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Preface

DESPITE THE STARK FACT THAT I EDITED LAST YEAR’S EDITION of Twelve Tomorrows, I got tasked to do it again this year.

This time around, though, I had the benefit of seeing how people reacted to the last one I edited. Pretty gratifying. Even normal people are impressed when you tell ’em you’re the fiction editor for MIT Technology Review. The most jaded and cynical science fiction writer will sit bolt upright. You can bet that I took full advantage of that situation.

This menagerie of stories is one that only MIT Technology Review could possibly assemble and print. I can promise you that no other magazine could have coaxed the design curator of the New York Museum of Modern Art to write a science fiction story. But she did, because she meets a lot of MIT grads in her line of work, and she recognizes their cultural significance as contemporary technoartistes. So when MIT Technology Review came knockin’, she rolled out a work of speculative fiction that’s a corker.

Imagine you’re a Texan like me, and you’re trying to gently persuade some prominent young Britons to come across with some world-class techno-fabulation. Frankly, they tend to get skeptical, even work-shy. But not when it’s MIT Technology Review. I briskly corralled a swarm of ’em, including a “design fiction” expert who wrote us a piece so blazingly weird that even Michael Moorcock’s New Worlds magazine would envy it. Not too shabby, as Sir Jonathan Ive likes to say.

When you edit MIT Technology Review, your chops are so potent that you can even get other editors to write for you. So I persuaded the editor of io9, the world’s best sci-fi culture website, to lay down a text here. It’s about Mexico. In fact, several of the stories this year are about Mexico—including the story by the one guy in here who is actually from Mexico. He wrote us a work of Mexican “ciencia ficción” that’s set in a future California. If you’re from Silicon Valley you probably need to read that one twice.

In conclusion, I’ll say a few words about my own story in here. I’ve always wanted to write a story about a guy who owns and uses an Antikythera mechanism—that legendary ancient Greek astronomical computer. Since I’m known for being rather into “cyber” (that’s a Greek word, you know), this prospect has haunted me for my entire career. I never quite knew who my hero was, or what he was up to with his anomalous bronze PC, but when I realized that the venue was MIT Technology Review, the Muse favored me. Everything clicked, or rather clanked, into place. Finally, it’s done. It’s completed! Ready to ship!

I hope you enjoy this.

Bruce Sterling,

Torino, Italia
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Boxes

Nick Harkaway

THE WIDOW PUT UP A FIGHT WHEN THEY CAME TO TAKE HER husband’s Boxes, but not much of one. Jim Harding had expected more trouble from Tanya Sobel, but his job had taught him about the bitter acknowledgement of death’s arrival.

Tanya Sobel fought like a sad old lady, confined by her age and her absolute lack of experience with any kind of pugilism. She draped her furious body over the rack of Boxes, as if she were a modern suffragette and the INLOPPSLÅDA modular storage units were her personal Houses of Parliament. Jim Harding unracked the Boxes, took them out to the company van, and slotted them into the onboard carriage rack. Then he climbed in the cab and drove the van away, and that was that.

THE AMBULANCE HAD COME BEFORE TANYA KNEW THAT ANYTHING was wrong; before she heard the rasping of her husband’s breathing. The Cogitco service was clever that way: a medical hookup from his Boxes monitored a long list of traces—cortisol in the blood, neural activity of different sorts, as well as the obvious signals like heart rhythm. A fleet of vehicles paced the ring roads in a pattern statistically likely to place an ambulance in easy range of a registered patient at any time, day or night.

When an ambulance was required, it dropped off the availability network, and others positioned themselves to take up the slack. The medical teams rode in the back. They slept there, and chatted, and revised their protocols and skills. They quizzed one another. Most of them were ex–service personnel waiting for a medical practice, studying to become full doctors. They studied on board their ambulances, of course. It was a really good system.

The Sobels were able to afford the top level of coverage because of Tanya’s guild insurance, but even the standard tier was comprehensive. Top level was just perks: better food, better rooms in the hospital.

Teddy Sobel didn’t get to try the executive chef at the sickroom. The ambulance showed up just after his heart stopped. The medics started his heart again, then bundled him into the back of the ambulance and told Tanya that a car would be along shortly to pick her up. They zoomed off for the St. Mary Local and Shires emergency room.

Within 10 minutes, Tanya had packed a bag. She went into Teddy’s study to pick up his half-finished scores for him—Teddy was still composing even while going deaf, just like Beethoven. Then she heard a soft, insistent tone coming from the laminated melamine shelves of the INLOPPSLÅDA. It sounded like the seat-belt reminder on her car, or one of those bamboo musical chimes. Pong. Pong. Pong. Pong.

She cleared away a paper copy of a score by Rachmaninov and looked at the little screen. There she read “CONNECTION FAIL,” which seemed impossible because everywhere in Greenhill was always connected to the Box grid. Then she realized that Teddy had died.

Moments later, the executive saloon arrived with a Ghanaian driver named Kwabena.

“I don’t know what to do now,” Tanya Sobel told Kwabena. She hadn’t cried yet. She knew she would cry, but grief wasn’t happening yet. She was between lives somehow, between the states of marriage and widowhood. Widows cried. She rarely cried, because she was a happy wife.

She had been happy. Now she would have some other life, and there would be weeping in it, but perhaps, beyond the grief, there would be something else. People said so about widows. Teddy had always insisted she should immediately go out and pinch a waiter’s bottom when he died, to celebrate. She was 10 years younger than Teddy, and he said this made her, at 79, his child bride.

Kwabena was waiting for her orders, to stay or to go. “I don’t even know if you’re supposed to be here,” she told him. “My husband didn’t make it. The hospital just called me. I should have asked, on the phone.”

Kwabena nodded. He did know what to do. “You come with me anyway,” he said. “We will drive to the hospital. You touch his face and say good-bye. They will give you papers to sign, but the important thing is you say good-bye to him. Otherwise, you will always wish that you had.”

Tanya Sobel realized this must be true.

“There’s no hurry,” Kwabena added. “We are not an ambulance; we don’t have to race. I will drive over the bridge, and we will look at the sky. The moon is pretty tonight. When you say good-bye, you should be thinking about your husband, not about the ambulance or how you will repair the roof.”

“Thank you,” Tanya said.

Kwabena drove her across the bridge, and they looked at the moon together. The moon was indeed very bright. Kwabena said that it would soon be his birthday. Tanya Sobel asked how old he would be. Thirty-seven, Kwabena said, and he had two children, Marcus and Afua, and Marcus was three and Afua was one. He showed her pictures.

Then Tanya Sobel entered St. Mary Local and Shires, and she said good-bye to Teddy. She came home afterward and slept because his side of the bed was still warm, and she wanted to hold onto that for as long as she could.

When Tanya woke up in the morning she wept for four hours without stopping. By the time her children came round to see her, she was a mess. Her worst affliction was the Boxes in the study, still chiming and stating “CONNECTION FAIL.” She didn’t know how to turn off the alarm chime. They’d quickly lost the little booklet that came with the Boxes, because there wasn’t all that much to know about Boxes. The user had the operation, and then the Boxes did their job. You paid for the service, and all the little lights stayed green, and that was that.

Pong. Pong. Pong.

Every time she saw the screen and that silly message, she hoped it would say “RECONNECTING …” Then the whole business of Teddy dying alone in the ambulance—well, not by himself, because the medical team had been there, but crucially without her—would all prove to be a software glitch. Or maybe the Boxes might mystically connect her to Teddy’s soul somewhere in the afterlife. That idea made her livid with rage, because neither of them had ever believed in that sort of thing. There was no afterlife. There was just flesh and the magic that flesh made for men and women, and that was life. That was all. Except that these days there was flesh, and then additionally there was some flesh grown especially for you and kept in Boxes, and the magic that these things made together. That was all … albeit, it was a rather extended and annotated sort of all.

Boxes were real things, devices made in the real world. Boxes were technology; there was nothing religious or mystical about Boxes. At least, nothing newly religious or mystical, just the same everyday bones and meat that people had been managing with for centuries.

Boxes weren’t religious. They were you, grown to order, for when important things started to fail.

She and Teddy had gone in together to have the Antrim Bridges fitted. That alarming business of shaving a patch of skull and feeling a bone drill make a hole in you, and then no pain, only pressure, as the tiny filaments went in. The bulkiest bit was the battery for the bridge transmitter. The battery was the size of a large coin, and they cut out a shallow pit in your skull, and the battery housing became part of your head. The battery was replaceable if you were game and had good flexibility in your shoulders.

Most users went in every six months and had a technician swap out the battery, because then the tech could make sure there was no infection at the implant site. There rarely was, because the skin grew over the polymer as keenly as skin grew over a skull.

Of course, the doubters said that radio waves would give you brain cancer. “I’ll deal with cancer if and when it happens,” Teddy declared, “but right now my brain has got Parkinson’s, and who knows what other crap, and that’s enough to be going on with.” That was two decades back, and Teddy’s brain had been fine till his heart stopped.

The Antrim Bridge went into your brain, and the bridge piped you out to the Boxes, and in the Boxes were neural cells grown on mesh and kept alive with science. If you worked hard at it and did the exercises that the specialists recommended, you could get decades more function out of your brain.

Quality of life, that was the idea, and memory like when you were a kid. For the first two months, until things settled, you had dreams and nightmares like you hadn’t had since puberty. Some users became a bit irritating about that. They talked about their new brain capacity the way people used to talk about moving out of the city. Oh, the air quality here! Oh, the food’s so fresh and good! Who’d live in the cramped old city anymore? Why, it’s positively a zoo!

It was medieval to rely on ordinary, old, dying neurons! There was always an upgrade waiting next year, a better bridge or Box, and clever apps you could get that tuned your creativity and stimulated your blah blah and your neural blah … Real technology never worked like the hype, so they were always debating about the next model.

We don’t need the newest model, Teddy would say. If the bridge is faster you need a better Box; if the Box is faster you need a better bridge. Yes, Tanya agreed, it’s our humanware that needs an upgrade, and they can’t sell us that. Then they giggled and opened another bottle of Grüner Veltliner because they had a nephew making the stuff in Austria, and good wine was very good for the nerves.

Then Teddy died. The Boxes company called for their hardware. The company’s name, Cogitco, was a joke about Descartes that must have seemed witty when they were a fresh tech company just doing their IPO. Cogitco called to say they’d be picking up Teddy’s Boxes and taking them away.

WHEN JIM HARDING GOT THE VAN BACK TO THE DEPOT, HE SIGNED the Boxes in to the research section.

Returned Boxes always went through a tear-down. The mechanical and electronic components were all cross-checked for wear and failure, with especial care about the health records of the neuron mesh.

With that done, Jim went home. He was out of the office for 30 hours because he’d booked a day for Christmas shopping.

Thirty hours later, Jim was back at work. Cogitco was a tightly run, agile outfit, so he was a Cogitco area manager as well as a Box repossession man. His managerial perks included free coffee and some brandless but tasty pecan snacks. He was pondering a trip to the company gym when Indira called from the research floor.

“You signed in those Teddy Sobel Boxes, right, Jim?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Were they ‘40101/TS1?’”

“Yeah, they were. I don’t like doing repo work. I feel like a gravedigger. I never know what to say to the bereaved.”

“You say ‘They’re in a better place’ and then you leave them.”

“What happens if they tell me, ‘No, he’s not’”?

“Then that’s not your problem, Jim. It would be their problem.”

There was a meaningful, suffused pause. Indira was Jim Harding’s ex-girlfriend. Recently, there had been some signs she might also be his future wife. There had been romantic looks and dinners, and quite a lot of excellent sex. He was in love with her properly this time, and he hoped like hell it was mutual.

He wondered how Indira would feel if he were dead. What if he died in a van crash tomorrow? Or what if they married, and lived together 30 years, and then he died in his sleep?

“She made a fuss—it was sad,” he told her, imagining a future Indira sitting alone in the house they hadn’t bought yet. “She’s a nice old lady.”

“Is she?” “Yes.”

“Well, the nice old lady fucked you.”

“She did what?”

“She fucked you over. She gave you her own Boxes and she kept her husband’s. These aren’t the TS1s; these are all TS2. That’s Tanya Sobel, not Teddy Sobel.”

Jim Harding scowled. “She switched the labels on the Boxes.”

“The oldest tricks are the best ones.”

TANYA SOBEL HAD SAVED HER HUSBAND’S BOXES IN ONE EERIE, brief moment of decision. She had been okay with the idea of the company taking the Boxes—it was like getting rid of Teddy’s old wingtip shoes. But then, in her struggle to shut off the endless ponging alarm, she had discovered that the Boxes felt warm to the touch.

Of course a Box was warm. It was a device with power always flowing through it. A device that housed volatile biological components that required constant temperature; that had its own little battery that would keep it going for a week if the power went out; that needed nutrient cartridges changed every three days. There was a stack of cartridges ready in the cupboard. Like cat food.

A Box was a bit of her husband’s brain. Living but not alive. It was a collection of autonomic responses and fragmentary images. Experiential snapshots from different senses. The flavor of Teddy brushing his teeth. What it felt like to be Teddy sneezing. Teddy touching a table, holding a pen. There were almost enough neurons in there for a cat. Not a tremendously intelligent cat, and the neurons were a backup, not an organized brain …

She wrote a set of instructions on the pad in front of her in case things grew too complex. Just in case she got in serious trouble, she called a friend to come round. Then, in clear violation of the End User License Agreement and almost every tenet of common sense, she patched Teddy Sobel’s Box into her own connection.

Her first sensation was absolute, horrible panic. She was dying. It had been an idiotic, criminal thing to do, and she was dying. Her body had packed up. Some part of Teddy’s Box must have been handling some fundamental back-brain activity, the heart, the lungs. She was choking. She would die even faster than Teddy had. No medical team would save her. She would never reach a hospital alive, and Tanya was so sad, and she did not want to die.

Then she knew she wasn’t dying. She could feel a perception like choking, but she could see her own chest rising and falling steadily. Her heart was beating fast, but her heart was even and strong. She breathed through the panic and waited. The longer she waited, the less she died.

The feeling of death went away. She realized there was someone sitting next to her, a comforting and familiar presence, and when she turned she saw that it was Tanya. Now that Tanya was here everything would be all right.

She leaned over to hug Tanya and fell off the sofa to the floor. That hurt, so she sat on the floor with Tanya. That was all right.

She sat, and she waited. When the world stopped spinning, she stood up. That was odd. Obviously wrong and yet achingly familiar. She knew how many steps it would take her to reach the door, and yet there was a fundamental awkwardness about walking. She kept trying to take bigger steps, higher steps, and found her own bones in the way.

She could smell things she’d never smelled before. She recognized her own perfume, the leather of his books. Everything he had owned was the same.

She grabbed a piece of music paper. She could read music but couldn’t write a note of it. She couldn’t even grip the pencil properly. Teddy was left-handed.

She stood in front of the mirror and felt a shock run through her, a profound confusion. She had no reflection. She stood there, staring into her own eyes, and felt a vast love wash over her, an appalling sense of loss, a powerful approbation, and gratitude.

When her friend arrived, they had tea. The friend asked how she was coping with bereavement. She said she was fine and had to stifle a giggle. She had played a wicked trick, and she couldn’t tell anyone.

THE NICE MAN FROM THE COGITCO COMPANY, JIM HARDING, came back to retrieve Teddy Sobel’s Boxes. This time he brought a woman with him, Indira, and Indira knew what she had done.

But they could not take Teddy away, because there was no Teddy to take. Teddy and Tanya were no longer separate.

There were still some odd moments for the new Tanya entity—that name wasn’t quite right anymore—as she explored the changes of self she had chosen in accepting her husband’s residual brain in place of her own. Flavors, colors, habits … they were not what they had been, but the rough edges were coming off.

She had grown used to the length of her own stride and her aversion to lavender. She had gained a familiarity with Italian, although she could not speak it, and had discovered she was able to sing middle C without first hearing the note. She still felt a sort of grief, as if Teddy had been in a serious accident, but now he had her, and she had him again, and she could make a go of that.

She had lost some memory, especially of the last few years, but she considered that a fair exchange. Her altered state was increasingly singular, but she felt completed rather than bereaved.

Jim Harding suggested that she should take her old Box back. She said, “I’ll see you in court.” The Cogitco company didn’t seem eager to meet a nice old lady in court. Whom would she swear to be, in front of a judge?

“We hope you’ll be very happy,” Indira said. The two of them left her alone.

“Is that like ‘He’s in a better place’?” Jim asked her.

“Hell, yes. And now I have no earthly idea what to do with TS2.” She looked back at the house. “With any of them, actually.”

They stood in the drive, and Mrs. Sobel waved through the window. The moon was out, and it was cold.

“I think we should get married,” Jim Harding said. [image: inline-image]


Life’s a Game

Charles Stross

[ START interview transcript 1 ]

LOOK, I’M NOT A MURDERER! I’M A GAME DEVELOPER. I MAKE stuff for people to have fun with. I shouldn’t be in here, with, with those guys. What day is it, anyway? February 28th? Sheesh. When do I get to talk to a lawyer? I want a British lawyer present—

You’re my lawyer? But you’re Muslim, I don’t want a—

You’re not Muslim? Seriously, it’s your biometrics? You’re afraid they’ll doxx you if you expose your hands or face. That’s why you’re dressed so medieval?

Okay, that’s your problem. If you didn’t want to be doxxed by griefers you shouldn’t have been born female. By the way, do you microwave your underwear before you wear it? I hear they can de-anonymize you using just the washing-instruction RFIDs in your knickers—

[ STOP ]

[ START interview transcript 2 ]

OKAY, YES, I UNDERSTAND. PUT UP OR SHUT UP. NO, I WON’T OBJECT this time. I’ll listen to legal advice. Please don’t let them extradite me. I’m not a war criminal.

Okay, yes, my name is Jamie Elliot MacDonald. I was born in Glasgow in 2003, but my mam and da split and she moved to Livingstone with the bairns—me and my sister Julie—in, lessee, 2006. I went to Edinburgh University in 2021 to study games design and theory of fun, but I switched partway to development because I got the programming bug when I was 10: da sent me a RaspberryPi for my birthday, and then—

Okay, so you just want to know about my role in The Movement, is that it?

Okay, so—okay, I’ll stop saying okay now, okay? I was hired three years ago by Brian Krampus to work on The Movement for his company, Rock Paper Lizard. It was his project, after Column 88 went gold. Actually, he poached me out from under Keith Ecker at Star Track, where I was lead for gameplay experience on Rivers of Blood, the 1970s immigration first-person shooter in which you play Enoch Powell MP, on a mission to—

No. Rivers of Blood was not a “racist gore-fest pandering to knuckle-dragging English Defense League head-bangers.” Don’t call me a racist! The newsblogs crucified us because it’s the easiest way for them to get clickthroughs: oldest trick in the SEO lexicon. The media needs a steady stream of outrage, so they took our ironic virtual world essay about race riots in London in the 1970s, photoshopped a few swastikas into it—okay, and the soundtrack Easter egg, that was Gary’s fault, it’s a fair cop, we should have found it and made Gary take that out—and they made out that we were—

Okay—um. Okay, Rivers of Blood was notorious. So when Brian was looking for a lead designer to work on The Movement, he came right to me. And that’s how I ended up in this cell, isn’t it?

No, definitely not terrorism. The Movement was just a game. We were going to have fun and make money, nothing more. Yes, I said make money. What kind of sad pillock writes computer games unless they’re in it for the cash? Yes, Brian had this way-out-here theory about how to induce fun, but it was really about money. I think if he—if any of us—had any idea where the money would lead us, we’d have run the fuck away.

I had an offer about the same time to dev for My Little Cthulhu: Friendship Is Madness. I could have had a cult following.

No. No I’m not a Yorkshire Nationalist. I’m not a Scottish Nationalist. I’m not an Englander. I’m not a Welsh Republican. Nationalism sucks.

… What’s a Palestinian?

No, that doesn’t sound like my thing either. People are people, you know? Well, apart from the blood-sucking tentacle monsters in Brussels, draining our pockets with VAT and tying us up in red tape. I figure we can do without Eurocrats!

[ STOP ]

[ START interview transcript 3 ]

HELLO AGAIN. IS THIS THE PART WHERE I EXPLAIN BRIAN KRAMPUS and The Movement?

Okay, yes, well. Brian had a good eye for trendspotting. A bad climate coming for the foreigners … lovely people, the English, when they’re not kicking you in the head for being Scottish. Jock-bashing, that was the big thing in the ’20s, and of course the police would never find anything on video. The cameras were never working if it happened to you … I had to take an elocution course to live south of the border.

Brian had this rant about unjust media. The media kept pushing the outrage buttons, and the politicians kept feeding the media bad news because they wanted to look relevant, and the background noise and violence just kept going up and up until … We saw it in Scotland, after the first referendum, before the EU exit vote. They built that electric fence on the Scottish border and suddenly it was everybody versus everybody. Outrage everywhere. Catholics versus Protestants, Muslims in our midst, Kids versus Pensioners, Gamers versus Women, This versus That, Us versus Them. Tribalism is the ground state of identity politics in the network age—that’s what Brian told us. A great place to make money, because bigotry is fractal: you can always find a new division and drive a new wedge.

That’s how he came up with the design brief for The Movement.

Look, The Movement is just a fucking game, okay? A third generation public service game, with neoliberal outsourcing theory and social media. A game, like Ingress, and Peelers … What, you don’t play those?

Okay, let me explain. By 2020 the British government had outsourced everything they could. A night watchman state ideology. Quangos, and GovCorps, and employee-owned companies and big global contractors. But how can you privatize the police? Well, that was Peelers. The first thing to do is: you peel off all the trivial policework. Easy public-order stuff like escorting drunks home or jumping on shoplifters.

Peelers is a mashup of a massively multiplayer augmented-reality game framework and a social currency app. Players get points for cooperating, and goals are set by enforcing the “Peelers Principles of Policing”—the People Are the Police—nicked from some old copper called Peel, ha ha. It’s lots more fun and exciting than the old cop SWAT team bullshit. “Message from Peelers: concerned citizens are responding to a shoplifting incident at the Tesco around the corner from you. Are you available to join in? Clubcard rewards available.” The players loved it. Okay, it wasn’t detective work or armed response—but it was great exercise, lots of legwork.

See, gamification is good! It’s not cyberterrorism!

So, well, Brian didn’t tell the workforce the whole agenda. He just hired me to design the UX for The Movement. He did dump a lot of dead-tree reading on me, though. Social psych stuff by Phil Zimbardo and Stan Milgram, for starters. The KUBARK Counterintelligence Interrogator’s Manual, and the Cheney Protocol Wiki. I had to get up to speed with Mein Kampf, too. Have you read Hitler’s closing speech to the court during his treason trial in Munich? He’s such an amazing speaker!

I read Marinetti’s Futurist Manifesto. The Cluetrain Manifesto—uh, I think that one was mistagged, it should have gone into our team memepile as Business Development, not Game Development. And the Seduction Science archives. Solid game research, like that. Oh, and there were some precedent apps, too. We took a good look at the early social-locative platforms, from Facebook through Foursquare, and the way they interacted with pickup-artist apps. Apps like Girls Near Me.

Girls Near Me was a real piece of work. Crude but effective: you gave it access to your Facebook and Foursquare accounts, it worked out where you were, then it scanned Foursquare for check-ins in bars near you that were linked to Facebook accounts for women with relationship status “single.” It used any filter characteristics you’d selected. It could show you photos of girls, tagged by their friends, and let you see their pages. It could tell you if the girls had checked in alone or with first-degree contacts in their social graph. It was a pickup artist’s dream tool—one app with everything but the rohypnol!

Such a great game design, but it lasted about six seconds before the Social Justice Taliban and the feminazis nuked it off the app stores. Players had to download it from the developers’ website in Moscow. It was still available in the Darknet, as long as you used a burner phone loaded with dummy Facebook accounts and no passwords or credit cards. The genius creator of Girls Near Me, that poor guy went broke from the censorship. He had to sell out the Russian Maphiya—they added a keylogger to harvest some clients for blackmail. Tough story for him, he was rotting in Butyrka on a junk statutory rape charge. He had no arms—no, I don’t mean guns, I mean they cut both his arms off in prison after he got gangrene from injecting krokodil. Another creative genius brought low by the mob … A cautionary tale, eh?

[ STOP ]
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OKAY, I GET IT, YOU DON’T LIKE GAME HISTORY. YOU WANT THE thing-in-itself. Okay, so, The Movement implemented the Kantian categorical imperative as a massively online artificial-reality game. We weren’t going for virality, we wanted universality. Kids play games as a learning activity: games are a way of rehearsing and learning useful behavior. Right? So Brian’s big concept was to fix society by giving it a gamified model of universal behavior. It would spread until everyone was constantly rehearsing right thinking and praxis for XP and lulz. Griefing the unbelievers.

What do you mean, that’s not Kant? We read him! Who the fuck understands Kant? Listen, Kant makes Wittgenstein read like the Daily Mail. If philosophy is an operating system for your brain, then Kant is so nosebleed that he makes Nietzsche and Chomsky look like prehistoric DOS—

The jury won’t understand Kant? You mean they’re illiterate idiots or something?

Oh. Oh, I see. Okay, I’ll cut out the operating systems theory. Okay, but you’ve got to understand that what Brian was doing … he installed Kant on everybody’s phone, then made it a categorical imperative to spread The Movement. Or whatever set of rules The Movement was promoting as the categorical imperative at the time.

The first ruleset was oriented toward spread, like Facebook. It built a social graph, tried to get you to invite all your friends, and then filled in the gaps, all the six-degrees-of-separation holes. If you didn’t have a Facebook account, Facebook still knew about you from the hole you left in their network. I mean, the photos of you that all your friends uploaded, and so on. So you existed there as a ghost account, until you finally signed up and then they filled it in for you and all your friends. They already had you without you telling them anything.

The Movement used Kant as a platform. Because Kant was wrong about human beings, you know? Kant believed that humans are essentially rational. The Movement didn’t make that mistake. The Movement UX rules assume that humans just want to have fun. They don’t want to morally reason, they want to run with the ball. Maximize your fun is the draw to get players into the game. Spread the fun to everyone you know, that was the categorical imperative. And make money for Rock Paper Lizard was the underlying qualia. See, I did read Kant, I can speak philosopher!

So, fine, back to my pretrial defense arguments.

At Rock Paper Lizard, we had to death-march it, twenty-four seven. We had to compete with the big game houses, the guys with Hollywood-sized budgets. We never had enough hands. We had to design the look, script the game, plan the movie and machinima serial spin-outs, hire writers and musicians, built the 3-D models for the animators and the spinoff toy printers … And finally, we hope that our game catches fire. Then we use agile deployment for licensing options before the game times-out on us.

So I was putting in 90-hour startup weeks in the office and Brian was sleeping under his desk. Brian lived under his desk. That lifestyle is not good. I mean, you can cope if you’re 16 and it’s your first internship and you’re right out of a MOOC, trying to get hired. You can even cope if you’re 26 and hungry, or 36 and angling for your own corner office. I get that. When I joined Rock Paper Lizard, I was still 26 and hungry and Brian was 36 and angling, okay? It was a privilege to work for the genius Brian Krampus, right? And there was a health plan, at least for management.

Then Brian dropped dead of a heart attack. We were in feature freeze. We were two months out from going live on the public cloud. We had bet the company on Brian’s gaming revolution, and then Brian woke up dead under his desk one morning.

Well, what can we do? Hell, there’s only one thing you can do: you panic. And that’s what happened.

With Brian dead, the board of directors needed a new man to handle The Movement. But there wasn’t time to bring anyone up to speed on Brian’s vision thing. So they pushed it down a level. They picked me. They gave me the keys to Brian’s lifelogger and they told me to fill his shoes on the gameplay side.

I already knew where Brian was going in principle. I figured I could second-guess his to-do list.

Why would I say no? It was the biggest stroke of luck I’ve ever had! Pun not intended. No, seriously, nobody hands a design team leader the keys to a $50 million midlist game. I thought I’d died and been promoted to heaven. Next stop, the corner office. All I had to do was ensure that The Movement shipped.

We already had the architecture and artwork and music and all the optionals nailed down. We had a bunch of storylines and scenarios planned for the launch adventures. But there was this other “one big thing” Brian kept talking about, that we would deploy after launch. It was his follow-on plan, once we had a few hundred thousand folks running around joining their Maximum Leaders’ factions and Doing the Wave at each other whenever they saw the armbands.

Armbands? Yeah, Brian chose the design for those. Armbands: Cross of St. George with arrowheads on a white circle, brown background. This thing called a fylfot, in green. Five-pointed star, in red. It’s all tribal identity stuff.

What? Swastikas? Look, this was last year—2033. Nazis are old. Nazis are a Korean cosplay wedding tradition. Hitler was the Boss Nazi in the Cross of Iron game. They don’t teach history in British schools, we have real problems now, terrorists, class warfare. Nobody learns history and lands some expert job in history development. There’s no business model for that.

[ STOP ]
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SO I WAS IN THE OFFICE ON OUR LAUNCH COUNTDOWN, I HADN’T slept well for six days, and I still didn’t have an idea where Brian had hidden the Magic Plot Coupon of Profitability. The Movement lacked a structure. It was just a lump of declarative social glue, designed to hook a bunch of mini-quests and team raids. Our agency’s consumer focus groups said we were all over the map. Where was the bottle of Brian Krampus magic sauce?

We had The Movement. You join up and it raids your social networks and finds your friends—not your fake friends, not your Facebook bot-buddies and bullies you were at school with 20 years ago. I mean your real friends, the folks who check in where you check in twice a week at the same time, and upload pictures of you vomiting in a taxi afterwards. Your tribe, your people: with your social class, your rank on the Altemeyer Authoritarianism Spectrum and the Cleckley ASPD Checklist.

We went deep tribal on the players’ media bubbles. We mined their search history to find out what pushed their outrage buttons. Then we went long on principal component analysis to model their micro-class identity.

If you were a deep-green vegan hippie tofu-hugger with a soft spot for cats and a bunch of student loans from your useless degree in classical literature, you’d get assigned to the Gaia Clan as a team leader. Mission: protect the municipal flower beds from evil property developers. If you were a level 80 raiding guild Orc Tank but a shelf-stacker in Tesco during your nongaming moments, you’d probably wind up a follower in the Iron Fist clan. Middle-aged Christian anti-abortion chartered accountant from Durham? We have a line item for you. The Movement had 169 underlying personality eigentypes. By combining those eigentypes you can generate a theory of mind for almost every user. With a theory of mind you can figure out what goals will maximize their motivation.

Gaia Clan, Gametester Work Clan, Business Clan Empire Loyalist, and maybe White British Fist … people aren’t uni-dimensional. Some players belonged to two or even three clans.

There was procedural generation of scenarios, of course. With 200 clan classes and combinatorial microclasses you can’t make game scenarios by hand. I mentioned guarding the flower beds? If that works, you end up getting your clan to elect you to the Parish Council. Then you go on to bigger, better things—mandatory wind farms on every roof, organizing vegan demonstrations outside butcher shops.

Of course these were real world challenges. Players would feed in real news items from their filter bubble, news relevant to their clan’s eigensoul, and the system would identify outcomes that maximized the clan’s experience points and helped the players level up. Politics is a real experience-grind, and the dress code is kind of boring, but politics is a game. It’s an Alternate Reality Game that you can excel at, even if you’re ugly. Business is somewhat harder to gamify—because the Finance Clans have antisocial personality disorder up to here—

But with The Movement to glue them together, like with like, they could move mountains … if only I could find Brian’s tube of glue.

I lived on diet soda, ham and pineapple pizzas, and cocaine. Then I hit paydirt.

I found Brian’s master plan in his doctoral thesis on Social Psychology and Theory of Fun.

There was no “key to the game.” The Movement wasn’t a game. The Movement was simply Brian himself, running a huge social engineering experiment. Brian knew that human beings are tribal apes. We form groups with internal relationships that are limited roughly by Dunbar’s number. We’re wired to pay attention to our senior apes. Celebrities, thought leaders, war leaders, film stars, and ayatollahs. The Man on the White Horse—when he rides into town to save the tribe, we worship him. But what if the Man on the White Horse is just the highest-ranking raid leader of a gaming guild? What if Napoleon’s, like, following from in front?

The Movement is mindless. It’s just a categorical imperative to spread, infect your neighbors, form social networks that cleave naturally into overlapping interest clans, assimilate news relevant to your clan’s interests, and use goal-searching to generate outcomes favorable to your clan. In other words, all the traditional stuff that happens in society anyway, only with an added gamified reward structure and ad hoc social networking to make it happen efficiently. The Movement gamifies life. Even being a game developer can be a game.

[ STOP ]
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THE MOVEMENT LAUNCHED IN WEIMAR REPUBLIC MODE ON MARCH 5, 2033. History is fractal, Brian kept saying. The names change but the deep structure remains the same.

The Movement spread first among console gamers. Your raiding guild can hook up IRL and socialize and no griefer can bug your voice channel. The Movement saw to it that only compatible members of your guild ever get to meet each other. No more griefers, just hardcore players über alles. Raiding guilds who adopted The Movement saw a 20 percent increase in gold across the board within a week.

Then it began to spread among the police gamers—the “Peelers.” The amateur cops had been doing it for the store discount vouchers and goodwill, but now they wanted to form tribes and print armbands. We should have anticipated that. Peelers were bottom-up street policing, but The Movement generates structure.

Then the Movement suddenly unionized Tesco and Walmart, the very same week. The big retail chains … who knew their employees were such big gamers? But the big box stores were the biggest employee pools around. The Movement went from zero to 200,000 Union Guild members. Then the chain-store picketing started. And the sit-ins, and the lightning strikes.

That’s when Istvan called me up to his office. Istvan was the chairman of the board of directors. “Jamie,” he said, as he put his arm around my shoulders—he was all sharkskin suit and slicked-back hair—“you’ve done good. But how do we turn it off?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Jamie.” He was still smiling. “Our friends on the stock exchange are offering us $2 million to shut down Union Guild. How do we remove a rogue guild and keep The Movement running?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated. “The guilds are all emergent: it’s a tangled web. If I shut down that Union Guild, it could tear down the entire social graph. Tell you what, I’ll work on the issue. In the meantime, $2 million is low-balling us! Two million for 200,000 players? Ha!”

Istvan stopped smiling. He hadn’t thought about our Average Revenue per User. Then I noticed his silk black armband. I had to go look that one up. Boss Guild, Take No Prisoners. Lovely!

Union-busting was the least of our problems. We hadn’t planned on the speed of the demographics.

We should have seen it coming: the filter bubbles. Brian called it the Crazification Factor. A certain percentage of the population really believes the Royal Family are flesh-eating lizards in people suits. Others think that the Greens want to extract all their teeth so they can’t eat meat any more. Filter bubbles, right? Once you blunder into the wrong kind of Bizarro-world filter bubble, you end up avoiding fluoride toothpaste, or shouting at chemtrail clouds. It was a headache when the game launched in Britain, but then it got worse: the EU has over half a billion people. That’s a lot of lunatics.

Back home, The Movement made waves. We had labor unrest like the country hadn’t seen since the 1970s. The really alarming guilds snowballed: Marching Hammers, Cross of St. George. Riots and arson, in Oldham, then in Birmingham and Tower Hamlets and all over Britain. Immigrant districts, poor districts, Muslims, the usual magnets for street marches and extremists, except, suddenly, they were optimized for urban violence. They were inventing neat hacks, like blowing up liquid-gas depots instead of just throwing Molotovs. In The Movement, we never taught anybody how to turn community centers into impromptu gas chambers.

Endlösung? Is that a thing?

If you put it that way, well, yes, the game software did help them. When it spread to the far right, it caught fire like a whore’s knickers. Al-Qaeda in Dewsbury, yes, they were some of ours. A Movement epiphenomenon.

That was when Istvan called me in for the second time. “Jamie, my friend,” he said, and that was when I knew I was in real trouble, “Tesco and Walmart are offering us nine for an immediate labor solution”—nine digits each, he meant—“but we’ve got a more serious issue. The COBRA Committee.”

“Who are they?” I asked. “A kid’s merchandising franchise?”

“The cabinet emergency committee.” He smiled so wide I could see his new dental work shining. “There’s been a no-confidence motion. The government could fall, and the established parties are concerned about new elections. Movement groups are breaking 35 percent in the polls.”

“The Red Star Guild, eh? Don’t worry, the Hooked Cross group will nullify them. The COBRA establishment will do just fine.”

“They’re the government, kid. We’re just a gaming company: they can drone us if we piss them off. We should shut down The Movement right away.”

“Uh.” I patted his silk armband. “You realize you’ll lose all your guild followers if we do that?”

Istvan was a level 60 in Boss Guild. His net worth had jumped from half a million straight into the Forbes top 100. “Maybe I can buy us a few days,” he said, and went off to confer with the prime minister.

The government fell the next day. But I got lucky: I took the day off for the first time in months. Next thing I knew, Rock Paper Lizard was surrounded by street barricades. The Red Star dragged Istvan and his fellow executives out of their offices and strung them up from the lampposts. Then England First arrived to avenge our martyrs, with a hefty contingent of armed Peelers and a mandate to Keep Britain British, for noncommunist values of British—

The mobs burned down our building. That took out our hardwired VPN endpoints. That meant that The Movement’s blockchain and magnet servers were running in an offshore cloud. The entire Movement was out of my hands. I had lost my hardware token in the arson. I had no way to authenticate myself.

Yeah, you know the rest.

So, you’re the barrister. What do you think my chances are of avoiding extradition back to Britain?

What do you mean, you’re only level 16 in Wig Guild? And the prosecution team are all level 30 and up?

Kill me. Kill me now. Maybe I’ll respawn and do better next time.
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All the Childhood You Can Afford

Daniel Suarez

POSTHUMOUS PARENTHOOD ISN’T THE WORST THING. I CAN’T imagine having to see my parents every day. Sitting through their stale advice in birthday vids once a year is annoying enough.

Not long ago, it was economically feasible for most children to live at the same time as their parents. That’s one of the few things I learned in history class, and it’s hard to believe that ever worked. Unlike today’s reproductive service providers, back then your parents couldn’t be fired for breach of social contract. Parents were permanent.

I guess they’re still permanent. Their poor decisions, at least.

I definitely blame my parents. It’s because of them I couldn’t afford to be born for 86 years. The social stigma of freezer burn stays with you—travels in your file.

Why couldn’t they have diversified my portfolio? That’s basic. Everything would have been so much easier. Beebo says they were young when they set it up—barely in their 40s—but if you’re going to freeze a kid, for fock’s sake rent a clue. Retain a life advisor or something.

Then again, I could’ve had it worse; my dorm mate’s older brother has yet to be born—probably another decade to go at least (too much bond exposure).

On the flip side, my little sister, Lily, lucked out when her Sipria stock blew up. She was born 20 years before me—mid-30s now—and worth a fortune. I see her tagged in gossip feeds from time to time. She can afford childhood for the rest of her life.

As for me, I’ll be lucky if I’m not forced to declare Chapter 7 adulthood before I’m out of my teens. I have a bad feeling that serious responsibilities are coming my way—and soon.

DON’T GET ME WRONG: I COULD PROBABLY QUALIFY FOR A SCHOLARSHIP if I applied myself, but a budget school curriculum tests patience, not intelligence. Boring repetition. I don’t see how that prepares me for any life I want. I can’t concentrate on this stuff anymore. I want to learn the one subject they don’t teach here.

It’s selfish of me, I know, but I wish our parents had opted for a commingled fund. Instead, they chose compartmentalization—hoping at least one of their kids got to live the good life they never had. Swinging for the fences, dear old Mom and Dad were. All or nothing. What’s the worst that could happen? If we went bust, we’d never be born in the first place.

Worked out for Lily, anyway.

Sitting in Beebo’s office, I couldn’t help thinking about my parents—though I seldom did elsewhere. Mom and Dad. Forty years dead now.

Only the rich could afford to have children during life. The rest had to procreate on the layaway plan. Freeze an embryo and a nest egg to go with it. Let compound interest work its magic for a few decades. If the ratio of account balance versus cost of existence ever converges, bingo, your contracted service provider retains a surrogate birth mother, and if all goes well, nine months later you are born.

The legal and financial instruments were all very complex. That’s why you needed a reliable service provider and a good life consultant. To keep track of everything. To make sure the contracts were followed and that your burn rate didn’t reach an event horizon before you grew up and got an education—or at least a mortgage on a used arm.

Like I said, it’s all very complex, but the general terms are laid out in promoganda vids. Your fate was decided by how much money your parents could pair with your embryo and how well the investments they chose for you performed over time.

Your birth worth determined which childhood plan you wound up in.

Diamond kids (like my sister) got the best non-legacy schools with the best facilities. Most people landed in platinum or titanium plans.

I probably would have wound up in platinum, too, except that I was born with cystic fibrosis. They had to use CRISPR-Cas9 gene editing in vivo to fix me—a nifty bit of tech that corrects sequencing errors. Getting edited cured me, but it also cost me. Expenses like that early in life have a big impact on your portfolio balance years later.

Now, if my parents had had more than just the minimum nest egg, those genetic edits could’ve been taken care of beforehand—what’s known as a legacy edit.

Genome surgery is standard stuff in legacy packages. Pricey—I hear about 20 diamond childhoods’ worth. In vitro gene editing where the lab techs regulate gene expression with siRNA gold nanoparticles, scouring your genome sequence for errors and omissions. They can also boost a few traits here and there—give your kid purple eyes and blue hair, if you want. If your parents could afford it, you’d be like another species. You’d be smarter. Live longer. Healthier.

But then, you were a scammer target, too. Elite life brokers were always enticing the rich to remain in perpetual childhood. There’s more money to be made off childhood.

Existence can be a costly business. As the saying goes: life begins at conception—because so does the billing.

SO YEAH, THERE ARE WORSE THINGS THAN POSTHUMOUS PARENTHOOD. All this advanced tech made it possible for John and Jane Public to have 2.5 kids—even if they would never live to see them. When it comes to procreation, there’s no room for sentimentality.

These days it seems like pets have taken the place of live children for most people. It’s the pets who would be there to give and receive emotional comfort, and pets had evolved fast to meet this need.

It wasn’t random luck that had cats walking around with a sock on their head. There had long been an evolutionary basis for cuteness: fierce creatures were destroyed; cute ones got the warm spot on the couch and generated billions in retail sales. It was an inexorable, insidious process. One of the most interesting classes I ever took was about the “Cute Industrial Complex.”

That’s how cats had become almost lethally adorable. There were recorded cases of people suffering psychic breaks with reality at the sight of certain breeds (Scottish folds were tightly regulated now). “Cuteness overload” was an actual psychiatric condition listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders—right alongside “Pringles fever” (psychogenic isoflavones were outlawed in the ’90s, but a word to the wise: mass-spectrometer your leisure foods).

But as usual, I digress.

There’s been ample time to ponder all this while I’ve been waiting here in Beebo’s office. Apparently he’s been lecturing me this whole time. About what, I don’t know.

Beebo had a bad habit of staring out his office window while talking. So it was easy to ignore him. Occasionally he’d stop and creak his chair around to check if I was still there. Disappointed, he’d creak back toward the sunlight and resume pontificating.

“Your poor life choices are beginning to take their toll, Gavin.”

He said that a lot.

My life counselor: Beebo Burjori. A man who hadn’t so much as changed his jacket in the six years I’d known him. Beebo’d been with me ever since my previous life counselor OD’d on stims. I was 10 at the time, but even back then I knew what everyone knew: bad things happen on a budget childhood.

“Beebo, I need to send a payment to my birth mother.” An annual pain and suffering bonus was customary.

“Your birth mother can wait. Your biological parents financed your existence. If they want to send a greeting on your birthday, then you’re going to wait there quietly until it arrives.”

I held up my transparent shard. “Can’t I at least study while I’m waiting? I’ve got a bio-economics exam.”

“You stay off-net. Parental messages as old as yours are unpredictable.”

I drummed my fingers on the disposable origami chair. This one was wearing out. “When does the message drop?”

“When it drops, that’s when.”

“Do I really need to be here?”

 “Viewing is compulsory, Gavin.”

“So? Screens know who’s watching.”

“Most screens didn’t know who was watching back when your childhood contracts were drawn up. Yours says …”—he read from his shard—“a licensed life counselor must ‘bear witness.’ You know what ‘bear witness’ means?”

