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    OPEN MINDED 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fallon Ash had been hired on at Augmentation Concepts as a lead technician only a year earlier, and so this was quite an important project for him to have been given to head, a project that might propel his career. 
 
    For the most part, Augmentation Concepts worked with the healthcare industry, creating “ponies” as the slang went: mechanical bodies for mutants who had been born without limbs, or for severely compromised accident victims. But the company also created cybernetic bodies for nonhuman races, and these were always lucrative contracts. 
 
    Until being outfitted by Augmentation Concepts with a mechanical body that enabled them to interact effectively in a humanoid-oriented environment like Punktown, the putty-like extradimensional race called the L'lewed had formerly been required to remain inside a small life-support container, manually carried about by a hired human aide. Similarly, members of the insect-like race known as the Mee'hi, small as termites, had been accidentally squashed underfoot on a number of occasions until human-sized mechanical bodies had been custom-designed for them, which could be piloted by one creature while a whole tribe of his fellows came along for the ride. 
 
    But Fallon was still grateful that he hadn’t been part of those particular success stories. Precisely because they were so far removed from the human form, both races seemed to hold the humanoid races as inferior, both nearly having been deported from the city of Punktown – and banned from Oasis and the other Earth Colonies worlds altogether – for criminal activity. The L’lewed had been accused of a number of murders, sacrificing individuals as part of a religious ritual, while several groups of Mee’hi had integrated their resinous nests with human victims who served as both host and nourishment. Their respective embassies had apologized for these embarrassments and removed the offending individuals back to their own worlds, and all had been forgiven as a cultural misunderstanding. All apologies aside, Fallon had no desire to work in any capacity with beings who might view him and his species as little more than a kind of livestock. 
 
    Yet he would go into this new project without bias, in the true spirit of a professional, with open arms and an open mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    In touring his client through Augmentation Concepts, Fallon escorted the liaison of the Ogim race into the spacious, dome-roofed cafeteria that surmounted the building, so as to show off its impressive view of Paxton, the colony city that its inhabitants had taken to calling Punktown. A panoramic view of overwhelmingly discordant architecture, representing countless cultures in addition to that of the indigenous Choom race. The sky peeked through chinks here and there between the buildings, and in a broken patch directly overhead, but it was dark with storm clouds. Rain pelted the dome, ran down its sides in rippling waves, making the city undulate like something illusory. 
 
    “We hold meetings for the employees in here as well,” Fallon explained in his pleasant British accent. He had a young, smooth face – his girlfriend Lee said it was a baby face – with his short bristly hair dyed a vibrant purple, his eyebrows a matching shade. He wore a few conservative piercings, the rings in one ear representing various career awards. His charcoal gray suit was a bit too small for him, but this was a calculated style these days among young executives to make them look less stuffy and more cute. Lee had picked it out for him. His spectacles, with their thick black frames and green lenses, served multiple uses in his work but he had taken to wearing them constantly. 
 
    “As long as we’re here,” Fallon said, “would you like to sit down for a bit, grab a coffee or some food? The machines have really excellent fare.” 
 
    “No thank you, Mr. Ash,” the liaison said in a deep monotone. 
 
    Fallon hadn’t expected the individual to say yes. He might have taken this entity to be one of the partially human creations the Coleopteroid race nicknamed the Bedbugs used as liaisons, had he not known it represented the Ogim. Same principle. The Ogim liaison, taller than Fallon by almost a head, wore a heavy rust-colored cloak that fully concealed its body, and a hood that framed its human face. This face was exceedingly pale, its flesh slack and doughy, the small dark eyes as expressionless as the being’s voice. A bioengineered organism, perhaps, but more likely a cybernetic creation itself. 
 
    “Shall we resume our tour, then?” Fallon said, leading his towering companion back into the corridor outside the cafeteria. As they walked, the Ogim liaison with odd, awkward lurching steps, Fallon went on, “Personally, I think our most fascinating success was providing bodies for the Guests, as they refer to themselves. Are you familiar with them? No? The Guests exist in another dimension, but unlike other extradimensional races they have no means by which to enter our plane physically. So we designed a mechanical body with a blank encephalon mind – a biogen organ – for them to project their consciousness into remotely. It allows them to interact in our dimension quite admirably.” 
 
    “Yes, this is akin to our needs,” the liaison droned. “But in our case the brains will be provided by us, for you to implant into your puppet devices.” 
 
    “So are these biogen computers, for encephalon-powered robots?” Fallon asked. “Or are they…Ogim brains?” He had no idea what the Ogim’s natural form was. 
 
    “We will concern ourselves with those matters,” the liaison said evasively, staring ahead, not looking at Fallon. It hadn’t once looked directly at him. It appeared to see without seeing. 
 
    Fallon forced himself not to take offense. “Of course – we won’t involve ourselves any more than you direct us to be. At whatever point you want us to turn the work over to your team, you just indicate. This is your show.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said the liaison, barely moving its bloodless lips. “Thank you, Mr. Ash.” 
 
    “I am at your service,” Fallon said. As they turned toward the shipping department, he casually reached up to his spectacles as if to adjust them on his nose. He depressed a tiny key set into their frames. 
 
     It was an improper action, no doubt about it, but Fallon could no longer resist. He told himself it was merely scientific curiosity. The twin screens of his lenses now filtered out the shapeless, flowing cloak to reveal the body lurching along beside him. 
 
    It was not a mechanical framework enshrouded within that robe, Fallon was surprised to find, but an entirely organic one. A pinkish crustaceous figure walking on two jointed legs but with a series of pincer-tipped upper limbs tucked against its thorax. Two of the arthropod’s upper limbs filled the cloak’s sleeves and wore gloved appendages that masqueraded as human hands. Fallon’s lenses didn’t allow him to see through the mock human head, however, to view the creature’s natural head. He was left to wonder if that human head was a clever synthetic creation, or – somehow, and more repulsively – something that was also organic, itself. 
 
    Fallon was determined not to allow the creature’s true appearance to stir his mistrust. That would be wrong, and he would be little better than the superior L’lewed and Mee’hi, whom he had felt so critical of. Though he couldn’t help but wonder why the being thought it must perpetuate such a deception in a world it already seemed sufficiently adapted to deal with. Did it think so little of him that it believed he would feel more at ease interacting with a human face? 
 
    Actually, stealing another glance at that dead-eyed countenance, Fallon would have preferred  the opposite. 
 
    *** 
 
    Work on the Ogim commission proceeded smoothly, and thus swiftly. Fallon’s superiors were quite pleased with him. His girlfriend Lee – who had been his team leader at a former job – was pleased with his mounting success and hence less likely to leave him, despite the troubles that all young couples faced. Basically, he had never been more pleased with himself in his adult life. 
 
    Not to say that he didn’t find the Ogim troubling, from time to time. Or perhaps, always troubling, but he hadn’t wanted to admit to it. Not to himself, and surely not to any of his team or management lest it reflect badly upon him. 
 
    Fallon had been designated Research and Development Bay 5 in which to set up shop for the project. He led a team of twelve technicians, and every few days anywhere from one to three Ogim representatives came in to inspect their progress and familiarize themselves with the technology being devised for them. For all Fallon knew, twenty different Ogim might have visited the facility by now, just taking turns wearing the same three human masks, which were almost identically bland and lifeless. 
 
    One day, a day on which a trio of Ogim were present, a petite attractive tech named Padma leaned close to Fallon and whispered, “Who do you think they killed to get those faces?” 
 
    Fallon glanced around quickly to be certain no one, particularly an Ogim, was near enough to hear them, and scolded Padma, “Shh – don’t say that! I’m sure they…grew them or something.” 
 
    “Are you so sure?” she asked. “And who do they think they’re fooling, anyway, wearing those getups? They look like they’re ready to go trick-or-treating.” 
 
    “Padma, please now. We have to respect their cultural…beliefs or practices or what have you. For all we know, they might consider it disrespectful to interact with another race without trying to appear like them. Or it could be a very old instinct of self-preservation to try to blend in with other creatures who aren’t like them, and they’re just following their nature.” 
 
    “You don’t think they could simply be sneaky by nature?” 
 
    Fallon straightened up and made his tone more officious. “Padma, I’m sorry but that’ll be enough of that. This is Punktown – it’s not like we aren’t familiar with alien races here. And this is Augmentation Concepts, where we don’t discriminate against workers or clients. Okay?” 
 
    “Sorry, Fallon,” Padma muttered, turning back to her work. 
 
    Fallon hated confrontation of any kind, but with greater responsibility came…greater responsibility. He glanced about further to locate the trio of Ogim and spotted their tall, robed forms huddled around an object floating in a clear tank filled with a greenish, faintly luminous solution. He moved to join them. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” he greeted them, not knowing even if the Ogim had distinct genders. “I see you’re just about ready for us to integrate the first of your test encephalons.” 
 
    Bioengineered human brain tissue that served as organic computers had been widely used for years now by Earth’s own people, but usually this tissue was spread out almost flat in what was called a brainframe. The Ogim’s encephalon, however, looked precisely like a human brain in shape and size. Wires trailed from it like unraveling nerves as it rested at the bottom of the burbling tank. 
 
    A loud buzz issued from the parted lips of one of the three pallid faces. Fallon was startled and almost took a step back. All around, technicians looked up sharply. The Ogim made a phlegmy sound like it was clearing its throat, and then spoke. “Excuse me.” It cleared its throat again. “Ah, yes, Mr. Ash, we feel we are ready for the first tests along those lines. We will oversee your introduction of the brain into the armature. However, you are to be certain that the speech apparatus that would normally allow the brain to generate audio will not be engaged for this test, or any other to follow.” 
 
    Fallon shrugged. “As you wish.” 
 
    “To be honest, since this is new technology and security is not yet assured, we wouldn’t want to inadvertently transmit information that could be considered confidential by our governing body.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I understand.” Fallon smiled to put them at ease. Still, he would be lying to himself if he didn’t wonder what it was the Ogim were afraid he or his team might overhear. Could Augmentation Concepts be inadvertently supplying technology to a future enemy? It wasn’t as though that had never happened before in the history of humankind, even prior to intergalactic colonization. He couldn’t repress a mental image of an army of cybernetic soldiers waging war in the streets of Punktown, commanded by minds such as this one resting in its aquarium like a brain coral. 
 
    “Also,” the liaison continued in its sepulchral tone, “during the initial tests, we will want the armature’s powers of locomotion disabled, so it can be more easily controlled until we are assured of its safety.” 
 
    “Well, um, but if you don’t want it to walk and move around, how can you tell if the encephalon’s integration and your subsequent programming are successful?” 
 
