you suspect they've left it with you to piss you off. To “notivate”
you. To nmake you one ragi ng not herfucker

It’s a riff on the Countee Cullen poem You're six, standing on the street
hol di ng t he anonynous arm of your nom and the other kid staring back at you
flips you off and calls you nigger

That’'s all they really left you with.

Sure there’'s other stuff, you re no vegetable. You can use noney, eat, walk,
tap the net, and know just about anything headlined over the last thirty
years. But anything specific is faded, general, |ost behind static and fuzzy
feelings.

You enpty the basin with a flourish and | ook around your cell.

The headache, the all-over itching, the scars crisscrossing your entire body,
that gets to you too

You' ve signed yourself away, the men in the black suits have expl ai ned back
when you first arrived in this cell. They sat across fromyou on a sterile

nmetal table. The docunent they slid toward your burnt smooth fingertips is

legit.

So you listened to them and nodded, and they got up to | eave.

Oh yeah, one last thing, they had said.

Your nare.

Pepper .

And your | ast name?

They just chuckl ed and cl osed the door.

*kk*k

Ni ne o' cl ock. Newport, Rhode Island. A forest of nmasts bobs slightly, boats
cheerfully tied at their docks. You slide off the blue awning over the side
entrance to a small bar and hit the slippery cobblestones to face a portly
m ddl e- aged accountant with slicked back wiry hair.

“Ch shit . . .” is all he has tinme to say.
Then sl unps.

The small wires that knocked himout recoil back up into your wists with a
flick. You squat over the man, push his trousers up his hairy calf, and | ook
at the tattoo on the back of his knee. He’s ShinnCo property. Your eyes scan
for forgery, defects, get in closer for a finer |ook, where every hair seens
to be tree-sized.



Al'l good. You blink your eyes until they return to normal, the thin extra
menbrane rol ling back behind your eyelids.

H s hands are clamy when you grab them H's breath reeks of alcohol. Wth a
grunt you pull himup onto your shoul der and stagger toward a waiting car

What, you wonder, has M. Janes Edward | eaked to the Federalists? You really
don’t want, or need, to know

Twel ve hours later, five thousand closer to freedom an old 6.35nm Astra Mde
Cub pistol tucked in the inner pocket of your oilskin duster, you're sitting
in the | ounge of an airship over several hundred feet of water, |anguorously
easing your way toward the next stop, Eleytheria.

It’s moored out in the Atlantic off the Eastern Seaboard this nonth.

*kk*k

At street level the @ulf Stream wi nds kick through the downtown buil di ngs of

El eytheria. Your oilskin duster takes on a life of its own, bucking, trying to
pull you off course as you make the usual staggered path, randomjigs, sudden
stops in front of reflective surfaces. It’'s not even a conscious thing,
checking for tails.

Monot one pedestrians in business canouflage, the grays and bl acks of their
seem ngly tinel ess and conservative professions, mll past you.

It isn't New York, but any of them could have been plucked out and placed in
t hat environnent wi thout even noticing. No, just a fewniles away the salt
clears the breakwalls in clouds of mist and hovers into downtown.

El eytheria is a giant bow riding the | arge open ocean. Free to go where it
pl eases. Do what it pleases.

Many things start in Eleytheria.

Li ke yourself, years ago, deep in the bowels of one of Eleytheria s denizen
conpani es. You' ve found ol d archived public canmera pictures of yourself
wal ki ng down the streets, into the center of ShinnCo, to sign your self, this
self, into what you know now.

Sonetimes you hate your old self for selling you into this bondage. You wonder
what he got? Lots of noney? Sone |ast great fling? Or were you just desperate,
a wanderi ng pi ece of hardware abandoned by some former First Wrld secret gov
proj ect nade obsol ete by the Pacification?

You' d like to think you did it for some great cause, |like helping your famly
out of a dire situation. But late at night you doubt it and think there was
some stupid, selfish reason for doing it

They’' Il never tell you. Because if it was sonething like a famly, you m ght
try to contact them

No. They have your nenories. You'll get them back when you serve your
contract.

