“It was not in my nature to be an assertive person. I was used to looking to others for guidance, for influence, sometimes for the most basic cues of life. And yet writing stories is one of the most assertive things a person can do. Fiction is an act of willfulness, a deliberate effort to reconceive, to rearrange, to reconstitute nothing short of reality itself. Even among the most reluctant and doubtful of writers, this willfulness must emerge. Being a writer means taking the leap from listening to saying, ‘Listen to me.’”
—Jhumpa Lahiri
Issue 2015.32
Technically, it’s TFF’s birthday this issue—the first full issue came out ten whole years ago back in January 2005. Sadly “32” isn’t an especially round number or anything, but ten years is. It’s kind of fun to look back and see how much things have changed in that time (and how much they haven’t). While research for a lecture on the history of the magazine to a class of digital publishing university students last year, I came across an interesting evolution in our one-line mission statement: “New writing in Dark Speculative Fantasy!” we proclaimed in 2004. “Speculative Fiction, Cyberpunk and Dark Fantasy!” we boomed in 2007. “Social Political and Speculative Cyberfiction!” we have cried since 2009. Always the line, “An experiment in and celebration of new writing” has sat somewhere in the first paragraph.
We’ve had a turnaround of collaborators too: In 2004 we were Bruce, Joseph, Equus and myself; Joseph and Equus left within days; by 2009 we had been joined by Leoba, David, John and Lois; by 2011 it was just me again, which is part of the reason we took a year’s hiatus. Now, as of 2015, we are joined by Regina, Kathryn, Tracie, Valeria, Cécile, Serge, Paul; plus Lori and Fabio who have guest-edited anthologies and continue to be valued collaborators. We also have a fabulous team of artists, a larger and more professional cohort of reviewers than ever before, and a community of support that we plug into via Twitter, Facebook, email listservs, and similar fora. We’ve had a huge amount of support, both financial and in-kind, during the crowdfunding campaigns for the last couple of anthologies, and we engage very enjoyably with several other small presses, publications and writing communities. Very occasionally, we’ve even met up with people in person!
On a more quantitative level, the number of TFF-published stories that have been honored (reprints in year’s-bests, shortlists for awards, honorable mentions) has been very exciting the last couple years. Both the Outlaw Bodies and We See a Different Frontier anthologies have been taught in university-level literature courses. Exciting times. Lots to celebrate, not least our ten-year anniversary (isn’t that “daffodil”?), which we hope to commemorate with a special publication before the year is out.
And, most importantly, we have an issue out today, our 32nd, which is full of wonderful and provocative stories, glorious and creative illustrations, and four authors who are new friends not previously seen in these pages. We’re maybe edging a little darker than usual this issue, with environmental catastrophe, cyberpunk dystopia, technological disaster and tragic political parable, but there is beauty in the darkness. There is hope in the tragedy. There is passion and fire between the lines of the dystopia. This is wonderful stuff.
Enjoy. And stick around, there’s more where this came from.
Djibril al-Ayad, March 2015
Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog.
‘An Invisible Tide’, Jo Thomas
Po-Ka
Once upon a time, there was a little Welsh boy who was whole of heart and sound of wind. Then the Invisible Tide came and the only thing that remained true about that sentence was the existence of a boy.
Once upon a time, I had a best friend who was my other self and we spent our days in school or attempting to play rugby on the old Morfa Cove quay, sure we’d both grow up to play for Wales. Then the Invisible Tide came and poisoned my lungs, and my friend left to become a Knight, and I realised that no matter how hard I tried, I’d never be good enough.
Lewis
Tall, thin and lined from the elements, Lewis strides into the Ship Inn. Ifor looks up from his newspaper.
“Pint,” Lewis growls in Welsh.
Ifor looks at Lewis and then the handful of others in the bar. He shrugs. Lewis’ money is as good as any other local’s if the man can keep his attitude problem to himself.
“Sure,” says Ifor, also in Welsh.
He handpulls the pint. It’s the sort of thing he used to take pride in before he realised that the pub only had handpull because it couldn’t and never would afford new fittings.
“He’s here,” mutters Lewis and coughs over the bad air on his lungs, “He shouldn’t be here. He’s dead.”
The other patrons look over at mad old Lewis and their hands edge towards their gas masks. They’re thinking of leaving and Ifor’s income will probably leave with them unless Lewis is planning on getting stinking drunk. Or Ifor manages to get the bitter, twisted old man out of there.
Ifor puts the pint carefully in front of Lewis, still trying to decide what to do.
“Four quid,” he says.
Lewis doesn’t bother to argue, pushing a worn five pound note across the bar with one hand as he picks up the glass with the other. He drains half the pint with hurried gulps before pausing, foam moustache on his top lip, to raise the drink.
“A toast! A drink to my son, the greatest Knight that ever lived!”
Ifor raises his eyebrows but says nothing. His other guests fall silent.
“Raise your glasses, you bastards,” Lewis spits.
Ifor has only vague memories of Alan Lewis, a child ten years behind him in primary school who went away to the rugby academy and never came back. The boy never played for the team that put him through school.
Lewis is insistent. “To the greatest rugby player that ever lived! The Lion King! The most capped Welshman! The best Knight!”
The others half-heartedly raise their glasses and Lewis downs the rest of his pint, thumping the empty glass down on the bar so hard it’s a wonder it doesn’t break.
“Another.”
Anna
Even with the breathing apparatus on, Lainey is beautiful. The youthful face, the long, graceful limbs on a long, smoothly muscled body. Her hair is just so, even with being outdoors, her balance unaffected by the sea’s swell, possibly even improved. She is a goddess, even as she stands in the airlock that serves as our laboratory. Every time I look at my wife, I’m surprised by her—and that she stays with mousey little me.
“Okay, Anna?” she asks and the Welsh lilt gives me a pleasant shiver.
She must feel me watching her but she doesn’t turn to look, focussed on the drip, drip, drip as she refines or waters down whatever sample she’s dealing with, preparing it for heating and then, later, testing.
“Fine,” I reply.
I turn back to filling bottles from the Celtic Sea. It’s cloudier than it ought to be, just as it must have been for years. I’d never seen it in person before but, after our first week out sailing on it, I’m almost an old hand at recognising that aerated tap-water look. After a week, I’m still not an old hand at seeing Lainey and thinking “my wife”. But, then, it took me years to grasp that this amazing woman was actually on the same degree course as me so, you know. We’ve been friends since Freshers’ Week, together since our Masters’, and married since we both got our Doctorates.
“The algal bloom is pretty dense here,” I say, not even sure I’m loud enough to be heard. I’m not a big fan of being quiet and away from settlements. I guess I’m a city mouse.
“We’re near where it was first observed,” Lainey says.
“Oh.” I should have realised. I’ve been studying the maps for over a decade now. “Of course. I keep forgetting the spread hasn’t been even north and south of origin.”
“We should probably get south of St David’s to see if it’s getting near to the exclusion boundary.”
“Hmm,” I reply. “At some point.”
Po-Ka
Summer is the time of year when I think of Alan. School exams over, the rugby boys about to go on tour to some far flung corner of the globe, and possibilities around every corner. Except that summer has meant the Invisible Tide, with its creeping gassy death since we were eleven.
“Just think of it, Po-Ka,” he said the year everything broke, “The whole summer ahead of us.”
“I’ll have to help in the shop. Ma says I’m old enough to start doing some of the little chores in the afternoon,” I said.
He shrugged. “Da ’spects me to help on the boat. But we’ll have time. Not legal to work us all day.”
“Really?” I asked. “How do we tell them that?”
Alan laughed. He threw the ball at my face but I was fast enough to catch it and throw it back. We always trusted each other to catch whatever we threw, to be there and be aware.
That’s how I like to think of him, laughing and full of potential—both his and the summer holiday’s.
Lewis
The second pint goes down slower, Lewis lamenting the loss of his son between steady sips.
“He could have been the greatest.”
“He had such skill with the ball.”
“He had everything ahead of him.”
“He could have escaped this life.”
Ifor refrains from pointing out that suicide was an effective escape from life, too.
“Cheap bastard should have shelled out for a memorial service,” another customer mutters as Ifor serves her. “Would at least have given him closure.”
Ifor raises his eyebrows again, this time at the use of pop-psychology in his run-down, sinking Ship.
Anna
Lainey’s still in the lab, the air-lock, and she’s opened the sea-side door again. At least she’s remembered to put on her breathing apparatus. I’ve been in the wheelhouse, plotting out destinations and where we ought to sample over the next few days to get the best spread of results for both my experiment and the fulfilment of the Government contract. I tap on the door between the control room and the air-lock to attract her attention.
She grins at me through the plastiglass. There’s a hand motion, “OK”, and I tap instructions into the control pad.
The air-lock closes and the air is cycled, making sure that all the harmful algal exhaust gasses are cleared from our lab. It’s a full five minutes until the cycle finishes but Lainey takes her breather off, letting the mask hang around her neck, before it’s complete.
“You shouldn’t do that,” are the first words I say, even though I’d told myself I shouldn’t.
She grins at me again. “Thanks for worrying, babe.”
“We’re going back in to the coast after this round of results,” I tell her.
She nods, returning the bulk of her attention to the field analyser. The samples she made up about an hour ago should be about to ding and she’s ready to log the results before starting the next set, the last bottles I filled.
“Anywhere in particular in mind?” she asks.
I feel bad about this busman’s holiday of a honeymoon I’ve dragged her on, although she seems quite happy to be my lab assistant and first mate for the summer.
“I was thinking we’d try Morfa Cove,” I say, stumbling over the Welsh pronunciation. “We can pretend we’re having one of those old style holidays at the beach.”
Lainey looks up and I wonder if I hit too close to home by chance. I’ve read that some people who go through gender reassignment find they have to leave their past behind because their family and old friends can’t accept them. Lainey never speaks about what happened before University, so I assume it was that way for her. I’d never do anything to make her uncomfortable and she didn’t complain about taking this West Wales assignment—
“There used to be a fish and chip shop there, before the Invisible Tide. Might still be there,” she says eventually and I realise that I’ve hit closer to home than I ever could have dreamed. It was the kind of coincidence our new marriage could have done without.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Let’s go somewhere else. Maybe back down to Cardigan?”
She shrugs. “Aberteifi. Morfa Cove. Any of the berths in between. Makes no difference to me. The Invisible Tide has shut so much down, it’s not going to be the way it was.”
I stand silent for a while, wondering if I should have said things differently, before using the hatch to get below deck to the cabin. As soon as the air tight hatch has closed behind me, I look up through the window to see Lainey using the control panel to open the airlock again. My wife is a sea goddess, even when the sea is dying under an algal bloom.
Po-Ka
We—me and Alan and Mr Lewis—first sailed into the Invisible Tide on a grey day when no tourists wanted to be out. This was back when he was still taking tourists to see dolphins and porpoises.
“What’s that?” I asked and pointed at a sliver of silver in grey-green-brown.
Mr Lewis squinted, probably from habit rather than necessity. The sliver was quite near, there was barely any movement and the cloudy day made the shine almost as dull as the sea water.
“Fish belly up,” he said. “You should be able to reach it with the net.”
So I did, or tried, holding on to the landing net handle with both hands. Alan came to hold my legs as I stretched out, without me asking because we always knew these things without asking. I stretched out further, my face above the water.
I coughed, a hacking I-have-something-in-my-throat-cough, and almost dropped the landing net.
“Careful,” Mr Lewis said, as if he were watching and as if the net was precious.
I reached out as far as I could stretch and just barely netted the fish. I couldn’t find enough breath to tell Alan to pull me in. I let go of the net and hurriedly caught at it, grabbing it in my left hand. My right hand came up to my head, almost without me realising, covering the side of my face.
“Po-Ka?” Alan asked.
I was pulled in with panic-roughened hands that grabbed in places that would ordinarily have me laughing at his clumsiness and hitting back.
“Po-Ka?” Alan asked again as I curled over the deck, gasping for breath and coughing as if I’d got the sea caught in my throat.
His father was still watching his fishing rod, staring out at almost nothing.
“Da?” Alan called, “Da, something’s wrong with Po-Ka.”
Mr Lewis humphed. “Poker’s fine. He’s just not man enough to be out on the Bay.” He began to reel his line in. “Calmest day we’ve had this summer and he can’t handle it. Bloody useless.”
