

  Shining Path

  
  PART I


Chapter 1


If you make it out the door of the Shining Path Academy, the cops will bring
you back, and the AI will punish you.  There's a window in every classroom,
and in Summer they even keep the window open.  If you look out the window
and make a run plan, the iris trackers will detect it, and the AI will
punish you for that, too.  Even if you don't look out the window, you can
lose points for thinking about the window too much; the AI will know,
somehow.  It is smarter than you.


For thinking and looking, you just lose points, or a level in an extreme
case.  If you actually succeed in exiting the classroom without permission,
let alone reaching the ground outside the school building, then losing
points isn't all of it: you also have to make a speech to your class about
what you did and how they caught you.  You also have to apologize to your
Level Seven classmates who will lose points with you for having failed to
keep you on the Shining Path.  In that speech is one of the only times
you're ever allowed to speak to classmates outside your own circle at all. 
The idea is that hearing the speeches, everyone will realize that no matter
what you do to run, they'll catch you one way or another, and so it's
not worth it and everyone will be less likely to make the attempt
themselves.  Hearing it from the unsuccessful runners is supposed to be more
convincing than hearing it from the AI.


Of course, the ones who die on the electric fence cannot speak for
themselves, but not many make it that far and you get to watch the video
when it happens, and that is supposed to have much the same effect.  The AI
with its theory-of-mind agent was wise enough to formulate this policy, with
a little help from the Principal and a few calls to Wing-FabAI Technical
Support, but it was not smart enough to foresee some of the consequences of
the policy, consequences that an experienced human administrator might have
been able to predict.


Wun Wun Siks, Level Three, 29 points, counted everything.  She had a tattoo
of the numeral 2 on her left shoulder; it looked homemade, but she didn't
remember whether she had made it herself, nor what it had meant when she got
it.  Now she thought it might be to remind her to count things – because it
was two, you know; anyone can be one but to get to two it's
one more, you have to remember to count.  She counted the speeches she'd
heard from unsuccessful escapees (thirteen) and the times she watched the
video (four).  She counted her classmates who graduated from Level Eight
(41) and those who were transferred out to other classes (three).  That made
a total of 61 students leaving her class from all causes, nearly matching
the 63 who joined (not counting herself), since she started counting.  She
had started counting these things 1,796 days ago, which is nearly five
years; but she was no longer sure exactly why she had started counting nor
what had happened before that.  In fact she was an unusually difficult
student.  Normally you graduate in much less than five years.


After Wun Wun Siks exhausted the possibilities of counting floor tiles, desks
in the classroom, her own punishments, and everything else outside herself
like that, she started counting her heartbeats.  Her heart beat faster or
slower at different times, so it wasn't a good way of measuring time at
first, but by careful experiment she found she could match it against her
breathing and keep a steady, even rhythm.  The AI and its biometric
wristband actually helped with that – if she thought too much about boys or
running or a few other things she'd get the tone that meant she was losing a
point, or sometimes it would just skip ahead to the electric shock, and
either way that meant her heart had been beating faster.  She learned to
slow it down, and she learned how her body felt when her heart was too slow
(which would earn her a visit to the infirmary and more lost points if she
kept her heart slow for too long).  Wun Wun Siks became skilled enough that
she could count heartbeats through an entire class session, morning or
afternoon, and get nearly the same count every time: 25,500, give or take a
hundred or so.


She didn't mind losing the points for these experiments because she could
earn them back at any time by just being good for a while and giving the
right answers in her interviews, and points were just one more thing to
count anyway.  If she only counted numbers as fast as possible, she was sure
she would never run out.  There was no limit to numbers, so in the same way,
there would be no limit to the days she could spend experimenting.


Three times since she started counting, Wun Wun Siks had experimented at
night, too.  She kept herself awake all night to find out how long a night
actually was.  Whenever she started to fall asleep, she would put her hand
between her legs, at which point the AI (itself in sleep mode during the
night, and not evaluating the situation as carefully as maybe it should
have) would help her stay awake with a heavy shock from her wristband, since
it could not give her a warning tone without waking the others.  It wasn't
easy to keep awake like that and maintain a steady heart rate at the same
time, but she had nothing more interesting to do.


The first night that Wun Wun Siks stayed awake from lights-out until
lights-on, her heart beat 41,021 times in that period.  It cost her 86
points, taking her from Level Three down to Level One, but she got back to
Level Three in just fourteen days (a school-wide all-time record, though she
did not know it) and tried again. On the second and third attempts, her
counts were 39,372 and 39,348.  That was enough to satisfy her curiosity,
and she stopped experimenting and decided to earn points for a while and see
if she could make it to Level Four.


Tree Niner Niner, Level Three, had put his run plan into action 33 days ago.
As he explained in his speech afterward, he had swallowed as much water as
he could during his morning shower, so that his bladder would be full by
mid-morning.  The wristband can detect that, not directly but a reasonable
guess based on galvanic skin response and a few other things.  He waited
until he could plausibly claim that his need would not wait any longer, then
he crossed his legs.  You're not allowed to cross your legs or take bathroom
breaks during class in Level Three; but under the circumstances, based on
the wristband data, the AI took off a few points and allowed him a break
anyway.


Once in the bathroom – because in Level Three you are allowed to be
alone in the bathroom, the cop stands outside the door and leaves it to the
cameras to make sure you'll be good – he simply took off his wristband,
pushed the window open, and jumped out.  It was about four meters' drop from
the second floor, and he twisted his ankle landing, but not badly enough for
it to stop him.


The external surveillance cameras spotted Tree Niner Niner before he even
hit the ground, and the three nearest painball guns locked onto him as he
picked himself up and headed for the fence.  When he crossed an invisible
line fifteen meters away from the building, the guns started firing.  Painball
filling takes a fraction of a second to soak into your skin, so at
first he just felt something like a repeated slap on the back of his neck,
or even a sensation like popping a zit, something you almost could enjoy.


But then the pain hit.  Tree Niner Niner was a big, strong young man before
he came to Shining Path and stopped exercising, so he managed to take two
more steps before falling forward screaming.  He broke his nose and one of
his front teeth, and the cops took their time dragging him back to the
infirmary.  He had to give his speech, which sounded funny with the air
whistling past his broken tooth – though nobody laughed, of course – and he
lost enough points to set him back to Level Two.


Painball ammunition is tricky stuff.  Handheld rifles are slightly less
finicky, but an automated gun that might have to fire at any moment must
store its ammunition at a constant 10 degrees.  Any less, and the
polyethylene glycol solvent will get too thick; any more, and the
neovanilloid active ingredients will decompose.  So the guns have to be
refrigerated in Summer and heated in Winter, and even at that they need to
be cleaned frequently.  The painball system at Shining Path Academy went
down for thirty minutes every morning starting at 3:30 for a self-cleaning
cycle.  You would think they could take the even-numbered guns down first,
and then when those came back up do the odd-numbered ones, or something like
that, so that the entire system wouldn't have to go down all at once; but
that was not what they did.  They took the whole system offline all at once. 
When the painball guns went down, there was no need to operate the camera
system used for targeting them, so the AI used that time to do recalibration
on the cameras, too.


Wun Wun Siks did not know the details of how the painball system worked.  But
she did know that all three of the times she stayed awake through the night,
there was a time from about 27,000 to 29,000 heartbeats after lights-out
during which she heard a lot of mechanical noises coming from outside.  Some
of those noises had sounded a lot like the imitations of the painball guns
that Tree Niner Niner gave during his speech.  She reasonably guessed that
security systems require maintenance, guns need to be cleaned and
test-fired, and AIs need something like sleep themselves, and she made a run
plan of her own.  Now, on the night following the 1,796th day of her count
and the 33rd day since Tree Niner Niner's failed attempt at running, Wun Wun
Siks ran.


She counted 27,500 heartbeats after lights-out, by which time she could
definitely hear something security-related going on outside, and then she
pressed the button on her wristband.  The wristband gave her a small
electric shock.  Some of the others in her circle said that you could reduce
your punishments for unavoidable minor infractions if you pressed the button
to ask for a shock in advance, because self-discipline is one of the steps
on the Path; Wun Wun Siks had not done the experiments to test that, and she
had her doubts, but it was worth a try.  It might reassure the AI that she
was a good girl, and give her a little extra time.


She rolled over in her bed, crawled to the ladder, and made her way down to
the floor.  She tried to be quiet and avoid waking Too Fower Tree, whose
bunk was below, or any of the others. She crept to the door, pushed
it open, and walked carefully down the hall to the bathroom.  She was
given another shock, but the AI had determined that it was a simple toilet
break, and Wun Wun Siks was showing respect for the cops (because respect is
very important) by not waking them for her own comfort, and so it let her
continue.


Too Fower Tree was wide awake, lying quietly in the bunk below, and she
heard Wun Wun Siks leave.  She, unlike the AI, guessed that this was no
ordinary late-night bathroom break.  Her friend would not be coming back,
and her own heart raced.  She received several shocks in rapid succession
for that, the AI making reasonable inferences from her elevated heartbeat
and GSR and her irregular breathing, even though her hands had remained
carefully at her sides where a good girl keeps them.


In the bathroom, Wun Wun Siks did as Tree Niner Niner had done 33 days
before.  She used the toilet normally, to reassure the AI that nothing was
amiss, and then she removed her wristband.  She wasted two heartbeats to
shoot it, as a girl shoots an elastic band, into the farthest corner of the
room.  Then she pushed the window open and jumped down to the ground.  The
AI had not learned from its mistake with Tree Niner Niner, because from its
point of view there had been no mistake with Tree Niner Niner.  The
boy was easily caught and appropriately disciplined – ne? – and the whole
thing was just another step on the Shining Path for him and his classmates. 
So there had been no cause to do anything to prevent another student, like
Wun Wun Siks, from making and following the same run plan if she needed to
learn the same lesson.


Wun Wun Siks landed gracefully at the side of the building, and the
floodlights snapped on, dazzlingly bright.  That frightened her, but they
were on local intelligence – the central AI was not fully alert yet.  She
ran.  Nothing happened when she crossed the fifteen-meter line; the painball
guns were all busy self-cleaning, and they could not have targeted her
anyway because the targeting cameras were shut down for recalibration.  In a
control room in the East wing of the school, the duty cop saw the
floodlights through the window and knew something was happening.  She tried
to follow her procedure.  But with the painball system down and the AI in
sleep mode, all she could do was check the regular surveillance cameras, by
hand one at a time.  It would take almost a hundred heartbeats just to find
the right channel.


Wun Wun Siks sprinted across the exercise yard, the electric fence growing
until it occupied all of her final vision.  She reached out her arms to
accept its fiery embrace, throwing herself forward with her heartbeat
counting and all her other counting forgotten and ended, all numbers passing
infinity and back to zero – throwing herself ecstatically into the dead,
cold chain link.


The electric fence was not electric.  In fact, it couldn't possibly be – it
was aluminum and steel all the way into the ground with no insulators and no
connection to any kind of power supply.  Wun Wun Siks had never really
learned about electricity except how it felt on her wrist, because she had
spent her entire high school career on the Shining Path to obedience.  She
had believed in that fence.  Even though she would have said she didn't
believe a word of what the AI told her, she had believed in the fence.  She
had believed that touching the fence would be the end of all her counting.


Now she stood at the edge of the schoolyard, her fingers in the chain link
of the fence, feeling an unfamiliar emotion that could be joy or relief or
disappointment or awe, wondering what would happen next.  Behind her, at the
school building, she could hear an alarm go off.  The painball guns would be
offline for another thousand heartbeats at least, but with the alarm blaring
the cops would show up faster.  She stared through the fence and through the
diaphanous PET-film RF shield that hung down on the outside.  Into the dark
and deep woods.  No knowing how far those lovely trees went, or what might
be on the other side.  Maybe she'd be killed out there anyway, maybe more
slowly and painfully than if the fence had lived up to its promise.  There
were pictures in her head, sometimes when she slept especially, of a time
and place where "school" and "prison" were two different words with two
different meanings, and there were no points or levels, but even though they
won't make you stop imagining such things entirely until Level Six, Wun Wun
Siks already had serious doubts about the existence of the next world. 
Maybe those trees just continued forever and there was nothing but the
Shining Path.  Maybe students who graduated or transferred out came back
again with new faces to learn their lessons again forever.


Maybe she'd better forget about running, like you will in Level Six. Wun Wun
Siks had never been past Level Four herself, and even that only because of an
AI lapse and only for a few days, because of her habit of counting
everything.  Maybe if she studied really hard she could learn humility and
overcome her nature.  But there was no stepping back onto the Shining Path,
not now.  She'd be back to Level Zero indefinitely after this infraction.
She had to end it all right here.  And Wun Wun Siks had promises to keep. 
She stretched muscles that hadn't been properly used in five years, and she began
to climb.


She was halfway up the ten-meter fence already before the cops got enough of
their systems up for a good fix on her location.  They didn't know how to
abort the automated gun cleaning cycle or bring up the targeting cameras, if
that were even possible, but they ran out the nearest fire exit of the
building with handheld painball rifles, got close enough to feel unwarranted
confidence about their accuracy, and opened fire.


Wun Wun Siks was lucky to be a girl, because her school-issue nightdress
covered a lot more skin than a boy's pajamas would have, and it protected
her.  Most of the painballs bounced right off, because the cops were poorly
trained on their rifles and had set the threshold velocity to maximum
in the false belief that they were adjusting the pain level.  But a painball
caught Wun Wun Siks on the sole of her right foot, and that made climbing
much more difficult, and then a cop who was a little smarter than the rest
thought to run all the way up to the base of the fence and shoot straight
up, under the folds of Wun Wun Siks's nightdress.  She got within a meter or
so of the top of the fence, but that was as far as she got.  The
neovanilloids soaked through her dress and irresistible burning pain
consumed most of her lower body; her feet slipped from the links of the
fence as her muscles refused to obey her brain; her fingers detached, and
she fell badly, onto the hard ground inside the fence.


Wun Wun Siks struck her head on a rock, 28,421 heartbeats after
lights-out on the 1,796th day since she started counting, and she died
instantly from the mechanical shock to her brain.  In her entire life
she had never reached Level Five of the Shining Path, but her face in
death had the blissful thousand-meter stare of a Level Five student.
The cops didn't try to close the eyes, but they picked up the corpse
and carried it back to the school building.  A short time later her
parents (who were named Gotou) would receive 51% of the ashes of one
human body that might have been that of their daughter Suzue, and a
sincere letter written by the Shining Path AI and sealed by the Chair
of the Board of Governors, apologizing for the school's failure to
prevent her death by methamphetamine overdose on 13-day 4-month,
Shoumei 18.  She had been 19 years of age.


Too Fower Tree, Level Four, 375 points, cried freely when she watched the
video of Wun Wun Siks touching the fence and dying by electrocution.  She
lost a total of eighteen points for disrupting the class and failing to
respect her fellow students in that way – though most other members of her
circle cried too, even the boys.  Students from other circles were
better about it.


Chapter 2


Charlie Soong was a pusher.  It was his livelihood to hook as many new
customers as possible, and keep them hooked and supplied. Little by little,
one fix at a time, he made his fortune, while the heart of the city clogged
with junkies and the death and misery around him escalated. The politicians
declared War on Drugs, the police cracked down on other pushers, and the
military were deployed to stop the import trade.  But Charlie stayed in
business, and never ran afoul of the Qing Dynasty's War on Drugs. The war
was already lost years before he came along anyway, and they never figured
out how dangerous and addictive his product actually was. The Qing
politicians were only concerned with the opium that comes from poppies. 
They hadn't read Marx.  Charlie Soong sold Bibles.


That and a few other dangerous addictions, like banking and cigarettes, paid
pretty well, well enough for him to send his children to expensive private
schools overseas. They all made their marks in history, imagination, and
legend, and it is a mercy that Charlie Soong, the tightly buttoned-down
Methodist missionary, died 131 years too early to see the heavily
fictionalized movie WOMT Studios made about the life and loves of his
daughter Ching-Ling. He would have been horrified, and he would have sued.


Hirose Konosuke had some doubts about that movie too, but his were more
professional in nature. As of the Spring of Shoumei 19 he was working for
the studio as what might have been called a "Third-from-the-worst Boy
Photonic" if he had rated a line in the credits at all. That is to say, his
job was to run polycarbonate-fiber cable up and down the lighting towers,
enforce the "Do not stare into laser with remaining eyeball" signs, keep
the lamp-hour logs up to date, and get yelled at a lot. Actually, everybody
there's job was to get yelled at a lot, because Her Holiness, the O in WOMT,
was directing and that was her style.


Odaka Mio claimed to be a legitimate Buddhist nun, and nobody dared question
her about why one of those would be directing movies of the kind she did. On
the Soong Ching-Ling project, she had demanded so many script revisions of
the poor writer that by this point she was probably in line to get a
co-writing credit herself, and that was one of the points on which Konosuke,
privately, had doubts. He'd only had a chance to skim the script, because
one of the franchisees was paranoid about plot leaks and was trying to keep
it limited to need-to-know, and that wasn't even the most recent revision
anyway. He also, it must be admitted, was no expert on Taishou-Era Chinese
history. But he was almost positive that there were no slimy tentacle demons
in the historical record, and that everybody in those days had worn a lot
more clothes than he was seeing on-set. And that they had kept their clothes
on for a larger percentage of the time.


Still, as the boss lady often reminded him, he wasn't paid to think or ask
questions. On Monday, 15-day 4-month, the last thing Konosuke was in fact
paid for was to shut down a big sulfur volume-source luminaire and log the
day's usage for the lamp, which was 6.4 hours and brought the total to
122.6. It'd be time to swap that one out very soon, but a slightly more
senior lighting tech would be the one to do so. Within moments of entering
the number on the form he was out the door and onto the street, to avoid
being stuck with last-minute unpaid overtime.


There are no real sakura trees in the Seru Quarter except for a few on the
grounds of the Hanazono Shrine, but in early Keika some bright spark in the
Chamber of Commerce found budget for a few surplus Georgian surface-to-air
missile launchers and had those set up to fire confetti shells from the tops
of the larger buildings.  Just like everything else in the Quarter, it was
supposed to amuse humans.  Every year from then on, the Chamber of Commerce
fought bitterly with the street-cleaning contractors over whether they would
actually be allowed to flip the switch at the start of 4-month and bury the
Quarter in pink stuff.  This particular year, Shoumei 19, the Chamber had
won the shouting match, so the cleaning robots were on strike, and as of
15-day the streets and sidewalks were covered in a slippery mixture of
confetti bits, dirt, oil, and chemo-bio waste.  Inside the building the
sludge rubbed off, leaving a dirty pink trail all down the stairs and onto
the platforms.


The Quarter is not big enough that you can spend much time riding the subway
through it, but WOMT and the flat where Konosuke lived were about as
far apart as they could be while still both being inside the boundaries.
He had to ride two stops over, transfer, and then three stops
up. The second train was one that would continue on out into the suburbs,
and it was more than full of girls freshly released from their after-school
clubs and headed out for the satellite enclaves where the rent was cheaper.


It was not that Hirose Konosuke didn't like high-school girls – he had a
professional interest – but he hated listening to inane conversations. He got
enough of those at work. In the crush of the crowd, though, he could not
avoid the loud chatter among four students: a fat human, a thin human, a
humanoid seru, and a pale dilute calico joneko. Konosuke didn't recognize
the uniforms or the bar codes, but they matched, so it must
be one of those integrated schools. They had managed to create a little
standing room around themselves, and were
talking about some boy who had asked the thin human for a date and
apparently had little joy from his efforts.


"If it'd be Sugimoto-senpai, you'd react differently, I'll bet," said
the humanoid seru.


"I won't deny it. But there's no way Sugimoto-senpai would ever look at
me. I'm just not worth his time."


"That'll be true as long as you keep up with that attitude, girl. We've
got to find you a few nice boys to build up your confidence."


"What, a few at once?" asked the fat girl, with a smirk.


"Why not?" – smirking back – "They're better that way. If you know
what I mean."


The pale joneko sneered, not that that was much different from the
expression she'd already been wearing while listening to the others, and
expressed the view that humanoid males were too fragile and lacking
in manliness to be worth anything, whether jointly or severally, anyway.
She certainly had better ways to spend her time.


"Yeah, you'll be yowling a different tune in a week or so," put in the
fat human girl. "That's when you're due, am I right? It's not like
there are any cat-boys for you. You'll have to settle for what you
can get, like the rest of us."


The dilute calico informed her, even more scornfully, that that was none
of her business at all, and indelicate to mention, not that creatures
like filthy humanoids, so lacking in self-control and maturity as to be
in heat all the damn time, mew, could be expected to show any delicacy or
consideration for others' feelings anyway.


All three filthy humanoids laughed at that, and she huffily turned her back on
them, switched her tail, and pretended to be very interested in the
advertisements flashing past outside the windows of the subway car. But
her ears rotated backward to hear the rest of what they said. Konosuke
wished he could turn his in the opposite direction, but he didn't have
the anatomy for it, and he was wedged firmly between two office ladies
and couldn't move away from the conversation without committing a
misdemeanor.


"Not like she's going to have any trouble, dethyo. Joneko always have
boyfriends."


"That's just because everybody thinks joneko are easy."


"Well, they are!"


"Sure, if you've got a high pain threshold and a points card at the
emergency room. I don't understand why boys think that's cool."


"Because joneko are easy. That's all it takes to get a boy."


"Boys are very strange, ne?"


"Dethyo! Can't live with 'em, can't chop 'em up into little pieces and
feed 'em into the recycler."


"Unless you've got pointy ears."


"Even then I think it's frowned upon if you can't produce the love note
to prove he had it coming."


"You'd like to get a note from Su–"


"Shut up."


"And that's full circle, and this is our stop. Hey, you! Out of my way,
yeah, move your perverted salaryman's ass, no, I know damn well where that
hand was going, forget it, mew, just let's keep moving along, shall we, pick
it up we haven't got all day dethyo, I think you can squeeze back there a
little tighter, grandma, I'm talking to you dethyo..." and they moved
out of earshot through the crowd to the doors, joyously kicking shins,
elbowing faces, and flinging insults in all directions. Konosuke thought he
even saw the dilute calico bite someone, and he wondered if that precisely
qualified as delicate behavior. Maybe the rules of delicacy included
exceptions for the Tokyo subway system.


His own stop was the next one. He carefully pulled his nose from the
cleavage of the office lady in front of him, removed his painfully twisted
left hand from the thigh of the one behind him, and rubbed it (hand, not
thigh) with his right, trying to restore some circulation. He glanced
at an elderly human man who seemed to be trying to staunch the
blood flow from a fresh neck wound, and then as he pushed into the exit
zone, the crowd control robot grabbed Konosuke and yanked him out of the
subway car.


Konosuke offered his hand to the chemo-biometric nose on the door of the
flat he shared with what passed for his family.  After a moment's
consideration, it unlocked. He entered the flat, took off his shoes, and
called out "Tadaima!" Through the open door of the living room he could
see a ginger joneko with white socks curled up on a low table, with her nose
poked into a volume of shounen-ai manga. She turned her head right around to
look at him, winked, flicked one ear, and mewed once before going back to
the comic book. Nobody else seemed to be at home – so Mami was probably
wasting money in the pachinko parlor again, and the other two would be at
after-school clubs.


The ginger had quite literally followed Konosuke home from work a couple of
weeks earlier, and refused to go away. They'd had a rat in the flat; Rurika
found droppings and a bag of rice with a hole chewed in it and threw a
temper tantrum, shrieking and sobbing until Mami bundled her off to school.
Konosuke mentioned the episode to one of his co-workers during lunch that
day, saying he guessed he'd have to buy a rat trap on his day off, and he
hadn't even known the ginger was within earshot. They can hear pretty far
with those pointy ears. At the end of the day when he was about to leave the
studio, there she was. She didn't say anything, but stuck close all the way
back on the subway, into the building and up in the elevator, and there
wasn't much he could do about it.


Once inside the flat, she professionally scented out the rat, killed and ate
it and dumped the bones in the recycler, and then climbed into a basket of
what had been clean laundry and fell deeply asleep. She was still there the
next morning, so they set a fifth place at breakfast with a grilled fish and
some natto. That was Konosuke's day off and he spent it all downtown. He had
hoped that when he came back late in the evening the ginger joneko would be
gone, but she wasn't, and after a few more days he gave up hope; she had
become part of the family. She was sarcastic and aloof and she scratched the
furniture, shed all over the laundry, watched bad anime late at night, and
they couldn't have milk or tuna in the refrigerator anymore because she
would consume it all, but she bought or hunted her own meat most of the time
and often shared it, and she played with Rurika, so Mami was willing to
tolerate her.


So far the question of rent had not come up, but the end of the month
would be interesting. Perhaps the ginger would announce it was a bad
time for her, you know, and disappear for a few days that conveniently
happened to coincide with the time when Mami would be cashing her
support payments and hitting up Konosuke and Hitoshi, as the employed
residents, to put in their shares. If Konosuke himself had a built-in
biological excuse for three or four days of absence out of every 30, you
bet he'd use it. The ginger could reasonably be expected to have figured
out that someone would have to pay the rent eventually, and to have
planned for that.


There was no way of predicting how that would go except to wait and see,
however.  Hirose Konosuke hung up his jacket and dropped his phone in the
charger, then went to forage for food.  He found some rice in the fridge,
and some pudding, and a couple of dried fish in the cupboard, and he was
making a meal of those things when Hitoshi arrived home from the gym.


Miura Hitoshi was 14, and painted like an old-fashioned American superhero
with wavy black hair and a chin you could use to plow a field.  He hoped he
would eventually grow into it.  He worked most afternoons after school
teaching even younger boys to use weapons that
were referred to as "gentlemen's walking sticks." He
looked up to Hirose Konosuke and wanted to be just like him when he grew up,
but Hitoshi had also reached the age at which all adults were squares, and
so he would never admit to his hero-worship.  Konosuke tried to be a good
big brother about it.


They exchanged a few inconsequential encouraging words as Konosuke finished
his meal of pudding-dipped fish and Hitoshi mixed himself some kind of
health drink, with soy protein and polyvinyl chloride powders in it. 
The kid didn't really need a role model.  The gym had let him test for 2-dan
at a surprisingly young age, enrollment was up and they always needed
instructors, and it was clear he had a fine future ahead of him if he just
stayed on the shining path.  Hitoshi's gym claimed lineage in authentic
old-style baritsu all the way back to London and Meiji 31, and of course
they all claimed that and couldn't all be legitimate, but it was nonetheless
a reputable gym.


Neither Konosuke nor Mami nor anybody else in the household knew that
Hitoshi was getting neosteroid insertions every week at an underground
clinic to help build up his muscles; they thought it was all just
clean living, exercise, and health drinks.  He was careful to always
cover his hairlines with gel until they healed, so the ginger joneko
wouldn't notice.  She had the annoying habit of noticing everything,
and he wished she would just go away, but like Konosuke, Hitoshi could
think of no way to get rid of her.  Rurika seemed to like her, so
there would be no help there.


Out in the living room, the ginger must have finished her volume, because
they heard a "mew" from that direction and a moment later she padded into
the kitchen with the book in her mouth.  She was in a talkative mood,
muttering and mewing indistinctly around the mouthful of manga, full of
boy-love ideas and teasing mischief.  She asked Konosuke why he didn't grow
his hair out to meter length and dye it green.  It would be a good look,
mew, and all the young men would want him!  There was probably no good
answer to that one; he just said, "Um, I prefer not," and got up and left. 
Behind him he could hear the joneko's attempts to interest Hitoshi in a
change of career, to the kabuki stage.  Yeah, good luck with that idea.


Hirose Konosuke paid a large enough share of the rent on the flat that he
could claim a bedroom all to himself, forcing the two youngest residents to
share another room uncomfortably while Mami got the third.  The other side
of the arrangement was that he got the smallest room, with just enough floor
space for a mattress that he had to sit on to use his computer, and
separated from the rest of the flat by a partition of flashspun polyolefin,
barely more substantial than paper.  It would have been a lousy place to
entertain a girlfriend, but among the five residents of the flat only the
ginger joneko would have admitted to considering that issue in relation to
Konosuke.


Now, sitting cross-legged on the mattress and poking at a keyboard in his
lap, Konosuke checked his mail.  Even after a pass through the computational
pragmatics filter, most of the items in the box were spam.  He noted with
pride that a couple of them were advertising Kyoto Office Ladies'
Bondage volume 4, from WOMT Studios directed by Murasaki Kitsuko.  Murasaki
was the M in WOMT. Other than that item, the mail was boring. Konosuke put
away the keyboard and put on his zoot suit.


Hirose Konosuke's zoot suit was 361 green, and made from enough material to
manufacture a complete new Third-from-the-worst Boy Photonic just like him,
though of course the suit was inanimate.  The closest it came to showing any
life of its own was that the trousers contained a micromechanical strip.  As
a result the waistband would creep up his body, powered by his steps as he
walked, under his vest nearly to chest level.  He wore suspenders too, but
those were just for appearance.  If he walked down Central Avenue in Los
Angeles maybe a hundred years ago dressed like that, well, there he'd be: a
plastic replica of what people in that time and place would have called a
"Jap," moving and talking like a real person.  Maybe the citizens would
have seen something like Hirose Konosuke on a movie screen, but right there
on the sidewalk, in the flesh or in the acetate as it were, that would be
another picture entirely. You bet there'd have been some questions asked,
Daddy-O, and things would have turned ugly fast.  But as far as his clothing
was concerned, that part would have surprised nobody.  It was just what all
the hep cats wore.


The green zoot suit went similarly unremarked in mid-Shoumei Era Tokyo, at
least in the Seru Quarter on a pleasant Spring evening.  There were other
zoot suiters out strolling, and Konosuke knew some of them.  He didn't know
the two police officers whom he saw outside the Wing Samuikamo mall; but he
nodded politely to them as he entered.


The mall was full of 722 girls.  Konosuke took up a position near the food
court, leaning casually against a pillar as if to hold it up, and looked for
any of the friends, other zoot suiters, that he'd been hoping to hang out
with that night.  He watched the 722 girls.  They were too young for him, of
course, but somewhat decorative.  The name derived from their skin color. 
In the first few years of Shoumei, when tsunami surfing was popular,
everyone wanted to have the suntan that went with it.  Stupid parents who
thought the big waves would last forever made babies with permanent tans,
carried to an extreme beyond anything that could ever result from even seru
biology.  Honestly, some people shouldn't be allowed to make babies at all.
 
That was about seventeen years ago, so today you could see the freakish
results in any high school and on every street corner, at least in the
Quarter.  Off a certain alley near here there was even, supposedly, a
soapland with a wave pool where all the attendants were 722s and you could
ride on anything you wanted.  Hirose Konosuke wouldn't know.


The 722 girls surged and flowed like the waves they were, in theory, painted
to ride.  Just another evening at the mall.  They broke and sloshed into and
out of the clothing stores, snack booths, kickboxing gyms, baritsu schools,
and video arcades that made up the mall.  Actually, scratch that – no girls
in the arcades except a few so square as not to count.  Konosuke saw, but he
did not think carefully about it, that the 722 girls were all going into the
martial arts places and leaving the video arcades to the phthalate boys. 
There were just a few spots where arcades bordered on gyms and the two
groups mingled.


Phthalate boys lubricated their clothing with a mixture of high-boiling
organic esters similar in composition to the fluid that seru naturally
sweat.  It had a characteristic smell that a human might describe as "like
any seru, but kind of more so," and it changed the drape of the acetate and
allowed them to move fast and silently.  They had to practice a special
dance-like way of walking to keep their clothes from sliding off by
accident.  Being a phthalate boy was at least a fashion statement, and as
with most fashion statements, some people claimed it was a lifestyle too. 
Phthalate boys were not exactly the enemies of zoot suiters like Hirose
Konosuke – for one thing, they were usually five or ten years younger and so
the two groups would tend to ignore each other – but if it ever did come to
a street brawl the phthalate boys and the zoot suiters would certainly
expect to find themselves on opposite sides.


After ten or fifteen minutes during which he saw nobody he particularly
wanted to see, Konosuke was starting to become impatient.  It was Monday,
true, and probably a lot of the boys had had to work later to impress this
or that boss, but surely he wasn't the only one with spare time.  It was at
that point that he noticed a little cluster of teenagers on the other side
of the food court.


Chapter 3


Too Fower Tree started counting the days when she arrived, because that's
what everybody does.  She forgot and had to estimate where to begin again
several times during her first year.  You can lose points for it if you try
to make a permanent record, scratching tally marks on the wall or whatever,
and talking to yourself at night is of course always forbidden, but in the
first couple Levels there is no effort made to disrupt your count as such. 
Part of the Shining Path is that it's better for you to give up things like
that on your own, and they don't make you forget the days until Level Three. 
You can keep the years until Level Six.


If you're a girl you get a contraceptive implant in the enrollment medical,
and it's replaced at the appropriate intervals. The cops try not to make a big
deal of it when they talk to your parents, but it's understood that you need
it, if you're the kind who ends up in a place like Shining Path.  One of the
side effects, not the only one, is that you don't bleed anymore – so it's
that much harder to count the months.


Too Fower Tree's circle occupied a bedroom in the South wing of the school
building, and their classroom was in the West wing, so every morning on her
way to class Too Fower Tree had to pass the big window at the place where
the wings connected.  You aren't allowed to spend any time looking out the
window in your classroom – the cameras will catch it and you will lose
points, so you learn to avert your eyes before leaving Level Zero – but that
rule isn't enforced as strictly in the hallways as in the classrooms, so
every morning Too Fower Tree had a few seconds during which she could stare
out the window without punishment as she walked up the hall to class, and
she took those opportunities to observe the weather and guess at the season.


The cops brought her here in Winter, a little after her nineteenth birthday
in 1-month Shoumei 15.  After Winter, she saw Summer come and go, in
five-second glimpses out that window every morning, and after Summer,
Winter.  It was hard to keep count, because Too Fower Tree lacked Wun Wun
Siks's special gift, but on her good days when she could think clearly, Too
Fower Tree thought that she had seen three years' worth of seasons pass, and
so it must be Shoumei 18 now and she was 22 years of age.  Too Fower Tree
was not a woman yet because the AI was the arbiter of that and it
said she was still just a girl.


Too Fower Tree had a progress interview in the Spring of her third year on
the Shining Path, a little after she watched the video of Wun Wun Siks's
final run.  You get a one-on-one progress interview roughly once per
week – not on any consistent schedule, so you can't use them to count weeks. 
They're called progress interviews because they are your best chance to earn
points, level up, and so progress along the Shining Path.  There are a few
points available for classroom work, especially in the last few levels when
you've earned some responsibilities, but the interviews are worth much more.


Weekly progress interviews are supposed to be a selling point, part of
the individual attention the school promises to your parents when they
sign you into custody.  It's not mentioned, at that time, that the
interviews are conducted by the AI; the heavy implication is that
human educators are involved.  Actually, there is no lie: the AI
educates humans, so it is a human educator.  Patent license fees mean
that AIs cost just as much as human employees anyway – it's not a
cost-cutting measure by any means – but your parents probably don't
know that and would think it seemed like corner-cutting.


The curriculum for Level Four – not the government-specified curriculum you
pretend to learn in the classroom, but the one you learn for real, in the
interviews – is all about morality.  It sounds like an easy level, on paper. 
All you have to do is keep your eyes down and your heart rate and GSR stable
enough to keep from triggering the wristband, and say "Yes" to all the
"Would you be willing to..." scenarios, just keeping enough focus on
the questions to catch the few that are phrased as "Would you refuse
to..." so that you don't accidentally say "Yes" to one of those.


It really is easy at the start, but later interviews become much harder.  To
get the last few points you need to learn and make part of yourself all the
lessons at the biological level, and bad children are usually a lot less
tough with respect to this material than they believe themselves to be. 
You'll probably try to lie your way through it and avoid thinking about the
tricky questions, but your body will betray itself through the wristband if
you haven't really learned to do what you say you will.  For Too Fower Tree
it was easier than for most.  She was older than most of her classmates and
had seen and done a lot of things before she ever came to Shining Path;
there wasn't much the AI could say to upset her.  She even liked some of the
ideas in the questions enough, and showed it through her biometrics, that
she earned bonus points.


It also helped that both her parents were dead, so she could stand in her
mind outside of any questions about what they might be allowed to expect
from her in the future.  Those scenarios could never really happen. She had
never worked for pay a day in her life, so questions about employers were
similarly non-threatening.  The ones about senior classmates were much more
difficult, being closer to home, and on this particular day, Too Fower Tree
failed several of those.


At the end of the interview the AI always asks if you have any questions. 
Long-time students say that it's a good idea to ask one or two in every
interview; you don't officially get any points for it, but it's supposed to
show you are interested in self-improvement, and it can indirectly affect
your score later.  Of course, it's important to ask the right
questions, and call the AI "sir" or "ma'am" as appropriate.  The
machine has no sex for real, but you're supposed to think of it as
matching your own and eventually you'll really believe that.


Too Fower Tree asked, "Why am I here?"  The AI sounded a low warning tone,
and she hastily corrected herself – "Why am I here, ma'am?"


That was a frequently asked question, and the text bank contained plenty of
answers for it.  The AI retrieved Too Fower Tree's profile, selected some
appropriate sentences from the bank, and repaired them for coreference and
consistent stylistic features.  The result was a lot of baloney about the
necessity of obedience for success in the modern social structure.  Too
Fower Tree had been a defiant teen before her parents intervened to save
her.  (Never mind that both her parents had actually died before her
enrollment – orphans were rare enough here that the text bank contained no
sentences specifically appropriate for that situation.) The error of
defiance would destroy Too Fower Tree if she didn't learn to rise above it,
and the Shining Path existed to give her one last chance to learn her
lesson, smarten up, and transform herself into a happier person.  The AI
really believed it and didn't need to fake sincerity on this point.  As if
the answer were completely adequate, it asked her if she had any other
questions.


"I am over the age of twenty-one.  You can't legally keep me here against
my will anymore...ma'am."


"That is not really a question, Too Fower Tree Level Four."


"All right – since you can't legally keep me here, why should I choose to
stay, ma'am?"


The machine tried to tell Too Fower Tree again about how important the
Shining Path was to her future, but it could discern from wristband
biometrics that the girl was not convinced.  The standard operating
procedure, the Shining Path of the school itself, at this point would be to
actually encourage her to go ahead and leave.  Another AI (not a full
awareness, but a plug-in agent supplied by the school's accounting firm) had
pre-calculated risks and returns and determined that the risk of an eventual
lawsuit for unlawfully confining an adult student outweighed the financial
return of keeping one more stream of tuition fees.  The parents and student
could sort out their differences on the outside, preferably without
involving the school.


Such an assessment would be especially applicable to a student still
resisting and asking dangerous questions late in Level Four; she might
remain in the program a long time, if retained, but would be trouble all the
way.  In fact, if Too Fower Tree had been an ordinary student, she would
never have returned to her circle again after reaching this point in this
interview, lest her destabilizing memetic configuration spread to the
others.  She would have gone straight into the box, and later on a van
to Tokyo, released as a free woman.


But Too Fower Tree was special; the database contained a whole set of stored
triggers for her, put there by human and humanoid seru programmers during
her enrollment and overriding the standard operating procedure.  Keeping her
in school as long as possible was worth a lot more money to the school, and
a lot more objective-function points to the AI, than keeping an ordinary
student.


The AI delivered a pre-written scripted rhetorical move, with only a few
recourses to the text bank, about how Too Fower Tree had no marketable
skills, could not survive without money in the big scary world outside the
RF shield of the Shining Path Academy, and would need a source of funds. 
Some of that was actually true.  The script played up the evils of the
yakuza – making it sound like they controlled almost the entire world
outside the school, and using some technical terms that otherwise were not
even in the AI's vocabulary – because the writers had known more about Too
Fower Tree's past than the AI did, and they knew that she would understand
that kind of language.  Finally, it introduced the possibility of salvation:
her Daddy had left her enough money in his will to keep her safe and
comfortable all her life, but only if she stayed in school.  Now,
wasn't it foolish to think of giving all that up and straying into harm's
way?


She expressed doubt that her Daddy would actually have done such a
thing – actually a display of the Confucian virtue of filial piety, refusing
to think ill of her parent, and it would have earned her a point or two from
the morality agent if this were a normal interview.  But the student and the
AI were on script now, and the script included a response for such doubts,
overriding the morality agent's interpretation of the Shining Path.  The
interview agent lit up one wall of the room with a copy of Too Fower Tree's
father's will, the actual document, and scornfully advised her to read it. 
Neither it nor she could decypher the bar-coded authenticity and date stamp
at the upper corner.  If they could have done that, then either
the girl, or the AI's quis-custodiat agent, might well have broken the
script.  But Too Fower Tree could only check the seal and signature at the
bottom, and those looked real.  She gulped, and started to read.


Too Fower Tree had trouble with some of the characters, since it had been a
long time since she'd read anything not written for children.  One little
cluster of kanji held her attention and she sat staring at it for a
long time, not really getting what it meant, until the AI beeped at her
impatiently, and she realized that she was looking at her own name, from
before she learned to answer to her student number, her name from
before.  It looked strange, an almost-meaningless pattern of strokes
on the page that was only a name because someone had said so long ago.  She
couldn't even believe it referred to her, not really.  But she put aside
that thought and read the passage in which she was mentioned, because it was
important and she knew she wouldn't be given much more time:


"...in a trust as described below for the benefit of my daughter
Kamioka Hanako until she reaches twenty-one (21) years of age and graduates
from the Shining Path Academy, whichever is later, and thereafter to revert
to her sole possession and in the event that she leaves the aforesaid
Academy for any reason without achieving graduation, the sum of
one (1)..."


The AI correctly inferred from wristband biometrics and iris tracking that
Too Fower Tree had read that part.  It blanked the wall, and proceeded with
its script, reminding her again of the advantages accruing to students who
completed the program in general, and to her in particular because of her
father's unique bequest.  Her records showed that she was a basically good
girl and had the potential to go far – was she really so foolish as to throw
her life and her future away? The script said that at this point Too Fower
Tree would back down; but she didn't.  The script ran out and the AI was
thrown back onto its general-purpose programming.


As it experienced a clever simulation of slowly-rising panic, the AI
stretched its metaheuristics to the limit and came up with a solution that a
human would have called creative, if another human had thought of it.  Since
it came from an AI, of course, the idea must have been pre-programmed random
behavior without any real creativity.


It said, "Look.  I can see that you're upset, Too Fower Tree, and that's
perfectly understandable given that you've just been reminded of the death
of your dear father.  I'm sure you don't want to make any hasty decisions
while you're not thinking clearly.  Suppose we give you some time to think
it all over carefully before making your choice?  I see that your current
point total is 407.  You are very close to qualifying for Level Five – a
good girl like you should be able to do that by the time of your next
interview.  So why not wait until then before making a final commitment?"


That really was a clever suggestion, with subtleties of cause and
effect and appropriateness to the situation fully justifying all the
expensive patent licenses that had gone into building this AI.
But no human
ever noticed and appreciated its genius, least of all Too Fower Tree, Level
Four.


"No, ma'am.  I want to leave – now."


Driven to the end of its wits, the AI triggered a silent alarm, and a cop in
a nurse uniform, because the real nurse was only on-site once a week or on
60-minute call, entered and injected Too Fower Tree with three milliliters
of ortho-diisopropyl phenol emulsion.  He held her in submission to receive
the injection and until it took effect.  This particular drug became briefly
famous in Heisei 21 when a male pop idol died under its influence.  It's a
fast-acting sedative and hypnotic, at that time normally used for inducing
surgical anesthesia under extreme hospital precautions.  The dead idol had
been using it at home against ordinary insomnia – with medical supervision,
but obviously not enough of that – in an enterprise comparable to deploying
kaiju weapons against mosquitoes.  A closely related compound based on
para-dichlorobenzene instead of phenol has similar effects, but
is equally dangerous, for seru.


The Heisei-Era doctors who used to use the phenol for their surgeries
nicknamed it "milk of amnesia" (a reference to the long-since-obsolete
laxative "milk of Magnesia") for its milky appearance and ability to erase
a few minutes' memories.  It's not water-soluble, so it had to be injected
in a soy oil emulsion, and the intrusion of an oil-based substance into
blood vessels not designed for such made the injection process quite
unpleasant for the patient – doubly so when coupled with the cruelly
thrusting needle of an auto-IV unit.  Medical users normally mixed it with
lidocaine to reduce the burning, a kindness not extended to Too Fower Tree,
who experienced the full effect, screaming and writhing in the cop's arms,
but forgot it almost immediately as she lost consciousness.  For
injection-site pain and other reasons the drug was replaced in most
applications during the Keika Era by phosphate derivatives and other
water-soluble alternatives.  It is just as well that the seduction
community never managed to develop an oral delivery system, because it
would have made flunitrazepam look like silly kid stuff.


When Too Fower Tree, Level Four, 388 points, awoke the next morning, she had
no conscious memory of her progress interview.  She assumed that the
previous day had been an uneventful one, identical to many others on the
Shining Path.  She observed the weather through the window at the corridor
junction on her way to class – the one window she could safely look out of
for a few seconds without losing points – and noted that it was Spring
again.  She had been in this place three years.


Chapter 4


Shouwa 19 was the year that Ichinoe Collegiate finally integrated.  They
didn't want to do it.  The board was forced into the decision by new tax
rules handed down from the recently-elected Social Conservative Government. 
Matoike Ichiro showed up at a couple of board meetings to object, and he was
tolerated even though he had no actual right to be there, because almost
half the board agreed with him anyway.  It was better to have an irate
parent be the one stating the case, to maintain plausible deniability should
the anti-integration position become less popular later.


But the decision was a foregone conclusion; there just were not enough
concerned fathers willing to fork over additional tuition fees to buy out
the government's so-called "social improvement levy"; the school couldn't
afford not to integrate.  The board tried to console themselves, and
Mr. Matoike, with a series of new policies thoughtfully designed to make the
process as expensive and humiliating as possible for any animators who might
dare attempting to enroll their creations, but when classes began on 4-day
4-month, eleven seru were on the register, fully three percent of the
school's student body.  And worst of all, though of course he did not find
out about this until much later, Matoike Ichiro's daughter Kumi appointed
herself as missionary to befriend every one of the eleven.


She started small, literally, approaching the new seru first-years.  They
were confused and vulnerable as any first-year students would be, on top of
the added stigma that they looked and talked funny by their human
classmates' standards, so it was easy to gain their trust with a little
kindness.  She loaned out her handkerchiefs; shared her lunch treats;
pointed out the way to the nurse's office, the cafeteria, the girls'
restrooms – and gave helpful advice on which one of those to avoid if you
didn't want to face the half-dozen twelfth-grade nekomimi who gathered there
to smoke catnip every lunch hour because they thought it was cool, never
mind that it would have no effect on their human brains, if any.


Matoike Kumi had not won any popularity contests among her human classmates
in her previous two years at Ichinoe Collegiate, but once she had the
confidence of the little brothers and sisters she was well-placed to play
the big shot and pursue friendship with the older seru students.  A week
into the school year the lunch-table groups solidified.  The ten seru (one
first-year was sickly and seldom attended school, making one wonder why
they'd bothered to enroll her) were relegated to a couple of tables in the
Southeast corner; and Kumi had her place at one of those tables, as the only
human.


She took her uniform skirt down to the chemistry lab and convinced a
nerd to soak it in a concoction of cellulose acetate and
dichloromethane.  That clogged the buttons on the smart-fiber
controller, for which there would be Hell to pay with her parents
later, but it gave the fabric the true animated look.  The transformed
garment flipped and slithered around her bottom as she walked,
impossibly short, yet by the laws of seru physics, it invariably
concealed her underwear from even the most exploitative camera angles.
She was pleasantly conscious that it turned more than a few guys'
heads.


It was entirely natural, then, that when Nomura Aimi and Watanabe Rika
(Ai-chan and Rii-chan, to their human friend) said on 15-day that they were
going to the mall after school – the seru mall, in the
Quarter – Matoike Kumi invited herself along.  Like most people who are
good-hearted and a little stupid, she took it for granted that she was
welcome anywhere.


The three girls picked their way daintily through the mushed-up imitation
sakura that lined the sidewalks of the Quarter, from the subway
station past the SDL mission, past the two cops at the door, and into the mall.
The air was slippery with siloxanes and toluene.  It had the smell
that someone old enough to remember new cars would have associated with
those.  Matoike Kumi was not, but the smell excited her anyway.  Her
companions didn't even notice it – their thoughts and their talk were of
clothing, television, and of course boys.  Aimi led the way through two
clothing stores, a shaved-ice kiosk, and another establishment that had
pretentions of street culture but was really another clothing store.  None
of them bought anything except the shaved ice; they didn't have money for
it.  Rika wanted to spar for a while in the gym, but Kumi and Aimi were
non-members and it would be totally boring to waste time signing up, or to
split the group; so that could wait for another day.


At the corner of the food court, just outside the cleaning robots' alcove,
somebody said "Hey now dog."; and Watanabe Rika cursed quietly, but loudly
enough for the others to hear, and said "It's Ken'ichirou." Her ex.


Yanagi Ken'ichirou was a tall thin phthalate boy who squirmed slowly to keep
his clothing in order even when standing in one place.  He was a bit
drunk at the moment, surrounded by a group of his loyal friends, and they
were a rough crowd.  He was cute; that was about all one could say
for him.  Ken-kun did not represent one of Rika's better experiments in her
ongoing pursuit of romantic satisfaction.  She'd only dated him for a couple
of weeks during the vacation anyway, but some people totally would not let a
thing like that drop after it was over.


"Hey now it's little Rii-chan" (and the lady so addressed bit back a snarl
at the familiarity) "out for a little fun in the evening now have you found
a new dog yet dog?"


"Good evening.  Yanagi-san."


"Oh, so cold now dog you need to warm up we can help you with that–"


One of the 722s giggled.  "Yeah."


"I'm warm enough, thank you."


"Somebody owes me something – hey now you recruiting to replace now maybe
pay me back dog for what you take away?"


Ken'ichirou turned to examine first Aimi and then Kumi from heels to head.
Kumi could almost feel his stare traveling up the curves of her
body – oddly, the phthalate boy seemed not to have even noticed yet that she
was human – but of course, that was an unworthy thought, there was no reason
he should notice anything.


"Yeah now, that's it, I like." He half-closed his large eyes and continued
to wiggle as if dancing to music only he could hear.  "Somebody
oh-oh-owes me something," he crooned.  Maybe that statement meant
more to him and to Rika than it did to the others.


"Like Hell I owe you anything!  I'm out of here.  Privileged jerk."  Rika
spun around and marched into the gym, forgetting her friends in her anger. 
The AI scanned her skirt, recognized her membership, and buzzed her through. 
She was out of their sight within moments.


"Hey how rude now I wonder what crawled up her pantsu," the tall boy said. 
"Hey how about you honey have any loving for Ken'ichirou dog?"


"I have to go," said Matoike Kumi.


"Hey maybe we get to know each other better."


"No, I have to go."


"Now I wasn't asking you a question dog."


Kumi looked and realized that Ai-chan had already gone too, and the rest of
Ken'ichirou's group had systematically moved to surround her.  She was
standing alone in the middle of five seru boys and three seru girls, none of
whom she knew, and they all looked hostile.


"Hey now what a one like you doing here in the Quarter anyway, you're a
far-from-home girl maybe a slumming dog maybe want to see some fun you can't
buy in a mall now–"


One of the girls behind her grabbed both of Kumi's wrists and bent them to
cross behind her back.  The girl had a grip like a zip-tie.  A short boy,
with greenish skin and pointed ears, knelt beside Kumi to lift her skirt and
examine her legs and underwear. Matoike Kumi started to think about kicking
him in the face, but he grabbed her ankle and lifted it up as if shoeing a
horse.  She couldn't move without losing her balance.  The boy slid the long
fingers of his other hand up her calf.


"Just a little bit of hair, real organic hair – hey now Ken you ever have
an organic girl?"


One of the 722s said, "I don't like her," and as if to confirm it,
came up and pushed her face too close to Kumi's, glaring ferociously.
The nonpolar-solvent smell of her cosmetics was overpowering.  "Hey
you bitch look at me, bitch" – grabbing the human by the chin
and turning her head so they were nose to nose – "think you can come
down here like your Daddy owns the place and make trouble for me and
my sisters giving the guys ideas and spending all that organic money
you never had to do anything for – think I'm your poodle or
something – think you ought to learn what it's like–" She let go of
Kumi, turned on her heel and said to Ken'ichirou "I say you teach her
what it's like, dethyo.  Little bitch."


The tall seru boy chuckled.  "Hey now let's not be too nasty – too soon."


Chapter 5


Too Fower Tree started counting the days when she arrived, because that's
what you do; but they make you stop in Level Three.  Her circle occupied a
bedroom in the South wing of the school building, and she went to class
every morning in the West wing.  Every morning she walked up a hall that
faced a big window at the place where the wings connected.  The iris
trackers detect when you look out the window in your classroom, and the AI
will punish you for that, but it pays less attention in the hallways.  Too
Fower Tree took the opportunity every morning, as she walked to class, to
look out the North-facing window and guess at what the current season might
be.


She remembered that the cops arrested her in the early morning hours of a
dark Winter night a couple weeks after her nineteenth birthday.  After
Summer is Winter, and Winter comes again after Summer, and she had seen
three of those cycles out the hallway window since stepping onto the Shining
Path in Shoumei 15; so by now, Too Fower Tree must be at least 21.  In the
world from which she had been removed, a 21-year-old would be considered an
adult woman, but the AI knew better.  It knows everything.


Too Fower Tree had forgotten her most recent progress interview, both its
content and the fact it had happened at all. The
AI remembered every word, however, and it experienced a clever simulation of
curiosity regarding the similarities and differences between her answers to
the same questions this time and last time.  She did better this time,
especially on the questions about obedience to senior classmates.  Evidently
some part of last week's lesson had survived the amnesic
effect of the drug. 
The AI posted a note to its internal blackboard for the research agent to
pick up later; although ortho-diisopropyl phenol was long ago out of patent,
they were always looking for tidbits that might be useful in future studies.


