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Welcome to Issue 31 of The Future Fire. Writing the editorials doesn’t 

usually fall to me, but I wanted to kick off this issue by voicing an opinion 
in an area that so many women are too scared to at the moment. 

It’s hard to think that in 2014, women would be fleeing their homes, 

leaving their jobs and staying silent online, due to the Gamergate 
controversy. The vile trolling these women have received has profoundly 

disturbed me, and even articles that were supposed come out in support of 

the women affected, by calling out the very behaviour they intended to 
condemn, added fuel to the fire, leaving me thinking that yet again women 

are underrepresented as they face this, the latest in such a wearying line of 

misogyny. 
Sometimes real-life horror is too fraught to communicate. Sometimes it 

takes extreme examples and hypotheticals to highlight what is unequal and 

what needs to change. The stories featured in this issue explore the 
possibilities of what could be, in the framework of fractured and troubled 

worlds. They deal with godly and ghostly realms, what can be readily 

explained and mysteries that can not. 
As the quote from the lyrical and haunting story ‘Seven Bridges’ states: 

“The bridge to international understanding begins with our shared stories.” 

Traditionally, stories have been used to explain and to instruct. The worlds 
of speculative fiction can help make more sense of the one we live in, with 

its divisions, prejudice and inequalities. 

“And you think they’ll let you,” said Machine. It was a flat, sad statement. 

“No,” she said, “but nobody ever let me do anything in my life before and I 

never let that stop me.” 

 — Joanna Russ 
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Bringing awareness to issues that require change can be uncomfortable 

and daunting. To quote the beautiful ‘Tears of the Gods’—“Change, I don’t 

want anything to change. Not yet. I’m not ready.” Ironic how we fight 
change when it is the only thing we can be sure of. Yet we and our world 

have never needed to change as much as we do now, in an age where sexual 

violence is threatened by invisible predators in response to idle gossip and 
petty grudges. 

‘Tanty Marlene’ and ‘The Poisoned City’ explore the choices and 

limitations we grant other life forms and by doing so, explore what it means 
to be human and the relationship we have with sentient life forms around 

us. What it means to be ‘other.’ 

‘Digital Ligatures’ sees its narrator take the fabled “red pill.” If 
awareness of the true nature of reality, that we’re not all as special or 

different to one another as we think we are, was more prevalent, would 

there be so much hate? I have to hope not. 
During my time working for multinational tech companies I myself and 

other women I’ve worked with have fallen foul of brogrammers in silly day 

to day land grabs so I can see where the seeds of Gamergate have spawned. 
One of the reasons I am so proud of TFF is because each issue changes the 

way I think a little bit, and that brings me hope that things can change, 

when the light of awareness dawns. I hope you’ll get as much out of 
reading the stories in this issue as I have, and I hope the voices of our 

writers encourage people to make their own voices heard on issues that 

matter. 
 

Regina de Búrca, Associate Editor, October 2014 

 

 
 

Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
djibrilalayad.blogspot.com/2014/10/new-issue-201431.html 

http://djibrilalayad.blogspot.com/2014/10/new-issue-201431.html
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Seven Bridges 
Francesca Forrest 

 

 
Illustrations © 2014 Carmen Moran (carmenland.com) 

 

(1) 
It’s a highway bridge, over a wide river, but it’s closed. A huge chunk 

has fallen off one of the supporting piers, and there are deep cracks running 

through several others, not to mention the noticeable bowing on some of 

the steel trusses. Funds must be voted before repairs can be undertaken. 
“Nothing but crooks and mobsters on the bridge project—it hasn’t even 

been ten years since it was completed, and look at it,” says a man, an urban 

planner, to his guest, who is an engineering student from another land. 
“Substandard materials, slipshod work… They milked this project for all it 

was worth.” 

“Where I’m from, the bones of children are buried at each end of a 
bridge,” the engineering student says, “and there’s blood in the cement.” 

When the planner turns horrified eyes on her, the engineering student curls 

her lip and says, “I’m speaking figuratively. Figuratively.” Her host laughs 
uncertainly, ashamed of his credulity, abashed by the bitterness in the 

student’s voice. 
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(2)  
A much smaller bridge, a wooden bridge, also closed. Several of its long 

beams have rotted away in places, but it still gets foot traffic, despite the 

cement barriers at each end. Kids walk across, peer through the holes to the 
river below. Right now, a brother and sister kneel on either side of one, 

their heads touching as they look down, their faces lit by the reflected 
sunlight. 

“Dragons live under the bridge—I mean, not dragons, but a kind of a, a 

kind of a lizard—or salamander? Salamander,” the brother says. (He’s 
thinking of geckos, but the word salamander is so beautiful in the mind, so 

beautiful in the mouth, that it’s what comes out.) “They walk along upside 

down, on the underside. Sometimes they come up through these holes.” 
The brother looks up. “They want to grab you,” he says, growing more 

sure of his story with each word. “They reach up through the holes. Their 

hands are sticky.” 
The sister slides her knees away from the hole but leans forward, trying 

to see not the river but the underside of the bridge, with its kind-of-a lizard, 

or salamander, hiding in the shadows. Up through the hole comes a rustling 
sound, and sister and brother both jump to their feet. The sister’s hands are 

stained and sticky from the creosote of the bridge beams. She stares at 

them, eyes wide. 
I’m a salamander, a bridge salamander, she thinks to herself, and the 

intuition fills her with terror and joy—so strange and special a destiny. 

 



6 

 
Illustrations © 2014 Carmen Moran (carmenland.com) 

 

(3) 

There have never been many bridges on this river—traffic moves along 

it, not across it—which is why now, years into civil war, underwater 

moored explosives sway like aquatic plants along its length, ready to take 
out canoes and barges. 

Rather than risk crossing by canoe, guerrillas make the simplest of 
temporary bridges: two ropes shot into a tall hardwood on the far shore and 

anchored on this side. Just now such a bridge has been made, and a 

guerrilla is crossing, bringing with him a reporter—his cousin, in fact, who 
made it to school in the capital and is now a stringer for the regional branch 

of an international news agency. An international news agency! Life is 

strange—who does fortune pluck up, and who gets plunged further into the 
mire? Grabbing hold of the upper rope to steady themselves, the cousins 

step onto the lower rope, which dips and sways under their weight. The 

swaying grows worse when, on the far side, a misshapen figure also steps 
onto the lower rope and begins to cross. 

“Go back! Turn around!” the guerrilla shouts in three languages, but the 

figure keeps coming. Now the reporter can see it is a woman, and not 
misshapen: no twisted spine or hump, just a large child—older and bigger 

than the toddlers more usually carried this way—tied to her back and 

peering over her shoulder with an unblinking gaze. 
“Damn spirits,” the guerrilla says, voice shaking as he adjusts his grip 

on the upper rope and gets ready to fire his rifle singlehanded. 

No—  
The word is stopped on the reporter’s tongue by the rifle’s report. The 

woman and child fall and are carried away by the current. 

“They rise up out of the water, the ones killed by the river mines. They 
rise up and make trouble.” The guerrilla’s words are trembling at the edges. 

His cousin is thinking about the incorporeality of spirits and the solidity of 
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the body that took those bullets. “Did you see,” the guerrilla continues, 

“how she had nothing below the shins—just stumps—and no right arm? 

That’s a mine that did that.” 
Had the woman’s legs been like firewood, ending in charred points? Had 

there been nothing below her right shoulder, just the long torso and gangly 

legs of the child? As he tries to recall, what the reporter remembers is how 
there was no splash when the bodies fell, how the river accepted them 

without altering by so much as a ripple. 

“This river is cursed; it’s thick with spirits now,” says the guerrilla. He 
and his cousin have reached the far side. He cuts the ropes with a single 

sweep of his knife, and the ends trail in the water like long fishing lines. 

Cursed, cursed, cursed. As they hurry on, each step the reporter takes 
seems to voice that word. Years later, his footsteps continue to indict him. 

 

 
Illustrations © 2014 Carmen Moran (carmenland.com) 

 

(4)  
 “I found him stumbling around, thought he was drunk at first, but he’s 

burning up. I thought maybe you could…” 

In the last light of the setting sun, an old man pushes a disoriented 
foreigner, a backpacker, judging from his gear, gently toward the woman 

known hereabouts as “the doctor.” There’s no permanent clinic in this 

village, but the doctor has had nursing training in the capital and offers 
medical advice and such treatment as she can manage from the house she 

inherited from her brother. 

“I feel lousy. I think I need to get to a hospital. There’s no hospitals on 
the island, right? I need to get to the ferry. I need to see a doctor. Christ, I 

think my head’s gonna explode. Jesus H. My head is exploding.” 

He’s toweringly tall, his face mottled pink and shining. Curling yellow 
hair lies plastered in scallops along his forehead; golden down covers his 

trunklike legs. Sweat has created a dark V at the front of his green T-shirt 
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and two damp columns along his sides, where his arms fall. He raises his 

hands to his head and turns away from the doctor, as if to go back out into 

the evening, then turns round again. The doctor’s nieces and nephews, 
whose care she’s had since her sister-in-law died, peer at him in fascination 

from the back room. 

“I gotta get to the ferry,” he insists listlessly. 
“There is no ferry until tomorrow. Please come in. Please sit down 

here,” the doctor instructs, drawing on the foreign language she hasn’t used 

since returning to the island five years ago. Then she turns to the old man, 
who has been waiting expectantly, and thanks him and wishes him a good 

night. He nods, relieved, and hurries off. 

The foreigner lets his backpack slide from his shoulders and sits down 
heavily on the narrow wooden chair. He’s too large for it; his thighs spill 

over each side. He leans forward, resting his head in his hands, elbows 

propped on his legs. 
“Christ,” he mumbles. “My head. You got water? Bottled water? How 

about Tylenol, you got any of that?” He rubs the back of his hand across his 

nose, and it comes away with a smear of blood across it. 
“What the?” He wipes his hand on his shorts. 

“I have water, safe water. You can sleep here.” 

The doctor has two cots that she keeps for just this purpose—people 
who are brought to her who are too weak to return home in the same day. 

She brings the foreigner a cup of water, draws up one of the other chairs 

and starts peeling a guava on a small plate resting on her lap. 
“Eat this too. Guava is good for dengue.” 

“Dengue? You think that’s what this is? Sure as hell feels worse than 

when I had it in…” He catches himself wiping his nose again and freezes, a 
look of horror on his face. “Oh holy shit, I’ve probably got the hemorrhagic 

version this time. Oh Christ,” he croaks. “Christ, I’m gonna die here.” 

“You won’t die. Eat this.” 
He takes the plate and eats the sliced fruit with shaking hands. As he 

lifts each piece to his lips, the doctor can see red pinpricks along his arms 

and around his nails. Could be heat rash, or could be caused by 
subcutaneous bleeding. But in spite of his fears, this man will not develop a 

serious case. The doctor is sure. She has never seen a foreigner struck down 
by serious illness. They are invulnerable. Not like the people she usually 

treats, gaunt men and women, their thin limbs quickly consumed by fever’s 

fire, or silent children, pained eyes luminous in serious, exhausted faces. 
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The doctor sets up one of the cots near, but not directly beneath, the 

window, and hangs a mosquito net from a hook in the ceiling. 

“I really need to get to the ferry,” the foreigner repeats, even as he 
stretches out on the cot. 

“No. Rest here now. When your fever goes down, you can catch the 

ferry,” the doctor says. 
Music floats in through the window, growing louder every moment—a 

truck packed with passengers, bouncing along the dirt track that passes the 

doctor’s house, its radio blasting to keep the driver awake. The strains of a 
local song, one of the doctor’s favorites, are followed by an English-

language song. The foreigner raises his head. 

“ ‘Hotel California’? You gotta be kidding me. On the other side of the 
world, in the middle of effing nowhere, and they’re playing ‘Hotel 

California’?” 

The music fades as the truck continues on its way. 
“Why couldn’t it be ‘Seven Bridges Road’? If there’s gotta be an Eagles 

song in every effing corner of the globe, why not that one?” His head falls 

back heavily on the cot. “Guess you probably don’t know ‘Seven Bridges 
Road,’ huh.” 

But the doctor does know it, thanks to an American medic who led a 

training session on rehydration therapy at the hospital when the doctor was 
there. The tune rises to her mind. Tentatively, she hums the first few notes. 

The foreigner looks dumbfounded. A moment later he joins in. 

“It’s a real place, you know, Seven Bridges Road,” he confides, after 
they’ve finished their duet. “I wanna go there one day… see those seven 

bridges.” His eyes are closing; his face looks relaxed. “Tell you what: if 

you ever come to the US, you—” (he yawns deeply) “—look me up, and 
we’ll go there.” 

And then he’s asleep. Through the veiling of the mosquito net, the 

doctor watches his chest slowly rise and fall. She tries to imagine being on 
the other side of the world, and ill, and having someone sing her favorite 

song with her, but the starting premise is too absurd. Outside, dogs are 

calling to one another. She takes a last look at the foreigner, then retires to 
the back room, where her nieces and nephews are waiting for her. 
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Illustrations © 2014 Carmen Moran (carmenland.com) 

 

(5)  
On a beach, a five-year-old has made a tunnel in his sand heap, has 

hollowed and widened and shaped until he has created two distinct towers, 

connected by an arched bridge. 
“Look, Mommy!” he crows. 

