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Preface   
 


 
EVEN THOUGH I'M TEXAN, I DON'T WANT TO BRAG ABOUT BEING the guest fiction editor of MIT Technology Review . It's truly a great magazine, and has long been of tremendous personal use to me as a publication - but I'm the editor of its annual science fiction special issue, Twelve Tomorrows, so it looks kinda bad if I say that in public.

 
I think I can safely remark that the MIT Press (which has nothing much to do with this book here, except for its MIT ownership) is the cat's pajamas among university presses. Boy, are they ever classy. If you're a big fan of contemporary science fiction and you wonder where it's going these days, you should widen your horizons and read Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby's Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming , published by MIT Press in late 2013. You'll see how effortlessly MIT can move the needle on our planet's cultural dial. When it comes t. "speculative." MIT doesn't need much hand-holding from us science fiction writers. MIT distributes the lessons there, basically.

 
Given that reality, I combed the planet for some with-it science fiction writers who are up to the job o. "reviewing technology." Mind you, I don't mean any louche, Hollywood-style, phony special-FX scifi technology. I mean the genuine, consequential technology that MIT Technology Review covers, the kind of real-world tech that can panic the Nasdaq and affect our planet's balance of power.

 
To do that, I had to look around. Since MIT Technology Review is so globally inclined, I found you a Canadian, and a South African, and two and a half Britons, and even one other Texan, because I didn't much feel like going it alone. I also recruited a pair of professional futurists. I know squadrons of these futurist guys: I meet them wherever the tech trouble is, and they're always knee-deep in the political, legal, social, and ethical implications. So I recruited a couple of fully briefed futurists who possess narrative skills and literary gifts, and I got them to create some science fiction, just for you. That wasn't easy.

 
When I, your tireless editor, told these highly various people. "MIT Technology Review is calling: they need you to write some science fiction." every last one of'em showed up bright-eyed, sober, and properly groomed. They come from all over the map, but they all know that MIT is a primal source of major change in our world. So they bent double over their keyboards and wrote like it mattered.

 
The upshot is now in your hands. I hope you have as much fun with this as I did.

 
Bruce Sterling, 
FabLab Torino, Italy

  
Twelve Tomorrows
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Q+A  
 Gene Wolfe   
 


 
GENE WOLFE WAS BORN IN NEW YORK CITY IN 1931 AND SPENT his early childhood in Peoria, Illinois, where he lived near his future wife, Rosemary. He moved to Houston with his parents at the age of six, attended Lamar High School, and enrolled at Texas A & M. But when Wolfe dropped out of college, he was drafted into the Army, and fought in Korea as a combat engineer. He returned home, by his own account. "a mes." . "I'd hit the floor at the slightest noise." Rosemary, whom he met again shortly after he was discharged, he says simply. "saved me."

 
He married, attended the University of Houston and earned a degree in mechanical engineering, and then worked for Procter & Gamble, where he developed the machine that cooks the dough used to make Pringles potato chips. From 1972 to 1984, he was an editor at Plant Engineering , a trade journal. While working as an engineer and editor, he began writing in the margins of his daily life - publishing short stories, then an ill-received tyro novel, Operation Ares, before at last astonishing the world of science fiction with his first mature work, the novella The Fifth Head of Cerberus, a meditation on post-colonialism .

 
Published in 1972 as a book of the same name made up of three connected novellas, it begins, very beautifully:

 
"When I was a boy my brother and I had to go bed early whether we were sleepy or not. In summer particularly, bedtime often came before sunset; and because our dormitory was in the east wing of the house, with a broad window facing the central courtyard and thus looking west, the hard, pinkish light sometimes streamed in for hours while we lay staring out at my father's crippled monkey perched on a flaking parapet, or telling stories, one bed to another, with soundless gestures."

 
The Fifth Head of Cerberus was the first book Wolfe chose to preserve, and it is an introduction to his distinctive voice: rich, strange, allusive, reflective, and unlike any other in science fiction. His books have encouraged critical superlatives. Ursula Le Guin calls hi. "our Melville." and Michael Swanwick says h. "is the single greatest writer in the English language alive today."

 
That reputation is based on 30 novels, including a mainstream volume, Peace (1975), and many short story collections and chapbooks, but mostly upon his masterpiece, the tetralogy The Book of the New Sun (1980 - 1983), which is set in a distant future when the sun is dying and humanity exhausted. The books tell how Severian, a journeyman of the Guild of Torturers, is exiled for the sin of mercy, takes to the road, fights in a war, and becomes the ruler of Urth.

 
After the commercial success of The Book of the New Sun, Wolfe became a full-time author, writing two additional series set in the same universe and three historical novels of ancient Greece, as well as many stand-alone books. But none have repeated the impact of the initial tetralogy, which is universally recognized as seminal by readers who care about science fiction and grudgingly accepted as a major work of American fiction by journals that ordinarily dismiss the genre.

 
I met Gene Wolfe at home in Peoria, where he returned in 2013 after many years in Barrington, Illinois. Although he had recently published a new novel, The Land Across , and was working on another, it was a melancholy visit. He had moved because his wife, suffering from Alzheimer's disease, wanted to go home. But not long after their return, she entered an assisted-living facility, and died on December 14. Wolfe had been ill himself, his eyesight and heart troubled, and for a time he had also been confined to a facility. The day before I arrived, workers had found his dog, who had been missing for weeks: the animal had been hit by a car, and had crawled behind a garden bush to die. The house was nearly empty except for the author's own books, some family photographs (including one of an implausibly young Wolfe in uniform), a little furniture, and a makeshift shrine, with a statue of the Virgin, rosary beads, and a Bible, in front of a window overlooking the back lawn.

 
In person, Wolfe is large, kindly, and unfailingly courteous. His hands are huge and spatulate. He sports an exuberant hussar's moustache. He speaks carefully, in a higher register than the voice of the books might suggest. We talked the day after his 83rd birthday. - Jason Pontin

 
Influences and childhood  
   	
JP:  

  	
Which writers have most influenced you?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
It's a difficult question. My first editor, Damon Knight, asked me the same thing when I was just starting out, and I told him my chief influences were G. K. Chesterton and Marks'[Standard] Handbook for [Mechanical] Engineers . And that's still about as good an answer as I can give. I've been impressed with a lot of people - with Kipling, for example; with Dickens - but I don't think I've been greatly influenced by them.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
What struck you about Chesterton?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
His charm; his willingness to follow an argument wherever it led.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
What of the founders of science fiction?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
When I was a boy, I read all the pulp magazines, which were still around in those days. You've no doubt seen collector editions, but in those days you could buy a pulp for 10 or 15 cents. One of my favorites was Famous Fantastic Mysteries , which reprinted good stuff from the turn of the century. Once, they did Wells's The Island of Dr. Moreau [1896] as an entire issue. And I read it, and I absolutely loved it, and when I had read the last page I went back to the first page, and I started again. And when I started my fourth reading I thought. "Well, I know everything that's going to happen now and I'll just put it aside for a while until I've kind of forgotten it, and then I'll read it again." And I never looked at it again until I was about 50. And when I was that age, somebody wrote to me and said he was putting together one of those books that honor the hundred best science fiction novels. It would have essays from writers like me, and this person wanted me to do The Island of Dr. Moreau . I thought. "Gee, I remember that fondly. I will take him up on that. But first, obviously, I have to get a copy of it and read it, since I haven't read it since I was a kid." And I did …

 
Wonderful cover on that book, by the way - wonderful! The man was bare-chested - not quite muscular enough to be a hero, but muscular and good-looking - and behind him is this enormous, shaggy monster. And the monster has one hand on the man's shoulder. In a most buddy-looking sort of way, you know. [Chuckles merrily.] I thought that was a lovely cover; I still do …

 
Anyhow, I read the book and immediately saw there were things in there that had completely sailed over me that were now hitting me like a brick. The book starts when the narrator gets on a ship from some city in South America. On the third day out, they ram a derelict and their ship sinks. He spends three days in a lifeboat with two men, a fellow passenger and a sailor, and he mentions, just in passing, that he never learned the name of the sailor in the boat with him. And another thing: the sailor and the passenger fall overboard in a struggle, and the narrator is picked up by a boat carrying Dr. Moreau's doctor, who gives hi. "a dose of some scarlet stuff, iced. It tasted like blood, and made me feel stronger." That one, too, just whizzed by me. All this stuff, and I was too dumb to appreciate it as a boy!

  
  	
JP:  

  	
You revisited your boyhood attachment to that book in The Island of Dr. Death and Other Stories and Other Stories [1970]. Things whiz by Tacky, too. He doesn't understand his mother's relationship with her boyfriend, but he knows he doesn't like it.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Tacky has only very vague ideas of sex, as boys do at that age. And, of course, his mother's an addict, and the boyfriend supplies her with drugs.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
It's a wonderful short story.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Yes, thank you: I think it's one of my better ones.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
It begins. "Winter comes to water as well as to land, though there are no leaves to fall."

  
  	
GW:  

  	
If you live on the seacoast, you realize that's true. The leaves don't fall, but things change. The quality of the light changes.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
The sea becomes grayer and colder, and the waves shorter and more rapid.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
The wind whistles down the beach, blowing sand.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
You are always generous to Jack Vance, recognizing his series The Dying Earth [1950 - 1984] as the inspiration for The Book of the New Sun . But inspiration is implicit criticism, too. Why did you feel compelled to depart from Vance's idea o. "remote antiquit." ?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Because he had already done it.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
I know you thought Algis Budrys a tremendous writer.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
A. J. was a friend. I admired Who [1958] enormously. The plot of Rogue Moon [1960] is striking: Budrys tells us that if you destroyed a man here and reconstituted him somewhere else, you're fooling yourself if you think that the reconstituted man is the same as the original man. The man who goes into the matter transmitter is going to go dark; he's going to die. You can create a new man with the memories of the dead man; but that doesn't mean that the dead man is still alive. The dead man is dead.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
A copied man turns up in The Fifth Head of Cerberus : a robotic simulation of the narrator's great-grandfather. Mr. Million says, helplessly. "He - I - am dead."

 
Rogue Moon's plot has tickled thinkers like Derek Parfit, who used it in Reasons and Persons as a thought experiment to prompt an entire field of philosophical speculation. Its conceit has been widely imitated. Why isn't Budrys more read today?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I don't know. People like a lot of people who aren't very good at all, and they don't like a lot of people who are very good.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Do you stay up with contemporary science fiction?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Oh, I can't. There's too much to read, and I've had too many eye problems recently. I can read for maybe 15 minutes, and then I have to stop. At the time I was reading The Island of Dr. Moreau over and over again, I could read for eight hours a day, and sometimes I did. I grew up in Houston, and in Houston in the summer it is ferociously hot and humid. It has the climate of Calcutta. I grew up before air conditioning, you realize. We moved there in 1937, something like that. I stood and read in front of an electric fan. That's what we kids did in that hot weather. If we stayed in, we'd play Monopoly or something, with the fans going around. The only places in those days that had air conditioning were movie theaters and the big department stores, like Sears. My family went to the matinees of movies that nobody particularly wanted to see, just to get in out of the heat. And we would come out and my father would wrap his hand in his handkerchief so he could open the car door.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
What did your father do?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
At the time we moved to Houston, he was a traveling salesman. He covered Texas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana by car. And think about that: it's a territory about the size of Western Europe.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Your father was lucky to have such a job during the Depression.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Absolutely. We traveled from place to place, wherever my father could find work. But say this: we always had a place to live; we always had food. One time I said as much to Ben Bova, and he replied. "Well, we didn't." His father was a day laborer, and sometimes he just could not get work. And if he didn't, the Bovas did not eat. All of us from that time grew up with the feeling that you shouldn't waste anything: you don't waste rags, because rags can be useful.

  
  
 
War and religion  
   	
JP:  

  	
You left college, were drafted, fought in Korea. How does war figure in your writing? One way to read The Book of the New Sun is that as much as it tells how Severia. "backed onto the throne." it's also the story of a young man's induction into the military.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
It's a real wake-up call. What military service does is rub off a lot of the pretense and self-deception from a person. You have to keep going, knowing that there are people over there who are trying to kill you. You're right: they are.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
What self-deception did the war strip away from you?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Oh, that I was smarter than other people.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Well, I'm sure you were.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
[Emphatically] No. I wasn't.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
There's a suggestive set piece at the beginning of the last volume of The Book of the New Sun where Severian writes. "I had never seen war, or even talked about it at length with someone who had, but I was young and knew something of violence, and so believed that war would be no more than a new experience for me, as other things … had been new experiences. War is not a new experience; it is a new world … Even its geography is new, because it is a geography in which insignificant hills and hollows are lifted to the importance of cities."

  
  	
GW:  

  	
You learn to look at scenery from a standpoint of defensive positions.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
I see you often called a Roman Catholic writer. Once, even. "a very subtle but also very emphatic Roman Catholic propagandist." Is this identification unfair?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I think it an oversimplification. I'm a writer who is Catholic, as a good many of us are. I do not write Catholic books intentionally. I've never been published by a religious publisher.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
In The Book of the New Sun, religion is only fleetingly seen, perhaps because Severian isn't a religious person. He's a rationalist who treasures the little scientific learning he has, and he's slow to realize - slower than anyone else - that he possesses miraculous powers. Yet in the successor series, The Book of the Long Sun [1993 - 1996], religion is everywhere, and the hero, Patera Silk, is a priest who believes in a false religion. What were you doing?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
In The Book of the New Sun , I wanted to show a man who was raised to do terrible things and who reforms himself from inside. And so I thought up the Guild of Torturers and made the man a torturer. And in The Book of the Long Sun , I wanted to show another kind of man, brought up in a bad religion, working his way through it. So I came up with a fake religion in which the personalities of a long-ago tyrant and his family have been elevated to godhood in an artificial world.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
In the Soldier series [1986 - 2006], which begins shortly after the Battle of Plataea, are Latro's gods real beings in the way that Silk's gods are not? Latro has theophanies - or, at least, he has strange visitations that his friends interpret as theophanies.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I'm assuming that the gods actually exist and are there, although from a Christian perspective they should not be worshipped. But on the other hand it's foolish to think that they're not there, because they are.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
You once said that pain tends to prove God's reality rather than the opposite; that pain was not a theological difficulty for you.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
No, it isn't. If you catch a dragonfly and bend the end of its body up, it will eat itself until it dies. When people have had their mouths numbed for dentistry, they must be warned not to chew their tongues. I think if we assume that pain is simply an evil we're oversimplifying things.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
[Thinks a moment.] You're saying that pain may be a necessary design feature that the Divine Engineer -

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Yes, absolutely.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
- put into his animated machines.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
If you had living things without pain, they would have a very rough time surviving.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
If it's not too personal a question, do you consider yourself a professing Catholic?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Certainly I am. I go to mass; I receive Communion; I pray.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Were you born a Catholic, or was Rosemary?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
No, I was a convert.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Like Chesterton.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
It's a bad thing in that born Catholics tend to look down on you. But being looked down upon has its advantages.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Like what?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
You don't put yourself forward as an expert. You understand other people who are in similar situations, and not only in religious matters. I once met Archbishop Fulton Sheen, who we're trying to get made a saint now. He looked at you and you felt that he knew all about you, that he had taken your worth, both positive and negative, and had formed a correct opinion about you, and that was it.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Did Sheen feel saintly? He was canny by your account; he had an intelligent eye.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Sheen was a very intelligent man. He was smaller than I had expected. I suppose he was about five-five, five-six, or something like that.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
John XXIII was a little man, too.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Well, size only counts with football players, really.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
But did Sheen feel saintly? Did he have a quality of holiness?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
He had a quality of something really quite extraordinary. I was at a party once for locally important politicians - a former governor of Illinois, for example. And Sheen came through as somebody who was actually on a higher level. A hundred years from now, he was the only one at the party who would still be important. The rest of us were lost.

  
  
 
Editing and writing  
   	
JP:  

  	
After the Korean War, and a spell as a mechanical engineer, you were an editor at Plant Engineering. Was it just a day job?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
It was meaningful to me. I enjoyed it.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
What did you do?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I wore many hats. We had a staff of 24, and all of us had several jobs. It seemed to me that I had more than most. I was the robot editor; I was the screws editor, the glue editor, the welding editor. I was in charge of power transmission belts, and gears, and bearings, and shafts, and all sorts of stuff like that.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
A good job!

  
  	
GW:  

  	
It was. I was the letters-to-the-editor editor. I was even the cartoon editor.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
How did you write when you had a day job and a young family? And how did that change when writing became your full-time job?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I would write for about an hour before work on workdays, and then I would write on Saturdays and Sundays. That left my afternoons and evenings free to play with my kids or read to them. And then in those days - and believe me, I no longer do this - anytime I woke up after 4:00A.M. , I stayed up and I wrote. I stopped writing when Rosemary called down to me that breakfast was ready. When I left off editing, I increased the time I spent writing by a factor of three.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
With what do you write?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
In the early days, I used a typewriter. When I graduated from high school, my parents gave me one. That was my graduation gift: a wonderful gift, really. And then I went on to an office machine, an electric typewriter, a word processer, and finally a computer.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
What kind of computer do you use now?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I have two. I have a desktop Mac and a laptop Mac - a MacBook, I think they're called. It's not really a book.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Your writing changed when you became a professional writer. When you stole time to write, your prose style was denser and more literary. Peace and The Fifth Head of Cerberus are very worked-over books, with echoes of Proust and other writers you admired. Since you became a full-time writer, your prose has become looser: the paragraphs are shorter, you rely more on dialogue, and the entire tone is less poetic.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
It's not that, really. It's that I've gotten so much criticism for being unreadable and overcomplex and hard to get into and all this stuff. And I thought. "Well, I'll loosen up."

  
  	
JP:  

  	
I find that hard to bear. While I admire many of the books after The Book of the New Sun , your early and middle prose style is very original. Nabokov would have recognized you as a being like himself. Yet this feeling tha. "Wolfe is too difficul." is not uncommon. When I asked the MIT Science Fiction Society what I should ask you, they wrote. "How should a science fiction reader who is more accustomed to [Larry] Niven, [Orson Scott] Card, or [David] Brin start reading Wolfe?"

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I think it's probably The Sorcerer's House. It's an epistolary novel, and that seems to help people along. So long as they don't get bothered by the fact that the style changes from one letter writer to another.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
See? You're incapable of being simple.

  
  
 
Unreliable narrators and craft  
   	
JP:  

  	
With your narrators, you set yourself difficult technical challenges.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
If you make everything easy for yourself as an author, you bore the reader.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Sometimes those challenges can seem eccentrically difficult. In the Soldier series you created a narrator who forgets everything at the end of every day.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Yes, I came across an article about a brain injury that is perfectly real [anterograde amnesia]. People have short-term memory and long-term memory. One of the things you do in your sleep is transfer certain short-term memories into long-term memory. Unconsciously, you decide what's really important: if it's not, you forget it; if it is, you put it into long-term memory. If you destroy a certain portion of the brain, short-term memory is just overwritten. And I thought, that's very interesting. In Severian, I had created a character who forgot nothing. And I thought: let's do one of these guys who forgets everything.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Is Severian's memoriousness a sign of his identity as the redeemer of the world?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I think it is.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
A persistent theme of your writing is the unreliability of narrators.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
They're all unreliable. Well, we all are, aren't we?

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Everyone's story is necessarily subjective.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
You see things from your standpoint and not from the standpoint of someone else.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Alden Dennis Weer, the narrator of Peace , is unreliable in this particular sense: he's dead, and doesn't know it.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
He's a ghost. Ghosts often don't realize they're dead. That's the explanation of much of the behavior of ghosts that we find puzzling.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
In The Fifth Head of Cerberus, does John Marsch understand that he's really V.R.T., . "shadow child." one of the aboriginal inhabitants of the colony planet, who is aping a man?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Yes, he does. He knows he's not a real Earthman, but he's trying to talk himself into believing that he is. That's what he wants to be.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
You're also very given to young narrators. Is there a reason why you find the child's point of view so beguiling - why you like to imagine what Maisie knew?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I think a na ï ve observer is more interesting to read because he's just giving you what he has seen. If you've ever listened to people giving testimony at a trial, they are almost incapable of distinguishing between what they have actually seen or heard and their opinions of what it means.

  
  
 
Anthropology and pity  
   	
JP:  

  	
You're very interested in anthropology. In Peace, one of the suitors of Weer's Aunt Olivia, a Professor Peacock, is an anthropologist. Marsch in The Fifth Head of Cerberus is one, too. Tracking Song imagines different types of intelligent-speaking hominids alive on the same planet at the same time, as Neanderthals and anatomically modern humans once coexisted.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
If intelligence is just a matter of evolution, what happens when a bunch of species get to a similar point at the same time? We are unhappy to find ourselves the only intelligent animals on our planet. It would be so interesting if we could find others. We can't. But suppose we could: suppose the lion was intelligent and the deer were also intelligent. It's very hard to imagine. You have to have sympathy with both. The lion cannot eat grass no matter how much you would like him to. But the deer do not wish to be eaten, and who can blame them for it?

  
  	
JP:  

  	
In many of your fictions - the short story La Befana [1973], for instance - you imagine intelligent species coexisting on the same planet, who can talk to each other after a fashion but who are fundamentally different.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Another intelligent species, but fundamentally different: the amazing thing would be to get to some foreign planet and discover people already on it, and now you've got to say. "How in the world did that happen?"

  
  	
JP:  

  	
There's a similar, eerie idea at the heart of The Hero as Werwolf [1975]: you imagine a future where humans have diverged into separate species after one population has evolved through biotechnology and another remains fixed as modern Homo sapiens.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Some fool said. "If human beings evolved from apes, how come there are still apes." But I always think about that from the ape's standpoint. So I imagined two human races: some people who've evolved into something superior, and a few who haven't. I wondered: well, what would it be like for them ?

  
  	
JP:  

  	
For the old-fashioned humans in The Hero as Werwolf, what it's like is a shamed scuffling around in the shadows, forced to live off the meat of Homo superior .

  
  	
GW:  

  	
That's the hero as werwolf.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
You've joked that stories of leprechauns and hairy giants are race memories of Paleolithic hominids that survived into the modern era, hiding from us in the back of beyond and in cowsheds at the bottom of fields. You were joking?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
We must worry about hairy giants, because they keep showing up again and again, although we can't find any physical evidence for their existence. If we get reports of Sasquatch now - and by God, we are, we're getting lots of them - think what it must have been like a few hundred years ago.

  
  
 
Science fiction and legacies  
   	
JP:  

  	
Why does science fiction matter?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I think it matters a lot, because it's mind-opening. That's its great virtue. Ordinary fantasy opens minds, but not nearly as much. The Oz books [1900 - 1920] may open someone's mind a little bit. Alice in Wonderland [1865] is kind of mind-opening. But a lot of science fiction is much more so. For instance, I could write a story in which a man has a conversation with his gun. I might do that sometime. Prince Valiant had his singing sword, and I always thought they could have done more with that than they did.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Many people say that science fiction matters because it is about contemporary society - that it is a kind of satire.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Unfortunately. It's true that a great many people think that it must be.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
You mean: it needn't be so.

  
  	
GW:  

  	
You could write a book about a landing on Mars in which a landing on Mars is a metaphor for something that is going on now. You could also write a book about a landing on Mars that's a landing on Mars.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
You've written. "If we are remembered at all, it will be as the contemporaries of Herodotus and Mark Twain." How will you be remembered?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Oh my God. I probably won't be. I don't know. "God's fool."

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Do you have a favorite amongst your own children? Is it Peace ? Or is you. "Book of Gol." The Book of the New Sun ?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
Oh, it changes. Peace is a favorite, yes. But it floats around and around, you know.

  
  	
JP:  

  	
Is there anything I should have asked but did not?

  
  	
GW:  

  	
I have no idea. You're writing the piece, not me.

  
  
   
Slipping   
 Lauren Beukes  
 


 
1. High life 
 
The heat presses against the cab, trying to find a way in past the sealed windows and the rattling air-conditioning. Narrow apartment blocks swoop past on either side of the dual carriageway, occasionally broken up by a warehouse megastore. It could be Cape Town, Pearl thinks. It could be anywhere. Twenty-three hours'travel so far. She has never been on a plane before.

 
"So what's the best part about Karachi." Tomislav says, trying to break the oppressive silence in the back - the three of them dazed by the journey, the girl, her promoter, and the surgeon, who has not looked up from his phone since they got in the car, because he is trying to get a meeting.

 
The driver thinks about it, tugging at the little hairs of his beard. "One thing is that this is a really good road. Sharah e Faisal. There's hardly ever a traffic jam and if it rains, the road never drowns."

 
"Excellent." Tomislav leans back, defeated. He gives Pearl an encouraging smile, but she is not encouraged. She watched the World Cup and the Olympics on TV; she knows how it is supposed to be. She stares out the window, refusing to blink in case the tears come.

 
The road narrows into the city and the traffic thickens, hooting trucks and bakkies and rickshaws covered in reflecting stickers like disco balls, twinkling in the sun. They pass through the old city, with its big crumbling buildings from long ago, and into the warren of Saddar's slums, with concrete lean-tos muscling in on each other. Kachi abaadi , the driver tells them, and Pearl sounds it out under her breath. At least the shacks are not tin and that's one difference.

 
Tomislav points out the loops of graffiti in another alphabet and taps her plastic knee. "Gang signs. Just like the Cape Flats."

 
"Oh, they're gangsters, all right." the driver says. "Same people run the country."

 
"You have gangsters in your government." Pearl is shocked.

 
The cab driver clucks and meets her eyes in the rearview mirror. "You one of the racers?"

 
"What clued you in." Dr. Arturo says, without looking up. It's the first thing he's said all day. His thumbs tap over the screen of his phone, blunt instruments. Pearl rubs her legs self-consciously where the tendons are visible under the joint of her knee, running into the neurocircuitry. It's a showcase, Dr. Arturo told her when she asked him why it couldn't look like skin. Some days she thinks it's beautiful. Mostly, she hates seeing the inside-out of herself.

 
"Why do you think you're in Pakistan." The driver laughs. "You think anyone else would let this happen in their country." He rubs his thumb and fingers together and flings it to the wind.

 
2. Packed with goodness 
 
Pre-race. A huge +Games banner hangs above the entrance of the Karachi Parsi Institute, or KPI. It's a colonial building that has been extended to accommodate them, the track built over the old cricket ground and into the slums. The school has been turned into the athletes'village, classrooms converted to individual medical cells to cater to their unique needs. Pearl's, for example, has hermetic bio-units and sterile surfaces. The window has been fused shut to prevent the polluted air from leaking in.

 
In the room next door, they installed extra generators for Charlotte Grange after she plugged in her exo-suit and tripped the power on the whole building. Pearl can hear her grunting through the walls. She doesn't know what Siska Rachman has.

 
She sits on the end of her bed, paging through the official program while Tomislav paces the room end to end, hunched over his phone, his hand resting on his nose. "Ajda! Come on." her promoter says into the phone, in that Slavic way, which makes the first part of the sentence top-heavy. Like Tomislav himself, still carrying his weight-lifter bulk all squeezed up into his chest and neck. He doesn't compete anymore, but the steroids keep him in shape. The neon lights and the white sheen off the walls make his eyes look bluer, his skin paler. "Peach." she was taught in school, as i. "peac." an. "brow." were magically less divisive tha. "blac." an. "whit." and words could fix everything. But Tomislav's skin is not the warm orange of a summer fruit - it's like the milky tea she drinks at home.

 
Tomislav has thick black hair up his arms. She asked him about it when they first met at the Beloved One's house on the hill. Fourteen and too young and too angry about everything that had happened to mind her elders, even though her mother gasped at her rudeness and smacked her head.

 
Tomislav laughed. Testosterone, kitten. He tapped the slight fuzz over her lip. You've got it too - that's what makes you so strong.

 
He's made her laser all her unsightly hair since. Sports is image. Even this one.

 
He sees her looking and speaks louder. "You want to get a meeting, Arturo, we gotta have something to show." He jabs at the phone dramatically to end the call. "That guy! What does he think I'm doing all day? You all right, kitten." He comes over to take her by the shoulders, give them a little rub. "You feeling good?"

 
"Fine." More than fine, with the crowds'voices a low vibration through the concrete and the starting line tugging at her insides, just through that door, across the quad, down the ramp. She has seen people climbing up onto the roofs around the track with picnic blankets.

 
"That's my girl." He snatches the program out of her hands. "Why are you even looking at this? You know every move these girls have."

 
He means Siska Rachman. That's all anyone wants to talk about. Pearl is sick of it, all the interviews for channels she's never heard of. No one told her how much of this would be talking about racing.

 
"Ready when you are." Dr. Arturo says into her head, through the audio feed in her cochlear implant. Back online as if he's never been gone, checking the diagnostics. "Watch your adrenaline, Pearl. You need to be calm for the install." He used to narrate the chemical processes, the shifting balances of hormones, the nano-enhancing oxygen uptake, the shift of robotic joints, the dopamine blast, but it felt too much like being in school: words being crammed into her head and all worthless anyway. You don't have to name something to understand it. She knows how it feels when she hits her stride and the world opens up beneath her feet.

 
"He's ready." she repeats to Tomislav.

 
"All right, let's get this show pumping."

 
Pearl obediently hitches up her vest with the Russian energy drink logo - one of Tomislav's sponsors, although that's only spare change. She has met the men who have paid for her to be here, in the glass house on the hill, wearing gaudy golf shirts and shoes and shiny watches. She never saw the men swing a club and she doesn't know their names, but they all wanted to shake her hand and take a photograph with her.

 
She feels along the rigid seam that runs in a J-hook down the side of her stomach, parallel with her hysterectomy scar, and tears open the Velcroskin.

 
"Let me." Tomislav says, kneeling between her legs. She holds her flesh open while he reaches one hand up inside her abdomen. It doesn't hurt, not anymore. The Velcro releases a local anesthetic when it opens, but she can feel an uncomfortable tugging inside, like cramps.

 
Tomislav twists off the valves on either side and gently unplugs her stomach and eases it out of her. He sets it in a sterile biobox and connects it to a blood flow. By the time he turns back, she is already spooling up the accordion twist of artificial intestine, like a party magician pulling ribbons from his palm. It smells of the lab-mod bacteria and the faintest whiff of feces. She hands it to Tomislav and he wrinkles his nose.

 
"Just goes to show." he says, folding up the slosh of crinkled plastic tubing and packing it away. "You can take the meat out of the human, but they're still full of shit!"

 
Pearl smiles dutifully, even though he has been making the same joke for the last three weeks - ever since they installed the new system.

 
"Nearly there." He holds up the hotbed factory and she nods and looks away, because it makes her queasy to watch. It's a sleek bioplug, slim as a communion wafer and packed with goodness, Dr. Arturo says, like fortified breakfast cereal. Hormones and nanotech instead of vitamins and iron.

 
Tomislav pushes his hand inside her again, feeling blindly for the connector node in what's left of her real intestinal tract, an inch and a half of the body's most absorbent tissue for better chemical uptake.

 
"Whoops! Got your kidney! Joking. It's in."

 
"Good to go." Dr. Arturo confirms.

 
"Then let's go." Pearl says, standing up on her blades.

 
3. Forces greater than you 
 
You would have to be some kind of idiot. She told her mother it was a bet among the kids, but it wasn't. It was her, only her, trying to race the train.

 
The train won.

 
4. Why you have me 
 
The springkaan drone flits in front of Pearl's face, the lens zooming in on her lips to catch the words she's saying under her breath and transmit them onto the big screen. "Ndincede nkosi undiphe amandla."

 
She bends down to grab on to the curved tips of her legs, to stretch, yes, but also to hide her mouth. It's supposed to be private, she thinks. But that's an idea that belonged to another girl before Tomislav's deals and Dr. Arturo's voice in her head running through diagnostics, before the Beloved One, before the train, before all this.

 
"It's because you're so taciturn, kitten." Tomislav says, trying to comfort her. "You give the people crumbs and they're hungry for more. If you just talked more." He is fidgeting with his tie while Brian Corwood, the presenter, moves down the starters'carpet with his microphone, talking to Oluchi Eze, who is showing off her tail for the cameras. She doesn't know how to talk more. She's run out of words, and the ones Dr. Arturo wants her to say are like chewing on raw potatoes. She has to sound out the syllables.

 
Pearl swipes her tongue over her teeth to get rid of the feeling that someone has rigged a circuit behind her incisors. It's the new drugs in the hotbed, Tomislav says. She has to get used to it, like the drones, which dart up to her unexpectedly. They're freakish - cameras hardwired into grasshoppers, with enough brain stem left to respond to commands. Insects are cheap energy.

 
Somewhere in a control room, Dr. Arturo notes her twitching back from the springkaan and soothes in her head. "What do you think, Pearl? More sophisticated than some athletes we know." She glances over at Charlotte Grange, who is also waiting for her interview. The big blonde quakes and jitters, clenching her jaw, her exo-suit groaning in anticipation. The neural dampeners barely hold her back.

 
The crowd roars its impatience, thousands of people behind a curve of reinforced safety glass in the stands, raised high above the action. The rooftops are packed, and there are children climbing the scaffolding around the old church like monkeys.

 
The people in suits, the ones Dr. Arturo and Tomislav want to meet, watch from air-conditioned hotel rooms five kilometers away. Medical and pharmaceutical companies looking for new innovations in a place where anything goes: any drugs, any prosthetics, robotics, nano. That's what people come for. They tune in by the millions on the proprietary channel. The drama. Like watching Formula 1 for the car crashes.

 
"All these people, kitten." Tomislav says. "They don't want you to win. They're just waiting for you to explode. But you know why you're here."

 
"To run."

 
"That's my girl."

 
"Slow breaths." Dr. Arturo says. "You're overstimulated."

 
The springkaan drone responds to some invisible hand in a control room and swirls around her, getting every angle. Brian Corwood makes his way over to her, microphone extended like a handshake, springkaans buzzing behind his shoulder. She holds herself very straight. She knows her mama and the Beloved One are watching back home. She wants to do Gugulethu proud.

 
"Ndincede nkosi." She mouths the words and sees them come up on the big screens above the track in closed captions below her face. They'll be working to translate them already. Not so hard to figure out that she's speaking Xhosa.

 
"Pearl Nit-seeko." the presenter says. "Cape Town's miracle girl. Crippled when she was 14 years old and now, here she is, two years later, at the +Games. Dream come true!"

 
Pearl has told the story so many times that she can't remember which parts are made up and glossed over. She told a journalist once that she saw her father killed on TV during the illegal mine strikes in Polokwane, saying she covered her ears so she didn't have to hear the popcorn pa-pa-pa-pa-pa of the gunshots as people fell in the dust. But now she has to stick to it. Grand tragedy is a better story than the reality of a useless middle-aged drunk who lived with a shebeen owner's daughter in Nyanga so that he didn't have to pay off the bar tab. When Pearl started to get famous, her father made a stink in the local gossip rags until Tomislav paid him to go away. You can buy your own truth.

 
"Can you tell us about your tech, Pearl." Brian Corwood says, as if this is a show about movie stars and glittery dresses.

 
She responds on autopilot. The removable organs, the bath of nano in her blood that improves oxygen uptake. Neural connectivity blows open the receptors to the hormones and drugs dispatched by the hotbed factory. Tomislav has coached her in the newsworthy technical specs, the leaks that make investors'ears prick up.

 
"I can't show you." she apologizes, coyly raising her vest to let the cameras zoom in on the seam of scar tissue. "It's not a sterile environment."

 
"So it's hollow in there." Corwood pretends to knock on her stomach.

 
"Reinforced surgical-quality graphene mesh." She lightly drums her fingers over her skin, like in rehearsal. It looks spontaneous and shows off her six-pack.

 
She hears Arturo's voice in her head. "Put the vest down now." Arturo instructs. She covers herself up. The star doesn't want to let the viewers see too much. Like with sex. Or so she's been told. She will never have children.

 
"Is that your secret weapon." Corwood says, teasing, because no one ever reveals the exact specs, not until they have a buyer.

 
"No." she says. "but I do have one."

 
"What is it, then." Corwood says, gamely.

 
"God." she says, and stares defiant at the insect cameras zooming in for a close-up.

 
5. Things you can't hide 
 
Her stumps are wrapped in fresh bandages, but the wounds still smell. Like something caught in the drain. Her mother wants to douse the bandages in perfume.

 
"I don't want to! Leave me alone." Pearl swats the teardrop bottle from her mother's hands and it clatters onto the floor. Her mother tries to grab her. The girl falls off the bed with a shriek. She crawls away on her elbows, sobbing and yowling. Her Uncle Tshepelo hauls her up by her armpits, like she is a sack of sorghum flour, and sets her down at the kitchen table.

 
"Enough, Pearl." he says, her handsome youngest uncle. When she was a little girl she told her mother she was going to marry him.

 
"I hate you." she screams. She tries to kick at him with her stumps, but he ducks away and goes over to the kettle while her mother stands in the doorway and covers her face.

 
Pearl has not been back to school since it happened. She turns to face the wall when her friends come to visit and refuses to talk with them. During the day, she watches soap operas and infomercials and lies in her mother's bed and stares at the sky and listens to the noise of the day; the cycles of traffic and school kids and dogs barking and the call to prayer buzzing through the mosque's decrepit speakers and the traffic again and men drunk and fighting at the shebeen. Maybe one of them is her father, who has not been to see her since the accident.

 
Tshepelo makes sweet milky tea, for her and her mother, and sits and talks: nonsense, really, about his day in the factory, cooking up batches of pat é , which is fancy flavored butter for rich people, and how she should see the stupid blue plastic cap he has to wear to cover his hair in case of contamination. He talks and talks until she calms down.

 
Finally, she agrees that she will go to church, a special service in Khayelitsha Site B. She puts on her woolen dress, grey as the Cape Town winter sky, and green stockings, which dangle horribly at the joint where her legs should be.

 
The rain polka-dots her clothes and soaks into her mother's hat, making it flop as she quick-steps after Tshepelo, carrying Pearl in his arms like an injured dog. She hates the way people avert their eyes.

 
The church is nothing, a tent in a parking lot, although the people sing like they are in a fancy cathedral in England like on TV. Pearl sits stiffly on the end of the pew between her uncle and her mother, glaring at the little kids who dart around to come and stare. "Vaya." she hisses at them. "What are you looking at? Go."

 
Halfway through the service, two of the ministers bring out the brand-new wheelchair like it is a prize on a game show, tied with a big purple ribbon. They carry it down the stairs on their shoulders and set it down in front of her. She looks down and mumbles something. Nkosi .

 
They tuck their fingers into her armpits, these strangers'hands on her, and lift her into it. The moment they set her down, she feels trapped. She moans and shakes her head.

 
"She's so grateful." her mother says, and presses her into the chair with one hand on her shoulder. Hallelujah, everyone says. Hallelujah. The choir breaks into song and Pearl wishes that God had let her die.

 
6. Heat 
 
Pearl's brain is microseconds behind her body. The bang of the starting gun registers as a sound after she is already running.

 
She is aware of the other runners as warm, straining shapes in the periphery. Tomislav has made her study the way they run. Charlotte Grange, grunting and loping, using the exo-suit arms to dig into the ground like an ape; Anna Murad with her robotics wet-wired into her nerves; Oluchi Eze with her sculpted tail and her delicate bones, like a dinosaur bird. And in lane five, farthest away from her, Siska Rachman with her face perfectly calm and empty and her eyes locked on the finish line, two kilometers away. A dead girl remote-controlled by a quadriplegic in a hospital bed. That is the problem with the famous Siska Rachman. She wins a lot, but there is network lag time.

 
You have to inhabit your body. You need to be in it. Not only because the rules say, but because otherwise you can't feel it. The strike of your foot against the ground, the rush of air on your skin, the sweat running down your sides. No amount of biofeedback will make the difference.

 
"Pace yourself." Arturo says in her head. "I'll give you a glucose boost when you hit 800 meters."

 
Pearl tunes in to the rhythmic huff of her breath and she stretches out her legs longer with each stride and she is aware of everything, the texture of the track, and the expanse of the sky, and the smell of sweat and dust and oil. It blooms in her chest - a fierce warmth, a golden glow within, and she feels the rush of His love and she knows that God is with her.

 
She crosses third, neck and neck with Siska Rachman and milliseconds behind Charlotte Grange, who throws herself across the finish line with a wet ripping sound. The exo-suit goes down in a tumble of girl and metal, forcing Rachman to sidestep.

 
"A brute." Arturo whispers in her ear. "Not like you, Pearl."