It always comes back to El eytheria. Wen your feet hit the seacreate, your
nose fills with msted salt, and you have returned to the only honme you know.
Al'l your recent nenories, everything that is you, starts here. Ever since you



woke up behind a garbage dunp in the back alley of ShinnCo.

And they’ ve never let you back in through the front doors because they know
full well what kind of nmonster they created. They control you, but they don’'t
sleep well at night. If you were to ever get near a door the automated
security would hit you with an EMP pul se that would pretty rmuch liquefy the
machi nes in you, then the guns woul d reduce you to bl oodied ribbons of flesh

You won’t be getting your nenories back using the new skills they’ ve grafted
into you. No way. And they still have one final trick, to keep you close, to
control you.

So you stand in front of a small food cart. A faded orange unbrella hangs
linply over it. Wen you palmthe netal rail, the countdown inside you resets.
You're allowed to live for another week. A pointed way of letting you know
you' re not herfucki ng owned, and you don't get to stray. At all

The edges of the unbrella flutter in the cold breeze, and on the other side of
the cart an old G eek stands up

“Mor ni ng, Kouroupas.”

“Mor ni ng, Pepper,” he says, |ooking you up and down. “The usual ?”
“The usual .”
The front of the cart has a faded poster of a nodel with a strained snile,

flat white teeth, holding up a gyro in perfectly nmanicured hands. They're
“heeeer 0s” she says.

“Lettuces, mayonnaises . Kour oupas' crazy white hair flies all over the
place in the wind. It makes himlook |like a mad scientist.

He slaps the flatbread down. A cloud of flour tickles your nose.

A few browned strips of neat, sone folded netallic paper, and you have your
gyro, along with a small napkin neatly slid between your fingers.

You |l ook at it, your eyes adjusting to the fibers, mapping out a pattern al ong
t he enbroi dered edges, translating the woven picture into words.

Susan Stamm Ten thousand. Location. El eytheria.
Ten thousand closer to getting yourself back. To freedom
And she's right here.

You fold the napkin and its encrypted directions into your pocket, pick up the
gyro. Kouroupas smiles.

“CGood day,” he tells you. “Be careful.’

You nod and slide a few bills over to him

“You too.”

Be careful. It’'s the first time Kouroupas seens to acknow edge that this isn't

just a gyro purchase. Seens to be telling you sonething’s not quite normal
this tine.



Qut of sight of the gyro stand you toss the gyro into a trashcan that thanks
you and trundl es away.

Not nearly enough raw sugars in gyros for you. Takes too |long to netabolize.
What you need now i s sonething to spi ke your blood sugar to conbat |evels.

*kk*k

Susan Stamm has done many, many unique things to hide her presence. But she’'s
on the run and wants off the planet. To do that she has to conme to El eytheria.
Once an hour, every hour, a capsule is launched into |ow Earth orbit.

To really get far away, Stammhas to get Qut There from Down Here.

So you sit and flip through pictures of enbarkees who’'ve been phot ographed at
all three entrance points. One by fucking one. And these are just the ones the
Port Authority conmputers have served up as possible matches. ShinnCo is being
very generous with info and resources right now They really want her back

You're sitting in a small outdoor café, eyes closed. On the right eyeball is
Susan Stamm s corp I D photo. On your left is sone random face pic snapped by
the Port Authority entrance machi ne.

Then anot her random f ace.

You reach for the sugary soda, take a long cold sip, and the next picture
comes up.

Anot her sip of sugar water. CGotta keep the nachi nes inside you running happy.
You flip to another pic.
Ha.

She | ooks thinner than the last official photo. She's still five-nine, but now
has a recently bobbed haircut and green eyes.

*kk*k

Four hours later you're in the | obby of a smaller Eleytheria hotel, |ooking up
at the atriumeighty stories above you, licking the icing off a Danish. In the
background, over the hum of people, over the echoing shouts of kids screamn ng
and wavi ng from several floors above, comes the expl osive whip-crack of a
capsul e being thrown into space.