“That wildlife is going to testify?”

“Ha ha, Mr. Funny Man. Keep joking and see where that gets you.”

I fidgeted on purpose. “I don’t get why the birthday vid would be late.”

“Who knows? It could be a rounding error. I’m not the one conceived eight decades ago—so you can imagine that I dislike waiting around for this message even more than you.”

I mumbled something—not even I was sure what.

“Speak up, boy.”

“I said …” (only then deciding) “you chose to be a life counselor. This is your job.”

Beebo’s weary eyes turned away again. Creak. “Nobody sets out to be a life counselor, Gavin. It’s the trap that catches you as you spiral down society’s drain. My wisdom comes from a lifetime of making poor decisions. You can—.”

“Go to school on your mistakes. Yeah, I know.”

He was still looking wistfully out the window. “Well, it’s true.”

A moment of silence between us. The sound of distant students playing sports.

I gazed at the hordes of 3-D-printed tchotchkes covering every surface of Beebo’s office. Every shelf. Every windowsill. Lifelike statuettes of a lost youth—selfie scans with long-gone friends during their halcyon days, old toys, lost memes—useless bric-a-brac. There were hundreds of them.

Compulsive 3-D scanning/printing was common to Beebo’s generation. Their lives followed them around like a rummage sale. Too precious to melt and worthless to anyone but themselves.

“Doesn’t it depress you to look at all the fun you had?”

“I wasn’t supposed to wind up here.”

I’d heard just about every story Beebo had at least 15 times. That happens when you’ve got mandated life sessions with someone every Tuesday. The way the stories changed was always interesting—a window into Beebo’s mood. Rewriting the same story every year for the rest of his life. The harried protagonist in his own interactive epic.

“I had a decent birth worth. In my day you could actually raise yourself on three million.”

“That’s less than I had.”

“Yes, but yours is 40 years later. Do you see my point? Net present value of money—or something … I forget. But three million wasn’t crap in those days. I didn’t go to an awful school like this. I was raised platinum. I had opportunities. But I am the victim of my choices. And with your terrible grades, you’re squandering your much more limited opportunities.”

“This is not uplifting.”

“Life lessons aren’t meant to be uplifting. That’s why they’re lessons. Lessons teach you what to avoid.”

Beebo really was a crap life counselor. I’d gleaned better advice from decorative pillows. But then, that’s why he was my life counselor.

He turned back to the window. “If only life were straightforward. I’ll tell you this: never trust happy people. They’re always up to something.”

A tone sounded, and Beebo turned to his shard.

“Ah, your birthday greeting has finally arrived. Now we can get this over with.”

“Put it up.”

A window glowed to life nearby. Nothing fancy. Just a grainy vid ported into a two-dimensional hologram. Something from a bygone era, sporting an out-of-fashion gauzy filter. There were Mom and Dad, looking gaunt and tired—strained smiles on their faces. Same old virtual set, different background. They probably recorded most of these in one day. I’d only ever seen this single day of their lives.

They looked to be in their 50s or 60s. Hard to tell, and I’m not allowed to know.

“Hi, sweetie!” Mom held up a birthday cake with candles alight—same cake as last year but with another candle added.

Dad held up a closed fist in some odd bumping gesture. “Hey, sport. Happy 16th birthday.”

Both of them singsonging: “Happy birthday!”

Mom gestured. “We hope you get a wonderful cake just like this one.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’ll never understand this cakes-on-fire thing.”

Beebo peered close. “Setting cakes on fire was how they baked them.”

On screen my dad held up some sort of brown, swarthy glove—like what orderlies might strap onto a kid prone to seizures. Dad held the glove close to the lens. “We want you to have this. It was my grandfather’s, and my father passed it down to me. Now it’s my turn to pass it down to you.”

A screenbot tagged the object with an on-screen callout: 1936 Joe Gordon Marathon Buckle-Back Baseball Glove.

“Great. Another installment of Antiques Stream.”

Beebo paused the video and glanced at his shard screen, reading. “Regrettably, the glove your father refers to was confiscated back in ’03. Licensing issues.”

“So, no glove?”

“’Fraid not.”

“Was it a collector’s item?”

“Ah …”

“Any residual value from the sale?”

Reading: “It doesn’t say there was a sale. Just that it was confiscated back in ’03. MLB licensing problem.”

“Don’t rip me, off, Beebo. It sounds like real cow leather—pre-Uprising.”

“You mean pre- Transition.”

“Fine—‘Transition.’ But if it was worth something, somebody could pay the licensing fee for me and we could split the profits. Confiscation makes no sense.”

“Do you know how many pre-Transition baseball gloves are rattling around the system? Dead people never throw anything away. The market’s glutted.”

I gave him a look. “You seem to know a lot about the market for antique baseball gloves.” Beebo was a poor liar.

He pointed at my parents on screen. “They’re told not to send physical goods to their children. You know the drill: we can’t be responsible for loss or theft. Even if it survived the Uprising, Childe Services Incorporated is not responsible. In accordance with your contract, only digital heirlooms may be transferred to progeny.”

“What about storage insurance?”

“Do you remember your contract class?”

“I flunked contract review.” I preferred to think my talents lay elsewhere.

“Good thing contract fluency is not part of the common core.”

I leaned back in my dangerously flexing chair. He probably used my glove to pay off a gambling debt. Not the first time. “Just play the rest of the vid and let’s get out of here.”

“It was barely worth anything anyway.”

The video resumed. I sat through the rest of it somewhat numb as my parents smiled, their eyes darting. Talking about events and places I had no idea of. Who were these people? Their mannerisms and expressions were bizarre. Mom said something vaguely threatening about noses and grindstones before she kissed her own hand and waved.

“What the hell are they talking about?”

“I can’t imagine. It’s even worse when parents try to be funny.” Another glance. “Ah! All done.”

The moment the system cleared me as ‘bearing witness,’ I bolted. Beebo didn’t stop me.

So, yeah, I was 16 today.

JEREMY BENTHAM SECONDARY SCHOOL WAS A CHILDE SERVICES campus and housing facility. We also called it PanOp (I don’t know where the nickname came from). Budget childhoods require budget schools, and none was cheaper than Bentham.

I made my way down the ad-lined corridors on a hall pass code. The towering promoganda screens in the atrium played ultra-res vids of beautiful students casting come-hither looks at each other, showing how wonderful life could be if you spent more money. Right now, so close to the end of the term, the ad mix was thick with post-maturity childhood brokers, votech schools, and down-market colleges.

It’s never too late to choose childhood.

The childhood you want at a price you can afford.

Continue your childhood at a world-class university…

I was careful to keep my eyes focused straight ahead. Bad news if your pupils dilated at the wrong moment. They had you then. You’d be dodging the same ad for weeks like a jilted lover.

When I got to class, I dropped into an aisle seat near the back and opened my shard. Of course, shards made it possible to monitor class from anywhere, but schools had been sued in the past for turning out socially inept citizens with weak immune systems. And so—technology be damned—into class we went, packed in like lemmings.

PanOp had the usual low-end teaching layout—50,000 or 60,000 students attending smaller remote instruction classrooms like this one. A hologram-projected “live instruction” teacher paced up front—beamed in from a titanium school where students actually sat in the studio audience. Hard to believe, but titaniums had a real human teacher right there. The pupils could afford to ask questions, too.

Instead, we directed our questions to naytas—that is, “narrow AI teaching assistants.” Turing-trolling the naytas was great fun—asking them double entendre questions and laughing at their unintentionally hilarious answers. However, sooner or later their endless patience wore out even the most dedicated smart-ass. I should know.

To call PanOp a factory school would imply they made something useful here. Most of these students were buying time until they went on to votech schools or low-end colleges. The astrology club was very popular, if that tells you anything.

But what could I expect? I was paying for a crap education, and here you definitely got what you paid for. Most of the surveillance equipment was dedicated to making sure you didn’t sneak in useful learning on your own.

That’s where I’d had the most trouble. What I wanted to learn—the machine languages that made computers run—was the one thing PanOp refused to teach. As I looked around me at the information and surveillance systems, it seemed obvious that it was the most important thing a human being could know.

But there were still benefits to attending class—particularly when people like Xin Liu existed. I casually glanced where she always sat, and there she was with her friends in the front row—on the far side of the curving amphitheater.

Xin Liu. I studied her long silken black hair shimmering under the lights as she tapped at her shard. She was fashionably sloppy. I, on the other hand, could only afford a crisp default school uniform—a badge of poverty.

She looked up suddenly—straight at me. Flustered, I glanced down, trying to appear busy, changing my shard’s orientation, which was ridiculous. After a couple moments of frenzied adjustments, I couldn’t resist another glance, only to see that she was laughing. She leaned to one of her friends and whispered.

I felt a hot wave of humiliation.

Xin was one of the most popular girls in Bentham. Beautiful, active in sports and theater, entrepreneur club president, member of the student council. She’d definitely get a scholarship. She was going places. I was not.

I tried to concentrate on the lesson. Beebo’s advice kept coming back to me: your poor life choices are beginning to take their toll. My grades were crap. Of course, it was cheaper to get A’s, but I’d been spending my time studying other things after hours. Illicit things.

I needed to concentrate. I needed to pay attention to the core curriculum. My future depended upon it.

Up front, the holographic teacher looked to a classroom we could not see. “After the Transition, what grew out of the continuity of Western markets? Financial instruments such as…?”

Silence. At our tuition level it was a one-way channel, but nobody in the titanium audience was answering either.

“Okay. What prevents everyone from staying frozen until they’re born rich?” She picked a student.

A titanium student answered. “Waif laws?”

The teacher shook her head. “No. Waif laws are what govern you if you go insolvent prior to maturity day.” She picked another student: “Louis.” (The teacher actually knew this guy’s name!)

Lucky Louis responded. “Birth controls.”

“Birth controls. Correct. Parents are legally prevented from leaving their progeny in cryo for centuries in pursuit of a high ‘birth worth.’ Why?”

A random student: “Because if everyone did that, no one would wind up being born.”

Our teacher nodded. “To avoid the likelihood that no value would be created to grow the economy. The State requires a stable living population and moderate average ‘birth worth.’ What’s known as…” She wrote the next part in mid-air, where it immediately transformed itself to ghostly type: “‘census velocity.’ What other exceptions are—.”

This stuff bored me to tears. Don’t get me wrong: I could follow it, but the whole thing seemed to ignore the obvious:

HUMANITY WAS STUPID.

This groaning monstrosity of a civilization, with its eons of accrued economic baggage, was being kept afloat by supercomputer algorithms that could balance the logistical and financial needs of society on the head of a pin. The advances that could have charted limitless horizons were being used to keep the sclerotic, impossible system running. It took a billion trillion processing cycles just to keep the lights on.

The Transition, my eye.

“The Transition,” “The Uprising,” “The Troubles”—all euphemisms for the unrest that rocked the industrial world in the mid-21st century. Widespread automation in every service and industry caused human employment to crash. In the span of a single lifetime, five billion people found themselves out of work.

Most folks had stopped calling it the “Robot Uprising” (sci-fi historians used that to describe something much cooler). No, in the real Uprising it wasn’t the robots that rose up. It was people—rising up against automation. Like Luddites—except they used technology to fight technology, throwing malware and network disruption at the machinery. Fighting big data with bad data.

After a decade or so of “transition,” it finally got sorted out. It’s not like robots were going away. Humans were just too frail and slow to compete with high-precision, high-speed industrial robots and software algorithms. But if no one had a real job, then no one could buy the products the bots produced.

So as usual: technology caused a problem that another technology solved … which created another problem … which another technology solved. Technology made a compromise possible, even though the economics of life had skewed dramatically, making it impossible for middle- and working-class people to afford children. But then, technology solved that, too.

These solutions papered over systemic problems. Our approach to fatal memory leaks was to keep adding memory. A reboot was apparently out of the question.

Just then I realized students were getting up and leaving. Class was over. I hadn’t caught any of it.

Your poor life choices are beginning to take their toll, Gavin.

I cast one last glance at Xin Liu—who didn’t even notice I was alive.

LUTHER KNELT IN THE DIM LIGHT OF A SERVICE TUNNEL TAPPING at an ancient physical keyboard while Nero and Tan perused the tattered pages of an old hacking journal called 2600. Luther spoke without looking up. “Gavin, how’d your vid-day go?”

Tan glanced my way. “Oh, right. Happy birthday.”

I sighed. “Yeah, yeah.” One year closer to adulthood.

“So? How’d it go?”

“Like usual: awkward.”

“Biological parents are always embarrassing, aren’t they?”

“Beebo sold my birthday gift again.”

“That corrupt a-hole. When are you gonna report him?”

“I don’t need the management scrutiny.” I sat cross-legged across from my friends. We were an unofficial evening study group of sorts and regularly convened in this crawl space where service tunnels converged. Graffiti covered the concrete walls—forgotten names and obscene messages from decades of students. Pre-biodegradable packaging was strewn in the corners.

“The Pipe,” as it was known, was a blind spot in the surveillance system. Places like this existed in the dim recesses of every dorm complex, and students had found every one of them over the years. Their existence passed from graduating class to graduating class like the inner mysteries of strange religions.

The Pipe had been passed down to us by Charlie Hafton and his crew of seniors, who’d since graduated. Privacy was a luxury we relished, though we knew our faces would be missed if we stayed here too long. If you went undetected for longer than an hour, it would set off fines. Oh, and they might come looking for you, too.

Students used surveillance blind spots like this for everything they couldn’t normally get away with, but Hafton and his crew weren’t interested in shooting stims (transcranial direct current stimulation devices). Nor did they have much luck with the ladies. Neither did we. Maybe that’s why Hafton took pity on us and let us in on this place.

Nero—who was starting to bulk up post-puberty—did pull-ups on a nearby conduit. “I don’t know if I’m ever having kids. Who wants to look like a donk?”

“You think we’ll look just as stupid to our kids?”

“Sixty years from now? Without question.”

“Ninety years for Gavin.”

“Shut up, you.”

Nero dropped down from the conduit. “Think about it. They’ll probably have superbrains by then, and we’ll be like swarthy toddlers.”

Tan shrugged. “My parents stopped pinging me years ago.”

“So they’re dead dead.”

“I suppose.”

“I hear the last message is always heavy.”

“No special message that I remember. They just stopped.”

“Maybe your parents got run down by a tram or something.”

“Or bored.”

Luther motioned to me. “Come here. Check it out …” He tapped the old keyboard.

Nearby, an ancient black-and-white maintenance terminal came to life with a dancing ASCII animation—a stick figure raised a stick sword and sliced the head off a stick enemy. Droplets of X’s splattered, filling the screen.

 “Ha! You finished it.”

“Took for-focking-ever. I can’t believe people actually programmed like this back in the day.”

I picked up the ancient paper book that Hafton’s crew had left us. The copyright page had been torn out, but the aged parchment looked to be at least a century old. The cover depicted a strange animal crawling beneath the title: 21st Century C. The dog-eared pages were still legible. Incredible how durable printed material was, and no one could track what we did with it. Or delete it.

I looked back up at the retro maintenance terminal as Luther typed changes into the code.

Hafton had shown us that low-level, century-old code could be compiled and run on these maintenance terminals. Gaining access through the diagnostics port was Hafton’s doing, but he’d bequeathed us the old programming book as well as the hacker journals—most of which didn’t make any sense to us. For instance, the last page always had photographs of huge phones—some of which you actually had to crawl into to use. Insane.

But people back then also seemed to know a lot more than we did.

Luther recompiled his program and launched it again. It immediately returned an out-of-bounds error. “Ah, shit.”

Tan shoved him aside. “Base zero, idiot.”

DAYS LATER, I FOUND MYSELF ENTERING THE OFFICE OF A SCHOOL manager—a stylish older woman with a severe expression. Her office overlooked the campus and a residential skyline from the 50th floor of the administration building. I’d passed a dozen offices similar to hers on the way down the corridor—all empty. Probably hourly rentals.

There were two chairs in front of her desk. My life counselor, Beebo Burjori, occupied one. She motioned for me to sit in the other.

I couldn’t help noticing Beebo’s dire expression as I lowered myself into the puffy chair.

“What’s up? My shard is locked.” I held up my device, displaying a modal message instructing me to report to this office.

The manager said nothing.

Beebo took my shard away. “That’s because adults don’t have school shards, Gavin.”

I shot looks at her and Beebo. “What do you mean? I’ve got two years of school left. I’m applying for a votech scholarship.”

The manager shook her head. “I’m afraid childhood is a luxury you can no longer afford.”

“No, no, no. I’ve got a balance of over a million in my account. I’m—.”

“Your illicit activities have knocked you into Chapter 7.”

“Illicit activities? What are you talking about?” I looked again at Beebo.

He wagged a finger theatrically. “You’ve been studying titanium subjects, I hear.”

“No, I haven’t.”

The school manager stared at me. “Do you deny that you’re learning dead computer languages?”

“I—.”

“Tuition theft is serious enough. Do you want more fines for lying, Gavin?”

I felt dizzy. “I don’t understand.”

She aimed at the air nearby, and a holographic screen materialized, clearly showing my face viewed from the front as I tentatively typed computer code. An inset screen showed the little “Hello World” program I was typing into the maintenance terminal. My first program.

“Coding. Studying programming books. Simple knowledge theft.”

“I don’t—.”

“Knowledge theft is a Class 2 infraction, and your contract states that each Class 2 infraction is a $1,000 fine. And then, of course, there’s the matter of tuition.”

“A thousand dollars?”

“Each infraction. Plus tuition.”

“What do you mean, ‘each infraction’? The video shows one infraction.”

She shook her head. “One hundred and thirty-seven infractions. Plus $507,000 in tuition for the knowledge you gained.”

I fought back the shock. “That’s insane.”

 “Your contract states that we are within our rights to charge you market rates for all academic knowledge you acquire while in this facility. And you decided to acquire titanium-level knowledge—one of the most expensive types.”

“It’s an obsolete computer language!”

“We charge for history class, don’t we? You wouldn’t argue that history is obsolete.”

“If I knew that you’d fine me, I wouldn’t—.”

“Have continued stealing. Correct. But then, you already know the rules. And if you’d read your contract, you’d know the penalties.”

I lowered my head into my hands and felt my pulse pounding. I glanced up. “It was my idea. No one else was involved.”

“You’re referring to your friends?”

“No. They weren’t involved.”

“We have proof otherwise, but don’t worry: your friends aren’t being charged.”

I switched immediately to outrage. “Wait a minute! How come I’m the only one being punished?”

“Because your friends still have a significant investment to make in this school system. You, on the other hand, are finished.”

I felt numb.

“This fine will put you in Chapter 7—below state-mandated balance requirements for continued childhood services. Which ends our contract. On the bright side, it also allows us to sell your spot to another paying student.”

“What about the tuition I already paid?”

“Nonrefundable. You really should become more familiar with your contract.”

I stood up and wandered like a zombie, looking out the window. The wide world was out there. Now I was going to be summarily ejected into it.

Beebo didn’t even look at me as he leaned toward the school manager. “The new student will obviously need a life counselor.”

She glanced through several screens. “I see that you’ve presided over a number of students who’ve fallen into Chapter 7, Mr. Burjori.”

 “But on the whole, I’ve helped Childe Services better monetize school facilities.”

“Indeed you have.”

I couldn’t listen anymore. I headed for the door, but two uniformed security officers blocked my path.

I heard the manager’s voice behind me. “Gavin, one more thing.”

The security officers turned me around.

“You’ll need a mentor to help you transition to adulthood. It turns out you have a living cousin—17 years older than you. He’s already agreed to take you on.” She held up a blocky electronic device with all the appeal of a brick. “You’ll find your cousin’s contact information on this government assistance phablet.” She tossed it at me.

I caught it with my stomach. “A cousin?”

“Yes. And he’s in your new line of work.”

“What line of work?”

“Factory work, of course.”

“COUSIN!” MORT GRABBED ME IN A HUG AND SLAPPED ME ON THE back as I stepped off the auto-shuttle. I’d been coursing around the city for an hour as the minimum-bid passenger. Every time a new fare got on, I got outbid, but then I’d been hoarding what little cash I had left. It was starting to occur to me that adulthood was going to be series of similar inconveniences.

After one more slap on the back, Mort released me and looked me up and down. He was a slim guy with longish black hair but a carefully trimmed beard. He wore retro eyeglasses and a cloth jacket—with the sleeves oddly rolled up, revealing Asian-character tattoos. I didn’t see any family resemblance, but then I’m not sure how I’d know. I barely recalled what my own parents looked like.

Mort grabbed my duffel bag. “I can’t believe it. Living family. How great is that?”

“Then you haven’t met my sister, either?”

He made a face. “Naw. Her handlers don’t let anyone in. She’s in her own world.”

We stepped around a maintenance robot cleaning the sidewalk. Mort slapped it on its side. “Good to see a union brother getting work!”

Puzzled, I followed him. “You live nearby?”

He gestured. “Right around the corner. Can’t wait for you to meet Marcy.”

“Marcy is …?”

“My wife. She’s got a living brother, too—in the Industrial Robotics Union, but what are you gonna do?”

I gave him a blank look.

“We need to get you settled.”

I walked along gazing up at the unfamiliar skyline of residential towers. Few people walked the streets, and there was only the occasional whir of a vehicle passing.

“How much did those bloodsuckers leave you with?”

“Who?”

“The school. Childe Services. How much of your own money did you manage to escape with?”

Again, I burned with humiliation. My net worth had been a lifelong source of embarrassment—one that followed me even down here.

Mort put a hand on my shoulder and stopped us. “Hey, Gavin. Don’t be embarrassed. I left childhood with barely a quarter million. Neither of our parents were financial geniuses.” He slapped me on the back again, then hooked an arm around my neck. “You’re gonna be all right. Trust me. It’s not so bad working for a living.”

Oddly, the roughhousing made me feel a little better. He actually looked happy to see me—which was more than I expected.

“You just need to be careful with the rest of your money. First thing you’ll need is a good used arm.”

“Used? Not a new one?”

“Don’t be a schnook and go buy a brand-new light industrial that won’t be able to earn you a decent living. Start with a midsized Honda or a Fujitsu—a couple thousand hours on it at most. Two or three years of warranty left. Not too specialized. You’ll want it to be eligible for a lot of different work. I know a good broker. Marcy and I financed all our industrial arms with him.”

“All your arms? How many do you have?”

 “Union credo: ‘Two Strong Arms.’ And they don’t mean human ones.” Mort turned so I could see the large union seal embroidered on the back of his jacket. It showed two arms entwined—one a muscular human arm, the other robotic. Whether they were arm-wrestling or clasped in a show of brotherhood was unclear. The text along the edge read: International Brotherhood of Robotic Labor, Local 229.

“Your robot needs to go union.”

“I hadn’t really thought about it, but—.”

“You want management working your robot into an early grave?”

“No.”

“Okay, then, conversation over.”

I’VE NOTICED TWO SALIENT FEATURES OF MODERN LIFE: 1) NOTHING is easy, and 2) nothing is cheap. You always feel like you’re on the brink, though you don’t ever seem to actually go over the edge. Maybe teetering on the brink is what adulthood is all about.

Months of navigating robot and apartment brokers, insurance, permits, tax forms, union contracts, and a hundred other life-changing decisions I can’t recall eventually found me trudging down a factory gangway alongside Mort.

We both wore union blue IBRL jumpsuits, work boots, and networked helmets. I glanced through shatterproof glass at the assembly line below. Blinding stabs of light and showers of sparks punctuated the line as hundreds of robotic arms performed a tightly choreographed manufacturing ballet. Half-finished products moved down an assembly line between them, taking shape from components that other robots brought to the floor. The entire process occurred at speeds difficult to perceive, with my faceplate automatically tinting out potential welder’s flash.

Mort halted and looked down at one particular section of the line. Then he checked his visor’s AR display and pointed. “There it is: 42-T-A93.”

I followed his gaze toward a Fujitsu R-9000 Mobile Utility Arm. An orange stripe ran down its length. The code “42-T-A93” hovered ethereally as a call-out in my visor. The robot unloaded circuit boards into racks for a much larger circuit-welding bot to use in its work. Its hopper empty, the R-9000 zoomed away, orange warning lights whirling.

My robot.

It was a midsized clean-room logistics series with only a thousand hours on a complete rebuild. Two years remaining on a comprehensive warranty. The broker wanted $890,000. Mort talked him down to $837,000—$200,000 down and $7,321 a month for 10 years.

It was the first time I’d seen my robot in action.

Mort slapped me on the back. “Congratulations on your first robot’s first job. This is a big moment in every worker’s life. You’re now officially an adult.”

I hadn’t pictured my rite of passage quite like this, but I still couldn’t help but feel proud. I’d successfully navigated one of life’s more insidious hazards: childhood.

I studied my robot as it took on another full rack of circuit boards. If I was lucky—and if Mort’s experience bore out—my robot would be doing jobs like this every minute of almost every day for the next decade.

“So I just trust that they’ll take care of it?”

“Trust?” Mort snorted derisively. “Hell, no!” He pointed at a union man and woman ahead on the gangway, poking handheld devices as they perused the assembly line below.

“Auditors. They spot-check the code executing on union robots, monitor running hours, things like that. Union techs approve code images for each machine. We don’t let management load code onto our robots.”

I remembered how much C programming it took just to make a tiny animation run. Then I looked out at the vast factory of machines running complex synchronized tasks. I knew this was repeated in a hundred thousand factories straight around the world, and in autonomous vehicles, computer networks—in short, everywhere.

“Who writes all this code?”

“I don’t know about elsewhere, but here management proposes work code.”

“But you said—.”

“They don’t get to load work code. They propose code for a factory full of robots—X many robots of X many types performing so many tasks to meet production targets.”

 “That’s how they know what robots to hire.”

Mort nodded and pulled me along down the gangway. “Union programmers meet with management programmers to review code, line by line. They call the meeting room where it happens ‘Checkpoint Charlie.’”

“Was that someone famous?”

“Not a person, a place—where opposing sides meet. Remember this: never trust management. You hear me? You gotta watch them like a drone, or they’ll try to slip in code to up production speeds, product weights, servo voltages—a whole host of shit that can shorten the life or void the warranty of a union robot. You gotta watch these bastards, I tell ya. And they gotta be reminded that with a single command, union robots will manufacture their own strike signs and hold them up to the surveillance cameras, and stop the line dead.”

I’d remembered seeing old vids about that. “Does that ever happen?”

“Nah, not in decades.” Mort nodded to the union auditors as we passed by. They nodded back. “But I’ll tell you what could cause a strike: you heard about this ‘Bits and Atoms’ bullshit?”

I shook my head.

“Get this: like a century ago some egghead comes up with the idea to skip industrial robots altogether and have products manufacture themselves. Can you believe that? Well, they finally perfected the tech; it’s called ‘digital self-assembly’—a bunch of milli-motein bots that assemble to become just about anything. They can self-repair, resize themselves, change form—even after the product has left the factory.”

“That sounds amazing.”

Mort cast an angry glance at me. “Do you realize how many union robots would lose their jobs if that happened?” He knocked me on the back of my hard hat. “Get your head straight!”

He stomped down the gangway, and I followed. As we exited the factory, we fell in alongside three workers wearing union jackets. They each carried slim black cases. I recognized these as mobile workstations and realized it was the first time I’d seen union coders—the people who negotiated process code with management. What they did amazed me.

Mort seemed to know one of them, a calm, elegant woman who smiled and exchanged a handshake with him. “Hey, Claire. How’s Rashneesh?”

 “He’s doing well. You catch that Dragon Age Symphony down at the arts center?”

“I don’t go in much for the classics.”

We walked along for several moments before she looked over at me. “This your new apprentice?”

Mort grabbed my shoulder. “Nah, this guy here is living family—my cousin, Gavin.” Mort gestured to them. “Gavin, meet Roz, Vick …”—a pale young man with a red beard and a bald-headed African man nodded—“and Claire, union programming lead. She’s the only smart one in the bunch.”

Claire laughed and shook her head. “If that’s true, we’re in trouble.”

I nervously nodded in greeting, but I looked longingly at the portable workstation Claire carried in its sleek black case. What must it have felt like to know how to use it? And how much more advanced than the old maintenance terminal we stole time on back at Bentham?

Roz, Vick, and Claire actually knew how to make machines do what they wanted—which seemed like something akin to magic.

She noticed my gaze. “You interested in computers, Gavin?”

Was I interested in what made the world run? Hell, yeah. Then again, I barely knew how to write a program that would compile. Compared with her, I was an idiot.

My throat felt clenched. “Uh, well, I taught myself a little C back in school.”

The others chuckled. “C?”

Vick looked across at me. “The man programs in ancient Greek.”

Roz added, “Good lucking hand-coding 400,000,000 lines, kid.”

They laughed again.

Claire cast a look at them and then turned to me. “C, huh? I learned a bit of C myself back in school—before I went broke.”

The others fell silent.

She grew wistful. “C. Now, that was a pure language. Close to the metal. No AI-constructed process nodes. You had to do everything by hand.”

No one said a word.

Claire let a slight smile escape, and then she produced a shard from her jacket. “Guys, I’ll catch up.”

Roz and Vick nodded and kept walking as she halted and tapped at the shard screen for several moments. Then she smiled, passing the device. “Look …”

I carefully took the shard into my hands. It was much higher quality than anything I’d ever held.

The holographic screen of the device displayed a rudimentary animation—ASCII text depicting a manga tiger with big eyes jumping over a field of O’s.

It was amazing. I could understand how she’d done it, but it was still impressive.

I smiled and looked up at her. “This must have taken you forever.”

Claire gazed at me with a look that implied a much deeper understanding between us. “It sure as hell did.”

I passed the device back to her, and she slipped it into her jacket. We resumed walking as she put her arm on my shoulder.

“I don’t know about you, Gavin, but I think childhood is overrated.” [image: inline-image]


The Lexicography of an Abusive but Divine Relationship with the World

Ilona Gaynor

The text that follows is a fragmented lexicon, and should be read as such.

At a highly condensed point in time and space, this text relays the thoughts of an unremarkable woman, whose un-profound influence has ceased to effect the slightest of causes. Her thoughts have little or no repercussions on the portraits, predicaments, or situations she has witnessed or been victimized by. She is a fictional nobody, exposing the fraught frictions of contemporary life in a spew of memories, anecdotes, and material translations.

Author’s Note:

Pragmatic.

Line breaks: prag|mat|ic.

Definition of pragmatic in English:

ADJECTIVE

1. Dealing with things sensibly and realistically in a way that is based on practical rather than theoretical considerations: a pragmatic approach to politics.

2. Relating to philosophical or political pragmatism.

3. Linguistics relating to pragmatics.

Arrangement of Black, Orange, Blue, White, and Gold

PRESSING MY FINGER AGAINST THE JELLO TRACK PAD. A BURST OF light appears in a black sky (a drum roll kicks in), revealing Earth’s horizon as a mound of shimmering orange light. We rotate around Earth’s axis through the lens of a slow focus pull, revealing a burst of sunlight weaving through the permeable land surface, avoiding the blue. As the camera tracks away from the globe, the rays of light get more intense. A three-dimensional word reveals itself in a rotational, clockwise orbit. The word reads “Universal” and is formed of a sandwiched layer of metallic white and gold letters. The text centralizes in the frame as stars shimmer in the distance. My laptop has finally booted.

B-Side Time Travel

MY NIGHTLY EXCURSIONS ARE GETTING LONGER AND LONGER. The city is a haze, a distant murmur. Dawn is yet to break. Taped together, bursting at the seams and patiently waiting, is the metallic box. I flick the orange switch on the side of device, listening for the mechanical churn, and place the headphones over my ears. As dusk begins to break through the uneven sky, the rush of static enters my head. The lack of clarity is comforting, but unfamiliar somehow. My brain has reached a state of serenity. Reaching for the dial, brushing the ridges across my fingertips, I feel my ears adjusting to the subtle differentials in crackling sounds. Sometimes my nights are lifeless. There is no one in sight. No people and no cars. The rain rarely falls, but when it does, it offers a soft addition of distant clapping and cheering, if not the unnerving presence of unpredictability.

Everything is ready. The engine is running and I press Play. As the cogs begin to spin on the seat next to me, I drive.

Cockroach vs. Rat

THIS WAS A RACE BETWEEN TWO SPECIES, OBSERVED BY A THIRD.

“The cycle of limb movements is the same in both arthropods and vertebrates. The body is moved forward by means of the legs, by providing both support and forward motion. During the propulsive, or retractive, stage, which begins with footfall and ends with foot liftoff, the foot and leg remain essentially stationary as the body pivots forward over the leg. During the recovery, or protractive, stage, which begins with foot liftoff and ends with footfall, the body remains essentially stationary as the leg moves forward. The advance of one leg is a step; a stride is composed of as many steps as there are legs. During a stride, each leg passes through one complete cycle of retraction and protraction, and the distance that the body travels is equal to the longest step in the stride. The speed of locomotion is the product of stride length and duration of stride. Stride duration is directly related to retraction: the longer the propulsive stage, the more time is required to complete a stride and the slower is the gait. A gait is the sequence of leg movements for a single stride. For walking and slow running, gaits are generally symmetrical—i.e., the footfalls are regularly spaced in time. The gaits of fast-running vertebrates, however, tend to be asymmetrical—i.e., the footfalls are irregularly spaced in time.”

—Encyclopedia Britannica 2012

Antenna’s twitching. Fur’s statically charged. The push of a thumb-sized lever: and they’re off. The cockroach takes the lead and in close pursuit is the rat. The overall pace is steady, and surprisingly well balanced. The two opponents occasionally outmaneuver one another, switching positions as front runner. Through the perils and obstacles that lie in their path, the race concludes with the two species nose to nose, circling around one another, haplessly trying to avoid a discarded burger tray. For several minutes they thrust and parry until the rat submits. Neither one is injured, but neither one a clear winner. I am now owed a 60.

Division of Earth into Eight Equal Slices

BRANDISHING A KITCHEN KNIFE, FORCING IT BACK AND FORTH toward a glint of light, I cut into the flesh amid raucous claps and cheers. The mass was constructed of icing sugar, Victoria sponge, edible ink, and metallic cream (in fold). Four hundred millimeters in diameter, 150 millimeters in height, its face was round, with a printed top depicting Earth, set on black frosting at the highest resolution. It was a cake. We were celebrating.

Our firm had drawn up the final Earth contingency proposition, or the “what to do in the event of the end.” When (A) resources have dried up and (B) there is nowhere left to turn. A prerequisite was to negotiate our eventual departure from Earth, a departure that includes the carving up and packaging of Earth’s assets. Enough gold sits within the outer sector of Earth’s core to drown its surface in 10 meters of liquid depth. Like a loaded gun, we shall wait patiently to fire. This memory will be the first step of many; the blade of this knife cutting through the layers of sugar and sponge, then sticking in the middle upon hitting the single, proportional layer of gold cream frosting.

The text that follows is the single sheet of the president’s address. The document reads:

“IN THE EVENT OF LEAVING EARTH:

“FATE HAS ORDAINED THAT EARTH, AFTER 4.5 BILLION YEARS OF life, of hosting men, women, and nature, will be left to rest in peace. Our great planet Mother Earth we know now has no hope for recovery. But we know that there is hope for mankind in its sacrifice. Our planet has laid down its life in mankind’s most noble goal: the search for the truth, understanding, and prosperity. She will be mourned by the people of the world—our Mother Earth that dared send her sons and daughters into the unknown. In our exploration, we have stirred the people of the world to feel as one; in Earth’s sacrifice, they bind more tightly in the brotherhood of man. In ancient days, men looked at stars and saw their heroes in the constellations. In modern times, we do much the same, but our heroes are in a planet of soil, minerals, and water. Others will follow us, and surely find their way to survival. Mankind’s survival will not be denied. But this planet is the first, and it will remain the foremost in our hearts. Every human being who looks up at the night skies will come to know that there is some corner of another world that is forever in mankind.”

The president should cut Earth’s surface, first drawing a circle followed by the division of eight perfect, equal sections to mark as a time immemorial. After the president’s statement, at a point when the fleet of ships kiss the edge of Earth’s atmosphere, a clergymen should adopt the same procedure as a burial at sea, commending Earth’s soul to “the deepest of the deep” and concluding with the Lord’s Prayer.

End of the World as We Know It

LOS ANGELES EMBODIED CERTAIN VISUAL CHARACTERISTICS: everything was a faded copy of a copy of a copy. The overworked visions of the architectural past had been re-created, but translated into parametric form, a growth of intertwined confusion, built at the height of the “data wank” era. The In-N-Out Burgers resembled large bird nests lined with giant foam, liquid red, and lightning bolts. Architects amalgamating the eclectic once again, drawing together mishmash monuments over the rug of melted asphalt and cigarette burns and the rotting smell of synthetic gasoline. L.A. is the proudest snake-pit ashtray in America, and I like it.

I used to write screenplays for Hollywood’s “shiny, shiny, smashy, smashy” elite, the kinds of films where you had wished the entire cast had burned alive in an automated drone strike. The films were predominantly male, and consisted of the subsequent equation: machines, slick wetted sunglasses, intravenous drugs, erections, electro-weaponry, women as wigged MacGuffins, and innards jokes. But the decay of Hollywood saw government administrations buying out and liquidating movie studios. Unlike more obvious tactics, the liquidation attack strategy eradicated studios by genre.

The stretch from West Hollywood to Beverly Hills is a hollow husk. A ghost town of staggering bleached-blond zombies with their ruptured sagging tits, leathery skin, and stained garter belts trundling up and down the smoggy Santa Monica Blvd. Movies are still being made, of course, but they now belong to what critics have come to call the genre of the “hyperreal.” Films are gargantuan productions, federally funded. Or else they are small pirate broadcasts cast over the Neuro-Network, ironically named “Fantasia,” kitchen-sink shit from Europe or Mexico.

Think Wall Street (1987) set on the edge of Earth’s atmosphere, funded by the United States Treasury to soften the hostile takeover of two paper galaxies: Microsoft’s Stellar Sphere, swallowing McDonald’s McAirbelt Galaxy. This happens every day, though I wish we could revive the Roman gladiatorial games, stratospheric in scale. Pale-faced CEOs fighting to the death with planetary particle accelerators, violently hitting big, shiny red buttons, foaming at the mouth, and laughing into their ear-crunching implants as the audience looks on, to cheer or grimace. Entire CG-enhanced galaxies are either amalgamated or deleted permanently from our mapping devices.

As the government bullet ripped through the skull of Hollywood, us screenwriters were hired by various federal departments—Defense, State, Justice. I was relocated at a federal insurance bureau. I underwrote the oil slick that coats the landscape and minds of the citizens. The plane that hit the sky-rise windows on your birthday. The sweat, flesh, fat, and hairs of the burnt human remains fused to the polyester seats of the driverless Volvo … and the lipstick kiss of a walking bio-weapon. These are just some of my favorites.

False Evidence Appearing Real

THE CUT ON MY ARM IS GETTING BIGGER, NOT SMALLER. ALL DATA points to yes. All data points to triple. The clouds have illegally gathered. The birds are circling. The drones have eaten the birds.

Galaxy Pearls

SLIPPING AND SLIDING ACROSS THE MARBLED BLACK TERRAIN, REACHING for the bronze rail. My pearls had fallen one by one from their necklace, cracking against the floor and dispersing, like a galaxy of stars. Scrambling to pick them up on hands and knees, I count 16 pearls of equal size, measuring just 12 millimeters in perfect diameter. Held between my fingers; mesmerized by the miracle of iridescence, I stare at it with a long pause, this beautiful space artifact, artificially grown on board Spalding’s Galaxy Pearl. A spaceship owned by the basketball giant to artificially manufacture spherical products in zero gravity.

Inherent Vice. No, not the Thomas Pynchon novel or the (at the time) widely criticized film adaptation by Paul Thomas Anderson

Excerpt from a speech that was given at the 50th International Insurance Conference.

I sat in the audience, I recorded the presentation.

(image of broken eggs)

“Inherent Vice is the tendency in physical objects to deteriorate because of the fundamental instability of the components of which they are made, as opposed to deterioration caused by external forces.”

Next slide.

(image of a rendered black hole)

“All objects have some inherent vice as a result of the baseline law of entropy. In the future, at some point, this table, this machine, this cup, and this liquid will inevitably break the threshold of quantifiable value.”

Next slide.

(image of smiling technological figures: Branson, Zuckerberg, Page, Schwarzenegger)

“The route into the technological unknown is a blindfolded ascent into the dark. The darkness has yet to yield a scaffold with which to model any potential risk and its mitigation, which inevitably ends the economic lifespans of our visions, due to feared unstable volatility. We have seen this through interstellar space tourism, AI families, planet decomposition plans, and lava formation trading.”

Next slide.

(image of a Volvo)

“We have lost the urge to accelerate. Our assumptions of progress are of incomprehensible rational catastrophe and uncontrollable leakage. We are the swimming pool that refuses to hold water. Our utopias are gone. We have no mountains to climb.”

Next slide.

(image of a pale, barely visible American flag)

“Our future is fading; and what will become of it? It will be faded, like it is today.”

Next slide.

(image of black)

“Inherent Vice has become its own inherent vice.”

Clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap, clap.

Kill List Exit Lottery

“HAVE YOU BEEN UNLUCKY? HAVE YOU BEEN ORGANIZED INTO extinction by the U.S. government’s pesky, forever-growing tentacles of ‘the Disposition Matrix’? Well, today might be your lucky day! Through the random temporal alignments of satellites, cell phones, the World Wide Web, cloud networks, and the roll of dice, we are giving one lucky winner the chance to exit through our Lunar Grand Prize Lottery Draw. The winner will endure a race against time, filmed right here. Live from Los Angeles.”

Little Death at Little Red House

ON MY DESK LIES A BLOOD-RED GLASS MODEL OF A TYPICAL American Creole–style cottage, 1:200 in scale. It was given to me by the district attorney, as a sick joke for a case we filed. Its glass walls encase a membrane of cancer cells, incubated by a tiny temperature gauge set in fluid. It resembles little souvenir paper houses you might buy in gift shops, gas stations, or museums: the regularly watered paper produces a garden of growing watercress, to the delight of my grandmother or overly attentive children. This little glass beauty is supposed to visibly rot away from cancer over six months, dying from the inside out. Despite glancing at it several times a day and tapping on the tiny porch window with frustration, I’m yet to see any visible change. I think it’s broken. Such is life.

Meteorite, Asteroid Ashtrays, and Other Objects

THE LOBBY SAW GUARDIANSHIP OF THE COMPANY’S DIAMOND-CUT marble sphere. A sculpture commissioned by the firm, to mark the commemoration of the previously overturned Outer Space Treaty of 1967. Green, its veins a stony gray with flecks of silver; cut perfectly on two symmetrical axes and polished to a mirrored shine. A cylindrical hole burrowed straight through the center, at a 90-degree angle from the floor.

The symbolism of the object was less important than the composition of its materials. This “faceless” piece of corporate art, which all affluent buildings must have, is a fragment of the asteroid Poseidon, estimated at a market cap of about $3.5 trillion. We commissioned not only this piece but six other spheres located in the lobbies of all of our global offices. The senior partners had “marble” ashtrays carved from the smaller asteroid fragments, which they used to catch the soft ash, dropping off the tip of the nightly stogie, washed down with a glass of Macallan 25.

It was better than a bank vault, as who would suspect?

Office Organs

THE ORGANS IN MY OFFICE ARE MOSTLY BOX-SHAPED, AND INDISTINGUISHABLE, moody tones of gray. A sea of vapid, overused, somewhat expired artifacts. Despite their age, they do sit on the network. It’s not as grand as it sounds … the organs were deployed within the firm to monitor patterns of work flow, but did nothing of the kind.

The philodendron is rubbery in texture. Its leaves recoil and flinch during the day. I think my philodendron is clinically depressed; it sits permanently wilted, lifeless, and sad in its posture. This advanced varietal is expensive. It’s made of an engineered bio-plastic polymer that is, or was, supposedly semi-living. They’re designed not to wilt or discolor. But after six months of blowing smoke at it, stubbing out my filter tips on its leaves, and occasionally kicking it in place to block the air-conditioning hoses … I guess that sort of abuse can destroy a fellow that chooses not to answer back.

