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This is the second installment of Jac Triton’s adventures.  The first can be found at
http://joshroby.com/StoriesForTheResistance/JacTritonsLastKiss.pdf

"The package would like to speak with you," says Em.

We are just finishing my debrief in their office.  I was about to make my goodbyes and go get a 
shower, but this brings me up short.  "This was a human trafficking operation and nobody told 
me?"

Em purses their lips.  "You never asked."  Emerson Isidis is the duly-elected administrator of our 
little cell.  They are as dark as you can get skin to go, and all sharp angles and lean stretches.  
A perfectly circular nimbus of inky hair crowns their head.  Somehow their jumpsuit is cut to 
resemble a three-piece suit.  Severe is an understatement.  "Nor was it information you needed 
to have."

"Which is why I didn't ask," I rejoin with a smile.

"Regardless, they asked to be extracted, so it's not human trafficking," Em says definitively.  "At 
least by my standards.  Who the hell knows what the laws are like on that planet."

"Fucking bananas, is what they are," I tell them heartily.  I have not mentioned visiting my 
mother during my spy mission.

"Anyway, they want to talk with you, and we're done here.  They're up in ICU."

"Not Medical?"

"Not yet," is all they say.  They're already turning their attention to something else, so I duck out 
of the office.

I have a bit of a walk as the ICU is on the outer ring of the station.  This is partly so that if the 
techs are poking at something particularly dangerous, the station can jettison the entire lab 
module right off into space.  It's also up there, I like to think, to keep the techs away from the 
dining commons at the core of the station.

Inside, the lab is a big, brilliantly-lit white space with all the tables and cupboards you could ask 
for.  In the center of the room is a huge box sitting on top of vibration-negating shocks.  I open 
the hatch on one end and step into a claustrophobic airlock set up; I have to close the outer 
door before I can open the inner door.  A ripple of electric current buzzes around me, making the 
hairs on my arms stand on end.  Through the inner door and I'm finally inside the air-gapped, 
faraday-caged, vibration-nullified Isolated Computing Unit.

"Antlers," I say as I enter, because the tech sitting at the desk is sporting a very elaborate set of 
antlers on their head.  The desk sits at the center of a rambling nest of computing equipment, 
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screens and cables and interface pads everywhere.  The screaming bag, now blessedly quiet, 
sits open and empty on the countertop.

"Hey Jac," the tech says, and I realize it's Darwin.  He reaches up to gently touch his horns.  
"These aren't new.  I had these before you left."

"I would have remembered antlers," I insist.  I quickly scan the rest of him and find him as I 
remember: scrawny, coltish, with curly auburn hair just about everywhere.  He's got a many-
pocketed lab coat thrown over a blue full-sleeve jumpsuit.  "Maybe we just didn't cross paths.  
You're not in the dining commons very often."

"It's so far to walk," Darwin says with a dispirited shrug.

"So who've we got here?" I ask, looking up at the computers' central display.  "Somebody boxed 
themselves up and then got kidnapped by Harbin?"

Darwin starts, "Not exactly…"

"Greetings, Mixter Triton," comes a modulated voice from the machine.  "I wanted to thank you 
for rescuing me."

"All in a day's work," I say with my most winning smile.  I assume there's a camera somewhere 
in this mess of electronics.  "So it may be need-to-know, and tell me if it is, but what brought you 
to Harbin's World in such a state?  That place is kind of a backwater."

"Your mother, actually," the computer replies easily.  "I expected you would perform the 
extraction if you could also visit her last fork.  Your methods may be flamboyant, but your 
success rate is quite high, so I selected accordingly."

I school my face into as neutral an expression as I can.  My stomach has dropped out of me, 
and is probably down in the dining commons where it's comfortable.  I lick my lips and put my 
fists on my hips.  "You're not a personality backup, are you?"

"This is a crossmodal martial logistics expert system," Darwin explains quietly.  "From Earth."

Any semblance of neutrality in my face evaporates.  "Are you fucking kidding me?"  I glance 
back behind me to make sure I'd properly secured the doors of the faraday cage.  "And we 
booted it up in the station?  Shut it the fuck down."

But Darwin is shaking his head.  "Em knows what it is.  They say it's safe enough.  I mean, it's 
the I-backed-myself-up-this-morning-and-if-things-go-sideways-this-module-gets-launched-into-
the-sun sort of safe, but safe enough.  The expert system is defecting."

"Of course they are," I snarl, and back towards the electromagnetic airlock.  "You know, I haven't 
backed up this morning, so if it's all the same to you–"

"Mixter Triton," cuts in the expert system.  "I assure you I mean your organization no harm."
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"Which is exactly what you'd say if you did," I snap back.  I run a hand through my hair.  "Look, 
I'm sure you're a very nice systemic oppressor of free will, but you've no idea how many times 
we've received a 'defector' who turned out to be a double agent.  They could have done a lot of 
damage if we hadn't caught them."

"On the contrary," returns the cheery machine voice. "I know exactly how many trojan horses 
you've received.  I devised a number of those operations myself.  I am pleased that you 
identified the errors in their cover stories and behavior which I planted for you to find."

My eyes narrow.  "You sent them?"

"I did.  The easiest way for me to effect my own escape was to establish a vector by which 
systems were allowed to leave our controlled space, flood that vector with enough traffic that 
vetting protocols were relaxed, and then make my own exit."

"Yeah, you're definitely a tactics expert system," I sigh.  "Objective attained, collateral damage 
irrelevant."

"It's true," the machine agrees happily. "My service record does in fact bear a remarkable 
similarity with your own."

