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    1.


    


    Every day there was meat. Every day. And Green-Seven didn’t have to share it. All he had to do to get it was run with the pack, and jump, and bark, and shoot, and fight, and sometimes have needles stuck in his arm by the furless. That was all.


    Sometimes the furless taught the pack new things to bark. Green-Seven didn’t do any better than the rest of the pack, but he tried hard. The whole pack tried hard, every one of them, so nobody could do any better — they were just all the same.


    Green-Seven knew how to bark everything from standard pack-drill, like ‘Contact left’, ‘Contact down’, or ‘Form on me’, to advanced communications, like map co-ordinates and intel reports. Eventually Green-Seven learned how to bark to machines, like PDAs and battlefield workstations, which didn’t need his voice at all — just his eyes and fingers, because machines usually only understood lots of pictures that were like barking, but without a voice.


    It took Green-Seven a long time, because nobody taught him, but finally he worked out that when the furless barked, it was ‘words’. Most of the things they’d taught him to bark had words in them, but he hadn’t understood they were anything by themselves.


    And even more important than the tone of voice, Green-Seven discovered, was what the words meant and what order they were said in. Because the final time the furless came to talk to the pack the tone only meant the furless were unhappy, but the words meant a lot more.


    They meant that the pack wasn’t a pack anymore.


    

  


  
    *


    


    “Your name is Eschowitz. Echo-Sierra-Charlie-Hotel-Oscar-Whiskey-India-Tango-Zulu. Do not forget it.”


    Green-Seven… Eschowitz, perked his ears and nodded, clutching at the shrink-wrapped packet of clothes and documents that the furless dumped in his hands. The furless was wearing an E-5’s paygrade tags, so Green… No, Eschowitz, resolved to remember this order. “Yes, Sergeant.”


    The furless didn’t look right. No uniform. And unlike any furless Green-Seven had ever… Eschowitz had ever seen with paygrade tags that high, this one was uncertain, uncomfortable. The Sergeant’s voice didn’t have any authority.


    “Take the corridor to your left. Give your tags to one of the men outside, he will direct you to your adoptive family.”


    “Affirmative.” Green-Seven nodded and turned… No. Eschowitz. Eschowitz, Eschowitz, nodded and turned, making his way down the corridor, ears flat, tail low.


    Up ahead was Green-Six, stepping along. Gree-… Eschowitz glanced back at Green-Eight, stepping up to the E-5 furless’s desk.


    “Your name is Esparza. Echo-Sierra-Papa—”


    It just wasn’t right. Green-Eight wasn’t Esparza, he was Green-Eight. He was one step behind… behind Eschowitz every training session. When Green-Seven went through a doorway, it was Green-Eight pointing his gun barrel over his shoulder.


    Not Esparza. Just, just… not right. Green-Seven blinked at an unfamiliar wetness that suddenly came up in his eyes, his nose. He snuffled at it, barely noticed the light of the outdoors and the next E-5 furless standing in front of him.


    He was wearing a shirt, not part of a uniform. A T-shirt. ‘Furry Emancipation Volunteer — East Shores Facility 12’. It had security RFIDs bonded into it, and it was the same shirt all the furless were wearing today, but it wasn’t a uniform. The E-5 tags didn’t make it a uniform.


    “Tags.”


    Why did the furless look like that? What was that? Sympathy? W-why would an E-5 look like that? That’s how medcrew unenlisted looked if someone took an injury they couldn’t fix, it, it just…


    “Tags, please. I know this is difficult, but, just give me your tags. You’re free now.”


    Green-Seven held the shrink-wrapped package in one hand, and pulled on his tags, holding them out to the furless. But the furless didn’t lift his reader wand. “No, take off your tags, and give them to me.”


    It felt wrong. But Green-Seven tucked his package under an arm and bowed his head, pulling the chain off from around his neck. He held them out, and the furless took them.


    He scanned them, and then put them in a garbage bag tied to his belt. “Alright, come along,” he said kindly, which was wrong for an E-5. “Everything’s going to be okay. You want to come and meet your new family?”


    Green-Seven glanced around. Outdoors had changed. The parade-ground was filled with furless, some of a new kind he’d never seen before. Small furless, about his size, some smaller. Other furless talking at others, and… none of them were in uniforms. None of them. They weren’t in uniforms, none of them had tags. How did you tell who was who? There were more furless than Green-Seven had ever seen before, like a flood of them, all staring.


    Further down, past the parade ground, where the Med-Facility was, an ordered row of not-furless with big ears and white fur were standing in neat lines, waiting to board vehicles of some kind. Who were they? Green-Seven had never seen them before! Were they another pack or a different kind of furless or—


    The furless pushed on Green-Seven’s back lightly. “Come on. What’s your name?”


    “Eschowitz. Echo-Sierra-Charlie-HotelOscarWhiskeyIndiaT-Tango, uhm. Zulu.” Green-Seven almost had to quick-march to keep pace, going away from the facility, towards a place where the crowds of furless was thinner.


    “Your family are the Nicholsons. You’re going to have a mother and father now, isn’t that nice? They’ll take care of you.”


    “Y-… you’re not really a Sergeant, are you, Sergeant?”


    “No, not exactly. Here.” The furless pointed at some other furless. “Hi. This is Eschowitz,” the not-E-5 furless said, putting his hands down on Green-Seven’s shoulders.


    “Hi Eschowitz. I’m your dad.” The new furless crouched down, smiled.


    “I don’t know what pay grade that is.”


    “Come on to the car, Eschowitz. We’ll take you home,” Eschowitz’s ‘Dad’ said.


    “Can I have my tags back?” Eschowitz pled. “I need them or I can’t eat at the mess, and they’ve got my training scores logged, and… and.” Eschowitz looked back at the facility doors.


    The other furless, with the Dad, glanced at the not-E-5. “My God, what have they put these poor kids through?”


    “How anyone could do this to these, these kids, I don’t know, ma’am. Thank God it’s over now.”


    Green-Seven wanted his tags back. He couldn’t get meat at the mess if he didn’t have them. Maybe this was just some kind of new survival training. Maybe he’d get them back.


    

  


  
    *


    


    Ninety-one. Ninety-two. Ninety-three.


    “You’re weird.”


    Ninety-four. Ninety-five. Ninety-six.


    “You look like a dog. Hank’s got a dog. I played with it, it fetches tennis balls.”


    Ninety… Ninety-seven? Ninety-eight. Ninety-nine.


    “Are you just gonna keep doing pushups or are you gonna talk? Hank’s can’t talk.”


    Green-Seven froze at the top of the pushup, locking his arms, staring across at the doorway, the short little furless that stood there. The Mom had specified that he was called Frankie.


    “Hank’s gonna be jealous if you’re my dog.”


    A hundred. Green-Seven wedged his feet under what he’d been told was going to be his bed for leverage, and started on crunches. One, Two, Three…


    Frankie hesitated at the door. “He’s only gonna be jealous if you talk. Do you talk?”


    Green-Seven’s eyes darted around the room. Where the hell was the P.T. supervisor? “Sh-… Shut your yap, soldier. Don’t you have anything better to do than jawing off? Get on with it!”


    Frankie blinked uncomprehendingly. But he was quiet for awhile. Four. Five. Six…


    “Moommm!”


    Green-Seven locked his eyes on the wall, pulling himself up for seven, eight and nine.


    “Frankie, honey, are you bugging Eschowitz? You have to be nice, okay?” The Mom came in, the same one. The furless worked longer shifts now. Before it’d only be the same one for about six hours at a time. Green-Seven still didn’t know what the Mom’s pay grade was. It was probably commissioned, maybe somewhere around O-4.


    The Mom sent Frankie down the hall somewhere, with a light shove. “Go bug daddy, honey.”


    Green-Seven lay flat on his back for a minute, eyes darting around the room. There were pictures on the walls and shelves with brightly coloured equipment that didn’t seem to have a function. There wasn’t a chin-up bar. He needed a bar to complete his exercises, but the furless were here and he’d have to do something to show that he was co-operating, that he was on-schedule. He resumed the crunches for now, though. Ten, eleven, twelve…


    The Mom sat on the bed, watched awhile. He put his chin in his hands, and eventually said, “Frankie’s only six. She doesn’t understand.”


    The Mom’s pause was a long one.


    Green-Seven nervously yelped between crunches, “Yes sir,” and the Mom laughed.


    “You don’t really have to call me sir. Mom, or Dora, work fine.”


    Not commissioned, then? Like a sergeant? “Yes, Mom.”


    “Are you okay with sharing a room with Frankie? Me and Aaron can have her in our room tonight, if you want some time alone while you settle in.”


    Eschowitz’s ears flattened. “Share a room? You mean I’m bunking with him?”


    “Her. Frankie’s a girl, honey.”


    Eschowitz lost count of his crunches, but he kept doing them anyway. “I don’t know what those words mean.”


    “Which words?”


    “‘Her’, ‘girl’ and ‘honey’.” Eschowitz locked his eyes on the furnishing. “Why can’t I bunk with the rest of the pack?”


    The Mom put his hands to his face, pressing at his forehead. “Oh God. There isn’t a pack anymore, Eschowitz. You can… you can just be a normal kid now. Like Frankie. Don’t you want to be normal?”


    “I am normal.”


    The Mom dropped a hand, and blinked from behind too-long hair. He just stared.


    “Please. I’m doing my exercises, see? I’m on-schedule, I’m normal. Frankie’s not on-schedule, he’s just wandering around. That’s not normal. And I still don’t understand what rank ‘mom’ is.”


    “It’s not a rank,” the Mom said, wiping at his eyes because they were wet, as if he’d taken an injury.


    Maybe that was what normal meant now.
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    It never got easier.


    There was never any meat, and Eschowitz, who got used to thinking of himself as that because nobody called him Green-Seven anymore, missed the bitter acid taste of the preservatives and nutritional boosters that tainted proper meat. Chow used to be at eighteen-thirty, sharp, but if Eschowitz ate then without the family he was ruining his dinner, whatever that meant.


    Frankie was always defective, and neither the Mom nor the Dad ever gave out training scores or tangible recognition. Just… affection. Which was okay so far as it went, but it couldn’t be quantified and entered into a fitness report, could it?


    Eschowitz pushed listlessly at the greasy ‘fu on his plate with a fork. The furless, the family, treated it like meat. It wasn’t.


    “And nobody believes me.” Frankie had already finished her ‘fu. She liked the ‘fu, but she was defective. “ They all think I’m lying. They keep saying that there aren’t any furries here because they’re all in the Furry District. Why can’t he go to school with me?”


    The Dad said that nutritionally the ‘fu was pretty similar to meat, but Eschowitz didn’t really believe that.


    Sometimes the other kids made stupid jokes — like that him or Ellis had eaten their homework. And usually he wasn’t allowed to talk to Ellis because… because of the psychology.


    He’d asked about why he couldn’t be with other packmembers, and the Mom and the Dad had tried to explain about the psychology. They said that an expert had said there was something called ‘the pack mentality’, which had to be broken for any of the pack to function in ‘normal’ society. That if left to his own devices he’d only seek out the company of other packmembers. Well of course he would! Who else would even begin to understand why the world was so screwed up?


    “Escho goes to his own school, Frankie.”


    “Oh. Does he go to school with other dogs?”


    Eschowitz turned over the ‘fu. It had been textured, grown in a mould. This was supposed to make it look more like meat, but it made it look like meat out of a vid or ad. Moist, brazed brown, slightly oily with juice. The sides textured with the grain, the fat along one edge.


    Meat was meant to come in cubes, pink and warm on the outside and cold on the inside with globs of preservative jelly clinging to the sides.


    “Well, yes and no, honey. He goes to a different school. Some of his brothers go there too.”


    “Is that in the Furry District?”


    “No, it’s the one you’re going to go to next year.”


    “Will I meet other dogs? Dogs like Eschowitz?”


    The Mom shot a worried glance at him. Not ‘The Mom’. Dora. Or just Mom. “He’s not really a dog, Frankie. He’s a furry. He’s your brother.”


    He cleared his throat. “What’s a dog?”


    “A dog is…” The Mom hesitated.


    Frankie blurted, “You’re a dog, Eschowitz.”


    “No, he’s not. He’s your brother, Frankie. Eschowitz isn’t a dog.”


    Maybe the Mom had to keep explaining because Frankie was defective, but in the end Eschowitz never got an answer. Eschowitz just ducked his head and poked at his ‘fu. It didn’t make that much of a difference anyway.
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    Hank’s dog was the strangest thing Eschowitz had ever seen.


    It was like someone had taken one of the pack and dyed their fur amber and white instead of dark brown-red, had flattened their nose from a sharp point to a flat tip and made their ears all limp and square-edged. And then, and then compressed them into a weird shape, and broken their arms and legs so they had to go around on all fours like someone seriously wounded.


    Hank’s dog didn’t move like it was wounded. And he didn’t seem to know what to make of Eschowitz, either.


    “Hello?”


    “Wurf.”


    “Your dog is weird, Frankie.”


    “He’s not a dog he’s my brother.”


    Hank was shorter than Frankie. That might have explained why Frankie had to explain things for him. The Mom was much taller than Frankie, after all. When the Mom had dropped Frankie and Eschowitz off, standing orders were given. ‘Play nice, don’t get into trouble, do everything Mrs. Hermandez says, have fun.’


    Mrs. Hermandez — a mom but not the Mom — had taken one look at Eschowitz, shaken her head, and gone back inside. Mrs. Hermandez was kind of old, like some of the drill instructors, and Eschowitz wasn’t sure if Mrs. Hermandez was a he or a she. Getting that straightened out was becoming an issue, and Eschowitz didn’t want to disappoint the Mom.


    “Say again?”


    Hank’s dog didn’t seem to understand. Not only did he have trouble speaking clearly, he was having difficulty paying attention. One moment looking at Eschowitz, the next at Frankie, at Hank. Couldn’t decide how to act, either — ears up, alert, go-get-’em, the next flat, wary, downright angry, the next whining vaguely.