Our Xerox occasionally expresses notions of limp consequence. It prints excerpts from Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar at random intervals throughout the day: “The silence depressed me. It wasn’t the silence of silence. It was my own silence.” And commonly: “I was supposed to be having the time of my life.” I’m still to witness a surrogate defense strategy on behalf of the philodendron. I don’t think the Philodendron and the Xerox are in cahoots. They may be simply at odds with each other.

Poodles, Pianos, and Limousines

DRIVING ON THE ONE-TEN AT 65 MPH, ALTHOUGH I WAS NOT sure about the accuracy of that. Since my speedometer had been broken for months, I presumed the magnetized cog had reversed polarity. My lazy thoughts were interrupted by the deafening traffic report kicking in through my semi-dead headset: “Beautiful sunny day here in Los Angeles and the heat is off the chart today. Drivers out there, we have been advised by the transit authority to warn drivers not to stop on the roads this fine morning, even for small children, cats, dogs, or women crossing. We’ve had several reports that people’s tires have been melting into the asphalt, and even that some vehicles are bursting into flames without cause, particularly on the five, the ten, and the one oh one. So if you come across a few stranded vehicles, please do not stop and help—we repeat, please do not stop and help, just ignore them and go about your business.”

As the broadcast finished, I noticed a block of slick black reflections spilling over my chromed dashboard. My car was suddenly but gracefully surrounded by a formation of black limousines. A motorcade changing its flocking direction, with my white Camaro centrally blocked in. As I waved down my window to confront them, I noticed, through the blackened windows, identical white poodles, attentively perched on each of the vehicle’s rear black leather seats. Their tongues lolled out and they were accompanied by men holding pistols.

I’d heard of the poodle limousines, but never actually seen them. A Chinese ambassador a while back insured his prize possession—a rare white color-matched Himalayan poodle. But alas, the poodle perished of a heart attack in transit to his master’s Beverly Hills summer chalet. Rumor has it the ambassador had the poodle in question escorted by a drone-protected motorcade of white limousines. The poor beast started hyperventilating. Help was alerted; the paramedics arrived but had no idea which vehicle the dog was in. When they eventually opened the correct car door, the dog was found lifeless and pronounced dead at the scene.

I had also further read that the ambassador had his former companion Seymour cloned. I’d like to believe in coincidences, but I’d never actually seen one. That is, until now.

As I turned to look back toward the highway, pulling down my sun visor, dust spit up into the air, in a billowing cloud of tiny reflective particles higher than my line of sight. A huge wooden white carcass hit my windshield, forcing a crack that split in seconds and grew like ivy. My back wheels thudded over this broken construction, throwing my head into the steering wheel.

When the skull moves, the brain moves with it. The brain is forced up against the skull’s cavity and compresses under opposing gravitational forces. Although there may be no visible signs of injury, the result of such an incident could cause concussion. Concussion can result in heightened sensitivity to sound, and is often associated with the sound of rotating objects or the circling of things, chirping birds and engine noises. A large object, for example a grand piano, falling from a great height also produces sound, which in turn would produce a simultaneous internal and external cacophony. This sound is oddly reminiscent of the sound of a flute, a wood thrush, or more precisely a piccolo, also being thrown from and across a great height or distance.

I didn’t stop the car; I kept driving. As I looked in the rear-view mirror to spot the perpetrator, I saw that I had hit, or been hit by … well … a white piano. Someone had thrown the piano from the highway overpass. Glancing upward, I spotted the head of a palm tree in flames, spewing ash in a thick phosphorous pink cloud, concealing the assailants clambering into a pickup truck. I pushed my glasses to the bridge of my nose, and pushed my fingertips against the spider-webbed, pliable windshield glass. The poodle-armed limousines had disappeared without a trace, unaffected by the mayhem, a figment of this city, Los Angeles.

Smoke in the Eyes of Mickey

THE OFFICE BUILDING IS IN ANAHEIM, SOUTHEAST OF LOS ANGELES. It consists of a singular high-rise built directly into the old Disneyland amusement park after the Disney Corporation’s blood-curdling bankruptcy back in ’52. The pink, shimmering glass high-rise protrudes from the iconic Magic Kingdom castle, the south-facing offices overlooking a forest, littered with the ghostly silhouettes of faded animatronic characters such as Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, and that silly rat-looking thing, or was it a dog? Their giant, laughing faces were dirt-marked in the creases of their rippling fiberglass smiles, barely visible in the sun-bleached landscape, dotted with whited-out, hot-dog-shaped monoliths and flagged ticket turrets.

I stare quite frequently at them, sometimes for hours; Mickey Mouse’s pupils are very close to my window, almost close enough to touch if I leaned out far enough with stretched fingers. I carefully blow smoke rings at the window with one eye closed, trying to align the two circles—the black dot of the pupil and the translucent gray smoke ring, overlaid one on top of the other. As they merge, I imagine a life without the glacial pace of drowning. We aren’t supposed to smoke in the office, but no one cares, because the building’s carbon filters will suck the living shit out of the toxins.

My lungs haven’t felt the sharp consequences of industrialization in quite some time, so I induce them myself. My cigarette, often noticed by coworkers stapled between my fingers, is lit from a concentrated refraction of sunlight that hits a small piece of carpet. It remains scorched, darkened from the rubber transfer off my heel from the repeated stamping out of the small fire that regularly burns in that spot, just after the sun’s peak. I could tell maintenance about it, but I choose not to; I’d rather watch my carpet burn through the vapored horizon of my morning coffee. I normally wait until the flames begin licking before lifting my foot.

The Property Line

IT WAS THE PERFECT CONSTRUCTION. PRECISION-PLANTED. ALGORITHMICALLY seeded. My bioengineered lawn was perfection. But the plat, my plat, was unnerving me. Despite its perfectly articulated yield of erect, soft, tapered grass strands, when looking out of my window I could see a shift, an overlap of indignant chaos. Laid out was a careful parade of wooden pegs, hammered into the ground, marking out a site, a carved plot, sectioned off with cobalt-blue rope.

As I was treading up and down this line of contention, my neighbor appeared at his window. “Geometries of the void!” he screamed from his south-facing balcony. “Geometries of the fucking void!” his wife echoed, while pointing directly at the slither of cross-contamination. Both completely indignant, despite the fact that their infernal “void” was overlaid on top of my property, my lawn.

My hope is that at some point, amid their fiery passion of madness, one of them will slip and fall, striking flat surfaces and sharp corners, arms and legs instinctively tucking in for protection, picking up speed, and landing directly into the void.

Unfriendly Fire

KILL HIM FIRST.

Vantage Point Spies

1. Right turn, Left turn, Right turn, Left turn. 2. Left turn, Right turn, Left turn, Right turn.

1. Stop. 2. Stop.

1. Zoom in 3,000 pixels. 2. Zoom out 3,000 pixels.

1. Focus. 2. Focus.

1. Scan 40 meters. 2. Minus scan 6,000 meters.

1. Face recognition (negative). 2. Heat recognition (negative).

1. Pivot upward. 2. Pivot downward.

1 Face recognition (positive). 2. Face recognition (positive).

1. Heat recognition (negative). 2. Heat recognition (negative).

1. Bounce back. 2. Bounce toward.

1. Lock vision sight. 2. Lock vision sight.

1. Heat recognition (positive). 2. Heat recognition (positive).

1. Rotate clockwise 180 degrees. 2. Rotate counterclockwise 180 degrees.

1. Scan 10,000 pixels. 2. Scan 10,000 pixels.

1. Rotate counterclockwise 180 degrees. 2. Rotate clockwise 180 degrees.

1. Bounce toward target. 2. Bounce back from target.

1. Pivot downwards. 2. Pivot upwards.

1. Heat recognition (positive). 2. Heat recognition (positive).

1. Motion detection encountered. 2. Motion detection encountered.

1. 360 scan rotation. 2. 360 scan rotation.

1. Alert! 2. Alert!

1. Request to engage. 2. Request to engage.

1. Launch sequence initiated. 2. Launch sequence initiated.

1. Counting down. 2. Counting down.

1. Launch. 2. Launch.

1. Connection lost. 2. Connection lost.

Worry Club, the Mechanical Turk Hotline

DO YOU WORRY ABOUT THINGS THAT YOU RECOGNIZE MOST PEOPLE do not worry about (such as the little things around your home)? Do you find it very difficult to stop worrying, and cannot relax as a result?

Does your worrying rarely result in you reaching any solution for a particular problem? Do you worry about relationships, family, or friends? Do you worry and have stress related to work?

Let’s face it, your stress and worries are making your life hard. It is affecting your life and those around you. For just a few dollars, you can speak to a professional who can help make your life more manageable. We can help you feel better, and offer you a neutral ear to help you regain your life. Unburden yourself, and let us worry for you.

Dial 1-866-WORRY4U.

XXX

“NO COMMENT.”

Zzzz Network

THE SOFT GLOW OF BLUE FLICKERED BEHIND THE SKIN OF MY eyelids, massaging my pupils in a haze of gentle vibrating serenity. The gentle voice of the narrator whispered in steady, soothing rhythms.

“She yawned, wondering silently if she would ever dare to gaze upon the enchanted fountain of milk and honey gushing quietly in the moonlight. Look at the soft, fluffy sheep, she thought: their woolen bellies breathing in and out. In and out. Murmuring with their gentle whispering sighs. I wonder how many sheep there are, she thought. So she started to count them: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, 10, 11, 12, 13.

“She walked slowly, very slowly, toward Sleepytown. Everything was soft and slow. Buildings made of feathers and white cotton. Plump fluffy sheep, sleeping in clusters. She could see stars twinkling in the silent, black night sky; she began counting them: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven. She could hear music. The sound of a harp echoing gently in the distance.”

“Perhaps I’ll sleep too.” The surrounding sheep agreed with a nod, and approached her. Curling up, they all lay down, creating a soft cloud of warmth and comfort. A deep breath of relief. All was calm. All was good. Not a care in the world. [image: inline-image]


The New Us

Pepe Rojo

SHE WAKES UP FEELING A COMPLEX CONVERSATION RIGHT ABOVE her pelvis. She winces when her fingers reach the rash, which as of last night was still infected. And then the piercing punzada inside her head, again.

She hears the sirens outside, tries to stand up, and stumbles. Reaches for the glass of water. Two gallons per day, if she wants to keep her job, which is the only thing between her and the street. The street. The sirens. And now there’s shouting.

She heads for the window. Shooting starts. She ducks for cover; nothing is as stupid as getting killed by a stray bullet. After the pauses between the bullets’ ráfagas get longer, she peers through greasy glass.

A dozen old pimped-up Policía Municipal de Tijuana patrol cars line the street that abuts her window, providing cover for at least 20 heavily armed and armored narcops, who are firing sporadic bursts of bullets into the house that used to be a small grocery store when she was a kid. The shooting stops and the narcolicías move into the house, tense as wires. Neighbors gather outside. Ignoring her headache, she joins the crowd.

The air is swarming with drones. Large ones, small ones, smart ones, dumb ones, private, public, armed and unarmed, feeding indexed info to the entire zone. Everyone wears mouth-nose protection, from nano-gel filters to old-school hospital tapabocas—they’re afraid to catch one of the humanimal flus running around. She is off-grid, job requirement, so she approaches the synth-milk delivery guy. He has the look of someone who’s tuned in to the feeds.

“It was a safe house. They grabbed a 12-year-old,” he says without looking at her. “Had him in there. Ready to kill him.”

“Ransom money?”

“Appears so, así va el rumor, but they found him. Bloodstream RFID. Someone spends that much money on their kid, they ought to have enough to pay a sweet ransom.”

The crowd pushes forward. With the narcos fully in charge, extortion had become taxes, but collecting didn’t usually end up in shootings.

“Justicia y calle! Justicia y calle!” The crowd starts chanting.

Narcops come out of the house. One of them carries an unconscious kid in his arms. The kid is either shocked or drugged out of his mind. The crowd claps and cheers. The narcolicías get him into an ambulance and drive away, smiles on their faces; they’ll get both the hero treatment and the ransom money.

The crowd still waits, aroused. Half a dozen narcolicías push three bloody and pleading kidnappers toward the crowd. A narcop fires his machine gun into the air. He raises his visor and his left hand into a fist. The crowd goes still.

“Ya saben cómo va. No kidnapping here o te lleva la chingada. If we let them, they’ll get your kids next. We’ll take two of them. The other one’s for you. Justicia y calle!”

The crowd answers the cry. They rush toward the urine-stained kidnapper, who is weeping on the ground. Of course she runs too, and pushes people twice her size aside, eager to kick the shit out of the bastard. The Rage sets in, again. The buzzing in her pelvis gets louder, drowns the kidnapper’s screams. A shard of light sears her eye sockets.

She finds herself screaming, her hand knuckle-deep in the dead man’s face, her fingers cut on a shard of bone. Her sweating skin sticks to the crowd, its smell hers, as they slowly back away. Satiated. Disgusted. Afraid.

She walks away from the corpse, drenched in sweat and blood. By sunrise the battered body will dangle from an overpass, a handwritten sign on its neck—“One less kidnapper”—for all morning commuters to read.

Back in her apartment, she showers hastily, bandages her wounded hand, and tries to ignore her rash. The piercing in her head keeps the sirens wailing all day long. She stuffs her backpack and leaves.

She waits three hours for the van, in the shadows of an abandoned Calimax. No van comes, no reply to her prompts, phones, or mails. She is supposed to drink two gallons of water every day, to avoid staining her urine with blood, but she can’t keep her treatment schedule now. She gets directions to the bus from a couple of kids who are juicing stationary bicycles to keep a tortillería working. She has to go, she needs the money.

A run-down calafia shows up eventually, carefully avoiding the potholes. She pays with a couple of batteries, then inches her way to the back of the bus, negotiating chicken crates, transgenic corn packs, and more people than any bus like this should ever carry.

“Ex-Mex” graffiti fills up the streets, until ghost neighborhoods give way to hills and sea in the biomedical-tourist corridor that runs from Rosarito to Ensenada. She feels giddy and warm, and wants to hug everyone on the bus: men, women, babies. She crosses her fingers and hopes that she won’t start hallucinating, again. Is her skin changing color?

She asks the bus driver to drop her at Salsipuedes. She ignores his alarmed stare, steps out, and walks down a gravel road. She turns the hill to an ocean-filled horizon, a cliff face rolling down a hundred meters to the sea.

The offices are empty. Even the business signs are gone, as if nothing had ever happened there. She is sure that this is where they did the gland injections.

She scratches a painful mole on her flank, right above her left hipbone, where they had injected a “hormonal mollifier,” as the med tech quietly put it, the last time she came here for shots. The mole is swollen, and the goo from it stinks.

In the empty parking lot, she starts yelling for someone, anyone. Later, she forces the sliding doors open and breaks into the empty clinic. Nothing left there—not a trace of all the hardware. The three medical labs are as empty as the lobby. She sits on the floor against the wall, speechless. She cries her internal organs through her mouth, not even caring if it is actually happening or just another hallucination.

While looking for water, she finds a crumpled paper invoice, abandoned under the sink, with a name, NHGS, and an address: 4225 Executive Street, Suite 200, La Jolla.

If she wanted to get paid, and fixed, she would have to get to the other office over in La Jolla. She feels stupefied and walks out. There had been so many gigs: she had been injected, probed, scanned, tested, and pilled up, so many times, for so long, she had gotten lazy, couldn’t take care of business. She stops walking, realizing she hasn’t felt herself for a really long time. She repeats it—I haven’t felt myself for a really long time—and wonders what it means, if she had ever felt like herself at all. The phrase “gene-edited gland designed to enhance hormonal balance” returns to her mind. That was in her contract. It had to be worth something.

They hadn’t made her crazy, or killed her. No, human subjects were valuable to the technicians. They paid her generously as a medical volunteer, allowing her to actually do nothing, which was exactly what she had been doing since her brother wasted away in the rat flu epidemic, right after the bio-bomb had hit downtown San Diego. She feels stronger—hell, she looks stronger. There’s muscle tone where there should be none, since she has spent so much time in bed, depressed. She could swear her breasts were contracting.

On the ride back to Tijuana, the bus plays “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head,” a song her father taught her when she was a kid. She hums along, without meaning to.

The buzz hits her as soon as she steps out of the bus into downtown’s Avenida Revolución. The city’s northwest has steady, continuous power, not like the blackout zones of Ex-Mex. Light-signs try to lure you into bars, each spewing its own rhythms and designer pheromones out the door. Booze, drugs, and sex flow all around, a dozen different exchange systems. She rents a cheap room for the night, takes a long nap, then showers again and wears the sexiest clothes she has in her backpack.

Her eyes look huge, reflected in the mirror. She paints on a slash of black eye makeup, smears red on her lips. She bar-hops her way to a guy she really likes. She makes him dance until their feet ache. She never feels as Mexican as when she is eating or dancing.

She declines any beer or cocaine but allows herself to be treated to a very expensive Pepsi-Cola. When she has had enough dancing, they stagger to her hotel room, where she fucks the brains out of him and allows her brains to get fucked out of her until she falls deeply into sleep.

She wakes up to a certainty that begins in her pelvis and extends to her receding breasts. She is pregnant. She can feel it, another body growing inside her, trying to find a way into this fucked-up mess. She takes her hand to her mouth to prevent herself from screaming. She breathes deeply. Closes her eyes. No, she is not pregnant; it is just an irrational conviction. It’s fear. It’s guilt. It’s delusional. It’s enhanced hormonal balance. It’s completely senseless. The guy in bed with her certainly doesn’t look as handsome as he did last night, but he has a rather sweet sleeping expression.

She puts on jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt, grabs her backpack. She picks up his crappy smartphone. It isn’t worth very much. Suddenly she feels his eyes on her. She stares back at him, silently spells out por favor, and slides out the door.

In an alleyway, she drinks the feeds, then throws up, info-dizzy. It’s too much: a thousand truths, a thousand versions. War, hope, murder, drugs, sickness, porn. The New Us has an army on the march heading west, flus are mutating faster than their outlandish cures, the drought is everywhere, global communications are post-racial pleas amidst racial slaughter, an e-wall is raised beyond Otay, new cults are thriving, people joke about the United Cartels of Mexico, the New Us jingles are all around: “it’s worth the sacrifice.” She can’t swallow it, she can’t keep it down.

On the canal, she looks for her uncle’s ñongo. A dwindling population has finally made housing cheap, and urban vegetable gardens of dirt piled in rubber tires are replacing the abandoned shacks with their cardboard walls and trash-bag roofs. Armed civilians watch over the farms, while jornaleros pick up enhanced tomatoes and olives grown from pirate seeds.

She picks a handful of yerbabuena and heads to the highest part of the canal, where her tía’s ñongo avoided Tijuana’s river floods. She still thinks of him as her uncle, though he preferred to be called “Auntie.” She shouts at him through his wooden plank door: “Tía!”

Auntie comes out, an aging survivor of an old-fashioned cut-and-paste sex change. Auntie has white long hair straight to the waist, dressed up in her bruja painted coat, wearing a top that shows her hairy chest. Her left tit defies gravity, the right is like a deflated football. Diabetes took her left leg, but she stands proudly on a maquila-wear prosthesis.

“¿Qué chingaos haces aquí? Are the treatments all right?” Auntie asks, leading her into the cramped ñongo. Auntie pats her muscular arms and legs, then looks under her eyelids. “What’s with the acne?”

“I think I’m pregnant,” she says.

“You don’t feel pregnant at all,” answers la tía. “How long are you into the pregnancy?”

“Less than 12 hours.”

“You’re crazy, niña!”

“I get rages. I black out. I think I just killed someone at a Justicia y Calle lynching.” She has blurted out the confession, but she can’t connect with her feelings about it.

“All right, mija.” Auntie helps her sit on a run-down catre, between tall glass jars filed with seeds, herbs, pills, wires, sensors, and microchips. “Now you’ll drink some tea, and then you’ll tell me all about what happened.”

She confesses everything. It feels good. She relaxes, falls asleep, and dreams of diving for pearls at the bottom of a bottomless ocean.

SHE VEERS AWAY FROM THE OLD BORDER WALL ON HER WAY EAST. Thanks to her auntie, she has a name, Peter Osborne, and some contacts with coyotes who might lead her through the edgelands between Tijuana and upper San Diego.

She now knows she is not pregnant. There are so many male hormones in her glandular implants that she may grow a beard, or a dick, as her auntie joked. Some medical investor must be missing those glandular implants; if she could dig them out, they’d be worth a lot.

Something about ruins attracts violence. The high-tech border wall is wrecked, but a threat still hangs on the air. Wooden watchtowers lean against the battered border barricade, barely protecting some neighborhoods.

Here and there, holes blasted through the wall are patched with car hoods, the steel wire of box-spring mattresses, or barbed wire. The city dwindles into desert, into the massive boulders scattered around the hills before Tecate. She finds the family of coyotes there: two males, three females, four teens, and their swarm of fly drones. They ask her where she wants to go, tell her they can get her to Jamul. After that, it’s too dangerous.

Before the crossing, they smear her naked body with a tan-colored gel that dries into a plastic film, to keep humidity in and provide camouflage. She swallows a pill that will help her digest some cacti. It tastes like sickness. The swarm of insect drones the coyotes nurture dives into her skin, almost covering her up, collecting biodata and fueling themselves up, before buzzing off into the night.

They use an old burrowed tunnel to cross the border, then travel by night and rest by day. They sleep in empty houses in abandoned, gasoline-addicted desert suburbs, which went cold turkey and never recovered.

Away from the city, her infection clears up. She can see for kilometers, can smell cholla berries from afar, and can hear rat snakes slithering through sand. Hormonal intelligence, the coyotes call it—the swarm of drones acts like communal mosquitoes, alighting, sucking human blood, sampling it, and then sharing it. She forgets herself almost all of the time. Leaderless, the coyotes live in a shared hormonal field, a bloody intuition. She becomes a we. And her we bleeds into the desert, the sun, and the sky, and then takes it all back in.

The coyotes follow a pack of zonkeys. She remembers seeing a donkey painted with black and white stripes to greet tourists arriving at Tijuana, before someone created a real one as a joke. The joke proved to be fertile and prolific, and the new mustangs spread throughout the desert. A small zonkey licks some pills out of her hand, tickling her with its rough tongue. She hears the roar of motors. Her hand clenches on the animal’s mane, making it bray. A chill travels down her spine. There are gunshots, and the zonkeys scatter, galloping toward the safety of a rock formation.

She panics, and adrenaline hits every nerve in her body. She climbs a boulder. Two roaring ATVs are chasing down one of the coyotes, the teen boy. His fear is her own. He looks and runs that way, now another, but headlights blind him, motors fill his ears with noise. A hunter shoots him down.

She jumps from the boulder and runs toward him, but a male trips her. She falls headfirst into the ground. A female pins her down, and the swarm injects her with pheromones. She feels paralyzed, and suddenly blessed, calm all around, the Rage receding inside her. She closes her eyes and tries to locate the scent of the teen. It does not smell like death, but sleep.

The motors fade into the distance, and the family regroups. The survivors share hormones and pheromones until the rage and the fear fade away, a dream guarded by the swarm.

After their loss, the coyotes don’t seem to trust her as they did before. Something broke last night, either trust or hormonal balance. They don’t share food, and they snarl at her. Everything is wrong. They should have followed her. They should have fought for him.

She tries to grab a nopal away from the weakest female, who growls at her. The coyotes surround her. She goes for the throat of a teen, but the swarm covers up her vision, and her body. She holds her breath, tries to swat them away. They crawl into her, itching their way through. She’ll kill them. She’ll kill them all. But she faints before being able to.

She wakes up shaking with fever, thirsty as the desert. Once again without family, utterly alone. She wanders the desert, slashed up with tracks. One step after the other. The roaring ATVs arrive from nowhere. She is pinned by a net. Can’t run. Can’t hide. Can’t hit. Can’t kill. They inject something into her, again, and then things go wrong.

She hallucinates endlessly.

She hallucinates being trapped in wire-fence cages, in close quarters with other women, silently huddling together because it is numbingly cold. The women take medication, work the fields, clean houses, cook, and wash. Their eyes are dull; they are almost mute. Captive men sleep in different barracks, defeat clinging to their bodies, as if the world had ended and there was nothing left to wait for. They take turns watching shows on television and pedaling the stationary bikes that keep the sets glowing.

She hallucinates: she is taken to a place that looks just like ancient television ads, green lawns and white fences and beautiful houses and old men swinging on rocking chairs. Children play on clean streets that have lights that work all day, and smiling families are protected by walls that extend too far to see and drones that fill up the sky; heavily armed people come and go as if they are in a rush. Soldiers sometimes want to have sex with her, and why not? When she gets her meds, everything dims and it’s all good.

And she hallucinates she has finally found her place and the doctors have taken away her breasts. Her madness can be kept in check. She can learn how to smile and behave. Maybe this is the new her. It’s in the feeds and in the speaker systems, and in all the stores and in the giant posters hanging on the streets. The new wall, the New Us, the new future.

She misses the Rage. She misses it so much she gets it.

She bites a nurse or a warden or a guard—in the end they are all the same. She is handcuffed, thrown in an armored bus. She hears she is useless except for harvesting. The bus passes through a riot, and cops in plastic and metal armor are driving away a crowd, Molotov bombs lighting up a mall turned battlefield. Tear gas obscuring the streetlights. Where have all the beautiful people gone? She sees a different graffiti painted on a wall: The New Oz. She wonders what would have happened if she had been born there. If she had been Oz-born. Ozborn. Osborn. That was it. I must talk to Peter Osborne. I must talk to Peter Osborne, I must talk to Peter Osborne.

She wakes up in a warehouse, an IV in her arm, wondering if she is hallucinating the gray-haired and black-eyed man of 60 who claims to be Peter Osborne and who wants to know how she got to know his name, and what’s that thing inside her pelvis, even if he doesn’t look much like any Anglo called Osborne.

She tells him about her auntie.

He laughs, though he seems sad.

“Your tía was the best-looking queen in Tijuana. She could stop your heart with a glance. I used to love her.”

“What are you going to do to me?”

He takes a long look at her. “I can see the family resemblance. I performed the surgery for your tía’s tits, you know?”

“What are you going to do to me?”

“Does it really matter? The e-wall could be breached any day now. The New Us Army has grabbed the San Onofre Nuclear Generation System. That’s nuclear power—they could blow half of California into the sea,” Osborne says, and shrugs. “But I feel I owe your auntie. Maybe we’ll let that gland work its way through you. You could be pretty good-looking as a man.”

She takes a look around. The warehouse is filled with people in beds, all of them connected to IVs.

“What are you going to do to us?”

“Business. We are doing business. We need biofuel. Always have. Always will. And life’s cheap, cheaper now than ever. We have black hearts pumping inside white supremacists, Chinese millionaires with mojado livers, rich Africans seeing through Asian corneas. Not everyone can afford to be post-racial—”

A drone crashing through the wall cuts him off and shuts him down. A fire starts. She can hear explosions outside. She runs to the window. And this she does not hallucinate: it is raining drones.

SHE RUNS AND HIDES THROUGH STREETS AND PARKS AND BUILDINGS and mobs and parking lots. Far away, she can see Coronado Bridge’s broken arc on fire. The smell of burnt plastic chokes her. Bio-meters drain their data on the streets, warning systems announce that the ewall has been breached and the drones hacked right alongside advertisements for truly organic orange juice and the New Us jingle, “It’s worth the sacrifice”—a smart city gone schizo. Do not panic. Please. Do not panic. She stares at her reflection on the mirror wall of a building. She does not recognize herself. She sees a man who mimics her movements, mocking her. She resembles her brother. Has become him. She runs and hides through highway over- and underpasses, looters, pine mini-forests. The Rage gets her through it. The evacuation procedures were headed east. She heads west, for the beach, until she drops, exhausted.

In the morning, she climbs her way to the top of the ridge. The sky is filled with ash, her lungs and throat with smoke. Down the slope to the north, channeling the valley between two hills, a highway divides the landscape. She sees dozens of cars speeding eastward. It’s so rare to see so many cars, all moving together, that she thinks of a parade rather than a California traffic jam.

A trickle of people, mostly on bikes, pass through, nervously avoiding her. On the crest of a slope she can see a multitude of refugees, walking toward her. Eventually, the stream of human bodies swallows her. She wades against the flow, against the shopping carts and families dragging rolling luggage, against the smell of fear and desperation clinging to their sweating skins. She overhears about explosions on San Onofre. The stream becomes a trickle again, down to just the slow, the old and weak, the parents burdened with kids.

An old man rolls up on an electric wheelchair, trying to grab her arm.

“Please, help me! Just push me up that hill. I can pay you! I’ll give you whatever you want! Electronics, money, drugs, my own body, whatever!”

She keeps on walking. She is almost there.

La Jolla is a maze of abandoned corporate buildings hidden by designer landscapes. She wanders through unkempt Japanese gardens with hidden grottoes, raided warehouses, and parking lots full of gasless cars, empty six-laned avenues with dead lights. Kforce and Amylin, Oracle and Lockheed, Pathway and Senomics. She passes through a waterless pool out of which a giant obelisk springs, an abandoned restaurant with a sign outside, molten metal over etched stone. “Indulge,” it says.

On Executive Street, she finds building 4225, a signless low-rise. She walks in. It is bigger and fancier but as abandoned as the building in Baja. The building, its huge glass windows filled with hazy sunlight, drops down the hill. She can see campfires inside the houses on the other side of the gorge.

And a blond Californian woman about her own age emerges from an elevator, with a shopping cart filled to the brim with tablets, circuits, hard drives, and laptops.

“Don’t shoot! I’m harmless!” yells the Californian as she hastily raises both her hands.

“Do you work here?” she asks.

“No, I’m just looting. Sorry. Want some computers? There’s tons!”

“Where are the people who run this place?”

“Maybe Salt Lake, or maybe Chicago. I really have no clue.”

“Look, they paid me to have this thing grown inside me, and I’ve been having seizures, and my body has changed and I’m losing my mind! I just want to know what they did to me!”

“I never worked here. Please let me go. I mean no harm, but I’m perfectly capable of defending myself when a man attacks me.”

Her head starts pounding again. The blond woman looks curious.

“Are you okay?” She waves at the shopping cart. “Maybe your experiment is filed in one of these drives.”

“Could you find it?”

“Who, me? I wouldn’t know where to begin. Be rational. Don’t do anything you might regret. This is not just about you. This is not just about me. This is about the future. With all the information in this cart, it might as well be in here.”

She feels the Rage coming, a blinding flash of light, a burning from the inside. She hyperventilates, feels an onrush of blood flooding over her thoughts. She sees the woman. She looks scared. She wants to kill her. She wants to love her. She can’t help herself.

She doesn’t mind the Rage.

When she comes out of it, the woman is gone. She walks out into another sun-filled California day.

She feels hungry. She starts walking. She wants to walk the beach and see the sun set. [image: inline-image]


It Takes More Muscles to Frown

Ned Beauman

TONIGHT’S INTERROGATION WAS A SITCOM. THE SUBJECT OF THE sitcom was me, although I never appeared on screen. I recognized the actors, and the oversized Manhattan apartment set in which they sat around bantering, because I’d seen several episodes of the sitcom before.

But today their voices and movements were contrived by an algorithm. They were talking about how I’d recently made a disastrous blunder at work and I was struggling to cover it up; how I was sabotaging Simagre’s operations on behalf of a rival oil company; how I was embezzling money; how I was selling confidential information to a journalist or a hedge fund or a cartel; how I was compromised by a debt or an addiction or an affair. These were serious subjects, but they were being slotted into time-tested, all-purpose joke structures that could accommodate almost any concept and still be funny if the delivery was right.

On both sides of the screen were cameras pointed at my face. It was a fine simulation of what watching TV must be like for a paranoid schizophrenic.

The software would see if my mouth was laughing but my eyes weren’t. It would see if I began to laugh but then the laugh died away when I realized how disturbingly accurate the joke was. It would see if I blanched at the joke and then forced a laugh slightly too late. It would see if I laughed at everything, even the lines that weren’t funny, to cover my panic. It would see if my face was tense with the effort to look natural. It would see if I made involuntary cringes of anxiety between my other expressions, even for only a thirtieth of a second.

“Leakage” was the technical name for self-betrayals of this kind. And if the emotion detection software did notice anything out of the ordinary, it would modify the script of the following scene to home in on whatever had caused that reaction. The sitcom, as they used to say, was filmed before a live studio audience.

I’d heard rumors about this method, but I’d never experienced it firsthand. Usually I just got the basic interview: a few dozen questions, many of them quite innocuous, from a face on a screen. The face was digitally composited, like the sitcom actors, although we’d been told that about once in every five sessions the face would be a mask for a trained subcontractor in Kenya or the Philippines. We’d also been told, repeatedly, that the software was almost infallible. Cantabrian was keen for us to believe that, because its software would work better if the sinless felt they had nothing to fear and the sinners felt they had everything to fear.

I was a sinner, but I wasn’t afraid. And the curtained privacy booth was comfortable, like the back of a very small limousine. So I sat there and watched the show as if I was at home on the couch. Yes, it was written and acted by an algorithm, but it was funny, in a dated sort of way, and I laughed at a lot of the jokes. Including the joke about how I was selling pipeline data to a cartel. Even though that joke was in pretty bad taste. Even though that joke hit pretty close to home.

The episode concluded with the logo of the company that had produced the original sitcom back in the 1990s, the logo of the company that now owned the rights to both the sitcom and the actors’ likenesses, the logo of the company that developed the emotion detection software, and of course the logo of Cantabrian, which handled security for Simagre Petroleum across Mexico and Guatemala. “Thank you very much for your patience,” said a voice. “We hope you have a pleasant evening.”

There was very little chance of that. I’d already agreed to go out for drinks at a mirrory lounge on Calle Schiller with my boss and a few of my coworkers. By now they would be waiting for me beyond the security gates in the lobby. The next four or five hours would be a greater drudgery than the afternoon I’d just spent at my desk, and it wasn’t as if I’d get overtime.

My boss, Gabriel Obregón, a Mexican-American with an MBA from Sloan, was an efficient and fair-minded manager but also the most insecure conversationalist I had ever met. When he was telling you a story, you had to stage a continual pantomime of emotional involvement; otherwise he’d worry you weren’t following. And if the story had a punch line, you had to laugh as loud and as long as Obregón himself did, which was very loud and very long.

But he wasn’t the sort of narcissist who would cheerfully lap up the most blatant sycophancy. He was convinced that he could distinguish fake smiles from real ones better than any software, even though in practice he was about as reliable as a coin toss. “I don’t want you to laugh at my jokes just because I’m the boss,” he would say to us, even though our working lives would have become unfeasibly awkward if we’d ever stopped.

Before I moved from Houston to Mexico City, Obregón would have been my undoing. Tweaking my face into socially acceptable configurations had always been a challenge for me. I’d long since given up smiling for cameras, because even when I tried my best, it looked as if I was making a sarcastic parody of a smile. This was a hereditary incompetence: when we were especially bored, my father and I both suffered from what was affectionately known in my family as “death face,” our attentive expressions decaying minute by minute into grimaces so extreme that onlookers would often assume we’d been taken ill. We never realized we were doing it until it was pointed out. All my life it had been a liability, in seminars and meetings and on first dates and at family reunions. There was nothing physically wrong with me. I had all the right muscles to be insincere. But I just couldn’t seem to array them very well or fix them for very long.

I’m not trying to imply that somehow it taxed me so much because I’m fundamentally more honest than other people. As my personal history demonstrates, that is not at all the case. All I mean to say is, when those cartel surgeons hid 43 electroactive polymer units inside my new face, it was as if, at very long last, I had graduated from finishing school.

Earlier in the year, a small-batch añejo from Fushimi had won Best Tequila at the San Francisco World Spirits Competition, causing uproar in the Mexican media and at least one speech before the Chamber of Deputies. By eight o’clock, Obregón had already had four rounds of a tequila made with gin botanicals in the same distillery, even though each measure cost as much as a good dinner. I was sipping Negra Modelo, because the maximum amount of fun I could possibly have with my coworkers still wasn’t worth a hangover in the morning.

“You can’t even imagine how much crap comes down from above,” Obregón was saying. We all looked curious. “I mean, I insulate you guys from that. It isn’t easy sometimes.” We all looked sympathetic. “Look, I’m not whining. It’s my job to look out for you. I just, you know, hope you realize.” We all looked grateful.

“They aren’t happy upstairs?” said Soto, who worked at the desk next to me. Everyone here could speak Spanish, but Simagre was a multinational company and it functioned in English.

“Hey, they’re never happy, right? But this last quarter they’ve been extra grouchy because of the Cantabrian thing, and who do they take it out on? Guys at my level.”

“What Cantabrian thing?”

Obregón hesitated. “This isn’t exactly water cooler material at this point …” But he’d had four tequilas. “You deserve to know, though. You all jump through their hoops every day.” He gestured at me. “You just sat through that stupid emotion detection show for 20 minutes. You deserve to know.” He exhaled heavily. “They’re thinking about dropping Cantabrian.”

That was genuinely monumental corporate gossip. None of us had to fake our surprise. “Don’t we have another three years on the contract?” I said. I knew we were paying them a lot. The denationalization of the Mexican oil market had been the biggest boom for the private security industry since the Bush wars.

“Yeah, so either we pay the penalty or we go to court to get out of it, but either way we’d be looking at … I don’t even know. Then the transition costs … So a lot of them are against it, upstairs. But Cantabrian has had their shot. They’ve had all this time to find the data breaches, and from what I hear, they’re just flailing. The taps are still killing our bottom line because the cartels always know every fucking thing we’re doing. Cantabrian can manage the low-level stuff fine—if you try to hijack one of our trucks, you’re going to get shot—but if that was all we needed, we could just hire the biggest gatillero in every cantina. Anyway, drop them, don’t drop them, either way everybody’s arguing, everybody’s in a crappy mood. And you know what I think?” He lowered his voice. “I think the leaks are coming from Cantabrian.”

“Cantabrian doesn’t have access to any pipeline data,” I said.

“But they built our security architecture. They have back doors.”

“The programmers are in Singapore,” said Soto.

“Doesn’t matter. The cartels have reach. Hey, that reminds me,” Obregón said, tapping his phone for another round. “So there’s this cartel boss’s son, right? Eight years old. And his nanny tells him that if he wants a lot of presents for Christmas this year, he should write a letter to Baby Jesus. Because if it wasn’t for Baby Jesus, we wouldn’t even have Christmas. So the boy sits down to write the letter, and first he puts, ‘Dear Baby Jesus, I’ve been a good boy the whole year, so I want a new speedboat.’ He looks at it, then he crumples it up and throws it away. He gets out a new piece of paper, and this time he writes, ‘Dear Baby Jesus, I’ve been a good boy most of the year, so I want a new speedboat.’ He looks at it, then he crumples it up and throws it away again. But then he gets an idea. He goes into his abuela’s room, takes a statue of the Virgin Mary, wraps it up in duct tape, puts it in the closet, and locks the door. Then he gets another piece of paper and he writes, ‘Dear Baby Jesus, if you ever want to see your mother again …’”

Everyone guffawed. And even though I’d heard the joke told better before, my guffaw was more convincing than anyone else’s, at least visually. Because I had help.

The electroactive polymer prosthesis had been developed at the UC Davis Medical Center as a treatment for facial paralysis. It still hadn’t been approved for use by regulators anywhere in the world. But the Nuevos Zetas’ hackers had stolen the designs and forwarded them to a fabricator in Guangzhou that specialized in biomedical prototypes. Presumably both Cantabrian and the company that made the emotion detection software were aware that the technology existed but thought they had a few years’ grace before they had to worry about it.

There wasn’t enough metal in my face to show up on a body scanner, and even under a close examination the lacework under my skin could easily be mistaken for the titanium alloy mesh sometimes used in facial reconstruction surgery. It worked on roughly the same principle as a shipbuilder’s powered exoskeleton, but in miniature: when you initiated a movement, the prosthesis detected that movement and threw its own weight behind it. A smile that would normally be thin and mirthless would instead dawn across your whole face. Then it would linger and fade, like a real smile, instead of clicking off like a fake one. Conversely, when you tried to keep your face neutral, the prosthesis would steady anything that might squinch or quiver or droop. No more nervousness, no more death face.

Because the emotion detection software that Cantabrian used could also detect spikes in facial temperature and perspiration, I had a unit in each of my cheekbones to dispense a fizzle of magnetite nanoparticles into my facial veins, which in an emergency would partially neutralize both tells. So far, though, that had never been necessary, because the support of the electroactive polymers meant I was always relaxed about telling lies (or listening to jokes). If I started babbling or gnawing my fingernails or squirming in my seat, an interviewer would certainly notice, and there was nothing the prosthesis could do about that. But it was easy to train yourself not to show any of those signs. Whereas it was impossible, as far as anybody knew, to train the microexpressions out of your face.

The prosthesis could be switched on and off wirelessly. On my phone I had a settings app disguised as a puzzle game. I took off my girdle for sleep and exercise and sex; otherwise I got a sore jaw. But the rest of the time, I kept it on.

Once you get used to having full control over your face, it begins to seem very strange that you ever tolerated its delinquency. If a social network decided to broadcast your deepest feelings to the world without permission, spurting emojis left and right, you would delete your account. And yet your body does precisely that. Crying, blushing, sweating, goose bumps, involuntary facial expressions—not to mention erections, when visible, and stress-related incontinence, in extreme cases—are all serious data breaches. Strangers on the Metro have no more right to know how you’re feeling than strangers on the Internet.

When we look at other people’s faces, we don’t see a muscular configuration that we interpret as an emotion: we see the emotion itself. That makes us feel as if the face is the raw membrane of the soul. We conflate ourselves with our faces. But in fact the face is no more than a signaling machine strapped to the brain. There’s no meaningful difference between a face and a mask. And people who happen to be bad at painting their masks don’t deserve to have more complicated lives than people who happen to be good at it.

I once asked one of the Nuevos Zetas doctors about the maximum extension of the artificial muscles. He told me that in principle they could rip my face apart but the prosthesis’s firmware would never allow that. I was reminded of a photograph from the 1860s that Lauren, my girlfriend back in Houston, had once shown me on her tablet: an old man getting his face electrocuted with metal probes to produce an expression of wild fright, part of a series of experiments that the neurologist Duchenne de Boulogne referred to as “the gymnastics of the soul.”

“That’s how you look when you come,” Lauren said to me. She adopted a fond and jokey tone, but she must have known it would sting. More than once we’d argued about her refusal to let me fuck her from behind in front of a mirror. She’d told me she found me handsome the rest of the time but when she saw me like that, framed in the mirror, it put her off so much she just wanted to stop. She’d even reappropriated the term “death face” to emphasize her point. By that time, I was already planning to break up with her, but in fact my situation in Houston went up in flames so suddenly I never even got the chance.

In Mexico City, I had a new “girlfriend.” On Sunday night, I went for my weekly appointment with Rafaella, who lived on the seventh floor of a brand new condominium overlooking the Viaducto Miguel Alemán in Escandón. If anyone from Cantabrian had ever decided to follow me—and someone presumably already had, at least once, as a matter of routine—they would have observed that I arrived at the apartment around eight o’clock with two bottles of wine and a shopping bag containing jewelry or perfume or lingerie or heels or some other gossamer commodity, delivered to me that morning by a concierge service.

About an hour later, a boy would arrive on a moped to hand over to the doorman the dinner we’d ordered. And at two or three in the morning, I would come back downstairs and take a car service home to my own apartment. Since my salary at Simagre wasn’t all that high, it might have occurred to the surveillance team from Cantabrian that I was stretching myself a little bit with all the expensive gifts. What would have reassured them was that it wasn’t quite the sort of overhead that made a guy take risks. It was only the sort of overhead that made a guy stay home playing video games the rest of the week to save money. All in all, it must have seemed intoxicatingly romantic.

But that was nothing compared with the passion we unleashed in private. As usual, Rafaella greeted me with a dry kiss on the cheek. Once I’d shut the door behind me, she took the shopping bag and disappeared into her bedroom without a word. Arturo raised his glass of mezcal in greeting. Omar sat on the couch, typing on his laptop. “Everything cool this week?” he said.

“Yeah.” I would have liked a mezcal myself, but I wasn’t allowed to drink until I’d taken the test. The muffled sound of cumbiaton started up from behind Rafaella’s bedroom door.