    “All in good time, Mr. Ash. We will first monitor the brain’s response to simple commands. We will ask you to permit only the use of its arms and hands for the preliminary test.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Fallon repeated. Again, he shrugged. After all, he was merely the tool to implement their desires, and they the tool to implement his paycheck. 
 
    Their desires? Had he really thought of it in those words? 
 
    It made him feel like a prostitute. 
 
    *** 
 
    Riding home on the subway that evening, after putting in an extra hour of work on the Ogim project, Fallon Ash as always kept an eye on his fellow passengers peripherally while ostensibly staring across the aisle at his own reflection in the opposite windows. A few years ago he had been violently mugged in a park by a mutant junkie high on purple vortex. 
 
    A group of raucous youths, probably a gang, were seated a short distance away, all of them humanoid native Choom with mouths extending back to their ears. Several times Fallon had started to doze, his head drooping, and the youths had loudly feigned snoring. One of them had puckered his mouth small, too, obviously to imitate Fallon’s Earthly features, inciting the others to laughter. Fallon had smiled as if it were all in good fun to mock innocent strangers, but had still avoided looking at any of the youths. There were gangs that would kill you for making direct eye contact, considering it a challenge. 
 
    As it drew nearer to his stop, the train emerged from the underground into the variegated light of night in the open city. The weather had been good today, the air outside warm and pleasant. Maybe there would be time for him and Lee to take a little walk around the safe shopping district close to their apartment. Perhaps they’d even dine out tonight. He was still in a celebratory frame of mind. 
 
    Glancing around more actively now that there was more to see outside the windows, and restless as his stop approached, for the first time Fallon noticed a figure seated toward the end of this particular car. A man in a bulky raincoat, despite the weather, its hood pulled up over his head, obscuring his face so that only the end of his nose and thin sealed lips were discernible. He seemed to be staring back at Fallon, though it was hard to be sure with his eyes swallowed in shadow. 
 
    Fallon’s heart lurched, or was that just the train pulling to a halt? In a flash he was up out of his seat and nudging along in the line to disembark. On the platform, when those who had been awaiting the train and those vacating it had finished trading places, Fallon turned to scan the windows of the car he had just left. He expected to see a shadowy hooded face peering down at him from one of them, but the city lights glared too brightly on their surfaces, and anyway the train was soon pulling away with a whoosh. 
 
    He chided himself. What kind of irrational reaction had that been? 
 
    He started to turn to continue on to his apartment complex on foot, but abruptly stopped. Sitting on a bench across the platform from him was the figure from the train, as if waiting for another train. The same heavy raincoat, its hood pulled up regardless of the comfortable weather, this time the entire face lost to shadow. Gloved hands were folded in the person’s lap. 
 
    Trying to appear casual, Fallon turned away and began walking home, but his heart seemed intent on walking more briskly ahead of him like a small dog yanking at its leash. He turned a corner, and immediately glanced back to see if he were being followed. By the time he reached his building and let himself into its vestibule, he’d glanced behind him a half dozen times more. Before proceeding to the elevator, Fallon stared out through the glass of the vestibule’s door, but the figure didn’t appear out there on the sidewalk. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Fallon said shakily to himself. He was being foolish, surely. What reason would the Ogim have for following him? 
 
    Was he now so unreasonably and unfairly distrustful of the Ogim, so unaccountably unnerved by them, that he no longer even trusted the faces of his fellow humans? 
 
    Next, he told himself, he’d be jumping at his own reflection. 
 
    Even still, as he stepped into the empty elevator, he half expected to see a hooded figure slip in after him just before the doors could close. 
 
    *** 
 
    “It doesn’t seem right,” confided small, brown-skinned Padma. Fallon had found himself thinking he would ask her out if Lee ever broke up with him. Not that he wanted that. Lee was primarily of Asian ancestry, Padma of Indian ancestry, and he admitted to himself that he was most attracted to nonwhite women. But he had never dated any of the more humanoid non-Earth races, such as the Choom, Tikkihottos, Kalians, or Sinanese. Padma went on, “They’re asking us not to monitor their experiments here in our own facility. If they want to do that, shouldn’t they do it on their own world? Or at least, rent their own space here in the city? We don’t know what they might do in Bay 5.” 
 
    “Padma,” Fallon sighed, “I’m sure they won’t do anything disruptive or dangerous. They’re only utilizing the technology that we’ve designed for them, and that they’ve paid for.” 
 
    “But if so, why not let us, or at least you, be present for the tests? What are they trying to hide, Fallon?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re just wary of the Earth Colonies; we are a bit intimidating, you know.” 
 
    “Their world isn’t in our network? What is their world, anyway?” 
 
    “Yuggoth,” Fallon said. “Apparently it’s an extradimensional world, conterminous with Pluto.” 
 
    “Anyway, shouldn’t we at least have some cameras on when we turn Bay 5 over to them?” Padma persisted. “Surely it’s not inappropriate of us to operate our own security cameras.” 
 
    “Padma, we agreed not to monitor them in any way, as a condition in the contract. What is it you have against the Ogim, anyway?” 
 
    The tech averted her eyes, looking frustrated about putting her feelings into words. “Maybe it’s the way they talk to each other when we aren’t beside them…that buzzing sound. I swear it gets into my mind and crawls around in there for hours after I hear it.” She lifted her intent gaze to him again. “And what do they want our armatures for, anyway? They don’t need them themselves. What are they going to program into those encephalons? Not to mention that their encephalons don’t look bioengineered.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They don’t look grown, Fallon,” Padma hissed. “They look…harvested.” 
 
    *** 
 
    To occupy himself on the afternoon of the Ogim’s first tests with the construct that housed their encephalon – to distract himself from his vague unease – Fallon closed himself away in his own tiny office. 
 
    Lee was more easygoing than himself, or maybe more hardened, having lived in Punktown longer than he. Either way, she had once snidely remarked that he suffered from what she called “an excess of dismay.” And so for the sake of their relationship he had been making an effort not to indulge that dismay, part of that effort being to avoid the news. After all, the news in Punktown was just a daily parade of atrocities, including too many vids of bloody crimes and bloody accidents caught on security cams or on the wrist comps of witnesses who then posted the vids on the net. But today, in his office and in need of distraction to take his mind off the experiments in Bay 5, Fallon found himself idly flipping through news stories on his computer. Sure enough, the usual buffet of suffering, but one story jumped out at him and he lingered. 
 
    Last night, a renowned professor of extraterrestrial anthropology and folklore at Paxton University – Arthur Gregg – had been found dead in his apartment. Something of an eccentric, apparently, the controversial professor had lately been having personal troubles and conflicts with the school, supposedly attributable to stress he was undergoing in researching a book he was much obsessed with. Gregg’s death couldn’t have been a suicide, however, owing to the state of the body. While the cause of death was as yet undetermined, the professor’s skull had been opened by an unknown assailant and his entire brain removed from the crime scene. 
 
    In reaching for his coffee, Fallon inadvertently overturned it. He scurried to impatiently clean up the mess. When he was able to return to his chair and the article, he found that there had been a similar crime a few months earlier, leading authorities to consider the possibility of a serial killer. 
 
    In that earlier case, Fallon read, a brilliant researcher into the study of alternate dimensions and extradimensional communication and travel – Robert Bierce – had also been found dead in his home, again with his brain removed. This time, Fallon recognized the man’s name. Bierce was an outside researcher brought in on contract when Augmentation Concepts had been devising the remotely-controlled encephalon and its cybernetic carriage for the beings known as the Guests. 
 
    Why would a killer want the brains of such people, the article asked; might the perpetrator be keeping them as a kind of trophy, or even cannibalizing them? One interviewed police investigator postulated that the killer was perhaps a failed and embittered academic. Possible links between the two men were being sought. 
 
    To his dismay, Fallon Ash believed he might already know a link. 
 
    *** 
 
    Fallon tapped at a holographic keyboard floating above his desk, then brushed the air with little strokes of his fingertips, while his other hand impatiently swept intervening windows away as if shooing a persistent fly. Within seconds he had reactivated the security cameras in Bay 5, but in such a way that the central security desk should not be aware of his actions, nor able to access the reactivated cameras themselves. 
 
    Several monitor screens now hung in the air in front of his face, but he pulled the best view to the fore and enlarged it. The camera revealed the three Ogim representatives in their rust-colored robes, surrounding the roughly anthropomorphic armature the company had created for them. The organ had already been removed from its aquarium and implanted in the clear upper skull of the construct. A weird buzzing filled Bay 5 as the Ogim conversed animatedly, and Fallon remembered Padma’s remarks about this. He could understand her sentiments: the sound seemed to skitter through the convolutions of his own brain like a swarm of centipedes. 
 
    The armature was seated in one of the office chairs, its legs completely disabled as had been requested. Fallon had seen to this himself. It almost looked like a prisoner bound to a chair to be interrogated. And then, the buzzing he heard next was apparently a command for the organic mind to become active – to awaken, as it were. Maybe even a command for it to move the construct’s arms, for this was what happened. Abruptly, both the cybernetic carriage’s arms flew up and whipped about madly, reminding a startled Fallon of a person gone into a panic, drowning or falling from a great height. One of the arms accidentally struck one of the Ogim, sending it stumbling back a few steps. No, Fallon realized, it hadn’t been an accident. The construct’s arms were very clearly reaching out to strike at the Ogim, the fingers trying to snatch hold of their cloaks. The other two Ogim had moved back out of the range of the frenzied limbs, as well. 
 
    More buzzing, as the Ogim seemed to bark more orders at the mechanical entity, but it was either incapable of complying or refused to become subdued. 
 
    “It’s afraid,” Fallon whispered to himself. He understood the thing’s feelings perfectly well. He was afraid, too. 
 
    As frightened and appalled as he was, Fallon still came to a quick determination. His hands once more went through the sharp, sure motions of a master orchestra conductor. He accessed certain stations in Bay 5 remotely and opened up their controls and monitors before him, these holographic apparitions tinted amber to differentiate them from the green tint of his virtual desktop computer. Anger had been aroused in him as well as fear, and he was tempted to grant the construct an unrestricted range of movement so that it might fly up out of its chair and give its oppressors a surprise. Instead, though, he had decided to access the machine’s powers of vocalizing the encephalon’s thoughts. He must do so, however, in such a way that only he could hear these vocalizations in his private office. 
 
    A few last keystrokes, and suddenly a loud agitated voice erupted in Fallon’s office. He scrabbled awkwardly to decrease the volume. In so doing, he touched a few wrong ghostly keys but finally got the volume reduced. 
 