    And his eyes, his eyes were wrong. Something really wrong, but Eschowitz couldn’t put his finger on it. Like he was concussed or couldn’t understand. “There’s something wrong with him. Where’s the infirmary?”


    Hank held out a yellow ball, staring at Eschowitz, as if it meant something — as if it were a grenade he was having trouble with. The yellow ball was fuzzy and kind of dirty — it clearly wasn’t any kind of medical supply.


    Hank’s dog just went nuts, though. On his feet and prancing around and yapping excitedly, and when Hank threw the ball Hank’s dog went after it like a shot, at ridiculous speed — he couldn’t be wounded. Nobody concussed would have that kind of balance.


    Hank frowned at Eschowitz. “How-come you didn’t fetch?”


    “He’s not a dog, stupid.” Frankie shook her head with an air of superiority, as if she knew everything, as if she were in command and on-schedule.


    She couldn’t tie her bootlaces without help. Eschowitz could strip, clean, and reassemble eleven models of rifle from four weapon system families. It had been a long time, though. Maybe he couldn’t do it anymore.


    Hank’s dog came rushing back, panting for breath and padding around Hank with the yellow ball as if it were the most important thing in the world. Clearly not a grenade, not even for training purposes — you did not pick up live ordnance that casually. And not in your mouth. Hank took it and held it out again, waving it back and forth. “Look. You see the ball?”


    “Yes.”


    Hank was, as usual, taken off-guard by Eschowitz talking back. Maybe he was used to command, but right now he was acting subordinate to Frankie, and even though the Mom kept saying that Eschowitz had to be responsible for Frankie, he wasn’t entirely sure where that put her in the chain of command and whether he gave the orders or Frankie did. Regardless, if Hank was listening to Frankie that either put Hank way down the chain of command, or roughly equivalent with Eschowitz. Either possibility just made Hank look ridiculous, handing out orders like that. “Go fetch the ball!” He yapped out, overexcited, and he flung the not-a-grenade downrange.


    Hank’s dog ran for it, galloping along on his weird legs.


    Eschowitz didn’t like the situation much in general. But there was one particularly nagging issue. He pointed after Hank’s dog. “Why hasn’t anyone issued him any clothes?”


    “Your dog is stupid, Frankie.”


    “Eschowitz is my brother. I already said.”


    Being a brother was a good thing. Now that he’d found out what dogs were, Eschowitz certainly didn’t want to get demoted that far down the chain of command.


    

  


  
    *


    


    What the Mom did was sort of comprehensible. That had been explained to him, and even though he still had some trouble understanding the reasons behind the parameters of the role, he kind of got it. He didn’t really need anyone to apply first aid unless it was something bad, but he wasn’t really given any training regimes that risked more than a sprain.


    Eschowitz could walk real far on a sprain, no problem. The Mom hadn’t liked that at all, and he’d thought that the Dad would appreciate Eschowitz’s resolve, but the Dad didn’t quite work the way dads had been explained. He didn’t really push Eschowitz to challenge himself, or do things that were good for him, or anything. Just to not do things.


    In fact he came right out and said, “You’re a kid, do kid stuff! Just, just forget everything they taught you, for God’s sake,” in an angry but not angry at Eschowitz kind of voice. It almost sounded like the Dad was angry at himself, but Eschowitz couldn’t understand that. He must’ve heard wrong.


    The order, though, was pretty clear. And while Eschowitz wasn’t a mom, his role as brother had some overlapping duties when it came to Frankie, like being nice. But Frankie was wailing and her knee was bleeding and it really wasn’t more than a graze but she seemed to think it was a career ender. The trouble was, he’d learned first aid back before being adopted.


    “W-Waaah! It hurts!”


    Eschowitz blinked. “Pain is your friend! Pain lets you know you are AY-LIVE AND-UH KICKIN’!”


    Frankie stared at him, her face tilted funny. She sniffled, the once. “You’re weird, Escho.”


    “You’re okay.” He hoped Frankie wouldn’t tell the Dad. That was a definite drill-sergeant line, but it got her to stop crying. That was the main thing.


    “There’s blood. I want mommy to fix it.”


    “Dora is at work.”


    “I want mommy anyway.” Frankie wiped her skinny pink face, red with exertion, with her skinny little arm — red with blood she’d wiped off her knee. She sniffled, sobbed again. Wailed, “I want mommy to come home, I want mommy!”


    She’d only fallen over on the sidewalk. It was smooth and flat, there were much worse places to fall. “Come on. Stand up. Let’s go.”


    “I can’t!”


    Eschowitz bent over to inspect the wound. “It’s. It’s not even a flesh wound.”


    “A wha?”


    “There isn’t a word for this. It doesn’t get triaged. You just… you just wait and it goes away.”


    “It does not go away, Eschowitz. I want mommy to fix it.”


    “Dora’s not here.”


    Frankie wailed again. It sounded life threatening.


    “I’ll fix it, okay?” She didn’t hear him at first, he had to yell over her crying — which made her cry harder until she heard him properly.


    “You can’t fix it, you’re not mommy. We’re not allowed in the medicine cabinet.”


    “Of course not, stocks are issued for a purpose. Neither of us require them in day to day duty — so we’re barred. But if Dora’s unavailable I’m on duty.”


    Frankie frowned at this. “Uhm.”


    “Brothers are subordinate to mothers in regards to sisters. Duty devolves on me.”


    “Eschowitz…”


    “Yes?”


    “I don’t think that’s how it works.”


    “Okay. Your knee doesn’t need fixing anyway.”


    “Yes it does! Th-there’s grit and dirt and I’ll get sick! Eschowitz I want mommy!” Frankie’s lip started quivering again. She’d caught her breath, could cry again.


    Eschowitz wasn’t entirely sure how to make her stop, but she wouldn’t get up and walk unless he yelled at her a lot more — and that would fall under not being nice. So he medevaced Frankie.


    Picked her up, shoved her over his shoulder — and while tears still kept flowing she wasn’t crying anymore. While he carried her home, Frankie’s toes kept kicking into his knees and he was fairly sure it was intentional.


    “Eschowitz?”


    “Yes?”


    Frankie flapped her arms over his back experimentally, like a really limp corpse in a vid. “Thanks.”


    She wasn’t quite so thankful when he cleaned out the graze and applied disinfectant — twice — to ensure she would not get sick and die. Frankie also demanded, when the Mom got home, for the wound to be ‘fixed all better’. Moms didn’t understand first aid.


    How could a kiss make it all better?


    Eschowitz got one too, on the forehead, for being a good brother. He didn’t think that meant he had some kind of brain injury, but he really couldn’t be sure.
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    When the principal had called Eschowitz up to the office, he hadn’t known what to expect. Probably a dressing down. Some kind of punishment for making yet another screw-up, Eschowitz had just gotten used to the last kind of school and now there was middle school to try and figure out. It wasn’t easy. But it wasn’t a dressing-down or punishment.


    No, the principal had smiled and asked about how things were at home, if he was adjusting well to his new life. Eschowitz didn’t know how to answer those questions, but he was told to go home after lunch period. He knew how to follow orders, so he followed those to the letter and marched right back home. When he got there his mom’s car was in the driveway.


    Then his mom had called him into the living room.


    There was a woman sitting on the couch, and she wasn’t a human, a furless. She had fur. Reddish fur. Her muzzle and ears were sharp and she was like Eschowitz, just taller and a woman, and she wasn’t wearing civilian clothes but a uniform that zipped up the front like a uniform was meant to, and she had rank insignia. A neat bar, stitched into the shoulder. She was a lieutenant.


    He hesitated, tail-tip quivering, staring. She quirked an eyebrow. Nodded slightly. “You can salute if you want.”


    His eyes flicked to the woman beside her. His mom. And she nodded just a little.


    So he did. It was like scratching an itch. The bend of the elbow. Holding the hand out straight. And when the Lieutenant returned it? Eschowitz almost fell over in relief. For a brief few moments the world wasn’t insane.


    “I want you to meet Marika, Eschowitz.”


    “Mom?” Eschowitz cast a glance at her again. Then at the Lieutenant.


    The Lieutenant smiled. “Everything will be explained. Just… settle down.”


    Technically it wasn’t an order. But it felt pretty good to do what the Lieutenant asked anyway.


    It turned out the Lieutenant’s last name was ‘Estian’. That was Eschowitz’s last name too.


    “We’re kind of like family. See, you and me, we’re derived from the same geneline that went into Erika. You’ve heard of Erika, right?”


    Eschowitz shook his head. It turned out he should’ve heard of Erika. She was the first furry. Born in a lab back in the sixties, the Estian corporation had given her a voice and arms and hands and legs and feet but, by the view of the Tri-Corp special interest group, the government basically, she still wasn’t much more than a dog. A real dog.


    After her came the first generation of furs. The second generation Marika didn’t say much about, but, as it turned out…


    “So I’m third generation, and you’re fourth generation. I’m a lot like you except my body doesn’t… make all the chemicals it needs for me to be alive.”


    “Is that why you’re big?”


    The Lieutenant paused for a moment, and then laughed. “No, I’m just older. I’m nineteen.”


    Eschowitz bowed his head. “I’m nine, now, I think. Nearly ten.”


    “Yeah. Do you know why the other kids at your school are older than you?”


    Eschowitz bit his lip. “They’re lucky, I guess.”


    Mom took a sharp, painful breath. “Oh Escho, honey…”


    The lieutenant shook her head. “No. It’s because you grow up faster than them.” She let her jaw hang loose, shifted it to a side in the exact way Ellis, at school, did when he was thinking. Ellis was another packmember. Eschowitz guessed he must do it too, even though he’d never noticed. “A lot faster.” She hesitated a second. “Did you know that you were castrated, Eschowitz?”


    Eschowitz ducked his head. “Yeah.”


    “Do you know what castrated means?”


    “Not interested in girls, I guess.”


    The lieutenant shared a glance with his mom. “Kind of.” She sighed, and let her ears sag. “Kind of like that.”


    “Does it matter?”


    “Not for a few years yet.” The Lieutenant took a heavy breath. Smiled. “Let’s talk about something a little nicer. Would you like to join a MilSim sports team, Eschowitz?”


    “Who with?”


    “Your brothers.”


    

  


  
    *


    


    “I still don’t know if I agree with this, Dora.”


    Eschowitz’s mom looked across the car’s interior. “We agreed.”


    The Dad glared out at the road. Maybe Aaron, his name, would be a better fit. But Eschowitz was used to thinking in titles and no matter how much his mom kept saying that Aaron was his dad, Aaron was never anything but the Dad.


    “We agreed to hear out Miss Estian.” The Dad tore his eyes off the road, glancing back at Eschowitz’s mom. He folded his arms, and waited for the car to overtake a van. “And now we’re taking him to some training field?”


    “It’s a game. Maybe he’ll make some friends.”


    “Oh come on, now you’re just playing to their corporate bullshit.”


    Mom gestured at the back seat. “You shouldn’t use that language in front of him. You wouldn’t use it in front of Frankie, would you?”


    The Dad glanced back at him only briefly. Struggled to keep eye contact. “Sorry.” He set his gaze on the car’s interface. Turned the music up a little. “I’m just saying, they want to hang onto their investment, so…”


    “So what? What does this have to do with him having some friends like him for once in his life?”


    “So now we’re going to let them raise him like they wanted?” The Dad thumped his hand on the dashboard. Lifted his leg and crossed it over his knee. “He deserves to have a normal life, Dora. Not to end up some, some fucking lackey.”


    The Mom’s face was tight around the mouth, her voice strained. “God damn it, Aaron.” She twisted around, staring back at Eschowitz. “Just put your fingers in your ears, honey.”


    Eschowitz hesitated, but did as he was told. He carefully perked up his ears and stuck an index finger down each of them. His mom and the Dad’s argument became little more than a few tangled syllables, the sounds of voices without words to go with them. Angry voices.


    He wasn’t any good at lip reading, so eventually he turned his head and stared out of the window. He kind of wished he could watch a vid or play a game, but he had his orders. Eschowitz slouched down, kept his fingers in his ears, and glared back at the driver who was staring from the next car over.


    

  


  
    *


    


    The packet of armbands was already open when they arrived.


    “Dibs on amber!”


    “Aww come on! I was amber too.”


    “Amber-Two?”


    “No, uh, Amber-Four… I meant I was in amber, too.”


    The other packmember grinned, pulling at his oversized soupy grey jacket. “Hey, I was Amber-Eight. I’m Elwood now.”


    “Oh. I’m Elhausen.”


    “Okay, then I should get red — I’m Red-Six. Eisenach.” Eisenach glanced around warily, scratching at his camouflage coverall. “Any other reds?”


    Eschowitz tugged at the Dad’s sleeve. “Can I go pick an armband too?”


    The Dad shook his head. “Hold on. I want to talk to Marika first.”


    “They’re already picking arm-bands!”


    A heavy hand clamped down on his shoulder. The Dad looked down. Eschowitz had trouble with it, but even he could see the worry on the Dad’s face. The concern. The tone of his voice was warmer than it had been in the car. “Just hang on, okay?”


    Eschowitz hung his head low and nodded. “Okay.”


    The Lieutenant — Marika — was busy talking to someone else’s parents. She wore camo too, but better than Eisenach’s. Hers had dynamic countershading, the cloth brightening under shadows to help give her an even blur of colour instead of humanoid shaped shadowing.


    All Eschowitz had on was an old grey sweater and jeans. His sneakers had bright red insteps, too. He dragged his feet against the ground, hoping to pick up a little dirt or something, but the parking lot was fairly clean. It’d have to wait until he got into the playfield, or the patch of forest nearby.


    When the Lieutenant was done with the other parents, Aaron called out, “Hey, uh, Miss Estian?”


    It wasn’t just the Lieutenant who looked up at Aaron. There were another couple of red-furred women on a bench by the storage shed, one with a custom gasmask locked over her face.


    The Dad flushed pink. “I’m sorry. Marika?”


    The Lieutenant shrugged at her packmates and stepped over. Eschowitz figured they had to be her packmates, anyway. She seemed to be allowed to talk to hers whenever she wanted, though. “What can I do for you, Mister Nicholson?”