My breathing cleared over five or ten minutes but Mr Lewis didn’t seem to notice. It wasn’t mentioned to the authorities and I couldn’t bring myself to tell my parents. If they’d been there when it happened, they would have dragged me off to the nearest A&E. As it was, I thought they’d probably ban me from ever seeing Alan again and I couldn’t live with that.
At the time, I didn’t know what it was. A few days later, I thought I’d been the first to suffer the Invisible Tide. In retrospect, almost everyone who went out into the Bay probably ran into it at some point before it was reported to the authorities. It was only reported to the authorities because some tourist made a fuss when out with another boat.
Lewis
“Why?” Lewis asks over his third pint.
Ifor doesn’t know how to answer. He isn’t sure what the question is and he’s just a pub landlord, not a psychiatrist.
“Why?” Lewis asks again. “Why would he throw it all away?”
“Because he didn’t want the life you planned” went unsaid. Mainly because no-one in the bar could think of a better life than being miles away from a dying coastal village waiting for the Invisible Tide and its bad air to strangle the last of them. Even if Alan Lewis had only ever become an amateur player in some fourth division team, he would have been away from here. Perhaps he just couldn’t get far enough away from his father.
Anna
“I think the water’s cloudy right up to the shore,” I say.
Although it isn’t obvious unless you’ve spent years staring at samples and slides that make the fine suspension of almost invisible particles obvious.
I play with my breathing apparatus. Depending on the weather conditions—and today is bright and clear—the gasses from the algal bloom could reach a few miles in land.
“Been that way for years,” Lainey says.
She stares out of the airlock door, currently closed, and her mask hangs against her neck.
I wonder what that meant for child-Lainey, whoever she’d been. The effects of the algal bloom on humans were first identified twenty six years ago, seen in a handful of fisherman and a significant number of tourists who’d come to Cardigan bay to enjoy water sports. Short-term breathing problems with long-term lung scarring and brain damage meant going out in questionable waters had been banned and both industries had totally collapsed—at least around the Celtic Sea.
“We better keep our breathers on,” I say.
Lainey catches my eye as she ties the boat off and smiles. “As you wish.”
She’s humouring me. She must have spent plenty of summers breathing bad air. I want to hug child-Lainey and tell her things get better, even if it isn’t true. On the other hand, now I understand why we found each other on the same marine biology course in the first place and why she works the projects she does.
Po-Ka
Summer holidays in West Wales have never been full of sunshine and outdoor adventure. When rain got too heavy for hanging around in or being on Mr Lewis’s boat, we’d be in the fish and chip shop or in the flat above it. Our favourite was being in the shop when it was closed and before my parents came down to start opening up.
I’d always open with “So what are we playing today?”
“Tag?” asked Alan.
“Not in here,” Ma might snap, if there were customers around.
I’d shake my head. “Nah. How about cops and robbers or knights and outlaws?”
Alan always got me too quickly. No matter how fast my feet moved, he had the reach on me. He was always big for his age and I was always small.
“Only if we’re on the same side,” Alan would say as gravely as an eleven year old can manage.
Sometimes we had to put up with my little sister. “You could be the prince and rescue me.”
She was too young to have a real crush but almost-brother Alan was too big and brave for her to not to favour him.
“I don’t want to be a prince.” Alan never wanted to be a hero. He was happier being a sidekick. “Po-Ka can rescue you.”
“I don’t want to be rescued by Po-Ka. He’s my brother, not my prince,” my sister said every time, and usually that would be the end of it.
But there was one time she stood there looking so close to tears that her fairy wings almost drooped.
“Then Po-Ka can rescue me and you can help,” said Alan.
She giggled. “Princes can’t rescue boys. They can’t marry boys.”
Alan shrugged. “So we won’t get married.”
Alan spent the afternoon wearing my sister’s wings, a tutu and a tiara because “that’s what princesses wear” and my sister became my willing sidekick. We stayed that way until my parents came down to open up the shop.
Ma covered her smile but couldn’t hide her dancing eyes. My father shrugged and ignored us as long as we stayed out of the kitchen.
It was Alan’s old man that ruined it.
Mr Lewis came from a long line of fishermen but they’d long ago given up the trawler work for the cushier job of taking tourists out on the sea in fair weather, with a few rods to pass as entertainment. I guess there was enough money it to keep the business ticking over and make sure the two of them didn’t starve to death. Now the Invisible Tide had come to the attention of the authorities and sailing was banned without breathing apparatus and a permit. It stopped my parents’ supply of fish and Mr Lewis’ supply of tourists so…
Well, let’s just say we had to forge the health certificates.
“Here,” Mr Lewis said, dropping two actual buckets of fish on the kitchen step.
Alan and me and my sister were playing in the shop, out of sight unless when ran past the kitchen door.
“Thank you, Mr Lewis,” my father said in his English accent.
Money must have exchanged hands as it always did.
“Fucking chinks,” said Mr Lewis.
Ma, in the front with us, gave a small gasp.
Alan, flushing red with anger and embarrassment ran for the kitchen door. I ran after him and my sister ran after us both.
“What the fuck is this?” Mr Lewis exploded. “My son in a dress? You and your fucking gay-boy son. Turning my boy into a girl. The sooner he gets away from that little queer, the better.”
I stopped, frozen in horror. “Gets away? Gets away where?”
“You’re not staying here. Get that fucking rubbish off, now.”
Alan stopped and slowly took the wings and the tiara and the tutu off. He folded the clothes neatly and held the pile out to my tearful sister.
“Acting like a girl,” Mr Lewis muttered.
He was already turning away and I wasn’t sure who he was talking about, me or Alan.
Lewis
The fourth pint brings anger, gives voice to the bitterness that is obvious as soon as Lewis is sighted.
“I did everything for him,” he rages. “I damn near killed myself going out on the Invisible Tide to bring in fish.”
The pub digests the fact quietly. It wasn’t exactly unknown that Lewis, among others, had broken the ban on fishing in the early days—and continued to ignore the requirement for breathing apparatus, as evidenced by the rasp in his voice—but no-one had ever heard him admit it. Not even when he was so drunk he could barely move. Something unusual is going on.
“I went out every fucking day,” Lewis grinds, banging his fist against the bar. “I went so deep into the Tide I started seeing and hearing things. I almost passed out. I coughed until I bled. How could the ungrateful shit do this to me?”
Anna
The fish and chip shop Lainey mentioned still exists. I’m tempted to ask where they source their fish from but fish caught in the algal bloom aren’t actually a health risk provided they’re cooked. It’s not great living conditions for them, de-oxygenated and cloudy, and they tend to floating belly up but it does the meat no lasting harm.
“How do they survive?” I ask aloud instead.
Lainey shrugs. “Wandering marine biologists, no doubt.”
“I didn’t arrange this,” I say more quietly.
Lainey looks at me.
“Well, you know, not that you’d be here and this would be—”
“It’s okay,” she says and she smiles in a way that wrinkles the skin around her brown eyes and makes my stomach flip. She takes my hand and we walk up to the shop. “I have no idea if it’s any good any more.”
“What did it used to be like?”
She smiles. “Terrible. But it was better than my da’s cooking.”
I laugh, more than I ought but I feel the need to show that I’m relaxed and okay, after my apology. The laugh, though, has unfortunate timing because it makes the man behind the counter look up just as we enter.
“Hello,” he says and then he looks at Lainey.
He really looks, with widening eyes, but we’re used to that because Lainey is the kind of striking Amazon who draws attention, a goddess.
“Hello,” says Lainey and he flinches.
“Sorry,” he says, when he realises we’ve seen it. “You look like someone I used to know.”
There’s a rasp on his voice that makes me wonder if he’s been on the sea too often, or whether the algal gasses come to shore very often. But medicine isn’t my field.
Lainey leans against the counter. “I get that a lot.”
I stifle a laugh. No-one looks like Lainey. Aside from the snoring, she’s damn near perfect and everyone reacts to her accordingly. Well, aside from those who assume that the height and her well-developed muscle are unfeminine but they’re not worth worrying over. They find it physically threatening and the threat they see is usually enough to keep them from bullying.
“What can I get the two of you lovely ladies,” the man behind the counter asks.
“Two fish and chips, please,” Lainey answers.
The door opens again, though, as he’s serving up the fish. He looks up and then his eyes narrow as he looks at Lainey again. He’s wiping his hands on his apron and saying “I’ll just deal with this,” as he walks past me before I can work out what’s going on. “Hello, Mr Lewis.”
“Poker,” a voice says behind me. “I got your fish.”
It rasps with age and drink and smoke, and probably the algal bloom if he’s offering fish, but the medium pitch and accent are reminiscent of Lainey, who stiffens beside me. One of those things that makes you question whether there really is such a thing as coincidence in the world.
“His name is Po-Ka,” Lainey says, “Not ‘Poker’.”
Po-Ka
I can remember the day I actually lost Alan, although I didn’t realise it at the time. Our last game of rugby before the end of the school year, our last game at Infant School. Our school was so small, we could only field a team of boys and girls—just as our opponents did. We were only ever supposed to play touch rugby but that never stopped us leaping into tackle like a pack of eager hounds.
Alan on the rugby pitch was a thing of beauty, even at age eleven. Light on his feet for a big lad, big enough to take a hit that a traditional small winger couldn’t. I hadn’t learned to hate the game, yet, as only someone who’s routinely told they’re not Welsh enough can. That came after our last summer.
There’d been strangers on the side lines and I’d been near enough to hear them talking, once or twice.
“He’s fast and looks like he’ll grow to be a big one,” said one.
“He’s raw,” said another. “Brute strength and ignorance.”
Yet another said, “He could be the best.”
“Not if he throws himself around like that,” from the fourth.
The fifth stayed silent.
Five regions, five representatives. The Knights were our region, their school was an hour away. If a boy was selected by them, they might still come home after school or at weekends. Or so I thought before Alan was sent away as a boarder.
“Da’s sending me to the Knight’s academy,” Alan whispered one afternoon several weeks later. “He’s made enough money to get me in as a boarder. He got a scholarship, too.”
There was nothing I could say to that. Part of me wanted to know why I wasn’t going with him. The other part wanted to demand he stay here. He was my friend, not someone who left.
“I’ll not go,” Alan said.
“Good,” I said. The part that wanted to go with him, that knew I played as well as he did was soothed.
“I’ll not leave you,” he said repeatedly over the remaining weeks of our holiday as summer ticked away.
“Please don’t,” I begged. Not when I should be going, too.
When he stood at the bus stop, clutching a satchel and a battered old suitcase, he told me, “I’ll write. Or call. Or something.”
“Please,” was all I had left to say.
Lewis
“He’s come back,” Lewis says, whispers in a husky voice that holds the wear and tear of countless days and nights fishing on the Invisible Tide.
Ifor watches him through narrowed eyes. Five pints is a bit soon for the old man to be this drunk.
“Like a ghost?” another customer asks.
Lewis looks at them, eyes unfocussed but not, Ifor finally decides, because the old man is drunk. It looks more like shock.
“He’s here,” says Lewis, simply.
He takes a gulping mouthful of beer.
“That sodding abomination has come home when I told him to stay away.”
Another gulp.
“He’d be better off dead.”
Anna
“You!” the man with Po-Ka’s fish spits.
I turn and feel a weird combination of deja vu and dread. The man, twenty or thirty years our senior, looks very like Lainey. Or Lainey looks very like him. But Lainey doesn’t have the lines of bitterness and the narrowed gaze of someone who spent their life staring into a wind. My sea goddess seems to shrink and fade from him.
“I thought I told you never to come back here!” The man adds, getting louder.
He’s not quite shouting, not quite gesturing angrily but the energy is there, ready to be unleashed. I’ve seen the same storm inside when people try to engage her in conversations she doesn’t want, like “why become a woman?” and “so what about that six nations game?”
Lainey shrugs the man’s anger off but I can see she’s closing herself in, trying to get away.
“One of those chance things,” she says lightly.
“This isn’t a good time, Mr Lewis,” Po-Ka says and puts himself between the man and us, “How about you come back in half an hour when I’ve dealt with these customers?”
“This freak and… what? His girlfriend?”
“My wife,” says Lainey.
“Yeah? And how do you keep a wife since you had your balls cut off? What woman is satisfied by a perversion?”
“We’re called lesbians, Mr Lewis,” I say, also stepping between him and Lainey. I have and always will be the more physically aggressive, the one who’s ready to fight if needs must.