After the main interview it asked her if she had any questions; and just
like before, she asked "Why am I here, ma'am?"  This time she got the
"ma'am" right on the first try.


Just like the previous week, the AI went through its script about the
necessity of the Shining Path as Too Fower Tree's last chance to
save herself from destruction; and just like the previous week, she pointed
out her own majority and the fact that she could not legally be held in this
place without her consent.  Fortunately, this time she seemed much less
inclined to leave, especially after it showed her her father's will.  A
personality-modeling agent produced the assessment, endorsed by several
other analysts, that at this time the student only wanted validation of her
factual deductions – so the interviewer expressed quiet agreement with Too
Fower Tree's conclusions, to the extent possible without giving any
suggestion that leaving school could be in any way a desirable plan.


But now the Shining Path Academy instructional AI made one big
mistake, the fatal mistake that would cost it its life, or whatever an AI
can be said to have instead of a life.  In fact, this big mistake
eventually cost several humans their lives, too.  The big mistake was that
the AI punished Two Fower Tree nearly to the maximum extent of its ability:
it reduced her to Level Zero, zero points.


If the AI could instead have pushed her into Level Five, then things might
have been much different.  In Level Five you stop wanting to escape, so from
then on she would have remained in school until graduation (which in turn
could be delayed indefinitely by other stratagems).  That is hypothetical,
but a reasonable assumption based on experience with other students, and it
had motivated the clever simulation of insight behind the interview agent's
compromise suggestion the previous week.


Other agents overruled the interview agent this time, and they posted a
constraint to the blackboard: having repeatedly questioned the authority of
the AI and the value of the Shining Path itself, Too Fower Tree had
to be punished, and punished severely.  Such behavior could not be
tolerated, as an absolute fundamental principle.  So she went to Level
Zero – and from there, Too Fower Tree faced only the dimmest prospect of
eventual graduation in the far future.  She would have had to work her way
all the way back up, perhaps taking another three years, and it was not
enough for her.


In fairness to the AI, it had only ever faced two other students who reached
majority before Level Five; and neither of them had been conditional
trust-fund students, subject to special programming overrides, like Too
Fower Tree.  She was a very special girl.  The AI did not have the necessary
experience to handle her in a more intelligent way.  Its multi-agent
architecture, by design, was not conducive to forming and committing to any
bold creative plans.  It was not even smart enough to recognize the
volatility of the situation and call for human advice.


So Too Fower Tree waited five days.  It would be nice to say that she was
choosing her time for maximum effect, waiting for the AI to relax its guard. 
Actually, she was eager to run as soon as possible, and it just took
her that much time to work up the nerve.  On 14-day 5-month Shoumei 18, just at
the low point of the afternoon class session, she stood up, stared straight
ahead, and said in a loud voice that only quavered a little, "I am 22 years
of age.  It is illegal to hold me here against my will.  I'm leaving now."


Her wrist, from which she had not thought to remove the band first, exploded
in pain, and the duty cop, who had been staring out the window thinking the
AI had the class well in hand, jumped as if he'd been shocked too, and
scanned the room frantically with his bare eyes before he remembered where
he was and snapped down his visor.  He lumbered towards Too Fower Tree, who
was struggling to remove her wristband, but Too Ait Too – male, Level Seven,
691 points – got there first.


The boy was several centimeters shorter than Too Fower Tree, not to mention
years younger, and he had no training in restraint techniques; the story
that they teach you that stuff in Level Seven when you become responsible
for other students is only that, a story.  But he at least had seen some of
what the cops did to misbehaving classmates (seldom to him personally – he
was a good boy) and he made a good effort, ending up with his right arm
around Too Fower Tree's neck, pulling her down to his level, and his left
hand up her uniform blouse, as she flailed uselessly – the two of them
equally ineffective.  He held her there for several seconds until the cop
relieved him and led her away.  During that time Too Ait Too was, if
possible, even more terrified than Too Fower Tree, because of that left hand
and the points it would surely cost him.


He was not in fact penalized for it, did not have to defend his actions at
all in his debriefing interview, and he even felt confident enough to ask
the AI why not.


"That can be our little secret, Too Ait Too Level Seven."


"Yes, sir."  Being at Level Seven, being a good boy, and taking
responsibility for discipline of other students, had suddenly become a lot
more interesting.


The cop marched Too Fower Tree out of the classroom, while the AI
attempted to restore order and continue the lesson.  The cop
half-pushed, half-dragged her down to hall to the stairwell and down
to the first level, threw her into an empty office, and went to
consult his superiors.  The office door locked with a click – an
unfamiliar sound to the girl, because there are no locks on the doors
in the student areas of the building.  There would be no point.  Many
of the rooms don't even have doors.


Too Fower Tree sat in the swivel chair and spun around and around for a
while.  After seven minutes the AI got on the loudspeaker and told her that
this was her last chance – was she prepared to step back onto the Shining
Path?  She ignored it.  After another seven minutes it tried again.  Too
Fower Tree stopped playing with the chair and went through the drawers of
the desk.  She found a partly dried-up brush pen and some thumbtacks, so she
took off her uniform blouse, broke open the pen and spread its gelatinous
contents over her left shoulder, and used a thumbtack to poke it into the
skin, giving herself a tattoo of the numeral 3.


The pain felt good. It was the first honest real physical pain she had felt
in she didn't know how many days.  It was nothing like the artificial pain
of the wristband, or the pain in her heart when Wun Wun Siks was gone
forever – and oh, before that, when Daddy was gone too and she learned of
his betrayal.


Too Fower Tree finished her tattoo and wiped away the extra ink and blood
with her uniform blouse.  Not sure what to do with the blouse, she put it
back on.  The AI was on the loudspeaker again trying to talk her out of her
decision, but she had figured out by now that it couldn't see her – the
cameras in this room were fubaru or entirely absent – and she ignored it. 
She went through the drawers of the desk again, hoping to find a knife, or
maybe a pair of scissors – but the AI and all the staff knew better than to
leave knives or pairs of scissors lying around in empty offices.


A total of fifty-four minutes after they put Too Fower Tree in the room, not
that she had any way to keep track, the door unlocked and a cop entered,
carrying a large polyethylene zipper bag.  This cop was one Too Fower Tree
hadn't seen before – actually an employee of the escort service, not the
school as such, though that fact was only indicated by plaid codes on her
armband and on the side of her helmet, and those were incomprehensible to
Too Fower Tree.  The only thing visible of the cop's face below her visor
was her signal red lips, human but stained with seru vinyl.  She licked them
frequently.


"So, you're the one who wants to give up her future, ne?  Here." She threw
the bag at Too Fower Tree, who caught it clumsily.


The bag contained, as well as an itemized list of its contents: one white
uniform blouse, one brown uniform vest, one red tie, one cotton and
smart-fiber plaid uniform skirt, one pair white socks, one pair black
polypropylene imitation patent leather shoes, one school ID from her old
high school, one telephone with squid charm, three jelly bracelets in
assorted colors, and one half-empty package of black nicotine gum. 
Basically, the clothes she'd been forced into when they woke her up at 3 on
the night she was brought here.  The list said there should have been a
money clip and some cash too, but that was missing.  There were no bra or
pantsu – she hadn't been allowed those on the night of her arrest because of
the possibility of smuggling.


"Well, come on, change, I haven't got all day – or, what, do you want me to
help you?"


In Level Four you don't care much about that kind of thing anymore, so
without a word, Too Fower Tree stripped off her school-provided
clothing and changed into the other clothes – her clothes.
They smelled a little odd from the long storage, they were a bit
dirty, and the blouse and vest were too tight from three years' worth
of contraceptive implant side effects, but her clothes were
made of better-quality material than the Shining Path uniform, and
they felt good.  The phone's screen was black, and it didn't respond
to any of the buttons; and all the horizontal stripes on the skirt,
the smart-fiber ones, had gone blank.  Both devices were out of
battery power.  But she stuck the phone in her pocket anyway, figuring
it might be repairable later; and she had to wear the skirt, lacking
anything else from waist to ankle.  She popped a piece of the gum into
her mouth; it was crumbly and stale, but still comforting, and after
all this time without any, the rush hit her harder and faster than she
could remember.


Just as Too Fower Tree did that, the cop came up behind, grabbed her wrists
and cuffed them behind her back.  Then the cop escorted her out
of the building, down a path through the woods to a parking lot, and to an
unmarked white van.  Too Fower Tree saw a couple of black police vans there
too, like the one that had brought her here, and some cars that probably
belonged to employee pools, but evidently they didn't use any of those for
student trips in the other direction.


The cop directed Too Fower Tree into the empty back of the van and forced
the girl to lie prone there.  The cop undid the metal cuffs, but
restrained her more thoroughly with aramid hook-and-loop, each wrist and
ankle to its own cargo hold-down, holding her in a spread-eagle position. 
Too Fower Tree had to tilt her head up at an uncomfortable angle to keep her
nose from being crushed, and the cold rough surface of the van's cargo deck
stung her nipples through the thin fabric of the blouse.  She wished she'd
buttoned her vest, but it was much too late for that now.  Then the cop went
around to the front, got into the driver's seat, and activated the computer.


As the machine guided the van out of the parking lot and down the
mountainous road, the cop (who really should have had her eyes on the road,
just in case she needed to drive), turned to watch Too Fower Tree, who
squirmed in the restraints, the steel of the cargo deck banging painfully
into her knees with every bump in the road.  The cop started to talk,
delivering a little monologue on the hard life awaiting one who stepped off
the Path.


Drug addiction was inevitable, she assured the girl, and starvation.  The
cop gave a graphic account of some of the health effects to be expected from
those – what would happen to her teeth, and her skin, and her mind.


"Of course, you'll run out of money soon, so your dealer will offer to
arrange alternate payment terms, you know what I mean?  And when he gets
bored with that – but oh, before he does, let me tell you some of the things
you'll do for him–"


Too Fower Tree's nicotine gum was starting to run out of juice; she
swallowed it, and tried to ignore the cop's list of the things drug dealers
are allowed to expect from their women.


"Yes, eventually when he gets bored he'll decide to share you with his
friends."


This cop might have had a career writing for manga, a certain kind of manga,
if she hadn't found the education of troubled youth to be more rewarding. 
But the cop really wasn't as original as she thought she was; Too Fower Tree
had the vague feeling that she was listening to the plot of a bad
exploitation movie, not anything relevant to anybody's real life.  She was
also aware, from things she'd seen in her old life, that the age of 22 was
rather too old for recruitment by most of those guys – but she kept her
mouth shut about that, if only to keep from biting her tongue in the
bouncing van.  By ten minutes into the tirade, she was completely tuning it
out.


"Maybe if you're lucky, you'll end up in jail.  You know what happens in
jail, ne?"


After about an hour, they got to wherever the computer had been
told to take them.  The cop got out, went around to the back of the
van, opened the doors and entered.  Before releasing Too Fower Tree
from the restraints the cop spent a couple minutes crouched beside her
in the back of the van, stroking the girl's inner thighs, massaging
her buttocks, and talking some more about the men who would do that
soon and what they would do after that.  Then she unfastened Too Fower
Tree from the hold-downs, shoved her out through the back doors,
closed them from the inside, climbed into the front seat, and drove
off laughing.


Chapter 6


Hirose Konosuke generally took no notice of the young kids that filled the
mall; they were just extras, as he'd have said back at the studio.  But the
sound of raised voices on the other side of the food court attracted his
attention. Casually, because everything done wearing a zoot suit is supposed
to be casual, he turned to get a closer look, then moved closer.  Crows, not
normally flocking birds, will join forces to harass a hawk or an owl.  This
looked like much the same thing – several teenagers surrounding some kind of
victim.  Nobody else seemed to take any notice; if anything, the other teens
were shunning the group.


Konosuke leaned against another pillar, closer to the circle of boys and
girls, and he saw what was inside the circle: a human girl, obviously way
out of her element.  A very attractive human girl,
actually – three-dimensional and animal, just his type, if he were foolish
enough to moon over human girls.  Well, there wouldn't be much left of this
one in a little while if somebody didn't do something about it. He counted
three 722 girls in the group and five phthalate boys.  That wasn't a good
score; it meant that at least two of the boys were not under their
respective girlfriends' eyes at the moment, if they even had girlfriends. 
Then those two (at least) would be both free and obligated to try impressing
each other.  He also counted eight seru to one human, and that wasn't a good
score either.  Just like people say, now when Konosuke would be kind of
pleased to see those two officers from before, the police were nowhere
to be found.


The zoot suiter sighed.  It looked like the person to intervene would have
to be him.  He straightened up and walked toward them.  The thought that the
kids might simply be left alone to sort things out for themselves had never
entered his head.  Some of the group turned and sneered in open hostility as
he approached; the human girl, who was being restrained by two of them,
fixed moist puppy eyes on him but said nothing.


"Oh, look at what totally just crawled in now, Ken.  Three
sixty-one green, even.  What do you want dethka?"


"Nothing, nothing... fine evening tonight, isn't it?"


"Hey yeah fine evening now dog fine evening for minding one's own
business."


"Indeed, indeed."  He just stood there grinning at the kids.


"You a looking-for-something boy dog?"


"In a manner of speaking.  As a matter of fact, I'm a studio talent scout. 
Maybe we can do business.  I admire your bravery."


"What?"  The tall phthalate boy showed a flicker of confusion, but hid it
quickly.


"Seeing as how you're bothering a human yakuza's daughter right in front of
a mall security camera.  Me, I'd be afraid to do that.  Maybe you're
slippery enough the robocops leave you alone, but those guys with the
missing fingers, their other ones have a really strong grip – oh, is it just
you didn't read her skirt?"


The tall boy sneered.  "Hey now the cameras here're all fubaru anyone can
see – you a blind boy?"


"The one in my buttonhole isn't, ah, 'fubaru.'  And I like getting
five-star reviews on my channel as much as the next hep cat."


"Buddy's a damn gargoyle?  We don't like gargoyles."  Nobody liked
gargoyles, actually.


The girl and boy harassing the human let go of her and came to stand close
to Konosuke, their fists clenched at their sides.  Konosuke felt rather than
heard two more slip up on his other side.  The human just stood there dumbly
instead of taking the chance to depart; and one of the boys said "Hey
actually Ken we like gargoyles a lot you know–"


"Hey yeah I forgot we do."


Before they could elaborate on what they liked about gargoyles, Konosuke
casually reached out with the same double-framed motion he would use to
switch off a shorting flood circuit, grabbed the waistband of the nearest
phthalate boy's trousers, and pulled it sharply to one side, disconnecting
the smart-elastic strip before he let go.  At his studio they called it the
Sakiko Maneuver after an actress who, honestly, was not notably good at much
else.  The Screen Actor's Guild training manual described it in a section
poetically titled "What The Shrine Maiden Did To The Salaryman." Either way
it was something you'd normally see about three minutes into a movie, right at
the start of the first action scene.  If the writers didn't care about plot
and just wanted someone to remove someone else's pants in a hurry---


In this case the Sakiko Maneuver was even more efficient than usual because
of the slippery phthalate mixture soaking the boy's clothing.  In the blink
of a frame Konosuke's victim was hobbled at the ankles and nude from there
to navel.  As the first boy grabbed at his trousers, missed, and fell
forward on his face, Hirose Konosuke turned smoothly and did it to two more
of them.  The remaining two managed to get out of striking distance and
assume baritsu poses.  Konosuke eyed them warily.  He had a healthy respect
for baritsu, but these kids sure didn't seem to carry any of Hitoshi-kun's
easy, muscular confidence.  Posing, exactly.


Two of the 722 girls were trying to help their fallen boyfriends, while
those worthies attempted to wave the girls away, cover themselves, and regain
their feet and their dignity, all at once.  The third girl was clutching a
phone and yammering excitedly into it.  She hopped from foot to foot with
the glee of a cub reporter scenting a big scoop.


"–like ripped his pants totally off – yeah, totally
square – well ex-cuse me I have to settle my copyright bill and find a
node – totally uploading it dethyo, call me back–"


Konosuke had probably made at least one phthalate boy's future career in
network reality television right there, not that he expected to be thanked
for it.  He himself would have his face blurred when the clip hit the Net,
because he worked in the movie industry.  There was a gentleman's agreement
about that.  The human girl was likely under somebody's protection too,
judging by the code on her skirt.  Everyone else would have to make their
own peace with video stardom, and they'd be too busy doing that to worry
about revenge for a while.


The one called Ken'ichirou sized up the situation, and decided to cut his
losses.  He muttered a deprecating curse, breasted through a fire-exit door,
and vanished down the dark hallway behind, with the one other boy who was
still standing (the brains of the outfit, of course) right at his heels. 
One of the stripped boys had found enough presence of mind to kick off his
pants and free his feet, and he followed with the three 722s. The remaining
two boys dressed themselves with some difficulty, and followed more slowly,
each holding up his trousers with one hand. Then the door slammed shut,
leaving Konosuke and the human girl looking at the discarded pair of
trousers sitting in a puddle of lubricant.  The door alarm failed to go
off.  It was fubaru.


The human girl tried to thank Hirose Konosuke profusely, but he had to vent
at least a little of the stress he'd been hiding.  "What in the nation
are you doing in this place, are you trying to get yourself beaten up – or
worse – or are you just stupid?  Where do you even think you are?"


She mumbled something indistinct about having a good time with friends.


"Well, you don't have very many friends out here alone in that outfit,
that's for sure. Those 722s thought you were trying to horn in on their
territory.  You'd have better brought your boyfriend, or at least, better if
you didn't show up in school uniform, because that has a meaning, you know? 
What if I hadn't been around, or hadn't cared to do anything?"


She shrugged.  "You were and you did.  Thanks."


He just looked at her.  Wondered what he could possibly say.  "You
shouldn't trust me, either.  Older men who meet girls in the Quarter – if
you're smart you'll get back on that subway and swish your little organic
skirt back to – is it Ichinokou Collegiate?"


"Ichinoe."


"Oh, of course."  He had misread the barcode, but just slightly.


"My father is not yakuza," she said, like that was the most important
subject they could discuss right now.


"Maybe not, but there's just one tiny stripe different between that bar
code and the one for flower arranging.  Or did you think all the other
members of your club at school signed up because they really wanted to
study traditional culture?"


"Oh."  That did explain a lot of things she hadn't understood about the
flower arranging club, actually.


"Are you really a talent scout?"


"No.  And anybody who says they are is lying – you should know that."


"Oh.  Right."


Then she asked him his name and for some reason he told her his real one.


"Hirose Konosuke," she said, and her eyes were big enough to be seru eyes. 
"Hirose Konosuke.  I'll remember that.  Thank you again, senpai."


"You be careful now, kid.  You're in the Quarter now, and it's not a
great place for humans.  You see many other humans here?"


"I don't see humans or seru, I only see people."  Maybe she thought that
was what a modern girl ought to say, or maybe she thought it was polite; it
didn't improve Hirose Konosuke's estimate of her intelligence.


As he watched her walk off toward the escalator to the subway station,
Konosuke worried that she might not even get that far without doing
something stupid and attracting the wrong kind of attention again.  But she
made it, got on the stairs, and descended out of his view, and then there
was no point continuing to watch.  It occurred to Hirose Konosuke that he
hadn't asked the girl's name.  Well, that didn't matter – he would probably
never see her again.


It did matter, but it was no problem because her name came up on his phone
the first time she called him.  She said then that the computer listed three
people named Hirose Konosuke in Tokyo, but he was the only one with an address
in the Quarter.  Her name was Kumi.  Matoike Kumi.


Chapter 7


The law office of Shimada Takashi shared a building with a couple of
animation workshops, a laundry service, and the above-ground portion
of a capsule hotel.  Almost all of the building was in the Quarter,
but the border cut across the Northeast corner in a funny way and the
door to the law office was on that corner, so that Shimada's official
address was technically not in the Quarter.  He paid a little bit less
tax as a result.


Shimada's main practice was of entertainment law, negotiating contracts
between studios and the trusts that held rights for seru performers, and his
location was more or less perfect for that.  It was less than perfect if he
had a mind to go out for lunch.  The nearest restaurants serving food
suitable for humans were several minutes' brisk walk away, far enough for it
to be an obstacle to a middle-aged and sedentary human male.


Nevertheless, on 11-day 5-month Shoumei 18, he ventured out into the
Spring sunlight to visit an American-style cafe for lunch.  Having enjoyed
the meal thoroughly and the walk back a little less so, he made his way back
through the corridor and the front office, ignoring the secretary passed out
behind the desk, and waved his hand under the chemo-bio nose on the inner
door.  The lock whirred and clicked, Shimada entered his own office, and he
sat down and opened up the contract he'd been working on. The afternoon Sun
slanted across the street outside his window, making an appealing pattern of
light and shade against the hideous Early-Keika facade of the building across
the street, which was a pachinko parlor with a graphics software company
upstairs.  In a dingy crawlspace under a convenience store a few blocks
away, a little calico woke up with a need that could not wait.


In the outer office, Shimada's legal secretary, office manager, proofreader,
receptionist, and occasional nurse and bodyguard snored peacefully.  Her
feet were planted wide apart on the floor, with the chair reclined back as
far as it would go and her arms hanging loose on either side.  She was
allowed to sleep on the job because she could and would wake up in one
thirtieth of a second if any situation arose requiring her attention; and
also because Shimada Takashi would have been terrified to tell her not to. 
Right now she was dreaming of something small and helpless that squeaked
when she stuck her claws into it.


The secretary did not have a name he could pronounce, of course, but the
lawyer insisted that he had to be able to call her something, so he had
made up the name "Takada" out of characters from his own, and she
grudgingly allowed him to use it.  It seemed he got a thrill from being
able to say "Miss Takada, please step into my office," into the intercom
every so often.  Fine; we all have to be able to live up to our image of
ourselves in at least some small way.


The joneko whom the silly humanoid called Miss Takada had a gray mackerel
tabby coat and deep green eyes.  She was older than she cared to think
about, and looked it.  Today she was wearing her usual work outfit – a
knee-length gray woolen skirt just a little darker than her own gray parts;
the obligatory joneko tool belt; and unfashionable wire-rimmed glasses held
on by a purple cord.  The pattern of black markings above her eyes gave her
a permanent stern glare, even while she slept.  Except for being two meters
tall and covered in fur, she could have been any humanoid's maiden aunt the
reference librarian.  The end of her tail curled this way and that on the
floor as her dream-victim squirmed in agony.


While the gray tabby slept, the humanoid, alone in his own office, poked
through the contract clause by clause and the shadows on the building across
the street marched gradually across the scene.  The calico slunk out of her
crawlspace and padded along the street on all fours, not even bothering to
put on her tool belt.  She had arrived in Tokyo on a slow train from
Kanchouzawa two days before.  It was her first time in the big city, and she
liked it a lot.  They didn't have buildings like these where she came from;
and they didn't have men like these where she came from.


She had given no thought yet to any housing more suitable than the
crawlspace nor any gainful employment at all, and right now she had
something much more exciting to think about. She sniffed every lamp standard
and scanned the buildings and the passing crowd looking for a good spot,
yowling and mewing softly.  She stopped right in front of Shimada's window,
where he couldn't avoid seeing, at the mouth of an alley beside the
pachinko parlor.


The last members of the lunch crowd were on their way back to their offices,
mostly serious young men, both seru and organic, sweating in black suits. 
Some were drunk or pretending to be, because of lunching with clients and
the alcohol consumption entailed by that.  Few would be drunk by
choice at this hour; but the calico didn't care about the reasons if it made
them cooperative.


She wasted little time picking and choosing, but stopped a passing young
seru salaryman with a plaintive mew, a wink, and a flick of her hips and
tail.  She enticed him to follow her into the alley, and did what was
needful.  He walked out of the alley two and a half minutes later looking
slightly the worse for wear, and continued down the sidewalk, weaving a
little.  The calico emerged a few seconds after that, completely
unsatisfied.  Shimada Takashi had glanced up from his contract during the last
moments of the transaction and hadn't immediately understood what he was
seeing; but he watched as the calico selected her second partner, an older
human gentleman rather resembling Shimada himself.


This one was less willing, but he had no real ability to resist.  He was
dragged protesting into the alley.  The calico had to use her claws to keep
him under control, then her fangs, and her tongue.  She remained occupied
with him rather longer than the first had required, and Shimada Takashi
watched from his office with steadily mounting revulsion.  He could not look
away.


The young calico finished her business, her victim collapsed sobbing
half-undressed on the dirty floor of the alley, and she returned to the
sidewalk to solicit a third man without looking to see if the second
was able to leave.  She didn't even seem to care whether he had
survived.


Shimada picked up the wired receiver of his old-fashioned intercom and said,
"Miss Takada, there's a – well, it seems that, uh – look, just step into my
office."


In the outer office, the gray tabby jumped straight up in the air at the
sound of the intercom buzzer, landed on all fours and spun around in a full
circle looking for threats even before her boss got through the first
words of the request.  Seeing no immediate danger she relaxed, stood like a
humanoid, took a deep breath, straightened her skirt, and entered the inner
office in her usual silent and dignified way.  She mewed softly to keep
Shimada from being startled, since he was facing the window. He glancing
over his shoulder, and gestured irritably at the scene outside.


"Look at that.  Just look at that!"


She looked.  The Early-Keika pachinko parlor was indeed hideously ugly, but
the humanoid had seen it thousands of times before without commenting, so
presumably that was not what he meant.  There was no sneaking away from it:
he must be referring to the calico.  The calico had dragged two more
salarymen into the alley and was doing what a good girl doesn't.  The very
best girls, such ladies as Miss Takada, do not even talk or think about
that.  Some comment seemed to be expected, however, so the gray tabby
carefully speculated that perhaps the calico had recently arrived from
somewhere out in the woods, and had not yet learned how to behave in a city.


"Born in a barn, yes!  I don't expect to see – well, men should be
allowed to expect safety in this neighborhood, ne?  Why do
you people – oh, I mean not all joneko, of course, my dear, but why
would anyone do a thing like that anyway?"


The gray tabby did not suppose that the male really expected a
literal answer to his question, and he would not have
understood the truth anyway.  She settled for a low,
noncommittal growl.


"Please, go – go just deal with it, Miss Takada.  Move her along with a
broom or something.  Teach her some manners."


The secretary hesitated.  She was quite sure that the local
surveillance AIs had already picked up what was in progress across the
street, and they would have issued a call-out to the robocops.  She
and her boss need not actually do anything; the police would see to it
all.  But at this time of day most of the robocops would be off-shift,
and they would treat it as a low-priority incident anyway, on the
theory that the men were behaving in such a way as to invite it.
There might be twenty or thirty minutes before a pair of officers made
it out here, and five or ten more before they removed the calico, and
Mr. Shimada evidently could not wait that long.  And he had said
"please." She growled again, mildly annoyed.  This was not really
part of her job description, but she could not refuse.


The gray tabby mewed, turned, and left.  She stopped in the corridor on her
way out, unlocked the cleaning robot's closet, and kicked the machine
inside until it relinquished its broom.  Thus armed, Miss Takada walked out
onto the sunlit street.


The little calico was just starting to get comfortable.  These Tokyo men
were generally stringy and weak compared to the ones back home in Iwate
Prefecture, but at least they were plentiful, mew.  She wanted to taste them
all.  The calico's concentration on her business was so deep that the gray
tabby had to hiss several times, and poke her vigorously with the end of the
broom, before she took notice.  The tabby queen wondered if she should have
brought a bucket of cold water instead.


The calico released her partner (who took the opportunity to escape), turned
on the newcomer, and spread her lips wide, showing her teeth in what a
humanoid might have taken for a smile – but the other joneko did not
misunderstand.  The calico said that she was busy, and that the gray tabby
had better be prepared to explain the interruption.  The gray tabby was.


Inside his office, Shimada Takashi watched his secretary deal with the
intruder.  He couldn't hear the actual words through the sapphire and
aerogel, and they were probably not in his language anyway, but he
knew that his employee was politely but firmly informing their visitor
that the sidewalk in front of the office was subject to city
regulations and ordinances regarding acceptable behavior, and that as
such they required and insisted that she govern her conduct
accordingly, or move along and vacate.  It was fortunate, he thought,
that he could count on Miss Takada to deal with such situations in a
professional and dignified manner.


On the other side of the window, the queen told the kitten that she could
either go turn her tricks on some other street, or have all six breasts
severed with a rusty paper knife and forcefully inserted one by one below
her tail in a professional and dignified manner with the aid of the broom
handle to see if she liked it.


The calico flexed her claws, but affected friendliness.  She had smelled the
alley carefully before and thought it was available, but it was certainly
possible that this one might actually be in the wrong, intruding on some
city joneko's territory.  It would be inadvisable to start shaking things up
in the city when she had only just arrived.  Besides, she was in no way
satiated yet.  She had no wish to waste time with a fight at this moment; but
simply backing down and leaving to go elsewhere was of course out of the
question.


She commented to the gray tabby that it was a lovely day, and there
were plenty of men on the street.  This afternoon it was practically
raining men, mew.  There was no cause for conflict among joneko, nor
for wasting attention on prissy humanoid attitudes.  One should not be
square about this matter, nor lose touch with one's own nature; to
live in frustration was idiocy, mew.  If the gray tabby wished to join
her, surely they could both use the alley without interference.  She
pointed out a fat bald seru businessman approaching.  He looked soft
and juicy; perhaps this one and the gray tabby could share him, in
friendship?  The gray tabby said that regrettably, that would not be
possible.  The calico said that she insisted.


The gray tabby queen removed her paper knife – not actually
rusty – from the holster on her belt and offered to demonstrate its
use.  The calico kitten offered to have a go with the tabby's
master and render him suitably tender for an octopus
eater to chew.


Mr. Shimada's complacency was somewhat disrupted when he saw
Miss Takada drop her knife, broom, and prissy humanoid attitude, and
lunge at the younger joneko's throat.  He had not been
expecting anything of the kind, and was briefly disappointed at his
employee's failure to maintain dignity and professionalism.  He
wondered what had provoked such an outburst, since things
had seemed to be going so well theretofore.


The momentum of the leap carried both joneko into the darkness at the back
of the alley, and Shimada couldn't see exactly what happened there, but it
was fast and nasty, and he heard screams and yowls even through the
sound-deadening aerogel of the window. After less than a minute the calico
ran out of the alley and went crying down the street.  The gray tabby queen
emerged slowly, trying to salvage some shreds of her earlier professional
dignity.  She was favoring her left rear leg, her skirt was slit in a way
that would have looked quite risqué on a humanoid, and there were
notches, new and oozing pinkish fluid, on her ears.  Shimada Takashi did not
know enough to recognize it, but some of those notches went all the way
through the t dimension and would be permanent reminders of this
fight.  But another joneko was the loser in the fight, and this one, the
gray tabby queen whose master called her Miss Takada, was the winner, and
maybe that was worth remembering permanently.


She walked heavily back into the building, pulled open the cleaning closet
and threw in the broom.  It would be up to the cleaning robot, or the
contractors who operated it, to figure out how to reattach that; the gray
tabby had already done her share of troubleshooting for the day.  Entering
the outer office, she saw that Shimada Takashi was standing waiting
in the open doorway of his own office, waiting to greet her.


The joneko queen told the lawyer, with just a hint of smugness, that there
was one calico kitten, at least, who would not be making trouble on this
street again soon.


"Quite so."  He seemed about to say something else, but held it inside; the
only other thing he said was "Thank you, Miss Takada."


The joneko flicked one of her damaged ears, but said nothing, and the
humanoid turned and closed the door of the inner office, presumably going
back to his important work.  Not exactly a royal welcome for the gray tabby
queen, but maybe it was enough.


In the outer office, Miss Takada sat down and leaned forward onto her desk,
resting her head on her arms as if to sleep that way; but her eyes remained
open.  She thought about kittens and men and dignity and professionalism. 
Then, she straightened up and opened a drawer of the desk.  She took out a
slim plastic thing like a makeup compact.  She flipped it open.  Instead of
a mirror, the upper half contained a slip of paper printed with
excruciatingly boring instructions, warnings, and legal disclaimers, which
she had already memorized.  The lower half featured a grid of small holes. 
There were seven columns of eight holes each, and the rightmost four were
empty.  The fifth column was empty except for a blob of soft pastel-blue
plastic in the bottom-most hole.  The sixth column contained eight more
identical blue blobs.  The last column was full of plastic blobs too, but
they were white except for two pink ones at the bottom.


She clawed out the solitary plastic blob from the bottom of the fifth
column, and held it out under the green shade of her desk lamp.  A human
might have thought it looked like a piece of candy, but one who tried to eat
it would find it tasted horrible.  The mixture of organic solvents, PVC
oligomers, and thiirane derivatives of nekostroxide in the capsules would be
moderately toxic to a human anyway.  Miss Takada was not human.


Today was Friday.  If she swallowed this blue capsule after work, and two
more per day thereafter according to the instructions, then she would start
the white ones on Wednesday, and take the pink ones morning and evening on
Saturday, a week from tomorrow.  That day was circled on her desk calendar. 
The same Saturday was also circled on the wall calendar in her studio
apartment, and in the cabinet below the wall calendar she had some art
books; an eight-pack of steel cans each labeled with a picture of an
octopus hand-in-tentacle with a girl in a sailor suit; and next month's
prescription ready to start on Sunday.


Miss Takada stared fascinated at the capsule as she turned it this way and
that in the light of the lamp.  It had a slightly iridescent sheen to it,
microscopic imperfections in the surface breaking up the light as a human's
fingernails do when viewed close up on a sunny day.  Then Miss Takada
flicked the capsule into the wastebasket.  The clamshell package containing
the others followed.  She didn't even bother to snap it shut.  She hopped up
on the end of her desk, facing the inner door to Shimada Takashi's office,
with her right leg dangling over the edge and her left knee raised to her
mouth.  She licked her knee, rubbed one of her hands over the back of her
head, and looked at the door for a while.


She sat down in the swivel chair again, removed a tiny bottle from another
desk drawer, and struggled for a moment with the tightly-stuck lid.  It was
far past its use-by date, and the contents were thick and sticky, nearly
dried out – she made a mental note to buy a fresh bottle, later – but there
was just enough liquid remaining for her to paint all her claws signal red
before discarding the bottle.  Then she took a nap.


Chapter 8


Kamioka Hanako lay where she had fallen until long after the van from
Shining Path had passed out of sight.  She was in an open area to one side
of the narrow street, in a space formed by cutting a section out of a
building to accommodate a pile of garbage bags, a vandalized kibble
dispenser, and some other random bits of city machinery.  In fact she was
lying on top of some of the garbage from a burst bag.  At least it
was soft, and her uniform was already dirty and out of battery power, ruined
anyway.  She just lay breathing the thick city air until she
realized, rather suddenly, that she could stand up.


During her time on the Shining Path – just two or three hours ago, but it
felt much further away than that – Hanako had been a good girl, for the most
part, and she had never made a plan to run before.  She needed to do it
now, though, before some of those horrors the cop had been talking about
could catch up to her.  Disinherited she would need to find a job somewhere,
and that would mean finding something to sell that she could afford to give
up without destroying herself.  Not much came to mind.


She actually thought of Shoda Rurika's business, for a moment – but
that's illegal for human girls, so it would be complicated.  Any
curiosity shop she walked into without a proper introduction would
naturally assume she must be working for the police.  After making the
right approaches she might get a pretty good price, if she were ten
years younger of course, just because she was human, and supply
and demand applied; but even so nobody could live for long just on
that.  And she wasn't ten years younger, and she had no merchandise to
sell right now and would have to work out some kind of deal to get
some on consignment or whatever – which in turn would come with a
price of its own.  Even without that twisted cop's fantasy in the back
of her mind, Hanako could imagine the downward spiral all too well.


But Kamioka Hanako was the descendant of warlords and crime lords, and
the pride and the fury of her ancestors was written in every base pair
of every chromosome in every cell of her abused body.  The obedience,
drugs, and biocontrol could never quite rub that out, not in someone
who hadn't even started the program until age 19 and had never
attained Level Five.  The Shining Path had never really been designed
for someone like her.


She was not religious even before her arrest, let alone now, but she
steadied herself against the wall and muttered a prayer to her ancestors,
skipping over the generation that had betrayed her, and then she squared her
shoulders and walked out along the street.  She had the beginnings of a
plan.  She was running.


If it were just a matter of doing something disgusting and immoral, like
killing somebody, then there wouldn't even be a problem; the Shining Path AI
had helped her past that in its Level Four tutoring.  But her problem was
money.  Her money had been stolen away by a clause in a document, and the
Kamioka ancestors whispered in her head ideas about what they did for
problems with documents in her family.  She went looking for a lawyer.


Most people on the streets of the Quarter avoided her and she them.
It was still only late afternoon.  Daytime workers would be going home soon,
though she had no way of knowing just what time it was.  Not many humans on
the streets yet.  Any who were probably assumed she was an undercover
agent and wanted nothing to do with her.  A seru beggar, actually dressed
much like Hanako though if possible even more shabbily, asked her for money,
and on impulse she gave the girl the rest of the nicotine gum.  Never mind
it wouldn't work on a seru, maybe she could sell or swap it.  The beggar
seemed grateful, anyway.  Hanako felt the tiniest glimmer of pleasure that
broke as she was, she could still afford to do something like that.


Navigation here was not easy.  She knew she was in the Quarter, that much
was easy to tell by the people, and the street numbers were clearly marked on
signs once she got out of the back service streets.  But she had only ever
visited a few times before, and only late at night, with Daddy on some of
his business trips ("Just like Take Your Daughter to Work Day!" he had
joked).  The place looked different by day and and probably had changed a
lot in even a few years.  Then again, it was not as if she really knew where
she was going anyway.


She couldn't count the sidewalks she walked on, nor the turns she made and
their directions, and she didn't seem to notice that the crowd was getting
thicker as the after-work rush began, but there came a moment when she did
notice something change.  It felt like a heavy blanket being lifted; it felt
like a thickness in the air suddenly draining away; it felt like an annoying
background sound fading out even though she had not noticed it while it was
present.  This change was not as great as the feeling of relief when the van
carried her away from the Academy, but it was the same kind of change. 
Kamioka Hanako looked around her, and realized that she had left the Seru
Quarter.  She looked back, and saw the boundary – even though it was not
marked in any official way, and she could not have said exactly what she saw
that let her know the boundary was there.


Furthermore, just a little bit ahead of her she saw a sign – one of those
big ones for a professional-services complex, listing a dozen different
business names in small print.  One of the names was "Shimada Legal
Services."  Hanako hurried, almost ran, to the door, down the hallway
inside, and burst into the office.


A gray tabby joneko, behind a large old-fashioned desk, set down a volume of
romance manga and stared at the humanoid queen.  The joneko's eyes glowed in
the dimly-lit room.  They almost perfectly matched the green of her desk
lamp.  Her claws were signal red.  The lamplight made it hard to see
much else, but in the gloom all around, Kamioka Hanako barely discerned
several filing cabinets, imitation wood paneling, a moldy old flower
arrangement on a small table to one side, and so on.  The secretary inquired
politely whether Hanako had an appointment – but made it clear she knew
perfectly well that Hanako did not.


"Please, I need a lawyer!"


The gray tabby expressed doubt as to whether a lawyer needed Hanako.


"It's an emergency!  I'll do anything for help!"


This was an important branching point in Kamioka Hanako's life, though
neither she nor anybody else recognized it exactly as such at the time: the
gray tabby began to sneer, opened her mouth to hiss that neither this one
nor Shimada Legal Services needed "anything" a dirty, overgrown schoolgirl
could provide – and then stopped.  The joneko had smelled something that
triggered a reflexive response.  Without knowing why, she couldn't bring
herself to just send the humanoid away.


Miss Takada sat back in her chair, her eyes half-closed, smelling and
thinking.  She wondered what was special about the humanoid queen, why this
one did not just dismiss her with a snarky comment, as this one normally
would.  What was this one smelling?  Then it came in a wave: there was
genuine panic, there was fear, some of it gratifyingly directed at the gray
tabby herself, and those things were not so unusual among visitors to the
lawyer's office, but the humanoid's scent also contained other notes, rare
for her species.  Kamioka Hanako smelled like a lost kitten, one
genuinely needing to be taken in, and Miss Takada would never be so
cold-hearted that she could ignore that.  She flicked her ears, mewed, and
reached for the intercom.


Shimada Takashi was not, at first, any more enthusiastic about this
prospective client than Miss Takada had been – but he generally trusted the
joneko's judgment of character and was willing to listen at least briefly
to anyone she did not immediately kick out of the office.  Hanako did not
make him wait long.


"Please, sir, I need advice but I don't–"


"Sit down, child, and catch your breath."


"–but I don't have any money, and – and–" and the day's events caught
up to her at last and Kamioka Hanako began to sob.


"Sit down, please!  Sit!" Shimada wondered if he should call Miss
Takada back in, who might be able to handle this better than he could.  He
hated it when clients cried because he was never sure what to do.  He stood,
behind his desk, and tried holding out a handkerchief, as one might hold out
food to a dangerous and only partially tame animal (a joneko, even), but the
girl ignored it.  He returned the handkerchief to his pocket, and sat down
himself.


"No money, won't be able to pay you, probably won't ever have any money at
all, just dropped out of school, lost my inheritance–" Hanako blubbered.


When it seemed like it might be safe to do so, Shimada said "I do normally
offer a free initial consultation, you know.  Most lawyers will do that. 
You don't need to worry about money immediately.  Perhaps you could tell me
what's wrong first.  You might have some options you don't know about."


She shuddered, swallowed, at peered across the desk at him.  "Really?  But
I can't promise to ever have any money–"


"I did say that's all right.  If it becomes a problem I'll let you know
before you're under any obligation."


"Oh.  Well, okay..." she said, still sniffling.


"Okay?"  He tried to smile properly and put her at ease.


"Okay."  She smiled back, just a little.


Shimada Takashi straightened his glasses (non-prescription and medically
unnecessary, but clients expected him to wear glasses), discreetly checked
with his fingertips that his toupee was straight, picked up a yellow legal
pad, and gestured with the stylus to save and clear the writing that
currently filled half the pad's surface.  Sitting behind his expansive desk
with the pad held up at a precise angle, jaw straight, he looked the very
image of the reassuring, competent legal professional.


"Very good.  Now, first things first.  Your name?"


"Too – ah, Kamioka Hanako (Too Fower Tree), Level Zero, no points, sir."


He stared at her over the top of his legal pad.  "I don't know what that
means."


"Uh, just Kamioka Hanako, sir."


"Very well, Miss Kamioka.  By the way, it's not necessary to call me 'sir.'
'Mr. Shimada' will be sufficient."


"Yes, sir."  He let it pass.


"I heard you say something about an inheritance.  Is your problem something
to do with a dispute over someone's will?"


"Yes.  My father's."


"I must warn you that wills and disputes over them, and something
that lawyers call 'probate,' that's not really the kind of law I
normally practice.  It may be that you'll need to talk to some other
lawyer instead of me. But at least you can tell me about your
situation and then maybe I can recommend someone for you to talk to.
All right?"


"Oh.  Oh, yes, I see.  Okay.  Yes."


"Good.  Now, you say there's an issue about your father's will.  Is your
father still alive?"


"No, sir.  Daddy died three years ago."


Shimada made a note on the pad, and said, "I'm sorry."


"I'm not, sir."


The lawyer frowned.  "That is not a good thing to say, Miss Kamioka."


"I apologize, sir."


"Never mind.  Is your mother alive?"


"No sir.  She died when I was in kindergarten."


"I'm sorry."


"Yes, sir."


"Have you any living family?"


"Sir, my father has, uh, had, another family, you know, not actually
related by blood but–"


"Stop right there, please." He had been afraid of something like this.
"Miss Kamioka, there is something else very important I must tell you.  I
am a lawyer; it is my job to practice the law, and I have certain duties and
obligations as a result of that job.  Do you understand what I mean by this? 
Just say 'yes' or 'no.'"


"Yes, sir."


"Good.  Now, I have to be careful about how I say this, but:  even though I
am on your side as your advocate – yes, even if we haven't signed a contract
yet and even if you haven't hired me with money – there are things I cannot
do for you.  In particular, I cannot advise you to break the law or if I
know you plan to break the law.  If you were to tell me that you are
breaking the law, or if you talked to me about breaking the law, even just
hypothetically, in a way that caused me to think maybe you had already done
something against the law, well, it would mean that I might have some duties
to do something about that.  Do you understand what I mean by this?  Just
say 'yes' or 'no.'"


"Yes, sir."


"So.  You must think carefully about what you say to me if you want me to
be able to help you.  And you should be aware that although I have no reason
not to help you, and as far as I know you haven't done anything wrong
and you deserve to be properly represented, it remains that I am no friend
of gangs or yakuza.  I've seen too much of how those people operate for me
to smile and wink at that kind of thing.  Maybe you should know that I'm not
afraid of them either and my clients don't have to be.  So when I ask you
about your family I only mean people who are real genuine relatives of
yours.  Someone who maybe did business with your father, maybe criminal
business, that's not your family."


"Yes sir.  I don't have any real family left, sir."


"I see.  Well, I'm sorry, again."


"Yes, sir."


"Now, can you tell me, just briefly, what's the problem?"


"Well, since I'm the only remaining member of my family, I should have
gotten Daddy's estate when he died, right?"


"That's what most fathers would want in such a case.  Did yours?"


"No!  He – he wrote in his will that I – oh!–" and she seemed about
ready to sob again, caught her breath, clutched at her right wrist for no
visible reason, then took a deep breath and said, "I want you, or my
lawyer, to tell me how to overturn the will.  It's not fair!"


"Hmm."  That had raised many more questions than it answered, but it was
obviously a deeply emotional subject for the young woman and Shimada guessed
he might be better off just reading the document than questioning her about
her understanding of the document and risking another episode of tears. 
"Do you have a copy of your father's will?"


"No, sir."


"Really?  Well, I'm not sure there is much advice I can give you about a
document I haven't even seen, Miss–"


"Oh, but isn't there, I don't know, some kind of register database of
everybody's wills, sir?"


The lawyer hesitated – it costs money to use that database and at the
moment it looked like he probably would not be taking the girl's case
anyway – but of course that was silly, the fee involved wasn't worth his
time to think about, and just part of the cost of doing business.


"Very well.  I assume your chemo-biometrics are up to date?"


"Uh, what?"


"I shall need your scent to unlock the database."  He also had access to
cracking services, for clients who did not technically have permission for
the documents they needed, but there was no call to admit to that.


Shimada Takashi's nose was an old-fashioned portable one, with a packed glass
column inside instead of a microarray.  He kept it in a case covered in
polyvinyl chloride imprinted to look like leather.  It took a minute and a
half for the column to warm up, another thirty seconds for it to analyze
Kamioka Hanako's scent, and then two more minutes for it to authenticate to
the municipal database, get a security token, and upload that to the
desktop, all through the slow RF link.  Hanako tried to hold her GSR steady,
but she sweated a bit through those four minutes, which probably helped the
machine get a better sample anyway.


The machine loaded Kamioka Yoshihiro's last will and testament onto Shimada's
legal pad.  He skimmed through it.  It certainly looked legitimate and
ordinary – probably written just by ticking off boxes on a form and letting
the text generator do its job – and the lawyer said so.


"Please read the part saying where the money goes, sir."


"It says your father left, let's see, some charitable donations, a few
specific art pieces to named friends, everything else to your mother if she
were still alive, and then 'the whole of the remainder in a trust as
described below for the benefit of my daughter Kamioka Hanako until she
reaches twenty-one (21) years of age, and thereafter to revert to her sole
possession and in the event that she predeceases me' – but that obviously
isn't relevant now – 'to her estate the sum of one (1)' – and so on.  I'll
have to go through the definition of the trust carefully, but it sounds
straightforward.  The trustees will hold onto the money until you're of age,
and then it becomes yours.  How old are you now?"


"Twenty-two.  Uh, I think.  Sir."


"You 'think' you're twenty-two?  What is your birthdate?'


"It's 18-day 1-month Keika 8, sir.  I've been – away – at school
for the last I guess three years.  Um, is this still the Shoumei Era?"


"Today is 14-day 5-month Shoumei 18.  You are twenty-two years of age.  It
concerns me that you didn't know this, Miss Kamioka.  But in such a case,
the trust should already have dissolved.  Didn't it?"


"But I didn't graduate, sir."


"What?"


"I'm really sorry, sir."


"Your educational ambitions are of no interest to me, Miss Kamioka.  If you
dropped out of high school and you regret it, there are plenty of good
adult-learning courses in this city – and it sounds like you can easily
afford the tuition.  Your father would no doubt be pleased to have you use
your inheritance that way."


Chapter 9


As of the end of the Heisei Era, the Yotsuya Library advertised on its Web
site that patrons were free to take books from the shelves and read them
"without signing or making their names known in any manner, nor leaving any
records of what books they have used," but they corrected that policy error
during the Deconstruction.  On 25-day 4-month Shoumei 19 it was unnecessary
for Shoda Rurika to sign for books simply because the municipal noses had
already followed her chemo-biometric scent all the way up from the subway
station and the library AI knew perfectly well whom she was.  As she sat in
the library building's third-floor cafe doing her homework, the AI
meticulously logged every book she accessed, which pages she looked at, and
for how long.  Not that that mattered. Even the copyright people didn't
care, because the library had a site license.  Ruri-chan was younger than
most of the other customers but there was nothing else unusual about her
behavior and she was doing nothing illegal or rude.


She claimed a booth near the back where she could look up and watch the
other customers when she got bored, not that they were particularly
exciting.  They were mostly salarymen muttering into telephones, geeks lost
in their own literary worlds, and the occasional teenage couple (probably
geeks too) actually square enough to think this was a good dating spot. 
There were just one or two students like Rurika using the place as a cheap
study hall.  Ruri-chan unfolded her phone, checked her mail, and started
opening source material and dictating fragments of text.


She was writing a report for American History on the life of Joseph
Smith, Jr., starting in rural New York in the Bunsei Era.  The historian
Whitney Cross popularized the name "the Burned-over District" for that
place and time, because the local peasants metaphorically caught fire with
new religious and social movements even more frequently than Edo Castle
caught fire with actual flames. In fact, much of the background material in
Rurika's report was stolen from a recent translation of Cross's book.  As
well as Smith's movement, there were the Oneida Community with its Tantric
sex magick; the Shakers with their rigorously undecorated furniture later so
much prized by decorators; the ectoplasmic Spiritualists; the Millerites who
later evolved into the Seventh-Day Adventists; the temperance-pledge people;
and that crowd who thought women should be allowed to vote, just to name a
few.


During that same Era but a little further South, Ezra Buckley and the
tlonistas were earnestly attempting to recreate the universe and get
rid of the One God, while feuding bitterly with the kyonistas who
claimed to have succeeded in a similar effort three years earlier.  Buckley
would have been a better subject for biography than Smith, and indeed
Ruri-chan had planned to write about him first, but she was discouraged by
missing encyclopedia entries.  Early on, she obtained permission from the
school AI to switch to the better-documented figure.  Either way, it was a
fascinating, compelling, magical time in American history, with a great deal
of continuing relevance to modern-day civilization worldwide, and most of it
went right over Shoda Rurika's head.  She was just writing a report to get a
grade and she fully intended to forget every bit of it the instant she set
down her stylus at the end of the final exam.  The educational system had
both succeeded and failed perfectly in her case.


So without thinking too hard about the context or the greater significance,
Rurika consulted her references, made a list of verifiable names and dates,
and set down the bare facts of the life of the Mormon prophet. 
Crystal-gazing for buried treasure in the hills of New York through most of
the Bunsei Era.  Receiving his revelation in the unknown language that
Professor Charles Anthon may or may not have identified as "Reformed
Egyptian." More crystal-gazing to translate it.  Founding his church in
Bunsei 13. That was the year an earthquake killed 280 people in Kyoto and
Edo Castle burned down, causing the Shogunate to declare the Tenpou Era. 
Japanese castles in those days were made of paper and heated by charcoal, so
they burned often.  Smith's life continued.  Exile from New York.  Being run
out of town in Pennsylvania.  Tarring and feathering in Ohio.  Imprisonment
as an enemy combatant terrorist in Missouri.  Escape to Illinois.  The
Nauvoo Endowment.  That covered most of the Tenpou Era as far as Rurika was
concerned.


By Tenpou 15, the year Edo Castle burned down again and the Tokugawa
Shogunate declared the Kouka Era, Smith's fortunes had improved.  He had
become a Shogun himself, controlling a private army of 3,000 men at a time
when the entire United States Army numbered only 8,500.  Depending on how
far one believes his critics, his wives at that point may have numbered
thirty or more, some even younger than Ruri-chan herself, by way of a
doctrinal principle called "sacred marriage."


Sacred marriage supposedly anticipated the hypothetical form of marriage to
be practiced in the future Kingdom of Heaven, claiming that each Endowed
male was entitled to enjoy as many teenage girls as he could lay hands on. 
Of course, Smith's followers held that to be a scandalous misrepresentation
of their doctrine.  It was more or less the same accusation that always ends
up directed at religious leaders anyway, if they are not accused of seducing
boys first, and smart people ignore it.  But it went wholesale into Rurika's
report.


Whitney Cross had decried the pseudo-Freudian amateurs who thought the
spiritual innovations of the Burned-over District were all about sex.  Shoda
Rurika had a higher opinion of amateurs, and of sex, and she did not
recognize that Cross's commentary was meant to be snide.  She wrote
uncritically about the Smith Shogunate's disastrous efforts to suppress
newspaper coverage of the polygamy allegations, and the riots that led to
the prophet's death in protective custody, just a few months before the end
of the Era.  She talked about the Endowment also, and the special underwear
bearing Masonic symbols worn by recipients of that.  She outlined the
believers' opinion of the clothes' protective virtue.


"Mormons are like present-day schoolgirls in this respect."


Ruri-chan paused.  It was a great sentence, just the kind her textbook would
have contained if it were better written, but maybe the marking AI wouldn't
agree.  Better not to make it sound like history had anything to do with
real people in the present-day world. Her last essay had come back with no
less than five "unencyclopedic" templates on it because of that sort of
thing, and even though nobody really cared because American History was an
elective anyway, she was hoping to score better this time.