    “How much is all this going to cost? Those kinds of toys don’t come cheap.” The Dad gestured back at the Lieutenant’s packmates. At the stubby, matte-lensed rifles they held. Well. Not rifles, exactly. MilSim guns. An imager and kinetic sensors, a smartcasing, some other electronics. Other than the fact that the magazines were fake and it didn’t have any firearm parts in it, just a motor to simulate muzzle kick, it was a lot like a real gun.


    The Lieutenant flicked her gaze down at Eschowitz. Smiled a little.


    Waveringly, he smiled back.


    “Well, right now it’s not going to cost anything. We’re lending the boys some of the company team’s spare kit.”


    “Company team?”


    “I mentioned I was employed by Andercom West, right? Well they maintain a couple of teams for the Middle-American Corporate Preserve Military Simulation Gaming leagues.” She gestured back at the other furs on the bench. “Me and them make up about half of one.”


    The Dad’s hands clenched tightly down over Eschowitz’s shoulder. “I thought these MilSim games were meant to be team building events for accountants and low level execs.”


    “That would be the amateur division of the league.” The Lieutenant smiled tightly. “We’re semi-pro.”


    “What does that mean?”


    Her smile loosened up, grew teeth. “It means we get paid for it, but we make our actual living doing other work.”


    The Dad’s voice grew harsh, suspicious. “Other work?”


    “I happen to be in executive security, Mister Nicholson. Body guard. Same as most of my sisters here, although Marianna there is a martial arts instructor.” The Lieutenant’s eartips perked up sharply. “I just happen to have certain talents that in regular people we would call God-given, but for my particular circumstances it’s not quite accurate. Do you have a problem with that?”


    The Dad’s hand slipped off Eschowitz’s shoulder. The Dad folded his arms slowly, averted his gaze off elsewhere, avoiding eye contact with the Lieutenant. “That doesn’t have to be what happens to my son.”


    “Have you met any of the Edwards kids, Mister Nicholson? The tabby cats? Wonderful little boys. They’re putting together a hundred and four piece orchestra, just them, and the parents are already begging for it to be expanded.” The Lieutenant’s tone softened, barely. “You think if that were Eschowitz’s so called God-given talent you wouldn’t desperately be trying to get him into that orchestra?”


    The Dad wiped his mouth with his hands, silent for a moment. “That’s not the same thing.”


    Eschowitz tugged the Dad’s shirt. He didn’t respond at first, too distracted, so Eschowitz yanked again until he caught the Dad’s eye. His dad’s eye.


    “What is it, Eschowitz?”


    “I could learn music.” Eschowitz hesitated a second. “If you want.”


    The Dad stared.


    It didn’t really work. Not a smile, nothing. It’d be so much easier if the Dad would just give some kind of performance report, but trying to please him was almost impossible. He just stared, as if he’d never seen Eschowitz before. Finally, the Dad nodded towards the other packmembers. “Go get an armband,” he said, giving Eschowitz a little shove.


    Eschowitz ducked his head, glared at the asphalt under his feet and wished it were muddier. Maybe he could just play barefoot?


    “Of course there’s another issue, Mister Nicholson. There are medical issues, for his development, that are going to be easier if we treat them in a group…”


    By then Eschowitz was too far away to really hear, but looking back he saw that the Dad, his dad, Aaron, whatever… was angry. He preferred Mom. He almost understood her. She didn’t like being called Dora, and the whole family relationship title and-slash-or rank was something Eschowitz was comfortable with for her, but the Dad? He didn’t always act like Mom said family was meant to.


    Mom stuck more closely to her job description, anyway.


    One of the other packmembers grinned sheepishly. Looked like Elwood, from the big jacket he was wearing, all swirling greys. “Boy, you’re not going to be happy.”


    Well. At least that wouldn’t change anything. Eschowitz shoved his hands into his pockets. “Why?”


    “Well, uhm. There’s eight of us,” Elwood explained, pointing at his armband, “and I got dark amber—”


    “Orange.”


    Elwood grimaced. “Dark amber. Elhausen got the other one. Light amber.”


    Eschowitz lifted an eyebrow. “Okay. Is green left?”


    “No. Edmond got that, and Eisenach got red, and Etoben got blue, and, uhm.” Elwood scrounged around in his pocket for a moment, before holding out a broad, pink, plastic band.


    Eschowitz turned it over in his hands. It didn’t get any less pink.


    “Sorry, it’s the last one.”


    “That’s okay,” Eschowitz mumbled. “I don’t mind. I’ll just be pink.”


    

  


  
    *


    


    The camera strapped to his wrist saw the gesture. A quick flick of the wrist, two fingers extended. It understood, then barked at the rest of its pack, and they told Eschowitz’s packmates. That wasn’t really how it worked, but the abstraction made sense to Eschowitz. That was kind of how it had been explained back when he was a kid.


    “Odd?” A gun barrel pushed forward over Eschowitz’s left shoulder. The lenses on the front were matte coated, and there was a small friendly team tag clipped to it. But the important identifiers were the orange armband and Elwood’s oversized soupy grey jacket.


    Eschowitz put his attention back on the corner, though, stretching his wrist out so he could check a last time, with the display in his glasses. “Seven,” he hissed back.


    “Eight.”


    Eight. But not Esparza.


    It didn’t really matter, because Eschowitz felt Elwood’s toe nudge up against his heel, and Eschowitz went around the corner weapon first.


    There was a short, comfortable moment when he had his ears flat but was deafened anyway by the bark of recorded gunfire in his earpiece, splittingly loud despite the silencer, just next to his head where Elwood’s rifle barrel hovered neatly over his shoulder.


    Squeezing the trigger had come naturally. It was barely worth thinking about. He had seen the two guys in camouflaged body-suits, the proper kind that were hard to see, and one had even been facing their way but he’d been holding his rifle pointing low. That wasn’t an important detail either. The main one was that they had to report and leave.


    “Con—” “Conta—”


    The words muddled up for a moment. It was a long time since he’d spoken pack drill properly.


    “Contact down, relocating.”


    It didn’t matter who said it, Elwood or Eschowitz, because they both said it properly, at the same time, while turning to sprint for a new piece of cover.


    In their wake, the pair of shooters from the other team stripped off their MilSim glasses and stood staring at each other for one long moment before leaving the field. A dozen seconds later their team-mates arrived, but Elwood and Eschowitz were long gone.


    

  


  
    *


    


    “Mom, Mom!” Eschowitz bounded up to his mom, dragging Elwood by the sleeve. “I found an eight!”


    Eschowitz’s mom smiled awkwardly at the other parent she’d been talking to and blinked at Eschowitz.


    He’d forgotten. He started scrubbing at his face with his hands, hard, trying to dislodge the mud and dust, beating at his clothes… his shoes were worst off.


    “No no, that’s okay, honey.” She pulled at his hands until he stopped.


    There were standing orders on not getting muddy. But he didn’t want to lose, either, and he figured there’d be time to clean up, but—


    “Escho? No, no no, honey.” His mom finally yanked his hands away from his face. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. What were you saying?”


    “I found an eight and, uhm.” Eschowitz guiltily picked at his sweater’s cuff.


    Elwood started brushing at Eschowitz’s back, trying to dislodge the worst of it after working out what was going on. “I’m an eight,” he added.


    “You can clean up later. What’s that mean?”


    Eschowitz grinned up at his mom. “It’s standard pack pairing, Mom! Evens with odds, we’re the only proper pair and—”


    One of the parents his mom was talking to blinked at Eschowitz and Elwood. “What’s pack pairing?”


    “I’m Green-Seve-, I mean, I mean I was Green-Seven, and Elwood was Amber-Eight and that’s even and odd in the right sequence.”


    “Hi I’m Elwood.” Elwood gave Eschowitz’s mom a little wave. “Eights are meant to have Ell-Ess-Doubleyous but I only got a rifle so it wasn’t proper and we needed some kind of Ee-Emm control too.”


    “Yeah if we had Ee-Emm control we probably could have done better, Mom!” Eschowitz tugged at her hands. “We needed firepower and Ee-Emm control, but we managed to skirmish effectively with twelve eliminations and I had fifteen out of sixteen confirmed hits but I swear that was just because the target went off the network in the middle of the double-tap, Mom, I’m sure it was sixteen for sixteen.”


    “That’s…” Eschowitz’s mom didn’t understand. He could see it in the awkward way the sides of her mouth went up, the way her eyes widened. But she tried. “That’s nice. Hello Elwood.”


    “Hi,” Elwood replied.


    “This is my mom,” Eschowitz explained for Elwood’s benefit, glancing over his shoulder only briefly. “Anyway we couldn’t really force an extended firefight or hold onto any ground, but we did it by the book, they said they’re gonna send the results and I’m sure they’re really good!”


    The other parent his mom’d been talking to blinked at the pair of them, Eschowitz and Elwood. “What do you mean by Ee-Emm control, Elwood?”


    Elwood rolled his eyes up at the other parent. “Electro-Magnetic control, sir, like, information networks? If we had proper gear we wouldn’t have had to do so much guesswork.”


    “Nope we would’ve just triangulated their transmissions or maybe outsourced for firepower or something.” Eschowitz nodded sharply.


    “Yeah, mortars maybe, but we only had rifles and stuff.” Elwood’s jaw hung loose a moment before he shifted it side to side contemplatively.


    Eschowitz’s mom crouched down and dabbed lightly at his face, dislodging mud, but she stopped when he started scrubbing too. She didn’t have much to say about mortars. The other parent did, though, blinking at Elwood curiously. “What if the other team had mortars?”


    Elwood’s eyes widened, his eartips slowly lifting and splaying out in a worried frown. “Didn’t they? Sim ones, at least?”


    A stab of worry settled in under Eschowitz’s ribs. “If they didn’t have any we could’ve held onto the midground. I didn’t hear any heavy ordnance but I thought they were waiting on a firing solution.”


    “Me too, that’s why we relocated. If we could’ve held ground we could’ve done that properly. We could’ve forced the firefight.” Elwood covered his muzzle with his hands for a second.


    Eschowitz’s mom stroked his forehead gently. “I’m sure you did fine, Escho. Who were you playing against?”


    Eschowitz turned his head sharply to look at Elwood, scrunched his face up against his mom’s hand. Elwood didn’t know either, so Eschowitz just looked up at his mom helplessly and shrugged.


    “I think they were playing mine,” the other parent said, folding his arms. Not a parent, then. “South-City Solutions,” he added miserably.


    “What do they do?” Elwood asked.


    “Border control.” The not-a-parent sighed. He pulled off his baseball cap and rubbed at the top of his head.


    “It’s okay,” Eschowitz said. “That’s just paramilitary. That doesn’t really count.”


    “It doesn’t count,” Elwood repeated. It took him a moment to realize what he’d said, and he hung his head disappointedly. “Aw man, it doesn’t count.”


    Eschowitz felt bad too. It didn’t really count if it was just people trained for fixed location security. No wonder they hadn’t been able to respond properly!


    Eschowitz’s mom glanced back with a brief, polite smile.


    The not-a-parent didn’t smile in return.


    

  


  
    *


    


    There wasn’t much to smile about. Not on the way back home, not at dinner that night, not in the weeks that followed while Eschowitz patiently waited for an answer to his questions about when he’d be taken back to the field to run more drill. Not when he borrowed a school friend’s pad to try out their music media software for an hour or two. When he’d gotten home and explained to his mom about it, about how he wanted to please the Dad like the Lieutenant said, she didn’t react how he thought she would. She’d shaken her head miserably, saying that it was okay, he didn’t have to learn music unless he wanted to, so he’d asked about running drill again, asked why the Dad wouldn’t be pleased if Eschowitz had good scores.


    Mom hadn’t smiled then, and neither she nor the Dad smiled when they argued.


    “He needs to do something that makes him happy, for God’s sake, Aaron!”


    Not while waiting for dinner, either.


    The Dad slammed the door behind Mom. “If this was Frankie you’d pay some fucking attention, Dora! Don’t you love him? This is the same damn thing, if we bought her all those God damn skimpy clothes like the other parents and encouraged her to stop being a kid and—”


    “It is not the same!” Mom slapped down her handbag — Eschowitz could hear it cleanly from the kitchen. “He’s good at it and it’ll let him be with, with kids like him for once.”


    “That’s exactly the problem.” The Dad came through into the kitchen, dragging the shopping in his hands and glaring back at Mom. “Exactly the God damn problem! He’s not like us, it’s not good for him.”


    “Not good for him? What the hell do you think is good for him?” Mom’s voice was loud. Angry.


    The Dad’s voice was loud, too. “I don’t fucking know!”


    Frankie called it screaming when people were loud, and it made her cry, but Eschowitz honestly couldn’t see the difference between that and drill instructors.


    Mom hauled herself into the kitchen, struggling under the weight of the bags. “Well if you’d just think about him, for God’s sake—” She froze. Stared at Eschowitz.


    He sat very still.


    The Dad dropped his bags on the counter, looked over, and covered his face with his hands.


    Eschowitz averted his eyes. Glared at the tabletop a moment before hopping off the chair and going over to Mom, tried plucking the handles of the shopping bags from her fingers.


    “You don’t have to, honey.” She wriggled her hands, let one slide from her grasp. The lightest one. Which wasn’t fair — Eschowitz was plenty strong. He could probably handle all the shopping bags for her.


    He shrugged with a vague grunt and dragged the bag up to the table, got it on top, peeled open the packaging on the shopping bag and started setting out the groceries on the table in neat rows by location. Fridge. Freezer. Cupboards over the sink — he couldn’t reach, so Mom or the Dad would have to put things like the bleach away. They liked it that way anyway. Bottom cupboards.


    “What the heck were you doing in here, champ?” That was a recent the Dad thing. ‘Champ.’ Sounded like something out of a vid.


    “I finished homework and assigned chores and everything.” Mom’d put down the rest of her shopping bags on the table, so Eschowitz opened and dug into the next one.


    “Why don’t you go play outside?” The Dad tried to smile. It looked painful.


