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And other people have remembered, and they come back to 
us, they say, “Hey–don’t worry, don’t be afraid, ever, be-
cause this is just a ride...” And we... kill those people. 
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This will be the last issue of The Future Fire for a while, at least until early 2011. The 

editors all have other lives, and at the moment those seem to be taking over. Families, 

day jobs, degrees, relationships, our own writing and other projects. Running a maga-

zine is hard work, and sometimes it gets in the way of other things that are, frankly, 

more important. Sometimes you just need a good long break. It will by no means be 

the last issue ever, as we have every intention of picking up where we left off some 

time next year. Please keep an eye on the front page for updates, or follow our 

MySpace blog or Twitter status. We'll be back. 

In the meantime we have a fine issue for you this month, with a varied mix of stories 

from past TFF favourites RJ Astruc and Mark Harding, and new faces Sara Hosey 

and Kelly Jennings, and fine illustrations from artists also old and new. With stories 

from the gritty, Victorian values past and the equally gritty, lawless future, with to-

talitarian dystopias and cyber-terror, this may be one of the most exciting issues 

we've ever published. 

Putting together this issue has reminded us of every reason we have for running a 

magazine of social, political and speculative cyberfiction: great fiction, writers who 

are a joy to work with, inspired and professional artists. But it has also reminded us of 

the reasons we need to take a break: collaborators letting us down at the last minute, 

slipping deadlines, everything happening in the wrong order, delays piling up like 

mismatched tetrominoes (most people have been very prompt and professional, but 

every slight delay has happened at the worst possible point in the chain). Worst of all, 

it doesn't make us feel much like professionals. 

Rather than end on a bum note, however, I do want to emphasize that the contributors 

to this issue have been a real pleasure to work with, that the content is second to none, 

and now that we've finally got this one out, we can't wait to come back from hiatus 

next year and start doing it all again! 

Djibril Alayad, June 2010 
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‘How You Make the Straight’‘How You Make the Straight’‘How You Make the Straight’‘How You Make the Straight’    
RJ Astruc 

Illustration © 2010 Teresa Tunaley  

The cop was bluffing—you didn’t 

have to be a psyche to work that out. With 

three spades already on the table, she was 

trying to fake a flush, but her eyes be-

trayed her: too manic, too desperate. 

Mink sensed the cards she clutched were 

a nine of hearts and an ace, probably a 

spade. That’d get her a pair of nines—an 

okay hand, sure, but not when Mink’s em-

ployer could make the straight. 

Mink smiled and slid a hand under the 

table, pressing her knuckles twice against 

Sampson’s upper thigh. It was a prear-

ranged signal, something she’d worked 

out with the conman months ago; it 

meant: Break her. 

‘I’m feeling lucky,’ said Sampson. 

‘Maybe I’ll call you.’ 

Mink felt the cop’s fear like a heat-

wave, a sudden shriek of please-please-

please-no that erupted from her implant 

and buried itself, smoldering, into the pith 

of her brain. She caught the edge of the 

table to stop herself from swaying. On an 

adjacent chair, Zemaneka, a small-time 

pirate Mink knew vaguely from the han-

gar, reached out to steady her, his warm 

brown hands a small comfort against the 

wail of the cop’s psychic screams. 

‘No. I’m feeling really lucky,’ 

Sampson decided, pursing his lips. 

‘Maybe I’ll raise you again.’ 

‘I can match you.’ The cop was sweat-

ing. 

‘That’s a worry in and of itself. How 

does a policewoman like yourself come 

by so much money? And why, more im-

portantly, did you bring your fortune to a 

hangar in international airspace? Sky-

pirates aren’t known to be the most trust-
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worthy of people. Many a land-rat like your-

self has come to a bad end up here, and I 

don’t just mean on the poker tables.’ 

‘I know how to handle myself.’ 

‘But not your money, it seems.’ Sampson 

pushed a tower of credits into the pile. 

‘That’s fifteen hundred. Count them if you 

like.’ 

The cop’s cheeks flushed, and in that mo-

ment Mink hated Sampson—vain, cruel 

Rodrigue Sampson, who always won but 

seemed to revel in making things worse for 

the loser. She’d met Sampson six months 

ago in the hangar’s So-Watt ghetto. He’d 

been trying to sell her cheap scalpel work at 

a fake plastic surgeon until he noticed her 

implant, the gleaming silver runnel in her 

left arm that marked her as a psyche. Work 

for me? he’d asked, and dumbly she’d 

agreed. He was older—forty, forty-one—and 

attractive in a strangely debonair way, his 

face square-jawed like the men on the covers 

of old romance books. Horrible but charm-

ing. 

By the time she’d worked out he was bad 

news it was too late. She’d lost her old alli-

ances on the hangar and until she made new 

ones, she was stuck with Sampson. Except 

no one wanted to take on someone Sampson 

had adopted—Sampson’s reputation for con-

games made her untrustworthy by associa-

tion. 

Not that anyone ever really trusted a psy-

che. 

She looked away from the table, hiding 

her anger in a little simpering giggle she’d 

picked up from the club-boys in the Palais 

district. Aside from a handful of automatons, 

the rest of the hi-house casino was empty. 

The place had been crowded earlier in the 

night, with barely elbowing room between 

tables, but now only four die-hard players 

remained. The cop had arrived late and lost 

hard, hopelessly, betting too quickly on short 

odds, and cursing too loudly when the cards 

didn’t come. An easy mark for an old con 

like Sampson. If it had just been Sampson 

and the cop, and maybe Zemaneka—who 

could be persuaded to do just about any-

thing, if the price was right—the cop would 

have been bankrupt within the hour. 

But they had a complication: the fourth 

player, an unknown who called herself Boo. 

A slender Atalantik pirate, the woman’s 

pokerface was so inscrutable Mink wondered 

if she even bothered to look at her cards be-

fore she placed her bets. She’d caught Boo 

staring at her a few times from under the 

peaked rim of her cap, and each time Mink 

had been the first to look away—those deep-

set, dark eyes were too intense to bear. Did 

Boo know who Mink was, what she was? 

Some people could sense the psyche in her, 

the same way she could sense their emo-

tions: a two-way telepathy Mink was power-

less to stop. 

‘I need a drink,’ said the cop. 

‘I bet you do,’ said Sampson. ‘Raise me 

or show me, sister.’ 

The cop’s eyes got wide and round and 

Mink realized she didn’t want to see this, 

couldn’t bear to watch this poor dumb land-

rat lose her cash like so many other poor 

dumb land-rats before her. Sampson, that 

twisted bastard of a man, could enjoy this 

victory on his own. She rose from her chair 

and pressed her fingertips together in a small 

bow of apology. 

‘Too much excitement for me, sir,’ she 

whispered into Sampson’s ear. ‘Need to get 

a breath of fresh air. I’ll be on the balcony.’ 

Sampson shrugged, his eyes never leaving 

the cop’s. He didn’t need her any more; the 

game was already won. His mouth was 

twisted up like he was trying not to smirk, 

and failing—an expression Mink privately 

called the pure-bastard. She’d seen it on the 

face of more than one small-time crook 

who’d bested (or was about to best) someone 

richer, or stronger, or better connected, or 

more powerful than they were... 

Her implant surged with the smugness 

bubbling out of Sampson’s body, and Mink 

hated him again, hated him passionately and 

completely. Rodrigue Sampson, the man 

who’d ruined her reputation and her life. If it 

wasn’t for his interference, she expected 

she’d be working on a trade airship some-

where in Atalantik, or tending bar at one of 

the high-class Ottoman digs in Palais. Or 
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working as a psyche for real: identifying 

mutineers in pirate crews, spotting dodgy 

traders before they could open their mouths. 

Maybe even have herself a real mentor, a 

teacher, instead of playing consort to a dis-

solute conman she couldn’t stand. 

As she turned to go, her eye caught 

Boo’s. The woman’s face was more mask-

like than ever, but under it Mink felt just the 

faintest hint of... of pity, that was it. 

Pity, from a pirate. 

Unable to bear it—the indignity, the 

shame, and Sampson—Mink left. 

 

 

Outside the moon lay low on the horizon, 

round and pale as the hangar’s thousand in-

terlocked hi-houses. Mink leant against the 

balcony’s railing and looked down at the 

ocean some fifty or so feet below. A handful 

of small shuttle-craft twisted and tricked 

above the water; a lone multi-passenger air-

ship thrummed away from the hangar, its 

shadow on the waves as big and dark as a 

whale. Far away, miles away perhaps, she 

could make out the lights of a mainland 

coast—maybe New Zealand, maybe Austra-

lia—twinkling above the shoreline. 

‘Hallo. Nice night, you think?’ 

Mink turned. It was Boo. Mink shivered. 

The woman was just as unreadable now as 

she’d been at the table; as if she were con-

stantly wearing some kind of mental poker-

face. 

‘I don’t know. All nights are pretty much 

the same to me.’ 

‘Don’t speak too soon. This one might not 

be.’ Boo joined her against the railing, the 

peak of her cap tilted toward the sky. She 

was long and skinny in jeans and a baggy 

jacket, and with her close-cropped hair she 

looked more like a teenage boy than a grown 

woman. ‘How’d you like to escape all this?’ 

‘Es-escape?’ 

‘I’ve the means if you have the will.’ 

Mink stared at her. Her implant told her 

that the woman was legit—well, at least she 

wasn’t lying. But she’d learnt the hard way 

that there were ways to hide the truth with-

out telling a lie. The implant had read 

Sampson as legit when he’d said he could 

change her life; pity it hadn’t told her he’d 

change it for the worse. 

‘I don’t need to be rescued,’ she said 

evenly. 

‘But you’d like to be,’ said Boo. ‘Well, 

not rescued. That’s the wrong word. What 

you’d like is an opportunity to move on. A 

free do-over. It can’t be a good life, reading 

minds for a bottom feeder like Rodrigue 

Sampson.’ 

‘Look, I don’t—hey!’ 

Boo had grabbed her wrist and was yank-

ing up Mink’s sleeve, ripping the sheer ma-

terial in her haste. Mink writhed, pulled—

but slight as she was, the Atalantik pirate 

was taller, stronger, her dark fingers a vice. 

‘Hah!’ cried Boo. The runnel of the im-

plant was visible even in the dim light, a tell-

tale shadow along the inside of Mink’s fore-

arm. 

‘Please. Please. I didn’t—’ 

But the pirate wasn’t listening. ‘Nice 

hardware,’ she murmured. ‘What is it ex-

actly? Pre-spec tech, I reckon. No neuron 

blockers. No brain barriers. Just a hundred 

thousand foreign emotions running their un-

natural course from A-to-B.’ Boo ran her 

thumb across the implant, softly, very softly, 

like she was stroking a scared cat. ‘You 

know this psyche stuff drives you mad, 

right? Implants like these eat into the brain 

tissue. Might as well gargle prions, they 

say...’ 

‘I’m not mad!’ 

‘Yet. How many years do you have left 

before the brainworms set in? Four? Five?’ 

‘I don’t know. I don’t care.’ 

‘If you say so.’ 

She let Mink’s arm go, finally, and 

Mink—sobbing, twitching—cradled it 

against her chest. The memory of the pirate’s 

touch still burned her skin, a violation. Why 

didn’t the implant pick anything up? she 

wondered miserably. Surely you couldn’t 

hide your intents that well from a psyche... 

Surely you couldn’t. But of course, Mink 

realized, you could bring along some tech of 

your own to counter the implant, jumble the 

signal, make it seem like you were simply 
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flat instead of cruel... 

‘Who are you?’ she whispered. 

‘I’m what you might call a talent scout,’ 

said Boo, and for an instant Mink saw a flash 

of silver at her temples, tucked into the brim 

of the cap. ‘Now, Mink, I can bring you back 

into that room if you like. I can show your 

cop friend exactly why she’s been losing so 

much money on the tables. I can tell your 

mate Rodrigue that you confessed everything 

to me, because you want out. And I can tell 

him that you plan to take that out with Ze-

maneka. In fact, I can make a pretty big mess 

of your life.’ 

Mink cowered. ‘What do you want from 

me?’ 

‘I want to rescue you,’ said Boo. ‘So walk 

with me. Trust me, Mink, it’s the best offer 

you’ll get all night.’ 

 

 

They walked the hangar in silence, 

through the dark ghettos of Ishi and Laugh-

ingman, and on along the creaking metal 

walkways that led to the bright lights of Pal-

ais. Palais! The rich end of the city, the terri-

tory of the most powerful pirate crews—the 

Patholos, the Bradleys, the Ottomans, the 

Padmes. While the poorer areas had closed 

up for the night hours ago, rolling down 

metal shutters and locking bars into place, 

the party was still in full swing in Palais. 

Well-dressed, beautiful people stood on the 

railings smoking and talking, sipping glasses 

of fine champagne; neo-pop anthems 

thrummed from inside hi-house clubs. 

It was all fascinating, of course, their 

clothes and their perfumes and their painted 

faces, but Mink felt immediately like an out-

sider—plain and even dowdy in the simple 

black dress Sampson had chosen for her. She 

half-hid behind Boo as the pirate navigated 

the walkways, bumping through the crowds 

as if the beautiful people weren’t that special 

at all. 

Boo stopped outside a beautiful, two-

storey hi-house, its windows round and 

clean, its carapace painted the soft, creamy 

white of a pearl. With its diamond shaped 

portholes and silvery sheen, it made Mink 

think of old fashioned Christmas tree decora-

tions. The pirate laid her hand against a 

hatch, half-hidden by the smooth curve of 

the hi-house’s walls. 

‘Where are you taking me?’ Mink whis-

pered. 

Boo frowned. ‘In here.’ 

The hatch opened into a huge, open-plan 

penthouse: thick white carpet and green 

walls, with the furniture gilt-edged and 

curvy-legged. A spa bath bubbled in the 

middle of the room like a centerpiece. Two 

people stood nearby: a muscular Pasifika 

with his arms folded—a body guard, Mink 

thought—and a plump Negro boy wearing a 

pair of huge mirrorshades. Beside him was 

an open tray of what looked like surgical im-

plements: hooked metal and strange wires 

and a tiny computer with what might have 

been a sanding tool attached to its keyboard. 

Mink took a step back. ‘What are you go-

ing to do to me?’ 

‘Honey, it’s make over time,’ said the 

boy, and waved a pair of scissors. 

Mink almost giggled in relief. ‘What? 

Really?’ 

‘Sure thing, baby.’ The boy spun out a 

chair for her, one of those twisty-ones they 

had in mainland offices. ‘Take a seat, Mink.’ 

She thought then of Sampson, of his 

bully-boy ways, of the way he’d made her 

change herself to suit his image... But she 

went over and sat down anyway. 

‘How did you know my na—’ 

‘You’ve got lovely hair,’ said the boy ap-

preciatively. ‘Pity it has to come off.’ 

The big Pasifika and Boo watched televi-

sion feeds while the black boy cut her hair. 

Mink felt a twist in her stomach as she 

watched the carpet disappear beneath a 

sheath of her long, dark hair. Sampson had 

always said her hair was her crown, that it 

was a sort of power, something she could 

wield to her advantage. Well, mainly to his 

advantage. But now it was gone—or going—

and Mink already missed its familiar weight. 

The way she could hide behind it when eve-

rything was going bad, or whenever she rec-

ognized her old self in the mirror, the girl 

she’d been before Sampson. 
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‘We’re going to make you a blonde,’ said 

the boy, cutting. ‘I’ll be fixing the colour of 

your eyes, too—and possibly reworking your 

lids and nose. We’d like to cut you Cauca-

sian-style. If you get recognized as 

Sampson’s old psyche girl, our game is up.’ 

‘But—’ 

‘The self is on the inside, sweetie. It’s the 

heart and the head, not the colour of your 

skin or the shape of your eyes.’ He lowered 

the scissors and reached across her lap for a 

bottle of liquid gel. ‘It won’t make you a dif-

ferent person anywhere it really matters. You 

got to think of it like a mask, the face of the 

character you’ll be playing.’ 