    The voice sounded synthetic, but more emotive than the voices of the Ogim themselves had ever been. And what the voice shouted was: “Bastards! Demons – you’re demons! You think I’ll cooperate with you? You think I’ll help you do your evil? You think I’ll help you talk with those gods of yours?” 
 
    Fallon leaned closer to the ambery controls and said, “Professor Gregg? Is that you? Or is that you, Mr. Bierce? Hello, can you hear me?” 
 
    Then, Fallon witnessed something unexpected in the security camera’s monitors. Simultaneously, all three Ogim liaisons straightened up and turned this way and that, until their scrutiny settled on one security camera in particular, up by the ceiling – and they turned to face it in unison. Three sets of glassy unblinking eyes glared directly at Fallon, seeming to bore straight into his skull. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” he hissed under his breath. He had successfully directed the encephalon’s vocalizations so that only he would hear them, but he had accidentally enabled his own responses to be heard throughout Bay 5. 
 
    “Hello?” called the encephalon’s artificial voice. “Is somewhere there? Who is that? Help me, will you? For God’s sake, help me!” 
 
    But Fallon Ash’s frightened reaction was to reach up and flick his fingers at the air as if speaking in sign language, and he swept his hands to brush the ectoplasmic computer terminals away. Gone were the controls that gave him access to the prototype construct. Gone were the security camera monitors. 
 
    Gone the panicky, pleading voice. Gone the angry buzzing of the Ogim. 
 
    Though, like an echo, the centipedes still swarmed through his brain. 
 
    *** 
 
    Fallon fled Augmentation Concepts – fled was the only word, fled in something like raw panic – but was afraid to go home, lest the Ogim follow and find out where he lived. Or did they already know? Had that truly been one of them that night, wanting to see where he lived in advance, in case he found out too much about them? Maybe they had perceptibly assessed him, he thought, intuitively recognized that he was one who might pose a problem, no matter how well he had sought to mask the revulsion he felt for them. 
 
    He took a train to the Canberra Mall instead, and only then, wandering safely in a crowd of strangers, did he use his wrist comp to call his supervisor and explain he had gone home early. He mumbled something about feeling nauseous. It wasn’t really a lie. 
 
    Along the way to the mall he had debated his course of action. Should he go directly to the authorities to report what he’d seen, what he’d put together? Or…should he go to the Ogim himself, apologize for having eavesdropped on them (maybe he could even claim it had been an accident), and assure them that he meant to cause no problems? 
 
    It was cowardly, oh he knew it was cowardly, but it was such an incredible career booster, heading this commission. 
 
    Having wandered up and down various levels of Punktown’s largest mall, he finally stopped in front of one great display window, staring through his ghostly reflection at a trio of male manikins in beautiful five-piece business suits such as he had always fantasized about wearing one day, without feeling self conscious about it. Without feeling undeserving. They were automaton manikins, changing their poses in a programmed cycle. They seemed to make eye contact with him, and smiled at him ambiguously. 
 
    Standing there before his reflection superimposed over the central manikin, he lifted his arm and called his company again on his wrist comp, as if striking a business-like pose himself. Reaching a kind of unhappy medium, he had decided to report what he had witnessed to his supervisor, and see what Augmentation Concepts thought was the best way to address these alarming revelations. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the office of Fallon’s immediate supervisor, Hassan, he repeated the entire story but this time in the presence of the director of Research and Development operations, Marcus Broome. Marcus Broome, with his broad body expertly fitted in a five-piece suit. No cute, too-small suit for him. 
 
    Fallon tried not to let his voice quaver, tried not to gesture so much, but his hands seemed to flap nervously in the air of their own volition. He felt like a marionette in the hands of an amateur. 
 
    At last, when he had finished, Marcus Broome – maintaining his equilibrium much better than Fallon had, occupying his chair with the density of a collapsed star – drilled his gaze into Fallon and asked, “Did you at any time actually hear the voice identify itself as this professor Arthur Gregg, or as Robert Bierce?” 
 
    “Well, no, it…it didn’t.” 
 
    “Did it at any time actually state that it was a mind removed from a human being, as opposed to a biogen organ?” 
 
    “It didn’t say that, no, but it…it expressed great, um, dismay, sir. Dismay, and said it refused to cooperate. Refused to help them talk to their ‘gods’…something to that effect.” 
 
    “Yes, you said that. And does that sound like rational talk to you? Fallon, this was the very first test of a biogen organ created by outside technology, integrated with a cybernetic construct of our design. You should know by now that until all the bugs are worked out, all types of quirky behaviors can occur. What you heard was just a bit of gibberish, we’re certain. And yet here you are making these very serious accusations, accusations that could have great repercussions not only for our company but for the governing body of Punktown as well.” 
 
    Fallon squirmed in his chair. “If you’d only heard it, sir…damn, if I’d only recorded it. That voice…it didn’t sound like a confused artificial intelligence, but an actual living entity!” 
 
    “It was babbling nonsense, Fallon. You might as well look for conspiracies in the ravings of a junkie sitting on the floor of a subway station. Do you have any idea how important this contract is to Augmentation Concepts?” 
 
    “Of course I do, sir!” 
 
    “Fallon,” Hassan cut in, in his milder if no more sympathetic tone, “we spoke with the Ogim about this before you arrived, and –” 
 
    “You told them about me?” Fallon broke in, horrified. 
 
    “Well, you wanted us to look into this, didn’t you?” Broome replied. “Anyway, they already recognized it was your voice over the speaker.” 
 
    Hassan continued, “Fallon, don’t worry, the Ogim are very understanding about all this. In fact, they asked us to apologize to you on their behalf. They’re sorry if they seemed excessively secretive about their intent. They’re not asking us to produce anything threatening, because you know we’d never agree to that. All they wanted was an ambulatory vessel to house their biogen computers, that would also protect the encephalons through the process of extradimensional travel.” 
 
    To Fallon, Hassan’s words sounded rehearsed. Did he truly believe them himself? 
 
    “We’ve been very happy with your performance, Fallon,” Broome resumed, softening a tad, now sounding like a stern but understanding school principal. “Maybe you’ve overworked yourself, and the stress became a bit much. The Ogim’s tests went well, we’re told, and the project is ready to go into its final phase – production of fourteen more models like this, for the Ogim to bring back home with them. With the possibility of more units being ordered down the road. Now, I’d hate to have to remove you from the project at this point and give you something else beneath your abilities. Do you think you can get it together a little, so you can continue with things like before?” 
 
    Fallon looked down at his hands, knotted uncomfortably in his lap like mating spiders. Or spiders locked in a battle to the death. He thought of Lee, so pleased with him. He thought of manikins wearing five-piece suits. 
 
    “Yes sir,” he said almost inaudibly. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was easier for him, over the next several weeks, that the Ogim were all but absent from Bay 5. Only in the last few days, when the fourteen new cybernetic armatures were ready to receive their encephalon minds, did the extradimensional beings return to take over operations. At that time, Fallon saw them wheel in a large tank atop a tray on wheels. Within this tank, filled as it was with greenish amniotic fluid, were a whole crop of pale knotted brains, thin wires trailing from them and wavering in the solution like sea plants. 
 
    He had tried not to watch the news on VT or read news stories on the net during these weeks, but it seemed he just couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    Police reported they were still on the trail of the serial killer whose strange and gruesome modus operandi was to remove the brains of his victims. The bodies of thirteen more humans – both male and female, and an odd mix of researchers, scholars, and other people who had excelled in their realms of expertise – had shown up all over the great megalopolis of Paxton, and in the not too distant neighboring city of Miniosis, their skulls just empty vessels. 
 
    *** 
 
    At the close of the final day, before the Ogim would return to their own world of Yuggoth with their troop of fifteen cybernetic armatures, Fallon felt disinclined to impart any obligatory pleasant goodbyes, so he disappeared into the restroom in the hallway outside Bay 6. Bay 6 was currently disused except for disorganized storage, and he didn’t expect anyone to bother him there. Sitting in one of the restroom stalls, he glanced at the time on his wrist comp. It was past five. Surely it was safe to return to Bay 5 now, and close down for the night and for the weekend. Maybe he and Lee would go out tonight to celebrate that it was all over. 
 
    Washing his hands at the row of sinks, he looked up at the large vidscreen which – unlike a mirror – flipped the image of the viewer so one saw oneself as others did. He caught the eye of the man washing his hands clean and held his gaze, contemplating the funny notion that in a natural reflection a person never saw himself as he truly was. It was while staring almost distrustfully, almost disapprovingly at this doppelganger that he noticed the restroom’s door opening soundlessly behind him. 
 
    Fallon turned around more quickly than he’d intended, and a tall figure draped in a rust-colored hooded robe, like some sort of cultist, passed into the restroom with unnatural steps. Close behind it, a second and then a third robed figure entered the restroom, and there stood all three of the Ogim. Stood between Fallon and the restroom door. 
 
    Suddenly he regretted his decision to hide himself in this lonely section of the large structure. 
 
    “So here you are, Mr. Ash,” said the figure in the center. It was, apparently at least, the same being whom Fallon had toured through the facility on the very first day, though it was hard to tell one blank human face from another, and he had never learned the name of any of them. “We were looking for you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Fallon chirped with an uneasy chuckle, “I’m so sorry – it’s time for you to leave Punktown, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” said the dead, uninflected voice. “We wanted to be sure we had thanked you sufficiently for all your services.” 
 
    “Oh…well.” He made a brushing motion. “That’s my job, isn’t it?” 
 
    “A job well done. We won’t soon forget you, Mr. Ash.” 
 
    “Ah, yes…thank you.” 
 
    “You have impressive skills. Much knowledge in certain areas. A man like you could go far.” 
 
    “Go far,” echoed another of the Ogim. 
 
    “Uh…” said Fallon. 
 
    “Perhaps one day,” the apparent leader intoned, “we will see you again. We may have future use of your skills.” The looming figure slowly pivoted back toward the restroom door. The other two preceded it out, but in the threshold it looked back and added, “Further use of that clever mind of yours.” 
 
    For the first time since Fallon had known any of them, he saw a smile come to the Ogim’s waxen visage. 
 
    *** 
 
    In his dream, the dream that came repeatedly, Lee would lean down over the table toward him. Lean toward the vessel, and peer in through its glass at him. Somehow he could see her. His mind must be connected to various sensory apparatuses via the wires that trailed from him, bobbing in the greenish fluid. He could see Lee’s lovely face, framed in curtains of black hair, staring in at him. A small mysterious smile would come to her waxen visage. But below that lovely face, from the neck down, was a pinkish exoskeleton standing on two jointed legs, with a series of pincer-tipped upper limbs extending from its thorax. Lee’s long inky hair spilled over hard, knobby shoulders of chitin. 
 