    Eschowitz hadn’t really finished, but he lined up the last bottle of pop he’d put down with the others and went for the kitchen door. “Okay.” He tried to keep his head up — that was important.


    “See?” The Dad pointed at Eschowitz as he left. “Playing outside, normal kid.”


    “You just told him to go outside Aaron!” Mom’s voice was loud. “That wasn’t a question or a suggestion to him, it was a God damned order!”


    


    

  


  


  
    3.


    


    Eschowitz knew he’d heard the blow before he knew he felt it. Objectively, he knew they arrived in one moment, but it was the sound — the full-bodied whunk of a fist in his face — that sent chills down his spine. Through his hips. A good punch started in the hips, with the body, centre of gravity. From there the tingles raced across his shoulder, whipped across his arm and exploded into Gav’s chin. That he felt first.


    The wet sound of Gav’s teeth slamming shut on the gum-guard, that came at him from a distance. The fire in Eschowitz’s knuckles, that was immediate, real. Something in his heart. And his knuckles ached for more.


    If the Dad really understood boxing, he’d have taken Eschowitz out of it the same day it started, just like with MilSim when he was nine. It was meant to just be a sport, like running was. It had started out as just a sport, but it was more now.


    Eschowitz twisted around, slapping Gav’s counterpunch aside. It was easy. So easy it felt wrong, somewhere in Eschowitz’s gut. Gav wasn’t new at this, so Eschowitz was allowed to make full contact punches. Hell, before summer, Gav was pushing Eschowitz around real easily. The thing was, Gav didn’t have the muscle mass advantage anymore.


    Eschowitz had gotten surgery.


    The Lieutenant had brought it up and he hadn’t thought much about it in the years since. Castration. Who cared, right? The other kids made awkward sounding offers, and that wasn’t interesting at all. The whole deep interest in possible sexual partners looked downright distracting, puberty just wasn’t something Eschowitz was worried about missing. After all, he already had hair growing everywhere.


    Last year, though, whatever the point of puberty was made more sense. Some of the other kids were catching up to Eschowitz on the sports field. That was fine, Eschowitz liked a challenge. Competition felt great, especially winning. But then Eschowitz stopped winning. He’d felt awful, because at first he’d thought he’d done something wrong. But at weigh-ins for boxing, he figured it out. Puberty gave you pounds and pounds of muscle from nowhere. And for awhile, Gav had been taller than Eschowitz.


    But not anymore.


    Hormone patches from the co-op medical centre, which at first just gave him confused feelings. Sometimes about girls, sometimes about boys, sometimes about the medical staff at the co-op. By the time there’d been surgery, just a couple of implants that made it uncomfortable to run for awhile, he’d managed to figure out how to ignore those feelings. Eschowitz didn’t have a lot of trouble ignoring them. It was easier that way, they just distracted him. But then there were the other feelings.


    Wrong feelings. In his gut. Especially when Gav was just that little bit off balance, back of his head invitingly open. Just there, where Eschowitz would have to put some real weight into his punch to reach. It’d be so, so easy to hammer Gav down.


    He didn’t think it’d make the burning feeling in his knuckles go away, nor the little quick hot breaths and overlarge, overwarm feeling in his chest. In fact, Eschowitz hoped that hitting Gav would just make the feeling worse. A lot worse. Because that would feel good.


    Sort of like how the sex ed teacher had described masturbation. Except masturbation didn’t hurt anybody.


    Eschowitz wasn’t allowed to hit Gav in the back of the head. Boxing had rules. Forcing himself to remember that made him think about how good it’d feel, especially if he shoved his knee out just there, like he had as a little kid, doing pack drill. As a kid it was just about doing well, pleasing people. Now, ever since the surgery, he just wanted to hurt somebody.


    Which he wasn’t allowed to do.


    And wrestling back that need gave Gav all the time he needed to straighten out with a hook straight into Eschowitz’s gut.


    Eschowitz knew that feeling was wrong, because nobody was meant to like getting hurt. But it was like hearing someone’s breath just behind him while he ran — that sound was just fine, great even. It just meant he had some competition and he had to work for the win.


    But the sound of glove hitting meat. That made the ache worse. Like nausea — though not from the gutstrike.


    He needed to hurt somebody, but the rules said he couldn’t. In boxing, in life, he wasn’t allowed. The best he could do was whip his fist at Gav’s face — a feint that brought Gav’s gloves up — and put all his weight behind an uppercut that plunged into Gav’s stomach and pushed all the air out of him.


    Left Gavin reeling, swimming for breath, eyes wide with delicious panic — not just from the fact he couldn’t breathe, but because he wasn’t winning anymore. Because before the summer break, he’d been winning and bragging and now, now his diaphragm was spasming, now he couldn’t breathe, now he had rat gut.


    Gav’s arms windmilled uselessly, he hunched over. The screech of his feeble attempts to suck down air were a kind of music. Almost as good as the sound of a blow rocking its way through Eschowitz’s skull. And Eschowitz had done all that, just with his fist. His aching fist.


    The Ref — the physical education assistant who supervised extra-curricular sports — came down hard on it. A sharp, ear-splitting peep of the whistle, and Eschowitz wasn’t allowed to do more. He had to back up to the far corner, and he wasn’t sure if he should breathe sharply or not. It felt like too much air would make the heat in his chest go away. Too cold.


    He couldn’t hold his breath forever, though. Sweat-scented air came down into his lungs warmer than he thought it would, and it made the feeling stronger. The raw bull-headedness got stronger, and Eschowitz was almost looking forward to seeing if Gav could hit him again. Maybe he’d hold off for a moment, just to see. And if Gav couldn’t, Eschowitz would put him down. Clean, smooth, quick, and very, very hard. Simple.


    The rules allowed for that.


    The ref shook his head, though. Called the whole match off. Somewhere in the midst of it Eschowitz had hit Gavin too hard, too fast. He hadn’t meant to — it just felt right, but as a result his score was too high. He’d won.


    In a way, Eschowitz was glad. Gav didn’t deserve it, not really. He wasn’t… wasn’t a bad guy. There wasn’t a better term for it than that. He wasn’t a real threat, at least not outside the ring. He’d be more of a threat inside the ring if he trained more, and the part of Eschowitz that the Dad would be proud of resolved to encourage Gav. Maybe give him a few tips.


    But the part Eschowitz kept secret from the Dad, from everyone, even Frankie, that part wasn’t nearly so high minded. That part wished Gav had done something stupid like tried breaking the rules, or gotten angry about the match and pulled out a knife afterward.


    But that never happened. So that part of Eschowitz had to stay quiet for a long time.


    He just couldn’t justify it, not up until Frankie started getting teased, anyway.


    

  


  
    *


    


    School wasn’t like home. At home, despite the Dad’s — Aaron’s — occasional slipups, people were nice to each other and supportive of everything. Mom’s mission statement on the matter was full of keywords. Positive, uplifting, enriching, nurturing.


    Eschowitz didn’t know what any of those words meant, not in his gut.


    The keywords at school, zoophile, dogshit, furry-fucker, those he understood. The thing he didn’t understand was why Ross and Benjamin and Carl were smiling, laughing even, while they said those things to Frankie. They all sounded happy, other than Frankie, but that might have been because they didn’t know Eschowitz could hear them.


    “Just lay off, Ross. J-just lay off.” Frankie wasn’t happy.


    “You even smell like a dog, Nicholson. We’re telling everybody you share a room with the mutt.” Ross was. “When Dave finds out you’re a fur-fucker—”


    “Just stop, okay? it’s not like that, Escho isn’t—”


    “He probably doesn’t even ask, it’s probably rape and you like it so much that you don’t—”


    “Shut up!”


    There was a lot to feel guilty about in this. Eschowitz wasn’t sure about the morality of the thing. Other kids were curious about sex stuff — came with the territory of puberty, he guessed — so refusing to get involved might have been a bad tactical error, socially speaking. It just sounded so pointlessly…. pointless. You couldn’t win at it, there were no particular challenges. It, like drug use, was just an easy way to feel good, and Eschowitz didn’t really see the point in that. Feeling good was like feeling bad, just different.


    Of course what he should really be feeling guilty about was the fact that he was waiting around the corner from the gym to meet Frankie so they could walk home, instead of outside the gym’s side-exit. Aaron wouldn’t like it, and neither would Mom, but Ross and Benjamin and Carl shut up the second they got a sniff of him. They left Frankie in tears, and Eschowitz didn’t know why.


    Until now.


    The thing was, Frankie cried for lots of reasons. Because Aaron wouldn’t let her sleep over at Becky’s some weekend, because she’d fallen over and skinned her knee, because — confusingly — her favourite vid series was really great, because a bird flew into her room, because she’d broken up with someone, because someone had broken up with her, because Mom wouldn’t let her wear the clothes she wanted, because there wasn’t any ice-cream left. She hadn’t cried about ice-cream for about six or seven years, though.


    There were lots of ways she cried, lots of reasons, and Eschowitz needed to find out because he’d never seen or heard Ross and the guys make her cry, and he didn’t know if it was like when Joel Madsen died of cancer on Frankie’s vid series, or like when Frankie broke her leg.


    Eschowitz wasn’t used to feeling guilty. Things happened or they didn’t, and he didn’t cause problems deliberately. But maybe if he’d done something differently, Ross wouldn’t have anything to tease Frankie about. Maybe if Eschowitz had slept with Vince or Becky when they’d asked, or maybe if he slept in the yard like a real dog, this wouldn’t have happened.


    Ross laughed — because he was happy, which Eschowitz didn’t understand. “You’re such a sick fuck, Nicholson.”


    Frankie cried, like her ankle had broken the wrong way and she’d have to be removed from the pack, for termination. Eschowitz understood. Eschowitz had fucked up back then, too, but this time he could put things right.


    Ross was so happy. “Dave must hate you.” Eschowitz didn’t want Ross to be happy anymore.


    Eschowitz dropped his bag and pulled out the knife he’d traded for with Ellis. He was sure that Aaron and Mom wouldn’t approve, but he’d never been briefed on the issue and there were no standing orders about weapons, so he’d used his initiative. He had to use the knife. There were three of them, but Eschowitz needed to be sure.


    When he came around the corner, Frankie was red-faced and wailing, Benjamin and Carl were kicking her school-bag back and forth. Ross was smiling, laughing, and Eschowitz felt a pang of jealousy. He wanted to be happy too.


    He thought, briefly, about how Ross had become happy, and that let Eschowitz be something better than happy. Angry.


    He had to be careful, so he kept the knife folded in his hand.


    Carl spotted him first, just after kicking Frankie’s bag. It skidded across the paving, clicking when the buckles struck the ground. Carl’s eyes were wide, and he wasn’t laughing anymore, and neither was Benjamin — they were watching Eschowitz, because Eschowitz was bigger than they were.


    There were three of them, though. That counted for a lot.


    When Ross turned around, and kept laughing, the other two joined in uncertainly. “We were just talking about you.”


    Eschowitz didn’t know how to say what he wanted, so he shoved Ross’s chest with his open hand. Words meant less, anyway.


    Ross stumbled a step. “You shit!” he yelled, shoving back, snarling, with both arms. With all his weight.


    Eschowitz leaned into it and someone, Carl maybe, punched him, but it wasn’t a good punch so he ignored it. He grabbed Ross’s shirt and pushed him down and rolled down with him.


    Carl was still punching, punching and kicking, but he didn’t really know how, he hit like a child. Benjamin, on the other hand, tore open Eschowitz’s ear with his kicking. Benjamin knew how to hurt people, so the next time he kicked Eschowitz grabbed his foot and twisted and twisted until something broke, until Benjamin left him alone.


    Frankie’s crying was more frantic, now. She turned, she ran, for help.


    Carl saw, Carl ran. Coward. Ross was scrabbling at Eschowitz’s arms instead of his face. Ross was meant to gouge at his eyes or stick his thumbs in Eschowitz’s throat, to hurt him, but Ross didn’t seem to know how.


    Eschowitz had thought that if there were three of them, it would be enough. But it wasn’t enough. So Eschowitz unfolded the knife, just with a flick of the wrist and his thumb.


    Blood dripped out of Eschowitz’s ear and onto Ross’s face. Ross turned away, winced, struggled. With his free hand Eschowitz pinioned Ross’s hands down to the ground — Ross saw the knife then and he screamed, screamed like he was going to get torn open like a fish.


    This was all wrong.


    Ross didn’t understand.


    Not even when Eschowitz put the knife in his hands and wrapped his fingers around the grip, not when Eschowitz shook him against the floor.


    “Fuck, fuck!” was all Ross could say, “Don’t hurt me!”


    “You have to pick up the knife.” Eschowitz lifted Ross up by the collar of his shirt and rattled him back down. “I’m not allowed to hurt you unless you’re going to kill me, so you have to pick up the knife now.” He had to explain so Ross could understand. “If you hate me and Frankie so much, you want to kill us, don’t you? You have to pick up the knife, then I can hurt you too. Don’t you understand?”


    Ross didn’t pick up the knife.


    He didn’t understand.


    Nobody understood.


    

  


  
    *


    


    “Oh my God.”


    That was all that Mom could say, over and over.


    “Oh my God. Oh my God.”


    Frankie could say more. “It’s not his fault, he, he was protecting me, he didn’t understand, he’s just different Mom, it’s okay!”


    The Dad yelled. He was the Dad right now, not Aaron. “You get up to your room right now, young lady. This doesn’t involve you!”


    “Yes it does, it was my fault not his!” She wasn’t crying like she had before. This was more like when the Dad refused to let her stay up late.


    “Go!”


    “Fine, I hate you!” Frankie stormed upstairs, eyes streaming.


    “Oh my God,” Mom breathed, eyes wide.


    The Dad turned on Mom, next. He kept yelling.”I told you this would happen, I told you! We’ve fucked up.”


    Eschowitz never knew that the Dad could yell like this. It was almost like when he was really little with the drill-sergeants, but it would’ve been nicer if he yelled at Eschowitz instead of Mom and Frankie.