*kk*k

There was this mugger that junped you a year ago. Before you even realized it
you' d spun, broken both his arns and a leg, and the man lay in an unconsci ous
heap by the side of a brick facade.

H s cl othes were ragged, he was thin, and when you held his gun in your hand,
you realized that it was unl oaded

Bal | sy. And pathetic.
By going through his wallet you found out that his name was Jack Connely. He

had three kids and a very attractive blonde wife. Jack had been a spacer
entrepreneur of sonme sort, reduced to Earth living after the Pacification



Now al | the businesses could buy a ride into space. Mve their offices up into
alien stations, use alien services, buy alien products, machines. Not ruch use
for small guys, you could hardly scrape together the price. But multinationals
can, and now that they're all in orbit, or beyond, the pretense of even caring
about the world they originated fromwas thrown out.

You coul d have used the noney you found in his pocket, his day s take, though
you couldn’t use it toward paying off your ShinnCo contract. They only accept
their own in house credit.

You couldn’t even use the noney to disable the shit laced all through your
body. You tried that once before. Alnost killed you on the table.

I nstead, you sent his wallet and the noney back in the mail to his famly. And
you added sonme of your own.

You' re a good person, you tell yourself.

But it's very hard to believe when it was so easy, so automatic, to have
grabbed that man’s gun and pulled the trigger, right down to within a
hairtrigger of firing, before stopping.

That can't be all wired into you, right?

*kk*k

Susan Stamm wal ks t hrough the revol ving door, past a doorman, and on toward a
cab. You shake your shoul ders and arns, |oosening up the great nass of coat
around you, and step in behind her. She’'s better |ooking in person, unlike
some of the doll ed-up, make-up-caked wonen you' ve seen in the past.

As she grabs the gullw ng door of the bubbly autocab she spots your reflection
in the window and turns around.

“Could we share this ride?” you say. Already you flex the nuscles in your
wrists, begin to raise your left armand coat to obscure her body. She’l
fall, and you' Il sweep her up and into the autocab with you.

As the autocab rides off you'll look like two [overs cuddling in the back

Instead her eyes wi den, hands curl into fists, and a small dart burrows into
your stomach.

You' re on the ground, convulsing. Spit flecks your lips. You break into a
heavy sweat. Vomit tastes |like sugar water, flow ng out onto the concrete
sidewal k. It takes effort just to slowy roll over

The doorman turns around.

He noves, a blur that you know isn't natural, and hits Stamm fromthe side.
She hits the door of the autocab, shattering the Plexiglas, and the doorman
grabs her neck, turning her head to confirmher ShinnCo tattoo.

Smal | silver fans protrude fromthe back of the man’s neck. Antenna. You can
see heat rising off his uniform rippling the air around him A timeshare. Not
under his own control then—ust renting his body for sudden on-the-spot jobs
i ke this one.

You have a choice. Gve it up. Let this conpetitor grab her, kill her
what ever .



O.

Wth just a quick flex of your arns the wires spit out of your wists and hit
t he back of his neck. The man spasmns, |ightning sparking across the surface of
his skin. The antenna nelt, dripping down the back of his collar. He spins
around and rai ses his arns.

“Ch fuck,” he screans, the link to whatever controls himfromorbit gone. “1’m
burning. They killed nme! 1’ m burning!”

As he staggers toward the door, people gather. Soneone tries to get the
doorman to sit down. Soneone 911s to call this in, speaking into his pinkie
finger.

On your hands and knees, eyes burning and stream ng tears, wires retracted
back into your wists, you push forward into the car. You grab Stamm pull her
inwith you, and barely nanage to shut the door

She’s in better shape than you, com ng back to consci ousness as you vomt
sugar water all over her red high heels.

“Drive, damit,” she shouts at the cab’s autopilot, and gives an address.

“Damage has been detected,” it warbles. “Failure node initiated. A replacenent
cab is on its way. We apol ogi ze for the delay.”

“Shit.”

The cab rocks as she | eans forward.
Your nuscles fail.

Your brain goes zero

You're out.