    His mind, his brain in a bottle of gurgling amniotic solution, would scream then, scream through a speaker to which it was also wired, and the smile on Lee’s stolen head would only grow wider… 
 
    But Lee would always wake him from this dream, coo to him and calm him. Soothe him in her groggy voice and urge him to sleep again. She was patient and sympathetic, though he had not shared with her the reasons for his dreams, or their true subject matter. 
 
    Fallon Ash would gradually fall asleep again, somewhat relieved to find that it wasn’t really his stolen brain that was crying out. 
 
    Only his conscience. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TRANSFORMATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    How can I stand this lunacy 
 
    Feeding my dark desires 
 
    – Walter Egan, Fool Moon Fire 
 
      
 
    Raw Elegant was the principal bioengineer for the Solon – though he only had a staff of three under him – and as such he felt it was his duty to not only bring about the metamorphosis of his subjects, but to take the finished products to bed himself. How else was he to know that he had produced an entity that, beyond catching the customer’s eye, would satisfy the desires thus awakened? He couldn’t imagine a designer of hovercars, for analogy, who would be satisfied only with what his monitors presented; he would want to sit behind the controls of the physical vehicle itself. 
 
    Raw had already been moonlighting as a designer for the Solon, evenings and on weekends, when he wasn’t working for Fukuda Bioforms. But when word leaked of his extracurricular activities (he suspected a coworker jealous of his team leader status), Fukuda had let him go. He had promptly been courted by the Neptune Teeb crime syndy, which had surprised and both flattered and alarmed him. He might have ultimately made more money as a bioengineer for the Teeb Family – producing and filing away illegal clones of wealthy clients, or most likely manufacturing prosties for Teeb’s own illegal brothels – but hadn’t wanted to live in fear of displeasing his employers, or being found out by the forcers or Health Agents. And so he had politely declined, with the explanation that he had already signed on with Punktown’s largest legal brothel, the Solon. 
 
    Another reason he felt more comfortable working for the Solon than the Teeb Family was that Teeb had no reservations about growing exotic beings from scratch, beings who had no say in their fate. (Sure, some of those beings sought emancipation, but this often led to termination instead.) Adhering to the legal restrictions placed upon them, the Solon could only hire people who made a conscious decision to enter this line of work; people who elected to sign a contract. This meant females, males, and those who were both or neither, who were mutants with preexistent abnormalities that would appeal to some of the Solon’s more jaded or adventurous clientele. This also meant women and men – both human and nonhuman, for this was after all the melting-pot colony-city called Punktown – who consciously chose to have Raw Elegant and his team, working in their labs and offices in the Solon’s basement, transfigure them into something different from what they were when they had their first interview with the Solon’s ironically named Human Resources department. 
 
    *** 
 
    Human Resources had renamed her Lupe Pastrana. She wouldn’t tell Raw her real name. 
 
    He remembered the day he’d first met her. 
 
    One of the HR people, Miranda, had accompanied Lupe to his basement office to introduce her. He felt a little irked that morning that either HR or the young woman, or both in conjunction, had already decided on the desired outcome. Raw thought of himself as an artist – what had caught the eye of the Solon and Teeb both was his imagination, and his skill in making his visions reality – so he preferred arriving at the design with the subject himself, or even better, settling on a design all on his own. But here was Miranda flatly stating, with an irritating grin as if Raw might clap his hands with delight, that Lupe was to be turned into a werewolf. 
 
    And so he had swiveled side-to-side in his chair, facing Lupe across his desk, smiling a stiff smile, and asked them both, “So how far are we going with this? We aren’t going quadruped, right?” 
 
    “Quadruped?” Lupe echoed. 
 
    “Four legs.” 
 
    Her face had lengthened, as if he could alter her with his words alone. “No! No…two legs.” 
 
    “Bipedal,” Miranda confirmed, smiling. 
 
    “Okay,” Raw said. “Obviously, we want fur. That’s the easy part.” There were lotions and sprays readily available that when applied could grow a beard on a clean-shaven man or lengthen one’s hair dramatically in a single day. There wasn’t much more involved in growing hair on the body, to a predetermined length, in areas where it would not normally grow significantly. “But what other physiological features do we want? She’s going to be bipedal, but do we want to give her legs a hock? A tarsal joint, like a dog’s?” 
 
    “Well,” Miranda said, turning to the new employee. “Lupe?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” the woman stammered softly. 
 
    Raw said, “I’ll do some mockups on my designer and show them to you both later, with and without that modification.” His gaze dropped, involuntarily, to her legs. Lupe sat with her hands pressed flat together between her thighs, as if hiding that she was praying. She wore black tights with a tiny tear in one knee. (She needed money; of course she did. Punktown was the real werewolf – Punktown chewed up the sheep and spat them out, disfigured in ways he with all his methods could never render.) Platform shoes, because she was short, and she was somewhat thickset; he supposed a tall skinny woman might not as readily suggest a muscular werewolf. She had a scrape on one bare ankle. He found himself focusing on that tiny imperfection. He would be doing so much more to reconfigure her body than had been disrupted by that tiny accidental injury. 
 
    His eyes had lifted at last to appraise her face. Roundish, pretty but not beautiful. If she were beautiful they would probably have selected a form that did not call for facial modification, or they might have decided to have her work on one of the Solon’s multiple floors where the prosties had no enhancements at all. He judged her to be in her early twenties. Her eyes were wide and brown – in that regard she looked more startled deer than predatory wolf, he thought – and her similarly dark brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. 
 
    The ponytail made him ask, “What about a tail?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lupe was his last session of the day. He was still sore and achy from his first session, that morning, when he and a subject named Lemon had lain entangled on the bed in this same recovery room. He wondered if Lemon had even intended to hurt him, wrapping him too tightly in her new boneless limbs, and suspected he might still have suction cup marks on his back. 
 
    Lupe seemed groggy, still, from having recently awakened from the latest in her series of procedures. She stood studying herself in a wall-length vidtank, so that she might have a full holographic representation of herself. She wore a white terrycloth robe, and Raw came up behind her to slide it off her shoulders. He felt her shudder, as if suddenly cold, so he reassured her in a pleasant clinical voice. 
 
    “How do you like these?” he asked, reaching around to very lightly brush one hand along the front of her body. “I grew replicas of your own nipples, and integrated them with your cells.” 
 
    He was referring to the three new pairs of teats that ran down the front of her torso. He had not created full breasts for them, as that would be a bit much for this design (not that he hadn’t produced individuals with supernumerary and oddly-placed breasts before). They had all decided it best to go in favor of a largely human werewolf (as if she would remain fixed in mid-transformation), so Raw had preserved his patient’s overall human femininity – her breasts, the curve of her hips, her roundness of bottom, though he had given her feet a paw-like suggestion and her fingernails were more like short talons. He imagined them raking his already tender back. 
 
    “Wow,” Lupe said in a near whisper, running her eyes down the front of her vidtank doppelganger, just as Raw had run his hand across her new nipples. 
 
    “Yes,” he said proudly. 
 
    Lupe lifted her gaze. “My face,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” Raw said proudly. 
 
    They had all agreed she should not have a truly canine head. Therefore, Raw had given her elfin pointed ears, left the top of her face alone, but slightly extended the mandibles of her lower face and fashioned her a more dog-like nose, black in pigmentation. She now had pronounced canine teeth. Her voice was distorted, though how much of that was due to these alterations and how much to the drugs wearing off – or to her reaction at seeing her new face for the first time – Raw couldn’t as yet tell. 
 
    “I had a dog that looked like this, when I was a kid,” she said it in a slurred, garbled voice, with a shaky chuckle besides. 
 
    He placed his hands on her bare shoulders, and kneaded them like clay. “Really? I always wanted a dog.” 
 
    “Mine got run over in the street,” she said. 
 
    “Oh,” Raw winced. “I’m sorry to hear that.” His hands had slipped smoothly down her sides, slid along her waist, came to rest on the flare of her hips. 
 
    “I like my eyes,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, aren’t they beautiful?” He had made the irises a glowing metallic yellow. 
 
    He bent to kiss the base of her neck. Her hair was still up in a ponytail, and he felt she would have to stop doing that or it would spoil the mood entirely. He hadn’t given her body fur, yet; that would be the final touch, now that all the structural work was complete. 
 
    “Dr. Elegant…” she began. 
 
    “I’m not a doctor, Lupe,” he told her, kissing another spot on her neck. He had taken hold of the appendage that was her tail, long and thin like a rigid snake, as yet without its plume of fur. He ran his hand up and down its length. 
 
    “…if I ever want to be changed back, can that be done?” 
 
    “What?” he asked, confused, distracted from his lust. He wanted to push her gently but firmly forward, bend her over his desk, shift her tail aside…but she turned in his arms and faced him. He saw that her eyes had gone moist. Her newly widened lower lip trembled as though he had damaged some nerves. 
 
    “Can you change me back again the way I was, if I ever want to? If in the future I don’t have to do this work anymore?” 
 
    Tears came free of her eyes then, her new golden eyes, coursing down her cheeks, alongside her new distended muzzle. Raw stared down at her upturned face in dismay, as if her tears were some technical oversight on his part. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said helplessly, and reached up both hands to smear the water away with his thumbs, as if smoothing the flaws in a sculpted face, still pliable. “Yes,” he reassured her. “I can make you the way you were again, if you ever want to stop.” 
 
    Even though he had not been working for the Solon – either part-time or now in a lead role – all that long, this wasn’t the first time he had seen tears on a prosty’s face. But it was the first time he had made the mistake of touching them. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun had fully set when Raw finally left work that evening. He had stayed later than usual, making love to Lupe on the recovery room bed. She had remained pliable in his hands, accepting him without passion but without protest, as if fatalistic. The prosties lived in the apartments where they entertained their customers, so he had bade her goodnight as she made her way to the elevator. She had only blinked at him before turning away. He thought her yellow eyes had looked damp again, but she was too far down the hallway for him to be certain. 
 
    Now, in his rearview monitor, the Solon loomed behind him against the ambient glow of Punktown’s night sky, the dozen angels that ringed the establishment’s circular roof raising their alabaster arms as if in supplication. His hovercar was stopped at a traffic light, and as he waited a dark figure thudded against the passenger-side window. Raw flinched, but he needn’t have been surprised. It was a homeless mutant who often begged at this intersection; it was just that Raw was used to seeing him at an earlier hour. 
 
