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C H A P T E R  1

Busted

It began, as so many unpredictable results often do, with a poorly timed com-
plaint.

Picture, if  you will, just a few years back, the ragged streets of  Pepsiconagra 
Township, Michigan, just after the Army Corps of  Engineers had overseen its con-
version into the seven-mile square pad of  concrete we know today as the shiny 
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new production floor for the third hub of  MitsukoTek Corporation’s Midwest 
Manufacturing Nexus.  

The combination of  rapid global warming and international industrial assault 
on most of  the earth’s ecosystems had finally been slowed to a crawl, yes, but the 
damage was done.  The dystopic future anticipated by years of  YA lit had not 
failed to prepare the armies of  well educated - and well dressed - and well, mostly 
unemployed - drones and dronettes to the catastrophe their world had become.  
But technology had advanced apace with the ecological disasters surrounding it, 
and like a cocoon protecting the chrysalis within, had managed with some excep-
tions - and with some really bitchen tech - to keep those horrors just enough at bay 
so that they could be routinely ignored. 

The complete failure of  the United States political system had long been such a 
joke among the populace (beginning with the election of  the Red King, as he is 
“lovingly” recalled) that few took notice of  its actual death as a global power, other 
than the few historians (or “hysterians” as FoxNN dubbed them) who accurately 
ascribed it as the date of  the “election” in ‘28, of  President General Wilton Pla-
cido, he of  the “one man, every man” and “good is a gift from God” and other as-
sorted empty, yet eminently shoutable epithets, so it was really no surprise to any-
one.  As a direct result, the orderly transition of  our society from a sovereign na-
tion and cultural model to a Chinese manufacturing center was fairly painless, and 
explained along the way by the punditocracy as a great success, both for the 
corporo-political power nexus, as well as “La Gente!”   Honestly, it was one of  the 
few perks of  growing up here in the Heartland of  the good old U-S-of-A, which 
has taken on great purpose in the new world order, as the main production center 
for the aforementioned MitsukoTek.  

This was just after their first gonzoy rhombus™ products had hit world markets.  
When entangled electron technology had instantaneously made it possible to have 
lossless, real-time connection with anyone - and as many of  them as you wished - 
anywhere on the globe.  When the concept of  disk space, and connection speed, 
and throughput, and random access memory technologies like zincore, cobalt, 
solid state, flash, and all of  their predecessors were permanently left behind like 
bleached bones in a ghost-town graveyard.  When former global tech megaliths 
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Tengrade, Zeeb, the old perpetually dying and reborn dinosaurs Apple, Microsoft 
et al, the whole lot of  them, found themselves replaced, en masse, like a high 
school boyfriend.  When all you heard, all day, was “Are you going gonzoy?  I’m go-
ing gonzoy.  Are you gonzoy yet?  You gotta go gonzoy.”

At that moment, month of  February, year of  2035, with the highways and by-
ways rumbling continually with the heavy machinery involved in the manufactur-
ing and delivery of  that remarkable new technology, you could still quickly get lost 
alongside those caravans, in the dilapidated neighborhoods of  what, only two dec-
ades prior, had been known as The Motor City, Detroit.  And I routinely did, in 
search of  any powder, crystal, or pseudo that could even for a moment change my 
outlook on what lay ahead, which, truth be told, at the time didn’t seem to be 
much.  As a trained prowler of  those really quite frightening alleys and avenues, I 
was no stranger to the racial profiling to which lighter skinned citizens such as 
yours truly were most intensely subject.  This was, you’ll recall, right after the 
worst of  the atrocities which led to the (wonderfully named) “2nd Amendment 
Amnesty Act,” so I understood the reasoning why people like me might not be 
trusted at that moment in our history, but nonetheless found the practice an unnec-
essary pain in my pale ass.  Especially as it always seemed to occur right at those 
moments when I just wanted to score.  So, dares I was, juss mindin my own bees-
wax, when outta nowheres...

“Minor!  Hey yo Minor!  Yeah know das’ you, don’ front.”  

One tiny thing I have yet to mention is my own name.  Which is David Minor.  
(Not sure where that was supposed to go.  This seems like the obvious spot.)  
Hence, when I heard my last name shouted, in inimitable ninth grade schoolyard 
fashion by one of  my actual former ninth grade classmates, Ronny Moe, my ears 
perked, while my valtex hoodie closed further on my freezing neck, trying to avoid 
detection.   I had hoped to score a little further up the drug food chain, but it was 
too late.  Ronny had me in his sights, and that was that.  I was lazy.  

“Ronny, shiiiiiiiit.  You kiddin me?”  

“Oh ho I don’ kid, son.  You for real?”

“Depends what you got, kid.” 
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“I got if  you got, son.”        

This bullshit banter went on, frankly, way too long.  But such is the long tradi-
tion of  tiny drug deals.  There’s a lot of  kids and sons and I gots and you gots and 
then it generally ends with some wrinkled-up scratch or its modern digital analog 
being handed over for a furtively delivered small cello of  far too little narcotic, af-
ter which said parties retreat to their respective corners of  the world.  This one 
was no different.  Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for after.  

As I stuffed my little bag of  freedom into my hoodie pocket and ducked off  
Grand down Cass toward the trains, I became vaguely aware of  the presence of  a 
very particular shade of  blue light.  Before I had a chance to realize what it was, it 
was too late.  The Regwan Floater touched down directly in front of  me and its 
master, Officer Delgado, stepped out.  	

“Hands.”  

I pulled my hands out, opened them, and raised them over my head.  Officer 
Delgado stepped forward and reached into my pocket as if  he had put the drugs 
in there himself, pulled my precious little packet out, stepped back again, and held 
it up.  He gazed at it in the now alternating blue and red light from his Floater as 
if  he’d never seen Protocol before.  Its beautiful crystalline shimmer was visible 
even through the cruddy clear nanotextile Ronny had put it in.

“Anything you want to say about this, Minor?”  

He already had my graph up on his brand-new rhombus.  If  I had been hon-
est, I would’ve probably given him my soliloquy on why the United States, like 
every other civilized nation in Europe and most of  South America, should long 
since have re-de-criminalized blood-brain narcos such as Protocol, Hazrex, Jimbo 
and the like, but I decided to not get smart and say something I would regret.  Offi-
cer Delgado couldn’t resist.  He glanced sidelong at me.  

“What is it, spring break already?” 

“Ha ha ha, Zach.”  
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Officer Zacharia Delgado also happened to have been a student at Pepsicon-
agra Charter, although he remained, in fact, and in his own mind, three years 
ahead of  myself  and Ronnie Moe, who had miraculously vaporized the instant 
our deal concluded. 

“What the fuck happened to you, man?  You were like super brain.” 

“Who says anything happened.  That Protocol was about to be put to good 
use.” 

“I’m talking college.  Harvard, right...?”

There was sting in the way he said “Harvard” like it hurt coming out of  his 
mouth.  He had already taken my right hand, and I could feel the stretch of  the 
softcuff  against my wrist.  This was not going to be a five-minute frisk n’ fly.          

“You’re not draggin me in on a window bag.  Come on, Zach.”  

“Sorry.”  

“ I got no priors.”   

“Orders.  Turn and spread ‘em.”  

“ Fuuuuuuuck.”

Although I had grown up in end-of-days Detroit, and had spent many lost week-
ends in these streets, I had never actually been arrested before.  It was a bit of  a 
miracle, actually.  That it was going to be Z-Doo, scourge of  the lunch machines, 
wannabe B boy from down the street who would bring me in, was the ironic insult.  
I didn’t resist.  That’s not my style.  I did, however, emit the following: 

“Hey Zach, these things are a smidge tight.” 

It was recorded, as was the entire event, without any effort on his part, on his 
rhombus.
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C H A P T E R  2

Choices

One notable thing about the continued infusion of  Chinese yuan into the local 
economy was the dramatic improvement in the technology of  its penal system.  
The commitment to an elegant, state of  the art, top to bottom mag-lev based local 
law enforcement regime clearly had its perks.  Not that any of  the other seven or 
eight guys here in the holding tank with me at that moment really gave a shit.  But 
I did.  Maybe since I saw my incarceration here as an anomaly, soon to be recti-
fied, I more readily appreciated the barely audible exhale made by the general 
lockup door as it slid open.  A quick call to my sister’s firm, a healthy chunk of  sav-
ings - hell, what’s it for, anyway but a tight spot like this - and bing bang boom, 
I’m out!  I shielded my eyes from hallway glare.

“Minor.” 

A malevolent looking guy - I guessed attorney based on the shark-neutral suit 
he had on - looked right at me, already knowing I was who he was there to collect.  

“That’s me.”  I got up quickly and stepped to the door.  

“I didn’t tell you to move.  Hold the fuck.”  

He didn’t finish the sentence, turning back to speak in some cop dialect I didn’t 
understand with some functionary I didn’t see.    

The next thing I knew, I was stumbling forward along an extremely shiny tile 
floor toward a steel door at the end of  a hallway of  cubicles flanking the booking 
desk and inner bullpen of  the station.  Cops and workers at screens paid no atten-
tion as Detective Fadiman (Farris Fadiman, I later found out was his name) 
slapped fresh softcuffs on, then drove me like a roped calf  toward said steel door, 
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his small, muscly legs pistoning while he rammed my arms up toward the back of  
my head.  I had a really bad feeling about that door we were approaching, but 
there wasn’t shit I could do about it.  I suddenly missed Zach, and our familiarity, 
which was an even worse sign.  

Fadiman hustled me into the room, which was one of  those plain, classically ef-
ficient interrogation rooms from time immemorial.  A chair, a metal table, and an-
other chair on the other side of  it, with a long mirror along one wall.  I did note 
however that the lighting was a design success - low voltage lamps neatly recessed 
and nearly invisible in thin gussets set into the ceiling.  This, in the second and a 
half  that I was tumbling headfirst into the far wall, shoved by Fadiman.  The clonk-
ing sound that my head made as it smacked crown first into concrete was a sound 
I pray I never hear again.  Blood erupted and flooded my eyes.  Stunned by the un-
necessary savagery, shaken and disoriented, I flopped over, unable to see.  

“A smidge tight?  Is that so?  A smidge!”

I had never so regretted a choice of  words in my life.  As Fadiman’s fist 
smashed into my jaw, I heard a tiny whining sound, high and rising.  Then, black-
ness.

# # #

When I came to, I couldn’t see anything.  But it was quiet.  Then the pain hit, 
and I felt like someone had tried to twist my head off  at the neck.  I heard a 
strange sound, and realized it was me, moaning.  I instantly clammed up and won-
dered why I couldn’t see.  Then I realized that there was something loosely hang-
ing over my eyes.  I instinctively flipped my head to try to move it, but an intense 
stab of  pain hit just below my ear and I struggled not to pass out again.  Voices.  
Things I didn’t understand. 

“Just torch the whole thing.”

“Fadiman’s not my concern.”  
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“The whole sector.  Wiped.”

I’m not sure exactly how much time passed after that, but the next thing I 
knew, the weird fabric flipped up, and a very pale Chinese man was looking down 
at me quizzically.  My right eye was practically swollen shut, except for a thin slit, 
but my left seemed perfectly fine.  I could see that the man had round glasses 
made of  some sort of  metal that appeared to change color ever so slightly as he 
moved.  

“David, how do you feel?”  

His English was flawless.  I suppose my surprise must have shown, because he 
smiled. 

“I grew up in Palo Alto.”

“Hey, so did I.  Well, till I was like 5.” 

“I know.  So.  How are you feeling?” 

I took stock.  I moved my hands and realized first, that they were free, and sec-
ond, that I was in a hospital bed.  I pushed myself  up slightly, and nothing felt too 
bad.  But just as I was about to respond, I stopped myself.  I sensed instinctively 
that whatever I said right now, at this moment, would take on greater and greater 
significance, depending on how things shook out.  So I said: 

“That depends.” 

“On what?” 

He waited, as if  he had all the time in the world.  

“Are you a doctor?” 

“I am.”

“Do you work for the police?”

“On occasion.”

“Who was that guy?  The guy who tried to crush my skull.”  

“That was Detective Farris Fadiman. “ 
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“Does this mean--”

He cut me off  before I could even finish. 

“He mistook you for someone else.  Our most sincere apologies.”

“So you’re saying that guy can just grab me and ram me head first into a wall, 
while in restraints, and all I get is an apology?”

“What else would you like?”

“I’d like an attorney.”  

“I think we’re getting a little ahead of  ourselves here.”

He gazed at me, kindly.  Then placed a feathery hand on my wrist.  

“You’ve already been bonded out.” 

“Bonded...bonded out?  What...?”

“It means your bail has been posted.”    

“Duh.  But who?  Who posted my bail?”  

“I did. “ 

The Chinese doctor handed me a card.  I didn’t recognize his name, Dr. James 
Kanaka, but the logo was unmistakable:  MitsukoTek.  I slumped back in the bed 
and closed my eyes.  This was going to be very bad for business.  By which, I mean 
mine.  

You see, I was at the time an employee of  MitsukoTek Corp.  But due to a 
strange stroke of  good fortune, I was not a full-time employee, having signed with 
them what was referred to, without a hint of  irony, as a UCA, or Unique Contrac-
tor Agreement.  Good fortune because it allowed me to actually make more 
money than had I been considered a full time employee.  Not to mention the free-
dom from having some clock-watching mid-level monitoring my comings and go-
ings.   The advantage to MitsukoTek, of  course, was that such contracts allowed 
them to avoid paying such trifling things as retirement accounts, medical or dental 
insurance, and most importantly, were instantly voidable for any reason they 
deemed sufficient, without notice.  Giving them the opportunity to void my con-
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tract with actual cause, i.e. being busted for schedule four drug possession, was just 
gilding the lily.   

“So...” 

I opened my eyes, gazing up at the ceiling, which, again, impressed.  A discreet, 
fully articulating, modular-flex lighting grid hovered just under tasteful, sea-foam 
accented tile, controlled via remote, no doubt.  

“...what’s the deal?  Am I getting shit-canned?” 

“That’s not my department, David.”   

I looked down and met Dr. Kanaka’s eyes, which were there waiting for me.  I 
tossed his business card on the side table.  He picked it up, and tucked it away in 
his breast pocket.  

“Kanaka’s a Japanese name.” 

