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     Little Lost Girl 


       


     Blur 


     Thick fog 


     A white mist... 


     I woke up choking and scanned the room. 


     Nothing. Just a dream. 


     And judging by the grayish light from the windows, about time to wake up. 


     "Hey, Jes." 


     She growled. I caressed her naked shoulder. "Wake up, baby; sun's up, and so should we." 


     She wormed away and burrowed her face deeper into the pillow, mumbling something I knew meant "just five more minutes!" 


     I kissed her on the nape and buried my nose in the warm scent of her tangled brown hair. "C'mon Jes…" I said. "Big hates to wait and Tessie must be feeling all alone, poor girl…" 


     She grumbled. 


     I nibbled her neck. 


     "Hey!" she half snarled half giggled. "Not fair!" 


     "Wrong," I said. "Not fair would be this." I sank my teeth into the silky skin between neck and shoulder. 


     "Stop it!" she wriggled and laughed and rolled out of bed. She stood up, yawning as a lazy predator and stretching towards the ceiling. Her muscles rippled. Boy is my Jes something to behold. 


     "What did I ever do to deserve you, girl?" 


     "Guess you were just brewed lucky, babe," she winked. "Although not lucky enough to get lucky now, I'm afraid. C'mon, aren't we late?" 


     "Yeah. Don't wanna make Big wait." 


       


     # 


       


     Big's got 'big' written all over him in five different languages: 'Big Boy' on his left forearm, 'Très Grand' on his right; 'Enorme' across his chest in huge flaming letters, and on his back he's got this huge inky mesh that, according to Big, says 'Gargantuan' in some Terran tongue that wrote with pics instead of words. He got it tattooed by a guy who knows a guy who learned to write that way from Mayor Chen's secretary, so who knows what the splatter really says… but Big thinks his mesh means 'Huge' so better roll with it. 


     What Big did say when we met him was: "About time you two showed up. Morning's almost over." 


     I pointed at the rooftops, not yet bathed by sun rays. 


     Big grunted. "Early bird gets the prey, that's all I'm saying." 


     "Relax, Big," Jes said. "We're here." 


     "Yeah," I said, "and first things first." 


       


     # 


       


     Jes did her rumor mill round flashing a smile here and a grin there, trading jokes and gossips and snide remarks while Big and I sat in a corner sipping Akhbar's thick, oily coffee. Great stuff, strong enough to fuel a HAV. 


     "You're one lucky bastard, lil' bro," said Big as Jes weaved her magic through the tables, leaving behind a trail of staring eyeballs. "So, what's your trick?" 


     "Ain't no magic, Big; you know I'm more clown than mage," I said. "It's just this wild animal thing." 


     He grinned but didn't reply; Jes was approaching our table, a tray in hand with another round of steaming cups. 


     We sipped our fuel while Jes shared her catch of fresh quests. She pointed at some farms near Toloq River. "Snatchs are getting a bit too bold here, apparently. A few heads of cattle lost last night. Farmers are paying well for some payback." 


     "Easy to kill, snatchs," said Big. "Hard to find, though." 


     "Unless you know how to track them…" she smiled. "Forty?" 


     He frowned. "Twenty." 


     "Good luck with those elusive footprints…" 


     "Alright. Thirty percent. Tracking spends no ammo." 


     "Deal!" She turned at me. "You coming, baby?" 


     "We could always use some bait…" said Big, and then said "Ouch!" as Jes punched him on the shoulder. 


     "The three of us would be overkill," I said. "Let's spread our bets; I'll go with Tessie to the Cliff, see if we can find some small mobs to hunt." 


     "You sure you don't wanna tag along with us?" 


     I smiled as I shook my head. "I ain’t at your level, Big. Rather stay out of harm's way. Cliff's only three clicks away, and I've got Tess." 


     He pointed his thick thumb towards the corner of Harrison and Aldiss where the metallic grey bulk of Cloning dwarfed all shops around it. "Someday you'll have to swap your flesh suit, y'know? It ain't so bad; you may even learn to like it." 


     "Maybe I just wanna grow old and wrinkled, Big." I turned to Jes. "Silver hair is a chick magnet, or so I hear; I would be surrounded by…" 


     A metallic flicker and she was holding a wicked skinner knife in her left. "Funny how magnets attract sharp steel. Right?” 


     Big laughed. "I think Tessie's as far as your leash allows you to go, little brother. Don't risk it past that." 


     Another flicker and nothing in Jes’ hand. "He better," she said, and this time she flashed a smile. 


     "Still, shouldn't you be bit jealous?" Big said. "Don't remember your man here hunting so much with any of his other girls before." 


     "We've got our understanding," she said. "He belongs to Tessie during daylight. But at night…" she poked at my chest, "he's mine!" 


     "Damn," said Big, "you really need to teach me your tricks, little brother." 