‘Will it... hurt?’ 

‘I will fill you so full of morphine and di-

hydra you won’t even remember what pain 

is,’ said the boy. ‘Afterwards, maybe, a lit-

tle—like a headache, I suppose. But I’m very 

good at what I do. You’ll be fine.’ 

He gave her pills to pop and after that 

everything was warm and cool and she lay 

back and let him work her face into a more 

pleasing arrangement. At some point she 

must have passed out because the next thing 

she knew was the sensation of faux-leather 

against her bare arms, and the faint smell of 

perfumes. 

She could hear Boo talking to someone 

nearby: ‘You don’t know her? Look, she’s a 

tech-head from one of the hangars up North. 

One of Jean’s old women. They were tight 

years ago, then she fell out of favour, bug-

gered off, and now—well, I guess she 

must’ve missed you all.’ 

‘I don’t know her.’ 

‘Guess she probably don’t know you ei-

ther, then. So why don’t you go be a stranger 

somewhere else?’ 

Then a grunt, and the light changing, and 

Boo’s face: a blurred black oval above her. 

Mink felt her new contact lenses slowly ad-

just to fit her eyes. She was in a new place: 

the closed booth of a card-lounge—one of 

the posh uptown casinos with kaleidoscopic 

paintings and dim, yellow lighting. Through 

a crack in the booth’s door she saw a crush 

of bodies circling the gaming tables. Less 

beautiful people, here: the locals seemed to 

be a mix of heavily tattooed pirates and 

mainlander suits. 

‘Where am I?’ she whispered, raising her 

hands reflexively to her face. The shape of it, 

its bumps and furrows, was unfamiliar ter-

rain. She shuddered. ‘Wh-who am I?’ 

‘Who are you now? You’re Jenny Gos-

ling, a member of Jean Ottoman’s crew,’ 

said Boo. ‘Also, you’re in the O Casino. 

Very trendy, isn’t it?’ 

‘Wait, what? The Ottomans?’ Mink sat 

up. ‘But why? They’re so—they’re so im-

portant. Why would they want me?’ 

‘Jean Ottoman hired me and my boys be-

cause he needs information. Specifically he 

needs a psyche, and a psyche without a rep. 

Someone who no one will see coming. 

Someone who can lie like a conman—and 

spot a fellow liar at twenty paces. Which is 

you, in case you missed my point.’ Boo 

yawned and stretched, all wiry black muscle. 

‘You’re going to help Jean find a rat.’ 

‘But I—’ 

‘Best you start putting your little psyche-

brain to good use while you still have it,’ 

said Boo, tapping the bare skin of her wrist, 

an imaginary watch. ‘We’re running to a 

tight schedule: this is a one-night-only deal. 

And the night’s nearly over. We’ve got two 

hours, tops.’ 

 

 

O Casino was huge—a real palace of a 

place, decorated with glitzy American furni-

ture and lights. Flashing slot machines lined 

the walls, old-fashioned metal ones with 

pull-levers and rolling cylinders of unmatch-

able apples and stars. Pretty men in togas 

walked about carrying platters of grapes and 

fine wines. Women with crimped hair—

crimped hair was the style on the mainland 

right now—danced by the bar, their faces cut 

to perfection. An elderly pianist played jazz 

tunes on a piano made of glass. Everywhere 

there were people, the mainlanders sipping 

green cocktails out of tall glasses, the Otto-

man thugs knocking back vodka. 

It was like being on a tv-show; it was 

Hollywood-magic; and Mink couldn’t stop 

grinning as Boo led her on. She’d dreamed 
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of places like this. She’d aspired to places 

like this. It was the sort of place Sampson 

would have loved, she thought—if he’d ever 

been able to get through the doors. 

‘Put your game face on, sweetheart,’ mur-

mured Boo, squeezing her elbow. ‘You’re 

Jenny Gosling now, and you see this sort of 

shit all the time.’ 

Mink gulped and shifted her new face 

into what she hoped was an expression of 

disdain. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked. 

‘Are we meeting someone?’ 

‘I hear that the best time to read anyone is 

when they’re playing cards,’ said Boo. 

‘People are just so focused on their poker-

face that they forget all about the other stuff 

they’re meant to be hiding. The dirty 

thoughts. The preoccupations. It all comes 

bubbling out... Ah—there they are.’ She was 

looking up at a gaming area on a raised plat-

form, a semi-circle cordoned off with white 

silk ropes. On the platform was a single glass 

card table, with an automatic dealer set in the 

middle like a centerpiece; above it swung 

four fluorescent star-lights. Two armed Pasi-

fika guards stood on either side of the plat-

form’s steps; beside them stood a pair of 

handsome male attendants in white togas. 

There were three men at the table now: a 

skinny pretty-boy who couldn’t have been 

more than twenty, a flat-faced Caucasian and 

a big man in a sleeveless suit jacket. Mink 

could see they had all been branded with tra-

ditional Ottoman tattoos, a swirl of pirate-

Creole symbols that covered their skin from 

their toes to collarbones. Her implant 

twitched as she scanned them. The big man 

was focused. The Caucasian was horny. The 

pretty-boy was depressed. 

‘Around the table: that’s Toshi, Hudson 

and Plakar,’ whispered Boo, linking her arm 

through Mink’s. ‘They’re Jean’s rat-shortlist. 

They think he’s coming to meet them here 

later. And he will. After we’ve done our 

job.’ 

‘I just have to find the liar, right? You’ll 

ask the questions, won’t you...’ 

But Boo ignored her. ‘Just the two of us, 

Lito,’ she told one of the Pasifika guards, 

who unfastened the silk rope to let them 

through. 

They were half-way up the steps when the 

pretty-boy noticed them. He stood up and 

glared, his round chin raised in the haughty 

way Mink always associated with rich 

mainlander traders—people who felt they 

were too good for the flying city. ‘No!’ he 

yelped. ‘Get out. Ottoman only up here. Ot-

toman only in the entire casino, too, I might 

add.’ 

‘I’m a guest of the house, Toshi,’ Boo 

said, sliding into a chair on the opposite side 

of the table. ‘Here on business.’ 

Toshi looked suspicious. ‘Jean invited 

you? What about her?’ 

‘She wishes she was a guest of the house,’ 

said Boo, smirking, and cinched her arm 

around Mink’s slight waist. ‘She’s an Otto-

man, old-school style. But for now, Jenny is 

my consort.’ 

She pulled Mink closer—a rough, posses-

sive move, a move that reminded Mink im-

mediately of Sampson. Sampson had always 

treated her dismissively in public, pushing 

her around, giving her orders, because (so he 

told Mink) if he treated her as if she was un-

important, disposable, overlookable, then 

other people would think of her that way too. 

Overlook her, overlook her implant: it was 

what Sampson called misdirection. 

‘Hi,’ said Mink shyly, and felt her new 

face flushing. 

‘We’re in the middle of a game,’ said the 

Caucasian—the only man at the table Mink 

recognized. She’d seen him before on the 

hangar’s docks, arguing trade with main-

landers. ‘You can’t just barge in here—’ 

‘Suck my dick, Hudson,’ said Boo, and 

clicked her fingers in front of the automatic 

dealer. ‘Deal me in for my usual. Take the 

chips off my tab.’ 

The dealer coughed out a roll of silver 

hundred-credit chips, then spat five cards 

across the slick glass surface. Boo grinned 

and tilted them up slightly to check them. 

‘Oh, let her,’ said the big man—Plakar. 

‘Who cares.’ 

‘I do,’ snapped Toshi. ‘How do we know 

your chick is an Ottoman? She doesn’t have 

the tattoos.’ 
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‘She’s older than the tattoos. The girl 

signed out of Ottoman ranks long before 

Jean came up with the bright idea of scrib-

bling Creole crap all over his best mates.’ 

Boo didn’t look up from her cards. ‘Anyway, 

would you want to scribble on skin like hers? 

Like milk, isn’t it?’ 

‘Excuse me a moment,’ Mink burst out. 

‘I’ve got to—’ 

‘Yeah, whatever, babe,’ said Boo, biting 

her nails. Acting nervous, Mink knew; her 

implant told her that under the fidgeting and 

twitching, Boo was just bored. Mink won-

dered who Boo was, Boo and her two-man 

crew, the body-guard and the boy. Contract 

spies, she guessed. The big crews often 

brought in outside help to find traitors in 

their midst. 

‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ Mink said, and 

tottered away down the steps. 

 

 

This is what you’ve always wanted, Mink 

reminded herself in the casino’s bathroom. 

Well, one of the things you’ve always 

wanted. To be a real psyche. To smell out 

the liars and cheats. To expose people like 

Sampson and bring them to justice—if a 

lawless pirate place like the hangar could 

ever know real justice. 

Her new face was pale and flatly pretty—

more Eurasian than Caucasian, really, al-

though her eyes (blue, now) were startling. 

Soft fair hair haloed her head, wispy and 

much thinner than it had seemed when black. 

The face in the bathroom mirror was not her 

but it was also not... unpleasant. Mink 

thought: I can get turned back into me once 

this is over, once Boo lets me go. It’s not a 

big deal, right? Everyone gets cut these days. 

She searched the underside of her nose 

and her cheeks for scars, and found none. 

She was in the middle of playing with her 

hair when two women burst in. 

‘Are you Jenny?’ one asked, a thin Pasi-

fika with horn-rimmed glasses. 

Mink swallowed. ‘Who’s asking?’ 

The Pasifika shrugged. ‘No one. We just 

heard about you. Jean said you messed up 

pretty bad. Don’t know why you’re here.’ 

‘Come to apologise?’ asked her friend, 

fluffing her curly brown hair in the mirror. 

Mink recognised her as one of Sampson’s 

associates, Vovoitz, a high-flying pirate he’d 

managed to bully into helping him with rent-

scams. But she clearly didn’t recognise Mink 

in her new face. Her reflected expression 

was bratty, pouting. ‘I heard that Jean does-

n’t want anything to do with you.’ 

‘I heard that Jean needs some real 

friends,’ said Mink, sliding into the role. If 

Sampson had taught her anything, it was 

how to snap quickly into character—whether 

he needed her to play a saucy club-girl or a 

mainland trader. She wasn’t sure who Jenny 

was—or even if there really had been a real 

Jenny—but she figured any woman who’d 

worked directly with a member of the Otto-

man family had to be tough. Tough and arro-

gant. Mink looked down her new nose at 

them. ‘Maybe I heard that he needed some-

one he could trust.’ 

Vovoitz giggled nervously, guiltily, and 

Mink sensed there was something she was 

hiding. Nothing mutineer bad—just a crush, 

probably, or a little white lie. ‘Sure, what-

ever,’ she said. 

‘If that’s all, then...’ And Mink swept 

haughtily past them, back into the gaming 

area. 

She could do this, she knew now. Fooling 

Vovoitz had made it more real, somehow. 

She would do this, and maybe when it was 

over, when she’d found the rat, Jean Otto-

man might ask her to join his crew for real. 

Well, miracles could happen, couldn’t they? 

And Boo had promised her a do-over... 

Back at the table, she took a seat by 

Boo—who was already losing heavily but 

didn’t seem particularly bothered by it. Toshi 

was losing too; the kid was a poor player, 

and sweating for it. Way out of his depth, 

Mink thought, turning her attention to Plakar 

and Hudson. Both of them had great poker 

faces. Plakar was smoking a cigar, his lips 

rubbery and pale pink like a plunger. Hudson 

nursed a glass of whiskey. Mink scanned 

him and discovered he was still horny. 

Horny and thinking about Boo. And 

Mink. 
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And various combinations of Boo and 

Mink. 

‘How’s business, Hudson?’ Boo asked. 

‘You still cheating landlubbers?’ 

‘You won’t get a rise out of me,’ Husdon 

replied placidly. 

‘I hear Jean’s having problems with 

stock. Shit going missing. Important shit.’ 

Boo grinned, and folded as she grinned. 

‘You don’t know anything about that, do 

you?’ 

Hudson didn’t reply. Didn’t move a mus-

cle. Mink read him: he was annoyed, angry, 

ready-to-punch-Boo, but not guilty. There 

was no sense of fear in him, no worry. But 

what did that mean? She’d never looked for 

guilt before. And would someone really feel 

guilty about cheating Jean Ottoman? Jean 

Ottoman was power-mad and cruel (if his 

reputation was true), and if you screwed with 

someone like Jean, wouldn’t you feel—well, 

good about it? Perhaps she should be search-

ing the men for positive feelings, for self-

congratulations, for pride. 

She wrapped her arm around the back of 

Boo’s chair and dropped her head against the 

woman’s shoulder, her eyelids falling to 

half-mast, like all this poker stuff bored her. 

Her implant, tucked against her side, 

thrummed with other people’s emotions. 

Boo said, ‘Toshi, if Hudson won’t talk, I 

know you will. You heard anything about 

stock?’ 

‘Geez, Boo, just play the damn game,’ 

Toshi hissed. 

‘I like your crew, I got no problem with 

the Ottomans. Jean is good people. But if 

there’s a mutiny on the, hah, cards... well, I 

need to know whose side I want to take.’ 

‘We know you,’ said Plakar coldly. ‘You 

take the side of the highest bidder every 

time.’ 

Mink read: Hudson’s amusement, Toshi’s 

discomfort, and Plakar—who wasn’t angry 

so much as he was disgusted, like Boo was a 

fly, an insect, her voice an insistent but 

meaningless buzzing. Mink was getting a 

sense of them now, the way they thought. 

She doubted it was Toshi; if Toshi couldn’t 

even bluff a bad hand convincingly, he sure 

couldn’t have stood up to Jean’s questioning. 

But Hudson’s mind was too murky with sex 

for his intents to be clear, and Plakar... 

Plakar was simply cold, almost pathologi-

cally cold, in a way that reminded her of 

Sampson. 

Toshi said, his pretty face all scrunched 

up like he was about to cry, ‘Why are you 

talking about this? Why is this so impor-

tant?’ 

‘She’s running a con,’ said Plakar. 

‘Swanning up to our table, one of Jean’s old 

girlfriends on her arm, playing dumb on easy 

bluffs. She wants something.’ 

‘I always want something.’ 

Mink felt Hudson’s mind drifting, away 

from the cards, away from the game, and 

over to the chest of a buxom Ottoman 

woman with Creole tattoos that snaked be-

tween her breasts. She suspected crude, lib-

ertine Hudson could easily be a rat—the man 

didn’t know the meaning of loyalty—but 

probably only if it meant short term gains... 

‘You got to understand that this isn’t a 

game,’ Plakar was saying, running a sausage 

of a thumb along the tops of his cards. ‘You 

need to understand your damn place. You act 

like we can’t touch you, Boo. Well let me 

tell you, we could take you outside and break 

you any time. You’re in Ottoman territory, 

and we—’ 

‘Oh, don’t bet that,’ Mink burst out, her 

eyes on Boo’s cards. Two kings, two queens 

and an ace—not that it mattered at all. ‘Boo, 

you can’t...’ 

‘She already has,’ said Hudson, and 

laughed until he coughed. 

‘What the hell, Jenny?’ Boo snapped. 

‘I can’t sit here and see you lose money 

all night!’ Mink continued. Playing the ne-

glected consort, which came to her easier 

with Boo than it ever had with Sampson. 

‘They’re robbing you.’ 

‘Woman,’ Boo said, ‘Shut up.’ 

‘If you don’t know how to play poker, 

then go lose your money on the bloody rou-

lette wheel.’ Mink raised her hands in mock 

exasperation. Like women-can-be-so-

stubborn-sometimes. And while Boo puffed 

and the men snickered and smirked, Mink 
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shot a final look around the table at her 

three suspects. 

Boo was right: for an empath, the 

best time to read anyone was when 

they were playing cards. But that was-

n’t because people forgot to hide their 

other feelings. 

It was because when you saw some-

one playing cards, you saw how they 

won. 