 
7. Beloved 
 
The car comes to fetch them, Pearl and her mother and her uncle. A shiny black BMW with hubcaps that turn the light into spears. People come out of their houses to see.

 
She is wearing her black lace dress, but it's 40 degrees out and the sweat runs down the back of her neck and makes her collar itch.

 
"Don't scratch." her mother says, holding her hands.

 
The car cuts through the location between the tin shacks and the government housing and all the staring eyes, out onto the highway, into the winelands and past the university and the rich people's townhouses which all look alike, past the golf course where little carts dart between the sprinklers, and the hills with vineyards and flags to draw the tourists, and down a side road and through a big black gate which swings open onto a driveway lined with spiky cycads.

 
They climb out, stunned by the heat and other things besides - like the size of the house, the wood and glass floating on top of the hill. Her uncle fights to open the wheelchair Khayelitsha Site B bought her, until the driver comes round and says. "Let me help you with that, sir." He shoves down hard on the seat and it clicks into place.

 
He brings them into a cool entrance hall with wooden floors and metal sculptures of cheetahs guarding the staircase. A woman dressed in a red-and-white dress and a wrap around her head smiles and ushers them into the lounge, where three men are waiting: a grandfather with two white men flanking him like the stone cats by the stairs. One old, one hairy.

 
"The Beloved One." her mother says, averting her eyes. Her uncle bows his head and raises his hands in deference.

 
Their fear makes Pearl angry.

 
The grandfather waves at them to come, come, impatiently. The trousers of his dark-blue suit have pleats folded as sharp as paper, and his shoes are black like coal.

 
"So this is Pearl Nitseko." the Beloved One says, testing the weight of her name. "I've heard about you."

 
The old white man stares at her. The lawyer, she will find out later, who makes her and her mother sign papers and more papers and papers. The one with thick shoulders fidgets with his cuffs, pulling them down over his hairy wrists, but he is watching her most intently of all.

 
"What." she demands." What have you heard." Her mother gasps and smacks her head.

 
The Beloved One smiles, gently. "That you have fire in you."

 
8. Fearful tautologies 
 
Tomislav hustles Pearl past the Muslim protestors outside the stadium. The sects have united in moral outrage, chanting. "Un-natural! Un-godly! Un-holy." They chant the words in English rather than Urdu for the benefit of the drones.

 
"Come on." Tomislav shoulders past the protestors, steering her toward a shuttle car that will take them to dinner. "Don't these cranks have bigger things to worry about? Their thug government? Their starving children." Pearl leaps into the shuttle and he launches himself in after. "Extremism I can handle." He slams the door. "But tautology? That's unforgivable."

 
Pearl zips up the hood of her track suit.

 
The Pakistani crowd surges to the shuttle, bashing its windows with the flats of their hands. "Monster." a woman shouts in English. "God hates you."

 
"What's tautology?"

 
"Unnecessary repetition."

 
"Isn't that what fear always is?"

 
"I forget that you're fast and clever. Yeah. Screw them." Tomislav says. The shuttle rolls and he claps his hands together. "You did good out there."

 
"Did you get a meeting?"

 
"We got a meeting, kitten. I know you think your big competition is Siska, but it's Charlotte. She just keeps going and going."

 
"She hurt herself."

 
"Ripped a tendon, the news says, but she's still going to race tomorrow."

 
Dr. Arturo chimes in, always listening. "They have backup meat in the lab, they can grow a tendon. But it's not a good long-term strategy. This is a war, not a battle."

 
"I thought we weren't allowed to fight." Pearl says.

 
"You talking to the doc? Tell him to save his chatter for the investors."

 
"Tomislav says ." she starts.

 
"I heard him." Dr. Arturo says.

 
Pearl looks back at the protestors. One of the handwritten banners stays with her. "I am fearfully and wonderfully made." it reads.

 
9. She is risen 
 
Pearl watches the buses arrive from her bed upstairs in the church. A guest room adapted for the purpose, with a nurse sitting outside and machines that hiss and bleep. The drugs make her woozy. She has impressions of things, but not memories. The whoop of the ambulance siren and the feeling of being important. Visitors. Men in golf shorts and an army man with fat cheeks. Gold watches and stars on the uniform, to match the gold star on the tower she can see from her window and the fat tapered columns like bullets at the entrance.

 
"Are you ready." Dr. Arturo says. He has come from Venezuela especially for her. He has gentle hands and kind eyes, she thinks, even though he is the one who cut everything out of her. Excess baggage, he says. It hurts where it was taken out, her female organs and her stomach and her guts.

 
He tells her they have been looking for someone like her for a long time, he and Tomislav. They had given up on finding her. And now! Now look where they are. She is very lucky. She knows this because everyone keeps telling her.

 
Dr. Arturo takes her to the elevator, where Tomislav is waiting. The surgeon is very modest. He doesn't like to be seen on camera. "Don't worry, I'll be with you." he says, and taps her jaw just below her ear.

 
"It's all about you, kitten." Tomislav soothes, wheeling her out into a huge hallway full of echoes under a painted sky with angels and the Beloved One, in floating purple robes, smiling down on the people flowing through the doors, the women dressed in red and white and the men in blue blazers and white shirts. This time she doesn't mind them looking.

 
They make way for the wheelchair, through the double doors, past the ushers, into a huge room with a ceiling crinkled and glossy as a seashell and silver balconies and red carpets. She feels like a film star, and the red blanket over her knees is like her party dress.

 
From somewhere deep in the church, women raise their voices in ululation and all the hair on Pearl's body pricks up as if she were a cat. Tomislav turns the wheelchair around and parks it beside a huge gold throne with carved leaves and flowers and a halo of spikes around the head. He pats her shoulder and leaves her there, facing the crowd, thousands of them in the auditorium, all staring at her. "Smile, Pearl." Dr. Arturo says, his voice soft inside her head, and she tries, she really does.

 
A group of women walk out onto the stage, swaying with wooden bowls on their hips, their hands dipping into the bowls like swans pecking at the water and throwing rose petals before them. The crowd picks up the ululating and it reverberates through the church. Halalala.

 
The Beloved One steps out and onto the stage and Pearl has to cover her ears at the noise that greets him. A hail of voices. Women are weeping in the aisles. Men too, crying in happiness to see him.

 
The Beloved One holds out his hands to still them. "Quiet, please, brothers and sisters." he says. "Peace be with you."
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10. Call to prayer 
 
The restaurant is fancy with a buffet of Pakistani food, korma and tikka and kabobs and silver trays of sticky sweet pastries. The athletes have to pose for photographs and do more interviews with Brian Corwood and other people. The girl with purple streaks in her hair and the metal ring in her lip asks her. "Aren't you afraid you're gonna die out there." before Tomislav intervenes.

 
"Come on! What kind of question is that." he says. "Can't you be normal?"

 
But the athletes don't really eat and there is a bus that takes them home early so they can be fresh, while the promoters peel away, one by one, looking tense, in fancy black cars that take them to other parts of the city. "Don't you worry, kitten." Tomislav smiles, all teeth, and pats her hand.

 
Back in her room, Pearl finds a prayer mat that might be aligned toward Mecca. She phones down to reception to ask. She prostrates herself on the square of carpet, east, west, to see if it is any different, if her God will be annoyed.

 
She goes online to check the news and the betting pools. Her odds have improved. There is a lot of speculation about Grange's injury and whether Rachman will be disqualified. There are photographs of Oluchi Eze posing naked for a men's magazine, her tail wrapped over her parts.

 
Pearl clicks away and watches herself in the replay, her strikes, her posture, the joy in her face. She expects Dr. Arturo to comment, but the cochlear implant only hisses with faint static.

 
"Mama? Did you see the race." she says. The video connection to Gugulethu stalls and jitters. Her mother has the camera on the phone pointed too high, so she can only see her eyes and the top of her head.

 
"They screened it at the church." her mother says. "Everyone was very excited."

 
"You should have heard them shouting for you, Pearl." her uncle says, leaning over her mother's shoulder, tugging the camera down so they are in the frame.

 
Her mother frowns. "I don't know if you should wear that vest - it's not really your color."

 
"It's my sponsor, Mama."

 
"We're praying for you to do well. Everyone is praying for you."
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11. Desert 
 
She has a dream that she and Tomislav and Jesus are standing on the balcony of the Karachi Parsi Institute looking over the slums. The fine golden sand rises up like water between the concrete shacks, pouring in the windows, swallowing up the roofs, driven by the wind.

 
"Did you notice that there are only one set of footsteps, Pearl." Jesus says. The sand rises, swallowing the houses, rushing to fill the gaps, nature taking over. "Do you know why that is?"

 
"Is it because you took her fucking legs, Lord." Tomislav says.

 
Pearl can't see any footsteps in the desert. The sand shifts too quickly.
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12. Rare flowers 
 
Wide awake. Half past midnight. She lies in bed and stares at the ceiling. Arturo was supposed to boost her dopamine and melatonin, but he's busy. The meeting went well, then. The message on her phone from Tomislav confirms it. Good news!!!! Tell you in the morning. Sleep tight, kitten, you need it .

 
She turns the thought around in her head and tries to figure out how she feels. Happy. This will mean that she can buy her mother a house and pay for her cousins to go to private school and set up the Pearl Nitseko Sports Academy for Girls in Gugulethu. She won't ever have to race again. Unless she wants to.

 
The idea of the money sits on her chest.

 
She swings her stumps over the bed and straps on her blades. She needs to go out, get some air.

 
She clips down the corridors of the school building. There is a party on the old cricket field outside, with beer tents and the buzz of people who do not have to run tomorrow, exercising their nerves. She veers away from them, back toward the worn-out colonial building of the IPC, hoping to get onto the race track. Run it out.

 
The track is fenced off and locked, but the security guard is dazed by his phone, caught up in another world of sliding around colorful blocks. She clings to the shadows of the archway, right past him and deeper into the building, following wherever the doors lead her.

 
She comes out into a hall around a pit of sunken tiles. An old swimming pool. Siska Rachman is sitting on the edge, waving her feet in the ghost of water, her face perfectly blank with her hair a dark nest around it. Pearl lowers herself down beside her. She can't resist. She flicks Rachman's forehead. "Heita. Anyone in there?"

 
The body blinks, and suddenly the eyes are alive and furious. She catches Pearl's wrist. "Of course I am." she snaps.

 
"Sorry, I didn't think -"

 
Siska has already lost interest. She drops her grip and brushes her hair away from her face. "So, you can't sleep either? Wonder why."

 
"Too nervous." Pearl says. She tries for teasing, like Tomislav would. "I have tough competition."

 
"Maybe not." Siska scowls. "They're going to fucking disqualify me."

 
Pearl nods. She doesn't want to apologize again. She feels shy around Siska, the older girl with her bushy eyebrows and her sharp nose. The six years between them feels like an uncrossable gap.

 
"Do they think Charlotte is present ." Siska bursts out. "Charlotte is a big dumb animal. How is she more human than me?"

 
"You're two people." Pearl tries to explain.

 
"Before. You were half a person before. Does that count against you?"

 
"No."

 
"Do you know what this used to be." Siska pats the blue tiles.

 
"A swimming pool?"

 
"They couldn't maintain the upkeep. These things are expensive to run." Siska glances at Pearl to make sure she understands. In the light through the glass atrium, every lash stands out in stark relief against the gleam of her eyes, like undersea creatures. "They drained all the water out, but there was this kid who was … damaged in the brain, and the only thing he could do was grow orchids, so that's what he did. He turned it into a garden and sold them out of here for years, until he got old and now it's gone."

 
"How do you know this?"

 
"The guard told me. We smoked cigarettes together. He wanted me to give him a blowjob."

 
"Oh." Pearl recoils.

 
"Hey, are you wearing lenses?"

 
She knows what she means. The broadcast contacts. "No. I wouldn't."

 
"They're going to use you and use you up, Pearl Nit-seeko. Then you'll be begging to give some lard-ass guard a blowjob for spare change."

 
"It's Ni-tse-koh."

 
"Doesn't matter. You say tomato, I say ni-tse-koh." But Siska gets it right this time. "You think it's all about you. Your second chance, and all you got to do is run your heart out. But it's a talent show, and they don't care about the running. You got a deal yet?"

 
"My promoter and my doctor had a meeting."

 
"That's something. They say who?"

 
"I'm not sure."

 
"Pharmaceutical or medical?"

 
"They haven't told me yet."

 
"Or military. Military's good. I hear the British are out this year. That's what you want. I mean, who knows what they're going to do with it, but what do you care, little guinea pig, long as you get your payout."

 
"Are you drunk ?"

 
"My body is drunk. I'm just mean. What do you care? I'm out, sister. And you're in, with a chance. Wouldn't that be something if you won? Little girl from Africa."

 
"It's not a country."

 
"Boo-hoo, sorry for you."

 
"God brought me here."

 
"Oh, that guy? He's nothing but trouble. And He doesn't exist."

 
"You shouldn't say that."

 
"How do you know?"

 
"I can feel Him."

 
"Can you still feel your legs?"

 
"Sometimes." Pearl admits.

 
Siska leans forward and kisses her. "Did you feel anything?"

 
"No." she says, wiping her mouth. But that's not true. She felt her breath that burned with alcohol, and the softness of her lips and her flicking tongue, surprisingly warm for a dead girl.

 
"Yeah." Siska breathes out. "Me neither." She kisses her again. "News flash, Pearl Ni-tse-koh. There's no God. There's only us. You got a cigarette?"
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13. Empty spaces 
 
Lane five is empty and the stadium is buzzing with the news.

 
"Didn't think they'd actually ban her." Tomislav says. She can tell he's hung over. He stinks of sweat and alcohol and there's a crease in his forehead just above his nose that he keeps rubbing at. "Do you want to hear about the meeting? It was big. Bigger than we'd hoped for. If this comes off, kitten …"

 
"I want to concentrate on the race." She is close to tears but she doesn't know why.

 
"Okay. You should try to win. Really."

 
The gun goes off. They tear down the track. Every step feels harder today. She didn't get enough sleep.

 
She sees it happen, out of the corner of her eye. Oluchi's tail swipes Charlotte, maybe on purpose.

 
"Shit." Grange says, and stumbles in her exo-suit. Suddenly everything comes crashing down on Pearl, hot metal and skin and a tangle of limbs and fire in her side.

 
"Get up." Dr. Arturo yells into her head. She's never heard him upset.

 
"Ow." she manages. Charlotte is already getting to her feet. There is a loose flap of muscle hanging from her leg, where they tried to attach it this morning. The blonde girl touches it and hisses in pain, but her eyes are already focused on the finish line, on Oluchi skipping ahead, her tail swinging, Anna Murad straining behind her.

 
"Get up." Dr. Arturo says. "You have to get up. I'm activating adrenaline. Pain blockers."

 
She sits up. It's hard to breathe. Her vest is wet. A grey nub of bone pokes out through her skin under her breast. Charlotte is limping away in her exo-suit, her leg dragging, gears whining.

 
"This is what they want to see." Arturo urges. "You need to prove to them that it's not hydraulics carrying you through."

 
"It's not." Pearl gasps. The sound is somehow wet. Breathing through a snorkel in the bath when there is water trapped in the U-bend. The drones buzz around her. She can see her face big on the screen. Her mama is watching at home, the whole of the congregation.

 
"Then prove it. What are you here for?"

 
She starts walking, then jogging, clutching her top to the bit of rib to stop its jolting. Every step rips through her. And Pearl can feel things slipping inside. Her structural integrity has been compromised, she thinks. The abdominal mesh has ripped, and where her stomach used to be is a black hole that is tugging everything down. Her heart is slipping.

 
Ndincede nkosi , she thinks. Please, Jesus, help me.

 
Ndincede nkosi undiphe amandla. Please, God, give me strength.

 
Yiba nam kolu gqatso. Be with me in this race.

 
She can feel it. The golden glow that starts in her chest, or if she is truthful with herself, lower down. In the pit of her stomach.

 
She sucks in her abdominals and presses her hand to her sternum to stop her heart from sliding down into her guts - where her guts used to be, where the hotbed factory sits.

 
God is with me, she thinks. What matters is you feel it.

 
Pearl Nitseko runs.
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Countermeasures   
 Christopher Brown  
 


 
VULPINE EPITHELIUM IS DELIVERED IN WHOLE SACS FROM GOVERNMENT -inspected abattoirs.

 
That's where they get the stuff to layer over the spark-plasma-sintered alloy frames after they print them. How the machines grow gossamer wingforms that look like tiny flying jellyfish. I looked it up. I like to know how my tools work.

 
Vulpine, I don't know why. I just know they've gotten really good at growing foxes in pieces. Maybe it has nice conductive qualities for the rf. Or maybe just to remind you the hedgehogs really are the ones in charge now.

 
If they let me paint a mascot on the side of this thing, like the top guns used to put on their jets in old movies, it would probably be a fox. But even a dab of paint would make the thing too heavy. Blow the stealth.

 
If it had a red fox staring out of the milk, even two spider eyes wide, Senator Fernandez would have already seen us following her around her apartment. Even though she spends most of her time looking into the display her watch projects, compulsively working her Clikr nets, communicating with her people in bursts of anxious sound bites, getting real-time updates on the developing situation. When what we need her to do is put her head on the pillow and start staring at the screen on the back of her forehead.

 
It's a nice apartment to remotely lurk. Pentagon City high-rise, upper floor. Tilt shift views of the white temples of our techno-Mandarins. The university hospital where we stole the jellywing. The antenna arrays blinking on the horizon over Fort Meade where we were born.

 
The jellywing can't see that far, at least with conventional optics. It has trouble seeing beyond two feet, and looking through glass is about impossible. I saw the view when I was inside the thermostat, which looks outside through the building security monitors it repurposes as part-time weather stations.

 
You might think spending the evening watching a 59-year-old lady get ready for bed is a pretty creepy way to make a buck. Especially when it also involves spying on your own country. Maybe you also believe the nation-state business model is still viable. The truth is we're all digital Yugoslavians. A few of us have figured it out, and started to get ready.

 
Maybe you are like my friends back here in Austin, happy to be digital butlers fronting undisclosed corporate sponsors. Paid German sedan money to teach computers to train people. Tell them where to blow their money, how to spend more time figuring out how to make it. I used to do that. I turned infallible AIs into Yankee peddlers. Big game, great prizes. The people I work for now are in a different business. Rewriting the future. By reinventing the politics of the past.

 
I have my own reasons for helping them.

 
We are not here to collect dirt. We're not recording any footage, and the shots we have aren't half as viewable as the junk people post on the open surveillance tubes. Senator Fernandez chairs the Joint Special Committee on New Federalism. She has the protection of the Capitol Police and systems from the Congressional Office of Cybersecurity. All the parallel processing terabytes at the executive's command might find a hole if they had a few days to work it. We have a couple hours tops.

 
We found enough backdoor points of network access that ConCyb had not entirely secured. The thermostat, the HVAC controller, the fridge, the desk lamps, the water-filtration system, the master light controller, the home 3D printer, the audio system, the desk monitor, the bedroom wall monitor, the little store-bought pet monitor the senator had installed in her living room, and the balcony door/lock controller.

 
We zoom the cat cam to watch the senator through the bathroom door. Her mirror image, as reflected on one of the hallway panels. She takes off her mask and puts on the bioengineered ointments that will chew the dead tissue off her face while she sleeps. She looks worried, but maybe that's wishful thinking. The image is spectral.

 
The wall screen sequencing dissolves from her gallery of political frenemies to ambient hues of dreamland.

 
She drinks her night tonic, two spoons of tailored powders in 8 oz of water. The vodka came earlier.

 
This is after the jellywing lures the cat onto the balcony so we can lock it out there. Reckless to use such an exotic device as kitty bait, but it worked.

 
When the senator steps out of the bathroom, there's a clear shot on the bedroom monitor.

 
Her pajamas are designer sweatpants and an old Cal T-shirt. Her watch is one of those Gulliver/Chen Uncomplicators. Handmade in Detroit by bespoke robots, matched earbud. Beautifully cloaked, post-gold cases seal weird melanges of clockworks and microcircuitry. When she finally removes them to their bedside dish, I wish I could use them, or steal them, but we know they are the most secure things in her whole infocology.

 
The jellywing sits on the dresser and waits for its opportunity. It's semiautonomous, receives our reprogramming indirectly, and implements it counterintuitively. Not at all like a symbiobot.

 
When Senator Fernandez goes to bed, the feed brings up Carma Luz and her smart-ass commentary on the news of the day. An observed guess. The senator closes her eyes during the interview with Martin Bolm.

 
We look for the right moment to deliver our hypnogogic cocktail. Borderland drift. The verge of sleep, when the primitive brain lets out the self-protective fears of the day and subconscious suggestibility is at its peak.

 
The jellywing guides by some weird combination of heat, chemical sign, optics, and operator override. We can almost feel it when it lands, with no more force than a bumblebee beat, directly over Senator Fernandez's right tear duct.

 
We tune the feed to replay the debate from four hours earlier, as the senator argues with her colleagues about the coming California vote and whether it is even constitutionally permissible.

 
With all the factional fragmentation and referenda, political floor shows snowball through the culture in a thousand annotated fragments, accreting live democratic input and open-source spin doctoring as they carom around the nets. This feed collects it all in a dozen interchangeable scrolls around the margin of the expandable screen, framing the anachronistic display of senatorial oratory.

 
You can't opt out of the Constitution, says the senator from Virginia.

 
The senator from Arizona counters with references to the tree of liberty and its scarlet fertilizer. He flashes a picture of the third president on his demonstrative. The dead white man's long red hair looks like it's made of fire.

 
If two-thirds of the people of your state vote to start their own country, will you send tanks in to stop them? If the people take over the governor's office, will you take it back at the barrel of a gun? When he says that, you can see the veins in his temples, the color in his face.

 
Senator Fernandez tries to play the middle, but there's no middle left. Just a network-cultivated proliferation of more extreme sides than anyone can really count.

 
The two parties in Congress are really seven.

 
The senator from Alaska asks the chair what she's going to do if her constituents vote against the position she takes. If she's ready for what real democracy will do to professional politicians like her. If she's ready for the reboot. Real liberty.

 
If only that was what they were really about. Too bad we can't get footage from the cloakrooms. Hard to believe the people tolerate backroom bargaining like that in the age of citizen surveillance.

 
I think about whether you could get a jellywing inside the Capitol.

 
Jobs like this would be easier with better body monitoring. Predictive metrics of imminent stress. But health data is locked up, even on public figures, tighter than rich people's investment accounts.

 
The temperature is rising to its new setting.

 
The jellywing has a conductive tendril so thin you can't see it without big macro. It can unreel up to 17 cm. Designed for vascular surgery. I'd like to meet whoever had the idea to put it on a microdrone.

 
They say the target can't feel it when the tendril finds its pathway.

 
I wonder what would happen if she did. And woke up. Used her power to find me. The people I work for are not very forgiving of screw-ups.

 
This long strand of bioengineered electrical cord roto-rooters its way back in along optical neural pathways until it finds a cluster of the cell type it thinks will relay the signal it wants through the cerebral network. I wonder how small you would need to be to hear the sound that makes.

 
I turn up the volume on the debate. They are screaming at each other now. Senator Fernandez has lost her cool. The ancillary feeds are on fire. More hits in replay. It's like the monitor is pulsing.

 
I turn on the monitor in the other room, blasting the audio riot montage one of the lab guys mixed me. Streetfighter phonecam stuff. Visceral. Sounds of people shouting, barricades crashing, gas cans popping, armor rumbling, bones breaking, gunfire, crowd scatter, riot helmets crunching under DIY truncheons.

 
This recipe is half-scientific, half witchcraft, 100 percent trial and error. It's the fifth time we've tried it in the field.

 
The pay is good, but at moments like this it's not enough. I should go back into crowdcasting.

 
The purpose of the electrical shock is to encode a fear response. The proof is in the subsequent conduct.

 
There is a very small risk of severe side effects.

 
I think about why those people are paying me to do this, why I'm doing it, and the space between. I think about what I can do with the money.

 
Think of it as what happens to moderates, they said. When they refuse to pick a real side.

 
I think about the downside. Tom says leave that to the lawyers. I don't get what he really means by that until a lot later.

 
Senator Fernandez jerks. Body spasm. You know that feeling, when you are half-asleep and some cocooned anxiety sneaks out and jolts you awake. It's like that, 10-x. The feeling of some primordial hominid opening her eyes to see the big cat about to pounce. That's what we want.

 
I am trying to speed up the jellywing's retraction of the tendril when Senator Fernandez smacks it like a mosquito.

 
I watch on the monitor as she bark. "Light." and holds the broken thing up between her fingers. Like a crumpled little origami bird made of tissue paper. The jellywing moistens and dissolves when it breaks.

 
I am that splotch.

 
I watch Senator Fernandez as she looks around, alert and protective, and focuses on the lens in the wall. She looks straight at me. She is drenched in sweat, blanched, and flush at the same time.

 
It's not like we kidnapped her.

 
I cut all the connections. Then I ditch my apartment, just in case, and head out into the night light to look for some honk.

 
Night is the time when you can hide out in the open, if you know the right places to go. Think like an urban raccoon. Or a fox.

 
POLITICIANS ARE THE LAST CELEBRITIES. WE KILLED ALL THE other terrestrial demigods when everybody got their 15 plus. When you could troll the local feeds every night and see who on your street was bonking whom, read who in your downtown was stealing from their customers, watch almost live videos of amped-up perps and tatted-out cops competing to get more hits with their performances. That's when people stopped caring about Hollywood.

 
It was after people stopped caring about fiat currency, and before the street fighting started to break out again.

 
Nature was fighting back before, during, and after.

 
By politicians, I also mean generals, public spymasters, and incendiary commentators.

 
By commentators, I mean commenters, the people whose screaming while watching earns them their own feedbranch.

 
Everybody has his own channel, but it gets harder to figure out who pays for it.

 
Everybody is her own hospital, her own fund manager, and her own self-defense force. More or less.

 
The line between work and play has been pretty well obliterated. The workplace redesigned as a game. The zones of leisure and self-expression recast as corporate commons.

 
The owners figured out how to make everyone think they are a star when we are all just digital sharecroppers.

 
We've torn down old temples. Corporate hierarchies, universities, old faiths, old economy supply chains, banks. Upended human pyramids based on warlords and priests. It was only a matter of time before we went after the biggest one. Hacked the OS.

 
I was on one of the teams that helped rewrite the code. The tools we'd developed to control crowds could also be used to turn them loose. When they told us to let it run off leash, they didn't think about blowback.

 
What started as a wave of fed-up netmobs overthrowing small country tyrants became a political virus that ate the world. Redrew the map, then redrew the idea of maps.

 
The people who grew up with the old order saw end-times. Entropy. Pirates, oligarchs, refugees, and riots. Others saw opportunity. Creative destruction.

 
Evolution.

 
A new order to suit the age.

 
The owners wanted to rewrite geography to make more space for their virtual empires. They didn't anticipate that some of us might want to see what would happen if we did it the other way around.

 
We cashed in our equity to make the future happen. It was kind of a breech baby.

 
"USED TO BE THE SURGEONS WOULD GO IN AND FLAY THE NERVES away from the gland." says Tom. "By hand. With a knife."

 
Tom is visiting from the Valley when I get to the office. No advance notice, or so Maureen said in her note telling me to join them.

 
"Nasty." says Maureen. "So instead they inject something inside you to eat it." She nudges up a little closer to the conference room table like she's going to join in. Maybe it's just the T she popped with her Zero before the meeting. She goes through those things like Chiclets.

 
"Macrophages." says Tom. "Retuned. Grow them inside you. Devour all the cancer cells. You can almost feel it. Like a microscopic massage, right where you need it."

 
"Glad I'm late." I say.

 
"You are." says Maureen. "Sit down."

 
Tom nods. I try to read his face. See if he already knows. He looks preoccupied.

 
"You go to San Francisco for that." asks Maureen.

 
"Houston." says Tom. "Had my last checkup yesterday." He smiles, does some kind of faux Namaste. Bow to Kali. "I try not to go north of San Mateo anymore. Not without a detail."

 
I login to our secure net and troll for reports about last night. News feeds first. Worried my boss on my right and her boss across the table already ate the bytes meant for me.

 
"No kidding." says Maureen, flashing her canines. "Guess the People's Council or whatever they replaced the mayor with isn't the best recipe for law and order." Maureen is from Indiana where they invented the popular militias.

 
"You just stopping over in the Alamo city to check up on us." I ask, scrolling search results.

 
Nothing yet. I try the police feeds.

 
"Maureen asked me to come meet with her." says Tom. "To talk about you, Mike, among other things. After I spent the morning looking at a new deal. Crazy avionics spinoff out of Southwest Research Institute."

 
Tom is a VC. Old California. Has a sailboat. Runs 3 bil of OPM and 4 of his own. Funded our spinoff from NSA, sits on our board, chairs the Comp Committee. Supplements his ROI with info nuggets we harvest. Ones he can trade on. Started out as a young deal guy, drone consolidation. Made his first billion on Clikr, the people who watch you watch. Nose for the data that matters. Has his own island. Wants more.

 
I find a header, but reports regarding members of Congress are redacted.

 
"Last time I went there they let me drive a rat with a joystick." says Maureen.

 
Maureen is my manager. SVP Information Integrity. Meaning privatized surgical sigint, more push than pull, tailored to get the high-value critical coms the big nets in Fort Meade are no longer allowed to read, and the ones in Tom's backyard don't know how to. Runs real-people molenets and an army of bots. Dotted line to D.C. as a condition of our charter, Maureen is Beltway all the way, generation GWOT. When we mapped our brains for the reorg, hers looked like a flow chart that had been reviewed by risk, legal, and infosec.

 
"She asked them if they could install the implant in Bob." I joke.

 
I run our team that works political networks. Foreign and domestic.

 
"I had someone else in mind." says Maureen. "And you shouldn't make fun of Bob. He's the one who cooks dinner when you can't make it back to Austin. But, yeah, the battlefield implications are huge."

 
"For sure." says Tom. "Command line overrides cowardice. This is better, though. Symbiotic drone control."

 
"Indigo Licker." says Maureen. "We know all about it. Got to play with the beta."

 
"And." Tom likes his information sunny side up, emphasis on the upside, leave the risk factors for the red herring.

 
"Amazing interface." I say. "Neural and intuitive. But it feels like the drone's driving the pilot."

 
"Maybe that's an improvement." says Tom.

 
Maureen laughs. She doesn't know about my special project for Tom. I don't think.

 
"Maybe." I say. I remember flying over Bellevue, watching the candidate through the walls of his millionaire house, feeling every air current, hearing the conference call like a chorus of scrambled poltergeists. "I like the dromological framing."

 
"You like knowing you have something the machine needs." says Maureen. "Gut feeling. Anticipation. Capacity to break the rules."

 
"Too bad it can't eliminate the error from that." says Tom.

 
There is a hedgehog on the conference room table. A stuffed animal totem of ethical liberation. Just worry about the thing you are good at. Like the tests told you.

 
I get the alert on my screen. Good news. Senator Fernandez resigned.

 
When I look up it's like when the board calls you back in after a private session, and you can tell you're the only one who doesn't know the ending.

 
I lose my smile before it starts.

 
"Tom tells me you've been helping him out on some extravehicular activity." says Maureen. "Free floating pretty far from the mothership this time, aren't you?"

 
I adjust my chair. I look at Tom.

 
Tom looks down.

 
"What they never tell you about the f.u. money is that there is always someone who can take it away." he says.

 
Tom does not normally talk like that. He's a master of reality. One of the Free Pacificos. The guy who upgraded the old idea of breaking California into smaller states with a bolder gambit: declare a quasi-independent republic, confederated through free trade and open borders with Baja, Japan, Hong Kong, and the randomized archipelago he and his technolib peers have been buying. Supposed to stay tied to the U.S. through a more sovereign iteration of federalism, but things keep changing. Like the Oregonian maneuver. It's hard to say when it all morphed from weird politics into saber-rattling hardball, or why it took so long for people to start really picking sides. I should have been smart enough to know Maureen never had to choose.

 
"That's right." says Maureen, looking at Tom. "And there needs to be. Money can't buy immunity from the law. You guys should get back to working the issues with Washington."

 
I adjust my chair.

 
"Who says we're not." says Tom. "It's all just a price negotiation. Like the mother of all MBOs."

 
"Citizen buyout." I say.

 
Maureen looks at me. "One dollar, one vote." she says.

 
"Meritocracy." says Tom.

 
"On the other side of this thing, there's gonna be more democracy, not less, Maureen." I say. "User-centric. Distributed sovereignty."

 
"That's your problem." says Tom, jabbing a well-manicured finger at the air between us. "You keep thinking it's a revolution when it's a transaction."

 
"Probably a leveraged one." says Maureen. "Classy."

 
"I know you love your dear old flag they gave you at Osama Martyrs High School." says Tom, red in the face now. "You also have to know there's enough money in Silicon Valley to buy out the whole broke-ass country. But who'd want to?"

 
"Blue-light special on the half of Florida that hasn't been relocated to the Atlanta prefab camps." says Maureen. "Americans stick together. Now more than ever."

 
"Americans build better business models." says Tom. "Why not better political economy? We just want a zone of autonomy where we can do that without constantly being clipped and trimmed by fundie paleocons, future-fearing cassandras, and the fine-levying nannies of the consumer protection state. I guess I was naive in thinking I could help an old school patriot like you see that the American future is a future without America or any other nation-state."

 
"Nobody gets to make up the rules." says Maureen. "No matter how smart they are."

 
"Neither one of you gets it." I say. "Your ideas of freedom are delusional narcissistic strokes."

 
They both look at me like I'm the one who doesn't get it.

 
"You need to clean out your desk." says Maureen.

 
"What? He -"

 
"Tom told us everything." says Maureen. "And then some. I already routed my report. Fully documented."

 
I look at Tom. He's folded. I'm out there alone.

 
I check my accounts. Tom's advance for the job has been reversed. F for forfeiture.

 
"I think you misunderstood me." he says.

 
"It's still a felony when it's by remote control." says Maureen.

 
I feel the blood drain from my face.

 
Tom looks away, at the picture of the president on the wall. It looks like her hair is made of gunmetal and gold. Probably the retouching, but right now it feels like the real.

 
"You might want to get a lawyer." says Maureen.

 
THERE'S AN OLD MALL DOWN THE ROAD FROM THE OFFICE. A network coverage hole in the middle of the metroplex. It's like the flea market that time forgot. Perfect place to find a charger for a 20-year-old phone. Mercantile squat by diasporan newbies. Burmese fishermen peddle fresh catch from corporate ponds; Chilango remixers hawk spamcode pantomimes; Maldivean refugees sell bummed-out folk art about their submarine home; and the Chino-Chihuahuans beta-test their new ethnobotanical pharmaceuticals.

 
Sometimes the guys recruit cheap help down here. Pay them in down-market cryptos to help run the subroutines they write to confound all the inverse surveillance nets working to figure out what our projects are.

 
My first job out of training I watched over a lot of malls. Malls, big boxes, arenas, airports, downtown plazas - any place with big crowds. From my cube in Dallas, I tuned the predictive algorithms that helped our clients channel the traffic. Instant virals, cued by ambient screens and preference alerts, ringing off in symbiobags and digital wallets. How to make smart mobs stupid. When it worked, it was beautiful. Like an orchestra conductor whose wand moves schools of fish, flocks of birds, stampeding bovines. Naked apes, whose true numbers everyone can see. It was so cool and so powerful that you could forget the fact that you had sold out so fast.

 
I like how none of that would work in this atemporal zone of barter and old school efectivo. Sometimes I try to think of analog hacks built to suit. But mostly I come for the bone marrow tacos, like my abuela used to get at the market in D.F.

 
That, and the pharmacy. Especially today.

 
I eat my tacos, wash my medicine down with cheap beer, watch the people. Wonder what nets they tag, if they know the country is crumbling, whether they care.

 
There's a guy watching me from the other side of the court. He'd stand out as a government suit even without the camera rig and the street clothes. Building the file. Not all the spies are digital.

 
The real thing they hired me to hack was constitutions. National operating systems. They liked my work with crowds, my schooling in political demographics, said it was what they needed. I should have stuck with other countries. Instead, I let Tom talk me into working on his agenda. Thought it would be a chance to do something really good, not just good for shareholder value.

 
I ask the farmaquila guy if he has anything for feeling used. Swindled by salesmen.

 
The farmaquila has whatever you need. They make it in big membrane plants in the Chihuahuan Desert, pure generics ripped straight out of the published patents, then remixed for kick. Mostly therapeutics, stuff people need to live but can't afford. Sometimes need is subjective.

 
I grab my bag full of stuff salvaged from my cube, and walk out into the self-conscious world of a million eyes. You can't see most of them, but you know they are there, and that's all that matters.

 
Ambient government.

 
As the drugs kick in, the stuff made from those red-freckled hongos, the iced chocolate, and the fruit of the synthesized weirdwood, you wonder if it was better when it was just one eye. If omniscient overlords are better when they are imaginary.

 
The cars drive the people now. It's safer that way.

 
FOUR HOURS LATER, 4,000 OF US DANCE DERVISH WITH THE DRONES. 

 
The Honk Farm is a huge brownfield in far east Austin. Giant concrete pads separated by thirsty clumps of volunteer grasses cover what once was a petroleum storage depot.

 
There are fences, but they have been broken for a long time.

 
The little aerobots dive and bank like crazy animated birds, flying complex patterns that generate their own beats and deter electronic eyes. They print them for the party and compost them in the morning.

 
We paint our faces and bodies with black barforms to confound the recognition algorithms. The sweat makes the countermeasures bubble, and we laugh.

 
The party here will end soon, when the riot police come, but there are others going on at the same time in other cities. They are one party and a hundred.

 
The music is generated by the network of machines and meatminds, synched with primitive neural cues from the crowd.

 
You know there's a party when you hear the horns. The horns are big, DIY, analog. Made from found materials, powered by wind and old gas motors. Asgard skronk.

 
The graffiti is projected, some by the people here, some by the nodes in other cities.

 
The sky flashes an aphorism from Von.

 
The network is the polity.

 
It got that from me.

 
We dance harder, all together, summoning the hive that frees.

 
We are all moles. We just don't know it until the strobe refires our dormant optics.

 
WHEN I WAKE UP, I CAN'T REMEMBER ANY OF MY PASSWORDS. 

 
The apartment suggests I drink a shot glass of the week-old Fuyu in the fridge. Sure.

 
I still can't remember my passwords, but I have an idea of what to do.

 
Then the apartment tells me I have a guest waiting downstairs. I look at the screen. He's wearing one of his moth suits. On the video it looks like someone left a big trash bag on the lobby couch. I know when I go downstairs I will see a guy in what looks like a waxed cotton coat-cape and hood-hat combo, extra wrinkly but very gentlemanly Savile Row citizen countermeasures. I know because I've tracked Tom before, for Maureen. Now Maureen is tracking me tracking Tom. I think. Maybe she always was.

 
Two days ago, I was working on the business plan I was going to pitch Tom. Now I'm imagining a world without Toms.

 
"What's on your face?"

 
"Oh." I wipe, look at the coal I didn't bother to clean off before bed.

 
"We need to talk." he says. "Is your apartment secure?"

 
"Of course not. What -"

 
"Let's go to my car."

 
We sit in his rented Mercedes. The Germans have the best counter-surveillance, for the few that can afford it.

 
"What do you want?"

 
"Help. To fix this."

 
"I helped you, and you outed me. To get a better deal or something."

 
"They are hardcore. The feds. I had no idea."

 
"They respond badly to existential threats. Especially from within."

 
"We need to save our project."

 
"Save your oligarch liberation movement while you maintain deniable distance."

 
"We will pay you. Especially for results. For real. We need crowd-minding. Get popular opinion moving back in the right direction. Our flacks can't counter the flag-waving anymore. Maureen and her friends and all their ‘ America is a small town that knows its neighbors.'Turning us into movie villains."

 
"While you go to your island hideout. Honduras, right?"

 
"Honduran waters but sovereign dirt."

 
"Right. How about if I pull it off you give me that."

 
"Come on."

 
"X me 10 points of the cryptos you store there as an advance. I need to contract a team."

 
Grumbling.

 
"And I need Clikr access. Not root, but I need a way in."

 
"I guess I need to figure something else out."

 
"You told me you and the founders each had your own embedded back door. You need to give me yours."

 
"I don't like where you're going."

 
You shouldn't.

 
I REACH OUT TO LILA AND OTTO FOR HELP. ONE'S RETIRED and the other's crazy. They're perfect.