     I sipped the last of my coffee. "It's just a wild animal thing.” 


     Jes emptied her cup. "We ready?" 


     I took a bunch of suggy cubes from the table and stuffed them in my pockets. "Brewed ready," I said. 


       


     # 


       


     The morning was bright and the air was crisp, and the Dari Cal sun lazily warmed the thick forest just outside town. Big scanned the horizon. "Always so full of promises, this brave new world," he said. "A pity the fucker honors none." 


     They hogged east towards Toloq river, eager to track those snatchs before some other hunter did. I watched them go, him a rolling mountain of firepower, her a flickering shadow ready to vanish into thin air. 


     I took a few steps inside the forest, the trees dwarfing the modest houses and shops in our little town. I sniffed: traces of fuel and breakfast from town, the strong presence of sap and leaf and dirt and wood… 


     … the hint of wet fur… 


     You could tell she was nearby by the way the woods had grown silent. 


     I searched in my right pocket. 


     A twig went crack. 


     I took out a handful of suggy cubes. 


     A huge shadow materialized some ten meters away. It leapt into the air and landed against me gentle enough to send me staggering backwards; a heartbeat later I had half my forearm inside her jaws. She eagerly swallowed the suggy cubes as I scratched the fur behind her neck. 


     She sniffed in my pockets. "Hey!" I said. "That's enough suggy for you, girl. You know how you get when I give you too much." She pushed her nose against me. "Aw, c'mon… don't give me that look. Daddy ain't got no more!" 


     She snorted. 


     I laughed. "Can't fool you, can't I?" I searched inside my left pocket. "You'll be a good girl?" 


     She wheezed. 


     "Promise?" 


     She snorted again, her huge claws scratching the soil. 


     "Very well then…" I took a bunch of cubes; they were gone in a blink. I scratched her back: she had some fresh scars across the shoulder blades. 


     I frowned. "Tess… have you been hunting off limits?" 


     She looked the other way. I grabbed her head and stared into her emberlike eyes. She had guilty written all over her face. 


     "Cheessake, Tessie! What if you go too far and some farmer thinks you're wild? You wanna end up as a bounty in one of Big's quests? Is that what you want?" 


     She gave me one of those won't-happen-again looks that could melt a rock. 


     "Alright, alright… but this is the very last time, ok? I want you up your tree before sunset, young lady. Understood?" 


     She hissed and looked straight at me. 


     "Alright, girl. Let's get to work." 


       


     # 


       


     The trick of this trade has remained the same since hunting was invented back in Terra: find things you can turn into dinner, avoid things that can make you their dinner. 


     I made Tess chase a couple of tracks: nothing. A third trail brought us to a clearing at the foot of Shade Cliff: a steep rocky wall, fifty meters high, dotted with all sorts of caves; all shapes, all sizes, all dark as places where the sun don’t shines. 


     "Hey, girl… check if there's anything to chase or run from inside those caves, will you?" 


     Tessie stood on her hind legs, pulled her head backwards, and roared: a primal, feral growl, which I'm sure sounds very much like the bellow of Terra's predators. I know it in my bowels: every time Tess lays claim to her territory my stomach flutters with prehistoric mammal fear; I need all my Willpower for my feet to stay still and resist the urge to flee. 


     The woods became as silent as deep dead space. Nothing stirred inside the caverns. 


     "Well… nothing down here. We'll have to try our luck up in the plateau. Should we walk the long way around the Cliff?" 


     She snorted. 


     I chuckled. "Alright, girl: shortcut it is!" 


     We sprinted forward. She made it to the Cliff's foot way before me, of course, and climbed as if she was moving on flat terrain. 


     "Wait for me!" I laughed. She paused about thirty meters above, looking down as I wormed my way upwards. "Hey, at least I can climb," I said as I searched for purchase. "You should see Big Mr. Oh Look At My Big Guns with his ton of gear; couldn't climb an escalator, Mr. Big." 


     She greeted me with an encouraging wheeze as I reached her height; I had a halt to catch my breath. Birds fluttered through the ocean of canopies; in the distance, our little town was a ring of metallic mushrooms still yawning under the early sun. 


     We resumed our climb. She swarmed upwards with no effort; I think I heard some rumbling noises, and… 


       


     # 


       


     A blur 


     White mist 


     A thick fog... 


     "Hello there," said a voice from the blur. 


     I winked furiously; the blur slowly focuses into the outlines of a silvery bearded face with wavy white hair.  


     "Where… what happened?" 


     "Shit," said the face. "Also known as Death. No big deal, kid; you’ve just respawned. Remember anything?" 


     Memories came back rushing: Tess and I climbing the Cliff; I had found purchase for my left foot, shot my right hand upwards and then a rumbling noise… 


     … falling…? 


     "I think I fell from the Cliff?" 


     "Seems like you did. That's where the wakeup call for your current flesh suit came from." 