“I took my mother’s name when I became old enough.” 

“Must’ve pissed off  your dad.”

“Oh, you have no idea.” 

“So, not surprising you work for a global Chinese conglomerate with a most 
common Japanese name.”

“Irony abounds.”

We both smiled, but I got the distinct impression that it was like a little, witless 
worm smiling at a big, smart bird.   Guess which one I was.  

“If  you feel up to it, I will accompany you to your next appointment.” 

“Why’d you post my bail?  And how much was it?”  

“Let’s go get answers to all your questions.  And see if  we can do it without at-
torneys.” 

His kind gaze never wavered, but something within it suddenly seemed distant 
and pitiless.  And of  course it did.  The doctor’s tender bedside manner is built on 
the knowledge of  terrible outcomes.
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# # #

I was back in the room where Fadiman had tried to dent my cranium.  There 
was no evidence of  it, the wall was pristine, as was the floor, the table, and the 
chairs.  Dr.  Kanaka sat comfortably next to me, legs crossed as he worked on a 
flexible translucent tablet - it was my first look at the prototype gonzoy gyrus.  
Made from a proprietary graphene, comfortably foldable down to about a quarter 
the size of  a cocktail napkin, I figured.  All I could see were shimmering reflected 
colors - he was working in 2D to forestall prying eyes.  It reminded me of  those lit-
tle transparent neon fish they used to sell at the pet store, back before the world 
fisheries crashed and then all they got were polliwogs.      

The door opened with a whisper, and two men walked in.  The first was a fit, 
sharply dressed white dude, hair cut in a really excellent fade, with a little crest of  
shaggy bangs that turned over like a wave curling along his forehead.  It seemed to 
actually be in motion.  I’d seen the technology before - a nucleophillic polymerized 
pi-bond construct that was fairly short-lived - that ‘do took quite a bit of  active up-
keep.  The second guy moved with the ease of  a dancer, he seemed to take his seat 
before I actually saw him move across the floor to it.  He was Korean-American, 
elegantly dressed, very tan, also with great hair, but without any artifice about it - 
salt and pepper at the temples, black above, well cut.  And strikingly good looking.  
He spoke first.  

“Hello, Mr. Minor.  I’m Charsu Kim.  This is Tevin Brother.” 

His moving-hair partner nodded, perfunctory, and remained silent.

“You have questions.” 

I wiggled up in my chair, and cleared my throat.  

“I do.  First of  all, how was I booked while unconscious?” 

“Oh, you were unconscious?” 
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Charsu set his rhombus down and tapped it.   I could see reflected light playing 
off  his down-tipped, perfectly freckled cheekbones.  He looked up abruptly and 
casually drew a finger through the air.  Three-dimensional shapes floated up in 
front of  me.  So bitchen.  Great tech.

There I was, at the booking desk, rolling my thumbprint onto the booking 
screen.  My thumbprint itself  appeared.  Another icon bloomed, an officer I 
couldn’t place was escorting me away.  I noticed that I was weaving, and stumbled 
rounding a corner, his hand roughly gripping my arm.  

“That’s bullshit,” I was surprised at how thin and reedy my indignant voice 
sounded in this concrete square.  I rubbed my arm. 

“What’d you give me?” 

Charsu glanced up at Dr. Kanaka.  

“Nothing quite as powerful as that Protocol you recently - allegedly, mind you - 
purchased.” 

They all let that hang in the air, three pairs of  eyes resting on me.  So this was 
how it was going to be.  

“Okay, listen, Detective Kim, I want an attorney.  I don’t know or care if  my 
bond’s been posted, but I have nothing else to say until--”

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Minor, I’m not a detective.  I’m-- none of  us here work for 
the police.  Officially.  We have...let’s just say, a respectful corporate relationship 
with them.  For cases such as this.” 

“Wait, so...who the fuck are you two?” 

“We...we are MitsukoTek.”

Charsu said something to Dr. Kanaka in Chinese.  The doctor’s eyebrows rose 
as he cocked his head, but he didn’t respond.  Charsu looked back to me.  He 
smiled.     

“We are all MitsukoTek.  Correct?”  

“Yeah, okay, fine, I mean I’m a U.C. so technically no, but yes.” 
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“Okay good.  Good!”

He waved, almost apologetic, and the floating images suddenly swirled into the 
air and seemed to chase each other, incongruously giggling, all the way back into 
the rhombus.  Charsu, for a brief  moment, lost his calm.  

“My little girl.  Loves to change my settings.”  

“Yeah, don’t wanna lose the street cred when you minimize.” 

I actually got a sharp laugh out of  Dr. Kanaka.  Tevin watched me with clinical 
detachment, his hair continuing to peel that perfect wave.  Not sure what it was 
that penetrated, but I suddenly realized that he was the dude.  He was the guy.  
The guy who, whatever was to be decided here, whatever this show was, and who-
ever it was for, this was the guy who was going to make the decision.  Whatever 
that decision was.    

I angled myself  toward him, just as he spoke for the first time.  

“What do you know about Satellite 9?”

He had a hint, a wisp, just the tiniest soupçon of  a German accent in there.  It 
made me instantly flip from thinking he was a douche, to liking him.  He had 
worked really hard to get that accent that deeply buried, so I felt a kindred spirit, 
as I had worked really hard to overcome a stutter which suddenly appeared at age 
6, the year we moved to Michigan.  This also helped explain the hair.   Lot of  rei-
magining, this guy.  

In truth, I knew a little bit about Satellite 9.  That everybody with my level of  
clearance was calling it NBT for next big thing.  That it was totally top secret, evi-
denced by the most boring name imaginable, as it was to be the ninth satellite in 
MitsukoTek’s DaVinci array, which governed the worldwide manufacturing floors.  
But in this game I didn’t yet understand, I wanted information, and it’s a lot easier 
to get while listening than speaking.  

“Umm.  Not much.  What is it?” 
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Charsu and Dr. K imperceptibly focused up, and I realized that they were 
equally eager to hear.  Which told me they were also below Tevin’s clearance level, 
and further reinforced my previous opinion about the pecking order here. 

“First of  all, this is protected.  Doesn’t leave this room.  Agreed?”

He continued looking at me, waiting. 

“Fine with me.”

“Satellite 9 implements the next generation entanglement tech. Our specs show 
that alone it has the capability of  the eight other satellites combined. It launched 
in November, completed its diagnostics and began operational control of  the ar-
ray, as of  last Monday.  Its capacity for heuristics is theoretically unlimited.”

I blinked a few times, waiting.  Charsu and Dr. K hid their disappointment, as 
they already must have known these generics and were hoping for something a lit-
tle more juicy. 

“But.  There have been...mmm...”  

Tevin searched for the most casual, connotation-neutral word he could find in 
his brain’s German-English dictionary, finally settling on: 

“...anomalies.  We don’t think they are anything more than growing pains, but 
given what’s at stake, we can’t afford anything short of  perfect.”  

“What kind of  anomalies?” 

“Certain...concerns regarding...orbital integrity.  We have taken precautionary 
measures, and tethered it to DaVinci Station for the time being, which is being 
overcautious, but...” 

I don’t think Charsu was breathing at this point.  

“So...”  I screwed up my face, trying not to seem too disrespectful, but couldn’t 
help myself. 

“What the fuck does this have to do with me?  I’m a Level 5 programmer.”  

Charsu lit up.  His department.  His eyes sparkled, as he leaned forward.  
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“We know you are being underutilized, David.  You did post-doc work on the 
quantum gravity and M-theory trials at CERN--”

“Because I got turned down for the super collider in Beijing.  Some jackass 
named Gonzoy sucked up all the oxygen.” 

He continued as if  I hadn’t spoken. 

“ --where your recommendations were off  the charts.  You’re the only candi-
date in this region with both the background and credentials for-”  

“Candidate for what?  What do you want from me?”

It came out wrong, dripping with defensiveness, but I managed to keep from 
giving away anything else.  Tevin shifted and rolled his eyes.  He leaned forward, 
setting his elbows on his perfectly creased slacks, and folded his hands together like 
a patient father.   I was liking him more and more.  

“We’ve come to the decision to send our highest qualified technician to DaV-
inci Station to perform on-site diagnostics, and to oversee implementation of  the 
Satellite 9 technical team’s recommendations.” 

I couldn’t hide my astonishment.  I must have blinked nine or ten times in the 
silence that followed. The superiority of  GIST - gonzoy infinite space technol-
ogy® - was already a fact in the marketplace, as it had, in one fell swoop, rendered 
the concept of  disk space limitations and memory access speeds irrelevant. You ex-
perienced this directly when you downloaded, let’s say, something the size of  the 
entire Library of  Congress archives onto a rhombus in twelve seconds - as we had, 
routinely, down in 5, during prototype testing.  But the superiority of  gonzoy in-
stant link™ - its revolutionary communications technology - lay in the fact that it 
had ostensibly cracked the code of  transmission delay; electron entanglement tech-
nology promises that what you do at one end occurs at the same instant on the 
other end, whether down the street or across the planet, no lag time, no decay, the 
information is technically in two places at the same time, classical mechanics be 
damned. 

In the face of  this capacity, the fact that MitsukoTek wanted to shoot some 
poor stooge into space to babysit some computers, or sit around and stare at 
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screens or something, was absurd. It was so baffling that before I could formulate a 
response, the shape of  an impression started to make itself  clear:  the vague out-
lines of  an understanding.  I looked at the three faces inclined toward me, and real-
ized what was common to each of  them:  that as smart as they all clearly were, 
they had no fucking clue as to the underlying science, and particularly, the mathe-
matics of  what this technology was.  A chill ran up my spine.  I couldn’t help but 
think: then who does understand it?   And that was it.  I was hooked.  I was sur-
prised to hear the calm in my own voice: 

“So, what’s the deal you’re offering?”  

Tevin’s hair-wave nodded, expectantly.  He had known exactly what I was go-
ing to do.  Charsu smiled, surprised and delighted, and looked at Dr. Kanaka, 
who was already slipping his gyrus into a coat pocket.  

“As soon as you’ve healed up a bit, you will join the Satellite 9 project team.  
That’s a level 7 security clearance.  Once up to speed and after completing a per-
formance review, you’d be relocated to the station.” 

“What’s the pay?” 

“Your upgrade to 7 will put you at just less than double what you currently 
make.  But you’d go on a PSC up on the station, and that’s a significant bump in 
pay, not to mention full health, dental, and retirement benefits, compounded retro-
actively for your previous employment contract.”  

“How long up there?” 

“That is likely up to you, Dave.”    

“And the last question...” 

I looked at Tevin, who was motionless, eyes locked into mine.  I was going to 
have to see if  he was a gamer in the near future, because if  he was, I think he’d be 
a tough opponent to take on in Offenbach Immersion.  As if  already confirming 
it, Tevin spoke before I could continue:

“This arrest never happened.  We’re owed a few favors here, let’s just leave it at 
that.”
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Obviously, I was right about the absurdity.  This gig would clearly repel any 
normal human being with anything resembling a normal life, and must surely 
stand to be a shit-show of  epic proportions.  Why else would they be putting such 
a theatrical squeeze on a sketchy - if  brilliant - independent contractor who now 
may or may not have a felony drug bust on his résumé?  No self-respecting Chi-
nese physicist with a burgeoning (or even fading) career on the mainland would 
touch it.  Even career climbers and pure science guys would run at the thought.  
All of  which, sad to say, put it right in my wheelhouse. 

“So...no attorneys.  No bail bondsmen fucking up my credit or knocking on 
doors late at night.”

Charsu had to jump in, a little jealous of  Tevin’s obvious seniority.  

“Taken care of.  MitsukoTek looks after its own.” 

Spoken like a true corporate toady.   

The only thing on my mind at that moment was the fly in the ointment.  My 
girlfriend, Cullaine.  We had just hit the six month “curtain of  monogamy” as she 
jokingly referred to it.  I had no idea how she would react to this development, 
and wasn’t sure I was ready to find out.  Because the only thing worse than a huge, 
clothes-hurling dust-up on the subject of  my willingness to commit, would be her 
not giving a shit.
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C H A P T E R  3

Friends

I was wrong about that. There was a third and unforeseen reaction.  

“That is so cooooool.”  

I wasn’t really sure how to take it. I had fortified myself  with an extra, prelimi-
nary shot of  Perz while wedged between two protoroid-ripped Slavic dudes at 
Junkies front bar, before returning to our tiny slice of  window rail with our proper 
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drinks.  So, I had been fairly ready in case Cullaine took a swing at me.  This re-
sponse was unexpected, and hurt a bit.  It surprised me.  

“That’s it?”  

Fortunately, she had a really great habit of  taking my self-pity as humor, and 
she threw her head back and laughed.  

“You’re such a fuckin jag, Minor. You get to go into space.”

“But what about you and me?”

“Do you hear yourself ? You sound like an eighth-grade girl. “  

She was right.  If  anything, she was giving me a few school years of  credit.  I 
sounded more like a fourth grader.   On the surface, her honest, immediate happi-
ness at my imminent departure should’ve been only slightly unsettling.  But there 
was something in her reaction that upset me, not in a petty way, it was way deep 
down below, where words couldn’t go.  I wasn’t sure why I had such a sense of  fore-
boding.  I tried to shake it off. 

“You’re right, Cull. It’s not forever.”

“I mean unless you’re dumping me.  Wait...is that what this is? The lamest 
breakup in modern history? “  

She squinted at me, searching...but then couldn’t hold it, and started laughing.  
I leaned across and kissed her.  And she kissed me back, and I felt her hand gently 
grab my collar and hold me there. I’d never met anyone like her.  Cullaine Tsuh.  I 
couldn’t fathom what insane luck allowed it, her becoming my girlfriend.  I did, 
eventually, find out.  But right then, at this moment, you could’ve broken me in 
two, I wouldn’t have noticed.  All that existed were her lips, and the smell of  her 
hair tumbling perfect and haphazard out of  clips, and those beautiful, amazing 
blue-black eyes.   She tilted back, studying my injured eye socket, which was al-
ready improving under some kind of  specialty nanopore butterfly strips that Dr. 
Kanaka had put in place.  

“How long?”

“I don’t know.  I don’t really know anything about it yet.” 
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“Well alright.  I guess we better stock up.”

“Stock up?  On what?” 

“On fucks.”  