Plakar had said nothing, but Mink 

recognized his expression. It was pure-

bastard. The look of a man like 

Sampson, a look that said he’d bested 

(or was about to best) someone richer, 

or stronger, or better connected, or 

more powerful than he was... And 

Mink realized then that she wasn’t 

looking for an admission of guilt, 

nothing so concrete as that; all she 

needed was to find the capability for a 

con. Plakar was just like Sampson, 

hell, he was Rodrigue Sampson: he 

didn’t care whose lives he ruined, 

which loyalties he betrayed in the 

course of his own self-advancement. 

It had to be him. It could only be 

him. 

Under the table she touched Boo’s 

thigh, lightly, lightly, two fingers curl-

ing around and over. Boo looked down 

through the glass, and Mink pointed at 

the big man. 

Boo sighed. ‘Lito,’ she said, signaling to 

the Pasifika guard. ‘Give us your gun.’ 

Toshi blinked. ‘Boo? What’s going—’ 

‘House-cleaning,’ said Boo, shrugged, 

and then shot Plakar in the face. The big man 

went down; blood went everywhere. Mink 

thought she heard herself screaming. 

Boo said, rising, hauling Mink up with 

her, ‘Sorry, Toshi. But it’s always business.’ 

 

 

Outside the casino Mink vomited into a 

pot plant while Boo checked her watch. The 

Palais crowds had begun to clear; and to the 

east the first yellow rays of dawn laddered 

the waves. A nearby club was playing bad 

neo-pop too loud; Mink could see the silhou-

ettes of dancers moving there, twisting and 

writhing like dervishes. 

‘Nice work, Miss Gosling,’ Boo said. 

‘That took half the time I thought it would. 

You’ve got a real talent there.’ 

‘I just killed a man,’ Mink said, wiping 

her mouth with the back of her hand. The 

implant in her arm felt as heavy as an an-

chor. ‘Or as near to it as makes no differ-

ence. I’ve never...’ 

‘You get used to it. I did, anyway.’ 

Boo shrugged and stepped away along the 

walkway, strewn now with the detritus of the 

night—empty bottles, shattered glasses, lost 
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scarves and broken heels. There was the 

pearl-coloured hi-house from last night, 

looking shabbier now in the half-light of 

morning. Mink pushed back her wispy yel-

low hair and followed, her legs still wobbly. 

She could still remember the disbelief on 

Plakar’s face before Boo pulled the trigger; 

that image was going to be etched into her 

memory forever... 

‘What happens next?’ she asked, as Boo 

fiddled with the hi-house’s hatch. ‘Do we go 

to see Jean Ottoman? Or do we have an-

other—’ 

‘No.’ 

‘No? We aren’t going to see Jean?’ 

Boo turned. ‘I don’t think you get it,’ she 

said. ‘We’re done here.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘I mean you’re out. You’ve done your 

thing. You’ve solved my problem, and I’ve 

solved yours. Now, get gone.’ 

‘Solved my... wait, what?’ 

Boo stepped into the hi-house and shut 

the hatch. Just like that. Mink stared it 

blankly. 

No, she thought. No. No! This can’t end 

like—You promised! 

‘Hey, lady.’ 

The voice came from behind her. She 

turned around, hoping it was one of Boo’s 

friends, come to say that Boo was joking, 

and that Jean Ottoman really did want to see 

her—but instead it was Zemaneka, sly, dark 

Zemaneka. Probably in Palais to try his hand 

at ripping off a better class of mainlander. It 

felt like years instead of hours since she’d 

seen him, and he looked somehow so young 

now, so small, so insignificant... 

Then she remembered Sampson, and her 

old life, her real life, and the trouble she’d 

have to go back to. Instinctively she took a 

step backwards. ‘Hi, er. Look, I can ex-

plain—’ 

The con grinned—casual, cool. Overly 

friendly. ‘Girl, you don’t have to explain 

anything to me,’ he drawled, opening his 

palms to her in a shrug. ‘You don’t need a 

name here, you don’t need anything, but if 

you like, maybe I can show you around a bit, 

give you a few tips on where the fun hap-

pens—’ 

Mink gaped. ‘You don’t know who I am, 

do you?’ she said. 

‘‘Fraid not, girl. You’ve got the advan-

tage over me.’ 

He didn’t see her. Didn’t see her for her 

at least. But then, Mink remembered that 

Vovitz hadn’t really seen her either. And 

then there was what the plump boy had said: 

You got to think of it like a mask, the face of 

the character you’ll be playing. I’m no 

longer Mink, she thought. I’m no longer the 

consort of Rodrigue Sampson. I’m someone 

else now. I’ve got a new face and a free do-

over. A free do-over and my freedom. 

Which was all and everything that Boo 

had promised. 

‘Thanks,’ she said to Zemaneka, ‘but no 

thanks.’ 

With a new smile in her new face, Mink 

walked out into the waking city. 

Illustrations by Eric Asaris, © 2010 
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The Issuance of 

One Hundred and Thirty-Six 
Mark Harding 

(An extract from ‘A Young Gentleman’s History of the Empire. 

Chapter 3, The Triumph of Drumraish.’ 

Illustration © 2010, Cécile Matthey 
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In those times the structure of the very city 

itself could serve as a symbol of the conflict 

between chaos and discipline. The Old Town, 

its wynds and closes laid without rhyme nor 

reason, had been finally abandoned to a 

population of much the same nature: a home 

to crime, ignorance, violence, and a whisky 

shop for every three families. While the other 

aspect of Edinburgh—so near as to be cheek 

to jowl on the same face—was the New 

Town; considered and commodious, novel 

when required, yet respectful of the best tra-

ditions of the past, imposing order alike upon 

unthinking stone and conscious flesh. 

And fittingly, it is the New Town where 

we start our tale, as Lord Drumraish and Dr 

Knox complete their nighttime dissections in 

his Lordship’s well-appointed laboratory. As 

was their habit when fresh stock had been 

obtained, Drumraish and Knox had been dis-

secting from evening until the early hours, 

uninterrupted and isolated, working under the 

illumination of the plentiful oil lamps. They 

were now concluding their long hours of re-

search by marking those remains that were of 

sufficient medical interest for preservation. 

Drumraish’s mute assistant was preparing the 

specimen jars, the dissection tables strewn 

with samples, the air pungent with the odours 

of blood and preservative alcohol. 

Knox, forgetting his manners, was pacing 

around the corpses, blood dripping from his 

arms and hands, expounding his theory of a 

hierarchy of species within the genus homo to 

Drumraish as if he were lecturing to some 

callow student. 

What an irony it was, that at the very mo-

ment Knox was at his most boastful about his 

own expertise, that less than a mile away, a 

creature was bestirring that could not be 

found anywhere within Knox’s taxonomy. 

And now our narrative must once more 

touch upon the Old Town—to those dank and 

fetid levels in which the over-populous made 

their habitation. Unable to deal with the bur-

geoning rabble by building out, the inhabi-

tants had built down; creating subterranean 

streets of crowded cellars that never saw day-

light and rarely felt the virtue of clean air. 

And inside one of these dark and dingy 

cellars, a creature was preparing for a jour-

ney. 

The thing was a man, but a man whose 

appearance was so foreign to Nature’s breast 

that even the most deformed wretch would 

regard his depravity as self-evident. Yet the 

creature was not alone. Although shunned by 

all of the—if we can call it—society in which 

he lived, the creature had a companion; a 

woman who, for whatever reasons of her 

own, had remained bound to him, despite 

their ‘marriage by repute’ having never been 

solemnised by either church or state. 

Lord Drumraish meanwhile, after these 

many hours of dissection, was finding his 

mind wandering to thoughts of a moment 

spent in the quiet company of a brandy and 

cigar. Consequently—and with perhaps, 

some tone of impatience born of the late 

hour—Drumraish interrupted Knox’s dis-

course to declare that he saw little in the way 

of utility, and still less in the way of profit, in 

promulgating a theory that merely stated the 

obvious. 

The waspish Doctor punned that, as his 

Lordship was one of the richest men in the 

British Empire, and as far from a shopkeeper 

as could be imagined, he could scarcely com-

prehend his Lordship’s desire for profit in 

every endeavour. 

‘Ah my good fellow,’ Drumraish sighed as 

he rolled down his jacket sleeves and but-

toned his surgeon’s cuffs. ‘Your remark 

shows that you are not used to carrying the 

onerous weight of dynasty. You sir, merely 

have to please yourself and to care for your 

family. I however—the inheritor of lands, 

fortune and reputation earned over nearly a 

thousand years—must pursue my ambitions 

to the time-scale of the next thousand. My 

Edinburgh, January 1840: The early hours of a bitter cold morning. 
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mines, my ironworks, my cotton mills; all 

my concerns in the Indies, South America, 

Australasia; my manufactories and ship-

yards; my ships plying their trade from the 

Orient to the Baltic—these things can never 

be enough. I am not building the glory of 

one generation, but the generations of my 

family to come. Most men live and die in 

one life, but the Drumraish name passes 

through the centuries.’ And thus his Lord-

ship delicately reminded Dr Knox of the dis-

tance between their respective stations. 

Dr Knox, fallen silent after this speech, 

dried his hands and rolled down the sleeves 

of his coat. Drumraish graciously shook 

hands as goodbye; and after collecting his 

Highland dirk and his loaded pistol, the Doc-

tor bade his Lordship a fair adieu. 

And in the Old Town, the gruesome crea-

ture had set off on a journey also; accompa-

nied by his female, he made his way, with a 

twisted halting gait, first through the dank 

warren of connected cellars, and then out 

into the wholesome air of the everyday 

world. The couple proceeded stealthily, like 

thieves wary of attracting attention from the 

respectable and their guards, but they pro-

ceeded determinedly, walking the mere 

mile—a mere mile, but a world apart—to the 

airy wide streets of the New Town. 

Drumraish shivered a little at the cold air 

that had seeped into the laboratory with Dr. 

Knox’s departure. He reflected that in a 

sense Knox’s increasing embitterment was 

justified; it seemed that the medical estab-

lishment would be forever prejudiced against 

Knox because of his connection with the 

hanged fool Burke and his betrayer Hare. 

But Knox refused to adjust his life to his new 

circumstances; instead trying to pretend that 

scandal did not mark him like a disfiguring 

disease. It was regretful, but Drumraish con-

cluded that Knox was an association that he 

may soon have to relinquish. Such are the 

obligations of nobility. 

He had two or three hours before he 

needed to set off to London for a vote in the 

Lords, so Drumraish shouted for the footman 

waiting outside and instructed him to repair 

to the house to ensure that the study fire was 

blazing and the best cigars were readied. 

The footman departed, and apart from the 

mute, Drumraish was alone. The trouble 

with men like Knox, Drumraish reflected, 

was that they are too specialist. It made them 

fools in their dealings with society at large. 

With this thought he looked towards his 

‘mirror table’ or Luminegraph, a device with 

a potential that Drumraish had hinted at, but 

Knox had lacked the vision to comprehend. 

The mechanism was fixed to an ordinary 

desk and reached up to the height of a stand-

ing man. It could most easily be described to 

the layman by reference to a mixture of more 

familiar devices: the workings of a large 

clock, pieces of astronomical equipment, a 

Heliograph, and a band of crystal glass 

prisms and lenses; formed in a manner per-

haps reminiscent of the magnifying devices 

used for lighthouse illumination. 

Knox had obliquely mocked it as a toy or 

a glittering bauble fit for a Ball. And in truth, 

the private experiments Drumraish had per-

formed on his subjects had all ended in fail-

ure, and eventually, the line of research had 

been abandoned. Yet Drumraish still main-

tained a fondness for the device, as for a lost 

love, and insisted that the mute maintained 

the machine with complete diligence. 

The door clattered open. Assuming that 

for some reason his servant had returned, 

and barely interrupting his thoughts, Lord 

Drumraish threw an idle glance at the en-

trance: but it was not the footman who stood 

there. 

The intruder was wearing the cheapest 

linen shirt and galligaskins, a cheap top hat 

of rabbit fur, and no coat. Despite the pov-

erty of his clothes he was a strapping size – 

nearly six feet tall – and with a build that 

would make him sought after as a footman if 

his face were not so disfigured. Even in the 

shadows of the doorway—away from the 

illumination of the lamps—Lord Drumraish 

could tell that his visage was strangely 

twisted. A woman slipped through the door-

way behind him. She wore a linen dress and 

dowdy shawl of a poverty equal to her com-

panion’s. 

The mute stood open-mouthed, his gaze 
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oscillating between the intruders and Lord 

Drumraish. With quick thought, his Lordship 

strode away from the dissection area to the 

Luminegraph table—inside the drawer of 

which was a brace of pistols—all the while 

trying to judge if the intruder could rush 

across the room and reach him before he had 

secured the weapons. 

‘Sir,’ the ruffian said in a coarse voice. 

‘Your Lordship, do ye not remember me?’ 

The stranger limped forward into the light: 

his face was a jaundiced yellow, with 

strangely bright, thick red lips; gross red 

mottles patterned his cheeks and forehead, 

and purple bands of bunched muscles, look-

ing like boils and tendons, appeared to be 

constantly moving, twisting the creature’s 

face into expressions that Lord Drumraish, a 

man who was no mean student of physiog-

nomy, would not have believed possible. 

‘It’s me sir, Billy. Ye employed me six 

years ago for your stoodies, sir.’ 

His Lordship stared at the creature but felt 

that he really couldn’t be expected to re-

member one of so many. 

The woman locked the door to the labora-

tory and removed the key. 

The ruffian rolled up his shirtsleeve and 

held up his left arm. Above his wrist was an 

angular tattoo. 

‘Ye see, sir?’ 

From a distance the marking certainly 

looked genuine: a design of a square, inside 

of which had been pricked a number. It was 

his Lordship’s practice to have the subjects 

of his experimentations tattooed with a serial 

number. This was advantageous because his 

Lordship had arrangements with the consta-

bles and medical schools that they would 

inform him when these markings appeared 

amongst the bodies of the dead (or insane)—

a procedure which gave him an indication, at 

least, of the fate of his experimental subjects 

after they had left his employ. 

It had taken longer than usual, his Lord-

ship concluded, but this one had gone mad 

too. 

‘Do ye remember, sir?’ piped up the 

woman. ‘Ye engraved him with the number 

seventy-five.’ 

‘Not without consulting my records,’ his 

Lordship replied, omitting to mention that 

his ledgers were on the shelves in this very 

laboratory. ‘I do recall I would have paid 

you well. Did I not?’ 

‘Aye sir, I remember your taskings,’ said 

the man, shuddering. ‘But ye did pay well.’ 

‘We thought I was going to bear a child, 

sir,’ the woman decided to add. ‘Billy did it 

for the sake of the little one.’ 

‘And you were paid. So be off with you.’ 

‘But we need your help, sir,’ the female 

answered back. 

‘At this time? Come back tomorrow.’ 

They made no attempt to leave. 

‘Leave this moment!’ 

They did not move. 

Containing his anger, Lord Drumraish 

turned to his mute assistant. ‘Go to the house 

at once! Bring Brown and the footman.’ 

The mute walked to the door, but the 

woman changed her posture to make clear 

that if the mute stepped further there would 

be a struggle. In response, the simpleton 

merely turned to his master and stared like a 

bewildered hound. 

‘Allow him to leave!’ Drumraish shouted. 

The woman took out a filthy kerchief and 

shaped it into a gag. 

‘We must ask ye not to shout, sir.’ 

Lord Drumraish knew his servants would 

not dare to disturb him, no matter what noise 

they heard from the laboratory. He wondered 

if one shot would be enough to kill the yel-

low-faced brute. 

The creature—experiment 75—removed 

his top hat. He did not tip the hat from his 

head, but had to lift it. 

Where one would expect to see the top of 

his head, instead there was an arrangement 

of thin iron bars, curving at the top like a 

cage, extending a full five inches above his 

forehead. A casual glance could deceive the 

onlooker that the upper part of his cranium 

had been replaced by machinery. Within the 

cage was an intricate structure, not unlike an 

orrery, of interlaced wheels, flywheels and 

cogs; the brass darkened from exposure to 

the air. Despite the tarnish of the years how-

ever, some of the silver springs and cogs still 
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glinted in the lamplight, and blue tongues 

flickered as the Voltaic pile was charged 

from 75’s movements. In the centre of the 

structure was a complex arrangement of 

miniature prisms, lenses and mirrors. 