     I was lying over some kind of stretcher, surrounded by medical gear. I checked my hands; touched my face. 


     He pointed at a mirror across the room. "Is that you, son?" 


     Yeah. Yeah, that was my reflection. Pale as if never touched by sunlight but yes, that was me. 


     "Have you ever been here?" he asked. 


     "I don't think so…" 


     "First time you respawn, eh? Doc Kourailen's the name. Have you heard of me?" 


     "Yeah. You are the necromancer." 


     He grinned. "I prefer Doc." 


     "Sorry, Doc. No offense." 


     He waved his hand dismissively and helped me sit up on the stretcher. "How does your new flesh suit feel like?" 


     I stretched my fingers; balled them into a fist; touched the crown of my skull as if I could make sure all my memories were there. "Feels like… feels alright, I guess. Can I go now?" 


     "Sure thing, son; just let's make sure nothing got lost in the cloning vats." We went through a round of personal questions: my job, my age, when was I brewed, where did I live, my friends' names, what I was doing with Tess when... 


     "Holy shit!" I sprang out of bed; he caught me as the whole room spun. "Tessie! I gotta find Tess!" 


     "Easy there, kid. Your new you is still dripping wet. Baby steps." 


     I straightened up. "I'm ok, Doc. I really am." The room stood in its place. 


     His eyes narrowed. He was shorter than me; I held his gaze for several seconds. 


     "Okay," he said. "Off you go, kid. Take it easy, though. The light will seem sharper, colors brighter, etcetera. In case of sensory overload," he handed me a little box of blue pills, "gulp one or two of those. Just one or two." 


     I grabbed the pill box. "Thanks, Doc..." 


     "Carpe diem. Smell the flowers, kid. Don't come back in a hurry." 


       


     # 


       


     As I went outside Cloning I felt the very acute, very weird sensation of knowing-but-not-knowing where the hell I was. I mean, I was on Harrison and Aldiss, no doubt about it; not thirty meters from Haneke's shop where Big buys the ammo for his cannon, and half a block from Akhbar's coffee shop. But the colors were too sharp, and the air was too bright, and above all the scents and odors and the stench of… 


     I heard a bunch of static, and then, "Stinks, right?" said Big through the comms. 


     "Baby, are you alright?" buzzed Jes. 


     "Yeah, yeah… I mean, think so…?" Three farmers went past me; they reeked as if they hadn't bathed for a whole fricking year. 


     "Hey, little brother!" snarled Big. "Listen up!" 


     "Yes, it's just that…" 


     "… that everything feels like it's too strong, yes? Light's too bright, smells too powerful? Don't freak out, bro, it's normal." 


     I looked around. That was Harrison Street all right, but it just looked so bright… 


     "Talk to me, bro!" said Big. 


     "Bab…" said Jes. 


     Big cut her off. "I've got this, sister," he said. "Bro, you there?" 


     "Yeah," I said. "You say this is normal?" 


     "Sensory overload, that's all," said Big. "Your current brain and your past memories are still flirting with each other; no big deal. Doc gave some you pills, yes?" 


     "Yeah…" 


     "Gulp a couple. C'mon." 


     I took out the box, fumbled with it, put a couple of blue pills over my palm, and watched them shine under the morning sun: so bright… so, so shiny blue, bright brightest blue… 


     "Hey! Got your pills? Talk to me!" 


     "Yeah, yeah," I said, and gulped two. "There!" 


     "Good boy!" said Big. "It's perfectly normal to feel a bit off at first. Worry none." 


     "You remember all the colors and the smells," said Jes. "But for your flesh suit it's all new, seeing and smelling everything for the first time. No big deal." 


     "Yeah," I said, "it's… neat, actually! All's so sharp and crisp, like the world's been to the laundry, right? Like old clothes washed so well they feel like new?" 


     "That's because your flesh suit is new, bro!" laughed Big. "Told ya', you may even learn to like it!" 


     "… and you may want to eat something, baby," said Jes. "Your tummy's like a black hole right now." 


     It was true; I could have eaten a whole gregol by myself, hair and all. My stomach growled in agreement. "Later," I said. "First I gotta find Tess." 


     "No you don't," Big said. "Whatever killed you is still out there. Just wait for us and…" 


     "Don't worry, Big. It's totally safe." 


     "Listen to me, lil’ bro: whatever killed you…" 


     "I fell from the Cliff." 


     "You what!?" 


     I could hear their chuckles through the comm's static. 


     "I fell from the fucking Cliff. There, I've said it." 


     Big laughed. 


     Jes said, "It's ok, baby; it happens," but I could feel she was having a hard time not laughing herself. I could even picture those two making a silent joke about me and high fiving. 


     "Anyway," I grumbled, "I'm going back for Tess now." 


     "Maybe you'll want to take it easy, babe…" said Jes. "This is your first clone, you need to adjust a bit first." 