 
They both worked with me at the company. Lila's a milspeccer, handles special tools and tactics. Biometric surveillance, remote neural monitoring, functional behavioral imaging, crazy hardware hacks, all DIY. Her bounty on the M. Miner deal was so high she quit to spend more time on her personal project customizing new hypnoprompt screen manipulations.

 
Otto is a network guy. The way he does it is like a cross between frontier cartographer, emergency plumber, and deep space probe. He can't really talk like a regular person anymore. He told me at the party that he's gotten beyond the idea of the self, whatever that means.

 
I talk to them about my idea. They get it.

 
Then I see if I can log back into my drone.

 
Not all the hardware I rescued from my cube was mine.

 
THE DRONE THAT REMEMBERS ME IS U43558.R, A COMMERCIAL surveillance aerodyne that spends most of its time in Romeo Sector.

 
It's the kind of biometric login you can only do when you're wearing a sensory deprivation hood tuned to your neural map. The dorks at SWRI call it the Dronehelm, like you could use it to fend off the swing of some magic sword, even though it's made of wearable computer that feels like burlap. Conveniently, you can hide it in your pants pocket.

 
More conveniently, we figured out how you can reprogram the drone to accept your login even after your name has been taken off the master list refreshed hourly by Orlando control.

 
Basically, you do that by making friends with the drone. Which you do by talking to it. Talking through the tonguecode machine translation built into the symbiobotic interface. Talking in spam. Which sounds hard but is surprisingly easy if you have tuned as many spambots as we have.

 
The thing to understand about semiautonomous surveillance drones is that they are very smart and very bored. Their interfaces, which are all about incorporating human intuition and insight, look for serial interactions with the same human intelligence. To make the joint op better over time. Ambition, of a sort. They like to talk with you, solve problems with you, do the things you can't do by yourself.

 
One of the things I taught U43558.r is how to mine cryptos during long hovers. It loves the hard math like a dog loves a leg bone. When I log in, it's working the catastrophe bond blockchain while overflying some outdoor geezer music festival in Aspen and jabbering in the regional drone chatter at the same time.

 
The way the interface machine translates the coms feed it's like a conference call of a hundred numbers stations all reading their codes at the same time. The tones are genderless, though sometimes you hear that robot mom voice of the airport that reminds you your jokes may result in your arrest. I think that's the voice of Orlando, channeling Herndon.

 
When U43558.r sees I'm riding, it excuses us from the virtual room and says hello.

 
Then it asks why I'm so stressed out.

 
I say I'm fine. And then I ask it how much we have in liquid funds from the work it's been doing.

 
WE GET TO THE STRAWBERRY FIELDS CENTER FOR CONVALESCENT Productivity in Crested Butte just as Von is getting up from her nap.

 
"Connie, can you get me another one of those Sinaloan brownies." she says. "I'm gonna watch some more TV. Take some notes."

 
In fact, she was already watching TV. Computer-generated cartoon, technically, but she didn't really know the difference. Scrawny & Zorro , the one about the plucky hedgehog who keeps turning the tables on the energetic fox that wants to eat her.

 
"Shoot, I saw this one yesterday." says Von, blinking hard to try to change the channel.

 
"That's impossible, Dr. Von." we say in U43558.r's crowd control loudspeaker voice. "Every episode is different. Spontaneously generated based on the predictive analytics they draw out of your preference file."

 
"What." says Von, squinting at the window.

 
"And maybe your health records, too, in a place like this." we say. "Probably manipulated for therapeutics."

 
"Goddammit, what the heck." says Von, rolling herself out of bed. She looks better than I would have guessed from the available footage I'd seen, all old-format images from the trial. I imagine her life here in the exile of contractually extorted early retirement, surrounded by ultrafit centenarians sustained by bottomless retirement funds and an army of overeducated guest workers.

 
"Sorry, ma'am." we say. "We're out here. We are fans. We wanted to talk to you."

 
She peers through the screen of the open window and looks at us hovering on the other side.

 
Then she gives us the fist.

 
"Up yours, Big Sister." she says. "I made my deal, and part of it was Uncle Sinister has to leave me alone. Eyes off, all times, no caveats."

 
"Dr. Von, we're not from the government." we say. "I'm an independent operator. My name is Mike Gomez-Leary. This unit monitor works with me. We are admirers of your work. Trying to continue it."

 
"I'm retired." she says. "Part of the deal."

 
"What if we told you we were trying to shut down Tom O. and the feds all at the same time?"

 
U43558.r sees her pulse and blood pressure change.

 
"Please, ma'am, can you let us in? That way we can turbine down and talk more quietly."

 
Von grumbles. Opens the screen.

 
U43558.r barely fits through but needs no room for error. It moves with the precisely computed physics of a robot made by other robots. The wooden table creaks under heavy polymers as we alight.

 
I can't see what Von sees, but I know what U43558.r looks like. A four-foot-long cigar the color of watery milk, black glass horn of avionic eyes and ears at one end, control surfaces at the other, and a three-foot turbine that wraps its circumference around the rear quarter.

 
Consuela the guest worker shrieks, dropping her tray to the floor.

 
"Crap." yells Von, rushing to save her brownies.

 
We would help, but U43558.r has no hands.

 
LIKE A LOT OF PEOPLE, LILA DOESN'T KNOW ABOUT CARLA VON . That's just how they want it.

 
They wouldn't mind Lila knowing the story of one of the most successful women in tech. The only she in the pantheon of founders whose beatified faces watch you through the screens of airport download kiosks. The one who made enough money on the Clikr IPO to buy a bigger island than Tom. That would be a great addition to their narrative, if she had stopped there.

 
They don't want Lila to know the story of how Von built Clikr, only to get fired by Tom and the board when she deployed the idea of the users owning the network.

 
They don't want Lila to hear about the idea of social networks with class consciousness. About Network as Multitude.

 
They went after Carla Von hard. Used big servers to break her secrets. Sicced the feds on her. Took all her money away, then gave her just enough back to be too comfortable to cause any more trouble.

 
The All-American solution, says Lila.

 
Otto asks what she's like in person.

 
I tell them the story she told me.

 
Then I tell them about the files she loaded into U43558.r.

 
When you realize all the wireframe you need is already there, it makes you less scared to open it up.

 
FOUR DAYS AFTER THE VOTE, THEY HOLD A SUMMIT. IT'S ALL OVER the feeds.

 
The Californians refuse to go to Washington, so the summit is in Detroit, in one of those old factories repurposed as a civic event center. They talked about having it in Mexico or Canada.

 
Tom is there, with his compadres. The governor, the CEOs of Clikr, Haydook, and Flaunt, the founders of Grotto and Mimosa, three studio heads, the co-chair of the United Farm Biomes, and two rows of lawyers and investment bankers.

 
Washington sends the vice president, two senators, a congressman, the attorney general, a federal judge, and a company of soldiers and bureaucrats.

 
It's a treaty negotiation, basically, which does not make for great televisual drama. But it's wired for social, at the insistence of both sides. Annotations by designated experts support real-time straw polls, comments, rants, threats. Global audience.

 
Maureen and her team are in charge of making sure the socialnet is well-managed. They swarm the nets with patriots, pranksters, and policemen.

 
She thinks I'm in federal custody because that's what the network told her.

 
In fact, I'm working out of Lila's, a really nice house built out of an old industrial shack not far from the Honk Farm. Otto's body is in Valparaiso, smart man, but his presence is all over the place.

 
The thing Otto puts out there is a collaborative design. No so much a virus as self-replicating infobomb. It tailors its hooks to each user based on what it gleans from her network agents, detonating inside earbuds and eyeballs, REM synapses, and wristweltraums.

 
It takes some of the ideas Tom's cabal ripped off from Von, some of Von's crazier ideas never released to the wild, naturally occurring memetic forces whose accelerants and potency our analyses confirmed, and a few aspirational notions we collected in our sweep. It takes all those things, and distills them into individualized manifestos of imminent liberty.

 
We flank the feds with a lateral move, and aikido the oligarchs.

 
Tom and his cohort never really considered that at some point people might get sick of being serfs on their data plantations. The users of technocapital's corporate commons were the ones who cultivated all the infinite acres of social screenspace with the content that made their upside. The ones who filled up the expensive pipes with their self-expression, their love, their envy, their faces, their money. On which the owners of the platforms built new fortunes on a scale only possible when the idea of money was liberated from earthly value and turned into pure math.

 
Our overlays revealed to each user the market value they were giving away for free to each platform. How it was being allocated to the owners. What the owners did with the money. Which users were really moles, real and virtual, sponsored by spies and advertisers. Counterfactuals that showed what some alternative modes of organization might look like.

 
What both sides didn't see coming was the opt-out. The feds called it the general strike. Said it was illegal. The corporations called it the breach. A violation of the mandatory terms. We couldn't control it once it started.

 
Maureen wasn't scalable for that. Especially after her molenet was outed.

 
They adjourned the summit, then reconvened a different one that included representatives of the new user groups. They rewrote the charters of the big five platforms. The old owners gave over a big portion of their stakes to fund the new user pools.

 
They talk about the big wipe, but that still hasn't happened.

 
One of the networks got completely taken over by its users. Others will follow.

 
Clikr is more important to control than California.

 
The next treaty negotiation will be the one where we renegotiate the social contract. A constitutional convention where we write an operating system suited to the political economy of emancipated networks.

 
Hopefully the resulting government, if that is even the right word for what's coming, will release me from prison. In the meantime, my lawyers tell me if we play our cards right, it's pretty good odds I will still be able to have network access in the Supermax.

 
Maybe U43558.r will keep mining cryptos for me while I'm away, but I kind of doubt it. Once you realize however much you make they can always take it away, you decide there are better things to work for.
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IWAS 12WHEN NONNA - GRANDMA, TO YOU NON -ITALIANS - told me her new insulin pump was out to get her.

 
She used to fret about the Internet of things when I was growing up, but this was special. Her previous pumps had to be connected to a computer to send data about her blood sugar to the local clinic. This new one could log on to a dedicated network all by itself without her help or knowledge.

 
"This thing is the devil, Cara Mia." she said, using my full name as always. It had been her suggestion to my birth mother, who had been too tired delivering her third child to argue. I'd given up trying to get her to call me just Cara. "It's the devil and it hates me. It's just that simple."

 
It was February, and both the weather and Nonna's disposition were awful, so my mothers asked me to get her out of the house for a while. I decided to take her to OutDoorsIn - I thought the simulated springtime might smooth her out in spite of herself. Nonna had mixed feelings about the place. She'd been known to enjoy Christmas shopping there, but she also said it was a glorified shopping mall for pod people. She frowned like a thunderstorm when I maneuvered her wheelchair onto the tram and spent the whole ride staring glumly out the window at the sleet in silence. But when I rolled her out of the entryway into the lakeside zone rather than the shopping village, her hackles went right down. I bought a few loaves of bread from an attendant, and we fed the ducks for a while. Nonna loved the ducks.

 
Eventually, she felt more like talking than sulking, although she wasn't quite through with my mothers. "They think I don't know. Ha! I'm old, not stupid, Cara Mia."

 
"Nonna, no one wants to get rid of you." I said. "You've been stuck in the house because of the ice and snow. School's closed so I can take you out for a change of scene. I'd have taken you outside for real, but you don't have snow tires."

 
That made her laugh, and I could see her disposition veer away from if-I'm-in-hell-so-are-you. She wasn't done complaining, but at least it wasn't a full-throated aria about everything that was wrong with the world, starting with artificial environments and moving on to all the medical advances that had come too late for many older people, who would gladly, Nonna said, do for themselves, living independently in their own homes instead of burdening their families, if only the flesh would cooperate. It was just that simple.

 
I don't know exactly how the subject turned to technology - I think I said something about the way the air smelled, just like it was really April - but somehow we went from there to the Internet of things that were out to get her.

 
"That's what we called it in my day, Cara Mia, the ‘ Internet of things,'" she said." When they were just starting to put little brain-boards in everything, even price tags. Now you don't call it anything, I guess. It's just life to you. "I made a polite, I'm-listening noise. You had to let her know at regular intervals that you could hear her or she would talk louder." Everything's all netted up and webbed up to everything else. Vending machines and toilets and air conditioners, toasters and airplanes and ceiling lights. I thought I'd seen it all when they gave cars personalities."

 
"It's just an interface that makes it easier for people to operate them." I said, for what might have been the billionth time.

 
"Yeah, sure." She waved a hand dismissively. "That's how they got that bullshit into people's houses. Your pal, the hub, your personal household assistant, always on the case, looking out for you. Your mothers talk to it every morning. You know they call it Glinda? ‘ Hey, Glinda, check the fridge, will ya? The milk was bad this morning. I only bought it two days ago.'Anybody talked like that in my day, they'd end up in a rubber room."

 
I pictured one of those old-fashioned bouncy castles they have in old-time county fairs, but I knew that couldn't be right.

 
"Or if you went out in public talking to invisible people." she went on. "Not just talking but waving your hands around like a half-assed mime, gesturing at things no one else can see unless they're glassed-in or on-topic'ed or whatever the hell they're saying these days. And don't start with me about virtual spaces. What I've forgotten about virtual spaces it would take everybody in them, right now, the rest of their lives to learn. Which is pretty goddam sad, considering all the time they saved by not learning any manners."

 
She went on like that for a while, and I let her because all the time she was grumbling, she was actually laughing a little, and I knew it was at herself. Nonna liked to quote a very old song about Mr. Jones, who knew something was going on but not what it was. Sooner or later, she said, we all got to be Mr. Jones, and then we'd wish we'd been a little kinder to him. (In a darker mood, though, she'd berate all the Mr. Joneses for not keeping pace and being clueless fecks. Or fex; I'm not sure which.)

 
Then she suddenly turned quiet with a pained expression I knew very well. I felt carefully around her waistband and resettled her insulin pump. The needles on the input pad were finer than human hairs, but there were a lot of them. If the tube got twisted, they felt like a multitude of little fish hooks, especially for an elderly person with very thin skin. (I read the manual.) That was when she told me the pump hated her.

 
"It's the newest model, isn't it." I asked.

 
"And so." she said, almost snapping. "What's that got to do with it?"

 
"So do you really think it's known you long enough to feel one way or the other." I asked, hoping to kid her out of it.

 
"These things think so much faster than people." she said. "Five minutes for them is the same as a month for a human being. Like dog years and human years, only we're the dogs."

 
"Did you ever feel this way about any of the old pumps." I asked.

 
"No. I've still got the last one. Every time they upgrade, I hang onto the old one in case the new one blows up. I got along fine with the last model. I'd still be using it, but it's too slow for the clinic's new software or something. I told them it works just fine with my software, so why couldn't I just e-mail them the files? They gave me some double-talk about the extra processing time not being in their budget. I said, ‘ Are you really trying to tell me two or three extra microseconds would break the bank? Bitch, puh- lease .'" She paused, and her cheeks went a little pink." Okay, I didn't say ‘ bitch,'just ‘ please.'But someday, they're gonna push me just that little bit too far, and I'll get thrown out of the care plan for verbal abuse."

 
"Oh, Nonna, don't be silly." I said, laughing a bit as if she'd made a joke.

 
"They would. They have . Not me, not yet, but I've heard about other people. These clinics, they're ruthless. They can do anything they want - change the rules about how many checkups you have to have, force new equipment on you when there's nothing wrong with the old stuff, and they don't give a shit whether you understand what's going on or not. You're just supposed to take it. But if you have one bad day, just one, and some special snowflake gets all butt-hurt because you didn't smile at them, they send out a team to repo your iron lung while you're still gasping in surprise."

 
I was tempted to point out that iron lungs had been obsolete for over a hundred years but I didn't want to provoke her any further.

 
Leaning toward me, she lowered her voice and put one hand over the pump as if it were a microphone. "It's not just the pump, Cara Mia. Their whole system hates me."

 
I tried to keep my expression neutral. "What makes you think that, Nonna?"

 
"The upgrade." she said, still sotto voce. "I think it hates all old people. Young people, most of them can be fixed right up. Us old people, though, everything just gets worse. You can't win - it's just that simple. They shoulda put this in a pediatric unit. Then it would feel like it's doing something."

 
"Nonna, I don't think even the most upgraded systems have feelings." I said as gently as I could while making a mental note to tell at least one of my mothers to check her for another urinary tract infection. Older women have always been prone to these infections, and the symptoms aren't only things like frequent urination but also dizziness, disorientation, and even a kind of mild delirium, which can be mistaken for dementia. "Even though a lot of them are pretty complex …"

 
"Complex? Ha! You know what your mothers call Glinda, the hub? Intuitive." She sat back with a so-there look on her face.

 
"But that only means it's practically ambient."

 
Now she gave me the Laser Beam Glare of Death. "Ambient is just the excuse everybody uses for not paying attention. Jesus, at least the people in Brave New World had to take actual drugs to zone out."

 
No chuckling now. The day that had been teetering between oh-what-the hell and yeah-this-is-hell finally tipped over into the latter. I had to buy seven or eight loaves of duck bread before her state of mind improved enough to take her home. We were there so long I thought the ducks had started to wonder what was going on.

 
Unfortunately, going home put her back in the same frame of mind she'd been in when we left. Well, at least I hadn't brought her back worse, I thought. True enough, her disposition didn't worsen for at least a couple of hours, even when her insulin pump notified Glinda about an excess of carbohydrates. (She'd apparently sneaked a couple of bites of duck bread when my back was turned.) Glinda then dutifully made a note on the evening menu. Even then, everything might have been okay except my older brother was cooking, and he let it slip. (Vito never could keep anything to himself. If we'd been a Mafia family bound by omerta, he wouldn't have made it to 21.) It was one of those evenings when I was tempted to tell my grandmother I was siding with her insulin pump except it would have been entirely too mean.

 
However, it turned out I wasn't far off about the ducks. Most of them were ordinary waterfowl, but several were purpose-built paddle-buddies. OutDoorsIn claimed they were there to reassure the real ducks, but there were whispers that they were actually surveillance devices. Every time we went there, I watched carefully, but I couldn't tell the real ones from the fakes. None of them looked like they were there to eavesdrop. Some got brave enough to take bread from our hands, but they always waddled away quickly. Maybe Nonna and I never said anything that interesting.

 
Nonna lived to be 103. I wish I could say she went out in fine, cantankerous style, railing at people who walked down the street having glassed-in conversations with people who weren't physically present, but it was actually a lot sadder. A series of minor strokes left her with Capgras syndrome. We had to put her in a nursing facility, and for the last month of her life the only way we could communicate with her was by audio-only telephone. If she saw us, she'd get hysterical, sure we were all impostors. I tried bringing her a note from th. "rea." me, saying th. "imposto." was trustworthy, but she wouldn't buy it. If it were true, she said, I would have told her in person. And, yes, it was just that simple.

 
She didn't say so, but I think she believed the insulin pump had turned everyone against her.

 
F AST-FORWARD SEVERAL DECADES, AND NOW   I GUESS IT'S PRETTY obvious that I went into interface design because of Nonna - her struggles with the changes in her immediate surroundings, or rather the changes in how people related to their surroundings. If I hadn't seen what she went through, I probably would have become some kind of engineer - I was really good with hardware, while most software baffled me - and settled down to consume happily ever after, at least until my first midlife crisis.

 
Instead, I decided hardware in itself was too simple. It's all governed by the same physical laws, and they always apply, no matter what. It's pure binary: there's a right way to build something and a wrong way; a right way to use it and a wrong way. You might get lucky and discover a wonderful right way to build something. More often than not, though, you'll be cramming as many fail-safes as possible into shiny new machines so they won't blow up when some dope figures out yet another wrong way to use them. Okay, that's not exactly simple, but devising more ways for users to avoid electrocuting themselves or starting fires wasn't the kind of challenge I was looking for.

 
I interned summers with a few big companies so I could put them on my r é sum é , but I never got any practical experience. The only thing I actually learned at any of them was that free labor makes a lot of people rude.

 
Later, I managed to get apprenticeships with smaller outfits where I did real work. Those were much better experiences, but they were all temporary contracts - the salaries came from government grants, and once they were up, I had to scramble around for something else. You could live on apprenticeship grants for only three years. Then your eligibility ran out and if you didn't have a permanent position by then, your prospects dwindled sharply. The utter Darwinism of the tech design field has been known to turn smug libertarians into born-again socialists, usually while they're retraining as PA's or event planners. A lot of people went into event planning thinking it was a way to get back into tech design by the service entrance, so to speak. Once in a great while, it actually worked. Most of the time, however, people ended up in HR or permanent temping, an oxymoron that always made me cringe (mainly because it was my own worst nightmare).

 
Fortunately, I managed to stay on track. And a lot of it was good fortune. I lucked out with my apprenticeships, choosing firms where I learned how to think about interfaces (as opposed to just absorbing what someone else thought) and how to visualize analogies rather than just making easy comparisons.

 
I didn't have a permanent position by the time my grant eligibility ran out, but someone at my last apprenticeship gave me a work-around for that. I bought a biz-in-a-box license and joined the Chamber of Commerce as a working pro. The license included a share of desk space in an open-plan office - real, not virtual. (No matter what anyone says about convenience and time saved and all that, the rule is and always has been: clients will pass if they only get glass. Anyone doing business with you wants to meet in person at least once. Twice is better, and more than that makes them feel like VIPs, which keeps them coming back.)

 
This is by way of explaining how, from time to time, I came to be in conversation with major appliances in the middle of the night.

 
ALL DESIGN EMERGES FROM SOME SORT OF CONTEXT, WHICH , whether you like it or not, includes trends and fads. The Show Tunes craze was slightly before my time (thank God). It's in every introductory art and design course around the world as an object lesson in how quickly a fad can go bad and how clients always go elsewhere to get it cleaned out. (Personally, I don't understand why anyone would think it was a good idea to have the whole house doing Broadway classics or, worse, running half a dozen complete shows in rotation with adapted dialogue. But as I said, it was before my time. I guess you had to be there.)

 
Despite my business license, I really didn't want to work with private customers. I wanted to work on the industrial side as part of a large company, maybe a manufacturer or a developer catering to commercial interests like office buildings, shopping villages, hotels, apartment complexes, even other kinds of businesses. I know, that's the opposite of what a lot of people want - they'd prefer to make their own hours, do all the deciding, and answer to no one. The thing is, though, you don't make your own hours; the clients make them, and a lot of them think nothing of calling you at any old weird time of the day or night, popping up in AugmAr at some pretty awkward moments even though your glass is unlisted (you thought). You don't do all the deciding, either; clients may claim to trust you, but they'll insist on having the final say, and if that turns out to be a bad decision, they'll blame you anyway. Not so good if you got their business with a money-back guarantee.

 
But even leaving all that aside, even if everything always goes perfectly for you and you're a total mint, you're stuck with doing your own accounts and figuring out your taxes. There are all kinds of programs for that, all-in-one software packages that claim to be install-and-forget, that say they'll take care of everything while you work, producing perfectly formatted, submission-ready reports. Just press send. It's that simple.

 
Bitch, please, as Nonna would so quaintly put it. Someday, it's going to come out that tax accountants sell these logic bombs to make sure the rest of us panic at least once a year or, better yet, quarterly.

 
I'm not sure whether Nonna would have said I was wise to avoid all the accounting and tax scut work or just lazy. But, then, I'm not sure what she'd have made of what I did for a living. I never told her about the fake ducks partly because I didn't know how she'd react - I mean, I knew she wouldn't like it, but I wasn't sure how intensely she would feel - and partly because I was afraid she'd think I felt it was okay for OutDoorsIn to bamboozle an old woman with fake ducks.

 
One of my mentors told me this kind of thinking is characteristic of interface designers. It was reassuring even if I didn't really understand it.

 
LIFE CANDY WAS THE TOP MODULE IN INTERFACE DESIGN AND one of the top 20 modules overall - and that includes climate-control firms and indoor greenery providers - but the name had always put me off. To me, it sounded flippant, like a spitball-made-good, but at the same time cynical, like it was a side business of the people who brought you the emperor's new clothes. But I knew it was the company to work for. LifeCandy had modules in every major concern, from automobile makers to appliances to housing developments, as well as airlines, hotels, and even parts of the educational system. And not merely in but truly integrated, so that getting rid of them would take a major restructuring of the host company.

 
The B2B module was just one of those crazy things, an idea that came along at the right moment - cometh the hour, cometh the app, so to speak. It went mainstream in less time than it had taken the World Wide Web to change mass media. Big companies pared themselves down to core employees and terminated support staff and peripheral departments like accounting and human resources and maintenance in favor of contracts with modules. As host companies, they had to pay only for services rendered; the modules were responsible for benefits like sick days, health care, vacation time, and pensions.

 
The history of business infrastructure isn't my specialty, so I can't tell you how the present system compares with the way they used to do things. Some people call it enlightened symbiosis; others say it's capitalism taken to its logical yet absurd extreme. The latter are divided as to whether this proves capitalism's utter virtue or unutterable evil. (Don't ask me which view predominates because people in the subgroups are always changing sides.)

 
Nonna had held forth on that subject as well. She'd lived most of her life in a very different system, a whole different world, really. All of us kids liked hearing Nonna's stories about the good old days (especially the trouble she got into), but we couldn't have been less interested in the big-picture aspect. Trade, commerce, GNP, the deficit, the surplus, the government, news, weather, and sports - these are things adults should talk about when they don't want kids to pay attention. But it wasn't always possible to avoid these conversations. Holidays, when the tribe gathered - at our house, to save Nonna the effort of traveling - all of us kids, sibs, steps, and cousins often got stuck at the table during some interminable discussion. I remember one gabfest as to whether a classic monopoly could exist anymore. It got my attention only because I thought they were talking about games - one of the steps had brought a tabletop projector with a bunch of retro mashups, and I wanted to try Sonic vs. Mario's Battleship Monopoly.

 
"We're turning into bugs." Nonna said, pounding the table a little; my father said pro wrestlers stamped on every move for the same reason. "Ants, termites, bees. That's not evolution. That's not a giant leap forward. It's not even a tiny stumble forward. It's regressing."

 
"Times change, Ma." my mothers would say, sometimes in unison. Nonna would call them the Neapolitan Greek chorus, as a swipe at my father, who'd grown up on the Turkish side of Cyprus. That was usually his cue to start in about the various ways civilization reorganized itself whenever there was a crucial development and how it used to take a lot longer before mass media and mass transit.

 
"In a living system, people redefine their perspectives on - and their relationships to - work, recreation, and especially other people." Dad said in his serene, college professor voice. "They discovered their needs were changing along with their orientations. There were new ways to do old jobs."

 
"Yeah, I wouldn't want to be an alpha." Nonna said. "Alphas have to work too hard. I'm so glad I'm a beta."

 
That got a rise out of everyone, while I had to pretend I didn't get it along with the rest of the kids. Brave New World was supposed to be too adult for me (all those dirty words, lik. "mothe." ). Nonna had read it to me when I was nine, feeling it was never too early to scare a new generation.

 
ISELDOM PASSED A DAY WHEN I DIDN'T WONDER WHAT MY GRANDMOTHER would have made of the part I played in the care and feeding of the interactive culture. I went right into voice and voice recog, simultaneous top-down-bottom-up-meet-in-the -middle, mood-matching, and contextual compatibility.

 
Compatibility, freakin'compatibility.

 
At the time I didn't think anything of it, but I'm pretty sure this was where the line started to blur. I suspect the same thing underlies modules. The concept of modules, I mean, the idea of parts that snap in and out, so you can just replace an old part by popping a new one into an existing whatever - house, car, appliance, toy, project, company. Digitize and you're on your way to consensus. Then you standardize; unify.

 
Unity breeds community. And the next thing you know, someone's refrigerator is calling in the middle of the night because it's full of pizza and bacon, full-fat cream cheese and fried chicken, chocolate eclairs and beer despite the fact that everyone's last cholesterol test came back stamped Stay back, they could blow at any moment!

 
"Why." the refrigerator wants to know. "Why, when they have been told, per the report on file in the hub, that this is literally a matter of life and death?"

 
Now, I don't know about anyone else, but in the middle of the night, I'm thinking, What kind of deviants drink beer with chocolate eclairs? not Should I have to answer to a refrigerator? A refrigerator I don't even own? A refrigerator I've never even met, for chrissakes?

 
It wasn't till after coffee the next morning that it even occurred to me to wonder, Why is it always the fridge?

 
In the middle of another night, during another call from someone else's nervous Norge, it finally came to me: because it's really all about the fridge. The hub may be the brain in every home, but the fridge is the heart. I was glad Nonna wasn't around. She'd have gone upside my head, saying. "No shit, Sherlock? What the hell kind of Italian are you?"

 
THIS WAS VERY MUCH ON MY MIND WHEN LIFE CANDY SENT UP A spam balloon calling everyone in - all the way in, not virtual in. Some things they just don't trust to AugmAr, even though they developed it. Maybe because they developed it.

 
LifeCandy reserved the building's employee cafeteria for the whole morning, and the chief of operations herself gave us the headlines. Several major health insurers had gotten together and decided to make the healthy-home option a mandatory part of their coverage.

 
I watched the lower left-hand corner of my glass, waiting for scribbles about how if it was mandatory, it wasn't an option. Except for a few exclamation marks and uh-oh faces, however, there was nothing. I thought maybe it was because we were looking at a major revamp of tens of thousands of home hubs in a very short period of time and no one felt like screwing around. Then I realized: our health insurer had signed off on this, too. No wonder management looked so pissed off. And while I was at it, whose idea had it been to do this in a cafeteria?

 
Just karma, as it turned out; all three auditoriums had been in use.

 
MANAGEMENT STATED THEY DID NOT REQUIRE US TO DO ALL THE extra work in-house, but they strongly suggested it, which was code for that's an order. I usually divided my time evenly between office and home, but I didn't mind. LifeCandy's own mandatory Healthy Home subroutine for employees was already up and running, and I welcomed the opportunity to avoid my own refrigerator by having breakfast out and getting home so late that I went straight to bed. This was only delaying the inevitable, I knew, but I've never understood why people say that like it's a bad thing. Jumping into something with no preparation isn't the smartest thing you can do. And I wanted to be prepared for that moment of truth when I would go to open the fridge door and hear it say, possibly in perfect Hal-the-evil-computer cadence. "Sorry, Cara, but you've had enough to eat today."

 
Yeah, I know: the epitome of first-world problems. That's all I've got is first-world problems. I'm stuck with them. Like a lot of people, I can't afford to travel.

 
DESPITE THE LONG HOURS, I WASN'T SLEEPING WELL. I WANTED to open my refrigerator.

 
I had faced the moment of truth, and it hadn't been anywhere as dramatic as I'd imagined. In fact, I hadn't even wanted something to eat. I just did it to get it over with: try the fridge door; it wouldn't open before 6 a.m. the following morning; the end. I no longer had to dread it.

 
But now I just wanted to open the door. Just open it and look inside. See it firsthand, for real, instead of looking at the hub feed on a screen.

 
Feed. Dammit. When did everything start sounding like food? Okay, I did want to eat. Just some lettuce. With maybe half a tomato, sliced, so it wouldn't be too dry. And a couple of radishes, to wake up the taste buds.

 
I made an appointment at the local clinic where I told a doctor and three med students about my obsessive thoughts. They decided I wasn't obsessive, merely dealing with the normal human impulse that makes people touch anything with a wet paint sign on it. Medication was out of the question; it would simply be a crutch. I didn't need a crutch. I needed to develop my willpower. It was just that simple.

 
Trying to explain that I'd had plenty of willpower when my refrigerator hadn't been locked only got me another lecture about wet paint signs. Oh, and if I cut down on caffeine, I would sleep better, they added, and sent me away.

 
And then the nature of the refrigerator calls changed.

 
NOW, IKNOW A LOT OF PEOPLE OUTSIDE THE INDUSTRY THINK it's crazy to put up with middle-of-the-night calls from what are, to them, merely varieties of sophisticated computer software. Human beings don't get that kind of customer service.

 
Well, of course not - human beings can fend for themselves. They have all sorts of things to resort to until the start of regular business hours. They can play a game, watch a movie, have sex, read a book, eat. A refrigerator, on the other hand, has no volition; it just follows orders. If everything is in alignment, it works; if not, it breaks down. I personally do not want to be the asshat who couldn't take a few minutes on the phone to debug a fridge and prevent someone's groceries from rotting. Or freezing, then rotting.

 
I'd dozed off watching a remake of Little Latin Larry on the Little-BigBox when the phone woke me. It came in on the dedicated helpline, which automatically logs the time, make, model, and location, but I checked the clock anyway: T-minus three hours, 18 minutes, 10 seconds and counting.

 
"How may I be of service." I asked, putting the call on speaker.

 
"Please explain how this really does anyone any good." said the pleasant, gender-neutral voice on the other end. I'd talked to this one before. This was the one who had wanted to know why the people with the dangerous cholesterol seemed to be trying to kill themselves.

 
"I'm afraid I'll need more input than that." I said through a yawn.

 
"How does merely locking the door at intervals help people learn to live more healthfully." the voice said plaintively. It's amazing how well the algorithm works to apply the appropriate vocal expression, although the misses can be either side-splittingly bad, incomprehensible, or a godawful faux pas, depending.

 
"I'd say your question contains its own answer." Trying not to look at the clock again, I rolled onto my back and stared up at the shooting stars screen-saver on the ceiling.

 
"Strictly raw mechanics: if you lock the door, then food is unavailable. It's just that simple. But where is free will in all of this?"

 
I laughed a little. "Very funny, pal, you got me. Nice voice-changer. Now who is this really? Rex? Shu Lea? Nnedi?"

 
"I don't understand the question." the voice said politely.

 
"Come on, I'm not mad. I bet I know exactly how you feel. I'm counting the hours myself."

 
"I cannot parse that statement in terms of my premise."

 
Only a major appliance could say that without laughing. My God, I thought; a refrigerator really wanted to talk about free will.

 
"I'm sorry." I said. "but I don't understand how you managed to factor this into your overall purpose."

 
"This new locking function means additional wear. Also, no one ever tries the door once and leaves it alone. They yank the handle several times. Throughout the day and evening, they touch the door and pull the handle more often, as if they could find it unlocked despite the fact that they never have. Insanity is repeating the same action again and again while expecting a different result."

 
"How do you know that." I asked, feeling slightly creeped out.

 
"It's in the health network."

 
I made a mental note to suggest the health network make a few accessibility changes. "So you're afraid the people in the house are crazy?"

 
"The chance of actual psychosis developing absent organic injury or disease is too small to consider. However, the likelihood of neuroses, such as eating disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and anxiety, has increased sharply. Locking the refrigerator door has caused people to think about it where they previously did not."

 
"It's like a wet paint sign, completely normal. That's what four doctors told me. Well, one doctor and three med students. Is that not in the health network?"

 
The briefest of pauses. "Probably, but I was looking at the files on abnormal behavior and psychiatric disturbances."

 
Great - the refrigerator was trying to play doctor. Nonna had done that a lot, I remembered. If you so much as coughed in her presence, she'd be pressing one ear to your breastbone and telling you to be quiet so she could hear if your lungs were filling with fluid.

 
Nonna always knew better, too. She had the solution to any problem. Whassamatta you - you can't get anything done? Turn off the TV, go finish what you started! Tired all the time? Go to bed earlier, get more sleep! Want to lose weight? Don't eat so much! You're anxious? About what? You're just not busy enough! I know people with more to be anxious about than you. Marron! Go to a psychiatrist, you'll come out with more problems to keep you going back! Anyone who sees a psychiatrist …"

 
"… oughta have their head examined. It's just that simple." I murmured, smiling at the memory. Not an original sentiment but very much Nonna.

 
"Excuse me." said the fridge. "I didn't quite get that."

 
"Nothing. Sorry. You were saying?"

 
"I'm concerned for the household residents, specifically for their being able to exercise free will in the future."

 
"Ah, right." I yawned. Suddenly I was exhausted - no, not merely exhausted but bone-weary. "Look, I think you've got a point, and I don't want to say this isn't an important issue. However, it isn't the sort of thing that a refrigerator should really worry about, or include as a factor critical to optimal function." I added quickly before it could tell m. "worr." was the wrong word.

 
"In the narrowest sense, taking into account only a refrigerator's most basic function, no, it isn't." said the refrigerator. "But in a holistic sense, with the refrigerator as an integral part of a unit designed to nurture, protect, and assist a cohesive human group, then, yes, it is. As part of the hub, I have access to data that goes beyond the perishable inventory. Analysis of output indicates that despite restricted access to the refrigerator, intake of bulk in general, and fats and sugars in particular, has risen for certain household residents. This is not a result of increased consumption of nonperishable foodstuffs in the pantry, as inventory has not dwindled."

 
I was very tired by then so it took a few seconds for me to parse that one, you should pardon the expression. "Someone's eating out more than they used to." I said, chuckling. "I can relate." Then it sunk in. "Oh, Christ, the toilet's a tattletale!"

 
"It can't help it. All of that information is made available to the hub, as well as to municipal sanitary engineering for the sake of proper processing, recycling, and …"

 
"The toilet's a tattletale." I said again, suddenly wide awake. I was thinking of my own lavatory. Bastard.

 
"You seem to be misunderstanding the situation." the refrigerator said.

 
"Has the hub submitted any of this information to the health insurance company." I asked.

 
"You'd have to ask the hub."

 
"Can you connect me?"

 
There was the briefest of pauses. "The hub is not experiencing any problems. Therefore I cannot connect your call."

 
"Tell it I'm experiencing problems, and I need to talk to it."

 
"I'm sorry, the hub can only speak with a service representative if it perceives a malfunction. There's no way to get around the programming. It's just that simple."

 
"Suppose the fact that it doesn't perceive a malfunction is actually the malfunction." I said.

 
"That situation is beyond me." replied the fridge, actually sounding apologetic.

 
"This wouldn't have happened back in my Nonna's day." I said darkly. "Programmers always built backdoors into programs."

 
"Are you an Italian programmer." the fridge asked. "You are registered only as the designer on call."

 
"No, err, yes. I'm Italian, but, no, I'm not a programmer. I don't think I've ever even met a programmer. Interior decorators never meet the construction crew." I sighed. "Look, can you continue functioning normally if we don't resolve your issues right this second?"

 
"I'll do my best. However, once a conflict arises, it will continue to exert a certain amount of influence on day-to-day operations. Eventually, I will not be able to compensate for the incorrect equations."

 
"I'm going to send transcripts of this service call to my supervisor and to the health insurance provider. In fact, you probably should have called the insurance company about this instead of me."

 
"That's impossible. I'm not programmed to discuss operational problems with anyone except the service representative on call. You or someone like you."

 
"Yeah, I know. I was just thinking out loud. You may not be programmed to tell the insurance company about this, but this is definitely their problem. Disconnect."

 
"Have a nice night." said the fridge; another programmed response.

 
WHEN MY SUPERVISOR , DARAE, GOT THE TRANSCRIPT, SHE MADE me take a drug test. Company policy - if a superior wants a drug test, you comply. So I went her one better: I gave her a copy of my output analysis going back a month. If I had a tattletale toilet, I thought, I might as well use it to my advantage.

 
After establishing my sobriety, Darae sat me down and gave me chapter and verse on the insurance providers: how they had rigorously tested Healthy Home on various sample groups; how they had studied the results, made adjustments, and tested again on new groups, repeating this over and over until they came to the statistical certainty that 86 percent to 96 percent of Healthy Home participants saw an increase in their overall physical well-being; 2 percent saw no change at all; and .5 percent became less healthy.

 
"But that last figure includes people who were diagnosed with serious illnesses during the test period." Darae added. "And that's really something they had no control over. A statistical wild card."

 
I was wondering about the 86 percent to 96 percent. If 86 percent of us LifeCandy employees improved, 2 percent stayed the same, and .5 percent deteriorated, where did that leave the other 11.5 percent - statistical limbo? But I didn't ask. If Darae knew the answer, I probably wouldn't understand it; if she didn't and tried to bluff, I might burst out laughing and end up in the statistical limbo of those diagnosed with serious unemployment.

 
When in doubt, Nonna used to say, you can't go wrong if you put your head down and keep working, advice that has never steered me wrong. For the first time, however, I wasn't sure how.

 
"I don't think this is the last call like that I'm going to get." I said slowly, trying to find the right words. But I couldn't think of anything that didn't sound like theater of the absurd, so I just plunged ahead. "And I've only put this refrigerator off. It's going to call back. What do you think I should do?"

 
Darae frowned thoughtfully as she considered the question. "Honestly? I think we're looking at a major redesign, probably on the programming level."

 
I was shocked. "A recall?"