Now Lord Drumraish remembered. He 

was astounded the subject had survived for 

so long. 

There was a gasp from 75 as his face 

twisted violently in time to the blue flashes 

round the Voltaic pile. Drumraish looked on 

fascinated. The current into the subject’s 

brain had developed a secondary effect, 

Drumraish observed, wondering if this had 

been an immediate symptom of the opera-

tion; but he dared not consult his ledgers yet: 

he needed to stay in position to retrieve the 

pistols when the opportunity arose. 

‘I have dreams, sir. The strangest of 

dreams, sir, at night, or even in the day. Vi-

sions and feelings I canna’ understand and 

canna’ control.’ 

Lord Drumraish’s heart pounded. There 

was fear in his agitation, yet the greater part 

was intellectual excitement. His Lordship 

had thought the Myrmidon experiments had 

been a failure! The effects of the operation 

had always faded so quickly – the human 

brain, it transpired, possessed a stubborn 

plasticity that had always allowed it to return 

to the status quo within a matter of days. 

Yet here, it was obvious the apparatus 

was still working in some fashion. After sev-

eral years! It would be splendid to capture 

the brute and check the variations in the 

components used. Oh! What an opportunity! 

And indeed, perhaps there was a possibility 

that Lord Drumraish would not need the pis-

tols to control the intruder—but what chance 

was there that the machinery could be 

coaxed into full service after such a period of 

time? 

‘Bring my husband back to me, sir.’ 

‘What do you mean by that?’ 

‘I canna’ work, sir,’ the ruffian said. ‘No 

one will have me near them.’ 

‘Put him back how he was,’ the woman 

ordered. ‘Make him so he can sleep again... 

and smile again.’ 

As if Lord Drumraish would destroy such 

an important example of his own work! 

‘And you can afford to pay my time for 

an operation?’ 

‘Ye are heartless, sir. That’s why I am 

happy to use this.’ The feral woman resorted 

to type and produced a vicious knife from 

underneath her shawl. ‘Take out the pieces 

that dig into Billy’s brain. If ye don’t do it, 

or if ye hurt him while he’s under your 

knife… by God I’ll kill ye!’ 

Smarting at receiving orders from a 

woman of such low station, yet perceiving 

only danger in open disagreement, Drum-

raish instructed the mute to prepare a dissec-

tion table for an operation. 

‘I have some tools I will need,’ Lord 

Drumraish said and pulled open the drawer 

containing the brace of pistols. 

He had time to cock one of the pistols be-

fore the male was upon him. The brute was 

too close for Lord Drumraish to get a clear 

position, and he discharged the shot at an 

upward angle into the creature’s left breast. 

In the enclosed laboratory, the sound was 

deafening. Blood frothed from the wound; 

after a moment 75 fell to his knees; his sten-

torian breathing accompanied by groans of 

pain. 

‘Billy! Billy!’ the woman cried. But in-

stead of taking her natural role as nurse, she 

rushed upon Drumraish, screaming wildly 

like a banshee. ‘I knew ye’d no’ deal fairly!’ 

She raised the knife. Lord Drumraish dashed 

around the Luminegraph table, all the while 

preparing the remaining pistol, which he 

cocked and fired. But instead of the thunder-

clap heard earlier, there was nothing but a 

futile click. The pistol had not gone off. 

Emboldened, the female attacked Lord 

Drumraish with renewed fury. She possessed 

only the strength of a woman but she had the 

speed of a pickpocket and the cunning of the 

gutter. Lord Drumraish’s attempts to strike 

her head with the pistol merely resulted in a 

long gash into the back of his hand and fore-

arm. Wary of such surprising resourceful-

ness in his opponent, he stepped back, care-

ful not to turn his back to her, but he almost 

fell. 

The male fiend was holding onto his legs! 
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‘Meg!’ the ruffian gasped. 

Drumraish called out to the mute for help. 

‘Catch her! ‘Hold on to her arms!’ 

If the mute were more of a man, the situa-

tion might not be so desperate, but despite 

his master’s calls, the mute merely remained 

stupefied, his mouth gaping in amazement. 

It was like some scene from a Germanic 

romance: the shadows cast from the illumi-

nation of the oil lamps; Lord Drumraish and 

the madwoman intensely staring at each 

other, the female’s knife poised to strike; the 

brutish, deformed labourer still on his knees, 

but back straight and arms strong; the mute 

idiot cowering in the far corner. 

‘Ye’ve nay protectors now.’ she snarled, 

‘I’ll make ye pay for Billy!’ In unarmed con-

flict he could overpower her, but with the 

advantage of her knife and her fiendish 

speed, she was formidable; and Lord Drum-

raish knew she would not wait too long be-

fore seeking her bloody revenge. As if by 

accident he threw the lever to operate the 

clockwork mechanism on the table before 

him. 

The prisms of the Luminegraph had been 

so designed as to concentrate the surround-

ing illumination onto the single target of the 

signal mirror. With the action of the clock-

work, the mirror rotated, flashing a beam of 

light around the laboratory like a miniature 

lighthouse. The light flickered across 75’s 

twisted visage in a complex arrangement of 

pulses. Drumraish would have no opportu-

nity to adjust the sequence or the speed, no 

opportunity to check the condition of the ap-

paratus that he had built into the brute. He 

could only trust that Fortune was on his side. 

‘Madam, if you kill me I cannot remove 

the bullet from him,’ said Lord Drumraish in 

a reasonable tone. ‘There are things in this 

drawer I need. I found the pistols and in my 

fear I acted rashly. It is not a mistake I will 

make again.’ 

She hesitated. In the flashing light, Drum-

raish could see her expressions battling be-

tween savage hatred and desperate hope. 

‘What d’ye think, Billy?’ she asked. But 

she received no answer from the giant at 

Drumraish’s feet. 

‘You can open the drawer yourself,’ 

Drumraish added. ‘I have a device inside it 

that will remove the bullet cleanly. Hurry! 

He’s losing much blood.’ 

All the while insolently staring into Lord 

Drumraish’s face, and with one hand ready 

with the knife, the she-devil started rummag-

ing in the drawer. 

75’s hands loosened from Lord Drum-

raish’s legs. 

‘There’s only papers here,’ the female 

croaked suspiciously. 

‘No, there’s a tool. It’s a little like a can-

dle trimmer.’ 

She stepped back. ‘No, there isna’.’ 

‘Seventy-five. Seventy-five. Seventy-

five.’ Lord Drumraish intoned. 

With a snarl, the madwoman drew back 

her knife and attacked. Drumraish raised his 

arms to protect his body, the knife painfully 

stabbing into his right forearm. 

‘Stand!’ Lord Drumraish shouted. Never 

had Lord Drumraish had so much need for 

an experiment to succeed! 

75 stood. 

‘Billy!’ the female cried. 

‘Hold her arms down!’ Lord Drumraish 

shouted and backed away. 

The she-devil rushed towards Drumraish, 

but 75 had stepped in her path. Lord Drum-

raish could see her face, astonished and be-

wildered at this display of the power of sci-

ence. 75 put her into a bear hug, pinning her 

arms to her sides, her knife now immobile in 

her hand. 

‘Billy,’ she sobbed. 

‘Bring her over here. Follow me.’ Lord 

Drumraish instructed 75, now his Novus 

Myrmidon. 

‘What have you done to Billy?’ she whis-

pered. 

75 shuffled down the room towards the 

dissection tables. Glimpsing her destination, 

the female shrieked at Drumraish: ‘Ye mon-

ster, ye foul godless creature!’ 

‘Put her on the table.’ Lord Drumraish 

positioned himself at her head. There was a 

careless moment when Drumraish glimpsed 

75’s ghastly pale, sick face; warped with 

emotions so conflicting that they formed into 
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a strange grimace, like a medieval study of 

madness, or the head of a gargoyle hewn in 

the dark ages. 

So distracted was his Lordship, that for 

moment he forgot the hazard of his situation; 

but the skittering sound of the she-devil’s 

knife as it scraped across the dissecting table 

brought him back to his senses. 

‘Keep her right arm down on the table,’ 

he instructed the Myrmidon, as he completed 

the shackling of her limbs. 

‘Bring me a chair,’ he ordered the mute. 

Exhausted, Lord Drumraish sat, his ex-

citement fading into the pain of his injuries. 

Wincing from their soreness, he dosed his 

own wounds with surgical alcohol and ap-

plied bandages. 

With a start, he realised that the clock-

work of the Luminegraph had wound down 

and was no longer pulsing its signal of light. 

How long had it been inactive! 

He glanced over to his Myrmidon. All 

was well, 75 stood motionless at the head of 

the dissection table, breathing erratically, the 

left side of his shirt stained with blood. 

The subservience of the creature was 

holding. Could there have ever have been a 

better test of his work? What a success! 

Galvanised by his triumph, Lord Drum-

raish rushed over to the drawers of surgical 

instruments, intent on the preservation of the 

Myrmidon’s life so that further studies could 

be made. While he searched for what he 

would need he called over his shoulder, ‘75. 

Lie down on the empty dissecting table.’ 

But when he turned around, 75 had 

moved closer to the head of the female. The 

Myrmidon looked down on her, his face a 

fluctuating mass of twisting emotions. Then 

he reached down and lifted the knife from 

her hand! 

Yet again during that night, Drumraish 

was staring death in the face! The Lumine-

graph would take a fatal number of minutes 

to restart. With, perhaps, more bravery than 

wisdom, Drumraish dashed to the dissecting 

table and faced opposite his Myrmidon. 

‘Good Billy! Good! Kill him!’ shrieked 

the female. 

‘Seventy-five, put the knife down,’ or-

dered Drumraish. 

‘Kill him! Stab him!’ 

‘Seventy-five, seventy-five. Stay where 

you are! Put the knife down!’ 

The creature’s body jerked violently, his 

arms hovering over the body of the harpy. A 

mere few feet away, Drumraish could see 

clearly the battle shown in 75’s face between 

his own will and that of his superior. Which 

would win? 

‘Seventy-five, stab the woman! Kill her!’ 

Drumraish called, attempting to force the 

episode to its conclusion. 

‘No!’ screamed the female. 

The Myrmidon seemed frozen. Then as if 

suddenly released, he grasped the knife in 

both hands and held it above his head... And 

with terrific force he plunged the blade down 

into his own chest! 

He leaned forward momentarily, splatter-

ing blood over the female, and then stag-

gered backwards. With a clattering sound, as 

the crown mechanism struck the stone, 75 

fell onto the floor. 

Cautiously, Drumraish checked the pulse; 

the Myrmidon was dead. Almost weeping 

with frustration at such a loss to Science, he 

kicked 75’s body repeatedly. 

Eventually calmed, he gagged the woman 

to stop the distraction of her screaming; he 

needed to think. 

He called the mute to fetch the ledger for 

75. 

In calm concentration, Lord Drumraish 

stood squarely at the lectern, examining the 

record of the experiment. The knowledge 

gained from 75 must not be wasted; the les-

sons must be gathered, repeated, and refined. 

And yet the Bohemian-made components 

Drumraish had used in 75’s crown were no 

longer in any of his laboratories! 

The male would be too heavy to lift. The 

dissection would have to be performed on 

the floor where he lay. 

Drumraish called again to the mute, 

‘Bring me the index.’ 
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The female would get her wish after all. 

The device would be removed. However, it 

would not be reaching the end of its use. The 

mute would be able to prepare her while 

Drumraish commenced the excision from the 

male. 

He called to the mute: ‘Mark the female 

in the usual way.’ 

Taking pen and ink, Drumraish opened 

the index ledger and wrote a new entry.—

‘With number one hundred and thirty-six.’ 

As if on cue, the high windows of the 

laboratory began to glow in the light of a 

new dawn. 

Illustration © 2010, Cécile Matthey 
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[R: Here’s the transcript. “I” is interviewer 

(me) and “K” is subject. Let me know what 

you want to do next.] 
22:00 

21 November 2097 

I: Please state your full name and I.D. number. 

K: Kimba M. 507668. 

I: Are you giving this confession of your own 

free will, Kimba? 

K: Yes. I am. I guess I’m in a lot of trouble now, 

huh? Is Lisal okay? 

I: Why don’t you go ahead and tell me what hap-

pened. Start at the beginning. How did you get 

the pass? 

K: The real one? I got it this morning. From her. 

From Lisal. She came down the hall, like she 

does, checking on us after breakfast. She came 

into our room and asked us how we were. I joked; 

I said something like, “Still incarcerated.” She 

gave a little smile. 

So she gave us clean socks which is kind of 

like a treat and we put them on and she asked 

about our breakfast. 

I complained to her about the food. I told her 

it was gross and that there was never enough of it. 

Lisal said she knew. She said they were 

“working on it.” She said there wasn’t enough 

food anywhere and that they don’t like to send it 

here. She said there was even a lawsuit going on 

about it back home. 

What does that even mean? In my head it 

seems to me like maybe it’s a special kind of out-

fit, like with armor. Like people at home are 

wearing special protective suits made of law so 

that we can have more food. No, that’s “mail,” I 

think. I think we learned about that in history. 

Suits of mail. You know, we learn about all sorts 

of things. The Ancient Greeks and Bloody Mary 

and the Great Departure, I don’t know, it’s all 

pretty vague to me. I’m sure I have it all wrong 

about most of those things. They’re stories about 

things that really happened, but it just doesn’t 

seem very useful. What do we need to know 

about all that for anyway? Although I did like 

learning the one about the man in the iron mask, 

his name was Mandela, and when he escaped and 

they realized they’d made a mistake, they made 

him the king of his country. Do you know that 

story? 

I: I don’t think so. Not one that happened like 

that, I mean. 

K: Really? But you know, that’s the best one. 

That was one everyone liked. Of course we would 

like that story. Because it was all a horrible, re-

grettable mistake! Don’t you get it? 

I: Let’s get back to what happened this morning. 

K: Yeah. Sorry. Well, like I said, Lisal was 

checking on us and talking to us and we were 
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complaining. The other girls wanted to talk to her too, 

but she was really there to see me, I knew. So she said 

she’d walk us to class, and, I know it’s stupid, but I 

tried to hold her hand and she let me and I asked her 

dumb questions about things I already knew the an-

swers to, questions like what’s the beach and whether 

or not she likes tomatoes and why not. Stupid ques-

tions to keep her talking, to keep her near us. 

So she walked us down the hall, me and R.J., 

holding our hands. I was on one side and R.J. was on 

the other. When we got to the classrooms, we saw 

Horatio and he saw us with Lisal and he smirked at 

me. I knew he’d give me a hard time about holding 

hands with her. [Unintelligible], you know, because 

it’s babyish. You don’t have to tell me. I know. And 

it’s kissing up, he thinks. But so he just nodded at 

Lisal and smirked at me. He generally ignores R.J. 

Lisal kind of frowned and nodded back at him. He 

just stood there waiting for me, nobody saying any-

thing until Lisal said, “Horatio, you go into class. I 

want to talk to Kimba for a minute” and Horatio was 

all smiles and “sure, fine, Lisal” and he said he’d save 

me a seat. I told him to save one for R.J. too. Lisal 

knew not to send R.J. in; she knows he doesn’t like to 

be apart from me. And I don’t care what that ridicu-

lous file says and I don’t know why Lisal wrote what 

she did about him. That’s so obnoxious. And I’m so 

worried about him. He can get very upset and I’m the 

only one who can calm him down. You should really 

just let him be with me. I know you won’t though. 

But so Horatio laughed but went in, kind of slid-

ing in the doorway behind another kid and Lisal 

pulled our hands off of hers and opened the door 

again and told Teacher G. that she’d send us in when 

she was done with us. Then she walked down the hall 

a little way and we followed her. Most kids were in 

their classrooms by then, and the hallway sort of ech-

oed with the scraping noises of chairs and desks mov-

ing around, like it sounds when we first arrive in mu-

sic class and we can’t help but fool around with the 

instruments even though it drives Teacher T. crazy. 