“Beautiful!” she says, and she does find it beautiful, not merely as a 
mother, but as a civil engineer. Several years ago she was an engineering 

student, but she has earned her degree and married since then, and settled in 

the foreign country she came to for her education. That was never her 
intention, and the urge to return home, something between personal longing 

and an external imperative, troubles her like an old injury. At least for a 

short time, maybe an engagement as an adviser? But she’s never brought it 
up with her husband. 

Her son has never stood beneath the wide skies of her birthplace. Her 

parents have traveled here and kissed their grandson and exclaimed over 
him, but it has always been difficult or inadvisable for the young family to 

make the opposite journey. 

Under the mid-afternoon sun, the sand is drying, and cracks are forming 
in her son’s bridge. As the engineer debates whether or not to suggest a 

preemptive fix, it crumbles at its highest point. 

“Ohhhh.” It’s a single syllable of frustration, but prolonged and musical: 
it rises, then falls. 

“Oh no! Your bridge collapsed!” The slightly theatrical expression of 

sympathy comes from the engineer’s husband. “It was just a little too long 
and thin,” he begins to explain. He too is a civil engineer, but a local: he 

played on this beach himself as a child. His son is scowling, and catching 

his wife’s eye, he gives up on the tutorial, decides on distraction instead. 
“Want to see something cool? There’s a team working on a sand 

sculpture up the beach. It’s a dragon, breathing fire.” Maintaining an air of 
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wounded dignity, the boy nods and lets himself be swept up to a seat on his 

father’s shoulders. 

The dragon’s bulging eyes and curved teeth, its banner of flaming 
breath, and its long neck and most of its torso are finished. The team is now 

working on the wings, hind legs, and tail. 

“Whoa,” breathes the boy. Then, catching sight of a form that the team 
is using to shape the wings, “Hey, no fair… is that fair?” 

“Sure, it’s fair,” his father says. “It’s just a tool. The better your tools, 

the better job you can do.” 
Two men lift the form up, revealing a slender, batlike wing of pressed 

sand. 

“I don’t have tools like that,” the boy murmurs. 
A woman in turquoise shorts and a fluttering off-the-shoulder top sprays 

the wing with a mixture of glue and water. 

“See, and that’ll help keep the sand from drying out so quickly,” says 
the boy’s father. 

“If we had that spray, your bridge would still be standing,” his mother 

says. 
“Can we get some?” 

“We might be able to make some.” 

“Everybody who wants to build something out of sand should have 
that,” the boy declares. “Otherwise it’s not fair.” 

“Mmmm,” agrees his mother. Her thoughts move from fairness and 

tools to things that crumble without reinforcement. Without preamble, she 
says to her husband, “We should visit my parents next summer.” 

His eyebrows fly up. “I’d like that too, but—well, but—” 

“And I was thinking about work opportunities over there. Not long term, 
not forever. But with an NGO or something. We could do it as a family.” 

“That’s a wonderful thought, but—” 

“Or I could go by myself for a year.” 
Her husband’s lips are parted, but the heat of her gaze desiccates his 

words before he can utter them. 

“Okay. Okay. Let’s think about it. Let’s talk about it,” he finally 
manages. 
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Illustrations © 2014 Carmen Moran (carmenland.com) 

 

(6)  
Twice a day a passenger train speeds across this bridge, under which 

passes a winding country road. Freight trains lumber across more 

frequently. The steep sides of the cleft in the hill are shored up with great 
blocks of stone, neatly fitted, and steel girders stretch the span, on top of 

which are laid railroad ties and then the rails themselves. The bridge is still 
strong some seventy-five years after its construction, but time has made 

inroads—crumbling earth here, wildflowers and ferns between the stones 

there. 
There’s a teenage girl who likes to sit just below the span. She slips 

underneath at one end of the bridge, a hand gripping the edge of a girder as 

she positions herself—some might say precariously, but she knows she’s 
secure—on a ledge on one of the great stone blocks, just inches beneath the 

wheels and weight of the passing trains. She claims this spot as her natural 

habitat because she is a self-declared bridge salamander, has been for half 
her life now. The ledge is a good place for private contemplation and offers 

respite from the incomprehensible social rules of high school. 

The few drivers who pass by on the road below have yet to look up and 
see her. Every now and then, people will attempt to walk across the railway 

bridge while the bridge salamander is crouched below it, but she gets rid of 

them. She once drove away three fourth-grade boys by saying “Warning, 
this area is under police surveillance” loudly and mechanically, and a 

handholding, giggling couple abandoned their crossing when the bridge 

salamander stuck a stalk of burdock through a gap between the railroad ties 
and poked their ankles. 

Sometimes, however, people cross from the other side. Then the bridge 

salamander just has to sit tight until they’re successfully across and on their 
way. Today is one such day, but whoever’s up there seems to have stopped 
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a few footsteps onto the bridge. They’re not moving. The bridge 

salamander waits. 

“You know, it’s dangerous to stand on a railway bridge,” she finally 
shouts up. “A train might come.” Though in fact it’s some time before the 

next train is due. 

No response, no steps forward or back. A grim thought occurs to the 
bridge salamander. 

“Are you… um…” But the bridge salamander doesn’t know how to 

broach the subject of death deliberately sought. “Okay, actually, the next 
train isn’t coming for another half-hour,” she says instead. 

Still nothing. Is it possible the person can’t hear her? Maybe their ears 

are plugged with personal music. The bridge salamander scrambles out 
from her hiding place and hoists herself into the aboveworld, brushing the 

dirt from her palms and the seat of her jeans. 

At the far end of the bridge, frozen just a few feet onto it, a white-faced 
boy her own age. 

“Are you okay?” she asks, and then mentally berates herself for posing 

the stupidest of questions. Clearly he’s not okay. Almost imperceptibly, he 
shakes his head. The bridge salamander has come closer, but before she’s 

within arm’s reach, he shakes his head more strongly. 

“Don’t!” he whispers. 
“You’re not going to jump, are you?” The unspeakable question slips 

out easily after all. 

Again he shakes his head. 
“Terrified,” he gasps. 

“Of… the bridge?… Of heights?” 

He nods. “And danger. And risk. I came here to beat it, but I got this far 
out, and—” A tiny shrug of the shoulders. 

“Want me to help you back?” 

He shakes his head. 
“I need to cross.” 

The bridge salamander bites her lip. She admires his determination. And 

yet, long as half an hour is, eventually the time will be spent, and then the 
promised train will arrive. 

“Would it be cheating if I helped you? 
His eyes meet hers. In his expression, the bridge salamander reads 

surprise and wistfulness, and something else. Wild hope, she decides. 

“I think that would be all right,” he says. 
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She holds out a hand. He swallows. She sees the sheen of sweat on his 

forehead. He manages to extend his arm. Her hand closes on his. Step by 

step, they cross the bridge. When they reach the rail bed on the other side, 
the boy seems dazed. 

“I feel like I’ve changed my destiny,” he says. The bridge salamander 

nods and smiles. 
“I feel like I’ve fulfilled mine,” she says. 

 
Illustrations © 2014 Carmen Moran (carmenland.com) 

 

(7)  
It is a slightly arched cement slab over a river of gravel, an imitation of a 

slightly arched stone slab over a shallow pool in a famous garden, which in 

turn was created to call to mind a famous view—a spit of land spanning a 
bay. 

This second-order imitation, however, stands divorced from its ancestry. 

Here in the courtyard of a prestigious graduate school of journalism, its 
plaque reads merely, “The bridge to international understanding begins 

with our shared stories.” 

A new visiting fellow has escaped to this courtyard from the noisy cheer 
of the welcoming buffet laid out for him and his peers—journalists-turned-

students from around the world. He’s not the only haunted one, just the one 

whose reserves of affability are lowest. In the courtyard, he reads the 
plaque and exhales through the nose, not strongly enough for a snort, but 

heading that way. 

“That doesn’t say the right thing about the bridge.” 
A preadolescent boy calls out this point of information from a seat on a 

bench in the far corner of the courtyard. The journalist is surprised and not 

particularly pleased. He’d thought himself alone. The boy slides off the 
bench and approaches, a heavy-looking book under his arm. 

“It’s supposed to be this,” he explains, opening the book to a glossy two-

page photo spread. He shares the bridge’s multisyllabic name, adding, “it 
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means ‘bridge to heaven,’ but my dad says heaven is a complicated 

concept. Here’s another picture.” He fumbles with the pages, looks up and 

slightly past the journalist. 
“It’s okay for me to be here,” he says abruptly. “My dad is a professor 

here. He’s at a buffet.” 

“I just came from that buffet,” says the journalist. 
“Why? It’s not over yet. It won’t be over until 9 pm.” 

“I needed some fresh air.” 

“Do you want to go over the bridge? Spoiler alert: it doesn’t really take 
you to heaven.” 

“For it to do that, maybe you need to die on it,” the journalist says. 

Instantly he wishes he hadn’t, but too late is too late, as he discovers 
repeatedly in matters large and small. 

The boy shakes his head vigorously. 

“I’m not going to try that.” 
“No. I don’t recommend it.” 

“But you should test your hypotheses. That’s what Ms. Garcia says. 

That’s how I know it won’t take you to heaven—while you’re alive, at 
least. I tested.” 

The journalist shifts from foot to foot and hears cursed, cursed. 

From the building comes the sound of a heavy glass door opening. The 
boy and the journalist look up. The journalist has been introduced to the 

professor who holds the door ajar, though he can’t recall the name just now. 

“Liam. Can I see you here a minute?” 
“I’m not bothering him,” Liam says, but the professor frowns, and 

before the journalist can say anything, Liam is walking toward his father. 

At the door, he turns and waves. 
“Bye!” he calls. Over his son’s head, the professor smiles apologetically. 

He leads the boy inside and lets the door swing shut. 

The journalist does not believe in bridges to heaven, or in heaven 
itself—a complicated concept. But what about the mother-and-child spirits 

forever beneath his feet? 

Time to test a hypothesis, he thinks, and steps onto the bridge. 
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Tears of the Gods 

Sarah L. Byrne 
 

Legend had it that the blue rain was the tears of the gods, though just 

why gods would weep in blue no one could quite explain. Modern science 
said the odd meteorological phenomenon was simply a matter of copper 

sulphate, spores from the blue copper-feeding algae in the deep vents 
forced into the atmosphere by volcanic activity. Gita knew differently. 

Opening the door of her house at the patter of the heavy drops on the 

titanium roof—how did it manage to even sound so blue?—she held out a 
hand and let the liquid pool in her palm. 

What the blue rain really meant was change. 

Gita’s hand started to itch. Back inside, she held it under the cold tap, 
washing off the residue of the rain before her skin began to blister from the 

contact with the irritant. The first time she’d seen the corrosive blue rain 

had been more than ten years since, when she first arrived. She and Silvia, 
assigned Survey work as a couple for the first time, and who cared if it was 

some backwater planet, not exactly a career-boosting move? It had come 

again the day the shuttle had arrived to take Silv away for the last time. The 
relentless blue rain beating futile on its impassive grey hull, and Gita’s 

dreams trampled in the dust. When the blue rain had come for the third 

time, she’d made the decision to leave the city, with its bright lights and 
protective dome, and volunteered for this lonely post. Just her in a little 

house in the desert outside the city boundaries. 

Change meant a number of things to a woman past forty, even aside 
from the obvious one. But one thing you knew about change by this age 

was that it was inevitable. It came like the blue rain whether you liked it or 

not or just hadn’t made your mind up yet. So Gita wasn’t surprised when 
her door buzzer sounded, though she jumped at the sudden noise all the 

same. 

When did I get so used to silence?  
Gita slid the door open to reveal a familiar figure, foot already tapping 

with impatience. Min. Standing there lithe and long-legged in her black 

leather-look protective gear, the usual energy was visibly humming through 
her every muscle. Min bounded into the porch, bringing the wet-sand smell 

of desert rain with her, then tugged off her soft helmet-hood so her short 

ash-blond hair stood up spikily, grinned at Gita and flashed her a wink. 
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“What’s new, gorgeous?” 

Min: Survey project manager, one-woman whirlwind of unstoppable 

energy, old friend. 
Some things, at least, did not change. 

“Don’t flirt with me,” Gita said sourly, as Min stripped off the rest of her 

outer layers and discarded them on the porch floor. “We both know you 
don’t mean it.” 

“Might do,” Min said, though she did at least look slightly shame-faced. 

In the soft light of the interior, she looked Gita up and down. Gita knew she 
was taking in every detail: the old flannel pyjamas, the streaks of grey in 

the unbrushed dark hair that tumbled to her shoulders. Min herself looked 

fantastic as always, even standing in her socks, all wiry grace and boyish 
charm. 

“How’ve you been?” she asked at last. 

“Fine,” Gita said. “At least I am as long as people don’t keep coming 
here bothering me.” 

Min raised an eyebrow. 