*kk*k

There are roons and then there are roons. They're square nore often than not,
with white walls. But this one has dirty laundry, fake wooden paneling, a
giant mirror on a wall, and a small cot that you're lying on

A wi cker chair next to you creaks. Soft hands stroke your forehead.

“You're tough. That was supposed to kill you.”

“I feel like shit.” Every pore hurts.

“I would imagine.” A finger traces the scars all over your body. “I'msorry. |
think I may have got the wong person. It was the doorman | should have shot,
he was the one coming for me. Who are you?”

Don’t say anyt hi ng.

Just shiver and turn back off. It's easier

*kk*k

You wake up hungry and naked. Disoriented. You have no internal tine. The



smal | set of numbers that usually hover in the corner of your left eye is
gone.

There’ s a pink bathrobe on the w cker chair that you grab as you sit up

It takes everything you have to stand. Miscles protest, and every cell seens
to ache.

“Feeling better?”

She’s sitting by the kitchen counter, hands up, watching you warily.

You nod.

“Ckay. So here are the rules. Any sudden noves | fire another one of these
pips into you. If your hands aren’'t where | can see them | shoot. | doubt you

survive another one. So sit. Put your hands on your |ap.”

The bathrobe is confortable. You slowWly wap it tighter around you and sit.
Her tone drips with suspicion, guarded overtones. The air is tense.

She points at your leg. That’s where they tattooed the small [ogo on you.
Inner thigh. It really, really hurt.

“You’ re ShinnCo.”
“Yes.” She knows, you know. No point in denying.

“And the doorman?” she asks. “Did you know about hi m ahead of tine?”

You shrug.

She stares at you and you stare right back, not sure where this is going. You
have the faintest sense that you'll get out of the door alive.

“Why are you still here?” you ask, which also inplies, why am| still alive?

“You coul d have left nme here.”
St anm smi | es.
“I felt bad for you.”

That is not the response you really expected. And you don’t believe it for a
second. Someone this dangerous isn't that stupid.

”

“You know what | am.

“Cet real. They want nme alive. You' re not that dangerous. Neither was the
doorman, he was just a backup. It's unfortunate they don't care a whit about
his life.”

You’ ve never spotted backups of any sort before. This is different. Very
different. She spots the frown.

“I's this your first high profile recapture?” Of in the distance is the
whi pcrack of another space | aunch, and she smiles. It’'s a broad one, full of

gl ee. “Look, I'mwi thin wal king di stance of getting away. They're getting
desperate. | shouldn’t have gotten this far. You' re a backup, the doorman was
an energency backup, and the first three they sent after nme are all lying in

al | eys somewhere.”



She’ s danger ous.
Kouroupas tried to warn you.

“So what now?” you ask

“Well 1’ m hungry and maki ng some breakfast. Can | get you anythi ng?”

You snile.

“Anything with sugar, | could really use something sweet.”

She nods.

“Yeah, 1'Il bet you could, but | know what mekes you tick.” Your snile drops.
“None of that for you. I'mleaving you weak, and slow for now Just stay on
the bed, don’t nove, and I’'Il bring you sone diet soda.”

You stare at her, and she | aughs at you

“I know a | ot about those systens in you. How do you think | ended up with
those little pips | hit you with? | designed them nysel f.”

She wal ks into the kitchen, opens the fridge, and tosses you a can
“Drink up. . . . What is your nane?”

You | ook down at the sugarless drink in your hands.

“Pepper,” you say.

*kk*k

Susan Stamm ShinnCo property since birth. Mther died having her, orphanage
si gned Susan over. She starts telling you all this stuff as she sits at a
smal | table across fromyou and eats obscene amobunts of breakfast sausage and
eggs. The place reeks of it.

“You never even realize there is a different way of life,” Susan says. “But |
renenmber, when | was twelve, suddenly understanding that there were people who
didn’t have | ogos on their bodies, who didn't have to report into ninders once
a day, who weren't being encouraged to study certain things that the conpany
needed.” She picks up a greasy link, pauses. “And then | decided | would
escape it.”