     "I'm fine, really. Just worried about Tessie. She may freak out, with my corpse lying down there." 


     "Sure you don't need backup, little brother? We could be back there in two hours; there would still be enough daylight…" 


     "Nah," I said. "I'm okay." 


     "Deal," said Big. "Talk to you later; we've still got some xenos to cide." 


     "Take care, baby." 


     "I will," I said. "I will." 


     I sprinted through towards the forest. Floyd, Chester and the other guards made some didn't-see-you-getting-back-in joke at my expenses as I ran past them. I gave them the finger in return, which they answered with a good-natured laugh. 


       


     # 


       


     It should have taken me about thirty minutes to jog straight back to the Cliff, but Jes hadn't been joking about the black hole in my new clone’s belly: I was ravenous, too weak to sprint. And, well… 


     … I actually did stop from time to time to smell the flowers. Maybe it was Doc's pills, maybe it's because smelling is the most basic of our five senses, but there was something not-quite-right about the sweet perfume of Dari Cal's flowers, something weird about the sharp tangs and scents that felt familiar but I couldn't quite place, and that made me feel as an alien in this alien world. 


     So I actually followed Doc's advice to the letter: I stopped here and there to bury my nose in the bright red petals of a wicker rose, or in the shiny turquoise of some vielchienns, my mind juggling the dissonance of scents and sights my memory knew but my nose didn't.  


     About two or three hundred meters before reaching the Cliff I knelt beside a bunch of negosias in full bloom that smelled like Jes' hair smells after she takes a long shower. Then there was a hiss; I caught a whiff of a potent, acrid stench, things got blurry, and then… 


       


     # 


       


     Fog 


     Mist 


     Blur... 


     "That was fast," Doc said from the mist. "Killed twice the same day, and it's not even early afternoon yet." 


     "Hey, I wasn't killed the first time!" 


     "That's a very good point; the first time was pure stupidity. But something did kill you this time. Right? Your wakeup call came from the same spot. What happened?" 


     I struggled to recall. "I was walking in the woods, almost reaching the Cliff…" 


     "… and…?" 


     "Nothing; gets blurry, then I respawn here." 


     "That's… odd. You are obviously no seasoned soldier, but still…" 


     "What the heck does it have to do with anything!?" 


     "No offense, kid. Just saying. There are a bunch of things lurking around town that could kill you—I should know, noobtards like you keep the Cloning lights on to be honest—but none that can kill you so fast that you don't remember anything. Or there shouldn't be, at least." 


     "Cheessake... Tessie is all alone out there. What if she stumbles upon whatever killed me?" 


     "So… what's your plan, son?" 


     I shrugged, a bit helplessly. 


     He sighed. "Don't bring just fists to a claw fight, son. Pack a gun. Or invite some gun-packing friends. Okay?" 


     "Okay." 


     "Here," said Doc handing me a pillbox. I took it and gulped down four pills, for good measure. He raised an eyebrow yet had nothing to say. 


       


     # 


       


     Big and Jes were right outside Cloning. Jes ran forward to give me a hug. I hugged her back, her skin expelling a bitter, acrid smell… I couldn't help wrinkling my nose. 


     Big caught that. "Could be worse," he grinned, and raised both his arms. 


     Cheessake! 


     I mean, the stench coming out of those armpits! 


     He laughed. "Pills should kick in shortly, don't worry." 


     "Holy shit!" I said. "Do I also…" I raised my arm and sniffed my own armpit: I smelled some quite potent chemical mixture but nothing rotting or offensive. 


     "That's the point, bro," said Big. "You now smell like clone vats, and that's all your current nose has ever smelt. Because, like, your current you, you’ve been all your life just floating there, see? Everything else, like my sweating armpits and Akhbar's coffee and Vic's chili is new for your nostrils. The good news is that good smells better; bad news is that bad smells rotten like hell." 


     "Don't worry, baby, it's easy to fix," Jes said. "Let's stuff your new you with the strongest smelling food you can get; tomorrow your flesh suit will smell like everybody else, and it's like your nose gets used to it." 


     "Not now," I said. "Dinner's on me if you want. But we gotta find Tess before nightfall. There's something dangerous roaming around the woods and she's diurnal, ok?" 


     Jes gave me nod, and a smile, and a warm reassuring look, and I knew everything was gonna be just fine. 


     "Alright," said Big. "What hit you this time? Don't tell me it was the ground again…" 


     "No clue. One moment I'm out there, next moment I'm back here chatting with Doc. Happened that fast." 


     "Hutzs?" said Jes. 


     "No way," said Big. "Not this close to town." 


     "Focus, baby… What's the last thing you remember?" 


     I closed my eyes. A strong, pungent scent… "Smelled like some critter I've smelt before, but not sure which," I said. "And a flutter in my belly like something is stalking me. That's all." 