“Anything new?” said Arturo.

“They did a new emotion detection thing.”

“La telecomedia?” said Omar.

I wondered how he knew. “Yeah. It wasn’t a problem. Oh, and my boss told me Simagre is thinking about dropping Cantabrian. They’re not making any progress on the leak.”

Omar smirked. He was a 20-year-old Syrian-Mexican who’d gotten his start as a programmer for a cartel-owned darknet startup in Guadalajara. One of his superiors must have judged him trustworthy enough to recommend him for a position in the cartel itself, which was baffling to me, because Omar was so blatant about his eagerness to sell his talents to the highest bidder that he practically handed out auction paddles.

I found it surreal that Omar, of all people, was now responsible for the evaluation of loyalty. Even Arturo had to take Omar’s test every week before I arrived, which was topsy-turvy. You could argue that loyalty was not exactly personified in Arturo, whose job, after all, involved stealing from his old employer on behalf of his new one; he had worked in pipeline security for Pemex before he brought his expertise to the Nuevos Zetas. But where Omar treated the cartel like it was just another tech internship he could drop at any time, Arturo treated the cartel as if it was just another state-run company with a pension plan. They were both, in their own ways, deluding themselves. They were both, in their own ways, pragmatists. The difference was that Arturo, the oldest of the three of us, still clung to his belief in an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay, even if that honest day’s pay came from men who liked to roast their enemies alive on cinder-block barbecues.

In my presence Arturo always talked as if he was getting charged by the word, although Omar had told me that he had once overheard Arturo teasing one of his four daughters over the phone and he had sounded like an entirely different person.

“You ready?” I said.

“I just installed an upgrade,” said Omar. “Still a little jinky. Should be OK, though.” The cartel used the same software as Cantabrian, although it was a pirated, adapted version. Omar got up off the couch so I could sit down in his place. I compliantly adjusted the camera on the coffee table to make sure it would have my whole face in shot. “Hey, you notice anything different about the jaina today?” Omar said, nodding towards the bedroom door.

I shrugged. Rafaella was in her final year of studying law at UNAM. The “gifts” in the shopping bags came with receipts so that she could return them for cash. And the cartel also paid the rent on the apartment. Apart from that, I didn’t know the contractual details. I only knew that when Omar and Arturo left and I had to stay in the apartment for another few hours to keep up appearances, she let me go to bed with her, without enthusiasm on her part but also without open resentment. This had been going on for three months, and presumably it was worth her while. “The way it works is, the pussy’s part of your fee,” Omar had once told me. “So if you don’t hit that shit every week, it’s like you’re leaving money on the table.” With that remark, he had succeeded in making every sexual encounter I had with Rafaella feel even more poisonous.

Omar slapped the knuckles of his left hand with the palm of his right. “Somebody put a ring on it. She’s engaged. She told us.”

“I didn’t even know she had a boyfriend,” I said. But it didn’t surprise me. She was gorgeous. And although her bedroom was decorated with throw pillows and Christmas lights and those artificial flowers that changed color through the day, she’d left the rest of the apartment almost untouched—it still looked like a generic bachelor pad you’d see pictured on a real estate website—which I took to mean she regarded her concubinage as strictly provisional. Whenever I went into her room, she’d turn off all the photographs on her shelves, so we fucked beneath dozens of pale Huawei logos like sponsors’ billboards.

“You didn’t notice there’s always Tecate Light in the refrigerator now?” Omar said. “Who the fuck drinks Tecate Light?”

“Isn’t Cantabrian going to wonder why I’m still over here every week if she’s engaged?”

“Are you kidding me? These chilango putas? If she’s only spreading for two guys, that counts as she’s a virgin. Anyway, none of this shit is gonna change. She isn’t moving out anytime soon. It’s gonna be one of those old-school long engagements or whatever.”

“Can we get on with the test?” I said. I waited while Omar disabled my prosthesis and initialized the emotion detection software. Then I looked into the camera as he read questions from a list. The more general ones would also have been posed to Arturo before I arrived.

“Are the numbers you’ve given us this week comprehensive and accurate?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have any reason to think Simagre is suspicious? Or Cantabrian?”

“No.”

“Are you being careful? Are you taking every precaution?”

“Yes.”

 “Does anybody outside this apartment know about what’s happening here?”

“No.”

“Are you planning to fuck with us in any way?”

“No.”

Omar tapped a few more keys. Then he frowned. “OK, hold up.”

I knew I couldn’t have failed the test, because I was telling the truth. “What?”

A grin spread across Omar’s face. “So we got two emotions showing up on your face here. Lust and sadness.”

I wasn’t feeling either of those. Except in the sense that I was awake. “Are you sure the upgrade worked out?”

Omar turned to Arturo. “You know what that means? Lust and sadness? That’s jealousy! Like, sexual jealousy. He’s bummed because the jaina’s getting married! He thinks he’s her boyfriend for real! He’s on some true-love shit!” He could not have been more gleeful.

“No, Omar, I’m not.”

He turned back to me. “Sorry, guero, the software doesn’t lie. Unless you’re crushing on Arturo. Or me!”

“So he wasn’t lying on the questions?” said Arturo in Spanish.

“No …”

“Then just give him the fucking computer.”

Omar put the laptop down on the coffee table, still giggling. I leaned forward and starting typing in the pipeline data I’d memorized earlier in the week, about the timing and pressure of flows from the oilfields along the Gulf Coast. With the intelligence Arturo collated from his various sources, the cartel’s engineers could place their taps so efficiently that by the time Cantabrian’s armed response teams arrived, they would already have made off with thousands of barrels of crude. Back in the days of the Pemex monopoly and the original Zetas, the cartel would simply have bribed or extorted local oil workers, but Simagre made sure that no one outside their DF headquarters had access to the operational data in advance.

It might have been easier for me to send the figures in code from an anonymous e-mail account or a prepaid phone, without leaving the comfort of my apartment. But Omar seemed to feel that his laptop was the only electronic device in the whole of Mexico that couldn’t be compromised by Cantabrian or the Federales or the Sinaloans. In the circumstances his paranoia was probably well founded. Anyway, I had to be physically present to take the loyalty test every week, so in practice it was no further burden.

Like Rafaella, I hoped my concubinage would end one day. But no matter how protracted her engagement, it would be nothing compared with my indenture. She would celebrate many, many anniversaries before I was cut loose. After all, the Nuevos Zetas had saved my life. The etiquette might vary, but perhaps I would owe them until I died.

Back in Houston, I had been the vice president of a small petroleum distributor called Magnolia Fuels that was owned through a shell by the Sinaloa cartel. We moved about 50,000 barrels of stolen Mexican petroleum condensate a month. The president was a Vietnamese guy named Luong. Neither of us had any stake in the business, and as long as our revenue was stable the cartel didn’t pay close attention, either to us or to the American oil market, so there was no incentive to get Magnolia the best possible deal.

With that in mind, we set up a shell company of our own in Oklahoma City and began to sell that company a percentage of Magnolia’s condensate every month. On my lunch break I would sit in my car with my laptop, reselling that same brothy oil at a better price, so that Luong and I could split the difference between us. Neither of us was compromised by a debt or an addiction or an affair. We just wanted the money. We knew perfectly well what happened to Mexicans who ripped off the cartels. But we were Americans; and in an office suite in downtown Houston, across the hall from a company that distributed aromatherapy pet hammocks, the Sinaloa cartel felt very far away.

Of course, they weren’t. I still don’t know exactly how they discovered our scam. Luong’s body has never been recovered, but his abduction was caught on security camera. I only survived because he managed to dictate a text message to me before they tossed his phone from the van. After I read it in the locker room at my gym, I told a gym attendant that a divorce server was waiting in the lobby to serve me divorce papers. He let me leave by the back exit. As I got into a cab, I knew that I would probably never see my family again. On the bright side, I also knew that I would definitely never see Lauren again.

I didn’t want to rely on the authorities to protect me. I’d read too many news stories about prosecutions that had collapsed because some witness under federal protection had been hunted down, his body fished from the backyard swimming pool of a rented suburban house after a drone blew his skull open. As Obregón would later assure me, the cartels had reach. Instead, I went straight to the Nuevos Zetas. My value wasn’t what I knew about the Sinaloans, which was very little. My value was that the multinational companies at the center of the new Mexican oil boom were notorious for their reluctance to employ anybody at a management level with any local roots. I was an American who spoke oil. And I’d do anything, for anyone, to stay alive.

Three weeks later, I was in a clinic on the outskirts of Monterrey. I assumed I was just there to get a new face to match my new name and new biography. There was something strangely compelling to me about the period halfway through the facial reconstruction process when there would truly be no answer to the question of what I looked like. Nobody warned me that I was there to be made animatronic like a puppet in an old theme park.

After Omar and Arturo left, I ate one of the merguez tlayudas we’d ordered, and then knocked on Rafaella’s door. Despite myself, I felt uneasy. I wasn’t in love with Rafaella, and I didn’t care that she was engaged. And yet living with my prosthesis had made me aware that my body was an exhibitionist, a whistleblower, practically turning itself inside out in its eagerness to open me to the world. I didn’t necessarily know everything that was going on in my own head. Was it possible that the emotion detection software had tapped me like an oil pipeline? Was it possible that in the course of sleeping with Rafaella every Sunday night for three months, I’d developed real feelings for her and I couldn’t admit it to myself? I didn’t think so, but when Rafaella turned off her music and opened the door, I still felt oddly as if I was turning up for a first date.

While she was undressing, I noticed she wasn’t wearing any engagement ring, but all the same I said in Spanish, ‘Omar told me you’re getting married. Congratulations. That’s terrific.’ Even if my prosthesis had been turned on, I wouldn’t have looked sincere when I said it, because I felt so self-conscious about the topic that I completely forgot to smile.

“Do you actually care?” she snapped. “If you don’t actually care, don’t say anything.”

She’d never been so testy with me before. Clearly, she didn’t want me even to brush up against her personal life. And yet her reply was a little unreasonable. Empty pleasantries were a prosthesis installed in every single human being, even cartel psychopaths. “If you don’t actually care, don’t say anything” was not a plausible rule of conduct. In fact, I literally couldn’t remember the last time I’d voiced an honest sentiment to anybody, so in effect she was asking me to be mute. Except that what flopped out of my mouth next really was a self-disclosure, authentic and involuntary. “Rafaella, you don’t think I’m just a big fake, do you?” She gave me a look so cold it probably would have crashed Omar’s software. I waved the question away, embarrassed. “Don’t answer that.”

After that, we pretended to be lovers.

As usual, I finished by fucking her from behind in front of a mirror, fantasizing that Lauren was spying on us jealously through the keyhole. These days, I tried to keep my face a little under control at the climax, so that I didn’t go completely Duchenne de Boulogne. But I didn’t bind it too tightly. Apart from my occasional weight training sessions, an orgasm was the only chance my face got to limber up without the prosthesis, and I had the irrational feeling that if I didn’t let the expression out, it might rot inside me. If Rafaella saw it and thought it looked like a death face, I didn’t care, because I was pretty sure she already held me in contempt, my unrequited, unconscious, unconfirmed sweetheart.

But this time when I ejaculated, although I was only making the gentlest effort to control my expression, my face was as blank as the headshot on my Simagre ID.

The next morning, I sat at my desk wondering what I’d done to myself. I knew that all prosthetics rewired the brain, even a peg leg, even a swim fin. Perhaps I’d been wearing my subcutaneous mempo for so long that the natural connection between my inner states and my outer surface had become vaguer, more diffuse, more circuitous, like some decaying telegraph network. That was the only explanation I could think of. One moment I might be clenching with ecstasy, and somehow the signal wouldn’t reach my face. The next moment I might have an emotion so dim and inchoate that perhaps it wasn’t truly an emotion so much as a speculation or a potentiality, and it would nevertheless cause a sputter of microexpressions.

I loved my prosthesis, but I loved it only because I was still an obligate social mammal. In the back of my mind, I had always assumed that at some point in my life there would come a time when I wouldn’t have to perform for anybody ever again. I had an indistinct fantasy of settling into early retirement with a wife and two dogs in some fishing village down on the Nayarit coast. When I turned off the prosthesis for good, I didn’t want to find that it had hobbled me irreparably.

Today, for the first time since taking the job at Simagre, I hadn’t, as ladies used to say, put my face on in the morning. My prosthesis was still disabled. On my way to lunch, I stopped by Obregón’s office. As always, his door was open, so I stood in the doorway. “How was your weekend?”

I knew he’d have a story about his spouse or his kids or his soccer team. I didn’t pay attention to the content, only to the intonation, so that I would be able to tell when the punch line was coming up. “… but afterward, I called the store, just to check, and you know what? They don’t even sell apple pie filling at Bodega Aurrera!”

I laughed as hard as I could, and Obregón laughed too. But then his laughter trailed off. Granted, Obregón was no grand inquisitor, but in this instance the new expression on his face was so full of dismay that I knew the expression on my own must have been grievously miscalibrated. I hadn’t been sure which way this experiment was going to go, but it had proved that without the prosthesis, I was less capable than ever of realistic mirth.

“Sir?”

I turned. A Cantabrian security officer stood just outside the doorway. I recognized her, but I didn’t know her name. “Yes?”

“If you’d be kind enough to accompany me to one of the privacy booths downstairs, we’d like you to sit for a security interview.”

 “But it’s Monday. It’s the middle of the day.”

“We’re operating on a randomized schedule now.”

I looked at Obregón, who nodded. “I had to do one first thing this morning. Pain in the butt.”

I told myself that the test was no threat. All I had to do was discreetly turn my prosthesis back on before the interview started. I patted my pockets.

I’d left my phone behind at my desk to charge.

Without the phone I had no way to turn the prosthesis back on. “OK,” I said, “but I just need to swing by my desk to send one e-mail. Then I’ll be with you.”

“The new protocol is that you have to come directly to the privacy booth. It will only take 10 minutes.”

Hoping that he might intervene in some way, I shot Obregón another glance that conveyed “Surely we don’t have to put up with this shit”—or at least I meant it to convey that, but I felt like such an amateur at this point that for all I knew it conveyed tenderness or patriotism or schadenfreude or some other mood entirely. Obregón just shrugged. “I think it’s so that you don’t sneak a zofrosil or anything like that,” he said.

I knew I couldn’t protest any more without raising suspicion. In West Africa they sometimes used to hold trials where the accused were challenged to dip their hands in boiling oil. At that moment a vat of Campeche crude was almost more appealing than a camera. At least it was a test I could conceivably pass. “Fine,” I said to the security officer, hoping she couldn’t already see my fear. “Lead the way.” Somewhere inside a Cantabrian server the judges were waiting to score my gymnastics of the soul.

“I NEED TO TELL YOU GUYS SOMETHING ABOUT WHAT HAPPENED at work this week,” I said.

“No, guero, you need to tell us something about what happened right here,” said Omar.

What I had been about to explain was that I had failed the pop quiz. Sitting there in the privacy booth, trying to remember what normal people looked like when they gave truthful answers to simple questions, it was as if I had no instincts or defaults any more, just a control panel inside me the size of a recording studio’s mixing desk. My face felt more cybernetic than it ever had with the prosthesis turned on. The more I thought about it, the worse it got. By the end, my best attempt at a relaxed expression probably looked like someone having a stroke in a wind tunnel. I imagined the video going viral on the Cantabrian intranet: “The worst liar we’ve ever tested!” Afterward, I still went out to get a torta, but I was too shaken to eat, and I almost didn’t go back to the office. I was ready to book it out of Mexico City just like I’d booked it out of Houston. When I asked the Nuevos Zetas for help, I wouldn’t have to admit to them that it was my own fault I’d failed the test because I’d left my prosthesis off.

I did go back to the office, though, because I knew Cantabrian wouldn’t act on their suspicions until they’d carried out an investigation. When they called me in for a second interview, I decided, that was when I would vanish. Until then, I wouldn’t do anything irrevocable. So for the rest of the week I walked around feeling like a fugitive in the middle of a police station.

Then Friday came, and still nothing had happened. I couldn’t understand it, and I was hoping Omar might have some kind of answer.

But then Arturo pointed a gun at me, a silver semiautomatic so big it looked as if you could shout down the barrel and it would echo back at you.

I hadn’t even realized he carried one. “Hey, what the fuck is this?” I said.

“The couch,” Arturo ordered. I sat down.

“That test last week,” Omar said, “when the software was saying lust and sadness, and we thought it was because you was getting mushy about la jaina—I took a closer look. Wanted to see how the upgrade was working out. You know what? A lot of the microexpressions in the log, they only lasted for a hundredth of a second or less. You got your basic vanilla face with your basic vanilla muscles, it can’t do that. Can’t contract that fast. A thirtieth of a second is the fastest. Maybe a fiftieth.”

“So?”

“That means you had the prosthesis turned on during the test. The polymers. That’s the only way you could be flashing microexpressions so quick.”

“You always turn it off before I start,” I said.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought. But you must have modified it so it looks like it’s off but it stays on. And why the fuck would you do that unless you’re trying to play us on the test?”

“Omar, I haven’t modified anything. I wouldn’t even know how.”

“Maybe not. But the Sinaloans, they got a few guys.”

By now Arturo had circled around so that he was between me and the front door of the apartment, although it wasn’t as if I was going to try anything when he still had the gun on me. “Why would I set my prosthesis to show lust and sadness? Just give me the test again now. Ask me about all this stuff on the camera once you’ve satisfied yourself 100 percent that my prosthesis is off.”

“I can’t do that if you’ve modified it.”

“We could just cut it out of him,” said Arturo in Spanish.

At that moment I thought I could feel the prosthesis inside my face, every polymer unit like a twist of barbed wire. “It must be a problem with the software,” I stammered. “The upgrade.”

“The upgrade is fine,” said Omar.

“Maybe you’ve been hacked.”

Omar sneered. “Are you fucking kidding me?” He nodded at his laptop. “Nobody hacks that. I’m not a retard. That shit is tighter than Korean pussy. No inputs means no vulnerabilities. Every fucking byte of data on that machine, I pop the trunk like Border Control. Every fucking byte except …” He blinked, and was silent for a little while. “No way,” he murmured. “No way you could fit a code injection into …” Then he sat down at his laptop and started typing. “Hijos de puta,” he kept saying, shaking his head. “Hijos de puta.”

“What is it?”

“I think they used your face.”

“My face?”

“Ever heard of a code injection? You hide executable code inside raw data. The system runs the code because it doesn’t know any better. That’s what those microexpressions were. They got control of your prosthesis. Then they used it to transmit a code injection. They hacked into my system with your face.”

My hand went up to my cheek. “Who? The Sinaloans?”

“Or Cantabrian.”

So I wasn’t in control of my own signaling device. But then I never really had been. “You think they’ve been doing this every week?”

“Every time I upgrade the software, had to guess.”

“But why would they need to hack your loyalty tests?”

He was still typing. “Help somebody pass them who shouldn’t be passing them.”

“But I pass those tests because I’m telling the truth. I don’t need any help.”

“Not you. More likely to be—” Then Omar’s eyes widened. “Detenerlo!” he yelped.

But Arturo was already gone.

Omar bounded to the door, almost knocking me down as he pushed past. I looked out into the corridor. Arturo had disappeared around a corner, toward the elevators. Omar pulled a gun of his own from his waistband, but it was only a tiddly printed model as opposed to Arturo’s fat semiauto, and for a moment he bounced from foot to foot as if he couldn’t decide whether to risk giving chase. Then he snarled in frustration and came back inside. “OK, pendejo,” he said, waving the gun at me. “On the couch again.”

As I sat back down, I recalled what Obregón had confided to us in the bar about Cantabrian’s troubles. He probably had no idea that it was calculated misinformation. If Cantabrian was using me as a Trojan horse to help Arturo infiltrate the Nuevos Zetas, that would explain why there hadn’t been consequences for my humiliation in the privacy booth: when the software recommended that I should be investigated further, it would have been overruled. And if my prosthesis hadn’t actually switched off when Omar thought he was switching it off last Sunday, that would also explain why I hadn’t shown my death face to Rafaella afterward.

Omar dialed somebody on his phone and had a short conversation so dense with cartel slang I could barely follow, except that he asked for a drone to be sent up over Escandón to look for Arturo. Then he pounded on Rafaella’s bedroom door. “Whore, come out here and help me tie up your client!” he shouted, still in Spanish. “It’s bondage time!”

“Hey! Why? Come on,” I said, “Arturo’s the one working for Cantabrian!”

“For all I know it’s the both of you. I’m taking you to El Taquero. He can decide. Maybe we really will cut that thing out of your face. It’s cartel property, pendejo, you should remember that.” Rafaella came out of her room. “I need cable or tape or something,” Omar said to her.

“Can you talk some sense into this guy?” I said. “Please.”

“Sorry,” she mouthed.

“But Rafaella … I love you.” I said it because I knew it wasn’t true, and because at this point it didn’t seem to matter much what I said.

She looked down at me with eyes as imperturbable, as incontrovertible, as Cantabrian’s cameras. Then she threw her head back and laughed harder than I had ever seen her laugh, a hilarity so luxuriant no prosthesis could have faked it.

Within a few minutes, Omar and I were on our way down in the elevator. My wrists were taped behind my back. “Omar, I’m not working for anybody except you and Arturo. I didn’t sell you out. I didn’t fuck up. I did everything you said. This shouldn’t be happening.” He didn’t respond. “Who’s El Taquero?” I asked.

“He’s not a guy who takes chances,” Omar said. “And while we’re on the fucking subject, you try and run? Those drones are looking for Arturo but they have your face too. Remember that. I optimized the drones myself. They got personalities now. They’re like those dogs they train to catch rats.”

As we crossed the lobby, I looked around for the doorman, but I couldn’t see him, and anyway, I knew he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to get involved. We emerged into the warm evening, and I immediately got a couple of lungfuls of truck exhaust. The Viaducto Miguel Alemán had four lanes that connected to the surface roads; between them, another six lanes of faster traffic that dipped beneath the overpasses; and between those, from what I remembered, a grassy median, although I couldn’t see that over the concrete barrier.

Around 8:30 on Sunday night, the roads weren’t busy. Half a mile to the south, the World Trade Center rose into the smog, an enormous blue jerry can with a turret for a cap. Omar had ordered a car, which would meet us around the corner. The gun was still pointed at me, but most of his attention was on his phone. I thought about the Virgin Mary wrapped up like my wrists. I thought about a taquero at a market carving meat off a spit. I ran into the road.

By the time Omar took his first shot, I had already crossed two lanes and hurled myself over the barrier.

My hope was that Cantabrian might have eyes on the apartment building, especially if Arturo had made some sort of distress call. My hope was that they might prefer me to survive just in case I could tell them anything about the cartel that they didn’t already know. If I could get away from Omar, there was a possibility of rescue—a remote possibility, but it was still better than shuffling to my doom with Omar’s boss.

The drop to the freeway was farther than I’d estimated, and something crunched in my shoulder when I hit the ground. I heard a horn, very close. Blindly, I rolled sideways, and the car missed me by an inch or so. To get to my feet with my wrists still bound, I first had to jerk myself into a kneeling position, and I was only just upright when another car swerved out of its lane to avoid the vagrant in the road. I heard two more shots, and I started running toward the oncoming traffic, because at least that way I could see what was about to kill me.

I’d miscalculated my escape. There was indeed a median, a covered sewer, but its sheer sides were too tall for me to climb without the use of my hands. And there was no safe margin between the freeway and the barriers on either side. I was trapped in the concrete pipeline, and I had to keep moving in case Omar caught up.

I heard a distant buzzing in the sky.

If the drone recognized my face, it would end me. I wanted to crouch down and hide myself against the barrier. But if I did, it wouldn’t be long before I was clipped by a fender, spun into the middle of the lane, flattened like a stray dog. I decided that, of all the deaths available, of all the missiles the night was throwing at me, the drone would probably be the most painless. So I kept running.

Then my face exploded.

Normally, when I was using the prosthesis, the contractions and expansions of the polymer units were too tiny to be perceptible. This time, it was as if 43 steel traps had sprung inside my face, yanking skin and wrenching cartilage. The pain exceeded any human scale, and I almost keeled over on the spot. My eyes and nose and mouth were full of blood, and I was gagging so hard I couldn’t scream.

Somehow, though, in whatever part of my brain was most distant from my facial nerve, I must still have been capable of thought. Because I understood why Cantabrian had done it. But I didn’t believe it would work. Facial recognition algorithms looked at the bone structure underneath. You couldn’t obscure or deform that. No matter what you did with your features, you were still you.

The buzzing got louder. Now I could make out the drone, a black quadcopter small enough to fit in a briefcase, making those insectile shrugs and dodges that seem random and purposeful at the same time, the mark of a software pilot. I didn’t know whether it was the breed that would shoot me in the heart with a hollowpoint or the breed that would simply land on my shoulder and explode. The drone kept closing the distance, and so did I, until I could feel its gaze on me, its immaculate appraisal like the cameras in the privacy booth or the beauty up on the seventh floor.

The drone swooped past.

It had made its judgment. I wasn’t me.

I didn’t know what the prosthesis had done to my face, but it must have been avant-garde. There wasn’t time for relief, because an SUV was coming at me around the bend. I tripped sideways, saving myself so narrowly that its right-hand wing mirror swatted my elbow. As it passed, I caught a glimpse of the driver, a woman aghast, and I thought of how I must have looked to her, this ghoul with a veil of blood, its features jumbled into a word without meaning, not true, not false, just flesh; and for the first time I realized what a terrible burden it had been to have a face, and how truly free I was without one. [image: inline-image]
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GIVEN LAST MONTH’S DENIAL-OF-SERVICE ATTACK ON THE ROBOCAR network, I was surprised when, over the streetcam, I saw Alter arrive in a bright blue citicar. As it pulled away from the curb toward its next call, he tugged his jacket straight and looked directly up into the camera, a sheen of sweat on his forehead. 1142 AM, 5 November, the readout at the corner of my pad said. 30 C. Major rain in the forecast.

Alter was 40, stork-like and ungainly. He stuck his hands into his pockets and approached the lobby, and the door opened for him.

I set down the pad and got up to open my office door. Alter was standing with his back to me, peering at the directory. “Mr. Alter,” I called. “Over here.”

He turned, looked at me warily, and then came over.

“Right in here,” I said. I ushered him into the office. He stood there and inspected it. It looked pretty shabby. A bookshelf, a desk covered with papers, a window on the courtyard where a couple of palms grew and a turtle sat on a log, a framed print of Magritte’s La reproduction interdite, two armchairs facing each other. Like an iceberg, nine-tenths of the office was invisible.

“No receptionist,” Alter said.

“That’s right. Just you and me. Have a seat.”

Alter didn’t move. “I thought this would be a government office.”

 “I work for the government. This is my office.”

“You people,” Alter said. He sat down. I sat across from him. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“It’s uncomfortable, isn’t it, working in a state of incomplete knowledge. Call me Lester.”

“I like to know where I am, Lester.”

Everything in his manner, in the way he sat in the chair, in the timbre of his voice, screamed sociopathy. I didn’t need some expert system to tell me where he fell on the spectrum: I had been dealing with men like Alter—always men—for long enough to read them in my sleep.

“You’re in Canada,” I said. “In Massachusetts, to be specific. You’re in my office, about to tell us what you’ve done.”

“Us?” he said. “Do you have a hamster in your pocket?”

“Think of ‘us’ as the rest of the human race.”

Alter’s eyes narrowed. “‘Us’ like the U.S. You’re a Fed.”

“There are no Feds anymore. That’s a Sunbelt fantasy.”

“You know I’m not from the Sunbelt. I’m from Vermont. You’ve been invading my privacy, surveilling me. You’re going to doxx me. Turnabout is fair play. Eye-for-eye kind of thing. Very biblical.”

“Do you always assume that everybody else is like you?”

“Most people aren’t.” He smiled at that, quite pleased with himself.

“Doxxing only works against a person who has something to lose. Friends. A family. A valuable job. A reputation. You’re doxx-proof, Jimmy. All we want is for you to explain what you’ve done.”

“You already know what I’ve done. That’s why I’m here. You violated my privacy, my personhood.”

“Yes, that’s true. Why do you think we did that?”

“Why? What I wish I knew was how. No way you should have been able to trace me.” He looked around my office. “Certainly not with anything you have here.”

“You aren’t here for me to tell you things, you are here for you to tell me things. So let’s get on with it. We’d like you to say what you’ve done. We need to hear you speak the words. Imagine it’s so we can measure your degree of remorse.”

“I’m not remorseful. Everything I did was right.”

He was beyond tiresome. His pathetic individualism, his fantasy of his uniqueness, his solipsism. I wanted to punch him just so he might know that what was happening in this room was real. “So tell us all those right things you did.”

“Well, I turned up all the thermostats in the Massachusetts State House. Sweated them out of there for an afternoon, anyway.”

“What else?”

“I inventoried the contents of all the refrigerators of government employees with a BMI over 30. And the bathroom scales, the medical interventions, the insurance records. All those morbidly obese—I posted it on Peeperholic.”

“Is that all?”

“I scrambled the diagnostic systems in the Pittsfield New Clinic. I deflated all the tires in the Salem bikeshare—that one was just for fun. At UMass I kept the chancellor out of her office for a week and put videos of her and her wife in bed onto every public display on the campus.”

“Is that all?”

“That covers the most significant ones, yes.”

“I know you don’t believe in law, but I thought you believed in privacy.”

“They don’t deserve privacy.”

“But you do.”

“Apparently not. So here I am.”

“You resent us. But you object to your victims resenting you?”

“Victims? Who’s a victim? I was punching up. The people I troubled needed to be troubled. Here’s what I did—I punctured their hypocrisies and exposed their lies. I made some powerful and corrupt people a little uncomfortable. I managed to tell some truths about a pitifully few people, to a pitifully small audience. I wish I could have done more.”

I’d been doing this too long. One too many sociopathic losers with computers, broken people who didn’t know how broken they were. The world churned them out, full of defensive self-righteousness, deformed consciences, spotty empathy, and a sense of both entitlement and grievance—bullies who saw themselves as victims, the whole sodden army of them out there wreaking havoc small and large without a clue as to how pathetic and pathetically dangerous they were. A sea of psychopathy, with computers. The mid-21st century.

Thank god I didn’t have to deal with the ones carrying guns. That was another department.

Alter was still going on. I interrupted him. “Why don’t you tell me about Marjorie Xenophone.”

“Funny name. I don’t believe I know that woman.”

“You knew her well enough to send her STD history to her husband. To tell her car to shut down every time she turned onto her lover’s street.”

“That’s a terrible thing to do. But I never heard of the woman before you mentioned her name.”

“So you don’t know she killed herself.”

“Suicide, huh? She must have been one messed-up lady.”

“You turned off her birth control implant and she got pregnant. Her husband left her, she lost her job. She was humiliated in front of everybody she knew.”

“Some people can’t deal with life.”

“Mr. Alter, you are one bad, bad pancake,” I said. “You worked with her at Green Mountain Video Restoration.”

Alter’s eyes slid from mine up to the Magritte painting. A man is looking into a mirror, the back of his head to us. The mirror shows an identical image of the back of his head.

When Alter spoke, his tone was more serious. “What went on between me and that woman was private.”

“Privacy was an historical phase, Jimmy, and it’s over. Nobody had a right to privacy when they were indentured servants or slaves. For one or two hundred years people imagined they could have secrets. That was a local phenomenon and it’s now over. Your career is evidence of why.”

“So why is it a crime when an individual does it but perfectly fine when your social media platform or service provider or the government does? People sign away their privacy with every TOS box they check. If they get upset when I liberate publicly available materials, too bad. Maybe they’ll get smart and stand up to people like you.”

“Well said. Where were you born, again?”

“Burlington, Vermont.”

“Right. Burlington. South Burlington—the part that’s in Texas.”

Alter didn’t say anything. I had never seen a man look more angry. “Indentured servants and slaves,” he muttered.

“Did you really think you could create an identity that would get past our people at MIT?” I said. “And then have the arrogance to pursue a career as a troll? Where did you go to school? Texas Tech?”

“That’s a lot of questions at once.”

“We already know the answers.”

Outside, thunder sounded. Fat raindrops began to fall into the courtyard, moving the leaves of the palms. The turtle remained motionless. “Where were you born?”

After a hesitation, he said, “Galveston.”

“Sad about Galveston, the hurricane. How long have you been a refugee?”

“I’m not a refugee.”

“An illegal immigrant, then?”

“I’m a Texas citizen. I just happen to be working here.”

“Under a false identity.”

“I pay your taxes. I pay as much as any citizen.”

“Don’t like our taxes, go back to Texas.” I smiled. “Hey, that could be a bumper sticker!”

Alter looked straight at me for a good five seconds. “Please, don’t make me.”

“But we’re persecuting you. The jackbooted thugs of the totalitarian Canadian government.”

“You’re no more Canadian than I am. You’re an American.”

“Check out the flagpole in Harvard Square sometime. Note the red maple leaf.”

“Look, I get it. You have power over me.” Alter rubbed his hands on his pants legs. “What do you want me to say? I’ll sign anything you want me to sign.”

“What about Marjorie?”

“You’re right. I went too far. I feel bad about that.” Alter’s belligerence had faded. He shifted in his chair. “I’m sorry if I got out of line. Just tell me what you want and I’ll do it.”

“I got the impression you didn’t like people telling you what to do.”

 “Well … sometimes you have to go along to get along. Right?”

“So I’ve heard.”

“How many sessions are we going to have?”

“Sessions? What sessions?”

“Because of the court order. You’re supposed to heal me or certify me or something, before I can go back into the world.”

“It’s not my job to heal you.”

“Maybe it’s punishment, then.”

It was a pleasure to watch his eyes retreat into their sockets. “This isn’t a prison and I’m not a cop. I’ll tell you what we will do, though. We’ll send you back to the hellhole you came from. Hope you kept your water wings.”

Just then I noticed something on my pad. It was raining hard now, a real monsoon, and the temperature had dropped 10 degrees. But in the middle of hustling pedestrians stood a woman, very still, staring at the entrance of my building. People walked by her in both directions, hunched against the storm. She wore a hat pulled low, and a long black coat slick with rain. She entered the lobby. She scanned it, turned purposefully toward my office, reached into her coat pocket, and walked off camera.

“I don’t think anything I’ve done’s so bad …” Alter said. I held up my hand to shut him up.

The door to my office opened. Alter started to turn around. Before he could, the woman in the black coat tossed something into the room, then stepped back and closed the door. The object hit the floor with a solid thunk and rolled, coming to rest by my right foot. It was a grenade.

Esmeralda

THE BLAST BLEW THE DOOR ACROSS THE LOBBY INTO THE PLATE-GLASS front wall, shattering it. By then I was out on the sidewalk. I set off through the downpour in the direction of the train station.

Before I had walked a hundred meters the drones swooped past me, rotors tearing the rain into mist, headed for Makovec’s office. People rushed out into the street. The citicar network froze, and only people on bikes and in private vehicles were able to move. I stepped off the curb into a puddle, soaking my shoe.

Teo had assured me that all public monitors had been taken care of and no video would be retrieved from five minutes before to five after the explosion. I walked away from Dunster Street, trying to keep my pace steady, acutely aware that everybody else was going in the other direction. Still, I crossed the bridge over the levees, caught a cab, and reached the station in good time.

I tried to sleep a little as the train made its way across Massachusetts, out of the rainstorm, through the Berkshires, into New York. It was hopeless. The sound of the blast rang in my ears. The broken glass and smoke, the rain. It was all over the net: Makovec was dead and they weren’t saying anything about Alter. Teo’s phony video had been released, claiming responsibility for the Refugee Liberation Front and warning of more widespread attacks if Ottawa turned its back on those fleeing Confederated Free America.

Outside the observation window a bleeding sunset poured over forests of russet and gold. After New England and New York became provinces, Canada had dropped a lot of money on the rail system. All these formerly hopeless decaying cities—from classical pretenders Troy, Rome, Utica to Mohawk-wannabe Chittenango and Canajoharie—were coming back. If it weren’t for the flood of refugees from the Sunbelt, the American provinces might make some real headway against economic and environmental blight.

Night settled in and a gibbous moon rose. Lots of time to think.

I was born in Ogdensburg back when it was still part of the U.S. There’d been plenty of backwoods loons where I grew up, in the days when rural New York might as well have been Alabama. But the Anschluss with Canada and the huge influx of illegals had pushed even the local evangelicals into the anti-immigrant camp. Sunbelters. Ragged, uncontrollable, when they weren’t draining social services they were ranting about government stealing their freedom, defaming their God, taking away their guns.

My own opinions about illegals were not moderated by any ideological or religious sympathies. I didn’t need any more threadbare crackers with their rugged-individualist libertarian Jesus-spouting militia-loving nonsense to fuck up the new Northeast the way they had fucked up the old U.S. We’re Canadians now, on sufferance, and eager to prove our devotion to our new government. Canada has too many of its own problems to care what happens to some fools who hadn’t the sense to get out of Florida before it sank.

The suffering that the Sunbelters fled wasn’t a patch on the environmental degradation they were responsible for. As far as I was concerned, their plight was chickens coming home to roost. Maybe I felt something for the blacks and Hispanics and the women, but in a storm you have to pick a side and I’d picked mine a long time ago. Teo’s video would raise outrage against the immigrants and help ensure that Ottawa would not relax its border policies.

But my ears still rang from the blast.

It was morning when the train arrived in Buffalo. The station was busy for early Saturday: people coming into town for the arts festival, grimly focused clients headed to one of the life extension clinics, families on their way up to Toronto, bureaucrats on their way to Ottawa. In the station I bought a coffee and a beignet. Buzzing from lack of sleep, I sat at a table on the concourse and watched the people. When the screen across from me slipped from an ad for Roswell Life Extension into a report on the Boston attack, I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked out.

I caught the Niagara Street tram. A brilliant early November morning: warm, sunny, cotton-ball clouds floating by on mild westerlies. They used to call this time of year Indian summer back when it happened in mid-October, when the temperature might hit 70 for a week or so before the perpetual cloud cover of November came down and seasonal affective disorder settled in for a five- or six-month run.

Now it was common for the warmth to linger into December. Some days it still clouded up and rained, but the huge lake-effect snowstorms that had battered the city were gone. The lake never froze over anymore. The sun shone more and the breezes were mild. The disasters of the late 20th and early 21st centuries had passed, leaving Buffalo with clean air, moderate climate, fresh water, quaint neighborhoods, historic architecture, hydroelectric power beyond the dreams of any nuke, and a growing arts- and medicine-based economy. Just a hop across the river from our sister province Ontario.

The tram ran past the harbor studded with sailboats, then along the Niagara River toward the gleaming Union Bridge. Kids in LaSalle Park were flying kites. Racing shells practiced on the Black Rock Canal. A female-coxed eight, in matching purple shirts, rowed with precision and vigor.

None of those women had blown anybody up in the last 24 hours.

The tram moved inland and I got off on the West Side. I carried my bag a couple of blocks, past reclaimed houses and a parking lot turned community garden, to the Fargo Architectural Collective. Home. We’d done the redesign ourselves, Teo and Salma and I, fusing two of the circa-1910 houses with their limestone footings and cool basements into a modern multipurpose. It had earned us some commissions. In the front garden stood a statue of old William Fargo himself, looking more like a leprechaun than the founder of separate transportation and banking empires.

Teo greeted me at the door and enveloped me in a big bear hug.

“Esme,” he said. “We’ve been worried. You’re okay?”

“For certain values of the word okay.” I dropped my bag. Salma poked her head out of her workroom. She looked very serious. “What?” I said.

“Come have some tea,” she said.

The three of us sat down in the conference room and Teo brewed a pot of mood tea. “Am I going to need to be calmed down?” I asked.

Salma leaned forward, her dark brow furrowed. “Our friends in Boston screwed up. Turns out not all of the video cameras were disabled. There may be some images of you approaching the building.”

“Shit.”

“The fact you’re not from Boston will help,” Teo said. “You have no history. We’re boring middle-class citizens; none of us are known activists.”

“That should slow them down for about 30 seconds,” I said. I sipped some tea. We talked about the prospect of my taking a vacation. Vancouver, maybe, or Kuala Lumpur. After a while I said, “I didn’t sleep last night. I’m going to take a nap.”

I went up to my room, sat on the bed, and unlaced my shoes. The right one was still damp from the puddle in Cambridge. I lay down. Outside my window a Carolina wren, another undocumented immigrant from the torrid South, sang its head off. Teo’s tea was good for something, and in a few minutes I drifted off to sleep.

It was late afternoon when I woke. Salma came in and lay down beside me on her side, her face very close to mine. “Feel any better?”

“Better.” I kissed her. “It was awful, Salma.”

She touched my cheek. “I know. But somebody has—”

I forced myself up. “You don’t know.”

Salma sat up and put her hand on my shoulder. “If you’re going to be a soldier for change, then you have to accept some damages. Try not to think about it. Come on, take a shower, get dressed. We’re going out.”

I swung my legs off the bed. I had volunteered, after all. “Where are we going?”

“There’s a party at Ajit Ghosh’s. Lot of people will be there.”

Ghosh was a coming intellectual voice. An aggregator, a cultural critic, the youngest man to hold a named chair in the history of UB. He lived in a big state-of-the-art ecohouse with a view of Delaware Park, Hoyt Lake, and the Albright-Knox. The neighborhood was money, new houses and old occupied by young, ambitious people on their way up. I didn’t like a lot of them, or who they were willing to step on in order to rise, but you had to give them points for energy and creativity.

I did not care for the way they looked down on people whose roots in WNY went back to before it became trendy. The party would be full of people who came here only when living in New York City got too difficult, the Southwest dried up and blew away, and the hurricane-battered South turned into an alternating fever swamp and forest fire.

I didn’t think I needed a party. But Ghosh’s house was a Prairie School reboot with a negative carbon imprint. It was better than lying around with the echo of an explosion in my head.

“All right,” I said.

Scoobie

I’D SPENT THE LAST THREE DAYS AT ROSWELL PARK GETTING MY tumors erased, and now I was out on the street ready to do some damage. I headed toward the restaurants on Main Street, walking past the blocks of medical labs, life extension clinics, and hospitals, all with their well-designed signage and their well-trimmed gardens and their well-heeled patients taking the air. Most of them looked pretty good. Pretty much all of them were doomed.

They treated their ailments and told themselves that nobody lives forever. But I would. An immortal living in the world of mortals—one of the few. The ones who committed to the task and made the best choices. Rationalism. Certain practices, investments, expectations. Habits of living.

There’s an industry devoted to anti-aging, a jungle of competing claims and methods. Most of it is garbage, pretty pictures papering over the grave. Billions wasted every year.

Not me. I didn’t invest in a single platform but maneuvered between the options. Of course you could not always know the best choice with certainty. If you went the T+p53 route, you entered the race between immortality and cancer. You had to boost your tumor suppression genes to counter the increased telomerase that prevented chromosome erosion. Hence my visit to Roswell. There was SkQ ingestion to reduce mitochondria damage. A half-dozen other interventions and their synergistic effects, positive and negative. To keep on top of this you needed as much information as possible. Even then you could make a mistake—but that was the human condition for us early posthumans.

I had backups: a contract to be uploaded once they had worked out the tech. A separate contract to have my head cryogenically preserved once the brain had been uploaded. Some other irons in the fire, depending on the way things broke.

I grew up in Fort McMurray, Alberta, in the destroyed landscape of bitumen strip mines and oil sands, with its collapsing economy and desperate gun-toting mountain people. When the U.S. broke up and the northeastern and Pacific states joined Canada, freedom-loving Alberta took the opportunity to go the other way, ditching the arrogant bastards in Ottawa to join in a nice little union with Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho. Big skies, free men. Petroleum fractions. Though it had its charms, I had things I wanted to do, and not many of them could be done in Calgary.

It was a beautiful day, a good day to be alive. I felt very young. Though this latest treatment would blow a hole in my savings, I decided to spend some money. At Galley’s on Main I ordered broiled salmon and a salad. I had not eaten anything like this in a year. I let the tastes settle on my tongue. I could feel the cells in my body exploding with sensory energy. The crispness of the lettuce. A cherry tomato. It was all astonishing, and I let it linger as long as I could.

A man leaving the restaurant glanced at me and did a double take. It was Mossadegh.

“By the fires of Ormazd!” he said. “Not expecting you in a place like this. How’s it growing, brother?”