It’s like, the more you’re not supposed to blow on 

something or strum something the more you want to 

do it, you know? He’ll be shouting not to touch any-

thing as soon as we walk in the room and we just 

head right for them, the instruments. It’s pretty hys-

terical. Hysterically funny, but he also gets hysterical, 

you know? It’s just so hard to keep our hands off 

things like that. 

It makes you wonder why he wanted to be a music 

teacher in the first place. I mean, what was he think-

ing? From what Lisal tells me, it’s not even like the 

pay here is very good. He must be a saint, right? 

Aren’t you all? All you people who work here. 

Maybe not the Monitors and Guards so much. 

They’re just too stupid or criminal to do anything 

else. Isn’t that right? But the rest of you. You know, 

Lisal said that if she worked here long enough, they’d 

pay back her higher ed loans. But she told me that she 

did higher ed just so that she could come here and 

help us. Do you believe that? 

I: Let’s get back on track, Kimba. What did Lisal say 

to you in the hallway? 

K: Fine, I know, I know. What did Lisal say. Well, 

what happened was, I was kind of leaning against the 

wall, looking at the ground and she crouched down a 

little to look in my face. She’s a lot taller than me, 

you know. I mean, I’m just undersized is all. People 

always think I’m a kid, but I’m not. But so she sort of 

bent her knees and put her hands on her hips and 

looked up into my face. It couldn’t have been very 

comfortable. She was like, “I don’t know if you un-

derstand how important it is for you to stay out of 

trouble” and all that stuff. 

I just kind of smiled at her, sheepish, I guess. She 

told me that Lucas had already started working on an 

appeal for me and that she wanted me to come to her 

office to see her later. And then she stopped crouch-

ing and she stood up and took out her official pad and 

leaned it against the wall and wrote out a pass on it. 

She told me to come after morning classes. And then 

she told me I was very lucky and how not everyone 

gets this chance. And then she said, “So you have to 

be very careful with yourself, okay?” 

I remember that’s exactly what she said, “you 

have to be very careful with yourself,” because I liked 

it so much. I imagined myself like a glass of cold 

milk that was very full. I had to be very careful in 

order not to spill myself. 

So I took the piece of paper and I took R.J.’s hand 

and we started to head toward the classroom and Lisal 

was like, “Stay away from Horatio, Kimba.” She kind 

of growled it in like a jokey way. I said okay. She 

looked at me very serious-like before she pushed the 

door open for us and we went in. 

So that’s what I talked about with Lisal this morn-

ing. 

I: Didn’t you have to turn in the pass when you went 

to see her? 

K: Yeah, but I’d given it to Horatio in art class. You 

know, before I went. 

I: Tell me what happened in art class. That was next, 

right? 

K: Yeah. Well, Horatio had saved seats for us at one 

of the round tables. When I came in, there were those 

disposable low res cams on the table and some cray-

ons for coloring in. We were supposed to do these 

self-portraits. We do this quite a bit, actually. Like, 

you capture the image and then you fill it in yourself, 

kind of artistically. We all know it’s diagnostic, you 

know? 

Horatio’s was funny. He had already taken the 

picture and he was drawing on the image, giving him-

self huge, dark eyes and a crazy mouth full of jagged 

teeth. He was like, “They’ll knock themselves out 

with this one. They’ll call me in for a ‘conversation.’” 

I thought that was funny, but I wasn’t going to do 

anything like that with my picture. I was going to be 

careful with myself. Because, you see, I was thinking 

that maybe what I could do was to take a picture of 
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myself that showed what I looked like so that if the 

appeal did go through, they could send the picture to 

my mother. I know it’s dumb, but I was thinking that 

they could send the picture of me so that she would be 

prepared, she would know that this is what I look like 

now, that I’m not a baby anymore. I’m sixteen years 

old. Did you think I was younger than that? You 

probably did. But really, it’s just cause I’m under-

sized. I mean, most of us are. Not Horatio, though. 

But so I suppose I’m just about average, really. If I 

got out, though, if I went home, I realize, I wouldn’t 

be average, I really would be undersized. I bet I’d get 

picked on a lot back home, since I’d be so much 

smaller than everyone else. Do you think that’s true? 

Do you think they would’ve picked on me? 

Anyway, I thought of that when I was making my 

picture and it made me really kind of sad. You know? 

But then, I was just thinking that if I could do a pic-

ture that did approximate me in some way, that then 

she wouldn’t be shocked when she saw me again. 

You know, Teacher G. probably still has the pic-

ture. You could see it if you like. I mean, I just took a 

basic image of my head and stuff—I wanted to make 

sure you could see my earring holes. See, no earrings, 

but we all pierce our ears with whatever we can get 

our hands on. But we don’t have anything, really, to 

put in the holes. Obviously. But I think they look 

kinda good anyway, though. 

When the picture was dry, I colored in my hair a 

little darker and made my lips a little redder. My nose 

looked big, you know, but there wasn’t anything I 

could do about that. I drew some hearts and stars and 

moons and other stupid stuff like that around my 

head. I guess it doesn’t really matter. But I do think 

the picture turned out all right. I wonder if you could 

still send it on to my mother? That would be good if 

you could do that. 

But anyway. So, we were just drawing on the pic-

tures. One of the table’s legs was shorter than the oth-

ers so it rocked and tilted when one of us leaned in to 

work on our picture. So I made my self-portrait, 

thinking and drawing and talking to Horatio, creaking 

the table back and forth like a seesaw. Of course he 

wanted to know what Lisal wanted, but I didn’t tell 

him right away. I just kind of pretended it was no big 

deal and then finally I mentioned the pass that Lisal 

had given me and that I had in the pocket of my uni-

form. 

He was like, let me have it. 

I shook my head, no. I told him I had to see her 

later. Maybe I knew that would make him a little nuts, 

me not giving it to him. I don’t know. Maybe I did. 

He said he wanted it. He promised to give it back. 

I was like, “I don’t know, Horatio. Why’d you want 

it?” 

And he said he just wanted it. 

And then he grabbed R.J.’s picture. R.J.’s self-

portrait was just a swirl on the page. I had gotten him 

started on it. So Horatio just ripped it in half. 

I told him to stop, but he said he’d do “worse” if I 

didn’t give him the pass. Then R.J. started moaning 

and Teacher G. came over to find out what was going 

on. 

Horatio just laughed. “Crazy,” he said, twirling a 

finger by his ear. “Cuckoo. The two of them!” 

Teacher G. just told him to cut it out and then 

moved back away toward another table, a table full of 

the real psychos who were, like, feeding each other 

art supplies. 

I begged Horatio to leave R.J. alone, but I knew he 

wouldn’t. I mean, I was really mad, but what was I 

gonna do? When I slapped the note down, the table 

rocked toward me, making the crayons and stuff jump 

in the air. I told him I wanted the note back, that I’d 

tell on him if he didn’t give it back. 

He was like, “I already told you I’d give it back.” 

And he did. He gave it back just in time for me to 

go to her office. 

So is that what you wanted to know? 

I: Yes. That’s good, Kimba. Now tell me about when 

you went to Lisal’s office. 

K: Well, the pass only had my name on it, but most 

of the guards just kind of glanced at it and no one 

gave me any trouble about having R.J. along with me. 

R.J. was nervous—he’s often nervous—so he held my 

hand and stayed close as we worked our way through 

all the gates and dark halls. It was kind of exciting, 

really. Kind of fun. When we got to the office, the 

door was already open and Lucas was there with Li-

sal, sitting together in front of a desk instead of be-

hind it. I suppose this was meant to suggest to me that 

this was an informal meeting, that they weren’t trying 

to emphasize their authority or anything. Of course I 

felt uncomfortable anyway. I love Lisal so much, it 

makes me always act weird around her. I guess I do 

act babyish. But whenever I don’t, whenever I try to 

act [unintelligible] or if I say something to be funny, 

she kind of just looks at me, sort of confused and hor-

rified. Kind of like the way you look at me. 

Just kidding. Ha ha. But I mean, Lucas being there 

just made me feel weirder. Do you know him? Lucas? 

I: I don’t. 

K: I mean, Lucas is okay, I guess. He’s an advocate 

and I’m not really sure what it is that he does, really. I 

mean, once a year they gather us all in the gym and 

Lucas or some other advocate reads our universal 

rights. But other than that? No idea what he does. 

Although one time, this girl, Soran, got pregnant 

and it was this huge deal, like there had been failure at 

so many steps along the way, you know? I mean, she 

got pretty far along before they even noticed. It was 

so funny. And then they were like, how was she not 

sterile? And it must’ve been a guard, because of 

course none of the kids are supposed to be able to, 

you know, either. The advocates were all over us that 

time, for sure. All sort of interviews and stuff. 

We heard that the fetus didn’t test positive, so they 

had no idea what to do, you know? Nobody really 

knows what happened to her in the end. I heard they 

sent her home. But Horatio started this rumor that her 
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baby was in one of the next shipments in. I know that 

was just a rumor because he told me he was going to 

start it. But, I mean, it could’ve been true. Did you 

hear about that? 

I: No. 

K: Oh. It did happen though. 

I: Of course. Let’s get back to the meeting. 

K: Of course? Of course it happened or of course I’m 

telling the truth? 

I: I’m not sure what you’re asking, Kimba. Are you 

upset because I didn’t hear about that story? 

K: Do you believe me that it’s true? 

I: Of. Yes. I do. 

K: Because things like that happen here? 

I: I think, sadly, that they do. 

K: All right then. But I’m saying. I think that’s a 

pretty messed up story. I think a story like that de-

serves more than, you know, an “of course.” But fine. 

Of course. 

Okay. Lucas. Like I said, he’s all right. I don’t 

know, I don’t really like him that much. When I came 

it he said something like, “I’ve heard a lot about you, 

Kimba,” like we’d never met before or anything. 

Which we have. You know. The whole Soran thing. 

Anyway. He wasn’t smiling, but he was almost-

friendly. 

There was like this green couch facing them. I 

pried R.J.’s hand off my own and kind of half picked 

him up to scoot him into onto the couch. I noticed that 

Lucas was looking at me funny. I saw that out of the 

corner of my eye. He was looking at me funny and 

then he looked over to Lisal and she sort of waved her 

hand or something, like “we’ll talk about it later.” I 

sat down next to R.J. 

Lisal had a plate with cookies on it and she stood 

up and offered it to us. R.J. tried to take the whole 

plate, but she wouldn’t let it go. “One at a time,” she 

said. 

I repeated that, “one at a time,” but he took two 

anyway. 

I took one, too. I only took one. One at a time. 

When she put the cookies back on the desk behind 

her, I wondered if there would be another “time” for 

me to take another “one.” 

R.J. wanted another cookie almost immediately, 

but I took his thumb and gave it to him and he put it 

in his mouth. That keeps him occupied, at least for a 

little while. 

Lisal was like, “We need your permission to pur-

sue this” and all and she took a piece of paper off of 

her desk and gave it to me. And, as I held it, you 

know, it was funny. I wasn’t thinking about the ap-

peal at all. I noticed that my fingertips were leaving 

crumbs on the paper and I was wishing I had licked 

them. 

Lisal said something about them being “really 

hopeful.” And then she said that they wanted Dr. Rii 

there, but that he had a session. But she said she 

“spoke to him at length” and that he would “support” 

my application. And then she said, “He thinks you 

have some issues, but he doesn’t think you’re danger-

ous. And he also says that you’re extremely intelli-

gent.” 

Am I making that part up? I don’t think so. I don’t 

think that could have existed in my imagination be-

fore it happened. I was suddenly in love with Rii. 

Maybe not in love. But I felt something like that. I felt 

myself smiling and I couldn’t help it. Extremely intel-

ligent. I wanted to hear it again. Like the cookies. I 

just wanted more and more and more of it. 

I mean, how did Rii get that impression? I can’t 

remember the things I’ve said to him in the past. I 

wanted to know what those things were so that I 

could keep saying them, again and again to everyone, 

especially anyone I met back on Earth, so that they 

would think, what an intelligent young woman! And 

can you believe she was brought up in one of those 

Extra-planetary Homes? 

Anyway, Lisal was like, “Lucas is going to ex-

plain all of this to you” and “it’s up to you. You don’t 

have to do this, but there’s no reason not to.” And 

then she said something like, the only thing they were 

concerned about was that there’s always a possibility 

of failure and they wanted me to know that Lucas was 

going to make his best arguments, but that there was 

no guarantee. So I had to be prepared for both eventu-

alities. A finding for me or a finding against me. And 

then she turned it over to Lucas. 

The whole time, Lucas kept clearing his throat. It 

was kinda gross. And I remember thinking that he 

was trying to smile at me, but it wasn’t working. He 

was like, “Okay. I’m gonna go through some of this, 

Kimba, and if I go too fast or if there’s anything you 

don’t understand, stop me.” 

He’s the kind of guy who says stuff like that but 

you know that if you ever did stop him, if you were 

ever like, “could you slow down, I’m not getting 

this?”, he would be all annoyed and stuff. So what-

ever. I didn’t listen anyway. Or maybe I half-listened. 

I was still thinking about being “extremely intelli-

gent.” 

Lucas just went over stuff I already knew: once 

upon a time, the world was a terrible place and people 

did awful things to one another and all that. How it’s 

not really our fault. Something in our brains, some-

thing in our genes, makes us bad. 

“So you have to be prepared,” he told me. He was 

like, “They may say some things about you that are 

unpleasant. Hard to hear. But at the same time, they 

recognize that mistakes can be made. False positives, 

dormancies, that sort of thing. So that’s what the ap-

peal process is for. It basically means that you should-

n’t be here at all and that you shouldn’t go to the 

work site next. You were either misdiagnosed, or the 

gene didn’t express itself, or, and they love this one: 

you’ve gotten better. You’ve been rehabilitated.” He 

looked at Lisal and that time he really did smile, but it 

was a small, mean smile. He said I was in “good 

shape.” He said I had “good recs and no really prob-

lematic documentations.” And he said that most men-
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tal illnesses manifest at around my age, so that after a 

few years in holding I could conceivably be reinte-

grated into society. 

But Lisal was like, “The most important thing 

right now is for you to stay out of trouble.” Then she 

said, waving her hand, “Plus, you’re gonna need to 

cut out this R.J. business.” She said we could talk 

about it later or that I could just talk about it with Rii. 

And then she went back to Horatio again. She was 

like, “you seriously need to stay away from him” and 

all that. And “don’t waste our time” and all that. I 

guess she could see something on my face, because 

then she spoke more softly, all, “I know Horatio 

seems important to you now, sweetheart, but if we 

can get you out of here, you’ll see. Someday you’ll be 

thankful.” And then she asked me if I wanted to sign 

the paper. 

Of course I wanted to sign the paper, to get an 

appeal. It is all of our dreams, all of the time. 

But I did have one question. I asked them about 

my mother. I asked them if she was still alive and if 

they thought she would still want me. 

That made Lisal frown. She was like, “You know 

we’re not legally allowed to discuss that with you.” 

But I signed anyway. I must’ve, because they gave 

us each another cookie and sent us back down the 

hallway. 

And, of course, I turned in the pass on the way 

back. 

When I got to the cafeteria, Horatio was like, all 

over me, touching me, trying to get me to pay atten-

tion to him. The first thing he did when we walked in 

was to kiss me and try to hug me. Gracielle, the moni-

tor, was right there, but she didn’t say anything. She 

probably just didn’t even want to bother with us. But 

he was doing that and I was like, I don’t know, cut it 

out, kind of. 

Horatio was like, “What, you don’t love me any-

more?” 

Horatio isn’t as bad as Lisal was saying. He takes 

cares of me. Plus he’s funny and he always has ideas. 

And I do love him. I love him very much. 

I told him so and he said, “I love you too, Kim,” 

and we sat on the cafeteria benches and Horatio 

scratched my back for me and asked me about the 

meeting with Lisal. 