     They looked at each other. 


     "Hey!" I said. "Sorry if I'm no tight-wired death-bringing machine like you guys, always aware of my surroundings, okay? Tess does all the scouting I need!" 


     "Just trying to help, little brother." 


     "It's ok, babe." 


     "I wasn't focusing, I admit it. New suit, coupla blue pills…" 


     "Yeah," smiled Big, "I know. Like the whole world's just been taken to the laundry, right?" 


     "Yeah! I was smelling a bunch of negosias…" 


     "What!?" 


     "Y'know… those deep blue flowers?" 


     Big bellowed in laughter; even Jes couldn't help smirking. 


     "Fuck you," I said. 


     "Sorry, lil’ bro!" Big said between gasps. "The thought of you bending over and getting fucked from behind…" 


     "Wasn't bending over, mate! I was on my knees, and…" 


     Big's laughter made the ground shake. 


     Jes punched him in the shoulder. 


     "Ouch!" he said. 


     "You two done?" I asked. 


     "Yeah." 


     "Great. Let's go already. And find out what the fuck happened to me." 


       


     # 


       


     We made it to the Peaks in about forty. Jes insisted on scouting ahead as Big checked our surroundings. 


     "Can't we just hurry up?" 


     "Shush, twice cloned," said Big. "She's a big girl, your Tess. I'm more worried about us." 


     Twenty paces ahead Jes raised her clenched fist; Big grabbed my shoulder and made me stop. 


     "What!?" I said. 


     "I said shush, damn it!" 


     I shushed. Jes beckoned us forward. 


     "Looks familiar?" she asked, pointing towards a bunch of blue negosias. The ground was easy to read: several splats of wet blood. 


     "Where's the rest of me?" 


     "Bro…" 


     "Something's lunch, babe," said Jes. 


     "Damn it," I said. "I just hope the bastard…" 


     She frowned and raised her hand to cut me off. "You hear?" 


     The woods had gone mute, except for a nearby choir of growls and roars: Tessie, no doubt, and a pack of snatchs. I ran. 


     Jes grabbed my wrist as I sped past her. She spun, redirected my momentum, and twisted my arm so tight that the ground was swept away from below my feet. I landed on my back like a ton of bricks, my lungs squeezed empty; as if that wasn't enough, she thrust her knee into my plexus. 


     "Jes, what the f—" 


     "Stay still!" she snarled. "And keep quiet!" 


       


     # 


       


     Big made sure I did nothing stupid while Jes crawled into position behind a huge boulder; the growls and roars came right from the other side. She carefully raised her head and peered. 


     "Talk to us, girl," said Big through the comms. 


     "Swiss cheeses," whispered Jes. "Come close. Nice and easy." We inched behind her, the hisses and snarls ever growing. Big glimpsed over the rocks and made the lowest whistle. 


     "Can I…?" I asked 


     "Will you behave?" 


     "Yeah," I swore. Jes nodded at me. 


     It was a stalemate. Tessie had her rear protected by the Cliff. The five snatchs could not fully surround her and weren't eager to make the first move, but she couldn't attack any of them without exposing her back to the beaks and claws of the rest of the pack. 


     "Yo, pet boy," said Big. "Talk to me. This is your playground; what are the odds?" 


     "The first snatch that attacks her dies; none of them is a one-on-one match for Tessie and they damn well know it. But as soon as she moves away from the wall the others will surround her and then she's screwed." 


     "Why doesn't she just climb up the Cliff and escape?" 


     "I… I don't know. She could; she's a much better climber than the snatchs. And I don't get why the snatchs themselves are staying. They don't like even odds: they either kill fast, or search for another prey. So I have no clue what’s going on…" 


     "Hey, guys…" said Jes. "Behind Tess. On the ground. Is that…?" 


     "Ho Ho Lee," said Big. 


     "I'll be damned," I said. "That's me." 


     It was me all right. Or better said all wrong: my previous body was lying with arms and legs sprawled in weird angles. There was a huge gash across my forehead, drenched in drying blood. 


     "The snatchs are not after Tess," said Jes. "It's your blood that's kicking them berserk." 


     "And your girl is keeping them at bay instead of running away," said Big. "Now that's some diehard loyalty right there." 


     I looked at them. "What do we do?" 


     "I agree with the snatchs," Big said. "I've never been a fan of even odds myself." And just like that, he matter-of-fact raised his cannon and fired. 


     WHAAMM! 


     "Swiss cheeses, Big!" I yelled, half blind from the flash and half deaf from the hiss.  


     "Oh," he said. "Yeah, my bad. Forgot to say: take cover." 


     WHAAMM! 


     I stumbled back a few paces and felt the wheezing crack of a third shot, mingled with the scared whelps from the snatchs. 


     "Hold it, Big!" I heard Jes say. "You will scare her." 