Mr Lewis sneers. Lesbians are either also perversions or just need a good dicking. I’ve met his type before. It’s heartbreaking that Lainey comes from someone who could think like that. No wonder she never came back.
“To think I nearly died so you could go away to the Academy,” he spits. “All so you could throw it away and let your woman fight for you. You should be a man, out playing rugby, not… whatever this fucking thing is.”
“Please, Mr Lewis, this isn’t a good time. Come back in half an hour or so,” says Po-Ka and he walks forward, perhaps hoping his slight frame will intimidate the older man.
It clearly doesn’t because the old man sneers and spits over Po-Ka’s shoulder. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get out of Morfa Cove and never come back.”
I want to shout and scream and threaten like this man is doing but I know it won’t make my point. His mind is too closed for us to win an argument. Lainey and I can leave and never come back, he can think he’s won but we will never have to think of him again.
“We’re just getting our fish and chips and then we’re leaving,” I say evenly.
“Leave and never come back,” he says to the air, as if he daren’t acknowledge either of us. Maybe girl cooties are catching. “And you, Poker Lee, you can forget buying fish off me ever again!”
The old man walked out the door, pausing before the dramatic slam to add, “I always knew you were a queer, Poker, but this… this is fucked up.”
I let out the breath I hadn’t even realised I was holding.
“Are you okay, Lainey?” I ask.
And then I hear her quiet sobs. She’s collapsing against the counter, almost curling up into a foetal position. I hug her and tell her things will be better, even if it isn’t true.
“Lainey?” Po-Ka asks as if he’s tasting the name. He crouches beside us and smiles. “It suits you. Welcome home.”
‘Disconnected’, Vanessa Fogg
You’ve worked twelve hours straight; you feel you could work twelve hours more. But an alert is chiming softly and a bar in your peripheral vision flashes your low blood sugar level. Another bar shows the amount of energy the neuromods are using to boost your willpower and motivational circuits. A whisper of electricity brushes your auditory cortex, and a pleasant voice gently suggests that you take a break. You scowl, yet a third bar shows the total hours you’ve already logged in this week. You know that you’re pushing it, and you don’t need another lecture from your health/wellness app on rest and productivity. You’ve come to a good stopping point anyway. The alert waited for that, of course. You sigh and stretch.
Logging out, you tell the other team members, and there’s the mental equivalent of distracted nods of assent.
You blink as you emerge from the company’s VR environment. Night fell while you were working; a single light burns low on an end table across the room. Floor-to-ceiling windows look out over the city: a galaxy of lights, lit towers of glass and steel, auto-cars sliding smoothly on the streets below and brilliant holo-ads shimmering in a dusk-violet sky.
You glance only briefly out the window. The instant you logged off from the company’s VR-site, certain filters dropped and now a dozen mundane administrative messages appear in your inbox. There are more messages and alerts and shared vids from friends and social contacts. A cloud of expectations, of demands, press at your consciousness.
You feel hungry for the first time in twelve hours. Thirsty. Your bladder is tight, and you’re tired enough to crumple to the floor and weep.
But outside the apartment door you find the food delivery you expect. The AI system took the liberty of ordering it twenty minutes before alerting you for your break; the program also made sure to have that single light switched on for when you withdrew from work, just as you like. The food delivery is hot in your hands. Pho. Scent of cinnamon and cloves and star anise, sweetness and spice in the heady beef broth. The smell is enough to make you dizzy. The soup container feels solid and real.
You can’t explain it to your family. You can’t explain it to anyone who hasn’t been there.
Oh, they’ve all been in VR rooms, of course. And your VR workspace is nothing flashy: only visuals, not even tactile sense. Just the images of proteins to be rotated and tweaked, built and manipulated. You can’t explain what it feels like to solve and design these puzzles: to decode a protein’s structure and design a better one. The neuromods feed you focus and working memory that you never had in your prior life; visual processing skills are heightened, you make intuitive leaps that surprise even you. In the immersive 3-D environment, you can see the way a protein should assemble and fold. You can see how an alpha-helix placed just there would reduce the overall energy function; you can see how the alteration of a protein loop here would affect substrate-binding over there. . .
Years ago, scientists realized that human visual intuition could be combined with computers for the prediction of protein structure from raw gene sequence. Years ago, they conceived the first human-based computational games to solve and design protein structures. Compared to those first crude programs, the designs you play with at work are like Da Vinci paintings to a child’s stick drawings.
You can’t explain the way you lose time as you stand in virtual space, stringing together amino acids, bending and twisting them in helices, weaving them into sheet-like structures that then fold into barrels or the blades of a propeller. You can’t explain the pleasure when you hit precisely the right fold, maximizing catalytic activity, stability, solubility. Linked with coworkers, you swap and mutate protein domains; you model protein-protein interactions; you watch a virtual cell receptor bind its hormone. You design protein-based drugs to fight cancer, inhibit microbial toxins, reverse cellular degeneration. You design proteins that power the movement of nano-machines in the blood, and proteins that quiver at the heart of environmental nano-sensors undersea.
You can’t explain this to most of your family, or to anyone who hasn’t entered this space with fully optimized neuromod and team support. The only one who would understand, even faintly, is your sister. She was once better at solving protein structures than you.
Your mother called you, crying, when she heard what your sister had planned. “You have to talk her out of it,” your mother insisted. “Go to her. She’ll listen to you.”
You sputtered incredulously. “When has Emily ever listened to me? Mom, I’ve tried, believe me. But you know how she is. She’s made up her mind and she’ll do what she wants.”
“You’re just giving up on her?” Your mother’s voice rose. “You’re a horrible person. You don’t care about your little sister at all.”
Which isn’t true, of course. But what can you do? What are you supposed to do?
Your mother says the botched neuromod integration damaged your sister’s brain. She says that’s why Emily has joined a cult; that’s why Emily’s dropped out and gone dark, refusing to connect with her family or anyone else online, pulling out all her mods, even living without a health monitoring app for Christ’s sake how will she know if she’s sick, if a blood vessel is ballooning toward aneurysm, if an infection has taken hold, if a cell is taking its first steps toward malignancy? How can anyone help her when she lives with other crazy people on that primitive farm, trying to grow her own food in soil that is surely contaminated; she’ll poison herself, or at the least become malnourished, and she won’t even have a health monitor app to tell her so.
We should sue the surgeon, your mother still says sometimes. All the doctors. The manufacturer. The company that paid for the implants and then dropped her like trash when it didn’t work out.
You close your eyes. Oh, Mom, you say tiredly.
You haven’t actually talked to your mother in weeks, though you can check her online whenever you want. She keeps her health and mood status open. You can see that she’s just finished watching the first season of that Korean detective drama that’s taken the world by storm. You can see that she’s been enjoying a VR travel series on the Swiss Alps. She’s been doing pretty well with her calisthenics routine, and she had lunch with an old friend last week. Her anxiety levels are trending high again, and you wonder if the neurofeedback needs to be tweaked. You set a reminder to message her after your project deadline is over.
Of course, there’s always another deadline after that. But you’ll call or visit her soon; you promise yourself that.
You never scheduled time for Emily. She was just always there with you, online and off. Never more than a thought away—a messaged joke, a quarrel, and then helpless laughter over some stupid vid that only the two of you found amusing. You’re only two years apart, and yes, you’re the older sister, but she was the leader in so many ways. She was the one who discovered the free online protein-modeling games; she was the one who drew you into that world. GlaxTech and other companies had just begun using the games as tools to spot and recruit talent. You and your sister both landed GlaxTech sponsorships to college, Emily skipping a year of high school and entering right behind you. There were promises of training and jobs once you were legally old enough for the implanted neuromodulators.
“It’s stupid that we have to wait,” Emily said, gesturing dramatically at a screen of biochemical signaling pathways. “If we had our neuromods, we’d have all this memorized by now. Downloaded straight into our brains.”
“It’s better that our brains finish maturing without them,” you said automatically. You were lying on the floor, slumped over your own study screen.
She rolled her eyes at your parroting of the official line. “The age limit is arbitrary and everyone knows it—people’s brains all develop at different rates and in different ways. Who’s even to say that neuromods would interfere with adolescent brain development, anyway?”
It was just like Emily—so impatient, always wanting to learn and understand more, faster. You keep looking into the past, trying to understand what happened, looking for clues as to how she could give everything up. You think that she should be with you, designing protein structures or even directing the research as a principal investigator. You think that she should be sprawled out with you in your home, making fun of your clothes and taste in music, hiding her eyes during scary vids, eating cheese chips on your real leather couch and getting crumbs all over the gleaming surface. Until four years ago, you had never lived in a home without her. You still find yourself reaching out automatically—on the verge of sending her a picture or link or joke, a message, a quick Emily, guess what, you wouldn’t believe, what do you think—before remembering that she’ll never receive it; she took herself offline and out of your life; she’s not there.
Work is relentless, always. But you take your recommended breaks; you get sufficient sleep and rest. You exercise because you should, running and weight-lifting to an optimally personalized playlist of beat-heavy music. You eat what your health app tells you to, in the quantities you should. You run your meditation app, the neuromods pacing your brain through a defined set of slow alpha and theta wave patterns, clinically proven to reduce stress and promote creativity and problem-solving. You stand in the shower, allowing expensive gallons of hot water to flow down the drain, allowing your mind to rest on its own.
You talk sometimes with your best friend from work, Shao. He does a dead-on impression of one of the managers and shares your love for cheesy old adventure-vids. During a mandated real-time VR staff meeting, he opens a private chat channel and makes snide comments to you about the execs until you have to bite your lip to keep from laughing aloud.
It’s 2 am and you’re frowning at an external work screen when Shao messages you from the far side of the world. How’s the report coming? he says.
You flick on the audio so he can hear you groan.
He chuckles over the open audio. “You should see what Roberts is demanding on my end,” he says, and launches into a complaint of the ever-shifting demands the wet lab biologists are making on one of his protein designs.
“At least we’ll be together again on the V6 project next week,” you say.
“True. It’s been too long, and it’s not the same without you.”
You feel your face warm.
He’s right; it’s not the same. You and he are usually together. In GlaxTech’s VR space, designers can link brain patterns via their neuromods, facilitating teamwork, reinforcing focus and certain visual and problem processing skills. You link more often with Shao than with anyone else; something about your brains syncs together better than any other pairing you’ve tried. You’ve worked with him for the past three years.
“What are you doing right now?” you say. You can see that he’s officially logged off work; he should be relaxing, not thinking of it at all.
“Eating curry noodles,” he says breezily. You imagine him sitting out on his balcony with his lunch, palm trees waving behind him. It’s afternoon where he lives in Singapore, a full twelve hours’ time difference between him and you. You imagine him in the tight white shirt you last saw him wear.
As though you were still linked, brain patterns resonating on frequencies other than the ones authorized at work, Shao says (curl of mischief in his smooth voice): “What are you wearing now?”
“I’m not showing you,” you say coyly. You haven’t left your apartment in days and you look a damn mess and you know it.
You can hear the smile in his voice, even if you can’t see it. Neither of you flicks on the visual. “I’m sorry to bother you—I didn’t expect you to pick up, actually. I just wanted to check in. You should get back to that report. Isn’t it due in a few hours?”
“Yes, Boss,” you say. Shao is technically your junior; you helped train him.
“Okay, I can take a hint. I’ll leave you to it. I—” Pause. “Damn, Roberts is messaging me again.”
You smile. “And I’ll leave you to that. Bye.”
“Bye.” The connection breaks.
Instead of turning your attention immediately back to your report, you take a moment to stare into the darkness of your apartment. It’s been a month since you hooked up with Shao in that adult VR game. You wonder if it was a mistake. You wonder if you’ll ever meet him in person.
You imagine seeing Emily in person. You’d have to get on a plane and fly hundreds of miles across empty country. You’d land in Chicago, the closest functioning city. Then you’d call an auto-car and let it speed you hundreds of miles more on crumbling roads, past open fields, to the primitive commune in western Michigan where she lives in what she claims is a “natural” state with like-minded throwbacks. You’ve seen satellite photos, but they have some way of keeping out the mini-drones, so you can’t get a closer look. You can get a more detailed view of the surrounding forest and hills. The pavement gasps and crumbles away to dirt several miles from the compound, then the dirt road ends and you’d have to hike in the last half mile. You know the precise coordinates. You could get there. You could.