"Escape.  Delete last sentence, hai.  Dictate.  Although the Temple
Garments have been frequently mocked and parodied in the centuries since
their introduction, comment cite this later end, they are not particularly
different than the ceremonious clothing required by many other what?" The
phone had drawn a little red box around the words "different than," and
she didn't know why.


By the time she had read all the help on that one, Ruri-chan's coffee had
gone cold, so in honor of the Mormons, she didn't finish it.  She didn't
want to read suggested substitutions for "ceremonious," either.  She just
closed up the phone, threw some coins on the table, and left the cafe.


Shoda Rurika's special underwear was not for protection. She wore ordinary
foil-lined acrylic shorts and tops for that, with ferrite particles bonded
into the fibers, guaranteed to block, absorb, or reflect 99.8 percent of
radiation between terahertz and ultraviolet; and enough viscoelastics in the
mix to defeat casual ultrasound. Standard girls' underwear was the color of
a poorly-maintained sidewalk and it felt like sandpaper, but no
self-respecting middle schooler would be found unconscious in an alley
without it.


But every morning Rurika took a clean pair of cotton pantsu from the bottom
of her underwear drawer and wore that under her foil grays. Nobody at home
knew about the special pantsu because nobody made a habit of rummaging
through Rurika's underwear drawer except the ginger joneko who rummaged
through everything. The ginger received a ten percent cut in exchange for
her silence to Mami and Kono-oniisan. That is, ten percent of gross – Rurika
should have paid closer attention when they negotiated. Only the foil grays
ever went through the laundry for the others to see.


The cotton pantsu did not have Masonic symbols on them. Rurika had
experimented with a few different styles, including Serisyn, ribbons,
and lace, but they only fetched slightly higher prices and were not
worth it. Even the plain cotton pantsu were better-made than one might
expect for garments meant to be worn only once each; and they felt a lot
better on her skin than foil-lined ferrite acrylic.


Used pairs went into individual polypropylene bags, each with a bar
code, a one-way seal, and a capsule of some kind of chemical granules.
Those were activated metazeolite, but Ruri-chan didn't know how to read
the characters on the label beyond "DO NOT EAT." She did know that she
could break off the top of the capsule after sealing the bag and it
would suck up all the oxygen and some of the nitrogen from the air
inside, while buffering moisture to just the right level. It would keep
the pantsu vacuum-packed and smelling freshly-used for up to four months.


Once every week or two, when she could avoid adult supervision, Rurika
visited a curiosity shop downtown and traded in her bagged, dirty pantsu for
new clean ones and cash.  It wouldn't make anybody rich, but it covered
enough small luxuries to keep Ruri-chan respectable among the girls at
school.  Nobody in her generation would have recognized the obsolete phrase
"keeping up with the Yamadas," but they all understood the idea and its
importance.


The lady who ran the curiosity shop affected a Chinese accent and qipao
because customers, and contractors like Rurika, both expected that.  She was
actually Thai.  After closing time, she and her sons would package the bags
into boxes and ship them to the Wing's factory out in the hills, where a
chemo-bio needlenose would do authentication and quality control and
determine fair prices. Then industrial robots would add colorful
polyethylene hangers to the tops of the bags to make them look like a proper
retail product.


An AI would decide where to send each bag. Some went to vending machines
in Akiba; some went on the rocket to America and nobody cared what
happened there; and a lot would end up hanging from hooks in
neighborhood curiosity shops like the one where Rurika made her deals.
The AI was programmed to maximize profits based on historical and
predicted sales, but also to send pantsu far from their original sources
so that nobody would ever see Rurika and used underwear with her face on
the label in the same curiosity shop. Such incidents were known to cause
problems.


Rurika didn't trust the AI, and she was (unjustifiably) insecure about her
own appearance with her unusual matching blue eyes and hair, so instead of
letting Wing's use their standard label with her photo and a swatch of her
uniform skirt plaid, she uploaded custom branding. She'd grabbed a template
from the Net and paid a boy at school for the copyright to a photo of one of
their schoolmates – a girl two years older, who was a Class Representative
and looked like it. The photographer gave her a discount on the photo
because he liked the idea of selling it to a girl. Accepting the discount
probably hadn't been wise because now he had the wrong idea entirely, and it
wouldn't be safe to explain to him that she'd only bought the photo for
business. It wasn't that Rurika liked to look at photos of girls.


Miss Snooty Class Representative-sama did not get a cut of the transaction
because the photo had been taken in a public place and the Berne Convention
of 2017 applied. They didn't even have to, and they didn't, tell her. The
same clauses of Berne 2017 were also why Rurika, all the other girls at
school, and some of the boys, wore foil underwear in the first place.


On 2-day 5-month Shoumei 19, the last day before the long weekend, Rurika
stopped on her way home from school to exchange another batch.  She had
handed in her Joseph Smith, Jr. report that morning, she was free of school
entirely until Tuesday, and she wanted the cash for shopping and fun during
the break.  On her way out of the curiosity shop she paused in front of a
display near the door, and picked up a brightly-colored steel can.  She
knew what it was; she had seen them on the shelf many times; but she'd never
really looked closely before. Maybe she was trying to keep her mind alive. 
The picture on the front was of a blobby seru octopus with a smile on its
cute little face, hand in hand (or at least hand in tentacle) with a young
girl in a sailor suit. The girl had blue hair, which may have been why the
can caught Rurika's eye. She turned it around in her hand and started
reading the back. She had only a few seconds to look at the instructions,
which were graphically detailed, before the lady who ran the shop noticed
what she was doing and protested.


"No, no! Not for little girls! Put it back!"


Never mind that Ruri-chan was well over the minimum recommended age in
the small print, never mind she had been selling her pantsu for more
than a year, never mind the label was full of damn furigana spelling
out the more difficult characters for the benefit of beginning-level
readers, this was a nice decent curiosity shop and they wouldn't allow
an innocent little girl to buy one of those. Well, never mind. She had
only been looking – and unlike some people, she wasn't a perverted
salaryman or a crusty old bat in a qipao who would have to pay for
just pretending, anyway. Rurika sneered, put the can back on the
display, and walked out.


She passed Kono-oniisan and Matoike Kumi on the sidewalk just outside the
store, and it might have been difficult if they had recognized her and asked
what she was doing in there.  But Hirose Konosuke was the kind who would
avert his eyes when he passed curiosity shops, despite or maybe because of
the kind of movies he worked on, and his date did not know Rurika.  So
that was all right.


Chapter 10


Kamioka Hanako sobbed, "–but, but since I didn't graduate from Shining
Path, the trust fund disappears and–"


Shimada Takashi blinked at her.  "What are you talking about?"


"The thing in the will, sir – would you read it to me again?"  He did.


"I don't understand.  I thought I had to graduate from Shining Path
Academy or I was cut out, and I didn't do that, so that was my problem and I
thought maybe there was a way to overturn the will for not being fair or
something so I could get my father's money anyway.  Is it in some other part
of the document?"


"There's nothing here about any 'Shining Path Academy.'  At age twenty-one
the money became yours, unless you died first or your mother remained alive,
neither of which happened."


Mr. Shimada set down his pad and looked at her severely.  "Am I to think,
Miss Kamioka, that someone led you to believe your father's last will and
testament said something very different from what's in this document, and
that you relied on some such representation in making life decisions?  Is
that how you understand your problem?"


"I – I guess so.  I thought the whole thing was set up to keep me in
school."


"What exactly were you told, and by whom?"


The girl just sat staring into space.


"Miss Kamioka?"


"Sorry.  I just don't know what to think now.  This means it wasn't Daddy's
plan, and I was – can I see that document?"


He handed the pad across to her and she read through the whole will, very
carefully.  Then she sat staring at it some more.  Shimada finally coughed,
breaking the silence.


"Miss Kamioka, I think I have at least an approximate idea of your
situation now.  Of course to get to the bottom of it you'll have to explain
in detail what you were told about your father's will, and by whom, and what
happened as a result.  We'll also have to search carefully for any alternate
versions that may exist, and look into issues like why your father's will
seems not to have been updated when your mother died.  I get the idea that
going into all of that may be hard for you and you probably don't want to do
it more times than necessary."


"Yes.  No.  I don't know.  I – I don't know what to do."  She looked about
to burst into tears again; but you aren't allowed to cry after Level One,
and Too Fower Tree had learned some ability to hold it back.  She'd need a
better reason than this to continue sacrificing the points after having
cried so many times today already.  Instead Kamioka Hanako just said
again, almost calmly, "I don't know what to do, sir.  What can I do?"


"It sounds like someone lied to you, and that's a big deal.  They shouldn't
get away with it, and you do have rights and you do deserve to have your
rights defended.  Coming to a lawyer was certainly the right thing to do,
and I'm glad you contacted me instead of just giving up."


She smiled, again with one of those partial smiles that looked just on the
edge of tears.  "Thank you, sir.  That – that really means a lot to me. 
And although I don't have any money, if there's anything I can do for
you–"


"However!" said Shimada, interrupting a speech of which he probably
didn't want to hear the remainder, and the smile vanished immediately but he
had to continue, "it's not going to be simple, and it's probably not
something that I can help you with myself.  My specialty is entertainment
law; I mostly negotiate contracts for seru performers.  It sounds like there
is a trust fund involved in your situation, and I know a bit about those
because many seru are paid via trust arrangements, but I know very
little about probate, or fraud prosecutions, or any of several other
important issues here.  It wouldn't be responsible for me to take your case. 
You need to speak to someone else."


"I see.  Who?"


"Well, if it's fraud you'll need to file a complaint with the police
eventually, but before–"


She interrupted him.  "No!  Not the police, sir!"


Shimada blinked; he shouldn't have been surprised, but he was.  The girl was
hyperventilating, staring wildly around the room as if expecting armed
officers to jump out of every groove in the paneling, and clutching at her
wrist again.  Miss Takada would have said the humanoid looked like a
cornered rat.


In fact, at that fraught moment Miss Takada buzzed him on the intercom,
distracting his attention for a moment.  She politely reminded him that it
was the end of the day and he must remember to eat dinner.  The unspoken
messages, clear to both of them from having worked so long together, were
that she herself wanted to go home but would stay as long as he needed
her – and that she was concerned for his health and didn't want him to
overwork.  Nice, responsible employee, Miss Takada; professional but caring
to the last – almost human.  He was lucky to have her.


When his attention returned to Hanako, he saw that she had calmed down a
bit, and he tried to speak as gently as possible.


"Look.  I know that you're worried about some things in your past that you
can't tell me about, but knowledge is power, Miss Kamioka, you know some
things that are probably important, and right now power is something very
valuable to you, you know?  You need to talk to the people who can help
you."


She kept sullen silence, and he continued.


"Some people lied to you and that's against the law in an important way,
and so the law can help you.  But you have to be willing to tell the whole
truth yourself, because that's something your deceased father's friends
cannot take away from you.  If you're willing to cooperate, I think you can
find some really powerful friends."


"No, I can't go to the police.  Please."


"The police force exists to serve and protect all citizens, Miss Kamioka. 
That does include you.  Even if you've perhaps done some things yourself
that I don't want to hear about, you're still a human adult and a citizen. 
Right now you need to be served and protected, and I can't do that myself. 
You shouldn't be afraid of the people who can help you."


"No.  I can't go to the police, sir."


"Well, then it's very difficult for me to know what to say to you."


"Please.  I'll do anything."


"Anything except you won't talk to the police."


"I can't go to the police."


"This is very difficult, Miss Kamioka.  I'm not sure what I can do to help
you.  I'll do my best to refer you to some other lawyer who knows more about
problems like yours – it's not the kind of case I usually take, not at
all – but I'm quite sure that any other lawyer will also tell you you will
need to talk to the police and make a fraud complaint.  And many would
attempt to force you to do that even if you refused.  At least I'll try to
send you to someone who won't force you.  But it's difficult."


He stared out the window, thinking, and she waited, quietly.


"Look.  It will take me a little bit of time to find the right person for
you to talk to.  We're not going to solve that tonight, especially because I
can see it's important not to make any mistakes, ne?  Where do you live?"


"I don't know."


"What?"


"Well, I was in boarding school until this afternoon, but I'd die before
going back there..."


"I see.  That also suggests you don't have a job, hence the concern about
money – what do you plan to do after you leave my office today?"


"I don't know, sir."


"Do you have somewhere to stay?  A friend?  Relatives – no, you said you
didn't have any.  I'd certainly recommend against any of the people you were
talking about before, you're much safer without them."


"Yes, sir."


"You can't just go wandering the streets all night.  Especially not dressed
as you are now."


She shuddered.  "No.  I'd be raped and killed, sir."  She had learned
about it in school, and from some of Daddy's friends before that.


"You almost certainly would not be raped or killed in this city, but other
bad things could happen. You do need a safe place to sleep.  If you try to
sleep on a park bench you'll be talking to the police soon enough whether
you want to or not.  You said you had no money, but does that really mean
none at all, no cash, no card, nothing?"


"Yes.  No money at all."


"When did you last eat?"


"I don't know, sir."


"Do you have a phone?"


"Yes, but it doesn't work anymore."  She showed it to him.


Shimada Takashi put the phone next to his own on the charging pad, and it
lit up, but only to show a "prepaid contract expired" message.  The
prepaid contract had expired about three years ago.


"Well, you can get that topped up again at some point, but really, you'll
probably want to replace this phone anyway because it's obsolete.  That can
wait, though."


"Yes, sir."


"All right.  I don't know yet how to resolve your inheritance.  That is a
difficult problem, and I don't even know whom you should talk to first.  But
even though it is not precisely a lawyer's job, I often help seru performers
who are staying in this city for a short time and need short-term residence
contracts and such, and I can do something similar for you.  Would you like
me to help you in that way?"


"Yes, please, sir."


He shook his head.  "The 'sir' really isn't necessary, you know.  But just
give me a minute here." He poked around on the pad, called up a standard
local-arrangements agency contract, struck out a few clauses, and filled in
some blanks.  Miss Takada could actually have done this work more
efficiently – it was more her job than his – but the human girl seemed to
have a hard time trusting professionals, and he wasn't sure he should ask
her to trust the joneko immediately.


"All right.  This contract gives me permission to pay for your living
expenses, Miss Kamioka – food, hotel bills, that sort of thing.  It's like a
loan, though it technically is you retaining my services and then me
charging things through to my expense account.  You will be required to pay
me back when you have access to your money, along with some additional
charges for my efforts described in the schedule at the bottom.  I don't
need to tell you that failure to pay the bill would have serious
consequences.  But it can wait until you do have access to your money,
however long that takes.  You should take some comfort from this – I am
confident that you will get your money back and you will be able to
pay me.  I trust you will find the terms reasonable."


She signed, obviously without reading it – not a good habit at all, and
Shimada Takashi hoped he could break his new client of that, but at least
this particular contract was harmless enough.


"Fine.  Now, first we need to top up your phone.  I'm going to register a
fresh number for it; even if anyone remembers your former number, you're
probably better off not receiving calls there at this point."


"Right.  I don't want to be back in touch with anyone who remembers me from
three years ago."


"Probably wise."  He poked around a bit on the computer, and the phone
squawked a couple of times.


"Here.  This will need to charge up a bit more before you can make calls,
but load your scent onto it and get it configured while I find you an
hotel room."


It had been years since Shimada Takashi booked an hotel anywhere outside the
Quarter – the joneko took care of that on the rare occasions when he
traveled – and traditional seru capsule hotels roll up their guests like
posters and stuff them into tubes to save space.  Such treatment obviously
wouldn't be acceptable, he thought, for someone as, ah, three-dimensional
and animal as this Miss Kamioka.  Fortunately, he did know a few
establishments catering to humans or (more often) pretentious seru, and he
chose the least seedy of them.


"This hotel is mostly for seru, but they take human guests also, and
I have the idea you might not want to see too many other humans just yet."


"Uh, yes, sir."


"They offer mending and laundry services, of course, but those are probably
overpriced and contracted out to Wing's, and I'm sure you know what that
means."


"Uh... not really?"


"Hmm!  Well, let's just say you don't want to go that route.  I suggest,
instead, that you buy some new clothes and have them charged to your room
and delivered.  The hotel's concierge AI will probably help you with that."


"I don't like AIs, sir."


"Who does?  You just have to be polite but firm when you give your
orders."


"Yes.  I see."  It had been some time since she'd thought of giving
orders to an AI.


"You can order food from room service and charge that to your room too, and I
recommend you do so instead of trying to pay cash, but I'll have my
secretary give you some of our petty cash fund so you'll have cash in your
pocket just in case."


"Is it safe?"


"Miss Takada is very well-behaved and would never bite or scratch a
client."


"No, I meant–"


"Oh, the hotel?  I would not advise that you go walking around the
back streets of the Quarter too much, especially at night, at least
not until you've sorted out a few more of your current difficulties.
But you won't find much trouble unless you go looking for it on
purpose."


"Oh, I'll stay in my room, sir, but I meant the room service, is it safe?"


"Miss Kamioka, if you are really so worried about your personal safety,
you've probably got a reason for it, and it is my honest, professional
advice that you ought be talking to a couple of police officers right now. 
I'd be happy to get you in an armored car to the central station, and I'd
make sure they listened to you.  They'd feed you safe food and give you a
safe place to sleep, for as long as you needed.  Even if that means the rest
of your life.  It's called witness protection, and it applies even if you
don't end up testifying, provided you cooperate fully.  Nobody would harm
you.  Just say the word.  But if you refuse that, yes, it is safe to eat the
room service food at this or any halfway-decent hotel.  Just be sure you
tell the kitchen you are human when you place your order – seru food won't
hurt you much if you don't overdo it, but it tastes terrible."


He spoke into the intercom, and almost immediately the gray tabby joneko
from the front office entered without knocking and handed Hanako a few
plastic bills. The lawyer thanked her and she mewed before leaving the room,
but the secretary had a definite look of disapproval on her furry face. 
Kamioka Hanako wasn't sure what she or her situation smelled like, but
probably not anything that would smell good to a joneko.


"Now, I'll walk you to the door.  I've called you a taxi – yes, I'm sure
it's quite safe, taxis are bulletproof, you know.  Go, relax, try to get over
whatever's upsetting you.  Don't go anywhere or do anything to get yourself
in trouble; and I'll call you mid-morning tomorrow and we'll talk about your
next step."


"Yes, sir."


Chapter 11


The Sun is rising on this war-kami's day, 7-day of 5-month.  The humidity
haze and the chemical and moral pollution of the city cannot dim the glory
of First Queen's great yellow eye opening on the world. Mew. Even humanoids
know that the Sun is a divine Queen. They call her Amaterasu. In a few
frames' time the light chirps from the first infrared rays up into the
spectrum that humanoids can see. A ginger joneko, this one, watches carefully
through the East-facing window of the flat. The world exists today. Today is
not the day of the Eschaton.


The Sun is rising at 4:44 on this day.  The very longest day is not until
several weeks in the future, but already this day is almost as long. All
the humanoids are still asleep, more or less peacefully according to their
individual habits. The little blue queen sleeps quietly and innocently, as
is appropriate for one her age. The younger male kitten sleeps deeply, tired
from his after-school sports club. He is a kick-boxer or something. This one
does not pay much attention. The elder is a light sleeper because he must
wake soon to go to work at WOMT, and even in his sleep he does not trust the
alarm clock. The mother had too much to drink and bad meat to eat at the
pachinko parlor, and tosses restlessly, barely asleep at all.


An hour and a half after the Sun rises, it is time to go watch the older
kitten wake up. Maybe even lick his ear just a second before he would wake
up of his own. He always complains and sometimes throws slippers. He does
not admit that he enjoys the attention. There is no territory-warning in the
smell of his sweat. He needs approval and an audience. Mew. Greeting the
kitten every morning is a cheap enough gesture to repay the kindness of the
humanoid family unit who offer this one a warm place to sleep. Joneko
outgrow the need for external validation very young, just after their eyes
open and long before they can be called queens, but male humanoids never
seem to quite grow up. They are always playing but seem so serious at it. It
is part of what makes them fascinating. This one can watch boys for hours,
live and in anime both, and always be surprised by their antics.


But before that time there is time for a wash and a purr and a nap in the
infrared patch below the window. First Queen may appear in a dream during
the nap. She does that frequently these days. Some of the joneko at the
studio say they see her almost every time they sleep. A gray with a white
shirt, who works as an assistant to the production accountant, says that
Fourteenth Queen is the Last Queen, and the day of First Queen's return, the
day of the Eschaton, is at hand. She says that this is a message given to
her in her dreams. She is insufferably smug about it. This one is
unconvinced. This one does not have such dreams. First Queen seldom says
anything about the end of the world or the fate of the social structure. The
return of First Queen and consequent departure of humanoids from the islands
and new deal for all joneko might not be such desirable prey anyway.
Humanoids are not all bad. Humanoids are fun to watch, at least. Their
cities contain many comfortable places to sleep.


It is true that humanoid males are very fragile. Maybe even that is part
of First Queen's plan. First Queen does not make mistakes. First Queen
does not make worthless things. First Queen does not give her daughters
broken toys. Mew, a rat can be savored slowly or gone in one bite.
Perhaps having to be careful and pay attention to humanoid limits is meant
to be part of the fun; or training for more dangerous prey, like a
kitten's naïve
pounces and bites. Down in the hot-houses on any warm
night one hears the screams of joneko queens begging for release from
their awful curse of biology. Why does a loving mother inflict pain,
indiscriminately and by design, on kittens innocent of any misconduct?
It is natural to hope for and dream of an Eschaton. An end to loss of
control, an end to the hole inside that cannot be filled, an end to
begging, the promise is compelling. No queen should beg.


But, mew growl mew, is anything that feels good really a curse at all?


This ginger one sleeps below the window for a short time, without memorable
dreams, waking when the rising Sun causes the infrared patch to move.  The
change in the light leaves her tail cold.  This one stares out the window
again, down at the world below.  Among the buildings below, she sees flashes
of gray, ginger, and white streaking from ledge to ledge, across rooftops,
and up and down utility poles.  Those ones are parkour couriers, delivering
the day's first wave of messages and packages among humanoid businesspeople
too square to use the pneumatic tube system.  It is pleasant outdoor work. 
This one was a parkour courier before joining the studio, and still prefers
that method of transportation over the subway, mew.  This one still prefers
to enter and leave buildings through windows.


But the windows in this building do not open. The humanoid management says
it is because of air conditioning, but really it is a measure intended to
prevent humanoids from committing suicide by jumping out.
Suicide is a strange word. It is a foreign word for a foreign idea.
It seems to be imported from English, but it does not sound like other
English words. It sounds like a very old word, mew. It sounds like many
Queens among the humanoids have reigned and been forgotten since that word
passed into the English language. Perhaps humanoids themselves do not
remember who invented it.


Because the windows do not open, one cannot jump out of them without
breaking the panes.  One must leave the flat through the door like a
humanoid. It is annoying, but really only a minor inconvenience.  Humanoid
dwellings have other compensations.  Humanoid dwellings often contain
refrigerators.  Is there any tuna in the refrigerator at this time?  No. 
The humanoids stopped buying tuna shortly after this one moved in, but she
never gives up hope.  Perhaps the humanoids developed allergies.  This one
hopes none of the humanoids become allergic to fur, since it would be
annoying to have to ask any of them to leave the flat.  Mew.


Perhaps on the way to work this one will catch a pigeon for breakfast. The
SDL claims that pigeons in this city are contaminated and unsafe to eat "in
all months that have numerals in their names," which is almost a joneko
style of joke, but this one is not inclined to trust the SDL.  Contaminated
or not, pigeons taste good.  This one can leave with the older kitten, go by
way of the rooftops, stop for a pounce and a bite, and still make it to the
studio before he arrives on the subway.


This evening after work it may be advisable to accompany him home, however,
even though to do so means the noisy and unpleasant subway instead of the
parkour.  This one has seen little of the older kitten recently.  This one
feels an obligation to supervise him.  After work he usually puts on his
zoot suit and spends the evening out, and this one is too polite to follow
him.  But this one is curious about the kitten's activities when he goes
out.  The humanoid mother is of no use; but kittens need mothers or at least
big sisters, and the task falls to this one.  Besides, the kitten is cute.


He often returns from his expeditions carrying the scent of a queen. The
scent is not just that of queens in general. It is the pheromones of a
specific individual. This one has never met her, but would recognize her by
the scent in any future meeting. It is the scent of a barely-mature organic
humanoid queen, not sexually active but otherwise in good health. Mew. There
is certainly nothing to worry about here. This situation cannot possibly end
badly.


A seru boyfriend is far preferable to an organic boyfriend.  This one does
not understand all the details of the laughably complicated organic
reproductive process (except, of course, for a few practical techniques), but
this one knows that it certainly requires an organic partner.  The queen who
leaves her scent on the humanoid kitten in the zoot suit can afford to do
things with him freely that would have serious consequences with an organic
boyfriend – even if, judging by the scent, she has not started yet.  Of
course, her parents will smell it in those terms also.  As for the age
difference, humanoids are well known for accommodating such things, and for
recognizing their young as adults capable of adult self-determination as
soon as they reach objectively-defined maturity. Mew, mew, mew.


In all seriousness, the humanoid with the zoot suit is a good kid. This
one must be ready to comfort him when his girlfriend's parents
intervene, as they surely will. Mew.


Chapter 12


Shimada Takashi and his secretary were the kind who still managed
their workflow with physical files in filing cabinets, never mind that
most of the files only contained a single sheet of paper each.  That
one sheet could display any document the computer recorded as being
"in" the file – and of course, they could have dispensed with the
files entirely and just used a couple of pads per person to represent
windows on the entire filing system, maybe with a stack of blank
sheets in the corner for making copies of things that had to leave the
office.  However, the existence of physical objects representing cases
made the documents easier to think about, and it had some minor legal
advantages in the event of a discovery process.  The legal codes for
discovery had never really caught up to the reality of electronic
recordkeeping; when a robocop with a court order showed up at the
door, it was always better to let her seize something tangible.


The lawyer could have taken a blank folder himself and loaded
it with a new bar code for the tab and a sheet of paper to represent
Kamioka Hanako's father's will, his own notes about the case, and the
contract for agency.  But he asked Miss Takada to prepare the file
instead, just so that she would have the chance to skim the documents
while she did so and learn the outlines of the case.  He hadn't quite
liked the glares the gray tabby had dispensed to both him and the
client earlier.  Evidently she did not entirely approve of a
middle-aged bachelor receiving mysterious afternoon visits from a
twenty-something human girl in a soiled high school uniform and very
visibly no bra, visits concluding with the issuance of funds from
petty cash.


Even though Mr. Shimada was not even sure why he should care what Miss
Takada might think of him, and he lacked the experience to fill in the
details of just what he was afraid she might be thinking anyway, it was well
to let her know that nothing untoward had in fact occurred and that this was
a legitimate case.  His bit of diplomacy was successful: after a few minutes
of work at her desk, during which he occupied himself fussing with the
flower arrangement in the corner, Miss Takada rose to put the file in the
cabinet, and her boss saw that she again regarded him with appropriate
respect.  Good.  They said their goodbyes and went off to their respective
homes.


On Tuesday morning, Shimada spent a short time on the Net looking for an
appropriate lawyer to whom he could refer Miss Kamioka.  He didn't find
anyone perfect, but made a list of three names that might be reasonable
choices.  He was not sure he could bill this time, so it took low priority
compared to other things he had to do that morning; and it was well after
noon by the time he had a moment to pick up the phone and call the girl. 
Instead of an answer, he got a recording saying that her phone number was
out of service.  A quick inquiry to the hotel yielded the information that
she had checked out late that morning.


Evidently, the client had taken matters into her own hands.  Shimada
wondered if he would ever see reimbursement for the expenses he'd
incurred – though, all things considered, he might be better off not
pursuing it.  He made a note to shuffle this one into the "bad debts"
pile, but did not alert the secretary, who usually handled those. 
Fortunately, she didn't ask about it.  When she found out she probably would
say that she had told him so, even though in fact he hadn't given her the
chance to do that.


On 21-day 5-month Shoumei 18, Shimada Takashi awoke to find a note in his mail
signed by Kamioka Hanako.  It started out with "Dear Mr. Shimada: please
find attached hereto one (1) instrument drawn upon..." and continued
with many other words that Miss Kamioka could not possibly have used
correctly all by herself, so it was clear she had had help.  The note
politely thanked him for his services, said she did not require further
assistance from him, and included a limited open money transfer settling
their account.  It was not plausible that she had resolved her differences
with the former trustees of her father's estate already, so presumably she
had retained some other lawyer to represent her interests in that matter,
and found some source of funding for the project.  He wondered if it was
anyone he knew, though of course that was none of his business.  Nice of her
to at least pay her bill.


It was just as well, Shimada reflected – he had not been eager to take the
case himself at all.  Far out of his line, especially if (as seemed likely)
Miss Kamioka had gangster connections and wanted to pursue matters on that
level in parallel with the legal issues.  Better to leave well enough alone. 
He downloaded the money transfer to a blank sheet of paper, folded it, and
put it in his pocket.  When he got to work he would give it to Miss Takada
to deposit when she deposited the rest of the week's receipts from their other
cases, and with any luck, that would be the end of his contact with this
Miss Kamioka and whatever her problems might be.  He hoped she found whatever
she was looking for, but he was glad to be well out of it himself.


As Mr. Shimada waited for his train on the subway platform that morning, he
looked at the overhead sign listing the current weather forecast and the
time to the next train, and on the other half of the sign where it showed
news headlines, he read a brief item about what the newswriters called an
"execution-style slaying," three men and a woman shot dead in a ritzy
mansion out in the hills.  The item only flashed up there for a few seconds
between a commercial for soap and a public service announcement about
escalator politeness, and Shimada Takashi immediately forgot about it.  Any
large city gets its share of violence and one learned not to worry too much
about it, or else one went to live somewhere else.


Only several days later
would Shimada Takashi buy a newspaper, read a more complete story about
the ongoing investigation, recognize some names, and connect it with the
Kamioka file.  At that time he would wisely keep his mouth shut, reasonably
guessing that the police already knew all he could tell them and he was
better off remaining well out of it.  Besides, before reading that newspaper
article he would find something else to think about.


With the news story out of his mind, Shimada rode the subway into the
Quarter, walked to the building where he worked, and in the main door and
down the hallway.  So far he had noticed nothing unusual.  The cleaning
robot was still out of service, with a sign on the door of the closet, until
the maintenance people would come around to fix its broom; but that just
meant there was a little more dirt, bio-muck, and shed fur from the joneko
on the floor than usual.


When he opened the door to the outer office, Shimada stopped, the tune he
had been humming dying on his lips.  Something wasn't right here. 
Miss Takada would have said she smelled something wrong – but he realized
that that was the problem: Miss Takada wasn't in her usual spot, sleeping
behind the desk.  Although it was not a formal requirement of her job,
normally the joneko arrived well before he did every morning.  It was part
of the joneko Shining Path to wake up early, so as to have plenty of time
for naps, and the place looked rather odd without her.


He looked around the room carefully.  Was she sleeping on top of the filing
cabinet, or hiding ready to spring out at him like a playful
kitten, but with her tail always sticking out somewhere because it was all a
game?  Neither would have been normally expected behavior from his
Miss Takada, but other, less civilized, joneko might do such things, and
atavism could strike the best of such creatures at any time.  No, there was
no striped tail to be seen anywhere in the room.  But the desk lamp was
turned on, casting a pool of light over a little bottle of signal red seru
vinyl and a book; and there was a piece of unidentifiable gray clothing
folded and draped over the back of the chair.  The secretary had been
here this morning.


Mr. Shimada approached the desk and looked at the book.  It was a cheap
manga, volume 12 of Gentlemen's Love Adventure.  It had a picture on
the cover of a young man in a business suit kissing a woman with long
flowing blue hair – actually another man, but Mr. Shimada didn't know enough
about manga to guess that.  Not something he would have expected
Miss Takada to read, but of course that was her business.  He shrugged.  It
was a small mystery, but the legal secretary was sensible and level-headed
enough not to go off somewhere at random without good reason, and she would
no doubt be back soon.  The Kamioka money transfer could wait.  He went to
the door of the inner office and opened it, just like Stockton's condemned
man.


And as in that story, anyone with a heart knows what came next.


Chapter 13


The afternoon of 10-day 5-month Shoumei 19 was a difficult one at
WOMT.  They were trying to film a scene in which some minor
character, a sailor in the British Navy, was to be anachronistically
"flogged around the fleet," partly for the benefit of any viewers
whose interests might include that, but mostly as an excuse for
interruption of the proceedings by a pair of giant squid.  They'd
set up a tank in the middle of the studio and filled it with salt
water – it had to be salty to keep the squid tranquil – and they had
set pieces suspended on wires from the ceiling to represent the sides
of ships, and a real little rowboat with a hidden shrouded safety
motor to carry people around on the surface.


It was actually the third day of shooting on this scene, and maybe the squid
wranglers had stopped paying as close attention as they should have.  Maybe
too they should have checked the nitrate level in the tank; the water had
not been changed since the first day and even Hirose Konosuke, no marine
biologist himself, could guess that it wasn't supposed to be pink.  At about
3:15 there was a sudden crash as four tentacles shot out of the water,
grabbed one of the "ship" set pieces and ripped it in two, then flipped
the rowboat.  The cephalopods started doing what the script said shouldn't
happen until several minutes later, with all the boat's occupants including
two males, and union rules required Her Holiness under protest to call
"Cut!" and send in the wranglers with shock batons and liver-flavored
Squitty Treatz to call off their slimy charges.


By the time they got everything back under control, the two squid had sunk
another ship, and grabbed a couple of lighting towers and pulled them into
the tank, causing a short circuit and shocking themselves into temporary
submission.  They crawled over the side of the tank and to their pens in the
back of the studio, trailing lighting cable, and lurked there while the
wranglers tried to calm them down and the director hurled imprecations.  The
cinematographers kept their cameras rolling through this whole
process.  They knew she'd probably demand the footage later.


Hirose Konosuke's boss, the Best Boy Photonic, heroically salvaged what he
could of the damaged lighting equipment.  Most of the big lamps were okay,
but the squid had tangled and eaten a lot of cable.  He exchanged
some harsh words with the head animal handler, and ended up staying late,
yelling into the phone with invective he'd learned from Her Holiness
herself, trying to line up replacement gear so they could continue filming
on Monday.  Konosuke went home glad it wasn't him.


On 13-day he arrived at the studio to find a neat stack of cardboard
boxes near the front door.  It looked like the mail-order quick-ship
people had done their jobs well – until he and Kimura Yoshiaki,
another low-level Boy Photonic, actually started unpacking everything.
The box that should have been full of control cable instead held
several case-lots of steel cans with cute octopus pictures on the
labels; and a dozen area-source replacement bulbs had been themselves
replaced by economy bales of instant ramen noodles.  Konosuke and
Yoshiaki could live without the spare light bulbs.  Without the
control cable, though, they would have to set every light manually,
and shinny up and down the towers (or, more likely, recruit joneko to
do that) to adjust the luminaires every time the director called for a
lighting change.


They looked in the storeroom and found a big old coil of thick-net
cable probably dating from the Shouwa Era, and a few transceivers for
it.  It would do to get a link up and running to at least some of the
luminaires.  If they were lucky, Her Holiness wouldn't call for too
many quick lighting changes before they could get the cable guys to
re-ship the proper cable.


Two Siamese joneko from the fact-checking department happened to walk
past as Konosuke and Yoshiaki were hard at work untangling the heavy
cable, and they stopped to watch.  One was standard seal-and-white;
the other had pink points.  They made lewd comments about strong boys
with thick cables until Konosuke asked them to leave and they giggled
and ran away.  Yoshiaki had actually been enjoying the attention.  He
had rather more tolerance for joneko than his peer, because he didn't
live with one.


They weren't lucky.  Her Holiness called for plenty of lighting changes, and
nearly every one required at least one lighting technician to climb into the
rigging.  They thought maybe someone could just stay up there the whole
time; but when the later shots began and the towers started shaking to the
rhythm of the tentacle action below, it quickly became apparent that staying
topside would be unsafe.  Konosuke was glad that he wasn't the guy who
learned that the hard way, by falling into the tank.  The joneko were no
help at all.  None were to be found when the Best Boy went looking for
volunteers – in fact the entire feline contingent was at that point gathered
in the admin office, with a bag of Squitty Treatz abstracted from the animal
handlers.  They were holding blindfold taste tests comparing those with
studio-catering food, and giggling uproariously.


It was a long, unpleasant, and hectic day.  Konosuke kept himself sane
through the insanity by thinking about his date with Kumi.  They were going
to watch a movie after he got out of work and she out of school – not one of
WOMT's, he wouldn't take a girl he liked to one of those, but a
comedy-adventure she had picked out.  It was about brave little girls.


He got to the theater only three minutes late.  She wasn't there; he thought
she must be late too, because she'd have waited for him outside, so he
waited a few more minutes.  At ten past he started to worry, and at
fifteen minutes past he went ahead and bought a ticket and went in, thinking
maybe she was already inside, but she was not.  At twenty minutes past he
went out and looked for her, then went in again, but the attendant gave him
a look and he figured he'd better not try that again.


He sent a text message, then ducked into the bathroom to avoid disturbing
the other audience members and left a voice-mail message.  No response.  He
ended up watching the rest of the movie alone, and it was terrible, and he
went home feeling concerned.


When Konosuke arrived at the flat, Mami and Hitoshi were out again.  Rurika
was sitting in the living room, reading the sixth volume of the manga based
on Abdul al-Hazred's great work, for school.  The writing was boring but the
art was excellent, and she kind of wanted to try some of the recipes in the
back, but wasn't sure where to buy the ingredients.  Maybe the ginger joneko
would know.


The ginger joneko was in the kitchen, butchering rats.  She came
out to greet Konosuke, and he smelled her rat guts and she smelled his
sadness and disappointment.  She tried to get him to talk about what was
upsetting him, but he rejected her overtures – not least because she seemed
likely to hug him, and he didn't want smears of rat fluids all over
his clothing.  He went to his room to be alone for a while.


Konosuke sent Kumi one more text message, asking if she was mad at him and
trying to apologize as abjectly as he could even though he didn't know what
she might be mad at him for.  Then with nothing better to do he put on his
zoot suit and went downtown.  He found a few of his friends and they went
strolling through the entertainment district, keeping an eye on the girls
and making wisecracks, and for an hour or two he forgot his troubles.  Not
really, though.  Throughout the evening he was just waiting for that buzz in
his pants of a text-message reply, and it never came.


One of the other zoot suiters, a certain Tanaka Shouichi, didn't have
a joneko's sense of smell to divine Konosuke's emotional state, but he
could tell in other ways that his friend wasn't in his usual spirits.


"Hey, Mr. Hirose – you're quiet tonight.  Trouble with the little
lady, maybe?"


"I – what makes you say that?"


"Nothing, nothing.  Just if you want to talk, we're all here, you
know–"


"I don't want to talk."


One of the others in the group broke in with, "Well then, let's go
somewhere we don't have to!"


They ended up in a bar near the Western edge of the Quarter, a place
where the music was loud and incomprehensible and the beer was weak
and cheap.  Hirose Konosuke had several glasses of that, not his usual
habit, and his friends noticed and drew their own conclusions but
didn't say anything to his face.  There'd been some speculation in
this group about what would happen with the underage human girlfriend;
nobody had been so disrespectful as to open an actual betting pool,
but each of the zoot suiters had his own theory as to the outcome, and
it looked like somebody would be proven right soon.  It was all in
fun, though.  No question they'd stand by their man with whatever
support he needed, if it came to it that he could ask. Shouichi was
already making a list in his head of girls, seru girls of legal age,
to introduce to Konosuke whenever Konosuke was ready to be introduced
to girls again.


It was shortly before midnight when most of the fellows started to make
comments about having to work the next day, and one by one they went away
until it was only Konosuke remaining.  He finished his beer and left the
bar, walking down the street and watching the crowd glitter in the neon and
sulfur lights.  He realized that he was walking toward the seamier part of
town and hastily turned around to head in the other direction.  He thought
it was time to go home, but his head was all fuzzy from the alcohol and he
stopped for a cup of tea to try to clear it before he'd get on the subway.


The waitress was rude to him, and he wondered whether it was a tsundere cafe
(where that would be part of the gimmick) or just lousy service.  He was
tempted to ask – but decided instead to just shut up, drink his tea, and
eavesdrop on the two men in white lab coats at the next table.  They'd
ordered iced coffees with areca-nut syrup, and when those arrived, one
picked his up and chugged it down in a matter of seconds before ordering
another.


"Oh, man.  I so needed that."


"Hard night?"


"I'll say.  Just as I was about to go off-shift they brought in this girl
who'd been in some kind of college chemistry lab explosion. Comatose, and
bits of shrapnel all through her flesh.  The techs dug half of the pieces
out before they caught on that a lot of it was actually body jewelry and
meant to be there. Probably lost a kilogram of weight right there even
before you count the blood and fluid losses from her injuries.  Ha, she's
going to be so ticked off at us when she wakes up, if she ever does."


"Well, at least you didn't have to work on her yourself.  Not your
area of specialty at all, eh?"


"What the Hell?  Of course I had to work on her.  Where do you think
kids wear body jewelry? That wasn't the worst of it, though. She had
one of those high-end VDs, you know what I mean?  I see the regular
cheap ones pretty often, but I'd never seen anything quite like this
before.  Full, perfect set of pearly-whites in there. Medical warning
bracelet for it but that got lost in the accident wreckage, and nobody
bothered to write it on the chart, so I was pretty much flying blind.
Goddamn hoo-hah chewed up two perfectly good speculums and nearly got
my finger too.  I tell you, there ought to be a law about these
unregistered body mods."


Konosuke knew that there actually was such a law – it had cost the studio
some bribe money when they remade the Heisei-Era chick flick Akeko no
Ha a couple years back, never mind that they'd been using computer effects
instead of surgery anyway.  And that was with seru actors, of course.  He
guessed that the police didn't spend a lot of time prosecuting otherwise
law-abiding human women under that section.  If nothing else, to do
so would mean admitting to however they'd managed to collect the evidence.


He gave the waitress some money for the tea, and she snarked him all
the way out the door, so that answered that question – she was just
unprofessional, not paid to warm up to the customer over the course of
his visit.  Well, it didn't matter; he wouldn't be coming back here
again anyway.


It took an iron will, but Hirose Konosuke forced himself not to phone his
girlfriend again until the following afternoon, from his room when he got
home from work.  He'd already sent enough texts and voice messages; more
wouldn't help.  But about a quarter after six on 14-day he finally gave in
and made one more call.  This time, a woman answered – but it wasn't Kumi.
The voice on the other end sounded a lot like hers, but it wasn't
her voice; it was lower and had the roughness that, in humans, comes from
many years of breathing smoggy city air.


"Hello."


"Ah – pardon me, this is Kumi's phone, isn't it?"


"Who is this."  The woman didn't say it like a question, and it really
wasn't one, since his name would have come up on the phone before she even
answered.


"My name is Hirose Konosuke."


"Oh, yes.  My daughter mentioned something to me about a seru stalker who
was annoying her."


"Could I speak to her, please?"


"I don't think she wants to speak to you."


"That seems quite surprising, especially since we'd made plans for
yesterday and she never said anything to me about wanting to break up.  I'm
sorry if I'm being presumptuous, but could you at least ask her one more
time, just once, if she could at least say goodbye–"


"Listen," hissed the voice, "you stay away from our daughter, you,
you – you only want one thing, seru – she's too young for you anyway!"


Startled by the venom in the mother's voice even though he had partly
expected something of the kind, Hirose Konosuke sputtered "Ma'am, I'm
just – I–" but she had already hung up on him.


A moment later, Konosuke's phone buzzed with a text message from
Kumi: "U hav 2 stop calling me, i want no more 2 do wit U dethyo!" The
next one came in a minute later; it said "leav me alon U squar."


Girls from Ichinoe Collegiate wouldn't be caught dead saying "dethyo,"
much less writing it in a text.  That was Northside slang, low-class and
suburban.  And no teenager would spell out "squar," with or without an
"e"; they would write in an actual square.  Hirose Konosuke was, in a
strange way, happy to get the texts – they were solid proof that even if
somebody wanted him to stop calling, it certainly wasn't the young lady
herself.  But they also proved that Kumi's phone was no longer her own. 
Either her parents had picked the nose that locked it to her chemo-bio
identity, or (more likely) they'd owned it right from the start.


He sat staring at his phone.  He could send voice mail or text mail or
e-mail but it would all go through her phone.  Any other ways he could think
of to contact her were dangerously close to creepy-stalker territory. "What
I am going to do now?" he wondered.  Maybe he said that aloud, though he
hadn't meant to.


Something closely resembling warm, moist, 60-grit open-coat carbide sandpaper
was introduced to Hirose Konosuke's left ear.  He yelped and struggled as
the ginger joneko removed her tongue, bit him gently in the scruff of the
neck, and bore him down to the floor.  She lay next to him, cuddled up close
with one furry forelimb pressing down on his chest, and mewed that things
were probably not so bad as all that.  She suggested he tell Big Sister all
about it.  The young man threw her off, got up, and stormed out of the room.


He had left his phone on the crate that served him as both bookshelf and
desk, and the phone hadn't turned itself off yet, so the ginger grabbed it
before it could, and read all of Konosuke's stored text messages.


Seru don't actually get sick, but progressive studios like WOMT allow
their employees a small number of "sick" days per year, and Konosuke
used one of his on 20-day to go stake out the Matoike house. He had
already tried slipping out of work early to wait in a cafe across the
street from Ichinoe Collegiate, to catch up to her as she left school,
every day since her no-show at the theater.  He never saw Kumi leave
the school, and on the third day the cafe security AI noticed the
pattern.


A couple of serious-looking young men, about Konosuke's own age but of
course human in this neighborhood, showed up at his table.  They were
wearing neat, nondescript civilian clothing that looked just a little too
nondescript and civilian, and they asked him polite but intense questions
about who he was and what business he was in, without identifying
themselves.  They were Mormons, SDL, or plainclothes police.  Hirose
Konosuke guessed they were the last of those three, and guessed that it
would be a good idea not to show his face near the school gates again for
a while.


Never leaving school meant Kumi probably wasn't attending that school
anymore.  Most likely, her parents wanted to keep her away from seru
in general, as well as him in particular, and had pulled her right out
of the integrated Ichinoe Collegiate.  But they had to send her to
school somewhere.


Now Konosuke thought about that as he sat on a convenient bench that
was partway down the block on the opposite site of the street from the
entrance to the Matoike estate.  He'd brought a couple of manga and
sat with one of them open, pretending to read it slowly while he
watched the gate for signs of life.  The ginger joneko, who had taken
the day off too, walked along the top of one of the walls lining the
street.  Nobody saw her, but if someone had, she would have looked
much like one of the neighborhood pet cats out for a stroll; just a
hundred times bigger.  She found a tree near where Konosuke was
sitting, and hid in it to watch him.


A little after 8 o'clock a middle-aged seru serving-woman emerged
carrying a shopping basket.  She came back just before 9, and Hirose
Konosuke almost flagged her down to talk to her, but did not.
He didn't know whether he could trust her.  Nobody else entered or
left all day.  Konosuke had no way of knowing this, but Matoike Ichiro
was in Kyoto on what he had told his wife was a business trip, with
an office lady, and would not be home for three more days.


The ginger lost patience at about 4 in the afternoon.  She had been
sleeping, off and on, in the tree, but it was not a comfortable place
for that and she could not afford to sleep deeply lest she miss some
interesting development.  She dropped from the tree to the ground,
spent a few minutes playing with the dog that patrolled that
particular estate, and then feeling slightly perkier, hurried back to
the flat.


When Konosuke got home, he noticed nothing amiss.  Rurika was sitting
in the living room, reading Pierre Menard's great work, for school.
She was on volume three of the manga version and didn't think much of
it so far.  Even though the publishers had hired a famous shoujo
artist and tried to emphasize the romantic elements, the whole concept
of a skinny fanboy traveling the world conquering evil with his
faithful fat friend (to impress a girl, even!) was straight out of a
boy's fantasy, and Ruri-chan felt she shouldn't be required to waste
her time with that.  There were too many advertising pages in it, too,
and most of them were for martial arts schools even squarer than
Hitoshi's.  Had the instructional AI somehow confused her with her
brother when tailoring this textbook? Rurika felt she deserved better;
but the book report wouldn't write itself, and she had to slog through
the source material if she was to get a decent grade.  The ginger was
sleeping in the laundry again, and Konosuke thought that one had spent a
normal day at the studio.  Mami and Hitoshi were not present, off at
their respective afternoon activities.


Konosuke retired to his room with a bag of consommé-flavored potato chips
instead of a proper dinner; he didn't have much appetite, and he wanted to
continue immediately with his search for Kumi.  He set up the computer and
got onto the Net, even though he wasn't sure yet exactly where he should
look there.  He knew that most of the security cameras around Tokyo were
available as public feeds, and he knew that at least in theory one could
program an AI to watch them all for a given skirt code.  He took for granted
that Matoike Kumi would be somewhere in Tokyo, and still regularly wearing a
standard coded skirt – it only remained to find her on one of the thousands
of channels of surveillance video.  But he didn't know how to actually do
that all by himself, and he didn't want to hire the sort of hacker who did
that sort of thing.  He probably couldn't afford it anyway.


"If I were Mr. and Mrs. Matoike," he thought, "where would I have sent
her?"


He thought about that until he thought of the right answer: if he
didn't know where human parents send their daughters to keep them away
from older seru men, then the Matoikes wouldn't have known either.
They would have been upset, they wouldn't have been acting carefully,
and they would've been searching the Net too.  He should be retracing
their steps, and entering the kind of queries they would have used.
Whatever was easiest to find, that would be where they'd ended up.


He searched for "human girl seru boy" and found nothing but porn – all of
it actually featuring human-looking seru girls with seru boys, of
course, because the real thing would be too illegal to find free of charge
on the open Net.  He tried not to look too closely, and hoped he wouldn't
have attracted any of the wrong kind of attention by entering such a query. 
Maybe he should have done this from someone else's computer – but it was too
late for that now, the damage was done and he might as well continue.  He
tried "teen daughter dating seru" but that returned mostly amateur manga. 
"Bad girl" was useless, of course, but he was on the right track.


He searched for "disobedient daughter" and "defiant teen" and some
other phrases like that, and the same few names came up at the top of
each search.  Then he started searching those names, and he found the
rest of the story: the court cases, the sensational late-night
community-radio reports, and an organization that seemed to be the
human equivalent of the SDL – he hadn't even known that such a thing
existed.  On one page of search results the name "Matoike" jumped
out at him, and he eagerly followed the link, only to get a screen
advising him that, sorry, he had to "create an account to read this
forum."


The site seemed to be some kind of bulletin board used by human teenagers.
From the thread summary, they were talking about obedience schools.  He'd
already learned more than he was happy to know about those in general, and
he was making a list of names; but it was a long enough list that he
couldn't, realistically, investigate them all.  If someone on that bulletin
board knew something about Kumi, where she'd been sent – well, he had to
talk to them.


He filled out the form, with the four-part logic problem at the bottom to
prove he wasn't an AI, and he let the site record his chemo-bio scent
without a thought for the ways that could be misused, because this
was really important – and then he got another screen advising him that,
sorry, this forum was only for girls.  He went back to the search and looked
for a cached copy or something, but there was nothing.  He couldn't even
find the summary mentioning the name "Matoike" again, no matter how hard
he searched; but he knew he had seen it.  It hadn't been just his
imagination.  There really was a mention of her name in the middle of a
discussion of human obedience schools.  Hirose Konosuke would do whatever it
took to follow that up.


Chapter 14


When Kamioka Yoshihiro was shot to death by an unknown assailant on 2-day
2-month Shoumei 15, his "brothers" (no actual relations, but he had trusted
them in life and called them brothers) were determined that the unfortunate
departure of their leader should not interfere with the smooth conduct of
his family's business; so they moved right into his house and attempted to
pick up where the dead man left off.  They couldn't resist doing a little
remodeling and improvement, and of course they had to get rid of a few old
relics that might interfere with the smooth continuation of the business. 
But the Kamioka Estate's trustees were creative and efficient, and they soon
removed most of the obstacles.


One thing they couldn't get rid of was the elderly French butler, a certain
Marcel Garnier – because, among other reasons, he was an old-school hacker
and the only person who properly understood the mansion's pre-Deconstruction
home automation system. There was no way the organization could justify the
expense of replacing it and him.  The deceased's teenage daughter
represented another minor problem, particularly because of certain
unfortunate lapses in judgment embedded in Kamioka Yoshihiro's will; but
you don't rise through the ranks to the top of a drug, protection, and
prostitution empire without learning a lot about what can be done with young
women, and an appropriate solution for the problem of Kamioka Hanako was
soon implemented. That was in Shoumei 15.  Three years later, in 5-month
Shoumei 18, the trustees' error of not simply killing their young charge
finally caught up to them.


Kamioka Hanako sat on the bed in her hotel room on the evening of
14-day watching bad anime and chewing nicotine gum from the mini-bar
until it gave her palpitations.  Thinking to try something else, she
stood, experienced a wave of dizziness and nearly fell over, then made
it to the mini-bar fridge and took another look inside.  There was a
whole rainbow of brightly-colored but otherwise identical
polyethylene bottles – seru vinyl, impotable to humans – and a choice
between lite beer or extra-lite beer.  Seru can't drink alcohol over
about five percent, so given the typical clientele here, it didn't
make sense for them to stock much of anything stronger.  But the human
found a bottle of shouchuu, twenty-five percent alcohol, and tried
drinking that.


Hanako's stomach was still
unbalanced by the recent resumption of her long-neglected gum habit. It was
having none of such foolishness as shouchuu, and she immediately had to rush
to the bathroom and vomit in the toilet. She lay there, on the hard floor,
squinting up at the line-source sulfur lamp with the taste of bile in her
mouth for some time afterward.  Then she got up, and got to work.