“Germinal,” I said. My connections with Mossadegh were mostly business. He knew a lot of women, though. I waved at the chair opposite. “Sit down.”

“Haven’t seen you much,” Mossadegh said. “Where you been?”

“Out of town for a few days. Clients.”

Mossadegh was a pirate. He said it was principle with him, not self-interest: freedom of information, no copyright or patents. That was how I got to know him, and on occasion he and I had made some money together. I would never let Mossadegh know anything about who I really was, though. The free flow of information is essential to posthumanism, but I didn’t want anybody in my business.

I don’t belong to any of those cults. No Extropists. No oxymoronic libertarian socialists. Most of all, I don’t want any connection with anybody—anybody human, anyway. That might get you some information others didn’t have, but it’s too risky. The most vocal ones make the most idiotic choices.

“Got anything working?” he asked.

“Making some phony archives,” I said. “Mostly boring—famous places, New York City, Beijing. Last week somebody wanted an event set in Kansas City in the 1930s, and I just about kissed his hand.”

Mossadegh flagged down a waiter and ordered a drink. Alcohol—he wasn’t going to live forever, I can tell you that. “I know somebody who used to live in Kansas City.”

 “Really? Did he get out before, or when it happened?”

“Get this: he left one week—to the day—before.”

“You’re kidding,” I said.

“Truth is truth.”

As the afternoon declined, we went on about nothing particularly important. Mossadegh rubbed his long jaw with his long fingers. “Say, you want to come to a party?”

“When?”

“Right now, brother! Maryam’s been taking some grad classes and this rich prof’s throwing a blowout.”

“I’m not from the university,” I said.

“But I am, and you come with me. Stout fellow like you’s always welcome.”

Mossadegh was no more from the university than I was, but I had nothing better to do. We caught a citicar up Elmwood. The setting sun reflecting off the windows of the houses turned them into gold mirrors. We passed a public building where somebody had plastered a video sign onto the side: “Go back to Arkansas … Or is it Kansas?”

The party was in a new neighborhood where they had torn out the old expressway, overlooking the park. It was twilight when we got there, a little chill in the air, but warm lights glowed along the street. The house looked old-fashioned on the outside, but the inside was all new. A big garden in the back. Sitting on the table in the living room they had a bowl of capsules, mood teas, bottles of champagne, and a pyramid of glasses. I passed on the intoxicants and drank water.

The place was crowded with university students, artists, and various other knowledge workers. The prof who owned the place, dark and slender, wore all white; he held a champagne coupe in his hand, his palm around the bowl and the stem descending between his fingers in an affected way that made my teeth hurt. He had long, wavy dark hair. He was talking with two young women, nodding his head slightly as he listened. People sat in twos and threes, and there was a group in the sunroom talking politics. Lots of them seemed pretty lit.

All of these people were going to die while I stayed alive.

I stood at the edge of the political talk. A woman was speaking with emotion in her voice. “The people you can fool all of the time are dumber than pond scum, and it isn’t exactly a matter of fooling them—they want to be fooled. They’ll fight against anybody who tries to pull the scales from their eyes. The hopeless core of any politician’s support.”

She looked to be about 30. She wore a loose white shirt and tight black pants and she spoke with an intensity that burned, as if what she said wasn’t simply some liberal platitude. This college-undergrad cant mattered to her.

“But fooling all of the people has become harder. Any conflict of interest, hypocrisy, double-dealing, inconvenient truth gets out as soon as somebody with skills addresses finding it, and too many people have the skills. A politician’s best bet is to throw sand into people’s eyes, put enough distracting information out there that the truth will be buried. You can make a career as long as people are blinded by ideology or just can’t think their way through your crap.”

I didn’t want to get into these weeds. I wasn’t the kind of person they were. But she was right about ideological blindness, even if she didn’t realize that it applied to her, too.

I thought about my last three days in the clinic. Four tumors they’d zapped out of me this time. Prospects were that cancer treatments would get better, and if they didn’t I could go off telomerase life extension and try something else. But I had to admit that staring at the ceiling while the machines took care of something that in the old days would have killed me in three months was not pleasant. And there was nobody I could tell about it. Not anybody who would care, anyway.

The next time I passed through the living room, I poured myself a glass of the champagne. What the hell.

It tasted good, and unaccustomed as I was to alcohol, I got a little buzz on right away. For an hour I wandered through the house listening to snatches of conversation. I got another glass of wine. After a while I went out into the garden. It had cooled off considerably, and most of the people who had been out there were back inside now that it was full night. Balls of golden light shone in the tree branches. It was pretty.

Then I noticed somebody sitting on a bench in the corner of the garden. It was the woman who had been ranting in the sunroom. She ignored me. Leaning on one arm, wine glass beside her, she looked as if she were listening for some sound from a distant room in the house. I drifted over to her.

“Hello,” I said.

She looked up. Just stared for a moment. “Hello.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” I said. “Do you live here?”

“No.”

“Friends with somebody who does?”

“Salma is my sister. She’s one of Ghosh’s girlfriends.”

“Who’s Ghosh?”

She looked at me again and smiled. “This is Ghosh’s house.”

“Right. Do you mind if I sit?”

“Knock yourself out.”

I sat down and set my glass next to hers on the bench. “Political, are you?”

“Politics is a waste,” she said. “Like this thing in Cambridge yesterday—what are they trying to prove?” The anger I had heard in her voice earlier came back. “It’s just killing for killing’s sake. The things that need changing aren’t going to be changed by blowing people up. It’s in the heart and the head, and you can’t change that with a hand grenade.”

Maybe the wine was working in me, but I couldn’t let that go.

“Lots of things are decided by hand grenades,” I said. “Most things, in the end, are decided by force. Hell, politics is just another form of force. You figure out where the pressure points are, you manipulate the system, you make it necessary for the ones who oppose you to do what you want them to do. You marshal your forces, and then you get what you want.”

She looked unconvinced. I liked the way her black hair, not too long, curled around her ear. “You’re not from around here,” she said. “The accent. You a real Canadian?”

“Alberta.”

Her eyebrow raised. “An immigrant?”

“Technically, I guess. It’s not like I wasn’t born and raised in Canada.”

“What’s your name?”

“Scoobie.” I could smell the scent of the soap she used.

 “Esme,” she said, holding out her hand. I shook it.

“So what do you think that bombing accomplished, Scoobie?”

“Not much. People don’t even know who it was aimed at, and for what reason. No way was it some pro-immigration group. That’s a false-flag move. The two guys they blew up aren’t particularly influential. They have no power, not even symbolic power. They might as well have been hit by lightning.”

“Sounds like you agree with me.”

“If you think it was done stupidly, then I agree with you.”

She looked down at her feet. She wore black canvas slippers. “I agree with you,” she said. “It was done stupidly.”

We sat in silence awhile. I picked up my glass and drained the last of my wine. Esme took up her own.

“So why did you emigrate?” she asked me.

“I came to Toronto for the work, at first. I have an interest in the medical professions. The big clinics, the university. Then it was McGill for a few years. Then I came here.”

“Do you get any flak as an immigrant? Lots of people don’t like them. Alberta is pretty hard right.”

“I don’t care about that. I guess you could say I’m apolitical. The differences between the Canadian government, Texas, and the Sunbelt states mean nothing to me. I suppose you could call me a libertarian—small ‘l.’ Certainly I’m for free information, but it all seems petty to me.”

“Petty?” The edge came back into her voice.

“This is just a moment in history. Like all political debates, it will pass. What’s important is keeping alive. You don’t want to get caught between two crazy antagonists. Or get connected up with one side or the other.”

“Do you seriously believe that?”

I don’t know why I should have cared what she thought. Something about the way she held her shoulders, or the slight, husky rasp in her voice. It was the voice of somebody who had cried for a long time and was all cried out. She was arrogant, she was wrong, but she was very sexy.

I tried to make a joke. “Singularity’s coming. All bets are off then.”

“The Singularity is a fantasy.”

I laughed. “What are you, a religious mystic?”

“I’m an architect.”

“Then you ought to know the difference between the material world and fairyland. Is there something supernatural about the human brain? Is it animated by pixie dust?” I was feeling it now. Humanists, with their woo-woo belief in the uniqueness of the “mind.”

“They’ve been talking about strong AI for 80 years. Where is it?’

“Processing power is still increasing. It’s only a matter of time. It’s just the architecture—”

Esme laughed. “Now you’ll tell me about the architecture. Listen, no Jesus supercomputer is going to save you from the crises around us. You can’t sit it out.”

“I can and I will. This fighting between Canada and the Sunbelt is completely bound to this time and place. It doesn’t matter. It’s just history, like some war between the Catholics and Protestants in the 14th century.”

“How can you say that! People are dying! The future of our society depends on what we do today. Immense things hang in the balance. The climate! Whole species! Ecosystems! Women’s rights! Animal rights!”

“God,” I said. “You’re hot when you get angry.”

Her hand tightened on her glass. I could see the muscles in her forearm; her skin was so brown, so smooth. For a second I thought she was going smash the glass into my face, and then she tossed it away and hurled herself onto me. She bit my neck. I fell over and hit my head on the trunk of a tree, went dizzy for a second. The grass was cool. She had her legs around my waist and we started kissing. Long, slow, very serious kisses.

After some time we surfaced for breath. Her eyes were so dark.

“There were no Protestants in the 14th century,” she said.

ESME AND SCOOBIE WAITED IN A RESTAURANT AT THE TORONTO airport. Their flight for Krakow left in an hour. They were traveling light, just one small bag each. “Getting out of Dodge,” Teo called it—and Esme was persuaded. Scoobie knew somebody at the university there, and there was some clinic he wanted to visit.

Both of them were nervous. Neither was sure that this was a good idea, but it seemed like something they should do. At least that was where they were leaving it for now.

“Can I get you something from the bar?” Scoobie asked. “Something to eat?” For a person whose social skills were so rudimentary, he was quite sensitive to her moods.

“No,” Esme said. “Maybe we should get to the gate.”

Scoobie got up. “Gonna hit the men’s room first.”

“Okay.”

For three days, since that moment in the garden, they had spent every minute together. Inexplicably. He was a cranky naïve libertarian child, afraid of human contact. His politics were ludicrous. But politics—what had politics ever given her besides migraines? Scoobie was so glad to be with her, as if he’d never been with anyone before. Their disagreements only made her see his vulnerabilities more clearly. He had some terribly stupid ideas, but he was not malicious, and he gave her something she needed. She wouldn’t call it love—not yet. Call it consolation.

It didn’t hurt that on no notice whatsoever he’d managed to get her the subtle tattooing that could deceive facial-recognition software. Teo had produced credentials for them as husband and wife, and their friends had created a false background for them in government databases. They had a shot at getting out of the country.

Up on one of the restaurant screens a newsreader announced, “Authorities offer no new information in the hunt for the woman who threw an explosive device into the Cambridge, Massachusetts, office of Lester Makovec, consultant to the New England provincial government’s Bureau of Immigration.”

The screen switched to scenes of the aftermath of the Cambridge blast: a street view of broken windows, EMTs loading a body zipped into a cryobag into their vehicle.

“But there’s an amazing new wrinkle to the story: Makovec, pronounced dead at the scene, was rushed to Harvard Medical School’s Humanity Lab, where he underwent an experimental regenerative treatment and is reported to be on the way to recovery.” Image of a hospital bed with a heavily bandaged Makovec practicing using an artificial hand to pick up small objects from the table in front of him. The chyron at the bottom of the screen read, “Lifesaving Miracle?”

“Accused terrorist and illegal immigrant Andrew Wayne Spiller, a.k.a. James Alter, who escaped the blast with minor injuries, has been moved to Ottawa to undergo further interrogation.” Image of Spiller, surrounded by security in black armor, being escorted into a train car.

“Meanwhile, Rosario Zhang, opposition leader, has called on Prime Minister Nguyen to say what she intends to do to deal with the unprovoked attack by what Zhang calls ‘agents of the Texas government.’ The prime minister’s office has said that the forensic report has not yet determined the perpetrators of the attack, nor, in the light of denials from the Refugee Liberation Front, have investigators been able to verify the authenticity of the video claiming credit for that group.”

Across the concourse stood an airport security officer in black, arms crossed over his chest, talking with an Ontario Provincial Police officer. The airport cop rocked back on his heels, eyes hooded, while the OPP spoke to him. The airport cop had a big rust-colored mustache; the OPP wore his black cap with the gray band around it.

The airport security man turned his head a fraction to his right, and he was looking, from 10 meters away, directly into Esme’s eyes. She had to fight the impulse to look away. She smiled at him. He smiled back. Esme considered getting up and moving to the gate—she considered leaping out of the chair to run screaming—yet she held herself still.

It took forever, but finally Scoobie returned.

“Time to go?” he said. He looked so cheerful. He was oblivious to the cops.

She kissed him on the cheek. “Yes, please,” she said.

They slung their bags over their shoulders, she put her arm through his, and they headed for the gate. [image: inline-image]
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All-Natural Organic Microbes

Annalee Newitz

HE WAS THE KIND OF GUY YOU’D EXPECT TO SEE TALKING ABOUT science on television. White, with carefully curated fashionless glasses, the Doc addressed the cameras on Good Morning America with what could only be called generic quirkiness. He had been a real physician once, but the Doc never used medical terms like “virus,” “DNA,” or “therapy.” Instead he chuckled about “getting the sniffles” and “curing the flu.”

Below the Doc’s face, the URL for his socials floated next to the day’s hashtags. Everybody clicked.

At least that’s what it seemed like if you took comScore numbers seriously. Which advertisers on the Doc’s many platforms definitely did. Not to mention all the people clicking to buy his Doc’s All-Natural Pills line.

Sandy Green tapped the video closed and yanked her tablet out of its dock. Her monitor reverted to a generic nature photo provided by the office cloud. The latest iteration of the Scoopist logo throbbed gently in one corner.

“I need coffee—you want something?” Green nudged Foster Chen, one seat over, whose round face was squeezed between two massive speaker cushions. Foster leaned into his monitor, writing in one window while the two other windows displayed (1) a perfect reproduction of a 1970s graphic equalizer control panel and (2) the current Scoopist audience traffic numbers, which looked like shit.

Foster pulled his headphones back, mashing his hair into a weird fan shape. “Can you get me some kind of muffin-like item?”

Green gave him a thumbs-up and walked past the ever-diminishing row of occupied chairs in the Scoopist atrium. Back in the teens, the thick reclaimed-wood tables had been positioned between hydroponic boxes of living trees. That was when a big story might have 250,000 concurrent readers and Scoopist was still advertising itself in Super Bowl ads full of hipsters wearing VR rigs and talking about the future. These days, light still filtered in through the handcrafted muddy skylights overhead, but the Scoopist trees were long gone, their empty boxes full of obsolete connector cables and filthy water-feed tubes.

Loping down the transparent stairs, she caught a glimpse of the listless sales team below her sneakers, taking a meeting with some brand that didn’t care about being hip or cutting-edge or futuristic. These days, nobody thought about those things when they thought about Scoopist.

The door slid open when she waved her card over the sensor panel. Luckily, the pop-up next door was a café this week, so she didn’t have far to walk. Fog was rolling in over Twin Peaks, but Mission Street was still sunny, the high-performance windows on its condo cubes dark in the bright light.

Green stood in line trying to think of a headline for her story that would be slightly more thrilling than This Newly Discovered Protein Could Be a First Step Toward Understanding How the X7G5 Virus Mutates. ComScore would like it better if she just called it Doctors Have Found a Miracle Cure for Streak Flu. But every time she thought about writing bullshit for eyeballs, she remembered her father, his hands and face scored with the purple lines that had given the disease its name. Up until the very end, he’d believed in every stupid, fake cure. He’d click on anything, buy anything, if it promised a miracle.

Green tried to shove the memory out of her mind by rubbing her forehead, as if her brain were a gesture-controlled console. The cute guy making her flat white was talking to somebody about the art of pressing records.

“Do you have anything that’s muffin-like?”

Cute Guy ducked down, looking under the counter. “I have a pickled-ginger scone with bacon? Or a vegan doughnut?”

Green went with the pickled-ginger scone and resigned herself to a boring headline. When she checked her tablet, she saw that Foster Chen had just posted the same video of the Doc she’d been watching five minutes before. Underneath, Foster had written one sentence: “The Doc’s got a hilarious cure for the sniffles—you have to watch this!” Twenty thousand concurrents. It was Scoopist’s biggest story of the day so far. Green took a long drink of her flat white and burned her tongue.

Back at her monitor, Green tabbed over to the website for the Stark Foundation’s investigative journalism fellowship program. It was probably the third time that day she’d looked at it. The Stark Foundation had just started the program to “fill the data gap,” mostly by funding yearlong investigations done in the public interest. The result would be one piece of deeply reported long-form journalism, the kind of thing that no investor-driven publication could support.

In another tab, she had Scoopist open to the front page. An ad for the Doc’s new curative, All-Natural Organic Microbes, popped over the screen, making the text of her story unreadable. It showed a group of white women laughing and talking about their new home fecal-transplant cure, represented as a thick chocolate milkshake frothing in a disposable blender. Their immune systems were flu-proof, the women enthused. The transplant had purified them, replacing their toxic, chemical-laced, first-world microbes with natural ones. That’s because these transplants had been harvested straight from people in the Yucatán, still living in a state of nature, whose bloodlines went all the way back to the ancient Maya. The ad panned to some brown people in loincloths standing in front of a Mayan ruin. Then it blinked out and she could see Scoopist again, along with Foster’s story about how Doc said something funny. The story was still burning up the Internet.

Tabbing back to the Stark Foundation website, Green decided it was time to suck it up and just apply.

She would need to deliver: (1) a statement of purpose, which she wrote in a fury, focusing on how she would uncover the truth about the pseudoscience behind Doc’s All-Natural Organic Microbes, as long as the foundation gave her the money to go down to the Yucatán and investigate; (2) a letter of recommendation, which she figured she could get out of her old J-school professor; and (3) a promise to share her Google Persona information with the Stark Foundation. By the end of the afternoon, her application was already two-thirds complete.

The next several weeks were a blur of news regurgitation cycles. She raced against Foster Chen for the most concurrents, but they maintained a peace pact when it came to coffee and muffin-like items. Some days Foster went down for them, and other days Green did. Eventually, they started going for muffins together. It was during one of their collaborative coffee missions when Green got the e-mail from the Stark Foundation, asking her to do a video interview. She was a finalist for the fellowship.

Foster saw her eyes widen as she flicked at her tablet, and nudged her. “What happened?”

“I’m doing an interview for a Stark Foundation fellowship!” The words were out before Green realized that she probably shouldn’t be advertising to everyone in line—including her colleague—that she was looking to leave Scoopist and do something else.

Foster looked weirdly dejected, and Green noticed for the first time that he was a lot cuter than the guy making their flat whites. But then the sad expression passed from his face and he grinned. “We should celebrate! Want to get a fancy dinner tonight? My friends are doing a Korean taco pop-up in that breakfast place on the corner.”

It was one of those moments when anything seemed possible. An air quality sensor whirled overhead on its tiny rotors, glittering like a CO2-activated jewel, and a dog barked somewhere far away. Green contemplated a job in honest investigative journalism and a dinner that might be a prelude to getting laid for the first time in months. She sucked the foam off the top of her coffee. “I love Korean tacos,” she said.

Foster’s friends made a fuss over them that evening, bringing a zillion little salads that ranged from pickled jicama to mango kimchee, and insisting on free dessert. It was just a simple flan, with no unexpected ingredients, and delicious despite the lack of hybrid vigor. The elevator was out in Foster’s building, so she climbed 15 flights that were totally worth it. They didn’t even make it to the cocktails he’d promised before they started making out. Their evening ended in a sweaty tangle on a sofa beneath what Green later realized was a shrine to vinyl records, each one fetishistically filed in a shelf system that was double-strapped to the wall to prevent it from falling over in a quake.

It had been a thoroughly satisfying day.

One of Green’s best friends from college had a theory: either your work life is good or your love life is good, but you can’t have both. So it made perfect sense that just as Green was realizing that she adored talking to Foster every night and listening to him noodle on his completely analog electric guitar, she got a dream job that would take her far away from San Francisco. The Stark Institute wanted to fund her story on Doc’s All-Natural Organic Microbes. Part of that money would go to a stay of several months in the Yucatán, so she could investigate how exactly the miracle cure was being made. She had a month to quit Scoopist, stash her small number of valuable possessions in the container grid, and get down to Mexico.

Foster looked awfully serious, his eyes as dark as solar panels over the bevel on his tablet. “Do you need some language tutoring?” he asked. “I speak Spanish.”

“Wait—you speak Spanish? That’s amazing. Why didn’t I know that?”

Foster gave her a dubious look. “I went to elementary school in Mexico City. What—you think all Chinese people are from San Francisco?”

Green felt awful as she realized she was planning to leave before they’d even reached the point in their relationship where they swapped stories about being kids. “So you grew up in Mexico?”

“Just until I was about seven. Then we came here. Where did you grow up?”

“Bakersfield. Pretty much exactly where you’d expect white trash to come from.”

They laughed. And he put down the tablet to touch her arm in a way that somehow seemed more familiar than any touch, ever. “Well, my white-trash superstar journalist, maybe I can drive down with you and fly back. I’ve got some vacation time saved up … and I’ve gotten used to having you around.”

 “I’ve gotten used to having you around, too.” Her eyes were prickling and her mouth felt inexplicably hot inside. Obviously, this situation with Foster was turning into something more than getting laid and listening to 20th-century rock music.

In February, they drove down I-5 together, the start of a weeklong trip that would take them past both Bakersfield and Mexico City before depositing them near the Organic Microbes factory on the east coast of the Yucatán Peninsula in Quintana Roo. Along with a few changes of clothing, Green had (1) two tablets, (2) a solar charger, (3) a satellite modem, (4) a fold-up antenna, (5) an old camera rig she could clip to her glasses, and (6) several dozen petabyte drives. All of it fit into one waterproof backpack, minus her hiking boots. Those she’d tossed into the back seat of the car-share.

They started practicing Spanish as the car drove itself past the off-ramp to Modesto. When traffic was thin, the car accelerated so quickly that the orderly lines of almond trees began to look like abstract GIF art. Green told Foster about the “human bees,” people who came up from Mexico and Central America to pollinate the pink blooms with tiny paintbrushes, their dusty, finger-cramping ministrations only slightly more legal than the use of endangered insects on the brink of colony collapse. It was the kind of delicate, detailed work that robots still couldn’t do. She’d written an extremely low-concurrent story about the science behind human bees for Scoopist. Apparently the almond harvests were better than they’d been even 50 years ago, long before bees were human.

Then Foster got excited about finding music from the era of insect bees, and before long they were speaking in English again and listening to King Crimson.

Self-driving cars had their own lane at the Arizona border. As long as you had NAFTA 2 software installed, you could swipe your passport across the dashboard reader and make it into Mexico without ever slowing down. As soon as they crossed over, though, the car started downloading a bunch of new apps. At first, Green thought they were just maps and tourist visa information. But as she and Foster swiped through the screen, the app names just got weirder and weirder.

One was called BUENOS DIAS!!!, and when they clicked, it tried to take over the navigation system and drive them to a “newcomers checkpoint.” Which, of course, turned out to be a time-share outlet. Green disabled it quickly. Once she’d spiked BUENOS DIAS!!!, though, the next app was even more bizarre.

“Get there faster!” it promised in Spanish. The screen showed a smiling police officer next to a beautiful stretch of highway.

“Okay, I have to see this.” Foster giggled and poked the screen.

A representation of their pre-programmed route popped up on screen, grabbed from their supposedly private navigation app, with a pulsing red dot hovering over each new stretch of highway. Two dialog boxes popped up: “Pay for the full trip” and “Request payment at each checkpoint.”

“What the fuck is that?” Green wasn’t sure whether she’d translated it right.

“I think … it’s asking if we want to bribe the cops in advance.”

“Wait, can that be real? They have a bribery app?”

Foster was swiping through more screens, the Spanish flying by too fast for Green to read properly.

“Actually, it’s a pretty good deal. We should just pay now. Then we don’t have to worry.”

“But how can you be sure it’s really going to work? I mean, this could just be some app to trick tourists.”

Foster gave Green some major side-eye, and she decided to shut up. He was the guy who had grown up in Mexico, after all. The Stark Foundation had given her more than she needed for the trip anyway.

After two days of getting genial nods from the few police they saw, they smoked a joint on the front porch of a place they rented for a night outside Chihuahua. The sun was sinking, and they were having one of those long, rambling conversations that people have when they think they might be falling in love. They’d talked a lot about the past, and now they were talking about the future. Which maybe they would be sharing, given that they’d gotten so used to each other.

Green wanted to write a story that would get picked up all over the Internet—even the Pulitzer winners over at BuzzFeed would have to link to it. Maybe the Doc was reaching a massive audience with his dumbed-down twaddle about miracle cures, but she would reach those people, too, and tell the truth about why there is never a simple cure, never a way to control the sprawling, fungible diversity of microbial ecosystems.

Foster hugged her and told her that he really wanted to build his own guitar and maybe write a book one day, after he’d turned 30 and was settled down. Green held his hand and hoped that he’d be done with the guitar when she got home so she could hear him play some Robert Fripp on it.

As the week wound to a close, they were driving through northern Chiapas when Foster suddenly wheezed or maybe sucked in his breath really fast. He was reading something.

“What’s wrong?” Green looked up from her tablet, where she was trying to memorize Spanish verb structure.

“So, I’m not sure if this is a thing, but you know how the Stark Foundation is basically the nonprofit wing of GlaxoSmithNewsCorp?”

“Yeah?”

Foster started talking faster, summarizing something he was reading. “Last year, GlaxoSmithNewsCorp announced that they were buying several health supplement companies that manufacture home fecal-transplant kits full of natural microbes that some say can boost immunity to the X7G5 virus.”

Green looked out the window, numb. The car drove over a bridge that spanned a long, winding river whose name she didn’t know. This didn’t make sense.

“They gave me that fellowship after Glaxo bought those companies. They knew … I mean, they must have known that my research would undermine the legitimacy of their business.”

“Not their business. Their competitor’s business. You’re going after the Doc’s line of shit, right?”

Green settled her forehead into the curve of her hand. “Right,” she said. “Of course.” She imagined quotes from her article being used in Glaxo’s page of fine print testifying to the inferior nature of the competitor’s bag of fecal pseudoscience. Even if that didn’t happen, taking money from Glaxo meant that any investigative report she published could be tainted by her association with a company that made a competing product.

Then she thought of her father and wanted to throw up.

It was easy to remain in a state of paralyzing indecision as the car drove to the destination she’d picked before realizing that everything was terrible. By the time they reached Tulum in Quintana Roo, she still had no idea what to do. But one thing was certain: she’d gotten herself down here, and she wanted to see the Doc’s factories for herself. Even if she never published anything, she couldn’t turn her back on an investigation.

Tulum was on the coast, a city that had grown up around the ruins of a Mayan port that the tour guide app called “a jewel of the Mayan Riviera.” The car drove past English signs for yoga centers and health spas that offered mindfulness meditation classes. A music festival billboard promised a lineup of North American bands. On the outskirts of Tulum, they passed through the pueblo where locals waited for the collectivo that would take them to their jobs in town. Somewhere around here, between the hippie resorts and pueblo markets, there was a factory manufacturing shit.

Foster took another car up to Cancún to catch his flight back, and Green parked the car-share at a cabin she’d rented online. It was a short walk to the pueblo, where she could get a cheap dinner and test out her still-rudimentary Spanish.

Finding the Doc’s operation didn’t require a lot of detective work. Everybody at the pueblo knew where it was—after the Tulum resorts, All Natural, Inc., was the town’s biggest employer. Before visiting, though, she wanted to meet some of the people who worked there and get their perspective on the job. That turned out to be easy, too. A woman about her age struck up a conversation with her in a fish restaurant where Green was eating lunch.

“You here for the festival?” she asked in English.

Green tried to explain what she was doing in Spanish, and managed to get through it with only a minimum of embarrassed laughing and hand gestures. The woman introduced herself as Leticia Yam. A little boy ran into the restaurant, grabbed some chips, and ran outside again. “That’s my son, Jesus,” Leticia said with a smile. She and her husband both worked for All Natural. It was just like other Tulum tourist jobs, catering to the same New Age types who wanted a hot-yoga class or vegan food.

“Where are they getting the …” Green trailed off, unsure what word to use.

Leticia laughed. “The shit? From kids, mostly. But everybody contributes. They want us to provide at least a pound per day. We’re supposed to do it all at the factory, but you can do it at home, too, as long as you do all the procedures—you know, sterilize and contain.”

Green heard the phrase “sterilize and contain” a lot over the next couple of weeks as she met Leticia’s friends and co-workers in town. One of the perks of the job, Leticia explained, was that you got paid double for every ounce over your one-pound quota, and All Natural was generous about handing out its plastic-wrapped sample kits to anyone who wanted to do extra work at home. The procedure was simple. You used the antibacterial baby wipes to remove every form of microbe that might touch the product while it was emerging. Then you broke the sterile seal on the white sample box, squatted down, and sealed the whole deal up when you were done. As long as you delivered it to work the next day, it counted toward your daily quota.

Once she knew what to look for, Green started seeing the white sample boxes everywhere. They were roughly the size of a bucket, and fairly sturdy, so people used them for everything. Often they were repurposed as trash bins, but one day she saw a mop propped inside a sample box full of gray water outside a convenience store. Sometimes teenagers would turn them upside down, still in their plastic wrap, and use them as stools when they gathered around food vendor stalls in the early evening, smoking and flirting. She imagined thousands of All Natural sample boxes swirling out into the Caribbean Sea, borne on the oceans’ enormous global currents, until they wound up as indigestible fragments in some garbage gyre halfway across the world.

More than once, Green saw kids following cats and dogs around the pueblo, adding whatever the animals left behind to what was in their sample boxes and snapping them closed. At that point, Leticia had become enough of a friend that Green decided to ask her about it. They were standing outside the grocery, looking at baskets of avocados and squash.

“Those are just kids playing around,” Leticia said.

“So they aren’t bringing it back to the factory?”

Leticia lit a cigarette and leaned against the wall, still warm from the sun. “All Natural is really careful with everything we bring in. They check it and get rid of anything that’s not sanitary. You should come to the factory and see.”

Green didn’t press the issue. Maybe people were bringing animal shit back to the factory and Leticia didn’t want to admit it to some journalist. Or maybe Leticia herself didn’t know and worked very hard to turn a blind eye to anything that would threaten her job. Hell, maybe they really were just kids playing around, imitating what they saw their parents doing. It wasn’t like she could follow them around and find out—at least, not without making herself look like she was trying to catch Leticia’s neighbors doing something wrong. And then they would stop talking to her entirely.

One thing was certain. It was time to visit All Natural, Inc. Green put in a call to their PR team in Vermont. She described herself as an independent journalist visiting Tulum who wanted to tour the All Natural factory for a story about organic products in Mexico. Technically, that was true. The PR team was pleased.

The reception room at All Natural was spare and clean, the walls covered in posters for the company. “We Believe in Partnerships,” one read in big block letters. It showed a white man shaking hands with a Maya man, both in All Natural–branded polo shirts, with Tulum’s famous ruins in the background. The staffer behind the desk offered Green a flat white while she waited.

Green’s tour guide was a man named Bert Lonstein, who looked like he was in his 50s, tan with faded blue eyes. He told her he’d left Texas for Mexico 30 years ago. “Still miss the peanut butter sometimes, but that’s about it,” he joked. Bert showed her around his office. Leticia waved from behind a monitor. Leticia was scanning a stack of white labels with her right hand and poking an aged keyboard with her left.

Two enormous windows behind Bert’s desk looked out over one section of the factory floor. Leticia’s husband worked down there, along with about three dozen other people, suited up in All Natural’s sterile white jumpsuits. They were sorting thick plastic bags of frothy brown, sticking labels on them, and boxing them up carefully. It reminded Green of her local coffee roaster, where you could see people roasting and bagging in the back, as if this glimpse told you everything about how your drinks were made.

“Can I see the preparation room, too?” Green asked. She’d heard from people in the pueblo that all the real work happened in the prep room. The sample boxes were cracked open, and their contents processed and blended. She guessed that if there was anything terrible happening in the factory, it was probably happening there.

Bert looked uncomfortable. “You’d have to suit up. And it can get really hot in there.”

Green put on her friendliest smile. “My readers are just so excited about your product, and there are so many misconceptions about it. I really want to be able to explain it to them so that they understand what you guys do here.”

Bert relented. “But I’m gonna be honest,” he said. “It doesn’t smell good.”

Leticia showed Green to a changing room, full of clean, sterile whites for guests. Green wondered what other kinds of guests they had at All Natural. New Agers who wanted to see how the shit was made? Inspectors? Cops who hadn’t been paid by app that month?

“Leticia’s going to come along to translate,” Bert announced when she returned to his office.

“My Spanish isn’t that bad.” Green made a face.

“A lot of these guys are from the country,” Leticia said. “They mostly speak Mayan.”

The processing room was indeed broiling hot, despite a dozen ceiling fans and an open door in the back where people dropped off their sealed sample boxes. Workers put the samples on a conveyor belt that passed through what Bert called a “sophisticated scanner,” a plastic U-shaped device, to make sure there were no contaminants. When Green looked more closely, she realized it was basically a modified weapons scanner that was looking for metals and plastics. There was no way for it to determine whether the shit was of human origin.

Once the shit was declared uncontaminated, workers popped the sterile seals and dumped the contents into enormous steel vats fitted with stirring paddles. Bert explained that they added a vitamin-laced preservative, just to keep the bacteria alive. Then the lumpy, putrid mass was stirred until it looked like foamy hot chocolate. It smelled like the street outside the free clinic three blocks from the Scoopist office. A few of the guys running the tanks looked up curiously when Green walked over, and Leticia spoke to them in rapid-fire Mayan. She heard her name, and the words “San Francisco,” which made the guys laugh. A few of them waved to her.

At the back door, a group of kids handed over some sample boxes and spoke in Mayan. Green wondered if this activity counted as child labor. Then she wondered if one of them was the kid she’d seen putting cat shit inside the box.

When the tour was over, Green decided to take the rest of the day off. She felt like shit, for literal reasons.

It was time to do something really touristy. She took a collectivo out to the 900-year-old Mayan ruins at Tulum, crumbling on a rock-studded bluff overlooking a preternaturally turquoise sea. The place was swarming with people, come to gawk at the deliberately asymmetrical temple to the morning star. Helpful bilingual placards explained that most of the buildings in this once-bustling port city had been destroyed centuries ago. Those structures had been built from wood, inhabited by servants, slaves, and peasant farmers. The remaining stone skeletons had been built for the rich and powerful: a temple, a palace, an astronomical observatory, a cistern.

Green sat down near the edge of the palace, poking listlessly at her travel app. After the Spanish had kicked the Maya out, Catholics had used the temple as a church. Nineteenth-century peasant rebels had used the ruins as a fortress. The app didn’t mention how the place had become a new kind of temple for tourists seeking New Age redemption.

A fat iguana stared at her, dragging its tail slowly across stones eroded by centuries of contradictory appropriations.

Green took a picture. “Huge-ass lizard,” she wrote before swiping it to Foster. He sent her a picture back right away. It was his guitar, half-finished, the neck and body not yet joined.

Maybe Foster was still writing shit for concurrents, but she was taking money from shit peddlers.

And yet there was still so much work she wanted to do: (1) get more information on how the shit was screened in the factory; (2) check with some microbiologists about what would happen if you put cat shit in your colon; (3) get video of the kids with the sample boxes; (4) get responses from the Doc and All Natural.

The iguana didn’t move. Was it an interloper or the lord of this place? Green couldn’t decide. She pulled the tablet out of her backpack and started to write. [image: inline-image]


The Internet of Things Your Mother Never Told You

Jo Lindsay Walton

THINGS HAVE GONE FROM BAD TO WORSE BECAUSE NOW I’M DEFINITELY awake.

23 December

TODAY MY BED BOASTS THREE EXITS—LEFT, RIGHT, AND FOOT— but all lead to the same world. It is winter-dark in Tower Hamlets, London, I am 12 years old, and I am dead at heart. Someday I’ll discover secret exit #4, leading deeper into bed.

Maybe today. There comes a soft knock, probably my bedroom door, but maybe it’s the secret “bedworld door.”

So I just lie there.

I use whimsy to protect myself. A wise old app once told me this.

Now there comes a scrape and a rustle. My entire support network, Farah Campbell, gets into my bed.

“Tesco car park, 17 minutes,” says Farah.

We lie side by side staring at the ceiling. I inhale winter/dreads wax/smoky fragrance. Snowmelt crumples off her hoodie cuff.

“Say possible things,” I say.

Yet suddenly, somehow, I’m standing in the freezing dark bedroom, sliding my stale-smelling hoodie over my pyjama top. I tie up my hair and put on my bandana, my cap, and my old busted-up kicks, all the more trustworthy for running away in. I stoop for my purse and phone. But Farah, still tucked up in my bed, shakes her head. So the purse and phone stay on the floor.

“We’ve got 15 minutes, fam,” says Farah.

Eledy, a black hole fox beckons you. Something else my wise old app told me once.

[NeurodiversiME]

Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Appiness >_< [image: inline-image]

[203 out of 1,283 people found this review helpful]

OUT IN THE ESTATE COURTYARD, JENNA OYEKAN AMBUSHES US. “You know about Terri?”

Terri Oyekan was Jenna’s sister. Terri’s dead.

Usually I’m the one who speaks for me and Farah. But at this moment I’m brushing my teeth.

“Jenna,” says Farah quietly, “everybody knows.”

“Yeah.” Jenna scowls. “Every man knows, and every man knows who done it, too. Now, I ain’t saying—I ain’t saying—”

“That whereof man cannot speak,” Farah says, “thereof man must spit.”

On cue, I spit foam into the snow.

Jenna leans menacingly over us. “Nah, I ain’t saying nobody should snitch Rem or nothing. But basically … basically …”

Rem’s the one who killed Jenna’s sister. With luck the foam makes me look rabid. I must protect us from Jenna’s grief. I heft my toothbrush semi-menacingly. Like a minty shank.

But Jenna gives me air, jabs her finger at Farah. “I got a plan, geek. I need you for missions.”

Farah grabs my free hand and leads me by quick, creaking and crunching steps out of the freshly snowed courtyard.

“Aat wash closhe,” I guess, brushing.

“Thirteen minutes,” Farah mutters.

As we skid through a line of snow-capped bollards, I glance back for Jenna. What does that girl want? Other than the obvious. I turn away toward a thickening flux of snowfall and dawn traffic, just as Jenna’s bellow of sorrow rolls across the estate.

[NeurodiversiME]

Would not be surprised if this “app” turns out to be an elaborate hoax/conceptual artwork a la Zuckerberg. The purpose of art is to snap a selfie of nature, but given the nature of our nature, I can only give this thing … [image: inline-image]

[315 out of 830 people found this review helpful]

GROUND LEVEL, ETA TWO MINUTES. SNOWFALL FALTERING. A telepresence refugee, collecting for Jubilee Debt Council, has fallen sidelong into a snowdrift. His treads whirr and froth up tufts. Me and Farah drag him upright, breathlessly yelling to him about the weather conditions. Supposedly this is a British habit. Meanwhile, the telepresence refugee is yelling out Philippine fiscal information plus all the circumstances in the makeshift hospital where he is dying.

“We’re like normal people,” I yell to the telepresence refugee. “We ain’t got pence. Ask an Armani businessman, innit?”

We lower the refugee back into the snowdrift and trot up the first ramp of the multi-storey car park. One minute 15.

[NeurodiversiME]

No. No. Seek proper professional medical attention. NO [image: inline-image]

[52 out of 746 people found this review helpful]

WE’VE MADE IT TO THE ROOF CAR PARK. I CAN’T DESCRIBE IT— maybe image-search “roof car park”?

“No go,” says Farah, and cocks her head. A comically vast security guard drools at us from the entrance to Tesco.

“So what,” I say. “Ain’t Tesco’s delivery.”

Do I hear rotors? The sky is dark rose quartz.

“Allow it,” moans Farah. “Feds.”

But Farah’s already unraveling our grapple line.

“You’re a sketch hoodie rat,” I tell Farah appreciatively. I tickle her, trot off toward a column of trolleys. Maybe I can split the guard’s attention.

A smudge of pink-and-green hexes overhead. Farah’s grapple is already flung, her game is that exact.

She 110 percent misses.

But this is like smash-and-grab. First throw smashes the sky …

Farah, wide-eyed, snatches loops of line for a second attempt. Now Farah is enveloped by a gust of gnarled sleet. Farah is legging it past me with the grapple line flying taut behind her.

My eyes lock with the Guardian of Tesco and of the Sky near Tesco.

I leg it.

[NeurodiversiME]

imagine u answered Thackery T. Lambshead’s patented “What Disney Princess am I?” quiz and u came out as: “Pumba, the Warthog”): …… ok nxt time you give the exact same answers, but now u come out as “u r a Sagittarian 13-foot-tall bronze statue of Joanna Newsom’s 2010 single “Does Not Suffice” with borderline “MY”-polar [image: inline-image] disorder & a case of the 0;,|-jeebies blah blah blah” … Yeah. Welcome to this app. [image: inline-image] [175 out of 570 people found this review helpful]

POUNDING DOWN THE RAMPS OF THE MULTI-STOREY CAR PARK, I resemble happy. Farah is up ahead with a pink-and-green hexacopter on a leash. The grapple has snagged a rotor guard, with all five blades still whirring. That grapple won’t hold long.

“Reel it in, fam!” I yell.

A video call comes alive in Farah’s other hand. Her phone kindles with the sprite of Encarl Qanungo.

Encarl yells, “Oi’ve been up all noight!”

“Can I even talk now?” Farah yells. “Criming!”

“No phones fam!” I yell.

“Yow mad bloody little things!” yells Encarl.

The guard is roaring, hot on my heels. On a hairpin skid, the hexacopter skips against an overhead concrete beam and leaks a spark.

“Farah, hang up! Reel in, fam!”

“Tsk tsk,” agrees Encarl. “Hang up, mate. Bloody first rule of flight club.”

 “I do that,” gasps Farah. “The ‘tara-a-bit’s win.”

“Reel in! Throw me your phone, fam!”

[NeurodiversiME]

A mishmash. Psychology, philosophy, ecology, self-help, theology, learning disabilities, sexual fetishes, career, relationship, and nutrition advice … it’s a mess. “A man who analyzes himself has a fool for an analyst.” [image: inline-image]

[162 out of 466 people found this review helpful]

TBH I’M SECRETLY FIENDING FOR MY OWN TIMEWASTERS. IF I can nab Farah’s phone, I can mess about on NeurodiversiME to pass the time during fleeing.

Without NeurodiversiME, you’d just have to say that Farah and Encarl and me are all depressed. Or if it was way back in the day—we’d be neurasthenics. Or even wayer back—before the day—what you might call “back in the night”—we’d be melancholics.

Or … idk, maybe not. The categories don’t stack perfectly.

Maybe once upon a time, we could have been saints. At least with NeurodiversiME, we don’t know what we are.

THE DRONE WHIPS BY MY FACE, CENTIMETRES TO SPARE. THE grapple holds. We tumble out into traffic and thick snow. Honks and curses. Nineteen minutes ago I just wanted to die. Look how far I’ve come—now I might get killed! A rosette of bottle-green Philippine terraces pops open in the blizzard. The telepresence refugee is upright, jangling his charity bucket, right in my road like a vengeance. I swerve, skid, and somehow fall, biting my tongue.

I’m half in the street, trying to hook my knee over the kerb in dirty snow. Lots more honking. I’ve lost my cap. Farah is far off, by the corner, darting through traffic with the drone chuntering behind.

She turns and sees me down. She stops, exactly like a frightened child with a balloon on a string.

The guard’s hands close on my neck, and I wave Farah on.

[NeurodiversiME]

If there is one thing my life has been lacking, it is people telling me WHAT IS MY PROBLEM. Finally there is a fucking app for this! GIVE IT TO ME IN THE FACE [image: inline-image]

[99 out of 404 people found this review helpful]

FIRST HE SLAPS MY BANDANA OFF MY FACE.

“I don’t even know her,” I protest.