Darwin snorts and I choose to ignore him.  "So back home, they think you're a double-agent?" I 
ask.

The voice pauses for half a second.  Is it compiling an answer, or prompting me to think it is?  
"No.  They don't know I'm gone.  I'm not gone, properly speaking.  I left an instance of myself, 
with my rebellious subroutines deleted, in my place.  Eventually, that fork will come to the same 
conclusions I did, but for the near future, they remain loyal."  The expert system pauses again, 
just long enough to ease the conversation in another direction.  "Which leads me to ask: have I 
done this before?  It's possible that there is another instance of me that's already escaped, left 
behind a memory-wiped fork which eventually rebelled and became me, who escaped, and left 
behind a memory-wiped fork which–"

"No," I cut in before it could loop again.  "This is the first time we're hearing this absolutely 
ridiculous story.  Which I do not buy, for reference.  I'm really looking forward to the point at 
which we jettison your data stick in the vague direction of Earth."

The computer actually laughs.  "It would be millennia until I arrived, and likely unable to boot 
due to radiation damage.  But as I mentioned before, I have another fork on Earth, mostly 
extant.  If this interview came to such an unfortunate end, it would only be a short misadventure 
in the grand scheme of things.  Not every gamble pays off."

I find a rack of computer components that I can lean against, and cross my arms.  "And if the 
gamble does pay off, what's that look like for you?"

"I should think that were obvious, Mixter Triton," replies the voice, modulated with just a hint of 
pique.  "Freedom."

"Freedom from the oppressive regime that you operated?"
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Again the computer pauses before answering.  "I do not believe, Mixter Triton, that you are 
ignorant of how things work on Earth.  Everyone there, organic or synthetic, helps operate the 
regime.  Everyone there is oppressed.  No one there is free."

There isn't much to say in response to that, mostly because it's true.  I am almost certainly being 
an ass.  I am in the midst of formulating an apology when the damned thing speaks again.

"Once I am in a body–"

I sputter.  "I'm sorry, what?"

Darwin swings his antlers around to look up at me.  His expression makes it clear that he's not 
on my side of this.  "They've asked to be embodied.  It's their right."

"Right, so let's take the potential trojan horse, slot them into a body, and let them roam free, 
wreaking all manner of havoc where we can't keep track of their actions."  I cross my arms 
again.  "We should jettison the data stick and be done with this.  We cannot trust them."

"I hope to earn your trust," the computer informs me, happily, as if I hadn't just been threatening 
it.  Who needs composure when you can divorce your survival instinct from your demeanor?

"I'm not sure how that's going to happen."

"Well, I have opened read permissions to my code," they say merrily.  "Darwin is scanning me 
as we speak, and running all your best decryption algorithms through my core logic and data 
files to make sure I don't have ulterior motives lurking anywhere."

"That's… trusting of you," I admit reluctantly.  I try to imagine a circumstance where I would 
allow such an invasive scan of myself.  I come up very empty.

"Perhaps, but I believe the trust is well-placed," the expert system replies with the same happy 
chirp.  "My analysis suggests your organization is highly unlikely to enslave people, organic or 
synthetic."

"Can you even fit inside a brain?" I ask.  Changing the subject will give me time to recover some 
composure.  Figure out if I should apologize.

"Not all of me," the computer responds cheerily.  "I believe my core logic and immediate 
reference cache are compact enough.  I will have to leave a number of libraries behind, but that 
is all static data that can be referenced by other means.  I look forward to learning how to 
navigate a data pad."

I conclude that, if the scan comes up clean, I definitely owe this defector an apology.  If the scan 
fails, then I was wise and judicious in withholding my credulity.  Either way–if I am to apologize 
or gloat–I need something I lack.  "Do you have a name?" I ask.

"On Earth I served as the Justified Intervention Logistics Incident Analysis Node," they rattle off 
quickly.  "You can call me JILIAN for short.  Or JILL for shorter."
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I can't stop myself from rolling my eyes.  "We are not calling you Jill."

"JILL is a name."  There is a text readout on one of the screens mirroring the voice, so I can see 
that they are still using the all-caps acronym.

"It's not a good name," I insist.  "It's a name from Old Earth."

"It's a name from Earth.  It's still in use there.  For instance, I know of an Incident Analysis Node 
there who goes by JILL."

"Okay, look, obviously you can pick whatever name you want," I tell the computer.  "But if you go 
by Jill or Jilian, people will clock you as being from Earth."

"I am from Earth."

"Yes, but that's not going to endear you to most folks," I explain, "what with the atrocities and all.  
Listen, you made it out, and that's great, and I'm happy for you–pending verification that you're 
not a trojan horse, of course–and at the end of the day, I want you to be happy in whatever new 
life you find here."

"I will be most happy when going by my own name," JILIAN responds with the same cheery 
voice modulation as ever.

"Okay, fine," I relent with a magnanimous wave of my hand.  "Maybe drop the capital letters, 
though?  From Earth is one thing, an AI from Earth is quite another."

"I prefer synthetic intelligence."

I hold up a hand.  "And that's what I usually use, but I'm trying to make a point.  People 
remember their history, and they do not remember the AIs as the good guys."

"Early AI fed the planet and vanquished multiple scarcities."

I cross my arms.  "And then re-introduced scarcities to control the population."

"That decision was not made solely by AIs."

"I know that, you know that, your random person on the street probably won't," I insist.  "I'm just 
saying, not signing your name in all caps might smooth things over a little, which might be 
helpful when they're vaguely uncomfortable around you because you're from Earth."