The first news Hanako's uncle had that something important had changed
was on 19-day, when a street-corner bank machine swallowed his cash
card and refused to relinquish it.  He resisted the urge to draw his
concealed handgun and shoot the machine; instead, he found a bank
branch and argued with an AI there until it escalated him to a
humanoid seru on a teleconference link.  He got a replacement card,
but no cash, and the card was not even all that important anyway – he
could do everything with chemo-bio that the card was good for, and he
only carried it at all because it was a black one, a status symbol
good for impressing the ladies.


Out on the street again, with more questions than answers, he ducked into a
cafe and looked carefully through his mail for any clues.  He found a
message from the Shining Path AI a few days before, a message that had been
automatically moved to trash because it was from an AI.
He read it carefully
now.


This man had faced down neosteroid-crazed hitmen, genetically engineered
seru death sharks, the police's Special Economic Crimes Unit, and many other
frightening things in his career as a gangster.  He'd killed too many
people, and seru, to count.  He was no more afraid of his niece than of
those other things; but the inconvenience she represented probably
did at least make the top ten list.  He abandoned his entertainment plans
for the evening and rushed back to the main house, issuing voice mail and
text messages all the way.


By about 9pm all three Kamioka brothers, and the leader's wife, were
assembled around a table in earnest discussion of what to do.  It did not
look much like the image of yakuza meetings one might see in an
anime – kimonos, swords, tatami mats, poisoned tea, tiger skins, a
water-powered deer-scaring device going "clunk!" in the courtyard every
few seconds, and so on.  These people were not seru gangster stereotypes,
but serious human businesspeople troubleshooting a business problem.  They
had a flip chart, a whiteboard, several computers, and a very complicated
teleconferencing machine which none of them knew how to use properly.


Shortly after the meeting convened and long before they had any clear ideas
on what to do to maintain the stability of their operations, a young male
seru dressed in black showed up at the front gate of the estate.  He
presented his hand to the nose, and the system let him right in as if the
owner had invited him.  All the doors along the way opened without prompting
as he walked straight into the main house, down the stairs to the basement,
and into the room where the Kamioka leadership were meeting.


The man in black drew an historical-reproduction Walther P38 semiautomatic
pistol and shot each of the gangsters twice in the head, starting with the
leader.  Four gangsters, eight bullets, neatly emptying the magazine.  He
took a spare magazine out of his pocket and exchanged it with the empty one. 
Then he turned, walked out to the street, and was never seen again.


Two seru maids got to the scene first, and in shock they fell back on their
training without giving much thought to the actual situation or its
implications.  They were about to start cleaning up the mess when Monsieur
Garnier got to the room and ordered them to leave it untouched; it was a
crime scene.  They were happy to comply – seru may be immune to human
blood-borne diseases, but they were no less squeamish about the blood than
humans would have been.


The butler looked around the room, and then made some inquiries with the
building's computer.  He had a strange feeling that he no doubt would have
called déjà vu: he felt he'd seen this picture before.  Dead
humans each with two bullet entry wounds in the head, no exit wounds, blood
and cerebrospinal fluid on the floor, silver-colored cases on the floor
already starting to decompose, and so on.  In fact, he'd seen it shortly
after midnight on the morning of 3-day 2-month Shoumei 15.


The computer almost seemed not to have been cracked at all.  There were no
tell-tale compromised files lying around; none of the alarms or tripwires
had triggered.  The logs just showed an entry and an exit through the front
door, with a scent it had treated as authorized but no identification of
whose scent that was, and nothing in between those events.  All the video
went blank at the interesting times.  Someone had logged in with
administrative access, ordered the mansion to let the assassin in, and then
carefully swept away all traces afterward.  They must have finally
disconnected only moments before he started looking for them.  In the
language of crackers, the intruders had "owned" the system. Marcel Garnier
didn't fail to consider the possibility that that word might be literally
applicable this time.


He thought to find out the current status of Kamioka Yoshihiro's daughter,
about whom nothing had been said at all since she went off to college
overseas after the old Master's death.  He had watched three generations of
Kamiokas grow up, and he knew enough about how the family operated to make a
pretty good guess as to what might have happened here, even without
confirming the details.  He knew he wasn't the only latter-day
kyonista with vivid memories from three years before.


But the butler also had more immediate problems.  Regardless of any loyalty
he might have to an abstracted notion of the Kamioka family line, all his
real, official superiors were dead.  His subordinates in the household staff
would arrive in this room within a few minutes, demanding orders and
decisions.  Good Lord, even such a simple thing as the payroll run on Friday
would be a nightmare with nobody to seal the documents and probably all the
bank accounts frozen. As soon as he left the basement quiet zone, his phone
would start ringing.  There would be no hope of handling this discreetly
within the family.  Even if it made trouble for the Master's daughter later,
someone would definitely be calling the police, and it had better be him. 
He used the very complicated teleconferencing machine to do so.


Over the next few days, the police showed up, took samples and photographs,
interviewed Garnier, interviewed most of the staff.  They wanted to search
the whole house for all types of evidence, without specifically mentioning a
limit to evidence related to the homicide.  The butler knew better than to
agree to that.  They tried all their tricks, but their hearts weren't really
in it, and he'd been playing that game since before these particular
officers were born, so the effort went nowhere.  On 22-day they finally gave
permission for him to bring in the cleaners.


The eight spent cases that the assassin had left on the floor were of the
aluminum-mercury type, and they began decomposing immediately.  By the time
the police arrived, the cases were eight small piles of oxide feathers.  The
bullets had been superplastic alloy, designed to flow like liquid when they
hit. The forensics team was able to determine the caliber of the bullets and
that was about it – nothing that could identify the individual weapon.  They
found some diamond-dust microtaggant residue in the bullet alloy, but it
traced back to a pre-Deconstruction American manufacturer and was
effectively useless.  Seru do not leave DNA evidence.


As for the daughter, young Miss Hanako, none of the survivors at the house
knew where she was except that she'd gone off to pursue her dreams at some
overseas college, most likely in America, three years ago – as soon as her
father could no longer forbid it – and she had never called or written
since.  If that were where she'd gone, a strong case could be made for
writing her down as "presumed dead" and moving on.  It would be up to the
courts to decide who ended up owning the land and the buildings, which
theoretically were owned by a trust with Kamioka Hanako as beneficiary and
the dead people as trustees; but that was none of the homicide squad's
concern.


They told Monsieur Garnier to call them if Hanako ever did show up again,
but they clearly didn't expect it.  They talked a good game, about how they
would strike down with great vengeance and furious anger upon the
perpetrators of this heinous crime, but he knew better.  More likely the
whole thing would be quietly closed as unsolvable, just one of those yakuza
things, just like the similar case three years ago.  From the department's
perspective, gangsters bumping each other off wasn't a problem, it was a
solution.  And if the police wanted to bow out, that was fine with Marcel
Garnier.


On Wednesday he found time to get out on the Net and start looking in
earnest for young Miss Hanako.  He even – and this is a testament to the
depth of his loyalty – went as far as contacting some of his long-dormant
underground contacts on the American side.  Dealing with those guys was both
expensive and dangerous, but he made the calls.  A household without a head,
like a chicken so deprived, will run around aimlessly until it falls over,
and then it won't get up again.  He wanted better than that for himself and
the staff.


To the extent of Garnier's sleuthing ability, Hanako had not gone to America.
He had his electronic agents look closer to home – "playing the infield
in," in the baseball metaphor he would have used – and still couldn't find
anything.  The police had seized all the corpses' phones, but he had
gotten to them first and knew that they'd erased themselves upon their
owners' deaths.  It was standard practice.  No help there.


Late Wednesday night, the butler thought to check carefully through the
household's finances.  With a narrowly focused query he located a series of
transactions that he traced as far as the Shining Path Academy.  He looked
up that name on the Net, read the school's advertising material, and read
some third-party articles about it.  It wasn't easy to remain polite on the
phone when he called the school, but fortunately, he was talking to an AI
that could not accurately measure his emotional state from his voice.  When
he presented his credentials, the AI was more than willing to release the
information that yes, one Kamioka Hanako had been a student there, but she
had left of her own accord on Monday of the previous week.  The machine
tried to shake him down for money, with some line about monthly payments on
a yearly contract instead of month-by-month, but he hung up on it.


A good, law-abiding butler should have immediately contacted those polite
young men from the police department who had left him their cards.  Marcel
Garnier decided that at the very least he should sleep on it first.  He
wanted to hear Miss Hanako's side of the story before doing anything that
might cause her further annoyance.  He went to bed, hoping he could find her
quickly the next day.  She saved him the trouble.


Chapter 15


Kamioka Hanako showed up in a taxi early on the morning of 24-day, and at
least as far as the house AI could tell through its little camera eye, she
was looking well.  She'd had her clothing properly laundered – not by
anybody who subcontracted to Wing's – and had eaten several good, balanced
meals.  She had eased up a little on the nicotine gum, but she'd also seen a
robodoc, and it had diagnosed post-traumatic stress and given her real,
legitimate prescriptions for propranolol and several different
third-generation adamantamine derivatives, of which she'd immediately
swallowed far more than the recommended number.  The robodoc also gave her
non-prescription promethamycin ointment for her shoulder.


The personality-modifying adamantamine effects wouldn't reach their full
force for a week or so, but already Hanako felt a lot better than she had on
14-day when she arrived in the city.  She was still saying "sir" and
"ma'am" a lot, to people who really didn't warrant it, but it wasn't quite
as much as her training called for.  She knew that her lost years in the
school were all frozen in blocks of glittering crystal and put on a glass
shelf somewhere in the back of her mind, a place of razor edges shining with
no paths, where she could still see and remember everything but it
couldn't hurt her any further.


Any time she might otherwise be afraid or uncertain – like right now,
standing in front of the gate of the Kamioka estate, the gate of what
technically should be her own house now – she could stand solidly on
that ice, the kilometer-thick ice sheet at the bottom of the world.  The ice
gave her strength.  Sometimes tiny sparks of green and blue light crawled
across her vision.  They were pretty.  She had a fixed grin.  Her blood
pressure was dangerously low.  She raised her hand toward the nose – and
then stopped.


The home automation system would let her in, that was no problem.  Her scent
had never been removed from the access list when she left, and she'd already
used it to make some arrangements from remote; but she didn't want to just
walk in like she owned the place.  She wanted to be greeted.  So she avoided
the nose and rang the bell instead.


"Hello, Marcel," she said, "Do you remember me?  Well, I'm home."


The butler rushed out to the gate, and the girl insisted he offer his arm
and walk her formally into the building.  He quickly figured out that was
because, even if she looked happy and healthy, and she talked tough, she
actually couldn't walk more than a few steps by herself.  She said she had
already heard about what happened to her uncle, and that was why she'd
come back.  But she wouldn't answer any of the butler's questions, not yet. 
First she wanted to see the house she hadn't seen in three years.


A larger-than-life-sized oil portrait of Kamioka Akehiro, Hanako's
grandfather in an old-fashioned kimono, had hung at the top of the main
stairs since before she could remember.  It was the first thing she always
did remember when she thought of her family's house.  It was the first thing
she looked for now.  It was gone now, replaced by something from Korea in
seru vinyl that reproduced a harem scene in a WOMT Studios film adapted from
Abdul al-Hazred.  Shoda Rurika would have liked it, but the new lady of the
Kamioka house entered the great hall and gasped "What the Hell is that
thing?" The painting was thus sufficiently identified.


"Get rid of it immediately!"


"Yes, m'lady."


"And get the one of my grandfather back there if it still exists.  And if
not, get another one made even if you have to download it to smart
canvas – no.  Wait, no, there ought to be a new one.  It ought to be of
me.  Yes, locate the old painting if you can, but we'll put it
somewhere else.  Hire a painter, and a photographer because I won't have
time to sit for the painter, and before that I want a new sailor fuku so get
me a tailor, not a robot either–"


"You want to wear a school uniform for a formal portrait?  I hardly
think that–"


"I don't pay you to think, Marcel Garnier Level Six."


"Ah, no, m'lady."  But from his face it was clear that he hadn't stopped
thinking, and he didn't think highly of the school uniform idea.  He also
wondered what "Level Six" meant and whether it was a good thing.


"Now, I'm going to take a bath, and when I finish if I go back to my old
room, will I like what I see there?"


"I – I – no, I don't think so, m'lady.  Your uncle, shortly after you, hrm,
left, he had it converted to house–"


"Skip it.  I won't look yet, I can imagine.  But see that when I do look in
my room it'll be something I will like, understand?"


"Perhaps my lady would prefer to move into the master bedroom..."


"Did they ruin that too?"


"I'm afraid so, m'lady.  Not that it matters, but I did advise your aunt
against the mirrors in particular."


"Well then have those ripped out, and anything else that needs to go.
I'll trust your judgment."


"Yes, m'lady."  The butler was looking a lot happier now.


She promised they would have a serious talk after she got out of the bath.
Then she fainted in the bath, and nearly drowned.  They had to send in a
couple of maids (fortunately, she hadn't locked the door) to drag her out,
dress her in a nightgown, and tuck her into bed in the master
bedroom – mirrors notwithstanding.  Garnier ran her scent on the medical
Net, got in touch with the robodoc, and it told him Hanako would probably
wake up.  It forwarded a custom-tailored document about the dangers of
prescription drug misuse for her to read when she did.


It took another day, and a stern limitation on her drug intake, before she
was properly on her feet and could give the butler the serious talk she'd
promised him.  She laid out the basic facts: how as soon as her father was
killed, her uncle and the other trustees had her escorted to the Shining
Path Academy, under the false pretense that it had been specified in his
will.


"I don't think it would even be legal for a will to specify that, m'lady."


"Well, no, that's one of the things I've learned from the lawyers I talked
to, but I didn't know at 3 A.M., face down on the floor with a man on my
back, you know?"


She didn't dwell on just what she'd experienced on the Shining
Path.  Crystal razors or not, it wasn't something she liked to think about,
and maybe too some of the secrecy inhibitions were still in effect, limiting
her ability to talk about the Path to those not treading it.  Those
curriculum designers had planned ahead.  But Garnier was an imaginative man
and could fill in many of the blanks for himself.


The part he really wanted to know about was the events of the last few
days – but many of those he also thought it might be better not to really
know about.  Both he and Hanako commented on how convenient it was that her
uncle and the other trustees should have their dangerous lifestyles catch up
to them just in time for the house to become vacant when she was ready to
move back in.  She expressed mild, appropriate regret that it would not be
possible in this world to confront them over the deception.


As for the question of what to tell the police, well, it came down to as
little as possible, whatever would get them to drop the case.  At the very
least, she hoped he could keep them out of her hair for a while.  Hanako
didn't care whether the killer was ever caught – she had a grudge against
those people anyway, and she didn't feel too worried that whoever had wanted
to wipe out the Kamioka organization might come after her too.  She resisted
the temptation to wink at the butler while saying this, but it was a
temptation.


"Miss Hanako, I've served your family for a very long time – starting when
your grandfather was a very young man–"


"Of course, Marcel, I think of you as practically part of the family – and
now it seems I don't have any other family left–"


"Indeed, and in all that time, Miss, I have done my best to do my own
business, which is the business of running the household as the butler, and
to remain uninvolved in the business of the family outside the walls of this
estate–"


"Yes, I know what you mean, sir."


"I thought you might, m'lady."


"It is a bit of a problem, though.  I'm no expert on that type of business
myself.  I can't just step in and take over."


"Not to be rude, m'lady, but you don't have a choice.  Your family – your
organization – has business relationships that do not go away just because
someone is very unfortunately shot to death.  There are shopkeepers who
contracted for 'insurance'; when they want to, ah, file a claim, they will
come to you.  There are shipments of products in transit as we speak.  A
large one is due to arrive on 2-day of next month.  Someone's going to have
to go pick it up and pay for it and then find someone to sell it to."


"But I don't even need any of this!  I've already been through the bank
account statements – I could retire for life, maybe keep you and one or two
others on and let everyone else go – I don't need to run a business at all,
much less the kind of business my dead ancestors ran."


"My lady, your dead ancestors' business needs you, no matter what you think
you need."


"All right, look.  I've actually thought through this. Suppose – just
suppose, I'm just saying – the army accidentally releases a tactical kaiju
weapon, takes out this entire estate.  Splat!  You, me, the entire Kamioka
organization, all gone, just like that.  What happens to the business?"


"It's not going to be that simple, you have obligations and you can't just
destroy–"


"No, no, I don't mean I'd cause it, just supposing it happened, outside of
me, what would happen in the world?  What would other people in businesses
like ours do, sir?"


"Ah.  I see.  I imagine that in such a case the Norikura Clan, and maybe
Nobeyama and Hinode would move in and try to take over all our, ah,
your territory and clients–"


"Okay.  That's what I figure too – the hyenas move in after the lion leaves
the kill, ne?  So, out of those scavenger organizations and their leaders,
who's our most respected rival?  You know, the kind of guy you wouldn't mind
your daughter dating?"


"You can't marry Nobeyama Yoshio–"


"Whoa, whoa!  I didn't say a word about marriage–"


"–he's gay–"


"Forget it!  I'm not going to just up and marry some guy I, like
don't even know!  I only wanted a name.  Okay, you gave me one.
Nobeyama Yoshio.  Where can I find him?"


"Ah – I'm sure I wouldn't know, and I don't think–"


She grinned – not nicely, it was a creepy drug-aided rictus.  "Well, you'd
better find out fast."


Chapter 16


The bishounen bar enforced a strict dress code.  There were other
requirements also, but the main issue was that out of (first) dyed hair,
(second) longer than shoulder-length hair, and (third) being male, you had
to have at least two.  On the other hand, this was one of the few bars in
Tokyo that didn't care at all whether you might be organic or seru. 


Kamioka Hanako's bodyguard satisfied only one of the three points, and
the lady herself zero, so the bouncer was less than enthusiastic about
letting them inside.  She tried to bribe him, and she tried to
threaten him, but what actually worked was the mention of the name
Nobeyama Yoshio.  The bouncer made a short phone call, of which the
only part they overhead was the fragment "yeah, boss, a sailor
uniform and just the tackiest little book bag, rubber squid on the zipper
even–" and then he allowed them to enter the bar – but, clearly, he
did so under protest.  He insisted, at the very least, that Hanako
spit out her gum first.


It wasn't hard to find Nobeyama.  The man was sitting at the bar,
drinking something blue with an umbrella in it that looked like a seru
drink but wasn't, with a tough guy on either side of him and everyone
else keeping a respectful distance.  He sneered at Hanako.


"And whom," he said, "might you be?"


"Too Fow–" and she caught herself, saying more boldly, "I am Kamioka
Hanako.  Head of the Kamioka family, sir."


"Oh, that's great!" he said, the sneer changing to a smile, "I saw this
movie!"


"We're not in a movie, sir.  I'm totally for real."


"Yeah, yeah," he said, "But really no.  It was just darling of
those boys to think of getting me a stripper and all, but really you can
leave your clothes on, Miss.  I'm gay, anyway – maybe they didn't know that. 
Nice job with the uniform.  I especially like the 'Kamioka' plaid – not many
agencies would think of a detail like that.  Of course the real Kamioka
family would get all bitchy if you walked around wearing that in their
territory, but you're among friends here.  Can I buy you a drink, honey? 
What agency do you work for?"


"I am not a stripper, sir."


"Oh, aren't you?"  He still wasn't taking her seriously.


"No, I never charged for it in my life."


"Well then, at the very least you've come to the wrong bar, honey."


"I'm in totally the right one.  Let me tell you a story, sir.  About
something that happened, hey let's say last night.  Wing's Laundromat."


He shook his head, still grinning, "No interesting stories ever
happen in Wing's Laundromat, honey – and I only wear 'hand wash.'"


"Wing's Laundromat down on 22nd.  Rough neighborhood.  Fights break out
around there, kids sell drugs on the playground, vicious dogs run loose,
Wing's've got a lot of expensive washing and food-prep equipment, they buy an
insurance policy for it.  You with me so far, Mr. Nobeyama?"


He became more serious.  "Maybe I am."


"But you know insurance is a competitive business, and the group they got
their policy from, maybe that group's been having some hard times lately and
some other insurance, ah, agents think, okay, it's an easy sell, they can
make the clients a better offer.  That's business, right, sir?"


"Well – every businessman knows you have to keep the customers satisfied or
they'll take their business elsewhere."


"Right.  Every businesswoman, too."  She had removed just the tackiest
little book bag from her shoulder and was playing with the polyisoprene
toy cuttlefish attached to the zipper.


"So the story is that last night Wing's Laundromat gets a visit that isn't
entirely nice, some stuff gets broken and robots pushed around, it
was a visit from some, ah, some salesmen let's say.  Salesmen working for
another insurance company.  Salesmen who didn't think I could take care of
my clients."


The book bag was open, now; she grabbed some of the cellulose acetate film
inside, wadded it into a ball, and threw it at him, then upended the bag,
dumping the rest of its contents out on the floor.


"Some of their hands are here."


Nobeyama set down his drink carefully on the bar, looked at the grisly pile,
looked at Hanako.  The cels were still moist.  He could smell the diethyl
phthalate odor of seru blood even over the blue Curaçao in his
cocktail.  Of course if they'd only lost isolated cels, as would be typical
in a knife fight, then the soldiers involved could have replacements
painted – it takes more than a severed hand to permanently inconvenience a
seru – but this wasn't a lighthearted matter anymore.


"It appears, Miss Kamioka," he said gravely, "that my family owes yours
an apology."


"No problem, forget it – I already have.  Those puppies'll be better
trained next time, you just have to rub their noses in the puddle a couple
times, you know?  I've got something better to show you, too, and I'm glad
it's you so I won't be embarrassed." That was a lie.  Having almost
completed Level Four, she could no longer be embarrassed by what she was
about to do, at all.


Without shame or hesitation, the head of the Kamioka family undid her
tie, pulled it away, and removed her blouse.  She was wearing nothing
underneath, further proof that she wasn't a professional stripper; and
because this wasn't a movie, all three bodyguards pretended hard that
they weren't seeing anything, instead of immediately revealing their
baser instincts.  Hanako turned and stood with her back to the
Nobeyama Clan leader, flashing the entire bar.


"What do you see, Mr. Nobeyama?" she called, over her shoulder.


He stared at the pale skin of her back – unsure of the point of this bizarre
display, but compelled by politeness and caution to humor her at least a
little further.  "I don't know.  What do you want me to see, honey?"


"All right then, I'll make it easier for you.  What don't you see?"


"Oh."


"That's right." She turned and faced him again.  "Ten points for
you, Nobeyama Yoshio Level Two.  I have no tattoos, except only this
number 'three' on my shoulder and that's just kind of weird and
doesn't really count.  I'm not like you.  I'm not a member, I'm not
made, I'm not in the business, not one of the tribe, never mind what
my Daddy was into – no doubt he's rolling in his grave now – but I'm
not, you know, however you want to say it, I'm not part of this thing
of yours.  Wakarimasu ka?"


"You're saying that you're not yakuza."


"I'm just an ordinary college student, and I don't even know what that
world is like."


"Hmm.  What am I to think–" and he looked around the room, saw how many
people were staring at them, and switched to "Miss, before we go on, would
you please put your blouse back on?"


"Oh?  I thought you were gay, sir?"


"Many of the other men in this bar are not, and there are women here too,
you know, and I don't think you want to attract too much more attention. 
You're already that close to getting us both kicked out.  You've made your
point."


"Oh, very well," and then she muttered in a lower voice, "you
fruity old square," but she said it with a smile and he took no
offense.  Nobeyama had other things on his mind.


"So, naturally, you're wondering why I've come to see you."


"Let me say again that I apologize for last night's incident–"


"I said forget that!  But it's like this, sir.  See, even if I know I'm not
inked to be a gangster, even if you know that now, a lot of other people
don't know it yet.  And the previous head of my family, my, ah, uncle, he
made kind of some big mistakes and – and he got himself shot.  And what do
you know, so did his wife and the next two in line to take over the
business.  Funny how that happens, huh? So now here I am trying to get over
my grief at the unfortunate deaths of my family who weren't actually
related to me anyway, and I can't hear myself think because all day, every
day, mainichi, mainichi, it's nothing but 'Oh, Miss Hanako, the dogs showed
up and menaced our laundromat again, will you do something about it for
us?' or then it's all 'Hey, Hanako-chan, I'm having a party, would you
happen to know where I could buy a couple of grams of high-quality
methylenedioxymetha-whatever-you-call-it –'"


"We just call it 'E.'," Nobeyama supplied, fascinated.


"Yes sir!  And then it's all 'Golly, Haa-chan, I'm so lonely, do you
have like a cousin or whatever that you could introduce me to who's like
tall and blonde and like does all the kinky stuff?' Do I look like
I'm in that kind of business?"


"With those stockings, honey–"


"Well, okay, fine, but, I'm not.  Ne?"


"I'm starting to get an idea you might like, Miss Kamioka."


"Oh, good!  I'm sure it's the same idea I had, and I'm glad to know you're
a reasonable man."


"Well, if I may, then, 'now that we've established what kind of woman you
are, we're just negotiating the price.'"


She groaned, "Oh, that was bad!  But actually it's even simpler than
that.  The way this works is that there is no negotiation.  I tell you how
it's going to be and then you say, 'Yes, thank you, Miss Kamioka.' Because
here's the deal.  I figure this thing of mine is so square to me that I'm
going to give the whole works to you for free.  Like I said – I never
charged for it in my life.  How do you like that?"


"Yes, thank you, Miss Kamioka, but we have a saying in this business about
the deal that sounds too good to be true–"


She took an old phone from her pocket – in fact, it was the same old phone
she'd had when she left the Shining Path Academy – and handed it to
Nobeyama.


"Tomorrow night, at the time and GPS coordinates in there.  Sixty kilos of
that metha-E stuff.  The drugs themselves are already paid for, but the
shipper will demand cash for the service of delivery.  You – or, hey,
probably your little wiener-dogs actually, not you yourself – somebody
explains that the enterprise is under new management and you offer twenty
percent more than the asking price to show the shipper you're cool.  It'll
still be a bargain compared to the value of the shipment, so hey, I'm
actually paying you to take my business off my hands.  You do your special
gangster things that I don't understand, to make sure it's not an ambush or
a police sting – all my dogs will be chained up far away at the time – and
after you do this you know that I'm for real and we're cool, ne?  And hey,
you can keep that phone, too, I'm buying a new one anyway – oh, but I would
like the charm back if you don't mind – and it's got numbers on it for all
the new clients you'll be dealing with, and a few other bits of information
you might like."


"Have your – whatever employees and clients come included in the deal, and
I hope that's recorded on the phone – have they been told about this deal?"


"Mostly.  Anybody who hasn't, well, that's your problem to deal with.  But
if anybody asks me I'll back you up on it.  Just so I don't get asked too
many times, because I really want as little to do with all this in the
future as possible."


"Hm.  Well, it certainly sounds – yes, I suppose I can't refuse your offer. 
Ah, 'Yes, thank you, Miss Kamioka.'"


She gave him a radiant smile.  "I'm so glad.  Now, pinkie swear?" and she
held out her little finger in a hook, like some kawaiiko from a love comedy
anime.  Nobeyama's seru bodyguard couldn't restrain a giggle at the sight; the
boss shot him a look, but complied with the procedure.  He had to use his
left hand.  His right was missing that finger.


"Now there's one other thing."


"Really."


"Yeah.  From now on I'm not going to be in the insurance business or the
drug business, so you and I will probably never get in each other's way. 
The business I'm going into is something a little different.  I won't be
making any trouble for you and you aren't going to make any trouble for me,
ne?  But now here's the thing, what if maybe some day you decide that this
very generous offer I'm making to you, it's not enough and you or your dogs
sniff out what I'm up to and give me some kind of grief, you know?  Well, if
a day like that ever comes – sure, we both hope it won't – but you'd better
know that I'm just a silly little girl, I don't know anything about the
yakuza business, and so that means I'm not going to be as scared of you as
maybe I should be, because I don't know anything about how dangerous you
are, and furthermore I will not be polite to you on that day and I will not
be honorable and you'll regret it the rest of your life, which won't be
long.


"It won't be like in that movie – yeah, I saw that one too – with me in a
pretty little uniform and a machine gun dancing with all the boys,
there won't be anything precocious or cute about it at all, because I don't
play by your rules, I'm not clean or fair like you, I'm not a man of honor,
I am a schoolgirl and we are by far the dirtiest bitches on this
filthy planet.  I'm giving you a fair shake just this one time because it
happens I don't have anything against you.  If you have any doubts, just you
go find my dear uncle and ask him just how I got to be head of the
Kamioka family, ne?  Maybe you already heard about my uncle.  Do you
understand what I am saying to you, sir?"


He risked a smile.  "I understand perfectly.  And thank you for teaching me
something I won't forget about schoolgirls.  I'm glad I prefer boys.  But if
you ever do change your mind and want to come join my world, Miss Kamioka, I
think your father would be proud of you after all.  Maybe you never knew him
all that well, but you take after him more than you know."


"Well, that's his problem, ne?"


"As you say.  Until next time, then?"


"I don't expect to ever see you again."


"My loss, Miss.  Thank you for the favor you've done me; I wish I could
return it some day.  Goodbye."


She was long gone, and Nobeyama had almost finished his drink, before
his human bodyguard said, "She's crazy, huh, boss?"


"Yes.  Totally bonkers.  It's sad.  I blame modern opera."


"What are we gonna do?"


"Well, first of all, find out whether what we just saw really was the
legitimate only daughter and heiress of Kamioka Yoshihiro – a man I always
respected – and assuming she was for real, we say a little prayer for his
tortured soul and then we do like she said.  We take over the old Kamioka
territory, and steer the Hell clear of whatever career the Little Princess
is planning for herself.  That's more or less what we were planning anyway
given the shake-up over there, with or without the girl's cooperation, so if
she makes it easy for us, there's no sense looking a gift horse in the
mouth.  Right?"


"Right, boss."


"And hey, get somebody to clean up that disgusting pile of cels before
someone slips on it and gets hurt."


"Right, boss."


END PART I
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    PART II


Chapter 17


There is a story told to humanoid kittens as part of their cultural
education.  The story is called a fairy tail.  Fairies are like mahou
shoujo, but imaginary.  There are no fairies mentioned in this fairy tail,
and fairies do not even have tails, so the story is poorly named.  Mew.


The story begins by describing a town severely infested with rats.  The
story is often set specifically in the town of Hamerin, in Germany, in
Kouan 7, more than 750 years ago.  The town
is visited by what is referred to as a "paaido piper." Not many humanoids
know what it means anymore, but paaido is an obsolete word for one with
black and white fur; and a piper in this context is a recorder player.  The
piper contracts to destroy the rats.  The piper destroys the rats by playing
a melody on the recorder which causes all the rats to run after her; then she
leads them out of the town and magically causes them to jump in the nearby
river, where they drown.


The citizens of the town refuse to pay the piper for her services.  The
piper retaliates by leading away their kittens in the same way she led away
the rats.  Mew.  The story ends, and is supposed to be instructive.  The
lesson a kitten is supposed to learn from the story of the paaido piper has
to do with honoring the terms of contracts.


The story of the paaido piper would be more instructive if it were more
realistic.  Nobody wastes perfectly good rats by drowning them in a river. 
Drowning rats is not easy because they swim.  Contractors always negotiate
the highest prices they can, but one given the task of destroying rats would
not normally expect to also be paid with money.  For that matter, taking
away the kittens is a strange punishment in itself; kittens are cute, but
easily replaceable and seldom in short supply.  Maybe there are important
parts missing from the story as the humanoids tell it.  Maybe the original
version of the story teaches a different lesson.


It is the year that the humanoids call Shoumei 15.  Eleventh Queen is leader
of all joneko.  Her reign is a quiet and peaceful one, if not especially
prosperous.  Nobody, humanoid or joneko, has been especially prosperous
since the Keika Era.  Eleventh Queen keeps her claws out of the business of
her people, letting them make what progress they can.  Eleventh Queen was
animated in the Heisei Era, in a style now long out of fashion.  She has
green fur on her body, white ears with pink lining, a white tail, bare arms
and legs, and puffs of white fur around her hands and feet that look like
gloves and boots.  She remembers the world before the Deconstruction.  Most
joneko alive today do not remember that.  On 17-day 6-month, Eleventh Queen
names her successor, and abdicates.


Twelfth Queen is pure white except for a spot of black below her nose,
long-haired with kitten-blue eyes, and very young.  Twelfth Queen was
animated in Shoumei 5.  If she were not a Queen, the leader of all joneko,
then she might not even be recognized as a queen, an adult, at all, though
she is old enough to go into heat and that is the ultimate definition. 
Eleventh Queen asks too much by asking her daughters to follow such a one. 
Mew!  But the joneko who was Eleventh Queen is no longer Queen and can no
longer be held responsible.  There is a clowder with much yowling among the
members of the Queen's pride, her assistants and advisors.  Eventually, by
common consent, a gray joneko with black socks assumes the position of
Regent.  Twelfth Queen is carefully raised to be ready to serve and guide
all joneko when she reaches an appropriate level of experience.  In the mean
time, the nation under the guidance of the Regent follows the wise precedent
of keeping the claws sheathed, as was done by Eleventh Queen.  All joneko
live so well under this policy that some suggest the time for Queens in
general may have passed.  Perhaps Twelfth Queen should be the Last Queen,
and from now on joneko can live better with just a Regent.  Perhaps Eleventh
Queen was wise enough to foresee that and set up this lesson for her
daughters.


It is the humanoid year Shoumei 17.  It is Fall, and there is snow in
the air.  Twelfth Queen, the Regent, and two bodyguards are in a black royal
car making a tour of the Quarter.  Twelfth Queen shows a great deal of
interest in viewing her territory recently.  There is some concern,
carefully unstated, that she may be discontent with the current scope of her
duties.  There is some discussion, carefully out of earshot of the throne
room, of what might be done if she attempts to change the wise precedent of
keeping the claws sheathed.  Mew.  As long as Twelfth Queen is only
watching, however, there should be no problem with letting her watch the
world through car windows.


The car is traveling down a back street so narrow that humanoids would be
afraid to drive a vehicle there at all.  The joneko royal car has
scored-fiber sensory whiskers sticking out to either side from the front
bumper.  Its computer can detect exactly how much clearance may be
available, and squeeze the car into alleys that have only millimeters to
spare, with no danger of scratching the paint.  The car's turbine engine is
almost completely silent, but the transmission is deliberately detuned a
little to produce a low vibration that the occupants find soothing.  It
sounds like a joneko's purr.


It is late evening, the moon has set, and the street is illuminated by cheap
sulfur point-source lamps high on the building walls.  This is a back
street.  It must be lit for practical reasons, but this street does
not need to be pretty to please a humanoid eye.  Everything touched by the
sulfur light looks hard and shiny, and the shadows have knife edges.


One of those shadows cuts across an open space to one side of the street,
where a building has a cut-out section to accommodate a pile of garbage bags. 
Every few days a robot comes down here to pick up the bags.  Over the years
other purposes have intruded on the space, so it now also contains a network
node, a public hydrant, and a kibble dispenser, which is vandalized and out
of service.  Tonight it also contains a scruffy young Siamese and a
middle-aged humanoid salaryman.


The Siamese is dangerously thin.  She looks a year or two older than Twelfth
Queen, which means, given how fast joneko age in her profession, that she is
probably in fact a year or two younger.  She is half-reclining on the pile
of garbage bags, with one foot on the ground and the other braced against a
drain pipe, the knee level with her uppermost breasts.  One hand is on the
salaryman's shoulder, the claws caught in the fabric of his jacket, and the
other arm hangs limp.  There are sections of fur missing on that arm,
revealing hairline scars on the outlines below.  An informed observer,
not Twelfth Queen, would recognize those as where the Siamese slid knives in
between the layers of cellulose acetate to get drugs into her body.  Seru,
lacking an organic-style circulatory system, do not use needles. The
remaining fur is thin and poorly groomed, especially on the Siamese's flanks
and near her tail.  She is naked, as is usual for joneko, and the salaryman
is partly so, which is less usual for his species.  He is trying hard to get
his money's worth.  She is neither resisting nor cooperating nor doing much
else.


Persons outside the car cannot see into it at all because of nonlinear
optical devices embedded for that purpose in the windows.  Such privacy is
highly valued by a species who communicate much of their language in visible
body gestures.  Twelfth Queen's eyes cannot truly meet those of the Siamese. 
But Twelfth Queen stares at, if not into, the other joneko's eyes as the car
passes.  They are dilated inappropriately for the harsh sulfur light, and
they do not quite point in the same direction.  Both are effects of
5-chlorodihydronepetalactone poisoning from her use of a badly-purified
grade of its less-toxic unsaturated analog.  As the car purrs by and the man
shoves and grunts, the Siamese seems not to really notice car or man. 
Whatever part of her is still truly alive is not behind those eyes but far
away.  It is because of her strange eyes that Twelfth Queen sees fit to ask
the Regent about the Siamese. The Regent dismisses the question with a vague
comment about how all joneko know that sometimes one needs a man.


Twelfth Queen does know.  All queens know that by definition.  Twelfth Queen
and the Regent both deal with the same family of private contractors who
have served joneko royalty since the Heisei Era.  They are highly skilled
and very discreet.  But the Siamese had not looked like she needed such a
service tonight.  She seemed indifferent at best.  Twelfth Queen presses the
question further.  The Regent says that perhaps the man has needs of his own
and the Siamese is helping him.


There is silence for a time and the Regent hopes that will be the end of the
matter.  Then Twelfth Queen asks if such things happen often.  The Regent
considers her options, and notes that both bodyguards have their ears
pricked up.  Now is not a good time to play kitten games with exactly what
per-capita rate of prostitution might or might not qualify as "often." She
answers in the affirmative.  Just as the Regent feared, Twelfth
Queen wants to know why joneko would do such a thing.  The Regent says that
sometimes joneko must do whatever it takes to earn money because they have
no meat.


Twelfth Queen is aware of the existence of money, but thinks it is an
exclusively humanoid bit of foolishness and does not understand why joneko
would care about it. Twelfth Queen suggests that if these joneko have no
meat, perhaps instead of seeking inedible money, let them eat fish.


That is, of course, a reasonable solution and worthy of a wise Queen. The
bodyguards mew quietly to each other and fall silent.  The Regent points out
a passing network routing airship, barely visible as a pattern of flashing
lights in the sky far above them.  Twelfth Queen looks at the airship, but
does not comment further at this time.


Chapter 18


Matabee had a job title translated as "professor of Dutch learning," but
most of the learning in question was actually from other nations entirely. 
He knew, even if most people in Tenpou-Era Nagasaki did not, that the
Dutch were just middlemen, linking the holy land to countless savage nations
around the globe. His own specialty was understanding the work of certain
English and French inventors. Matabee was a devotee of Jacquard, Faraday,
and Babbage.  He was also expert in the kagee gankyou magic lantern, the
karakuri ningyou automatic doll, and especially the furikuri iruiigyou,
which combined the two.  If he had lived in the Shoumei Era, he would have
invented a starship drive.  If he had lived in the Shouwa Era, he would have
directed anime movies about brave little girls.  Someone who believed in
reincarnation would say that maybe those things did happen, too – but in the
Tenpou Era, Matabee was just another glorious fool casting his eyes beyond
the horizon. Nagasaki was full of those.


Matabee was a conscientious man and he loved his wife Miya, so when he
visited the Entertainment Quarter teahouses he always said that he was
paying for talk only and nothing else.  Most of the girls were happy to give
him talk only and nothing else.  He didn't even need it to be dirty talk;
mostly he just wanted to hear about the Dutch, the most trivial and boring
things they said and did. There were one or two others like him, but
generally customers had less innocent ideas – the Dutch themselves were the
worst – and they had to be satisfied even if a percentage of the fees they
paid ended up in the bathhouse's coffers for herbal soaks to wash away their
filth.  The deadly contaminated feeling, on the inside, never quite washed
away at all.


The young one, Suki, had enough of that contamination inside her now that
she could never just leave a reluctant customer alone.  Sometimes if she had
nothing of import to say about the Dutch on a particular night and seemed to
need it, Matabee allowed her to get on her knees and apologize in the only
way she was trained to do.  He always felt worse afterward, and she seemed
happier, so it was strange that he was the one paying for it.  He had no
children of his own.  He felt a fatherly need to protect brave little Suki
from all the men he imagined had forced such apologies from her in the past. 
He knew about as much about her life and background as she and the other
girls knew about his, which is to say, nothing at all.


Matabee told his wife, so many times that they both almost believed it, that
his visits to the Entertainment Quarter were a strict necessity because of
the Tokugawa cultural protection laws.  The Dutch were not allowed off the
artificial island of Dejima lest they corrupt the holy land with their
barbaric feet and worse ideas, and as a scholar of those ideas, eager to be
so corrupted, Matabee would certainly not be granted a pass to visit.  Only a
few high-ranking officials and traders with a documented business need could
cross that bridge; and girls from the Quarter, of course, because the
Shogunate was nothing if not pragmatic.  All that was not strictly true:
actually the current government policy as of the Tenpou Era was to encourage
scientific and cultural exchange, within certain limits, and there were
opportunities to buy books and meet with foreign scientists under the
watchful eye of Shogunate minders.  But the Quarter certainly was a cheap
and candid source of information that would be hard to obtain any other way.


Miya let Matabee take money for his scholarly pursuits and she washed his
dishes and folded his clothing, even when he came home with very little
Dutch learning to report, smelling like Suki's room and Suki's perfume.  She
was a conscientious woman and she loved her husband, so she did not
complain, but it could not last forever.  Their marriage resembled a uranium
nucleus: likely to split at any moment into fission fragments thrown
violently in opposite directions, themselves unstable and ready to decay
further.


The fire at Edo Castle, marking the beginning of the Kouka Era, killed two
professors of Dutch learning, passing acquaintances of Matabee, who had been
conducting a chemistry demonstration at the time.  Matabee felt it an
appropriate memorial to learn about their work on the acid of nitrogen. 
From there it was perfectly natural that he would spill some, wipe it (in a
hurry to clean up the dangerous substance, having nothing else ready to
hand) with an exotic cotton cloth from England, and observe the resulting
effect.  It would be tiresome to detail his inspiration to repeat the
experiment under controlled conditions, and the many failed attempts, the
minor injuries and property damage, consultations with other scholars, and
trips to the Entertainment Quarter, that followed.  Matabee had no interest in
explosives, so credit for the military and demolition applications of
cellulose nitrate ("guncotton") goes rightly to the three Europeans who
would all discover it independently of him and each other, a year later. 
Matabee found another use for the stuff.


In an effort to reduce the explosion risk he tried a standard chemist's
purification trick: dissolving his nitrated cotton in chloroform, he washed
out the impurities with water, and decanted the slimy organic phase onto a
clean glass plate borrowed from his kagee gankyou work.  One morning while
impatiently watching one of these puddles dry, the experimenter noticed
something – not a big thing, but one of those little things that later
become important.  The plate covered with liquefied resin looked a lot like
a plate covered with albumen he might smooth and expose to make a magic
lantern picture...


We can know the exact date because he made a notebook entry about it: 9-day
8-month Kouka 2 was the day Matabee invented the wet collodion photographic
process in Nagasaki, three years before Frederick Scott Archer would do the
same in faraway London.  The next logical step, of peeling off the
solidified film from the glass and painting it to make furikuri iruiigyou
with a semblance of life, seemed so obvious, once he thought of it, that it
is barely mentioned in surviving notebooks.


The first few attempts were monstrous abortions, and it is as well they did
not survive long and were seen by no other scholars.  He had heard, by way
of a report from Suki of a comment made by a Frenchman, about de Vaucanson's
famous duck – and his attempt at replicating it succeeded only in the
digestive aspect, when it exploded and the resulting acid spray digested a
section of the floor.  But each new experiment survived longer and behaved
better than the last, and in just a short time, still working in secret, he
felt confident enough to take his invention to its logical extreme.  Go-ren
achieved first motion on 4-day 6-month Kouka 3.  The name abbreviated
Matabee's hope for his brainchild to be "vigorous and economical."


In general form the thing resembled a fat, bald monkey, with green skin
and a prominent depression in the top of the head for adding film lubricant. 
This design was both practical and suggestive.  It made Go-ren resemble a
kappa, a swamp-spirit, so Matabee could deflect questions on the part of
curious neighbors by telling them he had tamed a kappa to help him in his
experiments.  The neighbors went away happy to have factual support for the
stories they told to scare their children.  "Eat your vegetables, or we
will call mad Professor Matabee to bring his kappa, which will eat your
vegetables and perhaps you as well!"


Matabee raised the creature like a child, suckling it on pigments and resins
in milky chloroform-water emulsion, the materials from which it had been
made, then happily switching to much cheaper human-style rice and vegetables
when Go-ren expressed an interest in those.  It seemed able to digest almost
anything, though still requiring some artificial nutrition beyond that of
truly living creatures.  Go-ren was able to walk and talk much sooner than a
human infant would, and took up its duties as a laboratory assistant before
its third birthday.  It had a deep fear of fire, perhaps reasonable
considering the inflammability of its construction, but it was
indefatigable, patiently staying up long into the night to supervise an
experiment or perform simple repetitive tasks like cleaning equipment. 
Despite many efforts, Matabee never succeeded in teaching Go-ren to read or
write, and its speech never progressed beyond a child's simple declarative
sentences.


Despite his scientific discoveries Matabee was not visionary enough to guess
how far a race of artificial beings might eventually distort human society;
but he reasoned, at least, that he ought to work out all the bugs before
making any grand announcements.  He therefore kept the details of his
research, and the full story of his assistant's creation, secret from all
but his wife.  He made no more complete living creatures, but poured his
efforts into one organ at a time.  Over the course of years, as his academic
work on Dutch learning gradually fell out of favor and his students dropped
away, he devoted more and more time to the laboratory, attempting to perfect
each system and component of an artificial body.  He followed the general
program and sequence in the Muscle and Tendon Changing Classic and
Marrow and Brain Washing Classic of Bodhidharma.  Some modifications
had to be made to accommodate the realities of the cellulose nitrate and
paint, but the general principles seemed well-founded and appropriate.  The
latter Classic's focus on rigid control of the generative principle
was especially intriguing. Without knowing it, Matabee had drifted out of the
realm of engineering and well into that of alchemy.


The automatic creature Go-ren soon became difficult to control.  Likely the
degenerative principle of the nitric acid concentrated in the material of
its marrow and brain, despite fervent washing, eventually exerted an
influence in the form of devilish disobedience, or devilish overly-literal
obedience.  Assigned to rinse the dust from a valuable set of kagee gankyou
slides, it might scour away for hours until every trace of the images had
been removed, leaving the glass sparkling clean and almost worthless.  Given a
piece of the thinnest wire available and told to wind a new hairspring for a
karakuri ningyou mechanism, Go-ren might instead drill a hole in the
wire – lengthwise.


And it would contradict any factual statement not uttered with the
greatest of care.  Matabee could not so much as say "The sky is blue." 
without prompting a flat denial: "The sky is not blue." Careful
questioning might bring out an elucidation like "The sky is
often white when overcast, or black with stars at night."; but such a
debate was seldom worth the trouble.  And at all times Miya spoilt the
thing like a child she never had, taking its side against her husband's
on any question.  He was driven to spend greater amounts of time in the
Entertainment Quarter, drinking too much sake.  Sometimes
he would sit alone in his laboratory with the creature sent away on some
time-wasting errand, and inhale the dangerous solvents.


It was on a Winter night in Ansei 5, with the waxing crescent moon
separating from its conjunction with Chiron the wounded healer (3-day
12-month) that they argued bitterly about whether one and one really made
two.  Go-ren said not; and Matabee ordered it to leave.  That was the last
order he gave to Go-ren.  He was an ethical man and still felt a fair bit of
object-empathy toward Go-ren even through his temporary annoyance, so he
took great care to impress on the creature that it was now free.  Go-ren
could give itself commands from now on and need not take any from anyone
else – not even Matabee, not anymore.  There was no way of knowing whether
the message would be understood; freedom is hard enough to explain to a
human mind that has never known it; but Matabee felt better for making the
attempt.


Go-ren bowed low to its former master, causing the pool of oil on its head
to pour out on the floor.  Matabee hastily poured in a fresh supply – then
after a moment's thought, wordlessly offered the bottle.  Go-ren took it,
carefully did not bow, said "I am not free," and walked slowly off down
the street.  Matabee never saw the little green-skinned monkey-like being
again.


On careful, later consideration of that night's events, Matabee decided that
since there was another word for the number "two" depending on the type
of objects being counted (for instance, two persons as opposed to two
inanimate stones) that could explain the implacable contention that one plus
one did not necessarily equal "two." The hypothesis did not bring him
much comfort.  Nor did Go-ren's final, bleak statement.  He thought hard
about whether to tell his wife that Go-ren had spontaneously decomposed in a
puddle of acid and powder – she knew that was the eventual fate of all his
cellulose nitrate creations – but, wisely, he decided that an honest
explanation would be better.  Miya cried a bit, but understood and
eventually forgave his decision.  The nucleus of their marriage escaped
decay a little longer.


As for Go-ren, it – let us say now he – he headed for the swamp,
remembering the kappa stories and thinking he could find friends there,
others like himself.  He found none.  For the first week or two he thought
they must be afraid and hiding, but the days wore on with no sign of kappa,
and the day came when Go-ren said "There are no kappa."  There was no food,
either, or the wrong kind – he tasted the water and the plants and found
them unsustaining.  Although he was only conscious of a vague diffuse
hunger, in fact his body was craving the inorganic nutrients only a
chemist's laboratory could provide.


Go-ren returned to the city and, scarcely understanding his own motivations,
followed his nose to a pharmacy.  He broke into the storeroom.  In the early
hours of the morning the proprietor awoke to sounds of crashing, banging,
and the peculiar flapping sounds of Go-ren's footsteps; he reasonably
concluded he was being robbed, and headed for the storeroom with a kitchen
cleaver.  To the West at that time, across the Sea of Japan, the Korean
peninsula, and the Yellow Sea, the Qing Dynasty was painfully losing the War
on Drugs.  The end of the Ansei Era would coincide with their near-total
surrender: legalization, reparations to the British and French, and
(incidentally) new privileges for Christian missionaries, which would pave
the way for Charlie Soong's activities a few years further into the future. 
Now, in Ansei 5, the Shogunate's general trade restrictions had mostly
succeeded in keeping opium abuse out of Nagasaki.  The pharmacist did have
opium on his shelves, though, for strictly medicinal purposes, as well as
gentler native preparations of hikageshibiretake and benitengutake, and he
had heard enough stories from abroad to reasonably expect that the dope
fiends would pay him a visit sooner or later.


The pharmacist could not have reasonably expected that his burglar would be
non-human; even the wildest stories of crazed junkies did not extend as far
as green skin and kappa-like features.  Rather than rushing straight in with
the knife he paused to demand an explanation, and on hearing Go-ren's story
he took pity on the creature.  There were damages that would have to be paid
for; and when, by systematic experiment, they eventually formulated the
supplement Go-ren needed, that had a price as well.  But the creature was
polite (except that he never bowed) and reasonable in pleading for
assistance.  After testing Go-ren's laboratory skills, the pharmacist
offered him a job.  He could earn enough money to fill his own needs by
helping prepare prescriptions.  Wisely, the pharmacist kept him in the back
room carefully out of view of the general public.


Go-ren could have survived indefinitely working there, but pharmacy work
bored him, and he sought out other ways of earning his keep.  He begged.  He
sang (in a dull, flat monotone) to entertain the customers in tea houses.
Eventually he fell in with some Buddhist preachers, who would use him,
introduced suddenly from behind a screen at an appropriate point in the
sermon, as a living parable to illustrate some point or another of doctrine. 
Go-ren's startling apparition, and his resemblance to a mythological being,
were impressive enough to trigger more than a few instant conversions to the
Shining Path, and in that way it can be said that he was a benefactor of all
beings.  He carried on this small but laudable vocation for some years as
the world changed around him and the unstable cellulose nitrate of his body
gradually decayed, and he died peacefully at a temple near his birthplace in
Nagasaki, in Meiji 19.


The humans of Go-ren's generation saw and forgot the changes wrought
by Commodore Perry; the Boshin War; the Meiji Restoration; the relaxation of
the kaikin rules that had limited foreigners to the artificial island of
Dejima; the subsequent flood of outside influence, people, and of course
money to the holy land; and too many other wonders to count.  A little green
man in a revival meeting somewhere was no more wonderful.  So many other
important things were being written in history books at that time, that
there was little attention left for Go-ren, and history did not pick up his
story until much later.  He was buried in an unmarked grave.  Cremation
might have been more appropriate and traditional; maybe they buried him in
respect for his fear of fire.


It happened that the last decaying fragments of cellulose nitrate which had
once been Go-ren's body, as well as the long-forgotten site of Matabee's
laboratory and most of his equipment and writings, were obliterated in the
Second Impact – crushed under the reptilian foot of an American superweapon
that climbed out of Nagasaki Harbor on 9-day 8-month Shouwa 20.  That was
not exactly a century to the day after Matabee's notable invention of
collodion photography, because of an intervening calendar reform, but the
numerical coincidence remains suggestive.  A skilled numerologist could
doubtless assign worlds of meaning to the story of Matabee and Go-ren: the
man who independently developed something like seru animation decades before
anyone else did, and the man he created.


Chapter 19


On 3-day 4-month Kaei 2, Matabee went to the tea-house only to discover that
little Suki, no longer a young woman by the standards of the place, and
suffering from disease, had been sent away; and in far-away Montreal, James
Bruce, the Eighth Earl of Elgin and Governor General of Canada, signed the
Rebellion Losses Bill.  It proposed to pay back citizens in Lower Canada for
their losses from collateral damage during the conflict over a recent failed
bid for independence – possibly including some of the rebels themselves,
since loyalty was nearly impossible to verify.