She was rambling on about a gathering she’d been to, an amazing group of people, a “return to humanity,” and “living as we were meant to live” and shedding artificial supports for “a return to pure, unmediated consciousness.” You were exhausted from two straight days of GlaxTech training; you were hungry. What are you talking about, Emily? you said in exasperation. Can you hear that you’re not making any sense? Have you thought logically at all about what you’re saying?
You saw her in the hospital room after the implants didn’t take. A rare immune reaction, one in a thousand, the doctors said. Your mother was yelling at the far end of the room to a hapless medical resident: What’s wrong with you, can’t you screen for these kind of reactions, what kind of doctor are you? Your sister was sitting rigidly up in bed, staring blankly ahead. Her head had been shaven for the operation, and her eyes looked too wide in her pale face; she seemed very young. She was weeping silently, the tears slipping and glinting down her cheeks.
You never told her, as other well-meaning people did, that she didn’t need any fancy neuromods. You didn’t say that she could still get a job, she could still build a life. Everyone knows that those without neuromods can’t compete. That’s why you and Emily worked so hard at school; that’s why you literally spent months of your lives playing those damn protein-structure games online. You knew that you would need corporate sponsorship for your cognitive augmentations; your family couldn’t afford to pay for them. And you need the most up-to-date neuromods to get ahead in everything now: medicine, science, architecture, finance, vid-making, music, VR-game design. Everything keeps getting more complex; the human mind can’t handle it on its own.
What you told Emily, as you squeezed her hand, was that you would help her. You would have money from your new job. Technology is always improving, you told her. People are working right now on neuromod platforms with different advanced materials; they’ll find one that gets around this reaction. And when they do, I’ll have the money to help you get it.
She shook her head. She murmured something you couldn’t hear. You bent forward, and you heard her whisper, “I’m already obsolete.”
Shao jokes that the ongoing V6 project will make everyone obsolete. The company has finally done what the industry has spent years trying to accomplish: the engineering of viral vectors for the safe, efficient, and long-term delivery of genes to the human brain. You were part of the group working on modification of the viral capsid proteins, changing key amino acids to alter viral tropism and enhance transduction. The first clinical trials wrapped up late last year. Company stock is up 500% and eventual government approval is all but assured.
It will revolutionize everything!! the tech media is screaming. The current neuromods use electricity to stimulate brain cells. They consist of nanoelectrode arrays that record brain activity and adjust neuronal firing according to programmed apps. But the name of the new game is “light”. The new viral vectors can deliver genes safely to specific neurons, and that means that the genes for special, light-activated receptors can be expressed in those neurons. Light will trigger specific activation of these precisely marked cells. The new light-using neuromods will offer an exquisite, unprecedented level of control. The promise is nearly inconceivable. A rainbow of wavelengths will play a symphony of cell signals.
It will all happen fast. Everyone knows it. The hardware for light-using neuromods has already been worked out in animals; the groundwork for this field—”optogenetics”—was laid out at the turn of the century. The only real, unexpectedly difficult, stumbling block in humans was the development of the clinically safe viruses.
Your team did it, but there’s still more work to be done. There are hundreds of neuronal subtypes in the mammalian neocortex alone, and the current viral vectors target only a fraction of them. GlaxTech means to hone viruses to target them all. The research director wants changes to some of the light-responsive receptors used, and the clinicians think the safety profile can be improved yet further. But the proof-of-principle holds. “We have at least a few more years of work ahead of us,” Shao says. “Before we’re all retired and replaced by a new crop of light-wired kids.”
Of course, you think, you’ll be light-wired yourself by then.
Emily would have loved this work. That’s what really gets you. She loved those protein-folding games more than you ever did; she loved the larger science behind and around it. She could have gone to grad school; she could have been a research director; she was smart and could have done anything, if only she could have kept going.
In your fantasy, you travel to her hippie-commune in Michigan. You walk right up to the door (somehow, there are no sensors, no security to stop you). You find her and you say to her, Have you heard? There’s a new type of neuromod coming out, a completely different mechanism, more powerful than anything. It won’t hurt you like the other one did. I have money, I took out a loan, I can get it for you. I have connections. You’ll be one of the first ones, at the leading edge. Come back with me. Please come back.
In your fantasy she comes back, but you know that in real life she wouldn’t. It’s what you told your mother: once Emily makes up her mind, no one can talk her out of it. She’s made her choices, and giving up on them would mean giving up her pride. Something your little sister—your bratty, brilliant, remarkable little sister—could never bear to do.
It’s silent in your auto-car. You sit back and watch the gray cityscape stream past. There’s barely a hint of vibration as the autonomous car guides itself smoothly, flawlessly, to its input destination.
As the car drives on, the buildings become progressively shabbier. Roads and neighborhoods empty out; weeds and trash overtake the streets. Risqué holo-ads dance and leer above seedy VR-parlors that cater to those who can’t afford their own external mind-rigs, let alone neuromods. You see people gathered outside a mind-temp agency, waiting listlessly to go in and rent their brains out by the hour for the lowest-level cognitive tasks.
Your mother lives on the outskirts of the city, in the same apartment building where she raised you and Emily. The neighborhood isn’t quite as bad as the scene outside the car window, but it’s close.
You think of things that Emily said. You watch the crumbling buildings skim past. The sky behind it all is gray and flat and featureless.
You wonder if some of Emily’s Luddite tendencies actually come from your mother. Mom pushed you and Emily hard, but she doesn’t optimize her own brain. Her neuromods are cheap and minimal; she won’t accept your help in buying new ones. She did let you buy her an anxiety-control app, but you know that she doesn’t use it fully.
And she still cooks many of her own meals by hand, from raw ingredients. She’s cooking lunch for you today. She’s too proud to take large gifts from you, but she’ll accept token ones. You sent her the delivery yesterday: flowers and groceries, including cuts of beef—not the synthetic stuff, but the real thing from real cattle.
The car turns down old, familiar streets and pulls up before the faded brick building. As you get out, the apartment building’s security AI is already analyzing your heart rhythm signature, scanning signals from your various body mods and comparing them to identification signals on record. The front door opens just in time for you to stride through.
The warmth of the hallway closes around you, and for a strange, flashing moment, you wonder what it’s like to be your mother. To have two daughters, and to have one of them disappear.
This world is broken, Emily had said before she left. You see that, don’t you? You see how damaged our society is, how utterly dysfunctional and broken?
Of course you see it. You didn’t say it out loud, but of course you can see that the world is broken. But that’s just the way it’s always been. The world is always damaged, and there are always winners and vastly more losers, and all the people in between, just struggling to survive.
You head to your mother’s apartment. Your sister is surviving in her own way, you know. And today, your mother is cooking you your favorite dish. Her door glides open at your touch, and the rich scent hits you. Pho. The deeply colored beef broth, the smell of cinnamon and cloves and star anise.
‘Tessa’, Edward Ashton
Tessa drifts across the cafeteria, caught mid-way between deck and ceiling. Her arms and legs flail around her, but her face is dead-calm.
“Allie?” she says. “I think the tether’s broken.”
I’m holding onto a table that’s bolted down to the deck, watching as my juice and glass drift up and away from one another.
“Looks like it,” I say. “Need some help?”
She falls still.
“We’re done,” she says. “You know that, right?”
I shrug.
“Probably. Do you need some help?”
She stretches up, kicks her feet like a swimmer reaching for the surface. Her fingers touch the ceiling, and she nudges herself back down toward the deck.
“I think I’ve got it,” she says.
I look around the cafeteria. There’s a lot of stuff wafting through the air now, some of it heavy, and some of it sharp. This would be a dangerous place to be if gravity came back.
Of course, gravity is not coming back. We’re in an elevator at the top of infinity, and the cable has just been cut.
I follow Tessa to main control. From there we’ve got a much better idea of just how thoroughly we’re screwed. Tessa takes her place at the big board. I hang back, braced in the propped-open door. Her eyes are red-rimmed, her hair pulled back in a tight blonde braid. The muscles in her jaw bunch and relax as she works.
“Could be worse,” she says after a few minutes of tapping. “Four hours later, and we’d be falling into the sun.”
I rub my face with both hands, then reach back for the door frame as I start to drift.
“Okay,” I say. “That might be worse. So where are we headed?”
She gives the screen another tap. A holo of the inner system pops up in the middle of the room. A red arc runs from the top of the tether, one hundred and forty-four thousand kilometers above the Earth’s equator, in toward the sun to just outside the orbit of Venus, and then back out toward the asteroid belt. The line fades just as it begins to curl back in, a hair outside the orbit of Mars.
“Any chance we come close enough to someone for a rescue mission?”
She laughs.
“Maybe eventually. I mean, we’re basically an Earth-crossing asteroid now. We might plop into the Atlantic someday.” She shakes her head. “Not in our lifetimes, though. Earth just lost access to orbit, remember?”
Right. That.
“What about Mars?”
“Wrong side of the sun. Leave now, and the best transfer orbit from the top of the Mars tether gives us… eighteen months to intercept.”
“And we’ve got air and water for…”
She laughs again, but there’s no humor in it.
“Forever, if we had enough power to run the cyclers. We don’t, though, because we don’t have attitude control, and we can’t keep the solar panels facing the sun.”
“So?”
“Six weeks, maybe? Eight, if we’re careful.”
Eight weeks with Tessa. It’s not nothing.
We try pinging Earth, of course, but they’re not too interested in helping. They just had a hundred and forty-four thousand kilometers of carbon nanotube fall on their heads, after all. The base station is gone, all hands lost. Three crawlers were on the tether when it went. They’re all gone too. Tessa manages to get a couple of people on the horn eventually, but they don’t have a lot of grief to spare for the two of us.
Two days later. We’re back in the cafeteria, sharing a turkey sandwich, trying to avoid getting crumbs in the air, when Tessa first mentions leaving. No lead-in. She just looks up at me and says, “How do you want to do it?”
“Do what?” I ask, my heart pounding. Idiot. For a second, I actually think she means do it.
“Check out,” she says. “We could pop the main lock. Decompression is quick. Or we could crack a scalpel off the autodoc, open up an artery. I could do you, you could do me. Or there’s pills. I don’t know if we’ve got anything fatal, but we can check.”
I stare at her. She’s different in zero gee, her face rounder and softer. Her braid drifts up behind her, writhing like a snake as she shakes her head.
“What?” she asks. “Have you got a better idea?”
And here’s what I want to say: Yes, I have a better idea. How about we just… stay?
Eight weeks isn’t nothing.
Eight weeks could be a lifetime.
But I don’t say that. I don’t say anything at all.
“Right,” she says, takes a bite of the sandwich and passes it to me. As I take it from her, our fingers almost touch.
We get a ping from the Mars topside crew. There’s a transport outbound. They have just enough delta-v available for an intercept. They can meet us just before aphelion, six months from now.
Tessa tells them thanks, but no thanks.
Tessa brings her sleeping net into my cabin. She rigs it on the opposite side of the room from mine, but still. I can’t be happy, right?
I can’t be, but I am.
“Socrates,” Tessa says.
My eyes snap open in the coal-black dark.
“What?”
“Socrates,” she says. “Ancient Greek philosopher, right?”
“Yeah,” I say. “I know who Socrates is.”
“Ever read the Phaedo?”
“No,” I say. “I’ve never read anything by Socrates. I’m an engineer, remember?”
She laughs.
“Socrates never wrote anything. Plato wrote the Phaedo. It’s about Socrates.”
I close my eyes again. It doesn’t make any difference.
“Okay. So?”
“So the Phaedo is about Socrates’ execution. He’s been ordered to drink hemlock by sundown. His friends all want him to wait until the last possible minute, but he doesn’t. He drinks it straight away.”
I shake my head, though I know she can’t see me. I really don’t like where this conversation is going, but I don’t know how to turn it.
“There’s no point in waiting,” she says. “You see? He just wants to get on with it.”
Later, I’ll realize that this was my last chance. She’s talking to herself, not me—but I could break into the conversation, could push it another way. I don’t, though. I just hang there, staring at the insides of my eyelids and wishing.
“Anyway,” she says, “we should take a survey of the pharmacy tomorrow. We need to know what our options are.”
I turn in my net, and pretend to sleep.
I dream that night that she comes to me, that she crawls into my net, wraps herself around me, buries her face in my neck and breathes in deep. When I reach for her, though, I’m alone again, blind in the darkness, awakened by the sound of a single muffled sob.
“Barbiturates, anti-emetics, and booze. I think that’s the way to go.”