“How many years has that been?”
She flashes a smle and downs the sausage.
Then the dishes are tossed in the sink, she washes her hands while | ooking

over her shoul der at you. You're still sitting in the pink bathrobe, sipping
fromthe can.

“Just on the other side of Eleytheria is a launcher. | have a ticket off this
worl d, and out there | have passage far out as crew on a mining ship. | know
it won't be easier, but 1'll be ny own person.” She raises a wist. “I can

burn this fucking logo off ny skin.”

“So you'll | eave me here?”



She shakes her head.

“l have a proposition. You can’t buy your freedom from ShinnCo, 1’|l bet, not
for along time yet. But what would you do for a ticket offworld?”

You just stare at her.

She takes it as hesitation

“You owe ne your life anyway. | need soneone at my back, because if it’s just
me they’' Il try and pick ne up at the gates to the |auncher. Last ditch
overwhel m ng nunbers.”

“Ckay.” Opportunity glints in your eyes. At any point along this journey you
may have an opportunity to overpower her. She spots the reaction. She thinks
she has you.

“You'll walk me to the launcher, then I'Il hand over the ticket. Try to double
cross me before then and I'Il fire another one of these nasty little critters
into you. So it’s in your best interests to work with ne.”

You nod.

She | aughs.

“You realize you're free, don't you? You weren't just physically disabled,"
she says. "I scrubbed clean all your systems. You understand what that neans?”

You test everything she has just said, and she is right. But

When you | ook down to your wists she steps back slightly. It’s an unconsci ous
nove.

“Those still work,” she says. “They’'re bio-nmechanical. Nothing that can be
scranbl ed, infected, or shut down.”

For the briefest flash of a nmonent you’ve seen freedom And then, you think to
yourself, there is the matter of the countdown. That’'s firewalled off fromthe
rest of your body and bi o-nech. You can’t see the countdown, but you knowit’s
there. You don’t explain this to her. Ri ght now she thinks you're in her debt.
Pl ay al ong.

“I"ve set you free fromthem” she says. “You can do anything you want now.”

You nod again. “Ckay, fair enough. 1'Il help you for the ticket. Can | have ny
cl ot hes back?”

The smile on her |ips fades. She sizes you up, squinting. Apparently sonething
satisfies her.

“Cther side of the bed.”

They’ ve been washed, pressed, and folded into a neat pile. The Astra Mdel Cub
pistol lies on top of themall. It’s |oaded.

Gol den. Like that tantalizing glinpse of freedomshe’'d tried to give you.

*kk*k



Fifteen mnutes later you' re both out the door. You’ ve got the overcoat draped
over your right arm You re weak, tired, and at a di sadvantage, but all it

will take is one well-placed shot where you can drop behind sone cover, and
she’ s down.

Susan faces you as she |l ocks the door, still wary, but there is joy in her
face. She can see the end of the road.

It’'s al nost sad.

You wal k down a corridor toward a pair of steel doors. As sunlight spills into
the dimy lit area, you scope a vending niche just ahead and to the right. A
dri nk machine hums a long ow note. Al you have to do is slow down, just get
behi nd her by one step, shoot her, and use the machine for cover if she tries
to use one of those lethal darts.

Two shadows force their way through the doors at the end of the corridor

The gun’s easy enough to spot; you duck and junp to your side. Susan fires at
one of them as you dodge into the niche.

What puzzles you is the wenching pain in your shoul der that drops you to the
floor in front of the neon glow of the soda nachine.

They’' re not aimng at Susan.
That was nmeant for you.

Your chest is wet with bl ood and your left armcan hardly nove, but w th your
right you feel around the inside of your overcoat as Susan falls to the
ground. Unconsci ous, not dead.

You drape the coat over the good armto hide the Astra and wait.

It’s Kouroupas that turns the corner. Hs wild hair nmakes a hal o around his
head, bathed and filtered in the light of a flickering fluorescent overhead.
There is no waiting, he |l ooks down at the overcoat hangi ng over your right
arm hesitates for a second, and you fire four times in a row, blowing a hole
in the overcoat that the muzzle sticks through

“Dam it.” Kouroupas | ooks shocked as he slunps to the ground.