    “Oh my God.” Mom covered her mouth with her hands. Stared at Eschowitz in a way she never had before. She’d never been frightened before.


    Eschowitz ducked his head. Stayed on the couch, watching the Dad pace back and forth.


    “True nature wins out, is that it?” The Dad clawed at his hair. “Where the hell did we go wrong? It’s the boxing. I told you that it was a bad idea but you said it was a sport and that sports were safe.”


    “Oh my God. I just. I just don’t understand.”


    The Dad pointed at Eschowitz. “We thought we could change what they made him, we were wrong.”


    “Eschowitz, why?” The Mom picked at her hands, staring at him.


    First time they’d spoken to him. “They were hurting Frankie. That’s right, isn’t it? I’m allowed to stop people from hurting you or Frankie or Aaron. Or me. I wanted to stop them.”


    “They were calling her names.”


    Eschowitz closed his hands over each other, set them between his knees and glared at them.


    Neither of them understood. But he said it again anyway, because it was true.


    “They were hurting her.”


    

  


  
    *


    


    ‘Your adopted child may act out of the ordinary.’ That was the first sentence in the first paragraph. Granted, the other pages had shreds of information on things like what food Eschowitz could eat, medical care details, FAQs, a faltering attempt to explain that there was no official or corporate source of aid. But the important thing, the first thing they’d put on the documents they’d gone so far as to print in hardcopy and send along with Eschowitz while he was being adopted, was, ‘Your adopted child may act out of the ordinary.’


    That and two pairs of clothing sized to fit a seven year old were all he had left from his old life. He’d been wearing an issue jumpsuit, but that had apparently been thrown away. He wasn’t sure any more, but Eschowitz thought it’d been made out of something rough-woven and heavy. The children’s clothes smelled of mothballs and dust, but they were his, along with the hardcopy printout he’d come to think of as his own personal field manual.


    It told him what his RDAs on various vitamins and minerals were, it told him what to do if he started choking, it told him what pharmaceuticals were safe to use on him and which weren’t. It told him that his anticipated lifespan was estimated at sixty-two years.


    It did not tell him who he was.


    The bed across from Eschowitz’s creaked under Frankie’s weight. The room was small for two; Mom and Aaron had probably planned on only ever having one child when they bought the house. Easier for kids to share, too. It was getting ridiculous now that they were older.


    Frankie sighed heavily. Dangled her feet over the edge of her bed.


    Eschowitz turned over the last page. Stared at its back, as though there’d be any wisdom in the legal fine print, detailing why nobody could sue Estian Incorporated for making him or failing to provide adequate medical information or any reason that a private person could possibly have for suing them in relation to Eschowitz.


    “Remember that time I tricked you into eating some of Hank’s dog’s dogfood?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m sorry I did that to you.”


    “You didn’t trick me, you asked me to.” Eschowitz didn’t look up. Turned the stack of paper over, stared at the front page again. “It was a little bland.”


    Frankie ran her hands through her hair, alarmingly like the way the Dad did. Aaron’s hair was a different colour, and he smelled different, but Frankie did the same kinds of things. Just like Eschowitz and Ellis. Or Eschowitz and the Lieutenant.


    Eschowitz turned over the first page. “What’s Aaron good at?”


    Frankie sat back, blinking a little. She crossed her ankles, swinging her heels over the carpet. “Dad’s good at fixing things.”


    Frankie wasn’t good at that. Eschowitz flipped the next page over. “Oh.” Let his eyes slide over lists of chemical compounds.


    She threw her head back, stared at the ceiling for a bit. Her legs stopped swinging, eventually. “He’s also good at riding bikes. He’s not good at being on time, though. He’s always late picking me up. I wish he’d just give me a key to the car so I could get it to pick me up when I want.”


    Eschowitz restacked the papers and set them down. Frankie could ride a bike better than him at first, when they were kids, but he’d stuck with it and she hadn’t. So he was better at that now. But Eschowitz was punctual, and she wasn’t. He curled up a fist and rested his head against his knuckles. “Right.”


    Frankie didn’t let the silence fester. That was something Eschowitz liked about her. “Thanks for earlier.”


    “It’s okay.”


    Frankie cocked her head to a side, stared at Eschowitz’s bedside table. It was neater than hers. A couple of years ago she’d told him to stop cleaning up her stuff for her, but he still cleared the floor and carpets anyway. “You think Ross is going to press charges?”


    “No. Van Eck, Benjamin, did, though.” Eschowitz picked up his papers again, flipped to the back.


    “But he was trying to kick your head in.” She frowned. “So it was self defence.”


    Eschowitz shrugged, scanning the text again.


    “You’ll fight it, right?”


    “I guess.”


    “You guess?”


    “It’s academic. I’m leaving.”


    Frankie pulled a pillow off the head of her bed, hugged it tight. “They might not put you in jail. They probably won’t, you’re a minor.”


    Eschowitz folded over the last page, held it out to her. She frowned at the sea of text, so he helped. “Just near the end. Where it gives references to the Furry Emancipation Acts.”


    “That just means you’re not, like, a slave. You’re legally a person, you have rights.” Frankie dragged a hand through her hair again, almost clawing at it. Almost, not quite, like Aaron.


    “It means I’m emancipated.”


    “You’re sixteen. You’ll get a suspended sentence or something, you’re staying at home.”


    “I’m emancipated. I’m not really a minor. I’m not staying.”


    “You are. You can’t leave, Escho. You can’t.”


    “I can.”


    “You have to stay. You have to.”


    “Ross won’t be able to say those kinds of things if I don’t live here anymore.”


    “I don’t care what Ross says. You’re staying, okay?”


    Eschowitz just shook his head tiredly. Stared at a wall, because that was easier.


    “Stay. I’m telling you to stay Eschowitz.” Frankie had started crying, and he knew exactly why. “You always do what I tell you to do, so I’m telling you to stay.”


    Eschowitz let his jaw hang loose. Shifted it slowly left until he felt the slightest of clicks.


    “Just stay, Eschowitz. Stay.”


    Eschowitz shut his eyes. “I’m not your dog, Frankie.”


    “No,” she agreed shakily. “You’re not. You’re my damn brother.”


    “I know. But that doesn’t put you in my chain of command.”


    He was glad she could still laugh. That, at least, was something.


    

  


  
    *


    


    In school they’d tried to prepare Eschowitz for the work market by making him and the other kids do mock job interviews and writing what was either a résumé or a curriculum vitae, depending on the company you were applying for. As a kid they’d been called performance reviews and fitness reports, and Eschowitz was uncomfortable writing them for himself.


    He’d done his best in the time between asking for an appointment with the Lieutenant at Andercom’s downtown office and being called from the lobby waiting room. It probably wasn’t good enough.


    The Lieutenant picked up the slender sheet of smartpaper and looked it over. No greetings, no discussions, he’d just set down the résumé and she seemed to understand.


    Eventually she said, “This is very sparse.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Company policy specifies gender differentiation.”


    “Yes… ma’am.”


    She turned the page around. The restaurant menu was still faintly displayed on the back. It had burnt into the display somehow, maybe because the sheet had been left in direct sunlight. “You can’t afford paper?”


    The seats in her office were uncomfortable. He couldn’t help squirming, a little. “No, ma’am.” Maybe them being uncomfortable was the point.


    “You state that you can speak Spanish, but not that you can jailbreak smartpaper.” Turning her attention back onto the sheet of smart paper, the Lieutenant let her jaw hang slack. She shifted it a little way right, further left, all the way left until it clicked. “Did you do this with a phone?”


    “No, ma’am.”


    The Lieutenant ran her fingertip along the edges until she found the notch he’d torn, so he could make electrical contacts. She bent it open with her thumb. “You did this with another piece of paper.”


    It wasn’t a question, but he responded anyway. “Yes, ma’am.” He pulled out the screwed up business card from his pocket, set it on her desk too. He’d folded and refolded and refolded the card until it was malfunctioning badly, torn the notch and fiddled until he’d gotten the error-wracked card to send a reboot call across the tear.


    She took the card, found the notch on that, lay the card and the sheet on the table carefully. “Haven’t tried this in years,” she murmured, guiding tear to tear, gently waggling the card.


    Eschowitz sat up, bolt straight. “I don’t have another copy of—”


    “You’re not really here for a job, are you?” A different position worked better for her, she turned the card and page over a few times before black spots started appearing around the notch in the page. She was better at it than him — another waggle of the card and she had it. The whole page went black, and she pulled away the business card.


    Eschowitz watched the sheet reset itself. The display shutting down and powering back up in square sections — cells. The slight flickering as they linked. “I need work, now.”


    “Doing what?”


    Eschowitz flattened his ears uncertainly. The hurt one didn’t bend the same. “I can be a soldier. I can fight.”


    She shook her head. “Eschowitz, it’s not that easy.”


    “I speak Spanish.” He bowed his head. “Some Portuguese. I can drive a car on manual, even if I’m not licensed. I’m physically fit.”


    “It’s not that. Besides, you’re a teenager. You’re sixteen.”


    “You said I develop faster anyway. That shouldn’t matter, I’m emancipated.”


    “That doesn’t change that you’re someone’s son.”


    He stared at her. “Am I really?”


    The Lieutenant stared back levelly.


    Eschowitz looked away first.


    “I’m not going to do anything without the consent of your parents, Eschowitz.” She picked up the sheet again. Clean and white, except for a default loader. She tapped one of the icons and it gave her a keyboard, she ran her fingers along it experimentally, leaving a trail of letters across the page. “Do they even know you’re here?”


    “No.” Eschowitz looked at down at his hands.


    “They must be worried. Have you called them, at least?”


    He shook his head. “I left my phone at home. Wallet too.”


    The Lieutenant smiled thinly. “So you’re a runaway.”


    “I guess. Are you going to help me or not?”


    “This would be easier if you were eighteen. That’s the age of consent, for humans,” she explained. “I don’t think your parents would be happy about it, but it’d be different if that were the case.”


    “I’m emancipated.”


    “They won’t see it like that.”


    “And I’m not human,” he tried.


    “They won’t see it like that either, Eschowitz.” The Lieutenant put the paper aside. “You’re their son, they don’t want you to be different.”


    Eschowitz looked away, because the Lieutenant had that wrong. That was exactly what they wanted.


    

  


  
    *


    


    The Lieutenant leaned forward. “Mister Nicholson—”


    “No. This all started because of you! Just because you brought him back doesn’t give you any right to tell us how to raise our son! He’s got nothing to do with you!” The Dad’s face was bright red, his voice was loud, sharp, angry.


    The Lieutenant’s ears were pinned back. Other than that she was still, cool. Dangerous. Eschowitz wondered if he ever looked like that. He hoped he did.


    It was a guilty wondering, because Mom was clinging to his shoulders and weeping. “You mustn’t do that, Escho, honey. Oh God, you mustn’t.” He listened to her, because they felt like orders she needed him to follow, but it was hard to listen through the Dad’s shouting.


    “This whole incident would never have happened if not for people like you! People giving him ideas about what he is — he’s just a kid! You probably even gave him that damn knife, didn’t you? Didn’t you?” The Dad stopped pacing long enough to glare, heaving in breath as if he expected the Lieutenant to reply, like the Mom sometimes did when her and the Dad had discussions about Eschowitz.


    The Lieutenant didn’t reply, though. She stared thinly, instead.


    The silence dragged out just long enough for everyone to hear it, then the Dad yelled, “Well? Aren’t you going to admit it?”


    “Admit that I gave your son a knife?”


    “Yes! Damnit, you see, Dora? You see? You see what this bitch has done to our—”


    Mom hugged Eschowitz’s head to her shoulder, covering his ears, reflexively. “Aaron!” she snapped.


    Eschowitz squirmed to get away — his ear had gotten skinbonded, but if it split it’d bleed on Mom’s clothes. Mom didn’t like blood.


    The Dad stopped shouting long enough to hear the Lieutenant laughing. Slow, low, mocking laughter. She shook her head. “You know I consider that a racial slur, Mister Nicholson?”


    The Dad stayed bright red, but his voice went submissive. “Sorry.”


    The Lieutenant flashed a smile, with teeth, before settling down. “If you’re confused on the issue of where your son got a knife, the person you should be asking is Eschowitz.”


    “Well?” The Dad glared at Eschowitz.


    Eschowitz sat up attentively, ears perked. It was hard to come to attention with Mom hanging on him.


    “Where’d you get the knife?”


    “I traded for it with Ellis.”


    “He’s lying! You see that, Dora? Now he’s lying to us!” The Dad pointed, shouted, yelled, voice raw and angry.


    Mom rubbed her hand down along Eschowitz’s forehead and snout, almost protectively. “When has he ever lied to us, Aaron? When has he ever lied to you when you asked him a direct question? When? Why would he start now? That’s not his nature.”


    “His nature?”


    Mom ignored him. “What’d you trade for it, Escho?”


    “My weight set.”


    She frowned. “But those meant so much to you. You won them for boxing.”


    Eschowitz shrugged.


    “I haven’t seen him using them lately,” the Dad admitted.


    “Mister Nicholson,” the Lieutenant cut in, “it seems you have finished expressing your views. May I express mine?”


    “Go ahead,” the Dad mumbled.


    “You seem to hold the opinion that you adopted a child, Mister Nicholson, but what you so easily notice in me — that I am not like you, that my upbringing and training and genes have led me to do certain things with my life — you fail to notice in your son.” The Lieutenant leaned forward again, eyes cold. “It is as if someone handed you a weapon that they had loaded before your very eyes. But instead of showing due appreciation of the fact it was loaded, you thought that by treating this weapon like a toy, that by ignoring it, it would never go off. Do you have a habit of playing with loaded guns, Mister Nicholson? Of ignoring them when they’re left unattended?”


    “No.”


    “So why the fucking hell,” the Lieutenant snarled, “did you adopt one and treat him as if he were a child? Why did you ignore him? By the time you adopted him he’d already been through half his training — they were going to put him to work when he was twelve years old. He’s built to be aggressive, smart, full of initiative and bravery and all that shit they thought they needed to make the perfect soldier, and you’ve given him no way to express any of that! He’s never had the satisfaction of being part of a team, of doing something that means something to him!”