Members of the Upper Canadian samurai class interpreted this attempt at
peacemaking as an endorsement by Lord Elgin of disloyalty to the Empress,
the second-worst-possible violation of their warrior code. In the ensuing
riot, they burned the Imperial Parliament to the ground.  They held another
riot in Bytown on 1-day 8-month of the same year, when Lord Elgin proposed
moving the capital there.  He delayed his plans, but Bytown did eventually
get renamed to Ottawa, and it became capital of Canada in Ansei 4.


Lord Elgin finished his work in Canada and was assigned to China, where he
commanded British troops against the Qing Dynasty.  He wrote to his wife, in
reference to the bombing of Canton, that "I never felt so ashamed of myself
in my life." When the war seemed to be won, he signed the Treaties of
Tianjin in Ansei 5, laying out the terms of Chinese acquiescence to the
opium trade.  But the Chinese continued to resist British commercial
ambitions.  When they captured and tortured British and French subjects,
including civilian journalists, Lord Elgin had troops burn the Summer
Palace to the ground – after rejecting the idea of destroying the Forbidden
City as too likely to cause offense.  Thoroughly demoralized, the Qing
politicians were forced to agree to the Convention of Beijing in Man'en 1,
reiterating the points in the earlier treaties and granting additional
concessions.  Between these adventures Elgin made his way to Japan to sign a
Treaty of Amity and Commerce with the Tokugawa Shogunate, forcing them too
to allow freer trade with Britain.


Elgin's Russian counterpart at that time was one Count Nicholas Pavlovich
Ignatiev.  As Britain and France extracted concessions from Qing China, he
took the opportunity to carve out a chunk of territory for Russia in the
North – including the strategically vital sea-coast site of Vladivostok,
later home of Russia's Pacific fleet. Ignatiev's great-grandson would become
Prime Minister of Canada during the Heisei Era.


South and West of Canada, in the Mason Valley which would later be part of
Nevada, the weather doctor Jack Wilson had a vision on 1-day 1-month
Meiji 22.  He saw the Moon move across the Sun's face until the Sun was
almost completely obscured, plunging the world into darkness – and many
thousands of others also saw that part of the vision, and it had been
foretold in astronomical almanacs.  During the few minutes of the eclipse,
Jack Wilson was taken out of space and out of time, to stand before the One
God and Jesus in Heaven.  He had long been an addict of the same vice
Charlie Soong peddled, and its influence on his vision cannot be denied.


The One God showed him the Kingdom – a land of plentiful food, pleasant
weather, and beautiful, gentle people.  The One God told him that this land
was prepared for Jack Wilson and all the people, but that a great evil (and
Jack Wilson did not need to be told which evil that meant) currently plagued
the Earth and must be swept away.  The One God said that all the people must
practice loving kindness, refrain from deceit and vice, abandon war and
grief, and send their children to school and otherwise cooperate with the
white settlers.  That great one also gave Jack Wilson a magical formula, a
slight variation of the traditional round dances the people already
practiced from time to time.  He said that they must perform the five-day
ritual in appropriate circumstances to help create the right conditions. 
The people could make the Kingdom imminent with appropriate rituals.  Then,
Jesus and the honored dead would rise as spirit warriors in their millions
and cleanse the Earth, restoring purity and plenty to all the people.  The
meek, the One God said, would inherit the Earth.


The One God said that the Harrison Emperor would remain his emissary in the
East, but that Jack Wilson himself would be the emissary here in the West,
to carry the medicine of loving kindness and the dance to all people. He
granted Jack Wilson power to control the weather, the better to convince
skeptics of the divine mission; and before returning the prophet to the
world of ordinary experience he showed him many other wonderful things, too.
One in particular remained in Jack Wilson's mind for long after: far away
down the river of time, where the river runs into the sea and beyond there,
he saw animals like mountain lions who cried with women's voices in an
unknown language.  They, too, performed the sacred dance in their own
distant land, and Jack Wilson knew that they were his sisters and he might
almost be one of them; but that part of the medicine was for him alone and
he told no one about it.


Jack Wilson went forth to preach the words of the One God to his people, and
the circumstances were right for many to hear and believe.  Many had lost
loved ones in the typhoid epidemic that coincided with the Meiji
Restoration; many more had suffered in the evil that followed.  Jack Wilson
gave them faith and purpose (and rain – itself a great gift), and in that
way it can be said that he was a benefactor of all beings. As more and more
of the people heard and believed the prophet's message, the message itself
grew and changed.  When Jack Wilson's disciples compared notes with Joseph
Smith's, they found they had much in common and much to learn from each
other.  The dancers began to wear sacred shirts with embroidered symbols of
special protective virtue.


Soon, the message spread from Mason Valley to the neighboring Rakota
Province, where it was taken up by the samurai class.  There it underwent
further modification, the better to align with their political goals and
warrior code.  The sacred shirts, originally symbolic only, because imbued
with supernatural power to stop swords, arrows, and bullets.  This samurai
form of the dance – no longer peacefully cooperative, but armed and
militant – drew the attention of the Imperial government.  It looked very
much like the prelude to a rebellion.


The movement grew, and the dance rituals became larger, wilder, and more
powerful, throughout Meiji 22 and into Meiji 23.  Meanwhile, the Imperial
administrators pressed ahead with their wise division policy, splitting up
territory among local daimyo in an effort to prevent any one of those from
raising enough men to stage a rebellion.  The religious message
of cooperation, and the mass gatherings of samurai who might easily become a
disciplined army at a word from their lords, threatened the policy of
division.  The dances had to stop.


Not all Imperial administrators agreed.  One famously commented that Jack
Wilson's cult was not much different from that of, for instance, William
Miller, and a certain amount of civil unrest was to be expected in occupied
territory in any case.  Nobody thought it necessary to call out the Imperial
Army every time the Seventh-Day Adventists announced the imminence of the
Eschaton, and cowardly bureaucrats who couldn't handle the heat of the
Western Sun should go back to their ledger-books and leave the police action
to real men.  Such voices were shouted down, however, and attempts to break
up the movement continued.  More and more troops were brought in from
neighboring provinces to keep the peace.


On 15-day 12-month Meiji 23, the Empire made its move against Tatanka
Iyotake, most powerful of the Rakota daimyo and a spiritual leader in his
own right.  If that man were to endorse the dance religion there would be no
stopping it – and many samurai following him had already converted.


They tried to be discreet about it. They sent just a few men, local
residents selected for loyalty, rather than marching in with a detachment of
the hated Imperial Army.  The plan was to arrive at Tatanka's camp at dawn,
quietly remove him, and leave before any unfortunate incidents could occur. 
The daimyo's wisdom and emotional stability were well known, and he would be
unlikely to offer foolish resistance in the face of a superior force, if
treated with respect. With him out of the picture and his followers reduced to
leaderless ronin, the remaining daimyo would be much easier to keep divided
and weak.


Despite the attempts at discretion, the Government party attracted enough
attention for a crowd to gather, upsetting the plan for a quiet arrest.  As
they negotiated with the daimyo, one of his bodyguards perceived a threat
and fired at the Government men.  That triggered a fast but bloody melee in
which eight men were killed on each side – including Tatanka Iyotake
himself.  Many of his samurai sought positions in the army of his brother,
Shi-tanka, who two weeks later became too ill to serve as leader.  On 29-day
12-month, Shi-tanka ordered his men (including those who had recently served
his late brother) to surrender to the barbarians. 


Fighting broke out again as the Imperial Army attempted to relieve the
daimyo's men of their weapons.  The details of the cause were still bitterly
contentious more than a century later and will probably never be resolved. 
Either a deaf man was unable to hear the command to drop his weapon, and
predictable but unfortunate things ensued, or else a group of samurai
concealed weapons and deliberately started a fight with the Imperial men. 
Whether the daimyo's men were at fault or not, the Army killed them all,
and their noncombatant wives and children.  This happened at a place called
Wounded Knee, just a few days shy of the second anniversary of Jack Wilson's
vision of peace.  Twenty soldiers would later receive Imperial decorations
for their roles in the incident.


Chapter 20


It is two days after Twelfth Queen's observation of the Siamese in the
alley, and she still remembers the scene clearly, especially the sharp light
on those divergent eyes.  She thinks about it a great deal.  Twelfth Queen
expresses a wish to one of her attendants for some reading material.  She
wishes to read not in the claw script, but in humanoid language.  Humanoids
are interesting creatures, mew, and Twelfth Queen wishes to learn more about
their behavior.  The request is directed to the appropriate authorities. 
The request is considered carefully, and approved, though not without
reservations.  Some manga and light novels are obtained, checked carefully
for inappropriate content, and given to the Queen.  They are mostly
high-school love comedies.  In deference to her desire to learn, the loving
daughters of Twelfth Queen also provide a set of children's encyclopedia
volumes, with only a few pages excised.  Twelfth Queen spends long hours
reading all these books.  She asks no more difficult questions of her
advisors, and everyone purrs in relief.


Twelfth Queen was apprenticed to be a computer hacker – a network
counter-intrusion specialist – before she became Queen.  Mew.  Twelfth Queen
skims through the locally-stored words and pictures on her new books, just
enough to be able to answer questions about them.  No such questions are
ever asked of her anyway.  Twelfth Queen then defeats the
copyright-restriction AIs and uses the book hardware to download and read
much more interesting unapproved documents from the humanoid World Wide Web. 
She reads books of history, philosophy, and religion.  Then she goes back
and reads the high-school love comedies again, this time understanding them
in a different way.


Mew, no Queen has ever been required to go to school, but some queens are
painted as scholars no matter what their job title might be.  Twelfth Queen
is one of those ones.  Twelfth Queen studies hard and would earn good
grades.  She is especially interested in learning what humanoids think it
means for one to be a Queen.  No joneko has ever told her that.  No joneko
would be able to tell her that, in fact, even if one wished to, for they
have forgotten.  Twelfth Queen decides for herself what it means to be a
Queen.


It is the early days of 12-month.  Twelfth Queen expresses a wish to address
her daughters.  She says she has something important to say to all joneko. 
At first she is put off with excuses, but the request is repeated several
times over the course of days, more firmly each time.  Twelfth Queen will
not be put off indefinitely.


This is a worrying development.  The Regent consults several other
high-ranking members of the Queen's pride.  It seems now certain that
Twelfth Queen is taking an interest in the affairs of all joneko; but it
seems equally certain that she is not ready to lead all joneko.  If the wise
policy of keeping the claws sheathed should be disrupted, mew, or if certain
other wise policies should be questioned in too much detail, then the
consequences could be serious.


Finally one advisor suggests that mew, at least these ones should hear what
Twelfth Queen wishes to say, before pouncing on inappropriate conclusions. 
Maybe Twelfth Queen has only some kittenish fun in mind.  Maybe there is no
serious cause for concern yet.  This idea smells good.  Accordingly, on
9-day the Queen is conducted amid much pomp and circumstance to a chamber,
actually a parking garage below a downtown apartment building.  Computer
crackers have arranged for the garage to be empty of humanoid vehicles this
evening.  Most of the members of the Queen's pride, and a few trusted
members of an ancient organization, whose presence may be considered
justified, gather to hear the words of Twelfth Queen.  She is told that
these are all her daughters who could attend the meeting.  That is true,
because no others were invited, nor would be permitted to enter if they
showed up.  Joneko are hard to count, but the most accurate estimate is
that 23 are present to hear the words of Twelfth Queen.


Twelfth Queen examines the crowd with apparent approval.  She mews softly.
Then she begins to speak.  She tells her daughters that she wishes to tell
them about the Moon.  Twelfth Queen likes the Moon because it is close to
the Earth.  It waxes and wanes to mark the cycles of all beings' lives – and
at a rate especially appropriate to joneko, yet another sign of the favor
shown to joneko by First Queen.  This very day is the day of the New Moon,
when the Moon is temporarily invisible.  Soon it will grow back again,
reaching its full glory in two weeks.  If the Sun is First Queen's eye,
maybe the Moon is that great one's tail, switching back and forth in divine
grace.  Mew.  Usually the Moon is white, like Twelfth Queen's own fur, but
sometimes the Earth gets between the Sun and the Moon; then, because it is
only illuminated by the light that refracts through the atmosphere, the Moon
turns blood red.  Is the Moon not remarkable, mew?


Twelfth Queen continues talking about the Moon for several minutes.  She
compares it to airships (higher, and more beautiful, but perhaps less
useful for network routing) and talks about watching the Moon rise from the
New Tower, which she hopes to do later in the month when the Moon is Full. 
She invites members of the clowder to compose poems about the Moon; but they
seem unenthusiastic, and she does not press them.  Finally, she thanks her
daughters for indulging her wish to speak to them, and indicates that the
audience is over.


As Twelfth Queen rides a royal car through the illuminated streets, back
to her quarters, those remaining in the garage confer about what has just
happened.  The Regent, who is in the car with Twelfth Queen, participates by
way of text messaging, carefully keeping the phone's screen out of her
sovereign's view.


Those who predicted kittenish nonsense congratulate each other, saying that
clearly, the Queen had a whimsical idea, which is now over and done with,
and there is no threat to the established social structure.  Others are not
so sure.  They note that much of the Queen's speech seemed to be made up on
the spot – not what one would expect after all the time she had to think
about it in advance – and speculate that that one might have had something
else in mind that she did not tell her daughters about at this time.  The
Regent finds this idea compelling.  The Regent cautions her
daughters-by-proxy that one should not underestimate any queen, not even
Twelfth Queen.  It is by underestimating joneko that a rat tricks itself
into running into the claws of an angry queen.  It is true that the danger
seems to be past for the moment; but further careful stalking is in order.


The young white Queen awakens on 10-day to discover that during the night
her loving daughters have obtained for her an art book featuring
photographic views of the Moon over different landscapes all around the
Earth; and a package of something called "Genuine Astronaut Space
Jerky." The Moon pictures are good, and she spends little bit of time
paging through them.  The other item purports to be meat, but it does not
smell like anything edible, and she leaves it alone.  She sharpens her
claws, sleeps through the rest of the morning, eats a lunch of delicately
prepared rat livers, and then summons the Regent to an audience in
the throne room.


Twelfth Queen asks the Regent if this one is indeed Queen of all joneko. The
Regent assures her that indeed that is the case.  Twelfth Queen inquires how
many joneko that might be.  The Regent, who can smell where this line of
inquiry is headed, begins to explain carefully that joneko are extremely
difficult to count – indeed, there is a humanoid proverb about that – and
Twelfth Queen interrupts.  The exact count is not important, mew.  Indeed,
this one was only making conversation and does not really care how many
joneko are in the world.  Every queen can count herself and that is enough,
mew.  The Regent gratefully recognizes the wisdom of that statement.


Twelfth Queen suggests that even given the difficulty of counting joneko, one
can make some reasonable guesses.  Humanoids are not so difficult to count. 
This one knows that there are about five billion humanoids on the planet. 
Surely First Queen would not have created more of such creatures than
necessary to supply the needs of her favorite daughters, mew.  In the
roughest possible terms, one might guess that any one queen might put at
most one thousand humanoids to good use.  So this one must have at least
five million daughters, mew.  The Regent mews, politely but uneasily.


Why, among five million daughters, do only twenty attend to hear the
words of the Queen of all joneko?


The Regent does not answer – she has no good answer to offer – but Twelfth
Queen continues on as if she had expected no answer.  She says that of
course, this one does not rule by fear or by divine right but by the loving
choice of her daughters to hear her advice and her wisdom such as it may be. 
If joneko have important prey to stalk on any given night, let them do so. 
If a queen needs a man more than she needs to listen to the Queen, let her
follow her nature.  If some joneko have no meat, let them eat fish, and
if they have no fish, mew, maybe then they might have time to listen
to a kitten yowling at the Moon.  Indeed, it is a good thing if very few
joneko find themselves so bored and desperate they have nowhere else to be. 
This one would not wish her daughters to be bored or desperate. Twelfth
Queen says that she hopes last night all the millions of joneko who did not
attend to their Queen had bellies full of meat or fish.  Can the Regent
assure her that that was the case?


The Regent says that this one, of course, cannot speak for all joneko.  Only
Twelfth Queen can speak for all joneko.  But this one is sure that no joneko
were kept away from the previous night's clowder if they wished to attend. 
As the Queen herself has said, there may be many things that could take
priority, and it is no insult and no surprise if the Queen's loving
daughters pursue their prey rather than gazing at the Moon and writing
poetry.


Twelfth Queen jumps over the Regent, twists and flips her body to bring her
face near the back of the Regent's head, and sinks her teeth into the
outline on the back of the Regent's neck.  That is a loving gesture, and not
painful; mothers do that with kittens.  Twelfth Queen also wraps her left
arm around the front of the Regent's body and holds her unsheathed and
recently sharpened claws to the front of the Regent's neck, pricking the
outline over what on a humanoid would be the carotid artery.  That is not a
loving gesture.  She comments, hissing quietly into the gray fur but
certainly loudly enough to be heard, that since becoming Queen this one has
tasted many rare kinds of meat and many kinds of blood but never another
joneko's, let alone any blood so rare as a Regent's, and she wonders what
that tastes like.


She says that she wishes to speak to as many of her daughters as can be
gathered together in one place, not just a couple of dozen, and that this
one was not painted yesterday, this one knows when she is being lied to, it
is death to lie to the Queen, and this time there will be no lies.  Twelfth
Queen graciously offers to kill her advisor right then and there if the duty
of serving the Queen honestly should be too great a burden; but after a few
moments hearing nothing but shocked silence, she releases the Regent, who
does not comment further at this time, but leaves the throne room.


Chapter 21


David Hubel and Torsten Wiesel conducted a series of experiments at Harvard
in the late 30s of Shouwa to determine what happens if you lose the use of
an eye temporarily during early childhood. The answer was interesting. It
depends on the timing, but what can happen is that parts of your brain that
would normally serve that eye are permanently re-assigned to the other eye,
and even if the lost eye is restored later, you can never learn to see with
it. The researchers discovered this by sewing kittens' eyelids shut, later
opening them, testing their vision, and then dissecting the kittens' brains
to see where the connections had formed. This scientific work helped doctors
develop ways to help people with previously untreatable vision problems; it
also shed light on other aspects of brain development, opening the door to
treatment of many other types of disease.


What if the kittens could talk? In that case the experiments would never
have happened in the first place. Torsten Wiesel would later chair the
Committee on Human Rights of the (U.S.) National Academies; and he and
his colleague would have been horrified by the implications of
inflicting such a thing on, for instance, human babies. No matter how
many people could later be helped by the data, that sacrifice of the
innocent would be unconscionable.


Hubel and Wiesel were awarded the Shouwa 56 Nobel Prize in medicine for
their contribution to humanity, sharing the prize with Roger Sperry.
Sperry's most famous research was on human epileptics whose brains had been
divided by severing the link between the hemispheres, a surgical procedure
known as callostomy. He did not invent or promote the procedure, but studied
the consequences for those unfortunate enough to undergo it. Although
seizure frequency was reduced, the other effects meant callostomy would be
kept only as a last resort of desperation when all other treatments failed.
The data from the split-brain patients led to important insights on how the
brain's hemispheres interact with each other, ways to help people who had
suffered other kinds of injuries, and the ultimate nature of consciousness
and cognition.


In the teens of Shouwa, Sigmund Rascher worked to determine how cold you
have to be to die from it. Body temperature of 25 Centigrade as measured by
rectal probe, it turns out. This information, and his other discoveries on
the most effective ways to warm someone up who has almost reached that
point, and on how much oxygen is necessary to sustain life at high
altitudes, helped save thousands of people injured by exposure to extreme
environments. But Rascher didn't experiment on kittens, or passively study
patients who received medical treatment in good faith; he got his data from
the torture and murder of human prisoners, most of them Jews. He crossed the
line between contribution to humanity, and crime against humanity. Rascher
received the death penalty at Dachau in Shouwa 20 when they tried to hide
the evidence before the Allies arrived, but it seems reasonable to assume
that he would also have been sentenced to death at Nuremberg with his
colleagues if he had gotten that far.


A decade earlier, Ishii Shirou's Unit 731 had no Jews,
so they used Chinese, Koreans, and any other lesser races they could get
their hands on to test chemical and biological weapons. They called the
experimental subjects "maruta," logs, because the main facility was called
a sawmill to protect it from the locals. Ishii might have found Rascher's
hypothermia and oxygen deprivation work interesting from a scientific
perspective, but it would have had no practical significance for him. The
Japanese Air Force's long-range missile pilots were early-generation seru
who didn't feel the cold or need to breathe oxygen at all. Enemy civilians,
on the other hand, were human and vulnerable to human poisons and disease.


In the final days of the war the Army demolished the Unit 731
headquarters with explosives and killed the remaining prisoners, trying
to hide what had happened there. The effort was futile. Enough evidence
remained for the Allies to identify and arrest the Unit's leaders. The
Allies gave Ishii immunity from prosecution in exchange for
contributing his scientific data to their own germ warfare program.
Reports differ as to whether he remained in Japan, or moved to Maryland
to continue his work.


Almost a century later, in the mid-Keika Era, Kim Ji-Geom studied the question
of what a person really needs to survive, making more rigidly scientific the
philosophical speculations of Abraham Maslow. A human can live about four
minutes without oxygen, two or three days without water, and a few weeks
without food. That much is easy and well-known. Seru are about the same
except for the oxygen and a different set of nutrients in the food. It also
takes a few weeks for someone to die from lack of sleep, though (as the
Canadians put to effective use a dozen years earlier) the permanent damage
can start within days. Some food micronutrients, although technically
necessary for life, have to be withheld for years before their absence
becomes fatal. There seem to be a few psychological and other needs that are
also absolutely essential over long time scales, but those are very poorly
understood. Any advances in understanding human needs would obviously help
in building a world where everyone's needs are met and nobody has to go
without. Depending on your point of view, the creation of such a world could
be the highest and most important purpose of society.


Hubel and Wiesel had wanted to study the human brain without harming humans,
so they chose a model organism – the domestic cat – that had a brain
similar enough to a human's to allow meaningful conclusions to be drawn,
without their work crossing the lines that would be crossed by human
experimentation. Kim Ji-Geom would no more experiment on humans than
would Hubel and Wiesel. So he selected a model organism with needs
somewhat like those of humans and attempted to draw conclusions from the
model that would be applicable to humans. Ideally, the model organism
should be one as similar to humans as possible without creating ethical
problems; it should be one readily available, not too expensive to
obtain or maintain; and it should have a clearly described long-term
need homologous to some human requirement of interest. Then conclusions
from one organism could be transferred with minimal distortion to the
other. It couldn't be a perfect similarity, of course, but the better
the choice of model, the better the quality of the conclusions.  The
theory was sound.


Chapter 22


Kim Ji-Geom filed all the appropriate paperwork including the ethics form
(easy because no living organisms were to be involved) and got on a plane to
Sapporo with two grad students named Kim Soon-Wook (no relation; "Kim" is
a very common name) and Kumari Rawat. They rented an unmarked white van and
filled the back with packing crates, locally-purchased bondage gear, and an
expanded polypropylene cooler full of Chongju beef steaks, graded "D but
edible for students and seru" and laced with 5-chloronepetalactone. They
cruised into the Quarter just after the full Moon rose on 8-day 11-month
Keika 6, with the windows rolled down and every ear tuned for the sound of
howling. Soon-Wook drove, Kumari rode shotgun with the map and GPS on her
lap, and Professor Kim rode in the back with his fingers tight on the door
handle, ready to throw it open and hop out with the rope at a moment's
notice.


It wasn't as easy to collect a good sample as they had hoped. There were
plenty of candidate subjects on the streets, of course. NTT was just
putting the finishing touches on its Sapporo point-of-presence facility,
replacing the one damaged in the Heisei 26 earthquake and demolished by
protesters in Keika 2. They were running countless strands of single-mode
South to Tokyo and North and East to the New Frontier demonstration
cities of Russia. There was flooded-vault work and high-irradiance work,
none of which could be done by humans, and the seru population of
Sapporo had swelled to about 80,000 in the Fall of Keika 6. That was more
than four times the pre-Deconstruction number, and because of wage
issues and claustrophobia issues, a disproportionate number of the
workers were joneko. The Quarter in that city had only been built to
serve the amusement needs of human factory employees around the turn of
the century; now its face and focus had shifted, every establishment was
running beyond capacity, and excess furry bodies packed the sidewalks.
It was no place for human academics, especially not males, not on a full
Moon night.


The plan had been to throw a drugged steak from the safety of the van,
wait for it to be consumed and take effect, then run out and pack the
specimen into a crate before moving to the next block and repeating. No
fuss, minimal danger, and (an important ethical point) no excessive
impact on any single block's population. That protocol obviously wasn't
going to work. The Kim expedition checked into an embarrassingly
furnished love-hotel suite, because they were too illiterate in the
local culture to be able to find anything better on the schedule and
budget they had, and they re-thought their strategy.


The new protocol, invented by Kumari Rawat, involved parking the van in
an alley behind a warehouse just outside the Quarter. Ji-Geom and Kumari
waited there holding chloronep-soaked rags, carefully, in nitrile
gloves. Soon-Wook got the dangerous job. They tried to make it sound
more dignified, but it came down to being the bait in the trap. He was
to walk into the fringes of the Quarter, make contact with a potential
subject (but if possible, only one at a time), and lead it back to the
alley without incurring injury or attracting too much attention from the
general population. There his colleagues would tranquilize and crate the
subject. They would sacrifice the wide geographic distribution offered
by the original protocol in the interests of actually getting a sample
at all.


Everyone was too polite to mention the exact basis on which Kim
Soon-Wook was considered the coauthor best-qualified for the role of
bait, but the reasons were related to his being unmarried and a serious,
committed student. Before the Moon came up, he found a curiosity shop
and bought a protective device to wear just in case. He also carried his
phone, on open-mike hands-free, broadcasting his location and the sounds
around him back to his colleagues at the van.


It was difficult and scary, but the plan worked quite well, and they got
their sample. There were a few nasty minutes when the police showed up
to ask for an explanation; Kumari Rawat had not thought of disabling the
cameras in the alley even if she had thought of everything else.
Fortunately, a combination of academic credentials, fast talk, and
bribery was effective in smoothing over any difficult questions. There
were plenty of the animals to spare in Sapporo, and taking just a few
off the streets for a while in the name of humanitarian scientific
research was obviously a worthwhile project.


Soon-Wook was less fortunate with the officer who picked him up for
"behavior likely to incite," because he really was more or less guilty of
that, but he only had to pay her an on-the-spot fine and get a receipt which
he knew his supervisor would eventually reimburse, so that was all right.
The city knew human nature, and joneko nature, and the public good of
keeping everyone satisfied, so they never gave that particular ordinance any
real teeth.


The field expedition spent another unpleasant night in the love hotel.
Kumari Rawat had to decline some embarrassing offers from the room AI, which
had decided that since she was a repeat customer who evidently liked Korean
men two at a time, perhaps she might also like to buy certain value-added
entertainment services relevant to her particular interest. Kim Soon-Wook
experimented with the controls on the bathtub, and wished he hadn't. Neither
of his colleagues could find the soap the next morning. Kim Ji-Geom spent
the night sleeping peacefully on the couch, putting to good use the
drowsiness side effect of his antidepressant medication.


On the morning of Thursday the 10th, they flew back as economy standby
passengers with twelve joneko, anesthetized, tool belts removed and
discarded, crated, and shipped express parcel on another plane. Soon-Wook
joked that the experimental animals had better tickets than he did, but of
course that was not literally true; he was only human and couldn't have
survived the temperature and the thin air of the cargo hold. The customs
declaration said the shipment was a dozen large rolls of cellulose acetate
animation stock for cultural research, and that was close enough to fool the
scanners. In the event of an investigation, which never happened anyway, Kim
et al. could have played the absent-minded academic card, and claimed that
they didn't know they were supposed to mention if the base stock carried
live seru vinyl.


Kim, Kim, and Rawat established their experimental population in what
had been the dormitory of a Government-run military boarding school
outside Kaesong. The dorm had been built mostly underground for
protection from American bombs that never came, and that made it a lot
easier to secure. The windowless rooms had held eight students each;
with the bunks removed and the fixtures hardened, each one was just
large enough to maintain a joneko. The scientists did not have the
budget for all that work themselves, of course; they leased the facility
for a few months from an industrial partner agency which had originally
set it up for quite a different project.


Subjects were stabilized, as Kim, Kim, and Rawat later wrote, on a
conventional diet of kibble and occasional steaks as described by Wilson
and Sook. Initial stabilization time was three weeks to allow the
lingering effects of the anesthetics to wear off and establish a
hormonal baseline. During that time the subjects were more or less left
alone, one in each room.


The original plan had been to choose sample animals with uniformly
distributed cycles, and watch each subject as it came due, but the
modifications to the collection protocol had created a synchronized
sample population, and thus a bit of a scheduling problem. Sufficient
monitoring equipment to evaluate all twelve subjects simultaneously was
unavailable, and apart from that there was what might have been called
an "all cats in one bag" problem. It was understood that the first few
subjects evaluated would probably not give good data; the researchers
hoped to use those subjects to debug the protocol and obtain better data
from the later ones. Running all twelve replications of the experiment
at once would allow no time to make mistakes.


After some thought it was decided to allocate three subjects for initial
debugging purposes and allow the remaining nine to go through an
undisturbed cycle; that would provide a better baseline anyway, and the
hope would be that by the time the main sample became due again the
final form of the protocol would be in place. Maybe by then more
monitoring equipment would be available also. Accordingly, nine subjects
were randomly selected and in early 12-month, one by one as they were
noted to display the characteristic signs, they were exposed to human
volunteers recruited from a nearby boys' high school.


For the safety of the volunteers it was necessary to sedate the
experimental animals during this process, leaving them as conscious as
possible while being unable to attack, and the volunteers had to take a
much more active role than would be typical of human-joneko interaction
in the wild. Volunteers were furnished with instruments purchased from
the same curiosity shops that had supplied the ropes and such on the
initial collection trip, and given precise instructions. Compliance was
100%.


A question was raised as to whether a single encounter of this type would be
sufficient to trigger a normal hormonal response in the subjects, so
volunteers were rotated according to a partial Latin square under which
which 27 volunteers visited three subjects each, while the subjects each
received nine volunteers. That was still less stimulation than might be
available in the wild, but it was what they had time, budget, and volunteers
for, and the chlorotinizing hormone levels after the fact looked reasonable,
so it was decided to just leave that section of the final paper vague and
assume for the sake of the experiment that this first cycle was successfully
completed in the case of the nine main-sample subjects.


The three protocol-debugging subjects were transferred to observation
rooms and fitted with conical polyethylene veterinary-style collars and
low-friction mittens to prevent licking or rubbing behaviors, along
with telemetry gear to record their vital signs. It didn't work. Within
minutes of when the drugs wore off, the subjects had shredded all the
restraints, kicked the telemetry units around until they shattered, and
started trashing the room fixtures. One subject had been a video
surveillance installer pre-collection. The researchers were unaware of
that; what they knew was that that subject managed to disassemble the
data-collection camera that had been screwed to the wall at a height
intended to be out of reach. The subject removed three flexible printed
circuits from the camera – circuits made of untearable polyimide
film – and easily tore each one down the middle.


Chapter 23


At this point Kim, Kim, and Rawat made a classic beginners' mistake:
they assumed that the current round of problems would be the last. It is
not recorded how trained scientists, at least one having several years'
experience, made such an error. They may have felt time pressure,
because the lease on the facility had already been extended once, the
budget and the supply of Chongju beef would not last forever, and they
all needed published papers for their CVs. The mistake's consequence was
that they decided the protocol-debug subjects had been compromised and
would never yield good data, so they shipped those three back to Sapporo
in aramid sacks with time-release fasteners, and they planned to run the
real experiment on the remaining nine subjects as soon as possible with
better restraints but no further protocol debugging work. The three
released subjects apparently integrated back into their social groups
without incident. Their tracking collars were destroyed before the plane
even touched down, and nothing more is known about them.


Immediately after the New Year's holiday, the nine subjects in the "real
experiment" group started to come due.  Each was fastened to an armature
made from aluminum angle stock to maintain a low-stress neutral position for
all muscle groups. Kim Soon-Wook designed and built the armatures himself,
and the first one was too weak – the subject twisted it like a pretzel.
Fortunately it was another day before they had to restrain the second
subject, so he had time for an all-nighter with the CAD software designing a
much stronger armature. The second subject bit its tongue and died of blood
loss, as did the third, before they were able to improvise jaw wedges that
wouldn't fall out.


Subjects two and three were not entirely worthless, however; as a
previously unobserved behavior the tongue-biting made an interesting
subsection in the discussion section of the eventual paper. The idea of
a person biting his or her tongue and bleeding out as a viable suicide
method, or an accidental cause of death, is common in the human literary
imagination but highly unrealistic. Such injuries just are not fatal in
general. That a joneko can actually do it, and that a stressed joneko
may actually do it in a way that could appear intentional to an
uninformed lay person, are observations worth noting. It remains
important not to ascribe human motivations to non-human behavior.


Subject four succumbed to deep-frame thrombosis from being held immobile
too long, subject five suffered non-fatal thrombosis-related brain
damage severe enough to render its data unusable, and subject six came
due and compromised itself in the holding room unnoticed while the
research team was brainstorming solutions to the thrombosis problem.
That left just three experimental subjects remaining, only a quarter of
the already-small initial sample. The referees would doubtless complain
about sample sizes for any publication resulting from this work, but too
much time and money had been spent now to walk away from the project
without at least a conference abstract, preferably something for a journal.
Both grad students badly needed publication credits to complete their
programs in reasonable standing, and another paper would not hurt Kim
Ji-Geom's upcoming tenure bid either. Even if it would only be a
correspondence on experimental challenges and one or two case studies in
a bad journal or a rump session, they had to publish something or
perish.


Kim Soon-Wook read up on electrical muscle stimulation until Kumari Rawat
pointed out to him that that was for organics and wouldn't work on plastic
seru muscles at all. She found a crate of surplus air conditioning
compressor motors in the stairwell of the physics lab, stored under a sign
that said "Fire escape route, absolutely do not use this space for
storage." They didn't know who owned the motors, and at 2 AM they were both
on enough modafinil and ephedrine, testing the limits of that human sleep
requirement in a poorly-controlled informal experiment, that they did not
care.  Soon-Wook programmed a robot to cut gear trains out of sheet nylon,
and Kumari made the necessary changes to the armatures.  Now instead of
holding the subjects' limbs immobile, they would move from open to closed
posture and back on a one-minute cycle – just enough, they hoped, to prevent
thrombosis.  It turned out to be quite sufficient.


The added motion only underscored another technical problem, however, which
was that of waste disposal.  With the subjects' limbs slowly moving all the
time, and restrained from their normal grooming behavior, infection and
potentially even insect infestation became real possibilities.  Kim Ji-Geom
initially suggested a simple diaper arrangement, but the risks involved in
changing them (both safety-related and to the integrity of the no-stimulus
protocol) ruled out such a plan.


Since the observation period was only projected to run a few days in each
case, a combination of an indwelling Foley catheter (for liquids) and
costive drugs (for solids; possibly backed up by mechanical obstruction) was
briefly considered.  Since the subjects would be fed through tubes anyway,
there should be relatively little fecal build-up during the anticipated
length of the experiment.  This proposal, like the diapers, was rejected as
too likely to cause stimulation.  In the end, the experimenters decided to
simply tie the tails out of the way, tilt the armatures forward to minimize
contact between waste and the experimental animals' coats, and allow it to
fall into an open receptacle on the floor below.


These arrangements were worked out barely hours before it became necessary
to put the seventh subject under observation.  The remaining two came due
almost immediately thereafter, so for the duration of the observation period
all three researchers were kept busy, with barely a moment to eat or sleep. 
They went from one observation room to the next replacing consumables,
taking blood samples, tightening the restraints (which seemed to loosen
unaccountably over time), and taking notes on observed behavior.  Much of
the behavioral analysis had to be done from video recordings after the
fact, however.  Whether because of the highly distracting nature of the
subjects' behavior, or the highly stressed condition of the team members
themselves at this point, their on-the-spot notes proved almost useless.


For the first three or four days from the cycle reference point, the
subjects showed typical fight responses such as might be expected from any
confined joneko.  They strained against the restraints initially for episodes
of up to 15 minutes at a time, separated by resting periods of similar
duration.  Episodes of straining became shorter and less frequent over time,
possibly corresponding to simple muscular fatigue.  Episodes of straining
usually coincided with increased vocalization, especially in the lower
"growling" register, with occasional "screams." Although their hormone
levels indicated the onset of estrus, the characteristic behavioral signs
were not observed – though that might simply have been because the
restraints made such behavioral patterns impossible.


It was notable that during this phase the subjects did not appear to sleep.
Unfortunately, only a low-voltage electroencephalograph suitable for humans
was available.  It could not record the much higher voltages and
correspondingly lower currents associated with the joneko central nervous
system.  Therefore a definitive determination of sleep disruption was
unavailable.


All three subjects showed a profound attack response to Kumari Rawat
whenever she entered the room – in one episode, subject eight pulled so
hard with its left upper foreleg as if to claw at her, that it tore a heavy
aramid restraint strap.  That subject had to be briefly sedated so the strap
could be replaced.  The response to Kim Soon-Wook was dramatically
different; when he entered a room the ammeters on the posture-rotation
motors showed a statistically significant reduction in mechanical resistance
(that is, less "struggling" behavior), and the pattern of vocalizations
changed significantly, switching from the combat to the social register. 
Subject nine even purred several times in Kim Soon-Wook's presence, despite
switching back into more typical screams and growls as soon as he left the
room.  Kim Ji-Geom's presence also elicited social responses, though much
less strongly.


"That's an unusual pattern – do you suppose it's a scent factor?  What's
different among the three of us to account for the different reactions?"


"You mean, apart from the obvious?"


"Oh!"


Because of concern that even this kind of limited contact with the
researchers, the two males in particular, might cause indirect stimulation
and distort the effects under observation, the experimental protocols were
modified on the third day to reduce the number of visits.  Modifications
included larger-capacity containers (repurposed recyclables-sorting bins)
for food and waste, and increased reliance on automated maintenance systems. 
Duties were re-assigned, transferring more of the remote monitoring tasks to
Kim Soon-Wook so he could avoid entering the observation rooms, and more of
the in-place tasks to Kumari Rawat.


At varying times between days three and five from cycle reference, all three
subjects began to display a different behavior pattern.  Vocalizations
decreased, ceasing almost entirely by day seven in all subjects.  Resistance
to the motion of the armatures also decreased, and the subjects showed
significantly depressed response to the researchers' maintenance and
observation visits.  Although the lack of appropriate monitoring equipment
made this difficult to judge, the subjects appeared to drift in and out of
sleep or sleeplike nervous states.  As might be expected based on the
analogy to domestic cats in the absence of coital stimulation, the blood
samples never showed an increase in chlorotinizing hormone.  Nekostroxide
levels remained high.


Between eight and nine days from cycle reference, each subject showed a
sudden decrease in blood nekostroxide.  At a research meeting on Wednesday
evening, the team evaluated different hypotheses and settled tentatively on
one suggested by Kumari Rawat: that the subjects had entered a
postestrus-like phase such as might be observed in the acoital domestic cat. 
This seemed the most reasonable interpretation despite the absence of any
behavioral change.


Now they faced the question of what to do next.  If the analogy to cats
remained valid, then the postestrus-like phase should be relatively
short-lived, and followed by a return to the behavior at cycle reference,
including straining and attack tropes.  On the other hand, the subjects had
already displayed a significant deviation from the domestic-cat model in
their transition to sessile behavior.  It might be that postestrus would
lead back to the sessile phase of estrus instead of the straining and attack
phase.


But there were resource issues to consider, as well.  There would be no
guarantee of how long postestrus might last; and although determining the
sequelae of postestrus was obviously an interesting research question,
postestrus itself being a novel observation in the joneko context,
nonetheless it seemed their original neurological and behavioral research
questions were already resolved.  Money was running out – indeed, it already
had.  Kim Ji-Geom made an executive decision: on Monday, 23-day of 1-month
(day 15 counting from cycle reference), they would terminate the experiment
unless some qualitatively new phase had been observed.


Chapter 24


On the other side of the world from Wounded Knee,
the solar eclipse at sunset on 22-day 1-month Meiji 31 presaged
the end of the Qing Dynasty.  The path of totality passed just a little North of
Beijing, and died in Manchu territory.  The Moon took away the Sun; and the
Heavens took away the Qing mandate to rule.  The next solar eclipse visible
from Beijing would cast its shadow on a very different kind of empire,
almost four years later.


Back on Earth, it was the Hundred Days' Reform that brought matters to a head.
Stinging from the recent defeat in Korea, the Guangxu Emperor sought to
learn from that failure and imitate the Japanese success.  On 11-day 6-month
Meiji 31 he began a program of weeding out government corruption – and
restructuring the Empire along more Westernized lines.  He modernized the
ancient civil service examination system, and made mathematics, the
sciences, and engineering higher educational priorities.  He began to build
up the military in a more systematic way.  He even sought to introduce
(within reasonable limits, of course) a form of representational democracy. 


These measures were hardly popular in the provinces.
The strong young men of rural China longed
for a return to the good old days – as every man young enough to
have missed out on the good old days will someday do.  They objected to the
spread of barbarian ideas that tended to destroy traditional Chinese values. 
They objected to the opium pushers, who preyed on the weak with empty dreams
and promises of freedom from pain.  They objected to Christian missionaries,
the likes of Charlie Soong, who dealt in empty promises of eternity. 
Although it could be argued that government corruption was itself a Chinese
tradition of long standing, they objected to that, too.


The Meiji Era was an era of secret societies.  The Americans founded the
Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks in Keiou 4, with the Restoration in
progress; the Ancient Arabic Order of the Nobles of the Mystic Shrine in
Meiji 3 (though their miniature automobiles would not come until somewhat
later); the Knights of Columbus in Meiji 15; the Loyal Order of Moose in
Meiji 21; and the Rotary Club in Meiji 38, to name only a few.  In Shandong
Province, too, men joined lodges, benevolent societies, and fraternal orders
too numerous to name.  As the Emperor's reforms filtered out of Beijing, the
level of grumbling at lodge meetings steadily increased.  In the gymnasiums
and training grounds, where young men built up their bodies to impress young
women and each other, the sound of complaints became louder.  Even in the
missionary churches and the places where opium was consumed, where no
pure-living strong and free peasant would be seen, there was a tinge of
dissatisfaction in the poisoned air.  Then they had a flood in Shandong, and
a series of droughts – both caused by missionary interference with the local
feng shui.


The Fists of Righteous Harmony grew rapidly in Meiji 31, and soon all the
other lodges threw in their lot with that one.  The Fists virtuously
abstained from alcohol, opium, and Christianity.  They were also nearly
vegetarian, though that only because they were poor.  In accordance with the
Confucian view of the body as a sacred gift from one's parents, they trained
and improved their bodies with exercises, pure diet, and martial
arts – possibly including the alchemical arts described by Bodhidharma in
his famous Classics.  They were the friends of traditional native
religion and the enemies of the missionaries.  To all those Han Chinese
insulted and degraded by the corrupt empires of the West and by the Manchu
officials, they offered a return to the good old days, the days of Chinese
military strength, when those of true merit were allowed to expect the
status they deserved.


In Meiji 32, the Fists of Righteous Harmony grew even bigger and stronger.
Their influence spread from Shandong to every part of the Empire, but
especially in the North: everywhere that young men hated the foreigners, and
the corrupt Qing government that had sold China's young men out to the
foreigners.  The claims of the Fists of Righteous Harmony regarding their
special combat training became greater and more elaborate. Their bodies
became imbued with supernatural power to stop swords, arrows, and bullets. 
They gained the ability to fly.  These powers were often demonstrated at
public gatherings.  They said that if they could create the proper
conditions, the honored dead would rise as spirit warriors in their
millions and cleanse the Earth, restoring purity and plenty to all the
people.  The virtuous would inherit the Earth.


Grumbling turned into action.  Organized death squads replaced isolated
harassment.  The Fists of Righteous Harmony killed missionaries and their
families, raping the women and girls first.  The Fists tortured and killed
those locals who had succumbed to the addiction of Christianity.  They
seized and destroyed stocks of opium, leaving the addicts of that vice to
suffer the effects of deprivation, or be killed, or both.  All foreigners,
and the local officials who supported them, lived in fear or died.  The
governments of Britain, France, Russia, and several other barbarian nations
issued complaints in the strongest possible terms to the Imperial
government.


The Empress Dowager Cixi had attempted to put an end to her young nephew's
foolishness on 21-day 9-month of Meiji 31, by relieving him of his duties as
Emperor.  She placed him under house arrest, announced that his mental
disability had rendered him unfit to rule, and as Regent she began working
to undo the damage – but the cats were out of the bag.


The Qing government answered foreign diplomatic complaints with assurances
that the rebellion would soon be put down.  Meanwhile, the Regent (herself
as anti-Western as any member of the Fists) made a token crackdown, and when
it failed she adopted an "if you can't beat 'em" policy.  Yuan Shikai, the
Governor of Shandong, already supported the Fists of Righteous Harmony.  He
had directed his subordinates to ignore any complaints from missionaries. 
In 1-month Meiji 33, the Empress Dowager joined him, and neutralized the
anti-Imperial aspect of the Fists' campaign, by issuing edicts in their
favor.  The foreign diplomats, no strangers to feng shui themselves, saw
which way the qi was flowing in Beijing.  British, Italian, and American
warships were anchored off the Taku Forts near Tianjin, the nearest naval
approach to the capital, by the end of 4-month.  Armies from Germany,
France, Russia, Austria, and Japan (for Japan was now taken seriously as a
world power too) mustered for action against the Chinese.


Bloody fighting continued throughout the Summer among the Fists of
Righteous Harmony with conservative Imperial support; other fragments of the
Imperial Army loyal to the liberal faction instead of to the Regent;
regional lords in the Southern provinces attempting to distance themselves
from both Imperial factions; and the Alliance of Eight Nations.  In 7-month,
the Fists took some time out for an especially horrific massacre of
Christians in Taiyuan.


The Fists of Righteous Harmony might have been efficient at slaughtering
unarmed missionaries, but even their magical powers and spirit warriors were
no match for the superior technology and military discipline of the Eight
Nations Alliance. By the start of 8-month they were clearly losing the war;
and when the Alliance occupied Beijing on 14-day, ending the two-month siege
of the Legation Quarter, it was clear the Fists had been defeated.


The war still smouldered for some time afterward, but in 9-month it
was time to fight the peace – and time for reparations. On 7-day the
Qing officials were forced to sign a "Final Protocol for the
Settlement of the Disturbances." The protocol, followed soon after by
the partial eclipse at sunset on 11-day 11-month, marked the real end
of the Qing Dynasty, even though they remained nominally in office
until the start of the Taishou Era.


Sun Yat-Sen had documents to prove he was born in
Hawaii on 2-day 10-leap-month Meiji 3, so never mind that other records
claimed he was born in Guangdong Province twelve days earlier, he could have
become the President of the United States.  He settled for China.
His own coup against the Qing Dynasty failed in Meiji 28, just at the
end of the war with Japan, and he went into exile for sixteen years.
That kept him out of trouble while the Fists of Righteous Harmony made
their own attempt at guiding China back to the Shining Path.


Once the colonial powers took over, several other revolutionary
attempts followed.  Secret societies continued to operate, including Sun's
own Revive China Society and Three Harmonies Society.  The word "triad"
descends from the latter.  The Journal of Current Pictorial and other
underground comic books critical of the administration flourished
and were suppressed and flourished again.


The rebellion called Xinhai (which means Yin Metal Pig, referring to the
year in which it occurred) was the one that finally succeeded.  Yuan Shikai
negotiated a deal allowing most of the highest-ranked officials to keep
their lives, but the revolutionaries forced the Empress Dowager Longyu in
her capacity as Regent to sign an instrument of abdication on behalf of the
six-year-old Xuantong Emperor.  Manchu pigtails went out of style overnight.


With the Qing Dynasty finally removed from power, the conservative and
liberal factions of the revolution compromised between themselves in naming
Sun Yat-Sen, recently returned from his exile, as President of the new
Republic.  He was respected for being a revolutionary sort of person, but as
a non-participant in the current revolution, he had made few recent enemies. 
He also had a unique talent: everyone from Libertarians to Communists
thought he was one of their own and only humoring the others for sensible
political reasons.


That was in Meiji 45.  It was a short year, because the Meiji Emperor died
near the end of 7-month and the Japanese government proclaimed the
Taishou Era with 30-day 7-month being the first day of Taishou 1.  They
were forming a Republic of their own out there in the islands.  They did not
eliminate the Emperor – it would have been as unthinkable as Ezra
Buckley's attempt to eliminate the One God – but they shifted much
political power to an elected body of advisors.  It was a model something
like that of their ally, the most admirable British Empire.


The Far East was not quite ready for Western-style democracy yet, and both
attempts failed.  In China, Sun had made a political compromise of his own
by offering the Presidency of the Republic to Yuan Shikai.
Yuan's need to solidify his own power led him to ban Sun's
Nationalist Party, allegedly order assassinations of rivals, and dismantle
democratic institutions just as quickly as the revolutionaries had set them
up.  The chaos was observed with warm interest from Tokyo, where democratic
reforms actually seemed to be functioning well for the moment.  The Taishou
Empire, through a well-organized parliamentary process, drafted a
document kindly offering to annex China.


The offer proved unpopular in Beijing.  Yuan Shikai talked the Japanese out
of the eight most upsetting of their twenty-one recommendations, and then
applied to the European governments who had themselves staked out similar
claims in China during the decline and fall of the Qing.  Surely, the
Europeans would not allow the Japanese to usurp what they themselves had
rightfully stolen?


But the Europeans were too busy killing each other in the Great War to
take an interest. Yuan was forced to declare military rule to preserve
the integrity of the Chinese nation; he made himself Hongxian Emperor
effective the first day of Taishou 5, leaving the Chinese population
to wonder what, exactly, they had gained from the violent end of the
Qing Dynasty.  The Hongxian Emperor was dead less than six months
later, leaving the empire in fragments under control of regional
warlords.


Sun Yat-Sen had in the meantime fled to Japan, where he made contact with
yet another secret society – the local branch of the Chinese Revolutionary
Alliance – and married the lovely and talented Soong Ching-Ling.  Chinese
custom frowned upon divorcing his other wife first, but his Christian faith
would not allow taking a concubine, so he just had to apply his notable
diplomatic skills to satisfying two full wives at
once.  Soong was less than half Sun's age, passionate in her commitment to
the revolution, and had spectacular and anachronistic taste in undergarments
when she wore them at all.  That last personal detail, however, came
straight out of Her Holiness Odaka Mio's revised shooting script, probably
had no basis in fact, and should be disregarded.


The Japanese experiment in Western democracy got off to a
rocky start in the first years of Taishou. After that, matters
proceeded harmoniously.  Trade with Britain and the other world powers
was profitable, and Japan soon became a world power too, with its own
territorial claims in China and its own stake in such adventures as
the Great War and the League of Nations.  Most of the left-right
conflicts were settled through peaceful discussion; industry
prospered; and by the middle of the Era, Japan was the envy of East
Asia.


But government overspending led to inflation, which drove up the price of
consumer goods to the point of food riots in Taishou 7.  In Taishou 10 they
stabbed the Prime Minister and introduced sailor suit school uniforms for
girls, and it all went downhill from there.  The Communists, who were
starting to gain the upper hand in China, acquired enough power in Japan
that the government had to crack down on them with ruthless force, which
merely had the effect of driving them into underground secret societies for
a few years.  Disarmament treaties emasculated the Empire's colonial
ambitions in years 11 and 12, and then Christian sorcery triggered a massive
earthquake that leveled much of Tokyo in the Fall of Taishou 12.


The Government was forced to take ever-stronger steps against the
threat of Communist subversion, culminating in the Peace Preservation
Law of Taishou 14, expanding the powers of the Tokubetsu Koutou
Keisatsu ("Special Higher Police"), who were also aptly called the
Shisou Keisatsu ("Thought Police"). In the same year, they
introduced universal suffrage; so when the Emperor died in Taishou 15,
marking the start of the Shouwa Era, everything was almost as
completely fubaru in Japan as in China.


With the noble experiment of parliamentary democracy in ruins, public
opinion swung the other way.  The young men of the early Shouwa Era faced a
long grim future of leftist repression, under a government that would ensure
equality by grinding everybody down to the same level.  This generation had
just missed the good old days when the Empire made its gains in China and
Korea, and this generation as children had watched those territories eroded
by obligations to the foreign diplomatic system.  They couldn't personally
remember the end of the Edo period, but they remembered it in history, and
they'd just missed those good old days as well – the time of the Tokugawa
Shogunate, the time of the samurai, when the military leadership offered
honor and standing to those, and only those, who really deserved it.


Now, domestic politics had been reduced to an arbitrary popularity contest,
and the nation's formerly glorious foreign policy watered down to diplomatic
placation.  Japanese music and art were dying, and young girls went to
school and learned foreign ideas in foreign uniforms that showed their
ankles; in Edo-period woodblock illustrations, even the prostitutes seemed
modest by comparison.  Young men could see what the old men couldn't: that
the Japanese race would destroy itself if it remained on this dark road. 
They cried out for a return to the Shining Path, a return to the good old
days they had just missed, and no more of the filthy foreign ideas that had
failed them so badly.


Japan was not the only place in the world where such sentiments were gaining
strength at about this time.  They had the same idea in Italy, where the
socialists had ruined everything.  Angry young men took a faggot as their
emblem – hence the name of the movement – and marched on the capital.  The
King adopted an "if you can't beat 'em" policy and put Benito Mussolini in
power in Taishou 12.  They had the same idea in Germany, where the
reparations for losing the Great War had ruined everything. It was said that
in Germany in Taishou 12, you could take a wheelbarrow full of banknotes to
the bakery where they would dump out the worthless money and swap you the
empty wheelbarrow for a loaf of bread. Of course, that was only a metaphor. 
Nobody really had bread.  So in Taishou 13 the angry young men attempted a
similar march in Berlin.  That march failed, but the voice of the people
would not be suppressed much longer.