She grinned at me sweetly, and disappeared into the crowd, toward the bath-
rooms.  Amazing.  I scanned the talent, which was pretty thick for this early on a 
Thursday night.  Might have been one of  their weird contests or something.  They 
were always doing raffles.  Junkies was one of  those throwback hipster joints that 
were all the rage that year.  Bartenders with the de rigueur idiosyncratic-iconic 
facial-hair-with-man-bun, earrings or gauges in their ears, plaid short sleeves, or 
cardigans over plaid - lotta plaid - strategically worn-out pegged jeans and vintage 
sand boots.  Cocktail waitresses all with the asymmetrical shaggy ‘dos and head-
bands, the chunky bracelets and bead necklaces, striped short sleeves showing a lot 
of  ink, and denim mini-skirts over black leggings and pointy colored heels.  Not 
surprisingly, due to the chronic destabilization of  certain regions of  the world econ-
omy, most of  the girls were from Spain, and the guys were Czech and German, so 
it was a bit strange; American nostalgia presented by displaced Europeans.  The 
place was three years old, but wanted to make you think it was from the old days, 
so everything looked like shit.  Threadbare red upholstery, deep red lighting so you 
couldn’t see anything, graffiti encouraged on all surfaces.  It was our favorite place. 

In keeping with the throwback aughts theme-park stylings, way up high on the 
walls were mosaics made of  ancient flatscreen televisions incongruously playing 
old Nat Geo TV footage from the African veldt - life and death on the savannah, 
from back when there was one - wildebeests and gazelles and cheetahs and lions 
and hippos.  

I noticed Gretelgain’s mashup of  Jean Gould’s (L)eaves suddenly thumping 
over the speakers.  I looked up and Cullaine was dancing back this way, hands bob-
bing toward me over the top of  the crowd, fresh double shot of  Perz in each.  Con-
sidering how the day had started, this was a notable improvement.   

“I got DB to play it!”
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She had to shout over the music and the dense noise.  I met her on the floor, we 
downed our shots and started dancing.  Well, she danced. 

(L)eaves was her favorite song.  She’d been obsessed with it ever since we’d been 
mesmerized in bed one night by an amazing KūltūrToob about Gould’s life, and 
she couldn’t understand how such an obvious Mozart could have been eclipsed by 
so many less talented, yet more highly promoted “mouth-breathing morons,” as 
she put it. 

We were suddenly besieged on the dance floor by a mini-mob.  The two 
women were Kayzo, and 4Gaia, Cullaine’s best friend. Beautiful Kids all of  them, 
not a one with verifiable employment or even a visible means of  support, yet some-
how always decked in absolutely up-to-the-minute fashion; Vallarts popping his 
Neo-Shotokan katas to the beat in out-of-the-box glowing Klarvek fighting shoes, 
RJ in his jangling hoop necklaces, and glittering row of  ear studs, Gilly in his ubiq-
uitous multiple wound-metal and textile bracelets - as he told me more than once 
“they’re guaranteed to block radiation and prevent three different types of  cancer 
including aggressive melanoma!” 

My town, P-Con, (carrying on the fine tradition of  its progenitor, The Motor 
City) has always had a well-established, thriving illicit substance market, so I as-
sumed that’s where this posse’s cash flow was derived, and didn’t pry.  In retro-
spect, given recent criminal history, perhaps I should have.  Anyway, all our friends 
were pretty much her friends.  And these were the Starting Five.  With Cullaine, 
they formed a perfect three-plus-three boy-girl chain.  Which I always felt acutely 
at moments like this, when suddenly there’s a mini-party and I’m the obvious, 
slightly older, seventh wheel.  

DB Scout, the resident mixmaster, gazed down from his smoky-windowed cap-
sule tucked way up high in the front corner of  the place.  I could see his hazy 
shape, toasting us with a shot glass in both hands.  As the last of  her favorite tune 
morphed into the next thumping dance track, I found Cullaine and dipped down 
to her ear.     

“You must rate, he hates to change his precious playlist.”

Cullaine smiled and spun around in a twirling circle.  
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“You paid for his shots.” 

“Well, you can’t take it with you,” I shouted. 

The irony of  the statement was unavailable to me for some time.  

# # #

Cullaine’s naked body sitting up, over me, silhouetted against flickers of  images 
on the wall screen. The Perz had fogged me out. I recall bright glimpses of  Cul-
laine eating some kind of  greasy street food and then me yelling at aggro panhan-
dlers on the stagger home. Cullaine was doing her best to start “stocking up,” but 
she could always outdrink and outdrug me, and she was proving it once again.  It 
was unfair, I really wasn’t getting to fully enjoy our carnal frolic - and who knew 
how many or how few we had left - my drunken mind transfixed by the wall of  im-
ages behind her, the last West African giraffes finally reaching extinction.  I kept 
trying to get the remote globe to shut it off, but my fingers were dumb blunt instru-
ments and all it did was make the volume louder. Cullaine laughing at me, and the 
soft, mournful, incongruously loud voice of  the British woman announcer “...as 
yet another of  the most noble creatures on earth takes its final breath...”  My last 
thought before I passed out was ‘I can relate.’  

# # #

One of  the immediate repercussions of  my impending departure was the demo-
lition of  my really quite leisurely schedule.  I was rudely thrust into a constant 
state of  tardiness for one meeting or another, had more correspondence with cor-
porate functionaries than I could keep up with, and homework.  Lots and lots of  
homework.  

My third day, having spent the first two on medical examinations and eye tests 
and filling out tax forms and psychological questionnaires, I was finally allowed ac-
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cess to Level 7.  I wore my usual plisto1 - my Level 5 Programmer badge - which 
hung around my neck, and a brand new, additional, top-secret graphene plisto un-
der my shirt. I was under explicit orders never to allow that one to be seen, even 
its existence was not to be shared with any other MitsukoTek employee.  The scan-
ner which housed our unit read the plisto through my shirt in combination with an 
optical scan and handprint.  I entered a long corridor, and was led by a congenial 
Chinese fellow with a mole under his eye or maybe a really stealth tattoo tear, to a 
second scanner, which repeated the triple scan.  I entered a short antechamber 
with no attendant, and it had three doors, the one in the center with a small wire 
mesh window.  Over the windowed door was a sign which read simply “7.”  I 
looked in through the window, and a Chinese American kid I didn’t recognize 
smiled from across the room and ran over.  The door swung open and the kid 
stuck his hand out.  I shook it, and he pumped it excitedly. 

“Phillip Kwan, so so SO stoked to meet you, Dave.  Gonna be so fucking fun.”  

“Cool.  But...nobody has said, I mean I have no idea what--”

“Take it easy kid,” he cut me off, despite the fact that I was at least a few years 
his senior, “we’ll get you on it quick.  Guys, everybody, hey!”  

He whistled and heads starting popping up over partitions and from behind 
screens.  Mostly Asian, quite a few women.  I could see that this bullpen led to a 
maze of  other rooms and offices and labs and who knows what.  It was the hub, 
evidently.

“Level 7 welcome to Dave Minor, Harvard ‘28, Post Doc in M-Theory and 
QG at CERN, he’s joining the squad.  You’re all supposed to have read his thesis 
by today, add that.” 

A chorus of  whistles and laughs and a few Bronx cheers greeted this.  Nothing 
elicits more derision from international, hyper-educated, type A achievers than be-
ing confronted by someone who’s supposed to be smarter than most of  them.  Not 
the intro I would’ve chosen.

“Sir, please follow me,” Kwan chirped in semi-military-slash-surf-dude fashion.  
I followed him into a beautifully lit corridor with clouded windows on both sides.  
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I caught a glimpse overhead of  beaded metal strands in barely appreciable mo-
tion, bathing the ceiling, and the whole hallway, in an ethereal blue.  Nice.  We 
had basic halogen strips down in 5, this was a whole different scene, and I am a 
sucker for quality lighting. 

Kwan opened the last door on the left, stood back and swept his hand into the 
room, magisterially.  I couldn’t yet figure out if  his whole game was sarcasm, or hu-
mor, or what.  But I knew I would, shortly.       

“Your cave.” 

It was a perfectly basic, state of  the art office.  Designer metal and glass desk, 
tasteful built-in bamboo shelves (empty) along the opposite wall. I walked around 
behind the desk and sat down in a brand new Regwan chair.  It seemed to breathe 
lightly as it took my weight and set itself  at the requisite height for my feet, knees 
and desktop.  I could feel it going through its “new owner” initialization, as Kwan 
stepped in and closed the door.  He set a hand on one of  two quite comfy looking 
guest chairs, and leaned forward. 

“I just want to let you know before we sit down with the team at 3:15, you have 
to watch out for Siggy.  Just trust me, don’t tell her anything you don’t want every-
one to know in ten minutes.”

He made an exaggerated duck quacking motion with his hand.  I had no idea 
who Siggy was, but was now fairly interested in finding out.  

“Thanks for the tip.” 

Kwan moved to the door.  

“You can take it easy for a while if  you want.  Or grab a snack, we have our 
own kitchen up here, it’s open.”    

He stopped with his hand on the doorknob, momentarily troubled.

“Kinda semi-serious about Siggy.  I know you must think this is strange, since 
you don’t really know what’s going on yet, but really don’t say anything to anyone 
in this unit about what you do here, except for Dr. Yu, or me, for the time you’re 
here.  For your own sake.”
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And he was out.  The door clicked shut behind him.  I sat there, perplexed. 
Having worked on many a team over the years, I was no stranger to internecine 
warfare, but in my experience, it took a while before you ever realized you were en-
gaged in it.  This was my first day.  How fun! 

I set down my beat-up first gen rhombus on the desktop and brought up the 
docs I’d been tasked with studying first.  I took a few minutes to adjust the array in 
the space around me. I had to relocate a few of  my animats away from the 
clouded window, which had a strange digitized opalescence that caused them to 
moray.  I moved them so they hovered against the background of  the empty far 
wall, instead.

Finally settled, I expanded the last thing I was studying.  It was titled: Statite 
Propulsion Vectors in Vacuum. Evidently, S9 was the first satellite to employ a tech-
nology that had been promised some twenty-plus years before.  It was the brain-
child of  turn-of-the-century physicist Robert L. Forward, who imagined a more 
permanent solution to the problem of  satellite movement in space.  Traditionally, 
it was done by one or another kind of  onboard propellant via a thrust-creating 
mechanism, both items adding weight and taking up precious space.  The beauty 
and elegance of  the statite was that it was a both a solar sail and collector, allowing 
it to capture and store energy, which it then used to catch a ride on the solar wind, 
anywhere it wished. The structure of  the gold nano-mesh it was made of, devel-
oped by a subsidiary of  MitsukoTek in Germany, a company called Österreich, 
was a sight to behold.  I zoomed into full mag, and marveled at how fine the instru-
ments must be that could machine something this delicate, yet sturdy enough to 
withstand the exigencies of  a lifetime in space.  It was beautifully integrated into 
the design of  the satellite housing, it made you think of  angels, or other mythic 
winged beings. An animat spun up and Kwan’s head appeared.  

“You’re officially in the fridge, Davey.”

“The what?”

“We call it the fridge.  Level 7 network is individually insulated.  I took the lib-
erty of  entering your basics, you can personalize and protect it later.  Just a heads 
up, gotta start the meet at 3 cuz of  Dr. Yu’s sked.  See you at the theater in a few.” 
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Kwan’s animat vanished with a puff  of  sparkling dust and left behind a lazily 
rotating, empty text field.  I grabbed it and pinned it to my shelf  to deal with later.  
Time to see what was really going on.  

# # #

Not five minutes into Dr. Yu’s welcome, I was reminded of  something Tevin 
Brother had said back in the interrogation room. It had barely registered at the 
time. When he was telling me the ins and outs of  the deal, he said “you’d be relo-
cated to the station” and then “...you’d go on a PSC...” As in you would be relo-
cated, you would go on a Personal Service Contract, which of  course, as a condi-
tional, indicated an if  as opposed to a when.  I had just written it off  as verb tense 
mix-up due to the guy’s carefully buried German thing.  Turned out it wasn’t acci-
dental at all.  It now also made sense why Charsu had used the word “candidate,” 
as Dr. Yu finished his introduction with a similar descriptive, addressing us as Mit-
sukoTek’s “top aspirants for this assignment.” 

Yeah, aspirants.  Right.  So, this sure-to-be-life-wasting, off-planet position that 
they practically blackmailed me into wasn’t even mine yet.  In classic Chinese fash-
ion, they were also going to make it a contest.  It wasn’t bad enough in the current 
market for overqualified and underpaid physicists-cum-computer-programmers, 
they gotta make you do tricks and beat somebody out for a job as a glorified space 
janitor, too. 

I, apparently, was the only one who didn’t know this going in.  I wondered 
what my other two compatriots here had done to deserve it.  Oh well.  “In for a 
dime, in for a dollar,” as my dad had been fond of  saying. 

Dr. Moses Yu was the head of  the original Beijing-based design team that had 
cooked up Satellite 9, and evidently a corporate bigwig way up the chain at Mitsu-
koTek. Still, he brought to mind a giant panda. Neat salt and pepper beard and 
moustache, with perfectly symmetrical patches of  black and white hair over each 
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ear, under a sun-tanned, shiny bald pate. He wore a lab coat over a round midsec-
tion, and seemed to teeter like he might fall over every time he moved one direc-
tion or the other. He had an engaging, ever-present, knowing grin, and his eyes 
burned with excitement. He loved what he was doing, which was more than I 
could say for at least one of  us in there with him.  Which was me, Kwan, and a 
strikingly attractive young Finnish woman, a postdoc named Aino Järvinen. She 
had approached as soon as I walked in and introduced herself.  After our initial 
chit chat, just as Dr. Yu had entered, she flashed a disarming smile.     

“You can call me Siggy.  Everybody does.” 

I noticed Phillip give me a private jerk of  the head, like, watch it.             

The three of  us were seated in the front row of  a fairly small, semi-circular 
bowl of  steeply raked seats, all facing a raised stage, which seemed to be made of  
some kind of  polished bamboo - “the theater” as they called it.  It was brand new, 
and very expensive looking, as was just about everything in this division. As Dr. Yu 
took his position at the center of  the little stage, the lights went out and we were 
plunged into the deepest black that I’ve ever experienced.  