You crawl over to himand | ean cl ose.

There are no |l ast words, no apol ogi es or explanations, just his creased eyes

| ooking up at the ceiling, his flour covered hands hol ding his bl oody stomach,

and then he stops breat hing.

Wth some effort you retrieve his gun, pocket it with your Astra, and slunp
wi th your back agai nst the soda machi ne.

*kk*k

Fifteen sodas | ater you shake Susan awake again. The first time you tried,
after plucking the feathered dart out of her neck, she just lolled back into
unconsci ousness.

Your shoul der is packed with a shirt torn off the anonynous, dead, woul d-be
assassin at the far end of the corner. You're still seeping bl ood.



“Come on,” you whisper to her. “You need to wake up.”
Her eyes snap open

“No!” she shouts, throwi ng her hands up in front of her. You grab her wists,
a qui ck snapping notion, and | ook at her. She thinks she’'s been captured and
been taken back to Shi nnCo.

“You're okay, you're still here in the | obby. You got one of themfirst, | got
the other.”

She | ooks at you, then cal ns.

You’' re keyed up, your body’'s retooling itself, parts com ng back online. She'd
gi ven you an out, a way to |leave. Your body, deactivated, could have been

wor ked over by any shitty street surgeon. There was the slightest chance you
could have found a way to be free eventually, thanks to her trick.

Now the insulin is surging, the blood sugar’s up, and the teenies in your
bl ood scurry around, revived and back to business.

You' re back. Rebooted. Tiny emergency warnings flash in your vision, detailing
t he danage done to your shoulder. It nunbs itself and the bleeding clots and
st ops.

Susan hardly protests as you pick her up off the ground by her wists with one
arm

“Do you still have tine to make your | aunch?”
She’' s dazed, but focuses.
“Yeah. Yeah. W need to nove.”

@un in hand, the other shoved in a pocket so you don’t nove it, you sweep the
area ahead. Nothing stops the two of you

*kk*k

In the cab she asks you why you stayed with her

You sit there, adjusting the bloodi ed shoul der bandage, and avoid her gaze.
“They came at me first,” you explain. “I’"ma target now. ” ShinnCo has spent
too much time up in orbit, not enough time on the ground. You are just ants,
resources to be used. And in their eyes you' ve turned on them bitten them
It's easier to elimnate you and find a new worker of your talents than risk
somet hi ng goi ng bad. You' ve seen it before. No doubt you' |l see it again.
“What good is bringing you in if they're going to shoot me as | try do it?”

“You could still have just left nme there.”
Tr ue.
You wrap your coat back around you and | ook up at her. “I owed you one.”

The cab bunbl es on down the road while you both sit in silence for a while.
Then she puts a hand on your knee.



“You rebooted. | can fix you again, so you're free of all their machines.”
You | ook down at her hand.
“Take too long. You have a | aunch.”

“Yeah.” She pulls back away, crosses her arnms over her chest, and | ooks out
the wi ndow. “I’msorry.”

“Don’t be,” you say. “Your trick probably wouldn’t have worked anyway.” And
you tell her about the ticking bonmb in you, the nano flechettes timed to go
of f unless they get their little code fromthat contact on the gyro stand.

W own you not herfucker.

i

“They aimed at ne first,” you tell her. Kouroupas cane to finish it, and

they' Il get to aimat you again when you have to go back there to the cart in
three days. O you'll be sitting, standing, sonewhere, when the bonb goes off.
You' |l look normal for a while, to bystanders, until your body falls down in a

shapel ess mass. Shredded fromthe inside out.
“That’s why | rebooted.”
You | ook out the wi ndow now as well, watching the term nals approach

There isn’t nuch to say after that.

*kk*k

There are sone things you know about mnenory technol ogy.

One is that it began here on Earth. Using existing technol ogy: superconducting
gquantum i nterferoneter devices that map specific menory recalls. It was pretty
much there when the Pacification happened. Wth alien technol ogy brought down
out of orbit it got nudged along just a little further into maturity.