     I forced myself to look. No, Tessie wasn't running away. She was giving chase to the three surviving snatchs; the other two were wriggling on the ground, soon to become charred carcasses. With the survivors gone, Tessie returned to my corpse. 


     "Ugh…" said Big. "Is she about to… eat…?" 


     No; no she wasn't. She sat beside dead me licking the deep gash across my face. Like a mother taking care of her cub. "She's cleaning my wound. Probably trying to wake me up." 


     "Don't blame you if you feel jealous, girl," said Big to Jes. "That Tessie's really into your man." 


     "Alright," I said. "If I stand up, will you knock me down again?" 


     "Sorry, babe," said Jes. "It was for your own safety." 


     "Go," said Big, scanning our surroundings. "All clear." 


     I stood up and called, "Hey girl! Daddy's here!" 


     Tessie raised her head, startled at my voice. 


     I went towards her. "Who's daddy's girl, eh?" I said as I got closer. "Who's a little lost girl…" 


     I noticed the flicker of doubt in her eyes as I approached… 


     … the way she sniffed at my corpse on the ground, then the way she sniffed at me… 


     Aw shit… 


     … her doubt turning into anger and how she bared her fangs… 


     … cheessake… 


     I managed to turn around and yelled at Big: "DON'T YOU DARE SHOOT MY GIRL!!" 


     Then a ton of bricks hit me and I felt my neck and spine go *crack*… 


       


     # 


       


     Blurry mist 


     Cloudy white 


     Foggy... 


     "You're getting the hang of it, son, I'll give you that," said Doc's voice from the fog, "but aren't you, just saying, getting addicted to recloning?" 


     I half growled, half sighed. 


     Winked furiously. 


     Focused. 


     "This time you do know what happened, right?" 


     I nodded. "Yeah… she attacked me. Why?" 


     "You tell me. I usually deal with sentient beings." He raised a bushy eyebrow. "With a few notable exceptions." 


     I shook my head. "I don't know… something's wrong with her. Confused. Like if seeing me twice…" I tried to stand up. 


     He grabbed me by the shoulders and forced me to sit down. " No, you are not getting out there again today. No way, son. You'll thank me later for this, trust me: no. Not on my watch." 


     "But…" 


     "Sorry, kid: three strikes today. You're out." 


     "Hey! My girl is out there!" 


     "Oh, in that you are absolutely right." 


     The door slid open. Jes bolted in, Big in shotgun. "Baby!" she said as she hugged me. "Oh, it was horrible!" 


     "Was it?" I said. Dark gods did Jes stank of dirt and sweat. 


     "Horrible twice, in fact," said Big. "There are now two ugly yous lying in that clearing. Dreadful, if you ask me." 


     "And Tess? Big… don't you tell me that you…" 


     "Relax," he said. "We backed away and left her alone in there, with you and you." 


     I sighed. "Cheeses... What a mess." 


     "Which I'm sure you'll take good care of tomorrow," said Doc. "You, Big: pet boy here does not leave town tonight. Crystal?" 


     "Clear, Doc," Big said. 


       


     # 


       


     Big and Jes flanked me outside. 


     Dari Cal's sky flashed its bright sunset colors like a whore pimping up for her night shift, all yellows and pinks and orange-reds. Harrison street was in the same mood, bustling with hunters, guards and farmers in dire need to turn that day's earnings into warm food and company. The clatter was deafening. The air reeked. I looked towards the dark woods outside. 


     Big's huge hand squeezed the back of my neck. "No you ain't, bro." 


     "But…" 


     The steel grip tightened. "No. You ain't. Pills, now: go." 


     "Damn it, Big," I said, trying to shake him off. 


     He clamped his other paw around my left elbow. 


     "C'mon, baby," said Jes, a worried look in her eyes. "Be a good boy. It's for your own good." 


     "Fine, fine," I grumbled. I took out Doc's box, opened it, swallowed four pills; the clamp around my elbow withdrew, the one over my neck still tight. "You both happy now?" I gulped down two more. 


     "That's enough," said Jes. 


     I tried to swallow the rest of the pills; her arm shot in a flurry and the box was in her hand. 


     I fumbled towards her. 


     Big kept me in place. "C'mon, little brother! Do you really want me to knock your lights out? Knock it off!" 


     I felt like crying, damn it, so useless and hopeless and helpless… "Tessie's all alone out there, don't you see?" 


     "Easy, baby," said Jes, giving me a tight hug. 


     Big squeezed my shoulder. Kinda gently. 


     "We gotta help Tess…" I sobbed, but her warm embrace managed to soothe me down. Either that, or the pills were kicking in. 


     "She'll be ok," said Big. "She always takes good care of herself, doesn't she?" 


     "Yeah…" I said. "But now she's confused, and scared, and… what if she stays in the open with my corpses instead of finding shelter for the night?" 