A pin-prick of  light appeared above where Dr. Yu was standing, and expanded 
until it began to take on a recognizable form.  It quickly grew into Satellite 9, free 
floating in black space, sunlight and lens flares glinting off  its golden surface.  It 
turned, slowly, suspended overhead.  

Dr. Yu went into a very impressive and well-rehearsed monologue extolling the 
myriad capabilities of  the unit, synced with exploded animats of  various newly cre-
ated onboard technologies, and cascades of  all sorts of  the kind of  technical jar-
gon that science geeks love, and which I will kindly spare you for the moment.  But 
as he went on, I started to hear not what he was saying, but what he wasn’t.  
Which was pretty simple. He wasn’t telling us what was wrong.  Finally, after I’d 
lost touch with exactly which design feature Dr. Yu was rhapsodizing about, I 
couldn’t keep my mouth shut.     

“So, what’s the problem?”  
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I felt a distinct unease from everyone in the room, particularly Dr. Yu, that I 
was not following some unspoken protocol of  reverence for the master.  But it was 
too late to backtrack.

“This all sounds like a product pitch to the junior sales team.  I get it, I’m im-
pressed, it’s bitchen tech, what’s the problem?” 

Dr. Yu actually looked at me for the first time.  His bright, flashing eyes immedi-
ately became heavy with seriousness and concern.  Clearly not a guy who suffers 
fools, and he seemed to be weighing me for a long moment.  I didn’t notice him 
move or say anything, but suddenly the Satellite 9 animat was replaced with an-
other one.

It was a cascade of  numerical characters and letters that were clearly source 
code, but as I tried to read it, I found that it was a code I’d never seen.  

“As you all know, MitsukoTek’s satellite division has employed the same code 
that’s been in use since the Chinese Lunar Space Exploration program first 
launched the Chang’e lunar probes over two decades ago.  A very serviceable and 
sturdy code they’ve used for every launch since, right up to the Tiangong Space 
Station. Hasn’t changed noticeably, during that time.”

This was the code we wrote in Level 5, a modification of  classic code widely 
used in the satellite business, called C++ (that’s cee plus plus, for the non-geek).  
Our version hadn’t changed much since it was updated in 2017, hence its current 
extension, C++17, even now, 18 years later. It’s what MitsukoTek used to commu-
nicate with, and operate, Satellites 1 through 8 of  the Da Vinci Array. 

“This... “

He indicated the animat above him. 

“...is Qishu. Qishu is a new, proprietary code, developed by MitsukoTek, and 
used exclusively for command and control of  Satellite 9. Each of  you will have su-
pervised access, and a very short time to learn it.”

I was astounded.  Our entire division had not only been left out of  the loop on 
the creation of  this new code, but even as to the very existence of  it.  Dr. Yu’s eyes 
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came to rest on me, and I saw that he had anticipated my reaction. It seemed as if  
he was speaking directly to me now. 

“I remind you that you have already signed quite onerous non-disclosure agree-
ments to ensure its confidentiality. Your discretion is imperative. Even, and espe-
cially, during all interactions with any other employees of  MitsukoTek who are not 
currently in this room.”

 I noticed Kwan nodding his head with a deeply serious look on his face, as if  
he would take such a revelation personally.  He was already starting to bug.  I was 
beginning to think about what I could tell Siggy that would upend his game, what-
ever it turned out to be, when Dr. Yu finally got around to the point. 

“There have been unaccountable dumps, numerical responses showing up ran-
domly in otherwise quite standard communications from the satellite.” 

A new animat sprang to life, and started to scroll like rain.  Numbers, or I 
should say, perhaps more accurately, a number.  One entirely uninterrupted num-
ber ten columns across scrolled past for a solid minute before anyone made a 
noise.  It was Kwan.  He sort of  exhaled, his chest tight. I could also see the whites 
of  Siggy’s knuckles clutching her arm rest, although she was much better at cam-
ouflaging her terror.  This was a complete curve ball to them. 

I knew in that instant that the game, whatever it might be, was mine.  This was 
my bailiwick, you see, because I had a secret weapon. 

I unsuccessfully tried to hide my arrogant glee.   

“Do you know if  it’s an ordinal?” 

Dr. Yu again looked directly at me, but this time there was a flash of  the joy he 
had shown while describing his precious satellite. And also, a distinct tightening of  
sphincters in my seated comrades.  

“No.  There are no ordered sets, no partial sets, at least none that we’ve been 
able to identify.”

“Isomorphs of  any kind?” 

“Beyond what appear to be random repetitions, none.” 
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Siggy cut in.

“I assume you’ve tried to establish cardinality.”

She wasn’t giving up without a fight.  Good for her.  But kind of  schoolbook ob-
vious, and encompassed in my original question.  Poor Kwan was over there trying 
to look like he was pondering something deeper.  He was toast. 

“Yes. Irrelevant.” 

Dr. Yu said it to me, disregarding Siggy entirely.  

“Your task is clear.  Each of  you will learn Qishu, and once adequately versed 
in it, will separately review all the source code used in Satellite 9 to determine if  
there is, as we fully expect to find, human error at the root cause of  this ongoing 
issue.” 

“Can I ask a question, Dr. Yu?”

“Yes, Mr. Minor.”

“Is the satellite functioning properly?”

“Flawlessly. Which is what makes this assignment so intriguing. Good luck.”

A door buried deep in the back wall hissed open, and a severe looking Chinese 
woman with tightly bound hair emerged.  She waited as Dr. Yu exited past her.   
Neither of  my colleagues dared venture a glance in my direction.  They calmly col-
lected their things.  The woman walked across to us, and stood there, with three 
slender rectangular boxes in her hands.  

“You’ll have 72 hours to familiarize yourselves with Qishu, starting now.  These 
linksets only function within the walls of  this division, so you can’t scan out with 
them.  Any attempt to do so will be considered theft, and handled accordingly.  
When not in use, store them in your office coldvault.”

I stepped up and took the top box.  It was fairly light, unmarked, and shrink-
wrapped in cello.  Kwan and Siggy took theirs.  We all tucked them into our 
packs.  The severe woman turned crisply and exited through the same door as Dr. 
Yu.  It sealed after her, leaving smooth wall.  Cool.  
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“So...anybody up for a beer?” 

Kwan looked at me with the kind of  look he might’ve given a rabid, feral cat 
crawling out of  his toilet.  He glowered, and smashed out the side exit.  From be-
hind me:

“I am.” 

Ahh, that’s more like it.  Siggy was going to play.  

Almost an hour in, Siggy was a stone.  She easily deflected my attempts to 
wheedle out any insider scoop on Level 7, while she was like a laser boring in on 
me, probing and trying to find my strengths and weaknesses.  My arrogant ordinal 
question had tipped her off  to the possibility that I might be more than an applied 
mathematician and thus a grave threat to her winning the “space monkey contest” 
as I was now openly calling it.  Absurd as it may be, we were all - in classic A stu-
dent fashion - now burning to win the shitty thing.  But my third icy-cold Castle-
black Mod was starting to bring my defenses down, diverting my attention to tanta-
lizing flashes of  the bare underside of  her right breast (I somehow didn’t notice 
how or when she had unbuttoned her blouse) which was insanely perfect, and per-
fectly, knowingly exposed. 

Before you judge though, realize that this was all totally new to me. This female 
thing.  I had never spent much time worrying about having sex, because the possi-
bility had been so remote back in the years BC - Before Cullaine.  But she 
changed everything.  She had created a monster.  And evidently it was now on the 
loose.  

“Well...the one thing I will say about Kwan...is that he is a terrible kisser.” 

“What?!” 

I barely avoided spraying beer all over her.  Aha!  No wonder Kwan was work-
ing against her.  It came down to the most basic warfare.  Romance. It was almost 
disappointing.  Siggy took a big pull on her beer - hand-crafted creamy French la-
ger - and wiped her mouth with the back of  her hand, and her eyes twinkled.
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“It’s true, what can I say?”

 We were at Keller Tap, the diviest bar on this side of  town, which was saying 
something. A tiny rectangle barely twenty feet square, it was a cinderblock and 
sheet-metal shanty (which I had tried, unsuccessfully, to keep a secret) run by JB 
Keller, a brewmeister from Scotland. Now you had to come in at like 4:30 in the 
afternoon, like this, to even have a chance before he ran out. It occupied a prime 
spot, tucked in a row of  unpermitted storefronts and open air stalls affectionately 
known as “Shanghai Boulevard” in the shadow behind our Mitsuko Tower 5, 
which itself  was built, not without irony, atop the iconic long-ago corporate head-
quarters of  General Motors.

“Ya gah a move off, Minor.” 

Whatever possibilities had suddenly opened up regarding indiscretions with 
Siggy were quickly iced down. I looked up at JB Keller’s scowl from across the 
counter - a sheet of  grimy plywood over railroad ties. 

“D’ya spy that lot out there? Let’s geh a step.” 

I glanced outside to see that the ubiquitous line of  potential inebriants had in-
deed grown quite impressive, and the sun was barely set.  

Siggy was already on the move.  She smirked. 

“I gotta get to work anyway. Mitsuko needs a space monkey.” 

I tailed her through the crush of  waiting patrons, a few of  whom were already 
scuffling over our vacated stools.  

“Yeah.  I’m sure Kwan’s already made a set of  Qishu flashamats.” 

Siggy chuckled as we made our way into the maze of  carts and grimy mer-
chants and their equally hard-bitten customers.  I noticed only a few recognizable 
vegetable-type items, some sort of  zebra squash that looked old, no fruit of  any 
kind.  Lots of  bread. Glad I didn’t have to rely on this place, as so many did, for 
their sustenance. The best perk of  being a contractor was that I could buy what-
ever hydroponics I craved straight off  the MitsukoTek server, something I never 
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lost appreciation for, having learned from experience what it was like to be subject 
to the whims of  these streets.  

“Qishu. I wonder if  the name means something.”

“It means we’re all fucked for the next three days.” 

Siggy shot me a glance, then took off  running. I didn’t know why. I gave chase, 
and three minutes later we were huffing and puffing and stamping, hands on hips, 
before the big glass doors on the ground floor of  Tower 5.  

“What...what...was that all about?” 

“Just get...the blood pumping...lot of  work...to do.”    

Siggy flashed her plisto and the doors slid open. 

# # #		

I had barely dropped my bag in my office chair when Kwan wheeled in.  He 
looked me up and down, hard. My cheeks felt like they were burning extra hot un-
der his jealous examination.  

“Jesus.” He shook his head, disgusted. “That was fast.” 

He spun back out again, just as quickly, and it suddenly dawned on me that 
there was more to our little mad dash than Siggy let on. I envisioned Kwan watch-
ing me tail her into Level 7, both of  us slightly out of  breath, cheeks flushed, 
barely concealed smirks on our faces, and it didn’t take much imagination to un-
derstand what he was thinking.  It threw the whole little beer-tryst under a differ-
ent light.  Siggy was sharper than I’d expected, and clearly, in certain realms of  
gamesmanship, a step ahead of  me.  Weirdly, I was going to have to take Kwan’s 
advice. 

I tapped my rhombus to life, and set about securing my Fridge parameters to 
keep Kwan from further unannounced pop-ins.  I reprogrammed my office door 
lock while I was at it - one can’t be too careful with helpful colleagues.  That fin-
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ished, I brought up my coldvault animat.  I punched in Fermat’s Last Theorem 
(my favored password since like fifth grade, I thought I was so cool) and spun 
around to the wall to retrieve my new linkset.  

It was another quirk of  MitsukoTek’s corporate design - favoring pressure 
plates and seamless nanopolymers - that many entrances and exits and private stor-
age were secreted in walls, and accessed over cryptnets.  A small rectangle ap-
peared on the wall, as the coldvault door exhaled open.  I extracted the box I’d 
been given in the theater, and tapped the door shut again.  It disappeared like rip-
ples in a pond.  I never got tired of  stuff  like that. 

I opened up the box. Inside of  it was a small, shimmering black cube, and a 
pair of  wireless glasses.  They reminded me of  the pair Dr. Kanaka wore.  I put 
the glasses on, and placed the cube atop my rhombus. Immediately all my animats 
disappeared, and I took a look around the quickly unfolding Qishu interface. 
Pretty spare and basic, very familiar to a programmer such as yours truly. I swept 
aside the introductory globes that lined up to welcome me, and tested the density 
of  some of  the deeper orbs - it always struck me as fruit on a tree - until I found 
the heaviest one. I punched it open and a cascade of  unrecognizable letters, sym-
bols, super and sub script filled my field of  vision. Ick, just like the giant blob of  hi-
eroglyphs Yu had unleashed on us earlier. 

My plan had been pretty simple, in my mind, anyway. I figured that I would es-
sentially do a one-to-one substitution to translate the code into the C++17 vocabu-
lary, and memorize it, memory-palace style. The problem was, I needed space, 
three dimensional, unencumbered by physical backgrounds to fit something that 
large - I needed to see Qishu and C++ side by side, top to bottom. I needed a ski-
ball for that.

I opened the network globe and found Kwan’s head. I tapped on it. 

“Hey, you got a ski-ball on this floor?”

Kwan’s little disembodied head stared up at me with open hostility.     

“Why don’t you ask Siggy?”
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“Phil, come on. We had a beer. And you were right about her, I’m gonna heed 
your advice.”

I made a motion of  zipping my lip.  His expression softened.  

“Down in one of  the test labs, they’re working with the prototype gonzoy ver-
sion, I think they’re gonna call it the bulbus, or glow-ball or something else really 
stupid.”    

The Standing Kinetic Interface™ - instantly nicknamed ski-ball by gamers 
world-wide - was still, at that time, the state of  the art for immersion games, as it 
had been since the moment of  its appearance on the market in 2022. Telluric, the 
Swiss company that pioneered the technology, continually upgraded and improved 
it - the current version was the SKI 6g - but it was still pretty much the same big 
glass ball that every serious gamer climbed up and strapped into for the past dec-
ade and a half. That was something that MitsukoTek obviously sought to change 
with its new tech. 

“Are we allowed to check it out?”

“Why? You don’t have enough work to do?”

What Kwan didn’t seem to consider was one of  the other excellent attributes of  
the ski-ball. While it was used predominantly as a 360° immersion gaming con-
sole, there were a small number of  us - surprisingly small, I’d found - who had also 
learned how to exploit this hidden design feature. With a little bit of  hacking, not 
even much skill required. But if  Kwan wasn’t already an initiate, I wasn’t about to 
clue him in. 