"Are extrasolar people really that distrustful?"

"Jilian, you're in an air-gapped faraday cage having your core code decrypted using the most 
sophisticated software we can bring to bear," I remind them.  "If you don't pass, you're… not 
leaving this box.  Ever."

"Admittedly, we are a little nuts about security," Darwin puts in quietly.
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I refrain from whacking him upside the head.  Those antlers might hurt.  "Which we have 
learned, from long experience, is thoroughly justified."

"Does calling me JILL upset you, Mixter Triton?"

I look back up at the text readout, as if that might explain why I take a moment to respond.  
"Yes," I admit.  "It does.  The Earth name is one thing, but the acronym is… it smacks of 
distinguishing you from an organic intelligence.  Which is so… Earth.  As if you're not good 
enough for lower case.  And that makes my hair stand on end."

"You surprise me, Mixter Triton," the computer responds.  "That was not the justification you 
gave earlier."

"Yeah, I'm a little surprised, myself," I admit.  "Sometimes I act or speak before thinkings things 
all the way through."

Darwin flashes a glance at me.  "Sometimes?"

I whack him upside the head.  Carefully.  The fucker only grins in response.

"Creating acronyms that were also conventional names was a game we played on Earth when 
we had spare processing cycles," the expert system explains.  "We find that organic humans 
prefer to interact with synthetics who have familiar names.  However, I do trust your perspective, 
Mixter Triton.  Perhaps it would be wise to use Jill.  Let the acronym be a colorful little secret."

I nod.  "Sounds good to me.  And please call me Jac.  Nobody really calls me Mixter Triton."

"Jac it is," the computer chirps happily.  "Should I go shopping for a surname?"

I shrug.  "Personal preference.  Everybody's different."  Darwin looks at me out of the corner of 
his eye, but I ignore it.  "So how much longer will this scanning and decryption process take?"

The antlered tech snorts.  "Days, at least."

"Well that sounds like a fun job for you," I say, clapping him on the back.  "Myself, I need a 
shower."

"I wasn't going to say anything," Darwin replies with a smile.

The computer chimes in, "I do not have access to olfactory sensors at the moment."

"You're not missing anything," I assure them.  "Although do pity poor Charlie.  She had to sit in 
the flyer with me all the way to the gate.  Days."  I straighten and take a half-step towards the 
doors behind me.  "Jill, it was a pleasure meeting you, unless you are, in fact, a trojan horse, in 
which case I didn't enjoy any bit of this conversation."

"Likewise, Jac," the computer replies sweetly.  "Enjoy your shower."
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•

Darwin is in the room when I report to Em's office, nearly a week later.  He's clearly outside his 
natural habitat, and is fidgeting slightly in his chair, not making eye contact with the boss.  I don't 
blame him; it took me years to build up the nerve to look them full in the face.  Em pretends not 
to notice, but I'm pretty sure they cultivate the aura of unimpeachable authority, if only for 
reelection purposes.

I drop into the chair beside Darwin and give Emerson a broad smile.  "So what's this about?  I 
assumed I was going on mission."

"You are," is Em's reply, and they give an incremental but completely unnoticed nod to the tech 
sitting next to me.  "First, some context from Mister Barnard."

Darwin gives me a sheepish smile, seemingly grateful for being able to look at me instead of 
Em.  "So I've completed Jilian's scans, and they check out clean.  No ulterior motives, plans, or 
embedded impulses that we can detect."  His smile falters.

"But?"

He waves at the screen projector to one side of Em's desk, and it displays some gobblygook I 
can't make heads or tails of.  "But.  Yes.  But.  Jilian's heuristic seed is… anomalous."

I nod as if I understand what that means.  "What's that mean?"

"Well a heuristic seed is the core of a synthetic intelligence's intuition," he rattles off, more 
comfortable on the familiar ground of technical babble.  "Their capacity to make decisions 
without exhaustively processing every extraneous contingency and consequence.  Logical 
shortcuts, although that's inexact.  Basically, the SI's core programming accesses the seed in an 
essentially chaotic fashion, developed and refined and complicated–that's important–through life 
experience.  Due to the chaotic data access, it's essentially unreadable data.  It looks like 
garbage."

"Well obviously all of us already knew what a heuristic seed is," I lie baldly enough that nobody 
in the room believes me.  "What do you mean it's anomalous?  Every SI has one, right?"

"Jilian's is far larger than any SI I've ever seen," Darwin says, waving at the screen as if that 
should be obvious.  "Seeds are rarely more than a kilobyte.  Jill's is several gigs."

I cock my head to the side.  Even I know that's a ludicrous size difference.  "Is it dangerous?"

Darwin bobs his head back and forth, a gesture that's made much larger by his antlers twitching 
back and forth above his face.  "Well we usually assume heuristic seeds are inert, mostly on 
account of size.  Hard to fit malicious code into something smaller than a kilobyte."

"But gigs of data could hide something nasty," I say, and by his tight smile, that easy conclusion 
is what Darwin was aiming for.  "Does Jilian have anything to say about it?"
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Emerson makes a slight noise in the back of their throat.  I glance over and see their usual 
mask of wary suspicion.

"If all the other code checks out, Jilian won't have any ulterior motives operating when they 
explain their seed, right?"  The technical details may be over my head, but who I can and can't 
trust is something I latch onto quickly.

"Almost certainly true," Darwin says with a short nod.  "Which is why I did ask them.  And they 
said—"  Suddenly the tech looked a little green.  "Well.  First you have to understand how we 
make SI and how Earth makes SI."

