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  A Kinder Hell


  (excerpt)


  by Robert Auerbach


  


  Praise for A Kinder Hell

  
  Even seemingly simple relationships can be more complex than they appear on the surface. When you combine a complex relationship in the first place, with participants perhaps none of whom are who they appear, and all for very good and sound reasons, the result can reach Gordian levels of complexity.

  It is up to his characters—complex, compelling, highly relatable characters—to cut that Gordian knot and find a resolution to it that they can live with. But Robert Auerbach presents the knot in all of its complexity, wonder and terror. This is some of the hardest writing to do, and Robert excels at it. He writes things that I could not write. I predict that you will find it well worth the read.

  Sean Fenian, author of the Stardock trilogy

  

  

  This novella is copyright © 2024, Robert Auerbach. All rights reserved. It uses under license some intellectual property belonging to Ad Astra Games. Any reference to present-day trademarks is either coincidental or satirical, and not a challenge to those marks.

  The Gray Dogs are set in a shared universe managed by Ken Burnside at Ad Astra. Want to write in the Vivarium setting, fight Karthians, or negotiate with Rulomani business conglomerates? Reach out to Ad Astra for details.


  No generative AI was used at any step of the creative process, including cover art.


  Wendy S. Delmater provided editing services. Claire Peacey did her magic on the cover art.


  You can email the author directly at  robert@robertauerbach.us or visit his online outpost at https://robertauerbach.us.


  Fenian House is committed to inviting everyone to the table. We’ve worked hard to make this ebook accessible to people with disabilities. If you have suggestions for how to improve, we’d love to hear them.


  This ebook uses only open standards, freely available fonts, and will never have DRM. At Fenian House, #WeLoveOurReaders.
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  About this excerpt…

  I remember the first time I picked up Roger Zelazny’s Nine Princes in Amber. It started with a bedridden protagonist who within the first few pages sucker-punched a hospital orderly in the groin, beat him half to death with a metal strut, held his psychiatrist at gunpoint, committed armed robbery, and walked out of there on his own power intent on paying a possibly-homicidal visit to his sister, about whom he remembered nothing except she could not be trusted.

  That was all in the first ten pages. Roger knew how to write.

  I felt great about checking this book out from the library. I knew I was in good hands because Roger proved to me he could tell a yarn.

  I’m not Roger, but I want you to be as confident in this tale before you part with your hard-earned coin. So, here, have Chapter Three. You’ll get to see the utopia that’s Paradise, some action, and a guy getting hit in the head with something unpleasant. I hope you like it.

  A quick note: the narrator, Arkady, living under the false identity of Mickey Zakharov, is a Russian who’s learning English. I assure you that I know how to use English grammar correctly, even if Arkady occasionally fumbles.

  — Robert Auerbach, December 12, 2024

  


  Three


  From space, Vivarium looks nothing so much as crystal Christmas ornament. It was originally asteroid in Cruithne orbit with Rulomani homeworld. When humanity appeared three years ago, hats in hand, interstellar beggars, they, Rulomani, offered us this seven-kilometer brick to serve as temporary housing. We signed century-long lease and spent every moment since overhauling it.


  Glittering graphene shell surrounds it as emergency atmosphere capture, supported by diamond beanstalks. They run tens of kilometers down to asteroid surface studded with lush green parks and jewels of urbanity. Each neighborhood displays impossible and improbable architecture, magical engineering powered by hexes of sophisticated carbon chemistry. Giant solarfarms in paradoxical orbits beam energy to Harbor, spaceport above shell connected to Vivarium by its own beanstalk, complete with room-temperature superconducting power cables. Gossamer bridges and monorails of glass cobweb surface and sky. Atmosphere is normally contained by nice one-gee artificial gravity field. Even if gravity fails, emergency containment shell will hold. Even if solarfarms are attacked, fusion generators beneath surface stand ready.