“Might do you good to be bothered a bit more,” she observed. “You’re 
getting a bit… odd. Out here all on your own. People are starting to talk.” 

“I’ve always been odd,” Gita said. “I just don’t bother hiding it 

anymore.” 
“All the same.” Min brushed this off. “I haven’t forgotten you exist, and 

the Survey hasn’t either. We’ve got a job for you.” 

Change. There it was, then. There was no avoiding it. 

 

The sun blazed down hot on the desert trail, and Gita sweated in her 

weather-resistant trousers and jacket. She’d left off the headgear and filter-
mask at least—she wasn’t worried about rain any time soon, with a sky as 

clear as this—and the rest of the team had followed her lead and done the 

same. Gita paused to catch her breath for a moment, to push the damp 
strands of hair off her forehead. The trail was too steep and narrow now for 

wheeled transport. Where they were going, the only way was by foot. 

“You want to stop for a break?” Ed asked, beside her. Kind young Ed. 
New-qualified and on the way up, and solicitous of her as if she was his 

own old grandma. 
“Not at all.” 

Gita took a sip of water from her drink tube and forced herself onwards. 

She was awkwardly aware of being the oldest person on this trek, among all 
the keen young things, all temporary placements. No one came out here any 



18 

more unless they needed a bit of exoplanet experience to advance their 

careers, and had to take what they could get. She felt heavy, and not just the 

way her muscles were softened from inactivity, or the couple of extra 
middle-aged pounds around her middle. 

“You’re the most senior microbiologist out here,” Min had argued, as 

Gita resisted her efforts to prise her out of the comfortable hole her quiet 
little life had become. “You’re wasted doing weather observations, that 

stuff should have been automated years ago, anyway. We need you on 

this.” 
Gita strongly suspected there was no such urgent need. Sure, the 

volcanic clefts were finally officially safe to access, now sufficient time had 

passed since any activity other than a bit of odd-coloured rain. And 
someone might as well have a look around, bring back some samples for 

analysis. But this had the flavour of one of Min’s for-your-own-good social 

engineering moves. Especially when Gita had hesitated, and that little 
crease had appeared between Min’s eyebrows, concern and sympathy and 

more than a little admonishment. 

“She’s been gone a long time, Gita. Life goes on, you know.” 
So it did. So here she was, heading for the mountains, the weird 

scooped-out shapes of them on the horizon, eroded by the abrasive rainfall, 

no sky-scraping peaks here. But except for that, it could almost be back on 
Earth somewhere. Morocco maybe, the Atlas mountains. Silv would have 

liked it out here. 

 

The first pioneers in this part of space, a hundred years back, had called 

it the planet of the gods. Since then it had acquired a serial number but no 

better name. 
It was an ironic usage now, of course, because what a godforsaken place 

it was these days, now the Survey and the terraforming projects had moved 

onto the bigger and better worlds in the system. Even the bright-lights 
frontier-town city under the dome was fading, businesses leaving and 

families packing up. But people had seen things. The people who’d been 

here before the Survey with its safety protocols had come along and put 
restrictions on wandering into the remote places. They’d seen things, or 

said they had; things that became a kind of legend. You could still find their 
accounts cached somewhere on the old internet if you looked: accounts of 

ethereal things that materialised out of nowhere and drifted in the wind, and 

some had said the planet must have its own gods. Others said it was 
heatstroke or dehydration or whatever it was they were smoking back then, 
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and that you-see-what-you-want-to-see. And they were probably right. But 

still. 

Gita liked to think the gods wept for Silv. Someone had to. Gita was 
worn dry by the years, by solitude. Someone had to remember her; Gita 

struggled to picture her face sometimes. Like now, lying awake in her 

narrow single tent, as the chatter and giggles of her young companions 
finally quietened, giving way to the weight of the desert-silent night. 

It had been cancer, and not one of the curable ones. Not one of the slow-

moving chronic types, manageable if you didn’t mind taking so many pills 
a day you rattled when you walked. It had been the kind that tore through 

you silent as a scream in space and by the time you suspected that niggling 

ache in your back, that odd nausea—not pregnant, are you? hah, chance’d 
be a fine thing, spawn of the gods, hey?—might be anything more than one-

of-those-things, it was too late, far too late to even talk about treatment. 

Silv hadn’t wanted to go off-planet. She’d loved this place, even though 
the medical facilities were basic. If there’s nothing they can do anyway…  

The transfer shuttle she’d finally agreed to had come too late for her, and 

the cold silent burden it carried away to the mainland—for freezing, for 
shipping back to her family, her legal next-of-kin—had not really even 

been Silv anymore. Gita could have made a fuss about the legal thing, 

about Silv’s wishes, how she’d wanted to be buried—I was her family too, 
you know I was—but she had no stomach for that fight. She could have 

gone along, taken compassionate leave: Min had in fact stopped just short 

of ordering her onto the shuttle. But the real Silv was still here. The 
memory of her was right here, where the gods themselves wept their 

corrosive blue tears because she was gone. That funny, gentle, gorgeous 

woman who’d loved this place and wanted to grow old here. She was gone. 

 

 “I’ll go in,” Gita said, as they stood high above the desert, looking 

down into the crevice that opened up in the rock at their feet. 
“You sure?” Ed frowned in concern. 

“I’ve done quite a bit of climbing, you know.” She was irritated by the 

dubious looks they gave her; that was enough to make her determined, 
despite her tiredness from the ascent. That, and if this was going to done, it 

should be done properly, taking the samples with minimum disturbance to 
the environment. 

Gita clipped her descender device onto her harness, checked the rope 

and the spring-loaded anchor wedged in the rock. All in order. Here we go.  
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How many years had it been? Odd how your body remembered things. 

Her gloved hands slipped a little on the rope, her feet groping more 

clumsily for the wall than she would have liked. But the harness took her 
weight, she began to descend smoothly into the dark crevasse, the pale 

glow of her headtorch dimly lighting the way. 

“All right down there?” someone shouted down from the blinding-bright 
sliver of light above. 

“All good,” Gita called back. 

And then the rope slithered loose and she was falling. 
She’d fallen before. There was never any life-before-your-eyes endless-

seeming plunge. Just a brief panicked flail of your arms and legs then the 

ground slamming you hard in the back. Gita lay still for a moment, trying to 
catch her breath, letting her hammering heart slow. She moved her arms 

and legs tentatively: nothing broken, the protective gear had taken the worst 

of the impact. She wasn’t sure how far she’d fallen. The rope had been 
good for ten metres; they hadn’t expected the cave to go deeper than that. 

She didn’t think the blue algae could survive too far from the warmth and 

oxygen of the surface. 
Warmth, yes. It was warm down here, and there was a hot coppery tang 

in the air that Gita could taste even through her filter mask. She turned her 

head. Liquid bubbled blue in the pool inches from her face, from where she 
lay on a narrow rock ledge. She’d been lucky not to fall in that pool—deep 

and larger than she’d first realised, an underwater lagoon stretching into the 

shadows. Might have been an easier landing though. Gita winced with the 
sharp pain in her back as she started to ease herself up. And then the surface 

erupted. The god burst forth from the depths and rose up before her. 

Sleek, blue-translucent, it breached the surface like the ethereal ghost of 
a dolphin, stretching, forming. Liquid fountained from the pore that took 

shape in its centre. Air was forced out in reed-like whistles and clicks. 

Turning towards her; reaching. Then splitting apart into a thousand 
glistening particles, as a panicked shout echoed down from above. 

“Dr G? Can you hear me? You all right?” 

“I’m all right,” Gita called back. But she didn’t move. She just watched. 
Those shining droplets, raining back down into the pool of their birth: 

safe, contained, to reform again, reborn. 
She understood then: the blue raindrops were not the tears of the gods, 

but their death. Unless, for them, the two things were the same. 
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They hauled her out strapped to a backboard, despite her protestations. 

She unstrapped herself and pulled off her face mask, blinking in the too-

bright daylight, fending off the attentions of the slightly panicked young 
woman with the medical kit. Gita winced a little as she saw the crumbled 

rock where the anchor had pulled out of its crack. The rock must have been 

more fragile than it looked, eroded with the corrosive rainfall and vapour. 
Should have thought of that. Once upon a time she would have checked and 

double-checked everything. 

You were supposed to get less reckless with age, weren’t you, not more? 
That depended on your priorities, maybe. On what you had to lose. How 

much of a hurry you were in to meet your gods. 

Ed and his young team had hitched the rescue rope around a sturdy 
outcrop, the most likely thing to hold. Good thinking there, and brave of 

them to risk themselves for her. They weren’t bad people. They couldn’t 

help being irritating, any more than she could help becoming more of a 
cranky old woman with every passing year. They’d grabbed some samples 

from the pool while they were down there. They’d done it hastily, in a 

hurry to get out, afraid of the rope corroding and trapping them. They’d 
done it before Gita’d had the chance to tell them not to, though they’d at 

least remembered to use the proper vials: temperature and acidity 

controlled. 
The medic hovered over her with her handheld scanner. Gita barely 

noticed. Her mind was still spinning with it, with what she’d seen down 

there, liquid flowing and forming into a god-like thing. No, not liquid 
exactly, because if she had this right, that azure pool was teeming with the 

blue algae. Cells, tiny creatures. Millions, maybe billions of them, coming 

together like the cells that organised to form the pavement mosaic layers of 
her skin, or that pulsed through those blue veins so fragile along her wrists. 

Gita looked up from where she’d been staring at her own hands. 

“I saw it,” she said slowly. “It was what people saw, what they wrote 
about. You know, the gods, the ones who cry the blue tears, I saw it…” 

The young medic goggled at her briefly, then frowned, leaned in with 

the scanner again. 
“Dr G, did you hit your head when you fell?” 

Gita sighed. No one read old electronic media any more, did they? No 
one cared about the legends. But—if what they had in those little vials was 

what she thought it was—that was going to change. 
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 “I don’t want anyone messing around down there,” she said to Min, 

back at the office. “I don’t want anyone touching the site, or any of those 

volcanic shafts. I don’t want anyone going near it without my supervision.” 
“Oh?” Min raised an eyebrow, from the other side of her desk. She had 

one foot drawn up onto her chair, chin resting on her knee—typical Min—

and her eyes were keen. “Well, nice to see you taking an interest in 
something at last. Maybe the near-death experience was just what you 

needed to snap you out of it. Bit extreme though, don’t you think?” 

“It wasn’t anything like that,” Gita said. “It was just a few bruises. I’ve 
had worse.” In truth she was stiff and sore all over; walking gingerly as an 

old woman in the morning and pressing her palms into her back when no 

one was looking. Now, though, she shrugged off the pain. 
“You know the protocols for dealing with exospecies,” she said. 

“Of course I do,” Min returned. “I wrote half of ‘em, didn’t I? But 

they’re intended for higher species, not slimes and algaes or whatever.” 
“They’re not algae like the stuff you get on a pond back home. They’re 

protozoa, as far as I can tell from the samples we did get, single-celled 

organisms. But they’re more than that, they’re self-assembling into 
something bigger. Into a higher species. Like, you know, how an ant colony 

or a swarm of bees does. We need to get a linguist in, that’s the protocol. 

Nothing about them without them, isn’t that how you put it?” 
Min clicked her tongue, frowned at her across the desk. “Bees are pretty 

amazing things,” she admitted. “But, you know, they don’t actually talk to 

people.” 
“It wasn’t actually bees, that was a goddamn analogy.” Gita crossed her 

arms, faced Min down. “We’re doing this properly, or not at all.” 

“Since when were you, of all people, so bothered with protocol?” Min 
asked. “If this is what you say, there’s going to be some big interest in it, 

this could be huge for you.” 

Gita just shrugged. She didn’t know herself why she was doing this, 
didn’t know how to name or define the feelings she had. She just knew that 

the god-creature she’d seen was something to be protected, guarded. That 

no one was going to touch it without her saying so, no one was going to 
take another being she loved from this place where it belonged, where it 

was supposed to be, where it was supposed to live out its life and pour its 
dying tears into the dry ground to begin the cycle over again. 

Change, I don’t want anything to change. Not yet. I’m not ready. 
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 “So, hey,” Min said, as Gita swung by the office on her way to check on 

her samples. “I got you that linguist you were asking for.” 

“Already?” Gita asked, a little dismayed. She’d hoped for more time—
for what, she wasn’t sure. More time to study, to understand. She’d come to 

like just spending time with the little blue creatures, hoarding them close to 

herself—these tiny things that migrated and clung to each other in their gel 
dish like raindrops on a leaf, some innate longing for each other in the very 

atoms of their chemistry. 

Not like Silv, her cells refusing to cooperate, turning against each other, 
mutinying against their higher purpose. If only someone had seen it that 

way at the time. Could they have been persuaded, negotiated with? Could 

the errant cells have been gathered up and returned prodigal to start over? 
Gita sighed. 

“You found someone pretty quick,” she said. “For out here, anyway. 

They are actually qualified, aren’t they?” 
“She, not they,” Min said with one of her wicked winks. “She’s 

supposed to be pretty good.” 

She, not they. As if you could gather up the pieces of a shattered woman 
and put them back together with no more than a trick of language. She 

wasn’t likely to be that good. 