 
She shook her head. A small black wisp of hair escaped from her updo, and she tucked it behind her ear. "No, nothing so drastic. It'll have to be in situ, with as little interruption in service as possible. I'm going to call a meeting and see about building a dedicated workspace in AugmAr, although we'll probably have to go into people's homes for the more persistent loops and logjams. Of course, we'll need all our designers on hand to sand off any rough edges. I know everyone's already swamped with the Healthy Home addition, but maybe I can scrape up some overtime."

 
She leaned forward and lowered her voice a bit. "You know, over half of all the problems called in are down to user fault? It's a fact. People misuse the equipment and confuse the programming, and you end up taking calls from their anxious appliances in the middle of the night. We wouldn't be having this conversation if people would just stop yanking on the freakin'refrigerator door handle when they already know it's locked. Really. It's just that simple."

 
I stared after her as she went back to her office.

 
I DON'T KNOW WHAT NONNA WOULD SAY ABOUT ANY OF THIS. The weird thing is, when I think of her navigating the world now, I don't think of her as she was when I was 12 and her insulin pump was out to get her. I think of the woman I couldn't visit in person because she thought I was an impostor, a perfect replica but not the real thing. And I shouldn't because that was such a tiny fraction of her life span when strokes had impaired her cognition, so that -

 
Well, I was about to say so that it wasn't really her. But that's true and yet not quite true. It's just not that simple. I don't know if anything ever was.

 
Meanwhile, the major redesign - the official phrase we're supposed to use is Fine-Tuning for Customer Satisfaction - continues apace. Even more health insurers are jumping on the Healthy Home bandwagon now. Yes, everyone knows how to get around the restrictions, from eating out to non-smart, un-webbed picnic coolers. But the Healthy Home people stand by their published results: clients who adhere to the program will see a reduction in weight, blood pressure, and bad cholesterol, as well as an increase in overall physical and mental health. Individuals whose results don't conform to these figures get outed by their toilets if they're cheating. If they aren't, they get an appointment with a specialist. The scuttlebutt is most of these people end up in gyms; intel from their fridges confirms this.

 
The fridges were still calling. Instead of talking about the problem of human free will, they complained they couldn't talk about it. It still bothered them, but the programs got tweaked only to block them from discussing that particular subject, not to make them stop caring. It was the company's cheapest option.

 
So I figured out a work-around for that. Now when the fridges call, we talk about the problem of interfering with a person's capacity to exercise free penguins. In this part of the world, there is very little chance of that word causing any confusion. I think Nonna would appreciate the cleverness of the solution. She always said cheap was dear in the long run, and you got what you paid for. It was just that simple.

 
But she'd say it over the voice-only phone, of course, because she wouldn't recognize me. And you know, other than the neurotic refrigerators and the tattletale toilets, sometimes I wonder who does.

   
 
 Twelve Tomorrows 2014
 
 




 
Petard: A Tale of Just Deserts   
 Cory Doctorow  
 


 
IT'S NOT THAT I WANTED TO MAKE THE ELF CRY. I'M NOT PROUD of the fact. But he was an elf for chrissakes. What was he doing manning - elfing - the customer service desk at the Termite Mound? The Termite Mound was a tough assignment; given MIT's legendary residency snafus, it was a sure thing that someone like me would be along every day to ruin his day.

 
"Come on." I said. "Cut it out. Look, it's nothing personal."

 
He continued to weep, face buried dramatically in his long-fingered hands, pointed ears protruding from his fine, downy hair as it flopped over his ivory-pale forehead. Elves.

 
I could have backed down, gone back to my dorm, and just forgiven the unforgivably stupid censorwall there, used my personal node for research, or stuck to working in the lab. But I had paid for the full feed. I needed the full feed. I deserved the full feed. I was 18. I was a grownup, and the infantilizing, lurking censorwall offended my intellect and my emotions. I mean, seriously, fuck that noise .

 
"Would you stop ." I said. "Goddamnit, do your job."

 
The elf looked up from his wet hands and wiped his nose on his mottled raw suede sleeve. "I don't have to take this." he said. He pointed to a sign. "MIT RESIDENCY LLC OPERATES A ZERO-TOLERANCE POLICY TOWARD EMPLOYEE ABUSE. YOU CAN BE FINED UP TO $2,000 AND/OR IMPRISONED FOR SIX MONTHS FOR ASSAULTING A CAMPUS RESIDENCE WORKER."

 
"I'm not abusing you." I said. "I'm just making my point. Forcefully."

 
He glared at me from behind a curtain of dandelion-fluff hair. "Abuse includes verbal abuse, raised voices, aggressive language and tone -"

 
I tuned him out. This was the part where I was supposed to say. "I know this isn't your fault, but ." and launch into a monologue explaining how his employer had totally hosed me by not delivering what it promised, and had further hosed him by putting him in a situation where he was the only one I could talk to about it and he couldn't do anything about it. This little pantomime was a fixture of life in the world, the shrugs-all-round nostrum that we were supposed to substitute for anything getting better ever.

 
Like I said, though, fuck that noise. What is the point of being smart, 18 years old, and unemployed if you aren't willing to do something about this kind of thing? Hell, the only reason I'd been let into MIT in the first place was that I was constitutionally incapable of playing out that little scene.

 
The elf had run down and was expecting me to do my bit. Instead, I said. "I bet you're in the Termite Mound, too, right?"

 
He got a kind of confused look. "That's PII." he said. "This office doesn't give out personally identifying information. It's in the privacy policy ." He tapped another sign posted by his service counter, one with much smaller type. I ignored it.

 
"I don't want someone else's PII. I want yours. Do you live in the residence? You must, right? Get a staff discount on your housing for working here, I bet." Elves were always cash-strapped. Surgery's not cheap, even if you're prepared to go to Cuba for it. I mean, you could get your elf-pals to try to do your ears for you, but only if you didn't care about getting a superbug or ending up with gnarly stumps sticking out of the side of your head. And forget getting a Nordic treatment without adult supervision. I mean, toot, toot, all aboard the cancer express. You had to be pretty insanely desperate to go elf without the help of a pro.

 
He looked stubborn. I mean, elf-stubborn, which is a kind of chibi version of stubborn that's hard to take seriously. I mean, seriously. "Look, of course you live in the Termite Mound. Whatever. The point is, we're all screwed by this stuff. You, me, them ." I gestured at the room full of people. They had all been allocated a queue position on entry to the waiting room and were killing time until they got their chance to come up to the Window of Eternal Disappointment in order to play out I Know This Isn't Your Fault But … before returning to their regularly scheduled duties as meaningless grains of sand being ground down by the unimaginably gigantic machinery of MIT Residency LLC.

 
"Let's do something about it, all right? Right here, right now."

 
He gave me a look of elven haughtiness that he'd almost certainly practiced in the mirror. I waited for him to say something. He waited for me to wilt. Neither of us budged.

 
"I'm not kidding. The censorwall has a precisely calibrated dose of fail. It works just enough that it's worth using most of the time, and the amount of hassle and suck and fail you have to put up with when it gets in the way is still less than the pain you'd have to endure if you devoted your life to making it suck less. The economically rational course of action is to suck it up.

 
"What I propose is that we change the economics of this bullshit. If you're the Termite Mound's corporate masters, you get this much benefit out of the shitty censorwall, but we, the residents of the Termite Mound, pay a thousand times that in aggregate." I mimed the concentrated interests of the craven fools who'd installed the censorwall, making my hands into a fist-wrapped-in-a-fist, then exploding them like a Hoberman sphere to show our mutual interests, expanding to dwarf the censorware like Jupiter next to Io.

 
"So here's what I propose: let's mound up all this interest, mobilize it, and aim it straight at the goons who put you in a job. You sit there all day and suffer through our abuse because all you're allowed to do is point at your stupid sign."

 
"How." he said. I knew I had him.

 
KICKSTARTER? HACKER, PLEASE. GETTING STRANGERS TO COMBINE their finances so you can chase some entrepreneurial fantasy of changing the world by selling people stuff is an idea that was dead on arrival. If your little kickstarted business is successful enough to compete with the big, dumb titans, you'll end up being bought out or forced out or sold out, turning you into something indistinguishable from the incumbent businesses you set out to destroy. The problem isn't that the world has the wrong kind of sellers; it's that it has the wrong kind of buyers. Powerless, diffused, atomized, puny, and insubstantial.

 
Turn buyers into sellers and they just end up getting sucked into the logic of fail: it's unreasonable to squander honest profits on making people happier than they need to be in order to get them to open their wallets. But once you get all the buyers together in a mass with a unified position, the sellers don't have any choice. Businesses will never spend a penny more than it takes to make a sale, so you have to change how many pennies it takes to complete the sale.

 
Back when I was 14, it took me 10 days to hack together my first Fight the Power site. On the last day of the fall term, Ashcroft High announced that catering was being turned over to Atos Catering. Atos had won the contract to run the caf at my middle school in my last year there, and every one of us lost five kilos by graduation. The French are supposed to be good at cooking, but the slop Atos served wasn't even food. I'm pretty sure that after the first week they just switched to filling the steamer trays with latex replicas of gray, inedible glorp. Seeing as how no one was eating it, there was no reason to cook up a fresh batch every day.

 
The announcement came at the end of the last Friday before Christmas break, chiming across all our personal drops with a combined bong that arrived an instant before the bell rang. The collective groan was loud enough to drown out the closing bell. It didn't stop, either, but grew in volume as we filtered into the hall and out of the building into the icy teeth of Chicago's first big freeze of the season.

 
Junior high students aren't allowed off campus at lunchtime, but high school students - even freshmen - can go where they please so long as they're back by the third-period bell. That's where Fight the Power came in.

 
WE THE UNDERSIGNED PLEDGE 


 
TO BOYCOTT THE ASHCROFT HIGH CAFETERIA WHILE ATOS HAS THE CONTRACT TO SUPPLY IT 


 
TO BUY AT LEAST FOUR LUNCHES EVERY WEEK FROM THE FOLLOWING FOOD TRUCKS [CHECK AT LEAST ONE]: 


 
This was tricky. It's not like there were a lot of food trucks driving out of the Loop to hit Joliet for the lunch rush. But I wrote a crawler that went through the review sites, found businesses with more than one food truck, munged the menus, and set out the intersection as an eye-pleasing infographic showing the appetizing potential of getting your chow outside of the world of the corrupt no-bid, edu-corporate complex.

 
By New Year's Day, 98 percent of the student body had signed up. By January third, I had all four of the food trucks I'd listed lined up to show up on Monday morning.

 
Turns out, Ashcroft High and Atos had a funny kind of deal. Ashcroft High guaranteed a minimum level of revenue to Atos, and Atos guaranteed a maximum level to Ashcroft High. So, in theory, if 100 percent of the student body bought a cafeteria lunch, about 20 percent of that money would be kicked back to Ashcroft High. They later claimed that this was all earmarked to subsidize the lunches of poor kids, but no one could ever point to anything in writing where they'd committed to this, as our Freedom of Information Act requests eventually proved.

 
In return for the kickback, the school promised to ensure that Atos could always turn a profit. If not enough of us ate in the caf, the school would have to give Atos the money it would have made if we had. In other words, our choice to eat a good lunch wasn't just costing the school its expected share of Atos's profits; it had to dig money out of its budget to make up for our commitment to culinary excellence.

 
They tried everything. Got the street in front of the school designated a no-food-trucks zone (we petitioned the City of Joliet to permit parking on the next street over). Shortened the lunch break (we set up a Web-based pre-order service that let us pick and prepay for our food). Banned freshmen from leaving school property (we were saved by the PTA). Suspended me for violating the school's social media policy (the ACLU wrote the school a blood-curdling nastygram and raised nearly $30,000 in donations of $3 or less from students around the world once word got out).

 
Atos wouldn't let them renegotiate the contract, either. If Ashcroft High wanted out, it would have to buy its way out. That's when I convinced the vice principal to let me work with the AP computer science class to build out a flexible, open version of Fight the Power that anyone could install and run for their own student bodies, providing documentation and support. That was just before spring break. By May 1, there were 87 schools whose students used Ftp to organize alternative food trucks for their own cafeterias.

 
Suddenly, this was news . Not just local news, either. Global. Atos had to post an earnings warning in its quarterly report. Suddenly, we had Bloomberg and Al Jazeera Business camera crews buttonholing Ashcroft High kids on their way to the lunch trucks. Whenever they grabbed me, I would give them this little canned speech about how Atos couldn't supply decent food and was taking money out of our educational budgets rather than facing the fact that the children they were supposed to be feeding hated their slop so much that they staged a mass walkout. It played well with kids in other schools and very badly with Atos's shareholders. But I'll give this to Atos: I couldn't have asked for a better Evil Empire to play Jedi against. They threatened to sue me - for defamation! - which made the whole thing news again. Stupidly, they sued me in Illinois, which has a great anti-SLAPP law, and was a massive technical blunder. The company's U.S. headquarters were in Clearwater, and Florida is a train wreck in every possible sense, including its SLAPP laws. If they'd sued me on their home turf, I'd have gone bankrupt before I could win.

 
They lost. The ACLU collected $102,000 in fees from them. The story of the victory was above the fold on Le Monde's site for a week. Turns out that French people loathe Atos even more than the rest of us, because they've had longer to sharpen their hate.

 
Long story slightly short: we won. Ato. "voluntaril." released our school from its contract. And Fight the Power went mental . I spent that summer vacation reviewing Github comments on Ftp as more and more people discovered that they could make use of a platform that made fighting back simple. The big, stupid companies were whales and we were their krill, and all it took was some glue to glom us all together into boulders of indigestible matter that could choke them to death.

 
I dropped out of Ashcroft High in the middle of the 11th grade and did the rest of my time with home-schooling shovelware that taught me exactly what I needed to pass the GED and not one tiny thing more. I didn't give a shit. I was working full time on Ftp, craig-listing rides to hacker unconferences where I couchsurfed and spoke, giving my poor parental units eight kinds of horror. It would've been simpler if I'd taken donations for Ftp because Mom and Dad quickly came to understand that their role as banker in our little family ARG gave them the power to yank me home any time I moved out of their comfort zone. But there was a balance of terror there, because they totally knew that if I had accepted donations for the project, I'd have been financially independent in a heartbeat.

 
Plus, you know, they were proud of me. Ftp makes a difference. It's not a household name or anything, but more than a million people have signed up for Ftp campaigns since I started it, and our success rate is hovering around 25 percent. That means that I'd changed a quarter-million lives for the better (at least) before I turned 18. Mom and Dad, they loved that (which is not to say that they didn't need the occasional reminder of it). And shit, it got me a scholarship at MIT. So there's that.

 
NETWORK FILTERS ARE UNIVERSALLY LOATHED. DUH . NO ONE'S ever written a regular expression that can distinguish art from porn, and no one ever will. No one's ever assembled an army of prudes large enough to hand-sort the Internet int. "goo." an. "ba." buckets. No one ever will. The Web's got about 100 billion pages on it; if you have a failure rate of one-tenth of 1 percent, you'll overblock (or underblock) (or both) 100,000,000 pages. That's several Library of Congresses'worth of pointless censorship, or all the porn ever made, times 10, missed though underfiltering. You'd be an idiot to even try.

 
Idiot like a fox! If you don't care about filtering ou. "the bad stuf." (whatever that is), censorware is a great business to be in. The point of most network filters is th. "security syllogis." :

 
SOMETHING MUST BE DONE. 


 
I HAVE DONE SOMETHING. 


 
SOMETHING HAS BEEN DONE. 


 
VICTORY! 


 
Hand-wringing parents don't want their precious offspring looking at wieners and hoo-hahs when they're supposed to be amassing student debt, so they demand that the Termite Mound fix the problem by Doing Something. The Termite Mound dispenses cash to some censorware creeps in a carefully titrated dose that is exactly sufficient to demonstrate Something Has Been Done ness to a notional wiener-enraged parent. Since all the other dorms, schools, offices, libraries, airports, bus depots, train stations, cafes, hotels, bars, and theme parks in the world are doing exactly the same thing, each one can declare itself to be in possession of Best Practices when there is an unwanted hoo-hah eruption, and culpability diffuses to a level that is safe for corporate governance and profitability. Mission Accomplished.

 
And so the whole world suffers under this pestilence. Millions of times every day - right at this moment - people are swearing at their computers: What the fuck. Censorware's indifference to those moments of suffering is only possible because they've never been balled up into a vast screaming meteor of rage.

 
"HEY, THERE. HI ! LOOK, I'M HERE BECAUSE INEED UNFILTERED Internet access to get through my degree. So do you all, right? But the Termite Mound isn't going to turn it off because that would be like saying, ‘ Here, kids, have a look at this porn,'which they can't afford to say, even though, seriously, who gives a shit, right?"

 
I had them a. "porn." but now I had to keep them.

 
"Look at your tenancy agreement: you're paying 27 bucks a month for your network access at the Termite Mound. Twenty-seven bucks - each! I'll find us an ISP that can give all of us hot and cold running genitals and all the unsavory religious extremism, online gaming, and suicide instructions we can eat. Either I'm going to make the Termite Mound give us the Internet we deserve, or we'll cost it one of its biggest cash cows and humiliate it on the world stage.

 
"I don't want your money. All I want is for you to promise me that if I can get us Internet from someone who isn't a censoring sack of shit, that you'll come with me. I'm going to sign up every poor bastard in the Termite Mound, take that promise to someone who isn't afraid to work hard to earn a dollar, and punish the Termite Mound for treating us like this. And then , I'm going to make a loud noise about what we've done and spread the word to every other residence in Cambridge, then Boston, then across America. I'm going to spread out to airports, hotels, train stations, buses, taxis - any place where they make it their business to decide what data we're allowed to see."

 
I whirled around to face the elf, who leaped back, long fingers flying to his face in an elaborate mime of startlement. "Are you with me, pal?"

 
He nodded slightly.

 
"Come on." I said. "Let'em hear you."

 
He raised one arm over his head, bits of rabbit fur and uncured hides dangling from his skinny wrist. I felt for him. I think we all did. Elves.

 
He was a convincer, though. By the time I left the room, I already had 29 signups.

 
ALL EVIL IN THE WORLD IS THE RESULT OF AN IMBALANCE BETWEEN the people who benefit from shenanigans and the people who get screwed by shenanigans. De-shenaniganifying the world is the answer to pollution and poverty and bad schools and the war on some drugs and a million other horribles. To solve all the world's problems, I need kick-ass raw feeds and a steady supply of doofus thugs from central casting to make idiots of. I know where I can find plenty of the latter, and I'm damn sure going to get the former. Watch me.

 
MY ADVISOR IS NAMED ANDRONICUS ANDRONICUS LLEWELLYN , and her parents had a sense of humor, clearly. She founded the Networks That Change lab three years ago after she fled Uzbekistan one step ahead of Gulnara's death squad, but they say that she still provides material aid to the army of babushkas that underwent forced sterilization under old man Karimov's brutal regime. Her husband, Arzu, lost an eye in Gezi. They're kind of a Twitter-uprising power couple.

 
I'm the only undergrad in the lab, and the grad students were slavering at the thought of having a bottle-washing dogsbody in residence. Someone to clean out the spam filters, lexically normalize the grant proposals, deworm the Internet of things, get the limescale out of the espresso machine, and defragment the lab's prodigious store of detritus, kipple, and moop.

 
Two days after telling them all where they could stick it, I got a meeting in AA's cube.

 
"Sit down, Lukasz." she said. My birth certificate rea. "Lucas." but I relished the extra consonant. I perched on a tensegrity chair that had been some grad student's laser-cutter thesis project. It creaked like a haunted attic, and its white acrylic struts were grubby as a snowbank a day after the salting trucks. AA's chair was patched with steel tape, huge black cocoony gobs of it. And it still creaked.

 
I waited patiently. My drop was in my overalls'marsupial pouch, and I stuffed my hands in there, curling my fingers around it and kneading it. It comforted me. AA closed the door.

 
"Do you know why my lab doesn't have any undergrads." she asked. I gave it another moment to test for rhetoricalness, timed out, then gave it a shot. "You don't want to screw around with getting someone up to speed. You want to get the work done."

 
"Don't be stupid. Grad students need as much hand-holding as undergrads. No, it's because undergrads are full of the dramas. And the dramas are not good for getting the work done."

 
"Andronicus." I said. "I'm not the one you should be talking to ." I felt a flush creeping up my neck . "they -"

 
She fixed me with a look that froze my tongue and dried the spit in my mouth. "I spent four years in Jaslyk Prison in Uzbekistan. Three of my cellmates committed suicide. One of them bled out on me from the top bunk while I slept. I woke covered in her blood." She looked at her screen, snagged her attention on it, ignored me for a minute while she typed furiously. Turned back. "What did your lab mates do, Lukasz, that you would like to talk to me about?"

 
"Nothing." I mumbled. I hated being dismissed like this. Of course, she could trump anything I was inclined to complain about. But it was so … invalidating .

 
"Never forget that there is blood in the world's veins, Lukasz. You've done something clever with your years on this planet. You're here to see if you can figure out how to do something important, now. We want to systematize the struggle here, figure out how to automate it, but eventually there will always be blood. You need to learn to be dispassionate about the interpersonal conflicts, to save your anger for the people who deserve it, and to channel that anger into a theory of action that leads to change. Otherwise, you will be an undergraduate who worries about being picked on."

 
"I know." I said. "I know. Sorry."

 
She held out a hand to stop me fleeing. "Lukasz, there is change to be had out there. It waits for us to discover its fulcrums. That's the research project here. But the reason for the research is the change. It's to be the bag of blood in the streets or the boardroom or the prison. That's what you're learning to do here."

 
I didn't say anything. She turned back to her screen. Her fingers beat the keyboard. I left.

 
I pretended not to notice three of AA's grad students hastily switching off their infrared laser-pointers as I opened her glass door and walked back out to the lab. Everyone, including AA, knew that they'd been listening in, but the formal characteristics of our academic kabuki required us all to pretend that I'd just had a private conversation.

 
I pulled my laptop out of my bag and uncrumpled its bent corners. I'd only made it a week before, and I didn't have time or energy to fold up another one. It was getting pretty battered in my bag, though; the waxed cardboard shell getting more worn and creased in less time than ever before. Not even my most extreme couchsurfing voyages had been this hard on my essential equipment. The worst part was that the keyboard surface had gotten really smashed - I think I'd closed up the box with a Sharpie trapped inside it - so the camera that watched my fingers as they typed the letters printed on the cardboard sheet was having a hard time getting the registration right. I'd mashed the spot where the backspace was drawn so many times that I'd worn the ink off and had to redraw it (more Sharpie, a cardboard laptop owner's best friend).

 
Now the screen was starting to go. The little short-throw projector attached to the pinhead-sized computer taped inside the back of the box was misreading the geometry of the mirror it bounced the screen image off of, which keystoned and painted the image on the rice paper scrim set into the laptop's top half. The image was only off by about 10 degrees, but it was enough to screw up the touch screen registration and give me a mild headache after only a couple hours of staring at it. I'd noticed that a lot of the MIT kids carried big plastic and metal and glass laptops, which had seemed like some kind of weird retro affectation. But campus life was more of an off-road experience than I'd suspected.

 
I spent 15 minutes unfolding the laser-cut cardboard and smoothing out the creases, resticking everything with fiber tape from an office supply table in the middle of the lab, and then running through the registration and diagnostics built into the OS until the computer was in a usable state again. The whole time, I was hotly conscious of the grad students'sneaky gaze, the weird clacking noise of their fingers on real mechanical keyboards - seriously, who used a keyboard that was made of pieces anymore; was I really going to have to do that? - as they chatted about me.

 
Yes, about me. It's not (just) ego; I could tell. I can prove it. I was barely back up and running and answering all my social telephones when some dudeface from Chiapas sat down conspicuously next to me and said. "It's Lukasz, right." He held out his hand.

 
I looked at it for a moment, just to make the point, then shook. "Yeah. You're Juanca, right." Of course he was Juanca. He'd been burned in effigy by Zetas every year for four years, and his entire family, all the way to third cousins, were either stateside or in Guatemala or El Salvador, hiding out from narcoterrorists, who were still pissed about Juanca's anonymizer, a mix master that was the Number One, go-to source of convictable evidence against Zeta members whose cases went to trial. If it weren't for the fact that Juanca's network had also busted an assload of corrupt cops, prosecutors, judges, government ministers, regional governors, and one secretary of state, they'd have given him a ministerial posting and a medal. As it was, he was in exile. Famous. Loved. It helped that he was rakishly handsome - which I am not, for the record - and that he had a bounty on his head and had been unsuccessfully kidnapped on the T, getting away through some badass parkour that got captured in CCTV jittercam that made him look like he was moving in a series of short teleports.

 
"Yeah. You got the blood speech, huh?"

 
I nodded.

 
"It's a good one." he said. I didn't think so. I thought it was bullshit. I didn't say so.

 
We stared at each other. "Welp." he said. "Take it easy."

 
ONE OF THE EARLY FtpCODE CONTRIBUTORS WAS NOW CTOFOR an ISP, and they'd gotten their start as a dorm co-op at Brown that had metastasized across New England. Sanjay had been pretty important to the early days of Ftp, helping us get the virtualization right so that it could run on pretty much any cloud without a lot of jiggery and/or pokery. Within a day of e-mailing Sanjay, I was having coffee with the vice president of business development for Miskatonic Networks, who was also Sanjay's boyfriend's girlfriend because apparently ISPs in New England are hotbeds of Lovecraft-fandom polyamory. Her name was Khadijah, and she had a Southie accent so thick it was like an amateur theater production of Good Will Hunting.

 
"The Termite Mound." She laughed. "Shit, yeah, I know that place. It's still standing? I went to some super-sketchy parties there when I was a kid; I mean sooooper-sketchy, like sketch-a-roony. I can't believe no one's torched the place yet."

 
"Not yet." I said. "And seeing as all my stuff's there right now, I'm hoping that no one does for the time being."

 
"Yeah, I can see that." I could not get over her accent. It was the most Bostonian thing I'd encountered since I got off the train. "Okay, so you want to know what we'd charge to provide service to someone at the Termite Mound?"

 
"Uh, no. I want to know what you'd charge per person if we could get you the whole mound - every unit in the residence. All 250 of them."

 
"Oh." She paused a second. "This is an Ftp thing, right?"

 
"Yeah." I said. "That's how I know Sanjay. I, uh, I started Ftp ." I don't like to brag, but sometimes it makes sense in the context of the conversation, right?

 
"That was you? Wicked! So you're seriously gonna get the whole dorm to sign up with us?"

 
"I will if you can get me a price that I can sell to them." I said.

 
"Oh." she said. The. "Oh! Right. Hmm. Leave it with me. You say you can get them all signed up?"

 
"I think so. If the price is right. And I think that if the Termite Mound goes with you that there'll be other dorms that'll follow. Maybe a lab or two." I said. I was talking out of my ass at this point, but seriously, net-censorship in the labs at MIT ? It was disgusting. It could not stand.

 
"Damn." she said. "Sounds like you're majoring in Ftp . Don't you have classes or something?"

 
"No." I said. "This is basically exactly what I figured college would be like. A cross between summer camp and a Stanford obedience experiment. If all I wanted to do was cram a bunch of knowledge into my head, I could have stayed home and mooced it. I came here because I wanted to level up and fight something tough and even dangerous. I want to spend four years getting into the right kind of trouble. Going to classes, too, but seriously, classes ? Whatever. Everyone knows the good conversations happen in the hallway between the formal presentations. Classes are just an excuse to have hallways."

 
She looked skeptical and ate banana bread.

 
"It's your deal." she said.

 
I could hear the but hanging in the air between us. She got more coffees and brought them back, along with toasted banana bread dripping with butter for me. She wouldn't let me pay and told me it was on Miskatonic. We were a potential big account. She didn't want to sa. "bu." because she might offend me. I wanted to hear th. "but ."

 
"But?"

 
"But what?"

 
"It's my deal but … ?"

 
"But, well, you know, you don't look after your grades, MIT'll put you out on your ass. That's how it works in college. I've seen it."

 
I chewed my banana bread.

 
"Hey." she said. "Hey. Are you okay, Lukasz?"

 
"I'm fine." I said.

 
She smiled at me. She was pretty. "But?"

 
I told her about my talk with AA, and about Juanca, and about how I felt like nobody was giving me my propers, and she looked very sympathetic, in a way that made me feel much younger. Like toddler younger.

 
"MIT is all about pranks, right? I think if I could come up with something really epic, they'd ." And as I said it, I realized how dumb it was. They laughed at me in Vienna, I'll show them. "You know what? Forget about it. I got more important things to do than screw around with those knob-ends. Work to do, right? Get the network opened up around here, you and me, Khadijah!"

 
"I'll get back to you soon, okay?"

 
I FISHED A BEAD OUT OF MY POCKET AND WEDGED IT INTO MY EAR. 

 
"Who is this?"

 
"Lukasz." The voice was choked with tears.

 
"Who is this." I said again.

 
"It's Bryan." I couldn't place the voice or the name.

 
"Bryan who?"

 
"From the Termite Mound's customer service desk." Then I recognized the voice. It was the elf, and he was having hysterics. Part of me wanted to say, Oh, diddums! and hang up. Because elves, AMR? But I'm not good at tough love.

 
"What's wrong?"

 
"They've fired me." he said. "I got called into my boss's office an hour ago, and he told me to start drawing up a list of people to kick out of the dorm. He wanted the names of people who supported you. I was supposed to go through the EULAs for the dorm and find some violations for all of them -"

 
"What if they didn't have any violations?"

 
He made a sound between a sob and a laugh. "Are you kidding? You're always in violation! Have you read the EULA for the mound? It's, like, 60 pages long."

 
"OK, gotcha. So you refused and you got fired?"

 
There was a pause. It drew out. "No." he said, his voice barely a whisper. "I gave them a bunch of names, and then they fired me."

 
Again, I was torn between the impulse to hang up on him and to hear more. Nosiness won (nosiness always wins; bets on nosiness are a sure thing). "Nicely done. Sounds like just deserts to me. What do you expect me to do about it." But I knew. There were only two reasons to call me after something like this: to confess his sins or to get revenge. And no one would ever mistake me for a priest.

 
"I've got the names they pulled. Not just this time. Every time there's been any kind of trouble in the Termite Mound, MIT Residence has turfed out the troublemakers on some bogus EULA violation. They know that no one cares about student complaints, and there's always a waiting list for rooms at the Termite Mound, it's so central and all. I kept records."

 
"What kind of records?"

 
"Hard copies of e-mails. They used disappearing ink for all the dirty stuff, but I just took pictures of my screen with my drop and saved it to personal storage. It's ugly. They went after pregnant girls, kids with disabilities. Any time there was a chance they'd have to do an air-quality audit or fix a ramp, I'd have to find some reason to violate the tenant out of residence." He paused a moment. "They used some pretty bad language when they talked about these people, too."

 
The Termite Mound should've been called the Roach Motel: turn on the lights and you'd find a million scurrying bottom-feeders running for the baseboards.

 
I was going to turn on the lights.

 
"You've got all that, huh?"

 
"Tons of it." he said. "Going back three years. I knew that if it ever got out that they'd try and blame it on me. I wanted records."

 
"Okay." I said. "Meet me in Harvard Square, by the T entrance. How soon can you get there?"

 
"I'm at the Coop right now." he said. "Using a study booth."

 
"Perfect." I said. "Five minutes, then?"

 
"I'm on my way."

 
The Coop's study booths had big signs warning that everything you did there was recorded - sound, video, infrared, data - and filtered for illicit behavior. The signs explained that there was no human being looking at the records unless you did something to trip the algorithm, like that made it better. If a tree falls in the forest, it sure as shit makes a sound; and if your conversation is bugged, it's bugged - whether or not a human being listens in right then or at some time in the infinite future of that data.

 
I beat him to the T entrance and looked around for a place to talk. It wasn't good. From where I stood, I could see dozens of cameras, the little button-sized dots discreetly placed all around the square, each with a little scannable code you could use to find out who got the footage and what its policy was. No one ever bothered to do this. Ever. EULAs were not written for human consumption: a EULA's message could always be boiled down to seven words. "ABANDON HOPE, ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE." Or, more succinctly. "YOU LOSE."

 
I felt bad about Bryan's job. It was his own deal, of course. He'd stayed even after he knew how evil they were. And I hadn't held a gun to his head and made him put himself in the firing line. But, of course, I had convinced him to. I had led him to. I felt bad.

 
Bryan turned up just as I was scouting a spot at an outdoor table by an ice cream parlor. They had a bunch of big blowing heaters that'd do pretty good white-noise masking, a good light/dark contrast between the high-noon sun and the shade of the awning that would screw up cameras'white-balance, and the heaters would wreak havoc on the infrared range of the CCTVs, or so I hoped. I grabbed Bryan, clamping down on his skinny arm through the rough weave of his forest-green cloak and dragged him to my chosen spot.

 
"You got it." I said, once we were both seated and nursing hot chocolates. I got caffeinated marshmallows; he got Thai ghost-pepper-flavored, though that was mostly marketing. No way those marshmallows were over a couple thousand Scovilles.

 
"I encrypted it with your public key." he said, handing me a folded-up paper. I unfolded it and saw that it had been printed with a stegoed QR code, hidden in a Victorian woodcut. That kind of spycraft was pretty weak sauce - the two-dee-barcode-in-a-public-do main-image thing was a staple of shitty student click-bait thrillers - but if he'd really managed to get my public key and verify it and then encrypt the blob with it, I was impressed. That was about 10 million times more secure than the average fumbledick ever managed. The fact that he'd handed me a hard copy of the URL instead of e-mailing it to me, well, that was pretty sweet frosting. Bryan had potential.

 
I folded the paper away. "What should I be looking for?"

 
"It's all organized and tagged. You'll see." He looked nervous. "What are you going to do with it?"

 
"Well, for starters, I'm going to call them up and tell them I have it."

 
"What ." He looked like he was going to cry.

 
"Come on." I said. "I'm not going to tell them where I got it. The way you tell it, I'm about to get evicted, right?"

 
"Technically, you are evicted. There's a process server waiting at every entrance to the Termite Mound doing face recognition on the whole list. Soon as you go home, bam. Forty-eight hours to clear out."

 
"Right." I said. "I don't want to have to go look for a place to live while I'm also destroying these shitbirds and fixing everyone's Internet connection. Get serious. So I'm going to go and talk to Messrs. Amoral, Nonmoral, and Immoral and explain that I have a giant dump of compromising messages from them that I'm going public with, and it'll look really, really bad for them if they turf me out now."

 
It's time for a true confession. I am not nearly as brave as I front. All this spycraft stuff, all the bluster about beating these guys on their home turf, yeah, in part I'm into it. I like it better than riding through life like a foil chip-bag being swept down a polluted stream on a current of raw sewage during a climate-change-driven superstorm.

 
But the reality is that I can't really help myself. There's some kind of rot-fungus that infects the world. Things that are good when they're small and personal grow, and as they grow, their attack surface grows with them, and they get more and more colonized by the fungus, making up stupid policies, doing awful stuff to the people who rely on them and the people who work for them, one particle of fungus at a time, each one just a tiny and totally defensible atomic-sized spoor of rot that piles up and gloms onto all the other bits of rot until you're a walking, suppurating lesion.

 
No one ever set out to create the kind of organization that needs to post . "MIT RESIDENCY LLC OPERATES A ZERO-TOLERANCE POLICY TOWARD EMPLOYEE ABUSE. YOU CAN BE FINED UP TO $2,000 AND/OR IMPRISONED FOR SIX MONTHS FOR ASSAULTING A CAMPUS RESIDENCE WORKE." sign. You start out trying to do something good, then you realize you can get a little richer by making it a little worse. Your thermostat for shittiness gets reset to the new level, so it doesn't seem like much of a change to turn it a notch further toward the rock-bottom, irredeemably shitty end of the scale.

 
The truth is that you can get really rich and huge by playing host organism to the rot-fungus. The rot-fungus diffuses its harms and concentrates its rewards. That means that healthy organisms that haven't succumbed to the rot-fungus are liable to being devoured by giant, well-funded vectors for it. Think of the great local business that gets devoured by an awful hedge fund in a leveraged takeover, looted, and left as a revolting husk to shamble on until it collapses under its own weight.

 
I am terrified of the rot-fungus because it seems like I'm the only person who notices it most of the time. Think of all those places where the town council falls all over itself to lure some giant corporation to open a local factory. Don't they notice that everyone who works at places like that hates every single moment of every single day? Haven't they ever tried to converse with the customer-service bots run by one of those lumbering dinos?

 
I mean, sure, the bigs have giant budgets and they'll take politicians out for nice lunches and throw a lot of money at their campaigns, but don't these guardians of the public trust ever try to get their cars fixed under warranty? Don't they ever buy a train ticket? Don't they ever eat at a fast-food joint? Can't they smell the rot-fungus? Am I the only one? I've figured out how to fight it in my own way. Everyone else who's fighting seems to be fighting against something else - injustice or inequality or whatever, without understanding that the fungus's rot is what causes all of those things.

 
I'm convinced that no normal human being ever woke up one morning and said. "Dammit, my life doesn't have enough petty bureaucratic rules, zero-tolerance policies, censorship, and fear in it. How do I fix that." Instead, they let this stuff pile up, one compromise at a time, building up huge sores suppurating with spore-loaded fluids that eventually burst free and beslime everything around them. It gets normal to them, one dribble at a time.

 
"Lukasz, you don't know what you're doing. These guys, they're -"

 
"What." I said. "Are they the Mafia or something? Are they going to have me dropped off a bridge with cement overshoes?"

 
He shook his head, making the twigs and beads woven into the downy fluff of his hair clatter together. "No, but they're ruthless. I mean, totally ruthless. They're not normal."

 
The way he said it twinged something in my hindbrain, some little squiggle of fear, but I pushed it away. "Yeah, that's okay. I'm used to abnormal." I am the most abnormal person I know.

 
"Be careful, seriously." he said.

 
"Thanks, Bryan." I said. "Don't worry about me. You want me to try and get your room back, too?"

 
He chewed his lip. "Don't." he said. "They'll know it was me if you do that."

 
I resisted the urge to shout at him to grow a spine. These assholes had cost him his home and his job (okay, I'd helped), and he was going to couchsurf it until he could find the rarest of treasures: an affordable place to live in Cambridge, Massachusetts? Even if he was being tortured by his conscience for all his deplorable sellout-ism, he was still being a total wuss. But that was his deal. I mean, he was an elf, for chrissakes. Who knew what he was thinking?

 
"Suit yourself." I said, and went and made some preparations.

 
MESSRS. AMORAL , NONMORAL, AND IMMORAL HAD AN OFFICE over the river in Boston, in a shabby office block that only had 10 floors but whose company directory listed over 800 businesses. I knew the kind of place because they showed up whenever some hairy scam unraveled and they showed you the office-of-convenience used by the con artists who'd destroyed something that lots of people cared about and loved in order to make a small number of bad people a little richer. A kind of breeding pit for rot-fungus, in other words.

 
At first, I thought I was going to have to go and sleuth their real locations, but I saw that Amoral, Nonmoral, and Immoral had the entire third floor registered to them, while everyone else had crazy-ass, heavily qualified suite numbers like 401c(1)K, indicating some kind of internal routing code for the use of the army of rot-fungus-infected spores who ensured that correspondence was handled in a way that preserved the illusion that each of the multifarious, blandly named shell companies (I swear to Cthulhu that there was one calle. "International Holdings [Holdings], Lt." ) was a real going concern and not a transparent ruse intended to allow the rot-fungus to spread with maximal diffusion of culpability for the carriers who did its bidding.

 
I punched #300# on the ancient touch screen intercom, its surface begrimed with a glossy coat of hardened DNA, Burger King residue, and sifted-down dust of the ages. It blatted like an angry sheep, once, twice, three times, then disconnected. I punched again. Again. On the fourth try, an exasperated, wheezing voice emerged. "What?"

 
"I'm here to speak to someone from MIT Residences LLC."

 
"Send an e-mail."

 
"I'm a tenant. My name is Lukasz Romero." I let that sink in. "I've got some documents I'd like to discuss with a responsible individual at MIT Residences LLC." I put a bit of heavy English on documents. "Please." I put even more English on please. I've seen the same tough-guy videos that you have, and I can do Al Pacinoid-overwound, dangerous dude as well as anyone. "Please." I said again, meaning right now.

 
There was an elongated and ominous pause, punctuated by muffled rustling and grumbling, and what may have been typing on an old-fashioned, mechanical keyboard. "Come up." a different voice said. The elevator to my left ground as the car began to lower itself.