“You’re right. I better get to work.” 

I tapped him out.            

Fortunately for me, though, I had - as I mentioned earlier - a secret weapon. 
And that weapon was its own realm, impervious to human demands.  Its name 
was mathematics.  
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1  So-called in honor of  the famous French rectangular cartoon cat, Plisteau, 

which was a favorite of  MitsukoTek CEO Ken Mexing Giong, during his early 
childhood in Paris.  
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C H A P T E R  4

Stakes

Unfortunately, my vague plan to smuggle the Qishu cube into the prototype 
gonzoy immersion globe was stillborn.  But my Level 7 plisto got me a tour of  the 
facility where they were testing the tech, and it turned out to be a revelation.  	
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The manufacturing floor seemed to go on to infinity in every direction, no 
doubt achieved through - once again - beautifully designed lighting, which glowed 
above and below a wildly complex ceiling of  steel (or titanium, or strontium or 
something equally awesome, no doubt) rails.  Any sized apparatus or giant me-
chanical object could be quickly and automatically routed to any pinpoint spot on 
the entire floor, as my escort agent, Theo “Teddy” Woo, did when he proudly pre-
sented the gonzoy glider™.  

One of  the operating prototypes flew toward us like an approaching truck on 
the expressway - if  that truck happened to be perfectly spherical in shape - and 
whispered to a stop directly in front of  me.  Teddy’s face glowed with joy.  

“Never get tired of  that.”

“Pahngk.  I feel the same way about the tech around here.” 

Teddy’s face turned toward mine, sharply.  He emitted a string of  unintelligible 
Chinese, waited for me to respond.  I stared at him blankly. 

“I don’t actually speak it, just got a few slang words here and there.”

“Ahhh.  Pahngk.”  

Ever so slightly disappointed, Teddy introduced me to the next immersion con-
sole for gaming tech that would soon be sweeping the globe, and spiking Mitsuko-
Tek profits, no doubt for Q4 or next year Q1.  There was also no doubt about the 
improvements in the interface that MitsukoTek had introduced into their version 
of  the nearly decade-and-a-half  immersion gaming technology.  This unit’s new 
take on skates, besides simply looking streamlined bitchen in some soft and slightly 
opalescent material, came standard, Teddy explained, with self-adjusting orthotics 
and three-dimensional glove closure, which meant that the old days of  wearing 
game boots would soon be a distant memory.  Immediate thoughts of  an actual re-
lationship with surface contours leapt to mind - bare feet sinking into hot sand or 
strolling through cool ocean tides.  The waist-wrap and spinal stabilizer were 
much less barbaric looking than its Scandinavian predecessor, (the one design fea-
ture Telluric farmed out to FörvalteMönster, a small Swedish company known for 
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its jet cockpit safety features) and I wasn’t sure how this sinewy looking thing could 
possibly work when you were spinning verts or chasing villains through space.  

As if  in explanation, my eyes came to rest upon a strange looking tensile nano-
prene connector dangling down from overhead which looked much like the de-
scending flukes of  some kind of  jellyfish.  Teddy watched me.  Then placed his 
thumb and forefinger together, and cocked his head just so, with his eyes on his gy-
rus.  Security protocol obviously, on whatever he was about to show me next.  

“The working name of  the concept translates in English to something like 
‘global linking interface surface’ so I think it was Dachari over in marketing who 
finally came up with glider.  Which is pretty good.”

“Better than either standing kinetic interface or ski-ball, for sure.” 

“And a considerable improvement on ‘glister’ which it was for a while.” 

“Wow.  That’s bad.”

“Well, there wasn’t an American or European on the design team.”

“I guess sometimes Marketing does something useful.”

“Pahngk.” 

I smiled at him and nodded.  The word was Chinese slang that had come into 
vogue back there not sure exactly when.  It was a shortened version, or clipped off  
version, not entirely sure, of  a Chinese word meaning “completely,” or “totally.” 

“So, as you obviously know, the NDA on what I’m about to show you is ob-
scenely specific.  Acknowledge?” 

“Acknowledge.”  

He waved into view, in three-dimensional space, something I realized with a 
shock would for certain - if  it worked - change everything.  It was the holy grail, 
promised for decades, theorized about, posited upon, wildly anticipated and ulti-
mately never delivered to at least three generations of  serious gamers, referred to 
loosely since its original theoretical inception as VRI, or “virtual reality interface.”   
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Although much described and discussed in science fiction literature going back to 
the beginning of  video gaming and the internet itself, more than a dozen compa-
nies had gone broke over just the last ten years trying to crack this particular code.  

A small, glistening virtual tag rotated, slightly opaque, in the air wherever your 
eye would come to rest on the full-scale representation of  a shimmering nano-
prene body suit.  It read: gonzoy gameskin™.  I was staring at it, mouth slightly 
open, like some freakshow rube from centuries past. 

“Whattaya think?  Gonzoy gameskin.”  

“Does...d-d-does it work?” 

I had been momentarily slammed back to my days of  stutter.  It was the only 
question that mattered, so I didn’t attempt to say anything else.  Teddy just chuck-
led, eyebrows raised, looking at the suit.  I got goosebumps and wanted to climb 
into the thing right then and there.  It vaporized, leaving the physical glider empty, 
and I could see where and how the tentacles of  the hanging jellyfish thing would 
connect to various points on the suit.  This was the most excited I had ever been 
about being a MitsukoTek employee.  Top secret clearance was having immediate 
benefits.

“Hey Teddy.”  As soon as I said it, it felt really weird.  Teddy?  What, was I like 
his eighth-grade buddy?  He was Design Team, L9.  Cream of  the crop, and at 
least a decade older than me.  Under normal circumstances I would’ve used the 
MitsukoTek preferred honorific, “Dai Hito” Woo (quick sidebar:  for some weird 
reason, there’s this continual ribbing that endlessly entertains the Chinese higher-
ups in this particular corporation, so they love using Japanese lingo where Chinese 
should be preferred.  As in this case, where at any other conventional Chinese cor-
poration, “Da Ren,” - literally, “Big Guy” - would be considered professionally ac-
ceptable.)  But I was so agitated by my recent sampling of  the future wares of  my 
adopted company that I had temporarily lost my head.  

“Excuse me.  Dai-hito--”

Teddy’s laugh cut me off  before I could finish.  He clapped me on the shoulder 
really hard, with his other hand over his mouth, covering his laughter. 

40



“You are a hoot, Minor.  Teddy’s okay.  You can call me Teddy.  Although all 
my good buds just call me Woo.”  

“Alright then, Woo.”

He laughed even louder at this.  Evidently, I was really pleasing him.  It was 
tough to get a bead on his instant, easy familiarity, though.  Vaguely deceptive, or 
something.  

“Is that it, or is there something else I can entertain you with?” 

“Hmmmm.”  

I stroked my beard and put on my most quizzical expression.  A thought had 
been worming its way up from the depths of  my brain, and before I could think 
better of  it:

“What else happens in here?” 

“Sex parties.”

He said it so matter of  factly that I was inclined to take his word for it.  Until 
he broke up again, slapping his legs with glee.  Then he seemed to sober up, con-
sidering me.  After a moment, he went to his gyrus. 

“JK.  This is totally off  reg, but take a look.”

He twirled a finger and made a chopping motion and suddenly what seemed 
like a half-mile of  manufacturing floor was filled with whirring, chirring, flying, 
dripping, robotic armies in high-pitched manufacturing activity, in startlingly real 
3D simulacra.  Try as I might, I could not for the life of  me figure out what they 
were separating, or building, or whatever the hell it was.  

“I don’t even know what I’m looking at.”

“The future,” Woo said laconically.  “Look up there.  That little gold triton.  
Watch it.” 

I caught sight of  something tiny way, way up in the air.  It was a spinning blur, 
until it froze for a split second, and I could see that it was a shimmering, gold, 
three-tined fork of  some kind.  It immediately spun back into motion, and ap-
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peared to be dodging random spurts of  organic material, until it suddenly dove 
straight down and plunged into what looked like a big white muffin the size of  a 
kitchen table.  After a moment, the muffin split into a hundred smaller muffins, 
which were promptly whisked, by tiny free-floating bots, into an assembly line - for 
that is what it must be - to be converted into...?

The show abruptly disintegrated, and I was staring once again into lovely 
empty white space.  

“Experimental design demo.  This room can be converted, with an absolute 
minimum of  human interaction, into almost any kind of  manufacturing floor, in a 
matter of  minutes.  This was a theoretical construct.” 

“Oh.  So those muffin thingies...”

“Concept.  But the triton.  That’s the gonzoy.  That’s the key.  And that’s all I 
can say about that.”  

He made a theatrical motion of  locking his lips with a key, and throwing it 
away.  I made an equally theatrical display of  catching it, and stuffing it into my 
pocket as I hustled for where I thought the door was.  Woo - as that is forever who 
he would be for me now - laughed, shook his head, and pointed the opposite direc-
tion.  The door materialized from the warehouse wall, and clicked open.  

“Righto.”

I made for it, but Woo’s quiet voice caught me.  

“So...” 

I hesitated at the door.  He was still fixed in place across the floor, giving me a 
quizzical look.  I waited for him to spit it out, whatever it was.  

“How’s it going up there?”

“Sorry?” 

“The S9...business.” 

“Ahhh.” 

42



Did I owe some quid pro quo?  I showed you some leg, you give me some?  We 
stood there smiling at each other. 

“How’s all that coming along?”

Dr. Yu’s friendly warning sprang to mind, although I assumed Woo outranked 
me significantly on the operational tree and might know more than he was letting 
on.  Better to play it safe for now.    

“Oh, still pretty top secret.”

“Righto.”  

He flashed a Cheshire cat grin and actually winked as he said it - a casual shot, 
I think, at my white boy lingo.  Deceptive was the right word for this guy.  And two 
could play that game.  

“Hey, thanks for the tour.” 

“Don’t mention it, dai-hito Minor.”  

“Pahngk, Woo.”

As I navigated the security checkpoints back up to L7, I couldn’t shake a creep-
ing feeling of  dread.  Something about the chaos and violence and just plain baf-
fling nature of  that demo Woo had shown me kept popping up and playing in my 
mind’s eye.  What was that triton thing, and what was it doing?  What was it the 
key to?  What exactly did Woo mean by that?  I suddenly felt small.        

That impression was amplified moments later, when I arrived back at my office.  
I rocketed in, having successfully navigated the bullpen without running into either 
Kwan or Siggy.  I actually jumped when I found Tevin Brother sitting there in my 
supposedly locked office in one of  my really comfy-looking guest chairs.  He 
glanced over at me, and nodded while splitting focus with some sort of  encrypted 
animat - all I could see was the occasional telltale gemstone glint in the space in 
front of  him.  I dumped my bag and flopped into my chair as he folded up his spar-
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kling new gyrus®, and tucked it into his coat pocket.  First Kanaka, then Woo, 
now Brother. For supposedly top-secret, prototype, unreleased tech, it certainly 
seemed like everyone at this company had one of  these bitchen new toys, except 
me.

“So.  How is everything going?”  

“Just a sec.  How’d you get in here?”  

He stifled a laugh, and stared at me for a good bit, vaguely nodding.  His ‘do 
was totally different.  Kind of  a bowl cut now, and it shook loosely as his head 
moved.  This dude was big with the hair thing.  His whole manner was different, 
in fact.  It was like he had shed an exoderm or something.  The reserved watcher 
from our first meeting at the station had been replaced by this relaxed breezer just 
visiting a colleague.  It made me warier, but also much more intrigued.  

“You’re really kind of  an asshole, aren’t you, Minor?” 

My turn to laugh.  

“Wow.  Unmasked so soon.  Professional hazard, I guess, when you endure six 
years of  grad school, then five as a postdoc, so you can make half  as much money 
as your younger sister, who never actually finished high school.  What’s your ex-
cuse?”     

Tevin Brother looked up sharply, mischievous glint in his eye.  	 “Berlin.”  

Ah.  So, he had spotted that I was onto his whole hidden German thing.  Okay, 
that was it.  Bromance was on.  

“So, what can I do for you, Herr Brother?” 

“What do you think of  Qishu?” 

“Seriously?   What, are you taking a random poll?”

“See, there you go.”  

“Comma, asshole.”  

“Look, Minor.  Can I call you Minor?” 
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“What do you want?”

“Okay.  So.  Gèng gāo says the playing field is level.  I don’t think it is.  And 
now, well, there’s a shitload of  yuan hanging in the balance.”  

I didn’t respond for a second, not realizing that was the end of  his statement.  
It felt like there was something missing at the end of  it.  Gèng gāo céngcì - “higher 
level” - or just gèng gāo, was shorthand for Ken Mexing Giong’s whole top floor, 
as he was not only our CEO, but also what’s known as “Personal Director.”  It was 
kind of  an odd combo in those days, but MitsukoTek was a rare throwback to 
more autocratic Western corporate structures like Zeeb, which modeled itself  on 
Apple, that is, before MitsukoTek vaporized it with a single product release.  	

“I have literally zero idea what you’re talking about.” 

“I’m talking about the Sat 9 competition.  I’ve taken a lot of  action, and I 
would really like to know who you think is going to win.” 

“Oh shit.  You mean who’s gonna be Space Monkey?”  

“Space Monkey!” 

Tevin almost fell out of  his chair.  

“That’s--that’s--” he was gagging and choking with laughter, “that’s what I’m--
I’m calling it now--oh Scheisse--space monkey!”   

He was laughing so hard that he infected me too.  It felt good to laugh.  Eventu-
ally he got hold of  himself, and wiped the tears out of  his eyes.   He took another 
moment to get himself  situated, then was back to business.  

“What’s the story on this postdoc woman, Jarvinen?  She’s got a lot of  fans up 
there.”

“Well, she is pretty slick.” 

“But...” 

“But what?” 