Tessa dumps two bottles of pills into the air. She herds them into a blob, then separates it into two unequal parts.
“Here,” she says, and pushes the larger one toward me. “You’re bigger than I am. You’ll probably need more.”
I gather the pills into two cupped hands. Tessa leaves her pile floating as she unscrews the cap on a bottle of vodka. I’ve spent the last half-hour trying to come up with a way to ask her not to do this, but I can’t think past please, and the words won’t come. Tessa takes a long pull at the vodka, doubles over coughing, and hands me the bottle. Liquor drifts out into the air between us, mixing slowly with Tessa’s pills.
“Drink,” she says when she can breathe again. “We’ve got a lot of pills to get down.”
“Tessa,” I begin, but she shakes her head.
“No, Allie. There’s no happy ending here.”
I could stop her now. The pills are just floating there, slowly dispersing. I could scatter them all over the pharmacy with a wave of my hand, but I don’t. Instead, I watch as she takes back the vodka, shovels a handful of pills into her mouth, and washes them down.
Tessa’s brave. She’s not afraid until the very end, until her eyelids are fluttering and her breathing turns ragged. She takes my hand then, the first time we’ve touched in the three months I’ve known her. I pull her close, press my cheek against hers as her body trembles, and squeeze my eyes shut. This is what I dreamed. Tessa’s trying to say something, her mouth moving against my ear, but all that comes out is a soft, sad sigh.
I hold her until she’s gone, and for a long time after. It’s not nothing.
Three months later. I’m dozing in main control when the call comes in. It’s a freighter on the Mars-Earth circuit, come all this way to find me. The com light flashes, and my future expands from a week or two more to infinity. And I’m grateful, honest to God, I am… but after we establish that yes, I’m still alive, and yes, I’m in need of aid, and they tell me to hang in there for a few more days and the call cuts off, I’m not thinking about my future, not thinking about going home. I’m thinking about that night in my cabin, and how I hung there listening as Tessa talked herself into what happened in the pharmacy without making a sound. I’m thinking about how if I’d found the right words, done the right thing, everything could have been different.
For one, the two of us together would have burned through the rest of our oxygen weeks ago, and I’d be dead now.
For a while, though… for a while, I might have been alive.
‘Trigger Point’, C.A. Hawksmoor
I duck under the guy’s fist and let the momentum carry him past me, then hook the toe of my boot over his knee and pull his legs out from under him. He goes down hard. It gives me the time to get my balance back. Shake the daze out of my head and focus through the roar of the crowd.
The fighting pits are three streets down from the docks, deep in the belly of the undercity where the light never touches. The waters of the North Atlantic churn a hundred feet below with a endless grinding hunger. The people who come down here to watch a fight aren’t much different. Aching to kill you the first moment that you give them the chance.
A bottle shatters at my feet and sprays me with wet and broken glass. The sound of it, even over the hum of the fighting pit, and my whole body is rigid. My lungs freeze and this guy cracks me clean in the temple while my mind is still flashing with blood and gunshots. Thoughts spasming out of control and flushing my body with adrenaline and cortisone. I’m on the floor by the time I regain any sort of control. If this fight was for real, or if this guy had the slightest idea of what he was doing, I’d be dead.
When did you get so bad at this?
I swing my legs around to bring my rebellious body back to its feet. For five years I fought a war in the Divided States, and spent five more at PsiSecurity HQ in Mumbai learning how to weaponise myself. It’s the only thing I’ve ever been any good for. Well that, drinking, and bedding guys I never learned the names of. Now I guess there’s just the bottle.
To emphasise that point, the asshole lands another blow. The first I know about it is the shear of dull pain in my gut as every atom of air is forced out of my lungs. I’m not entirely clear on what happens then. It’s like something gives way. I throw my whole body at him because it’s the only thing that I’ve got left. The pit, the dockworkers, the flying bottles, everything else just narrows out of existence. I hit him until my arms are on fire. There’s blood in my mouth. Running down my forehead. But most of it is on my hands. As sticky as sugar-water.
It takes two of Lyran’s thugs to pull me off and I spit and swear and fight them all the way. I’d tear at them with my teeth if they let me get close enough, but these guys know what they’re doing. They get my arms behind my back and one of them pushes my legs out from under me. I’m kneeling in the sand, gulping shuddering lungfuls of air down into myself. On the other side of the chain-link fence Lyran is watching me. And suddenly everything is very very still.
He’s ruler of this particular little corner of hell. A shock of blue hair shaved short at the sides to show off the scars of his implants. All the world over, Psikinetics teaches its Violets to hide their scars. To give their customers that satisfying feeling of dealing with a normal human being. Only in Babel could a Violet flaunt himself like that. A privilege bought when no one gives one single shit about you any more. Now Lyran sits up there on his shitty little throne. The king of precisely nothing at all.
“Let her go.”
The air rushes cold against the sweat and grit on my skin. Without the two goons to prop me up, I slump forwards onto my hands.
You should have seen the other guy.
The other guy isn’t moving. There’s a particular quality about something that’s gone from being a person to being a pile of meat and rags. I’ve seen enough of them to know. Big fat clots of blood are smeared up my arms. The dull ache in my winded stomach wrenches into nausea. I have nothing to bring up but bile and brackish water, but my body empties itself of those as best it can.
Lyran is laughing. Bastard is going to cut my earnings from this fight. Again. I’ll be lucky if he lets me walk away from the corpse with anything at all. I’ll be fighting every night for the next week for this.
My arms shake like someone’s hooked me up to a battery. Another bottle gunshot-smashes somewhere out there in the pit, beyond the narrowed-down edges of my world.
Zen, fall back! I said fall back. What the hell is wrong with you?
I have to get out of here.
Now.
I finally drag myself back to the apartment after two hours of wandering through the city like a rustbrain, drinking the money I have left to forget about what just happened. Ended up in a little dive in Pipetown where everyone wears respirators to stop themselves from catching whatever bug is hanging in the soup of fog this week. The people in the bar have to alternate between drinking and breathing, and they don’t have enough fight left in them to give me any trouble.
When I get home, Caelum is in the bathroom throwing his guts up—his skin gone from a warm olive-brown to the colour of sawn timber. It’s the last thing that I need.
You were stupid enough to hook up with a Violet, what the hell did you think was going to happen? Brainrot comes for all of them in the end.
I have to hold myself up on the door-frame, smearing it with dark blood. Caelum kneels in the antiseptic light with his back to me. Still in his nurse’s greens. I don’t know if he even realises I’m there.
“Caelum.”
He doesn’t look around, just raises a shaking hand to push it through his hair. Fingers ghosting over old scars.
“Just… Give me a minute, Fisher.”
Such a good little soldier. I kill the light for the sake of his migraine and head back into the main room to reboot the wireless. It won’t shut out the noise of any of the half a dozen other hubs in the building, but it’s the closest I can get to taking him offline until his body recovers. Until his implants can function like they’re meant to. Two tablets strong enough to tranquillise a guy twice his size, and a glass of water run through the filter twice until I can barely taste the salt in it. I head back into the bathroom, and lean on the edge of the sink.
His fingers are cold when he takes the tablets, and he sips the water until he’s sure he’s not going to throw it all back up again.
“Thanks.”
I pat him on the shoulder and turn to leave, but he catches my bloody fingers in his cold hand and needles of pain lance up through the half a bottle of whiskey in my bloodstream.
“It looks bad,” he says.
I smirk. “Not as bad as you.”
Caelum doesn’t quite manage to laugh and uses the sink to lever himself to his feet. The muscles across his shoulders come taut underneath the badly-fitted nurse greens. He deserves better than that shitty uniform. His body is still strong. Shaped by years of drills and training. He belongs on a battlefield, his implants sizzling like hot metal, hacking the tech of a dozen different guns and jamming them into hunks of dead and cooling steel.
“Let me take a look, Fisher.”
I snatch my hand away. Angry at him for letting himself get reduced to this. Angry at myself for allowing it. I guess all of it is easier than looking down and seeing how my own body is beginning to waste out.
Caelum smells the booze on my breath, and puts his hand on the small of my back.
“C’mon. I’ll pour you another. You look like you need it.”
I don’t know whether to punch him or just take him to bed and screw his brains out, so in the end I just follow along stupidly, sit down on the couch, and let him fetch the bourbon. Too much salt in the water here to make ice, but the glass is cold and a blessed relief to the aching heat in my hands. He pulls out a chair. Sits down right in front of me with a bowl of salty water between his knees. Starts to wash the dirt and blood out of the wounds. It hurts, but the pain feels far away. As though it’s happening to someone else.
My knuckles are a mess. I don’t notice how bad until he starts cleaning all the blood off. It turns red again in the salt water and drips down into the bowl. A knot of panic clutches at my throat and I press my eyes closed to smother it. Change the subject so that I don’t have to think. Take another sip of bourbon.
“How you holding up, soldier?”
The echo of years of discipline brings his spine a little straighter. “Better than I have been,” he says. “Only spent a couple of hours heaving up my stomach lining today.”
The corner of my mouth quirks. I reach out a bloodied hand to run it through his mess of black hair and white scars. “That’s a step up on last week.”
“Sir, yes, sir,” he says softly, leaning into my touch. And then: “I have something for you.”
The air snatches at my throat and I pull my hands away before he can feel them shaking. I try to force my voice to sound normal, but can’t quite erase the way it twists around the tightness in my body. “What is it?”
Caelum reaches under the coffee table and lays a handgun in my lap. It’s a big son of a bitch. Top of the line. Standard PsiSecurity gear for a unit commander. It would feel familiar as my own skin if I could bring myself to touch it. If it didn’t feel like a half a tonne of red hot lead pressing down into my thighs.
I glance up at Caelum just so that I don’t have to look at it. He looks about as unhappy with the damned thing as I am. How the hell did I let myself get backed into this corner? No escape now. Can’t let him know that I would rather fight a hundred more nights in the pits than pick that damned gun up.
“You took your time with it,” I say, and let him read my panic as aggression.
Caelum’s eyes harden and he pulls away. Looks out at the slick darkness running down the glass that closes in three sides of our apartment. A memory from when the sunlight used to reach in here and this place was filled with things that twist and grow and bear fruit in the autumn.
“It isn’t like it’s easy, Fisher.” He sounds angry now. Good. The more angry he gets, the less likely he is to stop and think. “Why does it matter what happens to the processor from Zahir’s sidearm? He’s dead.”
“You know damned well why. Mine was completely overloaded,” I say, neglecting to mention that it was me who overloaded it. “Zahir’s sidearm was the only other one of this model in the whole damned undercity. It was this, or keep it as an expensive paperweight.”
Of course it would have been much easier pick up another gun, and he knows it. Easier even to get another that was almost as good. But it’s best to let him think that I was holding onto it out of some kind of sentimentality. I’d even rather he believed that I was holding onto it because of what happened to Zahir.
Either way, I’ve bought as much time with the whole charade as I can now. If Caelum wasn’t so damned good at his job, both damned sidearms would have been bricked. Why can’t things ever be that simple?
“Fisher,” he says. “I don’t even know if it’ll work for long. They weren’t designed to be changed around like that.”
I don’t want to talk about this any more. Time to start looking for a way out. “I don’t pay you to think. I pay you to do your job.”
Caelum smirks. “Last time I checked, you didn’t pay me at all, sir.”
I grit my teeth. “Don’t I? Then I’d like to know what the hell I was doing in bed last night.”
That hits the nerve I’m looking for. His eyes are shot through with hurt, then he smothers it with anger.
“You know what?” he says. “I’m gonna go lie down like I should have done two hours ago instead of pushing myself to keep working on that thing. Why don’t you keep fighting that urge to thank me and sleep on the goddamned couch?”
He pulls the curtain around the bed closed so hard that the threadbare fabric tears a half an inch along the top. I sit back in my chair and close my eyes. Breathe in the sudden absence of everything. When I’ve steadied myself a little, I pick up a year-old newspaper from the coffee table and use it to push the gun out of my lap. The sound it makes when it hits the rug is a hundred times louder than it should be. It brings with it the smell of gunsmoke, burning metal, and screams.
Abjini Sengupta. Elected to the Psikinetics board in ’32. Responsible for the development and implementation of the V6 implants. Designed the framework for the V6 training program, also used as a basis for the V7’s. Noted for recommending the recruitment age for Violets be dropped from ten to six years old, to maximise neural plasticity and reducing the rejection rate amongst first-round implant subjects below 20% for the first time in Psikinetics’ history.