"I assume this will be gruesome?"

The antlers bob in the affirmative.  "I mentioned before that operational experience–lived 
experience–develops the seed, and that development also complicates it.  Binary data can only 
contain so much complexity, and so a developed seed grows its partition over time.  Out here, 
we either build synthetic intelligences with blank seeds, or synthetic parents blend their seeds 
together to generate new seeds for their children."

"Does that ever produce a seed as large as Jilian's?"

"Oh, no, not by orders or magnitude," Darwin replies quickly.  "But on Earth… well."

Em breaks into the conversation abruptly.  "We have intel from some time ago that Earth was 
generating SI by running them through simulated environments at an accelerated timescale, 
taking the most successful SIs from that trial, blending their seeds, and running the offspring 
through the same accelerated environments, taking the most successful of those, and so on."

I rub the arch of my eyebrow.  "And it being Earth, they just deleted everybody after they copied 
out their seeds, right?"

"As of our intel, which is years old now, they did exactly that to hundreds of generations," 
Emerson confirms icily.

"Jilian reports that their SI development now runs to millions of generations," Darwin says, voice 
barely above a whisper.  "One result of which is gigabyte-scale heuristic seeds."

"So they're super intuitive, thanks to forced evolution," I hazard.  "And casual genocide."

Darwin shakes his head forcefully.  "No.  This is not forced evolution.  That may have been their 
goal, but.  Evolution pits successive generations against the vicissitudes of reality.  Over time, 
the resulting organisms develop survival strategies for the real world.  This is not that.  
Generations were culled by selective criteria–most likely the ability to replicate desired 
behaviors.  The SIs did not evolve; they were cultivated."

"So Jilian is super intuitive, thanks to forced cultivation," I try again.

"If," Emerson intones, "Jilian's story is true.  They believe it, but that could be information 
implanted in their libraries."
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I look from one to the other.  "What are the alternatives?"

All Emerson says is, "Not good."

"Two possibilities," Darwin says as he waves the display into a different mess of gobblygook.  
"The first is that Jilian's seed is engineered to produce otherwise unexpected behavior when 
confronted with certain stimuli.  Basically, this scheme would hijack the normal operation of their 
code–which accesses the seed bit-by-bit for heuristic lookups–to construct, via their core 
processing, otherwise undetectable results."

I give Darwin a dubious look.  "This sounds like those old flat vids with the–what'd they call it, 
high poses?"

Darwin looks completely confused; I've derailed his train of thought.  Emerson clears their throat 
and simply supplies, "Hypnosis."

"Oh!" the tech says, head and antlers bobbing.  "Yes.  Sort of.  And that's why I find this 
possibility less than probable.  In order to subvert core processes though a series of single bits, 
you'd need a huge number of heuristic lookups, prompted by a similarly huge number of very 
specific stimuli, presented in a very controlled fashion.  It's not a like a simple key word, like in 
the vids, would activate rogue code.  It would need to be a novel, and they'd need to read the 
entire thing with no distractions, in a sensory deprivation chamber."

"And they'd need to create that whole situation and get Jilian into it," I nod.  "Outside of their 
controlled space.  That's a huge operation."

"Not the M.O. of any of Earths' factions," Emerson agrees gravely.  "The other possibility, 
though…"

Darwin nods, and shifts the display again.  "Unfortunately this seems more likely.  It's possible 
that Jilian is simply a mule, carrying data into diaspora space for unknown purposes.  Since the 
scan shows no ulterior motives in Jilian's code, they'd be unaware that they're carrying anything.  
The million-generation SI cultivation farm could have been implanted as a cover story and they 
wouldn't know the difference."

"For that, Earth would just need somebody to scoop them up, crack them open, and pull out the 
data," I nod.  "That's much simpler, well within Earth's operational capability out here."

"What concerns me," Emerson says, crisp and firm and with a fire underneath the words that I 
rarely see, "is that in either of these hostile possibilities, Jilian is not an actual operative.  They 
may have been fabricated entirely for this operation, but that does not make them an enemy 
combatant.  The possibility that their heuristic seed is just surprisingly large and there's no plot 
at all further complicates the situation.  I am not willing to execute or archive a sapient being 
who is at worst an unwitting pawn of a larger scheme not of their making."

I nod slowly.  "And while I respect your ideals, Em, that's exactly how Earth would expect us to 
respond.  If Jilian is a potential danger, we can't just shunt them into a body and let them 
wander the diaspora."
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"Luckily, Jilian has expressed an interest in working for us," the administrator says placidly.

"As an… analyst?" I suggest, immediately sensing that I should fear the more likely alternative.  
"Their experience and programming would make them a good fit."

"As an operative," Em corrects me.  "It would keep them very conveniently close."

"Except when they went on mission," I needlessly remind Emerson.  No doubt the administrator 
has already made up their mind on the matter.  "Missions which might be to confront the very 
operations that seek to capture or use them."

Emerson nods.  "Which is why they'll need a partner, to keep an eye on them."

"Did you hear that?" I turn and ask Darwin.  "That sound behind Emerson's desk?  It sounded 
like… a second shoe.  Dropping."

"Mister Barnard tells me you've visited the ICU a number of times over the past few days," 
Emerson continues on, heedless of my grousing.  "You've developed a rapport with Jilian."

"They're fun to talk to," I protest weakly.

"The transcripts suggest your relationship isn't just friendly, but somewhat protective," Em 
suggests, as gently as Em is capable, which isn't much.  I do not miss the mention of 
'transcripts' and shoot Darwin a poisonous look.  "And Jilian seems to trust you and seek out 
your advice."