    The mutant’s huge eyes, entirely black in that fungous face, blinked in at him. With a tired sigh, Raw lifted his munit card and pressed it against the passenger window. The mutant had his own greasy card, which he pressed to the other side of the pane. Raw transferred a small sum of money. He did this every time he was accosted by this mutant. It was like a small alleviation of some unnamed guilt, like a whispered admission through a confession booth’s screen. 
 
    Then there was a cry from somewhere outside the car but not terribly distant, loud enough to make the mutant turn in a startled way to glance over his knobby shoulder. Raw looked up into his rearview monitor. 
 
    It had been a single note, a teased-out vowel of pain. Or so the howl had seemed to him. 
 
    By some instinct, Raw searched the windows of the Solon, glowing against the gathering murk. He reached out and tapped a key to zoom the monitor’s image. 
 
    A number of floors were devoted to the Solon’s especially exotic fare, and in those windows a few shadowy shapes fleeted past. But standing close to one window gazing out was a clearer outline. Though this motionless figure was entirely in silhouette, Raw thought he could feel the touch of its golden eyes. 
 
    He might have zoomed in closer, but the traffic lights changed, the mutant fell away from his hovercar, and Raw continued on into the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    Raw regretted that he was not present to apply Lupe’s coat of fur himself – he very much wanted to ensure her proper appearance, that the fur was soft instead of coarse and not too long – but he needed to go into the city for supplies that day, the examination and purchase of which he wanted to oversee personally. At one point, however, on his wristcomp he called the tech he had put in charge of the procedure, Brogan, to see how things were going. 
 
    “Finished,” Brogan announced. “She looks great, I think; you can see for yourself when you get back, but she’s already gone back upstairs. Not sure she liked it, though.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    On the wristcomp’s little screen, the tech shrugged. “She didn’t say anything the whole time, just grunted once or twice when I asked her a question…like she couldn’t even talk. I don’t know. If she’s not happy with the outcome maybe you can tweak it when you have time.” 
 
    “Hm,” Raw said. “Maybe I’ll give Miranda a call…see if Lupe has expressed any misgivings to her.” 
 
    Brogan shrugged again. “Sorry if I didn’t satisfy.” 
 
    “It isn’t you,” Raw told him. “This girl…” But he let his words trail away, because he couldn’t speculate on what haunted her. She hadn’t told him, and he felt she wasn’t likely to, even if he asked her. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Blasting whore!” the man shouted, a hand clamped to his shoulder. “I can’t believe that blasting whore! Is she out of her mind?” Blood seeped between his fingers, bedewed his barrel torso. He wore only boxer shorts as he stumbled across the lobby, from the elevators to the Solon’s little clinic, with a security guard at one elbow and Miranda at the other. Miranda looked particularly fretful, afraid that this display would cause new customers in the lobby to turn back onto the street. 
 
    Raw had just returned from lunch at a local diner, and had been walking toward the row of elevators when the wounded man appeared. He passed close to the trio and asked the security man, “What happened?” 
 
    It was the customer himself who answered, though, whirling at Raw with inflated eyes and exclaiming, “That blasting werewolf bitch! She sank her teeth right into me! You see this? You see this?” 
 
    Miranda darted her worried eyes to Raw, but continued escorting the customer toward the Solon’s clinic. Raw watched them disappear inside, and then resumed walking toward the elevators. But when he was inside, he punched a key to go up rather than down to his basement workplace. 
 
    *** 
 
    Raw hadn’t been to Lupe Pastrana’s room before, but when he reached the level at which he had seen the silhouette in the window it was easy to figure out: another security guard stood outside the door, tall and apparently entirely hairless, black lightning bolts tattooed where his eyebrows should have been. Raw hastened down the corridor and approached the man. 
 
    The guard recognized him as the bioengineering department’s team leader and said, “I don’t think this one can have any work done today, Mr. Elegant – she bit a customer.” 
 
    “I know. Her procedures are finished, anyway. Can I see her?” 
 
    “Why? Do you think something you did to her made her act like this?” 
 
    Raw was a bit taken aback. “What do you mean? Why would that be? I worked on her body, not her brain. I just want to talk with her a little about what she did. Do you mind?” 
 
    The security man sighed irritably, but shifted to one side. “I guess it’s all right. But it’s someone from the clinic who should be talking to her, I think, not you…someone who can put this crazy bitch on medication.” 
 
    Raw tapped the key for the door to slide open, stepped over the threshold, and shut the door again…a closing lid returning the apartment to a subterranean gloom. 
 
    Many rooms in the Solon followed a kind of theme, even though the prosties by contract had to live in these apartments however outlandish those themes might be. This room’s walls had been fashioned to look like faux rock; the interior of a cave. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, and a supposed eroded opening in the cavern’s roof revealed a vidscreen showing a full moon across which drifted tattered wraiths of cloud. 
 
    The bed frame and its posts looked roughly shaped from actual wood. And splayed upon the bed’s mattress, spread-eagle, was Lupe. Naked, uncovered, with wrists shackled to the headboard posts and ankles to the footboard posts. Her head was propped up on pillows, and her yellow eyes almost appeared to glow at him through the murkiness between them. 
 
    “What do you want, Mr. Elegant?” she rumbled in a low, quiet voice. 
 
    “Please call me Raw.” 
 
    She sneered. “What kind of name is that, anyway?” 
 
    “My real name is Lawrence. Lawrence Elegant…a little too refined, I thought. You see, Lupe, we’re free to change such things in our lives, to better suit who we want to be. Just as you made the free choice to come work for the Solon. The free choice to have your physiology altered.” 
 
    She turned her face away, and in so doing presented her jutting profile. With her eyes shifted from him, Raw took the opportunity to run his gaze down the X of her body. He hadn’t seen her, himself, with the coating of fur that had completed her transformation. Even with this short, silky hair covering her skin she retained her feminine contours, the hair sprouting more thickly between her legs, and he found himself regretting that he hadn’t waited for her procedures to be finished before test-driving his creation. He thought that now as a result of her actions he might never have that opportunity again, and the possibility distressed him in a way he couldn’t define. His distress seemed to extend beyond sexual appetite. The uncertainty of his feelings was an uncomfortable itch in his mind. 
 
    “You’d better hope that customer can be placated and not sue us, Lupe, or even press criminal charges against you directly. You’ll be lucky if you’re allowed to keep on working here, after this.” 
 
    A bitter snort. “Lucky,” she murmured. 
 
    “Why did you do it, anyway?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” she snarled, looking at him again abruptly, with such a fierce expression that he took an involuntary step backwards. “He hurt me! He was choking me! My hands were cuffed like this and I couldn’t push him away…so I had to bite him.” 
 
    “Oh,” Raw said awkwardly. Was he really so naïve that he had thought it was the security guards who had shackled her to the bed in this way, following her attack? It had been a game, then. A wild thing caught, a tiger caged…vulnerable…helpless. “I’m sorry,” he stammered. 
 
    “Are you?” she asked. “Are you really, sorry?”
He swallowed, unable to answer for several moments, but then said, “I can see you’re not happy with any of this. I could see it from the start. So why did you do it, then, only to blame the rest of us?” 
 
    “I did it to live. But for you…it’s just a living.” 
 
    “I don’t see the distinction. We both do what we do to make money. To live, as you say.” He extended his arms from his sides in a helpless gesture. “What can I do for you, Lupe? What can I do to help? Look…I’ll talk to whoever I have to here, okay? Miranda, HR. I’ll back you up that this john attacked you. But you have to calm down.” 
 
    “If you want to help me, unlock these chains!” she growled. 
 
    “Look…I can’t…” 
 
    She jerked her wrists viciously, making the links rattle. “Unlock them! Let me free!” 
 
    “Lupe, I think you need to talk to someone in the clinic.” 
 
    “Unlock them!” she roared, flinging her torso up from the mattress as far as the chains would allow, and baring her fangs at him, the fangs he himself had given her. Spittle sprayed toward him. He shuffled several more steps backward. 
 
    The bald-headed guard with the lightning bolt tattoos burst into the room then, and took Raw by the arm. “Mr. Elegant, I think you’re getting her more riled up than she already was…you’d better leave her alone for now.”
“Set me free!” Lupe cried in a barely human voice, her snout wrinkled back, showing her gums and the full length of her canines. “Set me free!” she was still bellowing as Raw allowed the guard to pull him back out into the hallway. When the door to the room slid shut, the sounds on the other side devolved into one long, ululating howl. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was dusk and he was running late again, because he had found himself distracted by the afternoon’s events as he put the finishing touches on modifications to a new recruit at the Solon, a teenage black girl with a regal beauty, named Helena. He had given her the wings of a mourning cloak butterfly. 
 
    He told himself it was too late in the day to try this worker out for himself. Perhaps he’d find an excuse to bring her back to his office later on. But he had to admit to another possibility. That he was uncomfortable with the idea of urging this young girl to bed. Through her shy smiles he had thought he saw something haunted, a seed of sadness that her new life here at the Solon would surely only nurture. 
 
    He had just dismissed Helena when a call came over his main desk monitor. Raw opened the channel to find HR employee Miranda on his screen. Without preamble she said, “Raw, I hear you went in to see Lupe right after she injured her client?” 
 
    “Yes. Was that a problem?” 
 
    “I’m just wondering if you said something to further agitate her. I’m not blaming you, here, but…” 
 
    “Why, what’s going on?” 
 
    “You might want to come down here and look.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The elevators were clear chutes, and Raw rode one of them up from the basement. As it took him through the opulent lobby, he looked out upon an alarming scene. A uniformed man clutching a towel to the side of his face was being escorted by two similarly uniformed men toward the door to the clinic, while horrified customers at the reception counter looked on. Raw recognized the injured man as the bald-headed guard with the lightning bolt eyebrows. He couldn’t tell how extensive the damage to his face was, but the towel and the front of his uniform were saturated with blood. Then, the elevator carried Raw through the high ceiling and the vision was left behind. 
 
    Raw followed a spattering of blood like strewn rose petals along the hallway’s carpet, leading him to the door of Lupe’s room. Her cavern. That door was open, Miranda and the chief of the Solon’s security standing outside, watching him approach. 
 
    “The forcers are on their way,” Miranda informed him. “We can’t keep them out of it this time.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Go inside and look.” 
 
    It was immediately clear, as Raw entered the dimly-lit room, that Lupe Pastrana was not present. The shackles at the foot of the bed had been unlatched, gaped open. The same for one of the shackles chained to the headboard’s posts. But oddly, one of the headboard’s shackles remained latched shut. Where it rested on the bed, the mattress was thoroughly soaked with blood. 
 
    Raw stepped around the foot of the bed to get a better look, but then halted in his tracks. An object lay on the floor beside the bed where blood had streaked down the sheets. It was here that the trail of strewn blood petals had begun. 
 