Divorced. No dependants on record. Absent from her post for six months just over two years ago. Underwent the company’s re-acclimatisation program upon return. Records show multiple instances of her refusing treatment. Psychiatric reports show the patient claiming to hear voices.
Deep in the bowl of the night and the bottom of a bottle, I listen to the sound of Caelum breathing and watch the lights of slow-moving traffic crawl up and down the neon ribbon of the Strip two hundred feet below. I’m sitting by the windows with my knees pulled to my chest, breathing fog onto cracked glass that once concentrated the weak North Atlantic sun to feed fresh vegetables to some rich executive upstairs.
I try to focus on the pressure of the gun, wrapped up in a towel and nestled in the crook between my stomach and my thighs. Stretch out my legs by degrees and run my fingers over the brittle towel until I can force myself to peel it back. When I finally manage to pick the gun up, it’s almost an anti-climax. The world doesn’t immediately end. The handgun doesn’t blow up in my hand. It just sits there, and waits to see what I’ll do next.
Once it’s booted up, I find myself thumbing through the two years’ worth of data logged in the substituted processing unit. Everything from the first moment that Zahir calibrated his sidearm to the last bullet he fired while blood poured out of a golf ball sized hole in his throat. I use the towel to wipe the sweat off of my palms. Thumb through the blue holographs until I find what I’m looking for. Until I’m looking at the stats for the fight that killed him.
Everything is logged in safe sterile numbers. The tiny little snags and misfires in his weapon’s tech. Snatches of time where he discharged the gun so many times that the processor had to step in to stop it from overheating. The increasingly erratic firing angle and sub-optimal grip on the stock which his gun logged as battle-fatigue or possible blood loss.
I scroll through the series of yellow and then red holographic triangles warning him to disengage. Informing him that he was fighting at the bleeding edge of his weapon’s capability. Then I hunt down the stupid smoky simulated voice he had set up, and take a moment’s satisfaction in deleting her into oblivion. Reconfiguring the voice output from the audio logs takes a little while longer, but now that I actually have the damned thing in my hand it’s like my body takes over and I just fall into the familiar rhythm of it all. The processor takes a guess at where the various emotional response sliders need to be, and by then I’m so impatient that I just agree and synch up my cochlear implants.
A series of tones are transmitted straight into my inner ear as the whole thing calibrates itself, and Zahir’s voice cuts through the thick and syrupy night-time hush. As clear as if he was sitting there right beside me.
Unit Commander Zenith Fisher. Long time no speak. Authorise. You know the drill.
I reel off my authorisation codes and hope that Caelum doesn’t hear. Listen to the silence for a couple of seconds before I hear his steady, quiet breathing. I slam back another finger of bourbon.
Who else is here?
I bite my tongue. “Just Caelum.”
Fernandez? The gun laughs. It isn’t a friendly sound. Figures. He always was sniffing around you like a coward, too frightened to do anything about it. Where’s Weston?
Down in the Strip a ribbon of white headlights is slipping past a ribbon of red tail-lights. Swirls and eddies in a river of liquid light.
I rest my temple against the glass. “I haven’t seen Khalil in four months. He flipped out after you… after former Unit Commander Zahir Sayed was killed in action.”
That’s the excuse that you’ve been giving yourself, is it? Wasn’t your fault you didn’t finish the mission. Without Khalil and Zahir you didn’t have a complete unit. C’mon, Fisher, you can do better than that.
Tell me, what did happen to the processor that used to be in this weapon? Those things are stress-tested to breaking point. They don’t just blow without someone fucking something up big time.
“You need to shut the hell up,” I tell him. “You’re dead now, and that means you don’t get to talk to me like that any more.”
Oh really. The gun sounds unconvinced. Then why am I here? Because you’re desperately lonely and you need me to hold your hand? Because you miss the sound of my voice so much that you’d let Fernandez get his hands all over you? You’re better than that, Fisher. And you need to get out there and finish what we started.
“I don’t give a shit about the mission.”
To hell with the mission. You think this was ever about them? That anyone gave a shit about what PsiSecurity wanted? This is about pride, Fisher. Or are you too scared and broken to remember what that is? Tucked away up here in the darkness drinking and screwing and whining like a little girl.
I know what it’s doing. All Psikinetics tech is programmed with Psikinetics priorities. Of course the damned gun wants me to shoot it. I’d have to be a first rate idiot to fall for it.
Go get Khalil.
“Tomorrow.”
What’s the matter with you? You can’t hold your liquor any more either? You not got legs to walk on? We go now, Fisher. It’s time to shit or get off the pot, and you know it.
And damn him, but I do.
It takes most of the rest of the night to figure out where Khalil is holed up. Five months of robbing every petty criminal in the undercity has made him paranoid, and he has the training to disappear into the fog whenever the hell he wants. But I’ve had the same training, and now I have Zahir nagging and yelling at me every step of the way. So when Khalil’s fences shrug their shoulders and protest their ignorance, I head straight on down to Hell’s.
The streets are almost empty. It doesn’t matter that this part of Babel hasn’t seen the sun since the boardwalk was bolted on above it years ago. Everything still ticks to the clock of the skyscrapers above us. The ones that most of us will never see.
I cross Hell’s palm with silver and he mutters something about an apartment building a couple streets along. I knock on the door of the most defensible room in the building, but don’t wait for an answer before I walk right in. At first I think that Hell’s led me on a ride. It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the streetlight and the shadows. To see the heap of rags curled up in the corner with its head resting on its knees.
Jesus Christ. And I thought that you had let yourself go.
“Not now,” I mutter. “Let me handle this.” And then: “Khalil?”
For the longest time, I don’t think he’s even heard me. He used to get like this from time to time, even when we were back at head office in Mumbai. Always veering between a thousand miles an hour and nothing at all. I guess whatever drugs they pumped him full of to level him out ran out about the same time as our luck.
I come closer. “Get up, Weston,” I tell him. “Mission’s back on.”
“Leave me alone.”
“Bullshit,” I say. “On your feet, soldier. Eyes front.”
He doesn’t stand, but lifts his head slowly from his knees. I see for the first time how skinny he’s got. Dark brown skin snagging on the angles of his bones.
“How long have you been holed up in here?”
“Go to hell, Fisher.”
“I did. He sent me up here.” I crouch down. I’m not afraid of the stink of sweat and urine that’s seeped through his clothes and hair, but it burns in my eyes pretty bad. “We gotta finish what we started and get out of here. You coming?”
Khalil sighs. “It’s too late for that.”
I grab him by the arm and try to pull him to his feet. I don’t see his sidearm until it’s pressing right underneath my eye.
“I told you to get lost, Fisher. I still remember how to use this. You think you can say the same? Or will you just panic and freeze like when you let Zahir die?”
Something ignites in the bottom of my belly and all of a sudden every blood cell is burning a hole in me. I put my hand on Zahir’s stock, but there’s no strength in my hand. I can’t even make my finger wrap around the trigger.
Khalil gives me an empty smile.
“Thought so,” he said. “Now fuck off. If I see you here again, I’ll do what I should have done six months ago.”
I straighten up and let anger smother my humiliation. “Fine. Why don’t you call me in a month’s time when you’ve managed to wash the shit off of yourself and find some dignity. I can wait.”
Only it turns out that I can’t.
I did the best I could: wrapped the gun back up in that towel and stuffed it behind the shower. Tried to pretend the whole thing never happened. But I swear to God I could still hear the bastard railing at me every time I was in the apartment on my own. Zahir always knew how to get right under my skin. I guess being dead hasn’t changed that.
It’s only a matter of time before I have to tell Caelum we’re going back in. And when he storms out and heads down to the clinic to forget about me for a few hours, I take the towel out from behind the shower and let the gun boot up.
Fisher. Fisher. Shit. Don’t do that to me again, alright? Don’t leave me.
I press my teeth together and yank at the emotional response sliders so hard that the hologram glitches for a moment.
Fuck you. Stop messing with those and do what I say, or I swear to God I’ll jam and take your whole fucking hand off.
“Better,” I say, and slip him into the holster at my hip. Head out to buy some cheap plastic roses so I can convince Caelum to forgive me.
He loves all of that insipidly romantic shit.
It takes time to wear him down, but Caelum never has learned how to say ‘no’ to me. He’s spent too many years following whatever orders I gave him.
Is that why you’re screwing him? Because it’s easy? Because you know he can’t stand up to you?
The mission is back on, with or without Khalil.
Of course, it would have been easier if HQ in Mumbai granted us access to the Psikinetics tower. We could slip straight in and get to the target with no one raising an eyebrow. But the implications are too messy. The second anyone started looking into what happened, it would be too easy to find out that the company had sent its people in to take out one of its own. And we have to go on pretending to play nice.
That means the only way we’re getting up into the highrises is with some good old fashioned cunning. Handily, it turns out that being stranded in Babel for half a year isn’t entirely without merit. One of the plus points being that I’ve gotten to know people. More importantly, that Caelum has trespassed onto a few networks that he shouldn’t have and found out some interesting little bits of information that a lot of people would rather keep to themselves. That’s not the kind of stuff you pull in without suffering the consequences, but it doesn’t look like we’re going to be sticking around this dump for long enough to pay for it.
My first port of call is the docks. They’re the weak point in the armour of any place like this. The union guys keep close to one another, sure. But all of them sneak things into the city that they shouldn’t and take a little cut off of the top. Shit, if I lived in a shipping container down here in the dark and had to work seven-day, fifteen-hour shifts in a tiny crane-cab a hundred feet up in the air until I couldn’t even walk without something to support my wasting muscles, I’d want more than the pittance they were paying me too.
Crete has headed up the union for as long as I’ve been here. The kind of woman who has Babel writ large into every bone in her body. You can see most of them through her skin, too—not starved in the way that Khalil is, but limp with muscle death under ochre skin that’s only seen the sunlight a half a dozen times in all her life.
It doesn’t take long to track her down, but we have to wait around for a couple of hours while she comes down from her crane cab. Those things are beyond huge: sweeping through the thick black above the docks, yanking containers two at a time off ships hundreds of feet below. She spiders over to us with the help of a rickety old exoskeleton that the union men and women buy for anyone who needs one—because the company that runs the place is still adamant that their people get enough breaks, and have enough room to move. That the muscle wastage isn’t caused by the job.
For a second she almost looks pleased to see me, but when her eyes settle on Caelum she turns to beaten steel. I can’t blame her, it’s not like I’d trust the Violet who hacked into my business and filtered out all of my dirty little secrets. Probably best she never finds out it was me that asked him to do it.
“What do you want, Fisher?”
“I need you to get us in to Psikinetics One.”
Crete readjusts her bodyweight in the exoskeleton and scowls. “Right, like it’s all that easy.”
I shrug. “As easy as noticing the inconsistencies in your cargo logging system. Tough, but not impossible. If you know what you’re doing.”
I glance back at Caelum to make my point, and Crete rubs her fingers through her braids.
“Shit, Fisher, and I thought we were friends.”
“We are.” I push my hands into my pockets. “Which is why you’re going to get me into the tower, nice and quiet, I’m going to get up there and do what I have to do the same way. Then Caelum and I are going to disappear like we should have done six months ago. You can keep doing the good work here, and never see either of us again.”
“And how the hell do I even know that you won’t go over to the company the second that you don’t need me any more? Offer to sell them every piece of trash that you dragged out of our computers?”
“Come on, Crete, you know me better than that.” These union people are all about the loyalty. Pretend to be straight up every time and they’ll break their backs for you. Poor bastards. “Hell, I wouldn’t even be coming to you if the people paying me had given me what I need to do the job. But they didn’t, so now I’m stuck here. I ain’t got a choice but to come looking for you. You think I want to take any chances getting up there? If Psikinetics catch us then God only knows what they’ll pull out of Caelum’s black box trying to figure out who we are.”
She sighs and crosses her arms, her exoskeleton groaning like a garage door. She isn’t stupid. Chances are that she knows I’m playing her, but whichever way you cut it I’m still right: if Psikinetics catch us then she’ll be just as screwed as us.
I let the silence sit for a few seconds until she gives me what I want.
“Go wait at Dock Four.” Crete shakes her head. “If you get me into any shit with this, then you’d better count on us making you pay.”