     "We'll have to find out tomorrow, little brother. One thing at a time". 


     Where are you, Tess? 


     Don't go running off-limits, girl… 


     "Big's right, baby," Jes said. "We'll start fresh tomorrow. Night is no time for stumbling around in the forest." 


     Hold on, girl… daddy's coming for you, I swear. 


     "You just have to logoff from time to time, that's how it is," said Big. "There's wrong time and right time for everything, and you need to stay sharp for when the window comes." 


     She nodded and smiled. "Remember that time during Hemlock's lockdown, Big?" 


     "I remember those times a lot, lil' sis." 


     Jes glanced at me; she knows I don't feel comfortable when the conversation goes down that particular memory lane. Hemlock was a couple of years before I was brewed, when Jes and Big were really close and tight and yeah, I don't like those stories that much. 


     But at least it shakes me out of crybaby mode, though, so I said, "Alright, gang. You win." 


     "So…?" said Big. 


     "You've promised that if tonight I stuff myself with chili then tomorrow everything will smell better, right? So let's go one step at a time, dinner's on me tonight." 


     Jes smiled. Big patted me in the back. 


     Just hold on, Tessie. 


     Daddy's coming for you. 


       


     # 


       


     Even at night and in the middle of a power outage, you'd have no problem finding "Land at Last". Come dusk, a thick gradient of kimchi and jalapeño and thick bean mole with garlic on top floats over our little town, so strong and powerful that your nose can nav you there better than the best PDA. Victor and Laura run the place; it was packed, as always, but Big is always able to land a table there. Some old debt either Victor or Laura owes him—don't ask. 


     "The usual?" smiled Laura as we sat down. 


     "With usual on top!" Big said. 


     "Same for me," said Jes, and I was about to say that maybe we should actually try to go to the woods with some very powerful flashlights and call Tess to see if she came back, but then Doc pills took full hold of my brain, pushed Tessie out of my mind, and I said, "I'll have a lot of same for me, too!" and Laura brought us a double round of Vic's hi-octane Teqil and the noise and the booze and the extra fiery food took care of the rest. 


       


     # 


       


     A thick fog 


     Suffocating 


     Hard to breathe... 


     "Not again!" I screamed. "Not again, fuck it! Not again!" 


     Lights went on, Jes by my side wide awake. She pressed her palms against my chest. I calmed myself down: we were in our room; we were tangled in a bundle of clammy sheets, on top of our mattress. I was soaking wet with sweat. It was still dark outside. 


     "Sorry, babe," I said. "Bad dream, I guess." 


     "Shhh," she said. "It's ok. You died a ton today; would be a toll for any mind." She bent forward to kiss me, but as I turned to her she wrinkled her nose and backed away. 


     "Baby," she chuckled, "you have the worst case of bad breath." 


     I raised my arms and sniffed my armpits and yep, I smelled like after trailing the woods for a whole day. But it didn't feel as sharp as anything had felt right after being rebrewed. Guess that dinner at "Land at Last" had really made it work—. 


     I'll be damned… 


     "Get up, Jes. We gotta move." 


     "Go back to sleep, baby," she said, hugging her pillow. "It was only a bad dream." 


     I pulled the sweaty sheets away from the bed. 


     "Hey!" 


     "Hurry up, Jes. For once in this life, hurry up. We gotta find Tess." 


     She went from dozy to battle ready in a split sec. "Just so you know," she said, "I'm not letting that bitch tear you into ribbons again." 


     "Trust me. I know what went wrong." 


     Her eyes narrowed. "Hundred per cent?" 


     "Well… whereabouts…" 


     Her pupils pierced my skull for one long moment; then she sped up with practiced precision and had all her gear ready way before I did. 


       


     # 


       


     Sunlight was only starting to color the sky deep blue; Big was already waiting for us. He looked serious as hell. 


     "Happy to see us?" Jes said. "Or are you packing the biggest gun I've ever seen?" 


     Big frowned. "Got a job," he said. He handed me his PDA. "Doc reported it," he added. 


     I checked the target on the job. "Backstabbing BASTARD…!" 


     "He had to, bro," he said. "Standard procedure. Tessie killed you, that makes it a target. You even confirmed it to Doc yourself." 


     "But she didn't…!" I looked around: the city was waking up, every hunter checking the news…  


     Big read my mind. "Early predator gets the prey, yes? Let's get moving." 


     I stared at the huge cannon he calls gun. "Big… please, mate, listen to me…" 


     "I'm giving you one shot, little brother," he said. "Just one shot to talk some sense into your pet. It kills you again, I'm taking it down." 


       


     # 


       


     The morning was bright, the air was crisp, and the sun don't shines on arseholes any more than it shone inside the caves by the Cliff. 


     "She's in there," I said. "I can feel her." 


     "It's been feeding," Big whispered, pointing at the snatch's carcass by one of the caverns. 