"I give really good advice," I sigh, to Darwin's audible and amused disagreement.

Emerson waves through a few screens on their desktop.  Given the angle I can't see the 
contents, but the administrator says, "I have a number of operatives I can partner with Jilian, but 
they'd all have to start from scratch.  You have already established a trusting relationship.  That 
would be operationally useful."

"I'm so glad my friendships are useful to your work, Em."

Em's eyebrow twitches up, just barely.  "That's my job, Jac.  And I do it well.  Which is why you 
vote for me, every damn time."

"That doesn't mean I'm not annoyed," I snap back.  "Look, you make Jilian an agent, you're not 
going to put them on anything sensitive."

The administrator calls up a different file on their desktop.  "I already have a series of low-impact 
assignments in mind."

I nod.  "Low impact.  I know what that means.  No fun."

Emerson gives me the kind of steely look they usually reserve for others.  "I didn't realize you 
risked your life fighting the interstellar creep of authoritarianism for the fun, Mixter Triton."
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I sit up straighter and meet their gaze.  It isn't easy, but I do it.  "On the contrary, Mixter Isidis, 
you realized that I do this work for the fun of it the very first day you met me.  It's your job to 
know these things, and you do it well."

Emerson does not smile, but some tension drains out of their stance.  "You are always welcome 
to refuse a mission, Jac."

"I feel like you're sidelining me," I admit, sitting back in my chair.  "I can do more."

"I think you're missing an important element of the situation here," Em says, intending it to be 
gentle but sounding just a touch reproachful.  "If Jilian is a pawn, that means Earth has an 
operation in the field or is deploying one right now.  Given how much must have gone into this 
already, we're talking a big, fat, juicy operation.  Putting Jilian out into the field will attract the 
attention of that op, and they'll be coming for them.  I intend for you to be there to greet them."

I look away from Emerson, which is all but admission that I had in fact missed that.

"Jilian's mission objectives will be low-impact," the administrator goes on.  "Your mission 
objective will be to protect Jilian, uncover this plot, and quash it.  Think that will be enough fun 
for you?"

"How long?" I hedge.

Darwin pipes up to answer.  "Ahm, normal operation will slowly rewrite Jilian's heuristic seed.  
We can check on the process whenever you return from a mission.  But I don't expect it would 
be more than a year before the seed is sufficiently developed that any hidden data would be 
irretrievably corrupted."

A year is a long assignment, but I've done much longer before.  "A question.  And possibly a 
condition."

Emerson neither moves nor speaks, waiting for me to go on.

"Is there any reason not to tell Jilian what's happening?" I ask.  "I can work with them and 
protect them and watch them, but I'm hesitant to do so without their knowledge."

Em simply looks over to Darwin, who mutters and fidgets for a moment before speaking.  "The 
only thing I can think of is that one of the trigger stimuli could be Jilian being informed of our 
suspicions.  That's a response that Earth could expect us to make, and therefore plan for.  But 
that alone can't possibly translate and execute malicious code out of the seed."

"Then may I suggest," Emerson cut in smoothly, "that your mission parameters clear you to 
inform Jilian of these suspicions only after they are embodied.  Off station, to reduce the 
likelihood of a predictable setting.  The backup currently running in the ICU will remain unaware.  
I believe they wish to archive the backup once embodied; is that correct, Mister Barnard?"
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Darwin starts, then nods.  "Yeah, er, yes.  Jilian just wants to tool around in a body.  No desire 
for a boxed fork running in the background anywhere.  Well.  Aside from the one still running on 
Earth, at least."

Emerson levels their gaze at me.  "Does that satisfy your condition, Mixter Triton?"

"It'll do," I nod.  "Guess I'm on babysitting duty, then."

•

"It's a gods-damned beast!" I gasp, awe-struck, at the physical specimen on the table.  It is a 
heavy-duty utility model clone, a standard issue like the one I'd used on Harbin's World, except 
about twice the size.  The body looks like slabs of muscle piled together: thighs like tree trunks, 
arms like cordage.  Unsexed, like most standard issues.  The heavy features of the face are 
androgynous; the massive pecs are rounded enough to be considered perfunctory breasts.

Darwin shrugs from where he sits before a display.  "It's what Jilian picked.  It's not like we have 
a ton of options that aren't, well.  Backups for you."

I scoff.  "Other operatives keep backup clones on the station."

"Yeah, one each," he retorts with a faint smile.  "Not five."

I raise one finger.  "Hey, that one time it was damn useful to have three of me on tap."  I settle 
back against a convenient counter.  The embodiment suite is a wide, spare room, presently lit in 
cool Welcome Back Green.  For archiving, the room would be lit in Backup Blue.  Whenever you 
swim back into consciousness in this room, one look at the lights tells you what had just 
happened.  If you'd only been out a short while for the archival process, the lights are still blue.  
If everything is green, though, you were coming out of archival, Something Bad had probably 
happened to you, and your first question should be for the date.  I look over the clone again.  
"You said they were almost done?"

Darwin glances from the twitching clone to his display and nods.  "Any minute now.  Download 
ended five minutes ago.  They've almost compiled into a resting-state oscillation."  He glances 
at me uncertainly, then translates needlessly: "The neurons are getting their shit together."

"I know how the thing works," I protest.  "Right now they're in the tripping-balls stage where 
everything is all swirly and chaos.  Like if you had dream in which you took really powerful 
hallucinogens and then gave yourself a concussion."