A few cold hours later and Crete’s people slip us into the back of a crate headed up the rails into the uppercity. I crack the first of a half a dozen light strips and Caelum and I strip down to our skin in the freezing shipping container. Change into something that won’t attract as much notice when we’re all the way upstairs. Just two more nameless suits who like to dress as though they have more money than braincells. Caelum pulls his black hair back carefully to cover as many of his implant scars as possible and hides the rest beneath the brim of his hat. He looks damned fine all dressed up like that. It gives me something to do besides fret and worry as we’re cranked up the ramp to the top of Babel’s spires.
Crete was meant to let her people know that we were coming, but when they crack the seals open and the two of us walk out the stevedore almost shits himself. Then he starts yelling at the woman inputting data into the a hand-held. Old fashioned tech. I guess that even the people working under Psikinetics’ nose don’t trust the Violets. Maybe that’s why they don’t trust them.
I try and bullshit our way through, but this guy does fingerprints and retina scans on both of us then shakes his head and grinds his teeth at what he gets back. Finally, he radios through to someone further up the chain.
“A PsiSecurity Section Eight and a wirehead,” he complains.
I feel Caelum tense up beside me. “You know, I prefer the term ‘human being’, and I am standing right here.”
“We both are.” I step in before things have the chance to turn nasty. “Who you talking to? Bring them down here. I’m pretty sure they’ll be interested in what I have to say.”
It takes a hell of a long time to talk my way out of the whole mess. To get the measure of the woman who comes down from the top brass, and to push her buttons until she’s convinced to let us go. She isn’t happy about it, and for all I know the second we walk out our cover is completely blown.
“We’re damned late too,” I complain. “Who knows where the hell the target is now.”
You’re so damned late they might as well have written you an epitaph. You should have been here six months ago.
As it turns out, Fate plays us the high card. There’s a big party going on in the main lobby of the building, which explains why Crete’s people didn’t meet us in the unloading bay. It’s all hands on deck up here. Every Psikinetics executive in Babel is in that tower. All we have to do is get in.
The sun is sinking down into the sea, catching on all the polished glass and metal. After six months of being stuck down in the darkness it’s amazing just how beautiful the rest of the world can look. The sky is painted in so many colours that it almost hurts my eyes—pink and gold azure, dustings of apricot warmth on the undersides of the clouds. Even the churning silver of the ocean is so glorious it aches.
“You still have that file on the target, Cae?”
His eyes go blank for a moment although I can’t help but notice the momentary flinch at the corner of his eye.
“If she’s here,” he says. “I’ll recognise her.”
It’s not much, but it’s a start. I get out onto the walkway and start to cut my way around, but Caelum hesitates behind me.
“Fisher, wait.” I pull up short and turn around to face him. He says, “I think… I think I know this woman.”
“And you didn’t think it was important to mention it before? How do you know her?”
“I haven’t looked at the damned file in seven months,” he protests. “And we were in Mumbai then. Following orders. It was… She was in charge of the V6 program, right? I think I remember her from when they were putting my implants in.”
He was damned young then. Most Violets I’ve met don’t remember back that far.
“We don’t have time for this,” I say, twisting around as someone walks out of the lobby a hundred yards away and leans against the railing to breathe in the sea air.
Caelum says, “Shit, Fisher, that’s her.”
That jolts me back into my body. Decades of training and drills bring my mind and body into perfect focus. She’s wearing an expensive sari embroidered with tiny stones that catch the fading light.
No choice now. Get to the target as quick as you can and finish the job.
As we come around the walkway, Abjini spares a cursory glance in my direction. “Unit Commander Fisher,” she says. “You’re look well for someone who’s been sectioned out.”
I put my hand on the stock of the gun and wrestle it from the holster. “You look well for someone who been run through the company’s reclamation program.”
She scoffs at that. “Yes, I would imagine you’ve been spared that particular blessing. Consider yourself fortunate. Few people enjoy being locked up in some antiseptic hospital while your brain is blasted clean with drugs. Grinding all the facets of yourself down until you can function just like every other part of their little perfect machine.
“I’ve heard about what happened to your unit,” she says. “Got yourselves into quite a mess in the undercity, as I understand. Terrible shame, that. But then Babel is a dangerous place. Although I would have expected more from you, V-6-912. You spent thirteen years in Babel’s Violet program. You should have known better.”
It’s time, Fisher. Put up or shut up.
I raise the gun and step in towards her. My footwork is still good, but I’m damned if I can stop my hands from shaking. I tighten my grip up on the stock.
“You’re a little unprotected for someone who knew that we were coming.”
“I knew you were coming a long time ago. I thought it likely that your whole unit was dead by now, and those of you that survived were beyond my concern. Seems like I was wrong. Or maybe not. Hasn’t all of that given you as much reason to resent the company as I do? Perhaps we could help each other out more than they have ever helped either of us.”
We don’t have time for this. Pull the goddamned trigger. Let me do the rest.
My palms are so slick I can barely hold onto the gun. My finger slides over the trigger and a bank of grinding nausea hits me so hard that I have to let it go.
“You had something in mind?”
Abjini rolls her shoulders into a shrug. The North Atlantic wind pulls at the glimmering folds of her sari. Makes her look like she’s fraying into the air. “You know that there are other companies just starting their own cybernetics programs. An offshoot of Hestia in Mexico City looks particularly promising. I’m sure they would be more understanding of my voices given how useful I could be to them.
“The same goes for both of you. Help me get out of here and there’ll be no more talk of reclamation before they let you back into the fold. And V-6-912 gets the best pair of hands to keep his implants functioning. There really hasn’t been much work done into refitting and reconditioning the V6s, but I have a few notes and ideas. It would be interesting to see what comes of them.”
Damn it, Fisher, what the hell have you been trained for? If you can’t do this, you won’t be of a single bit of use to this woman. And the second she works that out, you’re dead.
I glance at the gun, and ask the target: “Are these voices you hear that important?”
Abjini smiles like she’s having to explain something to a particularly stupid child. “I am in this job because I consider the human mind to be a wonderful, impossibly complex, and vastly misunderstood organ, unit commander. I have spent my life studying its capabilities. Its aberrations and abnormalities. I wouldn’t really be doing my job if, when confronted with quirks and deviations in my own mind, I responded be acquiescing to the company’s rigid and rather idiotic insistence that I must purge myself of it. Simply so that I can be made uniform. What leaps forward in our understanding of the the universe have ever come from that?”
“And so… what?” I ask.
“I listen to the voices,” she says. “I attempt to understand. To assess which parts of my brain are responsible for this unusual functioning and to begin thinking about potential ways they can be used. You have some very basic wirework yourself. Ocular and auditory implants. You see and hear things that aren’t part of the ‘normal’ functioning of your brain. Neither of us can ever really grasp the way V-6-912 perceives the world. What he feels when he accesses a network. Did you know that there are groups of unlicensed Violets in the undercity who claim to be able to develop entirely artificially-constructed memories?”
She sighs and leans over the brass railing in the last of the sunlight, staring out to sea. “At the moment, all of that is wasted. The Violet Program, all of Psikinetics other interests and explorations… they are ignorant to a whole world of possibilities just because they are afraid of anything that’s different. As afraid of ‘neural degeneration’ as some of those unlicensed Violets—chasing myths so they can avoid the inevitable implant decay. But what if the ‘brainrot’ they’re so afraid of has something it can teach us? What if our ideas of what is ‘normal’ and what’s ‘abnormal’ are holding us back from something wonderful?”
Zahir is still yelling at me. It’s like my head is filled with spitting wires and circuit-boards. I can barely even hear her.
“With the right opportunities, I could change all of that. V-6-912 has perhaps another five or six years, if he is lucky, before his implants begin to degrade. If I—”
The gunshot is so loud that I feel the ripples and echoes of it through every part of my body. The sudden spike of adrenaline makes the world slow to a whisper, and I watch from a thousand miles outside of myself as Abjini’s head blossoms by degrees into blood and bone and wind-caught hair. I don’t hear Zahir any more. Just the dull ringing in my ears as her body slumps over the brass railing and pinwheels smoothly over the edge to plummet a thousand feet down into the sea.
I stare at the gun in my hand. Nothing seems to make any sense. The readouts projected straight into the end of my optical nerve still say that the clip is full.
Caelum puts his hand on my shoulder. “We have to go, Fisher. Now.”
He’s right. The soundproofing in the glass will have deadened the shot and we should be obscured from most of the people inside by the setting sun, but it’s only a matter of time until someone comes looking for her. There’s a groove worn into me that knows that. But it seems distant now. Unimportant.
I turn to look at Caelum. He’s holding his sidearm, and only holsters it when he sees the look in my eyes. He nods in answer to a question that I haven’t asked.
“She couldn’t even bring herself to use my goddamned name.” He turns away and leans over the railing. “Or maybe she just didn’t care. People like her pulled me off the streets here when I was six years old, Fisher. She didn’t care about you, or me, or anyone.”
So that’s it, then. When it came right down to bare bone, you couldn’t do it. What the hell will you do now?
“I can’t go back to Mumbai,” I say blankly. “And I can’t spend another damned night in those pits.”
Caelum puts his hand on my arm. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s start by getting out. We’ll go from there.”
The sunlight shows lines in his face that I hadn’t noticed in the striplights of the undercity. Lines that that Babel has drawn onto him with a deft hand. He followed me down into the bottom of this pit. And all this time…
I turn Zahir over in my hands and power down the processor.
What are you doing?
I close my eyes. Then I take a breath and throw the gun out over the railing as hard and as far as I can.
You think it’s that easy to get rid of me?
“No,” I say under my breath.
And it doesn’t have to be. All I have to do is work out how to listen.
I take hold of Caelum’s hand. And we run.
‘After the New Dawn’, Joseph Tomaras
The man in the picture-screen on the wall, Mama and Papa called him the Guide, except when he came to visit our house, and then they called him Yannis. Papa’s name was also Yannis. Mama said I am to call Papa Papa and call the man in the picture the Guide, and then I won’t be confused. I don’t like to call him anything, but Mama said this is not good either.
The man in the picture-screen and the man who came to visit had the same face, but they did not look like the same person. The man in the screen never smiles. The man who came to visit smiled in his eyes and under his moustache. His moustache looked like a hedgehog. The moustache in the picture looks like a helmet over his mouth. Mama and Papa said I am never to say this.
There are many things I cannot say anymore. New Mama says I must remember who to call Mama and Papa, that the man and the woman I used to call those things are not people. Maybe they are ghosts, or gods, or monsters, or robots. I don’t think robots would feel warm when they hugged me good night, or ghosts, and gods are enormous. Maybe monsters, but good monsters. That must make me a good monster. Maybe we are all monsters, good monsters and bad monsters, pretending to be people, and the real people are hiding from the bad monsters by pretending to be monsters.
Is the Guide a person or a monster? Maybe there are a person and a monster who share that face, and the picture is of the monster. This makes sense to me, but it is something else I must not say.
So I will tell a story about the monsters I used to call Mama and Papa. I will call them Woman-Monster and Man-Monster. And the Guide-Person with his hedgehog moustache.
Once upon a time there was a girl named Maria who lived with a Man-Monster and a Woman-Monster who she called Papa and Mama. The Woman-Monster was kind and soft except when she read the newspaper. Then her eyes would turn quickly from left to right, searching for names that she knew, and she would send Maria to her room whenever her eyes began to water. The Man-Monster was patient and good at teaching, except on the days when he would come home from work sweating, with his eyes burrowed under his brows like a rabbit hiding in the bushes. Then he would send Maria to her room and speak to the Woman-Monster like a schoolteacher, and the Woman-Monster would speak like the greengrocer’s wife, or they would not speak at all, and the cook who was also named Maria would sweep up what was left behind.
In her room, Maria would sharpen her pencils and draw pictures and write stories to go with the pictures. Mostly pictures of centaurs and dryads. The dryads were as beautiful as the Woman-Monster, but with leaves for hair and branches for arms and breasts that looked like peaches. Dryads only wore clothes when they came to the market and pretended to be poor women selling nettles to other poor women. The centaurs looked like the Man-Monster did on the days when he did not shave, but with no glasses and straight backs and horse bodies, of course. The centaurs could never be seen except by goats and lost children.