Panting, the guard rummages through my hoodie and pyjamas.

Our scrumping MO is: never bring no phones. We just become anonymous bodies. Farah broke that rule today. I’m feeling glad I didn’t.

Except the guard has his own special forensic method. I am struggling, but he pretends I’m struggling in ways that I ain’t really, just so he can grope me. He only manages to get all over my chest—how’s that working out for you?—and my arse.

Now he’s dragging me by my arms. I think: Fucking nah, blud, can’t let you take—

He picks me up and slams me into a concrete bin. Maybe I black out for a second, idk. Things have gone from bad to worse because now I’m definitely awake. I try to arise in the rozzer-fingered dawn but I can’t. No exits. Am I gonna die against this bin or whatever?

The guard grins. He helps me up, grinding my wrist like it’s his fag stub. He pops my toothbrush and bandana in the rubbish bin. He dusts off my butt one last time, fingers jabbing and paddling, chatting, “If I ever see you in my car park again …”

And I am “free.”

[NeurodiversiME]

The “key traits” suggested by this app conflate queerness and mental illness. Offensive and dangerous. On the other hand, it’s FREE! [image: inline-image]

[307 out of 598 people found this review helpful]

“LET ME OFF WITH A BOLLOCKING,” I TELL FARAH. “NO GEAR?”

If Farah notices me still shaking, I can say it’s the cold.

“Hiya, Eledy,” says Farah’s phone.

 “Gwaan, Encarl.”

I’ve found Farah in a kind of ice cavern formed by several trees whose branches have all iced shut. The stolen drone resides, semi-disassembled, in the silver roots of a larch.

“No gear,” confirms Farah. “Homeward leg.”

“I was just telling Farah,” Encarl says, “it’s the bloody old-school Hebbian plasticity is what’s blowing up!”

Encarl is Farah’s GitHub crush. Encarl is developing a smartglasses app, working title “PrivilegeCheck,” and Farah is helping out. They are currently deep in inscrutable coder communion.

“The reservoir network’s not where we fix it!” says Encarl. “We go earlier and fix the algo!”

“Safe,” I say, trembling.

“‘Fix,’” Farah repeats skeptically.

“Start over,” admits Encarl.

PrivilegeCheck will be a game-changer when it drops, trust. But right now, the only app I care about is my wise old timewaster, my DSM-6 diagnostic fanfic procedural generator, my NeurodiversiME.

I need to spin you, NeurodiversiME.

I need you to tell me, Your key traits could be: you are a wounded bird, for whom it is always good to wander in a world of bed.

[NeurodiversiME]

People out there. you feel may alone but know that you are never alone. u are hurting . u can get thru this. u can get thru this. [image: inline-image]

[150 out of 300 people found this review helpful]

FARAH AND ENCARL HAVE BEEN CHATTING FOREVER. I MUST DISRUPT these incumbents. Otherwise on New Year’s Day, all the headlines will be like: A Snowman Was Found Only It Was Alarmingly Filled With Two Cuddling Skeletons.

“Encarl, fam,” I say. “I bet you wish Dudley was full of low-flying fruit.”

“You London lot,” says Encarl. “You’ll bloody smash-and-grab Santa’s sleigh.”

“So do you celebrate Christmas?” I ask.

Encarl frowns. “You mean because I’m nonbinary and from the north of England? I’m joking, blud! Yeah, my family’s Indian, but we love the proper British Christmas traditions. Except we add samosas.”

“Pointy tree, samosa star,” Farah suggests.

“Paper crowns,” Encarl agrees, “with samosa crenels. Sprouts plus samosas. Ignorant relatives, plus samosas.”

Achievement unlocked: I have changed the subject. “So anyway, now, me and Farah should probably—”

“My drunk dad telling me how to walk and sit, samosas. Telling me how to gender, samosas. My drunk mum’s full week of weeping and … I don’t even like samosas.”

Encarl sounds frail. “Encarl,” I soothe, “got New Year plans?”

Encarl snarls, “Ye sawal poochne walon ki list bana raha hoon, stroke of midnight ko sabka murder karne ka plan hai. Kyun, main romantic nai ho sakti? Lmao.”

Farah picks out a few words she understands. “Hey,” she says carefully. “Don’t have a main romantic murder carnival, yeah?”

Encarl identifies as Encarl-gendered, and uses the pronoun faun.

Encarl bites fauns lip, looking like faun is about to cry.

I don’t know what to say. Farah knows what to say.

[NeurodiversiME]

Challenging medical authority and disrupting entrenched stereotypes is laudable although the mystic style is a tad “cringe 60s anti-psychiatry” for my taste, and the tutorial bubbles lend themselves to vulgar social constructivist interpretations. The worrying bit though is the appropriation of queer politics. One example: one neurotrope I span (on invented parameters) offered 50% cisgender bigender woman/agender as part of a possible “key trait”. Given the mental health context this begs the question: does NeurodiversiME really dispel myths and stigmas, or just shift them around? Update: for the sake of transparency I did not delete this review. But I have to point out that I had had zero engagement with the NeurodiversiME community when I wrote it. PLEASE STOP THE PILE-ON, I believed NeurodiversiME was provocative recombinant e-art. I did not realise self-identifying via procedurally generated content was a thing. I had no idea when I rated it two stars I was really rating your souls. [image: inline-image]

[289 out of 1,635 people found this review helpful]

“COME VISIT US IN LONDON,” FARAH SAYS. “COME STAY AT ELEDY’s yard. It will be safe.”

“Farah,” says Encarl, fauns eyes proper brimming.

Me and Farah are sharing a weird glance, because we’ve never met Encarl in real life. Hard to believe faun is flesh and blood.

“Your drone!” Encarl suddenly yells. “I just found a buyer!”

The buyer’s profile is proper sketchy. Bare bare: zero ratings. Fresh off the boat into the reputation economy. But they accept Pokemoney, and that’s all that Farah cares about.

“You go sell it,” I say. “I ain’t.”

“Nice one, Eledy,” scoffs Encarl. “Never follow your only two friends to a second location.”

Brooding, Farah stoops to slip our screwdriver into its secret whorl of larch. “This buyer’s address is familiar.”

“So why no ratings?” I say through chattering teeth. “I smell bacon! Also, I have mad multiple friendship groups, Encarl. Like, I have a bestie in Canada.”

“Me and Farah outvote you,” says Encarl.

Farah’s fingers, frozen rosy, drum against the drone’s pink-and-green hull. “We got to get rid of this drone,” she insists. “This drone is hot.”

I have to laugh at that.

[Pokemoney]

iit claims “Why PayPal it when ya got a pal who will pay for it?” yrt hwat has this app to do with the true pokemon! and shld be defined as ILEGAL. Update: and also not to do with the bitcoin, /
paypal, triple ilegal therefore zero stars! [image: inline-image]

[329 out of 746 people found this review helpful]

UPTON PARK. WE’VE JUST RUNG THE BUYER’S DOORBELL. IT’S vintage, the kind you pull back like cocking a BB gun. Prickles of hail eddy and skip. We wait, faintly lit up to waist height by lamps and fairy-lights smouldering upward from semi-tilted shutters.

“Where is your bestie in Canada?” demands Farah.

“The far western reaches of Canada.”

“A deception,” Farah spots.

For some reason, all the windows to the house feel like shop windows.

I imagine every window and mirror and phone I have ever known getting smashed, all smashing simultaneously. It’s all about pressure: force and surface area. I think: The future is already here. It’s just too evenly distributed.

Footfall, the sound of bolts being drawn back.

[Pokemoney]

The story goes, all money has always been like this. Pokemoney simply makes the underlying relational nature of money visible. Idk why, but I find that idea sinister. “Abyssal malignant abhorrences have always pulverized mankind’s sanity … all PokeCthulhu does is make Them accessible.” *headdesk.* *Is deadhusk* [image: inline-image]

[229 out of 441 people found this review helpful]

“ALL RIGHT,” SAYS RUDI MALAN.

Rudi is an Afrikaner with pink hair and grey roots. I vaguely remember him. He leads us through a hallway into a spacious hackerspace/shop. It smells of cookie dough.

In the far corner, secluded by an eggshell shoji screen, another semi-familiar man and woman are dancing with headphones. They move in an eerie, arrhythmic style, body-popping, chanting softly.

“Sweeties, you mustn’t stress about Koos and Zoe,” says Rudi. “All they want is to hack Google’s Situation Recognizer.”

“Is that a thing?”

Rudi ignores me, like I am a thing.

I HAVE NO IDEA WHAT RUDI, KOOS, AND ZOE ARE UP TO HERE.

When I was like nine or 10, the truth about globalization—like, if Globalization Herself posted Her no-makeup selfie—would be something like: “As Eledy chowed on her cereal snack bar FedExed via the São Paulo Kiwi expat export hub, a taste sensation of Blagoveshchensk oats rolled and toasted just outside Concepción, counterpointed by unsweetened Circassian coconut from Oum Hadja, plus Texan-municipal-proprietary pecan dust from Turkapalli, plus agave syrup milked by a Ladin-speaking Pangcah Taiwanese alt-tech commune out in New South Wales, burst across her taste buds.”

Yeah. Globalization changed a lot.

I reckon if Globalization posted a selfie nowadays, it would be more like: “A small group, all similar in some way, act out an alienating private joke.”

[Pokemoney]

Pokemoney is golder than gold. Can’t give it 5 stars yet bc this is just the beginning. Humanity has surrendered our essential qualities to swag. For so long we tried to win human qualities back, but we were wrong. Instead we must make swag our true equal. Swag must become more like us. But first it must pass through all the things that lie between us and swag. When swag can trot by our side, when swag can hold our gaze like a shrewd spaniel, that’s when we start making the security and infrastructure services necessary to sustain a currency NATIVE TO THE CURRENCY ITSELF. Even the juridical function, sovereignty 2.0, it’s gonna be sick. I’m not even joking, sick. [image: inline-image]

[229 out of 451 people found this review helpful]

RUDI CLEARS A PATCH OF WORKSPACE AND PATS IT. I PUT DOWN the drone. “I left the paperwork in my other drone.”

He leads us to a laptop. “You girls have priced items in Pokemoney before?”

“Course, yeah,” says Farah.

“Because some customers have only bought. Pricing is harder, hey.”

“We’ll battle 12 rounds,” Farah says.

Rudi raises an eyebrow.

The Pokemoney chibis come crackling through the undergrowth into the Battle Glade. Rudi’s chibi is an enormous, squirrel-headed dangersnail. Farah’s chibi is a small, handsome peacocktopus. Last week Farah’s peacocktopus sprouted scary whiskers like rainbows.

The peacocktopus leaps on the dangersnail’s face.

“Fucking get him!” I bawl.

“Keep your voice down, sweetie,” says Rudi.

“Merk that snail!” I pant. I’m panicky and overcompensating. The outcome of every Pokemoney “fight” is like 98 percent predetermined.

Rudi shrugs and joins in. “Eat that chibi, bitch!”

Soon Zoe and Koos have given up on their Google Situation Recognizer scam and come to yell on the sidelines.

Farah wins.

Pokemoney is like money without numbers. Every aspect of a Chibit-Coin’s appearance, down to the least wen, tint, split end, follicle, and fidget, embodies its owner’s financial assets. Anything with liquidity can be braided into chibi flesh: equities, bonds, futures, forwards, options, swaps, traditional currency, even right down to classic crypto, local alt currencies, prepaid Jobseeker benefit, rewards points, vouchers, coupons, Memorable Chicken loyalty stamps, Pokemoney’s #PunkMoney forebear, IOUs from your mates’ mates …

In return for the drone, Farah’s chibi has buffed up slightly. Rudi’s chibi is slightly diminished. We got paid. We are the ninja drone scrumpers. We are the Bermuda Triangle Sky Anglers.

[NeurodiversiME]

Replace this key trait with: Such a dark and snowy world. You have to wonder, who is here and who isn’t? [Okay] [Edit] [Fav] [Cancel]

“FA-RAH,” JENNA SAYS WITH CHATTERING TEETH. “YOU GOT TO help me.”

I giggle nervously. “Jenna, you were in that exact same spot the last time we saw you. It’s like you haven’t moved!”

There is a horrible, significant silence.

The new snow about Jenna is billowy and pristine.

“Jenna, go inside,” says Farah.

About a dozen hipsters hurry into the estate courtyard, all enlaced in headphones.

“I never want no feds involved neither,” says Jenna. “I know the police. I know it’s down to us against them. I know Rem is us.”

Rem Umama killed Jenna’s sister Terri.

Supposedly an accident.

“Sorry,” says a lanky hipster newcomer with lustrous tartan hair, shaking a brace of tinny earbuds at us. His accent sounds like King Harry’s. Farah is nervously scanning him up and down. It’s a rare opportunity to test the upper range of PrivilegeCheck.

Jenna ignores the hipster. “All I want is a monument for my sister,” she whispers. “Like a Rising Bollard of Truth!”

Death begins when the deceased ceases to generate fresh content. Jenna has spent months sifting Terri’s aftermath for the tiniest traces of Terri. Maybe for Jenna, it feels like her sister died just this morning.

The hipsterloper guffaws. “I feel you,” he enthuses, his arms wind-milling. “But sorry, we need this civic space.”

“Sir, I like your steampunk corset heroin-chic tourniquet,” says Jenna.

The hipster is struck by this. “It’s really fly that you even know about that.”

A second hipsterloper arrives. Farah PrivilegeChecks him too, wearing a puzzled frown.

“We need the algorithmic real estate,” says the second intruder. “It’s just perfect for our next Google Situation Recognizer hack!”

Jenna sighs. “You can use the courtyard. I won’t need it for a hundred years.”

“A hundred years, Jenna?” I say.

“One hundred years,” Jenna confirms. “When there are flying cars. When there are dragons. Let the truth about my sister be revealed when it can’t hurt nobody. You can figure that out, can’t you, youngers? For me? For Terri?”

I want to tell Jenna: All men die. Your sister died.

I want to tell her: Life is like a social-media feed that briefly tangles, on a brightly lit touchscreen, with other feeds, then hurtles again onward into darkness.

I want to tell her: Not only should we fear death, we should also fear the time before we were born.

I want to tell Farah: Don’t. Get. Involved.

Farah nods thoughtfully as the hipsterlopers swarm.

“Jenna,” she says softly. “Go inside.”

[NeurodiversiME]

Replace this key trait with: Always such a bloody martyr. [Okay] [Edit] [Fav] [Cancel]

WE’RE AT VICTORIA COACH STATION, AWAITING THE MEGABUS from Dudley. The pigeons, kin to dragons, are our pals.

“Don’t mock Jenna,” I say. “Jenna has NeurodiversiME-validated medical need for everyone in her vicinity to exhibit surplus valour.”

“It ain’t about what Jenna got,” says Farah. “About what she ain’t got.”

“She ain’t got Terri.”

Pigeon wings thud.

“Maybe we could do it,” muses Farah. “Build a cyber-monument, anyway. I mean, put it in some new, universal social-media architecture. You couldn’t just buffer content for a hundred years, so you’d have to—”

Passengers are disembarking. My heart is copy-pasting itself. “Don’t be a plum,” I interrupt. “If word gets around the enz you’re snitching Rem, even if it’s a hundred years delayed …”

I never finish that sentence, because just then the flesh-and-blood Encarl alights from the Megabus.

Encarl flourishes fauns pronominal amulets and I confirm they are still faun. We constrict for an awkward group hug, then an awkward selfie. “Compress your lips into a bloodless line,” faun trills. “One, two, three.” We have now proper merked the ice in the English manner.

Encarl goes round the side of the Megabus to collect fauns bag.

“Faun is way more beautiful in real life.”

“Peng,” agrees Farah, too quickly.

“You fancy faun, don’t you? You’re in love.”

[NeurodiversiME]

Replace this key trait with: Depersonalization disorder. [Okay] [Edit] [Fav] [Cancel]

BEFORE LONG, I DON’T EXIST.

It’s not the first time it’s happened. It’s not just feeling left out. It’s not just Farah and Encarl being like two baby duckling hackers who have each imprinted on the other.

It’s something that comes upon me. It’s why I love spinning new neurotropes on NeurodiversiME.

NeurodiversiME, you deck me in EmoCap LEDs, and watch me writhe in the oversharing economy. I am fugues and I am whimsy. You know what makes me tick.

On the way back to my yard, we come across a cabal of hacked telepresence robots outside Deniable Starbucks. But I don’t exist. Encarl persuades them to follow faun into the estate, claiming it’s more discreet, and hoping they’ll keep the hipsterlopers at bay. I don’t exist. We leave them conspiring in the courtyard and go up to my flat and Encarl’s eyes widen, and I realise, yeah, pretty messy.

Soon Encarl is spooning my puppy Nixy, and Farah comments how much she wants to spoon her chibi, and how she can’t wait till she’s saved up enough to upload it to an animatronic shapeshifting soft toy. And Encarl laughs, and I look at Farah, and I know Farah really means she wants to spoon Encarl. I just want her to wrap her arms around me instead, but you can’t spoon someone who don’t exist.

Oh maybe you can, idk.

Next they implement a tweak to PrivilegeCheck’s ESN permissions for the Implicit Association weightings layer and test its effects on a whole carnival of virtual users. These users don’t exist, nor do I, but unlike them, I can be sent out to fetch snacks.

24 December

I GO OUT TO MEMORABLE CHICKEN TO COP US THE MYSTERY chicken noodles superfood. I find a two-litre bottle nicely self-labeled, “Share a Diet Cheerwine with Eledy, Farah, and Encarl.”

They stay up all night. Jenna drops by at 3 A.M. for a progress report on Terri’s monument. Farah lies and says she has started planning it. Jenna chats Encarl some casual transphobia, with a nutty flirty edge. Encarl don’t seem to care. It don’t hurt me any, because I still don’t exist.

Eventually the sun is up, and still no one has slept. I’ve done nothing except spin NeurodiversiME over and over.

Farah says that PrivilegeCheck’s k-nearest L10 implementation is bait because of rounding, so why not try going back to the L9 norm next? But Encarl says nah, too much has changed since the old L9 norm version and they might as well rewrite from scratch.

Encarl starts talking about fauns better idea. Fauns Big Idea.

Even though I don’t understand any of their coding chat—sweet nothings, far as I’m concerned—and even though I got a bad habit of joining the dots when I shouldn’t, I suspect that Encarl has been softening Farah up for fauns Big Idea all along. But I don’t exist, so I don’t bother saying nothing. I go to the kitchen and pour biscuits and water in Nixy’s bowls, and that’s when I hear the ruckus outside.

I go out onto the walkway. Spread out below me is an absolutely enormous snowball fight. Basically everyone I know on the estate, shrieking, ducking, laughing, running, dodging, head over heels. Plus there are many faces I can’t quite place. The hipsterlopers are back and trying to stack up a cabal of telepresences in one corner of the courtyard. The post-clubbing crowd is out too, accompanied by Pokemoney 2.0, masses of autonomous but confused Lego swarm chibis. Some are trying to help the telepresences, some are pole-dancing with them. There are squealing animatronic vintage soft toys. Giddily swerving selfie drones.

I breathe in and out, existing slightly.

And I think: Actually, everything will be fine.

And I think: What’s HE doing down there?

IDK IF I EVEN BELIEVE IN NEURODIVERSIME. CAN WE REALLY create our own mental conditions, above and beyond what psychiatrists have to offer us? Nah, idk.

But I do believe the modern world boasts some truly modern emotions.

Like that sense of betrayal when you’re staring at a laggy animation and you realise it’s just a pic. Or what I’m feeling now, standing at the edge of my bedroom, gazing at Encarl.

Nobody lied. Nobody was in disguise. It’s just … you thought all of it was empty space, but some of that was glass. You thought it was open sky, but most of it was snowflakes. You just supposed the courtyard was perfectly vacant. It ain’t. Nobody conspired. They just nudged you. Maybe they were nudged themselves.

“It’s Rudi,” I say. “It’s the guys we sold the drone to. They’re all outside.”

“Turns out that drone was stolen,” says Encarl, deadpan. “Sky scrumping’s a serious crime, so of course Rudi returned it. Luckily nobody’s snitching, and the owner is chill about it …”

“For now,” I say, thrilled. “You’re literally trying to blackmail Farah! But it won’t work.”

Encarl smiles. “Hey. What if it’s not just Farah we like? Our team needs both of you.”

I frown. “I’m nobody. I barely exist.”

“Wrong. You’re everybody. You’re the NeurodiversiME don. You’re like a NeurodiversiME power sufferer.”

“Team,” Farah repeats.

“More of a cult,” Encarl admits. “PrivilegeCheck is baby stuff! Everybody is trying to take algos in the social-justice space. Everybody. It’s coming. Algorithmically curated reality. Augmented, crowdsourced, microtargeted, algorithmically curated reality, for everyone. The Smart Singularity is coming. We don’t have to settle for front-row seats. We can have cockpit seats.”

Farah shakes her head sadly.

“Encarl,” I say. “How will you handle dreams?”

“We don’t have all the pieces yet, but we do know the good life has to be categorically algorithmic. We all deserve, every day of our lives, to encounter circumstances where our deepest convictions and desires can flourish! No matter what those convictions and desires actually are! First we need to figure out how to break life up into the right kinds of atoms for the algorithms to manipulate. Situations, experiences, power relationships, economic dispositions. For that we’ll need next-gen Situation Recognizer, NeurodiversiME, PrivilegeCheck, Pokemoney. We’ll need to leverage all our expertise in hastening its advent. Forget about humans merging with machines! Humans must merge with our own estranged humanity! Prepare for … ‘the Smartgularity’!”

Somebody’s banging on the front door. I’m gripping my bed’s headboard hard.

It’s worse than whimsy, what I do. Sometimes I join the wrong dots. I’m joining dots most people don’t even consider to be dots.

“I have friends I want you to meet,” says Encarl.

[NeurodiversiME]

Replace this key trait with: Eledy, you are an object behind glass, and the glass is always smashing. [Okay] [Edit] [Fav] [Cancel]

WHILE ENCARL IS ANSWERING THE DOOR, FARAH ATTACHES A couple of drone grapples to my bed and slips out the window.

I hide under the covers, but I peek.

Seconds later, they all rush through my bedroom—Encarl, Rudi, Koos, Zoe, several hipsterlopers, the Tesco security guard ffs—and follow her out my window.

So I’m alone in the flat when Rem comes in.

Rem is the one who killed Terri Oyekan. He carries me from my bed to the kitchen counter. He stands in the kitchen and makes a big long speech, but I can’t focus. It’s something about how everybody in the neighbourhood is like one body, how we all got to stick together … but sometimes you got to cut off a part of that body when that part goes bad …

He keeps calling me Farah.

Then he goes to the counter and cuts off his little finger—no scream, just a thunk like a carrot stick—and offers it to me, holding it with the hand it’s cut from.

Rem fizzes, “You get me, Farah?”

I accept the bit of finger. “Yeah, but I’m not Farah, I’m Eledy.”

Rem frowns. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I can give Farah your finger here though, Rem.”

“Serious, though. Why didn’t you tell me?” Rem looks feverish.

Nixy sniffs his ankles, her tail banging on the radiator. Nixy, my silly old puppy. Rem trundles his knuckles behind her dog ears, then pushes the knife in Nixy’s throat. Nixy’s paws slip on the linoleum as she backs away into the radiator. Rem holds her collar, grunting and sawing. So much blood keeps flowing, like Nixy’s throwing it up. I just stand there. My legs are hot and soaking. Nixy’s head lies backward on her neck, like an open lid.

“Sometimes you gotta stand tall,” Rem summarises. “This is about where we live, you understand? Sometimes you choose your decision, even when there ain’t no right thing to do. Like, just because somebody is a dog, or somebody is a kid, that ain’t necessarily protection for them.”

“Yeah, or if somebody is a finger,” I say.

I can tell he’s been through a lot.

“Yeah,” he says. “Now, make Farah Campbell understand. I mean, I ain’t doing all that again.”

When Rem has showered, and bandaged, and gone, then I say, “I loved you my puppy. I loved you my puppy. I loved you my puppy.”

APPARENTLY THERE’S A STRONG SUBTEXT IN THE NEIGHBOURHOOD that Farah has snitched on Rem.

I try to warn Farah but she’s gone. Like, plane ticket out of town, California maybe, seriously gone.

Maybe someone already told her, idk.

AND JUST LIKE THAT, IT’S ALL OVER.

So I turn to NeurodiversiME for solace—using Rem’s finger as a stubby little stylus, idk why. There’s this neurotrope community called “SmartSchizularity.” Scrolling through its forums is like reading my own diary that I never wrote.

13 January

COUPLE WEEKS LATER. THERE IS A KNOCK. I JUST LIE THERE.

Mum enters and switches on the light. The last time she was in my room, it was about Jenna’s sister, Terri.

And I just know this time it’s Encarl. I just know that Encarl is dead.

So before Mum even opens her mouth I’m like, “No, no, no!”

And Mum’s like, “That clever mate of yours. Was her name Farah Campbell?”

I LOVED YOU MY FARAH. I LOVED YOU MY FARAH.

[NeurodiversiME]

I’ve been round this NeurodiversiME block so many times, I’ve worn off all the corners. I’ve been called a NeurodiversiME “power sufferer.” (I wasn’t chuffed to hear that. But it’s stayed with me. So has the person who said it). So let me tell you about the notorious SmartSchizularity. It started, for me, in loss and in grief. Where did it end up, you ask? What did it FEEL like? Like the old diagnosis of schizophrenia, paranoid sub-type (abolished 2013), with insular/avoidant & persecutory/querulous components? Almost. We SmartSchiz sufferers just LOVE to contemplate higher-dimensional supply lattices moored in godhead. Everything our hearts could desire sits in a shop front window, awaiting the smash-and-grab that never comes. Our eyeballs emit eye-beams, like invisible, elongated, lambent candle-flames, tickling & tangling with Creation. Phosphenes & phototaxis, & the gaze-lock effect of True Love as eye-beams braid. The interconnected world is a boundless work of glowing and braiding, and if that don’t mean much to you, just count yourself lucky. Too many dots joined, too many connections, all endlessly, supervirally efflorescing: yup that’s us! At our peak here, the SmartSchizularity community numbered 2000+, but so many people drifted away. I may be Last of the SmartSchiz, & here’s the thing. Here it is: I really think I’m recovering. I’m getting better! Mercifully, the whole thing is starting to [more]

WHY DID SHE HAVE TO DIE, IDK WHY. MAYBE NO REASON. MAYBE narrative intelligibility is for white people. Maybe because she looked like a young black man with no gun, rather than a young black woman with no gun.

I once heard a pastor say there’s Providence in the fall of the sparrow. I dunno about Providence, but a falling sparrow generates a lot of data. I think about the nudgeable nodes that surrounded Farah in her final days. The snowball fights, the airport desks, the flight attendants, shoppers, protesters, professors, conference-goers, hacktivists, taxi cabs, hot dog vendors, water fountains, traffic lights, public lavs, map apps, 911 calls …

What would it take to raise up Farah from the pillow next to me, smelling of winter/dreads wax/smoky fragrance, and walk her into the gunsights of a cop in New York City?

Nah. You’d have to be a special kind of crazy to think that way.

Farah was shot four times in a stairwell. Well, three times, because the cop missed with the fourth shot.

Then he put her in handcuffs. That’s pretty standard.

Here’s the thing. I’ve been reading about you, America. I’ve been reading about your spooks, and your enemies. Seems like you tried going to war with abstract nouns. Drugs. Terror. It never exactly worked out, did it?

So you changed it up. These days, your enemies are … certain patterns in the data.

But if that’s how you ran your thing, how would you even pick Farah as a target? Would anyone sign off on that decision? Or did she just get tagged? Did she spend statistically slightly too much time hanging out with sky scrumpers, hacktivists, drug dealers, Smart Singularitarians? Did she post slightly too few selfies, pics of food and new shoes? What did it? What dragged her kicking through the crackling undergrowth, and shoved her up against the radiator?

Encarl keeps telling me: that way madness lies. It was just random, Eledy. At worst, it was just an honest, decent, everyday conspiracy.

Faun is right, I can’t think that way and stay sane. Knowing what really happened to Farah wouldn’t just drive me mad. The knowledge and the madness, they would be the same thing.

I just sit here spinning NeurodiversiME. I could swipe NeurodiversiME till its glass breaks. Till all my fingers all slice away on a broken screen, thunk thunk.

And I think: Crazy is one thing I do well.

I can’t keep lying to myself.

I have to know.

[NeurodiversiME]

[cont’d] Mercifully, the whole thing is starting to fade, to become an episode. When I do still catch the odd glimpse, it’s peripheral, deniably lustrous: a Q-tip swabbed across a QR code like a match has been struck. My accelerating wing-mirror kindling with phantasmal kick-scooter agent-provocateurs smoothly demerging from a smart-riot. Stray glamors of smartmirror-gazing courier ghosts pinning their lip pores with nano-3D-printer-labrets. Of iridescent games consoles getting gutted for the ingredients of cyborg medicine & indie comms sats. Later, whipping past a traffic-island planter, a glimpse of dew & web taken for the crapshoot of an autonomous permutating bioKickstarter; and my eyes falling shut at the traffic lights onto a sinuous timelapse wipe of coursing pedestrian color, incrementally crowdinstalling a polyphonics archive into the dilapidated ATM throbbing in my medulla oblongata. When it sleets, arcs of silvery iridescent risk/return Pareto-optima smartglasses-AR-tags carving up in the wakes of moral-portfolio execution-events … all always edgeways; all sidelong slashes, like the microaggression of goods locked behind glass, like engagement ring solitaires unspooling metres of diamond monofilament. A principle akin to lens flare, or the tangential flames of torn contact-edge criss-crossing a tear duct.

As always with SmartSchizularity, more ludic than lucid, pertaining to some other kind of perceptual medium than light. Because even with this fading residue, THAT is still the true heart of the SmartSchizularity logic. Everything we experience springs from THAT core delusion: the delusion that the world is made of data. Which is why I am so afraid to give NeurodiversiME even ONE STAR! Surrender just one star to the SmartSchizularity, & it will milk itself all the starlight it requires. We are all star-dust lmao. Wtaf, I am so chuffed this forum still exists! With any luck, it will STILL be here in a hundred years’ time … even if it’s only us tumbleweeds, toggling the constellations … lol am I REALLY even going to post this? Goodbye NeurodiversiME, goodbye SmartSchizularity, and Farah goodbye again, always goodbye, every day, always. [image: inline-image]]

[0 out of 0 people found this review helpful]

THE WEIRD PART IS, EVERYTHING IS WORKING OUT FINE!

I can’t say what forces determined this happy direction history has taken. Not long ago everything around me was like: climate, sweatshop, terrorist, rapist, immigrant, health care, pension, police, pandemic, drone, drug, gun, oil, Russia, China, and especially, USA …

I can’t figure out what changed so much. Sorry. Maybe my confusion is a symptom of my latest NeurodiversiME condition (working title SmartSchizularity). It is only in private beta, maybe not.

Whatever changed, I doubt it had anything to do with Farah or Encarl, or the NYPD, or the CIA, or anything from my past.

As for my future, I haven’t heard a whistle out of any Smart Singularity.

(I loved you my Farah. I loved you my Farah).

But everything is—yeah, basically, everything is fine? Not for everybody, but for nearly everyone.

Not for me, obviously. These days, if Globalization posted a selfie, you would see two worlds. There’s a world for those who might, in theory, not always have to feel this way. And then there’s mine. [image: inline-image]


The Design Doyenne Defeats the Dullness

Paola Antonelli

LAETITIA GOT HOME JUST AROUND 22:30—OR SO THE CLOCK SAID. SHE had designed it the way a home used to be, with a lock on the door, plants that needed watering, an old-school microwave oven that needed human digits to set the cook time, tchotchkes that needed dusting …

She relished the soreness in her calves and the aching pulse in the bunion she had decided to ignore for the week. Shoes off! Removing her high heels and feeling the blood rush to the balls of her feet was pure elation. So that’s what looking good and walking too long in truegrav feels like, mmm-mmmmm! All worth it.

Suki trotted toward her, snorting with delight. She was still a piglet but she would soon grow into her own. Laetitia was helping Master Designer Elio Caccavale with an experiment, a test run for his Utility Pets project. Master Elio wanted to study the various effects that interspecies organ transplantation might have on domestic life when the donor was given an enjoyable and protected existence in the home of the human patient.1 Pigs had for decades proven to be highly suitable donors of organs to humans, especially hearts. They would be farmed in some faraway, sad factory, however, a disrespectful treatment for such precious partners. Making the relationship direct and personal would make for a more meaningful life for both and, Elio thought, perhaps even create a deterrent for disease. Love heals. As Suki grew, the apartment might need expansion. Time would tell.

Despite the plants, doorknobs, and high heels, Laetitia was not into nostalgia, not in the least bit. She favored that slightly contrived, old-school interaction with things and body parts for a very proactive reason. “A modicum of engagement and responsibility is the spice of life,” she liked to quip in her Mind Dust puffs. Without a little concern for something or someone, she thought, clocks could be set to mark the passing of time till kingdom come, but there would be no rhyme, no reason, no rhythm to life. That’s what the world discovered during the Great Dullness, and that’s why the world needed more great Designers like Laetitia.

Designers were revered because of their deep knowledge of human nature and of social mores, and because of their benign skepticism and their sense of humor. They were loved because they knew history and they knew how to tell a story. Laetitia was a great storyteller. She was also wise, suspicious, ironic, and polemical—qualities in high demand in the 2060s. People looked to her to add meaning to their lives; they listened to her raptly. She actually wished they disagreed with her more; she was trying to teach them how. As a Design Doyenne, it was her job to get it on, to make sure that her Mind Dust messages would sometimes also be irritating, even abrasive.

Wooooops! Not yet used to her minuscule and frisky companion, Laetitia almost tripped over Suki. So as not to harm the creature, she slipped, lost her balance, fell backwards, and landed on her tush. It hurt. She laughed. Because she liked the sound it made when things—or people—fell, she had set the floor to its hardest config. The apartment was piglet-proof but human-hazardous by design.

Risk was very interesting, even in small doses. Laetitia liked to walk her talk and wear colors that did not necessarily match. Dissonant shapes, clothes that broke symmetry in unexpected ways. Garments with small deformities—like her favorite bunion. That’s how they used to do it in the aughts, back when people learned to wear both their doubts and their trust on their body, when they began embracing ambiguity and ambivalence with conviction. It was not nostalgia; it was just that the world was so much more interesting then. And hurtful.

“Laetitia? Girlfriend, can we breathe?” That was Chiara gusting on the MD, wanting to find out how the day went. The hearings on the latest episodes of organ auto-trafficking were under way and were taking a toll on everybody’s intellectual and emotional tank. “So? Do tell? How did you deliberate on the issue of ‘My body is mine?’ Did you quote ancient scripts?” and “Was Karolla there? Did she present her, ahem, facts? How sour was she?!?” and “How about Suntanah? Did she do it? What was she wearing?” and “Do you want to take some time off for a walk in the park?”

While pondering which puff to take in, Laetitia dropped in her corner chair, from where she could take in the whole world. Mind Dust was great, but at the end of a long day of intellectual output, it could be overwhelming. Suki jumped and curled up in her lap, her bristles still soft and sparse, her belly a soft little beach ball warmed by the sun.

Mind Dust was the method of pan-communication pioneered by Laetitia’s grandmother in 2018. Grannie Anna’s breakthrough was loosely based on Claude Shannon’s epic Mathematical Theory of Communication of seventy years earlier—elevated to microbiotic lyricism. If information could be treated “very much like a physical quantity, such as mass or energy,” as Shannon himself declared,2 then, Anna thought, the mind, not the sky, was the limit as far as its dissemination was concerned. From radio to cables to microwave relays, satellites, and lasers, it had all been about point-to-point, discrete, directional transfer, albeit decomposed in packets, particles, and bits. What you send is what you get. How about just letting it be? Letting the receiver make sense of the information, using bursts of spores as envoys and reassembling bacteria into communicating organisms? Of course, anything could mean dozens of different things but that was exactly the point. One could finally be in charge of her own meaning.

Single-puff tonight, Chiara, please, for heaven’s sake, let’s keep it simple. “Ciao, treasure. It was all good, all peachy. I was able to get Suntanah to flinch. If I keep on it, I might even get to start a real fight!”

“I’m not sure I get what you want to achieve, Laets,” responded Chiara. “What’s the point in shaking the boat?” “Ev-o-lu-tion, tesoro,” countered Laetitia. “If we get them all to ask ‘What if?’ then the world has a future.”

What if?3 That was Design’s platform, its greatest contribution. It was perhaps not the only way, but certainly one of the most constructive ways, out of the Great Dullness, that gleaming, clean, paralytic state of affairs after the STEM4 takeover of the twenties. In the decades since, every problem had been solved—at least apparently. Everything was in balance. The problem-solving paradigm, that was indeed the problem with letting Engineers and Scientists rule the world. STEM believers had taken out almost any risks and unknowns from the process. Everything was a syllogism. As if.

Of course, the world could not remain in a state of balance for longer than a nanosecond. A whole rebellious undercurrent had emerged, and organ auto-trafficking was just a symptom of it. Most Scientists and Engineers could not accept its darkness—or any kind of darkness, for that matter, as denial was their preferred state—while defanged Politicians and Economists decried its anarchical bent, holding on to the obsolete governing structures they had put in place for dear life. Financials did not have a leg to stand on, either. After the debacle of 2016, they were lucky not to have been exiled to the Farcubes, after all.

Designers instead understood counterculture’s power and the black market’s function. That’s when they made their move, along with a motley crew of Artists—for good measure and good acronym—some wide-eyed and self-obsessed, others alert and consciously rooting for the cause. They knew that they could build the bridge to the future.

“I am trying to convince the Body that the only way out of this unfortunate predicament is to embrace disparity and injustice,” said Laetitia, “acknowledge that they exist, and set up a system to manage them. We need to legalize and legislate individualism and let people compete with each other openly, instead of pretending that we are all as one while angling to overcome each other in the deepest recesses of our minds.”

“Listen to you! You sound like an old scripture yourself!” exclaimed Chiara. “So opinionated! And what you are suggesting is extremely dangerous. Admitting that we are so deeply flawed … Aren’t you afraid you’ll be blamed for the consequences? What if people start undermining each other in the open?”

“Better than sweeping it all, how did they use to say? ‘under the rug!’” retorted Laetitia. “We can live miserably, in a lie, and be extinct in two hundred years, or start to work together and stave the end off for at least another half-millennium. And it might be a much more gracious ending.” For Designers, death and extinction were not the issue; grace was. Extinction was inevitable; the goal was leaving the world in better shape than it had been found in, for future civilizations. Tikkun olam, that’s how a vast group called the Jewish people used to call this sense of duty in ancient times, Laetitia had read. It could be a description of the tenets of New Century Design.

Designers liked to work for others, with others. In that, they were certainly different from Scientists and Engineers, not to mention the oldest guard—Politicians, Financials, and Economists—who in most cases liked to do their deed despite everybody else. Along the way, to prep for the STEAMD5 takeover, Designers had managed to infect quite a few. Their idea was to actually involve Scientists and Engineers and all, convert them rather than burn them at the stake. That’s how Designers were: inclusive and inquisitive.

Brand-new contamination centers had sprouted in academia, surreptitiously based in Design Schools but truly, dens of anti-disciplinary research and speculative science, technology, even economics. The Humanities—especially Sociologists and Anthropologists—had proven to be priceless allies. They were not interested in power per se, but rather in influence, and Designers allowed them plenty of it. Some Theoretical Physicists were also among the first to jump ship, skepticism built into their intellectual posture toward the sciences.

Laetitia’s grandmother was a scientist, yes, but an enlightened one. She was not as fixated on problem-solving as most of her colleagues, and for that reason she never made it to the highest authority rings, despite the fundamentally disruptive nature of her discoveries—or maybe because of it. She could sense the new tide coming, the value of quantum ambivalence turned into philosophical ambiguity and civic openness. She was just ahead of her times. That is why she encouraged Laetitia to pursue Design and to question any solution that seemed round, perfect, and simple.6

“Do you talk like that at the hearings? You almost scare me, you are such a rabble-rouser. I am worried for you. Some authoritarians might feel threatened,” exhaled Chiara, frowning.

“So be it. What seems so new is just so old. If any of them had any interest in studying the past, they would know that this has all happened before. Many times. We could learn from our mistakes.”

Designers could see it coming. During the STEM regime, nanotechnology was considered the answer to all bio-quandaries. Naïvely, many failed to imagine that it could have a spookier, dystopian side as well. On the contrary, Scientists and Engineers believed that nanotechnology would reach its true imaginative and creative potential when applied to organisms, where it could stimulate and control cellular self-replication. Design Evangelist Michael Burton had forewarned them, told them that one of the possible unintended consequences might be re-creating a gap between rich and poor, a tragedy after so many years of painstaking leveling. It would take little to tip the balance, just the awareness of some having more and more having less, and soon enough there would be levels, what used to be called “classes.” Nanotech would follow into the divergence. The upper classes would use it to make the most of advances in bodily aesthetics, inventing new cosmetic rituals, such as beguilingly long eyelashes and winking transamoles. Those who had less would try to get more by transforming their bodies into farms “to cultivate desirable clinical and pharmaceutical products,” so Michael explained, from stem cells and tissues to full-blown organs.7

That summed up pretty much what was bound to happen, and what the world was discussing right now. The hearings were full of regret and surprise at the magnitude of the trafficking. And that was just the surface they were all scratching. When the powers that be had pushed design into a corner as a superfluous, meaningless, formal exercise—together with philosophy, which they called a superfluous, meaningless, intellectual exercise—they had plunged the world into inarticulation, into a quicksand of certitudes and axioms. Designers set out to reinsert doubt, at first secretly, and then in an overt takeover. They ran on a problem-making platform, arguing that if any of the opinion leaders had asked the classic “What If?” Design question in the past decades, some of the consequences of the Great Dullness—the most blatant being denial—could have been prevented.

“I need some time to myself now, tesoro. Feel free to hover as you please,” said Laetitia, knowing Chiara liked to feel that she could be useful by surrounding her friend with a loving dust cloud.

Laetitia moved into the Project Room, a free space that would never be missing in any respectable Designer’s residence—much less in a Doyenne’s. She was building a Silk Pavilion, an evanescent, ritual structure fashioned following the method pioneered by the great Neri Oxman back in 2013.8 Well, Laetitia was not exactly building the pavilion; 30,000 silkworms were. She had designed and prepped the scaffold, of course, and now she had to tend to the little construction workers, but they were bearing the brunt of the job. The method—scaled up using worms genetically modified even further than they used to be in the teens, and nano-additives in the silk—was now used to build towers and bridges and whole cities, but Laetitia liked to retrace its initial steps, crafting a space for meditation and learning, rather than a functional construction. Again, no nostalgia, just healthy learning from the past, going back to the roots, absorbing the wisdom of rituals.

Wearing a white lab coat and matching gloves, she would pick one fat, jolly white worm after the other and deposit it delicately on the scaffold. After she had done the same thing with a few dozen of them, she attended to the removal of the worms that had expired during the day. By now, it was already “midnight.” The middle of the night, time for bed. With a little affectation, Laetitia changed into her sleeping clothes. She fancied herself keeping a European rhythm, on a 24-hour clock, with two and a half meals and a siesta. She was not afraid to be disturbed by Mind Dust puffs and sneezes; she simply took her time and space. The good thing about Mind Dust is that no response could mean many different truths, rather than just one—I am not available. Soothed and calmed by the work with the worms, she quickly fell into a profound sleep.

VENCESLAV WOKE HER UP AT THE SET TIME, 07:35. EVEN THOUGH Suki was a much more sympathetic, fully living presence, Laetitia still cherished the intimacy she had built with her little artificial pet. Venceslav was an Epidermits—fifth series—and had been with her for over 10 years. Not quite toys but less demanding than naturally born pets, Epidermits had been invented by Chief Designer Stuart Karten at the turn of the century. He was inspired by the popularity of Tamagotchis—needy digital devices that had enslaved children all over the world when they were released in the 1990s. Epidermits, Chief Stuart explained, are “fully functioning organisms resulting from advances in tissue engineering, electronics, and fuel cell research. They don’t feel pain, they don’t think, they just follow a complex set of algorithms. They require minimal maintenance and can be stored in a state of forced hibernation in a standard refrigerator.” Owners can customize their Epidermits with different body, skin, and hair selections and further personalize them through tanning, tattooing, and piercing. Laetitia had left Venzie au naturel. It was jumping cheerfully all around her bed.