“Come on.  I need to know.”
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Take a moment to savor with me the strange richness of  the situation.  Tevin 
Brother, the guy who had leveraged me into this dumb-ass contest in the first 
place, was here covertly, literally on the edge of  his seat, angling to find out who 
was going to win it, because, evidently, he had side action going as bookmaker.  
This particular brand of  strange situation was my specialty, and Tevin - a shrewd 
operator, clearly - had somehow intuited this.  True, I hadn’t come to be a second-
class coder by making the most of  my career opportunities, but I still had a legit 
curriculum vitae, even if  I had - due to a really bad attitude and a high capacity 
for narcotics - fairly squandered the finest education available in America.  I was, 
also, as a direct result, no stranger to dicey gambling propositions.  And what I 
had here was an amateur high-stakes bookie pumping for inside edge because he 
was over-exposed.  The real question was not how to turn it to my best advantage 
- I felt that was nearly certain - but to figure out what I really wanted out of  the 
deal.  It wasn’t just the money, for perhaps the first time in my life.  I wanted more 
inside info.  

“Who’s the chalk?”

I recognized from Tevin’s reaction that he hadn’t been totally certain whether I 
would be a reliable informant for this quest of  his.  But now he lolled back in his 
chair, relieved to discover that we both spoke Degenerate Gambler. 

“Siggy is.”

“What’s she at?” 

“Down to three to five.  I’ve got some at even money, and some out, early, at 
two to one.”

“Where am I?”

“Three to one.”

“Three to one?  I’m actually hurt.  What about Kwan?”

“Kwan, he’s-- oh, forget Kwan, I know Kwan, it’s not Kwan.”

Now it was my turn to laugh, and then nod vaguely, taking in Tevin Brother 
like a lab experiment.  Make him sweat a bit.  
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“What’s your exposure?” 

His expression sobered, and he steepled his fingertips.  

“Significant.”  

“And you have no idea who’s the favorite.” 

He nodded. 

“At first you thought it was me.  Now you’re not so sure.  Too much heat’s com-
ing in on Siggy.  Maybe somebody knows something you don’t know.”

“Okay okay, why are you killing me?”  

He was squirming, but with the hint of  a hopeful smile.  I got out of  my chair 
and moved quickly to the little guest coffee table directly in front of  him, and sat 
down.  

“I need a few blanks filled in before I can help you.”

“How many?”

“Just a couple.”  

He took his customary position, elbows on his crisply pleated slacks.  Chin atop 
fingers.  His bangs kind of  bounced and rocked back and forth, neatly. 

“Go.”  

“Who decided they need to send someone into space?”

“Gèng gāo.”

“Duh.  Who up there?”

There was a long, unblinking silence from Herr Brother.  

“What does this have to do with who’s going to win?”

“Are you kidding?  It’s mission critical.”

I was practically boring holes into him with my eyes.  I could see how he 
earned the position he was in, whatever it was.  Absolutely still as glass, gazing 
back at me without giving off  any tells whatsoever. 
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“I think you know who has operational authority.  Ken does.  But the only opin-
ion which matters is Dr. Moses Yu’s, of  course.  Second question.”

“Not so fast, Brother.  Those two are the easiest and most obvious.  Who else?”

“Who are you interested in?”  

“I’m asking you.  And my second question is why are they sending anyone up 
there at all?” 

There was a very slight hesitation Tevin Brother made before answering that 
question.  Or, more accurately, not answering. 

“I can’t answer that.  I would like to, but I honestly don’t know.”  

He opened his hands, and sat there, apologetic. That was all I would get out of  
him, I was certain.  But it was worth the obvious next move on my part.  

“Okay.  Guess I can’t help you.”  

I got up, with a theatrical sigh.  And then, to my surprise, just before I moved 
back toward my desk, Tevin leaned forward. 

“Hold it.  Okay...”  
He made a small motion with his fingers, and checked his gyrus.  Just making sure 
he had locked us out of  any prying eyes or walls with ears, I assumed.  

“All I can say is that...”

His expression showed that he was caught on the horns of  an inner dilemma.  
This was the first moment since we met when he showed any crack in the ultra-
cool-dude armor at all.  But I could see it wasn’t from any loss of  composure, it 
was because something seemed to be eating at him.  Some sort of  secret that he 
was itching to tell someone.  He evidently came to a decision:

“...and you did not hear this from me, obviously.  For reals yo.” 

He looked up at me with sincere concern.  I sat back down.  Finally, he spoke 
very quietly.  

“From what I hear...Bernie is dead set against it.  And Jacob...well let’s just say 
he has not been consulted.” 
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I sat perfectly still, slightly nodding my head.  But inside?  Well, that was a dif-
ferent story.  

Remember when I said that a chill ran up my spine when I was meeting with 
Tevin and Charsu and Doc Kanaka back in jail?  All because I was curious about 
exactly who at MitsukoTek actually understood the math-science of  gonzoy tech-
nology?  Well then, what transpired along the nodes of  my central nervous system 
at these words of  Tevin’s were that chill’s granddaddy.  

This was exactly the kind of  juicy detail that both Kanaka and Charsu had 
been hoping and dreaming to hear at that meeting, I was certain of  it.  This was 
the kind of  intel that moves global markets.  Or causes them to crash. 

Allow me to back up here for a second.  For those of  you who may have been 
living under a rock on an island for the last few years, let me refresh your memo-
ries with a brief  historical digression regarding the salient points which have direct 
bearing upon these here shenanigans.  

At the moment I’m describing here, those quaint good times of  the recent past, 
back when I was chillin’ in my L7 lockbox with the Brother man, riding high, not 
a care in the world, gambling on the come over the Great Space Monkey Contest 
of  ‘35, the names “Jacob and Bernie” were not exactly household yet, and many 
of  the following facts were only just being rolled out worldwide by the Official 
Hype Machine.  To wit: 

Roll it back, way back to the year 2009.  That year, a baby boy named Jona-
than Shriver was born to parents living in the flush of  possibility, awash in hopes 
of  a potential new world in the aftermath of  the election of  our nation’s first black 
president.  Perhaps were it not for the nearly surgical perfection that was, at that 
moment, about to be reached at the nexus of  our national political establishment 
and the global corporate interests which directed it through their variegated media 
outlets, their hopes might have been justified.  But as the saying goes, you stand in 
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the way of  progress, you get run over.  And as we’ve since been made aware of  by 
above noted nexus, there is little that is truly Progressive about progress.  

Those parents, Clayton Shriver and Jessica Alter-Benjamin, had met in one of  
the field offices of  the ‘08 Obama presidential campaign in Las Vegas, and while 
canvassing neighborhoods together, fell in love.  Jonathan, their son, was born on 
the fourth of  July, nine months to the day after the newly elected president’s mov-
ing acceptance speech at Grant Park in Chicago, the night that, as lore has it, little 
Jonathan was conceived.  The young progeny of  progressive political activism at-
tended Francis Xavier Warde elementary school in Chicago, where he displayed 
abnormally superior skill at soccer, a keen interest in - and proficiency with - 
mathematics, and the birth of  a lifelong fascination with waterless organic farm-
ing.  He was actively recruited (though unofficially) in the eighth grade by a num-
ber of  universities, and by the time he graduated summa cum laude, and a Clavius 
Scholar, as three-year captain of  the Loyola Academy soccer team, he accepted a 
full athletic scholarship to Stanford University.  It was at Stanford that he met Ber-
nard Sussdorf, then the head of  the Quantum Chromodynamics Department, in 
2029, the year after that esteemed physicist had published his controversial SQR.  
This chance meeting, on the Maloney-Cagan soccer pitch, changed not only the 
course of  their lives, but those of  everyone on the planet.  For it was this unassum-
ing young man who would become Sussdorf ’s most important pupil, and who 
would emerge barely five years later, transformed by massive market forces outside 
of  his control, as ‘Jacob Gonzoy,’ the public face of  gonzoy® and its truly revolu-
tionary “entanglement technology™.”  The two men, separated by two genera-
tions, were united for the rest of  history by the ambitious young firm which had 
underwritten their research at the newly operational supercollider in Yang-
fangzhen, just outside Beijing.  That tiny, unknown company was a Chinese nano-
technology firm operating under the Japanese name MitsukoTek.  

So, back to the moment.  As you might imagine, this particular bit of  highly 
sensitive and confidential intel from Tevin Brother was absolutely astounding to 
me:  that the only two humans I was absolutely certain understood the underlying 
technology for the single satellite soon to be controlling MitsukoTek’s entire global 
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manufacturing supply-line - which appeared to be displaying an unknown anom-
aly - weren’t involved in the project ostensibly designed to figure it out and fix it.  
Granted, from the corporate perspective they were just the candy on the mast-
head, the idea men, the grand visionaries, trouble-shooting wasn’t necessarily their 
forte.  Another thought bubbled up behind that one, though.  More sinister.  Ber-
nie, obviously, wasn’t on board.  And yet, they were proceeding without his bless-
ing.  And where the hell was Gonzoy?  Before I had a chance to fully chase it 
down, Tevin interrupted my processing.   

“Come on, you had your questions, who is space monkey?” 

I couldn’t believe that now, for sure, I wanted this shittty janitorial position like 
I’d never wanted a thing in my life.  But there was still a little business to conclude. 

“There is no scenario in which I lose.”

He clapped his hands together, emphatically, and stood up.  

“Unless.” 

“Unless what?”

“Unless someone assassinates me.”  

Tevin laughed again.  With much relief. 

“Or I decide to tank.  I mean it’s outer space.  Like, babysitting a flying gar-
bage can.” 

He stopped laughing.  I made my pitch. 

“Here’s my offer.  I’ll take your whole position.  If  I lose, I cover everything 
you’ve got on Siggy and Kwan.” 

He whistled, wide eyed.  

“You’re that sure?  It’s a big number.” 

“How much?” 

He hesitated.  

“Go ahead, look it up.” 
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He waved up an encrypted animat.  Likely the same one he was scanning when 
I entered. 

“A hundred and six.  No, looks like...a hundred and thirteen now.”

“A hundred thirteen?  I thought you said significant.”

“A hundred and thirteen thousand is not significant to you?”

“Thousand, ah.  Well, still not so bad.”

He gave me a look of  amazement which I didn’t understand for a minute.

“How much of  that is on Siggy?”

“Eighty-eight and a half.  Sixteen, no, seventeen bettors.  All gèng gāo.   You’re 
at twelve now, seven bettors.  None of  them upper level.”

“Wait, there’s more money on Kwan than me?”

“Barely.”  

“That is fucked up.”  

“No, it’s great!  You’re going to win!”

“I know, but it’s fucked up!” 

“Come on, now give me your cut.  How much?”

I took a second to consider.  He had twelve out on me at three to one, so just 
the book, if  it locked now, would net out seventy-seven thousand.  Not a bad day’s 
work, even split two to one.  He checked the time surreptitiously, I caught his ret-
ina flash to an encrypted viz somewhere between us.  

“When do you close?” 

“In about three hours.”  

I thought so.  He had to lock. 

“I want a third of  your book, and half  your vig.”

He looked like I had just stabbed him a little. 
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“No way!  That’s-- that’s robbery!”

“Well, I don’t have to be space monkey.  I’ve got a great girlfriend, and I was 
just fine down on L5 before I met you.  It’s your decision.”  

He shook his head, but it was a fait accompli.  If  he was certain I was going to 
win - and if  I was willing to backstop his entire position, he knew I had to - he had 
just calculated how much he would make, as did I, and it was a fat little wad, a 
hair under forty-seven K.  Splitting his juice with me was academic.  That extra 
ten percent skim on the whole number would be nearly twelve grand already.     

“Half  the vig, that’s...no.  No way.  Twenty.”

“Five.”

“Twenty-five.  Fick dich.”

“Back atcha.  I take it that’s an agreement.”

“Fine, a third and twenty-five percent.”  

I held out my hand.  He looked at it for a second, then slapped his hand into 
mine with a little unnecessary vigor, and we shook.  The deal was done.  

“I was right.  You really are kind of  an asshole, Minor.” 

“And you’re a brave man, Brother.” 

“Not as brave as you, obviously.  What, do you have an inheritance or some-
thing?” 

“Are you kidding me?  I had to work for this.”

“Hundred thousand yuan - and counting - as you would likely say here, ‘that’s 
a lot of  cheese’.”

Brother man saw my face blanch.  Yuan, he said.  Now I understood what he 
meant by “significant.”  I thought we were talking American dollars.  At the cur-
rent exchange rates, with us buried somewhere between the ruble and the peso, it 
was enough to bankrupt a small country.  Jesus.  What had I done? 

“Any problem with that, Minor?” 
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On the flip side, however, my cut of  the win would set me up like a mini-
potentate.  Even my little sister would have to take notice.   

“Not at all.  I’m a gambler.” 

 Tevin stretched, like a really long cat, and winked at me again.  Stuck his hand 
out, and somehow, in it was a clean, familiar-looking window bag.  Filled with a 
neat rectangle of  crystalline shimmering brain magic.  Protocol.  Pharmaceutical 
grade, I imagined. 

“I have a feeling you’re going to need this tonight.  And we can’t afford you out 
on the streets getting busted again.”  

“Damn, Brother.  You got every angle covered.  Coming and going.”

“It’s my job.” 

I took that beautiful harvest off  his hands, moved back to my desk, and tucked 
it in my bag.  When I turned back, expecting him to be heading toward the door 
with me, he was moving the opposite direction.  The solid, far corner of  the room 
seemed to flicker, and Tevin Brother moved through it, into a hallway I was un-
aware was there.  I could see just a glimpse of  lazily rotating light globes floating 
under the ceiling, emitting a pulsing bluish light.  God this place was awesome.  
Aware of  the everyday MitsukoTek magic he was sharing, he pointed a finger gun 
at me and nodded.  

“Just be sure and win, Minor.” 

The wall returned to solid, and he was gone.  So much for door locks.  I actu-
ally walked over to the wall and gave it a close inspection.  Not a seam or crease in 
it.  Such bitchen tech.   

Suddenly enervated by that old gambler’s twitch, the real possibility that I 
could lose everything and then some, I sat down at my desk.  I brought up my ani-
mats and found Cullaine’s globe.  I pulled it down.  

After a second, I found myself  looking at gigantic stacks of  crazily multi-
colored somethings.  Row after row of  them.  Then Cullaine’s face rotated in.  She 
was slightly out of  breath.  
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“We got all this stuff  from Senegal, it’s insane.  These new nanotextiles are like 
nothing I’ve ever seen.  Check this one out.” 