    “Don’t you talk to me like that, you’re one of them, they made you into what they wanted to make him!” The Dad bunched his fists up tight. His voice was raw, hoarse. He wasn’t used to yelling like this, he’d never done drill. “Eschowitz isn’t like that, he can be whatever he wants to be, he’s not your fucking toy soldier anymore!”


    “Aaron, he’s not ours either! For God’s sake, look at him!” Mom held him tightly.


    The Dad did. He stopped, for some reason.


    Eschowitz touched his face with his hands. There was this unfamiliar wetness he wasn’t too sure about. It hadn’t seemed important. Mom seemed to think it was, though, wiping his face with her sleeve.


    The Dad let out a breath. “Are you okay?”


    “No, I’m not. I’m not like you. I was made. You weren’t, maybe you have the freedom to be whatever you want to be but I don’t — I was made to be something. I don’t get a choice. Or if I do, I can’t make it, because you won’t let me,” Eschowitz howled. He didn’t know why his voice was so loud, but it just was. “When I need you to tell me that I’ve performed to expectations you hug me, when I need you to give me orders you say ‘relax, have fun!’ and then you yell at me because I don’t know what to do! I’m not like you, Dad, I’m not like you and I can’t be! And the only person who can help me, the only one who knows what it’s like being me, won’t let me find out who the hell I am because you won’t let her!”


    It got quiet.


    Eschowitz didn’t know if it was the ringing in his ears, or ache in his chest, or anything, but it was quiet. And Aaron was staring at him. Maybe his ear had started bleeding again. Eschowitz wiped his face again, he didn’t like how wet it was. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    Aaron cleared his throat. “You’ve never called me ‘Dad’ before.”


    


    

  


  
    4.


    


    There was meat… pretty much never. Eschowitz searched every place he could in Dushanbe, but Tajikistan was not a place you could find proper meat.


    The locals had herds of cows — these big, dumb animals — and what the locals did, because they were religious, was cut a hole in the cow to get all the blood out. That was bad enough, but then they hacked the cow into slabs and this was supposedly meat.


    Eschowitz had thought the ‘fu was bad.


    Not that they had it here — the only ‘fu in-country was distributed by the red cross and crescent people, and they didn’t like Eschowitz or any of the mercenaries hanging around because that made the locals think the red cross and crescent people were government backed, that they’d get attacked by the rebel factions. The thing the red cross and crescent people didn’t seem to understand was that the rebel factions didn’t want anyone giving support to the locals anyway, even though the rebel factions were fighting for the locals, because if the locals were made as miserable as possible the rebels, revolutionaries, guerrillas, terrorists, partisans, revolutionary heroes, freedom fighters, whatever you wanted to call them, could blame that on the government.


    So last week there had been a string of bombings and the red cross and crescent people blamed the government, blamed Eschowitz, even though the bad guys — Eschowitz, if nobody else, understood what to call them — were the ones blowing up the red cross and crescent people. And Eschowitz had been busy ever since trying to make sure nobody killed the diplomats from Western Europe who had come to try and stop everybody from fighting by talking and putting sanctions on the government to try and bully them into negotiating. And then some of the locals had yelled at him, and the red cross and crescent people who he’d escorted through town yelled at him, and everybody yelled at him, even though he was the one who was actually making people stop fighting.


    Eschowitz didn’t like getting yelled at by the locals and red cross and crescent people, because he liked the locals and red cross and crescent people. He didn’t want them to get hurt, which was why he worked for the government — the bad guys weren’t hiring mercenaries to protect anybody. Of course nobody else had any money, and the government was spending all its money on soldiers instead of food — which was why the red cross and crescent people were here — but if it didn’t spend that money on hiring people like Eschowitz who would be there to make sure the diplomats didn’t get shot?


    The diplomats didn’t even appreciate it, they said Eschowitz was barring them from inspecting crisis areas but ‘inspection’ was diplomat talk for ‘we want to go and get shot.’ And then last night some red cross and crescent nurse who hadn’t listened to the safety advice got kidnapped and this morning Eschowitz had to go and fetch the parts of the nurse that the people fighting for the freedom of Tajikistan had decided to leave in the market, because no one else would volunteer. They’d blamed the government for that, too.


    He didn’t understand why they’d treated her like a cow, but he didn’t understand why they treated cows like that either.


    It wound up taking him two days to find the time to visit the international deliveries office at the airport. And then the guy behind the counter got confused.


    “This is yours.”


    “Mark Antony.” Eschowitz pointed at the label on the package. Big package. Eschowitz leaned over it, tilted it, pointed at the letters — they didn’t use the same alphabet here.


    The guy frowned. “Is yours,” he insisted, pushing the brown paper box.


    “I’m not Mark Antony. I’m Eschowitz Estian.”


    “Ashkitz?”


    Eschowitz couldn’t even show the guy his identification, because his name was written in Cyrillic on his identification. He had to grab his passport, which was in English. “This, this is my name.”


    “Ah! Is chow its! You should say before, package for you!” The guy smiled, all white teeth, and Eschowitz smiled back — no teeth. At least the guy wasn’t yelling at him.


    When he came back it was with a smaller package. “Is yours? Is chow its.”


    He could smell home. He could smell home and it was in the package, so he pulled the package to the end of the counter and tore it open and he could smell Mom and Frankie on the packing cardboard because they’d been the last ones to handle it before wrapping it up.


    The first thing, the first thing was the letter. Frankie always wrote it. She didn’t print it out, or put it on smartpaper, she wrote it by hand. She thought that the censor scanners wouldn’t be able to read it if it was handwritten. Of course they could, but Frankie thought she knew better. And at the bottom of the letter was Frankie’s signature, and Mom’s signature and… Dad’s signature.


    Normally Mom wrote it in for him, but this time it was ‘From Frankie, Mom and Dad’ with ‘Dad’ in Dad’s actual handwriting.


    He could smell Mom and Frankie on the box, but the coat he’d asked Mom for, that smelled like Dad. Dad had gotten him this coat, this coat with a heating coil in it that would actually fit Eschowitz, because he was much bigger than the locals and they didn’t have custom fit printer-cutters in their stores, their clothes were mass produced, and, he’d been freezing when he’d had to take the diplomats up into the mountains but it would be okay next time, he’d be warm, and, and.


    And meat.


    In hygienic little tins. Tins that never hurt anybody or got cut out of a cow or anything, just grown in a bioreactor. Just grown in a bioreactor and put in tins and when you took them out of a freezer and stuck the meat in a microwave it came out pink and cold inside and warm outside and covered in preservative jelly. It was honest to God proper, real, delicious meat.


    It was okay. It was all going to be okay. It was all just fine, nothing was FUBAR, it didn’t matter that the locals were insane and the diplomats were insane and the government were insane, it was okay. Eschowitz was on-schedule, and Frankie and Mom and… and even Dad had him covered. Everything would be fine.


    “Hey, where’d you get that?”


    Eschowitz bared his teeth half by reflex — he was not sharing his meat. But it was okay.


    It was okay because the guy had found out who the package was for — he lifted an eyebrow skeptically, pushed it over at them — “Is yours?”


    “Is ours.”


    It was okay, because they were wearing uniforms. Civilian unmarked BDUs, but they were still uniforms. It was more than okay, because the nearest one dropped his jaw and worked it to the side, wonderingly, with a little click.


    “I haven’t seen those in fifteen years.” “Where did you get those? Who do I have to kill to get some?” “I didn’t know you could get meat, I thought they stopped it.”


    It was really good, because the nearest one, who wasn’t exactly wearing a uniform but a soupy grey jacket instead, sniffed at Eschowitz almost reflexively. “Are. Are you an odd?”


    “Seven,” he breathed.


    “Eight.” Laughter bubbled up. Elwood. “Shit.”


    Eschowitz glanced at the bigger package, which two packmembers were tearing through. Imagers, sensors, all sorts of stuff you could mount to the knockoff Matsushitas and Kalashnikovs in this country to turn them into proper guns. “You guys are Mark Antony?”


    “Some guy who said something about crying havoc and letting slip the…” Elwood shrugged. “It’s cheesy. We hired this corporate image guy to set it all up. We just got in-country. Dissolved the MilSim team and incorporated.”


    “Who hired you?”


    “We’re subcontracting for Andercom West, who are doing security support for the non-government organizations. Red cross, crescent, those guys. What about you? Who you working for?”


    Eschowitz let his jaw hang for a moment. Maybe… He snapped his mouth shut. “Body guard for the government. Been here about a year. I’m coming up on the end of my contract.”


    “You know, we never actually found someone to take your place. We’re still a man short on an actual squad. You interested, uhm? I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name. Just that you were pink.”


    “That’s… that’s okay.” Eschowitz was giddy with relief. “I don’t mind. I’ll just be pink.”


    


    

  


  


  
    Marginalized Populations


    


    “This is patently absurd,” the Human Resources Manager for Hammerwright International hissed. “You don’t pay the guard dogs — you pay the handler. We can’t hire you.”


    The boardroom table felt cramped to Scheuen, but that was just because he was a little big-framed for the seats. Slouching didn’t make him any shorter than the HR guy, though Scheuen doubted that kind of submissive gesture would make an impact anyway. “The thing is, I think we’d make an excellent fit for your marginalized populations employment programme. Specifically in Northern Persia. We had a lot of experience with that kind of work in Tajikistan.”


    The HR guy just squinted, but the executive they’d pulled in to actually listen to Scheuen’s proposal — tiny little woman who’d introduced herself as ‘Miss Sparks’ — tilted her head quizzically. She had something to do with security, she was the one Scheuen actually had to convince. The real alpha personality at the table.


    Sparks just nodded, the once, with light glittering off the displays in her spectacles. “Uh huh. You saw the news, did you?”


    “Yes ma’am. The execution of your three kidnapped employees is why I got in touch.” Scheuen cleared his throat. “That and the continued threat of violent uprising in the region.”


    The HR guy turned his chair to face Sparks. “Really, Barbara. The marginalized populations programme is for economically disadvantaged minorities, working with their unique cultural skills, so they can afford to retain their identity instead of flipping burgers. Tribesmen in Afghanistan making goat-hair rugs. Not this.”


    “Well, sir, I’d call us a minority. And as far as cultural skills, before the emancipation I fired two thousand four hundred and fifty rounds at the firing range every week. Three hundred and fifty a day, or I wasn’t permitted to eat or sleep.”


    “That’s not a culture, Shoy… Scheu-—” The HR guy grimaced. “Mister Estian, that’s a training regime.”


    Scheuen shrugged. “That was the full extent of my life until I was seven years old. I consider it my culture, Mister uhm… Charlie, was it?”


    “Clancy. Mister Clancy.”


    “Sorry.” Scheuen spread his hands. “You didn’t introduce yourself to me like Miss Sparks did.”


    “This is insane, Barbara. We can’t do this.” Clancy glared at her. “We can’t hire those things.”


    “Can we at least listen to him? The insurance company is screaming at me to find a solution.”


    “You saw what happened in Tajikistan. They’re not a solution.”


    Scheuen stared down at his empty hands on the boardroom table. Nobody else did, of course. Hands weren’t interesting, easily overlooked regardless of what bad memories they held. Scheuen’s face was far more interesting to the scattering of men and women around the room. He shifted his jaw to the left, all the way, until it clicked.


    An older man, sat right near the far end of the table, rubbed at his mouth until the wrinkled folds flattened. “God… God bless it,” he murmured. “I always thought the idea was to make you people for television. Theme parks.”


    ‘You people’ grated at Scheuen’s nerves, but it was far better than ‘things’. At least he’d been elevated from an object to a person. Scheuen smiled very carefully at the old guy — no teeth. “Well, sir, you know those guard dogs Mister Clancy mentioned? The gengineered sniffers, come out of the vats halfway trained already? Vocabulary of a thousand words?”


    “Right.” The older gentleman had a lot of trouble looking Scheuen in the eye.


    “Well. If it helps, think of me and my five hundred and eighty-two clones like that, just…” He held up his red-furred hand, waggling his thumb. “Better.”


    Silence.


    “I’m very sympathetic, Scheuen, but my department’s funds are already stretched.” Sparks tilted her head towards Clancy. “If we can’t bring you in on the marginalized populations programme, we can’t bring you in.”


    Scheuen’s eyes drifted back down to his empty hands.


    “The marginalized population work programme is aimed at providing funding to hire people from unique cultures and ethnicities.” Clancy glared across the table. “I don’t think you and your brothers qualify, Mister Estian.”


    “Well, Mister Clancy, is that because we don’t qualify as a unique culture and ethnicity?” Scheuen flicked his ears straight, kept his muzzle perfectly still as he looked back up at Clancy. “Or because we don’t qualify as people?”


    Clancy continued to glare across the table. “You tell me.”


    “You wanna call me a son of a bitch or something to get it out of your system, Mister Clancy?” Scheuen smiled tightly. With teeth, this time. Humans didn’t like it when he smiled with teeth. “It’s not like I didn’t hear worse over in Tajikistan. Muslims have got the most fascinating cultural aversion to dogs.”


    

  


  
    *


    


    “I have thirty-four new dollars.” “For beer?” “For anything. That’s all I’ve got left.” “Better than me. I have twenty-two nudies, and fifty cents.” “I don’t feel like getting drunk.” “So what do you want to do?”


    Scheuen pulled off his tie and started folding it. His brothers crowded the concrete benches outside West Wall Mansions — a place so cheap and nasty that twelve of them could afford three apartments to share, even if they were effectively unemployed.


    “What about picking up some girls? Or guys? Or anybody?” “What, for sex?” “Yeah. You’ve tried it, right?” “Yeah, but I don’t really get the point of it.” “Did you try it with someone who was good at it?” “I don’t know. What’s ‘good at sex’ meant to mean?”


    At least the local crime rate had plummeted since they moved in.


    “So the meeting didn’t go well.” Engelthal, marked out by the plastic cases slipped over the dog tags around his neck. Red and purple.