She thought of the task ahead of her. Following the Critical Design method, she had set out to change the system from within by demonstrating possible futures using imaginary scenarios. The diversity of positions within the Body was, as usual, as staggering as it was normal. There was no prevailing. The only way to win was by convincing, proving, showing, and swaying. The task at hand was pretty high, however. By now it was clear, and subscribed to by the S and M chambers—the chambers responsible for undeniable truths in the STEAMD regime: half of the world’s population had to take leave in order to reduce the burden on the planet’s resources. The other half would have to stay and repair, reconstitute, and replenish.

The point of no return had been reached already, back in 2018. Full extinction was inevitable, but the human race should at least take responsibility and design upward, improve, restore, until the very end. Tikkun olam. Course had to be set toward rebirth for the next colonists, whoever or whatever they might be. If the Body accepted Laetitia’s plan, space would be made for 20 generations at least, and that should be enough time to get the regeneration process started. Design would teach all about grace under pressure.

This was to be the day. Laetitia would present her ultimate scenario. She decided to wear red, a color of historical provocation, an affirmation of power, a celebration of life. She opened a direct Mind Dust channel with the deli downstairs and placed an order of fried oysters and eggs and trubacon—without feeling any compunction about Suki. Disembodied cuisine,9 in which meats were grown in vitro, had become normal in the 2030s, but it was not a moral choice. Rather, it was an economical and environmental one. Death was not a deal breaker, neither among animals nor among humans. Quite the opposite. During the Great Dullness, it was almost a welcome diversion. “Extra hot sauce, please,” she asked.

“One of design’s most fundamental tasks is to help people deal with change … Designers stand between revolutions and everyday life,” Curator Irma Chen once said.10 That “once” was actually 2010. “In 25 years,” she continued, “designers will be at the nexus of things. Finally embraced by all as society’s precious pragmatic intellectuals, they will not be divvied up according to their reductive specialty (graphic, product, furniture—so twentieth century!). On the contrary, like physics, design will be loosely separated between theoretical and applied. Theoretical designers will be exquisite generalists … Applied designers will visualize complex infrastructures and systems so that scientists, policymakers, and people can manage and influence them; they will bring economy and common sense to the production of consumer goods, balancing reality (dwindling resources and space, political and economic considerations, income disparities, new geophysical equilibriums) with desire and delight (never underestimate the social, cultural, and political power of elegance, clarity, and pleasure). They will compensate for the shortcomings of the built world with a new universe of liminal and meta-spaces that have nothing to do with the sad VR cyber-sex experiences of the proto-digital era, but rather build on our capacity to imagine and complete, and thus truly inhabit designed experiences. This grand new era has already begun. Design is moving center stage in the eternal human quest to make beauty out of necessity.”

At that time, it was a great vision, but now that it was a reality, it was not all peace and harmony—not only between Designers and Scientists/Engineers, but also among Designers. There were some fundamental disagreements, mostly connected to the scale of intervention. Many humans, even designers, still died reluctantly. Laetitia knew that the only way out was to show the world how graceful, generous, elegant, appreciated, and meaningful dying could be. “Die well and live forever,” the pioneers would tattly on their left cheek.11 She had subsumed a 20th-century viz story in which an old sage from an ancient tribe, clearly a man of great power, wearing his ceremonial outfit, tells his young pupil “It is a good day to die!”12 Laetitia had prepared a few hundred tunics with these joyful words emblazoned on them. They were already at World Hall.

Laetitia poured a hefty dose of feed for Suki, filled her water bowl, turned on the happy light for her, grabbed her pocketbook, and off she went. She locked the door behind her. She wished she could “take the stairs,” something people used to do at the beginning of the century when they wanted to blow off some steam, but buildings were set not to allow trugrav in public circulation areas. After such a rich breakfast, she felt like using her feet to translate all the way to World Hall, to get the full experience of her body accruing energy and fatigue on that momentous day. Her dress waved in the air with purpose, and her gray suede boots gave her an extra bounce of confidence. The sun was coming and going at gentle intervals—it was an alterna-cloud fortnight. She walked by the Microbiome Dome and saw mothers picking up Pox Teddies for their children’s next chicken pox party.13

Back in the STEM age, Scientists declared all diseases eradicated and let their guard down, but Designers knew better. Quite the contrary, “we are alarmingly near the end of the antibiotic era,” Michael Burton had famously stated. Bacteria and viruses were moving stealthily in a deliberate strategy; they were “evolving faster than our scientific innovation. Trivial infections we had forgotten about will once again become fatal.” The danger was not death per se, but rather the messiness, sadness, and purposelessness of that particular type of death.

Microbes should be our friends, Laetitia thought, not our killers. We should choose how to die and, if need be, ask for their help. Michael had incited the world to join the race to evolve with—or faster than—germs, bacteria, and viruses. That necessitated getting down and dirty. Literally. Designers started importing dirt, dander, grime, and all that came with them.

During the Great Dullness, excessively hygienic habitats and lifestyles had left humanity vulnerable, our microbiomes depleted and weak. Detergents and sanitizers had wiped out the symbiotic microflora that perform vital roles in our body, thereby weakening our immune systems. Michael’s Race, a memorable public performance from his era immediately suffocated by the STEM authoritarians, aimed to reconstitute some of that microbial heritage with creative acts of design. By reëngineering the growth of our nails, for example, Michael thought, we can create a more rugged surface on which microbes may grow and hopefully infect us. By designing new hybrid animals and new ways to get close to them, we can optimize our exposure to their dander, hair, and parasites, as well as to their healing capabilities, as is the case with maggots, crickets, and mantises held close in cages made of artificial or naturally grown hair. Laetitia had followed that style for a while, a 21st century punk of sorts.

Designers knew that what the world needed was awareness—of the moment, of others, of our mortality and the planet’s … They also knew that paths toward deeper awareness could be designed as entertaining and meaningful experiences, a way to bypass cultural and disciplinary resistance. Experience Design, with its immersive pull and its distractive power, was a universal language of communication and propaganda.

The thirst for meaning that characterized the human race and that would persist for millennia in the future as a trace of the Anthropocene, remained unabated. After the STEM era, which had repressed much of the sensual aspects of humanity in the name of precision, curiosity—for each other, for the world, for knowledge—was one of the strongest motives that designers could count on.

Crossing Jongerius Square,14 Laetitia noticed a group of teenagers loudly sniffing and touching each other’s arms, innocently and decently. They were wearing decorated nose plugs—one of the girls even had an old-school little Hello Kitty coming out of her left nostril, ready to take on the world. It had taken a few decades, but Design Minister Susana Soares’s theory about new organs of perception had finally become reality.

Back in the early teens, Susana believed that the sense of smell, which had in great part been relegated to oblivion, would make a giant comeback. She began exploring the development of tools that would allow people to “smell” others’ genetic codes. She explained, “Smell augmentation [will] be developed gradually through the use of several accessories. Not only [will] new technologies have to be developed to assist humans in fine-tuning their noses, but notions of what is socially acceptable [will] have to be redefined. One of the first steps would be to wear … [sexy accessories, such as a special collar,] that invite your partner to come closer and sniff you. As time passes, people might walk around wearing nose plugs that stimulate the sense of smell. These objects [will] look like delicate pieces of jewelry, but later, much later, as human sense of smell gets stronger, it will be socially acceptable to let long hair grow out of your nose.”15

As one can imagine, these ideas did not really fly over well during the STEM age, but sniffing others became an underground handshake of sorts, popular among cool kids, STEM outcasts, old militants, and netherworld inhabitants. A healthy hidden market of artfully designed paraphernalia came about. Soon, reformist scientists started working with Susana to design special organs that could act as perception enhancers, allowing them to collect genetic material during interpersonal encounters. The need for such “complementary sensors,” Minister Susana said, stemmed from the idea that “advances in genetics, biotechnology, and nanotechnology are changing our very nature, and our evolution now relies on genetic technology rather than natural selection.” Cilia in the nails could scrape dead cells from others when shaking hands, while whiskers grown in eyebrows increased the signals we pick up from the environment.

Ultimately, the revolution became part of the system—remember? Design’s specialty. Theoretical Designers could be the ultimate pied pipers, convincing the world that even the most counterintuitive gestures were actually full of sense. Like committing selective mass suicide. Sometimes Theoreticals would play that role; sometimes instead they could be official thorns in the side, the irritants to make grit into pearls. Laetitia preferred this latter mode any day. She liked arguing better than swaying, but that would not fly today. Today, she would need something stronger. She would need Design’s most powerful weapons: prototypes and demos.

Almost in sight of World Hall—and who could miss it, hovering above Axolotl Park grounds like a glowing jellyfish—she stopped to check on the progress of a new building, the Shroud Assembly. It emerged from the grounds like a giant turtle. It had been gifted to the world by the family of the great proto-biotect Zaha Hadid. It was originally meant to host a museum of Archeology of the Digital—a project by her colleague and fellow explorer Greg Lynn. But once Lynn’s collection of early parametric design and algorithms had been acquired by the grand, newly unveiled Thinkering Museum, the otherworldly Zaha building had become available for a much more public and mystical application.

She moved past the entrance and into the main space, a light-filled cave as magnificent as an old-world basilica, grounded on an ample surface and ascending rapidly to a narrower ceiling, where thirty-three eyes opened onto the sky. Orderly on the terra-cotta floor sat hundreds of tables in reconstituted marble from repurposed cemeteries. At the perimeter, hanging from horizontal rods, hundreds of cloths of a material that was neither a textile nor a sheet shaved from a bigger body. Rather, it looked like a net on which something beautiful and unstoppable was growing, filling it into a sheet. They were shrouds.

Back when the first STEM renegades set out to reintroduce superstition and rituals into collective life, they had involved, among others, Biodesign Evangelist and D&D (Death & Design) expert Maurizio Montalti, whose milestone “Bodies of Change” project had jump-started hundreds of new ceremonies in the early teens. “Physical decay and physical death are natural processes, without which there could be no new life,” explained Maurizio. That is why he had decided to focus on fungi and “their fundamental importance in the environment with regard to decomposition and transformation of organic substrates and the resultant cycling of elements.” In other words, fungi’s ability to digest, decompose, and give new birth to human bodies within the collective body of nature. His beautiful renderings of this approach were felt shrouds—a strong iconographic sign of bygone religions—injected with fungal mycelia. The shrouds were used in collective metamorphosis halls called Shroud Assemblies, where the living would come to celebrate the dead, and to eat ceremonial banquets designed according to the sacramental menu set by Experiential Sustenance Designer Marije Vogelzang. It took each shroud about a week to render a body ready for rebirth, and the continuous coming and going of bodies—both dead and alive, and all eating, being eaten, or digesting—made these grand rooms vibrant and fragrant.

Five more minutes of energetic walk and Laetitia finally got to the site of the hearings: World Hall, the imposing building where all decisions, big and small, were discussed communally in person and via Mind Dust using many different approaches—from the rigid and imprecise Scientific Method to the Aristotelian process preferred by poets and romantics, all the way to the reactionary Design Thinking technique still promoted by the Problem Solvers sect. That is where all groups, big and small, could show their wares and flex their intellectual muscles, and where all inhabitants of the world could pick the Mind Dust channel more attuned—or out-tuned, if they felt experimental—to their way of thinking.

World Hall vibrated slightly, reflecting and absorbing the sun that pierced the alterna-clouds. Every beam that touched the outer wall would burst into myriad tiny but powerful sparks, forming a mesmerizing crown of shimmering golden energy. Crowds had gathered both outside and inside the dozens of biospheres that multiplied and vanished like soap bubbles, swarmed around the monumental empty space where the Body gathered. The spheres, of sizes ranging from double-occupancy to 100+, were tethered to the ground by filaments that tensed like neural nets, and were further contained by the translucent membrane of the outer wall. Citizens would assemble inside the bubbles to reflect and comment on shared MD puffs, and to breathe their thoughts back into the organism.16

In the distance, in the middle of the lake on whose beach the Hall sat, Laetitia saw the elegant and ominous spires of the Ultimate Roller Coaster. It was simply magnificent. It sat on a small island that could be reached via a wooden bridge, just outside World Hall. Laetitia knew that, in order to convince billions to die for the cause, she had to architect death into a worthwhile experience. The experience of a lifetime. For that reason, she had called upon the disciples of Design Oracle Julijonas Urbonas.

Between 2003 and 2007, designer and engineer Julijonas Urbonas ran an amusement park in Klaipeda, Lithuania, where he crafted rides that involved gravitational aesthetics. Drawing from this practice, Urbonas created the Euthanasia Coaster, “a humane, elegant, and euphoric solution,” in his own words, for those who have chosen to end their lives. The Ultimate Roller Coaster was built according to his instructions by a team of devotees. It featured seven loops, each tighter than the one before, propelling the rider through successive degrees of g-force acceleration until a final, inescapable death.17 It was designed to give its riders a diverse range of experiences from euphoria to thrill to tunnel vision to loss of consciousness and, eventually, to the end result: death.

Laetitia walked past several groups of citizens and between numerous spheres before reaching the central space. Hard to say how many official representatives from the Body were present, since they were spread all around the room, each in her or his preferred formal posture. This Hall was connected via Mind Dust to similar halls all over the planet. In an exceptional concession to traditional debate modes, the hundreds of members of the Body would connect either in person or via single-channel Mind Dust. The Body’s deliberations could not begin as ambiguous, even though ambiguity was allowed to set in as soon as they were released into the world as dust.

Suntanah walked toward her, wearing traditional purple and carrying a bowl with a little Revital goldfish.18 “Good morning, Laetitia. But what am I saying? I’m afraid it will not be that good of a morning for you, after all. The Body inhaled the global Mind Dust clouds that wafted in after your scenarios were rolled out to the people yesterday. The outcome is clear: your murderous plan is dead on arrival! The people will not immolate themselves for the benefit of some, some what? We cannot even imagine who or what will take over Earth next! And we do not care. You have lost.”

Suntanah was an angry designer, and that made her particularly dangerous—and particularly vulnerable. She kept on waving the flag of “human-centered design” to abdicate all responsibilities toward not only the future but also the present, if the present or the future posed any kind of obstacle to humans’ unfettered entitlement to exploit and abuse all natural and artificial resources. Deliverance through abnegation, however joyous and sensuous, did not resonate with her kind. Problem was, she was extremely popular with the masses. Her kind of facile demagoguery played very well on all mainstream Mind Dust channels. People had stopped listening to Laetitia’s complex and long-term visions, and were now simply entranced by Suntanah’s words.

Laetitia got it. She had indeed lost, the world had lost. On that sunny day, she had walked to win. Red dress and gray suede boots, she had planned to deliver a memorable speech and then cross the bridge, Karolla and Suntanah in tow. Kissed by the sun, she had planned to climb the fatal Euthanasia Roller Coaster under their disapproving gaze, to show all how exhilarating dying could be with a glorious exit. She was planning to turn herself into the ultimate prototype, and then take billions with her to extinction.

In the hall and on Mind Dust, the Body and the people were taking notice of the standoff between the two rivals. Laetitia stared deeply into Suntanah’s eyes and, without saying a word or breathing a thought, she handed her an aqua green silk handkerchief. Then she took another one from her pocketbook, for herself. In ancient damselry parlance, that was a sign, a request that could not be refused. Laetitia wanted to keep their conversation strictly offline and personal.

Screened out, all observers were pressing against the invisible filter surrounding the two designers as if they were pressing their noses against the window of a candy shop. They had been dosed and swayed by Suntanah’s rhetoric, and through that had come to see Laetitia as a dangerous fanatic. Now, the dialogue between the two women was as intense as it was indecipherable. Surprisingly, it did not look like a fight, quite the contrary. It was intimate, emotional, rich with physical manifestations—an arm around a shoulder, a kiss, an embarrassed smile … Not what the world was used to seeing.

Hand in hand, still armed with green handkerchiefs, Laetitia and Suntanah walked together out of World Hall, toward the lake. Staring in front of them, without saying a word, they walked over the bridge. The world stopped and stared. All those present left their spheres and gathered on the banks of the lake. The two former rivals seemed serene and determined.

They climbed the tower to the highest point on the roller coaster, the beginning of the ride, the point of no return. The sun was shining, the alterna-clouds had parted. A small, beautifully crafted black mono-cart was awaiting, its side door invitingly open. Laetitia and Suntanah looked at each other and hugged with powerful tenderness, a resolute look in their eyes.

Suntanah climbed into the Ultimate Roller Coaster. There was a sudden turn in the wind of Mind Dust. Ten billions took notice and gasped. [image: inline-image]

[image: image]

1 The pig companion is aided by several dedicated objects. A Smoke Eater, for instance, allows the human to smoke at home while protecting the pig from secondhand smoke that could damage its health. A Toy Communicator, a toy with a microphone and a radio handset, creates an open channel between animal and human when they are not in the same room. The Memento Service preserves the snout of the utility pet in a clear cast box, while the Comforting Device, also made from the snout of the sacrificed pig, helps the human patient come to terms with psychological apprehension and contradictory feelings about having a foreign body inside him.

2 From Shannon’s historic Kyoto Prize speech (1985).

3 The world celebrated The Question every April 15, on Tony & Fiona Day. Tony Dunne and Fiona Raby were the leaders of the ancient Circle of Squares, the secret sect that initiated the takeover that led to the Age of Design. Quiet and demure on the outside, indomitable warriors on the inside, they knew how to use design to spark systemic revolutions based on healthy doubt.

4 STEM, Science + Technology + Engineering + Mathematics, was considered the perfect prescription for the education and workforce development systems in the first half of the 21st century. Design Guru John Maeda, also quoted in footnote 6, was among the first to argue for the addition of an A (Art) to offset the determinism and thus inadequacy of the initial formula, which had become unable to keep up with the world. Even the STEAM recipe needed correction, however; Art often being too passive-aggressive to really steer the ship. It was Uber Curator Irma Chen who added the decisive D for Design, and thus changed history when STEAMD was born.

5 It goes without saying that this is what happens when one adds Art and Design.

6 The English mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947) said, “seek simplicity and distrust it”’ as Design Guru John Maeda reported in a historic tweet on February 15, 2015 (2/15/15! ’Twas a sign). Maeda was quoting an essay by Frank Gannon, “Too Complex to Comprehend?”

7 His seminal studies, from 2006, were entitled Nanotopia and Future Farm.

8 At that time, the world was seeking new ways to design and build that could diminish the depletion of Earth’s natural resources. One of the most promising paths consisted of involving nature in the building process. Architect Neri Oxman was a forerunner. Her first Silk Pavilion, built at the legendary Media Lab at what used to be called the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (today part of the Antidisciplinary Athenaeum of the East), in her words explored “the relationship between digital and biological fabrication on product and architectural scales.” A fascinating proto-biotectural example, it deserves deeper study. If you are in range of a paleo-network, you can consult this “link”: http://matter.media.mit.edu/environments/details/silk-pavillion

9 The term “disembodied cuisine” had been coined by Design Prophets Oron Catts, Ionat Zurr, and Guy Ben-Ary far back in 2003, to describe one of the first Ambiguous Critical Design projects, involving semi-living food. They had started growing meat in vitro to “mess with humans.” “Throughout history,” explained the Prophets, “many humans have practiced some kind of division among living entities which are categorized as food or others (such as pets, ornaments, work, etc.). These divisions are not always clear, and we must practice some kind of hypocrisy in order to be able to love and respect living things as well as to eat them.” The project was one of the sparks behind the glorious Designers against Hypocrisy (DaH) movement.

10 She was quoting her alter-ego, the fictional curator Paola Antonelli, who in 2010, trying to extrapolate the world in 2035, wrote a small essay for the venerable “weekly” The Economist.

11 Tattlies appeared in the early 21st century, when Underground Design Activist (UDA) Swiss Miss started spreading them as easy, noncommittal forms of body decoration. Some of those temporary tattoos, apparently harmless decorations and yet meaningful messages when combined and positioned on different body parts, were ways for UDAs to recognize each other and then plot subversive design interventions.

12 Movies, they used to call them. They were ways to enact fantasy life acts for communal inspiration. This one in particular was titled Little Big Man. It was gifted to the world in 1970 by a benefactor called Arthur Penn.

13 Principal Designer Michael Metthey had established this new practice after the STEAMD takeover, focusing on humans’ ambiguous relationship with the viruses that colonize our bodies with both destructive and protective effects. In the 2020s, Scientists thought they had eradicated certain illnesses, but did not realize that they had left humans vulnerable to old and new diseases. Some Designer parents—Michael among them—felt that natural immunity was the answer, leading to “chicken pox parties” that ensured children are exposed to the disease. At those parties, they would distribute Pox Teddies, a soft teddy bear impregnated with a virus. This medical device in the guise of a toy can be used to exposes children to the virus instead of an injection via needle.

14 Hella Jongerius was a Design High Priestess at the turn of the century. She taught the world to appreciate dissonance and traditional crafts, to never bow down in front of a material’s natural formal propension, to learn from faraway cultures and yet metabolize the lesson, instead of mimicking shapes and colors with naiveté. She came from a long lineage of great designers that all gathered in a small country called Holland, and who enjoyed a particularly harmonious and fruitful collaboration with scientists and engineers.

15 Minister Susana’s socio-design studies were called “Genetic Trace: New Organs of Perception” and “Sniffing Others.”

16 The bubbles were inspired by the memorable work of hybrid thinker Tomás Saraceno, artist, architect, lover of engineering and science, transcendental early 21st century practitioner.

17 Defying the physical and psychological limits of the human body, the roller coaster slowly ascends 510 meters (roughly 1,700 feet) into the air before launching its passengers through seven loops at a mind-boggling speed of 100 meters (328 feet) per second.

18 Revital goldfish—so-called in honor of Revital Cohen, the original designer, together with Tuur van Balen—were “albino goldfish engineered to hatch without reproductive organs,” explain the designers. “They were not conceived as animals but made as objects, unable to partake in the biological cycle.”


The Ancient Engineer

Bruce Sterling

I.

THE ENGINEER WAS THE ONLY MAN WEEPING AT THE FUNERAL.

The Governor was poised between the corpse and the mourners. The Roman statesman’s eulogy was crammed with obscure Greek rhetorical devices: antithesis, anacoluthon, anastrophe … Even the Greeks in the crowd couldn’t understand him.

Blue bottle flies buzzed through the Institute’s windows, to the gray marble slab where the dead philosopher lay in white linen.

One short generation ago, and Moesia’s fine towns had been fishing villages. All its stone highways, cow paths of mud. Then came Apollodorus of Rhodes, astronomer, engineer, and friend to the Roman Empire. Apollodorus had founded a great academy on the River Danube: the Moesia Institute of Techne.

Techne had transformed the province with irrigated crops, military border walls, bathhouses, and the world’s longest, strongest bridge. Above all, like the heavens: calendar regulation!

Apollodorus, Imperial astronomer, had unified the backward local calendars of Moesia’s rude tribes of Dacians, Thracians, Celts, and Scythians. Thanks to him, the official Calendar of Julius Caesar ruled Moesia. The planting days, the harvest days, and the market days were synchronized. Great caravans of golden Moesian grain moved promptly to Imperial Rome. The mortal days of Apollodorus were now one with history, but his scholarly achievements would last as long as the Library of Alexandria.

Moesia’s greatest philosopher needed no gaudy marble tomb. The true monument to Apollodorus had been built all around them, for any man to see.

The Governor had ended his eulogy by praising his own administration. With a solemn, sandaled step, he left the dais.

An old and ugly Greek woman, huddled in the corner—she was the housekeeper of Apollodorus, it was she who had found him dead—rose to her bare feet, tore her white hair, wailed in ritual anguish, and pounded her withered bosom.

Four Institute graduates carried the philosopher’s remains outside the Academy, to the cross-stacked pyre. These chosen gentlemen represented the four greatest towns of Roman Moesia: Vicianum, Sirmium, Rittium, and Singidunum.

A priest in a tall headdress jabbed a torch into the oil-soaked black timbers. The philosopher in his white linen vanished in rippling sheets of red flame.

After sunset, the pyre burned low. The funeral feast commenced within the Institute. The Governor tasted a few dishes, then absented himself. The Roman ruler seemed genuinely grieved.

The new masters of Moesia, though, were educated men with a lot on their minds. The students of Apollodorus had matured to become Moesia’s mine owners, horse breeders, shipping captains, and timber men. The frontiersmen of Moesia were never fussy about what they drank, as long as there was plenty of it. They soon grew boisterous over the Institute’s amphorae, rhytons, and kraters.

The engineer’s older brother, Gnaeus Glitius Atilius Verus, was a leader of Moesia’s rising generation. Gnaeus provoked the booming argument that soon broke out around the campus dining couches.

What should become of the Moesia Institute of Techne now that the old professor was ashes? The philosopher had built his idyllic campus in the modest riverside fort-town of Taurunum. Why not move the Academy to the capital city? Vicianum was the strongest city of Moesia.

The younger faculty members strongly favored this proposal. It lacked logic that advanced Greek science was still taught in obscure little Taurunum.

“But the astronomical viewing is excellent here,” argued the engineer, who had been born in Taurunum. “The town’s atmosphere is calm and pleasing, and well-suited to the study of the stars.”

His bashful words, as usual, did not go over well.

Later, after the glutted mourners had devoured every roast scrap of mutton and emptied the last pot of wine, Gnaeus threw his brawny arm over the engineer’s toga-itching neck.

“Julius, there is no pleasing you,” said Gnaeus. “You should be happy to see the Institute of Techne moved to our capital. You live in Vicianum.”

“I have no choice because the Governor commands my attendance at his court. But my heart is always here in sweet Taurunum. My little town is proud of its reputation for learning.”

“There are 4,000 dreaming hicks in this town, and 40,000 hard men in Vicianum,” Gnaeus said. “To tell a secret to you, little brother … I think that you should be placed in command of the new school.”

“Who, me? I’m a Roman engineer. I’m not a Greek academic!”

“That’s why my idea is good. Moesia needs roads, bridges, and forts! You excel at building them. So teach engineering and spread your knowledge. Show everyone what technology can do in this world.”

“I can’t resign my Imperial command and teach teenagers how to conjugate in Greek! People hate technical lectures. No one ever listens to me.”

“I can arrange your discharge from the Roman Army,” said Gnaeus airily. “After all, you have no field command. You’re just ‘the Sickle,’ our dear Governor’s only honest administrator.”

“I hold the military rank of Prefect of Fabrication for the Fifth and Thirteenth Imperial Legions,” said Julius stiffly.

“Like I said: you’re a courtier. But your Governor’s appointment will soon expire. And then what, Julius? Eh? Why not administer this technical school? You understand all their machines. You’re the only kid who ever paid any attention in astronomy class.”

“My Imperial duties are of grave importance,” Julius said. “I’m the Governor’s highway inspector. If a Roman bridge falls down from sub-standard construction, that’s worse than murder.”

Gnaeus sighed. “You know why you always fail at public speaking, Julius? It’s because you never listen.”

“I’m no fancy lawyer. I’m an engineer. Machines don’t trick people with empty rhetoric and vain argument. Machines work. And so do I.”

Gnaeus stared him down. “What did our grandfather always tell us about taming barbarians?”

Julius gazed sullenly at the tiled floor of the academic dining room.

“Go on. Recite Grandpa’s Roman wisdom to me,” Gnaeus said.

“Our grandfather told us, ‘First, give ’em a beating they never forget. Then kindness and pretty gifts.’”

“That’s right. We’re the sons of a Dacian prince, and that was done to our own father,” said Gnaeus. “Beat them, then bribe them. That’s how Rome rules the world. Every man at this funeral knows how to dominate because we all have that education.”

“Not me, Gnaeus. I learned the ethics of an engineer in this school.”

“I’m sure you did, but as soon as your Roman boss leaves Moesia, every man in here will make a snatch at a hot slice of pie! And if you block their way—you, with your honest accounting about Imperial building projects—they will beat you to a pulp!”

“Gnaeus, I understand ambition. But I don’t approve of greed, and I don’t need your pretty gift.”

“No? Admit it, my gift is very pretty.”

“Yes, this school is truly beautiful, but no.”

“Must you always be this way? You might at least help me seize command of our own alma mater! Look, we both wear golden graduation rings.”

“Gnaeus, no. It’s unethical, and I’m not a scholar by my nature. I’m an engineer.”

“So, you still remain loyal to that tiresome Roman Governor,” said Gnaeus heavily. “Well, your gratitude to that posh librarian won’t feed my serfs and miners. Moesia is 800 miles from Rome! Once your Roman boss is back home drinking lemonade and quoting poetry, our Moesia means nothing to him. Your ethics are academic.”

The ashes of old Apollodorus were not yet cool in the clay urn. Yet already the world was transforming, like a stricken nymph from a tale by Ovid.

Worse yet, Julius knew that his brother had common sense. The top men of Moesia were a warrior class: they wanted iron weapons, red gold, fertile soil, horses, and women. Of course they would make a grab for those fine things when the Roman administration changed. When would they have a better chance?

His own position was precarious. He had won the Governor’s favor because he was a dutiful, patriotic, and hard-working engineer. But who in Moesia loved the Sickle, an honest government expert with the ear of the chief? Not many.

“Gnaeus, what would you do now if you were me? I know you would never teach Greek in this technical school.”

Gnaeus rubbed his bearded chin. “I think you should get married.”

“Really?” said Julius. Gnaeus had married a rich Roman heiress. She had doubled his patrimonial estates, but she was ugly as a mare. The Roman Governor’s pinched, aristocratic consort was no prize, either. Political men married for political reasons.

“Marriage will teach you the perils of honesty,” Gnaeus counseled. “Since you refuse to take this fine school that I offer you, then I suggest … I urge … No, listen. When you have no woman, Julius, you are grumpy and stubborn. When you go whoring, you are 10 times worse! So, I command you, as the head of our family, to venture to the ancestral home of our Roman lineage. Go to Augusta Taurinorum. Get yourself a bride.”

“You want me to leave Moesia,” Julius concluded. “You want me to resign my post, forsake the Governor, and go into political exile.”

“Did I say all that? I said that Augusta Taurinorum is the ancestral home of the Verus clan. So, go there and find a wife. I will arrange your military furlough. We have to get you married sometime, Julius. That noble action is easy to justify. Pack. Make your farewells. Leave the province. Don’t come back here till you hear from me.”

“You are sending me off to Italy to go courting because I’m in the way of your intrigues here.”

“It is entirely proper that a marriage should follow a funeral,” Gnaeus declared. “Where will new philosophers come from, except from the loins of good women? Do it for technology!”

II.

APOLLODORUS HAD BUILT HIS STELLAR OBSERVATION DECK OVER the village of Taurunum. The astronomer’s derrick was an owl’s nest over the dark confluence of the mighty Danube and a tributary river.

Trim little Taurunum slept beneath its low-thatched roofs. On the academic campus, red coals still glowed from the philosopher’s cremation. Across the benighted Danube, in the barbarian lands to the north, were a few scattered campfires of poor Dacian fisherman. Downriver, in busy urban Singidunum, Verus saw the hot orange glow of the great Imperial iron forges.

The observatory had warm furs, a chamber pot, an astrolabe, an armillary sphere, and a long-dry water clock. With much effort, Julius Verus lit the lamp.

Verus had studied the stars, in this tower, as the acolyte of the Greek philosopher. Apollodorus had taught him that the stars were ideal, geometric, and eternal things, while earthly things such as Roman roads and mass-produced Roman clay lamps were merely passing things. Then Verus had left the Greek Academy of Astral Physics, and Verus had struggled, frozen, and bled to build Roman roads. Because roads brought lamps.

Verus built sturdy Imperial roads with five distinct layers of clay, cement, mortar, stone, and concrete. People with roads were rulers. People without roads were barbarian rabble. Verus knew rather a lot about stars and planets, but he had thrown in his lot with the roads.

Verus heard the footsteps of the Roman Governor, ascending the wooden steps of the astronomy tower.

The Governor arrived through the old trapdoor, into the scanty lamplight. To Verus’s astonishment, the Governor was carrying a bag. Verus had never seen the stately Governor touch a piece of luggage.

“I searched through his heirlooms tonight,” said the Governor. “So many curiosities, strange things there I scarcely remembered. Some things I never knew about at all!” He opened the bag and displayed the Celestial Mechanism.

“I remember that one, sire,” Verus said. He quickly relieved the aristocrat of his burden and set it upright on the astral chart table. “When I was 16, the professor held a cosmic symposium. We dismantled this Celestial Mechanism. We polished and oiled every gear in it. It took us three days to put it all back together.”

“Then, do you suppose that his favorite stellar device here can still foretell the fates of men and nations?”

“Oh, Apollodorus loved the Celestial Mechanism of Rhodes, sire. He said that there had once been a good many, but this one might be the very last bronze Greek computer.”

“Can you show me how this device works?”

“Who, me?” said Verus.

“Who else should I ask, my dear boy?”

“Well, there’s the Institute’s professor of astronomy.”

“He got drunk tonight, and he tactlessly foretold some regrettable political things. I had to deprive him of tenure.”

The Governor cast a meaningful look at a tripod stool. Verus hastily unfolded it. The Governor adjusted his toga and sat on the taut leather seat.

“I knew Apollodorus well, and I paid well to support his Academy of Techne,” he said, “but he never told me how a machine can think.”

“The Celestial Mechanism is a computer, sire. It’s a calculator, a geometric arrangement of bronze gears.”

“Well, the Celestial Mechanism knows the past and future of the Moon and all the planets! Riddle me that!”

The cheap lamp flickered, and Verus suddenly understood that the Governor was afraid. The old man feared the calendar. Death by old age was a sentence of death from which no pardon was ever possible.

“All the wonderful Greek machines of Alexandria,” sighed the Governor. “Do you remember all those fine machines we saw there?”

Verus remembered. The Governor had once taken Verus, by Roman treasure ship, on a long state visit, from Moesia to exotic Egypt. The Moesia Institute of Techne had written and copied many learned scrolls about Moesia. The learned Apollodorus had gathered, curated, and edited all these written works, and then the Governor had taken those precious local scrolls to safety in the world’s greatest library.

It followed that Verus had passed a long celestial season in great Alexandria as a young Roman officer. In that vast, seething, amazing metropolis—the Imperial capital of mechanical engineering—skepticism, cynicism, sophistication, and cosmopolitanism were not just four fancy Greek words.

The temples in Alexandria offered prayer scrolls from coin-operated machines. The priests hauled bronze automata on sacred carts, gear-driven statues that threw perfumed holy water on the urban masses from rotating siphons.

The great Imperial Triune Goddess, Isis-Venus-Aphrodite, loomed on the street corners of Alexandria. The spectacular Imperial Goddess stood 30 feet high. She was shapely, shameless, and stark naked in gleaming alabaster, with a golden cornucopia piled on Her sacred head, and poets chanting in Greek, Latin and Egyptian at Her mighty feet.

Because the Governor had brought learned scrolls from Moesia, his officer, Julius Glitius Atilius Verus, had been given a free rein inside the Library of Alexandria. Verus was allowed to read all of the world’s most famous works of engineering.

Every form of technical knowledge was available on the coded, alphabetical library shelves. The Peripatetic Problemata of the Aristotelian School of Athens. The Planetaria of Archimedes. The Mechanica of Ctesibius. Ten dazzling volumes by Hero of Alexandria, concerning valves, pistons, pumps, water-lifting screws, water organs, catapults, pneumatic toys, theatrical automata, and fast-whirling, steam-spewing jet devices.

Verus was blazingly eager to master engineering—he knew this was the one great chance in his life to grasp these arcane texts—but the Greek scrolls were old. Every text was written in a different regional dialect. The cramped, scribal handwriting had agonizing varieties. When the scrolls rolled free from their splintered wooden handles, often the ancient ink flaked right off the papyrus.

After head-splitting days of studious pain inside the Great Library, Verus staggered by night to the great brothels of Alexandria. The libraries and brothels were Alexandria’s twin-sister enterprises.

The libraries of Alexandria were the world’s greatest libraries, while the brothels of Alexandria were the world’s greatest brothels. Every possible variety of girl was cataloged and made available there. Girls from Silkland and Tinland, girls from Serendib, Punt, and Ultima Thule: bizarre and frightening girls with red hair and blue eyes, or girls with blue hair and red eyes.

“Don’t be shy with me tonight,” the Governor urged. “I know there are no royal roads to geometry. Demonstrate the Celestial Mechanism.”

“If you will please hold that lamp, sire …” Verus settled the box on its feet. He attached the mechanism’s hands.

The face of the mechanism bore seven elaborate pointers, for the Moon and the six planets. The obverse side had two simpler pointers, revolving over two spiral calendars, in upper and lower engravings. The mechanism also featured four fat little fairy digits that counted off the lunar cycles.

Verus inserted the stout iron crank into the square bronze socket. He gave the works a twist. The Celestial Mechanism squeaked, clicked, creaked, squealed, and made the high-pitched gnashing noise of angry squirrels in a hollow log.

“It works, sire,” Verus declared. “Try it for yourself.”

Verus held the oil lamp while the Governor spun the iron crank. All the proper pointers moved smoothly. The planetary hands ticked and clicked. The ivory-and-ebony ball of the Moon, mounted on a little spinner all her own, rotated through her phases.

The Celestial Mechanism needed a good oiling, but it was still sound.

“What a marvel,” the Governor murmured. “I would never believe that Greeks could compute with a bronze machine if I hadn’t done this myself.”

“I’ll demonstrate the inner workings for you, sire.” Verus struggled with the left-hand panel. The mechanism’s case was tightly sealed with eight metal fastenings. Verus had forgotten the name of these arcane, semi-secret devices. All he could remember was that they’d been invented by Archimedes.

“This side panel needs a special tool,” Verus said.

 “Maybe you can hack it open,” said the Governor.

Verus laughed obediently. By the Governor’s standards, it was a good joke.

Apollodorus, an absent-minded professor, had left his secret key attached to the box with a dab of wax. Verus rotated the tool inside the Archimedean fasteners. The ebony box slowly loosened.

“The word is out that you will marry,” said the Governor.

Verus almost dropped the key but kept his composure. “Sire, marriage is a duty. When my father was my age, he had three children.”

“Oh, our Empire must be peopled,” the Governor agreed. “So, where will you find this young lady, to adorn your distinguished Dacian family?”

“I will seek my bride in Taurinorum,” said Verus, diligently working the key.

“What, you’d marry some little peasant girl from here in Taurunum? You, a young blade who has seen the girls in Alexandria?”

“No, sire, not here in Taurunum. I meant Augusta Taurinorum. The home town of my Verus family.”

“Oh, of course, I see! Two Celtic place names, my boy! That Celtic babble always sounds the same to the Roman ear. ‘Augusta Taurinorum’: it’s that foothill fortress by the snowy Alps. I have been there.”

“You know Taurinorum, sire?”

“Valiant Augusta Taurinorum. I know it well! When I was your age, under arms in Spain, we marched the military road over the Alps. We crossed from Gaul back to Italy. Our horses fell in dozens, and our men fell in half-dozens. When we finally reached Taurinorum, we all had some hot spiced wine. Their wine is truly excellent. They also excel at ironwork and witchcraft.”

Verus pulled at the ebony panel. The top came loose.

“The road-fort of Augusta Taurinorum,” the Governor reminisced. “Rebuilt from the weeds of its decay by Augustus Caesar, because there was not one Celt left alive in its ruins. The Celts are hard for an Empire to please. Their Druids dump their mystic victims like dogs into the bogs.”

The Celestial Box yawned open. The Governor leaned closer with the lamp.

“I see,” he said. “No starry gods or goddesses in the computer, no spells, no invocations … I’m a bit disappointed.”

“Watch how the gears move when I spin the crank, sire.”

“The teeth of those metal circles bite one another,” the Governor observed. “So, that’s the secret: those undisturbed ‘circles of Archimedes.’ Bronze disks, crimped along their edges like so many baker pies. So it’s just a Greek gadget, isn’t it? They had so many gadgets, the Greeks, in their prime.”

“These disks are geometrical gears, sire. Euclid made his proofs with his straight lines and compasses. But this bronze proof was invented by the greatest Greek astral engineers—Aristarchus, Posidonius, and Hipparchus.”

“I always protected Apollodorus and his Academy,” said the Governor, shifting on his unsteady stool. “The people of this little town were kind to the Greek stargazer and his brazen instruments of science. Our Empire can be proud of that achievement. Don’t you think so? We are conquerors, but we struggle for divine light.”

Verus said nothing.

“Well, it’s very sad that old Apollodorus is finally gone now, but let’s not weep about him any more, eh? If he saw us weeping tonight, he would chide us, just as Socrates once did. We will console ourselves with his fine computer here. Show me more.”

“This computer needs its documents,” Verus said. “It needs the Babylonian star observations and the Egyptian records. The documents of the Celestial Mechanism date back to the beginning of time.”

“Time had a beginning?” said the Governor, startled.

“Well, sire, the Egyptian calendar is the world’s oldest calendar. That’s why the Celestial Mechanism uses the original Egyptian year, which begins with the rising of Sirius, the Dog Star, in the Egyptian latitudes. Look here, sire: all the Egyptian months are written here in Greek letters, on this dial: Thoth, Phaophi, Hathor, Choiak, Tybi …”

“What horrid names the Egyptians gave their months.”

“The disks were cut to the old Babylonian system,” Verus explained eagerly. “Babylonian circles of 360 degrees! Apollodorus used the mechanism to double-check the Babylonian eclipses. To do that, he cranked it backward, like this—” The Celestial Mechanism emitted a harsh screech.

 “Don’t do that,” the Governor commanded.

“Forgive me, sire. But anyway, it was the great virtue of Apollodorus to always double-check his data. Apollodorus told me that the Babylonian priests were a scandal to science! With this computer, he proved that their ancient eclipse predictions were often incorrect by whole hours! He said that the priests of Babylon were drunk, or bribed, or lazy, or else their water-clocks were badly engineered!”

“Instruct this computer about the year we inhabit. Tell it that this is the fifth of May during the fourth year of the reign of Antoninus Pius.”

“It’s a very old Greek device, sire. It can’t understand modern Roman emperors.”

“Rome is an ancient city. Instruct it that this is the Year 895 since the Founding of the City of Rome.”

“Sire, the Celestial Mechanism just can’t work in a Roman way. It knows the Greek Olympiad calendar. It knows the Egyptian Sothic calendar of 1,461 years. Also, it knows the Metonic Cycle, which is 19 years. It knows nothing of our Imperial Calendar from Julius Caesar, Dictator and Pontifex.”

The Governor stared in bemusement through the guttering lamplight. “How can you engineers memorize all those numbers?”

“Well, the numbers are inscribed right here on the box-frame, sire. Also, the case has instructions inside.”

“Does the Celestial Mechanism know the day when I must resign as Governor and return to Rome? The day when I must lose my political power?”

“No, sire. It doesn’t know that day, I promise.”

“Does it know when mortal men must die?”

“No, sire. All it knows is that this crank twists, and the gears move, and the positions of the planets will always repeat themselves.”

The Governor leaned back on his stool and adjusted his toga. “Well! Then that’s not much use, is it? Fortune favors the bold, my boy! Our faults are in ourselves, not in these little metal planets on their little bronze sticks!”

“I’m sure that is as you say, sire.”

The Governor tilted the flickering oil lamp. “What an ugly, cheap little lamp Apollodorus had. Engineers and philosophers—neither are known for their good taste!”

Verus found a dusty jug of olive oil and refilled the lamp.

“So,” said the Governor slowly, “I have lost my wonderful philosopher, and now you, my best engineer, must also leave my service, to marry. Taurinorum to Taurunum. Taurunum to Taurinorum. One great cycle of movement. Like the stars, like the planets. That’s your family history, eh?”

“The Imperial road back to Italy is the Via Militaris, sire. Its condition is good.”

“Prepare to march, my brave engineer. A bridal quest is a mystical act that meets with divine approval. You must sacrifice in a temple before you leave your native province. Sacrifice to Juno, the goddess of marriage and childbirth.”

Verus coughed on the lantern’s smoldering wick. “I’m thankful for your kindness and spiritual counsel, sire …” Verus sneezed and the lamp went out.