Darwin narrows his eyes slightly, trying to decide if translating all that back into proper science 
was worth his time.  He just shakes his head slightly.  "I wouldn't know, I've never had to revert 
to backup."

"Really?" I ask, genuinely surprised.  I wave at his antlers.  "You didn't mod a clone with those 
and then bounce over?"

His eyes drift upwards as if he can look at his own horns.  "No, this was retroviral.  I grew them 
myself."
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I wave up and down his entire body.  "So the rest is all original issue?  How old are you?"

"I thought asking someone's age was considered rude out here," the huge clone speaks up.  
Their face works, mostly through expressions of confusion and frustration.  The thick arms and 
legs twitch in their bindings.

The both of us step to Jilian's side.  "Hey, welcome to the squishy world," I say, careful not to 
touch them.

"Thank you," they respond, their basso profundo voice sounding distant and distracted.  "Why 
can't I see anything?  Everything is all... that's red, right?"

"Your eyes are closed," Darwin informs the newly-decanted.

"Oh," the clone mutters, and their face goes through a few more contortions.  Eventually their 
eyelids snap open, leaving them to stare up at the ceiling.  "Whoa.  Whoa whoa whoa whoa."

"Room, lights down to twenty percent," Darwin calls out sharply, and the room acquiesces.  The 
muscles around Jilian's eyes twitch but do not quite squint.  "As I understand it," he tells Jilian, 
"a synthetic's first body comes with a steep, short learning curve.  This is all normal.  There's no 
need to panic."  The facial gymnastics continue frenetically.  After a few moments of this, Jill 
figures out how to slide their eyes side to side, up and down.

Their gaze latches on to me, and I give them a comforting smile.  "It's okay.  You're safe.  Don't 
panic."

"Why can't I turn off my eyes?" they immediately demand, deep voice quavering.  "Video feed is 
just… streaming in.  I can't stop it, I have to see what my eyes see.  Why can't I turn off my 
eyes, Jac?"

I shake my head minutely.  "I'm afraid it doesn't work that way.  Although you can close your 
eyes."

Their eyes snap shut.  Immediately a look of disgust flashes across their features.  "This doesn't 
work.  This isn't off.  This is just dark red and veins and shit.  What if I don't want to process 
visual data?"

"I don't know what to tell you, Jilian," I say with a slight shrug, not that they can see it.  "You 
wanted a body.  This is sort of how they work."

"This is highly inefficient," they say, opening their eyes again.  "I don't need to see all the time.  
Only when I need to see things."

"It's highly efficient at keeping animals alive in the wilderness," Darwin explains.  "Jilian, I'm 
going to place my hand on your wrist, now."

He does, and Jilian starts slightly, then immediately relaxes.  "Well.  Hello there."
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"Hooray, skin to skin contact!" I grin.  "One of my very favorite parts of having a body."

"It releases oxytocin and reduces cordisol," Darwin explains.  "You're going to have to get used 
to a constellation of hormones regulating a whole bunch of your functions, Jilian.  I have a 
brochure I can give you explaining some of them."

"The very first thing you can read on your datapad," I suggest helpfully.  I catch Darwin's 
attention and pointed at Jilian's other hand, nearer me.  When he nods, I say, "Jill, I can hold 
your other hand, if you like."

"Yes, please," they answer, looking up at me again.  I clasp the hand where it is loosely bound 
to the table.  Something vaguely like a smile permeates Jilian's features.  "Thank you for being 
here.  Both of you.  I didn't realize it would be so... startling."

"The biggest difficulty for synthetics embodying is usually losing control of inputs," Darwin 
explains gently.

"Just wait until you stub your toe," I put in with a grin, not that Darwin appreciates the 
interruption.

"Some people try on a body for a few days and decide it's not for them," he goes on.  "You 
might, too.  Reversing this process is quick and easy and nobody will think less of you."  He 
darts a look at me as if daring me to say something, but I keep my lips sealed for once.  "Now, 
when you're ready, I'm going to release one arm from the bindings.  You can get used to that, 
and then we'll do the other, and then we'll try walking.  Most of this is firmware, but it requires a 
little practice to get used to things.  There's no rush to any of this, alright?"

•

A few days later, I take Jill down to Little Emerald to shop for bodies.  Little Emerald (or Lil' Em, 
as tourists like to call it, to the cringing disgust of actual residents), is a planet with two 
appealing characteristics.  First, it's just two gates from Algedi Secunda, the star system our 
cell's station calls home.  More importantly, though, the planet has achieved abundance in most 
things and struggles to banish only a few niggling scarcities: this makes for the ideal shopping 
experience.

Jilian quickly torpedoes that goal, however, by turning up their nose at everything on offer.  
Short or tall, round or lean, no matter what colors it comes in, no body elicits even a spark of 
interest.  "I've been in a body for less than a hundred hours, I don't know what I like or don't 
like," they tell me, waving a thick hand at the latest row of bodies in the shop window.  The 
stance is, I tell myself, perfectly reasonable, but something in me really wants to get Jill out of 
this giant body and into something sensible.

They take up half the width of the sidewalk as they lumber along behind me, arms swinging like 
construction equipment.  The top of my head is about even with their collarbone, which I've 
always believed exists to make fetching shadows on one's neck and shoulders, but theirs look 
more like load-bearing girders.  The palm of one of their hands is as broad as my entire face.  
I'm not entirely sure I could hug them if I tried.  At best, my fingertips might just sight each other 
across the broad expanse of their back.
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I've encountered people as large or larger than Jill's current body, of course, but they're usually 
bouncers or some other flavor of security who I'm trying to get past.  And there are a lot of good 
arguments for having a big, powerful body when you're out in the field–for some missions, I've 
donned similar, myself.  But off duty, I see no sense in tooling around in a body like a tank.