  It exists to declare to whole Universe human art and aesthetics, and to threaten anyone intent on doing us harm: we have such manufacturing capability that homeless space bums could do this in three years flat. Go away and do not think of harming us.


  It is where you want to live, wished you live.


  But you almost certainly do not.


  Those society judges as not quite what humanity wants any alien with telescope to see, they get to live in Purgatory, level below. Then Limbo, then Pandemonium, followed by all levels of hell. When you get to ninth circle it is real shithole.


  (Some of you may say, “but in Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri there is no Pandemonium!” Very good! Keep using that library card! Vivarium was not designed to be Divine Comedy, it just so happens to have almost right number of levels. Pandemonium was borrowed from Paradise Lost of Milton as name for extra level.)


  Mickey Zakharov sleeps in fifth-circle flophouses, and Valentijn Polycule is Pandemonium family unit mostly due to Kathryn, who could get into Limbo without much trouble. She appeared in Paradise for championship fights, fashion shows, and not much else. She worked out in Limbo at place of Francisco and I was her practice dummy, meaning Mickey Zakharov was just another fifth-circler with morning commute.


  I wondered what had her on Rue de Paradis.


  I sighed and removed my smartlenses and stylus, returned to offices of Zhenhui and Roger.


  “I am going to need much better clothes.”


  * * * * *


  Good clothes are easy to find in societies that are postscarcity. Getting good clothes quickly without anyone noticing someone pulling guanxi is what requires connections, private guanxi that officially does not exist.


  A wonkavator—no one I had ever met could tell me why we called all great glass elevators that—took me from Limbo outwards to Paradise. Accountancy judged current fashion correctly: menswear was katagina, kimono, hakama, and tsuma. It marked me as having right to be in Paradise but not to linger there. If I had been wearing changshan, as had been fashion when I left Vivarium two years ago, I would be mistaken for someone worth noticing – and I desperately needed to avoid that.


  Everyone on wonkavator was dressed in identical style, but with different colors representing their business concerns, family connections, and whatever political causes they wanted to subtly advocate. I was only one dressed completely in black save for Red Juniper logo embossed in ultrablack. I questioned wisdom of embossing Red Juniper in ultrablack, but for clothes put together in literally six minutes by off-the-books matterfab of Accountancy, it was okay.


  From there it took monorail and autocar rides to reach Rue de Paradis, also called “Diamond Boulevard of Vivarium.” ‘Ostentatious’ does not begin to describe Rue de Paradis. Again, it is all one giant “look what we can do” to potentially hostile neighbors. Door to Caterpillar Salon was guarded by two goons in changshans with immaculate manners and infinite poise.


  I walked up to them. “Mikhail Zakharov,” I said.


  “We know,” one of them said, just barely this side of scowling. “We already read the threads.”


  Clothing for upper levels had memory threads embedded in weave and stored publicly accessible data. Arkady Golinov knew this. Mickey Zakharov, being fifth-circler, would have forgotten.


  Live your legend.


  “I have noon appointment with—”


  “We know,” other one said, just barely on other side of scowling. “We already read the threads.”


  Goons in changshans with immaculate manners and infinite poise are still, after all, fundamentally goons.


  I caught hints of flash off lens of first goon as some message came in. He read it silently, then nodded faintly. “You’re confirmed. One hour, no more. Don’t draw attention and don’t bother anyone above your station.”


  I did not retaliate. Mickey Zakharov could not endanger his access by antagonizing Paradise goons. Not without reason.


  Door unlocked, and I stepped inside.


  * * * * *


  Caterpillar Salon was deliberately styled after Lewis Carroll and nineteenth century London gentlemen’s clubs. As in all such establishments throughout history, similarities only ran skin deep. Any real Londoner of era of Queen Victoria would call it one of infamous Hellfire Clubs, with decadence to make Lord Byron inquire about taking permanent residence. Paradise was in its own way more devilish than ninth circle.