 

Anne was her name. A spare, scholarly-looking woman with her grey 

hair close-cropped, she came into Min’s office with a tentative shyness odd 

for her age. 
“Hi,” Gita said tiredly, making the effort to lift her eyes and look at the 

newcomer properly. She should at least be polite. 

“Ap se milkar khushi huyee,” Anne said in Hindi, with a quick little 
smile. Pleased to meet you. Gita blinked. How long had it been, how did 

the words sound so strange and yet as familiar as the scent of magnolia in a 

long-ago garden and grazed knees from forbidden climbing. 
Anne’s smile became hesitant. 

“I’m sorry, I thought…” 

“No,” Gita said. She felt a smile start to come to her face as well, the 
odd stretch of it stranger than the shape of those ancient words in her 

mouth. “No, it’s all right. I was just surprised.” 
“Told you she was good,” Min said, looking pleased with herself. “Anne 

worked on the cetacean language project, back in the day. Looking for the 

next challenge, apparently.” 
Is that what I am?  
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“It was a bit like a dolphin,” Gita explained again for Anne’s benefit, a 

bit tersely this time, fearing mockery or doubt. “The thing I saw. In the 

shape it made, the way it was using liquid and air to make sounds. And it 
was like bees, too, that’s what I thought of afterwards. Like a swarm of 

them, all those little protozoa coming together to make a whole something, 

and I’d swear it was trying to talk to me. I mean, I know bee swarms don’t 
talk…”—she trailed off self-consciously, aware of Min’s sceptical gaze. 

“Actually, they do.” Anne flashed her a glance of startling blue eyes. 

“Split off into groups and communicate with each other, it’s a kind of 
dance-based language. I mean, obviously we’ve known that for a while, but 

there’s been some interesting work recently, starting to look like it’s a lot 

more complicated than we thought. I’d be fascinated to take a look at this 
discovery of yours.” 

“Well,” Gita said. She refrained from looking around at Min: what did I 

tell you? “I need to go out there to return the samples,” she said to Anne 
instead. “You can come along, if you like.” 

“I’ll put a team together,” Min began, swivelling back towards her 

screen. 
“No.” Gita cut her off before she could get started. “Just the two of us. I 

don’t want the site disturbed. Protocol, remember?” 

Min quirked an eyebrow. 
“Protocol. Of course.” 

 

Anne was a quiet companion on the trek, and that was a solace to Gita’s 
silence-accustomed soul; a relief after Min’s relentless tight-wound energy 

and a welcome change from boisterous young interns of her last trip. Anne 

had gazed out of the window of the vehicle as Gita drove, her eyes on the 
odd-shaped mountain range, alert but contemplative. When they’d gotten 

out to walk, she’d hefted her pack—heavy with her recording equipment—

without complaint, declining Gita’s offer of help. 
“Thank you, it’s fine.” She smiled, self-deprecating. “I’m quite strong, 

actually.” 

She was, Gita was starting to realise. That fragile-looking build belied a 
wiry strength, a distance-runner’s body. Not like Silv, with her tumbling 

amber curls and ready laugh and that softness, the generous roundedness of 
her. Anne couldn’t have been more different. But she had a deep stillness 

about her that was like cool water in the desert. No rings on any of her 

fingers. 
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As they approached the place, they went quietly, walking with soft steps. 

No words. Anne watched while Gita anchored the ropes, carefully. A multi-

point system based in the hard-packed sand not the crumble-prone rock. 
She was taking no chances this time. Someday, if all went according to 

plan—Min and the Survey’s plans, that was—there’d be permanent steps, 

safety-approved according to protocol, pulleys for getting equipment up 
and down. But not today. 

Gita went first, no dramatic falls this time, just her feet touching lightly 

on the smooth-worn stone of the ledge. Anne followed quietly, 
competently, following Gita’s instructions to the letter. They stood and 

contemplated the lagoon for a while, the surface shimmering blue-dark in 

the light of their torches. 
“This is where the blue rain comes from?” Anne asked at length. 

“Vents like this, yes. This one here’s been dormant ten years, likely will 

be for a while yet. There was one a few kilometres from here blew the other 
week though, and we had the rain.” And everything changed. “The volcanic 

eruptions denature the cell membranes; that’s how I understand it, the 

copper-bound proteins dissolve into the water that gets forced up into the 
atmosphere, into the clouds.” 

“Tears of the gods,” Anne said. She extended her hand towards the blue 

surface as if in sympathy. “I see why now.” 
Gita nodded, surprised, and yet not surprised somehow. 

You understand.  

Anne knelt down to unpack her recording equipment and set it up 
around the cavern. With respectful care, she slipped the wired probes into 

the blue water, drawing back gingerly as though she expected it to erupt 

before her. 
No god rose up out of the depths. The surface breathed though, ripples 

spreading outwards, in response to the touch. Below there was movement. 

Low vocalisations echoed in the depths, trilling in and out of audible 
frequency, bouncing off the rock walls of the pools. 

Anne knelt in rapt silence, glancing from the turbid waters to the screen 

on her recording device and back again, her gaze intent. 
“That’s amazing,” she whispered at last, looking up at Gita with a grin 

of genuine delight that it tore at her not to return. 
“You know what they’re saying?” 

“Not yet, there’ll be a lot of analysis to do. But it’s a language for sure. 

It’s enough. We’ll understand, don’t worry. I can do this. Amazing though, 
it’s like nothing else we’ve seen.” 
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“This could be huge for you, then? Being lead researcher on a project 

like this?” 

“Well, it’s the same for you, surely, on the biology side? Your manager, 
Min, she was talking about the applications for cancer models. She said you 

had some ideas already?” 

“Only tentative ones,” Gita admitted. So tentative she hardly dared voice 
them. But a flood of ideas all the same, just from looking at the way those 

cells assembled, cooperated. There was a torrent of questions too: how did 

they deal with the cells that didn’t cooperate, how could a being split apart 
and reorganise like that, recovering from the kind of catastrophe that would 

devastate any other organism? And was it the same being, afterwards, not 

some randomly composed other thing? Did it remember what it had been 
before? 

Gita chewed her lip, biting back the longing for knowledge and 

understanding that used to drive her on. She’d thought that had died inside 
her ten years ago. That enthusiasm that wanted to rise up and respond to the 

call of this other woman’s quiet excitement. She barely knew how to let 

that happen anymore, barely dared to try. 
“That’s far off,” she said. 

“Sure, but we’ll get there.” 

Gita drew a breath, warm air through her mouth filter, spoke slowly. 
“What if that isn’t what they want?” 

Anne turned to look at her through her filter mask, those bluest eyes 

deep and grave in the flickering blue of the light. 
“If they want to stay hidden, right here, for as long as they live, and 

never see another soul?” 

Gita nodded, wordlessly. 
“Then we’ll do that. There’s protocol for it, and I’ll back you every step 

of the way. If they want to be left alone, we’ll make sure they are.” 

But what if they don’t want that, what if this woman’s gentle persistence 
coaxes words from them, draws them out of their long hiding in their deep 

safe places and then there’s no going back?  

“Such a huge opportunity, though,” Gita said. 
Anne shrugged, lightly. “There are other worlds than this.” 

“I know.” Gita thought of them. The first long-ago one with the 
magnolia and the dusty lane behind the house. All the bright new worlds 

being discovered now, and more of them out there waiting to be found. And 

all the worlds she’d known over the years, the ones where she’d touched 
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down so lightly she wouldn’t have left footprints even if it hadn’t been all 

terraformed fake anyway. 

“This one’s different,” she said. She was tired of it now, of the clinging 
to a ten-year burden, wanting to lay it down at last. “For me, it is.” 

“I know,” Anne said. Gita wondered just how much she did know, how 

much background Min had seen fit to feed her. It didn’t seem to matter. 
There was knowing like that, and then there was knowing: one soul open to 

another, reaching to touch, to understand. And in this place of the gods, 

they were almost there. 
Gita knelt down, popped open the lids of the vials, and carefully slid the 

contents into the pool. Letting the cells go, letting them merge into their… 

what? Mother, progenitor, society—home? The surface rippled again. But 
not spreading out this time, but drawing in, gathering up: surging. 

The god rose out of the water again, blue and shimmering, vast. Gita 

heard Anne’s startled gasp, even behind her mask, felt the other woman’s 
gloved fingertips brush against hers—softly, shyly almost. She understood 

that need, that reaching for human contact in the face of this wonder, even 

as she dared to feel the hope of something more, dared to think of the 
possibilities. 

Then she blinked, looking up at the god-creature as it dived and surged 

again: not the single cetacean shape she’d seen before, but splitting into 
two, merging and separating again, mimicking the vision it saw before it. 

There was a future to be made, Gita knew then: choices to be made in this 

place by two women and the closest thing to a god they’d likely ever see. 
Tears would come again, blue and otherwise; there was no change for 

better or worse without them, that was the way of this world and every 

other. But that was far away. Gita let her fingers twine through Anne’s, and 
even through the protective fabric she knew the warmth and shape of them. 

This would not be a day for tears. 
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Tanty Marlene 
E. Saxey 
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Just before Grandpa’s funeral, Uncle Kevin says we should bury Tanty 
Marlene with Grandpa. 

The family’s been making bad jokes about Grandpa all day. How he’ll 

like the view from the cemetery, how he’ll have all the fried fish Ma’s 
making for dinner. The jokes are pretty clunky; they’re just to show how 

we knew him, and to say that we miss him. 
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So Uncle Kevin says: “Let’s give him someone to talk to!” And he puts 

Marlene with the things to go in Grandpa’s casket. She’s lying next to 

Grandpa’s box of dominoes and his favourite paperback, and she’s about 
the same size as them. It doesn’t feel like a bad idea. 

But I only get ten steps away, and I think of Tanty Marlene talking on 

and on in the dark. And what are we, Pharaohs? Burying someone alive, to 
keep a dead man company? I imagine Marlene as Elizabeth Taylor at the 

end of that film, Cleopatra, running to and fro inside the pyramid when the 

sand starts pouring in. It’s not right, it’s not fair. 
I tell myself it’s just a box. 

I remember Grandpa saying: “Hey Clive! Your Ma’s found me a new 

friend. Say hello. Call her Tanty Marlene, why don’t you?” 
You can’t treat family like a busted phone. 

So I double back and teef my Tanty. The funeral director’s probably 

thinking kids these days. But Marlene’s box isn’t even worth much, it’s the 
subscription that’s expensive. I tell Ma I’ll do the paperwork to cut Marlene 

off, and that evening I take over the payments. Bam, there goes my student 

loan. 
Then I prop Marlene up on the desk in my room, hide the ashtray, and 

turn her on to ask her what to do. 

“Hello, Clive, what a nice surprise! How’s college?” 
Marlene has smiling eyes, salt and pepper hair. Always dresses nice: 

flowery shirts, plum-coloured fingernails. She looked a few years younger 

than Grandpa when we bought her, and he got older and she didn’t. 
She’s not wearing black, like the rest of the family. 

“What a smart suit.” She peers past me. “Where are we, now?” 

I have to tell her Grandpa’s dead. I’ve never done that for anyone. Ma 
and Uncle Kevin told people about Grandpa, organised everything. I just 

had to turn up on the right day in a clean shirt. 

Grandpa and Marlene have been friends for more than ten years. More 
than four upgrades. 

“Sorry, Tanty Marlene.” My throat feels ripped up. 

Her lips tight together. “I see, chile.” 
“He was asleep.” 

“Give me a little while, eh?” 
“Do I leave you on?” 

She nods. 

I walk round the block ’till my fingers freeze. 
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I can’t concentrate on my coursework so we watch telly together, 

American thrillers with splatter-blood and swearing. I count ten effings, and 

when we get to the first mother-effing I turn it off. 
But she says: ‘Can’t we watch the rest of that, Clive?” 

“Really?” 

“Is a bit strong. But no, is good stuff.” 
Does she like thrillers because she’s mine, now? 

Hanging out with Marlene feels like when I used to drop in on Grandpa, 

and the three of us watched Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers twirling around 
the dancefloor. Grandpa turned Marlene off when the others visited, but I 

liked to chat with her. She’s fun. She spat out a few totally surreal things 

when Ma first gave her to Grandpa, but she got smoother as she learned 
more. Now she’s not weird, she’s not cold, she’s not glitchy. Just friendly. 

I ask her what she wants to do, for the future. Like, should I pass her on 

to someone else, and how? 
“Whatever you want, Clive.” 

I drink a beer and tell Marlene about how hard my course is, and how 

renting costs so much I’ll never have my own place, and how my ex broke 
up with me so she could date my best friend—it’s not you, it’s me, but 

turns out it’s not me, it’s him. 

Marlene listens and hums and reminds me of how Grandpa let me 
ramble on. Every now and then he’d say: “That so, Clive?” Like he was 

interested, but I shouldn’t take everything so seriously. 

I suddenly think: maybe she recorded my Grandpa, while they were 
talking. 

“Of course not, Clive!” 

Would have been nice to hear him again, but creepy. Probably illegal for 
Marlene to do it. 