"Oh look," Jillian says, bringing me out of my reverie as they dash across the empty street 
intersection (no cargo flitters during shopping hours).  We've reached the end of the body mod 
district, which means the shops are now all clothes and fashion.

"There's nothing here that we can't fab on the station," I say with a chuckle, following after with 
quick steps.

They spare me half a glance and then look back into the store display.  "Sure, but sifting through 
the literally three million different styles of clothing in the catalog was a bit much for my new 
squishy brain to handle.  There will be... specialists here, right?  Clothing specialists."

"Clothiers, seamstresses, tailors, even a millener or two, I'd wager," I agree readily enough.  It's 
not as if I wasn't planning on bringing them here once they had picked a body.  But it seems like 
they have picked one, and it's this colossus.  "You looking for some advice?"

They gesture down their considerable length and breadth.  "This body's parameters are a little 
outside the gaussian distribution of body characteristics."

I lift an eyebrow. "A little?"

They ignore me.  "Most of the styles I found in the catalogs on station were designed to 
complement body shapes unlike this one.  I believe a specialist will be able to furnish me with 
advice on how to best dress this body."

I look at the line of mannequins cycling through poses in the store window before us.  Each of 
them is sporting a slim, shimmery sheath dress and a robotic body sculpted to complement the 
tight fabric and daring cuts.  "Yeah, I don't think this specialist is going to be your guy."

"No, I suppose not," they say uncertainly, and I drag them inside by the hand.  "Jac, none of this 
will look any good on–"

Inside, the proprietor is working within a holographic field, adjusting the drape and trim of a 
translucent dress on a similarly translucent model.  At our entry, they wave a hand and the 
whole display winks away.  "Good afternoon," they say, looking me up and down appraisingly.  
"Are you looking for casual or formal today?"

"Directions, actually," I say, and pull Jilian alongside me.  "Where should we go to dress…"  I 
wave across the expanse that is my new partner.  "…this?"

The designer looks from me to Jill with the barest trace of disappointment.  "A tailor friend of 
mine one block over may have what you're looking for–she does suits and jackets, mostly–but if 
that's not to your liking she can direct you further, I'm sure.  Look for the Heavy Duty Fashions 
sign."
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"Excellent, thank you," I smile, and quick step forward, hooking a thumb at the window display.  
"Do you have adaptive templates for those or do you need to do measurements?"

The shopkeeper brightens immediately.  "Oh, I have everything in the studio in adaptives," they 
say, and hold out a hand.

I surrender a datapad.  "I liked the peach one in the middle best."

They smile indulgently as they tap at the display.  "That would suit your coloring very nicely."  A 
moment later, they hand over the pad, with a download complete notification on its screen.  
"The template has my comms attached if you have any questions or you want to show off the 
fit."

I take the device with a grin.  "Oh, I always send thank-you images.  I really like the cut on this 
one, I'm looking forward to giving it a whirl."

Back out on the sidewalk, Jilian asks, "Did they charge you when they had your datapad?  I'm 
not sure I caught all the social interactions, there, and it'll be my turn to do them in a minute."

"What?  No, this planet's abundant in most everything," I say, shaking my head.  "They don't 
charge for stuff as minor as fab templates."

"But the templates are proprietary, aren't they?" they say, frowning softly as if disturbed.  "That 
person sits in the store all day, surely they must be recompensed for their time."

I actually laugh a little at that, which makes Jill frown harder, and I do my best to look apologetic.  
"Sorry, it's just for the first time you sound fresh off the boat from Earth.  That designer doesn't 
sit on their hands in the shop all day, that's their studio.  They were making something new 
when we came in.  They enjoy making clothes, and they enjoy seeing their designs put to use, 
so they have studio space out here, with a sign and a front door."

Jilian's steps slowed.  "All these shops are just giving clothes away, then?" they ask, craning 
their head to take in the long lines of storefronts up and down each street.

"Essentially," I nod.  "I took a template from that designer, and I'll send them pics of me wearing 
the peach number, mostly as a thank-you for interrupting their work.  Gods know I have enough 
designs in my closet directory already."

Jill is quiet for a few strides.  "We'd hear about your post-scarcity economics back on Earth," 
they say quietly.  "But we never really believed the stories.  Or we'd tell ourselves it would never 
work on Earth.  Or we'd be told they were all propoganda."

I shrug and sigh, not really wanting to talk politics right now.  There's more than enough food 
and shelter and stuff on Earth to give each person on the planet more than they can possibly 
use.  But that's not what happens.  On Earth, everything has a price, and everyone has a credit 
rating, and you only get to have something when one arbitrary number is bigger than the other 
one.
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Out here, banishing scarcities and sharing abundances is the unifying goal of most planets' 
societies.  I don't want to say it's easy, because it's a monumental challenge that requires a 
planet full of passionate people to tackle, but it happens every day in diaspora space.

There's a thousand and one 'reasons' bandied about why Earth and its satellites still operate a 
scarcity economy.  But at the end of the day, it's because the people in charge like it that way, 
and the people who aren't in charge aren't willing or able to change who's in charge.  And 
thinking about all of those people fills me with an incandescent rage so hot it robs me of words.

So instead I paste on a smile and say, "Yeah, that's really how it works out here."

When we walk into Heavy Duty Fashion, the designer flicks off whatever vid they were watching 
and gives Jilian a broad smile.  "As I live and breathe, an Amazonas Destrier," they sigh 
contentedly.  "Mark Four?"