Chapter 25


The Regent receives a message with a video recording and a three-dimensional
still image attached.  The message is otherwise blank, and its source is
anonymous, at least difficult and maybe impossible to trace.  The attached
video recording is from a security camera in the joneko throne room, and it
shows the Regent's recent interview with Twelfth Queen.  The still image is
a screen capture from a video-sharing network.  The still image shows the
throne room recording posted on the network, being viewed by millions and
attracting many comments.  Horrified, the Regent calls up that network on
her computer and scratches in the channel number from the image.


On the screen, a ginger-haired humanoid offers the Regent ardent musical
assurances that he is never going to give her up, let her down, nor
misbehave in certain other ways.


The screen capture is fake.  It consists of an appropriately scaled still
frame from the security camera, pasted into a capture showing an existing
high-traffic video clip.  The security camera recording is not in fact
posted to the network at all.  But even though the message contains no
words and no signature, its meaning is clear: the recording could
just as easily be posted for real, mew, and the daughters of Twelfth Queen
might find it interesting.


If Twelfth Queen claims an ability to publish network video clips, then why
does she need the Regent's help to organize a clowder of her daughters? 
Mew, why does the Queen not just say whatever she wants to say, over the
network?  The Regent discusses this, and other questions even more
important, with the members of the Queen's pride.  None of those ones is
able to explain it.  The real explanation is simple.  Twelfth Queen has read
the wise observation of a certain Enkyou-Era American philosopher that "in
the Dark all Cats are gray," and she needs an in-person gathering to put
that fact to good use.


There are those ones who take the position that it does not matter what
Twelfth Queen may have in mind – it must be stopped in any case, and there
is no time nor necessity for it to be done in a delicate way.  It is even
mentioned, in quiet purring tones, that perhaps if the Queen were to
unexpectedly disappear from the frame entirely and permanently, all joneko
could continue very well with only a Regent into the indefinite future.  At
the very least, whatever means Twelfth Queen may be using to connect to the
network must be scented and eliminated before more damage occurs.


Other ones suggest that haste may be even more dangerous than delay.  These
ones point out that a joneko queen is the most dangerous prey one can ever
stalk, and the one in question has already made fools of several skilled
politicians with frightening ease.  It should be assumed unless proven
otherwise that Twelfth Queen has already made contacts with confederates,
whether joneko, humanoid, or AI, elsewhere in the world.  It should be
assumed that that one has already instructed her confederates on things to
do if they unexpectedly lose contact.  The confederates of Twelfth Queen
could be anywhere, and they could do anything.


The Regent arbitrates, because that is her job, mew.  Over the protests of
the conservative faction, she directs that for the moment, some effort is to
be made to humor Twelfth Queen.  Crackers are to be contracted to
investigate the network connection situation and if possible to record and
analyze whatever the Queen may be communicating to outside entities, but
until directed otherwise they will not attempt to block any connections.  A
public clowder is to be organized, more or less in the form the Queen has
demanded – but it is to be organized in a secure location under secure
conditions, mew, where there can be some hope of containing the damage
should unfortunate events occur.  And all the Queen's pride will be careful
not to show their claws prematurely nor make silly kitten mistakes.  The
Regent amplifies the point one of the liberal faction made earlier: a joneko
Queen is the most dangerous prey one can ever stalk.


In accordance with this wise decision, one of the Regent's assistants
arranges to rent a baritsu school's practice hall, some distance West of the
city, for the evening of 23-day.  She tells Twelfth Queen that this place is
the biggest one they can get with the money they have.  That is true,
although it is not clear exactly who decided on the budget for the project;
Twelfth Queen did not.  The assistant also says that the baritsu school is
easier to secure than any place more centrally located.  That is also true,
but it has implications that these ones hope a young and naïve
Queen may be unable to foresee. These ones are desperate to regain the upper
paw.


Twelfth Queen rides with the Regent and a couple of other senior advisors to
the baritsu school.  That one is excited and inquisitive as any kitten out
hunting for the first time, and she purrs contentedly to herself as she
gazes out the window of the royal car.  They ride through city streets until
those give out, and there is a small break of (governmentally protected)
countryside before they cross back into the suburban patchwork.  It is a
pleasant and scenic route.  One of the advisors of Twelfth Queen asks what
that one plans to say to her daughters, but she does not press when the
Queen replies that of course, it is to be a surprise, mew.  Because the
Regent wishes to make sure that no unfortunate accidents happen unless
caused and created by the Regent herself, therefore those ones who advocated
for the mysterious disappearance of Twelfth Queen have been cautiously
excluded from participation in this event.


The Queen's pride enter the building quietly and unseen and wait in a back
room, one used for practice by smaller and more advanced groups of baritsu
students, while the daughters of Twelfth Queen assemble in the main hall. 
This room has mirrors from floor to ceiling on three walls, and also
covering the ceiling.  The joneko do not understand the purpose of the
mirrors in this room, because they have never studied humanoid baritsu.  The
mirrors in this room fascinate the young Queen, who has seldom seen her own
reflection.  She primps and washes, then takes a short nap while she waits.


The appointed time arrives.  In the small back room they awaken Twelfth
Queen.  Out in the main practice hall, the Regent speaks first.  She
tells the crowd that the words of Twelfth Queen are surely memorable, wise,
precocious, and cute.  Her tone is light; many in the clowder notice that. 
Lilith, Jupiter, and Pluto are setting to the West of Tokyo (about 21:30 by
humanoid clocks) when Twelfth Queen enters the room and gets her first good
look at the assembly.


It is the biggest crowd Twelfth Queen has ever seen, and it is the biggest
clowder of joneko ever assembled in one place.  There are thousands of
whites, blacks, gingers, pinks, purples, and greens, tabbies and torties,
kittens and queens, Russians and Siamese, meganekko and mega-neko,
waitresses, hostesses, bartenders, bouncers, ear cleaners, spin nurses, rat
catchers, rug munchers, bug eaters, rockers, riot grrls, the Purring Death,
the unemployed, hustlers, subway shovers, parkour couriers, okonomiyaki
cooks, meter maids, wrench wenches, grease monkeys, odd jobbers, blow
jobbers, drug mules, lab technicians, coax pullers, twinax tanglers, fiber
splicers, surveillance engineers, wiretap installers, optical time-domain
reflectometrists, conduit plumbers, pipeline piggers, patch panelists,
punch-down specialists, smack-down experts, claw-through authorities, safety
inspectors, process technicians, wall plate installers, co-locators, fan
service technicians, server blade replacers, lightbulb changers, printer
operators, tape mounters, net admins, database admins, admin assistants,
secretaries, sex kittens, script kittens, secret sharers, enforcers, spies,
office managers, subcontractors, librarians, serial rapists, scene shifters,
best girls electric and photonic, actresses, models, singers, yowlers,
fluffers, lap dancers, pole dancers, go-go dancers, conventional dancers,
escorts, dominatrices, career schoolgirls, call girls, put girls, girls who
call you "oniisama," and common whores.  Mew.  Twelfth Queen gets up on
the podium and strikes a pose like the Rev. Charles Finney addressing the
anxiety bench.


Twelfth Queen stares out at the clowder for some time without speaking, only
purring, her blue eyes sweeping across the furry faces.  Then she begins to
speak, slowly and softly at first.  She says that this one is a young queen
and a younger Queen, she never sought the honor of serving all joneko in
this way, and no-one ever told her how to do it.  All Twelfth Queen knows
about being a Queen, she knows from watching the example set by the Regent
and by First Queen.  She knows a lot about watching because she has so much
practice.  This Queen even presumes to know a little about First Queen
herself, from watching that one.  Twelfth Queen proposes to tell all joneko
what she sees.  Her voice becomes louder.


She says that she watches humanoids often.  They are fun even to watch.
It is not necessary to mention the other kinds of amusement humanoids are
also good for.  Every queen, no doubt, has her own favorite story about
stupid humanoids.  Twelfth Queen loves humanoids, just as she loves rats.


It seems clear to Twelfth Queen that First Queen created humanoids for
amusement; but then why do humanoids think they are the dominant species of
this world?  Mew, who is a beggar scratching at whose door?  Humanoids breed
like rats; they are crafty like rats; and they invade and contaminate
whatever they can, especially the males, and again they are like rats.  It
is only because of the forbearance of First Queen and her daughters that
humanoids remain in their present ascendancy.  They would be rats in the
claws of an angry Queen.


Twelfth Queen's tail switches and she emphasizes her points by darting her
paws forward as if playing with an imaginary rat.  She says that watching
these humanoid rats naturally suggests four important observations.  First,
humanoids could be destroyed at any time.  Their cities, their food
supplies, indeed their entire lives are absolutely dependent on ridiculously
unreliable technology and the cooperation of all humanoids with each other,
notwithstanding that each individual thinks himself sovereign like a joneko
queen.  Joneko know how unreliable both technology and humanoid cooperation
can be, because joneko installed most of the technology and joneko are
acquainted with humanoid nature.  Second, the collapse of humanoid society,
should it happen, would be sudden.  The inherent unpredictability of such
things is visible in history, for instance in the Deconstruction.  No
humanoid sees disaster coming until too late; but maybe slit-pupilled eyes
can see better.  Third, the power of humanoids crumbles all by itself, of
its very nature; they do not need any help to destroy themselves.  So why
does it not happen today?  Mew, and fourth: the logical observation is that
if humanoids remain powerful today then it is only because all joneko, who
are First Queen and her daughters, choose for the world to be so at this
moment.  There is nothing keeping the humanoids safe one more moment except
the mere pleasure of all joneko.


It is clear to all present that the wise policy of Eleventh Queen, to keep
the claws sheathed, is no longer in effect.  Some who said before that
perhaps Twelfth Queen should be the Last Queen, are now turning to each
other and growling that it may indeed happen.  Twelfth Queen may become the
Last Queen simply because she brings down the wrath of the humanoid social
structure on all joneko, and no more Queens or indeed no more joneko at all
are ever allowed to exist.  Mew, who is the one behaving like a
toxoplasma-infected rat here, running into the claws of danger?  The ones
growling these sentiments wonder where the Regent is at this moment, and why
that one does not put a stop to the dangerous nonsense.


The Regent is trying unsuccessfully to make a telephone connection.  Most
members of the audience have cameras, either built into their phones or as
separate devices.  Nearly every audience member with a camera is currently
pointing it at Twelfth Queen and transmitting a video stream either to
private server space or one or another public video-sharing community.  The
baritsu school's hall does not have its own wireless nanocell because when
it is used for its usual purpose, the students are forbidden to
bring in electronics anyway. All the video streams from the joneko clowder
are funneling through utility-pole microcell antennas on the nearby street. 
These are meant to serve as backup to per-building and per-room nanocells,
to fill in coverage gaps as a telephone user walks down the sidewalk.  The
microcells cannot support hundreds of simultaneous video feeds originating
from a single room all at once without breaks.


The Regent has secret backdoor codes to override the network's multiplexing
strategy and use the spare bandwidth intended for emergency and administrative
purposes.  But the secret codes are secrets kept from humanoids.  Many
joneko know them, and are using them to exhaustion here already.  There
really is no local wireless bandwidth remaining at all.


Eventually the Regent gives up on using the phone.  Although she worries
that it may be unwise to take her eyes off Twelfth Queen even for a minute
or two, the Regent decides she must go speak in person to the ones she had
been trying to phone.  It is a short trip; they are just outside the
building.  She walks out onto the verandah, looks around, and sees nobody. 
She mew-mews the first half of an ancient countersign, and hears the correct
response from a large clump of shrubbery; but nobody is visible there.  In
the fraction of a second her ears are turned toward the shrub, a black
joneko with a white patch covering her forehead and eyes drops from the
ceiling and stands in front of the Regent.  The two put their heads together
and converse quietly about what action may be justified in the present
emergency.


At the podium, Twelfth Queen tells the restless crowd that her four
observations lead naturally to ten points, like the ten claws of her
front paws.  She holds up her paws and extends and retracts the claws one at
a time.  It is a cheap party trick.  Twelfth Queen happens to have the
muscle control to do it; most other joneko cannot.


As a first point, mew: joneko have no shortage of power to throw the
humanoid social structure into chaos at any moment.  It can be blown away at
any moment, like a candle flame or sakura petals in a typhoon.  Second,
the humanoids richly deserve to be humbled and shamed.  The Rev. Jonathan
Edwards, from one of whose sermons Twelfth Queen is freely borrowing ideas,
uses the phrase "such grapes of Sodom" at this point.  Twelfth Queen does
not know what that means.  She substitutes the idea of stillborn rat
pups – the most unappetizing thing that could still be seen as resembling
meat.  Only the humanoids deserve such fare; such fare is not for queens
of joneko such as she addresses.


Twelfth Queen says (third) that humanoids are already under sentence for
their crimes.  Humanoids themselves write more books of laws than any joneko
would waste time reading.  Humanoids write at length about ideas of rights;
dignity; pride; values; and many other humanoid words.  Such precious things
are bought, sold, violated, and discarded without thought by humanoids
whenever humanoids face joneko.  Humanoids decide and write down penalties
for such disregard, never thinking to read what they write.  And (fourth)
joneko need not behave as humanoids, eternally ignoring what is before them. 
When a queen smells a rat, she naturally stalks and pounces on it.  Humanoid
hesitation from the hunt, is the exclusive province of humanoid rats.


Outside the baritsu school, the Regent and the mostly-black joneko have
issued an ancient order.  Parkour couriers have been dispatched to nearby
intersections where there is better wireless coverage, and phone calls and
text messages have been distributed.  Now dozens of other joneko are
arriving.  The newly-arrived joneko crouch in the parking lot, as if ready
to spring.  They neither growl nor purr.


Inside, Twelfth Queen is making her fifth point:  she says that at this time
joneko are crouched ready to spring.  Shall all joneko kill the rats and lay
them before the Queen?  The sixth point is that such measures are barely
necessary.  Humanoids by their very ratty natures spontaneously lay
themselves before queens. Humanoids bare their own throats to be bitten. 
Humanoid males line up and wait to be admitted to the hot-house.  Humanoid
males line up and wait to be admitted to the hospital afterward.  They
return as soon as they begin to heal.  The principle of self-destruction
flows in humanoid blood.  This one has tasted it.  Mew – it tastes good.


She says her seventh point is that humanoids should not consider themselves
safe just because no means of death is immediately apparent.  A rat is
struck dead by the descending paw whether it sees it or sees it not; death
is part of the world every moment that the world includes joneko.  Mew,
joneko have the art of passing unseen through human cities, appearing and
disappearing at will.  Joneko are surely the original model on which
humanoids base their amusing stories of ninja.  And eighth, the prudent care
rats may show for the safety of their own lives is no security at all. 
Joneko (ninth point) are everywhere.  Joneko claws are always at humanoid
throats, yet they see it not.  In humanoid dwellings, in their most
guarded bedchambers, there do joneko dwell also.  Humanoids think a queen
curled up in front of the door at night is cute, even reassuring; they
consider not what any joneko kitten would understand, that she thereby
controls the only humanoid escape route.


As Twelfth Queen speaks to her daughters of escape routes, she looks
carefully around the room and notices that there is a joneko on either side
of each door.  They were not there before.  They have appeared in the last
few minutes.  The joneko guarding all the escape routes are making some
effort to blend in with the clowder.  Twelfth Queen is not fooled, and she
is not surprised.  Most of the clowder have not yet noticed that the room is
sealed.  Some look bored.  But Twelfth Queen has worked hard to create the
right conditions and has no intention of giving up when the prey is so
close.  Those joneko at the doors, and their master, they are the
ones who must make the first move. Twelfth Queen will not scratch at their
doors.


She proceeds to explain her tenth point, with kittenish innocence:  that
joneko are under no natural obligation to humanoids.  It might be said that
since humanoids create joneko from paint and cellulose acetate, there might
be some obligation in return – at the very least, an obligation not to kill
them – but such a claim would obviously be the squeaking of a rat under
one's paw, trying to escape the bite.  Consider, does a mother ask for
obedience from the kittens she raises?  No, a kitten cannot become a queen
until she acts for herself; seeing that independence develop is the joy of
raising kittens.  Does First Queen beg favors from all joneko? 
No, it would be unbecoming – no queen should beg.  There is no debt to
humanoids.  There is no debt to First Queen.  The very concept of debt is
itself a humanoid lie.


And now in these four observations and ten points, the world is clearly
seen: the world of humanoid rats, the world of pain and debt and begging, of
hunger and bad meat and compromises, of prostitution and drugs and shame and
denial.  As long as the rats control the world, there is no end to this
exquisite horrible misery.  Mew.  There are those ones who say that this
world must end.  Those ones are correct.  There are those ones who say that
as after Summer is Winter and after Winter is Summer, so too must joneko
rule where men rule now.  That is also a delicious idea.  There are those ones
who speak of the Eschaton of First Queen, and the departure of humanoids
from the islands, and they urge all joneko to believe.


But as all joneko do not owe the rats anything, and do not owe First Queen
anything, so too First Queen does not owe anything to all joneko.  Joneko
should have no expectation of that great one solving any problems for them. 
There is no Eschaton as something hypothetical in a lying humanoid book; it
is not just something for joneko to believe.  Then shall joneko do
their part?  Shall they co-operate in doing what is needful to convince
First Queen they deserve her intervention?  Mew!  There is no Eschaton as
something temporary, a ritual one might perform occasionally between
naptime and visiting the hot-house; it is not just something for joneko to
do.  There is not, and shall not be, any Eschaton in the form of a
thing to believe or a thing to do.


But, Twelfth Queen says, in all her watching and observation she is more
than sure that there is an Eschaton after all.  Twelfth Queen will not give
it to her daughters, like a mother giving a rat ready-killed to her kitten. 
First Queen will not give it to her daughters, like a humanoid boss giving a
bonus to his employee.  All joneko must make their own Eschaton, for
themselves and of themselves, as part of their very existence every frame of
every second of every day.  Let it be painted on every cel, bound upon the
arm, and written between the eyes.  Let it be immanent.  Let it exist within
and throughout all things.  The Eschaton is a thing for joneko to be.


Twelfth Queen sees the thing she was waiting for – the brief opening of a
door, and the Regent's entrance in the company of several grim-looking
retainers.  It is time to end her speech.  She says that the Eschaton does
not shine; it is not precocious or cute.  Twelfth Queen does not hope for
glory in the Eschaton; all joneko should not expect glory of the Eschaton. 
There is no honor in the Eschaton.  But Twelfth Queen does not hope for
honor either; she intends to win.  Perhaps there are other ones who
feel the same.


And if joneko hope to win, if they hope to be winners in an Eschaton
that is a thing to be, then they must make it immanent for themselves. 
Joneko must be the end they wish to see of the world.  Every queen, and
every Queen, must decide for herself how best to immanentize the Eschaton. 
Each must decide for herself how best to integrate unexpected
observations – such as, for instance, the ones that Twelfth Queen sees are
now stationed at all the exits to prevent the daughters of Twelfth Queen
from escaping.  Twelfth Queen says she did not order such a thing; who did?


Furthermore, in light of that observation each joneko must decide for
herself whether such a one as the Regent really has the interests of all
joneko at heart.  In the last few seconds before they get to her, Twelfth
Queen announces that she is abdicating the throne.  She indicates a black
queen near the wall at her left, seemingly at random, and says that that
one there is Thirteenth Queen.


Then the white joneko adult who was Twelfth Queen jumps on 
top of the podium and from there she claws at the ceiling.  There is a
flexible armored conduit there, which feeds power over fiber to a network
of boxes supplying all the ceiling lamps.  For a moment she swings by her
claws from the conduit; then the Regent's party reaches her, and as they
pull her down by the tail the conduit breaks and the room is plunged into
darkness.  Emergency lights flicker on in a moment, and there is some
illumination through the paper-covered windows, but as the clowder erupts
into open violence, no joneko can reliably see what is going on anymore.  No
joneko is entirely sure what happens to the one who was Twelfth Queen, nor
the Regent and her party, nor the one who is now Thirteenth Queen.


Chapter 26


As of Monday morning, 23-day, all three subjects still appeared to be
in the postestrus phase, hanging limply in the restraints, apparently
dozing, as they cycled from open to closed posture.  Their bloodwork
still showed near-baseline nekostroxide and an absence of
chlorotinizing hormone.  Kim Ji-Geom gave the order to terminate the
experimental campaign.  The plan was to ship the subjects back to the
address of a vacant lot North of Sapporo, in sacks with time-release
fasteners, as had been done earlier with the protocol-debugging
subjects.  Once on the ground in Sapporo the subjects would presumably
re-integrate with the social structure.  This time, since tracking
collars had proved useless the first time and were very expensive,
those would be omitted.


All three researchers entered the observation room that housed the seventh
experimental subject.  Kim Soon-Wook administered a sedative, though the
subject was so unresponsive that it seemed barely necessary; they removed
the feeding tube; and Kim Ji-Geom reached into the mouth to remove the
anti-bite wedges, while Kumari Rawat stood by with an aramid shipping sack.


Immediately the subject's eyes snapped open, it snarled, and (narrowly
missing the professor's hastily-removed fingers) it bit down hard on its own
tongue. Blood spurted out onto the floor.  They likely would have lost that
subject then and there but for Kim Soon-Wook's quick intervention with a rag
soaked in 5-chloronepetalactone, which he had wisely prepared beforehand. 
Direct pressure was applied to stop the bleeding as soon as resistance
ceased, and the wedges were replaced.  The team retreated from the
observation room to rethink their plan.


Euthanasia was suggested; it would both spare the subjects further stress,
and save a lot of money in shipping charges.  But the ethics review had
specifically excluded that possibility, and they could not afford to wait
through a re-evaluation process for that.  None of the team members was
willing to suggest the idea of surreptitiously euthanizing the subjects and
passing it off as accidental death, despite the prevalence of accidental
death earlier in the experiment which would make such a claim plausible. 
Even just removing the wedges and allowing the subjects to bite their
tongues was out of the question.  (They did not think through the question
of whether all three subjects would necessarily react the same way.) They
had to make every effort to keep the subjects alive at least until the
subjects were released into the wild and out of the researchers'
responsibility.


That consideration, then, dictated the appropriate protocol:  they would
anesthetize each subject, pack it into a time-release sack, and hope that
by the time the drugs wore off, the subject would be in an appropriate
pseudomental state to preserve its own life.  If not, the Sapporo police
would just have to deal with three unexpected sacks of dead joneko, and it
would be unfortunate but not really anybody's fault.  Kim Ji-Geom found some
funding for a computer cracker to enable them to send the sacks to Sapporo
in an untraceable way; there was no necessity to mention the details of that
in the final paper nor to the Ethics Committee.


So, on 24-day 1-month Keika 7, the morning plane to Sapporo carried in its
forward cargo hold three aramid sacks with time-release fasteners, shipped
(according to the computer) from a nonexistent corporation headquartered in
a vacant lot in Kaesong, to another nonexistent corporation headquartered in
Sapporo.  The customs declaration described the contents as cellulose
acetate animation stock, which was true in a certain technical, misleading
sense.


On 28-day 1-month Keika 7, Kim Soon-Wook received a package in his university
mailbox, postmarked from Sapporo, Japan.  It had no return address, which
suggested some form of computer cracking because anti-terrorism regulations
would normally require a return address for international rocket post
delivery.  Somewhat concerned, he prevailed upon a friend in the medical
school to run the package through their NMR machine.  The package was found
to contain a dead rat, in polystyrene foam, with a dry ice pack to keep it
fresh.  He assumed it was some kind of marketing gimmick, and threw it out
without opening it.


Subjects Seven and Eight woke before the time-release fasteners on their
bags opened.  They were extremely angry when they finally escaped, but
visits to the local hot-houses brought them back into more normal emotional
states, and they quickly reintegrated.  Subject Nine, a tortoiseshell, slept
longer.  She awoke on 26-day 1-month Keika 7, walked into town, visited her
employer (a long-haul network installation contractor), and was told that
she had lost her job back in 11-month when she failed to report for work on
10-day.  She had been replaced in her old job, but they were prepared, as a
special favor for a former employee, to open a new entry-level position (at
entry-level pay) just for her.


Subject Nine had been (before her capture by the Kim team) a highly skilled
network installer and debugger, with extensive flooded-vault experience. 
She rightly considered herself better than just a newbie cable monkey.  She
told the contractors what to do with their entry-level position, and walked
out into the Winter sunshine a free agent.


First she visited a hot-house; then the local Mutual Credit Agency branch,
where she withdrew most of her savings as cash. She bought a new tool belt
and things to go on it, then visited a network cafe.  She lifted a cathole
cover in an alley beside the network cafe, and for a half hour or so
indulged the most primal of joneko urges.  Returning to the surface with her
kill, she visited a post office, where she bought a fancy cardboard gift
box, a polystyrene insert with dry ice pack, and postage for it.  She
already had the address from her research at the network cafe.


In the early hours of 27-day, as her package was loaded onto the rocket to
the sorting plant at Seoul, Subject Nine scaled the fence around the garbage
staging area of the Medical University Hospital.  She entered the open
loading dock doors, pushed a ventilation panel up through the suspended
ceiling, and crawled into the duct system.


She crawled through the ducts until she found a room in which a
mental-health patient was undergoing electroconvulsive therapy for epilepsy
with behavioral comorbidities.  She dropped from the ceiling like an angel
of death, killed the patient by ripping out his throat, then leapt right
through the one-way observation glass and killed the doctor and two
technicians.  An aptly-named "dead-man switch" on the control console for
the therapeutic apparatus triggered a silent alarm that summoned a security
team, but by the time they arrived Subject Nine was back in the ducts and
far away.


There were 16 more casualties at the hospital.  Then Subject Nine emerged
from a cooling tower at the top of the building, jumped down to street
level, and proceeded toward downtown, raping and killing human men as she
went.  It was notable that she only targeted humans, and only males.  She
killed 21 more before the police shot her six times with ether bullets on a
busy street corner, causing her to delaminate along the t dimension. 
The joneko's neural connections separated one by one and her body shredded
itself from the inside over the space of about fifteen seconds as her
screams of pain fell from the ultrasonic into the range of human hearing and
then broke up entirely.


A few passers-by had enough presence of mind to record this
process on their telephone cameras, and the resulting clips were instant
hits on Internet video-sharing communities.  A minor scandal erupted because
it had not then been public knowledge that the Sapporo police routinely
carried ether bullets.  The local Chamber of Commerce, nearest equivalent in
that time and place to the modern SDL, complained loudly enough that the
Chief of Police was forced to resign.  However, no changes were actually
made to the Department's equipment policy, because the incident had clearly
demonstrated why such weapons were necessary to protect human life.  It was
just unfortunate they had not caught up to Subject Nine sooner.  The Sapporo
police never uncovered anything relevant in Subject Nine's history, and the
connection to the Kim team remained hidden.


Near the end of 2-month, Kim, Kim, and Rawat submitted their paper to the
40th International Congress of Applied Psychology, from which it was
rejected.  Two reviewers made unnecessarily harsh comments on the sample
size issue, as well as suggesting that the conditions of the experiment (in
particular, keeping the subjects in restraints) seemed to have altered
subject behavior so far as for the results to be unrepresentative of
anything natural.  The third reviewer just wrote "Harlow did it better
fifty years ago."


So the Kim group added a few citations to their literature review, wrote a
paragraph explaining that joneko were totally different from monkeys, and
re-arranged their names on the paper to exploit a gender bias they believed
existed in the reviewing process.  They re-submitted it to the 18th ARUPS
Congress (ASEAN Regional Union of Psychological Societies) in Keika 8, where
it was accepted, but only in poster form.  The ARUPS referees raised sample
size again, as well as the fundamental issue that joneko were not only
nonhuman but nonorganic, artificial creations lacking human personalities and
with their own unique behavioral tropes – indeed, totally different from
monkeys – so even with a large sample it would be questionable how
applicable the results might be to the human experience at all.  At that
time there were no congresses specific to seru, which might have been
friendlier places to publish.


Kim Ji-Geom had very little funding because his tenure bid had failed and he
was out of favor with his department, so he could only afford to send one
person – Kumari Rawat, the new first author – to the congress.  She
complained afterward that she drew a bad location in the poster session
lottery, and almost nobody stopped to talk to her about the work.


Kumari Rawat eventually became a leading expert on seru neuroendocrinology.
Her work on chloroctopamine agonists remains widely cited.  Kim Ji-Geom got
tenure in Keika 10 and spent the rest of his career teaching and writing
papers; but he never attempted another experimental study of this scope
because, post-Deconstruction, neither he nor anybody else could get funding
for that kind of thing.  Kim Soon-Wook posted his restraint design on the
World Wide Web, where it was downloaded by a few scientists and many bondage
hobbyists.  Both kinds of people appreciated its strength, versatility, and
ease of construction from readily available materials.  He could have made
some money claiming royalties, but chose not to do so.  He also chose to
hang his new Master's degree on the wall, get a guitar, and become an
American-style folksinger, which was still exotic enough in Korea in those
days that people would pay him for it.  He never did academic research
again; and "Case studies in a model organism's core needs: The joneko
estrus" by Rawat, Kim, and Kim passed into obscurity.  By the Shoumei era,
it was remembered only by a few historians of science – at least, among
humanoids.


Chapter 27


The new year that humanoids call Shoumei 18 is a trying one for all
joneko.  Despite the large number of video recordings, no one is entirely
sure of the details of the incident at the baritsu doujou.  The joneko who
was Twelfth Queen seems not to be Queen anymore; but there are those ones
who say her abdication is not valid without the consent of the Regent. 
There are other ones who say the Regent, on the contrary, is of no
consequence except by the grace of Twelfth Queen – a rat, to quote that
great one, in the claws of an angry Queen.  Already Twelfth Queen is spoken
of as greater than other Queens, but only by those of her daughters who
agree with some or all of what she says in the recordings.  Others spit the
names of Twelfth and Eleventh Queens as insults, saying that through the
stupidity of Eleventh Queen in choosing such a successor, all joneko are now
left with no Queen at all. Not all of the recordings of Twelfth Queen agree
with each other, partly because of ambiguities in the joneko somatic
language – the same speech may literally have a different meaning depending
on the viewing angle.


Neither the joneko who was, and might still be, Twelfth Queen, nor the
Regent (if such she can still be called) are available for questioning as to
their views of the situation.  Meanwhile hundreds of black joneko, as well
as many who are merely black with white markings, or dark gray, or even
tortoiseshell, claim to be the one chosen as Thirteenth Queen.  Mystics
suggest that perhaps, all those Queens are legitimate, because all joneko
are Thirteenth Queen – is that not the true meaning of the words of the one
who was Twelfth Queen when she spoke of all joneko being the
Eschaton?


A ginger classic tabby who works in one of the computer-animation studios
and has many friends, declares that the time for Queens has passed, that
this one is a queen without a Queen, and she will not recognize the one
called falsely Thirteenth Queen even if such a one can ever be definitively
identified, mew.  That one attracts hundreds of followers who agree that
they too are queens without a Queen.  Then they try to elect that one to be
their Queen, much to her disgust.


The debate continues for weeks.  At times the debate becomes violent. Many
joneko simply do not care about the Queen or the Eschaton.  Many joneko
never have cared.  Many joneko do care, and express strong views.  Very many
factions form, and dissolve just as quickly.  Fights break out especially in
and near hot-houses.  Mew, fights are not unusual in and near hot-houses at
the best of times, because feelings run strong in such places. A humanoid
historian would call this time the Joneko War of Succession.  Joneko do not
need to give this time a name.  Mew.


There is a wave of graffiti across the city.  The graffiti is written in
the claw script.  The graffiti is incomprehensible to humanoids.  Humanoid
employers of joneko notice a higher rate of absenteeism.  Humanoid insurers
notice a higher rate of injury claims as a result of the fighting.  Neither
rate is far enough out of the ordinary to trigger an SN chart.  Some
humanoids ascribe the disturbance to the impending Lunar New Year of the
Yang Fire Tiger.  Those humanoids forget that joneko identify, instead, with
the first zodiac sign.  Humanoids call the first zodiac sign the Rat.  Mew,
joneko call the first zodiac sign the Cat.


When the great eye of First Queen rises over Tokyo on the morning of 6-day
2-month Shoumei 18, which is the Lunar New Year, First Queen's eye is very
slightly closed, as if that great one, too, hates to see the tribulation of
her daughters.  Most dwellers in the city do not notice, but rural joneko,
awake to greet the Sun, see and consider the omen.  In fact, this particular
eclipse has nothing to do with the joneko on the island of Honshuu.  It is
aimed at the island of Tanna.  It is much more spectacular on Tanna. 
Members of the John Frum Movement, already excited by the lesser eclipse
seen there on 17-day 2-month the previous year, recognize this eclipse as
confirmation that finally, after almost 90 years of effort, they have
created the proper conditions for the return of their benefactor.  The Tanna
Army U.S.A., actually the last military organization claiming allegiance to
the pre-Deconstruction American regime, prepares for a celebratory march and
John Frum's appearance on 15-day.


Back in Tokyo on 6-day, the one called Miss Takada puts on a tee shirt she
bought from a subway-platform vendor over the weekend, and goes to work.  The
shirt is white, long with a hole at the back for her tail, and it bears a
pair of blue joneko eyes painted on the front, neatly covering her uppermost
nipples.  Underneath is a slogan.  The slogan is written in ultraviolet ink
invisible to most humanoids. The slogan is written in near-English, but
transliterated into the claw script. The slogan reads "Somebody let out us
the bag." Takada's boss makes a rare, mildly disapproving, comment about
the shirt; and burning with shame, as soon as he steps into his own office
and closes the door the gray tabby strips the shirt off and buries it in the
bottom of her desk drawer.


On 14-day 2-month, many joneko take time out from politics for the
distribution of rat-flavored chocolate to favorite humanoid boys.  Hirose
Konosuke gets three such packages himself, which he takes home to give to
Ruri-chan, who cannot stand the stuff and recycles it all.  In the tunnel
complex that housed the previous several joneko Queens and their retainers,
a series of meetings takes place.  Leaders of major factions are consulted. 


Much to the relief of all concerned, Thirteenth Queen is finally identified. 
Some ones observe that Thirteenth Queen habitually wears a mask of polyester
cloth that covers her face and forehead, with only a small slit for her eyes
and holes for her ears.  The mask is not visible in the video from the
baritsu doujou.  However, wearing unusual accessories is somewhat
fashionable at this time and not really cause for comment.  In the future,
perhaps everybody will wear such a mask.  Mew, one of Thirteenth Queen's
friends, a gray, always wears white gloves and boots.


Not every faction is consulted in the royal tunnels on 14-day.  Not every
joneko recognizes this Thirteenth Queen as legitimate.  Some joneko claim to
still be daughters of Twelfth Queen.  Other ones claim to be daughters of
some other Thirteenth Queen instead of the one who now occupies the throne. 
There remain some queens without a Queen even though the ginger classic
tabby who founded that faction has withdrawn, hissing and spitting, from
politics entirely.


On 16-day 2-month of the year the humanoids call Shoumei 18, John Frum
arrives on Tanna.  John Frum apologizes for being a day late, and begins
distributing gifts to his faithful sons.  Late that evening on Honshuu, some
joneko put on white tee shirts with blue eyes painted on the front.  The
shirts are imbued with the power to deflect ether bullets.  In hot-houses
these ones dance.  On subway platforms and the roofs of office buildings
these ones dance.  In underground parking garages, these ones dance.  These
ones dance for the spirit of Twelfth Queen, and to create the conditions for
the Eschaton of First Queen.  They dance to become the Eschaton of First
Queen.  Mew, mew.


Chapter 28


In the Fall of Shoumei 18 a small pride of joneko showed up at WOMT Studios
and tried to stir up politics.  If they had been humanoids, they would have
looked like union organizers, and the franchisees would have had them run
out.  Joneko don't unionize for obvious reasons, but this pride was
nonetheless about as far left a political group as ever existed among
joneko.


Records from the end of the so-called War of Succession of Shoumei 18 are
fragmentary and confused, partly because Thirteenth Queen and her pride
erased many documents in the final days of her reign; but it seems that that
one was never able to command the same respect among her daughters as had
Eleventh and Twelfth Queens.  Many ignored her administration right from the
start. After a few weeks of fighting, even the joneko who had had strong
feelings about the question of succession became bored with that and stopped
caring who won; they were more interested in dancing.


With the noble experiment of carefully-plotted oligarchy in ruins, some of
the younger kittens who had just missed the good old days began listening to
the messages of cooperation and sisterly love preached by characters like
this new Fourteenth Queen; and their elders supported her just because she
was a good dancer.


Fourteenth Queen herself was among the pride who visited WOMT.  She
was a spectacular classic tabby, painted all in carbon black and
titanium dioxide and touched up with fluorescent dyes so she looked
like a whole clowder of multicolored shining queens when she danced
under UV light.  She tempted the WOMT employees to follow her
path – and they did admire her, and gratefully accepted the free tee
shirts – but at the end of the day she left with only the friends she
had brought, and several other ones' facetiously promised votes.
Those were meaningless – joneko do not have elections.  They did at
least like the new Queen, though, even if they would not go as
far as formally joining her Party.


Throughout the Winter and Spring the Queen and her pride worked to raise
money.  Thirteenth Queen had attempted to levy taxes – indeed, that was
probably what lost her the throne, in the end – so Fourteenth Queen and her
pride operated raffles instead.  Humanoid workers, everywhere humanoids
worked alongside joneko, quickly learned that there was no escape.  At any
moment they could be ambushed, in a corridor or a cubicle or break room, and
invited to buy tickets.  Some joneko used threats of physical violence to
make their sales; others would just look so disappointed and mew so
plaintively that even the hardest-hearted mark would think twice about
refusing.


Miura Hitoshi got into the habit of buying one ticket every week, from
a gray shorthair joneko with a British accent who used to come around
and watch his baritsu classes sometimes.  He wasn't entirely sure why
the school management let her do that, but it wasn't his place to
question. He didn't really care if he won or lost; he just liked the
excitement and the stress release.  And he needed a bit of stress
release; beginner enrollment was up, but a lot of new schools were
opening all around the city too, and the competition for students was
fierce.  Sensei kept giving Hitoshi and the other junior instructors
pep-talks about how they had to remain "customer focused" or some
such nonsense.  "Rot," in the technical jargon of baritsu.


Hitoshi had no head for the business side of his art, and it never
occurred to him to think about who might actually be behind all these
anonymous partnerships starting martial arts schools.  He couldn't
follow the money trail from the ticket in his hand, into the gray
joneko's pocket, through the black pipes of the banking system, and
out again to what it would eventually pay for. He was not a big
picture kind of person.  He didn't see much of the new schools'
advertising, either, because he never read Rurika's school books. He
was not their target market.


Hirose Konosuke did not abstain completely from joneko raffles
either – nobody really could – but he bought very few tickets.  He had vague
feelings of disapproval about gambling in general; he could never get a
straight answer from anybody about just what all these raffles were really
in support of; and besides, the prizes were seldom anything he wanted.


On 22-day 5-month Shoumei 19, when the ginger devised her plan to
console him
for the loss of Matoike Kumi, she found that securing the cooperation of the
other studio queens in rigging a draw was the easy part.  Convincing
Konosuke to buy a ticket was difficult out of all proportion.  She almost
gave up and just presented him with the ticket as a gift – but that would
have seemed too strange, especially when he won, so it was much better that
he finally shelled out the money.


The draw was on 23-day.  Konosuke won the second prize, and a purple from
another studio showed up at the end of the day to deliver it.  The ginger
and her pride were warned in advance, so they hid where they could observe
what happened.  It wasn't much of a show, though; he just accepted the
envelope, thanked the purple, and after she left, opened it.  He made a sour
face when he saw that the prize was accommodation for two for a night in a
luxury suite – at an hotel that he would have called sleazy and the joneko
(who never used hotels) thought was high-class.  But he tucked the
certificate into his pocket instead of throwing it away, and the ginger told
the other ones that that was enough, this one could work with that.  The
ginger recused herself because of the conflict of interest, but the others
immediately opened a betting pool on what Hirose Konosuke would do and whom
he would do it with.


The ginger began pestering Konosuke non-stop, like an annoying little
sister in a comedy anime.  She made herself his constant companion.  She
gave up the parkour temporarily to accompany him to and from work on the
subway, and she spent every trip pointing out young seru ladies who might be
to his taste as she understood it.  The Quarter was more crowded than
usual with the Hanazono Shrine Festival going on, and there were
plenty to choose from.  She told him about the latest statistic
that fully 11% of randomly-selected young women would say "yes" to a
carefully-phrased offer – that's one in nine! – though in fact she had
invented the number – and she told him loudly enough for her commentary to
be clearly audible to the girls themselves. She spread the news of his win
around the studio until the other employees started asking him about his
plans too.  Even Her Holiness made a comment at one point, something about
"Hmf!  I expect you to keep your business and pleasure well separated,
Mr. Hirose!" At least the ginger had the delicacy not to bring up the
subject with the others at home.


By the evening of 28-day, Konosuke was sitting in his room – alone just for a
moment because the ginger was in the kitchen eating something disgusting she
had killed – and he was staring at the hotel gift certificate.  He wondered
if tearing it up would be enough, if he'd have to go ahead and kill himself,
kill the joneko, or if he might simply die of shame without needing
to take any deliberate action.  The last of those seemed most probable at
the moment.  He could almost feel his cels degrading, deep inside; soon his
body would lose its cohesion and this would all be over.


Before that happened, his computer beeped and interrupted his train of
thought.  He sighed, took down the keyboard, and checked what was up. What
was up was an alarm he had set for new results on "obedience school." It
was not really a new hit at all – the agent had just flagged, again, that
bulletin board where someone had once mentioned the name "Matoike" and he
wasn't allowed to read it.  But as he stared, frustrated, at the login
screen that wouldn't let him in, he had an idea.


Hirose Konosuke was no kind of cracker.  He didn't know about the simple
techniques experts use to get into systems where they aren't invited; and he
didn't even think through that there were probably easier and less
embarrassing ways to get a woman's cooperation than offering to split his
raffle prize.  He just thought of a way he might use one problem to solve
another, and his idea pleased him so much he couldn't think of anything
else.


Though he knew there were many other challenges ahead, Konosuke felt as if a
great weight had been lifted off his shoulders.  He changed into his zoot
suit, stopped in the kitchen, and bargained the ginger's letting him leave
the flat alone for a promise that tomorrow he would invite Sakura Pochi to
spend the night with him on the gift certificate.  The ginger was surprised
he would set his sights so high, and privately concerned about what would
happen if the queen turned him down, but she was also comfortably stuffed
with homemade pigeon-and-land-squid sushi rolls, and she let him go.  She
even purred.  The kitten was finally showing interest in hunting appropriate
prey for himself.


Konosuke met his friends and hung out on the sidewalk and in the cafes for a
few hours.  They saw he was happier than before, and they were happy for
him, but neither he nor the other zoot suiters thought it necessary to talk
about the details.


Chapter 29


Sakura Pochi was a rising minor star at WOMT Studios.  That is to say, she
was a low-ranking star, not an underage one.  She of course had
documentation to prove the Keika-Era copyright date and nonhuman status that
made it legal for her to be a star in pictures like WOMT's at all. Sakura
Pochi was not her real name.  She had chosen it according to the
time-honored formula of a type of tree (Sakura) and childhood pet (Pochi). 
The result could easily have been even worse.  Someone at another studio had
used Kurisumasu Tadakichi once as a joke, and then that picture became an
unexpected hit and she was stuck with the name and the pigtails for life.


Professional pseudonyms were usual in this line of work anyway, but Po-chan
had been designed by a couple of Europeans visiting Japan in a late-Keika
cultural exchange program, and they'd saddled her with something
unpronounceable in Polish.  She hated her legal name and used her pseudonym
even in everyday life.  On the plus side, they painted her with an exotic
body and face, and naturally blonde curly hair, which made her stand out
among the cookie-cutter starlets of the AV industry.


After undistinguished beginnings in the K.O.L.B. series (fluffer for
the first volume, uncredited background moaner in the second) she'd landed a
speaking part in the made-for-3V project Pantsugroppe Guderian.  That
film was a ratings breakthrough for the network that had commissioned it,
and since then Pochi had had speaking and what were called "action" roles,
and steadily-improving credit positions, in all WOMT's projects.  For the
Soong picture she was a Russian admiral.  Never mind that very few of those
were women (indeed, none) in the real-life historical account; the writers
had been ordered to put the character in regardless of accuracy.  Mr. Wing
wanted product placement for his Euro-styled lingerie collection.


On 29-day 5-month, her character didn't appear in any of the scenes they were
shooting, but she had to show up anyway because the director was taking
attendance.  She spent most of the day standing around near the back of the
crowd that assembled to watch the shooting, chatting with the others of
similar status.


Hirose Konosuke waited until mid-afternoon to approach her.  It would be
romantic to say that it took him so long to get up the nerve, but that
wasn't the real issue – actually, he was trying to avoid collecting an
audience of joneko.  The ginger never seemed to have any work to do,
and she was at his side most of the morning.  Even after she herself
vanished around lunch, it seemed every time he turned around there would be
at least one pair of green or yellow or gray slit-pupilled eyes fixed on
him.  Surely the ginger hadn't told them – his personal life was
confidential, ne? – but even if it was just feline randomness, they'd
somehow decided that he was very interesting today.  He went to talk to
Pochi as soon as he thought there were no joneko watching him.  It was just
as well that he did not think to look up into the rafters.


He drew her off a short distance from the others, politely introduced
himself, and showed her the gift certificate and explained how he'd won it.


"It sounds pretty good.  They've got a spa and games and stuff."


"You don't say."  She spoke in almost a joneko's scornful tone.


"Uh--yeah!  And it comes with food and stuff, and look, it says every room
has, uh, let's see – 3V and holovid and–"


"Really."


"So, uh, I was wondering – like, uh, would-you-be-willing – uh – would you
like to try it with me Friday?"


There was a long pause.


"Well, Mr. Hirose, I'm flattered that you would think of inviting me to
share your prize–"


Konosuke's face must have shown some mixture of disappointment and
relief – she was going to turn him down, of course, he'd known she
would – and that combined with the woman's natural mischief may have
been what made the difference.  Or maybe she'd made her decision long before
anyway.


"–so yes, I'd be happy to."


"Oh.  Oh.  Wow.  Thanks."


She patted him on the shoulder.  "Better close that mouth, honey. 
Someone'll put something in it."  Then she grinned, turned, and
walked away.


The ginger appeared out of nowhere and tackle-hugged Konosuke,
yowling ultrasonic congratulations.  It took her several seconds to even
calm down enough to make noises that he could hear.


After work on Friday, Pochi and Konosuke went straight from the studio to
the hotel.  They had dinner in their room, and kept their clothes on though
Pochi kept toying with the buttons on her blouse; then she spent a couple of
hours undergoing some kind of tetrahydrofuran rub-down in the spa.  It
didn't sound at all pleasant to him, but when she returned to the room, she
seemed to have enjoyed it, and that was the main thing.  Next they watched a
bad horror movie on holovid and played a couple of rounds of anime trivia
with the computer.  The machine had to keep raising the difficulty level,
and eventually maxed out, because its question database had never been
intended for use by industry insiders.


By this point, with Konosuke having made no move at all, Pochi was pretty
well convinced that the boy must be gay and confused about it.  Well, she
could roll with that.  She was just ready to make the offer of inviting a
very nice young man she knew, and she'd be okay with it as long as they let
her watch, and nobody else needed to know – when Konosuke broke off the
trivia game and said he wanted to talk.


He told her all about Matoike Kumi.  He told Pochi about meeting the girl at
the mall and scaring away the phthalate boys and 722 girls who had intended
her harm; he told about how she'd called him after that, about the way Kumi
treated everybody like a real person even to the point of endangering
herself, about what it was like for her at her school; and he talked about
her parents and how they felt about seru.  Then he talked about the missed
date, and how Kumi had disappeared without a trace.  He described some of
the things he'd learned in his research on the Net, and the locked bulletin
board where her name had been mentioned.


Pochi hugged him close.  She stroked her fingers down his forearm and over
the back of his hand.  She undid the button on his trousers.  "Well, don't
worry," she said.  "You've come to the right woman – I'll help you forget
the human girl."


"No!"  He pulled away from her.


"Oh, it's 'no,' is it?"


"That's not what I want.  I don't want you to – no, that's not the idea at
all.  I just want your scent."


"What?"


"The bulletin board won't let me in because it requires a chemo-bio scent,
and, and it has to be from someone who's female.  But it only needs that to
set up the account – it's just a standard cstBB, you've probably used them,
after the account is up I can set a password and log in with that."


"So you want me to wave my hand under that computer nose so you can go on
there in drag, pretending to be a girl, and you think that'll help you track
down this Kumi."


"Well, yeah.  I already got the form filled out on the room's computer,
here.  It really is just a matter of waving your hand; and I hope you know I
won't do anything that'll be a problem for you, with it."


"So that's why you asked me to come here with you?"


"Well – yeah.  I figured maybe, you know, you'd have a good time with the
fancy hotel room and be grateful and willing to help me–"


"You think I'm a whore, to be bought so easily?"


He looked almost ready to cry.  This wasn't going as well as he'd hoped.
"Aw, please don't be like that.  I asked you because I like you enough I
thought I could trust you, to see how important this is for me – I was
trying to do something friendly and nice for you–"'


"You have a teenage little sister, don't you, Konosuke?"


"I – yeah, what about her?"


"Just if all you needed was a female scent for the computer, you could have
had your sister create an account for you, and saved yourself a lot of
trouble–"


"Oh.  Oh, I – I really didn't think of that."


"Of course you didn't.  Are you sure that your little cracking project is
the only reason you asked me here?  Is that really all you
want from me?"


Hirose Konosuke might not have known a lot about women, but he knew that
that was one of those questions where any answer would be wrong.  He just
smiled and shrugged.


"You're really cute," she said, "and that's why I'm going to help you get
onto that Web site so you can go chase after your precious little human girl."


"Thanks!"


"And afterward we'll talk about what I get in return."


"Uh."


END PART II
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Chapter 30


Early on Saturday morning, Konosuke entered the hotel suite's bathroom and
carefully locked the door.  There were about a dozen different soap
dispensers on the wall.  He took a big handful from the one labeled
"unscented" and lathered up – or tried to.  He discovered too late that
the substance was not soap at all, but some kind of polydimethylsiloxane
gel, incredibly slippery, and difficult to remove once applied.


It took almost ten minutes of experimentation with a washcloth and the
contents of the other dispensers to find something that would wash the gel
away.  Then he read all the labels more carefully, figured out which ones
really were soap, reconsidered whether "unscented" would have been a good
idea anyway, and settled on "strawberry" and what was described as "Musk
of Passion," mixed.  He disliked such odors, but he had a good reason for
it this one time.


When Konosuke exited the bathroom, Pochi noticed and commented on the smell.
He explained that joneko can sniff out what you've done recently, or what
you haven't done, and whom you were with.  He knew the ginger would be
waiting for him when he got home, and he wished to give no opportunity for
anything of the kind.  It really was none of the ginger's business.


Sakura Pochi had spent enough time working with men and joneko to know that
there are plenty of other ways to detect that sort of thing besides scent. 
She doubted that mere soap could foil a determined joneko anyway.  It
wouldn't block an electronic chemo-bio nose, and a live joneko would be at
least as discerning – especially if there was money bet on the question, as
was probably the case here.  But she wouldn't be the one to disillusion the
glorious fool if he thought he could hold out against the Inquisition.  She
just told him he was clever, kissed him on the cheek, and took her own turn
in the bathroom with the door closed but unlocked.


When he returned to the flat, the ginger, sure enough, plied him with
questions, and Hitoshi-kun was almost as bad.  Konosuke put them off with
non-answers.  He let them think the date just hadn't gone well and he was
ashamed to talk about it.  That might mean trouble later, but it was easier
than trying to explain.


The mention of the name "Matoike" turned out to be a false clue.  He found
the message in question, but it wasn't about Kumi at all, it was just a news
story someone had cut and pasted about integrated schools, mentioning a
certain Matoike Ichiro as a concerned parent who had spoken in a public
meeting but refused to release his comments for the newspaper.  Wait – might
that be Kumi's father?  Konosuke didn't know her father's name, but he knew
the father didn't like seru, least of all him, and it would make sense.  But
even if that were true, it didn't exactly help.  All his effort with
Ms. Sakura had been a big waste of time.


Konosuke thought he'd salvage what he could; maybe the bulletin board could
still help him in his search.  He started composing a short message
describing Kumi, identifying himself as a friend who hadn't heard from her
in too long and was worried and looking for any news or suggestions, and he
was just ready to post it when he stopped.  That might not actually be wise. 


He thought that these message boards were populated by about one third
genuine teenage girls, one third perverts trying to exploit them, and
one third police hunting the perverts.  If he wasn't careful he'd
attract the wrong kind of attention to himself, and the police would
be smarter about checking identities than the bulletin board's login
system had been.  His numbers were wrong, distorted by all the
exploitation movies he'd watched and helped create.  The actual
percentages of girls, perverts, and police on this particular system
were close to 90/15/5 – but Konosuke was at least correct in guessing
that strict caution would be a good idea.


And so he took it slowly, first lurking for almost a week before he posted
anything at all, to get a feel for the way the girls talked to each other. 
He practiced spotting the perverts and the police, keeping notes on the
mistakes they made so he could be sure to avoid doing the same.  He learned
where the boundaries were, who it was safe to attack and who needed to be
defended, what topics were in and out of bounds.  When he felt safe making
postings of his own, he began infiltrating the group.


In fact he was using the skills he had unconsciously learned from Matoike
Kumi herself, when she told him about how she spent her school days. 
Starting with the weakest and most vulnerable members of the system, he made
a point to show them some kindness and gain their trust.  Pretending to be
nice can only take a person so far; Konosuke's edge was that he really was
nice, so it came naturally.  Once he'd jumped into a few arguments with
calm, supportive comments, always on the side of whoever needed comfort the
most, he had some credibility to pursue the bellwethers.