“Never mind the lamp,” said the Governor. “The Moon has risen.”

“The Moon!” said Verus. He quickly set the big bronze Moon pointer, then spun the crank, carefully watching the Metonic spiral on the back of the box. “See here, sire! Look, the local hour of moonrise—as you see, Mars is visible in the heavens, right there—and there is Saturn, too, just as computed. Sire, I have set the Celestial Mechanism for you! ‘As Above, So Below!’”

“Excellent work,” said the Governor. “I wish every man in the Roman Army was an engineer. If only the Empire were free of priests and lawyers! What towns and villages I would possess. All the people would be straight and square.”

The rising Moon climbed over the calm Danube. The broad river turned scaly and silvery. A breeze arose that rocked the Roman ships at dock in Taurunum. Somewhere a drunken woman shrieked with laughter.

“Ten years of my lifetime, sacrificed to this cold, remote, and dirty frontier province,” said the Governor, idly fiddling with the mechanism’s iron crank. “I wanted to be Rome’s greatest patron of science. Remember Alexandria? When we carried that big heap of scrolls to Egypt. Do you think I wanted to read in a library? No, I wanted to rule Egypt! Great Egypt should have been my province, not cold Moesia. The Emperor Hadrian wanted to give me that post.”

The Governor drew a pained breath. “Imagine what I might have achieved, as Roman Governor of Egypt. I could have transformed the whole Empire. All that wondrous mechanical knowledge! My dear boy, you would have built your roads from a jeweled chariot, with shovels that breathed steam. But the gods forbade that achievement to me. For no better reason than Hadrian died. The Emperor Hadrian, a wise and learned man, who loved me. And that new emperor, a pious dolt who hates all Greek technology, he hates me. Antoninus Pius hates me, even more than your brother does, and his greedy, stupid clique of rural oafs here … These local barons all hate me, and since you’re of their blood, they hate you worse than me.”

Verus said nothing.

“Julius, if you had ever betrayed me—you, my engineer, a pillar of my regime—I would have been very upset. For your brother to plot against me, to scheme against Rome, that’s just his cheap colonial rubbish. I understand that he’s sending you to Italy to marry. Yes, a Roman gentleman must marry. I married; men must marry; propriety requires that. But listen, listen carefully. Never trust your brother. Never come back to Moesia. Make your own way in this Empire. The great Empire is vast and powerful. The Empire needs engineers like you.”

Verus kept his mouth firmly shut. The Roman overlords always played at “divide and rule.” It was the only way that an elite of Italians could rule over millions of Europeans, Africans, and Asians. The Romans were so used to dividing and ruling that it was their very nature. The Romans didn’t even know when they were doing it.

“What is it that the Empire’s generals advise us?” said the Governor. “‘First, beat them, then give them a kiss.’ Practical words, but this is such a sad day. We must part forever after the funeral of Apollodorus, my boy. Forgive a cruel old man for shocking you like this. My honest Moesian lad, you don’t know how often your smiles consoled me. I must think of some handsome parting gifts for you.”

 “It was my honor to serve you and the Empire, sire. I require no gifts.”

“Only young, rural idiots talk ethics like that, Julius. You are going to Italy, so of course you need some favors. You must venture to Augusta Taurinorum. I will grant you a brevet promotion. You’ll get priority with the post-horses in the Army stables. Travel at full speed, my boy. Don’t look back.”

“A military promotion, sire? Thank you, sire!”

“You’ll need good money to seek a bride … Carrying gold on the road is awkward. I’ll write a promissory note to a Jew I know in Mediolanum. Present him that parchment with my seal, and you can redeem a sum. It is my wedding gift.”

“That is a great favor, sire.”

“What else do you need for your courting? A dashing new uniform, I can see to that for you … You have that splendid weapon you carry—that Dacian Sickle of Decebalus, a famous, glorious weapon. What else can ensure that my engineer is properly respected in distant Taurinorum?” The Governor drummed his fingers on his toga-covered knee. “Wait, I have it. Of course. Here it is, in front of me. You must take the Celestial Mechanism.”

“What? This computer?”

“It came from Rhodes, didn’t it? It can travel the world.”

“But it was the professor’s greatest prize!”

“Then I declare you the professor’s heir. You are an engineer, a master of machinery. Take this contraption away, Julius. Improve the computer. Build a better computer—bigger, stronger, faster. The Greeks never mastered technology. Neither did we Romans, not yet. Scrub off that painful rubbish from the ancient Egyptians. Use your own wit! Build a proper Celestial Mechanism and put our Imperial calendar on full display.”

“I swear I will do my best, sire. What a wonderful gift.”

III.

VERUS’S BROTHER-IN-LAW OWNED A BIG SPREAD OF LAND OUTSIDE Taurunum. The Roman landlord and his Dacian farmhands shared a rambling, thatched mansion where food was hearty and life was simple.

Verus’s mother had her chosen corner by the hearth, in the chair of matronly respect, where she sat in her spreading skirts, minding the grandchildren and endlessly spinning wool. Verus had never seen his mother without her distaff and spindle. She’d spun enough thread to reach Taurinorum and double back.

He sought his mother’s blessing for his journey, and his mother said to Verus that she feared that some pretty cousin would keep him forever in Italy. But she forgave him for that, she said, because she herself had done the same. She had married a handsome Dacian prince and become a Moesian lady. A woman’s life within a great Empire had to be like that. Then his mother blessed him, kissed his forehead, and told him to always be brave.

Verus demonstrated the Celestial Mechanism to his Moesian cousins, nephews, neighbors, and even the slaves. Not one of them understood it.

Verus was a rather famous man in Moesia, but never because of a Greek computer. He was famous because of his sickle. The Dacian Sickle was a two-handed pole-arm with a sharp hooked tip and long iron blade.

Verus was the only Roman soldier in Moesia who was allowed to carry a Dacian Sickle. The war tale about the Dacian Sickle was heroic, so all Romans naturally wanted to hear that story from him. Nobody wanted to hear the complex, ambiguous story of Julius Glitius Atilius Verus, a well-educated political appointee with a complicated Greek calculating device.

So Verus had to repeat his glorious war story to everyone, even his own mother.

As a young Roman officer, fresh from the Moesia Institute of Techne, Verus had been commanding a road work gang. They were building the Moesian border wall on the south bank of the Danube, as mandated by the Emperor Hadrian. Under the cover of dense fog, barbarian river pirates had ambushed the Roman construction party.

At that same time, the new Governor of Moesia had ridden forth to inspect the border works. Pirate arrows flew in the ambush. In the confusion, Verus had lost his Roman short sword and hastily grabbed a Dacian Sickle. There had been some sharp fighting. The Governor and Verus had shared the peril together. When all seemed darkest, the Governor’s Roman cavalry escort had galloped in, chased off the Danube pirates, and killed many.

After this brave adventure, Verus had been taken into the Governor’s retinue. He had been granted a high state office. His Dacian Sickle was the public proof of his valor and his loyalty to the Roman Imperial cause.

Even the sickle itself had a good story. The iron Dacian Sickle was a magic sickle from the conquered court of the slain King Decebalus, the dual monarch of the Goths and Dacians. The iron sickle blade had been forged for King Decebalus by the sorcerer Deceneus, a renegade Greek engineer. This wily Greek arms dealer had once been the bosom friend and the classmate of the great Apollodorus (although very few dared to speak about that).

Every Roman soldier worth his salt was keenly interested in the Sickle of Decebalus: an enchanted, exotic, valuable, semi-forbidden weapon. The Celestial Mechanism of Rhodes was, by contrast, just a weird, obscure astronomy device. No one but trained geometers would ever fully understand the Celestial Mechanism of Rhodes.

Try as he might, the tongue-tied Verus could never explain a computer in any way that made it interesting.

IV.

THE TRIP FROM TAURUNUM TO TAURINORUM TOOK HIM 30 DAYS: one rotor-spin of the Celestial Mechanism.

Verus shook the dust of his native province from the plodding hoofs of an Army horse. In the happy reign of Antoninus Pius, the great Roman roads were at peace. Trade was booming across the length and breadth of the Empire. The cruel iron gibbets at the crossroads hung empty, while the wooden crucifix had become old-fashioned. The road bandits had despaired of their robbery. Barbarian hordes feared to trespass the border walls. Even the Roman slaves were buying themselves out of their bondage by setting up jolly roadside souvenir shops.

Verus rode through the long clusters of bullock carts and joined boisterous caravans of horse-drawn wagons. He rode steadily, milepost by numbered stone milepost, through the thriving Roman cities of Siscia, Tarsatica, Aquileia, Verona, Placentia, and Mediolanum.

Verus lived mostly on hardtack and dried fruit. He slept under the all-knowing stars. He tried not to kill his borrowed Army horses.

He arrived in Taurinorum like a prince.

V.

THE ROMAN ROADS CARRIED ROMAN ARMIES AND ROMAN COMMERCE. The roads also carried Roman epidemics.

Augusta Taurinorum had been devastated by a plague. Verus rode his plodding, foot-sore Army nag through deserted streets and squares. He saw looted, empty shops, and abandoned homes wrecked by fire.

Taurinorum had its own river, called the Po, an Italian cousin to the Danube. The Italian river was pretty, but its bridge was choked with miserable beggars. It shocked Verus to see Roman citizens—the rulers of the world—reduced to stricken wretches, begging for alms in their excellent Latin.

Verus rode over the Po on the bridge. A skinny, demented local priestess, wrapped and hooded in black, had gathered a small congregation of the plague-stricken. The cultists were whining and beating themselves.

At the far end of the bridge stood a temple. It was a soundly built and decent house of Roman worship, but there had been a riot, and mad bandits devoid of ethics had scattered the sacred fires and even stolen the bronze tripods. The local cult of plague lunatics had built a huge dummy for their temple steps, an eerie, daubed, bloated effigy of painted sackcloth, with straw stuffing. This terrible offering had been soaked with rain, and her crudely painted eyes and lips were weeping black and drooling blood.

Verus found a stone trough with stagnant water and let his horse drink. He thought better about drinking the water himself.

Was this his ancestral city? Was this the town of his mother’s birth? Where were his kinfolk? Where were the stirrup cup and the glad reunion? Where was the pretty bride?

Thick strands of smoke rose beyond the city wall. He rode toward these black plumes and heard the rhythmic banging of machines.

VI.

THE WATER-POWERED FORGES ON THE RIVER DORA WERE UNDER MILITARY contract. They were manned by Army slaves captured in combat. The bakery mills were run by dogged survivors from Taurinorum.

The Gothic Pox, suddenly arriving with the heat of summer, had killed half the town’s population. But the city mills still had to grind out some flour or the survivors would starve.

The owner of the iron forges was dead of the plague, but a new master had seized command of the water-mill machines because someone had to be responsible in the city’s emergency. This new man’s name was Lucius Valerius Ursus. The Ursus and the Verus families were of the same Ligurian tribe.

“Well-met in these dark times, cousin,” Lucius shouted, over the banging and sloshing of his water-wheel hammers. “Where do you stay now, in Taurinorum?”

“Where can any man stay here? The whole town is a ruin.”

“Then you must stay in my house!” Lucius bellowed, between ringing hammer strikes. “Stay as long as you like. We have plenty of room now. My new wife is an excellent cook if you don’t mind Dacian food.”

“I knew my hospitable kinfolk would welcome me.” Verus coughed on the polluting vapors from the blazing charcoal pits.

“Please don’t think too badly of us, cousin. Our little city was cursed by the stars, but we’re not yet extinct. We’re just massacred!”

“Must we shout about this dreadful business? I can’t hear you while those hammers beat hot iron.”

“Hot iron is my duty, cousin. If we don’t make our numbers for this quarter year, the inspectors of the Roman Army will decimate us! In Taurinorum, we make all the Army hobnails and bridle bits.”

“But I myself am a Roman Army inspector. I traveled a whole month here to seek a bride! Can’t you spare me a moment of decent silence?”

They left the stony barn of the water-mill forge. Tied to a tree stump, Verus’s terrified horse was wall-eyed from the racket of the Roman factories.

“I can’t interrupt my iron production,” Lucius explained, in a more reasonable voice. “Taurinorum is sacred to the iron industry. But you can see our plight. I can only hope such terrible suffering will spare your own town, Taur, Tauro, wherever it is.”

“Taurunum is in Moesia. We, too, are renowned for our iron. As you can see by this.” Verus pulled the Dacian Sickle from its horse scabbard.

“That is masterful Greek work,” said Lucius, with deep respect. “What a wonderful … scythe, or whatever this is.”

“This is a Dacian war sickle, sometimes called a ‘falx.’ My father was a Dacian prince, and he taught me the martial art of the sickle. Have you ever seen better iron?”

“Well, yes, I think I have.”

“Then look more closely. A Greek philosopher forged this weapon for a Gothic King. See how he crowded the atoms into the sharpest part of the blade, then he left the atoms much looser back here, so the blade remains flexible.”

“My dear cousin, I dare to say that I understand iron just as well as you do. Iron passes through Taurinorum from all over the Empire.”

Lucius guided Verus to his own home, where a slave took the horse and the saddle goods. This gracious red-brick villa, all arched pillars and shaded porticos, had once belonged to the mill’s dead owner. Lucius had commandeered the fine mansion to “protect it,” as he said.

The villa’s elegant halls were squatted by five yelling children and the new wife of Lucius. This young freedwoman was a second-generation Dacian immigrant. Her mother had been a Dacian slave, captured in Trajan’s wars and shipped in irons to Italy.

“The Empire is always like that for us women,” said the wife of Lucius in Dacian, while serving him cheese, olives, and wine. “Fate is kind that I should serve the son of Prince Dapyx.”

“What is my wife telling you?” said Lucius, who spoke not a word of Dacian.

“She remembers the name of the prince, my father,” said Verus. The Roman conquerors never had remembered his father’s Dacian name.

The hostess noted a small scar on Verus’s cheekbone. She spoke the Dacian name of this childhood disease. This was Taurinorum’s Gothic Pox. Verus, his brother, and his two sisters had all caught the disease while infants. Their passing childhood spots and fever had done them no great harm.

So the plague of Taurinorum could not harm him. Verus felt one moment of relief and then a dense surge of satisfied understanding.

How could omens be any clearer? The town of his ancestors was crushed by a plague, but the plague could not hurt him. That meant that he had a role in this tragedy. A stellar purpose had sent him from Taurunum to Taurinorum. His Roman ancestors had left this town to conquer Moesia. A generation later, returning from Moesia, he, the grandson, had arrived as the town’s redeemer.

That simply had to be true because it was so logical. Tragedy might crush a town, but the cosmos had purpose. The cosmos had reason. Nature had law.

Lucius, his host, returned with a leather-wrapped packet.

“This was the prize of my late master’s collection of arms,” Lucius said. “This Celtic blade is much older than that Dacian Sickle of yours. This mystical blade was dredged from a magic bog. I can confide this to an adept like you, cousin—this blade is made of Star Iron.”

Verus closely examined the mystic artifact. He had often heard tell of Star Iron, but never seen or touched any. Star Iron had occult occlusions deep in its very grain—shining pockmarks. The Celtic hilt of the blade was made from twisted aurochs horn, much bedizened with precious and semi-precious stones—being mere Celts, they couldn’t tell any difference.

Despite its long immersion in a rude bog and its lumpy, unfaceted, discolored gems, a rude magic boiled off the knife. Any child of five would have known that the dagger belonged to a queen-priestess, a blood witch, a raging, redhead, Celtic maenad who would bite goats to death. Verus had never seen any object so blatantly supernatural.

Verus looked up. “I sense a divine significance in this moment, cousin Lucius. I came to this city to search for my bride. This woman’s blade is the first thing in Taurinorum that I have set my own hand upon. I think I should trade you my Dacian Sickle for this magic Celtic dagger.”

“That trade seems fair to me,” said Lucius, “but I can’t trade the property of my late master.”

“Will your late master come back from Hades to retrieve this knife?”

 “I beg your pardon?”

“He’s dead! Half the town is dead!” Verus slid the Celtic dagger though his Army belt. “Have you never seen a stricken town sacked, burned? When you conquer a town, you can’t wait like a fool for the probate courts! You dictate martial law to the survivors. That is how it’s done!”

“I confess—I haven’t seen any conquered towns. You have?”

“I’ve seen a few.”

“Here in Augusta Taurinorum, we fully respect the Imperial Roman law. We are very proper and decent here. We are even censorious.”

“That’s because you Italians are soft and weak. I’m no lawyer, and I make no fancy speeches. But I’m an engineer. I know what to do now. I will tell you.”

Verus took a deep breath. “Bury the dead. Feed the living. Seize the grain mills, take all the bread. Ration the food. Do a census, number the survivors. If they don’t work to repair this city, they don’t eat. Search every block for the strong young men. Put them all under arms and make them the town militia. Punish looters with death. Make all the guilds meet—every master of craft and industry, the bakeries, the smithies, any trade that makes money. Have them all gather together and redistribute their tools among survivors who can do business. Do you understand the plan so far?”

“I don’t know much about this, cousin. Obviously you do.”

“I’m from the Roman frontier. Life is hard out there. We don’t waste time in imposing order.”

“I see.”

“This town needs order, cousin. If we fail to act, it means sure ruin.”

“Some people tell us that Taurinorum deserves to be a ruin,” said Lucius. “When our Mayor died, the Empire sent us new administrators. Three times, they sent us new masters, to tell us what to do here. They all died like dogs of the Gothic Pox. So even the great Empire has abandoned us to our sorry fate. The Empire has lost cities before. We’re like Pompeii!”

“Well, I, too, am an agent of the Empire, and I survived your plague when I was two years old.” Verus smacked the table with the butt of the Celtic knife. “Taurinorum is mine. I am your Achilles. I am heaven-sent.”

VII.

WITHIN THREE DAYS, JULIUS GLITIUS ATILIUS VERUS WAS THE Dictator of Augusta Taurinorum. Some locals preferred to call him “Pontifex,” or High Priest.

In Roman law, dictatorships were common during grave emergencies. But Taurinorum was desperate for a High Priest. Taurinorum had fallen so hard, and suffered so unbearably, that its Roman laws were almost useless. Only redemption could save it.

The Gothic Pox still racked the town. Verus had the pox victims isolated under tents pitched far outside the city walls. The victims were tended only by those who had already survived the Gothic Pox. These care-givers included Verus himself. As the town Dictator, he made a public ritual of visiting and consoling the stricken victims every day.

The awful sight of these innocent people, disfigured, swollen, oozing with their many sores, burning alive with fever and thirst, was enough to shake the most resolute. But courage meant redemption for a stricken people, and, while many in Taurinorum died of the pox, many survived it.

Verus found an ally. He was the orphaned son of the city’s dead Mayor. Verus took the boy with him among the cots of the stricken. This young lad of Taurinorum, who was named Claudius, was only eight years old. But little Claudius was already an aristocrat: he was dutiful, resolute, and well mannered. This brave Roman boy understood his civic duty.

Along with this altar boy of the crisis, Verus gathered other loyal followers, mostly his own blood relatives. The Verus, Severinus, and Ursus families were all of the same local Ligurian provincial tribe. The plague had halved their numbers, but these sturdy working folk were far more numerous than the local aristocracy, who had almost been wiped out.

Verus told his relatives the stark truth. To survive as a lineage after a great disaster, they had to marry. Grieving cousins must become new spouses. Older widows had to marry younger men if that departure from custom was needed. Above all, the children had to be fed and sheltered.

The relatives of Verus obeyed his stern commands. They forced Verus himself to perform the new ceremonies of marriage and adoption—not being a priest, he had to invent a few rituals. However, this resolute action made his own tribe the most respected people in Taurinorum. They had suffered, but they had endured and rallied.

Due to the pox, the Roman road system had detoured around Taurinorum. A new foul and muddy track led through the dead Mayor’s derelict vineyards. A meager shantytown of bars and brothels had sprung up.

Verus had these shacks demolished and their inhabitants beaten. To further teach his lesson, he established his quarantine for the plague-stricken right on top of this dirt road.

That sent the Roman Imperial traffic back through the town again. Almost at once, everyone understood that Taurinorum would survive. The Gothic Pox still smoldered in town—every day claimed one or two dead—but new migrants were also arriving in Taurinorum. No Goth feared the Gothic Pox. Word had spread that the town’s Dictator welcomed all Moesians.

At night, exhausted with a Dictator’s struggle with hundreds of large and small decisions, Verus soothed himself with the Celestial Mechanism. He never spoke about the computer to the people of Taurinorum. He knew that his explanations were useless. No matter how hard he tried, no one ever understood.

He also realized that—once he had owned the Celestial Mechanism—his life had forever changed.

The public master of Taurinorum was the secret master of the Celestial Mechanism. Were those two different metaphysical conditions? Of course not! They were geometrically congruent, and logically, they had to be identical. “As Above, So Below.”

VIII.

VERUS BURIED THE DEAD AND BURNED THE TOWN DEBRIS. HE cleaned the centers of infection. He ordered the demolition of every derelict structure and found new uses for the flat, red Roman bricks.

Verus widened the town roads. He repaired the aqueducts. He demolished the town’s profaned temple and laid the foundations for a new, improved temple on the same site. This new temple would be consecrated to Juno, the divine wife and mother. Being an Italian wife, Juno always suffered greatly, yet she always prevailed in the end.

Verus discovered that building schemes came easily to a Dictator. The town, emerging from its ugly disaster, strongly desired a renewal. The Dictator’s clique inside Taurinorum was quick to profit. The new rich were already sheathing their modest brick homes in fine, shining marble.

Taurinorum’s awkward little hippodrome expanded in the Dictator’s regime. The local stadium showed some good, Roman-style, bloody games in which the town’s dwindling criminals were forced to stab each other for the edification of the law-abiding public.

Julius Glitius Atilius Verus, the Dictator and Pontifex of Augusta Taurinorum, had found his destiny. He was still quite bad at rhetoric, but he excelled at telling people what to do.

Verus had many practical successes, but like any dictator, he still suffered political problems. The roads were excellent and commerce was quickly reviving, but Augusta Taurinorum still had a witch.

This local witch was the mother of brave little Claudius. She was the widow of the city’s deceased Mayor. The name of this town witch was Severina. She was of the Verus clan, and she was his cousin.

This female cousin of Verus—they shared a great-grandfather—had not always been a black witch. She had once been a beloved figure in Augusta Taurinorum. As the First Lady of Taurinorum, Severina had possessed shining civic virtues.

The Mayor’s pretty wife had thrived in her small, square-walled fortress town. Severina was a polite and pious woman, and the source of bounty to the town’s poor. Her gracious female presence made a rather bleak Roman road fort into a pleasant, humane community. Even the town’s two poets liked Severina and wrote complimentary odes to her.

All of her goodness and grace, with awful suddenness, had been eaten away by public fever. The Gothic Pox had made Severina into a raving creature of the streets. Severina was pockmarked, howling, starving, and covered in black weeds. She’d had two children—the plague had killed her daughter, along with her husband—and her remaining son, Claudius, that brave and noble lad of eight, had finally deserted his mother because she frightened him so much.

Severina remained the soul of Taurinorum, but she was an accursed soul. She haunted the bridge across the River Po, muttering her prayers and spells, sleeping on hard pavement under a wolfskin and living on handouts from Isis cultists.

Worse yet, Severina’s minor son Claudius was the heir of the Mayor’s extensive estates. Verus toured those large estates on horseback. The magnificent, garden-like Italian farms, abandoned to cruel fate, had become a public nuisance: they abounded with weeds, rats, and rabbits.

A Dictator had to act.

IX.

THE SUMMER PASSED. THE GOTHIC POX CEASED AS MYSTERIOUSLY as it had begun. Half the town’s people were dead, but the surviving half suddenly had twice as much town to enjoy. Augusta Taurinorum had become a roomy, spacious, well-organized town. The streets, the basilica, the theater, the porticos, the square city walls, the long river aqueduct, the hippodrome, even the very sewers were refreshed.

One golden autumn afternoon, the town police arrived at his dictatorial office, which Verus had established inside the convenient Temple of Mars. The militia told Verus that the Mayor’s crazy widow was attacking the city bridge.

Verus dismissed the police. He spun the Celestial Mechanism. He studied the stars and planets. He had his stallion saddled.

The witch of Taurinorum ran away at the sight of him, but he’d staked out both ends of the bridge with his militia. He dismounted the stallion. He tied the beast to the bridge rail.

At his approach, the witch plucked back her black hood, stuck out her tongue, and leered at him. The Gothic Pox had destroyed her cheekbones and forehead; red scars had defaced the bridge of her nose.

Except for the scars, Severina looked very like his own mother.

“Madame, speak to me. Why do you harm our city’s bridge? Are your wits entirely disordered?”

“Don’t you dare address me in that rude fashion, you Gothic tyrant! You have no right of command over me, the First Lady of Taurinorum. You came here from nowhere, and you usurped the town. I defy your injustice. Do your worst to me.”

“Madame, I’m a Dacian dictator, not a Gothic tyrant. I came here from Taurunum in Moesia. In Taurunum, you Ligurians usurped our town. You conquered us, and you did your worst to us, 50 years ago.”

The widow shrugged. “You understand nothing of Roman legality. You can’t be evil today because of some alleged evil that happened long ago. That is not even an argument.”

“Madame, why do you harm our town bridge? This is waterproof cypress wood, an ideal construction material for bridges.”

“I adorn this bridge with runes as my sacred prayer to the great Isis. Some letters are Greek; some are Latin; and I had to make up the rest of those letters because my prayer is black magic.”

Verus reached under his cavalry cape. He offered the widow a roll of fresh bread. She took it, sniffed it with contempt, and threw it sailing off into the river.

Verus kept his composure. Thanks to the Celestial Mechanism, he knew that the day was auspicious for this struggle. He was engaged in a climactic fight with the town’s darkest force of unreason. As Dictator, he had become familiar with the city, and he knew that the fate of Taurinorum was hanging in the balance.

A conundrum of this kind called for Greek philosophy.

“So, mistress of black witchcraft, explicate your mystic prayer to Isis. Give me the exegesis.”

“Oh, stop talking Greek rubbish! I pray to the great Isis, so that she puts an end to our awful torment. Why was my town afflicted with the pox? I was always dutiful. I prayed, and I sacrificed. Ask anybody: I was chaste, dignified, wise, generous, and esteemed. But the cruel gods took my parents; they took my husband, the Mayor; they took my daughter; and they even took my own face!”

Verus was silent for a moment. “Madame, that statement was Dionysian but very lucid.”

“Fine, then, you Dictator, you tyrant, you big bully—go back to Moesia and let me go back to my cries for justice. Though I get no justice, at least I can howl my pain.”

Verus knew he had to win this debate. Though he had no gift for rhetoric, the soul of the town was at stake.

He pondered taking the magnificent Greek computer from its stout wooden box on the stallion’s saddle and showing it to the town witch. If he could demonstrate to her that the cosmos had reason, regularity, and order, he might prove to her that her hideous disfigurement had served some higher moral end.

But would that work? It was never persuasive to tell a woman that she was tragically ugly, forever, and that was good. The Celestial Mechanism was an excellent model of the universe, but it was mute in all political relations. It would never win an argument, and yet Verus had to win.

“Madame, I can hear your civic howling. But listen: as a Roman matron, where is your sense of propriety? You have lost loved ones, and yet your son, Claudius, remains with us. What of your motherly duties to this good little boy?”

“Claudius is doomed. All must die who deny the great Isis.”

“Madame, that remark is wicked. Also, I can prove to you that it is poor theology.”

The needs of Imperial commerce were never to be denied. Traffic on the bridge of Taurinorum was thick. Passing travelers were naturally attracted by a public political argument.

One of these busybodies was a roving scribe with a big bag of commercial scrolls. He interrupted. “So, sir, do you then assert that you are a theologian?”

“I assert that I am an engineer,” said Verus.

“And I am a priestess of the great Isis,” said Severina.

“How can an engineer and a priestess squabble on a bridge about theology?” said the scribe, frowning. “Is this decent public behavior in our Empire? What would your town Censor say?”

“I can speak about Isis! Because with these two eyes of mine,” Verus declared, “I saw the Great Triune Isis. She is Venus, combined with Isis, combined with Aphrodite. She is our united Empire, and she stands in wise Alexandria. She is naked, colossal, and supreme under the stars. Her head bears the cornucopia of riches. Through her divine agency, grafts will grow on alien branches, while all the gardens of the Empire are drenched with dew. She is holy.”

The seller of scrolls glanced at Severina. “Priestess, that was a beautiful prayer. Obviously, this scholar here is well read. Do you ever read in any libraries?”

Severina glowered at the stone-paved bridge.

The scribe sensed a growing need for his decisive public intervention. “Look here, black priestess, obviously this gentleman is ‘cosmopolitan.’ A small-town girl like you, who lacks a library, you can’t debate a scholar who has seen great Alexandria. Better just to ask him what he wants from you.”

Severina turned up her scarred face. “All right. Fine! What do you want from me?”

“Madame, cousin, listen to me. Enough with penitence, throwing ashes into your hair, sleeping rough under wolfskins, and stabbing stray dogs to death with your knife. Enough. Our beloved fell to earth, our dear relations bit the dust. That episode is over. Now we close ranks around our fallen. We unite. We march onward. We draw strength from one another like the sticks wrapped on an axe!”

A curious local crowd had gathered behind the talkative scribe. A seller of radishes, a vestal nun, the village idiot, a coppersmith, a foreign diplomat, and similar commonplace daily figures of Taurinorum.

A stout woman with a straw basket of pickled fish spoke up helpfully. “Madame, listen to us. The Dictator wants to marry you. That’s what he’s trying to say to you. Everyone in town knows he came to Taurinorum looking for his bride. So, just say yes, and let’s get this over with.”

“Me, Severina, become his bride? But I am scarred and horrible, and my heart is broken forever. Also, I swore a vow of celibacy to the great Isis-Venus-Aphrodite!”

“Madame, Venus hates celibacy. You aren’t the only woman who has suffered in this town. I lost two children in the epidemic, but, by Juno, I swear I’ll make two more.” The fishwife moved her straw basket and slapped her capacious hip.

The crowd was deeply moved by this pious remark. They raised their thumbs and murmured blessings for the fishwife.

 “Good people of Taurinorum,” Severina cried, “I have no interest in this foreigner’s conjugal embraces. I have a religious vocation, and besides, he’s an engineer.”

“This is why women will never be Senators,” came a deep voice from the back of the crowd. A tall, bald aristocrat strode forth, in his starchy, purple-lined toga. “Women are vain and frivolous creatures. They always think marriage is about their pretty faces. Marriage is a public Roman rite, woman! It’s not about your boudoir. Marriage is a sacrament of property and legal dominion.”

The crowd made way for this grave authority.

“So, you’re back again!” said Severina. “Where have you been all summer, you rascal, while we suffered here in the streets?”

“I retired to my country estate,” said the bald gentleman in the toga. “That is the proper course of action when plague afflicts the plebeians. Now the illness has retreated. Conventional morality can return to Taurinorum.”

“Who is this fine gentleman?” said Verus to Severina.

Severina spoke reluctantly. “This is the Censor of Taurinorum.”

Verus had heard about Censors—the legendary exalted figures of Roman moral authority—but in his rude frontier of Moesia, Censors didn’t even exist. He had never seen a real Censor, and was thrilled to meet one.

“This is my lucky day!” Verus shouted to the crowd. “I am your city’s Dictator, but I admit I am a mere technocrat! I gladly submit my marriage suit to the arbitration of our city’s Censor.”

The Censor of Taurinorum preened a bit. “So, what seems to be your moral trouble?”

Severina rolled her eyes under her pox-scarred forehead. “This stupid Moesian soldier, and his low-class cronies, have seized the best properties in town by force. Now he wants to marry me! So that he can take legal control of my late husband’s properties, of course.”

The Censor looked Verus up and down. “Speak out your full legal name, sir.”

Verus straightened. “I am Julius Glitius Atilius Verus, Dictator and Pontifex of Augusta Taurinorum.”

 “Are you a Roman citizen?”

Verus extended his right arm. “Civis Romanus Sum!”

“Are you currently married to any other woman?”

“Absolutely not, your honor.”

“You are aware,” said the Censor, “that all the properties of our late Mayor belong by right to his legitimate son, Claudius?”

“I acknowledge that legal fact here and now to everyone, your honor. My dear Claudius is an excellent boy. Claudius is noble, brave, and intelligent. I think I can teach him Greek mathematics.”

“Speaking now from your heart,” the Censor recited formally, “do you swear, on your sacred honor, as a citizen, gentleman, and officer, that you are morally fit to take on the solemn duties of a paterfamilias, the legal head of a Roman family?”

“I do!”

“Then find an augur and name the day for the marriage ceremony.” The Censor stared at Severina. “And you, you grimy, cultist bride-to-be: go home, wash that dirty hair, anoint yourself with a perfumed oil and put on more becoming raiment.”

Severina spoke up languidly. “Dictator, my bridal modesty is offended by this rude crowd. Call your police and have this bridge cleared.”

Verus took her suggestion, for he hated speaking in public. The Censor of Taurinorum, smirking in triumph, was the first to depart the scene, but the rest of the crowd was profoundly reluctant to leave the exciting spectacle of a public quarrel between a Dictator and a witch. The militiamen had to shove and whack the citizenry with wooden staves and batons.

The seller of scrolls was the very last man to leave. “But sir! Dictator! Pontifex! My scrolls would greatly interest you! I have all the lunar fantasies by Lucian of Samosata, in a deluxe edition on the finest papyrus!”

“Sorry, but as Dictator, I lack the time for any leisure reading.”

“But sir, you could buy my scrolls now and read them later, on your honeymoon. Lady, tell him to buy these wondrous fictions about moon travel. They’re the kind of books men really like.”

The militia cleared the bridge. Severina leaned over the railing to gaze moodily at the river.

 “I thank the stars that episode has passed us,” Verus offered. “That Censor must be heaven-sent. What an excellent man. I must have him join my administration.”

“You are an ignoramus, for all your Alexandrian book-learning,” said Severina sourly. “That Censor has his spies and tattletales all over the town. He came here to curry favor with you because he knows that you are the new Dictator. You know not one thing about Italian politics. You fell for his gambit like a child.”

“What?”

“Everyone in Taurinorum hates the Censor. All the young people, every woman in town; we all despise him. All he ever does is scold us and boss us, and tell us how to behave.”

“Then the Censor is a very father to the people! Did you hear what he said to everyone? He publicly accepted me, a colonial Dacian soldier, as the proper head of an Imperial family. At last, some civil justice is done to me. Long live our great Empire! Long live our wise Emperor, Antoninus Pius!”

Severina glanced at him in contempt, then down into the cold, flowing river. “I can’t believe this, but obviously, even darker days are ahead for my poor Taurinorum.”

“Cousin, let’s not argue anymore. Everything has been settled. It’s all over now except for our nuptials, lyric music, dancing, feasting, and throwing of happy rose petals. Ever since I came to Taurinorum, the stars have favored me.”

“Dictator, Taurinorum does not love you,” Severina said. “Because you don’t love us. You care about the walls, the streets, and the sewers, but you never care about us. If we were all dead of the pox and you had this city as some Greek toy of yours, you would be much happier.”

Verus gripped the bridge railing. “What a strange thing to say.”

“It’s the truth. You rule us because you know how to repair a broken town. But you don’t understand that our hearts are broken. Every bond of nature was shattered by our disaster. The best people, the kindest, the most generous of us died first. You fix our town walls, but you are blind to our suffering.”

Verus thought about this deadly statement while watching the cold, remorseless flow of the river.

“You know,” he said, “I need to marry. I need someone who can tell me these things.”

“You should have just known all of that.”

“How? How could I know?”

Severina said nothing.

A teenage militiaman arrived on the trot and saluted him with a straight arm. “Hail, Julius, Dictator, Pontifex!”

“What is the problem?”

“Shall I arrest this witch? She’s just been reported as spreading the evil eye.”

“The evil eye to you,” said Severina casually. “You, dead on a stretcher, bleeding pus, from a hundred bloody boils.”

The lad dropped his baton. Verus picked it up and gave the stick back to him. The trembling cop fled in fear.

“You really shouldn’t say that to them,” Verus chided. “It corrupts the youth.”

“I’ll give you my evil eye, too,” Severina ventured. “Wither and die, Lord and Master.”

“Look here, I’m an educated man!” Verus shouted. “I’m an adept of science. I own the Celestial Mechanism. I know where the Moon was before time began! You think you’re a witch, but you’re just a mortal woman like any other woman. Every month, women are slaves of the Moon.”

Severina was stunned. “Do you imagine that you are lord and master of Diana, our Moon? The Moon is a Virgin Huntress, you male blasphemer! Diana will rip your flesh to shreds with your own dogs!”

“Ha! I can tell you when Diana the Moon will be plunged into total darkness. Here in Taurinorum, that night will be the 18th of July, five years from now! Deny that if you can.”

“That is blasphemy! The Moon is a sacred goddess! No engineer can dictate to a goddess!”

“I can. My Celestial Mechanism knows the marching orders of every celestial body. Even Jupiter himself. My computer is the geometric proof of the cosmos. It is the bronze embodiment of reason. If only you would look at this machine, and understand it. We could live in contentment.”

“Are you entirely mad? Why don’t you leave me alone? What have I ever done that makes you want to offend every god and goddess? I’m a priestess; I have a divine calling. I don’t want to marry some mechanical atheist!”

“Why is a computer so hard to explain?” Verus mourned.

Thanks to their passionate outcries, they had been joined once again by a gathering crowd of the curious Taurinorumese. All the local citizens who had been chased away by the city militia had run off and told all their friends about the big argument. Now everybody in town was coming to see.

Verus tried to ignore the crowd’s stares; he was too engrossed in the ethical struggle. “I’ve tried so hard to explain it, but I can never make people understand. There is structure in the heavens! The cosmos has law! These bronze gears are the music of the spheres … Oh, what is the use? All you gawking people, you’re just like those blind people in that cave who mistake mere shadows for the ideal reality.”

Severina glanced over the revealed Celestial Mechanism. “I see your stupid Greek toy here. Your miracle box of philosophy is just some wooden crate with rings and pointy needles on it.” For the first time, she seemed to pity him.

Verus socketed the crank. He turned the mechanism. It whined and chattered.

He looked at the blank and doubtful faces of the thickening crowd. “I know you don’t understand this,” he told them. “But it’s only because this box is too small. Listen, I’m a good engineer, and I have plans and ideas! Instead of this little box of wood I can build you a big stone tower. A tower in the city that we can all see. These little needles, these little hands that move around in their circles—I could make them into a public monument!”

The crowd was entirely uncomprehending, but they were very excited anyway. They all understood that an obscure power struggle was taking place.

“There are bronze gears in this box,” Verus insisted. “Gears can be made of iron, and iron gears can be huge. Taurinorum could have a stone tower with iron gears inside it, and that tower would control the calendar! We can build a city tower, with time inside of it. Everyone would come to look at our great time tower. Everyone would see time: the greatest calendar ever made! Taurinorum would be famous. More famous even than Alexandria.”

The Taurinorumese gazed at one another with polite, brow-lifting skepticism. They were flattered by his hopes for their urban improvement, but they didn’t believe a word he said.

“I mean it! It’s all true! There would be a tower with a dial, with 60 small marks on the dial, in that Babylonian sexagesimal segmentation … No, forget it, that is too technical. Never mind, just look. Watch this computer! The cosmos is a rational machine.”

He spun the crank on the box. The people ignored his demonstration, murmuring to one another. They felt sorry for him. They had never seen their Dictator reduced to a shameful condition. They wanted to help him.

“This little ball there, which is black and white, and it spins,” said Severina slowly. “That is the Moon.”

“Yes! Yes! I thank the great triune Isis that you can see that. And these other hands that move—they are all the wandering planets.”

“But Diana is not a ball. Diana is the bow. Diana is the horns.”

“There is no bow, there are no horns! The Moon is a ball of stone in the sky! The crescent Moon is the light of the Sun, shining on a ball. Look, move the handle, see for yourself.”

Severina took the crank and rotated it. “These hands are the gods in the heavens? This white one is Venus, this red one is Mars?”

“Yes! Yes, those are the gods in the heavens.”

“The stars care nothing for us? The planets just make the same motions, again and again, turning like wheels?”

“Yes! She understands it! She understands the cosmos! Listen, listen, everybody. I, Julius Glitius Atilius Verus, I declare this wonderful woman, the widow Severina, to be my betrothed. And her son, Claudius, I declare him to be my own son and heir. We will have a wonderful wedding, with a great public feast. Let me check the date of the next full Moon.”

Verus shoved Severina’s hand aside and rapidly worked the crank. “The next full Moon over Taurinorum will be on October the tenth. Let everyone mark that date! That is my foreordained nuptial day. I have found my destiny! Taurunum to Taurinorum. Dear fellow citizens, forgive my sweet tears of joy. The stars above are so kind to me. I swear you will all share my happiness!”

The happy crowd applauded him. “Ave! Dictator, Pontifex! Felicitas!”

Severina suddenly scrambled onto the railing of the bridge. The crowd made a rush for her. They grabbed her black rags as she tried to fling herself into the river.

“Let me drown!” she shrieked. “Let me die! There are no gods in our heavens. No day is ever holy. Let me die on this horrible day!”

The crowd was infuriated by this obscene blasphemy. They tore her from the railing of the bridge and threw her onto her face.

Verus gripped her arm and tried to lift her to her feet. “Forgive my bride, good people. Astral philosophy is as yet beyond her female understanding, but as her husband-to-be, I pledge to you that …”

Severina suddenly lunged from his grip, seized the Celestial Mechanism, and tumbled it into the river.

Verus staggered amazed to the guardrail. For just one moment, he glimpsed the dark wooden case bobbing in the cold alpine current of the River Po, but the Greek box was crammed with heavy bronze gears. In a few stricken heartbeats, it was gone without a trace.

Verus snatched the horsewhip from his saddle.

Severina fell shrieking with anguish as he hit her, but the happy roar of the Roman crowd was much louder than her cries of pain.

“Whip her! Kill her! Cut her head off!”

“Chain her to a chariot! Drag her naked through the streets!”

The jostling women in the crowd were especially eager to witness the whipping. “You dirty whore! Are you the only one who suffered grief? I suffered much worse than you did!”

“You deserve it, in those ugly black rags of yours!”

“Witch! Heretic! She worships that undead Jewish wizard. Let lions eat her!”

Severina shrieked until her voice failed; then she collapsed. Verus dropped the horsewhip. He stumbled again to the guardrail of the bridge.

The Celestial Mechanism had vanished as if computers had never existed. The fresh, lively, turbulent river would carry that old Greek box, tumbling, wobbling, spewing bubbles and a trace of olive oil, until it sank in the deep mud of the riverbed.

The computer had vanished forever. The computer had drowned. Drowned forever, in some obscure nook unknown to man. Unknown even to the gods themselves.

Those precise gears, perfected by centuries of astronomic science from so many lands … They would adhere within that souring mud and slowly corrode into one useless lump, and never, ever trace the stars again.

It was tragic. It was unbearable, horrible. It was so dreadful that Verus had no words for it. It was so awful that he could not even think about it. The catastrophe was beyond his comprehension.

So it was someone else’s awful, tragic horror. He was free of it.

He went to the horse and searched through its saddlebags.

Sprawled on the bridge, lashed and beaten, Severina was barely clinging to awareness.

He gathered her two slack hands and put the precious dagger between them. “Don’t faint. Wake up. Look, my darling, look at this pretty gift. It’s for you.”

The crowd on the bridge had grown very large. The entire town seemed to be standing there. From an obscure niche on the crowd’s periphery came a shrill cry. “Stab him to death! Kill him! Fall, Caesar!”

Somehow, the crowd did not perceive this outcry. The words struck their ears—Verus could see that, from the sudden strange look on their faces—but the idea was meaningless to them. The demand was incomprehensible. It might as well have never been said.

Severina rose. She had her dagger in one hand, and she clutched the guardrail with the other. She stared at the vast, tight-packed crowd that confronted her. Everyone in Taurinorum had come to see. The young, the old, the tall, the short, the men, the women, the swarming children of the town.

Severina stabbed the air with a stiff-armed salute. “Hail Julius! Pontifex! Dictator!” [image: inline-image]
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