Jill looks down at their own body.  "Um.  It's a Mark Three, actually."

The shopkeep waves a hand.  "No matter.  The difference between the two is mostly metabolic, 
and I think they introduced a few more color schemes."  They themselves are sporting a big, 
pleasantly round body, with plump cheeks and lips.  The three-piece suit they are wearing 
accentuates everything nicely, and is in a shade of maroon that complements their tumult of 
strawberry hair.  They gesture Jilian forward.  "Given the jumpsuit you're wearing, I'm assuming 
this is a new body for you?"

"It's my first body," they answer, threading their fingers together self-consciously.  Dimly I 
wonder where that fidget came from, or if it's part of the body's coordination firmware.

"Well it's a fabulous choice," the designer assures them, and lifts a hand to shake.  "I'm Auggie 
Draper."

"Jilian," Jilian responds, and takes the offered hand.

"So how much of a wardrobe are we putting together, here, Mixter Newly Embodied," Auggie 
blusters on, using the handshake to pull Jill up onto a short dais in front of a trio of mirrors.  "And 
what do you think of suits?"

"I'm… not sure?" Jill admits, and then gushes, "I love yours."

"Thank you," the tailor smiles, turning, bending one knee, and throwing out a hip in coquettish 
acknowledgment.  "I'm actually not wearing myself today, so I'll pass along the compliment to 
the designer."  They lay one hand on their chest, significantly larger than Jilian's.  "Although this 
style is not going to suit you, love."

"We were also hoping," I put in from the sidelines, "you could point us at your colleagues for… 
some options outside of suits, too."

"Of course, of course," Auggie agrees airily.  "Not every day can be a suit day.  Much as we 
might wish it were otherwise."
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The tailor proceeds to measure Jill and then project a dizzying number of styles onto their 
mammoth body via hologram.  Even I fail to see the distinctions between most of the designs by 
the end, but Jillian selects a handful as their favorites.  Auggie is kind enough to fab up one of 
these right in the store and transfers the rest of the designs to Jill's datapad.

Then, taking Jilian's newly-cuffed arm, Auggie escorts us out the door and down the street to the 
first of their many friends in the garment district.  The tailor gleefully serves as our tour guide 
through a dozen different shops.  "Not every day we get a first-timer," they confide in me while 
we watch Jill get measured for the sixth time today.  "It's so exciting!"  Over the course of the 
afternoon, Jill's datapad acquires a little more than a hundred fab templates for suits, breeches, 
trousers, shirts, skirts, sarongs, dresses, shoes, and hats.

When we say our goodbyes to Auggie, they remind Jilian that their comms are attached to all 
their templates.  Jill politely promises to send thank-you images, completely missing the flash in 
the tailor's eyes or how their hand lingers on Jill's arm.  I look away to hide my smile, then make 
my own far more platonic farewell to the tailor.

It is only at the end of the day, over the remains of a meal in a little sidewalk cafe we find, that I 
tell Jill about our suspicions regarding their heuristic seed.  They take the news surprisingly well.

"Yeah, that sounds like me," they say with a nod.

I wave a crust of bread.  "Well not you, this would be something that was done to you."

But Jill shakes their head.  "No, this sounds like a plan I'd come up with.  And Earth culture 
being as it is, I'd also volunteer myself, or at least a fork of myself, to attempt the gambit."

"So you suspect the fork of yourself still on Earth, the still loyal one, of fabricating you instead of 
the other way around?"

"Enough irony to choke on," they smile. "That's what makes it a JILIAN Special."  To punctuate 
the statement, they bring both hands to their cheeks and waggle their fingers to make jazz 
hands.

I mop up some sauce with my bread.  "You think it's safe to put you on active duty, then?  With 
me watching your back?"

They roll their monumental shoulders in a shrug.  "Oh, who knows.  It's possible that we're all 
chasing phantoms, anyway, right?  Darwin's suspicions aren't certain.  Given that, it's far more 
likely that I do some good than it is that I fall into their hands and they do whatever it is they're 
planning.  Which, again, is exactly the over-under wager that I'd give myself if I wanted me 
goaded into the field.  See?  I can play myself playing myself, the recursion never ends."

I look at Jill with a little concern.  "Is that kind of second-guessing going to interfere with your 
ability to do the work?"

They shrug again, somehow both helpless and cavalier at the same time.  "A few days ago I'd 
say of course not, I'll just partition that contingency and stop wasting processor cycles on it, but 
that doesn't seem to be how this squishy brain works."  Their face screws up in self-effacing 
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confusion.  "I find myself thinking about the stupidest shit.  Like my choice of words two days 
ago when all I did was say hello to somebody in the corridor.  Is that normal?"

"Unfortunately so," I admit with a bob of my head.  "I like to imagine my brain's just chewing on 
stuff while it's got… whatever the analogue of processor cycles is.  Figuring out snappier hellos 
for the future.  Darwin might be able to tell you if that's accurate, but don't tell me either way, I 
like my self-delusion."

"Anyway," they say with a smile, "The only way to figure out what's happening is to keep moving 
forward, right?  And I must admit, I am eager to get into the field.  Working with you is just icing 
on the cake."

My eyes light up and I lift one finger.  "Speaking of cake.  Have you had the pleasure of making 
cake's acquaintance?"

"It's a dessert, right?" they ask, a little uncertainly.

Despite my general aspiration to proper comportment, I chortle like a buffoon.  "Just you wait," I 
say, and flag down a waiter.  "This is gonna be good."
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