I stalled a little, playing dumb. He wanted to know 

why she was so interested in me. He told me that I 

would have to tell him what was going on eventually. 

I stayed very still. I felt like if I stayed real still he’d 

keep scratching my back, like, for forever. You 

know? 

So I was just there kind of holding R.J. and getting 

my back scratched and I told him I didn’t really know 

why Lisal wanted to talk to me and then I casually 

mentioned that I thought that she might want to do an 

appeal or something. 

And that was the end of the back scratching. I 

mean, Horatio practically leapt up. He was like, “She 

wants to do an appeal?” It was almost like he was 

angry. He kinda freaked out, I guess. 

He took me by my shoulders and turned me 

around so I was facing him. He was sitting sideways, 

like, straddling the bench. He said he wanted me to 

tell him everything, every word she said, but I told 

him that I couldn’t be sure. I remember my voice kind 

of sounding high in my own head. You know what I 

mean? It’s like, I was trying to lie but I was just giv-

ing myself away. I was like, “I’m not sure” and he 

was like, “You always remember everything,” which 

is pretty much true. So, finally I just told him what 

happened. 

Horatio could never get an appeal and we both 

know it. He’s forever in trouble. He got transferred to 

our section because he got kicked out of his last one 

because he was caught making menk and before that 

he got into a fight with another kid and supposedly 

suffocated him to death. He claims that wasn’t really 

his fault, but who knows. 

When we were talking, some kids at the front of 

the cafeteria started fighting. Chiffy, this guy we 

know, like, burst out of a crowd that formed around 

him and he had one of those safety forks sticking out 

of his eyeball. It was really gross. So we ran over to 

see and everything. So that was a distraction and we 

got locked down for a little while and then we had to 

go to classes. 

But after that, when we came back for dinner, 

Horatio just kept bugging me about it and then he 

started bothering R.J. too. He just kept saying things 

like, “You know what will happen, R.J., if she gets 

the appeal, don’t you? She’ll leave you here. All 

alone.” At one point, R.J. was already whimpering 

and, unfortunately, licking my arm, which is some-

thing he does when he gets upset, but Horatio just 

kept, like, tormenting him. You know? 

He did let up for a little while and we kind of just 

concentrated on our gross dinners, but then he an-

nounced, “Tonight. We’re busting out of here.” 

See, on a holo night one time, they showed an old 

holo that had these people escaping a space station. 

What a mistake! I’m not even sure if I really saw it; it 

might just be that I’ve heard the story so many times 

that I think I did. But ever since, we all talk about 

“busting out.” And sometimes kids try. The idea is 

always to get to the landing bay and into one of the 

ships when no one is looking. You could stow away, 

get back home before they even realized you were 

gone. And I know it’s ridiculous; you don’t have to 

tell me. But “busting out.” This was an idea. We all 

loved to talk about “busting out.” 

I was just like, “Come on, Horatio.” But he 

wanted me to listen to him. He said to me: “Kim, I 

gotta be honest with you. There is no way that you’re 

getting an appeal. Zero chance. First of all, have you 

ever actually heard of anyone ever getting an appeal?” 

I haven’t. And then he said, like, “Sure, you’re a nice 

girl. But there’s the whole R.J. thing.” I started to 

protest, but he went on. He said that our “association” 

was not going to reflect well on me. And then he 



  

The Future Fire 2010.21 25 

asked if I really thought they were going to 

“reintegrate” me. He said that I might be smart for 

here, but back there I’d be practically retarded. He 

said I’d never fit in there. He said that they would 

deny me the appeal and then that would be their ex-

cuse. That all I’d ever known was institutional living, 

you know, and that I just wasn’t “equipped” to live 

back there or something. And he reminded me that he 

knows some things about back home. 

Of course he was right. See, Horatio actually does 

know stuff. His mother did it; she went underground 

and everything and kept him until he was four years 

old. He claims to remember it. He remembers his 

mother and trees and swimming in a lake. Stuff like 

that. It sounds good, you know? Sometimes he tells 

me about it and we both cry. 

But, so, I mean, he does know some things. And I 

think he’s right. I think if I went down there I’d be 

undersized and stupid. Compared to everyone else, 

you know? I mean here, I’m just normal. Maybe even 

“extremely intelligent,” you know. Ha ha. 

So then, of course, Horatio like, produces a copy 

of the pass that I had that morning. He’s really some-

thing, that guy. I guess that’s what you really wanted 

to know. When I’d given it to him before, Horatio had 

gone back into the art room and copied it on the ma-

chine. I mean, it doesn’t take a genius, really. The 

copy was a little smudged, but cut to exactly the right 

size. It was definitely good enough. Well, obviously it 

was. 

I objected. Of course I objected. I’m not trying to 

make this look like it was all Horatio’s fault. I did go 

along ultimately, I guess. But I still had the idea of the 

appeal in my head, and Lisal’s warning about Hora-

tio, and just an aversion in general to getting in trou-

ble. Maybe it was just the thought of leaving R.J. be-

hind. I mean, I guess that really got to me. 

Because Horatio pointed out that we’re all just 

getting shipped to the work sites next year anyway. 

And he said we should just get out together while we 

still could. That we could leave together and then we 

could take care of each other and stuff. 

When he explained it to me like that, I knew it 

was true. Next year, they’ll take me away from Hora-

tio and R.J. What is there for me, without Horatio and 

R.J.? 

So I told him we would do whatever he wanted us 

to do. As long as R.J. could come too. 

He looked at me and sighed and smiled. “It’ll be 

tricky,” he said. “Trickier, even, if we have to take 

R.J. But I think we can do it.” 

R.J. scooted even closer to me and I put my arm 

around him. Horatio rolled his eyes. 

So then Horatio said we had to go the apartments 

first. I didn’t understand what he was getting at, but 

he said that we needed a hostage to take us to the 

landing port because none of us, not Horatio, not me, 

not R.J., knew how to get to the landing port. 

I was like, “I don’t know, Horatio. How are we 

going to take someone hostage?” And he said he had 

some ideas. 

I mean, I was really hesitant about the whole 

thing. It just seemed like a looney plan that was just 

gonna get us in some stupid trouble and sabotage my 

whole chance for an appeal, you know? And he got 

real serious. I’ve never seen him so serious. He was 

just like, “I’m leaving, whether you come with me or 

not. Because either we leave tonight, or else they take 

you away from me with this appeal or they split us up 

to the work sites. So I’m leaving tonight.” 

So I said okay, that I’d go. And he was all happy 

and kissing me and stuff. Gracielle noticed this time 

and I guess she figured enough was enough. She blew 

her whistle and Horatio pulled away, his arms in the 

air like, “I surrender,” smiling at Gracielle. 

And really, it was so easy. After dinner we lined 

up for our shots. Gracielle and the other monitor, the 

one who was giving the shots, were standing by the 

doorway. We waited on the line and when we got to 

the front, Horatio showed the pass to Gracielle. 

“We’re not supposed to get shots here tonight,” he 

told her. “We have a pass. We’re supposed to go see 

Lisal.” 

And Gracielle looked at the pass, which didn’t say 

anything about shots on it, and she looked at Horatio 

and she frowned and just sort of waved her hand. I 

don’t think she read the pass at all. And, just like that, 

we left the cafeteria and walked down the empty hall-

way toward the administrative wing. 

We just went along the hallways, you know? 

Horatio tried to grab the hand that R.J. was holding 

but I shook him off and said, “R.J.!” and he went 

around to the other side. He was like, “I love you so 

much, Kim. You are so weird, but I love you so 

much.” And he was like, “We can do this, you 

know?” 

I won’t lie. I was excited. But I guess I kind of 

thought it would just end with us getting chased by 

the guards and getting written up or something. I did-

n’t think we’d actually make it to the administrative 

wing and the apartments. 

When we got to the first guard station, the guard 

looked at me and said, “you’ve already been this way 

today, haven’t you?” and I couldn’t believe she re-

membered. I felt sort of flattered that she had noticed 

me at all. I nodded and she said “Um hum” and 

buzzed us through. 

Another guard said, “A little late, isn’t it?” but 

Horatio said, “She said it was important” and he too 

sort of grunted and buzzed us through. And then even 

Horatio seemed unsure of what to do next. 

And he did something I couldn’t believe. He 

turned back to where the last guard was and walked 

right up to the booth and knocked on the window. 

“Excuse me,” he said. 

The guard looked up, alarmed. 

Horatio was like, “Excuse me, we’re supposed to 

meet Guardian Lisal but we don’t remember where 

she told us to go. Could you tell us where she is right 

now? After dinner?” 
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And the guard looked at him and looked at me and 

R.J. and then he looked down, like he was nervous or 

something. Now that I think about it, I suppose guards 

in that section don’t see too many of us, really. He 

was probably afraid of us! And the way Horatio 

asked. It was so natural and confident. Like we really 

had an appointment or something. 

So the guard said, “Yeah, sure. Hold on.” And he 

looked around the desk and then he flipped through 

some pages on a computer and then he said, “Yeah, 

okay, she should be in 321A. And if she isn’t you 

come right back here and we’ll find her. You hear 

me? If she isn’t in 321A, you come right back here.” 

Horatio was like, “Yes sir.” 

Of course, we didn’t know where 321A was, but 

the way the guard sort of nodded his head made us 

think it was straight down the hall. So we went that 

way. And then when it dead-ended, Horatio said, 

“hold on” and he went aways down the right side and 

then he said “this way” and we followed him. 

So we stood in front of 321A. I really didn’t want 

to get in trouble with Lisal. I wanted to go back. I 

wanted to go back and tell everyone in the dorm how 

far we’d come and then plan to do it again but really 

escape next time. But then before I knew it, Horatio 

knocked on the door and then, a moment later, Lisal 

answered it. 

There was music playing and she was in like a 

jumper or pajamas or something and you could tell 

she was surprised to see us. 

Horatio said, “It’s an emergency. Kim’s hurt. We 

need to talk to you. Can we come in?” 

I felt bad for Lisal, because she looked mad but 

also maybe scared or maybe confused. 

She let us in. Horatio closed the door. 

She was looking at me the whole time, asking me 

what was wrong, what was going on. 

Her room was so nice. It wasn’t so big, but it was 

the nicest thing I’ve ever seen. Instead of lights on the 

ceiling there were lamps and there was a kind of mu-

sic playing that I’ve never heard before and it smelled 

like soap and maybe menk. I’m not saying it was 

menk or anything, I just thought it kind of smelled 

like that. Tangy, you know? And I wanted to lie down 

on the bed—it wasn’t made and it had all sort of pil-

lows and blankets—and just lie there and lie there and 

lie there. 

Horatio was saying something about needing to 

talk to her and she was like, “What’s wrong with 

Kimba? Who gave you permission to be here?” and 

then she grabbed me by the arm. I hadn’t been paying 

attention. I was looking at that bed. 

She was, like, shaking me, asking me what I was 

doing. She looked really mad. 

And then Horatio grabbed something off of the 

desk, I think it was a pen or maybe it was something 

else. It was larger than a pen. Lisal let go of my arm 

and stood up straight. He had it in her ear, not far 

enough to hurt her, but far enough to let her know he 

could. And he had his other arm around her neck. 

“I’ll kill you,” he said. “You just stay quiet.” 

I was like, “Horatio, stop it.” 

“You want me to kill her?’ he asked me. “You 

stay quiet too.” 

But R.J. started moaning and I knew he was going 

to cry. 

“What do you want,” Lisal was saying. “Horatio, 

don’t do this. Don’t do this to Kimba.” 

“What do I want?” he said. “I want to bust out of 

here. I want to be on the next ship out of here. Can 

you do that for me, Lisal?” He asked like he thought 

that maybe she really could. 

“No, of course not,” she started to say and then 

she tried to turn around and then he slammed the stick 

into her ear. 

Which didn’t kill her, but instead made her face 

go crazy. Her eyes were shooting around like they 

were trying to see what he’d done to the inside of her 

head. She started to scream, so he put his hand over 

her mouth. And I think he maybe punched her or 

stabbed her some more. I don’t know. I don’t think I 

was really watching, really. 

Then Lisal was lying on the floor making these 

noises and there was blood sort of bubbling out of her 

ear. Horatio and I just stood there, looking at each 

other. Lisal started crawling along and she reached a 

hand up to her desk and that’s when I kicked her, in 

the back. As she was reaching up. The noise was kind 

of like a thud and a gasp. She collapsed back down, 

but she wasn’t dead or anything, I swear. I guess I 

kicked her pretty hard, though. It hurt my foot. My 

toes still kind of hurt. 

Horatio kind of grabbed me by the neck and 

dragged me toward another door, toward her bath-

room. 

We stood there again, just looking in the mirror at 

ourselves and each other. I looked small and pointy to 

myself. He had blood on his shirt. I pointed at the 

blood and Horatio took his shirt off and went in the 

other room. He kicked her again then, I think. And 

then he went to her closet and got another shirt. It was 

kind of blousy. It was a ladies’ shirt, I think. I wanted 

one too, but I knew there wasn’t time. 

“Let’s go,” he said. He took my hand. He looked 

in my face. He told me it was okay, that we were still 

going to get a ship. He seemed really sure. 

So we went back into the halls. They have a dif-

ferent lighting in their hallways. They remind me 

more of tunnels. It felt strange, like I had eaten a 

bunch of menk. Everything felt very fast and very 

slow at the same time. I felt crazy, but I also felt sort 

of calm. You probably don’t know what I mean. 

Horatio started to run, but I pulled him back and 

told him we had to walk. So we walked and turned 

down other hallways and walked some more. There 

was a man, a Guardian I didn’t recognize, in one of 

the hallways and he was surprised by us and then 

Horatio said to him, not as cool as the last time, 

“We’re looking for room—we’re looking for the of-

fices. We have a pass. We don’t know where to go.” 
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The Guardian was like, “What offices?” 

Horatio was all stumbling in his words. He was 

like, “The legal offices? Um, the offices where you 

can hear the ships from?” We could hear a woman’s 

laughter from inside the room we were standing in 

front of. There was the smell of food, but it smelled 

weird, different from the food we eat. 

The man was like, “No, you have to go that way,” 

and he pointed down another hallway. The guardian 

asked us who we were supposed to see and looked at 

Horatio and then looked at me. So I said Lucas. I said 

it like it was a fact. 

He was frowning, probably wondering what we 

were doing in that wing. But he just kind of gestured 

down the hall and started to walk away from us. 

We thought that we had him fooled, but when we 

got down the next hallway, a guard was waiting for 

us. “You the kids that been wandering around?” he 

said. 

Horatio tried the same story again, but he was 

breathing funny. And Horatio’s shirt, of course, was-

n’t uniform. That first man must’ve known. He 

must’ve known as soon as he’d seen us. 

And so then Horatio, really, I thought he would 

pull it off. When he realized what was happening, he 

went right up and grabbed the gun off the guard’s 

waist and stunned him. We ran, but then when we 

turned down the next hall there was another gate with 

a guard in a booth behind it and he had seen us run-

ning and he was already calling it in. So we tried to 

run back the way we came and we could hear their 

boots and voices and it seemed like there were so 

many of them. Horatio said we had to split up. He 

pulled my head toward him and kissed me on the 

mouth and then pushed my head in the opposite direc-

tion of him. 

And then he turned and ran down one way and I 

ran down the other. I thought R.J. was with me, but I 

guess he wasn’t. Maybe he went with Horatio, but I 

don’t think so. It makes me sick that I don’t know 

where I lost him. I can’t even really think about it, it 

makes me so upset. He must have been so scared. 

But I was just running and I was trying to listen 

for the sound of ships so I could follow it, but all I 

could hear was my own breathing. It sounded like I 

had sprung a leak or something, like all the air was 

rushing out of my body. Or maybe like I had spilled 

myself after all and I was hollow now and all I could 

hear was like an echo in myself. 