A cloth wrap, or head scarf, or toga, or who knows what it was, filled my view.  
It was an amazing amalgam of  color, with symbols of  the Zodiac which appeared 
to be hovering slightly above its surface.  Then Cullaine’s beautiful, red-cheeked 
face again. 

“What do you want, Minor.  I’m busy.” 

“Don’t wait up.  Tonight, on level 7, someone is going to be rocking the Cas-
bah, and I think you know who.  Space Monkey Challenge needs daddy’s atten-
tion more than you. “  

Her laugh was delicious, as were her parting words of  love: 

“Fuck you, Minor.” 
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C H A P T E R  5

Qishu

          I took a sneak peek out into the cubicle farm, just to make sure it was a 
Kwan-free zone.  And Siggy-free, for that matter.  To my relief, L7 was already 
fairly a ghost town at this late hour, so I slipped out and navigated the elevator 
maze down to street level.  It seemed like the security doors took some extra time 
considering whether to let me out or not.  Ultimately my plisto won, and into the 
bitter chill of  the evening I strolled.  Needed to clear my head a bit before launch-
ing into the land of  Qishu.  
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When I was a kid, I’d take my life in my hands not a hundred yards from this 
exact patch of  ground, darting in and out of  East Jeff  rush hour traffic on my bike 
for a last chance at pulling some wire at one of  my prime fishing spots before the 
sun went down.  You could still make your limit then, in an hour or maybe two, 
right off  the riverwalk.  This was when the Detroit River was making a comeback, 
you could fish crappie and bluegill, northern, channel cats, freshwater drum, yel-
low perch, all kinds of  bass - rock bass, white bass, smallies and largemouths (if  
you knew where the structures were) - and even some monster sturgeon had reap-
peared.  But my forte was “pulling wire” as everybody called it, trolling for walleye 
pike on a trusty old homemade handline.  Didn’t realize at the time that it really 
was the last hurrah, the final fake-out mother nature gave us before the fisheries 
permanently cratered.  Never gave a second thought back then that I could throw 
a line into the water and yank up a keeper, pedal home and have fresh grilled fish 
in a half-hour.  

Two decades later, I leaned into a brisk, bitingly cold drizzle on a much 
different-looking riverwalk.  It was now the private playground of  MitsukoTek em-
ployees, as evidenced at that moment by the fact that there was not another living 
soul as far as the eye could see in either direction, aside from yours truly.  Just me 
and the Canadian casinos twinkling in the night over there across the river, a glow-
ing, mile-long fuse that showed no signs of  burning out.  

Another result of  these last twenty years of  the American Empire’s decline was 
also completely unexpected.  It was the fact that, due to the unique conditions of  
the birth of  this, my glorious nation, which engendered the largest extended ex-
periment in democratic governance in human history, there was no other similar 
empire to step into the breach when shit started going to the dogs.  

China, which was the only other legit candidate for new global superpower, 
lacked the revolutionary freedom of  its predecessor, accustomed as its populations 
were through long history to ruling dynasties, so its slow-footed move from the fi-
nal dynasty - Communism -  to an uneasy “Socialist Market Economy,” left it with-
out the necessary empire-building bone.  It was kind of  a disappointment to many 
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of  the Professional ‘Merican DoomSayers when it turned out that the Middle 
Kingdom was far more interested in the rest of  the world, particularly the United 
States, as an investment opportunity, rather than a global foe.  Its new manifest des-
tiny was therefore quite modern.  It didn’t consist in offering the locals diseased 
blankets and bait-and-switch tactics, or if  that failed, overwhelming them with mili-
tary force.  It was strictly economic warfare of  the most insidiously effective kind - 
American jobs.  

As a direct result of  near total governmental gridlock which began with across-
the-board obstruction of  the policies of  our nation’s first black president, this proc-
ess fit super smooth with the gutting of  our organs of  federal governance which 
shortly followed.  First in the short glorious reign of  Dandy Don, the ol’ Red Re-
gent, right through the “fake elections” of  20 and 24, straight on through to our 
current prez, Señor General Wilton Placido, or “MaxiMelt” (as he was not-so-
affectionately known to audiences of  StRm8nk’s popular “Build a Candidate” pro-
ject).  But ultimately, political opinions aside, the effectiveness of  the much her-
alded “Sino Success Story” was made manifest in the simply unchallenged power 
and influence of  my own employer at that moment in history: a rapidly expanding 
Chinese conglomerate operating under a Japanese name as the largest employer in 
six of  the biggest cities in the U.S.  And a business entity entirely unknown only 
one decade prior.  

I refer to this history - some unique to me, some obviously well-trammeled soil 
- to give you some context, to set up the ol’ mise en scene, regarding the brave new 
world, within which, one bitterly cold night in early spring, high up in MitsukoTek 
Building 2, Level 7, I would shortly find myself  learning to read and write a new 
language with keen hopes of  being launched for an indeterminate period into su-
persynchronous orbit doing who knows what.  

Space Monkey Victory Checklist  

Tools: 

1. Human brain, standard issue (non-augmented, for learning and career ad-
vancement).
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2. Qishu cube and trusty gonzoy rhombus, 2nd gen, circa ‘33 (for number 
crunching and code creation).  

3. Protocol (nanoceutically enhanced Dexedrine for maximizing the focus and 
output in the intraparietal sulcus region of  tool 1).   

And go. 

Because tick tock tick tock.

I peeled off  my rain-soaked jacket and hoodie, and with true solemnity, in me-
moriam for one of  my favorite long-extinct species, carved out two white-rhino-
tusk-sized Protocol rails on the pristine polycrystal surface of  my coffee table, and 
got to work.  I should not fail to point out, in addition, that I happened upon an 
empty nickel window bag that had previously held a handful of  good old-
fashioned psylocibe cubensis mushrooms.  So, I shook the residual blue flake dust 
of  that in there too.  Might as well activate the prefrontal cortex of  tool 1 while I 
was at it, was my thought at the time.  That accomplished, I shut off  every possi-
ble avenue for incoming communication, and took a perch in my sweet new Reg-
wan ass-cloud.  

Quick sidebar.  I’ve been surprised during my travels how few people really 
take advantage of  the increased productivity offered by somewhat sensibly main-
tained off-brand drug use.  People freely take supplements of  all kinds, overpriced 
and underfunctioning OTC junk, legit and semi-legit scrips for controlled pharma, 
but it seems strange to me how many colleagues just choose to stick between the 
guard rails when some quality inexpensive non-surgical neuro-boosts are readily 
available.  Take for example the black market for Protocol, which began, in the 
time-honored tradition of  many narcotics movements, as a recreational drug used 
to enhance the enjoyment of  live music spectaculars.  But even though the drug’s 
main pied piper, Charles Napier Gill and his QJP, (or just QP, the strange and per-
fectly illogical successor to EDC1), converted Protocol from a little known neurop-
sychiatric brain-imaging assistant to the new MDMA in a matter of  two years, in 
my opinion, few grasped its deeper benefits.  

While I’m not an expert on which of  Protocol’s particular attributes affects 
aforementioned region of  the brain, or how it enables one to dance all night, I’ve 
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discovered that conversely it allows me to sit still for seven or eight hours working 
at complex mental tasks with great imagination and pure peak intellectual acuity.  
The only drawback, as far as the obligatory “payment due” from the Drug Gods is 
concerned, is the need immediately afterward to carb load about eight thousand 
calories in as short a time as possible before passing out for the next day.

And so, as a result of  this calm clarity and extended function granted me by Te-
vin Brother, I was hopeful that in a matter of  hours I would be able to fully ingest 
this new Qishu language.  But as I later deduced, it was the nearly pure magic 
mushroom shake I added as an afterthought which, at the end of  the all-nighter, 
gave me a terrifying glimpse of  a highly improbable new world.  

Writing computer code is not really about numbers, or even the source code it-
self, bottom line.  It’s about solving problems.  For instance, a lot of  my pure math 
buds at Harvard could not understand how some C student from a middling Mid-
west school could be a better coder than them.  It drove them crazy when every 
new must-have app or gizmo turned out to be invented by some dropout from 
their high-school, (such as my sister, for example).  But it’s because a lot of  times, 
A students don’t have to spend much time solving life problems based on, or re-
lated to, their shitty grades, while it’s pretty much a full-time occupation for C (and 
lower) students, at least the ones with some ambition and real talent.  I was one of  
those weird high-school hybrids who identified with the C students, (as, in my case, 
that C stood for cash-poor) and hung out with them, making me one of  them, for 
all intents and purposes, whilst preciously guarding the fact that I was actually one 
of  those asshole A students, and worse, a proto-physics major to boot.  

As a direct result of  that background, I had been thinking, right from the jump, 
couldn’t stop thinking, really, about that long block of  numbers Doc Yu had rained 
down on us at our first briefing.  That was obviously “The Problem.”  Or, more 
likely, some small aspect of  whatever the actual problem was, which kept the rest 
of  it hidden from view.  The entire time I was learning Qishu it was in the back of  
my mind.  Or more accurately, looming before me like a threatening and beauti-
ful, glimmering, glowering, approaching mountain.  That was the place we were 
all going, or at least the one of  us who won the contest.  
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Qishu, according to Professor Big Panda, was designed specifically for Sat9.  
What became evident in the course of  the night, once the Protocol really started 
firing, was that whoever cooked up this code, they had a good, weird sense of  hu-
mor.  They seemed to have based the spirit (as well as the semantics and syntax) on 
a popular old language called Ruby, created in the mid-nineties by one of  the cool-
est dudes in coding history (IMO), Yukihiro Matsumoto, who everyone in the cod-
ing community has known ever since simply as Matz.   Ruby was used to birth fur-
ther progeny, chief  of  which was Rails, (Ruby on Rails) and its latest great-grand-
spawn, ubiquitous now in most 3D and holo animat sprouts like the one I prefer, 
RailRoids.  Thing is, though, Ruby was designed for web applications, not satel-
lites.  So that was interesting.  

My forte, as you know, was C++17, which predominantly uses what’s known as 
an imperative programming paradigm (somewhat like Ruby).  To put it in the crud-
est and most basic terms: I tell computer what I want and how to do it, it does it.  
That was the first twist of  the journey:  that although the semantics (symbols and 
meanings) and the syntax (grammatical structure) were derived from Ruby, Qishu 
did not use an imperative paradigm.  It used what’s known as a declarative pro-
gramming paradigm, which means it provides the system with the logic it wants it 
to use, but doesn’t dictate control flow - that is, it doesn’t tell it how to do it, just 
what it wants done.  Qishu seemed to take this to a crazy extreme.  The language 
and structure were poetic, descriptive and elegant, and designed to be written in 
flexible arrays, something like stanzas of  compound questions or thoughtful sugges-
tions.  It seemed a whole different species.  I was in hog heaven.  It was the first 
moment since I gave up the dream of  Nobel Laureate Physicist half  a decade ago 
that I felt the embers of  creativity starting to glow a little bit again.  

Even so, after who knows how many hours of  closely parsing, line by line, the 
entire source code, I had not found a single quantifiable error.  It was lean, spar-
tan, no redundancies, not a speck of  kludge.  It was like scanning a perfectly 
groomed, multi-level garden complex with not one blade of  grass out of  place.  If  
there was what Yu had said was “human error” somewhere in it, there was simply 
no way one person - let alone a rank novice to it like yours truly - was going to 
root it out in one session.  Given the plasticity of  the language itself, it was like 
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looking for a needle in a haystack that was itself  in a hall of  mirrors.  I had a sud-
den premonition that this may have been exactly what we were supposed to find.  
It seemed to fit with all the attendant hoo-haw surrounding this whole deal, from 
my theatrical “bust” and strong-arming, to the contest itself.  As for “The Prob-
lem,” its frosty peaks would evidently remain there dead ahead, looming, shrouded 
in clouds.   

So, I went in a different direction.  

After some period of  time - not sure at that point what time actually meant - I 
tried to boot up my first Qishu program.  It was supposed to be a fairly simple ani-
mat of  the old classic Gosper Glider Gun.  The glider gun was discovered by 
famed maverick mathematician Bill Gosper, as the first example of  an infinitely 
growing pattern from “Conway’s Game of  Life,” a cellular automaton conjectured 
by Hugh Conway in 1970.  It was created on an orthogonal two-dimensional grid 
of  a certain number of  squares, called cells.  Each cell is in one of  two states, dark 
or light, on or off, that is to say, “alive” or “dead,” hence the “game of  life,” and 
it’s based on a few very simple rules about how each cell switches between alive 
and dead based on its initial conditions and the cells surrounding it.  That’s it.  It’s 
a very simple, zero-person game, devised to resemble real life processes, so it’s ran-
dom and chaotic for a long time until patterns begin to replicate.  That’s where 
you get fun little repeating clusters of  live cells named after what they resemble:  
loaf, blinker, puffer, toad, glider, pulsar, etc.  At a certain point, the glider cluster 
“mothership” starts to “shoot” out a consistent stream of  patterns which appear to 
wriggle in formation across the grid, hence “glider gun.”        

Try as I might, however, I could not get a damn thing out of  what I thought 
was quite a nifty little program for an animat sprout.  I essentially translated the 
initial conditions and rules for a Game of  Life into what felt a lot like a poem in 
Qishu, requesting that if  it would be so kind, or felt like it, perhaps it would gener-
ate a three-dimensional version of  the automaton.  I had used the rhombus’s na-
tive spatial rec widge to create a 3D grid the exact size of  my office, but when I 
fired up the sprout, nothing happened.  

62



At the same instant, I noticed something out of  the corner of  my eye.  Sort of  
like when you spot a bug moving on a restaurant wall, something which is defi-
nitely not supposed to be there, and you really don’t want to see.  It was in the fur-
thest corner of  the room, and it appeared to be sort of  a gathering darkness.  
Hackles rose on my neck, familiar hackles.  Bad trip hackles.  I had never in all my 
experience had what could be described as a “bad trip” on mushrooms.  Acid, 
sure.  Even good trips on LSD are bad trips.  So, this just threw a scare into me.  