  Absolute first thing wealthy and powerful people do with their wealth and power is decide rules apply to them differently, after all.


  Most foolish economic fantasy in history, ranking with Dutch tulip mania, Merkle speculative lotteries, and so-called “modern monetary theory,” is deranged notion that postscarcity economies lack differentials of wealth or power. Some problems it made better. In other ways problems became much worse.


  There is no technology that is only good.


  At any rate. Caterpillar Salon was adorned in Lewis Carroll imagery and sickly-sweet smells of intoxicants wafted down to me. I climbed staircase, an ostentatious display of clunk-tech when perfectly nice gravlifts would have likely been cheaper, up to club above. On landing an archway led to Caterpillar Salon beyond, with more changshan-garbed goons flanking each side. I dubbed them Knobhead and Rockhead.


  “It is two minutes before noon,” I told them politely.


  “Which means it’s not noon yet,” Knobhead answered.


  “I will not be late for my meeting with latest spokesmodel for Red Juniper.” Kathryn Ngoc had thing for Arkady Golinov and would not have minded my being late. She had no such thing for Mikhail Zakharov and would have minded.


  Unfortunately she knows me only as Mikhail Zakharov.


  This is going to be difficult relationship.


  She derailed my thoughts for long enough I did not even notice third goon approach. He came from within, standing there before me, as Knobhead spoke. I only caught tail end of it.


  “—shouldn’t even be in here. Go outside and wait two minutes.”


  Rockhead smiled, self-satisfied, as third goon took hold of my kimono lapel.


  Mikhail Zakharov would not allow that to happen.


  Third goon (Brickhead?) knew I was grappling partner of Kathryn Ngoc and therefore adequately versed in throws and locks. But like so many who lived Upabove, he forgot that Downbelowers do not have luxury of fighting by tournament rules. He was not expecting me to reach inside his changshan to crush his testicles.


  I can break clavicle of full-grown man with my hand. These eggs were more fragile but pain was comparable. Brickhead made noises in register normally used by most enchanting of songbirds, chirps of Tolstoyan agony.


  Arkady, which is to say me, approved.


  I knew playbook they used. Apply rear naked choke, force me to choose between countering choke or crushing testicles. I had kyokushin back kick in progress as Knobhead moved into position, aimed at chest level, and followed through as I felt my foot connect. Noise, sharp and breaking, told me rib gave way.


  Unfortunately, while fighting two is possible, three is largely not. Mickey Zakharov did not expect to win in fighting three. He hoped only to teach lesson to two. Rockhead removed his decorative silken scarf and grabbed it almost garotte-like.


  Pencak silat.


  This was going to hurt.


  I just did not yet know how, or how much.


  One hand crushing future progeny of Brickhead, one foot in air, I had no way to avoid my other wrist becoming entangled in sash of Rockhead. He moved well, fluidly, to step behind me and close, shifting his hold on my wrist so it became wrist-and-choke-hold. I did not panic. I had four seconds, perhaps. I stomped on his foot, I slammed my head backwards into bridge of his nose: I knew I was going to lose, but I was going to lose fighting.


  His nose cracked and I felt his sash-hold loosen. I turned to assess situation as Knobhead, whom I mistakenly had thought was hors de combat, came at me with antique nineteenth-century fire extinguisher.


  Big, cylindrical, and steel, he slammed it into my face and my world went away.
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  Robert Auerbach (which is to say, me) is a boring guy with a boring life. That’s a terrible lie, of course, but I’m sticking to it. There’s no truth, none, to the rumors that as a teenager I had an NSA agent wonder aloud how the hell I managed to acquire plutonium, or that Hugo Chàvez personally ordered me barred from Venezuela, or that I managed to somehow get kicked out of a law school I never applied to only to be invited back the next semester as a lecturer.


  Professionally speaking, I attended grad school for computer science and wound up delivering original research at Black Hat, DEF CON, USENIX, and more.
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