Two. The nenories are burned out of your head. They aren’'t com ng back

Three. The sane alien technology that matured nenory alteration all ows
backups.

Four. Wen you figure out how to disable the bonmb inside you, you will then go
out and find that backup

If there is no backup, there will be payback

*kk*k

You wal k Susan up to the term nal booth. Several streets behind Iie the bodies
of nore dead ShinnCo who tried to stop you. You stand on neutral ground. Even
Shi nnCo woul dn't piss off the alien | aunch corporation that owns El eytheria.
Overhead the floors sweep out over the road |like wings. The architecture is

i mpossi ble, like Frank LIoyd Wight on crack. The supports are too small. The
wings too large. It’'s a building designed by sonething that evol ved on a | ower
gravity world and is forcing their sensibilities onto an Earth object.

The inside of the booth is filled with a light pink gas of some sort. It’'s
nore than bul |l et proof; any hostile action you could take would result in



vapori zati on.

Alien ticket takers don't put up with shit. Too many Earth terrorists tried to
take out their aggression on themin retaliation for the Pacification. The
orbital corporations that own the rest of the solar systemfound it annoying,
so they put in countermeasures.

Susan scans her ticket in.

I nside the booth, tentacles nmove. Half of themare plugged into the wall, the
other half seemto support a globular mass. This creature |ooks like a cyborg
octopus. It’s light years fromhone, trying to scrape out a living in a weird
worl d, |ooking out at you with three eyes at the center of its trunk and
bur bl i ng sonet hi ng.

“Clear. Proceed,” the speaker orders.

The security gate to the right of the booth slides aside

Susan turns to you. She slides an extra ticket into the pal mof your hand.

“In case it ever works out she says.

You wonder if the menory of her wal ki ng through the security gate, or the
menory of her hand sliding away from yours, could easily be burned out of your
head.

Not this tine at |east.

Several minutes later the capsule thunders out in the great above and the
thing in the booth hisses at you, wondering what your deal is.

Tinme to nove on.

You stop at a public access point near the corner of a road.

The denmands you send the ShinnCo emergency contact points are as foll ows:
One negotiator famliar with your case, with authority to bargain. The cart,
fully functional, in the usual space. And you'll confirmthe cart froma

di stance, nmaking sure it isn't a fake.

Two hours. They couldn’t get an identical fake, with heat generating machinery
of the sanme signhature inside in that tine.

O el se?

O el se you have tinme enough to go hunting before the countdown hits the |ast
second.

You'll need a hatchet, for starters.

*kk*k

It’s a metaphorical high noon. They're not going to back off, and neither are
you. The first sign of weakness is death. You're l|ocked in, no turning back

They set a nice trap. The gyro stand is up, and what | ooks to be a m ddl e-aged
man stands there. He isn't putting nmuch into the facade, half-heartedly
telling interested passersby that he’s out of fl atbread.



You spot the three snipers on bal coni es above.

Two nen in doors nearby, |ounging.

Four pedestri ans.

One by one would take far too long, so you steal a bubble cab

Even the new gyro guy doesn’t spot you until you swerve the stol en machi ne off
the road and slaminto the cart. Flour, flatbread, meat, and sauces expl ode
into the air. They drip off the door as you swing it up and open, using it for
cover as you knock the stunned nman out with a flick of your wist, and pul
himinto the car.

The shots start. Silent insect-like buzzes and then expl osi ons of concrete.
The gl ass wi ndows of the cab explode, the seats kick up | eather and stuffing.
In addition to the glass splinters buried in your face, the concrete shards
ri ppi ng your overcoat apart, they hit you in the thigh, and then again in a
f oot .

Keep novi ng.

You grab the hatchet and smash the cart apart while keeping | ow, and pull out
what you need. Your forearmgets hit, bone splitting out of the skin and
causi ng waves of pain and nausea until things inside your body decide the pain
is getting in the way of your ability to function

The cab can barely hold everything. dass bites you in the ass as you sit down
and barrel out of there.