I think I ran right into the guard’s arms as we 

came around a corner. It was like he was waiting for 

me, like we had planned out a dance and he was wait-

ing for me around a corner. I ran into him and he 

pinned my arms to my sides and picked me up in the 

air. He was so much bigger than me. I think he said, 

“Gotcha,” as he held me up in the air and looked up 

into my face. I felt like a little baby. I felt like he was 

holding me up against the ceiling. I keep going back 

to that, thinking about that, how he swung me in the 

air and said “Gotcha.” I think we just regarded each 

other for a moment and then I started kicking him in 

the face and neck. Then, I think, another guard came 

along and put me to sleep. And then I woke up and 

then I found this stuff on the desk and then you came 

in. 

I suppose now is the part where I tell you I’m 

sorry. I am. I am really really sorry. So you didn’t 

need to leave the file here. But I did read it. It hurt to 

read it, if that’s what you wanted. There’s really 

hardly anything to the file. The results of the initial 

tests, which I don’t even understand, and a few notes 

from Rii. He probably never even really said that 

thing about me being “extremely intelligent” or what-

ever it was. No one’s really been paying attention to 

me at all. 

Except for Lisal, of course. She wrote that I was 

“promising.” Did you read that? Here, listen, I’ll read 

it to you. Listen to this. “Although malnourished and 

undersized, physically normal. Intellect average or 

above.” You get that? Then she writes, “Emotionally, 

K is somewhat stable. Generally gentle and affection-

ate. But,” and here’s the but, right?: “romantically 

involved with a true sociopath. H. has problems with 

authority; delights in scheming and undermining. K. 

is susceptible to his influence. Also: K. has delusional 

attachment to an ‘imaginary friend.’ Tolerated by 

teachers and peers, so not too disruptive. But clearly a 

manifestation of deep insecurity and need for stable 

relationship. Surrogate for self, mechanism for ex-

pression of emotions she’s ashamed of? Or expression 

of a need to be needed? Regardless, I believe once she 

is in a stable environment, insistence on R.J. will 

cease.” 

But of course R.J. is real! I don’t know why she 

wrote that, unless she’s the one trying to sabotage me 

and make me look crazy. Ask anyone about R.J. Ask 

Horatio. Or ask R.J. himself! 

So I don’t know why she wrote that. 

But I am sorry about what happened to her. I hope 

she’s okay. Is she? But I mean, even if she is, she 

probably hates me now and I think I’d rather have her 

dead than hate me. I know that’s bad to think. But I 

can’t help it. 

[Unintelligible] doesn’t matter anyway, does it? 

I’m done for, I suppose. Right? But I hope Horatio 

got away. [Unintelligible] I really hope he did. 

Maybe he’ll find my mother and tell her about me. 

Maybe then she’ll write to me. 

I didn’t mean that about Lisal. I hope she’s okay. I 

really do. 

And I didn’t mean to kick that guard in the face, 

either. Not really. The guy who said, “Gotcha.” I keep 

thinking about him. Do you know him? I don’t think 

I’ve seen him before. 

I’m sorry those things happened. I really am. I 

really wish they hadn’t happened at all, you know? 

Do you believe me? 

 

[End recording] 
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Drafting Zoe 
Kelly Jennings 

“Of course we can fight it,” Sal said. 

“This is America. We can take anything to 

court. Should you, is the question.” 

Crow shook his head. “I’m not talking 

ethics. This is Zoë. I won’t give Zoë up, I 

don’t care what patriotic spin gets put on 

it.” 

“Ethics, Crow? Patriotism?” Sal raised 

her fine dark brows. “Who do you think 

you’re talking to? I’m talking pragmatics. 

The reason we don’t fight is we won’t win.” 

Sal had been the smartest kid in Crow’s 

school from the day they were tracked, at 

age four. She and Crow had dominated their 

cohort, had gone top tier, full net; and both 

had ended here, in New Orleans, the pond 

they had spawned from, though for very 

different reasons. For Sal it was that her fa-

ther controlled the top law combine in the 

city; Crow – Crow had been half a year, 

maybe, from head of Creativity at Quark 

when Maia, only just pregnant with Zoë, 

started having faint pains in her upper abdo-

men. She had refused the nanotropic treat-

ment, which would have required termina-

tion. Two months after Zoë’s birth, the can-

cer finished her. 

Crow had promised Maia that Zoë would 

be his priority. He took the relocation bonus 

after the Big Melt, moved into the Garden 

District, and rented the apartment next to 

Maia’s mother, who knew half the 

neighborhood and could provide play-dates 

and French lessons and back-up babysitting. 

There was a gated park six blocks away. 

Everything was fine, until Zoë got drafted. 

 

 

Of course Crow had known the odds. 

First of all, high intelligence was a prime 

risk. He and Maia had chosen genetic plan-

ning, as who wouldn’t these days, with the 

insurance costs attached to unscreened in-

fants. The dozen viable embryos had been 

screened for defects – he had diabetes in his 

family, she had obesity in hers – and for 

other traits, such as right-handedness and 

learning ability. The two keepers were 

negative for any risk, and carried several of 

the complexes associated with high intelli-

gence and high productivity. The first em-

bryo planted had taken; the other, which 

would have been Zoë’s brother if he and 

Maia had ever decided to try for a second 

child, was still frozen in the complex in 

Denver. Crow couldn’t bring himself either 

to donate or destroy it. 

Besides, Zoë had been tested, at a year 

old and then again at twenty-two months, as 

required by law. Even without these broad-

based tests, Crow knew how smart she was. 

His job at the University at New Orleans 

was asynchronous, requiring less than fif-

teen face-time a week on campus (this be-

ing the package he had negotiated for); he 

did most of his work while Zoë was doing 

her school, or in the middle of the night, so 

that he could spend time with her. He knew 

his child well: talking at seven months, sim-

ple sentences at ten months, simple math at 

a year, complex spatial reasoning by her 

second birthday – at which time she was 

already carrying on involved conversations 

with adults (mostly about dinosaurs and as-

tronomy, true, but still). It took her a while 

to handle the net, because her small-muscle 

coordination lagged behind her intelligence, 

but with Crow working the track, she was 

using computers from a year old; and by the 

time she started pre-school, she could han-

dle a track on her own. Crow grew used to 

passing her study and seeing her tiny form 

curled in the desk chair that was far too 

large for her, her headset on, the light of the 

computer screen flickering over her intent 

eyes as she researched archaeopteryx or 
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Hopper paintings or the biology of the station 

at L-5. 

But her intelligence was the least of it. 

They took walks around the park every eve-

ning. These walks were the high points of his 

day. Zoë would tell him about the sites she had 

explored, the music her preschool class had 

learned. He would talk about programs he was 

working on, or his students. Her observations 

and questions were often so insightful that 

Crow found it hard to remember he was talking 

to a child just past three. 

And from time to time, something else hap-

pened as well. 

When she was very little, before she could 

walk easily or for a long distance, Crow had 

carried her in a backpack; she would rest her 

head on his shoulder and talk drowsily, some-

times falling asleep before they had gotten 

home. One evening, when she was just past 

two, she had asked, after a story about Crow’s 

boyhood, “Was that when we lived in the other 

family?” 

“What other family, sweetness?” 

“You know. The family we had before this 

one.” 

For one wild second, Crow wondered if Zoë 

could be talking about him and Maia, that fam-

ily they had formed when she had been in 

Maia’s womb. Could she possibly have any 

memory of that life? 

“What do you mean, sugar love?” 

“The one where I had a brother.” Zoë 

yawned. “And the cat... and we lived by the 

ocean, and Mama made those paintings... you 

know.” 

Crow had felt cold run through his middle. 

“Zoë?” he asked cautiously, but she had fallen 

asleep. 

From time to time, she would mention this 

other family. She liked Hopper paintings, she 

said, because they reminded her of Mama’s 

paintings, and once, when she had been cruis-

ing the net, she had stopped at a picture of a 

boy. She said he looked like her brother. “He 

had a coat like that. Don’t you remember, 

Daddy?” 

It was a blue woolen stadium coat. Crow 

had never even seen one before except in pho-

tographs. This worried him so much that he 

broached the subject cautiously with Maia’s 

mother, Destiny. 

“Maia never painted,” he said, as if her 

mother might need to be reminded of that. 

Maia had been a psychiatrist, studying the ef-

fects of certain micronutrients on cloned mice. 

She didn’t even like to look at paintings, seeing 

in most of modern art only evidence of brain 

dysfunction. “What could Zoë be talking 

about?” 

“It’s probably just something she dreamed,” 

Desi said. “Or saw on the net. Kids Zoë’s age 

don’t have very settled perceptions of the dif-

ference between what is experienced and what 

is only learned about, honey.” 

But there were also other odd events. “Don’t 

forget your backup,” Zoë told Crow one day as 

he was leaving for work, and that afternoon his 

system had crashed. If he hadn’t run the 

backup, he would have lost weeks of work. 

And her babysitter said, if something was lost, 

just mention it to Zoë. 

“Zoë,” she would say, demonstrating, “my 

blue bracelet.” 

No matter where the missing item was or 

how long it had been lost, Zoë, after a mo-

ment’s abstraction, would go right to it. 

“Billy’s choking,” she told her pre-school 

teacher one day. When the teacher checked 

Billy he was fine, playing calmly with the 

blocks – but at recess the teacher saw him pick 

up a small stone, and before she could reach 

him, it was in his mouth. She had her First Re-

sponders Certificate, of course, she said, re-

porting this to Crow, all the teachers at the 

school did, but if she hadn’t been watching him 

special, she said, and shook her head. 

“How did you know Billy was going to 

choke?” Crow had asked, on the walk home 

with Zoë. “Did he... maybe he’s always putting 

things in his mouth, and you knew he would 

sooner or later?” 

“Maybe,” said Zoë. 

Coincidence. Crow knew that. What about 

all the times Zoë had said things and nothing 

had happened? No one ever remembered those 

times, right? 

Except the whole week before he had gotten 

the post about the draft, Zoë was so gentle with 

him. 
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“Daddy,” she said, while he was tucking 

her in. “Everything is going to be fine.” 

“Of course it is,” he said, surprised. “What 

do you mean, sweetie?” 

“Just remember.” She turned onto her side 

and popped her thumb in her mouth. 

She was four years old. She hadn’t sucked 

her thumb in months and months. 

 

 

The draft was essential. Everyone knew 

that. With ninety-eight percent of the iceberg 

underwater, what was the use of training peo-

ple to be really good at analyzing the visible 

two percent? No real-time mind could possi-

bly manage the data that rushed daily through 

the web: email, IMs, scats, posts, RPGs, 

blogs, pinpoint feeds, chatlines, bugs, creep-

ers, phones, agents, the thousand other sources 

of data, it all had to be accessed and analyzed, 

determinations had to be made based on eve-

rything, or the country’s security forces might 

as well be making decisions based on tea 

leaves. 

Experiments in AI had, so far, gotten no-

where. Sure, a program could be written to do 

something that looked like judgment – decide 

that this or that bit of data was probably some-

thing a human agent should see – but that 

computer was always going to be using the 

judgment that had been programmed into it; it 

was never going to be able to shift its knowl-

edge as events shifted, to make intuitive leaps. 

That required a human mind. And human 

minds were slow. 

Except for human minds that had been inte-

grated into a computer: borgs, slang said, but 

this was misleading. The human didn’t be-

come part of the machine, or the machine part 

of the human. Instead, the human mind 

learned to think with the computer with which 

it was interfaced. It learned to use the com-

puter, and the entire web, as though those 

were extensions of its own mind: as an ampu-

tee learned to use his artificial hand, only the 

artificial hand was not as good as the organic 

hand had been, and the interfaced computer 

made a human mind able to work far better 

than any non-integrated mind: able to work on 

multiple levels, scanning vast amounts of data 

faster than any normal human mind could read 

a single sentence, and then make valid deci-

sions about that data. 

It was the only way the country could be 

safe. Everybody knew this. If they did not 

know it, or wished to argue, the terror wars of 

the previous century could be cited, and were 

cited, as reminders. 

 

 

“For Christ’s sake,” Crow argued at Sal, 

“she’s four years old!” 

“Fifty-two months,” Sal corrected. “Two 

months over the minimum age for conscrip-

tion into Intelligence. Look, I didn’t vote for 

the guys, and I don’t like the law, but so far 

the courts don’t agree with me. In matters of 

national security--” 

Crow had voted for the guys, as it hap-

pened, though not for their security positions. 

He’d voted for them fiscally, and because of 

their opposition to social engineering. But 

what was this, if not social engineering? 

“Fifty to seventy months is the optimum 

age for integration,” Sal said, telling him what 

he knew already. How could he not know it, 

in his field? “The earlier integration is at-

tempted, the more likely it is to be successful. 

After sixty months--” 

“I’m being punished. I’m being punished 

for my genetic responsibility, for taking care 

not to produce a child that would be a burden 

on society. If I had sat her in front of a vid all 

her life, let daycare raise her, no way these 

people would want her. They’re penalizing me 

for being a good parent and a good citizen!” 

“From a legal point of view,” Sal said, 

“she’s not your property, and this has nothing 

to do with you. In fact, from a legal point of 

view, the state is providing you with a benefit, 

by relieving you of the responsibility of provi-

sioning her to the age of fifteen.” 

Fifteen was the earliest age parents could 

legally require children to emancipate these 

days; but responsible parents continued sup-

porting their children through graduate or pro-

fessional school, and Crow had certainly al-

ways planned to, and besides – 

“That’s hardly the point. She’s my child. I 

love her. She’s all I have, Sal!” 
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Sal made a note on her pocket. “I can tell 

you right now, Crow, that if we do take this to 

court, you better not say anything like that. Un-

natural burden of attachment, that’s what that’s 

called. No adult has the right to expect a four 

year old child to be his sole emotional sup-

port.” 

“Oh, but they have the right to expect a four 

year old child to be responsible for national 

security?” 

“I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m saying 

we won’t win.” 

 

 

Court systems had been streamlined after 

the Big Melt: Sal was able to get them a prelim 

the next Monday. The hearing was the Monday 

after that. By six days after he had started the 

process, Crow knew he had lost. 

As a last ditch effort, and something he 

knew could not succeed – Sal assured him of 

that – he asked for a face meeting with the 

judge. Sal accompanied him to the office on 

the fourth floor of the courthouse. The judge, 

only a little older than Crow, had intent precise 

eyes. 

“Zoë’s more than her ability to process in-

formation,” Crow argued. “I know that’s what 

you want her for, and I know that’s important 

work, but what about the rest of it? She loves 

to swim, she sings like an angel, and,” Crow 

swallowed, to keep himself from saying, I love 

her. Not only would that not help, it would 

count against him. Sal had made that clear. 

“The state has a right to demand certain sac-

rifices of its citizens in its own defense,” said 

the Judge. “That’s been supported by our 

courts for generations.” 

“Yes,” said Crow. “Yes, but... this is differ-

ent. Asking an eighteen year old to defend his 

country when we’re at war is not the same as 

asking a four year old to give up her life be-

cause the country might be at risk from terror-

ist activities.” 

“I can see a sentimental difference,” said the 

Judge. “Not an actual one.” 

“What about...” Emotion would not help. 

“She’s all I have left of her mother. The kids 

they do this to only last about twenty years, 

and almost none survive disengagement. If you 

take my baby, she’ll never have the chance to 

grow up or have children of her own. I won’t 

have grandchildren. Everything Maia and I had 

will be ended.” 

“It’s not only Zoë we require the sacrifice 

from. Besides, I understand there is another 

embryo?” 

Crow stared at the Judge. “If you think I’m 

going to go through this again. So you can steal 

my child again.” 

“Of course that’s your decision. I can only 

rule on the law as it stands. The law is clear on 

this point. You are, of course, allowed an ap-

peal.” 

One appeal. And such appeals nearly always 

failed: the reviewing judges were allowed only 

a certain percentage of reversals a year, and 

tended to be extremely conservative due to that 

fact. 

“I love her,” said Crow, finally, hopelessly. 

The Judge stared back at him. “We all love 

our children. Why do you think we do this?” 