I sat poised there, lost in thought, trying not to look over there, when I heard a 
strange, rhythmic sound.  I thought at first it was my heart suddenly pumping ex-
tra loud (not an uncommon occurrence on Protocol).  But it got louder and more 
insistent.  I got up to investigate, thankful for the distraction from the glowing 
black mold in the corner and found that the sound seemed to be coming from the 
other side of  my door.  I slowly cracked it open.  I found Kwan poised there, mid-
knock, Siggy right at his elbow, both looking at me with surprise and alarm.  Be-
yond them I took in the entire floor of  L7 staff  working, conversing, carrying on in 
full mid-day swing.  

“Hang on.”  

I held up a finger, closed the door a bit, and without even daring to look into 
the far corner, dashed straight to my rhombus and quit out of  Qishu.  Kwan tenta-
tively pushed the door open and took a step inside.  Siggy peered in over his shoul-
der.  

“You realize we’re presenting in five.”  

Kwan actually looked concerned. 

“Yeah, of  course.  Why not?  I was just...just you know.  Finishing up.”  	My 
voice sounded strange, like rocks scraping against each other under water. 

“So, you coming?”  

Siggy’s face twisted into a mean smile.

“Yeah, just lemme grab my...my...” 

“Things?” 
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“That.  Yeah.”  

I hurriedly got my stuff  together and struggled into my still damp hoodie.  
Tossed my bag over my shoulder and met them at the door.  Siggy had already 
marched off, suddenly in an obvious good mood.  Kwan looked at me with dread. 

“Dude you look like a drunk beggar.  With the flu.”

“Perfect.  Means I’m ready for Yu.  Not you, Dr. Yu, you know what I’m say-
ing.”  

I moved off  after Siggy quickly, to get away from Kwan’s prying and at the 
same time strangely caring eyes.  My stomach suddenly felt queasy.  Although I 
didn’t actually cognize it at that moment, it had been roughly eighteen hours since 
I’d sat down to work the previous night.  I thought I must still be tripping hard, 
which seemed impossible, because mushrooms don’t last that long.  

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 #  #  #

I maintained what I thought was some composure in the hallway outside the 
theater as we nervously awaited our summons.  I was trying to keep it cool, which 
was tough whilst also maniacally sucking down the third straight bottle of  gHost-
Vape I’d grabbed on the way out of  L7.  I was just trying to cram some electro-
lytes down before the big show, when Siggy leaned in close.

“You’re still blazing, aren’t you?” 

She gave a little head nod.  I glanced past her to the polished chrome surface 
of  some sort of  wall art behind her.  My pupils were indeed still big black pools.  
Holy shit, what happened?  Some kind of  cross-reaction between drugs which 
caused my system to hang?  How long had I been awake?  At least, let’s 
see...thirty...four hours?  Okay, I just had to hold it together for another-- 

The theater door whispered open, and the severely coiffed Chinese woman 
from our first briefing stepped aside for us to enter, single file.  Thankfully she 
stood respectfully, eyes averted, as we all passed.       
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They were really going all in for this “performance.”  Moses Yu stood in the 
center of  the stage, arms behind his back, in his signature lab coat.  He smiled as 
we entered and indicated for us to join him up there.  Arranged downstage of  him 
were three throw-back steel office desks with wood rolling chairs, and behind him, 
a giant blackboard, complete with chalk tray and white-dusted erasers.  It was like 
walking into a cliché still life of  a 1960’s MIT physics professor’s office.  

Dr. Yu handed each of  us a different colored piece of  chalk as we moved to our 
desks.  Clearly, we were being given the option of  physically etching our discover-
ies on the blackboard for immediate savaging.  None of  us would be stupid 
enough to fall for that, I was pretty sure.  Except, of  course, the one of  us who had 
absolutely nothing else to show, due to possibly the stupidest plan of  attack ever 
conceived for winning this contest.  I was going to have to throw some deep mathe-
matical mumbo jumbo up there and hope I could figure something out on the fly.  
I intentionally did not look too closely around the darkened theater, not wanting to 
discover anything else that wasn’t supposed to be there.  That was all I needed at 
this point.  

Dr. Yu made a big to-do over picking our order of  presentation from a specially 
prepared bamboo box on one of  the tables.  Someone had graffitied “Shrödinger’s 
Box Lunch” in English.  Someone, somewhere up top found this hilariously funny, 
no doubt.  I knew in my gut that Yu had the order pre-determined, but such was 
the way things were done in this company from the first day I worked there.  Lot 
of  theatrical presentation about things that were immutably fixed.  I said, to my-
self, as he went in for the first name, ‘Kwan.’ 

“Mr. Kwan goes first.”  

Dr. Yu smiled, and I smiled over at Kwan, who took it as assurance that his posi-
tion indicated his top seeding in the contest.  He confidently flipped open his rhom-
bus as Yu went into the box a second time. 

‘Siggy’ I said to myself  quietly.  

Big Panda stared at the name he had just withdrawn from the box, as if  sur-
prised.  
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“Ms. Jarvinen.  You will follow Philip.”

Siggy was slightly irritated, as she knew, like I did, that this order indicated the 
favorite, which was me.  But she also had an irritating smirk on her face as she 
avoided my gaze, having perfectly assessed my current condition.      

Dr. Yu was gazing at me.  He nodded. 

“Which means, Mr. Minor, you will have the last word.”  

I was so busy trying to figure out what I was going to do when it was my turn 
that I only remember certain key details of  what happened next.  

I recall that Kwan actually went to the blackboard and sketched out some inter-
esting concepts.  He was staking his cred on the idea that there wasn’t anything in-
trinsically wrong with the Qishu source code, but on the rather obscure concept of  
it allowing for “syntactic saccharine.”  It was a pretty opaque angle based on his 
proposal that Qishu allowed gratuitous syntax.  Which was like telling Dr. Yu (not 
to mention the entire Qishu dev team) that your problem is you’ve made this lan-
guage too easy to write, thereby encouraging user error from lazy or incompetent 
coders.  Kwan intuited that the source code was likely solid, so he gambled and 
took a guess that would, under normal circumstances, be tough to argue against, 
as the concept of, if  you will, “saccharinity,” is a judgement call.  Neither is it, of  
course, an answer to the assignment, or true, but I did give him credit for a 
unique, if  wild, guess.  Dr. Yu did not.  He calmly eviscerated him, not allowing 
him to sit down until the dissection was complete.  He addressed Siggy and I, ig-
noring Kwan, as he explained how our esteemed colleague had misunderstood 
how deceptively complex this language and its grammatical structure was, and 
how sophisticated the computational ability of  Qishu could be, even just on this 
rinky-dink linkset interface.  It wasn’t just for show, he was warning us that if  we 
were preparing to offer anything similar to this, to think again.  

Siggy got up and drew a large circle on the blackboard with green chalk.  Then 
she drew a smaller circle inside that with red chalk.  Then one more within that 
one, in yellow chalk.  Try as I might to keep those lids open, I started to nod off  
when she got to her thesis which had something to do with metaprogramming and 
zzzzzzzzzzz that was it.  I snapped awake in time to see what could best be de-
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scribed as a ten cent animat floating above her rhombus, with the words “Hello 
world!” like an ancient neon sign in alternating colors.  God, so insanely obvious, 
and a little embarrassing.  It made me think of  a puppy proud of  the tiny dump 
it’s just taken on the kitchen floor.  Except for one thing.  She had managed to 
write and execute a program with Qishu, as rudimentary as it might have been, 
which made it more than I had, and Dr. Yu appeared to be buying it.  I had a sud-
den piercing pain in my gut as I realized I could actually lose. 

My rising blood pressure was somewhat quieted as Dr. Yu began to deconstruct 
Siggy’s “metaprogramming” theory.  I wish I had stayed awake because it sounded 
like a really good stab.  I got from Yu that she had based it on Czarnecki and Eise-
necker’s work on generative programming from the turn of  the century, specifi-
cally an application’s ability to transform other programs, and to also modify itself  
while operating.  The problem was, while it’s true for many applications, she didn’t 
absolutely know for certain if  it was correct regarding Qishu.  So, even with the 
clever sourcing, it still essentially blamed the creation of  unpredictable outcomes 
on the program making changes, in true heuristic AI fashion, to itself.  Which 
turned out to be just a slightly better presentation of  Kwan’s angle.  I wondered if  
they had worked together on this thing, or more likely, she had worked him over 
for his idea, and slightly improved it.   And threw in the obvious and gratuitous 
“Hello world!” for insurance.  

I was trying to stay awake, and paying attention to all this, while surreptitiously 
attempting one more time to boot up my glider gun animat.  

“Do you wish to join us, Mr. Minor?” 

When had Siggy’s prez actually finished?  Big Panda gazed down at me with an 
expectant look.  Siggy and Kwan were also waiting to see what I had.  My mouth 
was suddenly dry.  I felt like my head was two sizes larger than usual.  

There’s a habit that I have, which is maddening, even to me.  It is probably best 
described as “nonchalant superiority in the face of  certain disaster.”  In this case, 
working on hour 35 narco burnout, I didn’t disappoint.  The next thing I knew, I 
was up on my feet at the blackboard, flipping a piece of  white chalk in the air.  I 
had literally no idea what I was about to say or do.  So, I set the tip of  the chalk at 
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the very top left corner of  the board, and in a burst of  inspiration, proceeded to 
trace a rectangle along the outside edge, all the way around.  Then, I proceeded, 
with the chalk lengthwise, to fill the entire thing in, as if  painting with a roller.  I 
ended up with a blackboard which was now filled in with white.  I didn’t even dare 
to look at anyone, so I just folded my arms and confidently took in my master-
work.

	 And there was nothing more there.  I had nothing.  So, I gave up, and de-
cided to just go with the truth.  Or at least the truth, as far as I could see it.  I 
heard myself  as if  from a distant point, like I was squatting on a ledge overlooking 
the scene there in the theatre.  

	 “Let’s call a spade a spade.  I have no idea what the fuck is wrong here, what’s 
the factor we’re missing, what’s the key, anything.  And neither do you.  I’m not go-
ing to stand up here and give you some bullshit thesis I’m prepared to defend even 
though I don’t actually believe in it, like these two.  Here’s what we have.  A big ass 
number that nobody recognizes.  Right?”

	 I pointed at my giant white rectangle.  As if  it was obvious.    

	 “And it got shot out of  the ass of  the most advanced gonzoy mainframe 
you’ve ever produced, which means it’s the most advanced computer intelligence 
in the history of  the planet.  Upstairs, gèng gāo shat a brick, people’s heads ex-
ploded, the Personal Director was avoided in the hallway for a few days.  Is that 
about it?”

	 Dr. Wu stared at me with an expression I will never forget.  It was actual pity.  
It was like, ‘not only how did this dumb ass whitey get into this room,’ but ‘how 
did he ever secure employment at any level in this entire corporation?’    

	 “That’s your presentation?” 

	 I felt like he might actually charge me and start beating me about the face 
and neck.  I had no choice now.  No way out but through.  

	 “No, that’s not my presentation, that’s a question.”

	 “And the question is?”
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	 “Is that an accurate description of  the situation surrounding “The Problem” 
you’ve encountered with the satellite’s mysterious transmissions?” 

	 He shook his head, not happy about it, but he couldn’t help but agree that in 
a crude sense, yes, it was fairly accurate.  A sudden very slight tingle could be felt 
directly under my left testicle.  It’s alive!  I dove ahead. 	

	 “So, then.  My theory is this.  There is nothing wrong with this source code.  
It’s clean, it’s efficient, it’s beautiful, it’s fun even, and I’m pretty sure you already 
know that.  You know that none of  us is going to be able to find any “human er-
ror” buried in it somewhere, because you’ve had the coding team doing nothing 
but searching for it since whenever these anomalous numbers started falling from 
the sky.  The question you’re really asking is this:  with all the disgusting piles of  
money MitsukoTek has shoveled into the R&D on this groundbreaking new satel-
lite and its revolutionary new, tailor made programming language, why hasn’t it fig-
ured out what the number is, or what the fucking problem behind that number is.”

	 There was dead silence in the room.  I didn’t wait for Dr. Yu to respond.  I 
had just silently placed the chalk back on the tray and turned to go back to my 
“desk,” when I saw it.  I froze in my tracks.  My acid nightmare unfolding.  Or, 
more accurately, descending.  From the free-floating lighting grid, what appeared 
to be a multi-colored living Mandelbrot set.  Or more accurately, an eel-like ten-
dril of  paisley fractals, building and dripping and growing, starting to fill the air, 
right in the middle of  the stage.    

	 I was about to go into veteran drug-ninja mode, which is to just ignore scary 
shit and pretend it can’t see you, when a miracle occurred.  I realized that every-
one else was looking.  They were all watching my growing hallucination too.  It 
wasn’t just me.  It was actually there!  

	 “What...is that?”  Kwan’s mouth was agape, staring up.  

	 I saw Dr. Yu’s expression change to wonder, as he glanced around the theater.  
The strange growing fractal had also grown up and onto the outer walls of  the 
whole place.  And then one final amazing thing happened.  
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	 From the far corner of  the room, back behind the dark audience seats, a 
small, beautiful little wiggling wedge of  fractal, like a puff  of  chameleon smoke, 
taking on the color of  whatever it was near, moved toward us, floated across the 
center of  the stage, and was subsumed by the animat growing on the far upstage 
wall.

	 “What is it?”  

	 Dr. Yu looked at me with a new expression.  He was actually grateful.  I real-
ized in a flash of  comprehension what had happened.  

	 “Well, it was supposed to be a Gosper glider gun, but...I guess Qishu made 
some improvements.”

	 It was a cheap shot at Kwan and Siggy’s expense, but I couldn’t help it.  Big 
Panda’s laughter was one of  the highlights of  my life.  It seemed to rise from deep 
within and cascade out like church bells pealing.  He laughed so hard, wobbling 
and rocking to and fro, that I couldn’t resist it, it was like a virus.  It was ten times 
more infectious than even my recent laugh with Tevin Brother.  We stood there 
laughing, watching Qishu gliders wriggle through the air past us, one after an-
other, like colored puffs of  cloud.    

	  	 	 	 	 	 	 	 #  #  #

	 And that, dear reader, is how this unrepentant, drug-quaffing, American 
ne’er-do-well ended up in an absurdly expensive and totally bitchen flight-suit, 
snugly belted into the capsule of  Tianzhou 5, atop a Long March 11 rocket, on 
the Wenchang Satellite Launch Center in Hainan province, China, staring at a 
counter reading 5, 4, 3, 2...and...

	 Space.  Monkey.  
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