    The object on the carpet, laying like a large hairy spider on its back, was a human hand. A woman’s hand, unnaturally hirsute and with talon-like nails. The stump was ragged. Chewed, he realized. 
 
    “Did she make it out of the building?” he asked without looking behind him. The other two had followed him into the room. 
 
    “Looks like it,” the security chief grumbled. “God only knows where that psychotic bitch is now, in this whole big city. I hope she blasting bleeds to death.” 
 
    Raw finally moved forward, but rather than examine the disembodied hand he placed himself in front of the room’s only window, recessed in the wall of mock stone. It was the window in which he had seen her silhouette that night. 
 
    As he gazed upon the darkening streets, as if he might actually see Lupe down there – fleeing like a wild animal – behind him the security chief demanded, “So what exactly was it you said to this girl, anyway?” 
 
    Softly, as if only talking to himself, Raw said, “I told her I was sorry.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SACRED MEAT 
 
      
 
      
 
    1: Punktown 
 
    It wasn’t as though there wasn’t already pain to be had in Punktown. Pain was the city’s quintessence. The wealthy and empowered, however – normally insulated from street level suffering – sometimes chose to experience pain on their own terms. Somehow it was more acceptable, that is desirable, to be beaten bloody by a beautiful mutant in a corset than beaten bloody by a homeless mutant in need of drug money. There was still a sense of control in such a situation, even when what drove the person seeking pain was the allure of  loss of control. Some merely flirted at the edge of the cliff, while others plunged from the order of their clean existence into the wellspring of chaos, trusting it was a pool they could return from if they just kept their head above water. 
 
    Clubs and establishments for those with a taste for pain – either given or received, or both – were spread throughout the enormous city, which had been built by Earth colonists on the world they called Oasis but had since then filled with immigrants from countless other planets. Among those clubs that catered to jaded tastes was The Poison Apple, on Folger Street, where the nude dancers were dead bodies animated by a series of implants manipulated by a nervojockey. There were rumors of a similar club called Low where the animated corpses were those of young children. There were brothels both modest and grandiose, chief among the latter being the licensed and multi-floored Solon, in which whole levels were devoted to B&D, S&M. Yet still, with familiarity, sojourners into chaos might grow bored with even such offerings. Numbness returned; dissatisfaction filled sterile hours. There were those who were ever on a quest to discover the next thrill or flavor. To experience that much more. 
 
    Some of these yearning sojourners learned that a new place, a traveling place called Painfreak – most recently found in the city of Miniosis, and before that on far Earth – had made its way to Punktown. 
 
      
 
    2: Khi Ma Soo 
 
    Sinanese p-actresses were not uncommon now, and of course Bran Devoy found many of them attractive and exciting, because to his mind the blue-skinned women from the world Sinan – a planet existing in a dimension that abutted this one – were the most beautiful of the varied human and humanoid races. However, twenty years ago there had only been one Sinanese adult vid actress, who as a result had been quite popular, despite the mixed reactions those in the Earth Colonies had regarding the so-called Blue War on her doubly removed world. Devoy had developed a crush on her that came to exceed even those obsessive teenage infatuations he had harbored for mainstream movie actresses and music stars, images of whom had filled his wrist comp and sparked his fantasies in the privacy of darkness. 
 
    That once-singular actress was named Khi Ma Soo, though Devoy had known even then that might not be her actual name, Sinanese though it sounded. Sinanese skin tones could range from vivid to pale blue; hers was somewhere in-between. She was of medium height, not quite as petite as the average Sinanese woman, small-breasted and athletic in build, beautifully proportioned; one might even say graceful in appearance and in her movements. In her earliest vids, when she was presumably in her late teens, she wore her black hair cut shortish, sometimes with red streaks through it. She typically wore makeup then, too, and false eyelashes, maybe to make her slitted eyes with their single eyelids appear larger. In her earliest vids she portrayed schoolgirls seduced by teachers played by male actors Devoy felt were chosen because they would be easy for viewer to identify with: unattractive middle-aged men. Though, she was also seduced by a female teacher or two, or an older female student, and sometimes students who were of other than humanoid races and sexes. One of Devoy’s favorite vids from the early and most popular period of her career had involved her being ravished after school hours by a minimally anthropomorphic robot, supposedly a school janitor. 
 
    Devoy had lost track of Khi Ma Soo over the years. Later he came to realize there had been a large gap where she had disappeared from the scene. Had she married unsuccessfully in the interim? He knew he had. Devoy’s wife had greatly disapproved of p-vids, and that had been okay for a few years...while she was still having sex with him on a regular enough basis. But when his wife had ultimately left him (for another man; naturally), Devoy had dived back into that nocturnal realm of the net that had formerly provided him daily release from the stresses of school, then the stresses of work, and always the stresses of existence in Punktown. Not so much dived, as submerged himself utterly in a bathysphere. 
 
    It was then he rediscovered Khi Ma Soo. She appeared to have resurfaced in the p-industry in her mid to late thirties. Though still stunning, to him she looked a bit worn. Her thick, space-black hair was now quite long: falling to the start of her superbly rounded bottom, falling across the bodies of the men and women she bent over and administered to. Her breasts were a little less firm, she no longer wore makeup, her cheekbones were more distinct, the soft freshness of her teenage years behind her. This only made her more real to Devoy, less like the surgically or genetically modified or computer-enhanced p-actresses that abounded on the net. He believed he found her even more attractive than before, or was it just that he himself had grown older along with her, like a brother separated at birth? Whatever the case, his infatuation with her returned full force. 
 
    So much so, that he sought out every one of her previously unseen vids, every still image of her (not many of these being recent), until he could find no more in the net. Alas, there were no recordings of her to be found in the more immersive ultranet, wherein one could experience virtual sex that felt thoroughly like the real thing. God knows he looked there (and along the way, dallied with some other Sinanese actresses, but they weren’t Khi Ma Soo). 
 
    He watched and rewatched those vids he did save to his library, particularly the most recently discovered with the older Khi Ma Soo. Sometimes he felt a little flutter when she looked directly into the camera, as if at him. Especially, during those POV shots gazing down at her as she sucked upon a cameraman’s member. One of her signature moves, though, was to tongue a man’s anus while maintaining eye contact with the camera he held. Devoy found this act ugly and demeaning; he always hoped the men had washed first. He would never have asked her to do that to him, if she’d been his lover, his girlfriend, his wife, roles she had played in countless fantasies, multiply gifted actress that she was. 
 
    Her eyes had often looked drugged to him, even many years ago. He didn’t like that thought, especially if it meant she wasn’t doing these things entirely of her own free will. He didn’t like the idea of her being exploited, maybe even through fear of pain. Or was it just the narrowness of her Sinanese eyes, the way her eyeballs rolled under their skin folds to gaze upwards, that made her look that way? 
 
    Even as he was excited to release by the scenes he played, he found them equally disturbing, like a husband who masochistically invites men to have sex with his wife while he watches. He himself felt like a jealous husband. He might very well perform all these same acts with her, if he had the opportunity, but less brutishly. He would not claw his fingers into her mouth, pulling at her beautiful face like a mask, and thereby twist her head almost backwards while he took her from behind standing up. He would not place her bare feet (how he longed to lick their soles) on his chest and then lean heavily down onto her, so that her legs were bent back to the sides of her head. He wouldn’t squeeze the flesh of her haunches in his fists as he pounded her doggy-style, nor pound that savagely, nor pull her hair that hard, nor reach forward and take her by the jaw in both hands and pull her head back that far. Her anus was a round, ever-open hole, like a bullet hole, because another signature act for her was anal sex. That he would do...but not too often! Not too roughly! 
 
    He would not slap her bottom, at least not that hard. He would not spend himself on her face, that beautiful face, like a dog marking its territory. (Though numerous times he had climaxed at the precise moment her vid lovers did.) 
 
    She didn’t seem to like men kissing her on the mouth, never frenched with them, drawing away with a polite smile when they tried. Devoy liked that. Oh, but he would kiss her. Tenderly. Adoringly. It was like an act she had been saving all these years just for him. 
 
    She had a little dark gap at the base of every tooth when she grinned one of her wide, slightly goofy, rather shy smiles. He thought it might have to do with the old Sinanese habit of cleaning between their teeth with a toothpick. It was just one of the homely little details like that single pockmark on her forehead that had endeared her to him, that seemed to make her accessible; letters in a secret code only he cared enough to piece together and read. 
 
    What had she been like as an innocent child? Had she been happy; had she been loved? Or had she been orphaned during the Blue War? For her to have immigrated to Punktown twenty years ago, she had to have been one of the Jin Haa, the Sinanese ethnic group the Earth Colonies had supported, rather than of the Ha Jiin group that had then been the enemy. As a child she could never have foreseen the trajectory of her life. Did she ever reflect upon it now? 
 
    In her vids she sometimes grimaced with clenched teeth when the bastards rode her, their skin smacking against hers, and her moans sounded as much like pain as pleasure, and Devoy would be as upset at the thought of her suffering as he was aroused by these grimaces and moans. 
 
    He felt sorry for her, and he wanted to know if she were all right now. 
 
    The most recent of this latter period of vids he’d discovered was several years old, apparently. 
 
    He wanted more. 
 
      
 
    3: The Quest 
 
    He did everything he could think of to find Khi Ma Soo. Not just more vids, more still pictures, but contact with the woman himself. 
 
    He didn’t have much to offer if he found her. His job was just adequate, and he wasn’t handsome nor all that young, but he would kiss her. He would hold her. She would be appreciated as an exotic goddess – not just some sweat-damp slab of meat – by a one-person audience. 
 
    He wanted to tell her he didn’t really know her, but he loved her. 
 
    He scoured the net. Contact listings for Punktown’s citizens, going back years. Census reports (though these were inadequate, of course, in Punktown.). Immigration records. He scattered messages like notes in glass bottles. He tried to contact the outfits that had made or distributed her vids, but they either didn’t respond or, if they did, told him they couldn’t provide personal information regarding their talent. One man, a little more approachable or sympathetic, told Devoy he hadn’t seen or heard of Khi Ma Soo for a number of years now. 
 
    Devoy sought solace in other p-vids, compensation in ultranet VR sessions. One evening after work he sat at his home comp, affixed interface disks to his temples, and sank himself into the ultranet; his destination a VR brothel he had visited before. He shyly made his choice from the women lounging about in the showroom: a gray-skinned Kalian, with entirely black eyes and scandalously devoid of a traditional turban. Kalian prosties and p-actresses were hard to come by. He followed her into a spacious, classy bedroom like something out of a top hotel. The door closed behind him. Standing in the center of the pristine white carpet, the woman smiled at him seductively as she began to undress. “Have you ever had a Kalian woman before, Bran?” she purred. 
 