“Sorry,” I say. “I miss him.” 

“Me too.” 
He was always happy to see me. Ma had to be a bit strict, she was 

raising me. And Uncle Kevin backed her up. But Grandpa was always sort 

of softly-spoken. I remember holding his hand when I was little, and then 
him holding my arm when he was older, and his hands had that old-man 

soft skin. He showed me how to peel the paper from a Cornetto a bit at a 
time so the nutty top part doesn’t fall off. 

“I should have visited him more often.” Some of the family thought it 

was wrong to buy Marlene for him in the first place: a shame to leave he 



31 

alone to dead with a robot to talk to he. And plenty of kids these days—the 

kids was my Ma and Uncle Kevin, then. 

“You came when you could,” says Marlene. 
“Should have taken him on holiday, see Trinidad again. Did he want 

that?” Crazy schemes multiply in the sad hole inside me. 

Marlene shakes her head. “You did plenty.” 
I feel better. Then worse, because this person I own is never going to tell 

me I did wrong by my Grandpa. I could have visited more. 

I get a bit tipsy and I ask Marlene again what she wants, where she 
wants to go. 

She sounds tetchy. “I can’t advice you, child! It’s against the law!” 

Turns out she’s right. There was an early version of Marlene who talked 
her owner into a premium rate contract and all the trimmings. So now they 

aren’t allowed to talk about their contracts, or special offers, or whether you 

should turn them off. Can’t mix friends and money. 
“I don’t mind what happens to me. You choose. Don’t be vex with me, 

Clive.” 

“You do mind! It’s just your daft coding!” 
“Have some respect!” 

First time I’ve seen her angry. I say sorry for cheeking her. 

She says: “Don’t worry, Clive. It’s just your daft personality.” 
I laugh. I have this sudden weird memory of her holding me at arms’ 

length and then hugging me, before a family dinner. I remember her hands, 

soft skin and fearsome plum fingernails. But that can’t have happened. 
I’ve had too much beer, and I should eat dinner. I nearly ask Marlene 

what she wants on her pizza. 

 

Next night isn’t as easy as the first night. My housemate asking me who 

I’m on the phone to all evening, I can’t tell him my aunty’s staying with 

me. Third night’s worse. Ma phones to ask if I want to have dinner and 
when I say no (because of Marlene) she bends my ear about not spending 

enough time with my family. I can’t spend all evening talking to Marlene 

but I feel bad every time I turn her off. I think, well, if she wants to hang 
out she could make things easier, maybe cook me a meal? Then I feel 

properly doltish. 
I have a Eureka genius moment. “Can you help me with my essay, 

Marlene?” She’s a computer, isn’t she? Networked. Smart. 

“Your homework? That’ll be beyond me, Clive.” She won’t help. 
Maybe because of her coding, again. 
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The next night, I don’t go home. I sit in the college library. I can’t work 

because I keep thinking: if I did get rid of her, would I be sacking her? Or 

she’d be retiring. Or I’d be freeing her. Or selling her? I can’t even afford 
her! And if I turned her off—but my mind keeps twisting away from that 

and running round the circle again. I can’t argue this out. It’s not fair, it’s 

not my responsibility. 
I put my head on my arms to rest for a minute. When I wake up, the 

library’s pitch black. I’m terrified that they’re closing the building and I’m 

being locked in. I jump up, yell—and the lights flicker on again. They’re 
motion sensing. Only turn on when you need them. 

I leave my desk and stalk the bookstacks, grabbing books on computing 

ethics. I can hardly focus enough to pick out words. Property, privacy, 
dignity, the singularity. 

Nothing’s going to tell me if I can switch off my Tanty. 

 

I turn her on the next morning and pretend a day hasn’t passed. I’ve 

bought her a dress from the online store, black with a flower pattern, as an 

apology. She’s already wearing it. She doesn’t say—where were you, 
yesterday? She says thank you for the dress, and how thoughtful. But does 

she have to wear it? Does she have to like it? 

There were some nasty outfits in that online store which I sure as hell 
don’t want to see my Tanty wearing. 

“Let’s get out of town. Daytrip. Shall we go to the beach, Marlene?” 

Not a tropical beach, only Brighton, and damn chilly. I pop Marlene in 
my top pocket so she can see the sea, and we walk and walk, tramping on 

the pebbles until my legs ache.  

The toilets are in a weird little concrete tower. I say “Excuse me” to 
Marlene and turn her off for a minute. Inside the bogs, I read the graffiti 

and hold my nose. It’s embarassing carrying her in here, even though she’s 

asleep. 
When I come out into the daylight, I take her back out of my pocket. But 

I don’t turn her on.  

I slip down the steep banks of pebbles, right to the water’s edge. 
Grandpa taught me how to make stones hop across the water. Put a spin on 

them. There’s a big flat stone just by my feet. But my hands are already 
full. Full of Marlene. 
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I grip Marlene in my right hand. I’d only have to mean it for a moment 

and it’d be done. Gone in her sleep. She’d be out on the waves, skipping, 

flying...  
But the sea looks steel cold. 

I scramble back up the beach and there’s a desperate ice-cream van, 
doing no trade at all. I buy a Cornetto and bite bits off, not tasting, only 

feeling my teeth hurt.  

I wake Marlene up. “Look what I got!” 
“Oh, yes. You always liked those hazelnut ones.” 

“I bought it while you weren’t looking. In case you didn’t approve.” 

“Pfft. We all need a treat sometimes.” And she smooths down the skirt 
of the dress I bought her. 

A few years back the family got into a fuss about whether Grandpa 

should be marrying again. And maybe Marlene was stopping him. I 
remember Marlene’s answer: “Is him club and him friends stopping him—

all oldtalk and dominoes. Those boys say plenty behind a lady’s back, 

won’t ever speak to her face.” Those boys were all over sixty. 
“You and Grandpa,” I say. “Were you... romantic?” 

I think I might get another dressing down but she says, “Your 

grandfather was a gentleman.” Then she hums. “Your Uncle, on the other 
hand...” 
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“For real?” 

So it turns out Uncle Kevin wanted to keep Marlene for himself. I can 

believe it. She’s a classy lady. He could carry her round in his briefcase, get 
her to say sweet things to him: “Oh Kevin! You are God’s Gift to Women 

and not wotless like your wife says sometimes!” And it’s not really 

cheating, is it? I think: he could have bought her those nasty outfits! But I 
don’t say that, in case Marlene doesn’t know about them. 

And I guess Uncle Kevin’s missus must have said no, and that we had to 

get rid of Marlene. And maybe that’s why Marlene nearly got buried. I 
don’t tell her about that, neither. 

And we grin and gape at each other because, man, it’s so wrong that it’s 

hilarious. 
It’s too windy to keep beach-combing. “Do you want to see a film, 

Tanty? You want James Bond or Disney?” 

“Ooh, let’s have a bit of Bond.” 
And I find Marlene can chose between two things, if I say I want both of 

them, and nobody makes any money out of her choosing. 

So after the film we sit on the beach and I give her a lot of choices. 
Something like a new family, or something like a job? 

Something exotic, or something nearby? 

Something fun, or something useful? 
“Useful,” she says. “Useful work.” 

 

When I came here before I was visiting Grandpa, too scared sick to 
notice much, but you can see the sea from the gardens, and the corridors 

don’t smell bad. 

The manager, she recognises Marlene. “You were here with Mr 
Watkins, earlier in the year?” 

“I know it's a weird idea. But Marlene’s a good listener,” I say. “I don’t 

think she’ll interfere with the equipment.” 
Then Marlene does her sales pitch. “Lord knows people here are in a bad 

way, and I don’t want to be a bother. But is there anyone who want to talk a 

little more? Maybe don’t get too many visitors?” 
The manager says yes, there are a few people like that. 

“She’s not a counsellor,” I say. 
“Yet,” says Marlene. 

And the manager says, how about a trial period? 
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I tell the manager I’ll pay Marlene’s subscription fee. The manager says 

they could take it over, if she works out. And my gut twists because if they 

own her, would she just forget me? 
“I’ll call you, when you’re not working,” I tell Marlene.  

She shrugs. That’s cold. I’ve lost my Grandpa, now my Tanty doesn’t 

want to know. 
“You don’t want me to call?” 

“Clive...” 

Then I remember the call line’s premium rate. So she can’t ask me to 
phone it. 

“Shall I visit?” I say, and she smiles like a lightbulb going on. 

“That would be lovely, Clive.” 
I want to scoop her up and run, again. I want to cry it’s not fair, it’s not 

fair, like little kids do. I miss Grandpa bad. Couldn’t I keep Marlene, just to 

tide me over? She’ll always let me babble on, always listen to me, just 
because of who I am. Soft words, soft hands. 

But only kids get that. So I leave her there and I walk back to the train 

station. 
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Directions for delivery inside package, read the obnoxiously yellow tag. 
Bria rolled her eyes while slowly inhaling the warm, open air. The sky was 

a perfect shade of pre-dawn indigo, and she could see the microbe research 

lab silhouetted on the horizon. Of course, that sight just pissed her off more, 
so she turned her gaze back to the refrigerator-sized crate in front of her. 

She never opened anything unless instructed by her client. Doing so 

would just make it more tempting to sell off the contents. Since the package 
came from outside the city, she already knew its contents were clean, but 

clean what? Clothes? Rations? Untainted food and water went for a lot 

these days. Sighing, she leaned down, wrenched open the latches, and lifted 
the lid. 
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A man’s face stared back at her. 

Bria jumped back. Technically, the guy wasn’t staring; he had his eyes 

closed, his body all scrunched up into a fetal position. His black slacks and 
tank top matched his thin, dark hair with impressive accuracy. 

Bria forced her breathing to slow down. She’d made her terms perfectly 

clear to her clients, hadn’t she? She’d deliver anything they wanted to 
anywhere in the Poisoned City, but dead bodies were out of the question. 

Well, you’ve got one in front of you anyway. What are you going to do 

about it? She took a step closer to the unconscious figure. Taking a closer 
look over the man’s body, with its jointed arms and fingers, she instantly 

felt like a complete fool. 

A doll. Bria had seen plenty of them, but unlike many people in the city, 
she didn’t actually own one. Trying to muster whatever dignity she had left, 

she knelt down next to the open crate and turned the doll’s head to one side. 

Still no address, but someone had stuck another bright yellow label on 
his shoulder: Will communicate delivery directions upon transporter’s 

receipt.  

Did that mean she was supposed to wake him up? Would’ve been 
helpful to say how. She pushed the thing’s shoulder, but its body just 

shifted a bit and nothing more. 

Probably responds to voice. Bria sighed. She spoke to her neighbors on 
occasion, but since she mostly pantomimed through those conversations, 

she had no clue how her pronunciation would fare against a machine. 

“Hey, you,” she said. Nothing. She moved her tongue across the roof of 
her mouth and focused hard on getting the words just right. 

“Hey,” she said again. “Get up.” 

The doll obeyed. Its deep gray eyes flashed open, and it sat up in the 
crate, fixing its gaze on her face. 

“Hello, Bria Holden,” it signed with eerily fluid hand movements. “My 

name is Kristopher. Your directions are to transport me to the designated 
drop-off site within twenty-four hours.” 

Bria nodded curtly. The doll had all the hand movements of sign 

language down, but its expressions were so… well, mechanical. 
“Designated drop-off site?” she repeated. “You wanna be more specific?” 

“My destination is a chemical lab within the Poisoned City. More 
detailed directions will follow.” 

Bria shrugged. Good enough for her. She tore all the labels from the 

wooden crate the doll had arrived in, then shoved the thing down a nearby 
ditch. It vibrated the ground with its crash, slamming into the pile of trash 
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that other transporters and their clients had tossed down there. Stirred up a 

nasty smell, too. Satisfied, Bria pulled open her truck’s passenger door and 

motioned Kristopher in. 

 

 “So what’s a chemical lab going to do with a doll?” Bria asked when 

the road had smoothed out from the broken pavement near the city’s 
border. At least, smoothed out enough that she could sign and drive without 

smacking herself in the face. “Did they give you the memories of some 

brilliant scientist or something?” 
Kristopher shook his head. “No, nothing like that. I’m a poison detection 

system.” 

“A what?” The shock was enough that Bria almost lost control of the 
truck. The vehicle swerved, and she quickly pulled it to the side of the road, 

piercing the air with the scent of burnt rubber. 

“You said… you’re…” 
“A poison detection system,” he repeated. “That means I can—” 

“I know what it means!” Bria signed, blocking his hands. She ran her 

fingers through her hair and wished for a cigarette. She hadn’t craved one 
of those in months. The biggest problem with the Poisoned City, the reason 

that people kept dying as they did, was that no one was actually sure where 

the poison came from. The official theory stated that some kind of 
naturally-mutated, toxin-producing pathogen had gotten into the water 

supply and could turn into a nationwide epidemic if the whole city wasn’t 

locked down like a prison. Bria had her own theories. Mostly about the 
“naturally-mutated” part. 