One day a man came to visit. He had a moustache that looked like a hedgehog which Maria was not supposed to say and short hair that bristled like a pine tree. He had come to visit before. Whenever he would come to visit, he would look for Maria even if she was in her room and say, “My little doll! My beautiful little girl!”, even though she was not his at all. He would say this in a way that made Maria think that he said this to every little girl he ever met. Then he would sing, The rabbit goes to drink water, running his fingers along her belly and up her chest, and finish, and finds it on the neck, tickling her neck, shoulders and armpits. The song made no sense—who ever heard of water on a neck, except maybe sweat on a peasant woman digging on a hot day?—but it rhymed in her language. Maria giggled every time, and hated the man with a hedgehog moustache for making her giggle. Then he would take her hand and bring her to the room where the Man-Monster and Woman-Monster had put out cookies, jellies and baklava, with coffee for Monsters and the Guide-Person and milk for Maria. He would bellow “Yanni!”, and the Man-Monster would reply only slightly less loudly, “How good of you to join us, Your Excellency!”, and the Guide-Person would insist on being called Yannis and praise the Woman-Monster for the sweets as if she had made them, calling her Alexandra in a way that made the Man-Monster wince, and they would speak of the weather and the sea and of recent weddings and baptisms but never funerals, until the Guide-Person would say, “This is very delightful conversation, but of course it is not why I am here,” and the Man-Monster would reply, “Of course, Yanni,” and the Woman-Monster would venture that “Perhaps we should send Maria to her room,” knowing that the Guide-Person would say, “No, no, a delightful little girl helps calm my mind,” and seat Maria on his lap and continue, “and an intelligent little girl needs to understand how our nation is restoring itself to greatness!”
This was all as it had been every time. The word “greatness” meant that grown-up talk was coming, so Maria would stop listening and begin thinking of dryads, and how dryads could turn themselves into trees if they did not like how their legs were being touched, and how you should never drill holes into trees even if you are building a treehouse because it could be a dryad hiding and she would be hurt.
What was not as it had always been was that her name was spoken again during the grown-up talk, which interrupted her thoughts. It was the Guide-Person who spoke it first: “Naturally, before this assignment begins you will need to set your affairs in order. I personally promise to you that I will take little Maria’s education in hand, as I have for so many other children of our leading echelons when their parents are called upon to sacrifice for state affairs.”
“But…” began the Woman-Monster, and the Man-Monster interrupted her.
“I assume then that this assignment will be arduous.”
“No more arduous than our nation’s sufferings in the centuries before the New Dawn. Vigilance against subversion is the price we must pay for resurgence.”
“What if we refuse?” asked the Woman-Monster, speaking too fast to be interrupted.
The Guide-Person removed Maria from his lap and set her on the empty chair, leaned forward toward the Man-Monster, and said, “My friend, you need to do a better job of cleansing your household of the poison of feminism. Explain to your woman when she is and is not to open her mouth, or shut it for her. And make clear to her, since I seem not to have succeeded, that this assignment is not voluntary. It would be better for all of us if you began your preparations today. Whether you do or not, my men in the Special Service will be here this time next week to help you on your way. If they find you to be inadequately prepared, then they may have to reorder matters, put you to work on something less… glorious. Understand?”
“I understand, Your Excellency,” said the Man-Monster, his head bowed.
The Guide-Person left the house, and the Woman-Monster began screeching. “Don’t you see what is happening? How many of our friends who got ‘reassigned’ have we ever seen again? That man is paranoid, he must…” At that moment Maria saw something she had never seen before: The Man-Monster punched the Woman-Monster in the face. She fell onto the couch, wiped the blood from her mouth with a napkin, and threw a coffee cup at the Man-Monster. It missed. The Man-Monster screamed some words Maria did not recognize—”Morí putána!”—then grabbed a serving tray and began beating her about the head until she stopped moving. Then he began to cry and scream, “Alexandra! No, don’t! What have I done? This can’t be!”
The men in black suits came for Maria later that day. They muttered something about having to make last-minute arrangements and the disorderly lives of the higher-ups. Maria never saw the Person-Guide again, only the Guide-Monster in the picture-screens.
New Mama tried to “chase the devil out of that child” with a wooden spoon at least once a night, and New Papa had regular lessons for each of the girls in the house on “their future duties to the Fatherland.” But sometimes she heard New Papa grumbling about men in the mountains and women in the forests, and she knew: The centaurs and dryads were coming, to save her.
‘Rustsong’, Sean R. Robinson
Null-wisdom says when your skin starts itching, you know your time is coming. When you feel like your bones aren’t the right shape, and the way the air touches you makes your teeth ache, its time to find something sharp and somewhere private.
I was sixteen with a belly full of wanting, and the rust fields to trap me where I was. It took two days to finally admit why I couldn’t sleep when the moons rose, or pushed the pavla around my plate with a spoon at meal time instead of eating whatever bit of nourishment might be in it. There wasn’t enough to go around, not even with only the two of us beneath the roof.
I couldn’t look out the windows to the little field we tilled, and the red-brown land beyond that. I couldn’t look because my sight always fell to the edge of the garden and the memory of the only time I’d seen my sister.
It wasn’t until the moons rose again that I slipped out of my bed, and down the dark corridor. I stepped into my mother’s kitchen and took her second-best knife from the block. It was pitted but carefully sharpened. My sibling—my sister—Inno had taken the best knife when her time came.
“I thought so,” a voice said in the dark.
My heart was beating too hard, my skin felt like it was about to split. My father—grizzled veteran of an old war—leaned against the doorframe. I could see the scales around his neck in the moonslight.
“I need to go,” I said. The words were part confession, part apology, part plea.
I did not want to go. I didn’t want to die.
“I know, child,” he said and opened the door.
My feet moved on their own, driven by the moons, the need that every null felt when the time came—to give yourself to the world and be changed. But I did not want to change. I slowed at the pavlo field, with their withered stalks and sparse bare hand-full of fruit.
Famine-wisdom said that a stand a shoulder-width wide would be enough to feed a person through the lean season. It was wisdom from before the rust came and choked the ground. But my family had done it anyway, working shoulder-to-shoulder in grim silence.
It was just father and I now, working the pavla, pushing back the rust and plucking whatever fruit the stalks bared. Letting my mother’s tract choke beneath the rust and my sibling’s—my sister’s—wither and die. We ate what we grew and went to our separate beds to keep the moon vigil and count the hours until sun break.
I dropped the knife, forcing my fingers open. I did not want to die in the pavlo fields. I did not want to give myself over to the land and let the rust take me as it had taken our neighbors, our friends, my mother, my sister.
Father followed me and as I gasped the thin air, he was quiet.
“I thought we were supposed to die alone,” I said.
“You’re not meant to die,” he said. “Never meant to die.”
“I want to be alone,” I said and when he did not move, I shut my eyes.
Would I be Inna, like my mother? I wondered. When I let my blood run and gave myself to the world? Or would I be Innus for the heartbeats of pain that my life would become? When the world drank down my blood and inscribed itself on my flesh.
“Would you rather have had a son or a daughter, father?” I asked.
“It is about what you would become,” he said.
I forced my eyes open and whether I wished it or not, they fell on where my sibling had given themself to the land in the middle of the night and been reborn Inno, with feathers down her arms and scales on her legs.
We didn’t speak of it, not how the dawn had come and for a breath she had been beautiful—red and pale and whole. Until Inno raised her wings to the sky and her new-born feathers shattered, until her flesh crumbled and she screamed.
“I want to be null forever,” I said. “I want to be neither son or daughter, only child.”
“I had the same fear,” he said and reached down to take my mother’s second-best knife from the ground. He pulled me to my feet. “I gave myself to the land the last day the sky rained. It’s the only choice we’re given.”
The scales on his face were lightburned and I had never been able to look at where gills had been along his neck. They were scars now, same as the webs between his fingers had been cut away.
There was no water now, no oceans, no seas for him to swim. My father had been the last of the waterborne. If there was water somewhere in the distant hills, I did not know where it was.
“Come,” he said and pulled me forward. I followed him, because there was no other choice. He had the knife and it was the last we had, and there was something in his voice that sounded as desperate as the need in my skin.
My father took us out past the pavlo stand, onto the road that had lead to a village, once, that was only rust now, and then out farther, to the plains that had might have once been something else, before my sibling and I had been born.
He was quiet, but took the distance with the lope of a man who could walk the broken rust-choked ground. I hated it. The reds and the browns and the thin air. There were no plants, no animals to break the silence, only the crush beneath our feet.
“I want to die here,” I said as we crested a ridge, farther out than I’d ever been before. Inno had always been the adventurer, not caring when her tract did not have pavlo, going hungry so she could spend half the day tasting the land with her feet.
“Not here,” he said and took my hand in his. “This isn’t your place.”
“The rust is here,” I said.
“You’d give yourself to it?” he said.
“What else is there?” My breath hitched, it was hard to speak. “I want to be alone.”
“You will be soon enough,” he said. “Just a little farther.”
And I followed him, because he had not cried when we let Inno’s tract of pavlo fall under the rust, and let me shed enough tears for the both of us. He had given me half his meal, to make up for what I’d lost.
But he took us up into hills stained brown, while the sun began to fall and the thin air got colder.
“The last rain came the day I gave myself to the land,” he said as he slowed. The rock gave way ahead of us. “The rains had grown more and more rare. The wind changed, grew hotter until the ground dried. I didn’t know what it meant to be waterborne without a sea to swim, or fireborne when there was nothing to burn.”
We walked on farther, down the cliffs. His feet found a path that I couldn’t see. All I could see was the red and brown, reaching out into the distance, bloody like the sunlight as it got colder and the light faded.
“Why didn’t you bring her here?” I said.
“We’re not anywhere yet, child.”
I watched him walk down into a valley I had never seen before. It seemed as if, as the steps past, he had grown. His back was straight, his dark hair fell down his back. I wondered if Inno’s would have done the same, or if she would have cut it short like our mother’s.
“There used to be a tanir grove here,” he said and knelt. I wanted to rip the blade from his belt and take it to my wrists.
“It hurts, father,” I said.
He pushed his hands into the ground, taking up a hand-full of rust and letting it cascade from between his fingers. “The old said that it wouldn’t last, and that the rains would come again. That the rust was like the skin of a null child being inscribed.”
His eyes were dark and he stood and started walking again.
“That the world would be reborn as a child is reborn to water, earth, air or fire. The old are gone, their meeting places swallowed by rust, the ground beneath their tent halls turned brittle and red.”
“I don’t want to leave you,” I said. “But I can’t. I can’t.”
“You can,” he said and I did, I followed him farther into the wastes. That is what a child does when they are about to die.
My father’s wisdom kept the family fed when the world died. It kept us together and it kept me walking until the sun set on the plain and I knew it would be my last sunset as I was. Whether my father allowed it or not, I would give my blood to the world. I would let it creep up my arms and change me.
Whether I became man or woman, airborne or earthborne, whether wings grew from my arms or gills, or scales sheathed my legs, it would be over.
“You’ll be alone,” I said as he followed some unmarked path in the darkness. The stars glittered overhead, calling as the ground called. It was hard to breath.
“Not for long,” he said.
“There are no others,” I said.
“I know.”
The trail brought us to a cavern, but in the dark all I could do was feel the weight of something above us. I felt the air change, the darkness faded. There was a pool, and it glowed blue.
“Father?”
“I came here once, when I was a null,” he said. “My sibling and I. She was airborne, like your sister, but her feathers were the blue of this water, not red rust. Before. Before. We’re the last, child. The rust has taken everyone else.”
He knelt me beside the water and put his hands into the blue. “I couldn’t bring myself to come back here, child. Not when I knew your mother was dead and your sister gone. I couldn’t give this place to them, but I would give it to you.”
Father looked back at me. I do not know what he saw in the unfinished panes of my face, the motley color of my skin and eyes. He handed me my mother’s second-best knife and did not look back as he stepped into the pool. It was the last water in the world, hidden and his.
And mine, if I dared.
I watched him swim out, though there were no fins between his fingers, and his gills were scars. I watched him until I could stand it no longer. I could cut my blood and let it go into the water, let it change me. I could take it from him and become like him. Or I could go out into the rust and let it claim me.
I could be his child a little longer.
Wisdom says that when your time comes you give yourself over to the world to remake you. You are inscribed by air or water, fire or earth, you become and change. There was no wisdom for the rust, but my father’s wisdom, who gave himself to the water, the last water of the world.
There could be more days beside him in pavlo. More evenings staring at the rust crawling closer. More days to remember my sister and my mother.
I turned and climbed up the tunnel, out into the night, into the stars. I took the knife to my wrist, I wondered at the wisdom of rust, and what there was to learn.
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