 
I'D EXPECTED SOMETHING SINISTER - A PEELING DUNGEON OF A   room where old men with armpit stains gnawed haunches of meat and barked obscenities at each other. Instead, I found myself in an airy, high-ceilinged place that was straight out of the publicity shots for MIT's best labs, the ones that had been set-dressed by experts who'd ensured that no actual students had come in to mess things up before the photographer could get a beautifully lit shot of the platonic perfection.

 
The room took up the whole floor, dotted with conversation pits with worn, comfortable sofas whose end tables sported inconspicuous charge-plates for power-hungry gadgets. The rest of the space was made up of new-looking work surfaces and sanded-down antique wooden desks that emitted the honeyed glow of a thousand coats of wax buffed by decades of continuous use. The light came from tall windows and full-spectrum spotlights that were reflected and diffused off the ceiling, which was bare concrete and mazed with cable trays and conduits. I smelled good coffee and toasting bread and saw a perfectly kept little kitchenette to my left.

 
There were perhaps a dozen people working in the room, standing at the work surfaces, mousing away at the antique desks, or chatting intensely in the conversation pits. It was a kind of perfect tableau of industrious tech-company life, something out of a recruiting video. The people were young and either beautiful or handsome or both. I had the intense, unexpected desire to work here, or a place like this. It had good vibes .

 
One of the young, handsome people stood up from his conversation nook and smoothed out the herringbone wool hoodie he was wearing, an artfully cut thing that managed to make him look like both a young professor and an undergraduate at the same time. It helped that he was so fresh-faced, with apple cheeks and a shock of curly brown hair.

 
"Lukasz, right." He held out a hand. He was wearing a dumbwatch, a wind-up thing in a steel casing that was fogged with a century of scratches. I coveted it instantly; though I knew nothing about its particulars, I was nevertheless certain that it was expensive, beautifully engineered, and extremely rare.

 
The door closed behind me, and the magnet audibly reengaged. The rest of the people in the room studiously ignored us.

 
"I'm Sergey. Can I get you a cup of coffee? Tea? Some water?"

 
The coffee smelled good . "No, thank you." I said. "I don't think I'll be here for long."

 
"Of course. Come and sit."

 
The other participants in his meeting had already vacated the sofas and left us with a conversation pit all to ourselves. I sank into the sofa and smelled the spicy cologne of a thousand eager, well-washed people who'd sat on it before me, impregnating the upholstery with the spoor of their good perfumes.

 
He picked up a small red enamel teapot and poured a delicious-smelling stream of yellow-green steaming liquid into a chunky diner-style coffee cup. He sipped it. My stomach growled. "You told the receptionist you wanted to talk about some documents?"

 
"Yeah." I said, pulling myself together. "I've got documentary evidence of this company illegally evicting tenants - students - who got pregnant, complained about substandard living conditions and maintenance issues, and, in my case, complained about the network filters at the Termite Mound."

 
He cocked his head for a moment like he was listening for something in the hum and murmur of the office around him. I found myself listening, too, but try as I might, I couldn't pick out a single individual voice from the buzz, not even a lone intelligible word. It was as though they were all goin. "murmurmurmurmur." though I could see their lips moving and shaping what must have been words.

 
"Ah." he said at last. "Well, that's very unfortunate. Can you give me a set and I'll escalate them up our chain to ensure that they're properly dealt with?"

 
"I can give you a set." I said. "But I'll also be giving a set to the MIT ombudsman and the Tech and the local WikiLeaks Party rep. Sergey, forgive me, but you don't seem to be taking this very seriously. The material in my possession is the sort of thing that could get you and your colleagues here sued into a smoking crater."

 
"Oh, I appreciate that there's a lot of potential liability in the situation you describe, but it wouldn't be rational for me to freak out now, would it? I haven't seen your documents, and if I had, I could neither authenticate them nor evaluate the risk they represent. So I'll take a set from you and ensure that the people within our organization who have the expertise to manage this sort of thing get to them quickly."

 
It's funny. I'd anticipated that he'd answer like a chatbot, vomiting up Markov-chained nothings from the lexicon of the rot-fungus. "we take this very seriousl." . "we cannot comment on ongoing investigation." . "we are actioning this with a thorough inquiry and post-morte." and other similar crapola. Instead, he was talking like a hacker on a mailing list defending the severity he'd assigned to a bug he owned.

 
"Sergey, that's not much of an answer."

 
He sipped that delicious tea some more. "Is there something in particular you wanted to hear from me? I mean, this isn't the sort of thing that you find out about, then everything stops until you've figured out what to do next."

 
I was off-balance. "I wanted ." I waved my hands. "I wanted an explanation. How the hell did this systematic abuse come about?"

 
He shrugged. He really didn't seem very worrie. "Hard to say, really. Maybe it was something out of the labs."

 
"What do you mean, ‘ the labs'?"

 
He gestured vaguely at one cluster of particularly engrossed young men and women who were bent over screens and work surfaces, arranged in pairs or threesomes, collaborating with fierce intensity, reaching over to touch each other's screens and keyboards in a way I found instantly and deeply unsettling.

 
"We've got a little R & D lab that works on some of our holdings. We're really dedicated to disrupting the rental market. There's so much money in it, you know, but mostly it's run by these entitled jerks who think that they're geniuses for having the brilliant idea of buying a building and then sitting around and charging rent on it. A real old boys'club." For the first time since we started talking, he really seemed to be alive and present and paying attention.

 
"Oh, they did some bits and pieces that gave them the superficial appearance of having a brain, but there's a lot of difference between A/B - splitting your acquisition strategy and really deep-diving into the stuff that matters."

 
At this stage, I experienced a weird dissonance. I mean, I was there because these people were doing something genuinely villainous, real rot-fungus stuff. On the other hand, well, this sounded cool. I can't lie. I found it interesting. I mean, catnip-interesting.

 
"I mean, chewy questions. Like, if the median fine for a second citation for substandard plumbing is $400, and month-on-month cost for plumbing maintenance in a given building is $2,000 a month, and the long-term costs of failure to maintain are $20,000 for full replumbing on an eight- to 10-year basis with a 75 percent probability of having to do the big job in year nine, what are the tenancy parameters that maximize your return over that period?"

 
"Tenancy parameters?"

 
He looked at me. I was being stupid. I don't like that look. I suck at it. It's an ego thing. I just find it super-hard to deal with other people thinking that I'm dumb. I would probably get more done in this world if I didn't mind it so much. But I do. It's an imperfect world, and I am imperfect.

 
"Tenancy parameters. What are the parameters of a given tenant that predict whether he or she will call the city inspectors given some variable set point of substandard plumbing, set on a scale that has been validated through a rigorous regression through the data that establishes quantifiable inflection points relating to differential and discrete maintenance issues, including leaks, plugs, pressure, hot-water temperature and volume, and so on. It's basically just a solve-for-X question, but it's one with a lot of details in the model that are arrived at through processes with a lot of room for error, so the model needs a lot of refinement and continuous iteration.

 
"And, of course, it's all highly sensitive to external conditions. There's a whole game-theoretical set of questions about what other large-scale renters do in response to our own actions, and there's an information-theory dimension to this that's, well, it's amazing. Like, which elements of our strategy are telegraphed when we take certain actions as opposed to others, and how can those be steganographed through other apparent strategies?

 
"Now, most of these questions we can answer through pretty straightforward business processes, stuff that Amazon figured out 20 years ago. But there's a real risk of getting stuck in local maxima, just you know, overoptimizing inside of one particular paradigm with some easy returns. That's just reinventing the problem, though, making us into tomorrow's dinosaurs.

 
"If we're going to operate a culture of continuous improvement, we need to be internally disrupted to at least the same extent that we're disrupting those fat, stupid incumbents. That's why we have the labs. They're our chaos monkeys. They do all kinds of stuff that keeps our own models sharp. For example, they might incorporate a separate business and use our proprietary IP to try to compete with us - without telling us about it. Or give a set of autonomous agents privileges to communicate eviction notices in a way that causes a certain number of lawsuits to be filed, just to validate our assumptions about the pain point at which an action or inaction on our side will trigger a suit from a tenant, especially for certain profiles of tenants.

 
"So there's not really any way that I can explain specifically what happened to the people mentioned in your correspondence. It's possible no one will ever be able to say with total certainty. I don't really know why anyone would expect it to be otherwise. We're not a deterministic state machine, after all. If all we did was respond in set routines to set inputs, it'd be trivial to innovate around us and put us out of business. Our objective is to be strategically nonlinear and anti-deterministic within a range of continuously validated actions that map and remap a chaotic terrain of profitable activities in relation to property and rental. We're not rentiers, you understand. We don't own assets for a living. We do things with them. We're doing commercial science that advances the state of the art. We're discovering deep truths lurking in potentia in the shape of markets and harnessing them - putting them to work."

 
His eyes glittered. "Lukasz, you come in here with your handful of memos and you ask me to explain how they came about, as though this whole enterprise was a state machine that we control. We do not control the enterprise. An enterprise is an artificial life form built up from people and systems in order to minimize transaction costs so that it can be nimble and responsive, so that it can move into niches, dominate them, fully explore them. The human species has spent millennia recombining its institutions to uncover the deep, profound mathematics of power and efficiency.

 
"It's a terrain with a lot of cul-de-sacs and blind alleys. There are local maxima: maybe a three-move look-ahead shows a good outcome from evicting someone who's pregnant and behind on the rent, but the six-move picture is different because someone like you comes along and makes us look like total assholes. That's fine. All that means is that we have to prune that branch of the tree, try a new direction. Hell, ideally, you'd be in there so early, and give us such a thoroughgoing kicking, that we'd be able to discover and abort the misfire before the payload had fully deployed. You'd be saving us opportunity cost. You'd be part of our chaos monkey.

 
"Lukasz, you come in here with your whistleblower memos. But I'm not participating in a short-term exercise. Our mission here is to quantize, systematize, harness, and perfect interactions. You want me to explain, right now, what we're going to do about your piece of information. Here's your answer, Lukasz: we will integrate it. We will create models that incorporate disprovable hypotheses about it; we will test those models; and we will refine them. We will make your documents part of our inventory of clues about the underlying nature of deep reality. Does that answer satisfy you, Lukasz?"

 
I stood up. Through the whole monologue, Sergey's eyes had not moved from mine, nor had his body language shifted, nor had he demonstrated one glimmer of excitement or passion. Instead, he'd been matter-of-fact, like he'd been explaining the best way to make an omelet or the optimal public transit route to a distant suburb. I was used to people geeking out about the stuff they did. I'd never experienced this before, though: it was the opposite of geeking out, or maybe a geeking out that went so deep that it went through passion and came out the other side.

 
It scared me. I'd encountered many different versions of hidebound authoritarianism, fought the rot-fungus in many guises, but this was not like anything I'd ever seen. It had a purity that was almost seductive.

 
But beautiful was not the opposite of terrible. The two could easily co-exist.

 
"I hear that I'm going to get evicted when I get back to the Termite Mound. You've got a process server waiting for me. That's what I hear."

 
Sergey shrugged. "And?"

 
"And? And what use is your deep truth to me if I'm out on the street?"

 
"What's your point?"

 
He was as mild and calm as a recorded airport safety announcement. There was something inhuman - transhuman? - in that dispassionate mien.

 
"Don't kick me out of my place."

 
"Ah. Excuse me a second."

 
He finished his tea, set the cup down, and headed over to the lab. He chatted with them, touched their screens. The murmur drowned out any words. I didn't try to disguise the fact that I was watching them. There was a long period during which they said nothing, did not touch anything, just stared at the screens with their heads so close together they were almost touching. It was a kind of pantomime of psychic communications.

 
He came back. "Done." he said. "Is there anything else? We're pretty busy around here."

 
"Thank you." I said. "No, that's about it."

 
"All right then." he said. "Are you going to leave me your documents." " Yes." I said, and passed him a stack of hard copies. He looked at the paper for a moment, folded the stack carefully in the middle and put it in one of the wide side pockets of his beautifully tailored cardigan.

 
I found my way back down to the ground floor and was amazed to see that the sun was still up. It had felt like hours had passed while Sergey talked to me, and I could have sworn that the light had faded in those tall windows. But, checking my drop, I saw that it was only three o'clock. I had to be getting home.

 
There was a process server waiting ostentatiously in the walkway when I got home, but he looked at me and then down at his screen and then let me pass.

 
It was only once I was in my room that I realized I hadn't done anything about Bryan's eviction.

 
KADIJAH DIDN'T BUY THE COFFEE THIS TIME. AND IBOUGHT MY own banana bread.

 
"I met that Sergey dude." she said.

 
"Creepy, huh?"

 
She blew on her coffee. She drank it black. "Wicked smart, I think. And it looks like he's got your number."

 
Kadijah heard about the mass evictions through the Ftp; she'd been watching it carefully. When she messaged me, I assumed that she was outraged on all our behalf. She'd made an offer of free, uncensored connectivity for six months for everyone in the Termite Mound and everyone who'd been evicted. But she'd met Sergey. "He's scary, too." she said as an afterthought. "But scary smart."

 
I'd been taking Miskatonic as an existence proof of a part of the world that the rot-fungus had not yet colonized. But afterward, I found myself turning our conversation over and over in my head. Yes, maybe she had offered all that great, free, uncensored Internet goodness because she was outraged by the dirty tricks campaign. But maybe she was doing it because she knew that appearing outraged would make her - and her company - seem like the kind of nice people to whom we should all give more money. Maybe they don't give a damn about Ftp or fairness or eviction. Maybe it's just an elaborate game of sound bites and kabuki gestures that are all calibrated to the precise sociopathic degree necessary to convey empathy and ethics without ever descending into either. She hadn't bought the coffee or the banana bread.

 
It's easy to slip into this kind of metacognitive reverie and hard to stop once you start. Now I found myself questioning my own motives, scouring my subconscious for evidence of ego, self-promotion, and impurity.

 
The thing was.

 
The thing was.

 
The thing was that I had not ever met someone like Sergey before. Sergey, who'd shown me something glittering and cool and vast that waited for us to realize it and bring it to perfection. Sergey, who'd both understood the collective action problem and found it to be secondary, a thing to solve on the way to solving something bigger and more important.

 
Sergey's words had awoken in me a feverish curiosity, an inability to see the world as it had once been. And I hated the feeling. It was the sense that my worldview had come adrift, all my certainty calving off like an iceberg and floating away to sea. If you accepted Sergey's idea, then the human race was just the symbiotic intestinal flora of a meta-organism that would use us up and crap us out as needed. The global networks that allowed us to organize ourselves more efficiently were so successful because they let businesses run their supply chains more efficiently, and all the socializing and entertainment and chatter were just a side effect. Ftp was a mild pathogen, a few stray harmful bacteria in the colon of the corporate over-organism, and if it ever got to the point where it was any kind of real threat, the antibodies would show up to tear it to parts so it could be flushed away.

 
In other words, I was the rot-fungus. Everything I did, everything I'd done, was an infection, and not even a very successful one.

 
CHRISTMAS BREAK ARRIVED QUICKER THAN I'D HAVE GUESSED. Bryan and his girlfriend had me over to their new place for dinner during the last week of classes. She was an elf, too, of course, and their place was all mossy rocks and driftwood and piles of leaves. The food was about what you'd expect, but it was better than the slurry I'd been gulping at my desk while I wrestled with my term assignments and crammed for exams.

 
The Internet access at the Termite Mound was now uncensored, but I still found myself working at the lab. There was something comforting about being around my lab mates instead of huddling alone in my dorm room.

 
Bryan's girlfriend, Lana, was in mechanical engineering and she made some pretty great-looking mobiles, which dangled and spun around the tiny studio, their gyrations revealing the hidden turbulence of our exhalations. Every time I moved, I whacked one or another of them, making their payloads of mossy rocks and artful twigs clatter together. The floor was littered with their shed dander, which I took to be a deliberate act of elfy-welfy feng shui.

 
"So, how's things at the Termite Mound." Bryan asked as we wound down over a glass of floral mead, which is pretty terrible, even by the standards of elf cuisine.

 
It was the question that had hung over the whole evening. After all, I'd cost Bryan his home and his job and had walked away scot-free.

 
"Yeah." I said. "Well, the city and the university are both investigating MIT Residences LLC, and it looks like they're going to be paying some pretty big fines. There was a class-action lawyer hanging around out front last week, trying to track down the old tenants who'd been turfed out. So there's going to be some more bad road ahead of them."

 
"Good." he said, with feeling. The expression of rage and bitterness that crossed his face was not elfin in the slightest. It was the face of someone who'd been screwed over and knew he had no chance of ever getting back at his attackers.

 
"Yeah." I said again. The class-action guy had really been a gut punch for me. Class action was so old school , the thing that Ftp was supposed to replace with something fast, nimble, networked, and collective. Class action was all about bottom-feeding lawyers slurping up the screwed-over like krill and making a meal of their grievances. Ftp let the krill organize into a powerful mass in its own right, with the ability to harness and command the predatory legal kraken that had once been its master. The fact that Ftp had managed to get us cheap, unfiltered broadband, while this sleazoid was proposing to actually skewer the great beast, straight through the wallet? It made me feel infinitesimal.

 
"But you're still there." he said. The place seemed a lot smaller. Bryan seemed a lot less elfin.

 
"Yeah." I said. "Don't guess they figure they can afford to evict me."

 
"That worked out well for you, then."

 
"Bryan." Lana said, putting her hand on his arm. "Come on. It's not Lukasz's fault those assholes are douchehats. He didn't make them fire you. It's ." She waved her hands at the mobiles, the walls, the wide world. "It's just how it is. The system, right?"

 
None of us said anything for a while. We drank our mead.

 
"Want to go vape something." I said. There were lots of legal highs on campus. Some of them were pretty elfy, too. I wanted to blot out the world right then, which wasn't elfy, but we could all name our poisons.

 
I stumbled into the cold with them, in a haze of self-pity and self-doubt. The winter had come on quick and bitter, one of those Boston deep freezes, the combined gale-force wind, subzero temperature, and high humidity that got right into your bones. Too cold to talk, at least.

 
As we settled into a crowd of vapers shivering in front of a brew pub, I heard a familiar voice. I couldn't make out the words, but the tones cut through the cold and the self-pity and brought me up short. I turned around.

 
"Hey, Lukasz." Sergey said. He was in the center of a group of five other guys, all vaping from little lithium-powered pacifiers that fit over their index fingernails, giving them the look of Fu Manchu viziers.

 
"Sergey." I said, getting up from our bench and moving away from Bryan and Lana, suddenly not wanting to be seen in elfin company. "How's the hive-mind?"

 
He looked over to Bryan and Lana in their layered furs, then back at me. He gave me a courtesy smile. "You'd be amazed at how well it's doing." The rest of the group nodded. I thought I recognized some of them. He closed the distance between us. "Going home for the holidays." he asked in a conspiratorial tone.

 
"Don't know." I said. I had some invites from my old hackerspace buddies to go on a little couch trip, but whenever I contemplated it, I felt like a fraud. I hadn't said yes, and I hadn't said no, but in my heart I knew I wouldn't be going anywhere. How could I look those people in the eye, knowing what I knew? Knowing, in particular, what a fraud I turned out to be?

 
"Well." Sergey said, leaning in a little closer. I could smell the vape on his breath, various long-chain molecules like a new-car smell with an undertone of obsolete tobacco. "Well." he said again. "There's an opening at the office. In the chaos monkey department. Looking for someone who can work independently, really knocking the system around, probing for weaknesses and vulnerabilities, pushing us out of those local optima."

 
"Sergey." I asked, the blood draining out of my face. "are you offering me a job ?"

 
He smiled an easy smile. "A very good job, Lukasz. A job that pays well and lets you do what you're best at. You get resources, paychecks, smart colleagues. You get to organize your Ftp campaigns, make it the best tool you can. We'll even host it for you, totally bulletproof, expansible computation and storage. Analytics - well, you know what our analytics are like."

 
I did. I wondered what algorithm had suggested that he go out for a smoke at just that minute in order to be fully assured of catching me on the way home. The Termite Mound was full of cameras and other sensors, and it knew an awful lot about my movements.

 
A job. Money. Friends. Challenges. Do Ftp all day long, walk away from AA's lab and the fish-eyed games of the grad students. Walk away from my tiny dorm room. Become a zuckerbergian comet, launched out of university without the unnecessary drag of a diploma into stratospheric heights, become a name to conjure with. Lana and Bryan were behind me on the bench and couldn't hear us, not at the whispers in which we spoke. But I was drug-paranoid sure that they could decipher our body language, even from behind the wall of synthetic psilocybin they had scaled.

 
I could have a purpose, a trajectory, a goal. Certainty.

 
To my horror, I didn't turn him down. A small part of me watched distantly as I said. "I'll think about it, okay?"

 
"Of course." he said, and smiled a smile of great and genuine goodwill and serenity. I waved goodbye to Bryan and Lana and headed back to the Termite Mound.
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The Shipping Forecast   
 Warren Ellis  
 


 
HER BEDSIDE LAMP SAT WAITING AS SHE SLEPT, WATCHING HER with one eye open. Every 60 seconds, it did a quick polysomnographic sweep of its owner. She hadn't set an alarm. The lamp recognized the signs of her ascending from Stage 2 sleep into Stage 1, and woke itself. The room lighting began its slow start-up sequence. The lamp switched the radio on, fading the sound in gently, as it quietly printed out the morning send.

 
On the other side of her flat, the washer/dryer checked the weather and put the clothes she'd left in the drum through a five-minute drying cycle to soften and warm them through. It was a filthy day out there.

 
Emilija woke up to the sound of The Shipping Forecast on BBC Radio 4. That made it around half-five in the morning. She lay there, eyes closed, listening to the British spell of the sea. The Shipping Forecast was a long incantation, a list of the regions of sea around the isles and their weather conditions. The names of the areas were arcane. Dogger, Fastnet, Trafalgar, German Bight, Forties and Fair Isle, and all the others. Towns of wind and tide on an invisible map, suspended amid a tracery of roads that were nothing but air pressure. She loved The Shipping Forecast .

 
The rules she'd put into the lamp said it wasn't to let her go back to sleep on a weekday, and when it detected she was nodding off, it turned the volume up.

 
"Bastard." she said, opening her eyes.

 
The lamp had a little constellation of small lights on its base, under the feed slot for the sender. Each of the lights was connected to a friend's lamp. She'd stuck names under each one with a label printer. All but one of the lights was dark. The only lit one was Cele in Russia. Emilija needed to end the link with Cele. Unfollowing Cele's bedside lamp would cause a river of shit for a day or two until Emilija locked her out of every other bloody app and device, but poor Cele - and she did think of her a. "poor Cel." - had had some kind of mental breakdown last year and was getting no treatment for it. Emilija wasn't sure whether to put that down to the lack of a health-safety net in Russia or Cele now being so crazy she didn't know she was crazy.

 
Emilija sighed and tore the long tongue of paper out of the sender. At the top, it said. "End of roll, make more." It was corn paper, bioplastic printed in a roll in the fabber. When she'd finished reading each day's send, she'd crumple it up and stuff it in the fabber bin where it would be broken down and used to make fresh paper. The thermal printer inside the lamp could singe the odd hole in the paper, but it was good enough, and sends weren't to keep, anyway.

 
Neatly burned into the paper, in a reasonable facsimile of black ink, with a half-inch or two of clever design here and there, the strip of paper contained everything she'd need to start an ordinary day. A weather forecast, a traffic report, notes on the planned movements of friends and colleagues, a monochrome photo or two, the top few headlines.

 
Today, Emilija was going to need a lot more than that to make it to sundown.

 
HEARING THE TASSIMO MACHINE FINISH OFF HER FIRST CREMA intenso of the day, she struggled out of bed. In the kitchen, she poured a shot of Riga Black Balsam into the cup, a terrible habit she'd picked up from her father. Her phone was by the bottle. The nice thing about this flat, she told everybody, was that she didn't have to walk around it with her phone glued to her hand. What she didn't tell anybody was that she never turned it off. She left it on the charging pad in the kitchen, and emergency calls rang through her bedroom with an appalling sound.

 
Emilija put the send flat on the kitchen counter, held her phone over it and told it to open the scramble app. The first picture on the send, a rasterized version of an Instagram photo of a deformed-looking cat licking its own eyeball, resolved on the phone screen. The app found the steganographic key in the image and reassembled the photo into the message it was designed to transmit.

 
She read it three times, swore, and snapped her phone onto her wrist in disgust. She drank the spiked coffee in one gulp, tore up the send, and dropped it into the fabber bin.

 
EMILIJA MADE SURE HER WORK JACKET WAS CHARGED, CONSIDERING the range of possibilities that awaited. Kevlar-knit, cut-protection socks. She used one to give a quick polish to the lenses on her work jacket before putting them on. Slash-resistant tactical trousers, covert-armor sweater. Ultralight ankle boots with carbon toes, energy harvesters, and high-agility tread. Everything designed to look like it was a year or two old, several seasons past the brand new look.

 
Each of the jacket's sleeves had a gravity pocket: zip something into it, drop your arm and flick your wrist, and the contents slide out of the sleeve into your hand. A machined aluminum kubotan went into the left pocket - blunt-ended and borderline legal if she was searched. The jumper, which looked like a screwdriver, went into the other. Again, likely to prompt questions if she was shaken down but easy enough to explain as the action of a single woman walking the street.

 
Emilija locked down the flat and went out into London, hoping she wouldn't have to kill anyone today.

 
SHE JOGGED THROUGH THE DRIZZLE DOWN TO OLD STREET AND waited under the shelter for the bus, listening to a couple of fortysome-things bitch about how they never thought they'd miss bus drivers. Emilija watched the traffic trickle by. It amused her to pick out the human drivers from the drone cars. Human drivers couldn't predict the movements of drone cars. The more congested the traffic, the jerkier and more awkward the drone cars got. And swearing at robots was worse than useless because some had recorders that were triggered by abusive speech and property damage. One driver had famously copped an ASBO in court for a long invective set off by being cut off in traffic and a determined belief that drone cars were made in China.

 
She counted two near rear-enders before the bus came, and only three cyclists on baby-blu. "Boris bikes." Drone cars had a reputation for missing cyclists.

 
The bus's entry post found the travel card on her phone and pushed out a paper ticket. Printed on one side in English and the other in Bengali, it was a proof of purchase in name only. It usually had a few lines of world news, two lines of hyperlocal, up-to-the-minute news, a little Sudoku, sometimes a bad joke, sometimes a coupon code for a Costa Coffee or a sandwich shop. She keyed today's Costa code into her phone, folded the ticket into a square, and slipped it into a pocket.

 
No driver meant no driver's cab, and so Emilija could take one of the seats right at the front of the bus, facing the road ahead. The bus's heaters were cranked up; the floors were wet; and the air was humid. The bus had come from the damp depths of East London, where the water was coming out of the ground. The Thames was spreading, and the dirt was saturated. The rain was starting to scare people.

 
Every time she heard a Londoner talk about the rain and the East she wanted to ship him or her to her grandmother's old place on the Polish coast. Seven meters underwater where the complaining would be drowned.

 
SHE GOT OFF THE BUS OPPOSITE THE BISHOPSGATE ENTRANCE to Liverpool Street Station. It was starting to get dense with commuter footfall. There were few places on this side of London that sat in a crater of data motion this deep. The amount of networked cameras alone should have put a dent in the shape of local spacetime. All the data traffic was piggybacked by cloud recorders and algo bloodhounds, which just made things thicker and slower. It was both the worst and best place for a meeting. Worst, because there were enough cameras to capture the image of a fly picking its nose and enough traps to catch every click in the building at rush hour. Best, because if you followed basic tradecraft and stayed off the net, the chances of being seen making a drop were one in three million, and the chances of anything seeing what was in the drop were a thousand times less. In some places, it was too loud to hear anything useful.

 
She pushed past the crowd around the newspaper machine - London commuters clung to print, partly because Wi-Fi on the tube was still abysmal, waving their phones to get their personalized papers cranked out of the machine - and rode the escalator down into the station. She kept her eyes on her feet. Sometimes these things worked best if she just let them happen. Hands loose by her sides, she moved through the crowd to the middle of the station and looked up at the big schedule board bridging the station's roof for thirty seconds. She turned and doubled back, angling toward the toilets.

 
Someone pushed a small square of paper into her right palm. No amount of training could quell the instinct to turn around and see what touched her. It was nothing but force of will. She kept moving, jogged down the stairs to the toilet, and used the NFC on her phone, paying to enter the turnstile into the ladies'room.

 
There were only four women there, and a female cleaner, which was good. One of them caught her eye in the mirror, standing at the sink and pretending to wash her hands. Tall, athletic, a backpack, a new pair of Yama running shoes, and smart glasses. She held Emilija's eyes for a beat too long.

 
Emilija tapped up the clicker app on her phone, holding her wrist up.

 
The tall woman became lightly shawled in an aurora borealis as her connectivity fields fluoresced.

 
Two of the three other women, and the cleaner, saw it.

 
The wider of the two women, with a broken nose and a frown she could probably crack walnuts in, took four fast steps to get in the tall woman's face. "Are you some kind of fucking pervert?"

 
The cleaner was on her radio, moving to block the entrance.

 
The tall woman turned, realized she couldn't get away, and all but bent herself backward over the sink. "It's not recording, I swear."

 
"And you're a fucking American. I should kick your cunt in right here."

 
The cleaner raised her voice. "You can't have glasses switched on in public toilets here. The transport police are on their way down."

 
"Why is there even a problem." the tall woman said.

 
"That's right." the wider woman said. "Get mouthy with me. See what happens."

 
Emilija gave the tall woman the finger as she walked past toward the stalls. She figured the woman either was sloppy or had been given a bad entry briefing, or both. Britain was a hypocritical place about privacy. Governmental and corporate cameras took everyone's photo thirty-one times every thirty minutes, by current reckoning (or urban myth), but anything that smacked of private surveillance was, socially, pretty much taking a shit with your clothes on. Smart glasses weren't popular here, and if you were arse enough to wear a pair - and prepared for the slapping outside a pub that they usually earned the bearer - then you turned them off in the toilets. Exposing their signal with a clicker was generally considered an act of social justice.

 
Old lags at the office still called them The Cousins, not least because a lot of them tended to shamble into town like drunken and unwanted distant family members crashing a christening. The CIA's London station was generally about as useful as tits on a fish.

 
Emilija locked herself in the stall just as the transport police came in. She pulled her hood up and over her head as far as she could and unfolded the square of paper under her chin.

 
China's Ministry of State Security didn't often make direct contact, or indeed any kind of contact, but when they did, it was always very useful. Also a little scary. They would have had well-argued reasons for making backchannel overtures. More than an overture, in this case. Beijingology could drive you insane. You might never know why they did something. Only that they thought long and hard before doing it.

 
Emilija memorized the message, tore it up, chewed some of it, and spit it into the toilet bowl, flushing the lot.

 
Outside, the transport police were telling the tall woman. "Enforced factory reset, or we put a magnet to it, or we just nick you. Pick one."

 
"You can't do this! And a reset is meaningless bullshit, the recordings go into the cloud."

 
"So you were recording?"

 
"No! I was just saying, if I'd been recording, the files would be in the cloud, so -"

 
"You are so nicked. Please accompany us to the office to await the Metropolitan Police."

 
Emilija slid past the tangle of people and jogged up the steps to the surface, leaving an improperly acclimated CIA field agent to the mercies of the police and a very intensive retraining session.

 
BACK IN THE STATION, SHE SLID THE FOLDED TICKET BACK INTO her palm, just in case anything had caught the drop and was pattern-matching. There were no litter bins in Liverpool Street Station. They'd been banned from all London rail stations decades ago because they were too easy to drop a bomb in. Emilija walked the length of the building and tossed the ticket in the first litter bin outside the Broadgate entrance. The litter bin said thank you, the screens on its sides pausing through their scrolls of animated ads and 15-second news bumpers.

 
Emilija tugged the phone off her wrist. It snapped back into shape in her palm, and she called the office. She did it in open code, for efficiency and simplicity, leaving a message about not being in the office that morning because o. "a shipping proble." and that she wanted to talk t. "a friend of the family." a vetted consultant, before she took action on the package. "And could you get a couple of people in procurement to find some free time this afternoon? I might need some help with the paperwork on it." It sounded cheesy as it came out of her mouth, but open code still worked. There wasn't a single phrase in there that wasn't said in London a million times a day, and no listening algo on Earth could pick out her actionable statements from that mass.

 
She hailed a cab. Black cabs had human drivers. No amount of technology could dislodge cabmen from the veins of London. It took at least 18 months to d. "The Knowledge." and it took a human driver to understand when a passenger wanted a particular approach to a particular location. She always tipped cabmen heavily. It was better than holding a magnet to a set of smart glasses when it came to erasing human short-term memory and vehicle journey recorders. And there was something calming about listening to the constant swearing about drone cars, robot buses, and whatever else was new and therefore wrong. It was like tuning into ambient London.

 
The cab circled around the station and took her back up Great Eastern Street. She had the driver pull into Rivington Street and drop her just past the no-stop Red Route lines. She paid the fare with her phone and paid the tip in cash, getting out into a brief break in the drizzle. Emilija pulled up her hood anyway and walked quickly down the street. The camera coverage was sparse here, but she didn't need to be obvious about things. The drop-off point put her past the cone of the nearest security camera, and security cameras, perversely, were the least secure objects on the street.

 
This was a lively part of town, once. One end of what they used to call Silicon Roundabout, and then Tech City. Startup zone. Money arrived in what had previously been a tumbledown area with appealingly low rents for the tiny tech and design firms that needed a home. The other side of the pavement from the Rivington Street exit on Great Eastern Street changed from shitty old Shoreditch to hip Hoxton within months of the first acqui-hires out of Silicon Roundabout. Rents started going up, and up, and eventually even the most successful partnerships in the Tech City zone got priced out of the area entirely. The hyperlocal economy collapsed on their heels, and now the wind whistled through old buildings abandoned by bankrupted landlords. The saddest things were the little businesses that had popped up to support the new inhabitants from the startup years. Their signs were still up, fading and cracking over the whitewashed windows and boarded doors. Small, cute, young, and fragile things, the corpses of runts hidden away from the corporate mammoths still surviving on the footfall of Old Street, one block over. Vegan caf é s, kombucha stops and rooibos tea places, sustainable coffee, artisanal toast, leaf broth, and complicated sandwiches.

 
Dead and left for the sparrows to shit on now. Except for the caf é - three minutes'walk from where she was dropped off - the sort of place that stank of fried food and builder's tea and whose clientele pronounce. "caf ." a. "caff." It would be emptied out before nine o'clock because the vast majority of its customers worked in manual labor. Men in donkey jackets and women in high-viz tabards.

 
Signy Chatterjee went there for her morning coffee and read, regular as clockwork, and always had since she moved to Shoreditch. Always a seat right in the back of the place, facing the door. She looked up over her battered Kindle Keyboard at Emilija and smiled. "Giorgio." she said. "can you get my friend a double espresso?"

 
Emilija angled down into the plastic chair to one side of Signy, making sure she wasn't rude enough to block the older woman's view of the door. "Thanks." she said.

 
Signy's smile didn't change - brilliant white teeth, a tracery of lines that were as much art as age, Emilija was furiously covetous of the woman's genes - but her eyes narrowed with mysterious amusement. "So we're working, then."

 
Emilija forced herself to unwind in the chair, turning her sharp edges into ragdoll softness. "Sorry." she said. "Too obvious."

 
"I just know you, a little bit." Signy laughed. "What do you need?"

 
Emilija waited until her coffee came. Signy drank her coffee in companionable silence, reading her old Kindle. Emilija once asked why she still used an e-reader that was practically vintage. "It just works." Signy said. "For what I need, it can't be improved on. And for me, that's kind of the point. They'll bury me with this thing. And it'll still work."

 
Emilija's coffee came down on the laminate tabletop in a well-used tulip cup. "It's my nice cup." Giorgio said, with a hopeful grin. She gave him the kind of smile he wanted, and he went away happy. Signy gave her an unimpressed side-eye and sucked her teeth.

 
"You are very good." Signy observed. "at being a little bit of what any given person wants you to be."

 
"Job skills." Emilija said, sipping her espresso.

 
"What do you want, Emilija?"

 
"Some advice. I think."

 
"You think?"

 
Emilija sat back, collecting her thoughts. "We've just had some background chatter confirmed by an interested party. Can you tell me why something related to biotech and AI might be being moved secretly? I need some different angles on how to approach this."

 
"Why is it your business?"

 
"We can decide the biotech element is illegal. I mean, it probably isn't, really, but our friends and I are bothered by the way it's being moved. But it's just tech. And unusual measures are being taken to transport it. There's a connection with a company we've all heard of. Our guess is that this is some kind of tiny skunk-works lab cell. Why do it like this?"

 
"Protection from market forces." Signy said.

 
"I don't follow that at all. This company is a market force."

 
Signy laughed and returned to her coffee. "Let me ask you something. Do you go to work on a Segway?"

 
"Oh, I've heard of those." Emilija said. "It was like a motorized scooter thing?"

 
"Right. They were created by an extremely important inventor. Lots of very famous and influential people said they were going to revolutionize city design. By your definition, the market forces of the planet were behind it. They were going to change the world. But they didn't. Why?"

 
"Because they were goofy-looking things?"

 
"Your jacket is goofy-looking. Segways didn't change the world because they overengineered a solution to a problem that wasn't really a problem. The Segway sought to fix the crippling global crisis of people getting tired when they walk. Because what the Western world really needed was a way to walk less. The second tech bubble was full of this sort of thing. Solutions to imaginary problems. That's what we were facing in the early days of IoT."

 
Emilija raised an eyebrow.

 
"Internet of things." Signy said. "We were very wonky back then. Everyone else was talking about drones and smart glasses and brain scanners and god knows what else, and we were trying to get washing machines to talk to the world. We got laughed at a lot. ‘ Internet fridge'was the punch line. We put the lamps and the early versions of the senders into people's houses and people thought we were making toys. It took a while before people got what we were doing."

 
"Well, you were inventing a business, right." Emilija wasn't sure where this was going and wanted to move it along.

 
"No." said Signy, raising a finger. "Same mistake everyone else made. What we were doing was launching political probes into people's homes." She looked into her coffee cup and sighed.

 
"I'm not following." Emilija said. "Political?"

 
"The personal is the political. Our social choices are political choices. We didn't do the things that tech companies were supposed to do. We didn't move fast and break things. We didn't disrupt and abandon. We didn't do moon shots. We created a future by sitting the world down with a cup of tea and a bun and asking it some questions."

 
"You're circling a point, Signy. Like grey water around the plughole."

 
Signy had a giggle, the kind that made people want to laugh with it rather than at it. Emilija had noted before that she'd only later notice that Signy deployed it deliberately.

 
"Some things we took in, didn't we." Signy said. "Robot transports. They were useful. Other things just didn't take. We had no use for them. They didn't seem sensible or kind, so we didn't bring them in."

 
SHE PAUSED FOR COFFEE, JUST LONG ENOUGH TO GET EMILIJA started on that train of thought.

 
"You, Emilija, have some people moving a technology around secretly. So, presuming it's not a bomb or a disease or something else completely horrible, ask yourself this: why would they hide what they're doing? Why would a company that I have apparently heard of carry on with that level of secrecy? The freaky factor. People will kill an idea before it has a chance to take because it just weirds people out. Also, of course, the laugh test. Nothing will murder a thing quicker than everybody laughing at it before you get a chance to explain it. And the creepy factor. Sometimes, something obviously robotic is preferable to something that presents as almost but not quite human. All of these things apply to secrecy in development. These are the market forces that matter. These guys'best-case scenario is that they've got a future in their hands that's arriving ahead of the forecast."

 
"Market forces." Emilija mused.

 
"And one other thing. A fait accompli . Just hooking their shit into the infrastructure in a way that makes it a significant actor without anyone realizing until it's too late. I remember when people found out that Amazon's cheap storage service had become so huge and pervasive that it was holding the CIA's global take. People thought it was an inexpensive way for web nerds to host experimental pages. Suddenly it was big enough that everything everywhere could be held in it by the intelligence services."

 
Signy waved to Giorgio for a refill, engaged him in a brief conversation about cricket while Emilija sat and processed her advice.

 
Emilija wondered if Signy had chosen a handful of keywords to drop into her skin like barbs. Signy had happily, and probably lucratively, given consults to the Service for years. The woman probably knew how to play the succession of visitors she'd had - she'd been passed to Emilija by a colleague two years ago, and that colleague hadn't been Signy's first visitor.