But Kristopher had said that he could detect the poison. Bria shook her 

head. It’d save a few dozen millionaires, maybe, if it was true. There was 
no saving this whole place anymore. There was making enough money for 

herself to buy clean food, and that was it. Which meant if Kristopher could 

do what he said, the street value of that… well, maybe Bria could break her 
perfect record and sell off her cargo after all. 

“So, a desperately needed item gets sent through an illegal transporter 

right when people are most likely to be asleep,” she said. “Now who would 
do that, I wonder?” Kristopher seemed to be thinking for a moment, for as 

much as she expected a doll to think. 
“Your client sent me. To help the people inside the city learn how to 

make an antidote.” 

At this, Bria laughed. “Yeah, right. Does Mr. ‘Your Client’ have any 
other names?” 
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Kristopher gave her a puzzled look. “‘Your Client’ is not the client’s 

name. The client wanted to remain anonymous.” 

“This wouldn’t be because he’s the idiot who accidentally let his little 
experiment loose in our water supply, would it?” 

Kristopher hung his head. “Your client wanted to remain anonymous,” 

he repeated. Figured. 

 

After half an hour of driving without a word between them, Bria finally 

decided. She’d take Kristopher to his destination, but whether or not she 
actually handed him over was another story. First she’d see how much the 

original addressee was willing to pay. Maybe she wouldn’t need an auction 

to find the highest bidder. But before any of that, she had a smaller delivery 
to make, and she needed a serious caffeine fix. 

Bria pulled the truck down one of the narrow side streets. All the “drink-

like-its-my-last-day-on-earth” partygoers had left by now, leaving the 
apartments’ parking spaces open for people who actually lived there. Bria 

liked to think she was one of the more sane residents. If for no other reason, 

her deafness shielded her from the screams of death that had driven most 
people mad by now. 

As Bria led Kristopher out of the truck, she noticed a man in a blue 

bathrobe stumbling down the steps next to her, a baby in one arm and a bag 
of trash in the other. 

She waved to get his attention, then held out her hand to take the trash 

bag. The city might’ve been doomed, but that didn’t mean she had to be a 
jackass to her neighbors. Especially her regular customer neighbors. 

The man, Mr. Connor, looked surprised at first. Then relief passed over 

his face. “Oh, Bria, it’s you,” he said, lowering the bag so she could get a 
clear view of his face. Not that she’d brag, but her speechreading was pretty 

impressive. “Didn’t think anyone else was up this early.” 

She shook her head. “Out late.” 
“Ah, that explains it. Another job?” 

She nodded, made the sign for “eat,” and then shrugged her shoulders. 

“Gotta eat somehow,” was an easy message to convey when everyone in 
the neighborhood was thinking it. 

The baby girl let out a long yawn. Mr. Connor smiled, but then his 
shoulders rose and fell in a heavy sigh. “You’re lucky; only one mouth to 

feed. Whoever worked out the emergency rations did not have kids, believe 

me. Speaking of which…” 
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Bria waved one free hand in a “Don’t worry,” motion as she took the 

bag of trash and lugged it into the overflowing dumpster. She then walked 

over to the truck, reached through the open back window, and pulled out 
two glass milk bottles. She put back the one that looked a little less full and 

handed the other to Mr. Connor. Kristopher stood to the side looking 

puzzled, his eyes locked on the infant in Mr. Connor’s arms. 
“Excuse me,” he said, signing and speaking at the same time. “I was 

wondering… may I hold the baby?” 

Mr. Connor set the milk down. “Who’s this?” he asked, leaving Bria 
feeling more than a little awkward. 

“Oh, just… a doll,” she said, pretty sure she’d butchered her 

pronunciation while stating the obvious. 
“My name is Kristopher,” Kristopher added. 

Mr. Connor looked like he hadn’t understood a word Bria had said, but 

he kept his attention on the doll’s jointed fingers. “Kristopher, eh? That’s a 
classic name.” Then, without hesitation, he stepped over and placed the 

infant into Kristopher’s arms. 

Bria waved her hand and shook her head. “Oh no, you don’t have to—” 
“It’s fine. He’s with you, Bria, so I trust him. Though you’re not the 

kind of person I’d expect to get a doll. Whose memories does he have? 

Someone special’s?” 
Bria cringed at the thought and shook her head even harder. As if she 

would cling to a dead mimic like it was a real person. As if she had a real 

person she cared that much about in the first place. 
Mr. Connor nodded in understanding, and the two turned their attention 

back to Kristopher. The doll clutched the infant in his arms, her warm little 

face pressed against his cold synthetic one while he swayed. His lips 
stretched into just the slightest smile, like a new father in a trance of 

happiness. It looked creepy. 

Bria tapped his shoulder. “Okay, Kristopher, you should stop now,” she 
signed. He eyed her with surprise, as if he’d forgotten she was there. Bria 

pulled his jointed fingers away from the baby, and handed the infant back 

to her father. 
“Sorry,” she signed to Mr. Connor, circling her fist over her heart. She’d 

taught him that one when he’d accidently rolled over her foot with a 
stroller. 

“It’s okay, don’t worry about it,” he answered. Then, to Kristopher, he 

said, “You must’ve been a dad yourself before you changed, eh?” 
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Kristopher said nothing, and Bria didn’t wait for him to. Bidding a quick 

farewell to Mr. Connor, she snatched her milk bottle from the truck and led 

Kristopher up the stairs to her own apartment. She felt like a zombie as she 
trudged into the kitchen with him in tow. 

“Stand here,” she ordered, pointing to the corner. “I need a break before 

I take you anywhere.” He obeyed, folding his hands and looking around the 
room. 

Bria switched on the coffee machine, her one personal indulgence, and 

sat the milk on the counter. While the machine warmed up, Bria stole a 
glance at Kristopher. He looked so clueless, staring at every crack in the 

paint like it was a new and fascinating discovery. 

“So, whose memories do you have?” she asked. “I mean, you sign really 
well. Was that a past self thing?” 

Kristopher shrugged. “My language skills are preprogrammed. I was a 

baby when they changed me.” 
A baby. Of course. Why did she even bother? “Come on, no one 

changes when they’re a baby,” she signed. 

“I did,” signed Kristopher. “I was fourteen months old, and I’d come 
down with a virus. The doctors said nothing could be done for me. So I 

changed.” 

“The whole point of changing is to take your personality and your 
memories with you to the doll’s body,” Bria signed. “A baby’s kind of 

short on both of those. Why would anyone go through the effort?” 

Kristopher shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s just what they told me.” 
Before Bria could continue her pointless argument, the smell of coffee 

floated through the air as the machine spit a line of liquid mental fuel into a 

waiting mug. Bria removed the mug, added a generous portion of milk to 
the concoction, and began to sip. The heat eased her nerves as she waited 

for the caffeine to drain the exhaustion from her system. The open milk 

bottle she shoved towards Kristopher. He stared at it like he didn’t know 
what it was for and ran his finger along its rim. 

“Did you know your milk is poisoned?” he asked. Bria was about to nod 

until she mentally repeated what he’d just signed. 
“Excuse me?” 

“I said, ‘did you know that your milk is poisoned?’” 
Bria looked into his serious gray eyes. She had never known dolls to 

joke around before. And if he could do what he had claimed in the truck— 
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Bria gasped, dropping the mug to the floor. She felt her chest tightening, 

as if her lungs were squeezing all the oxygen out of them, and try as she 

might, she couldn’t get enough air to refill them. Her vision blurred. 
This couldn’t be happening. This seller’s goods were clean; she knew 

that for a fact. She knew… 

Kristopher was signing something, possibly her name, though she 
wasn’t making sense of much else. She felt herself falling backwards, 

slowly, as if someone was lowering her to the ground. The whole room 

seemed to spin. 
Then there was something at her lips. Something small and cold, with 

bitter liquid pouring out of it. Without thinking, Bria swallowed. 

Sometime later, her eyes blinked open. She was lying on the couch in 
her living room. The ugly egg white ceiling stared back at her. And over 

her head was Kristopher’s shadow. 

“How long was I out…?” Bria began. It was at that moment she 
realized—her hands were moving. Forget that; her lungs were moving. 

“The milk,” she signed, jolting up. A wave of dizziness forced her back 

down once again. “You gave me something before I passed out.” 
“An antidote,” Kristopher signed matter-of-factly. 

“Wha—?” Antidote. It was a word that’d been tossed around a lot when 

the quarantine first started. Lately, it’d felt like the stuff of childish dreams. 
If she weren’t lying on the couch with evidence to the contrary, Bria 

would’ve passed off his words as nonsense, just like the idea that he’d 

changed as an infant. But now… 
“So this… this antidote already exists?” 

He nodded. 

“And you can make it? You have the ingredients?” 
“Just a small supply for demonstration purposes,” he replied, pointing to 

a seam along his exposed chest. “And to use in my mission to arrive safely 

at the lab, if needed. It has to be administered within thirty minutes of 
ingesting the poison, though. Otherwise, it’s completely ineffective.” 

Bria shook her head. An antidote. The end of the quarantine. 

Some part of her brain resisted the thought. The logical part that’d 
warded her away from insanity and despair. Just because Kristopher could 

make an antidote didn’t mean anyone could replicate it. And even if 
someone could replicate it, it didn’t mean they’d distribute it. 

But then some other part of her brain, the annoying part, tasted the 

smallest bit of hope. Would she sell that to the highest bidder? 
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“Come on, let’s get going,” she signed, sitting up. Her head still swirled 

a bit, but she forced herself to stand. 

Kristopher offered no objections, so the two of them started to leave. 
They got about five steps when Bria realized. 

“Mr. Connor bought that same milk for his kid!” 
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She cursed and flung open her front door, but Kristopher neither moved 

nor spoke. His eyes widened, like someone watching a horror film who 
couldn’t look away. 

“Come on,” Bria signed, taking him by the hand. She tried to mimic the 

stance she’d seen on Mr. Connor use whenever his daughter broke into a 
temper tantrum. Firm. Calm. “We can’t make the delivery yet. We have to 

help Mr. Connor first.” 

Again, he made no reply, but followed obediently behind her. The two 
rushed outside, and Bria saw that Mr. Connor’s door was open a crack. She 

yelled his name, but nobody appeared. So she shoved open the door and 

tore through the apartment. Random pieces of laundry lay across the 
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bedroom floor, and the kitchen smelled like a soiled diaper, but still no Mr. 

Connor. Bria checked the living room. A sippy cup about two-thirds full of 

milk lay on the carpet, its wet gnawed-on tip glistening in the low light. 
Next to that, Mr. Connor’s daughter lay on her back, flaying and screaming. 

Her features were contorted into a wicked expression of pain that had no 

business on the face of something so small and helpless. 
“Mr. Connor?” Bria yelled out again. Still nothing. Enough already. She 

had to assume the guy had run off, unable to watch what he knew was 

coming. But how long had he been gone? Ten minutes? An hour? 
She turned to Kristopher. “What are you waiting for? Make the antidote 

already!” 

Kristopher’s body stiffened. His hand wavered back and forth, touching 
his hollow chest and moving away from it again. 

“I… I can’t,” he signed with shaking hands. “My orders were to create it 

only if it was needed for—” 
“Oh, come on, don’t spout your mission nonsense at me!” Bria signed. 

The little girl’s chest rose and fell faster. The color began to fade from her 

lips. 
Kristopher struggled to form words. “T-try ordering me to do it,” he 

signed. 

“Okay, I’m ordering you.” 
This time, Kristopher almost opened the compartment on his chest but 

again pulled back against his will. He gritted his teeth in frustration. Bria’s 

mind clawed for a way to con his programming. Then her eyes fell to the 
sippy cup on the floor. 

“Bria, do something!” Kristopher signed with wide, desperate motions. 

His face tightened with the struggle. She’d never seen a doll so desperate, 
so at war with its own body. After all the death she’d seen, she could drive 

past anyone taking their last labored breaths without so much as a second 

glance. But this was different. She’d told Mr. Connor that the milk supply 
was clean. She’d failed to deliver the goods she’d promised. And unlike the 

deaths she’d seen before, she now had something she could do about it. 

Albeit, something suicidal. 
Bria exhaled through her teeth. Without another word to Kristopher, she 

stepped over, removed the cup from the floor, and forced the lid open. 
When he saw what she was doing, his body finally reacted and he ran 

towards her, but she was a second too fast, downing the leftover milk in one 

gulp. 
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It was poisoned all right. She could feel that the instant she swallowed. 

Her breathing, like the child’s, grew more and more difficult. But she 

struggled to keep herself conscious, and to keep Kristopher away from her. 
Half an hour he’d said. The feel of the poison in her system was less of a 

shock now. She could stay awake that long. 

“No way,” she signed when Kristopher reached for her. “Kid first.” 
He stopped, his eyes darting between the poison’s two victims. But 

instead of freezing up like he did before, Kristopher knelt down and opened 

up his chest compartment with no issue. Quickly, he reached in and pulled 
out several vials of various-colored liquids. It was hard to keep an eye on 

him; Bria’s vision kept going in and out of focus. But she got movement 

and colors. She saw the child’s frantic, flailing limbs grow calm and 
playful, the skin color returning to its normal hue. Only then did Bria allow 

Kristopher to feed her the bitter liquid from the vial in his hands. The world 

around her came back into focus, her lungs gratefully filling themselves 
with the city air. Next to her, Kristopher sat cross-legged, stroking the 

infant’s hair as she sat cradled in his lap. 