    “Yes,” he said shyly. “Well...not in the flesh.” 
 
    Sometimes these VR sex workers were merely constructs, but this brothel prided itself on having real live people on the other side of its avatars, themselves experiencing physical sensations. Problem with that was, maybe the woman on the other side of this Kalian avatar wasn’t a Kalian. Or young. Or even a woman. Then again, Devoy himself was using an avatar in the likeness of a popular young film star. Whatever the case, he could already smell the naturally spicy musk of her ash-colored flesh. 
 
    Meanwhile, on a bedside table stood a virtual bottle of his favorite bourbon. Resting beside it was a new bestselling novel from an author he liked. Soft blue outlines around these advertisements sought to draw his eye to them. A trailer for a new movie played on a VT screen covering most of one wall, but thankfully the volume was low and muted the explosions. 
 
    Devoy looked from the VT back to the woman and saw that she was unmoving, staring at him without blinking, as if frozen in the process of lifting one leg out of her panties. Balanced on one foot. 
 
    “Ah, hello?” Devoy said to her. A glitch? 
 
    He heard the room’s door unlock and slide open behind him and he whirled toward it, startled. He hadn’t ordered a ménage à trois. 
 
    “Forgive the intrusion, Mr. Devoy,” said the person who stepped into the sumptuous room. The door panel slid shut again after him. This individual wore the expensive five-piece suit of a business executive, his hands buried in his jacket pockets, but his head was nothing more than an oval of red metal without features. Devoy might have taken it for a mask or a close-fitting helmet, but the oval levitated a few inches above the person’s shirt collar. Devoy saw his avatar’s face reflected in its surface. The intruder’s voice sounded like a hypnotized man speaking in an echoy tomb. 
 
    “Did you hack into here?” Devoy demanded, hearing a quiver in his own voice. Was he going to be virtually robbed? It happened. 
 
    “You have been looking for Khi Ma Soo,” the stranger stated. 
 
    Devoy didn’t need to ask how this person could know that. His fingerprints would be all over the net. “Why do you ask?” he said, though the stranger hadn’t phrased his statement as a question. 
 
    “We thought you might care to know that you can be taken to her.” 
 
    Might care to know? Just as much as he might care to win the Punktown lottery and never have to report to his dreary job again. “Where is she?” he asked dubiously. 
 
    “At an erotic establishment, a club if you will, that goes by the name of Painfreak – newly arrived in this city,” the stranger replied in his uninflected voice. 
 
    “Does Khi Ma Soo work there?” 
 
    A tick of hesitation. “One might say that.” 
 
    “Well…that would be great, if it’s really true. So where is this place?” 
 
    “Painfreak is presently situated in the old Milagroso Products warehouse, in the Battery.” 
 
    Devoy knew the Battery was an area just off Industrial Square. Like Punktown’s more dangerous ghetto Warehouse Way, since the great economic crisis of thirty-plus years ago the Battery’s manufacturing plants and warehouses had been mostly shut down or converted into apartments. “What does it cost to get in?” he asked. This was one hell of an invasive advertisement. He’d be outraged if not for Khi Ma Soo, but he was still wary as to whether what was being promised were true. 
 
    “Money is not accepted for admittance,” said the stranger with the hovering head. “Guests are admitted only by referral. I am offering you that referral.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Devoy said, suspicious. What was the catch? He supposed this only meant there was no door charge, but that the entertainments within were individually costly. “Why?” 
 
    “Painfreak is welcomed wherever it travels by those who are in a position to see that its integration and operation occur discreetly. Powerful people of certain appetites. Appetites that are too often only dreamed of. These hosts of Painfreak extend their hospitality to others who share in their tastes for pleasure. Without there being a group, there would be no Painfreak.” 
 
    Hunger could be a lonely thing, Devoy would certainly agree. “When could I go?” 
 
    “When you are ready.” 
 
    “Tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I will notify the doormen to be sure to admit you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Devoy said. “I’ll…try it. And you are absolutely sure Khi Ma Soo will be there?” 
 
    “You will find what you are looking for. Again, forgive my interruption, Mr. Devoy. I will take my leave now.” 
 
    The faceless stranger pivoted neatly toward the door. The panel whisked open, he stepped through the threshold, and when the door had closed Devoy heard a sound behind him. A giggle from the center of the room. 
 
    The Kalian woman said, “Don’t turn your back, Bran. No need to be shy.” 
 
      
 
    4: Painfreak 
 
    He hadn’t wanted to leave his vehicle on the street here, nor had he wanted to park at a garage and walk the remaining distance, since the only weapon he had on him was a legal stun gun that didn’t require a license. Thus he had a hovercab drop him off, and asked the driver – a Waiai with sunflower yellow skin, who seemed to navigate just fine despite his lack of eyes – how quickly he could return if he was called. 
 
    “One of us could be here in just a few minutes,” the Waiai assured him. Then his vehicle, the same color as his skin, was gliding away and Devoy turned to face the entrance of the former Milagroso Products warehouse, the holographic word RECEPTION floating just above it. Every so often a jolt of interference would skew it. The block-like building’s face loomed over him, a wall of petrified darkness, but a greenish glow shone out from the doorway. 
 
    Devoy approached the sickish glow, and when he had almost stepped into it a figure shifted sideways to intercept him. He started. The figure was a bulky silhouette of uncertain shape. When he got past being startled, though, Devoy could make out it was two men fused or grafted together somehow. Certainly not conjoined twins, for the main body was that of a huge and powerfully built Caucasian, his bald head and face scarred as if from countless bouts of hand-to-hand combat, whereas from the left side of his torso (where he was missing one arm) sprouted the upper chest, left arm, and head of a smaller man of East Asian ancestry. Their melded bodies were garbed in a single black jumpsuit. Both wore vision enhancement wraparounds. 
 
    “I’m, ah, Bran Devoy,” he said to them. “I was told you’d be expecting me.” 
 
    “Please extend your left hand,” said the Asian head of the double man. 
 
    Devoy did so, but almost drew it back in fear as the Asian man reached his one hand into a pocket of the roomy jumpsuit and pulled out a small black instrument that at first glance looked like a gun. He positioned its end over the back of Devoy’s hand, and an unpleasant tingling like a concentrated electric shock was felt between his thumb and index finger. He assumed a mark of admittance had been left there, that perhaps their eye gear permitted the two heads to see, though he saw nothing himself. 
 
    “You may enter, Mr. Devoy,” said the Asian man, and the hulking figure stepped aside to let him pass into the building. 
 
    Ahead of him in a shadowed recess was the reception desk for the defunct Milagroso company’s warehouse facility. To the left of this was an apparent office wing, but the door to it was shut and the door’s window dark. To the right, though, a long corridor led away to the distant thudding bass of music, like the throb of a gigantic heart, distant light strobing like the interior of a thundercloud. Devoy craned his neck to peer down this gloomy hallway toward whatever was going on beyond its end, presumably in the open warehouse area. It just sounded like any other dance club to him, and he disliked such scenes. Was he supposed to find the woman he sought in a crowded mass of thrashing bodies? The idea didn’t appeal to him, and yet if Khi Ma Soo was truly here he couldn’t turn back now. 
 
    “Can I help you, Mr. Devoy?” said a voice. 
 
    He started again, if only on the inside, and noticed what he hadn’t before: that a woman was seated in the shadows behind the reception desk. She rolled forward a little in her chair, coming into that weak green light. She was of the race called the Tikkihotto, who appeared very much like Earthers except that rather than eyes they had clusters of clear ocular tendrils. Lighted colored beads were spaced along each of her tendrils, but their material had to have been lightweight, since these strands still wriggled freely in the air. He had heard of Tikkihotto prosties who excited a client by inserting these eye tendrils into their anus. 
 
    “Yeah, well,” he stammered, “I came here hoping to find a Sinanese woman named Khi Ma Soo. I was told –” 
 
    “She can be found here,” said the Tikkihotto. She rose from her seat. She was nude, more of those lighted beads threaded through her nipples and labia. She came out from behind the desk and stepped toward the door to the darkened offices. She saw Devoy glance with confusion toward the hallway that culminated in noisy chaos, and explained, “That way is for tourists. This way is for players.” 
 
    He followed her through a murky maze of abandoned office cubicles, lit only by red emergency bulbs. Beyond the cubicles they came to a lift, and entered it together. He felt a delicious tremor go through him at being contained in so small a space with the naked woman. The lift descended one floor, and the door hissed open. They stepped out into a subterranean level, the ceiling of this corridor low and lined with pipes and bundles of power cables. Down here the booming pulse of dance music was gone; in fact it was so quiet he heard an echoy drip of water from beyond an open doorway they passed by. His guide came to a stop  in front of another door, pushed a button to open it, and gestured for him to go in ahead of her. 
 
    And just like that, after years of worshipping her from a removed, here she was. Khi Ma Soo. It didn’t seem possible, as though all along he had doubted she actually existed – as if she might only be a realistic comp construct, or a figment of his own imagination – but here was the fantasy in the flesh. He felt stunned. 
 
    To be fair, he was also a bit stunned by the tableau before him. 
 
    Two groups of three hospital-style beds were arrayed along one wall, and opposite them was a long work station covered in computer equipment, above which floated overlapping holographic screens. Several of the larger of these virtual monitors showed striated fields of pink and white dotted with purple, like alien landscapes seen from on high. These were apparently medical scans of the interior of the subjects who lay upon several of the beds. 
 
    A well-dressed, middle-aged human man lay in one of the beds with his eyes closed, interface disks stuck to his temples. The two beds immediately beside him were empty. The other three beds, though, were occupied by a trio of naked people whose wrists and ankles were pinned by restraints. One of these was Khi Ma Soo, her eyes closed also, her face slack as if she were asleep or under anesthesia. The person next to her, also restrained and unconscious, was a male Earther, a youth of maybe eighteen. The third naked subject – her head crested with a metallic-purple Mohawk – was a Choom, the native race of Oasis, who were human in configuration but for having lips cut back to the mandible’s hinges. Her jaw was presently so wide open it looked like it was tearing itself off, and from her mouth’s gaping cavern came a deep, drawn-out moan. She was twisting against her restraints as if suffering an intense nightmare. 
 
    Devoy’s guide swept her arm toward the sophisticated tech set up opposite the beds and explained in a pleasant voice, “We’ve introduced a horde of nanomites into her body. The gentleman lying there has been interfaced with them, so that he is seeing through their eyes, so to speak, collectively or individually as he prefers…as they crawl through the tiniest nooks and crannies of her body. What penetration could be more intimate? Within her, he can directly interact with her body in such a way as to stimulate the nociceptors.” 
 