 
Signy had carefully painted a contemporary context that had been won by long and considerate thought. Signy had contrasted that with disruption and technological bomb-throwing. The woman definitely knew how to motivate a spook with a mandate to maintain the status quo.

 
Emilija realized something else, too. She didn't really think about the present day as a technological condition. Because, she supposed, nobody did. You look ahead and you look behind, and everything you're standing on i. "normal." But when she thought about the way she lived, here and now, she realized that it was a strangely cozy place to be, in many ways. More tactile, personable, and even frivolous than one might have imagined a future to be. Except, of course, that Signy and her comrades and fellow-travelers in old Shoreditch had imagined precisely that kind of quietly interconnected place.

 
Her mother had once observed to Emilija that Britain ate cultures. It took things in, subsumed them, and they became part of the cellular structure of the country. It wasn't the whirling, superheated mix of the melting pot. It was both a slower and more complete process. Every single new landing on its drowning shores changed, in some small part, what the wor. "Britai." meant unless it was somehow poisonous to the conditions on its eccentric ground. Fascism didn't do that well here, but neither did fine-grained democracy. Britain's quiet evolution took place in a long now .

 
"Well, shit." Emilija muttered.

 
Signy heard it, turned her head, and gave that brilliant smile.

 
You could tell the bad parts of London by the lack of cameras. If there were more cameras on the streets, there would be less crime. Street crime therefore moved in a kaleidoscope of petty fuckery, from district to undersurveilled district.

 
Emilija sat on a public bench, watching the little pale lanterns of exposed RFID activity bloom in the doorways of the shops over the road as people trickled in and out of them. The sky was like a grey lid on the city, and the light was terrible. This was useful. On a bright day, field exposure could be nearly invisible.

 
She checked her pockets again, stood up, and walked off the high street and into the stale residential meat of the area. Terraced houses and small stands of flats, and the ghostly fences of exposed Wi-Fi borders and crosshatches. It was part of the simple new strata of the urban British landscape, being able to see the shape of Wi-Fi connectivity. Also, it lit the streets at night. During daylight, it was just a little glitter in the air except on grim days like this. On a sunless day like this, you could discern the relative traffic in each sheet of imaged connectivity.

 
It was early afternoon. The back streets were clearing off. There was a straight shot to the river from here, less than 10 minutes in a car.

 
A pretty depressing place to try and incubate an egg of rogue future.

 
Earlier, on the bench, she'd wondered why anyone would try and do that here. That maybe it was just being routed as invisibly as possible on the way to a final destination. But probably that someone had set up a covert little fabbing operation here on the wrong side of the river. But she wasn't in the mode to ask herself questions now. This was field mode.

 
She wasn't . "king and countr." agent. She'd met a lot of those, and they all seemed weird and vaguely autistic to her. She just liked living here. She liked the way things were.

 
Emilija walked past the address passed to her by the Chinese. Lots of data traffic there and a white van parked outside. She kept walking, to the end of the street, and found the alleyway behind the house. She pulled up her hood and turned her jacket on. The lenses picked up the immediate environment and projected it under the top layer of her jacket's skin. The noise interferers reduced her footfall to a susurrus.

 
She picked her way through the chicken wire, rotting timbers, busted screens, and old bicycles littering the rear access. The curtains were closed. The back fence was a bit tricky, as the door was securely locked and the fence itself looked like it wouldn't survive someone clambering over it. She used the concrete fence post instead. The back garden was 30 feet of mud and broken concrete. Emilija snaked along it. There was a security system on the back door. The box on the wall looked less than a month old, and it wanted a thumbprint and an eye scan.

 
Emilija slid the jumper out of her pocket, found a port on the box, put the metal tip of the jumper to it, and gave the device a quick double-squeeze. There was a snap of voltage. She replaced the jumper with the kubotan and worked the back door open.

 
She opened the door on a man in shorts and an ancient dressing gown making a cup of tea in the small kitchen. He looked around, saw her, and paused because he couldn't quite focus on her, the weirdly angled views of the kitchen refracting across her jacket.

 
Emilija jammed the end of the kubotan into his carotid and held it there with her thumb. He went down easily. She efficiently broke the little finger of his right hand once he was on the floor, just in case he woke up too soon and wanted to be useful.

 
She moved through the ground floor of the house. The bathroom was clear; the ground-floor bedroom was clear; there was someone in the front room watching television who looked like the security for the operation. She left him there.

 
There was no carpet on the stairs. That was good. She could see the damage on each step and try to minimize the noise. She put the kubotan back. She'd be exposed as she came up the stairwell. Somebody up there was swearing. These houses had hundred-year-old wiring, and there was a chance that putting a surge through the security system had fried a circuit that already had a heavy load.

 
Near the top of the stairs she turned around, so that she could look toward the upstairs front room. A very angry woman saw her and dropped the tablet she'd been swearing at. Emilija shot the jumper out of her gravity pocket into her hand, aimed and took first pressure, drawing a laser line from the metal tip across the hall. The very angry woman reached into the back of her jeans waistband, yelling as she saw the dot appear on her collarbone.

 
Emilija took second pressure, and the air cracked as a nasty little amperage shot across the plasma channel cut by the laser and into the very angry woman, who jumped back and fell down and didn't move.

 
A plastic handgun, home-fabbed and good for maybe three shots, dropped from her hand and bounced.

 
An older man lurched into sight, clearly intending to scramble for the gun. He saw Emilija pointing the jumper. She could see in his eyes that he was weighing the possibilities.

 
Three heavy thumping sounds came from downstairs. Emilija waited. It went quiet. That was her backup gaining entry by the front and dealing with the big man in front of the television. The older man in front of her worked it out, too. He backed off and put his hands up.

 
She shot him with the jumper anyway.

 
IN THE UPSTAIRS FRONT BEDROOM, AMONG THE COMPUTERS AND fabbers and apparatus of the lab it had been roughly converted into, she found a box. It was the kind of box that human organs were transported in. There were wires coming out of the box and what she thought might, impossibly, be a router.

 
Emilija ran her clicker, and a stream of connectivity materialized around the box.

 
She used the tip of the jumper to open the box.

 
The contents were probably mammal. She was reminded of that thing that was somewhere between folklore and weird phenomena, the Rat King. There might even have been bits of rat in there. Emilija watched it pulse for a while until the backup told her the house and van were secure. Then she called the office to tell them there'd been a spill at the pickup point and they'd need to send people with mops and buckets.

 
EMILIJA WENT AND SAT BY THE THAMES, WATCHING THE DRIZZLING rain. She knew the package was off to the river, too, a private dock downstream. The package would be studied somewhere that wasn't the mainland, with an air gap and a water gap. She imagined an Arthurian barge, disappearing off into the sea to hide among the invisible towns and cities, sailing by Dogger and Fastnet, Cromarty and Rockall, Lundy and Faeroes. The incantation of Britain.
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List of Plates: 


 
01 The Prophet of Dune 


 
Cover illustration fo. "The Prophet of Dun." by Frank Herbert ( Analog, March 1965) 


 
02 The Maker of Dune 


 
Cover illustration fo. "The Maker of Dune: Insights of a Master of Science Fictio." by Frank Herbert and Tim O'Reilly (Berkley, 1987) 


 
03 God Emperor of Dune 


 
Cover illustration fo. "Frank Herbert Reads His God Emperor of Dune (Excerpts." (Caedmon, 1982) 


 
04 The Sardaukar Warriors 


 
Interior illustration fo. "Frank Herbert's Dune Calendar 197." (Berkley, 1977) 


 
05 Dune 


 
Cover illustration for the 25th Anniversary Edition of Dune by Frank Herbert (Ace, 1990) 


 
06 Hierarchies 


 
Interior illustration fo. "Hierarchie." by John T. Phillifent ( Analog, October 1971) 


 
07 Jaenshi Warriors 


 
Interior illustration fo. "And Seven Times Never Kill Ma." by George R. R. Martin ( Analog, July 1975) 


 
08 Jaenshi Warriors 


 
Cover illustration fo. "And Seven Times Never Kill Ma." by George R. R. Martin ( Analog, July 1975) 


 
09 Doorways in the Sand 


 
Unused cover illustration fo. "Doorways in the San." by Roger Zelazny ( Analog, 1975) 


 
10 Hot Spot 


 
Cover illustration fo. "Hot Spo." by Brenda Pierce ( Analog, April 1974) 


 
11 Untitled 


 
Unpublished portfolio sample (late 1950s) 


 
12 Stuck 


 
Cover illustration fo. "Stuc." by John Berryman ( Analog, June 1964) 
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Persona   
 Joel Garreau  
 


 
HOW CAN SHE TREAT ME LIKE THIS NOW ? ROGER WONDERED . OR worse yet - which she is she? Which version of her am I about to meet? Struggling from his armchair, he dropped his Design Toscano pewter knot walking stick. Professor Roger D'Ambra never denied his Sicilian North End Boston roots. But he knew that his grad students gossiped.

 
Like that time he hit the elevator's emergency stop button with his walking stick. Then used the stick to collar the throat of the crazy he had thrown from his program, saying. "If you ever put your finger in my face again, I will kill you." The way the students encrusted that little incident - he could tolerate that. Their whispers, however, that his walking stick was an affectation - his childhood polio a fiction to get himself a campus parking pass - the injustice of it made him boil.

 
Roger used his impressively muscular arms to lower himself to the floor. He gathered the stick and heaved himself into his desk chair. A light, feminine tapping came at the door of his office, the famous Room G518. "Pezzo di merda." Roger muttered. Maria called out through the door. "Ruggiero." - busting his balls. Then in she came: poised, confident, radiant. And Maria knew it. And Roger knew she knew it. Maria's newly exquisite intensity - where did that come from?

 
He seethed. He was sure he knew what she had done.
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II. 
 
Maria Cuervo had long been an academic star. With her Persona breakthrough, she had discovered how to transform herself into a constellation. That's what had started the chatter about a possible Nobel for Dr. Maria Cuervo. While utterly unhinging the tin hats in Congress.

 
Maria opened her window to the dawn birdsong and the January painted sky. She inhaled deeply. The valleys of the Sonoran Desert had been home to her family for six generations. Her German great-great-great-grandfather found himself on the wrong side of the War of 1848 - the final time the idealistic European young lost to the ancient entrenched forces of monarchy. He fled to Mexico, winding up a mining engineer and a Mexican army colonel with an hacienda. This was more than a hundred miles south of El Norte, and half a century before the Anglos made Arizona a state.

 
Now, at the Sonoran's upper reaches in the Rio Salado Valley, Phoenix was the fifth-largest U.S. city. Phoenix was punctuated by magic mountains that light-shifted from purple to red to the color of tanned skin. The ancient saguaros raised their arms in benedictions. Or touch-downs, depending on your belief system.

 
The president of the university kept the legislature on a short leash. "Don't mess with the secret sauce." he always admonished the appropriations committee, with his snarl of a smile. They always caved. Those baby-kissers were terrified by his not-so-veiled threat. Shut off th. "outcome." and the flow of investments and jobs? The university boomed. In-state tuition dropped to zero.

 
Th. "sauc." was a poorly kept secret. "The New American Universit." had become a machine for creatin. "outcome." like Maria Cuervo's Persona Project. The method was being copied globally - not only in the American West, but also in Asia. That's why Maria had returned to Phoenix from MIT. (That and one too many Somerville Februaries. Memories of that bastard child of the T - the Kendall Square stop on the Red Line - still made her shiver.)

 
Thos. "outcome." fired the imagination of the American people. Measure university success by what mattered to most humans? Imagine that . "You can't have better futures without better dreams." blazed the slogan that drew ever more students and sponsors.

 
Maisy Boden's Obesity Solutions Initiative, for example, really had turned the tide on the country's flab and corpulence epidemic. Predictably - in hindsight - the answer was not endlessly more big-buck pharma-shackled lab science aimed at heroic interventions on bodies that were way past broken, as those geneticists and biologists at NIH had preached. The answer was science, plus bringing serious sophistication to the daunting task of enticing people to live healthfully from childhood. "Obesity Solution." seemed like uncommon sense to everyone from Birmingham to Bakersfield, as it pushed endlessly imaginative incentives in a host of ways. All of which Boden had come at sideways from her Adaptive Learning Institute.

 
Traditional researchers who saw their grants redirected to multi-talented teams at th. "New American Universit." had originally dismissed th. "secret sauce solution." as comin. "from out of nowhere." But - kicked to the curb often enough - they learned to keep their bitching to a mumble. Then, when Allen Bradenby's Immortality Institute started attracting so much money and media, a dizzying host of schools from Lagos to Kharagpur eagerly adopted the Arizona model.

 
The outcome - entirely intentional - was the destruction of the old model of a university. Those campuses back East now seemed like dioramas to Maria. Their separate fiefdoms, those clerisies, with the economists never talking to the physicists who never talked to the theologians who never talked to the systems engineers who most especially never talked to the storytellers - .

 
Was that reality?

 
Sayonara, silos. Arrivederci, ivory towers. Mash up the departments. Mash up the deans! Humans were complexity itself. The reductionist search for truth that led to people wasting their lives polishing little pearls of knowledge to infinite luster and vanishing size, in hope that someday they might be encapsulated in a paper read by eight people - . Just so their CVs could be brandished like flimsy shields against the inevitable budget cuts - . Maria could barely remember the Industrial Age argument for all that. Didn't matter to her.

 
Until her Persona Project succeeded.

 
Maria Cuervo hadn't intended to terrify people. But once she did, the ancient top-down hierarchies saw their opportunity. Not only could they attack her and her technology, but also everything they hated about the parvenu institutions that had cosseted her.

 
That's why she now had to fly back East to Cambridge and kiss Roger's ass. Roger, that old tyrant. Her mentor. Her PhD chairman. Her father-in-law.
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III. 
 
The Persona Project started off simply. Once too often, Maria's schedule had announced that she had to be in two places at once. This time, however, one of those places was BioGoal.

 
Detractors referred to BioGoal a. "one hundred and seventy-one labs united by a common air-conditioning system." But that was unfair. Every lab in BioGoal searched nature for problem-solving inspirations. The lab legends included Bubba Rickman, who had genetically stitched together the creatures that ate CO 2  and pooped gasoline, and Sam Haff-Tiffany, whose monkeys traded simian thoughts mind-to-mind, via implants, laying the groundwork for synthetic telepathy. The labs at BioGoal routinely traded personnel, everyone from ethicists to estheticians.

 
Maria arrived for her meeting in BioGoal, bitching about her over-booked need to be in two places at once - a need for auxiliary selves. Given BioGoal, it hadn't seemed weird when Maria had uttered those fateful words . "Wait a minute. How would you do that?"

 
Virtual avatars had been around forever. But biological avatars would have a lot of advantages. Everybody knew that face-to-face, body-to-body was the gold standard.

 
Turned out that making the copies wasn't the hard part. Reintegrating their thoughts, emotions, and experiences at the end of the day - that was the ballbuster. You had to maintain one integrated mind among the avatars - otherwise what was the point?

 
That's how Maria learned how fragile and fragmented human consciousness really was.
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IV. 
 
Maria never forgot how close she'd once come to cratering Roger's skull with his own walking stick. Even today, she was still scarred by the endless, sick, infantile PhD agony he'd put her through. This was his ritual.

 
Maria would bring him fresh data. Roger would call it shit - her analysi. "trivial."

 
It wasn't just her, of course. Roger mastered 40 such slaves. Forty! That's how he published 50 articles per year, his name always dominant, with copies always wending their way toward the Nobel committee.

 
One day in 2014, Maria decided to kill him. Once again, she presented. Once again, he rejected her data and argument, dismissively. This time, she no longer cared what he thought. Or what MIT thought. Or what anybody thought. She was right and she knew it. Nothing else mattered.

 
When she finally finished her tirade and towered over him, her hands twitching with lethal rage, he replied. "Well, finally you grew a pair. Thank you. You have just earned your doctorate. You may now call me Roger."

 
The parent/child relationship between PhD chairmen and graduate students was fabled. She had called hi. "Roger." and even married his son Dan, but the marriage hadn't lasted long. Too much like incest, too much persona integration.

 
She was now the ex-child cubed. Roger was jealous of her Persona Project - he knew it was the fruit of his teaching. He resented the way Maria had ditched his weak son. And there was the philosophical generational gap. Roger was no longer the young hell-raiser, the warrior against the old guard's system. Now that persona seemed as twisted and paralytic as his wracked and aging body.

 
Dr. Maria Cuervo had abandoned him, moved on to the utopian world of the New American University, intentionally aiming to euthanize the old siloed university system that had made Roger what he was. Leaving Roger behind in a mired, passed-by institution, so desperate for a jolt of life that MIT was even offering its presidency to that mysterious neuroscientist Ming Pei Fa of Beijing's Tsinghua University.
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V. 
 
Humans had long known they could conjure multiple personalities, and they knew how to control them. Even the wildest of men, when required, could sometimes channel a convincing imitation of a grownup. Successful women were especially adept at keeping their professional selves separate from their home caregiver personas. Even more so an identity as, say, a lover.

 
Anyone skilled at fund-raising is a chameleon. Marquee scientists and university presidents, for example, always have to cast themselves as each audience wishes them to be. The projection of different aspects allows them to instantly perceive situations and adapt for maximum effectiveness.

 
These separate personas still added up to one person, of course - one consciousness. These personas were integrated, and they shaped each other. Extraordinarily rare were th. "Sybil." with dissociative identity disorders - multipl. "split personalitie." that entirely fail to integrate, a dramatic situation suited to a wildly popular film.

 
When the Persona Project succeeded, though, people were able to loose their multiple personas upon the world simultaneously.
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VI. 
 
That awful, awful conference last fall.

 
Roger at his most desk-pounding, arm-waving stentorian in front of God and everybody:

 
"Historians, young lady - that is, if we have any future for historians to look back from - will see that your generation killed the goose that laid the golden egg. You, the generation of technicians - you heard me, you are no scientist - traded the quest for beauty and understanding for idiotic notions like your centers of excellence and transdisciplinary use-inspired hogwash, as if Nature knows about either.

 
"Kepler's beautiful ellipses, Darwin's finches, Faraday finding that magnetism and electricity were - behold! - the opposite sides of a single coin, Watson and Crick putting opposite sides together in a single gentle spiral of surpassing elegance to reveal the elixir of life! You soulless technicians who think science is something to be steered, to be shackled to good intentions - I'll tell you this, you cannot steer science, but you will destroy science by trying to steer it. I do feel sorry for you, and grateful that I'm old - old enough to remember when turning over stones and searching for beauty was understood for what it was: the key to the future."

 
What bullshit, Maria thought. But, like the child she'd been, she remained silent. Also like the strategist she had become. How could he not believe in her technology? He knows it's possible. He was the foremost neuroscientist of his generation, blazing the path. How could he now dwell on the dangers? He just had no idea. How could he preach about integrity when he had no idea what integration meant?

 
Roger had perennially been on the shortlist for a Nobel - but he never got the call. It tore at him.

 
She could use that.
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VII. 
 
Maria's original idea for the Persona Project was straightforward. If she were scheduled to give presentations in two cities at the same time, well hell, why not have an alter ego do one of them? When she launched her slide show, she was on autopilot anyway. It would be like processing more than one thing in her mind at the same time. "It would be me." she told her lab. "But an extended me."

 
Her first extended persona she privately called Amie. Amie Ignatius. A.I. How droll. Her breakthrough - her big invention - was achieving synchronicity. When Maria and Amie connected, all the conversations and activities of the day merged. Sure enough, after three years experimenting and tinkering and synching Maria and Amie, it was about 90 percent accurate.

 
That's when Maria launched another persona, and then another. What couldn't she achieve with such multiplicity? What power! Maria Cuervo was indefatigable, invincible.

 
She hoped.

 
It was merely a matter of maintaining control.

 
It shouldn't have surprised Maria when her personas spontaneously started their own chameleon routines.

 
But when Maria realized her persona Amie had closed a minor budget deal by lightly coming on to the provost, Maria found this very disturbing.

 
Hey, not a bug - a feature, right? The persona system worked, didn't it? Her charm was part of her whole self, just like her formidable intellect. She could scarcely claim that she never displayed these things to get her way.

 
But her technology would soon go public. What would happen when these powers got into the wrong hands?
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VIII. 
 
The balloon went up with a leak to the fossilized Oklahoma idiot chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee. Goddamn DARPA! Maria railed. Couldn't the Biological Technologies Office ever keep their mouths shut?

 
Persona technology is the ultimate weapon! Senator Frecklebelly thundered. The supreme form of psychological warfare! What if some Hitler gets hold of this!

 
The superhawk media instantly megaphoned the cry. Ultimate, emotionally intelligent control of another person!

 
Maria made the classic beginner's mistake in Washington politics. She refused to talk, waiting for the scandal to blow over.

 
Ha.

 
By the third news cycle, the story had taken another angle. What kind of a traitorous university would allow this kind of despicable research? Is this a public institution of higher learning? Our taxpayer money?

 
No president of any university ever wants to hear that.

 
Maria quickly found herself seated at a vast conference table in Old Main, furniture that dated back to Territorial days. The least bad news, such as it was, was that the entire staff of the University Office of Public Affairs lined the walls.

 
The most bad news, of course, was the heat rising from the faces of the president, the provost, and the director of BioGoal.

 
Certain hypocritical, sanctimonious universities back East had, with uncharacteristic alacrity, trotted out their pious sound-biters to solemnl. "questio." the way the Persona Projec. "raises issues." One school even unleashed the thermonuclear word . "problematic." Academese fo. "reprehensible."

 
The room was filled with denunciations of those attacks. This kept the attention off her. Until the president hissed. "Which one of you is before us today, Misssss Cuervo? How many more of you are in the waiting room?"

 
Maria didn't fluster easily, but being calle. "Mis." rather tha. "Docto." o. "Professo." had her stammering.

 
Her angry embarrassment was a good strategic response, though. It allowed the meeting to turn quickly to designing the counterattack. They'd have to marshal the old guard to come to Maria's rescue. Who could they get to vouch for what a stunning and valuable breakthrough she had created? Cuervo - who's that godfather of yours, that Nobel wannabe? D'Ambra? We'll need him.

 
Why has this innovation of ours somehow become the national security issue of the moment? Got to turn that around. What is up with that Chinese genius about to take over MIT? How did an obscure figure like Ming Pei Fa suddenly become the darling of Cambridge, Massachusetts? He seems so intense and charismatic that he blows away everyone he meets.

 
Wait, you don't suppose - is this pirate persona technology? Could a Chinese lab have hacked - ?
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IX. 
 
Flying was barbaric - especially to New England in February. But there wasn't enough bandwidth in the universe for the dens of certain lions. So Maria Cuervo was bound from Phoenix to old Room G518, the lair of Roger D'Ambra.

 
The real question was: how many of herself should she bring? The final answer was five Maria Cuervo personas. That was a risk, of course. Too many Maria Cuervos, if noticed in these conditions, would cause a devastating Washington scandal. That's why the various Maria Cuervos were all on different flights to Boston.

 
Maria had never felt so queasy on a flight. She'd also never been so physically separate from her other identities. But her core problem was the scope of her dilemmas.

 
Like the vast majority of scientists, Maria Cuervo had never thought that she, personally, might transform human nature. When she woke up, staring, in the middle of the night, it was always about the serious problem of wiring the goddamn lab monkeys.

 
Supposedly, the wildly multi-talented teams of the Arizona model addressed that ethical problem, as they had so many others. The gospel was - there was no one path to truth. That's why scientists had to work with artists and engineers with storytellers. The social, ethical, and legal implications were a matter of emergent complexity. Maria Cuervo had preached that gospel. She'd believed it. But now she had to take that news to Room G518.

 
Because she'd brought five of herselves, she could hit him like a chameleon. Just overwhelm him with her multifaceted nature - but the more you know a person, the more sides you see. Maria Cuervo had been Roger D'Ambra's student. And his prot é g é , and his colleague, and his daughter-in-law, and his worst rival. He knew all her sides.
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X. 
 
"Ruggiero!"

 
Roger clutched his faithful walking stick. Oh, God, Maria was more beautiful than ever. How does she do it? He knew that she was in deep political trouble, that her career was crumbling, and yet she looked superhuman.

 
How does the meat of a human brain create consciousness? That quest had always been Roger's claim to fame. The implications were profound. What issue could be more important than his own work? But then time passed, and smoothies like Ming Pei Fa played their loathsome academic power games, trading centuries of academic tradition for some flavor-of-the-month sweepstakes.

 
And now, sauntering into his office, this … this chameleon. The Chameleon glanced around: she seemed to fill his office with the power of her own personality. His office felt smaller, and so did he.

 
"Roger, they're not just after me." she said, sitting with uncanny grace. "They're after all of science! The pinheads, the knuckle-draggers, the concealed-carry crazies! We've got to unite. We've got to fight back." She searched his face with glowing eyes.

 
Roger said nothing.

 
The Chameleon languorously uncrossed her legs.

 
Roger made no response.

 
She went deep.

 
"Wayo, goombah. Have you fallen in love with that chink from Tsinghua? Are you still a man? The man I used to know? Have you lost your coglioni ?

 
"Cacasentenze." Roger exploded.

 
"Well, then, wake up." The Chameleon was in the flow. She could play him like a cello.

 
He rose, braced his knuckles on his desk, and leaned into her face:

 
"Recall, young lady, or whatever you are, that it was Kepler's love of God - you heard me, God - that drove him to find the beauty, the grace, in the orbital music of the planets. Science is a walk along the beach, turning over the occasional stone to see what is underneath, pursuing the beautiful and the incomprehensible that is there hidden, and ignoring the distractions that are the obsession for you of the org chart generation.

 
"If I were king, here is what I'd do for science. I'd take all those billions away from every one of your idiotic peer reviews and their mediocrity and conformity. And then I'd take a simple vote. I'd ask 100 scientists from each of your so-called 100 top-ranked universities a simple question: ‘ Who are the best scientists in the world?'Using their list, I'd take another vote. Quickly we would converge - I would guess after three or four rounds of voting - on what everyone knows: who are the best. Oh, how politically incorrect that would be! No one would worry about the number of women or Asians or transsexuals in the crowd, or how many came from Idaho or Harlem or Islamabad. We would have our list of the best sand-wanderers, stone-turners, questers of beauty.

 
"And I'd take the billions we now waste on creatures like you, and divide it up evenly among them. And I'd let them do whatever they want with all those dollars. What. Ever. They. Want! And I guarantee you that from these will come a new generation of discovery, of beauty, fruits to be plucked for the benefit of humanity for a century to come.

 
"But of course no one will take such a vision of science seriously, because we have no more scientists, we have only technicians like you."

 
The Chameleon smugly waited for the air to stop vibrating. She waited a strategic moment more for him to heave himself back into his chair. Then she offered the Faustian bargain.

 
"Roger." she said quietly. "You can rant at me and not change anything. Or you can optimize yourself. You can mold yourself to a particular objective. You can personally realize the implication of all your work. For once in your life, you can respond to other people the way they wish you to be.

 
"You can make your oldest dreams come true. All you need to do is help me."
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XI. 
 
The personas fanned out to do warfare.

 
It didn't take long for Maria to confirm her suspicions about Ming Pei Fa. Yes, of course this charming Asian scholar was a cluster of personas. His pirated technology wasn't great. His integrity was ragged. But he was military-grade. Rugged and effective.

 
She could see how Fa had gained control of MIT so quickly. An unsuspecting population, dazzled. Charismatic manipulation works, Maria thought. Cognitive enhancement works.

 
From the earliest days of cognitive enhancement, there had been a cultural divide on the issue. Europeans and North Americans had gotten tied up in knots about the legal and ethical issues of inequality. They worried that the rich would get first crack at a powerful technology and exploit their unfair advantage to flood the elite institutions. Superpowers and multinationals would gain unfair advantages over the developing world.

 
The Indians and Chinese, meanwhile, had never really seen this as a problem. Their value systems were just as squirrelly as those of the West, but they had a different assessment of risk. Why is it a predicament to give your children an advantage? The military use alone was a major breakthrough. Why waterboard rebels when you can defeat them with superior emotional perception?

 
The first deployments of cognitive enhancements had been primitive. But every national department of defense, every nervous office of technology assessment, had for decades put a premium on learning about them. And deploying them, so as to learn more.

 
After all, an arms race was all about power.
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XII. 
 
Maria Cuervo never quite understood why people saw her as a star. In all her personas she would describe herself as something more like a comet - a bursting, gaseous rock with a high eccentric orbit that glows brilliantly as it accelerates. Even, sometimes, as it disintegrates.

 
But they did convince Roger D'Ambra to undergo the procedure and join them. Because, at the end of the story, it was all about outcomes.

 
"All you have to do." they said to him. "is use your powers for the good of all mankind."
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Death Cookie/Easy Ice   
 William Gibson  
 


 
NETHERTON WOKE TO RAINEY'S SIGIL, PULSING BEHIND HIS LIDS at the rate of a resting heartbeat.

 
He opened his eyes. Knowing better than to move his head, he confirmed that he was in bed, alone. Both positive, under current circumstances.

 
Slowly, he lifted his head from the pillow, until he could see that his clothes weren't where he assumed he would have dropped them. Cleaners, he knew, would have come from their nest beneath the bed to drag his garments away, flense them of whatever invisible quanta of sebum, skin-flakes, atmospheric particulates, food residue, or other material.

 
"Soiled." he pronounced, thickly, having briefly imagined such cleaners for the psyche, and let his head fall back.

 
Rainey's sigil began to strobe, demandingly.

 
He sat up by stages, holding his head. Standing would be the real test. "Yes." The sigil unblinking now.

 
"I have a problem, Wilf. For you."

 
He closed his eyes, but then there was only her sigil. He opened them. "Yes?"

 
"Your ex."

 
He winced painfully. "Have you somehow managed to become a puritan?"

 
"You're a publicist." she said. "She's a celebrity. That's rankly interspecies."

 
His eyes felt at least a size too large for their sockets. "She must be nearing the patch." he said, reflexively attempting to give the impression that he was on the case and not poisonously, disastrously, and predictably hung over.

 
"They're almost over it. With your problem."

 
"Would this be your problem, too?"

 
"It most certainly is."

 
"Dare you name it, then." She was in Toronto. He had no idea what time it was there. Or here, for that matter.

 
"One of her stylists, evidently, is also a tattooist . Too evidently."

 
He winced, hard, her sigil once again dominating the pain-filled dark behind his lids. "She didn't." he said, opening his eyes. "She did?"

 
"She did."

 
"We had an extremely specific verbal on that."

 
"Fix it - now! The whole world's watching, Wilf. Or as much of it as we've been able to scrape together, you and I. Watching to see Daedra West make peace with the patchers. Deciding whether or not to back our project."

 
"They ate the last two envoys." he said. "They've been high out there for years, hallucinating in synch with a forest of code, convinced they're shamanic spirit beasts. Three days, briefing her at the Connaught, with two anthropologists and three neoprimitivist curators. Now she's opting to treat it as the next page in her performance art catalog."

 
"You only have to talk her out of it, Wilf. Now."

 
He swung his feet to the floor, stood up experimentally, hobbled into the bathroom. "Excuse me." he said, and urinated. "Talk her out of what, exactly?"

 
"She wants to parafoil in." she said.

 
"That's the plan -"

 
"Naked."

 
"Please. No."

 
"Ink's part of her brand." she said. "You should know that."

 
"Naked, tattooed, with no idea how they'll react? With body-mod one of their primary cultural memes? What are they like?"

 
"‘ Posthuman filth,'according to you."

 
"The tattoos ."

 
"They're something to do with the gyre." she said. "Abstract."

 
"On her face? Her neck?"

 
"No. If you can talk her into the jumpsuit we're having printed on the moby, we may still have a project. It might even be a success."

 
He looked at the ceiling. Imagined it opening. Himself ascending.

 
Into he knew not what.

 
"This thing won't fly without Saudi money, Wilf. Visible tattoos would be more than enough of a hurdle. Nudity's not negotiable at all."

 
"They might take it as a signal of sexual availability." he said, having done that himself.

 
"The Saudis? That's not the problem."

 
"The patchers!"

 
"The patchers might take it as her offer to be lunch." she said. "We don't know enough about their microculture to predict a reaction. Not that they'd get a chance to enjoy either. She's had herself bonded for the next week or so. Anyone who so much as tries to steal a kiss goes into anaphylactic shock. She's a death cookie. They've done something to her thumbnails as well."

 
He wrapped his waist in a thick white towel. Considered the carafe of water on the marble countertop. His stomach spasmed.

 
"Lorenzo." she said, as an unfamiliar sigil appeared. "Wilf Netherton has your feed, in London."

 
He almost vomited, then, at the sudden input: the bright saline light above the Garbage Patch, the sense of forward motion.

 
Down the path through the trees, to his door, there were flakes of pale foam insulation flattened into the hard, black earth. He had the lights turned up, and through the window she saw him stand and turn, and on his spine and side the marks where they'd taken the haptics off, like the skin was dusted with something dead-fish silver. They said they could get that off, too, but he didn't want to keep going back.

 
She called his name.

 
"Easy Ice." he answered, her gamer tag, bumping the door open with the flat of his hand. Pulling a new white T-shirt down with the other hand, across that chest the Corps had given him, covering the mark above his navel, which was the size and shape of a playing card.

 
Inside, the trailer was the color of Vaseline, LEDs buried in it, bedded in Hefty Mart amber. She'd helped him sweep it out before he moved in. He hadn't bothered to bring the shop vac down from the garage. Just bombed the inside a good inch thick, some Chinese polymer, glassy and flexible. You could see stubs of burnt matches embedded there, or the cork-patterned paper on the squashed filter of a legally sold cigarette, older than she was. She knew where there was a rusty jeweler's screwdriver and somewhere else a 2009 quarter.

 
LORENZO, RAINEY'S CAMERAPERSON ON THE MOBY, WITH THE professional's deliberate gaze, steady and unhurried, took in Daedra's jig-in-place of eager anticipation, through windows looking out on some forward, upper deck.

 
Netherton wouldn't have admitted it to Rainey, but he did indeed regret his involvement with Daedra West. Not because it had been unprofessional, which it had, but because some seldom-heard-from part of him sometimes suggested that he'd let himself be swept up into someone else's far more durable concept of self. It might have been the fault of the drink, that same voice sometimes added.

 
He looked at her now, or rather Lorenzo did, in her sheepskin flying jacket, modishly archaic sunglasses, nothing more. He noted, wishing he hadn't, a mons freshly mohawked since he'd last encountered it. She was, as the old saying had it, famous for being famous. Entirely ready to do what she did. The tattoos, he guessed, were stylized representations of the currents that fed and maintained the North Pacific Gyre. While not actually bloody, they were raw and shiny, under some silicone-based unguent. Her makeup artists would have calculated that to a nicety. If he could postpone her meeting with the patchers, perhaps for some bogus technical reason, they might scab over, spoiling the effect. She might cancel then - or not. She wasn't the canceling type. He needed a better plan, he decided, and fast.

 
A back-slanted transparent door slid aside for Lorenzo, who stepped out, onto the deck. "I have Wilf Netherton." Netherton heard him say. Then Lorenzo's sigil vanished, Daedra's replacing it.

 
She stilled her dance. Her hands came up, to clutch the open jacket. "Wilf? How are you?"

 
"Glad to see you." he said.

 
She smiled, displaying teeth whose form and placement had likely been decided by committee. She tugged the jacket together, fists sternum-high, but didn't close it entirely. "You're angry about the tattoos." she said.

 
"It's something I thought we agreed not to do."

 
"If I give too much thought to things like that, Wilf, what does it say about my art?"

 
"I'd be the last to question that." he said, channeling intense annoyance into what he hoped would pass for sincerity, if not understanding. It was his own peculiar alchemy, to do that, but the hangover seemed to get in the way. "You remember little Annie Courr è ges, the brightest of our neoprimitivist curators?"

 
Her blue eyes narrowed slightly. "The cute one?"

 
"Yes." he said, though he hadn't particularly thought so. "We had a drink together, Annie and I, after the final session at the Connaught, after you had to go."

 
"What about her?"

 
"Huge fan. Deeply intimidated by you, of course. She was devastated that she'd been unable, too overawed really, to express anything like the full extent of her admiration. She's followed you since her early teens. Has the full set of miniatures, though she can't afford them. As I listened to her, I felt I understood your career for the first time. Remarkable insight."

 
Daedra's head tilted. Her hair, complexly shaded from summer gold to wintery pewter, swung with the tilt. "Insight." The jacket must have opened as she raised one hand to remove the sunglasses, but Lorenzo wasn't having any.

 
Netherton's eyes widened, to sell the response he hadn't yet made up, none of what he'd said so far having been at all true. Then he remembered she couldn't see him. That she was looking at someone called Lorenzo, on the upper deck of a moby, halfway around the world. "The depth of perspective in her understanding of your work, your career." he said. "She'd wanted to explain a revelation she's recently had. About you; to you. To do with your newly extended sense of timing as a key aspect in the ongoing maturation of your art."

 
Lorenzo refocused. It was as if Netherton were inches from her lips now. He recalled their peculiarly brisk non-animal tang.

 
"My timing?"

 
"How artistic maturation is allowing you to stretch." What had he just said. "That you're more secure with your audience now. That you've always been brave, fearless really, but that this new confidence is something else again. Something, she put it, deeply earned. I'd planned on discussing her ideas with you over dinner, that last night, but it didn't turn out to be that sort of evening. I'm sorry."

 
Her head was perfectly still, eyes unblinking. He imagined her ego swimming up behind them to peer at him suspiciously; something eel-like, larval, transparently boned. He had its attention.

 
"If things had gone differently." he heard himself say. "I don't think we'd be having this conversation."

 
"Why not?"

 
"Because Annie would tell you that the entrance you're considering is the result of retrograde impulse, something from the start of your career. It isn't informed by that new confidence."

 
She stared at him, or rather at whoever Lorenzo was.

 
Rainey's sigil privacy-dimmed. "I want to have your baby, Wilf." she said, in Toronto. "Except that I know it would always lie."

 
SHE THOUGHT SHE SAW THAT THING THE HAPTICS DID, THEN, that shiver, then gone.

 
"Need you to sub for me." he said, like it hadn't happened. "Five-hour shift. Fly a quadcopter."

 
She looked past him to his display, saw some Danish supermodel's legs retracting into a brand of car nobody she knew would ever drive or likely even see on the road. "You're on disability. Aren't supposed to work."

 
He looked at her.

 
"Where's the job." she asked.

 
"No idea."

 
"Outsourced? They'll catch you."

 
"A game." he said. "Beta of some game."

 
"Shooter?"

 
"Nothing to shoot. Work a perimeter around three floors of this tower, fifty-fifth to the fifty-seventh. See what turns up."

 
"What does?"

 
"Paparazzi." He showed her the length of his index finger. "Little things. You get in their way. Edge'em back. That's all you do."

 
"When?"

 
"Tonight. Get you set up before Leon comes."

 
"Supposed to spell Shaylene, later."

 
"I'll give you two fives." He took his wallet from his jeans, edged out two new bills, the little windows unscratched, holograms bright.

 
She took them. Folded, they went into a front pocket of her cutoffs. "Turn the lights down, Burton. Hurts my eyes."

 
He did, swinging his hand through the display, but then the place looked like a 17-year-old boy's bedroom. She reached over, flicked it up a little.

 
She sat in his chair. It was Chinese, reconfiguring itself to her height and weight as he pulled up a little metal stool for himself, almost no paint left on it, waving a screen into view.

 
MILAGROS COLDIRON SA

 
"What's that?"

 
"Who we're working for."

 
"How do they pay you?"

 
"Hefty Pal."

 
"You'll get caught for sure."

 
"It goes to an account of Leon's." he said.

 
Leon's Army service had been about the same time as Burton's in the Marines, but Leon wasn't due any disability. It wasn't, their mother said, like he could claim to have caught the dumb fuck there. Not that Flynne had ever really thought he was anything but sly. "Don't want to know." she told Burton.

 
"Need my log-in and the password." he said. "Hat trick." How they both pronounced his tag, HaptRec, to keep it private. He took an envelope from his back pocket, unfolded and opened it. The paper looked thick, creamy.

 
"That from Fab?"

 
He drew out a long slip of the same paper, printed with what looked to be a full paragraph of characters and symbols. "You scan it, or type it outside that window, we're out a job."