Engi ne snoking, tires flopping, it lasts Iong enough to get you deep into an
al | ey.

The gyro man is coughing bl ood and dying in the back thanks to a well -ai nmed
shot to the stomach. Wat you really want to do is get to work on him nake

hi m forget about that pain and worry about a whol e new universe of hurt. Maybe
it will help you forget about yours.

I nstead you work on bandagi ng your own wounds with strips of fabric torn off
t he overcoat and watch himstruggle to stay conscious.

H s eyes dilate, nouth drops open
“l know about your menories,” he croaks.

“You the negotiator?” You hadn’'t expected themto actually put himnext to the
cart. He ignores that, nmoves on

“You don’t have any. You never had any,” he says quickly. “You came to ShinnCo
| ooking for ways to reverse the process. But you were state of the art. Recent
government surplus, useless after the Pacification. If ShinnCo didn't claim
you, some other corporation would. So they screwed you over.”

“I can’t help you,” you say. Even if an anmbul ance got here in time he woul dn’'t
make it back

The man cl oses his eyes and groans. The inside of the cab snells of shit from
his ruptured stomach. H's nessy hands are both fol ded over, he's al nost fetal



“Fuck them” he rasps. “They told ne this would be easy. That you woul dn’t
even get to cross the street.”

“They fucked you. They fuck everyone.”
You watch him

“At | east you' re as fucked as ne,
whi sper now.

he says, eyes still closed. It’s alnpst a

You don’t bother to tell himthe truth.
Anot her | ong nonment passes.

“They have what you did know on a recording. You had sonething stored. They
have that.”

“And do you know what | was?” you ask

He shakes hi s head.

Then shudders.

Passes out.

The actual dying will take a while nore. You slowy shift, reach to his head,
and snap his neck. After rummagi ng around you pull his wallet out. A picture
of a redhead. Grlfriend? Mist be, you think. No ring

So what price are you willing to pay for your self?

Is it worth it?

-

Ti me heal s all wounds.

In your case, it takes about three weeks before you recover fully.

Now you' re standing in front of that same booth, sane alien in the pink gas,
hol di ng out your ticket. You have gotten your photo |ID and background check
(faked). It warbles behind the security gl ass.

“Nanme?”

“Pepper.”

“Secondary nane?”

You pause.

“Smith.”

“The size of your luggage is unusual,” it protests.

“I't is necessary,” you insist. The remains of the inportant bits of the gyro
stand. And sone extra devices to shield it fromany ShinnCo attenpts to make
it call hone and make your life m serable.

It | ooks at you.



“Hurmman.” The word is unstressed through the speaker. But you know t he meaning
behind it.

You stare the creature down and wait.

The go-around takes several minutes, but the creature finally tacks on a
massi ve surcharge and |l ets you through

Settling into the capsule’s launch chair, the long lines of the [aunch tube
vi sible through the tiny porthol es ahead of you, you pull your new overcoat
cl osely around you

You wonder if Susan can find roomfor you on her mining ship.

It'’s a wild non-world out there. One where humans are minorities, alien
congl omrerates ply the worlds and negotiate with primtives |ike your own
people for their gas giants and extra unused planets. They trade them for
space access, advanced technol ogy. Beads and gl ass many suspect, but not to
primtive planets like Earth.

This is your new environnent.

Shi nnCo you can | eave behi nd.
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You reach your hand up and caress the data anul et hanging from your neck. It
is the menory of a sandy beach, your back rel axed against a palmtree. The
gentle swi sh of the wind through | eaves and water breaking agai nst rocks at
the end of the bay soothes you. That's it. A single nenmory of a life you once
wanted to remenber back. ShinnCo put a lot of security around it. Your past is
t he past.

The chair waps around your wai st and comes down your shoul ders. You are the
person you nake yourself to be.

Fi fteen seconds.

You are the person you are now.

The whine of the accel erators reaches a crescendo.

You' re not going to look into the past and what you were.
Three seconds.

It really isn't inportant.

Launch.

*kk*k
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