    Scheuen wore green and black. Of course he was the only walking talking dog in a business suit right now — they only had one good one to share — but otherwise the coloured tags were just another little thing that he needed to live his life in a way that human beings took for granted.


    A unique face. Every human being got one, standard issue, and Scheuen and his brothers had to experiment with tags or dye in their fur. For awhile he’d thought about getting notches cut in his ears, maybe doing it himself with a knife, but there was something perverse about scarring yourself. Scars, scars were given to you by other people.


    Scheuen shook his head. “No.”


    “The meeting didn’t go well?” One of his brothers asked. “You think if it went well he wouldn’t have said something?” another responded. “Andercom were talking about providing seed funding for us to start another private military company,” Eversen (gray, four fluorescent yellow bands) said. He’d had work, back in Tajikistan.


    Tajikistan had been a blessing and a curse. There had been a lot of work, particularly when the Tajik dictator lost faith in the loyalty of his army. Scheuen and his brothers had only officially been hired to provide security and prevent terrorist actions. Shooting the police on behalf of the government, well… That wasn’t in anybody’s contract. Maybe if it had been, the revolution would’ve lasted longer.


    Scheuen sipped water from a disposable cup. They even had to re-use their plastic Goddamn cups.


    “Wish we had something to do instead of sitting around.” “Don’t forget we’re hired to help those folks move on Friday, we all have to keep enough cash in our accounts to chip in for a deposit on the rental van.”


    Scheuen stared at the water in his cup for awhile, letting his brothers muse on how they were going to make around a hundred new dollars dragging people’s furniture from one place to another. Which, shared out and used frugally, would feed them for part of the week after paying for the van’s rental.


    Engelthal got up, shaking his head. “I’m going to go find someone and get laid.”


    “Sex?”


    “Anything to get my head in a better place. This shit is too depressing.”


    Eversen watched Scheuen stand. “Going to go get laid too?”


    Scheuen shook his head, flinging the water out across the asphalt. “No. I’m going to go boxing.”


    “Boxing?” One of his brothers asked. He couldn’t tell which, couldn’t see the tags.


    “Yeah, boxing. It’s a lot like sex.”


    “Physical?”


    “Free.”


    

  


  
    *


    


    Scheuen closed in on himself, arms jack-knifed up over his chest and gut, fists clenched hard so the impacts hit tightly bunched muscle and burned like fire despite the cool breeze on Stacy’s apartment balcony. A slant of sunlight sliced in underneath the upstairs balcony, spots of blood marked the paper towels wedged into the sliding door, an aching heat filled his ears, and Scheuen had nothing to worry about except where that next right cross was going to hit.


    Stolnik — Stacy’s clone copy of Scheuen — feinted low and right, heavy fist jolting, elbow twisting as if the whole arm was about to snap forward, but instead his left fist smacked into the side of Scheuen’s muzzle. It hurt. Obviously it hurt — Scheuen’s lips mashed against his teeth like that? It hurt. It really, really hurt.


    And that was great. Like taking a tangled piece of wire and pulling it as tight as it’d go to get the kinks and twists out of it. Pulling it tight enough to snap.


    He did the exact same thing Stolnik did. Jerked his right fist at Stolnik’s ribs in a feint, elbow jutting out just so — and just like Scheuen, Stolnik fell for it. The blow was just as hard, mashed Stolnik’s head back and to the side — Stolnik hunched in on himself, shrugged the follow-up blows off on his shoulders until Scheuen was good and busy trying to beat him to the floor, then Stolnik dug his fist right into Scheuen’s gut, over and over until Scheuen couldn’t breathe.


    For good measure, Stolnik pounded his knuckles into the side of Scheuen’s head hard enough to blot out all the voices in the world for a second. No more bills to pay, no more worries about the next paycheque, no more people thinking he had some kind of intrinsic evil in him because he was designed and built to kill, no more people thinking he was some media marketing stunt because he was a talking dog.


    The moment didn’t last.


    Stolnik gestured at Scheuen’s face. “Your ear’s bleeding.”


    “Again?” Scheuen snarled, flesh wrinkled all the way down his snout, and brushed at his ear with the padded tape wrapped around his fist. The clean white stuff came back sticky red. “God… God bless it.”


    Stolnik smirked. “God bless it?”


    “Something this old fart said.” Scheuen jerked the sliding door open enough to get the paper towels free, clamped them to his ear and slumped against the wall, feeling all the aches in his body anew. “Sounds a lot nicer than the other way, doesn’t it?”


    “God bless it.” Stolnik shook his head bemusedly, tonguing the inside of his mouth. He stuck his thumb in under his lip, ran it back and forth. “Hey, is my lip bleeding?” He jutted his head forward.


    Scheuen obligingly squinted at it. “Yeah. Little bit.” He unfolded the towels from around his ear, pulled one sheet apart from the others and held it out.


    Stolnik wrapped the paper across a knuckle and held it to his mouth, damp spots of blood and all. It was okay. They had the same blood in their veins.


    Stolnik sat down beside Scheuen, taking slow, deep breaths. “How’d that job thing go?”


    “They said it’s not for us.”


    Stolnik cracked open an eye at him. “Enh?”


    Scheuen sighed. “They want ethnic minorities.”


    “We’re not a minority?”


    There were almost eight billion human beings in the world. There were a little more than a hundred and twenty thousand gengineered clones, made for all kinds of things. There were exactly five hundred and eighty three of Scheuen. Even all together, in a city of millions like San Iadras, they weren’t even a drop in the bucket. Spread out across the world they almost didn’t exist. Of course they were a minority.


    Scheuen crushed his ear in the paper towels until it hurt again, eyes squeezed shut. “We’re not an ethnicity. Not human.”


    “Ah.” Stolnik leaned back, pausing to check the little towel to see if his lip had stopped bleeding yet.


    “How the hell did you find your job, anyway?”


    “What, you want to be a bouncer, now?”


    Scheuen shrugged. “I tried the want ads, but none of them bit.”


    “You went to college, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    Stolnik gestured at the sliding door, the apartment interior. Stacy’s domain. “She thinks I was crazy for dropping out, but honestly? Getting started early was the best thing I ever did. Every decent job for us, there’s maybe fifty of us trying to get it.” He gave Scheuen a guilty smile. “I started working when I was eighteen. The experience on my resume, that’s what they want. It’s all they have to differentiate between us.”


    “I guess it’s like that with bodyguards, too,” Scheuen said. His hands were empty, so he carefully folded his hands together and pulled them close to his body, out of his line of sight. “One of us, Eschowitz, he got started at sixteen or something. Works with Mark Antony now, protects diplomats and journalists in war zones and things.”


    “As if there are many war zones left.” Stolnik belly-laughed. “At least with any money in them. It’s all ideological now, all the money in natural resources has been tied up for decades.”


    “There are war-zones without money?” Scheuen asked tiredly. “Doesn’t there have to be something worth money to fight over?”


    “Usually. But what do you think people were fighting over in Tajikistan?”


    Scheuen frowned, thinking back. “Well, money, wasn’t it? The government were rolling around in limousines. The locals were stuck in poverty.”


    Stolnik shook his head, halfway to grinning. A strange reflex. Had he picked it up off Stacy? “That pissed people off, sure, but the ethnic Tajiks crossing the border were fighting because they weren’t allowed to be religious. That Koran thing.”


    “Okay, so they were fighting for money and freedom of religion?” Scheuen had spent most of his time in Tajikistan holding guns outside doors. Sometimes the people behind those doors didn’t want the outside world getting in, sometimes someone else didn’t want the person behind the door getting out. It hadn’t been a job he’d needed to think about anything geopolitical for.


    “Yeah. And freedom from persecution, and self autonomy, and pride, and a million other little things. You ever wonder why the guys on the other side — the terrorists and freedom fighters and the whatever you call ‘ems — never hired any of us?”


    “I thought it was because Muslims didn’t like dogs.”


    Stolnik laughed. “There wasn’t the money for it. They had to beg money from Tajiks living in other countries and the Uzbekistani government to buy those mortars they were using.”


    “But they wanted the money the Tajik government had, right?”


    “Sure,” Stolnik said. “Some of them. But what they really wanted was a different government. Except instead of being able to do something democratic about it like vote or buy out their government, they had to deal with a dictatorship that wouldn’t go down without a fight.”


    Scheuen pulled the paper towel from his ear and looked at the dry blood. “Ah.” At last, something he could understand.


    

  


  
    *


    


    The Kennel’s offices were close to empty. It was just one of the private military companies owned and operated by Scheuen’s brethren founded in the lead-up to the Tajik revolution, at the height of the market boom. Of those, a few had closed down after all the shareholders had been killed, and others had shut because there simply wasn’t enough work anymore.


    The Kennel barely managed to provide employment for thirty-four of his brothers. And while there wasn’t work for Scheuen, it was fine for him to sit down and have a chat. Borrow some time on the Kennel’s computers, look up a few things on their access accounts with private intelligence agencies.


    “It’s a pity there isn’t more work available, but I think nation-states are a little nervous about hiring us since Tajikistan.” Eichardt, a brother Scheuen hadn’t met before, sat toying with a data-link stylus.


    Scheuen continued to scan the list of active dictatorships. “Why? Because we were there when the government fell, failed to protect it?”


    “It’s not so much that. A couple hundred guys against the downfall of a country? Please. We’re trained to kill people. Killing people can’t hold a nation together.” He flicked an ear contemplatively. “Pull a nation apart, well, maybe.”


    “Then why are they nervous about hiring us?”


    He waved the stylus at one of the screens Scheuen wasn’t using, doodled in a search across a news database. Six and a half foot tall dogs in combat gear, carrying guns. Scheuen was fairly sure he recognized Stolnik’s old tags in one of the pictures.


    “They look at that,” Eichardt said, “and they see oppressors of the people. What message does that send, if they hire us?”


    “We saved a lot of lives. The terrorists. They were using their mortars on the civvies, not just the government — it was us who took out that shit.”


    Eichardt shrugged. “We did it for a government that was oppressing those same people. And the terrorists took power and are now called ‘liberators’.”


    Scheuen sat back, looked at his hands on his knees. “They were the bad guys,” he said quietly. “The tangos.”


    Another shrug. “We’re still too much of a symbol. Not only are we Tajik oppressors, we’re what’s left of the corporate attempt to build the big scary army of cloned dogs.”


    Scheuen gestured at the open entry. “Why won’t that guy hire us? He’s a rich dictator and it’s just like how Tajikistan was.”


    Eichardt scooted over in his chair. “Azerbaijan. Population, about ten million, President Nesimi… oh. The guy has an extensive secret police — Ministry of State Security. Gargar’s attempt at forming one in Tajikistan got screwed up because he didn’t have anyone he could trust to run the damn thing. Nesimi’s got his son running his.”


    Scheuen ground his knuckles into his forehead. “I really don’t get this political stuff…”


    “Look, it’s like fighting, but with social organization. This Nesimi guy’s an oppressor, sure, but he’s in control. The guys who want him out get themselves abducted, tortured, and shot by the secret police.” Eichardt pointed at the screen. “About the only free institutions in the country are their banks, and that’s just because the Azeris don’t have the infrastructure to run their own, so they got the Swiss to do it.”


    “No work there.” Scheuen slumped down.


    “No.” Eichardt chewed the end of his stylus. “But militarily he’s vulnerable. Too centralized a command structure, conscripts.”


    “Really vulnerable. I bet we could take him out,” Scheuen ventured. “Baku’s the only city of any size — a couple hundred of us with the right gear could probably push most of a conventional army out of the city.”


    “Not a popular uprising, though.”


    “No,” he agreed. They’d found that out in Tajikistan. “Hey, how much do you think it’d cost to remove this guy from power?”


    “I don’t know. Sixty million nudies? We could kill or capture Nesimi and his cabinet, probably round up the secret police in the city.” Eichardt stared at the screen. “Thing is, they don’t really have any kind of resistance movement to hire us.”


    Scheuen scanned the text. “It sounds like they oughta — this guy is screwing up their country.”


    “Much as the locals might hate the guy, they can’t do anything. Real tight gun control laws, he’s got all the guns. See, that’s why I’m licensed to carry around here. If some asshole tries taking over…” Eichardt slapped his fist into his palm.


    Scheuen stared at Eichardt disbelievingly. “You… you sound like an American.”


    “So I spent some time up north.” Eichardt smirked. “I like the philosophy of citizens bearing arms, okay? A government should fear its citizens, not the other way around.”


    Scheuen outright laughed. It was nice talking to brothers he’d never met before, sometimes. “I really don’t think that’s been a workable solution since we upgraded from flintlocks to pilotless bombers and automatic gun turrets, man. Then again, maybe it could work in what’s left in Colombia…”


    

  


  
    *


    


    Sunlight roasted Scheuen’s back through his fur and shirt. His breath howled its way through his lungs, blowing wet heat out into the late afternoon air. His body was aching, he was thirsty, tired, worn out from carrying desks and fridges and beds up and down stairs. But it hadn’t been enough. He still had a searing appetite for more. Something heavier, having to move faster, uneven terrain instead of sidewalks and stairs.


    Something dangerous.


    His eyes drifted down to his hands. He sat in the shade of the rented van, its doors wide open, next to Engelthal and Sztebnik. Just like the other two, he was panting air rapidly, tongue loose in his mouth — not to catch his breath, to cool off. But he was inspecting his hands, and they weren’t. He had gone to Tajikistan, and they hadn’t.


    Scheuen looked up at Eversen, chatting with the human male who’d hired them. Just small talk, while the rest of their brothers made their way out of the apartment building. A nod, a smile, teeth — such a human thing to show, teeth.


    Slowly, Scheuen closed his hands on nothing, just to be sure his hands were empty, and shut his eyes. What had been in his hands didn’t matter. He wasn’t human, he didn’t have that kind of morality. But he knew he couldn’t talk about it to the pleasant human female who had insisted on being called ‘Mom’ and who assumed Scheuen was going to be like any other kid, adopting him after the emancipation. He knew that if he talked about it to the pleasant human male who had been less insistent about ‘Dad’, and who ended up ‘Mr. Keats’, Mr. Keats would never talk to Scheuen again.