    “What does that do?” 
 
    “It causes pain.” 
 
    The deep moan grew louder, ratcheting higher until it became a sustained whine. The Choom woman’s jaw snapped shut and she gnashed her multiple rows of molars, her eyes scrunching more tightly shut. Tendons stood out in her neck, sweat gave her flesh a sheen in the glow of the monitors. She arched her back up off the bed. 
 
    The Tikkihotto guide went on, “He can just as easily administer pleasure. A guest in this room typically likes to alternate between both.” She swept her arm again, gracefully…this time toward Khi Ma Soo. “Would you like to enter into the body of this woman, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he mumbled, as if talking in his sleep. All of this did, indeed, feel dream-like. 
 
    He had not come here to cause Khi Ma Soo pain, surely. But might he bring her so much pleasure – tender, gentle pleasure, such as she might never have experienced before in all her years of offering up her flesh – that she would be grateful for it? Grateful enough to want him in her life? To love him? 
 
    The guide watched his hesitant face with her writhing tendrils, and before he could say more told him, “This woman is also in the next room. Perhaps you would prefer her there.” 
 
    He looked to her with a furrowed brow. “What?” 
 
    “Allow me to show you.” 
 
    They left the room, Devoy throwing a reluctant look back at the object of his quest. What more could his guide show him – he had found what he was searching for! – and yet passively he followed her, curious to learn what she had meant. 
 
    They entered another chamber further along the underground corridor, and the Tikkihotto said, “She is also in here.” 
 
    This new room must have been soundproofed, because Devoy didn’t hear the screams and pleading until the door had opened. This front part of the room was small, little more than a booth, but beyond the booth stretched a long narrow section. The walls of the booth were lined with weapons in brackets: a variety of rifles and handguns, power bows, a number of spear gun-like things. A neatly bearded Earther in his thirties, wearing only a pair of boxers and with interface disks pasted over his nipples, stood at a counter with a kind of crossbow tucked into his shoulder. He glanced over irritably at their intrusion. 
 
    At the far end of the longer section of the chamber, within a little alcove like an animated statue, a nude woman was shackled to the wall with her arms above her head, squirming and sobbing hysterically, a pair of interface disks fixed to her head. She was a Choom; in fact, with her purple Mohawk cut she looked identical to the Choom who was being tortured from within by a swarm of nanomites in the previous room. Two short bolts were stuck in the white flesh of her midsection, another having pierced all the way through her upper left thigh, like the lances of a picador, or the arrows in a martyred saint. 
 
    The Tikkihotto depressed a button to one side of the counter and a panel slid upward next to the Choom, revealing another naked woman shackled in another niche in the wall. As if aroused from sleep, the woman lifted her disk-fitted head and stared back at them. It was Khi Ma Soo. (But how could she have been moved so quickly from that hospital bed to this firing range?) She was too far away for Devoy to see her expression perfectly, but from here she looked tense with fearful anticipation. He couldn’t bear to have her lock eyes with his for the first time like this, so he whirled to face his guide. 
 
    “Oh no…no…I don’t want to kill her!” 
 
    “You’re distracting me, guy,” said the man at the counter. He turned his attention back to his target. 
 
    “Don’t!” Devoy began reaching out to him, thinking the man meant to fire at Khi Ma Soo. 
 
    The crossbow-device thwacked. Its bolt flew down the length of the firing range and struck the female Choom in the right eye. Her screaming stopped. The crossbow man went rigid and shook violently as if he were being electrocuted. He let out a long groan, the front of his boxers tenting outward, and Devoy assumed the woman’s disks had transmitted a watered-down version of her pain to him, upon the bolt having entered her body. But as her head slumped heavily, and her body expired, the signal was lost and the man glared at Devoy again. 
 
    “I wasn’t ready for that yet, momfuck. You spoiled my aim.” 
 
    Devoy was tempted to grab one of the handguns off the wall, but his guide pushed that button again, the panel descended to once more conceal Khi Ma Soo, and she ushered Devoy back out into the hallway. 
 
    “There are many more rooms in this facility I can show you.” 
 
    “You cloned her, that’s it, isn’t it?” Devoy said. Though he had come to find the real Khi Ma Soo, he was relieved by his realization. He couldn’t otherwise have withdrawn and let that man with the crossbow kill her next. Cloning – except for the production of soldiers and types of laborers – was illegal in Punktown. The people who had facilitated the coming of Painfreak to Punktown must have connections to the Neptune Teeb crime syndy, who were known for their illegal cloning services. 
 
    The Tikkihotto didn’t need to confirm it. “If this diversion isn’t to your liking, Mr. Devoy,” she simply said, taking him by the arm, “perhaps the next activity will be more to your taste.” 
 
    “How many of her are here?” he asked as he kept up with his guide, down the corridor. 
 
    “As many as you want there to be.” 
 
    The basement corridor came to a T. To the right, it kept on going, and steam hissed from a rupture in a ceiling pipe down that way. After a few feet the left-hand branch ended with a dented, paint-peeling metal door. The Tikkihotto punched a key, the door drew back with a grating sound, and they passed into a great room that had to have been a subterranean warehouse area. Riveted metal columns helped support the ceiling, which was crisscrossed with thick metal joists. Here and there, puddles of leaked water reflected the far-spaced overhead lights. The lights also shone on several large hulking shapes that lay on the warehouse floor, in the foreground. More such shapes were hinted at further back. 
 
    “What…what are those?” Devoy asked with trepidation, even as the Tikkihotto began walking him toward the nearest of these bulky masses. 
 
    He smelled something savory. The smokiness of something cooking, and there was a haze in the air that diffused the irregular light and made the deepest reaches of the vast room uncertain. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Devoy whispered, when they came to the first giant object. 
 
    It was indeed a giant. Devoy recognized the teenage boy from the nanomites room, but now grown through some magic of science to far greater size. The size of a midrange whale. He lay on his side in a fetal position, eyes closed. Drugged? Not dead: he was breathing. He gave off a strong tang of sweat, and a strong tang of blood, because a man was slicing into one of his fuzzed buttocks with a long bladed implement. What Devoy had first taken for dark pools of water were pools of blood. The man wielding the implement wore a rubber apron and goggles to protect himself from spray. His face and the metal column behind him were speckled with spatter. He was naked under his apron, but Devoy wondered if he wore interface disks on his nipples. He saw none on the titan. 
 
    Nearby was a wheeled table atop which were more cutting implements, indeed like the flensing tools of some ancient whaling vessel. There was also a chainsaw. 
 
    Devoy repressed a gag as the man in the apron completed excising a great slab of flesh from the clean, deep buttock wound, bright yellow inside with exposed fat. It fell to the puddle the man stood in. He set down his cutting tool and a woman came forward to help him lift the chunk of flesh onto another wheeled cart. Devoy took this nude, heavily tattooed woman to be another of Painfreak’s staff, like his escort. She wheeled this cart away, toward the source of the aromatic smoke. The cart’s wheels squeaked. In his slumber, the giant boy sighed. 
 
    “Are you hungry, Mr. Devoy?” asked his guide. 
 
    “No,” he said, clamping a hand over his nose and mouth. “Not like this, I’m not. This is…it’s…” 
 
    “It’s a form of communion,” she told him. “Haven’t you wanted to commune with the flesh of the one you crave? To have that person inside you, and be one with you? Haven’t you hungered to consume them?” 
 
    Devoy looked past the monstrous boy, toward another huge shape somewhat obscured by the smoke from wherever in the mist the meat was being grilled. He staggered toward the hulk and the Tikkihotto followed, smiling placidly. 
 
    He heard a grunt behind him, and paused to look back. While he waited for his meat to be cooked for him, the man in the goggles had removed his apron. Standing up, he was pumping into a new, small incision he had made with a knife in the front of the youth’s thigh. 
 
    Devoy continued moving toward this other giant. This blue-skinned giant, also lying curled on its side. The floor around it was dry, as yet. 
 
    With her hair spread out around her head like a great spill of ink, here lay an immense living copy of Khi Ma Soo. So immense that that pockmark on her forehead that he knew so well from her vids was like a crater in her flesh. Eyes peacefully closed, her lips slightly parted, her side rising and falling with her respiration. Surely she was drugged. If she were awake and alert, would she fight them? Crush them? Or would she merely hold the cheeks of her bottom open for them, as she did in her vids? Roll over into the next position that was expected of her? 
 
    “Does it have memories?” Devoy asked. “A mind?” When his guide didn’t answer him he spun toward her. “Is the real Khi Ma Soo in here somewhere?” 
 
    He now prayed that she wasn’t. Perhaps the real Khi Ma Soo had died some years ago, and her genetic material had been bequeathed or stolen. Or perhaps she was married now, and content, somewhere else in Punktown or even on Earth, or maybe she had finally returned to her home world. The thought of her being dead, or living far from him, hurt him as much as it extended a kind of hope. 
 
    “Why do you ask these questions?” the Tikkihotto said. “What does it matter? And be honest with yourself…do you really care?” 
 
    “I don’t want her to suffer,” Devoy said weakly. 
 
    “Want? No one needs to lie in Painfreak – to others or themselves. You need care only for fulfilling your longing, Mr. Devoy. Satisfying your hunger. We know that’s what you want; that’s why you’re a guest here.” 
 
    He moved closer to the sleeping giant. He wanted to kneel down in front of her mouth and feel her warm exhalations flow over him. He wanted to caress the wall of her cheek. Instead, after staring at her face for a few moments, he walked around behind her, reached up high and placed his hand flat against her thigh where it met her bottom. He ran his hand down her smooth flesh. When his hand descended to face level, he stepped right up against her, both his hands now on her, and he pressed his nose into her blue flesh to draw in its scent. He closed his eyes, resting his cheek against her. 
 
    Devoy pushed out his tongue, and licked her flesh in one long stroke. 
 
    He was aware of another cart of sharp implements a few paces away, their blades as yet unbloodied. 
 
    He wasn’t sure, just yet, if he wanted to cut deeply into her and remove slabs of her flesh to be cooked...to be consumed. Her blood making valentine-red gloves of his hands. Her blood filling his mouth. Or if he might want to cut an incision into the taut expanse of her belly, and push his way past her enormous coils of spilled intestines, so that he might secret himself inside her like a child. 
 
    He might do both those things, and more, but for now he just remained as he was, cheek against her skin, eyes closed in terrible bliss, and licked Khi Ma Soo again. 
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