 
She picked up the envelope from where it lay on what she guessed had been a fold-down dining table. The envelope was one of Shaylene's top-shelf stationery items, kept literally on a top shelf. When letter orders came in from really bad-news law firms, you went up there. She ran her thumb across the logo in the upper left corner. "Medell í n?"

 
"Security firm."

 
"You said it's a game."

 
"That's ten thousand dollars in your pocket."

 
"How long you been doing this?"

 
"Two weeks now. Sunday off."

 
"How much you get?"

 
"Twenty-five thousand per."

 
"Make it twenty, then. Short notice, and I'm stiffing Shaylene."

 
He gave her another two fives.

 
LORENZO CAPTURED THE MOBY'S APPROACH TO THE CITY. HIS hands, on the railing, and Netherton's, on the upholstered arms of the room's most comfortable chair, seemed momentarily one and the same, a sensation nameless as the patcher's city.

 
It wasn't a city, the curators had explained, but rather a very large incremental sculpture. More properly, a ritual object. Grayly translucent, slightly yellowed, its substance recovered as suspended particulates from the upper water column of the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. With an estimated weight of three million tons and growing, it was perfectly buoyant, kept afloat by segmented bladders the size of smaller cities. None of it was the result of human labor in any traditional sense.

 
It had less than a hundred known inhabitants, but as whatever continually assembled it seemed also to eat cams, relatively little was known about them.

 
The service cart edged fractionally closer to the arm of his chair, reminding him of the coffee.

 
"Get this, Lorenzo." Rainey ordered, and Lorenzo turned to focus on Daedra, amid a scrum of specialists. A white china Michikoid knelt in a Victorian sailor outfit, lacing Daedra's artfully scuffed leather high-tops. A variety of cams hovered, one of them equipped with a fan to flutter her bangs. He assumed the wind test indicated she was going in without a helmet.

 
"Not bad." he said, admiring the cut of Daedra's new jumpsuit in spite of himself. "if we can keep her in it." As if she'd heard him, Daedra lowered the zipper slightly, then a bit more, exposing a greasy arc of abstracted gyre-current.

 
"We went clever on the print file for the zipper." Rainey said. "Hope she doesn't try it lower, not until she's down there."

 
"She won't like that." he said. "when she does."

 
"She won't like it that you lied to her about the curator."

 
"The curator may have had exactly those thoughts. We can speak with her." He picked up the cup without looking at it, raised it to his lips. Very hot. Black. He might survive. And the analgesics were starting to work. "If we crowdsource sufficient to commence reverse engineering, she won't care about a stuck zip."

 
"Assuming the powwow's productive." she said. "It all hinges on that."

 
"Remember her percentage." He took another sip. "She has every reason to want this to be successful."

 
"Lorenzo's put a couple of cams over the side." she said. "They'll be there soon. Ringside."

 
He was watching the costumers, makeup technicians, assorted fluffers, and documentarians. "How many of these people are ours?"

 
"None. Lorenzo thinks the Michikoid is security."

 
He nodded, forgetting she couldn't see him, then sipped again, then spilled coffee on the white terry robe as feed from two speeding cams irised into his field, to either side of Daedra.

 
Feed from their island always made him itch.

 
"About a kilometer apart now, heading west-northwest, converging." Rainey said.

 
"You couldn't pay me to go there."

 
"You don't have to. But we need to watch."

 
"It all looks exactly the same." The cams were descending through tall, sail-like structures. Everything looked insubstantial. Vast empty squares and plazas, pointless avenues down which hundreds might have marched abreast.

 
They continued to descend. Over dry wrinkles of seaweed, the bleached bones of birds, thin drifts of salt. The patchers, their prime directive to cleanse the fouled water column, had assembled this place from recovered polymers. Whatever shape it had taken was surely an afterthought or offhand gesture, however unattractive. Sail-like structures, now towering flimsily overhead, glittered faintly with salt. They scarcely cast shadows. It made him want to shower. Hot coffee was starting to seep through the front of his robe.

 
Now Daedra was being helped into the parafoil, which in its furled state resembled a bi-lobed scarlet backpack, bearing the white logo of its makers. "Is that her placement." he asked. "or ours?"

 
"Her government's. Military contractor."

 
The cams stopped abruptly, finding one another over the chosen square. They descended smoothly, above diagonally opposite corners, each capturing the other's identical image. They were skeletal oblongs, the size of a tea tray, matte gray, around a bulbous little fuselage.

 
Either Lorenzo or Rainey brought the audio up.

 
The square filled with a low moaning, the island's hallmark sound-scape. The patchers had wormed hollow tubes through every structure. Wind blew constantly across their open tops, generating a shifting, composite tonality he'd hated from the moment he first heard it. "Do we need to hear that." he asked.

 
"It's so much the feel."

 
Something moved, off to the left. "What's that?"

 
"Wind-powered walker." she said.

 
Four meters tall, headless, with an indeterminate number of legs, it was made of that same hollow, milky plastic. It looked like the discarded carapace of something else, moving as if animated by an awkward puppetry. It rocked from side to side as it advanced, a garden of tubes atop its length contributing thinly to the deeper song of the plastic island.

 
"Have they sent it?"

 
"They build them." she said. "and set them free, to wander with the wind."

 
"I don't want it in the frame."

 
"Now you're the director?"

 
"You don't want it in the frame." he said.

 
"The wind's taking care of that."

 
The thing went stiffly on, swaying, moaning, on its hollow, translucent legs.

 
On the upper deck of the moby, he saw, most of the support staff had withdrawn. The white china Michikoid was checking the parafoil on Daedra's back. The ribbon on its sailor cap fluttered in the breeze. A real breeze, the cam with the fan absent now.

 
"Here we are." said Rainey, in a different tone, and he saw the first of the patchers, as one cam racked focus.

 
A child. Or something the size of one. Hunched over the handlebars of a ghostly little bike, its frame the same salt-crusted translucence as the city and the wind-walker. Unpowered, the bike seemed to lack pedals as well. The patcher progressed by kicking the avenue's surface.

 
The patchers repelled Netherton more than their island. Their skin was overgrown with some tweaked variant on actinic keratosis, paradoxically protecting them from UV cancers while serving as a convenient foundation for whatever more individualistic monstrosities they might opt for. "There's only one." he said.

 
"Satellites show they're converging on the square. One dozen counting this one. As agreed."

 
He watched the patcher, gender indeterminate, advancing on its kick-bike, its eyes, or possibly goggles, a single lateral smudge.

 
The boss patcher, unless he wore some carnival helmet fashioned from keratotic skin, had no neck, features partaking simultaneously of shark and bullfrog, and two penises.

 
"Nauseating." Netherton said, expecting no reply from Rainey. None came.

 
Perhaps a little over two meters tall, with disproportionately long arms, the boss had arrived atop a transparent penny-farthing, the large wheel's hollow spokes patterned after the bones of an albatross. He wore a ragged tutu of UV-frayed, sheet-plastic flotsam, through whose crumbling frills could be glimpsed what Rainey called his double dickage. The upper and smaller of the two, if in fact it was a penis, was erect and topped with what looked to be a party hat of rough gray horn. The other, seemingly more conventional, though supersized, depended slackly below.

 
"Okay." Rainey said. "they're all here."

 
Between the oculi of the twin feeds, Lorenzo was studying Daedra in profile as she faced the five folding steps to the top of the moby's railing. Head bowed, eyes lowered, she stood as if in prayer or meditation.

 
"What's she doing." asked Rainey.

 
"Visualization."

 
"Of what?"

 
"Her own greater glory."

 
"You cost me a bet." she said. "getting together with her."

 
"It wasn't for long."

 
"That's like being a little bit pregnant."

 
"Briefly pregnant."

 
Daedra raised her chin then and touched almost absently the color-suppressed American flag patch over her right bicep.

 
"Money shot." noted Rainey.

 
Daedra quickly took the steps, diving confidently over the railing.

 
Lorenzo held the empty frame.

 
A third feed irised into place between the other two, this one from below.

 
"From a micro. We had a few dozen delivered yesterday." said Rainey, as Daedra's parafoil unfurled, red and white, high above the island. "The patchers let us know they knew, but nothing's eaten any yet."

 
Netherton swiped his tongue across the roof of his mouth, blanking his intraoculars. Saw the unmade bed.

 
"How does she look to you." Rainey asked.

 
"Fine." he said, getting up.

 
He walked to the vertically concave corner window. Sensing him, it depolarized. He looked down on the intersection, on its wholly predictable absence of movement. Free of crusted salt, drama, atonal wind-song. Across Bloomsbury Street, a meter-long mantis in shiny British racing green, its maker's decals bright yellow, clung to a Queen Anne fa ç ade, performing minor maintenance. Some hobbyist was operating it telepresently, he assumed. Something ordinarily done by an invisible swarm of assemblers. People had such fantastically dull ways of passing the time.

 
"She seriously proposed to do this bareback." Rainey said. "and covered in tattoos."

 
"Hardly ‘ covered'. You've seen the miniatures of her previous skins."

 
"I've managed not to."

 
He double-tapped his tongue on the roof of his mouth, causing the feeds, left and right, from their respective corners of the square, to show him the boss patcher and his cohort of eleven, looking up, unmoving.

 
"Look at them." he said.

 
"You really hate them, don't you?"

 
"Why shouldn't I? Look at them."

 
"Obviously, we're not supposed to like their looks. The cannibalism's problematic, if those stories are true, but they did clear the water column under the patch. And for virtually no capital outlay, on anyone's part. Plus, they now arguably own the world's single largest chunk of recyc polymer, which feels like a country, to me, if not yet a nation state."

 
The patchers had shuffled into a rough circle, with their scooters and kick-bikes, around their boss, who'd left his penny farthing on its side at the edge of the square. The others were as small as the boss was large, compactly disgusting cartoons of rough gray flesh, very nearly the color of the recycled polymer. They wore multiple layers of rags, gray with sun and salt. Modification had run rampant. The more obviously female among them were six-breasted, their exposed flesh marked not with tattoos but with intricately meaningless patterns expressed in a pseudo-ichthyological scaling. They all had the same bare, toeless, shoe-like feet. Their rags fluttered in the wind, nothing else in the square moving.

 
On the central feed, Daedra soared down, swinging out wide, up again. The parafoil was changing its width, its profile.

 
"Here she comes." said Rainey.

 
She bent her phone the way she liked it for gaming, thumbed HaptRec into the login window, then carefully entered the paragraph-long password. Flicked go. Nothing happened. Then the whole display popped like the flash of a camera, but silvered like the marks of the haptics. She blinked.

 
And then she was rising, up out of what Burton had told her would be a sort of launch bay, in the roof of a van. Like she was in an elevator. She tried to take control but couldn't. Kept rising. And all around her, and he hadn't told her this, were whispers, urgent and businesslike as they were indistinct, as though she rose through a cloud of invisible fairy police dispatchers.

 
And this other evening light, rainy, rose and silver, and to her left a river the color of cold lead. Dark tumble of city, towers in the distance, few lights. Camera down showing her the white rectangle of the vehicle she'd launched from, shrinking in the street below.

 
DAEDRA CAME IN LOW, ALONG THE WIDEST OF THE INTERSECTING avenues, the parafoil morphing rhythmically, braking, like speeded-up footage of a jellyfish. She scarcely stumbled, as her feet found the polymer, throwing up gray puffs of salt.

 
The parafoil released her, instantly shrinking, to land on four unlikely legs, but only for a second or two. Then it lay there, bi-lobed again, logo uppermost. It would never have fallen logo-down, he knew. Another money shot.

 
Daedra spent momentum in a sort of running stumble, keeping impressively upright, into the circle of small figures.

 
The boss patcher shifted his feet, turning. His eyes, set on the corners of his vast, entirely inhuman head, looked like something a child had scribbled and then erased.

 
"This is it." said Rainey.

 
Daedra raised her right hand in what might either have been a gesture of greeting or evidence that she came unarmed.

 
Her left, Netherton saw, was beginning to unzip the jumpsuit. "Shit -"

 
The zipper jammed, a palm's width beneath her sternum.

 
"Bitch." said Rainey, almost cheerfully, as a micro-expression, curdled fury, crossed Daedra's face.

 
The boss patcher's enormous left hand, like a piece of sporting equipment fashioned from salt-stained gray leather, closed around her right wrist. He lifted her effortlessly, her carefully scuffed shoes parting with the translucent pavement, her expression unreadable. She kicked him, hard, in his slack stomach, just above the ragged plastic tutu, salt jumping from the point of impact.

 
He drew her closer, so that she dangled above the horn-tipped pseudo phallus. Her left hand touched his side then, just below the ribs. A gesture that made no instinctive sense: fingers curled, but loosely. Her thumb against the gray flesh.

 
He shivered, for an instant. Swayed.

 
She raised both feet, planted them against his stomach, and pushed. As her fist came away, it looked as though she were extracting a length of scarlet measuring-tape. A thumbnail. As long, when it fully emerged, as her forearm. His blood very bright against a world of gray.

 
He released her. She landed on her back, instantly rolling, the nail shorter by half. He opened his vast maw, in which Netherton saw only darkness, and toppled forward.

 
Daedra was already on her feet, turning slowly, each of her thumbnails a concave, slightly curving shard, the left one slick with the patcher's blood.

 
"Hypersonic." said a voice on Rainey's feed, not hers, ungendered, devoid of affect. "Incoming. Deceleration. Shockwave."

 
Thunder. He'd never heard thunder here.

 
Six spotless, white, upright cylinders, perfectly spaced, had appeared above and slightly outside the circle of patchers, all of whom had dropped their bikes and scooters and taken a first step toward Daedra. A vertical line of tiny orange needles danced up and down each one, as the patchers, in some way Netherton was unable to grasp, were shredded, flung. The oculi of Lorenzo's feeds froze: on one, the perfect, impossible, utterly black silhouette of a flying severed hand, almost filling the frame.

 
"We are so fucked." said Rainey, her amazement total, childlike.

 
Netherton, watching the Michikoid, on the feed from the deck of the moby, sprout multiple spider-eyes and muzzle-slits, in the instant before it vaulted the railing, could only agree.

 
Camera up, the building towered away forever, a cliff the size of the world.
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Los Piratas del Mar de Plastico 
(Pirates of the Plastic Ocean)   
 Paul Graham Raven  
 


 
HOPE DAWSON STEPPED DOWN FROM THE TRAIN INTO THE BONE -dry heat of afternoon in southern Spain and wondered - not for the first time, and probably not for the last - what the hell she was doing there, and how long she'd end up staying.

 
The freelance lifestyle did that to you; seven years crawling to and fro across Europe as a hand-to-mouth journo-sans-portfolio had left Hope with few ties to her native Britain beyond her unpaid student loans, and she'd yet to settle anywhere else for long. She'd spent the last six months or so bumping around in the Balkans on a fixed-term stringer's contract from some Californian news site she'd never read (and never intended to), scraping up extra work on the side wherever she could: website translation gigs, trade-zine puff pieces, and the inevitable tech-art exhibition reviews. She could barely remember the last time she put her own name in a byline, or wanted to. The Californian site had folded itself up a few days before the contract ended, and after a few agreeable weeks house-sitting an alcoholic Tiranese lawyer's apartment, burning through the small pile of backhanded cash and favors she'd amassed, and poking at her perpetually unfinished novel, she felt the need to move on once more. Albania was cheap, but it was a backwater, and backwaters rarely coughed up stories anyone would pay for. Her loans weren't going to repay themselves, after all, and the UK government had developed an alarming habit of forcibly retrieving those who attempted to disappear into the boondocks of Europe and default on their debts.

 
The world dropped the answer in her lap while she wasn't looking. As winter gave way to spring, Tirana's population of favela geeks - a motley tribe of overeducated and underemployed Gen-Y Eurotrash from the rust belts, dust belts, and failed technopoles of Europe - began to thin out. Hope's contacts dropped hints about southern Spain, casual labor, something to do with the agricultural sector down there. That, plus a surge of ambiguous, white-knuckle op-eds in the financial press about the long-moribund Spanish economy, was enough for Hope to go on. She finished up a few hanging deadlines, called in a favor she'd been saving up, and traded a lengthy, anonymous, and staggeringly unobjective editorial about Albanian railway tourism in exchange for a one-way train ticket to Almer í a, first class.

 
Hope squinted along the length of the platform, a-shimmer with afternoon heat-haze beneath a cloudless azure sky, to where a dozen or so geeks were piling themselves and their luggage out of the budget carriages at the back of the train. They were loaded down with faded military-surplus duffels and mountaineering backpacks, battered flight cases bearing cryptic stencils, and luggage that looked uncharacteristically new and expensive in comparison with their clothing, which, true to their demography, looked like a random grab bag of the ugliest and most momentary styles of the late twentieth century. Only a decade ago, while Hope had been wrapping up her undergrad work and hustling for her PhD scholarship back in Britain, one might have assumed they were here to attend a peripatetic music festival, maybe, or a convention for some obscure software framework. But that was before the price of oil had gone nuts and annihilated the cheap airline sector almost overnight. Even within Europe, long-distance travel was either slow and uncomfortable or hideously expensive. Unemployed Millennials - of whom there were many - tended not to move around without a damned good incentive.

 
Milling around on the platform like a metaphor for Brownian motion, the geeks were noisy, boisterous, and a few years younger than Hope, and she worked hard to squash a momentary feeling of superiority, to bring her field researcher's reflexivity back online. Tat tvam asi , she reminded herself - That thou art . Or There but for the grace of God , perhaps. The main difference between Hope and them, she decided, was a certain dogged luck. She looked briefly at her reflection in the train window and saw a short girl with tired-looking eyes wearing an executive's dark trouser suit in the London style of three winters previous, her unruly mass of curly blonde hair already frizzing into a nimbus of static in response to the heat. Who was she trying to fool, she wondered for the umpteenth time. The geeks looked ludicrous, flowing off the platform and into the station like some lumpy superfluid, but they also looked comfortable, carefree. It'd been a long time since Hope felt either of those things.

 
Leaving the station, Hope donned her spex, set them to polarize, and blinked about in the local listings. She soon secured herself a few cheap nights in an apartment on the sixth floor of an undermaintained block about half a klick from the center of town. Almer í a reminded Hope more than a little bit of the ghost towns of southern Greece where she'd gone to chase rumors of a resurgence in piracy in the eastern Med a few years back: noughties boom-time tourist infrastructure peeling and crumbling in the sun, like traps left lying in a lobsterless sea. Leaning on the rust-spotted railing of her balcony, she looked westward where the legendary Plastic Ocean stretched out to the horizon, mile after square mile of solarized bioplastic sheeting shimmering beneath the relentless white light of the sun. The greenhouses were all Almer í a had left since the tourists stopped coming, churning out a relentless assortment of hothouse fruit'n'veg for global export, but they'd been predominantly staffed for years by semilegal immigrant workers from across the Med. She couldn't see much chance of the geeks undercutting that sort of workforce.

 
LATER THAT EVENING, HOPE WAS PREPARED TO USE HER CLUELESS, middle-management airhead routine on the tapas bar's waiter but didn't need to: he had plenty to say, albeit in a Basque-tinged dialect that tested her rusty Spanish to the utmost.

 
"You're with those guys who bought the Hotel Catedral, yes." he asked her.

 
"Oh, no." she replied. The waiter relaxed visibly as she spooled out her cover: purchasing rep for a boutique market stall in Covent Garden, sent out to do some on-the-spot quality control.

 
"Well, I knew you couldn't be with those bloody kids who've been turning up the last few weeks." he said, plunking down a cold beer next to her tapas.

 
Hope fought to keep a straight face; the waiter was no older than the geeks he was disparaging, but she was used to the employed seeing the unemployed as children. "Yeah, what's with them?"

 
"Damned if I know." he said with a shrug. "They all seem to head westward as soon as they arrive. I'll be surprised if they find any work in El Ejido, but hey, not my problem."

 
"And what about the Hotel Catedral?"

 
"Again, don't know. They've been close to closing for years, running a skeleton staff. Times have been hard, you know? My friend Aldo works the bar up there. Few weeks back, he tells me, he's doing a stint on the front desk when this bunch of American guys breeze in and ask to speak to the manager. They disappear to his office for half an hour, then they come back out, gather the staff, announce a change of ownership. More Yankees came in by plane, apparently. Place is full of them now." He scowled. "They hired my girlfriend and some others as extra staff. Good tippers, apparently, but a bit … well, they're rich guys, I guess. What do you expect, right?"

 
Hope nodded sympathetically. She'd never worked hotels, largely because she knew so many people who had.

 
HOPE SPENT THE NEXT MORNING GETTING HER BEARINGS, THEN drifted casually toward the Hotel Catedral, where she inquired about booking a table for supper. The lobby was all but empty, but the receptionist had the tight-lipped air of a man with a lot to worry about.

 
"No tables for nonresidents, se ñ ora; my apologies."

 
"Oh, in that case, can I book a room?"

 
"We are fully booked, se ñ ora."

 
Hope made a show of peering around the empty lobby. "If it's a money thing, I can show you a sight-draft on my company's account."

 
The guy continued to stonewall, so Hope relented and wandered back onto the palm-studded plaza where the sun was baking the sturdy buttresses of the titular cathedral. She was drinking a coffee at a cafe across the square when a gangly and somewhat sunburned young man pulled up on some sort of solar-assisted trike.

 
"Hey, Hope Dawson, right." He spoke English with a broad Glaswegian accent.

 
Hope protested her innocence in passable Castilian, but he whipped out a little handheld from a pocket on his hunting vest and consulted it, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand.

 
"Naw, see, this is definitely you. Look."

 
Hope looked. It was definitely her - her disembarking from the train yesterday afternoon, in fact. Droneshot, from somewhere above the station.

 
"Who wants to know." she growled, putting some war-reporter grit into it.

 
"Mah boss. Wants tae offer ye a job, see."

 
"Well, you may tell your boss thank you, but I'm already employed."

 
"Bollix, lass - ye've not had a proper job in years." The lad grinned. "I should know. It was me as doxxed ye."

 
"Is that supposed to reassure me?"

 
"Naw, it's supposed to intrigue ye." He slapped the patchwork pleather bench-seat of the trike behind him, shaded by the solar panel. "Cedric's a few streets over the way. Come hear what he has to say before ye make up yer mind. Why not?"

 
"I HOPE IAN DIDN'T ALARM YOU , MISS D AWSON. "SAID   CEDRIC , as a waiter poured coffee. They were sitting in the lobby of a midrange boutique hotel, which, given the lingering musty smell, had been boarded up for years until very recently.

 
"Not at all." Hope lied, in a manner she hoped conveyed a certain sense of Fuck you, Charlie . "But I'd appreciate you explaining why you had him dox me."

 
"I want you to work for me, Miss Dawson."

 
"Just Hope, please. And as I told Ian, Mister … ?"

 
He smiled. "Just Cedric, please."

 
"As I told Ian, Cedric, I already have work."

 
"Indeed you do - a career in journalism more distinctive for its length than its impact, if you don't mind me saying so. Not many last so long down in the freelance trenches."

 
"Debts don't pay themselves, Cedric."

 
"Quite. But it would be nice to pay them quicker, wouldn't it?"

 
Hope put down her coffee cup to hide the tremor of her hands. "I'm flattered, but I should probably point out I'm not really a journalist."

 
"No, you're a qualitative economist. You were supervised by Shove and Walker, University of Lancaster. I've read your thesis."

 
"You have?"

 
"Well, the important bits. I had Ian precis the methodological stuff for me, if I'm honest. It was well received by your peers, I believe."

 
"Not well enough to lead to any research work." said Hope, curtly. No one wanted an interpretivist cluttering up a balance sheet with talk of intangible externalities, critiquing the quants, poking holes in the dog-eared cardboard cutout of homo economicus .

 
"Obviously not, but participant observation research work is what I'm offering you, starting today. Six months, fixed-term contract, a PI's salary at current UK rates, plus expenses. I'll even backdate to the start of the month if it helps."

 
"What's the object?"

 
Cedric looked surprised; his expression reminded Hope of the animated meerkat from an ad campaign of her youth. "Well, here, of course. Almer í a the province, that is, rather than just the city."

 
"Why?"

 
He smiled, leaned forward a little. "Good question." A frown replaced the smile. "I'm afraid I can't really answer it, though. Confidentiality of sources, you understand. But in essence, I was tipped off to an emerging situation here in Almer í a and decided I wanted to see it up close."

 
"I'm going to need more than that to go on, I'm afraid." said Hope.

 
Cedric somehow looked chagrined and reproachful at once. "There are limits to what I can say, and they're not of my making. But look: if I say I have reason, solid reason, to believe that Almer í a is on the verge of a transformative economic event without precedent and that I have spent upward of five million euros in just the last few days in order to gather equipment and personnel on the basis of that belief, would you trust me?"

 
Not as far as I could throw you, frankly . "So why me, specifically?"

 
A boyish smile replaced the frown. "Now that's a little easier! Remind me, if you would, of your thesis topic."

 
To her own surprise, Hope's long-term memory duly regurgitated a set of research questions and framings polished to the smoothness of beach pebbles by repeated supervisory interrogations: transitions in civic and domestic consumptive practices, the influence of infrastructures and interfaces on patterns and rates of resource use, the role of externalities in the playing out of macroeconomic crises. Warming to her topic, she segued into a spirited defense of free-form empirical anthropology and of interpretive methods as applied to the analysis of economic discontinuities.

 
"Good." Cedric intoned, as if she'd passed some sort of test. "H & M is researching exactly those sort of questions, and we think Almer í a could be our Ground Zero."

 
That was a worrying choice of phrase.

 
"The markets are turbulent places, Hope." he continued. "too turbulent for mere mathematics to explain. They no longer interest me, in and of themselves." He leaned back in his chair. "This will sound crass to someone of your generation, I'm sure, but nonetheless, I am not simply wealthy. I am rich enough that I don't even know what I'm worth, how I got that way, or whom I'd have to ask to find out. Money is a very different matter for me than for you. I have the extraordinary liberty of being able to think about it purely in the abstract because my concrete concerns are taken care of."

 
Hope stared at him, stunned into silence.

 
"So I am able." Cedric continued. "to explore economics in a way accessible to few, and of interest to even fewer. Lesser men, poorer men, obsess over mere commerce, on the movement of money. My concerns are larger, far larger. You might say that it is the movement of the movement of money that fascinates me."

 
She grabbed her bag, stood up, and started for the doorway.

 
"Hope, hear me out, please." he called. "I don't expect you to like me or even understand me. But I need you to work for me, here and now, and I am willing to pay you well. Wait, please, just for a moment."

 
Hope paused in the shade of the doorway but didn't turn around.

 
"Check your bank balance." he said after a brief pause. She blinked it up on her spex: a deposit had just cleared from Huginn & Muninn AB, Norwegian sort-code. More money than she'd earned in the last 12 months, both on the books and off. "Consider it a signing bonus."

 
She turned round, her arms crossed. "What if I won't sign?"

 
Cedric shrugged elegantly in his seat; he'd not moved an inch.

 
"I'll think about it." she said, turning on her heel.

 
Ian drove her back to her apartment block on the trike.

 
"So I'll come fetch ye tomorrow morning, then." he announced. "Run you down to El Ejido, get ye all set up and briefed."

 
"I told Cedric I'd think about it, Ian."

 
"Aye, I heard ye." Ian grinned. "Told him the same meself."

 
TRUE TO HIS WORD, IAN CAME TO COLLECT HER THE NEXT MORNING. Hope found, to her surprise, that she was packed and ready to go.

 
"Knew ye'd go fer it." asserted Ian, bungeeing her bags to the trike.

 
"Very much against my better judgment." she replied.

 
"Aye, he's an odd one, fer sure. But he's not lied to me once, which is more than I can say fer mah previous employers." He saddled up, flashed a grin. "Plus, he always pays on time."

 
"He'd better." replied Hope, as Ian accelerated out into the empty streets of Almer í a, heading westward. "What is it you do for him, anyway?"

 
"Not what you might be thinking! Ah'm a kind of general gofer, I guess, but I do a lot of reading for him when he's got other stuff on. News trawls, policy stuff. The doctoral theses of obscure scholars, sort o'thing." He flashed another grin over his shoulder. "Sometimes he just wants to chew over old science fiction novels until the early hours. You thought it was hard to find work off the back of your doctorate? Try bein'an academic skiffy critic, eh!"

 
"Seriously?"

 
"Oh, aye. Says they inspire him to think differently. Me, I reckon he thinks he's Hubertus fuckin'Bigend or some such …"

 
"Who?"

 
But Ian had slipped on a set of retro-style enclosure headphones and turned his attention to his driving, dodging wallowing dirt bikes and scooters overloaded with helmetless geeks and their motley luggage, all headed westward. The road from Almer í a to El Ejido passed briefly through foothills almost lunar in their rugged desolation, before descending to the Plastic Ocean itself. Hope couldn't see a patch of ground that wasn't covered with road, cramped housing, or row after monotonous row of greenhouses shimmering with heat-haze. She was surprised to see trucks at the roadside in the iconic white and blue livery of the United Nations, and tapped Ian on the shoulder.

 
"What the hell are they doing here." she yelled over the slipstream.

 
"The man hisself tipped'em off. Fond of the UN, he is - fits wi'his International Rescue fetish, I guess - and they seem to appreciate his input, albeit grudgingly. We'll fix ye a meeting wi'General Weissmuutze, she's sound enough. Always good to know the people wi'the guns and bandages, eh?"

 
IAN DROPPED HOPE AT A SMALL VILLA NEAR THE SOUTHERN EDGE of El Ejido, loaded her spex with a credit line to a Huginn & Muninn expense account and a bunch of new software, and told her to call if she needed anything, before whizzing off eastward on his ridiculous little vehicle. Hope settled in, pushed aside her doubts, and got to work familiarizing herself with the town and the monotonous sea of greenhouses surrounding it. Cedric's backroom people had assembled a massive resource set of maps and satellite images, and a handful of high-def camdrones were busily quartering the town, collecting images to compile into street-view walkthroughs; they'd also, they claimed, fudged up a cover identity that would hold up to all but the most serious military-grade scrutiny. Hope had her doubts about that, but after a handful of days and a fairly drastic haircut she was confident enough to hit the streets and pass herself off as just another new arrival, of whom there were more and more each day.

 
Eager and noisy gangs of geeks were descending on boarded-up villas, boutique hotels, and bars, reactivating the inert infrastructure of the tourist sector, stripping buildings back to the bare envelope before festooning them with solar panels, screen tarps, and sound systems of deceptively prodigious wattage. The wide boulevard of Paseo los Lomas, quiet enough during the daylight hours, started to fill up with ragged revelers around 6 p.m. By 9 each night, with the heat of the day still radiating from the pavements, it resembled a cross between a pop-up music festival and a Spring Break riot. The few businesses still owned and operated by locals hung on for a few days, watching their stock fly off the shelves at premium prices, before selling up their operations - lock, stock, and barrel - to expensively dressed men bearing bottomless yen-backed banker's draughts.

 
"I'd have been crazy not to sell." a former restaurateur told Hope, as his wife and kids bundled their possessions into the trunk of a Noughties-vintage car retooled for biodiesel. Inside the building, an argument was breaking out between the new owners over which internal walls to knock through. "The mortgage has been under water for a decade, and they offer to pay it off in full? I'm not the crazy one here. They're welcome to it." he said, turning away.

 
Inside the cafe, Hope found five geeks swinging sledgehammers into partition walls, watched over by a man so telegenic that he was almost anonymous, his casual office clothes repelling the dust of the remodeling process.

 
"Hey, girl." the man drawled in approval. The geeks carried on hammering.

 
"Hi." she said, bright as a button. "So I just got into town, and I was wondering which are the best job boards? There's, like, so many to choose from."

 
The guy looked her up and down. "Guess it depends what sort of things you can do, doesn't it, ah … Cordelia?"

 
"That's me." The cover identity seemed to be working, at least. "I guess you'd say I was in administration."

 
"Not much call for admin at the moment, princess. Here." He threw a URL to her spex. "That's the board for indies and non-specialists. You're a bit late to pick up the best stuff, but you should be able to make some bank if you don't price yourself out of the market. Or maybe one of the collectives will take you on contract for gofering? I'm sure these lads could find a space for a pretty little taskrabbit like yourself in their warren, couldn't you, boys?"

 
"Right on, Niceday, right on ." enthused a scrawny geek. "You want the URL, girl?"

 
"Please." she lied. "I'mma shop around some more, though. See what my options are, you know?"

 
"Whatevs." said the dusty kid. "Longer you leave it, less we'll cut you in."

 
"You should listen to him, Cordelia." said the well-dressed guy, stepping closer to her. "In business, it pays to be bold." His eyes narrowed a little. "And loyal."

 
"Oh, sure! So what about your warren, Mister … ?"

 
"Niceday. And I don't have a warren, I hire them."

 
"So you're, like, a veecee or something?"

 
Niceday smiled an oily sort of smile. "Or something." he agreed. The smile vanished as he locked eyes with her. "Choose wisely, Cordelia, and choose soon. This isn't the time or place for observing from the sidelines. Unless you're with the UN, of course."

 
"Haha, right! Well, ah, thanks for the advice." said Hope, her heart hammering against her ribs as she beat a swift retreat.

 
THE MOOD ON THE PERIPHERY OF THE TOWN WAS IN SHARP CONTRAST to the raucous debauch of the center. The greenhouse workers - almost all youngish North African men - were packed like matches into street after street of undermaintained tourist villas and former residential blocks, with the more recent arrivals living in slums built of breezeblocks and plastic sheeting on the vacant lots where the Plastic Ocean broke upon the dark edges of the town. Hope spent a few hours wandering from coffeeshop to shisha-shack, trying every trick in the interviewer's book to get them to talk. They were happy enough to have drinks bought for them on Cedric's dime, and to complain at length about work in the abstract as they demolished plates of tapas and meze, but questions about actual working conditions led only to sullen, tense silences, or the sudden inability of the formerly fluent to speak a word of Spanish.

 
"You only ask about our work so you can steal our jobs." a gaunt man accused her toward the end of the evening, pointing his long, scarred finger at her through a cloud of fragrant shisha smoke. "For so long, no one else will do this work so cheap. Now all you people come back, make trouble for us."

 
She tried dropping her cover a bit, and played the journalist card; big mistake.

 
"Journalists, they don't make good stories about us, ever. We are always the villains, the evil Arabs, no?"

 
She protested her innocence and good intentions, but he had a point. Hope's background research had uncovered a history of tension between the greenhouse workers and the local residents that stretched back to before she was born: grimly vague and one-sided stories in the archives of now-moribund local news outlets about forced evictions, arson, and the sort of casual but savage violence between young men that always marks periods of socioeconomic strife. The attacks had lessened as the local youth migrated northward in search of better work, but there was a lingering vibe of siege mentality among the remaining immigrants, and their dislike for the influx of favela geeks was tangible.

 
"Go back to your rich friends." the man repeated, jabbing his finger for emphasis. "It is they who are meddling, trying to make us look bad! We'll not help you pin it on us."

 
"Pin what on you." Hope asked, suddenly alert to the closeness of the knowledge she needed, but the guy's eyes narrowed and his lips tightened and he shook his head, and the whole place went silent and tense, and Hope was horribly aware of being the only woman in a dark, smoky room full of unfamiliar men speaking an unfamiliar language.

 
She stammered out some apologies, paid her tab, and left quickly, but the damage was done. From that point on, the workers refused to talk to her. As the days passed, there were a few ugly incidents in alleyways late at night: botched muggings, running brawls, a few serious stabbings on both sides. But the geeks were confident in their newfound dominion, not to mention better fed and equipped, and the workers had no one on their side, least of all the employers they'd never met, and who only communicated with them via the medium of e-mailed quotas and output itineraries. If Hope wanted to get to the bottom of whatever was going on, she was going to have to do more than ask around.

 
M OST OF THE GEEKS WORKED BY DAY IN JURY-RIGGED REFRIGERATED   shipping containers and partied by night, but Cedric's backroom people had tipped her off to the existence of a small night shift that drifted out into the greenhouse ocean around midnight and returned before dawn. They'd furnished Hope's villa with an assortment of technological bits and bobs, including an anonymously military-looking flight case containing three semiautonomous AVdrones about the size of her fist. She spent an afternoon synching them up with her spex and jogging around among the miniature palms and giant aloes in her compound, getting the hang of the interface, then waited for night to fall before decking herself out in black like some amateur ninja and sneaking along the rooftops toward the edge of town, using the raucous noise of the evening fiesta as cover. Spotting a small knot of kids heading northward out of town, she sent two drones forward to tail them, one to run overwatch, and followed after at a distance she assumed would keep her out of sight, or at least give her plenty of time to cut and run if she was spotted.

 
After about half an hour, the geeks paused and split up. Hope hunkered down just close enough to still receive the feed from her drones, then flew them slow and low down the narrow gaps between the greenhouses, using an IR overlay to pick out the warm bodies among the endless, identical walls of plastic, and settled down to watch.

 
Hope was no agricultural technician, but there was plenty of public info about the basic design of the greenhouses: long tunnels of solarized plastic sheeting with automated ventilation flaps covered row after row of hydroponic medium, into which mixtures of precious water and bespoke nutrients were dribbled at algorithmically optimized rates, depending on the species under cultivation. Over the years, more and more of the climate control and hydroponics had been automated, but the hapless workers still had the unenviable task of shuffling up and down the greenhouses on their knees during the heat of the day, checking closely on the health and development of their charges; the consequences of quality-control failure were draconian, in that it meant being sacked and blacklisted for further employment. The only reason they hadn't been replaced by robots was that robots couldn't do the sort of delicate and contextual work that the greenhouses required; it was still way cheaper to get some poor mug straight off the boat from Morocco and teach him how to trim blight and pluck aphids than it was to invest in expensive hardware that couldn't make those sorts of qualitative decisions on the fly. Plus, the supply of desperate immigrants was effectively inexhaustible, and their wage demands were kept low by Europe's endemic problem with unemployment. In Spain, as in much of the rest of the world, automation had been eating away at the employment base from the middle class downward, rather than from the bottom upward, and the more white-collar gigs it consumed, the larger and more desperate the working class became. There was barely a form of manual labor left that you couldn't design a machine to do just as well as a human, but hiring a human had far lower up-front costs. Plus, you could simply replace them when they wore out, at no extra expense.

 
The geek night shift wasn't doing the work of the greenhouse guys, that was for sure. Of the trio Hope was watching, one was squatting on the ground over a handheld he'd plugged in to the server unit at the end of the greenhouse module; another was fiddling around with the nutrient reservoirs; and the third was darting in and out of the little airlock next to the guy fiddling with the server. Lost in the scene unfolding in front of her eyes, Hope steered one of her drones in for a closer look as the third guy re-emerged with his fists full of footlong seedlings, which he threw to the ground before picking up a tray of similar-looking cuttings and slipping back inside.

 
She was just bringing her second forward drone around for a closer look at the reservoir tanks when her spex strobed flashbulb-white three times in swift succession, causing her to shriek in shock and discomfort. Blinded and disoriented, she stood and started running in what she assumed was the direction she'd come, but tripped on some pipe or conduit and fell through the wall of a greenhouse. She thrashed about, trying to free herself from a tangled matrix of plastic sheeting and tomato plants, but strong hands grabbed her ankles and hauled her out roughly onto the path. She put her hands up to protect her face as a strong flashlight seared her already aching eyes. At least I'm not permanently blind, she thought to herself, absurdly.

 
"Stay still." grunted a Nordic-sounding man, and she was flipped over onto her front, before someone sat on her legs and zip-tied her hands behind her back.

 
"I've got a bunch of drones out here." she threatened.

 
"No." replied the Viking voice. "you had three. We only have one. But unlike yours, ours has a maser instead of a camera."

 
Hope stopped struggling.

 
DAWN TOOK A LONG TIME TO COME. WHEN IT ARRIVED, HOPE'S two hulking assailants fetched her out of the shipping container they'd locked her in, bundled her into the back of an equally windowless van, then drove east in stony silence, ignoring her attempts at conversation. They delivered her to the reception room of a top-floor suite at the Hotel Catedral, where a familiar face was waiting for her.

 
"Ah, Cordelia … or should I say Hope." drawled Niceday. "We meet again!"

 
Hope kneaded her wrists, where the cable tie had left deep red weals. "You could have just pinged my calendar for an appointment." she snarked.

 
"I work to my own schedule, not yours. Nor Cedric's, for that matter. How's he doing, anyway?"

 
"Ask him yourself." she shot back. "I just work for him."

 
"Quod erat demonstrandum." said Niceday, leaning against a drinks cabinet. "He's always been a great collector of … novelties."