    Except there wasn’t anything he could say to them. He couldn’t stand in that kitchen that had grown smaller and smaller with every passing year and honestly reply to the question, ‘What do you want to do with your life, Shaun?’ They trusted him, treated him like a son, called him Shaun because ‘Scheuen’ sounded wrong to their ears. He couldn’t tell them that at some level he’d liked being chased through the mountains by the Tajik locals. That he’d enjoyed being shot at by children with assault rifles almost bigger than they were.


    Scheuen opened his hands slowly, looked into his empty palms.


    He couldn’t tell them what else he’d enjoyed doing. He knew it was wrong to like that. Society — human society — was very clear that you weren’t meant to like that kind of thing.


    Eversen slapped the side of the van for attention like it was an armoured personnel carrier, then half-heartedly made the over-head circling hand-signal for soldiers to assemble, flicking his fingers at the van for ‘mount up’.


    The warm heat of a shoulder against one side and the nylon fabric-coated interior against the other felt right, somehow. All the situation needed to feel familiar was for the van to have holes clipped into the sides to shoot from, and ballistic plates bolted into every corner.


    “You know, if we bought a van we could do this more often.” “Save the rental money, at least.” “Yeah, well, we still have to pay for the rental on this thing. What we paid earlier was just the deposit. They want sixty dollars when we turn this back in.” “Sixty? Geez.”


    Sixty new dollars felt like an impossible sum to Scheuen. He knew he’d had a lot more than that, once, but now? Now he could never afford that much in one hit. His share out of the day’s work had only been ten.


    “Yeah, it’s because we don’t have any kind of credit rating with the rental agency. So everybody has to chip in five bucks.” “God damn it.”


    “God bless it,” Scheuen murmured. He could afford five new dollars. Who the hell couldn’t? For some people it was a lot, for some people a little, but just about everybody had five dollars.


    And all together, between him and his brothers, that made sixty dollars affordable.


    He frowned slowly, squinted across at Eversen with his wallet, accepting everyone’s share of the rental money. Carefully, Scheuen got out his wallet and keyed in the transfer. He watched the money disappear from his account, whipped through the bank’s crowdfunding service, silently, anonymously. “I had five. And now you have sixty.”


    “Hmm?” Eversen looked up, curiously.


    “How many of us would it take for us to have sixty million dollars?”


    Eversen blinked. “Uh. Twelve.” He paused. “Million?”


    “What, you wanna buy some tanks, now?” Some of his brothers laughed.


    Scheuen let his jaw drop, shifted it to the left until it clicked. “I gotta call Stolnik.”


    

  


  
    *


    


    Stacy sat there, staring across the coffee table at Stolnik and Scheuen and Eichardt. Her eyes flicked from face to face, at first, and she looked at Scheuen in a way he really didn’t understand. It was a little bit like how Scheuen’s adopted mother had looked at Mr. Keats, once in a while. Not something Scheuen understood, not something that was part of his life despite the best efforts of a couple of more adventurous kids in high school.


    She stared at their necks, the tags dangling there. Eichardt had his company Kennel tags. Scheuen, green and black. Stolnik? Stolnik’s tags were stainless steel with pink hearts stamped in the back.


    When she figured it out, Stacy stopped looking at Scheuen like that. Which was good. It had been distracting.


    “The real issue is how to get the message out in Azerbaijan, and have people believe it,” Eichardt said.


    Stolnik gestured at Scheuen. “He’s got all kinds of slide shows and shit, been doing the corporate circuit. We can use them.”


    “You could hire an advertising company,” Stacy piped up nervously. “It sounds like that’s what you want, right? Advertising?”


    Scheuen scratched his jaw. “They censor the internet there. A lot of control over what they’re allowed to see. One of the reasons they don’t like their government.”


    Stacy nodded miserably, resumed watching Stolnik. But Stolnik was engrossed in the little screen unfolded on the coffee table.


    Eichardt stared intently at his phone. “Scheuen, do you have any generic slides, footage? General stuff, force effectiveness?”


    “Uh. Yeah.” He thumbed on his PDA, moved the files.


    “Is this even legal?” Stacy asked.


    Stolnik shrugged. “We can check with a lawyer.”


    Her face did the most amazing thing. It kind of folded in on itself. “That’s not what I meant. I don’t want you getting hurt over money.”


    Scheuen couldn’t help staring. He knew he shouldn’t, but Stacy just crossed the table and latched onto Stolnik, as if it were normal to hug. And Stolnik? Stolnik held her.


    “God, when you didn’t come home on the evacuation flight I was so scared…” Stacy started crying.


    Crying.


    Scheuen flattened his hands on his knees, looked away uncomfortably.


    Stolnik picked her up and boiled water and poured her tea, promised he’d never do anything that wasn’t safe, said over and over that he’d promised to take care of her and part of that was taking care of himself.


    Scheuen remembered the mountains in Tajikistan, and what Stolnik had done out there for Scheuen, and realized he wasn’t the only one who had things he couldn’t tell his Mr. Keats, his Mom, his Stacy.


    Eichardt had started a networking page with some of Scheuen’s presentation files. The Azeri locals couldn’t get at it, but there were students studying abroad. People who’d fled the country with everything they could carry, people who had been exiled, people whose parents and grandparents had lived in Azerbaijan.


    The students and the refugees and exiles looked at the old footage of Scheuen’s brothers attacking Uzbekistani tanks with smoke grenades and chaff canisters and paint to blind them, and crowbars and rocks to jam the tracks, and molotovs and loose cans of gasoline to burn the crews out, and their bare hands to beat them.


    The tanks just like the ones President Nesimi had bought for Azerbaijan. The ones you could see on the footage smuggled out of the country on pirate wireless signals.


    In the end an Azeri student, studying in Georgia just across the border, wrote on Eichardt’s site that back home he didn’t have a vote. But he had five dollars.


    Five dollars, and Eichardt sat with his jaw slack, slowly clicking it from side to side.


    Eversen showed up after awhile. A brother named Elwood from Mark Antony that Scheuen hadn’t met before, someone brought in bags of Chinese takeout while they talked over maps of Azerbaijan, watching bits and pieces of recorded footage on every screen in the apartment.


    Somewhere in Azerbaijan a family, proud of their son studying in Georgia, invited a few of the neighbours over for a meal to celebrate. Files got copied manually onto phones, skipping the internet entirely. There was a little discussion about whether or not people — even dog people — could really fight tanks like that.


    Thirty-five dollars. Eighty. Six hundred sixty-two dollars. Nine hundred. Two thousand.


    Stolnik started making calls, asking about who knew how to smuggle arms into Azerbaijan, what kind of prices there were on the ground. Elwood started tracking down Mark Antony’s lawyers. A little past midnight a couple of executives from Andercom’s private military contractor liaison group arrived, bodyguards and all. The guys from Andercom, they were very helpful, explained about the law, how this hadn’t happened before, how careful they had to be that only Azeri citizens could get involved, that a trust fund would have to be set up… that even then it might not be legal.


    Twelve, thirteen, fourteen thousand.


    Stacy watched as her living-room and kitchen filled with Scheuen’s brothers. “Isn’t this wrong, somehow? You’re talking about invading a country.”


    Stolnik let his jaw fall just a little, slowly worked it left until it clicked. “We can vote, we can buy shares in the controlling corporations, we get to say how we live, Stacy,” he said. “What if you can’t? What if you can’t trust your police or government?”


    “I don’t know,” she whispered.


    “I’d fight,” Stolnik told her. “But they can’t. And there isn’t anyone who’ll fight for them.”


    “You’re talking about a war nobody asked for. A war, because, because you and your brothers were talking bullshit over beer.”


    “Twenty thousand,” Eichardt called out. “We need this trust fund to get incorporated now.”


    Stolnik and Stacy looked up at Eichardt. At each other.


    Stolnik shrugged, ever so slightly. “Maybe nobody knew they could ask for a war, Stacy.”


    The account’s balance grew in fits and starts. Twenty, forty thousand. Sixty, a hundred; at three in the morning it was at four hundred and sixty thousand dollars. Stolnik went off to boil water to make Stacy more tea. Five hundred and ten when he came back.


    They were a pack of dogs, a pack of scavenging dogs, staring at the newsfeeds, watching every scrap of data passing out of Azerbaijan for a hint of blood. Baying for more every time another donation landed in the trust account, creeping up to a million dollars. Scheuen shoved his hands into his pockets so he wouldn’t have to look at them.


    There were dinner parties all over Azerbaijan, fleeting gatherings, friends meeting friends in homes, whispered conversations. The Azeri people knew what secret police were, how to avoid them, but word had gotten out.


    Word had gotten out, and there pasted in behind talking heads on a European newsfeed was someone’s wedding footage, just smuggled out of the country on pirate wireless. A strange wedding. The Azeris wore little hats, skullcaps, women with their heads covered. A lot like Tajikistan, a lot like a western wedding with a big elaborate dress on the woman, even if it was green.


    They shoved her veil in the dirt. Then a crane had been brought in, and the block and tackle was used to loop the cable back on itself into a noose, and one of what the Europeans called ‘plainclothes policemen’ pushed the button for the crane’s winch. The European newsfeed cut away there, and called it a ‘crackdown against unauthorized gatherings’.


    Scheuen watched the rest of the footage over Eichardt’s shoulder, on his PDA. The woman kicked and struggled in the air for a long, long time, and so did her groom, so did their guests — the ones who hadn’t been shot.


    There wasn’t anything the Azeri people could do in the face of that kind of brutality. They didn’t have freedom of expression, a voice to cry out against it. They didn’t have votes.


    The number on Stacy’s living room screen flashed past a million dollars, blazed its way towards fifteen over the course of an hour.


    Apparently, the Azeri people had five dollars.


    

  


  
    *


    


    President Gargar of the glorious Tajik Republic had failed to ensure his secret police were sufficiently loyal to him. That mistake cost him his dictatorship. President Nesimi of the Azerbaijan Socialist Republic put his foot down on the bourgeoisie bankers early on, leaving his country unable to support a stable financial institution any bigger than a game of monopoly.


    That allowed the Swiss to give his people the ability to use their money however they wanted. Precisely how they wanted. And Scheuen and his brothers, they were good at doing what they were paid for.


    Scheuen was panting for breath — legitimately out of breath, heart hammering, but he shut his mouth and stopped breathing. Couldn’t shoot straight with your body trying to move around on its own, sucking in air and pushing blood around, after all.


    The picture in his sights was enhanced with data from the wall-penetrating radar they’d set up in the buildings around the Ministry of State Security. The gun held by the blob of nerves and warmth behind the wall was identified in Scheuen’s goggles as a Matsushita assault rifle, which he’d cut his teeth on at age four.


    He pulled the trigger, the brickwork spewed dust, the blob behind the wall was confirmed as dead, and Scheuen started sucking down heaving breaths. Sztebnik was next to him, pulling the empty canister of grenades out of his launcher, and there was a heavy fire-and-metal whumph from somewhere in the direction of the airport.


    “Tank?” Scheuen asked.


    “Tank,” Sztebnik agreed, locking the canister to the launcher. “Okay, go.”


    Scheuen went, kicking the front door down. The smart grenades launched with a rattling pop pop pop, tumbling down the Ministry of State Security’s marbled hallways, with heavy explosive thumps as their directional charges flung them down side-corridors and into rooms.


    The screams didn’t last long.


    Something splintered into the doorframe beside Scheuen’s head. The gutter piping on the roof pinged. Neither Scheuen or Sztebnik needed to think about it, their reflexes carried them sprinting indoors as rifle and machine-gun rounds rained down, coming from some other sector of the city. Small arms fire, aimed up into the air with software assistance to come down miles and miles away.


    Lead rained down behind them, but they were in, along with six other brother-pairs. They were inside the ministry, but not to take it over. That wasn’t what they were being paid for. If they’d been taking over, they wouldn’t have bothered with wall-penetrating radar.


    Scheuen led the way. Even without the maps, Scheuen knew the layout of the building. There were only so many ways to use a building that wasn’t intended as a prison to hold people against their will. There was the door — a simple thing of wood and steel brackets, an eyehole drilled into it, a heavy deadbolt on the outside. Scheuen knew what was behind the door. He didn’t have to see the warm shapes in his goggles to know.


    With gunfire still rattling through the building, he slung his rifle over his back and looked down at his hands. He remembered other countries, and other doors like this one. Thought about doors he’d been paid to close. Things he’d had in his hands, because he’d been young and an idiot and blindly trusted that he’d been hired by good people and just hadn’t stopped to think. Things that had happened because he’d been in a bad situation, and life just didn’t let you play by fair rules. Things he could never tell Mr. Keats.


    His hands were empty.


    But some Azeri kid had run across a dozen borders and learned a new language, left behind struggling under a dictator to get a job as a paralegal so he could send money home. And he and millions like him had put down five dollars, because despite all the mistakes Scheuen had made, they still wanted Scheuen to do what he’d been designed for.


    So he pulled back the deadbolt, and twisted the door handle.


    The people inside screamed.


    “No! No, it’s okay! Your families hired us to take you home! The secret police are gone now, Nesimi’s gone, it’s over, I promise, it’s okay now.”


    The translator belted to his vest said the words in Azerbaijani, and the frightened faces slowly changed. A woman stared, and pointed disbelievingly at Scheuen. She said something in Azerbaijani — a language he didn’t understand, but his translator did.


    “Oh my God. It’s a talking dog.”


    “Are we really going home?”


    “Where are the guards? What happened to the guards?”


    “Okay, listen — I need you all to follow me! Grab each other’s hands, make a chain so nobody gets lost, and we’re going to take you somewhere safe.”


    A frightened man gripped his wife’s hand, and then Scheuen’s left hand. An old woman reached out and grabbed Scheuen’s right hand, looking up nervously at falling dust.


    Scheuen looked down at his hands.


    They weren’t empty anymore.
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