     "She," I said. "She's not 'it', my Tessie. She's she." 


     "She will be dead if she kills you again." He readied his cannon. "You got one shot. Make it count." 


     Jes stared at me. 


     I winked at her. "I've got this." 


     I went straight to the cavern with the snatch corpse outside, making as much noise as possible. 


     A rumbling growl answered from inside. 


     Behind me I heard the wheeze of Big's cannon getting charged. 


     C'mon, little girl... 


     I whistled the silly tune I whistle when Tessie and I come back to town after a good day. 


     A pool of shadows stirred the darkness inside the cave. 


     "C'mon, Tess! You can come out, girl. Don't be afraid." 


     From the darkness, red embers stared at me. 


     "Better yet, girl… don't make the big man with the big gun nervous, okay? He gets too damn friendly when he fires." 


     The shadows flowed, sharpened, took Tessie's form. 


     "It's me, girl. It's daddy. It's really me this time, can't you see?" 


     She sniffed. 


     Growled. 


     C'mon girl, it's me it's me it's daddy it's really really me... 


     I raised my arms high into the sky, exposing my sweaty, stinking armpits. 


     She leapt and smashed me against the ground. 


     Jes yelled. 


     Big was about to shoot when they heard me laughing and saw me hugging Tessie while she licked my face, and heard me saying "Who's daddy's girl, eh? Who's a little lost girl?" 


     He lowered his gun. “I'd say it's ok if you feel jealous, little sister,” he said. “That bitch does have her tongue all over your man.” 


     “Oh, shut up,” said Jes, and punched him in the shoulder. 


     Hard. 


     “Ouch!” he said. 


     I called at them while Tessie kept rubbing his nose against my pockets. They got closer, carefully. Tessie sniffed at Big, who sniffed back at her; then she sniffed at Jess and let out the faintest growl. 


     "Hey!" said Jes. Tessie hissed at her. 


     Big chuckled. "Catfight!" 


     "Knock it off, you three!" I said, standing up. "And you, Tessie… I'm ashamed of you, young lady! I though I had taught you better manners than that!"  


     Tessie lowered her huge head. I scratched her behind her shoulder blades, where she likes it the most. Her coarse skin had a few fresh scars from yesterday's brawl, but nothing I couldn't take care of. 


     She looked at me, purring softly. 


     "Let's go home, girl," I whispered. "It's been a long night." 


       


     # 


       


     By the time we reached town Jes and Tess were running ahead of us, moving with predatory grace and scouting in tandem, silent as clouds in the sky. 


     "Hey, lil’ bro," said Big, gasping for air as he tried to keep up under his ton of gear. "You sure it's a good idea? I mean, mistress and wife, bonding together…" 


     I laughed. "Yeah; maybe not the wisest thing I've ever done." 


     "As long as you remember which is which…" 


     "Wife's the wild beast I gotta tame every time, I think?" 


     Big laughed. "You have to teach me some of your moves, lil’ bro." 


     "I swear, Big, I have no clue how it works. It's just a wild animal thing." 


     I called at Tess as we approached the gate. "I want you up in your tree before sunset, ok?” I pointed at the tree line near the walls. “Tomorrow I'll ask the guards, so you better don't be late, young lady." She purred and stared straight at me with her huge red pupils, and I swear there was more humanity in her alien eyes than in half the bastards I've ever shared a beer with. 


     She went into the woods and dissolved among the trunks and shadows. 


     I turned around and followed Big and Jes into town. 


       


     # 


       


     It was barely noon but we called it a day. "I have to, hum… got a few errands to run," said Big. He winked at me. "May take me all day." 


     "Fine with us," I said. "See you in the morning, Big." 


     "But not too early!" said Jes. 


     "Take care, Big. If you see Doc Kourailen, tell that bastard that third time’s the charm." 


     "Better be on the bastard's good side, little brother." His thumb pointed at the towering Cloning facilities. "Who knows what he's doing right now with our next batch of flesh suits… know what I'm saying?" 


     "Ugh." I shivered. "I really didn't need that picture in my head." 


     He laughed. His huge hand patted my shoulder. "You did great today, bro. You coming with us tomorrow." 


     It was not a question. 


     "But…" 


     "You'll kick butt." He winked at Jes. "Make sure little brother can walk tomorrow, okay?" 


     "No promises," she smirked. "But I'll do my best." 


       


     # 


       


     So Jes and I took it easy that afternoon, got slightly drunk, and stumbled early to bed. 


     Turns out Big was right about good feeling better when it's a first for your recently cloned flesh suit. Your memory knows how things work and you know what you're doing, but everything feels brand new. So all in all we didn’t get much sleep that night, that's all I'm gonna say. 


     Yeah… I'm a clumsy clown most of the time, but guess I've been brewed with the right instincts for when things get wild. 


       


     # # # 
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