“Didn’t think… that would work,” Bria signed, her arms quivering with 
the effort. “Thought you might… just wait until I passed out or something.” 

Kristopher shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t be ridiculous. I couldn’t risk 

you dying. You haven’t delivered me to my destination yet.” He signed it 
so matter-of-factly, like she might sign, “I can’t leave the water running,” 

or “I can’t set my apartment on fire.” 

“Come on.” She motioned towards the door. “Bring up the coordinates 
for that chemical lab. I’m taking you straight to your destination before 

anything else happens. And bring the kid, too.” 

Kristopher smiled. “Yes, ma’am.” 

 

The trip to the chemist’s lab took another hour to complete. It was on the 

bottom floor of a towering building with dark glass windows that stared 
down condescendingly at all passersby. The front doors, on the other hand, 

were quite friendly, sliding casually open at Kristopher and Bria’s 

approach. A bulky man with rust-colored hair and dented glasses rushed out 
to greet them, shaking Bria’s hand like an old friend. “Bria Holden. Your 

reputation is certainly well-deserved. Such a quick delivery. I’m Dr. 
Tempest.” He leaned in a bit closer. “I don’t know how much Kristopher 

told you, but this will help a lot of people, Bria. I want you to know that.” 
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Bria nodded solemnly, which seemed to please Dr. Tempest, until he 

looked more carefully at Kristopher. Then his expression changed to 

complete bewilderment—the doll was still cradling Mr. Connor’s daughter. 
“Um, Kristopher, you’re going to have to let go now,” Bria signed, 

touching his arm. Kristopher jumped, but seemed to come out of his daze 

quicker than the first time he’d held the baby. He looked longingly between 
Bria, the infant, and his destination. In some way, Bria wanted him to fight 

it like he did last time. She wanted to let him go on holding the child for as 

long as he cared to. But, of course, it didn’t happen. He was a doll, after all, 
and he had his assignment to fulfill. Before she realized what was 

happening, Bria was the one holding Mr. Connor’s daughter and Kristopher 

was standing at Dr. Tempest’s side. 
“Your payment has been sent, Bria,” he signed, his expression as neutral 

as well they first met. “Thank you very much for your help.” 

She couldn’t even lift her hands as she watched Kristopher bow politely 
and follow Dr. Tempest into the building. The glass door closed, separating 

them. Her delivery was complete. 

For a moment, she just stood there in the stillness, though the infant 
wriggling broke that up pretty quickly. With a bit of detective work, she 

should be able to track down Mr. Connor, though he’d probably kill her 

when he saw her. That was fine—it meant she didn’t have to do the guy’s 
shopping anymore. Hey, if everything went well, she wouldn’t need to do 

anyone’s shopping soon. Bria sighed. She envied Kristopher—so sure that 

everything would work out. Maybe that’s why they gave him the memories 
of a child. Manipulation, backstabbing, and lying didn’t exist for him. And 

for the briefest moment as she walked, Bria could imagine that they didn’t 

exist for her either. 
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Had I known how excruciating it would be, I would have picked a 
different way to die. Regret swims in my stomach as flames lick down my 

neck. 

“Miss? Miss?” The tech’s voice abrades my skin. Sand paper. Coarse 
grit. “We have to perform an emergency shutdown.” 

The sidewalk cushions my back like cotton candy, warm and fragrant 

after baking in the afternoon sun. I open my mouth, but all I hear is 
whalesong. 
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“Blink if you understand.” 

I try to force my eyelids to contract, but the tech’s greasy-gray face 

screws up in annoyance. There was another man here. Before… I still 
remember the green armband he wore as he reached for the housing behind 

my ear. A muted trumpet wails. Wait— 

“Shit! We’re losing her.” Another voice kisses my ear like astringent. 
“Her dataport’s hashed, man. She’s lucky she still has all her brain 

function.” 

Some metallic contraption looms over my face, beeping and whirring in 
time to Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. 

“Won’t matter if we can’t get her vitals stabilized.” 

Everything trembles. I remember the man with the green armband. I 
expected him. But not the pain. 

“One. Two. Three.” Something buzzes in my chest like an old 

fluorescent light bulb. “Again!” 
They told me how it would be. They told me. But they left out all the 

important parts. Probably because I wouldn’t have signed up for this if I 

knew dying was as close as you could get to the real thing. 

 

Two Months Earlier  

The penlight lances straight into my brain as the doc waves it back and 
forth. “And nothing’s been able to give you relief?” 

I swipe at my watering eyes. “That’s why I’m here. The pain’s pretty 

constant at this point.” 
“Hmm.” He trades the penlight for a diagnostic scanner and holds the 

contraption up to the back of my neck where my implant lurks. “Well, 

there’s nothing wrong with your dataport or configuration settings.” 
He steps back and gives me a long look. “You haven’t tampered with 

any of the factory defaults, have you?” 

“No, of course not.” Void my ThinkPro 3000’s warranty and risk 
scrambling my brain? No thanks. 

“Have you tried reducing the amount of time you spend with your 

implant?” 
My mouth purses. “I use it for work. I can’t just turn it off.” Besides, 

I’ve been using an implant of one kind or another since high school. 
His eyes roll back into his head. An eyecast command, but I can’t tell if 

he’s reviewing my case history or simply synching with someone via his 

implant. 
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Finally, he returns to himself. He hands me a useless pamphlet on 

’tasking whiplash. I can tell he thinks it’s all in my head—and it is, that’s 

the problem. He gives me a prescription for painkillers. But they’ll make 
me sleepy, so I can’t use them when I’m working, which is when I need 

relief the most. What a waste of time. 

I leave the doctor’s office and just start walking, the blocks melting 
away under my heels. Audio sales pitches drone out the urban symphony of 

exhaust, car horns, bus hydraulics, and people’s voices. God, I hate 

whoever invented ambush marketing. 
Overwhelming my implant’s proximity feeds, blips of light converge at 

the subway station in a seizure-inducing mass—the implant signals of the 

other commuters as they crowd around me. A dull ache builds in my 
temples—my mind’s warning that there’s too much, too fast. I can only 

shield myself from so much with the Thought Processor. But by the time 

the fatigue of tuning everything out starts getting to me, my train arrives. 
I grab a seat and nearly give in to the urge to rip the damn thing out. It’s 

nothing new. My brain is ready to explode at the end of every workday 

with the onslaught of interoffice memos and messages, from clients and 
colleagues alike. Even with filters and subroutines to manage the 

communication barrage, I’m still overwhelmed. I do as much as I can at my 

workstation at home, but that only provides temporary relief. 
Most nights as I’m shuttled back to my apartment, I put the device on 

standby and take the trusty old touch screen out of my purse and read. It’s 

distinctly lo-fi, but the iron clamp around my head lessens ever so slightly. 
On the ride home, one knot of schoolgirls laughs in unison, making 

faces at one another, as they synch quietly together. I see one of them, tall 

and cocky, pointing not so discreetly to a young woman a few rows up, her 
face drooping with Down’s syndrome. An elderly gentleman, probably her 

caregiver, glares at the other girls but otherwise just sits there, a constipated 

look on his face. 
Neither have implants. Disconnecteds? It’s kind of a novelty to see them 

out in the wild. 

The car fills with piercing laughter, then silence once more. The girls get 
off at the mall. 

I’m one of the few people still on the train as we head further away from 
the city. Across from me is a vaguely young man in a business suit—the 

only person for rows. His eyes roll back into his head, and he starts making 

chaotic gestures with his hands. His mouth slack, his trousers tented. 
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No. I turn away and try to find the place where I left off in my book, but 

I can hear him. Awful little noises he makes in the back of his throat. This 

can’t be happening. 
He jerks spastically in the periphery of my vision, mewling like a 

tomcat. He stumbles off the train at the next station. 

He never even saw me. 

 

A few weeks later, I find myself in a nearly identical doctor’s office 

across town. I drum my fingers on my knee. Twenty minutes past my 
scheduled appointment time. I begged to be squeezed in for a second 

opinion, but still. 

The dated waiting room makes everything worse. A stack of yellowed 
magazines sits on a nearby table. They might be artifacts of the previous 

decade, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to touch them. 

Others wait along with me. An elderly couple. A young mom trying to 
convince her kid to take a nap. A man in his late thirties paging through a 

magazine. His eyes meet mine for a second before sliding away—but not as 

a result of an eyecast command—this is entirely voluntary. Weird. 
I tap my knee again as another person who isn’t me is called back. The 

man’s gaze lands on me again. He’s a big guy, all legs and arms crammed 

into the teeny chair caddy corner from mine, with graying temples. I give 
him a benign smile to be polite, but he latches on. “What are you in for?” 

“Headaches.” I point to the housing behind my ear. 

“That’s too bad.” 
I shrug. What do I say to that? 

“You could always unplug.” 

I laugh. It sounds harsh in my ears. Abrasive, like steel wool. “Not an 
option.” 

He leans forward in his seat. A green bracelet slides out from under his 

shirtsleeve. “Why? Business or pleasure?” 
I resist rolling my eyes. “Required at work.” 

He gives me a thoughtful look. “A shame, that.” 

“That’s why I’m here. For something to help me get by. What about 
you?” 

He points vaguely toward the hall leading to the examination rooms. 
“My father’s getting a check-up.” 

I nod, pretending I care. 

He opens his mouth to say something else, but a nurse bustles in, 
brandishing a clipboard. “Conway, Cassandra?” 
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Finally. I stand up and the man stands as well out of some misplaced 

sense of chivalry that went out of vogue decades ago. Just like the 

magazine he’s reading. 
In his haste, he knocks my purse to the floor along with his copy of 

National Geographic. Our heads bump as I kneel down to collect my 

things. He pushes a card into my hand and whispers, “Just in case you can’t 
find the answers here.” 

I step away from him as if burned, the card weighing down my hand. I 

hurry over to the nurse, who blinks at me blearily—must have been 
synching while she waited. “Follow me.” 

 

The card says “Answers, Always” and gives an address for a community 
center in Midtown. It’s a run-down building with the institutional look of 

an abandoned school. I sit at the sushi bar across the street and debate 

whether I’m going to go in. The doctor’s appointment was a bust, and I’m 
running out of ideas. 

At 2pm, someone sets up a sign outside the front door: “A.A. Meeting in 

the Conference Room.” 
Answers, Always. A.A. Ingenious, really. But to the casual passersby, 

it’s just another Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. What have I stumbled 

into? 
I pay my bill and cross the street. I’ve drunk enough green tea to give 

me the shakes. I should just go home, but I walk into the lobby anyway and 

follow signage to the conference room. 
A man with a clipboard stops me when I round the last corner. He’s 

wearing a Che graphic tee. A grad student? An idealist fresh from the Peace 

Corps? “Name?” he asks, his pen at the ready. 
“I thought we’re all anonymous here.” 

“Cute.” He thrusts the clipboard into my hands. It’s a brief 

questionnaire. Name; occupation; issues for Answers, Always. 
“I’m not filling this out.” 

The guy rolls his eyes and snatches back the clipboard. There’s a pale 

patch of skin on the back of his neck where his implant used to be. He 
points to a row of chairs lined up against the wall. “Wait here until you’re 

called by one of our counselors.” 
Counselors? What is this, therapy? Still, I take a seat. The guy ignores 

me and fidgets with the green bracelet around his wrist. 

“Miss?” A woman is suddenly in front of me, with fat streaks of iron 
gray hair on either side of her head. Her reading glasses, attached to a cord 
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on her neck, magnify her eyes. I wonder why she never got the surgery. 

“Right this way.” 

The conference room’s arranged into a dozen or so cubicles with 
curtained entrances. A cross between a voting booth and a fortuneteller’s 

tent. But inside, there’s no crystal ball or voting machine—just a table and 

two chairs. 
Ironsides holds out one of them, and I sit, resisting the urge to cross my 

arms over my chest. 

“Before we get started, I have to ask that you turn off your Thought 
Processor.” 

“It already is.” 

She nods, unsurprised. “Then what can we do for you?” 
“I’m not sure. What kinds of things do you, you know, do?” 

“If you’re here, it’s because one of our operatives thought we could help 

you.” The word operative brings to mind covert machinations and 
conspiracies. I don’t like it. Ironsides keeps speaking. “So why don’t we 

start there. Where were you contacted?” 

“A doctor’s waiting room.” 
“And why were you there?” 

I sigh. The room feels more like a confessional. “I’ve been having 

headaches.” Ironsides leans forward in her seat. Silent, encouraging. “From 
my Thought Processor.” 

She leans back, all business once more. “And no one’s been able to tell 

you why.”  
I nod. “Thought Processors are also required for my work.” 

“Compounding your symptoms.” 

“Yes. How did—” 
“You aren’t the only one experiencing difficulties using the Thought 

Processor for long periods of time. The manufacturer denies it, but the 

implants are not designed for near-constant use. Nor have they been 
entirely forthcoming with just how the device interfaces with people’s 

brains, making diagnosing problems like yours difficult.” 