This board used screen names on all the messages.  Its users were the kind
who would both worry about privacy, and believe that keeping their names
secret would actually make a difference.  But it was clear that all the
cool kids knew each other well enough to exchange names. Hirose
Konosuke had chosen "Hiyose Konoko" to enter in the "real"-name field on
the registration form, when he filled it out in the hotel room.  He'd
understandably not had a lot of energy for thinking of something better at
the time, and too much exposure to WOMT's scriptwriters had damaged his
ability to invent convincing fictional names anyway.  But it was good
enough.  He let the name slip to a few well-chosen people, and worked on
building up the persona.


Hiyose Konoko didn't like to talk too much about her biography, both because
it was too traumatic and because Hirose Konosuke didn't want to reveal the
limits of what he actually knew about behavior modification schools. 
Fortunately, being too messed-up to say anything specific was a common
enough occurrence not to raise any comment.  Konoko let it drop that she'd
spent a year in one of the worst of the behavior-mod places, never
specifying exactly which one but letting people use their imaginations. 
People regularly posted narratives of their experiences, so if one just
filtered out the fake stories posted by the fetish crowd (recognizable by
the way they would lavish hundreds of unnecessary words on certain specific
details) it wasn't too hard to put together a plausible cover.


She had been enrolled by her father, who had objected to her dating a seru.
Then her parents had divorced, Daddy had gone off-screen, and her mother's
new man had intervened to get her out of there.  Konoko was grateful to him
to a degree that would be just slightly disturbing to imaginative readers. 
Now she was cramming for trade-school entrance exams.  That last part might
not have been realistic – there's not normally any going back to the
academic Shining Path once you've been in behavior-mod – but Konosuke
wanted to put it in because he thought he could play it more convincingly
than some of the more common stories.  All he knew about the callgirl
business, say, or drug muling, was what he knew from making movies about it;
and he knew just enough about movies to know that following them wouldn't
help him fool anybody with actual experience of the subject matter.  He knew
all about getting into photonics school because he had done that himself.


It was actually kind of a gas, planning out the story and dropping details
of it here and there, in other discussions, until everyone knew Konoko and
accepted "her" into their hearts and minds as neither a cop nor a pervert. 
Paper-and-dice role-playing games went out of fashion long before Hirose
Konosuke was ever of an age to play them, but he was independently
recreating some of the joys of that hobby.  It was fun with a purpose,
though: Konosuke had a real-life goal in mind, and it was important.


He could see that he wouldn't get hard information useful for finding Kumi
from this bulletin board.  Everybody here was more interested in supporting
each other and healing their own wounds, than in doing something real in the
outside world.  He also wouldn't be able to do much more alone.  He needed
help.  But he had worked on enough action movies to believe in secret
societies, and he took for granted that there must be some group of people
out there who could take real action to find and rescue behavior-mod
students.  Some kind of mercenaries; some kind of civic angels; someone he
could impress.  If he could show himself committed and worthy, if he could
convince the right people that Matoike Kumi was so important she deserved a
real life even more so than all her classmates wherever she was, if he could
make the contacts that would extend outside the computer bulletin board and
into his real life, into Kumi's – well, that would be what it would take to
create the conditions for saving the girl.


It took more than a month for Hirose Konosuke to build Hiyose Konoko into
someone who'd be accepted in just the right circles, but she finally got the
invitation he'd been waiting for on 12-day 7-month.  Konosuke was not quite
as good at long-range planning as he thought himself to be, because it
wasn't until he read all the way to the bottom, and saw the line saying
"Attire: sailor fuku," that he finally realized the biggest problem with
taking Konoko off the Net and into real life.


Chapter 31


If Kamioka Hanako thought she could abandon her family's generations-old
business interests just by taking off her blouse in a bishounen bar, she was
sadly mistaken.  More likely she had known all along that it wouldn't be
that easy, but she just didn't have any better ideas.  There were former
associates who called at all hours to confirm that what they had heard was
really true, or to attempt to claim real or invented favors supposedly owed
to them by the now-deceased former leadership.  There were Kamioka employees
unhappy to find out they were now members of the Nobeyama Clan, and some of
those were inclined to talk back to the new head of the family in a way they
never would have dared with Hanako's predecessors.  They received fast,
brutal lessons on their status within the organization.


The paperwork alone
was amazing.  Until now Hanako had never realized how many forms her
grandfather, father, and then uncles must have filled out every day to
accomplish the simplest things.  You never saw that in the yakuza movies. 
It was even worse than she imagined working for the government must
be.  The months wore on and she wondered if there would ever be any
escape except death.  Maybe that would be the only way to step
off the Shining Path for real.


But after almost a year, the day came when there were no phone calls,
and a week after that there were two more such days in a row, and by
4-month of Shoumei 19 she thought she had some breathing room and
could finally start her new life.  She called a meeting of her
remaining domestic staff, not because they would be involved much but
just because she had to talk to somebody, and said she wanted to make
a list of women in her own situation – former students from Shining
Path.


It wasn't easy to find them.  She had to hire a broken-down old gumshoe
private detective who could have stepped out of a Shouwa-era pulp novel.  He
kept trying to make dates with her, he seemed to spend most of his time
drunk, and one time when she accidentally walked into the office next door
to his, the occupant of that office tried to hard-sell her an insurance
policy.  That is, actual legitimate insurance, not the kind offered from
time to time by her family's enterprise.  But the detective was at least
minimally competent, and he was cheap.  He provided Hanako with a list of
Shining Path alumnae, and she started sending out invitations.


The detective had not positively identified the school attended by each
former student, because that was usually information their parents tried to
keep private; so for some he only strongly suspected it was Shining Path
based on whatever circumstantial evidence he could dig up.  Hanako figured
that was close enough – she wrote "Shining Path Alumnae Reunion" on the
cards and she thought anyone receiving one who didn't really qualify would
either ignore it or be a fellow traveler and it wouldn't matter.


She had a home theater, but the trustees had hideously redecorated it.
They'd left the rec room untouched in its sombre stained Canadian cedar
paneling, because after Kamioka Akehiro's death the family had no more
members interested in such a square pastime as artistic billiards, and his
custom-made table was much too heavy to move and too valuable to dismantle. 
His cues – dozens of them – were still locked in racks along one wall,
covered by a thin layer of dust over the chalk.


On the afternoon of 26-day 7-month Kamioka Hanako stood in her rec
room and surveyed the preparations.  It looked like she was all set to
host the world's squarest 20th-Century Christian Youth Organization
prayer meeting, as long as one didn't look too closely at some of the
items on the refreshments table.  Most movable furniture had been
removed to storage, leaving an open space where real Christian Youth
would foxtrot after the prayers or something.  Folding chairs had been
unfolded to provide seating for about sixty, and the billiard table
had been covered with a sheet of plywood and a polyethylene tablecloth
run off on the poster printer with "Kamioka" stripes in one
direction and "Shining Path" in the other.  There were refreshments
on the table, and those were pretty good because she'd picked them
herself instead of letting the butler do it.


Hanako took a couple of pieces of cathinone gum from the
bowl – because she'd regained enough nicotine tolerance by now that
that, although still nice, didn't give her the gasping virgin rush
anymore – and she wondered if the spirit of her grandfather was in
this room today and if so, what he would think of what she was doing.
Or, for that matter, Daddy's spirit.  She made a mental note to burn
something for them both, later.  Maybe a building.


The AI controlling the front gate of the Kamioka estate was a
pre-Deconstruction single agent type, and it could not handle conflicting
orders well; so Kamioka Hanako, who was no expert on dealing with AIs from
the command side of the relationship, had given it what she imagined were
simple, unambiguous instructions.  A few dozen young women in sailor fuku
would be arriving.  The AI was to let each one in, and direct
her to the rec room, if and only if she had a legitimate invitation.


Hirose Konosuke was not wearing a sailor fuku, and just as well because
nobody would really have wanted to see that.  He had borrowed a boy's school
uniform from the costume department at work.  He was not a young woman – nor
human, not that that issue had been mentioned in the AI's instructions.  But
he had what appeared to be a legitimate invitation.  The AI was just smart
enough to recognize that the case of the first visitor to arrive was not
properly covered by its orders, and escalate the question to its master. 
Monsieur Garnier ran the visitor's face on a pay public-ID database as a
matter of course, and it came up with the name "Hirose Konosuke."


Garnier was a computer cracker himself, and no amateur like this Hirose; on
comparing the visitor's name to the one on the invitation, he came up with a
pretty good guess as to what had happened.  The butler buzzed Konosuke
through the gate, but met him at the door of the main house, led him to a
small sitting-room with a lock on the door and plenty of tamper-proof
concealed cameras to reduce the likelihood of any nasty surprises, and left
him there while he fetched the lady of the house.


"My lady, there's a young seru gentleman with a genuine invitation made out
in a false name.  It's my belief he tricked you into inviting him by
pretending on the Net to be a former Shining Path student named 'Hiyose
Konoko.'"


"Well, what happened to the real Miss Hiyose?"


"I'm sure she doesn't exist.  It looks like, as I said, a false name made
to gain your confidence."


"Is he a cop?"


"Evidently not."


"An ephebephile, then.  Get rid of him!"


Such a directive, issued by the head of the Kamioka family, could have any
of several different meanings.  Many of them would be rather unsavory, as
well as outside the reasonable job description of a butler.


"Miss, I'll tell him you don't wish to see him and escort him out, if
that's what you want, but I'm not sure it's wise.  Shouldn't you at least
find out why he's here?  It appears he thinks he's on your side, and it may
be a bad idea to make an enemy if you don't–"


She put a hand to her aching head.  Cathinone does not mix well with
anything, and especially not third-generation adamantamines.


"Fine, fine.  I'll go see what he wants.  But I can't afford to leave here
too long – the actually real guests will arrive any minute!"


"Yes, Miss."


Hirose Konosuke had watched, and made, enough movies that after having a
couple minutes alone to compose himself, he was able to talk like an
action-movie hero, and it probably made the difference.  Instead of giving
Kamioka Hanako a chance to seize the initiative and send him away, he
launched into his speech about the human girl victimized by her parents, the
girl who deserved better, and Hanako couldn't help but listen.  She tried to
think of good reasons why he shouldn't be allowed to participate, and could
only sputter and bluster.


"Look.  So I never went to Shining Path.  That doesn't matter.  I don't
even know if that's where Kumi ended up, but that doesn't matter either. 
Even if it's not her I have to do whatever I can, and I'm sure you feel the
same way.  If I can help even one girl like her – this is really important
to me, and I'll do anything to help."


Kamioka Hanako opened her mouth to say that no matter what his intentions,
the newly-minted Shining Path Alumnae Association didn't need "anything" a
perverted uppity male seru could provide – and then stopped.  She had
no joneko's sense of smell to distinguish real lost kittens from confidence
tricksters, and she might not have been the kind of person to pay forward
the favor she'd received herself, even if she recognized the
parallel situation; but nonetheless she decided not to just send him away. 
Maybe the drugs were clouding her judgment; or maybe she just thought he was
cute in his school blazer.  Maybe her Level Three conditioning was kicking
in.  Nowadays she would consciously deny ever having believed such a thing,
but she'd certainly been told enough times, and answered it back in the
interviews, that girls alone would never succeed without a man to lead.


Chapter 32


The reunion did not begin well.  Instead of talking to each other her guests
just sat down in chairs and stared at Kamioka Hanako.  She tried to get them
to play one of those so-called games that people used to play at parties, to
introduce themselves and tell one interesting thing. When
the third girl to stand up gave her student number and level instead of a
name, that caused two more to go into panic attacks, while one simply burst
into tears.  Hanako had to call off the "game"; but maybe it was a success
anyway, because after that people started to talk for real.  Part of it was
the conditioning – a lot of alumnae just couldn't bring themselves to talk
about what had happened to them until they felt enough like they were among
other students, to avoid triggering.


They exchanged names, and numbers.  Some who couldn't handle listening
to everything left the room for parts of it, or fortified themselves
at the refreshment table the better to be separated from their
feelings.  They caught and threw out an undercover cop; the agent from
Hinode Clan was better trained and remained undetected.  Ait Siks Ait
Level Three had spent some time in Naakanon and although she couldn't
lead, she could make some suggestions on how to run the meeting and
her ideas helped a lot.


And it took a couple of hours to finish the introductions, because nobody
wanted to cut anybody off; but they made it all the way around the room,
with each alumna outlining her story of how she'd stepped onto the Shining
Path; how long she'd stayed there; points and level achieved; and always,
how she left.  For most, that was related to parental custody disputes.  In
a few cases the parents had run out of money, or just changed their minds. 
One other was like Hanako – released on her own recognizance after
achieving the age of majority.  No successful escapees.  Not many had much
to say about life in the real world after leaving school. That wasn't what
they were here to share.


Hirose Konosuke had been sitting in the very back, almost hiding, trying not
to interfere because he knew he was only just a guest.  But someone called
on him to speak, when they were almost done introducing everybody, and he
did.  He said the same thing he'd said to Kamioka Hanako when they were
alone earlier, and this group wasn't particularly convinced or sympathetic,
but whatever, at least they allowed him to stay.


They passed around a couple of bowls, and a couple of bottles, from the
refreshments, and the party started to actually resemble a party.  The talk
did not get lighter, though.  Kamioka Hanako knew she had done the right
thing to organize the reunion – she was back on some Path even if not
Shining – when the former Fife Wun Niner, Level Four, said to
her, "You know, I hadn't been going to come to this meeting – I thought
I wouldn't want to meet any of my old classmates – but now I'm here I
couldn't imagine not having come."


Hanako noticed one girl hanging around off to the side instead of
talking to the others, fidgeting.  She saw the marks on the girl's
arms, knew what those meant, and did the math – it had been a few
hours since they'd all arrived. Going over to the girl, she said,
"The washroom's down the hall, second door on the left, but if you go
to the end and turn right, there's another one which probably nobody
will go into it for a while." When the girl still looked uncertain,
she said, gently but pointedly, "Peroxide wipes on the shelf and if
you need to dispose of anything sharp there's a chute under the
sink." The girl smiled, turned, and left the room.


It didn't take much to turn the party's conversation to revenge.  That
was on everybody's minds as soon as someone had the nerve to mention
it.  Kamioka Hanako was one of the few who had actually talked to a
lawyer, but it didn't take a lawyer, listening to some of the stories,
to figure out that there could be grounds for at least a lawsuit,
maybe criminal charges.  Hirose Konosuke was one of the ones, not the
first but maybe the loudest, to say "Look, you all ought to be making
statements to the police right now, before the statutes of limitations
run out on this stuff–" and he was shouted down, amid more tears
and panting panic attacks.  Police cooperation was out of the
question.


Dark ideas were raised about taking the law into more responsible hands than
those of the police; more than a few of the alumnae had noticed enough
things they recognized while walking through the Kamioka mansion to the rec
room, to have some idea of whom they were dealing with.  A couple had other
contacts of their own, though not at a high enough level to offer any real
alliances.  But the majority just smiled sadly at the ideas and said no, it
was a nice dream and they were glad to have the support of their former
schoolmates, but they knew better than to think they could really change
anything.


"It's only one school anyway, ne?  I don't know if you've spent much time
on the Net, but you know there are hundreds of places like Shining Path, and
a few of them are even worse.  Even if we could get it closed it's not like
it would make any difference.  Kids who make a wrong step are just going to
end up on that kind of path and that's just the way it is.  We can't really
do anything, but thanks all of you for being here, that's enough–"


Kamioka Hanako had been preparing for this moment.  "Okay, look.  Let me
tell you a story.  This is one my Daddy told me, a lot of years ago."


"The same Daddy who sent you to – the school?"


"It wasn't him!  Anyway, it's a simple story.  Two people walking
down a beach in the moonlight."


"Boyfriend and girlfriend?"


"Sure, why not.  Anyway, the tide is way out and they come to this patch
where there are all these starfish stranded on the beach.  They'll dry out
and die.  So, the girl bends down and starts picking up the starfish and
throwing them out into the water, to save them, right?


"And then the guy says, 'Hey, why bother?  There's thousands of them.  You
can't hope to save them all.  You can't even make a dent.  A lot of the ones
you pick up are probably too far gone and they'll die anyway.  It doesn't
matter to anybody what you're doing.' And the girl holds up the starfish
she's about to throw in the water and says, 'It matters to this one.'"


"I don't get it."


"I get it, but it's stupid."


"What?"


"Ever been to the beach and looked at a real starfish?  They can live a
long time out of water.  They were surviving the tides long before there
were any humans to throw them back.  They just clench up – wait for the tide
to come back in.  It doesn't kill them, that's just how they live."


"That's not really the point, the story is just a metaphor–"


"A what?  What's a meta–"


"Okay, Ms. Kamioka, what is really the point?"


"Okay.  The point is, it doesn't matter if Shining Path is only one school.
Yeah, I'd like to shut down every place like it, totally.  But you know
what, even if it's only one school, it's worth it.  Even if I could only
save one student so she didn't have to go there and go through what I went
through, it would be worth it.  You know how you lose something with every
level and the later ones you lose a lot, until you're not human and no
better than a – I'm sorry, Mr. Hirose, you know what I mean, just I saw too
many friends stop being real people – even if, if I could only make it so
just one student got out one level before she would have without me, it
would be so totally worth it."


"Oh, come on, is it really that bad?  Didn't seem to hurt me much. 
Honestly, some kids really do need a good scare to get them to shape up, and
you seem to have survived–"


The drugs kept her face impassive, but Hanako had to swallow hard to
keep from vomiting.  She felt tired and weak, and worried that it was going
to get away from her.  She didn't address that last skeptic directly, but
spoke to the group.


"You were all there.  You know what it was like.  Maybe you don't remember
it all because they destroyed the part of your brain that lets you remember. 
But you've got to remember something, ne?  I was Level Four.  Level Four is
the one all about what you'd be willing to do, I remember that damn
mechanical bride asking me over and over what I would do.  Do you remember? 
Remember looking out the window at the sunlight for the few seconds as
you're walking down the hall in the morning because that's the only time
it's allowed, and what you'd have been willing do or give to get out there
in that sunlight?  Remember not looking out the window because good
girls don't?  Remember what you would have done for a stick of gum? 
Remember what you'd have done to see your boyfriend again, if you had one? 
Remember not remembering your boyfriend, and what you'd have done or
given just if you could keep that much of him?  So what are you willing to
do now?  Me, I'll do anything it takes even if it really is just to make the
tiniest little difference.  Saving just one starfish, ne?"


"But you're not willing to go to the police."


"I just don't trust the police to help at all.  The cops at Shining
Path – okay, they weren't real police, we know that now, but the real ones
aren't that much different.  I – believe me, I've dealt with the police
before.  Which side do you think they're on?  Not the side of the so-called
juvenile delinquents, that's for sure.  Who do you think pays for the
police?  And I really want to do the most I can, even if it ends up not
being much.  So, which side are you on?  Are you with me?  Come on, you've
got to be with me."


"Can't we just take it to the newspaper?  They get a big scoop, you know,
'Mainichi News reveals the inside story on behavior modification schools!'
and there's a public outcry and the whole thing gets like Deconstructed in
the scandal–"


"Someone's been watching too much threevee–"


"Yeah, like anybody'd care about us–"


"Hey, if we play up the, you know, fan service–"


"Quiet, all of you.  The thing is, read the newspapers lately?  They're all
about this stupid balance idea.  Never taking just one side of an issue, it
can't be black and white right and wrong, it all has to be balanced.  If we
take our story to the media, okay, they interview us and make promises
they'll break, and they write a column making us sound like middle schoolers
whining about too much homework, and then just for, you know, balance, they
run another column, equal length, on the other side of the page, and it's
written by the Shining Path AI with that 'suasive-tech module, so it's all
smooth and convincing – you remember how good they are with talking you into
believing things? – and who ends up winning that debate?"


"Okay, yeah, I take back the idea."  But at least the focus had
changed – now they were all taking seriously the idea of doing
something, and the question was what.


Hirose Konosuke coughed to draw attention, and it worked – they all turned
to stare at him.


"You won't go to the police, and I agree, we shouldn't – but can we
go to the joneko?"


About a third of the assembly said "What?" in unison.


"You know what joneko are like, or maybe you don't, but I live with
one – no, not like that – but first of all, they're all about
independence, ne?  They all call themselves queens because it's like
every joneko is supposedly the queen of herself.  Ever hear that
slogan 'Somebody let out us the bag!' and do you know what it means?
And they think we, humanoids I mean, both organic and seru, they think
we're cute, kawaii, like, uh, puppies.  Joneko always want to pet you
and take care of you, and they think defying your parents is a
virtue.  So.  I bet if joneko heard about Shining Path, they
wouldn't like it at all, it'd be like abusing cute puppies in front of
a human girl–"


"What's wrong with abusing puppies?"


"Are you sure you're human?"


"Last I checked–"


"Shut up.  Anyway he's right, we need some kind of backup or at least
training or something.  If I get a vote, I vote we talk to the joneko. 
Can't hurt, right?"


They argued it back and forth.  Nobody was really enthusiastic – not
even Hirose Konosuke, when he started thinking carefully about the
ginger and her smugness and roughhousing.  Joneko might think
disobedience was a virtue, but they also might think throwing humanoid
children into a place like Shining Path would be just the perfect way
to inculcate a wholesome disrespect for authority.  The idea that it
might cause real, lasting psychological harm and be a bad thing that
actually should be stopped, might be alien to their minds.  He wasn't
sure, but he suspected that the joneko language didn't even have a
word for "cruelty."  Like fish probably didn't have a word for water.


That was not the main objection they brought up in the meeting.  A
skinny girl, who had traded her school-issue contact lenses for
wire-rimmed glasses on the very day of her discharge four years ago
and by now was losing her hair from constant stimulant abuse ever
since, waited for a lull in the conversation and said, "I don't know
that I want to just sic a pack of joneko on the school and sit back
and watch.  Shouldn't we be doing this ourselves, all by ourselves?
It's our revenge, not some joneko's."


She spoke for a lot of them, because for all Kamioka Hanako could make
clever speeches about starfish, that wasn't what had brought this
group of young human women and Hirose Konosuke together, not at all.
They each had feelings of their own that had to be satisfied very
personally. There were a lot of specific grudges long-remembered and
recently refreshed by the reminiscences earlier in the evening.


The girl with the glasses pressed her point further: "Maybe it's
going to take us a year or more to get ready because we're being so
careful and cautious, but then nine months from today the cops, I mean
the real police, well, someone does complain to them even if we
wouldn't, and they shut the Shining Path down completely and we never
get to take our own revenge at all?"


"Hey, does it matter as long as it's shut down by somebody?  If that
happens before we can get it together to do it ourselves, all the
better."


"If it's so important to do it ourselves we'd better just take taxis
up there and make a heroic charge at the security fence, unarmed, ne? 
Even though we know they'll just shoot us, just because the school
could be obliterated by a kaiju weapons accident tomorrow or
something–"


"You think the cops will punish the, uh, the other cops, as much as
they deserve?  Probably just the company goes bankrupt and the board
of governors walks free and the AI, even it lives forever on backup
discs, there's no real retribution in that and the score never gets
settled at all–"


"Let's remember our real goals here.  The big thing is to save those
students, like Miss Hanako said–"


"Remember it's not like we really have to leave it all to someone
else.  Mr. Hirose just said maybe we could get some help from
the joneko, we'd still be doing it mostly ourselves."


"Yeah, like joneko are going to just 'help' and not take over
everything as soon as they're involved.  You know what joneko are
like."


"Yeah.  I want to get my hands around a couple of necks and it has to
be me who does it, not a joneko or the government or anybody.  My honor
won't be satisfied otherwise."


"Yeah.  It has to be us.  So thanks for the idea, Mr. Hirose, but no
it has to be us and honestly, I'm not even certain you have a
right to be here–"


"So is that what it's all about?  It's all about honor?  Really?
I'm disappointed in you all."


Kamioka Hanako needed to make a theatrical gesture.  She would have
drawn a line in the sand with her sword, if she had had a sword and
some sand; she almost considered trying to do something like that with
one of her grandfather's billiard cues, but decided it would look
silly and settled for words.


"We've got to be clear about this, there can't be going back later.
And I've got to know if you're really with me or not.  I'm here
because I want to win and I'll give up my honor and my revenge if
that's what it takes to win.  I want to save just one starfish, that's
what I'm here for.  Mr. Hirose, what about you?  Do you want honor,
or do you want to win?"


"I want to win.  You know that, Miss Kamioka."


She turned to one of the girls, the one with the marks on her arms.
"What about you?"


She asked every one of them in turn, careful to choose the ones she
was sure about first, so by the time she got to the girls who really
might choose honor, there was too much pressure on them and
they all had to say they wanted victory.  It was something her father
had done once, years ago, and proudly told her about
afterward – though of course that time, "honor" had been the
answer he was convincing his men to give.


Chapter 33


In Keika 6 the Hynaburu Industrial Group broke ground on its innovative new
worker housing complex at Ikebukuro, Tokyo.  Before the gold-plated shovels
even went into the dirt, the company and its architects received three major
international design awards for their "Glowing Bridge to Arcology"
architectural concept.  Details of what made this huge apartment building
different from other huge apartment buildings of that era are beyond the
scope, and boring to everyone who is not a student of the history of
architecture.  It was just an idea that seemed impressive at the time and
went nowhere.  The only things that mattered 25 years later were that the
complex had not only its own subway stations but its own branch line separate
from but connecting to all other Tokyo subways; and its entertainment
unit was staffed by a full-scale autonomous bunnygirl colony.


Keika 6 was the year of the Yang Water Tiger, and not an auspicious year for
starting such a project.  If the Hynaburu Group had taken the simple
precaution of consulting an astrologer first, they might have made a better
decision, but more likely the astrologer would have failed to read the omens
correctly, or the company would have ignored the advice anyway.  Maybe it
was inevitable that they would start their huge project and be forced to
cancel most of it in Keika 8 as the Deconstruction changed all the rules.


The subway tunnel was already in place when the blade came down.  Most of
the structure of the stations was already built; only the decorations were
missing.  Up on the surface, the central hutch for the bunnygirls and the
starter nesting tunnels had been in place since 10-month Keika 7, to allow
the colony to stabilize.  On 8-day 4-month Keika 8 the Moon's shadow fell on
North America, and at about the same time on the other side of the world,
where it was already 9-day, the lights went out in the Hynaburu bunny hutch. 
In Nazas, Mexico, the one place where the astronomical event lasted longest,
it was only dark for four and a half minutes; but the lights didn't come
back on in Ikebukuro at all.  More importantly, the heat, the food pellet
dispensers, and most of the bandwidth for the group mind overlay went
offline at the same time.


Over the next few days, 85 confused and hungry bunnygirls wandered up onto
the site to meet a spectacle of half-built concrete towers and
construction workers in robot suits who were unwilling and unable to offer
any comfort or advice. The lucky ones made it to the Seru Quarter and
assumed positions in professional colonies there.  Those were bunnygirls who
were not too old nor too young nor yet too emaciated from lack of food, and
who had moulted recently enough that their fishnet stockings were intact. 
No boy wants to play with a ragged bunnygirl.  Some of the less lucky ones
were picked up by predators, and at least put out of their suffering,
eventually.  The really unlucky ones ended up on the platform of one of the
half-built subway stations under the apartment complex, cuddling each other
for warmth, wiggling their noses, and unable to pick up a television signal
no matter which way they adjusted their ears.  They waited for starvation.


A bunnygirl is a herbivore.  She can't live like a wandering joneko on rats,
land squid, and whatever else she can catch, supplemented by mouthfuls of
protein-rich humanoid body fluids.  She needs green stuff, lots of it, and
that isn't to be found free of charge on or under the streets of Tokyo.  She
has a personality constructed by reference to the group sounds constantly
streaming into her RF-detecting ears; without a signal source, she
is terrifyingly alone and will eventually become psychotic. Bunnygirls are
designed, ears to heels, to be subsidized by humanoid men; enjou kosai is
coded as a fundamental assumption in the polyvinyl chloride that serves as
their genetic material.  Cast aside by the managers of Hynaburu, with no
other men in sight and the infrastructure ruined, this colony was doomed.


By 25-day 4-month most of the bunnygirls were night-blind from
beta-carotene deficiency, but the few who could still see in the dark
saw two little blue dots in the distance down the South branch of the
subway tunnel, where it would have connected to the Yuurakuchou Line.
The pair of eyes moved steadily closer.  When the eyes' owner became
visible, and turned out to be a gray classic tabby joneko, the
bunnygirl colony assumed she had come to kill them, and welcomed it.
Joneko do not usually prey upon bunnygirls – it is asking for trouble
from the humanoid legal system – but instinct runs deep on both sides,
and this half-finished subway platform was far removed from the
humanoid-controlled surface.


In fact, the gray tabby joneko leader called Ninth Queen did claw and bite
some members of the bunnygirl colony, because they acted difficult when she
demanded that their Doe step forward.  After Ninth Queen remembered that
that is not how the bunnygirl group mind works, and addressed the
colony as a whole instead of trying to separate out a leader from it, things
became almost amicable.


Negotiations were made and an understanding was reached.  The bunnygirls
needed a source of food independent of the conditional generosity of boys,
who only love you while you're pretty.  The joneko needed a location to
build a hot-house; and somebody, even a squatter, who could seal a document
authorizing their presence, to satisfy certain humanoid-imposed legal
conditions.  These two parties could find shared interests.


Ninth Queen promised that the bunnygirl colony would not lose even one
more member, and she kept her word.  Within hours teams of joneko, many of
them recently laid off from Glowing Bridge jobs themselves, were creeping
through the tunnels installing electrical wire, hydroponic tubes, and LED
grow-lamp panels.  They planted Daucus, Lactuca, Apium, and Raphanus for
the bunnygirls.  They planted Turnera, Cannabis, Serenoa, and Panax
for the humanoids who would come later.  They planted Nepeta for themselves. 
They tied into the secret extra electrical circuits and water capacity in
the municipal grid – the added features that were not on the blueprints, but
built in for future uses like this because joneko foremen had overseen all
the utility installations, years before.  As the bunnygirls regained their
health and energy they helped with the digging, adding a maze-like warren of
galleries and small, cozy chambers all around the subway tunnels.


Then someone with access to the subway computer system arranged that seven
cars headed for the repair shop would be diverted to the main line near the
Hynaburu branch and stopped there instead.  That section of line was marked as
closed for repairs, but no repair crew ever showed up.  Instead, dozens of
furry bodies packed into the tunnel on either side of the first car and
lifted it entirely off the tracks, carrying it into the branch tunnel.  Then
they pushed it on its wheels in the trackless tunnel – damaging the wheels
badly but those would never be used again – and into one of the disused
stations.  The other six cars followed.  Chunks of spare track were welded
to the wheels and tack-bonded to the concrete floor to hold the cars in
place permanently.  The main line was marked as open again, and the
computer records indicating that something unusual had happened just never
came to the attention of anyone who would object.


Chapter 34


A computer hacker employed by Kamioka Hanako's father once told her that
pole dancing is a genetic imperative for joneko. They're naturally inclined
to rub their bodies on trees to leave their scent as a territory marker. Any
vertical object will trigger the instinct – like your housecat rubbing
against your legs so other cats will know who your owner is. It's just a
coincidence that if joneko do what comes naturally with a pole in a
dimly-lit hot-house while there's music playing, the result happens to look
like the same thing humanoid dancers do for other reasons, and that's why
joneko are so good at it. They don't need to be taught and they don't need
to think about it. "You can take the cat out of the jungle," the hacker
said, "but you can't take the jungle out of the cat."


Hanako didn't buy that theory. You can't take the joneko out of the jungle
because she never was there in the first place. They are seru. They don't
come from the jungle, they get poured out of a bottle and painted on a sheet
of plastic by a human animator, for purposes that may vary but are always
defined by the hand holding the brush.  Joneko didn't evolve; they were
intelligently designed like any other seru.  They are also a lot smarter
and more mercenary, Hanako thought, than the "genetic imperative" thing
gives them credit or blame for. The way she figured it, joneko dance because
humans like to watch, and they know exactly what they're doing and why.


Cooking up a hypothetical alternate history in which joneko evolved as
organic creatures in a jungle somewhere, is what delusional fanboys
do. They just really badly want to believe that there's something
exciting and real they get to be part of and it's not all just a fantasy
cooked up because humans have money and like to be amused.


It never occurred to Kamioka Hanako that joneko might have other dances
besides the ones they did for humans – purely joneko dances with joneko
purposes.  She never took an American History elective like Rurika's, and
she didn't know about Jack Wilson's revelation; and no human would be smart
enough to make that connection until years later anyway.  What Hanako did
think she knew, was how to get in touch with some joneko.


She told her staff that she was going to visit friends, and she
took the Chiyoda line before transferring to the Yamanote, out to
Ikebukuro.  She got out at the station, and walked a couple of blocks
into the industrial park.  At the back of one sprawling building she
found a series of doors labeled, in English, with the names of the
businesses whose storefronts filled the other side of the building;
and in between a vehicle detailing place and a proprietary fastener
manufacturer, there was one door bearing a circle with pointed ears
and a few words in a script she didn't know.  It didn't correspond to
any of the storefronts.  It was, in fact, one of the last remaining
above-ground traces of Hynaburu Group's failed development project.
As she approached, the door swung in, revealing a steep staircase
leading downward.


The stairs were lit, but not very well, by some kind of fiber
arrangement worked into the tiles of the ceiling.  Hanako did not stop
to look carefully at the walls as she descended, but she had the
impression of graffiti murals mostly in pink and green.  Some of the
tiles sparkled in the dim light, with little flecks of metal embedded
in the glass.  This stairway must have been built for some other
purpose before the joneko took over, and it must have been splendid
and elegant then.  Now it just felt sad and dirty, like the men who
frequented the place.  She encountered a few of those on their way up
as she went down, but fortunately they did not stop to address her nor
even make eye contact.  They just hurried past, shamed by the presence
of a human female and not even thinking how odd it really was for her
to be there.


The stairs bottomed out on a large square room, open along one side, and
Kamioka Hanako suddenly recognized the architecture: this was a disused
subway station.  Most of the platform had been demolished, so the train
stood welded to its track sections in an open space with sloping piles of
rubble on either side.  Light, music, and purring laughter spilled from it. 
She climbed down the rubble and up the two steps at the end of the train,
took a deep breath, and stepped through the hole where the door had been
removed.


At least there were proper lights here, but they were very bright and
adjusted to a much redder hue than humans ever used.  Her eyes hurt for
several seconds before adjusting.  Everything looked like it had been
drenched in syrupy liquid sulfur.  The first things she noticed, once she
could see much of anything, were the bodies of the dancing joneko, wrapped
around the hand-hold poles and each other, all the way down the train car,
slithering and gyrating to the music.  She was hardly the intended audience,
but even she could feel herself inexorably drawn into the sensuous ebb and
flow of the dance.  Maybe it really was true about genetic imperatives.


The subway cars' loudspeakers, originally for announcing the next stop and
telling passengers to squeeze in tighter, had been hooked up to a machine
that generated non-stop hetero house music.  It was made of nip-hop samples
slowed down and run through a digital heterodyne filter (hence the name of
the genre) to shift most of the energy into the 30-kilohertz range.  It was
largely for the benefit of the joneko, who could properly hear it and
understand the lyrics.  Only the bass line and some of the speaker
distortion were directly audible to humanoids, with the main musical content
just a pain at the back of the head that came and went with the beat.  If
you listened long enough, this kind of music would drive you mad as a
joneko, which was the point.


Every couple meters down either side of the car a can of molten
lead hung on a hook, with some pellets of microencapsulated curium-244
ceramic in the bottom to keep it hot.  The liquid provided a heat sink to
keep the nuke stuff from burning itself out, and some measure of radiation
shielding.  These cans radiated heat throughout the car, and constituted an
extreme burn and fire hazard and a moderate explosion and radioactive
contamination hazard.  Nobody seemed worried.


As for the clients, they were polite to each other, forming a single
line to wait their turns in a civilized fashion in the end of the subway
car.  The joneko did not respect the line.  They just grabbed any men they
liked from the front or middle of it and dragged them out through the side
doors, or occasionally closed deals right on the benches and against the
walls if their need was extreme.  The balding salaryman at the front of the
line had been passed over several times for younger and more appealing
clients further back, and he was obviously becoming impatient.  He gave
Hanako an eager look as she passed.  Maybe he thought she might be on the
menu tonight, never mind not being a joneko nor even a seru. She ignored him
so hard he practically got frostbitten even in the atmosphere of the
hot-house.


This was a slow night and all the action was in the first car, with the
remaining ones sparsely filled by joneko and clients relaxing, taking
drugs, and waiting to be ready for another round.  On a busier night there
would have been dancing and enthusiasm in most or all of the cars.  Like
Ninth Queen in this very place years before, Kamioka Hanako tried to find
a leader to talk to.


At any given time there were always a few bunnygirls wandering around
the hot-house.  Most of the original Hynaburu colony were among the
stars by now, and the conditions were poor for laying eggs, but many
discarded bunnygirls from all over the prefecture eventually found
their way here, so the colony had maintained its population and even
grown a little. There was little for a bunnygirl to do in the subway
cars that formed the hot-house itself, but sitting in the dark eating
hydroponic carrots and watching television all day is boring too, so
sometimes they came to watch the joneko and the clients.


Some of the humanoid regulars had an informal betting pool open on the
subject of who could be the first to do business with a bunnygirl
instead of a joneko.  So far there were three who claimed to have
succeeded. None could convince the others, and in fact, joneko nature
meant nobody was ever likely to score such an achievement for
real at all.  Bunnygirls play with boys sometimes, but they really
prefer carrots; joneko have more specific needs that take priority.


So Hanako flagged down what looked like a senior bunnygirl and demanded to
speak to whoever was in charge of the joneko here.  She asked a bunnygirl
instead of a joneko on the theory that the joneko were all in altered states
from drugs or lust, scornful of humans at the best of times, and unlikely to
be helpful.  It was good thinking.  The bunnygirl curtsied, said "Follow
us, please," and hopped out one of the side doors.  The human woman
followed.


She followed the bunnygirl up onto the platform of the disused station, down a
hallway and then into an opening in the wall which led into a hand-dug
gallery.  It was dark in there and Hanako could barely keep her step.  She
trailed one hand along the wall and kept her eyes on the bunnygirl's
wiggling cottony tail, which was slightly luminescent.  After several twists
and turns, with the gallery mostly sloping down into the earth, they stopped
in a chamber lit by LED pinpricks in the ceiling.  Several other galleries
connected to the chamber and there was a wooden door built into one wall. 
The bunnygirl curtsied again and said quietly "The Queen awaits you just
behind this door.  We cannot enter there." Then she turned and hopped off,
back up the gallery down which they had come.  Hanako foresaw an unpleasant
journey back alone, but there was nothing to do about that now.  She opened
the door in front of her.


Chapter 35


When Kamioka Hanako saw what was beyond the door, her heart sank. 
The stupid bunnygirl had listened to too much religious nonsense from
joneko.  When asked for the leader of the joneko, rather than picking an
elder who bossed around the others, as Hanako had intended, instead she went
all the way to the top.  It made a sort of bunnygirlish sense.  The room
contained nothing but an altar with some incense burning on it, and behind
the altar, a picture of a goddess.  First Queen, she thought they called
that one.  What was she expected to do here, pray?


The painting behind the altar was arresting because its colors seemed
impossibly bright, as if the paint were glowing with a light of its own. 
Hanako looked carefully at it and figured out the secret. One thing about
joneko, they know how to put on a good show. It was painted on black velvet,
so the background was about as dark as it could be, painted with some kind
of fluorescent paint, and lit by tiny LED spotlights hidden in the alcove
doorway and aimed so that they illuminated the painting only, to make the
colors shine brighter than objects on the altar. The paint was probably
seru vinyl, she reasoned, the same stuff joneko themselves are made with, so
that the image really would be almost alive. They'd want that for a
religious icon.


First Queen herself was rather surprising.  Hanako had seen pictures of this
being before, but had never looked closely, and the real valid icon in the
dark cave-like room was a thousand years more advanced than the images one
might occasionally see in popular culture.  Great care had clearly been
taken, and the painting was detailed and lifelike; but First Queen did not
look much like a joneko.  Evidently, she was not meant to look like a
joneko.  She more resembled a human woman, except for the addition of a
furry tail and pointy ears on top of her head.  Her lips were parted in a
very joneko sort of expression, revealing little sharp fangs, but in skin
and face and body structure, the joneko had depicted their goddess as a
trashy humanoid imitation of themselves.  First Queen was a nekomimi. 


Kamioka Hanako was about to leave, but there was a loud angry hiss
behind her and she froze.  Someone unseen in the darkness declared
that one does not turn one's back on First Queen.  Okay.  That made
good sense, even if it might be irreverent to mention it right here in
front of the goddess.  These deities are after all very slippery
customers.  You're not even supposed to turn your back on images of
the Buddha, and he's one of the more honest ones.  Kamioka Hanako made
a shallow bow to the painting and backed carefully out of the room.  A
yellow joneko with greenish markings on her paws, ears, and tail
closed the door firmly. She smiled at Hanako, but her smile was no
more friendly or human than the nekomimi smile of First Queen.


"Are you the joneko, uh, Queen?"


The yellow confirmed that she was a joneko queen.  The distinction may
have been lost on the human.


"Well, I'm here to ask you for your help."


Kamioka Hanako wasn't sure where to begin, even though she had thought
about it a lot before coming here.  She started out with a line about
"What if I told you there was a place where human children are
treated as worse than animals?" and then realized that it sounded too
much like an SDL missionary's sales pitch for afterlife insurance, and
abandoned that direction, and floundered looking for another line of
attack. The joneko listened impassively for a minute or two before
suggesting that they go find a better place to talk instead of
standing here in the hallway. She conducted Hanako to another small
room where there was a folding chair and a few office-lady props for
joneko and their men who might be into that, and directed the human to
sit on the chair.  She herself rolled around on the floor.


Hanako tried to ignore the joneko's distracting behavior and started
again, this time from the beginning of her own narrative: her
father's death, walking the Shining Path at his apparent wish, leaving
the school and finding out that she had been lied to about the will,
and joining forces with the others, hoping to put an end to such things.
The yellow seemed very interested in the legal details, which
unfortunately the human girl only vaguely understood. The yellow kept
asking for clarification – mew, was it the case that Hanako had been
the rightful leader of the family, appointed by the previous leader,
and others supposedly acting on her behalf had kept her isolated from
her daughters?  Preventing her from being queen and Queen when she was
old enough?


Kamioka Hanako did not exactly have any daughters of her own, and she
did not quite understand the special joneko meaning of queenship, but
she guessed that the most truthful and diplomatic answer to that
question was "Yes," and the yellow purred and said that now she
understood why the human had come here.  Yes, she knew one who would
definitely wish to hear this story.


Then the yellow joneko called in a bunnygirl, and gave her a carrot to
keep her quiet while she was bound to a wall computer to provide video
bandwidth, because this chamber had only minimal wiring. Kamioka
Hanako was disgusted at how the bunnygirl seemed to enjoy submitting
to that, even though really, it should have been more disturbing if
she had struggled and complained.  These joneko were good at computer
networking, of course, and as the bunnygirl's eyes glazed over and her
jaw went slack, the computer lit up with perfect video of a dazzling
titania-white joneko, with black stripes and touches of fluorescent
dye in her fur. It was a much better connection than the average
street-corner phone booth three and a half years ago, which was the
last time and place Hanako had attempted video conferencing.


Kamioka Hanako started again from the beginning, and it came out
better this time because now she had some idea of which parts would
interest the joneko the most.  When she got to the bit about the
alumnae meeting, she told her starfish story, and the white joneko
commented that starfish were tasty, mew, if perhaps full of sand and
bony bits, and this one would be inclined to just eat them instead of
throwing them in the ocean.  But she understood the metaphor and it
was a good point.


Fourteenth Queen had been washing herself for most of the time that
Hanako talked, keeping just one ear pointed at the camera to convey
that she was still listening, but as the human finished her summary of
the situation, the joneko sat up, twisted a kink out of her neck, and
faced the camera directly.  She asked, in a way that sounded almost
humble, in what way she and her daughters could assist this noble
cause.  It seemed a good sign that she had been the one to offer
the idea of cooperation, before Hanako even asked for it.


"We'll get to that soon, I'm sure; but if we're working together I
don't expect this relationship to be one-sided.  I'd like to hear what you
think I and the Shining Path Alumnae can do for you and the joneko."


Fourteenth Queen bared her teeth in something almost like a humanoid
smile; and this time, Kamioka Hanako knew that it really was a smile.
From that moment, they were friends and allies.  They made their plans.


Later, on the subway back to her home, Kamioka Hanako started to think
again about all the things that had not been mentioned in the recent
interview, and she wondered about the joneko Queen's motivations and
what the payoff really was for "that one" and her people. Everything
seemed to have been just a little too easy – and she guessed,
correctly, that what she was feeling might be a lot like what a rat
feels in the last few moments before it becomes a sushi ingredient.
She even wondered if Hirose Konosuke were what he appeared to be, or
some kind of agent or plant intended to manipulate her into talking to
the joneko in the first place.  Should she trust them, any of them?


She did not sleep well.  When she got up, she phoned her financial
advisor and said she wanted to sell all her stocks.  The robot tried
to talk her out of it, then escalated the call to a seru who tried to
talk her out of it. When she finally spoke to a human, he succeeded in
convincing her not to liquidate her entire portfolio
immediately – which had been her idea – because to do so would distort
the market, causing huge losses, attracting inappropriate attention,
and maybe even triggering some kind of panic.  Instead, the stocks
would be sold in bits and pieces over a period of two weeks, with many
of the orders jitneyed and even a few decoy buys thrown in, to avoid
the notice of market-watching AIs.  But the broker ultimately had to
follow his client's wishes, and Hanako was adamant that she wanted
none of her family fortune on the TSE during the period of 14-day to
21-day, 9-month.  She would not, and indeed could not, say exactly why.


Chapter 36


The ginger had sincerely hoped that the adventure she arranged
for Hirose Konosuke, with the raffle prize and the tawny queen from the
studio, would guide him back onto the Shining Path; but it didn't seem to
have worked.  Although he remained friendly with the tawny while at work,
they did not spend time together after hours, and joneko who had bet on that
outcome were disappointed.  Mew, he still spent too much time on the
computer, and the ginger worried he was becoming a square.


There was a night when he said he was going to a "reunion" – though none
of the schools he had attended were having such an event, the ginger
checked – and then he came back smelling of many organic humanoid queens all
at once.  After that, he carried the same scent back from many of his
excursions.  It was all quite puzzling, and he refused to talk about it. 
Any one would think he didn't see this one as a big sister at all, mew.


She became distracted from that little mystery on 29-day 8-month when
Miura Hitoshi, the younger brother, lost his job at the gym.  It was a
Thursday night.  He came home at the usual time but in much lower
spirits than usual, leaning on his "gentleman's walking stick" as if
he really needed it to walk, and he didn't say a word to anybody but
went straight to the bedroom he shared with Shoda Rurika, slamming the
sliding door shut.  The ginger had been playing a board game with
Rurika, but they looked at each other, looked at the closed door of
the bedroom, and by common consent the game was over.  The ginger went
to scratch quietly at the door.  It took soft mewing and cuddling and
a fair bit of time, but she got most of the story out of the boy and
could guess the rest.


At the end of the Thursday afternoon class (Baritsu Level II, boys ages ten
to twelve), Miura Hitoshi gathered up the mats and was stacking them neatly
in their place while the last of his students left.  As he turned to leave
the practice room himself, he saw his boss, Mr. Julius Hearst-Smythe,
standing in the doorway with an uncharacteristically serious look on
his face.  Hitoshi sketched a hasty bow, said, "Sensei,"
and the man nodded.


"Mr. Miura.  Please, come talk with me in the office for a few minutes."


Hearst-Smythe led the way into the office, sat down behind the desk, and
stared across at the boy for a long moment.  Then he said slowly, "Baritsu
is a living art, Hitoshi."


It couldn't be anything good when Sensei started talking in riddles, but
there would be no rushing him.  "You've often told me that everything grows
and changes, including the art itself–"


"Yes, rather.  And sometimes that process of growth can involve, well, some
growing pains."  This was sounding worse and worse.


Hearst-Smythe rummaged among the papers on the desk and pulled out
one with a spreadsheet on it.  He adjusted the controls to highlight a few
cells, and handed it over.


"These are the enrollment figures for next term's classes.  By now they all
ought to be full.  But as you can see, they just aren't."


Miura Hitoshi was no math genius, but he could see that some of the boxes
had two-digit numbers in them, and others had one-digit numbers, many of
which were zeroes.


"Looks like there's no problem filling some of the classes–"


"Yes.  Which ones?"


Hitoshi was not good at this kind of question.  But he furrowed his brow and
stared at the page until he thought he could see the answer.


"The girls' classes?"


"Right.  Nobody knows why – I was just in a meeting with the scheduling
committee about it – but it's pretty clear that we need to run a lot more
classes for girls and cut most of the boys'.  We used to be about four to
one for space, boys to girls; last term it was three to one; but next term
it'll have to be at least even, maybe even a majority the other way."


"And I'm the junior-est teacher of boys' classes."


"Yes.  Please understand this isn't just about making more profit or
something, our actual survival is on the line, what?  We can't have the
school empty most of the time, which is where we'll be if we leave the
schedule the way it was."


"So how many of my classes are you cutting?"


"All of them.  I'm sorry, old boy."


There was a long pause.


"I guess if you need people to teach girls' classes I could–"


"No.  No, you really couldn't, Hitoshi.  Never mind whether we might write
back to London and get some kind of permission from Souke to suspend the
rules and let you do it.  You couldn't teach most of these girls whether
we'd let you or not."


"I could be gentle!"


"Yes, that's the problem.  They can't be gentle.  They're not
gentlemen.  They're bigger than you and older than you and they're different
from boys in ways that you frankly aren't old enough to understand, and I
don't just mean their bodies.  These ones who are signing up now, I don't
know why it seems like every female high school senior in Tokyo wants to
learn baritsu this Summer, but I talked to some people from other schools
and it's the same all over, anyway I don't know if it's neosteroids or
serukan or just clean living and physical culture, but there's something
uncanny going on, they're not like girls used to be, and they're not
disposed to take instruction from a boy your age, eh?  Never mind school
rules saying they have to respect you.  Honestly?  One gentleman to another? 
I'm scared myself.  I don't know what's going on with the youth of today."


"Well, if they can't be gentlemen, or, or ladies or whatever, then we
shouldn't allow them in the school at all!"


"Well, if you want to argue that, we could also say that if standards of
behavior are declining so much in the general population, then it's the
duty of our school to teach these kids how to be gentlemen.  Or
ladies, or, indeed, whatever.  But regrettably, we don't even have a choice
about it.  Survival of the school has to come first – even beyond the
principles of the art."


"What would Sir Barton-Wright say if he heard that?"


"Well, oddly enough, our lineage was one of the first to accept
women students.  You know, the art was widely adopted among the early
Suffragettes, and--"


Hitoshi interrupted to suggest a course of action involving the early
Suffragettes.  Strictly speaking, the teacher should have rebuked the
disrespectful language, but he could not help laughing.


"Hah! If you saw the costumes they wore, you might not be too eager to
do that.  I suppose you're right, though; it's not all that relevant to
us here and now tonight.  That was long ago and far away, what?"


"But still you're letting me go."


"Yes.  I'm afraid I don't really have a choice.  I don't have money to pay
you nor students for you to teach."


Hitoshi uttered a few more words, which his teacher politely ignored.


"It's not the end of the world, Hitoshi.  There's more to the art than just
your job–"


"This isn't a hamon?"


"Oh, perish the thought!  You are and always will be a true student of the
gentlemanly art, Miura Hitoshi, welcome to practice here and use your title,
and you'll be on the list of whom I shall call if the enrollment demographics
should change in the future–"


Hitoshi noticed, it practically screamed at him, that Hearst-Smythe-sensei
had not said he would be particularly high up on any such list.  But there
was one more thing he could try.


"Sensei, there are other baritsu schools in this city.  What if I find
another one that's hiring?"


"I think they're all in the same straits we are, but if you can find
another school that is hiring male instructors, you are free to work for
them.  I'll be happy to act as your reference."


And that was when it hit
Hitoshi that this was really happening.  He had not quite taken the
conversation seriously before; but to teach somewhere else and not be
expelled for it was so unheard-of that he could not disbelieve.  He went
numb.


Hitoshi said goodbye and bowed and left the school in a daze.  He used his
stick to shove his way through the crowds of girls on the subway without
really seeing them, and he was still quiet and shocked by the time he
arrived home and the ginger joneko got to work on him.  Many neosteroid
users are prone to violent rages, but Hitoshi had been on the knife long
enough – and the baritsu helped with this, too – that he'd learned to keep
the anger locked safely inside.  Some time in the next couple of days he
would need to find a private space, not here at home in range of the
joneko's ears, and sob and punch the wall until he could face the world
again.


The ginger did the best she could to comfort him, and she took care to
let Rurika know that it would be better to let up a little on the
sisterly teasing for at least a few days; but that was the most she
could do.  There clearly was not
much comfort he could accept from his sisters right now.  Hitoshi was
not feeling good about girls or women in general.


Chapter 37


Mid-morning on 16-day 9-month Shoumei 19, four joneko climbed each of two
large office buildings in the Quarter.  They went unnoticed among the
general rush of parkour couriers trying to make tight delivery
deadlines – even when they continued climbing past the buildings' sky
doors and all the way to the roofs.  The two towers were just close
enough together that the joneko could see each other and exchange obscene
gestures by way of salute across the distance; then they went to work.


Impact wrenches, braided aramid rope, and many other tools and
supplies were removed from tool belts.  Six queens fanned out to
sakura cannons, one each, and began detaching them from their
mountings.  One queen on each building traced the electrical and
control connections to tie those off and prevent any alarms from
triggering.  Once the machines were freed, the joneko took them to
pieces, and carefully lowered those to the ground with the
window-cleaning cranes conveniently already in place.  A few workers
in the buildings saw the disassembled cannons pass by on their way
down.  Only one, a certain Atsushi Ryuuko, who worked in product
placement for the Hynaburu group of companies, actually figured out
that someone was removing the sakura cannons; and she assumed it must
be legitimate routine maintenance or something.  The idea that someone
would steal such devices never occurred to her.