 

 

Zoë was due to report at seven the next 

morning. Crow thought of fleeing. New Or-

leans was a long way from Greece, the nearest 

country that opposed drafting minors; but he 

could hide, maybe long enough to get Zoë past 

the seventy-month mark, after which integra-

tion usually failed. 

But hide where? And do what? Without his 

identity clip, he would not be employable any-

where in the States, and very few places else-

where. He would not be able to collect charity, 

either, and though he had cruised a few sites 

about undergrounds, places in Utah or Idaho 

where people lived outside the Net – well, he 

would not know how to find such enclaves; 

and how would he from travel from New Or-

leans to Utah without using his code? 

“Besides,” Zoë said, as he was sitting think-

ing of desperate things he could try, “Besides, 

Daddy, that would be wrong, wouldn’t it?” 

Crow looked at his daughter, colt-slim, her 

soft hair curling around her perfect skull. They 

would drill holes in that skull. Shatter that per-

fect frame. “Would it?” 

“Of course,” Zoë said, her dark eyes clear 

and intent. “If other children need me to help 
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protect them, shouldn’t I do it?” 

“Zoë,” he said, helplessly. 

“Shouldn’t I?” 

“You’re a little girl, sweetie. We’re sup-

posed to protect you.” 

Zoë studied him. “You can’t be inte-

grated,” she pointed out, cautiously, as if this 

might be some trick he was trying to play on 

her. “You’re too old.” 

Crow began to cry. She climbed up onto 

his lap and hugged him, the sweet weight of 

her body, the scent of her hair irreplaceable. 

The only thing that mattered in all this 

world. 

“It’ll be all right,” she said. 

“Zoë,” he said, and did not go on. Be-

cause what could he say to her? That it 

wouldn’t? First, it was the last thing she 

needed to hear; and second, of course it 

would. What was one little girl, in the vast 

history of the planet? Everything. And noth-

ing. A sentimental difference. 

She fell asleep in his arms, her sweet 

warm weight. Sometime about two in the 

morning, he decided. 

 

 

He rented the rail space with the code of 

one of his former students. He absolutely 

knew it was wrong; and furthermore, knew it 

would not work; but it was all he could think 

to try. He took them east, and then into Ohio. 

At a station in Cincinnati, he bought a ticket 

for Canada, hoping the federals would think 

him that uninformed. 

From the station, he took a cross-town 

rail, one that still took coins, and then an-

other bus into Kentucky. He carried Zoë in 

her old backpack the two miles from the 

Kentucky bus stop toward the next rail sta-

tion. She was really too big for the backpack, 

and before he had gone half a mile his shoul-

ders ached fiercely. Zoë, who had not asked 

a single question during the entire trip, not 

even where they were going or why, rested 

her head on his shoulder and sucked her 

thumb. 

“Daddy,” she said, when they were al-

most there. “I’m sorry.” 

“Baby, you don’t have anything to be 

sorry about. None of this is your fault.” 

“I should have told you.” 

“Honey,” he started, and then asked, 

“Told me what?” 

“About Steben. I thought maybe it might 

be different. Sometimes it is different. You 

know, like with Billy.” 

“Who’s Steven?” asked Crow cautiously. 

It had started to drizzle, and he was drawing 

curious looks from people slicing past him 

on their rails. No one walked anymore, ex-

cept for exercise, and they were crossing a 

business/industrial zone. 

Zoë was sucking her thumb again. “Do 

you remember Mama?” 

“What?” 

“Not the other mama, not the one who 

painted... this mama. From this family.” 

“Your mother? Maia?” 

“That’s her,” said Zoë drowsily. “She 

says it’s okay. She says you should tell them 

you had temp – temporary sanity. She says 

when you get out, you should marry another 

mama. She says get up again, or else no one 

wins.” 

“Zoë,” said Crow helplessly, because this 

was just impossible. “Are you saying – 

Sweetie, mama is dead. She can’t tell you 

anything.” 

“She says this way I’m part of the ma-

chine. And maybe I can change something. 

She told that part to me,” Zoë added, “that 

part’s not for you. She says it’s important. 

What am I supposed to change, Daddy?” 

Crow would have argued further, but then 

he saw the man standing in the rain outside 

the train depot door. He slowed his walk. 

“She didn’t tell me that part,” said Zoë, 

and slipped her thumb back in her mouth. 

Crow stopped. The man by the door 

stepped forward. Crow was trying to decide 

whether running would do any good at all 

when another man appeared behind him. 

“Give it up, Professor,” he said, putting 

his hand on Crow’s elbow. “We’ve got thirty 

guys around this depot. No matter which 

way you go, you’re caught. And none of us 

want Zoë to get hurt in the struggle. Do we?” 

“Like you care about her,” said Crow bit-

terly. 
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“Professor, she’s the most important per-

son in Kentucky right now. Bar none. Do 

you think we’d tie up two hundred federal 

agents to catch your sorry ass?” 

Crow could think of nothing to say. His 

back hurt, his shoulders hurt, he was so tired 

he could barely think. After a moment, un-

able to help it, he began to cry again. Zoë, 

her head still resting on his shoulder, patted 

him gently with her free hand. 

The man behind him lifted Zoë away. 

When Crow turned to face him, he was not 

at all surprised to read the man’s name plate 

on the front of his flak jacket: G. Steben, 

Federal Draft Enforcement. 

“Hi, Steben,” said Zoë. 

“Hello, honey,” said Steben, slightly sur-

prised. “I’m sure glad to see you.” 

“My daddy didn’t know what to do. He’s 

really nice. He just got upset.” 

“Don’t worry about that, honey,” said 

Steben. “Don’t you worry about your 

daddy.” 

He was a decent man, Officer Steben: he 

put Zoë in the van before he let his men put 

restraints on Crow. 

 

 

Sal talked him into pleading temporary 

insanity, though personally Crow thought 

Zoë had been right, temporary sanity was 

more like it. He got three years of Service, 

teaching computers in the Workfare schools. 

It was hard, hopeless, pointless work. But it 

kept him in computers, and, more impor-

tantly, online: through the web was the only 

way he could talk to Zoë anymore. He talked 

plenty to her over the next years, and after he 

was released from Workfare, and took the 

job with Stream, a lower level job than his 

job with Quark had been, but paying nearly 

as well, and after he met Hunter, and married 

her, and had two children with her, one of 

their own, and the other the embryo he and 

Maia had frozen. 

I keep wondering what Mama Maia 

wanted me to change, Zoë sent to him one 

night – he still did most of his work at night, 

and he still worried non-stop that the draft 

might get his two remaining children: Mary 

was just four now, and little Eli was twenty-

two months, both of them as smart as Zoë, 

though he had been doing his level best to 

keep both of them off computers as much as 

he could. He encouraged them to indulge 

their artistic talents instead. It must have 

been something to do with what happened 

with me and you, but I can’t see what. 

Crow read the words, and let his fingers 

touch his keyboard. As a condition of his 

parole, he was forbidden to send or suggest 

treasonous concepts. 

I mean, she sent, what else can the nation 

do? Someone has to integrate with the sys-

tem. Snail thinkers just aren’t fast enough. 

It’s not like this is a bad life. I know I proba-

bly won’t survive disengagement, but living 

this way, integrated, it’s like living fifty or 

sixty years for every year you out there live, 

so it’s not a bad deal. No one over seventy 

months can integrate. Anyway, what other 

option than the draft is there? I give up the 

life I had, so that all the world’s children 

can keep theirs – that’s a good trade, isn’t 

it? And no one is going to willingly surren-

der a child to this job. So what else could the 

country do, except the draft? 

Something else, said Crow. Find some-

thing else. Because someone should find 

some other way. And so long as everyone 

has decided there is no other way, no one 

will ever look for any other way. 

He clenched his fists, and then opened 

them, and carefully his hands moved on the 

keyboard: It’s an interesting problem, isn’t 

it? Whether other options exist? Someone 

should look into that. 

One second for Zoë was like an hour for 

him. He wasn’t surprised when her answer 

came right back: 

Yes, she sent. Someone should. 
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Book and Magazine Reviews 

Greatest Uncommon Denominator 

(GUD), issue 5 (2010). Pp. 200. $3.50 

PDF / $12.00 print. 

Reviewed by Terry Grimwood 
 

Stephen Hawking is reported as say-

ing that if we find intelligent life out 

there somewhere, we should not attempt 

to make contact, presumably because to 

do so would be very dangerous indeed. 

Well, T F Davenport’s story ‘Nature’s 

Children’ makes abundantly clear some 

of the potential perils and disasters inher-

ent in inter-species contact, not least the 

complete misunderstanding and incom-

prehension on all sides when faced with 

alien culture, civilisation and behaviour. 

The story is, quite frankly, a masterpiece, 

complex, beautifully observed and set 

against a vivid, lush backdrop of a planet 

seething with life, both animal and vege-

table. It also sets the standard for this im-

pressive, but sadly (at least to me) un-

known journal, GUD. 

The cover art, ‘Soul Searching’ by 

Michael is striking and gorgeous and 

sympathetic with the style and feel of the 

material inside. Paperback-sized, neat 

and manageable, GUD is a pleasure to 

hold, look at and read. Its content ranges 

from fiction, poetry, factual articles, a 

play and a pair of wonderful comic strips. 

The general flavour is science fiction but 

there are other ingredients in there to 

spice and surprise. The standard is read-

able-literary, by which I mean, strong 

story, characterisation and all written in a 

mature and literate manner. 

Straight SF is represented by the likes 

of ‘Getting Yourself On’ by Andrew N 

Tisbert, an extended tale set on the aster-

oid Ceres. The workers have signed their 

souls away to the company and to ensure 

maximum, uninterrupted production, 

they are required to literally leave their 

personalities a home when they set off to 

work each morning. Kenneth Schneyer’s 

‘Liza’s Home’ is a tale of time travel and 

its resulting paradoxes. This is a truly 

moving, haunting examination of the 

chaos, both physical and emotional, that 

could be left in the wake of a rogue time 

traveller striving to put right a terrible 

past wrong. 

The opening story, ‘Imperfect Verse’ 

by Rose Lemberg is the lone fantasy 

work, an odd, dream like, folkish, myth-

flavoured work which is fantasy in its 

straightest form. Realism, forget it; angry 

dwarves and ethereal elves, none in sight 

(thank goodness). A difficult story told 

with great energy and confidence. 

Isabel Cooper Kunkle’s ‘Aftermath’ 

has that element that I like to call 

“satisfying ambiguity”. Something has 

happened, a disaster, people have armed 

themselves, handguns have become fash-

ion accessories, skyscrapers are in ruins, 
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but apart from dark hints and sideways 

glimpses, we are never sure of the nature of 

the cataclysm. ‘The Tiger Man’ by Geordie 

Williams Flantz (is this the three-name issue 

of GUD?) is another ambiguous, strange 

piece, as seen through the eyes of a child. 

His interpretation of events? Reality? 

Familial violence is explored in 

‘Birthday Licks’ by Kevin Brown and the 

relationship between loner and the young 

son of prostitute is revealed, uneasily, dis-

turbingly in Steven J Dines’s ‘Lost Lying on 

Your Back’. Two sharply written, vivid and 

intense with carefully drawn, believable 

characterisation. 

Moving into the graphical stories we have 

Sydney Padua’s ‘Ada Lovelace: The Ori-

gin!’ which presents two alternate versions 

of the relationship between Charles Bab-

bage, inventor of the Difference Engine, and 

the mathematical genius and daughter of 

Lord Byron, Ada Lovelace. Apparently this 

story is already out there on-line and has 

something of a cult status; funny, witty, the 

artwork style fits perfectly with the tone of 

the tale. The other graphic is an energetic 

adaptation of Kipling’s ‘Gunga Din’. The 

script was written by Joseph Calabrese, the 

artwork by Harsho Mohan Chattoraj. 

As I mentioned earlier, there is also a 

play, ‘Sweet Melodrama’ by Tristan 

D’Agosta. This is a delight, a whimsical, 

pseudo-Shakesperian tale of romantic quad-

rangles, mistaken intentions and cunning 

plans. Deft wordplay, strong characterisation 

and a rhythm make this an excellent play for 

a public reading. 

Poetry is sprinkled throughout the journal, 

its subject matter varied and is style always 

readable. ‘Suggestions for Distributing 

Your Poems’ by Tammy Ho Lai-Ming per-

fectly sum up the pain of getting your work 

known, understood and accepted. Alicia Ad-

ams’s ‘Deadman on the Titanic’ begins on 

the deck of an ocean liner and ends with dis-

cussion on the nature of anachronism and 

global warming, even as the vessel careers 

into an iceberg and ice is showered onto the 

deck. Again, witty and immensely readable. 

Melissa Carroll gives us ‘7 Ways to Fake 

an Orgasm’, a perceptive and very funny 

guide to fooling the man who shares your 

bed. 

Tel’s favourite? ‘The Pearl Diver With 

the Gold Chain’, Paul Hogan’s fable of a 

drifter and a very special talent that involves 

gold chains and radio waves. There’s a 

Bradbury-esque whimsicality about this 

story, it is original, haunting, moving and 

immensely entertaining. 

All this and more, not a weak or badly 

written story in the bunch, honestly. I can't 

remember the last time I read a periodical 

and was impressed by every single work be-

tween is covers. There is variety and origi-

nality, and a tension created by the range of 

genre and material. One minute you are at 

some point far across the universe, the next 

in your own street, not one story is in any-

way predictable. The narratives were engag-

ing, the characters three-dimensional. There 

was a maturity about GUD, born, I think, of 

careful selection and sharp editing. Defi-

nitely a publication worth further explora-

tion.  
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Erika Tracy, Half-Sick of Shadows.  

Shadowfire Press, 2010. Pp. 62. e-Book 

$3.75. 

Reviewed by Sam Kelly 

 

This novella is a tricky thing, and every 

time it looks as though it’s settled on a set of 

tropes then it turns a corner and becomes 

something else. The evacuee child arriving 

in a strange new place that isn’t the magical 

fairyland she expected, but instead a grim 

mining village... the child going to live with 

her mysterious magic relatives in their ram-

bling gothic house... the talented teenager 

finding her place among other witches and 

among normal people... real fears and imag-

ined ones, and learning to tell the differ-

ence… 

There are a couple of strands running 

right through the tale, though; one of them is 

the idea of difference and prejudice. Witches 

and warlocks are feared and tolerated, the 

victims of bullying and casual prejudice; it’s 

easy to draw an analogy to Jews, given the 

World War II setting. The other is the rela-

tionships between men and women, made 

sharp and tense by tradition, poverty, and 

fear. 

Magic is presented as a very feminine 

thing throughout the book. There are war-

locks, we’re told, but we never see or hear 

from an adult warlock, and all the uses of 

magic we see are for very traditional wom-

anly things—there’s even a spell for washing 

up, and another to cover the signs of domes-

tic abuse. It’s explicitly contrasted to coal-

mining, which is a masculine occupation; it’s 

the only thing the two men in this horribly 

dysfunctional family can bond over. As in all 

mining villages, the pit is the centre of life in 

Glynarien, and the rescue efforts when a 

shaft collapses are the only communal pur-

pose we see. Of course, there’s a lot that our 

protagonist, doubly an outsider, doesn’t see; 

it’s as though once she’s made the decision 

to marry, her life outside the home is gone, 

and all we see is the isolation and depression 

of a foreign pit wife as her relationship with 

family withers and twists. 

The PDF design is acceptable enough, 

with a readable font at a sensible point size, 

and the cover shows a predictable landscape-

and-faces montage. It’s very clearly a mod-

ern British village street, not a 1940s one, 

but I can forgive a lot for a relationship 

novel with a man and a woman on the cover, 

both looking directly at the reader. 

The world-building is good but sparse, 

with sketched details showing us the shape 

of a society; the Welsh names ring true-

enough, if not perfect, and the social exclu-

sions are all the more real for what we aren’t 

shown. This isn’t the Celtic-twilight, Eng-

lish-children-on-holiday Arthurian Wales of 

so many books; it’s the real working-class, 

church-going land.  
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