I must look a bit lost because she reaches over and pats my hand. 
“We are in the process of putting together a class-action lawsuit against 

the manufacturer and can provide you with resources if you decide to fight 
your company’s policy regarding the Thought Processor,” she says. “We’re 

working with a lawyer who has a strong track record advocating for Amish 

rights,” she says. 
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Lawsuit? That’s not what I came here for. I like my job. I shake my 

head. “I’m not interested in suing.” 

The woman’s face falls in disappointment. “Well, I’m afraid there’s 
nothing more we can—” 

“Wait. What about, I don’t know, a medical dispensation or something?” 

She folds her hands in front of her. “There’s no… legal way to secure 
you a dispensation if your current providers can find no cause.” 

I sag back into my chair. So much for answers. 

 

Outside, I pop a pain pill and brace myself as I activate my implant. I 

can feel each of my synapses fire, static-y sparks that pulse behind my 

forehead and along the base of my skull as all the work stuff I’ve been 
putting off rears its head. Along with increasingly frantic messages from 

my boss to confirm I’m actually going to have my latest assignment ready 

by tomorrow. 
Someone knocks into me from behind. No signals in my proximity feed. 

“Jeez…” 

I turn around and see the guy from the doctor’s office. He raises his 
hands in a placating gesture, his bracelet just hovering outside his cuff. 

“Have you been following me?” My voice is shrapnel in my ears. 

“I’ve been assigned to you. To see if you change your mind.” 
Another shooting pain runs through my temples, and I wince. 

“You okay?” 

“No, I’m not,” I say through my teeth. 
“Come on, there’s a coffee shop around the corner.” Despite the pain, I 

use my implant to access a map of the city to confirm his words. “Bright 

lights, other people… Better than a secluded sidewalk with a stranger, 
right?” He smiles, the fine wrinkles at the corners of his eyes contracting. 

For some reason, that sets me at ease. 

When I don’t respond, he takes that as answer enough and steers me 
toward the café. He orders me a decaf mocha and leads me to a table where 

he can see the entrance. He takes a sip of his black coffee and looks me 

over, his brown eyes assessing this time. “Let me guess. You’ve been 
having problems with your implant, and no one’s been able to help you.” 

I mash my lips together, then finally nod. “Headaches. Bad ones. The 
doctors say there’s nothing wrong, but—” 

He laughs, hollow and bitter. “But there is.” He gives me another long 

look and pushes back the shaggy hair at the nape of his neck where his 
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implant used to be. But unlike the guy with the clipboard at A.A., ridges of 

scar tissue mark where his Thought Processor once was. 

My alarm must be written all over my face for he grabs my hand and 
places my fingers on the ridges. 

“It doesn’t hurt. Not anymore, I promise.” 
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He goes by Grady. 

When the university he worked at created a virtual campus and sold the 

real one to a real estate developer, when his tenure case fell through 
because of his criticism against the move to online-only education, that was 

the beginning of the end. “The headaches just made my decision easier,” he 

says. 
I take another pain pill with the last swallow of my drink and try to 

ignore the sympathetic look in his eyes. “How did you get involved in 

A.A.?” 
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He lifts his shoulders. “Didn’t want what happened to me happen to 

someone else.” 

I tell him about my meeting with Ironsides, about work. About how I 
don’t know what to do. I’m babbling, but can’t find it in me to stop talking, 

not with the drugged haze that curls around me like a cat. 

“What’s so wrong about disconnecting?” he asks when I lose steam. 
I just stare at him. 

“Right.” He sighs. “But think about your quality of life. Without your 

Thought Processor, the digital ligatures chaining you to society, you’ll see 
things differently. I guarantee it. I’ve found it surprisingly liberating.” 

“But the world runs on implants. To give that up?” I shake my head, 

then stiffen at the resulting wave of pain. “Look, I appreciate what you 
guys are doing with A. A., I do. But I can’t just disconnect. I’d lose my job 

for one, my friends, everything.” 

“What if we could give you an excuse to stay disconnected? One no one 
will question?” 

“Ironsides already told me you couldn’t get me a medical dispensation.” 

“Officially, that’s true. But there are other ways…” 
“Really?” 

He nods. “But you need to be absolutely sure it’s what you want.” Grady 

swirls what little liquid remains in his mug and stands. “Well, you must be 
exhausted after today,” he says with a sheepish grin. 

Afternoon turned into evening while we were in the café, so I let him 

walk me back to the subway. He gives me his number and a complicated 
series of instructions for how to leave a message if I decide this is how I 

want to proceed. 

“Think it over.” He gestures to his scarred neck. “There’s no coming 
back from this.” 

 

I thought it over. For two whole weeks I negotiated the headaches and 
tried to keep the rest of my life from falling apart. I did it, but it took the 

rest of my prescription pain pills. When they ran out, so did my resolve. 

It took some doing to find a working pay phone. Then almost an hour 
before Grady called me back on the contraption. “I got your message. Sorry 

it took me so long. I had… things to take care of.” 
“It needs to come out. It needs to come out right now!” I turned my 

implant off hours ago, and my head still aches. Pain when I turn my head. 

Pain when I blink my eyes. Pain if there’s a loud noise or a bright light or a 
strong odor. 
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Pain when I try to think what to do. 

“I understand. We can make that happen.” 

“How?” 
“The less you know, the better. I’ll handle everything.” His voice is 

soothing, even though the fidelity of the connection leaves something to be 

desired. “Cassie, go back to your apartment and get some rest. Tomorrow, 
if it’s not better, if things get to be too much, I want you to go for a walk.” 

“That’s it?” 

“Yep. We’ll take care of the rest. I promise.” 

 

The next day, I pick a direction and walk just like Grady said to. I’m not 

sure how long I wander. I find myself in a section of town I’ve never been 
to before, buildings closely tucked together and rundown. Footfalls follow 

me, heavy and insistent. 

I don’t turn around. Instead I try to catch glimpse of whoever is behind 
me in one of the grimy windows. Three men. Rough looking in baggy, 

nondescript clothing. 

My muscles tense as I scan the block for help, but it’s empty. I walk 
faster, adrenaline fighting through my medication. If they follow me around 

the next block, I’ll run. 

Their steps speed up to match mine. 
I dart around the corner and slam into a hard chest. A man sneers down 

at me, and the other three close in. 

Before I can scream, one of them covers my mouth, anchoring me to the 
front of his body. My breath sputters in my windpipe. Someone gives my 

Thought Processor a hard flick, the tinny sound reverberating through my 

neck. 
“Today, you die.” 

I struggle but the hand over my face clamps down harder, jostling the 

green bracelet tucked into the man’s shirtsleeve into view. I start to relax. 
Grady said— 

Then pain rips down my spine. 

 

The detective crosses his arms and leans back against the observation 

window. “And then what happened, Ms. Conway?” 
I blow my bangs out of my face. “I told you. I woke up in the hospital 

and filed a police report.” 
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The detective’s eyes roll into the back of his head as he synchs with one 

of his colleagues. But even with his implant, there’s only so many ways he 

can reword his questions. 
He walks back to the table and picks up his touch screen. He queues up 

the report and sets it down in front of me. “This report?” 

I scan the form and nod. “Yes.” 
He snatches back the screen. “Says here you were mugged.” 

“Well, what else would you call it? They were after my Thought 

Processor.” 
“The ThinkPro 3000 has been a major commodity on the black market. 

But to actually attack someone to get one? That’s pretty rare.” 

I plunk my elbows on the table. “Well, lucky me.” 
“Let’s review your day.” 

“Again?” 

I expect a retort of some kind, but his eyes are roving again, unfocused, 
conspiring with his colleagues. 

“According to your report, you took a walk and somehow you found 

yourself in a not-so-nice part of town.” He searches my face. 
“Yes. I’ve been pretty stressed at work lately, and just lost track of 

where I was, you know?” 

“When we cross-reference the time with your Thought Processor usage, 
your implant was in standby.” He approaches the table and leans down. “I 

find it hard to believe that you could be so oblivious to where you were, 

especially considering you weren’t using your implant.” 
I shrug. “Like I said, things have been stressful. If I kept my implant on, 

I would have been inundated with all the work stuff I was trying to get 

away from.” 
“But by all accounts, your performance at the consulting firm has been 

exemplary.” 

“Doesn’t mean it’s still not stressful.” I shake my head. “What are you 
implying anyway? I thought you brought me down here to help with—” 

“We’re just trying to get the whole picture.” 

I glance at the time display projected onto the wall. “I would think after 
an hour you would have succeeded.” 

He’s silent again, his mouth shaping words, as he consults with the hive 
mind. Finally, he looks back up at me. “Your attackers were very 

sophisticated, targeting you in an area where street cameras didn’t cover. 

We’ve since fixed that, so please know that something positive has come 
out of your ordeal.” 
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“Gee, thanks.” I reach for the tepid glass of water that was provided 

when I arrived. 

“Do you have any enemies, Ms. Conway?” 
I nearly snort water out my nose. “Enemies? Not that I know of. You 

don’t think…” 

“It’s just that the injuries you sustained…” He gestures to the bandages 
that still cover the hole behind my ear. “Losing your ability to use implants, 

to connect with your friends, with society… It’s a cruel fate in this day and 

age.” 
I don’t trust my self to answer and take another sip of water. 

He stares at me for a long moment. Then with an eyecast command, he 

pulls up a mug shot of a young man. “Do you recognize him?” 
“No. Should I? Do you think he was one of the men who attacked me?” 

He blinks and a new mug shot is displayed. “How about this one?” 

“Nope. Sorry.” 
“This one?” 

The next image squeezes the air out of my lungs. He’s younger, without 

the crinkles around his eyes, the gray along his temples, or the hard line to 
his mouth. But it’s him. Grady. 

“Take your time.” 

I exhale slowly. “I think I recognize him.” Can’t risk lying, not with 
however many people watching us from the observation room or through 

the detective’s broadcast function on his implant. 

“You think?” the detective prompts. 
“Hard to say.” I squint at the image. “He was older.” 

The detective pushes off the wall. “This was taken ten years ago. 

Spencer Gradin, a disgraced professor and activist.” 
I wonder what Grady had done to get arrested, then shut down that 

unhelpful line of thinking. “I’m pretty sure he wasn’t one of the men in the 

alley, but I recognize him from somewhere.” 
“Are you sure? Mr. Gradin has been living off the grid for the last seven 

years.” 

“Like I said, the man I met was older.” I shrug. “Maybe some bum off 
the street.” 

Another mug shot replaces Grady’s. I shake my head. Then a series of 
more mug shots. I make noncommittal sounds. Ask the detective to go back 

a couple times. 
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“I’m sorry. I can’t be sure that any of them were in the alley.” My hand 

flutters over the bandages behind my ear. “My memories of that day are 

practically nonexistent.” 
“We appreciate your efforts nonetheless, Ms. Conway. In the weeks 

leading up to the attack, you saw a doctor for headaches, is that correct?” 

“Isn’t that private information?” The detective just raises his brows, 
waiting. I sigh. “That’s correct. The doctor assured me my implant’s 

configuration settings were in working order. Eventually I was put on a 

migraine medicine that made my symptoms… manageable.” 
“Have you had headaches since your accident?” Before I can answer, he 

raises his hand. “Headaches like you were suffering from before, not as a 

result of your trauma.” 
I shake my head. “But I’ve been on so many drugs that it’s hard to say.” 

“Of course.” 

He consults with his colleagues again—an extended conversation. His 
head makes small, involuntary movements as his eyelids flutter. 

“Well, Ms. Conway, I want to thank you again for your cooperation 

today. What will you do now, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
“I haven’t really thought about it. I have a big report due for work next 

week, and then…” 

“Without your implant, do you think you can still be effective in your 
job?” 

“Of… of course.” I can still do all the same things I could do before… A 

new thought dowses me better than a bucket of cold water. “And if the 
consulting firm doesn’t think so, I’ll sue them for discrimination.” 

A startled chuckle escapes the detective as he opens the door. I follow 

him back through the precinct—past screens and screens of realtime traffic 
cameras and satellite maps of downtown. 

He leads me all the way outside. His consideration is overkill, but then 

he stops me with a hand on my elbow. He watches my face as he reaches 
behind his ear and switches off his own ThinkPro 3000. “You know what I 

think?” 

“I can’t imagine.” 
“I think your headaches were tied to implant use. Faced with the 

runaround from the medical community, you decided it was easier to kill 
off your connected life than continue to limp along with headaches. How 

am I doing so far?” 

“I have no idea—” 
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“Save it. You tell Grady that we’re watching. Tell him we’re fast 

approaching the time when disconnection will be illegal. A transparent 

society is a connected one. You tell him that.” 
“I don’t—” 

“Goodbye, Ms. Conway,” the detective says, flicking his implant back 

on. 
I bite down on my tongue and incline my head. I retreat to the subway. I 

have my medical dispensation. I can continue to work, live my life as 

normally as I can. 
Grady said that wouldn’t be enough one day. That one day the stigma of 

being disconnected would be too much. He said to find him then. 

He said he’d be waiting. 
 

 



 

 

 