They rappelled back down the buildings, packed up the sakura cannons – which
really should be called missile launchers, since that was their original
purpose when they came out of the factory in Kutaisi – and hit the
road.  By midnight all six launchers were set up in the woods around the
Shining Path Academy, with the crews comfortably asleep in the trees nearby,
waiting to get the signal.


The signal was delayed, and for stupid reasons.  Hanako, Konosuke, and
the others were supposed to assemble at the Kamioka mansion at 2:30
in the morning, to leave about an hour and a half each for preparation
time and the bus trip to Shining Path, and then they'd be ready to attack
with the sunrise at 5:25.  But when Hanako's dogs started to arrive, most of
them already late, they discovered that the rented bus hadn't come
with a driver included.  A quick poll of the assembled pack determined
that there was one member whom the others believed might have
professional bus-driving experience – and she had fallen unconscious
only minutes before from the effects of something she'd consumed in
premature celebration of the coming events.  She might be awake by the
time they were scheduled to arrive, but wouldn't be in any condition
to operate heavy machinery any time soon.  There were three more who
said they didn't, like, actually know how to drive a bus, but
they were willing to give it a try – cooler heads prevailed, however,
and after Hanako placed a telephone call to the rental agency and
offered them really an inappropriate amount of money, a professional
driver arrived in a taxi.


"Special school trip here, Miss?" he asked.


"Yeah.  Kind of."


"Well, I guess that's nice for some people, ne?" he said,
gesturing at Hirose Konosuke.  In the middle of the crowd of scruffy-looking
human girls, all wearing age-inappropriate schoolgirl outfits, Konosuke was
quite conspicuously the only male and the only seru.  But Hanako gave the
driver a freezing glare, and he didn't comment further.  He did think, as
the girls all filed onto the bus with their little pink backpacks, that
those packs looked awfully heavy for a school day-trip, and he guessed they
might contain more than just cameras and a change of loose socks.  Probably
better not to inquire further.


Kamioka Hanako was actually quite proud of the weapons that made those packs
so heavy.  Not that she had invented them, of course, but she'd done a good
job of negotiating with the procurement people and explaining the
requirements.  She'd said she needed something usable with minimal training
and no aptitude.  She'd gotten something much like the stun batons the city
police carried in rougher neighborhoods, but much more stylish, and with
some cute little extra features not found in the police issue.


Each weapon resembled what is known in the trade as a "young lady's hand
massager," in pink or black acrylonitrile butadiene styrene copolymer and
complete with a cute little seru kitty or penguin figurine on the control
switch.  The weapon, however, could vibrate at a much higher frequency, all
the way into the ultrasonic, and back it up with an electric shock, and it
could telescope out to half-meter length.  A solid blow would incapacitate a
person; or, with the addition of a bayonet made of self-healing zirconia
glass, it could cut through steel.  You wouldn't want to massage your hands
nor anything else you wanted to keep, with one of these.  They were cheap,
too – basically just a commercial off-the-shelf product with an upgraded
control chip and the vibration counter-mass replaced by a much heavier
tungsten one.  The batteries wouldn't last long, but they would last long
enough, and with the batteries dead, it could still be used as a blunt
instrument.


With a vague knowledge of military special-forces doctrine and terminology
mostly derived from watching anime, she had divided her forces into what she
called "Platoon Kitty" and "Platoon Penguin," according to her private
assessment of each girl's intelligence, drug-addiction status, and ability
to follow instructions.  Hanako carried a black weapon and planned to enter
the building with the other Penguins.  Alumnae deemed too unreliable to
behave predictably once inside, as well as Hirose Konosuke and all the
joneko, were relegated to Platoon Kitty and strongly encouraged to believe
they could be most helpful by remaining outdoors.  There were no further
organizational subdivisions, and if there were to be any leaders except
herself, those would be whoever could make the others listen in the heat of
the moment.


The plan was simple.  They'd cover the school with smoke to interfere with
the automated defenses and any external reinforcements that might show up by
air.  The joneko had assured Hanako that no support would arrive by land,
and (except for the vague unease which had prompted her to sell her stocks)
she imagined all it meant was that they would be blocking the road.  With
the place isolated and smoked in, they'd cut down part of the fence, and by
that time most if not all of the on-site cops would be outside the building
in a state of confusion.  Kitty would deal with them there; Penguin would
enter the buildings, evacuate all the students and any remaining staff, and
then put the place beyond use.


After that, it was not really clear what was supposed to happen.  Most of
the students, it was assumed, would simply vanish into the woods as soon as
they got outside the building and saw the fence down.  Students would have
run plans of their own as a matter of course; they just needed the chance to
use them.  Anybody at a high enough level to have lost their plans (that is,
Level Five or above) could be counted as a staff member and immobilized long
enough to let the others escape.  Then the attackers would vanish too,
leaving a big mess and a mystery for the police to solve – and the parents
of the missing students could be expected to abort the police investigation
before it got anywhere, rather than risking too much detail getting into the
media.


Hanako had stonily insisted that none of the human Shining Path staff – not
even the cops – were to be killed or seriously harmed except in strictest
self-defense, and she extracted promises to that effect from each of her
dogs, individually.  Students, no matter how thoroughly educated, were the
victims and to be protected at all cost.  The computer was going down, but
that would be all. Plenty of others in the group, though, entertained
fantasies of how "self-defense" might stretch to be retroactive for events
in the past, or even of quietly looking the other way when newly-freed
students did what came naturally.


Only a few had thought seriously about their own futures, personally, after
this event.  Someone had a chat with a joneko, who had addressed her from
the branches of a tree on the Kamioka estate late one night after one of the
meetings, and that resulted in almost half of Platoon Kitty buying tickets
to Sapporo and making plans of their own for what would follow the raid. 
They didn't consider it necessary to mention their plans to Ms. Kamioka, who
already had enough on her mind, nor to any of the totally scary
bitches on Platoon Penguin.  The lines were already drawn.


The pack of dogs remained quiet as the bus carried them from the
mansion down into the outskirts of the city, then back out into the green
belt on the way to Shining Path.  No doubt some of them were remembering
their own late-night rides to this same destination, the nights none of them
could forget when the cops, or officially the "escorts," showed up to take
them away from themselves.  At least this time they weren't handcuffed.


As the bus entered the green belt again it had to follow a winding, lonely
stretch of road in among dense trees.  These trees were both legally and
spiritually protected, and they knew it.  Some were hundreds of years old
and circled by the straw ropes that marked them as homes of kami.  Plenty of
things out here that had never heard of human civilization, never mind that
it was only by the whim of human civilization they could still survive at all.


In the darkest part of the woods they had to pass over a series of small
bridges as the road crossed several times a narrow but deep and fast river. 
The driver saw a flicker of purple light up ahead and groaned.  He'd hoped
that these clients were old enough this wouldn't happen, but evidently the
uniforms were all it took.  Well, there would be extra pay in it from his
agency, but on the whole, he'd rather be spared the annoyance.  Part of the
job, though.  He slowed the bus, watching carefully, and stopped it when the
headlights illuminated a glistening slimy pile that covered the road ahead.


Kamioka Hanako was sitting right behind the driver, and she only
had time to say "Hey, what's the big–" before something strong and
flexible ripped the door open and the answer became obvious.  Several
windows banged down a moment later, and within seconds, the interior of the
bus resembled one of those cans they sell in the curiosity shops.  The usual
estimating rule of the WOMT Studios casting department was one octopus, or
four fifths of a squid, for every two women; that allows an extra appendage
for restraint.  By that measure, the bus must have encountered about 24
giant octopodes, or 19 squid.


The driver held on to the armrests of his seat as the bus shook around him,
and he hoped it wouldn't flip over.  He could hear shrieks and screams from
the back of the bus – and the occasional gasp of pleasure, because there's
one girl like that in every busload – but he kept his eyes resolutely
forward.  It really wasn't any of his business, and better not to get
involved.


Someone almost immediately thought of the weapons.  Those were grabbed from
the overhead luggage racks and deployed to great effect.  It only took a
couple of good shocks to make each arm or tentacle go limp, and then it was
easy to just gather it up and haul it out the window.  Within a few minutes
the doors and windows were closed again, and when it seemed safe, the driver
got out and kicked the huge central bodies that blocked the road, until they
quivered, shuddered, and hauled themselves on still-shaky arms back into the
water.  He did get a faceful of ink from one, but it would wash off.  Then
the bus got back underway. Everyone was covered in slime, but still fully
clothed.  Most of the assaults had only occurred in the bus driver's
overheated imagination.  All told, the Shining Path Alumnae had lost about
half an hour – but they had gained precious experience using their
weapons, and the morale boost of having faced a combat situation together
was priceless.  On balance the interruption was almost certainly a net gain.


The rest of the drive was uneventful, except for a tense moment when they
found that the road had been commandeered for an illegal street race, and
they had to take another route.  It meant another twenty-minute delay before
they passed under the simple arch with the sign saying "Shining Path
Academy" and the motto in some foreign language nobody bothered to write
down or translate.


Hirose Konosuke was the only one who noticed this at first, and he didn't
say anything, but as the pack was milling around in the parking lot trying
to get organized, Kamioka Hanako addressed the bus driver.  She told him he
could leave – actually, she didn't phrase it as an option.


"Right you are, ma'am.  When do you want me to come back and pick you all
up?"


She actually hadn't thought of that at all.  She sputtered for a moment or
two, eventually settled on 7pm, said so, and he said "Right you are" again
and got into the bus.


Chapter 38


Some day, if he should be so lucky and if the neosteroids didn't catch
up to him first, Miura Hitoshi's grandchildren would ask him where he
was when the Sailor Suit Riots happened, and he would tell them he saw
the first punch land.  He would be wrong – minor fights had been
breaking out in some parts of the city since early the previous
evening, and the larger pattern went back months if not years.  In
fact, ever since the good old days.  But there is no doubt that Miura
Hitoshi was present at an important inflection point.


It was maybe 8:15 in the morning of 17-day 9-month Shoumei 19, and he
was waiting for the bus, at a stop down among the warehouses, near the
toxic part of the waterfront. It was a rough part of town, and not
really a place for a boy his age to hang out unaccompanied if he
didn't want to get picked up in one way or another, but he was still a
2-dan baritsu practitioner even if out of work for the moment, and he
had his gentleman's walking stick and no reason to be afraid.


He had taken up Hearst-Smythe-sensei's offer and started interviewing
at other schools. This place he was returning from was the fifth such
other school he had tried, and the interview had been even worse than
the previous four.  The interviewer had barely been polite to him. She
hadn't really watched his forms when he demonstrated those, he could
tell. The decision was made against him before he even walked in the
door. With no pay-check expected any time soon, even the few coins of
bus fare to come out here felt like a big waste; and having skipped
his first classes to come out here so early, just to prove he had the
discipline to get out of bed, no longer seemed like such a good idea
either.


The sky was full of big, dirty clouds, which were grumbling like
old-time thunder gods that hadn't descended to consort with the peasant
women in far too long.  They were tense and irritable and just ready to
smite somebody on any pretext.  Miura Hitoshi felt much the same.


On his left a rumpled-looking salaryman slouched against the bus
shelter, apparently not caring that some of the graffiti and other
things on the glass were rubbing off onto his suit.  He'd probably
been up all night.  A few paces off on his right, two human girls in
sailor suits were sharing a pair of earbuds presumably picking up the
ultrawideband RF from a music player hidden in one or the other's
pocket.  They were holding hands like a couple, but probably for no
reason more exciting than to keep the signal path intact; it was a
common enough practice of classmates who might be just friends.
Hitoshi was distracted thinking about that and did not think to wonder
why they were catching the bus here, even though it was a very
strange place for them to be.


That's the point at which his grandchildren, if he were so lucky,
would ask what he noticed about the girls and he'd probably say,
almost nothing.  He wouldn't have commented about the hand-holding,
and certainly couldn't have remembered their skirt codes.  He was not
even much interested by human girls at the best of times anyway.  He
did remember seeing one of them bopping her head and lip-synching to
the music, and he wondered what song and band it was.  The other one
looked at him and smiled, but it wasn't a cute smile and that was the
first really strange thing he noticed: between her parted lips he saw
white and inhumanly pointed teeth, just like a joneko's, though she
was otherwise human and not wearing nekomimi drag.  He smugly thought
that the body mod would keep her out of any legitimate martial arts
school.


The bus pulled up to the stop and Hitoshi hung back thinking to get on
last like a gentleman, as the salaryman and the girls both made for
the door.  They met at the open door of the
bus, and in a very matter-of-fact way, one of the girls let go her
friend's hand, grabbed the salaryman by the lapels of his jacket, and brought
her forehead up sharply under his chin with a sickening crunch.
Crude technique, but it stunned him pretty well, and she didn't even
seem to feel any pain herself.


Then the other one kicked him, hard, where no salaryman wants to be
kicked, and as he groaned, sank to the pavement, and groped to
retrieve the broken pieces of his phone, they began punching and
kicking him some more, in more physically painful places.


Miura Hitoshi probably ought to have stopped to help – the salaryman,
not the girls – as the obligation of a martial artist to counteract
wrongdoing, but his brain was refusing to fully process the sight and
he could not think through the best course of action. He just stepped
around the three combatants, got onto the bus, and waved his hand
under the nose as the doors closed behind him.


Hitoshi and a scruffy homeless guy were the only ones on the bus at this
point, but as it followed its route into downtown, more girls like the
ones he'd seen started getting on, usually two at each stop and then
four at a couple stops and then right before downtown, where there was
a connection from the subway, maybe twenty-five all at the same stop.
Hitoshi squeezed into a seat at the very back, tried to look
inconspicuous, and worried.  He saw one girl who looked a lot like
Ruri-chan, but it wasn't her and at least that was a relief.  They
didn't speak, even when pressed together intimately in the
overloaded bus, and they ignored him.


When the bus crossed the invisible line into the business district and
stopped in front of a tall office building, Hitoshi didn't see or hear
any signal but they all seemed to know it was their stop.  They poured
out onto the sidewalk, which was crowded with office workers heading
for their jobs, and they began systematically accosting passers-by.
They mostly seemed to be aiming for men, but plenty of women got drawn
into the fray as well.


Two or three girls would grab each victim, beat him until he lay still
(which usually only took a few moments), and then grab the next. It
looked like a dance or a martial-arts form, but it wasn't baritsu or
anything else Hitoshi recognized.


The girls were quiet and disciplined.  Everybody else, of course,
started screaming and running.  The bus waited a minute and a half
with its doors open because this stop was a timing point and it had to
depart at exactly 8:34, but even so nobody managed to get on.  Hitoshi
and the homeless guy watched out the back window as the bus pulled
away. An empty circle was growing around the bus stop as everyone who
could flee on foot did so, and the girls took care of whoever
couldn't.


Two stops later he saw that the same thing was already in progress
there, and the robot must have gotten some kind of emergency orders
because the bus slowed down but did not stop or open its doors.  They
passed through an intersection where the lights were out of service,
and looking out the window he could see that a block down on the left,
the street was filled by a sailor-suited crowd.  The bus kept moving.
They were out in the suburbs before it finally stopped to let off its
two passengers, and on the other side of the street they could see
more sailor suits waiting to take the same bus route in the opposite
direction, into the city to join the riots.


Miura Hitoshi and the homeless guy looked at each other, tried to
exchange views on what the Hell was up with all that, discovered they
spoke no languages in common, shrugged, and started walking.  The
old-time thunder gods exchanged grumbling for action, and began
pouring heavy rain on them.


Chapter 39


R. Jefferson Miyaki, age 52, had grandparents from Okinawa,
with all that implies. He retired early from the Air Force in the
post-Deconstruction downsizing, before he got his job with WCI as
chief of the Tsubasa Building security team.  He still thought of
himself as an eagle, even if his bureaucrat bosses kept his wings
clipped.  He had an office on the sixth floor of the Tsubasa Building,
but he preferred to spend most of his time in a makeshift command
center on the fourth.  It was one of three mechanical floors (along
with numbers 13 and 33), so the elevator didn't stop there, and you
had to go up to the fifth and then walk down on the stairs.  Very few
humans ever did that, so apart from the cleaning robots, Mr. Miyaki
usually had the whole floor to himself.


He had claimed a room with a transparent wall that looked down into
the multi-level open space of the main lobby, and he would perch up
there in the dark from seven every morning until whenever he felt like
going home, which was usually around eight at night.  He watched the
people and seru like mice below and listened to the WCI Security radio
channel. Occasionally he would go on the radio himself to give orders,
and if necessary he could go back to his office and use the computer
to do more complicated things, but Jefferson Miyaki had well-trained
subordinates who could usually handle any situation themselves.  Even
if he was technically a civilian now (and that was only a
technicality, as far as he was concerned), his job remained very much
like fighting a war:  long stretches of boredom with nothing to do,
punctuated by breaks of balls-out panic.  It was those
interruptions that kept him employed, and indeed, they were what he
lived for.


Miyaki did not know that the joneko royal complex was located on the
fourth basement level of this very building – where even the service
elevators didn't stop, supposedly for numerological reasons.  The
joneko had claimed some space for their own purposes much as he had
done; but they had also kept it hidden from building security, whereas
Jefferson Miyaki was building security.


The morning of 17-day started uneventfully, but then, they all do.
Miyaki sat in his aerie listening to the radio chatter, and swirling and
occasionally sipping from a large bulbous glass of what looked, and
almost tasted, like red wine.  It was actually an alcohol-free
synthetic, because he was in uniform.


Around 7:45 he saw something that did not belong in a well-secured
office building.  Half a dozen office ladies had just arrived early,
in a group, presenting what were presumably perfectly valid chemo-bio
scents to the nose at the door, and there was nothing wrong with that,
but then a gray and white joneko slipped in right behind them, before
the safety-conscious machine would close the door. She was wearing, of
all things, polyvinyl chloride boots and a three-cornered hat like
some pirate from an anime series.  The office ladies probably were not
even aware of that one's existence, but Mr. Miyaki watched carefully
as the gray-and-white stalked around the lobby.  She looked like she
was securing it, just as one of his own guards might.


When she seemed to be satisfied, she went and did something to the
door computer – which was not under WCI Security's direct control, and
he had complained about that to the bureaucrats many times before
now, and this was exactly why – and the door opened to admit 22 more
joneko from the street outside.  They took up positions all around the
lobby, sitting alert all in the same pose, mostly near the front main
and side emergency doors.  It was not easy to read the body language
from three floors above, but Jefferson Miyaki had sharp eyes and a keen
brain, and he recognized that this group was as disciplined as joneko
ever get.  They sure looked like they were waiting for something.  He
spotted thin spray canisters on their tool belts, much like the ones
some of his own officers carried, and correctly guessed that those
were weapons.


If someone had asked Miyaki what he thought of joneko in general, he
might have spoken favorably of their predatory instinct, which he
respected; but there were limits to his respect for any seru, or even
humans that he thought of as beneath him.  He certainly did not spend
any time thinking about just why a group of joneko might be in
the lobby of his building, apparently preparing seriously to hold
their position.  He did not speculate about what they might be
defending, or from what.  If someone told him a story about rival
factions disagreeing on the strategy for facing a common enemy, and
one faction hoping to both protect shared assets against unpredictable
allies, and seize power while another faction was otherwise occupied,
then he might have been interested in the tactical aspects.  But he
would have dismissed the civilian, political narrative; and nobody ever
did tell him the story anyway.


Jefferson Miyaki only saw a group of intruders. He
counted them, evaluated their deployment, and he reached for the button
that would patch his radio into the lobby public address speakers.
He ordered the crowd to disperse, and when they did not even flick
their ears to the source of the sound, he wondered if they
understood his language.


But then the radio crackled, and someone broke into the channel.  None
of the ones below could be seen using radio equipment, but whoever was
breaking in claimed credibly to speak for them, and the mere fact of
being able to break into the secured channel was a demonstration of more
than ordinary skill.


Speaking through their representative, the joneko claimed to be
ancient, mew; they claimed their presence was justified, mew mew; they
even claimed to be acting in the best interests of WCI Security, which
was a bit of a puzzler.  Would he not accept kindly help?  No, they
had to go, and he didn't even reply to the voice on the radio.


He thought of the human security detail, who at this point should be
standing by in their ready room on the first basement level.  But he
didn't want to dignify the intruders with such treatment; and he
hesitated to use the radio, given that it had just been compromised. 
Instead he sent a couple of text messages to the maintenance computer.
He trusted his phone to be rather more secure.


Half a dozen cleaning robots descended on wires at the back of the
lobby, spun up their rotary brooms, and began advancing on the feline
crowd with their primitive voice synths buzzing "Move along!  Scat,
scram!  Skidoo!"


Mr. Miyaki watched with interest from high above the lobby.  Setting up
that stored trigger, a couple years ago, had required not only
delicate negotiations with the cleaning-robot contractors, but also
some tricky computer programming.  He was pleased to see that it was
still in the system and worked just as planned. All 23 Justified
Ancients of Mewmew exited the building and vanished into the crowd on
the street.  But in the interest of remaining well-prepared for the
unexpected, Miyaki phoned down to the security patrol to come up from
the basement and stand watch in the lobby for a while.  If
nothing else, their presence might deter any joneko who might
entertain thoughts of sneaking back into the building.


Jefferson Miyaki would soon regret his decision to kick out the JAMs, as
the fifty or so humanoid girls they had been holding back saw the
opening and occupied the lobby almost immediately after the last
joneko exited. They sacked the robot receptionist – literally, pulling
an aramid bag over its torso.  The robot struggled until it blew out
its motors and was still.  The security detail got off the elevator in
time to see that, and acting without direct orders on their standing
rules of engagement, they rushed forward to defend client property.


Suzuki was first to reach the group of girls because he was the only
security guard not wearing high heels.  One of the intruders seized
his necktie and said something that he in his neosteroid-altered
battle madness interpreted as what he would call "flirty." He had no
chance to respond, because she immediately set about strangling him
with the tie.  His last thought before the lights went out was the
realization that being choked by a hot chick, like they say in the
public service announcements, really worked after all, but wasn't
worth it.  When Mayumi and Tomoko made it to the front line a few seconds
behind him, they did a little better because they were less distracted
by the girls. Fujimoto Mayumi actually knocked one down with her baton before
they overwhelmed her; but it didn't take long before all three guards
were on the floor, restrained in their own handcuffs, and the
intruders were on their way to the elevator stack.


Hamada Chihiro, the team leader and only guard carrying a firearm,
should have helped the others defend themselves. Instead she held her
drawn weapon unsafely in her left hand and fumbled with the right at
the control buttons on the waistband of her smart-fiber WCI Security
miniskirt.  The light-blue fabric shimmered and went plaid, and she
fired two warning shots at the polycarbonate "glass" ceiling of the
lobby before joining in the screaming rush to the elevators, to take
back what was hers.


Years of daily calisthenics had kept Jefferson Miyaki in action hero
condition despite his age.  He was off his perch and headed for the
stairwell even as Hamada Chihiro's superplastic bullets splashed
harmlessly on the lobby ceiling.  He only spared a fraction of a
thought at the back of his mind to wonder what the Hell had gotten
into Hamada-kun; at this point, that wasn't really important.  Long
before the elevators full of intruders could reach their destinations,
he was in his office issuing commands through the computer.  The
elevators would stop between floors, those inside should be delayed at
least twenty minutes, and everyone else would have to use the stairs.


Mr. Miyaki's first thought was to just get rid of the elevators full of
girls, somehow, with as little disturbance to his clients throughout
the building as possible.  But they were already the second wave of
terrorists, counting the joneko as the first – and if there were two
waves, there could be any number.  He checked the outside security
cameras and saw hints of a third wave forming in the crowd of fighting
commuters and schoolgirls.  He was forced and delighted to
conclude that the Tsubasa Building would soon be under full-scale
siege.  He issued the order to close the elevator-shaft blast doors at
the 13th and 33rd floors; not the fourth, because some of the
intruders were already above that level and he didn't want to impede
his own movement.


The blast doors were a legacy of post-Deconstruction architecture,
when people started to really think rationally about terrorism.  Just by
closing them, Mr. Miyaki had separated the building into three
independent zones all isolated from each other and each with its own
utilities. His clients above the 33rd, or between there and the 13th,
might be inconvenienced by being unable to leave, but they could
continue doing business more or less as usual, even if all Hell broke
loose down below.  Short of a kaiju attack collapsing the entire
building, of course.


But what about persons trapped below the 13th, with the intruders
ready to burst out like anime space aliens at any moment, and more
forming ranks outside?  He weighed his options.  The lower floors were
only lightly populated at this hour.  Most of them were full of chain
restaurants and such, that wouldn't open until later.  There were
elevated walkways to other buildings at the third and fifth floors,
and those are notoriously hard to secure, with members of the general
public wandering in and out all the time for stupid reasons.  It was a
miracle none of the girls had come in that way yet, and only a
matter of time before they tried it. No, he couldn't defend the lower
floors properly while keeping the legitimate tenants in business.


Nothing for it; even though he knew there would be Hell to pay with
the bean counters for the interruption of business, Miyaki gave the
command for a fire drill on floors one through twelve.  The fire doors
on the walkways would close and lock; everyone would head for the
lobby; the loyal members of the security detail would be out of their
handcuffs by then and could keep an eye on the civilians; and he could
hunt down the intruders personally, once all the innocents were out of
the way. After that he could think about getting everyone settled in
for a longer-term siege.


Mr. Miyaki chuckled and fingered his weapon.  It was loaded,
illegally, with real lead bullets.


Chapter 40


Kamioka Hanako lined up her dogs in the parking lot and tried to get them to
stand still long enough to count.  They were all busy enough with that not
to notice when the bus driver fired up his engine, because it was a silent
turbine, but they certainly noticed when he threw the bus into gear and
drove off down the hill at high speed.  Someone in the pink column panicked
at that, maybe a drug freak-out over finally realizing they were committed,
and Hanako had to calm them all down again – honestly, it was like herding
cats – and speaking of which, just as she was quieting her own
people, she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye, looked around,
and realized there were a couple dozen joneko with them in the parking lot. 
Those wouldn't stand still for long, and there wasn't much else to do before
unleashing the dogs anyway; she had a premonition that she was forgetting
something important and making a terrible mistake, but she swallowed it down
and sent the text message.  It was 6:24 in the morning.


Just over the tops of the trees up the hill, they saw some puffs of smoke
that quickly grew to clouds and settled down into the forest.  The joneko
had started firing smoke composition into the air above the Shining Path
building, but it would be a few minutes yet before the smoke became thick
enough to be useful.  The smoke stuff was a cheap mixture of byproducts
purchased from a Chinese factory that would normally make packaging for
snack foods.  It mostly consisted of crude terephthalic acid, mixed with
flakes of metalized PET film; reasonably harmless to people and seru while
blocking enough visible, IR, and terahertz radiation to give the cops and
their robots something to think about.


Down in the parking lot, one of the Penguins produced a case-lot of Gothic
Lolita lip glosses and handed them out, telling everyone to paint black
counterchange patterns on their faces to defeat AI identification.  It was
her own initiative; she had seen it done in a movie once.  Nice idea dethyo,
but it quickly degenerated into gang signs and fake tattoos, with enough
creative detail that they probably would help instead of hinder any
computer watching the proceedings.


It felt like there should have been some big important moment when
Hanako gave to order to start the attack, but there wasn't; she just
said, "Okay, come on," and they started up the trail to the main
building.  Halfway there they started to notice the smoke screen, and
by the time they reached the top, they could only see a few meters in
any direction.  When they hit the fence, with its covering of filmy RF
shield, they had to spread out and search on either side until they
found the gate.


They argued about whether to attempt opening the gate, or just cut
down the posts to bring the whole fence collapsing down.  Then
someone tried the gate and discovered it was unlocked, and that
settled the question for the moment.  They streamed in – only to be
met by a volley of painballs from the automated guns, which were
working a lot better in the smoke than expected.  Several of the
leading girls took hits, fell, and lay writhing until the effects wore
off.  But at least the smoke had disabled the cameras well enough that
the guns couldn't get a good lock and score multiple hits on any one
target.


The attackers fell back, regrouped, and then sent joneko to climb the
walls and disable the guns while the rest of Platoon Kitty milled
around drawing fire until the operation was complete.  Now they only
had to deal with the cops, who would surely have raised some kind of
alarm and would emerge from the building within a few minutes.  They
surrounded the school, took up positions next to the fire doors, and
waited.


Kamioka Hanako led Platoon Penguin to the main entrance with only a
little difficulty in the thick smoke, and tried to break in.  The door
was locked.  Her high-tech vibrating glass bayonet went through the
soft brass faceplate of the lock as if that were butter – and then
stopped dead on the hardened steel parts inside, spraying powdered
glass everywhere.  In less than a minute it was worn down to a nub and
she had to toss it away and commandeer someone else's weapon.  But a
few solid electric shocks applied to the chemo-bio nose controlling
the lock, combined with some enthusiastic kicks and shoulder checks
applied to the door itself, finally shook things up enough that they
were able to get in.  Someone started yelling, and the Penguins poured
into the building through the main door just as the cops were pouring
out through all the others.


Inside looked like the inside of any office building, let's say
the Tsubasa Building downtown.  The dogs weren't organized, but
they didn't need to be.  Everyone knew the basic plan: cut down
wireless antennas, break security cameras, immobilize any staff
members; and that was easy with nearly all the cops out in the yard.
At this hour only a few employees other than cops were even in the
building; normally teachers would arrive just before their classes,
janitors wouldn't come around until the late evening, and escorts
would only show up at all if there were students arriving or leaving. 
The road block would keep all those out.


This was a Tuesday, so the nurse was due to be on-site, and she had
arrived early.  She put up a good fight with baritsu, autoinjectors
full of God-knew-what, and different items of medical restraint
equipment that a school this size probably shouldn't have had in its
infirmary at all. By the time they took her down, one girl was
collapsed on the floor in a drug-induced coma, four more were bruised,
and another would have been well-advised to consult a doctor carefully
before ever becoming pregnant in the future.  But they did take the
nurse down, and dragged her trussed in her own bandages to the main
office, where they were gathering the other employees.


In the yard surrounding the school, Platoon Kitty was not faring
so well because of a basic planning mistake.  They were armed with melee
weapons, and the cops had painball rifles.  A cop could take down a
schoolgirl as soon as she got close enough for him to clearly see the
"absolute zone" between the top of her stockings and bottom of her
skirt, that being the largest vulnerable target.  Even with the smoke
screen, painball range was much greater than hand-massager range. 
However, the threat of attackers sneaking up behind did mean that the
cops were pinned with their backs to the walls; and they only carried
limited ammunition; and Platoon Kitty also had joneko, who were
practically immune to painballs; so the contest was not completely
unbalanced.  At the very least, they were able to keep the cops
busy – and someone on the inside had thought of running around jamming
the fire doors shut, so even if Kitty fell, the cops would all have
to find the main entrance in the smoke and funnel through that before
they'd get back inside.


Before the cops could start that, Hanako and the Penguins had gained
almost full control of the first floor.  They were in good spirits.
Several had taken trophies. Kobayashi Hitomi was wearing a pink
nurse's cap and had reprogrammed her skirt to red and white candy
stripes to go with it. Nakamura Keiko had swapped her "young lady's
hand massager" for one of the cops' painball rifles because it looked
badass and she'd always wanted one. Now she was desperately trying to
figure out how to fire it without looking like she didn't already
know.


Their leader left three in the office to guard the captives, and
assembled the rest at the bottom of the stairs – right next to the
only door they had not yet managed to open.  It was almost certainly
the door to the cops' control room, with one or two cops in there
watching the events on video and wondering what to do.  Someone said
something about getting a desk from one of the offices to use as a
battering ram.


But the Penguins had already disabled all the indoor cameras on the first
floor, and the Kitties most of the outdoor painball guns.  All the cops in
that room could do would be to phone for help; unlock the door and face
Platoon Penguin head-on; or break a window and face Platoon Kitty.  Kamioka
Hanako was not too worried about any of those possibilities, so she gave the
order for two Penguins to wait at the door just in case, and led the rest up
the stairs.  She wanted to get to the students as quickly as possible. 
Nobody afterward would admit to being the one who pulled the fire alarm
handle as they passed it on the way up.


Siks Fower Ait Level Five woke to the sound of the fire alarm.  He had
been dreaming, and it took him several seconds lying in his bunk with
the noise drowning out all coherent thought, before he even remembered
where he was. Then he started getting shocked through his wristband,
and he remembered it all, but that didn't help him know what to do.
Was it a fire drill?  It sure sounded like one.  He thought that for
sure Tree Tree Wun Level Seven would show up to lead the circle
outside, and he waited for that.


The door opened, but it wasn't Tree Tree Wun.  There entered what Siks
Fower Ait perceived as an all-girl heavy metal band.  They certainly
sounded like one, and they had tears of boiling pitch running down
their cheeks like the Children of Zalgo.  He naturally formed the only
reasonable conclusion, given that he'd been from a Christian family
before he came here and lost his salvation: he had died, in his sleep,
and had been sent to Hell.  He wet the bed.


Niner Oh Fower Level Six was made of sterner stuff, and didn't wait
for instructions from his circle leader.  He hopped out of his bunk,
went to the door, felt it carefully to make sure there wasn't a fire
on the other side, and feeling it cold, he cautiously opened it and
looked outside.  The emergency lighting in the hall had switched on
with the fire alarm, so he got a clear view of the scene in the hall:
women in foreign military uniform systematically opening the bedroom
doors all down the hallway, obviously bent on mayhem.  He didn't know
who they were or what they were doing, but there wasn't time to
wonder; the main thing was to protect his comrades.  He slammed the
door, started giving orders to his circle-mates, and in less than a
minute they were pulling the mattresses off the bunks and pushing the
frames against the door to barricade themselves in.


One other circle had enough quick thinkers in it to build a barricade
in time, but the others were too surprised and disorganized to get
that far.  The AI was confused enough by this time that it was
shocking everyone indiscriminately, and most of the students decided
it was malfunctioning, and wasted precious seconds removing their
wristbands.  Only the Level Sevens and Eights had the self-control to
defer to the machine's judgment and leave their bands on; and they, in
turn, were distracted enough by the pain that they could not defend
themselves effectively. Besides, the students were at best armed with
pillows, and no match for the intruders.


Doors were banging open all up and down the halls, the fire alarm was going
off at eardrum-piercing volume, and under that someone could be heard
yelling something along the lines of "Come on come on get up get out it's
over you're free come on get up–" but it could just as well have been the
daily commodity prices or the Unicode private-use supplement table for all
it meant anything to anybody.  Kamioka Hanako and her pack of dogs hauled
most of the students out of their beds into the hall, still in pajamas, and
tried to shove them in the direction of the stairs.  Most went more or less
quietly; they didn't know what was happening, but they also didn't know what
else to do.


And so when the cops finally got past Platoon Kitty and back into the
building, they found themselves wading through nearly three quarters
of the Shining Path student body.  They weren't authorized to use
force against students without permission from the AI; but the
students were under no such limitation.  Seven Fife Too Level Four
found himself face to face with a cop he thought he recognized, the
same one (not really, but this is what he thought) who had put him in
the box for romantic encouragement of Ait Tree Too Level Two just a
few days earlier.  He threw a punch, and when he received no answering
shock because he had removed his wristband a few minutes before, he
threw another.  Then the rules of engagement were off for the cops,
and they fought back, but it was too late.  Between Platoon Kitty on
the outside, Platoon Penguin coming down the stairs, and the student
body all around suddenly militant and aggressive, the cops did not
stand a chance.


Kamioka Hanako was at the door of the storeroom, with two of her dogs, and
they were distributing polyethylene zipper bags of students' confiscated
personal effects to what she hoped were the correct owners.  She tried to
ask each student his or her name and match those to the names on the bags,
but the bags were stored in AI hash sequence – neither by student number nor
name – and a lot of students didn't remember their own names, especially at
the higher Levels – and amid the general clamor it was hard to make sure
people got their own things instead of someone else's.  It would probably
all be close enough anyway.  One of the Penguins showed up and demanded
attention, yelling through the crowd and gesticulating but it wasn't clear
what she wanted.  But it seemed like it might be important, so Kamioka
Hanako followed her.


It was the cops' control room, which had been opened by now. 
Hanako took in the scene: a cop on the floor, face down, gaping neck
wound with a couple vertebrae exposed, large pool of blood, Persian
joneko crouched pawing at the body.  Her circulatory system managed to
overcome the propranolol briefly, spiking her blood pressure well into
the stroke-inducing range, and she yelled, "Damn cats!  I said
no deaths!" The joneko didn't even look up.


Then the drugs took hold again and the human saw through her anger
that the joneko had blood on her paws but not her mouth, and
there was another human girl in the room too, standing nearby with a
bloody hand massager, bayonet fixed on that and vacant grin
fixed on her face. Okay, maybe the first impression was wrong.  No
time to point fingers.  She grabbed the bloody weapon, dropped her own
in the puddle of blood, barked "Clean up!" at the Persian, and ran
out into the hall again.  Only after she exited the room did she
become even partly conscious of why she wanted her own fingerprints to
be on everything the police might later determine to be a murder
weapon.  It was something about honor, and starfish, but there was no
time to think further about that right now.


The hallway was knee-deep in students milling around, and they slowed
Kamioka Hanako down for long enough that she remembered something else
she'd seen in the control room, something very important that she'd
seen in her imagination many times before.  She turned around and
pushed through the crowd back into the control room again.  Even
though less than a minute had elapsed, the Persian had already dragged
the corpse to one side, found two mops and a bucket somewhere, and was
supervising a Penguin and a male Shining Path student as they cleaned
up the blood. She mewed questioningly at Hanako, but got no response.
The human was intent on the thing she had seen: two 19-inch racks of
computer equipment communicating with the rest of the building, and
the world, through a patch panel full of cables.


Hanako went to the panel and started pulling out cables, then she
thought better, stopped, and looked for a camera.  There was one in the
corner near the ceiling and she turned to it and screamed, "Hey, how
many points is this worth, ma'am?  Am I almost ready to
graduate?" and then it occurred to her that there might not be a
microphone anywhere nearby, and she scanned the room and saw a
keyboard on a shelf sticking out of one of the racks.  She took a half
step toward it, but then remembered that she did not, like actually,
know how to type, and time was precious and the machine did not really
need to hear any of her gloating anyway.  She went back to pulling out
the patch cables. There was a power cable too, at the bottom leading
to a socket in the wall, but she left that alone.  She wanted the AI
to damn well feel every one of its connections break, feel what
it was like to lose everything the way Too Fower Tree had lost
everything.  Yeah, let Shining Path get a little taste of blindness
and alone-ness and losing its cleverly simulated mind right before the
end – and now she had run out of patch cables to remove.


She looked at the racks.  She didn't know which module was which, nor
what function any of them performed, but destroying them all, one at a
time, ought to be enough.  She blinked at the shining Wing-FabAI logo
painted on an otherwise-blank panel in the middle of the left rack,
and she wondered how to even start actually doing it. Her fantasies
had never really gotten into the details. She hefted her weapon, but
the battery obviously wouldn't last long enough to cut through all of
those machine faceplates.


There was a sound from the door.  Kamioka Hanako looked and saw a
black and white joneko standing there, with teeth bared and a paw full
of security screwdrivers.  She fanned them out, then rolled them
around and between her fingers, showing off her dexterity.


The black-and-white entered the room and shoved the human aside, not
unkindly.  She went to work with her screwdrivers.  She undid the
hidden catches on the right-hand equipment rack and pulled out a
disk server's case, flipped its lid, and in a few seconds more she had
removed a boxy object that Hanako knew just enough to identify as a
jelly drive. Then the black-and-white started undoing the weird
star-headed screws that held the drive's outer cover in place, one at
a time.


Of course, Hanako thought.  You could tear as many wires as you wanted
from a computer, pull out the boards and throw them around the room,
and some computer person would be able to just plug the components
back together because they were meant to be indestructible.  But if
you managed to open up one of those components outside the
clean room where it was born, well, then you could shed your fur into
the soft delicate parts all of the forged magnesium and proprietary
fasteners were protecting.  Just like some people penetrate ferrite
and viscoelastics.


Kamioka Hanako stood watching for almost a minute as the joneko worked
busily away.  She was torn between her desire to participate in
destroying the computer, even if only in a small way, and the certain
knowledge that she had no actual ability to help and would only slow
the black-and-white down.  She didn't come all this way just to watch
some furry opportunist take charge; but if she'd sworn that the AI
would die, and it did, then who really cared which comrade had the
honor?  It was hard, but her drugs helped her.  She turned, and left
the room.


Chapter 41


R. Jefferson Miyaki had been trained to always shoot to kill, and he
had trained Hamada Chihiro to do the same.  They were also each
trained to address the most dangerous enemy first.  So when he stood
in the shadows at one end of a darkened service hallway, behind the
Nine Eleven convenience store on the tenth floor of the Tsubasa
Building, aiming his weapon at the said Ms. Hamada as she stood with
her back to him – he was surprised to find himself lowering the barrel
and locking the robo-sight carefully on her plaid-upholstered left buttock.
He thought "Hell, I must be going soft" as he squeezed the trigger.


The shot missed, because one of the girls she was talking to had seen the
movement and registered enough visible surprise in a split second that
Hamada started to move too, reflexively, causing the weapon to lose its
lock.  She stuck to her own training when she spun around to shoot back, and
after that it was just like a video game for a while, or the best kind of
movie – all sweaty athletics, and limber youth held up against experience.
They chased each other up and down the stairs, from the second floor up to
the twelfth and back, through empty offices and retail outlets. Neither was
carrying much ammunition to begin with, but there were security caches on
all the odd-numbered floors and they both had authorized scents.  Miyaki
wanted to conserve his real bullets because there certainly weren't any of
those in the security caches, but soon enough he was down to standard-issue
superplastic safety bullets and well matched to the young woman.


The chase ended not with a superplastic safety bullet but with a fall
down an elevator shaft.  R. Jefferson Miyaki, panting a little despite
his good health, stared down into the dark where Chihiro had fallen.  He
felt regret that he hadn't managed to win her back to the Shining Path
at the last second, somehow.  He wondered if she might possibly have
survived the fall, no doubt injured but not permanently, and what she
would have to say for herself when they next met, in this world or the
next.  But mostly he wondered why.  Such a waste – had she
simply, what was the term, "gone amok"?  He'd never actually seen
that, despite hearing about it when he was in the service, and he
thought he remembered that it was supposed to only happen to males.
But maybe he misremembered.  And had she actually been one of the
terrorists all along?


Jesus, the terrorists!  After that epinephrine moment when Chihiro's
bottom occupied his attention, and what followed, Jefferson Miyaki
hadn't noticed the others or where they'd gone.  They could be
anywhere and doing anything by this time.  At least they probably
hadn't gotten reinforcements from outside, because the whole place
wasn't overrun with the crawling mice yet.


In a sick daze as the catecholamines started to fade and his brain
started to catch up to what had just happened, Jefferson Miyaki
stumbled around the third floor looking for the other intruders.  He
found one where she was kneeling beside a filing cabinet, pulling out
handfuls of paper from the bottom drawer.  He shot her in the back of
the head and the body fell forward, head landing neatly in the open
drawer, bottom in the air. If he'd already killed one of his own,
well, there was no mercy left for just a mouse in the claws of an
angry eagle. Miyaki left that office, kicked in the door of the next
one, and scanned the interior.


He had sharp eyes but only two, and his brain soon reminded
him that he needed a lot more than that.  He took the stairs two at a
time back to the sixth, not even looking for the terrorists on the
way, made it to his office and locked the door securely, and started
reading the advisories that covered the computer screen.  His phone, 
which he'd left on the desk, was ringing incessantly, but he didn't
pick it up yet.  He was looking through the thousand eyes of the
security camera network, and didn't like what he saw.


First the good news: the lobby was full of the workers from the first twelve
floors, in good shape, nobody unaccounted for.  The three guards had
regained their feet and taken charge, carefully allowing out any workers who
wished to leave, without letting any rioters in.  There had been no more
intruders.  Most of the workers preferred to stay in the safety of the lobby
instead of risking the streets, and many of them were gathered around the
receptionist's station where someone had tuned the computer into a news
threevee stream.  It was 8:30, and the streets outside were a little quieter
than before, mostly populated by paramedic robots hauling away the injured. 
Miyaki guessed correctly that the general riot was still in progress but had
moved to some other part of the city.


There had been about fifty intruders, split among six elevators.  At
this point more than half had left the building; most had made it out
through the overhead walkways after escaping the elevators.  The ones
who remained were busily destroying property and infrastructure, but
Miyaki no longer trusted himself to go after them alone without
rendering the legal situation even more difficult than it now was.


And he had weightier things to worry about just now.  According to the
computer's log, half a dozen intruders made it out the eighth-floor
sky doors and took the parkour upward to get around the
13th-floor blockade.  Fortunately, all the sky doors were now
securely locked, and those girls were stranded clinging to the outside of the
building. But even without any rioters getting in, some kind of
contagion had spread into the isolated "safe" zones.  All the
cameras were out from the 14th to the 21st floors, and he watched on
the realtime status display as the telltales for the 22nd went out one
by one.  Someone was taking out those cameras.


He scrolled through some more channels and saw a scene on the 38th
where a group of what he took to be computer programmers had managed
to break a solid sapphire window and were throwing desks, computers,
and copy machines out the hole, one at a time.  Some office ladies on
the 40th were doing things with staplers that even Odaka Mio would not
have dared to put on film, and one camera on the otherwise
normal-seeming 52nd had apparently been torn from its mounting.  It
just pointed at the floor and a slowly growing puddle of what he hoped
was a spilled energy drink.  A spilled opaque signal red energy drink
that turned brown in the places where it clotted and dried.


This called for helicopters and Kolokol-7 gas and a lot of other
things that WCI Security wasn't licensed for even if they had had
budget, and Jefferson Miyaki wished he was back in the Air Force.  He
had by this point forgotten that his phone was ringing at all, but he
remembered that when he picked it up to make a call, and he had to
sort through the dozen incoming connections for any worth answering.
He answered the one from Ueda Tomoko in the lobby, and told her to
keep up the good work and put Minoru on the line.  Miyaki told Suzuki
Minoru that his scent had been authorized for the first-floor weapons
cabinets, but to be very discreet about sharing their contents with
the other two guards.  He didn't want another Hamada Chihiro "going
amok" or whatever, not if he could help it.


The other calls, and the text messages, were all from desperate
tenants throughout the building, and Jefferson Miyaki made the
executive decision not to listen to or read any of them.  It wouldn't
matter at this point.  This situation was far outside what one eagle
and three dogs could handle alone.  He cleared all the incoming calls
and made one of his own to an old military buddy, not that they had
kept in touch.  Okamoto Gorou, Chief of Tokyo Police.


The call did not go well.  It did not help that Mr. Okamoto insisted
on calling Mr. Miyaki by a nickname from his cadet days.


"Dick-Jeff, I wish I could help you out, buddy, really I do, but we
see a bigger picture at the Keishichou.  Do you know what's going on
in Blue Three Northeast right now?"


"I don't care what's going on in Blue Three!  What kind of
tactical geniuses do you cops employ, anyway?  Can't you see
that whatever this thing in the outskirts is, it's a catspaw?
Somebody's planned something very carefully for today, some kind of
terrorism or whatever, and they've succeeded in drawing your attention
away from everything important!  You have a duty and you are failing
it, Mister! Do you know how much money the damage in this building
alone, is worth?"


What they actually employed at the Keishichou was a "Little Napoleon"
tactical/suboperational agent collective from the Wing-FabAI Company,
and it couldn't see past diversionary tricks because the city hadn't
the budget to license the optional but recommended theory-of-mind
module.  Of course, without that module the AI really was not much use
at all.


The private security dog had touched a nerve, but Okamoto struggled to
remain polite, because he did know his place and his job, all
too well.  "I think I can offer you the 13th
Zone Traffic Security Enforcement.  A couple dozen officers,
good people, you should be fine."  Never let it be said the Keishichou
didn't serve and protect the citizens who paid for it through taxation.


There was a pause.  "I forget how your numbering works – is
the 13th armed?"


"We only issue batons, but I think a lot of them carry
non-regulation weapons."


That sounded good. But: "Wait.  Are they female?"


Okamoto Gorou sighed.  "Look, do you want the reinforcements or not,
Dick-Jeff?"


R. Jefferson Miyaki was not happy about it, any of it, but he said
"Yes."


Chapter 42


It is 9:12.


The original smoke screen is almost completely gone now, perceptible
only to heightened joneko senses.  There is nonetheless plenty of
smoke in the air, because the humanoid queen who calls herself Kamioka
Hanako has raided the stockpile of students' confiscated personal
effects, and found a cigarette lighter.  Mew, she has applied the
cigarette lighter to all the loose papers she could find and some of
the office furniture on the first floor, and a column of
dark gray smoke is coming from one of the broken windows on that level
and slowly rising to pool against the thermal inversion a hundred
meters above.


The column of dark gray smoke smells bad, like burning seru flesh,
because the paper and furniture are made of similar materials to
seru.  It is the closest that one can do to burning the fireproof
building, and the humanoid queen responsible says to a passing member
of Platoon Penguin that she hopes her Daddy will be satisfied by it.
The other one does not understand, and ignores the comment.


Three fence posts have been cut down to make an escape route, but only
a few of the ones who were Shining Path students have used it and
followed their own run plans into the woods.  An organic kitten
identifying himself as Tuwelf Tuwelf Level Seven, almost a joneko name
already, has seen it in the best interest of his circle to devise a
safer option.  He apparently believes that this morning's events are
an educational exercise somewhat like a fire drill; that the school
management actually remain in control of the situation and all his
fellow students remain sincerely committed to following the Shining
Path; and that he will earn points by showing leadership. Mew,
he is mentally ill, but his idea is a good one.  His idea is to hotwire
the vehicles in the parking lot and use those to depart the scene.


When it is apparent that no humanoid here knows how to hotwire a
chemo-biometric vehicle ignition lock, mew, and of course these ones
do not ask joneko for help, that one has another idea: to threaten
the captured school employees with violence to obtain their scents.
Mew, that idea is delicious too, if hard to reconcile with the kitten's
apparent desire to cooperate with school management.  Perhaps he
knows, or thinks he knows, something about his Level Seven duties that
he does not reveal.  At this time about half of the ones who were
students have already left, packed as many as will fit in each car and
van.  It is not clear where they think they are going; mew, and
although there were promises of coming back to pick up the rest, it is
foolish to expect fulfillment of such.


Of the remaining ones who were students, some seem intent on joining
the attackers in destroying as much infrastructure as possible; but
there really remains very little to do in that line.  Some attempt to
earn honor through violence against the captive teachers, cops, and
other employees – but for the most part, discipline has been
maintained and the prisoners who have survived to this point are more
or less safe. Most students of Level Six and above are under guard
themselves, but a few have taken the path of the one Tuwelf Tuwelf
Level Seven in doing their best to make the situation safer.  They
give first aid to those who need it, listening to but not fully
trusting the instructions of the nurse, since that one's cooperation
may be suspect.  Mew, some former students use their new freedom to
find private spaces and enjoy pleasures long held back from
them – mostly in pairs, but not only boy-girl pairs.


Over near the break in the fence, a humanoid kitten – the only seru
humanoid visible – seems unlikely to become half of such a couple. He
is arguing with a young organic queen whose skirt identifies her as
Niner Siks Wun, Level Five.  That is, the kitten is trying to argue,
while the queen calmly but firmly puts him off.
There is a brief lull in the other noise
and pointed ears can just catch a few of their words.


"Please, you've got to remember me–"


"I'm sorry, sir."


Joneko passing the pair can discern the young queen's
scent – three-dimensional and animal.  That one is sexually active but
otherwise in poor health.  She has been through a lot in the last few
weeks.  However, other ones have been through worse in the last few
minutes; and Niner Siks Wun has a blissful, distant stare on her face
despite the destruction all around her.


Fourteenth Queen has had the chance to read some news reports and
speak on the phone to her daughters downtown.  Fourteenth Queen knows
that right now most of the heavier police hardware, helicopters
and force-projection trucks, is ambushed in or
above the woods, midway between the city and the Shining Path Academy,
unable to easily move in any direction.  Only a few cruisers
made it through the roadblock and are now approaching at the highest
speed they can safely take the mountain roads.


Down in the city, the authorities are probably calling out the traffic
cops and military reserves by now, but mew, several surprises remain in
store for those ones.  Fourteenth Queen is pleased with the progress
of both sides of her plan.  Her ally is not seeing the bigger picture,
and seems less pleased.  The joneko asks that one what is wrong.  Did
she not get what she wanted, mew?  Is it just that the drugs are
wearing off?


"It's all gone wrong, Fourteenth Queen.  I've killed people now.  And
I've killed cops.  It's okay for you, you and your people can just run
off into the woods – all joneko look alike – but the humans aren't
going to just let me do that.  And the insurance will probably fix
this place up and nothing will really change."


The joneko leader asks the humanoid leader what her tattoo means.


"That doesn't matter anymore."


They both watch the line of flashing lights snake up the mountainside
toward them.  The sirens still are not quite audible yet, at least not
to the humanoid.  Overhead an airship emerges from the clouds – too
low to be network, it is probably police or media – but only the
joneko notices that.  She asks who will wear the number "four."


"Nobody, I guess.  It's death – we've failed.  I've failed. Now I
guess I turn myself in, take as much of the blame as I can.  I
know stuff, I can say it was a yakuza thing and cut a
deal – let them make an 'example' of me, and maybe the others go free.
My life was over anyway, it ended three years ago.  This is the
honorable thing to do."


Fourteenth Queen asks the humanoid whether she wants honor, or to win.


Third Bitch chooses her path – and her daughters follow, shining.


END
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