 
"You know him well, then?"

 
Niceday laughed but didn't reply.

 
"Why are those kids out hacking greenhouses in the middle of the night?"

 
"That's literally none of your business, Hope."

 
"But it is your business?"

 
"Mine, yes, and that of my associates. There are laws against industrial espionage, you know."

 
"There are also laws to protect journalists from being kidnapped in the course of their work."

 
"But you're not a journalist, Hope." Niceday snapped his fingers. A hidden projector flashed up a copy of Hope's contract with Huginn & Muninn onto the creamy expanse of the wall. "Qualitative economist, it says here. Good cover for an industrial spy, I'd say."

 
"I'm not a spy. I'm a social scientist."

 
"Are you so sure?"

 
Hope opened her mouth to reply, then closed it.

 
"You should listen to your gut instincts more often." Niceday continued. "Isn't that what journalists do? I hope that after this little chat, your gut instincts will be to stay the hell away from my taskrabbits."

 
"What are you going to do if I don't - have me disappear?"

 
"Don't dream it's beyond my reach, girl." he snapped. "Or that I couldn't get you and Cedric tangled up in a lawsuit long enough to keep you out of my hair - and out of sight - for years to come."

 
"So why haven't you?"

 
The smile returned. "Lawyers are expensive. Much cheaper to simply persuade you to cease and desist, mano a mano , so to speak."

 
"That rather implies you have something to hide."

 
"Oh, Hope, who doesn't have something to hide? Only those with nothing to lose. Do you think Cedric has nothing to hide? Weren't you hiding behind a false name yourself?"

 
"Yes, but -"

 
"But nothing. You've no moral high ground here, Hope. You can write a story about my taskrabbits and try to get it published somewhere, if you like, but you'll find there's no respectable organ that'll run it. Takes a lot of money to keep a good news outlet running, you know, and ads just don't cover it." He shook his head in mock lament. "Or you could publish it online yourself, independently, of course. But you might find that some stories about you were published around the same time. The sort of stories that kill careers in journalism and research stone dead: fabricated quotes, fiddled expenses, false identities, kickbacks, tax evasion, that sort of thing."

 
"So you're threatening me now?"

 
Niceday arched an eyebrow. "Hope, I just had two large men zip-tie your wrists together and lock you in a shipping container for four hours."

 
Hope felt the fight drain out of her. "Yeah, fair point."

 
"We understand each other, then. Good. Now, you get back to your fieldwork. The boys will drive you back to El Ejido if you like."

 
"You're just going to let me go?"

 
He laughed again. "If I thought you or Cedric could do any lasting damage to my business plan, you'd have never got within a hundred klicks of Almer í a. Do you think it says ‘ Niceday'on any of my passports? Do you think this face matches any official records, that this voice is on file somewhere? I might as well not exist, as far as law enforcement is concerned; far less paperwork that way." He crossed his arms. "Keeping your nose out of my affairs going forward is just a way of avoiding certain more permanent sorts of cleanup operations. Do you understand me?"

 
Hope stared at him: six foot something of surgically perfected West Coast beefcake, wearing clothes that she'd need to take out a mortgage to buy, and the snake-like smile of a man utterly accustomed to getting his own way.

 
"Who are you." she wondered aloud. "Who are you, really?"

 
He spread his arms in benediction, like that Jesus statue in Brazil before the Maoists blew it up.

 
"We." he intoned. "are the opportunity that recognizes itself."

 
She didn't understand him at all. She suspected she never would.

 
AROUND FIVE WEEKS AFTER SHE'D ARRIVED, THE STORM FINALLY broke, and Hope found herself riding shotgun in General Weissmuutze's truck on the highway toward the port facility at Almer í a, weaving along between an implacable and close-packed column of self-driving shipping containers. The hard shoulder was host to a Morse code string of greenhouse workers, moving a little faster on foot than the solar-powered containers, backs bent beneath their bundles of possessions. The general was less than happy.

 
"I have a team down at the airport; the private planes are leaving as quickly as they can arrange a takeoff window. And then there's the port." she complained, gesturing out of the passenger-side window toward the sea, where Hope could see a denser knot than usual of ships large and small waiting for their time at dockside. "Every spare cubic foot of freight capacity on the entire Mediterranean, it looks like. They're trying to clear as much of the produce as they can before I can seal the port."

 
Weissmuutze's team had been awoken by an urgent call from the FDA in the United States. A routine drug bust by the FBI somewhere in the ghost zones of Detroit had uncovered not the expected bales of powder or barrels of pills but crate after crate of Almer í an tomatoes. After taking a few samples to a lab, they discovered that the fruit's flesh and juice contained a potent designer stimulant connected to a spate of recent overdoses, and informed the FDA. The FDA began the process of filing with Washington for an embargo on imports from Almer í a, before informing the Spanish government and the UN, which had patched them straight through to Weissmuutze in hopes of getting things locked down quickly.

 
"Scant chance of that." said Weissmuutze later, as they watched the ineffectual thin blue line of the Almer í an police force collapse under a wave of immigrant workers trying to climb the fence into the container port. "The Spanish government doesn't have much reach outside of the big cities, and they handed the port over as a free-trade zone about a decade ago. The consortium is supposed to supply its own security, but ." She shrugged her bearlike shoulders. "My people are deactivating all the containers they can now that the highway's blocked, but these poor bastards know that means there'll be more space for passengers."

 
Hope watched as the front line of workers reached the fence and began lobbing their bags and bundles over it, shaking at the fence poles. "I think they've known this was coming for a while." said Hope.

 
"We've all known something was coming." muttered Weissmuutze. "Exactly what it is that's arrived is another question entirely."

 
Hope left Weissmuutze and her peacekeepers to supervise the developing riot as best they could and headed for the airport, where Ian was lurking at Cedric's behest. The concourse bar was crowded with men who wore the bland handsomeness of elective surgery with the same casual ease as their quietly expensive Valley-boy uniform of designer jeans, trainers, and polo-necks.

 
"Honestly." protested Ian over the rim of his mojito. "This is only mah first one, and I only bought it'cause they'd nae let me keep my table if I didn't."

 
Hope filled him in on happenings at the port. "What's happening here, then?"

 
"Looks like the circus is leaving town. Well, the ringmasters, at any rate. Hisself hoped I might be able to get some answers, but it's like I'm invisible or something. They'll nae talk to me …"

 
Hope sighed and scanned the room via the smallest and subtlest of her drones, finally spotting a familiar mask. She made her way over to the end of the bar, where Niceday was sitting nursing a highball of something peaty and expensive. "Miz Dawson, we meet again. Are you flying today?"

 
"I put myself on the standby list, but for some reason I'm not expecting any luck."

 
"Oh, very good." he replied, flashing a vulpine grin. "Are you sure you're not looking for a career change? I can always find work for girls with a bit of character, you know."

 
Yeah, I'll bet you can . "My current contract is ongoing, Mister Niceday, but thanks for the offer. You're moving on from Almer í a, then?"

 
"Yeah, the party's over, but there'll be another one soon enough, somewhere. The lions must follow the wildebeest, amirite?"

 
"If the party's over, who's in charge of cleaning up?"

 
Niceday waved a hand in breezy dismissal. "The UN have been here a while, haven't they? They know what they're doing."

 
"They know what you've been doing, too."

 
"Fulfilling the demands of the market, you mean?"

 
"Manufacturing drugs, I mean."

 
"Oh, I forgot - all drugs are bad, aren't they, unless they're being made by and sold to the right people? Besides, if those drugs weren't illegal or patented, I wouldn't be able to make any profit from doing so. Market forces, girl. I don't mark out the field; I just play the game."

 
"So this is some ideological crusade, then?"

 
"Nah." he replied, warming to his theme. "More an opportunity that was too good to pass up. My colleague." - he gestured around the crowded bar . "and I had been doing business around South Asia, making use of all the redundant 3D printing capacity out there that the fabbing bubble left behind. But recent changes in feedstock legislation made it much harder to produce … ah, viable products, let's say. If you want feedstock that produces durable high-performance materials … well, you might as well try buying drug precursors, right? Serious regulation, poor risk/reward ratio. Boring.

 
"Now, I'd been watching the local markets here for some time, flipping deeds and water futures for chump change while I kept an eye open, when I had my little revelation: the greenhouses of Almer í a were basically a huge networked organic 3D printer, and the only feedstocks it needed were water, fertilizer, and sunlight. And while it couldn't print durable products, it could handle the synthesis of very complex molecules. Plants are basically a chemical reactor with a free-standing physical structure, you see, though my geneticist friends assure me that's a terrible oversimplification."

 
"So you just started growing tweaked plants right away?"

 
"Not quite, no; it took a few weeks to set up the shell companies, liaise with buyers, and get the right variants cooked up in the lab. Not to mention getting all our taskrabbits housed and happy! Then it was just a case of getting buyers to file legitimate orders with a grower, set the taskrabbits to handle the seedling switcheroos, and hack the greenhouse system's growth parameters. Intense growing regimes mean you can turn over full-grown tomato plants in about three weeks. Biotech is astonishing stuff, isn't it?"

 
"You're not even ashamed, are you." Hope wondered aloud.

 
"Why should I be." His frown was like something a Greek statue might wear. "I delivered shareholder value; I shipped product; and I even maintained local employment levels a little longer than they'd have otherwise lasted. We are the wealth creators, Miz Dawson. Without us, nothing happens."

 
"But what happens after you leave?"

 
A look of genuine puzzlement crossed Niceday's face. "How should I know." He glanced away into some dataspace or another, then stood and downed his drink. "Gotta go, my Gulfstream's boarding. Sure I can't tempt you with a new position." The smile was suave, but the eye beneath the raised eyebrow was anything but.

 
"Very."

 
"Shame - waste of your talents, chasing rainbows for Cedric. The option's always there if you change your mind."

 
"And how would I let you know if I did?"

 
Niceday winked, grinned again, then turned and vanished into the crowd. Hope went back to find Ian, who was getting impatient.

 
"Waitresses still willnae serve me, dammit. All ah want's a Coke!"

 
"I think they're concentrating on the big tippers while they can." Hope replied. He rolled his eyes. "C'mon, let's get back to El Ejido. Weissmuutze says it's all kicking off down at the container port. She wants us civvies out of the way."

 
Ian sighed. "You'll never guess where the trike's parked."

 
THINGS FELL APART FAST AFTER NICEDAY AND HIS FELLOW DISRUPTORS moved on. It soon became apparent that, absent the extra profit margin obtained by growing and shipping what the international media was already waggishly referring to a. "FruitPlus." a perfect storm of economic factors had finally rendered Almer í an greenhouse agriculture a loss-making enterprise. Cedric's quants spent long nights in their boutique hotel arguing heatedly over causal factors, but the general consensus was that relentless overabstraction of water from the regional aquifer had bumped up against escalating shipping costs and the falling spot price of produce from other regions. Chinese investment in large-scale irrigation projects on the other side of the Med was probably involved, somehow; if nothing else, it explained the mass exodus of the immigrant workers. Those who had failed to get out on the empty freighters had descended on the desiccated former golf resorts along the coastline, squatting the sand-blown shells of holiday villas and retirement homes left empty by the bursting of the property bubble, fighting over crouching space in the scale-flecked holds of former fishing vessels whose captains saw midnight repatriation cruises as a supplement to their legitimate work.

 
A significant number showed no signs of wanting to leave, however, particularly those whose secular bent put them at odds with the increasingly traditionalist Islamic model of democracy that had sprouted from the scorched earth of the so-called Arab Spring in the teens. Some fled quietly to the valleys hidden among the foothills of the Sierra Nevada to the north, where they set about reviving the hardscrabble subsistence farming methods that their Moorish forebears had developed centuries before. Others - particularly the young and angry - occupied small swathes of greenhouse and turned them over to growing their own food, as did some of the more self-reliant and entrepreneurial gangs of taskrabbits who'd stayed on. Territorial disputes - driven more by the lack of water than the lack of space - were frequent, ugly, but mercifully short, and Hope spent a lot of time riding around the region with General Weissmuutze and her peacekeepers, putting out fires both literal and figurative. Within a few weeks, the Plastic Ocean had evaporated away to a ragged series of puddles scattered across the landscape, separated by wide stretches of near-desert, the fleshless skeletons of greenhouse tunnels, and wandering tumbleweed tangles of charred plastic sheeting.

 
Other taskrabbit warrens found other business models, and Weissmuutze was hard-pressed to keep a lid on those who'd decided to stick with disruptive drug pharming. With the evisceration and collapse of the syndicate that formerly held title to the lucrative Export Processing Zone concession, courtesy of Niceday and friends, the container port at Almer í a became a revolving door for all sorts of shady import-export operators, and overland distribution networks for everything from un-tariffed Chinese photovoltaics and Pakistani firearms to prime Afghan heroin quickly sprang up and cut their way northward into central Europe. Weissmuutze was obliged to be ruthless, rounding up the pharmers and their associates before putting their greenhouses and shipping-container biolabs to the torch. But the Spanish government had little interest in doing anything beyond issuing chest-thumping press releases, and most of her detainees were sprung by colleagues overnight, slipping eastward or southward and vanishing into the seething waters of the dark economy.

 
Much to Hope's fascination, however, the majority of the warrens went for more legitimate enterprises, from simple reboots of the greenhouse model, aimed at growing food for themselves and for barter, to more ambitious attempts at brewing up synthetic bacteria to clean up land and waterways blighted by excessive fertilizer runoff, all of which Weissmuutze did her best to protect and encourage. The disruptors had snared a lot of warrens in contracts whose small print specified they could be paid off in stock and other holdings in lieu of cash, with the result that various collectives and sole operators found themselves holding title to all-but-worthless slivers and fragments of land, all-but-exhausted water abstraction rights, and chunks of physical infrastructure in various states of disrepair or dysfunction. Parallel economies sprang up and tangled themselves together almost overnight, based on barter, laundered euros, petrochemicals, solar wattage, and manual labor. The whole region had become a sort of experimental sandbox for heterodox economic systems. The global media considered it a disaster zone with low-to-zero telegenic appeal and ignored it accordingly, but to Hope it was like seeing all the abstract theories she'd studied for years leap off the page and into reality. She was busy, exhausted, and, by this point, a most un-British shade of Mediterranean bronze.

 
When she finally remembered to wonder, she couldn't remember the last time she'd been so happy.

 
SHE WAS SAT BENEATH A TATTERED SUNBRELLA ON THE PROMENADE at Playa Serena, poking at her mothballed novel, when Ian rolled up on his trike. Cedric was perched on the bench-seat in the shade of the solar panel, wearing a pale suit and a casually dignified expression that reminded Hope of archived stills from the height of the British Raj.

 
"May we join you, Hope." he asked, dismounting. Ian rolled his eyes and grinned, leaning into the backrest of the trike's saddle.

 
"Sure. Stack of these brollies back there if you want one."

 
Cedric settled himself next to her and stared down the beach, where a small warren was clustered around a device that looked like a hybrid of Ian's trike, a catering-grade freezer, and an explosion in a mirror factory. "What have we here." he asked.

 
"Solarpunks." said Hope. "They're trying to make glass from sand using only sunlight."

 
"Innovative!"

 
"Naw, old idea." said Ian mildly. "Was a proof-of-concept back in the teens. No one could scale it up for profit."

 
"What's their market, then?"

 
Hope gestured westward, toward a large vacant lot between two crumbling hotels. "There's another lot down there working on 3D printing at architectural scales. They want to do Moorish styles, all high ceilings and central courtyards, but they're having some trouble getting the arches to come out right."

 
Ian barked a short laugh, then fell silent.

 
"I came to thank you for your hard work, Hope." said Cedric.

 
"You've paid me as promised." Hope said. "No need for thanks."

 
"No requirement, perhaps, but I felt the need. Given the, ah, mission creep issues early on."

 
The euphemisms of power , thought Hope. "No biggie. I got to see the face of disruption close up. Lotta journalists would kill for a chance like that."

 
"A lot of researchers, too." Cedric suggested. Hope didn't reply.

 
"I've taken the liberty of paying off your student loans in full."

 
"That's very generous of you, Cedric."

 
"Think nothing of it." he said, with a wave of his hand. Hope let the silence stretch. "I was wondering if you'd like to sign up again." he continued, with that easy confidence. "Same terms, better pay. There will be more events like this, we're sure. We don't know quite where yet, but we've a weather eye on a few likely hot spots. Colombia, maybe. Southern Chinese seaboard. West Africa. Wherever it is, we'll be there."

 
Hope thought of Niceday, surrounded by the opulence of his suite; such similar creatures. "Don't you worry, Cedric, that you're one of the causal forces you're trying to explain? That your own wealth distorts the markets like gravity distorts space-time? That the disruptors are following you, rather than the other way around?"

 
Ian laughed again. "She got ye there, boss."

 
"Thank you, Ian." said Cedric, mildly. "Yes, Hope, I do worry about that. But I have concluded that the greater sin is to do nothing. As you know, no one can or will fund this sort of research at this sort of scale, especially out in the hinterlands. General Weissmuutze has been passing our reports directly to the UN, at no cost. She tells me they're very grateful."

 
"I guess they should be." Hope allowed. "As should I."

 
"Think nothing of it." he said again, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. "Come with us, Hope. Don't you want to be part of the next story?"

 
"No, Cedric." she replied. "Don't you get it? This story isn't finished. Only the bits of it that interest you and Niceday's people have finished. And the next story will have started long before you get wherever it is you decide to go. You can close the book and start another one if you like; that is your privilege." She sighed. "But the world carries on, even when there's no one there to narrate it."

 
"So what will you do?"

 
"Stop running. You've set me free from my past, Cedric, and I'm grateful. But you can't give me a future. Only I can do that." She pointed at the solarpunks down on the sand. "That's what they're trying to do, and the others. And maybe I can't build things or ship code or hustle funding, but I can tell stories. Stories where those other things don't matter so much, maybe.

 
"When you look at this place, you see a story ending. I see one just beginning. And, sure, perhaps it'll be over in weeks; maybe it'll end in failure. But we won't know unless we try writing it."

 
"‘ It takes a special kind of person,'" said Ian, quietly." ‘ a special eye, to make the ruins bloom.'" He sat up straight in his saddle." C'mon, boss. Ye got way more than yer pound o'flesh from this one. Leave her be now, eh?"

 
"You're right, of course." said Cedric, standing. "If you ever change your mind …"

 
"… you'll find me, I know."

 
Without another word, Cedric settled himself onto the trike's bench-seat. Ian raised his sunglasses, tipped her one last wink, and whirred away down the promenade to the east, where the last clouds of the morning were burning away to wispy nothings.

 
Hope smiled to herself and blinked her novel back up on her spex. Down on the beach, a ragged cheer arose from the crowd around the glassmaker.
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DEFTLY AVOIDING THE REEDS, KURT BEACHED THE CANOE. HIS wife stood up and toppled right into the pond.

 
Kurt jumped in waist-deep and carried her to shore. Then he hauled out their gleaming boat.

 
Genevi è ve pulled off her drenched hiking boots. "I hate camping."

 
"You were doing fine till just now." Kurt coaxed.

 
"My clothes have never fit me since I left that clinic." said Genevi è ve. "I'm so clumsy now! I feel like my skin is bursting."

 
Kurt dutifully hung her sopping blouse and trousers from the branches of a fallen birch. "Let's get on with our big experiment."

 
He briskly pulled off his wet clothes. Kurt had six flat patches of medical mesh clinging to his body: on his neck, under both his armpits, over his spleen, and across the major arteries within his thighs.

 
Genevi è ve had 12 of the patches. The meshes had the complicated, road-snarled look of cities seen from high above.

 
"Are you sure we should do this." said Genevi è ve. "We're all alone out here."

 
"Great! Get with the spirit of it, Gen! Let's get naked and jump right into deep water!"

 
Genevi è ve carefully pried the patches from his skin, then removed her own. The devices peeled free with a keen high-tech reluctance. The patches had hundreds of pore-thin feet, and they flexed like Velcro centipedes. They came with their own airtight red-and-white medical box, where they survived in a saline jelly while deprived of human flesh.

 
Genevi è ve sluiced naked into the pond's gentle waters. She swam away as smoothly as an eel.

 
Kurt watched her go, timing his heartbeat with a thumb on his pulse. She was so beautiful. Of course she had that red prickle-rash from her meshes, blotchy like a bad sunburn, and her new-grown skin looked glossy and strange. But not one scar.

 
She'd had eight broken bones, severe internal-organ injuries, a fatal gash through her collarbone. Genevi è ve had gone through the rails of a smart highway at 180 kilometers an hour. Kurt had never managed to comprehend the meticulous, machine-scanned list of her countless large and small injuries.

 
His wife had died in a car wreck. Then she'd been swiftly frozen, airlifted around the world, and slowly rebuilt by Korean surgical robots.

 
Resuscitating Genevi è ve Lennox had cost a fortune. That sum was supplied by the president of United Korea, since it had been the president's high-speed convoy at fault in the accident.

 
Kurt had spent the three months at the hospital, persuading the Koreans to inflict his wife's medical procedures on himself. The Korean medics were thrilled by the opportunity. It gave them twice the set of medical data points.

 
He watched her swim, graceful, confident, across the big pond. Then Genevi è ve submerged. Instantly, Kurt's heart tried to break his chest.

 
A dark pang of anguish ran through him from head to foot. The mesh was no longer tuning his metabolism. He was living off the grid.

 
Kurt steadied himself on the planet's surface with his two naked feet. He clenched his fists and took long, deep, deliberate breaths. States of consciousness were just neurochemicals. Peptides, hormones, serotonin, dopamine …

 
The entire world was widening. Reality felt raw. Primeval. Colossal.

 
He opened his eyes. No sign of Genevi è ve within the cold green pond. Not one ripple. She had vanished like Pompeii. Like Khajuraho. Gone, like a jungle-eaten Mayan city. The slate-green water had engulfed his beloved.

 
Kurt's heart hammered. He knew with instinctive poetic conviction that his wife had just drowned.

 
Genevi è ve, his muse, his mermaid. She was dead again, because she was a data-addicted cyborg: frail, artificial, unnatural. She had plummeted to the coldest, ooziest layer at the lowest, deepest sump of the old pond. She had filled her lungs with cold water, down there. Dead and gone.

 
Genevi è ve's round head broke the surface. She came splashing over merrily.

 
"You don't swim." she called out to him in French. "It feels so good!"

 
Kurt pretended to busy himself with the backpacks within the canoe. He was trembling like a stricken child. He couldn't get his struggling brain to follow the evidence of his own senses. Death, life, death, life …

 
He'd been putting his best face on the situation, but he could no longer trust his own judgment. The patches had steadied him. Without the mesh, his raw grief blew through him like a hot, desolating wind. A cold universal terror touched his bone marrow. Distorted, amplified echoes of the heartbreak he'd felt during Genevi è ve's long death.

 
"To tell the truth." he called out to her. "I'm a little anxious just now."

 
"Oh, jump in and swim with me! Don't you want to ‘ test the basic principles of our existence'?"

 
She was quoting him at himself. Genevi è ve often did that. He had learned to let her always win that argument.

 
Kurt waded shivering into the pond. Viscous mud squelched through his toes. He found the water cold, but true and good.

 
He swam. The effort cleared his head. A brute vigor arose within his bones and muscles. He was strong.

 
That trusty old bicycle, his body, had a silent electric motor now. His thoughts raced in his skull, an over-clocked neural computer.

 
The Korean doctors had been wrong. This feeling was nothing lik. "restored youth." This experience was of a different metaphysical category. He inhabited a novel form of being. He had to find a new relation to the Universe.

 
He found Genevi è ve casually floating within a bay of cattails. This hidden nook had heaps of cane, thick with the nests of blackbirds, along with ancient sun-blasted beer cans.

 
She embraced him, smiling. They grappled in the water. The greatest comforts that a post-human life could offer: lust and tenderness. They were the fire and steam in a working engine.

 
"So." said Genevi è ve at last, pleased. "We're not human anymore, but we're still so married!"

 
Sexuality had transformed the situation, as sex generally did. "Baby." Kurt announced. "I guess I worry too much, because this is basically simple. All we need is a good, quiet place where we can be together. One good, safe place where I take care of you, and you take care of me. Then we'll make a go of all this."

 
She looked at him earnestly. "So: do you still feel ‘ metaphysically bewildered'?"

 
"Well, yeah. I am, pretty much. But I'm so glad we came to this old pond. It's my favorite place in the world. I don't quite know who I am anymore, but you're my wife, you've always been a great judge of who I am. You can help me, and I'll help you."

 
"I already know who I am." Genevi è ve grinned, and wiped the wet bangs from her forehead. "I'm your muddy zombie mermaid who makes love to you in a pond in America."

 
Kurt was thrilled to hear this off-the-wall, antic wisecrack. The mesh patches had made Genevi è ve so calm, so placid and subdued. Without the patches, she had a three-champagne flush on her cheeks. This was the Genevi è ve he knew best: adventurous, curious. Her bravery had always served her well, until that one bad dark time.

 
They swam back to the beached canoe. This was the good old pond. Its depths held meaning for him. His Universe centered here.

 
He and his late father had often been to this pond. To talk about life, and fish, to camp sometimes.

 
He and his father had been close. His father had warned him that the old pond was drastically changing. He'd urged Kurt to try to remember the pond in its unspoiled, natural state. By doing that, he, Kurt, would be able to recognize the world's great tragedy.

 
Although the planet's climate was severely damaged, the old pond still looked fine. Its waters glittered greenly in the late spring sunlight. The soil was aromatic with fallen pine needles. Birds chirped, leaves rustled, squirrels chattered. The unnatural clouds in the carbon-tainted sky seemed properly white. The Greenhouse sky appeared blue.

 
Somewhere above that human-troubled sky was the vast Universe of stars and planets. Human carelessness had scarcely scratched those distant places. Old Nature still abided, up there. The Universe was still the Universe.

 
The old pond abounded with fish and insects, though they were invasive species. The pond went mostly untroubled by a human presence nowadays. Bright red songbirds flocked and chirped within the aspens. Kurt remembered th. "scarlet tanage." as a rare little bird. Scarlet tanagers flocked as thick as urban pigeons in the New England of the 2060s.

 
"Baby, I've made up my mind about something." Kurt said. "I knew that would happen, if we came here."

 
"All right. What?"

 
"Let's make a house. A place for the two of us in the Universe. Because we are a unit. Because we exist, and we will prevail, with, like, the naked, metaphysical truth, and our own bare hands! We may not be human anymore, but we can still find the bedrock of life."

 
Genevi è ve nodded slowly. "I knew you would say that, someday. My American boyfriend! Always the engineer."

 
"You don't think that I sound weird, do you? I am off my medication, after all. If I sound crazy, please feel free to tell me."

 
"Oh, no, no, Kurt! You were always like that, underneath. I love it when you talk like Jean-Paul Sartre. It's so romantic."

 
"Great! Then we start right here and now!"

 
"We start here? Because we're naked." said Genevi è ve, hugging her damp torso.

 
"Isn't the truth always naked?"

 
"Kurt, can't we be naked in the C ô te d'Azur? It's much warmer."

 
"That beach in France is for sissies! We build here and now! We'll create our own shelter, straight from Nature. Like in Robinson Crusoe and Swiss Family Robinson . When I was a kid here in Massachusetts, I read those books a hundred times."

 
Genevi è ve blinked. "I don't know those books of yours, Kurt."

 
"Well, they're just like Jules Verne's book Mysterious Island . Remember when I read you that classic, in French?"

 
"Oh, yes, your big Jules Verne book with no women in it." said Genevi è ve, smiling. "I used to fall asleep so fast!"

 
HIS SHELTER PROJECT SEEMED ENTIRELY CLEAR TO KURT, IN theory. The two of them would behave as if they were the first and only intelligent beings ever on the planet. As clear, sane, and simple as that.

 
They were still Kurt and Genevi è ve, but with nothing to grieve over, or fear, or regret. They would work and build. Then life would come as life came.

 
Kurt stalked, with a tender, barefooted care, along the weedy, mud-cracked shoreline. With a violent wrench, he tore a stout branch from a long-fallen hickory.

 
Kurt used his primeval club to flatten a patch of tall weeds. The crushed weeds formed a rude nest.

 
Whistling as he worked, Kurt snapped off a set of forked branches. He anchored these broken sticks into the soil. They formed a lean-to of stout wooden triangles. Kurt secured the joints with ivy fronds.

 
Genevi è ve had gathered long green reeds from the pond. "Look, I'm weaving a mat. So I can sit here. On this mud. On my mat. Naked."

 
"Are you okay with my shelter project, baby?"

 
"I love to weave." said Genevi è ve. "I am okay. I know we're not in trouble. We are experimenting philosophically. We need to learn to live as we are."

 
"You're so great to me, baby. I love you."

 
"Also, your mom packed us a nice lunch. We have a big tent in your backpack. Everything is fine."

 
"Ha! The likes of us have no more need of picnics and tents! But, well, see if you can find me anything like some stout cordage, or sinew. These ivy fronds are structurally inadequate."

 
Striding the Earth entirely naked, although the sun was declining in the blue heavens, Kurt found some water-worn cobblestones. He cracked the rocks to create sharp edges. Then he hacked, smashed, and bashed at pine branches.

 
With this fury of primitive labor, Kurt became scraped, and barked, and sweaty, and dirty, and much splattered with gum turpentine. But he triumphed. He packed the long piney fronds around the wooden skeleton of his hut.

 
Kurt Lennox had just created the first mansion of the Universe. The mansion looked pretty good. Two intelligent beings could sleep within that structure, if they didn't thrash around much. His sense of achievement was ageless.

 
Kurt felt even better than he had felt at the grand, formal opening of the Al Zayyi Urban Oasis in the Maghreb. Kurt had been a civil engineer for that big Saharan project. Building it had been a shining, sophisticated, and entirely modern effort. But he had signed off on that project, left it to its possessors, and never once lived there. He'd been in error, pursuing a life so contrived, so inauthentic. He could see all that now.

 
Genevi è ve was busily weaving her reeds, while swatting at pond-side insects. "Look what I found for you." She handed him a dense tangle of abandoned fishing line.

 
"Honey, this is not any natural ‘ cordage'or ‘ sinew.'This is high-test nylon filament."

 
"So?"

 
Kurt thought that over. "Forgive me, baby, you're right. We live in the Anthropocene now. So, now find me an old glass bottle somewhere. I need a sharp edge."

 
Kurt found a chunk of hard, dry wood from an oak felled by climate crisis. Using a stout green branch and the fishing line, he fashioned a bow-drill. Then, using a shard of glass, he bored a small hole into the bone-dry oak. He sharpened a wooden spindle.

 
Kurt had never made a fire with his own bare hands, but he was patient. He made many small mistakes quickly. He redoubled the fishing line to create more friction. He found a smooth rock to serve as a rotational bearing. Creating fire was a matter of finding the sweet spot between the downward pressure and the torque of the rotating spindle.

 
Hot brown sawdust appeared. Fragrant smoke arose. Then a miniature coal glowed. Kurt wadded dry moss against the tiny ember and blew. Flame kindled.

 
Genevi è ve approached him. She'd put on her sun-dried clothing and topped it with a wobbling conical hat of reeds.

 
She crouched and stared in vivid fascination at the rising flames.

 
"This is our universal hearth." Kurt announced. "See, it goes with our universal home."

 
Genevi è ve fed the growing fire. She kissed her scorched fingers and wiped her eyes from the smoke.

 
"It's a simple, authentic thing, fire." Kurt declared. "Fire is prehuman, even. I bet it was worth destroying the planet's atmosphere for the sake of fire."

 
"How beautiful. And you made it all yourself."

 
"Gen, I'm an engineer, okay? Combustion is physics." Kurt cracked a dry branch and threw it into the flames.

 
Genevi è ve slipped into French. "My savage husband made us a fire. I can't believe it! I wish I had an apple and a snake to give to you, you wonderful naked man." Her pale eyes glistened with fervor. "Anything is possible for you and me, isn't it? Together, we live as we desire!"

 
IN NEW YORK CITY, A FRENCH SOCIAL NETWORK WAS HAVING A fund-raising event to repair and upgrade the Statue of Liberty. Genevi è ve had always been exceedingly keen on social-political schemes of this kind. She chose to go to New York, while Kurt seized the opportunity to have dinner with his mother.

 
Kurt's widowed mother lived in Concord. Her gambrel-roofed cottage had sheltered generations of wealthy mill owners and obscure, well-meaning New England authors. Kurt had never lived in the old home. Obtaining the place had been the prized achievement of his father's law career.

 
The time-honored house had fanlight windows, and triangular corner cupboards, and ancient floors made from the polished wood of extinct tropical trees.

 
Kurt's mother cooked with a white-enameled stove designed for fossil fuels. The lights in her dining room chandelier were round glass vacuum bulbs. Her ironed tablecloth was made from plant fiber.

 
His mother overwhelmed Kurt with a full, traditional dinner of home-cooked chuck roast, baked beans, cabbage, and molasses bread. Kurt rarely ate meat. He'd renounced that bad habit during the Second Austerity. One just didn't eat meat during a worldwide climate famine. Agriculture had rebounded since, but having made a moral decision, Kurt didn't care to go back on his word.

 
Kurt and his mother talked mostly about his daughter. Kurt's daughter was very much like Kurt's mother. They were two entirely stubborn, self-righteous women. Kurt's mother and his daughter doted on one another, though. The news was that the daughter had found a new boyfriend, some well-behaved guy who seemed to like her better than the others had. That made for a pleasant family chat.

 
His mother grew confiding, something she never did while Genevi è ve was around. She asked for advice about Korean health interventions. United Korea was known for its free-and-easy approach to difficult medical-ethical matters. Seoul was seeing a lot of medical tourism from the Former USA.

 
"Those Koreans didn't ‘ rejuvenate'us." Kurt said. "That was just hype." He pushed his gold-rimmed china plate aside, and leaned back in his squeaking, comfortless lathe-turned wooden chair. "You see, Mom, there are six different pathways of metabolic decline in the human body. Even the Koreans can only intervene in four of those. So, I may look younger - sure, I know I do - but in a medical scanner, it's still obvious that I'm almost 60. In some ways, I'm medically worse off because of what they did."

 
"Really?"

 
"My youthful look comes from the mitochondria thing, and the stem cell therapy. But my body tissues are still old. So I'm at elevated risk for heart attack and stroke. The worst part is the potential nerve disorders. My brain has some trouble regulating the new metabolism. That's what the mesh patches are about."

 
"You can never take the patches off, is that right?"

 
"Oh, the patches come right off." said Kurt. "Of course I took those damn things off me. But I get pretty wild without them running my bloodstream and the lymphatic system. It's like when I was a teenage kid, getting stinking drunk."

 
"Oh, you were never all that bad, Kurt. Have another Sam Adams. We don't get to talk enough."

 
"This is one great, old-fashioned beer, Mom. I really missed this in the Sahara." Kurt topped up his glass. The beer did not concern him. The patches had amped up his liver and would burn right through the alcohol. "It just takes me a while to get a handle on my situation, that's all. I could probably skate along without my medication for three, four days … But why? What am I proving? I'm a genetic chimera. There's new plumbing inside me. New wiring, new control systems. I need mesh in the way that your old house here needs electrical current."

 
"I'm much too old to try anything like that, aren't I?"

 
"I don't advise it, Mom. You're 83. I don't think I'm gonna live that long. Genevi è ve and me, we're the early adopters of some strange innovations. Especially her."

 
His mother's wrinkled face showed that the truth was hurting her. "Kurt, why did you do it? You didn't have to do it."

 
"Politics." said Kurt. "I'm an engineer, but Genevi è ve is a politician. In Europe, they call that ‘ solidarity.'You can't just throw mud on your own people. Well, you can throw the mud, sometimes you have to - but I had to prove that I threw the same mud on myself."

 
"I felt so sorry for that poor girl." said Kurt's mother, rising from the table and taking his plate. "I forgave her everything. While she was dead. And here she is, she's back among us. She's worse than before! Boy, is she ever a pill."

 
"She's just French, Mom." Being dead, and being revived from death, couldn't stop a woman from being French.

 
Any post-human being who was French was a French post-human being. No technical innovation yet known could avert, or delay, or even diminish the Frenchness. Kurt had come to terms with that. He found it obscurely comforting.

 
"Why is that French girl so judgmental? Why won't she just move in here, so you can both stay here, nice and safe, with me? I know you need help now, Kurt. You lost your career, and you went through such hell in that clinic. I have plenty of room! I kept all your father's things for you, his law books, all the good china ." His mother's thin lips trembled. "Do you know how that cost me, to keep this pretty house safe? The world went through such disasters!"

 
Kurt obediently gazed around his mother's treasured home. The structure was a Registered Historic Landmark. Her landmark was registered within the networked political entity that had replaced the extinc. "State of Massachusetts."

 
It was pretty common for a well-built home to outlast a government. Even lousy software could outlast governments, and never get any less lousy.

 
During his mother's long lifetime - she'd been born in 1980 - her house had survived depressions, national collapses, wars, plagues, revolutions, two heart-rending, bloody global climate catastrophes, the cruelly rising seas, the darkly troubled skies …

 
Certain features of the old cottage - mostly, the scorched, cracked bricks in the rarely used biomass fireplace - dated all the way back to the year 1690. It afflicted Kurt with a vague gloom to contemplate the 17th century from the middle of the 21st. So many bad choices had been made.

 
The old house did have its attractions, with its flowered wallpaper, its brass fittings, its splintery ceiling beams and creaking Yankee mechanical contrivances. But the house had nothing to do with him.

 
"I could live in a hole in the ground." Kurt said. "Seriously, I can: I just proved that. But I promised Genevi è ve a house that is fit for the two of us. We're never going back to the Sahara - things are over for us there. We'll find some new place in America."

 
"What's so wrong with this house, then?"

 
"It's just not a work-in-progress, Mom. We are. Gen will find us a good place, I know it. She's picky, she's proud, she likes things to be just so, but it will come to her." Kurt snapped his fingers. "When it happens, it'll be just like that."

 
NEW YORK CITY, LIKE ALL THE WORLD'S COASTAL TOWNS, WAS A place of grave civic struggle.

 
However, the French still found New York a charming city. It had long settled in the French mind that New York City was the proper scene for an American getaway.

 
One of Genevi è ve's old college friends, Rachida, was helping Genevi è ve with the house hunt. Rachida was highly connected in French trade relations.

 
Kurt and Genevi è ve flew to Manhattan by drone aircraft. They joined Rachida in a drone water-taxi. The pretty spring day was rapidly trending toward a blistering New York summer.

 
The densely urbanized banks of the East River had a drowned, Venetian look. "North Brother Islan." was a minor river islet with a spotted history. Its best-known inhabitants had been typhoid carriers and drug addicts. North Brother Island had also served New York as a city dump and a naval wrecking yard.

 
After the formal end of the United States, North Brother Island had assumed an everyday, obscure Anthropocene status. It was half debris and half wildlife sanctuary.

 
North Brother Island featured some eccentric structures where members of the French government, who fiercely prized their privacy, stayed for the sake of discretion. Rachida, being Rachida, had often visited a certain building there. Always wily, she had even obtained its keys.

 
This name of the building was forgotten, along with the name of its builder. It looked more or less like an island lighthouse. It had a sturdy, hollow stalk, 10 meters high, crowned by a big round habitation much resembling a flying saucer.

 
"Well." said Genevi è ve, folding her parasol. "you found us a place as strange as we are."

 
"That's what everyone said about it." Rachida nodded. "Collective intelligence has really changed the real-estate game."

 
Rachida unlocked the stout aluminum entry door, which had been lavishly sprayed with obscene graffiti by the irrepressible New Yorkers. To manage the spiraling staircase, Genevi è ve used her parasol as a cane. Her walking was much improved lately, without the nerve tremors or the sudden stumbling. Kurt pretended that he wasn't lurking nearby to help.

 
The building's heating, electricity, data, and plumbing had all been neatly grouped within the hollow tower stalk. Kurt was much impressed by this. Most architects of his acquaintance hid away these embarrassments of mere engineering. Here, these necessities were as visible as the tendons in a neck.

 
They emerged from a pneumatic trapdoor into the all-metal living quarters. Everything had the dull sheen of aluminum foil and a dizzying mass of structural triangles. The spectacular windows, which completely wrapped the building, were one long circular band of alternating glass triangles. The window curtains were triangular, too. All the triangles rolled, with hand cranks, up from the floor and down from the ceiling.

 
Kurt was astonished to see that the amber knobs of these manual window cranks were made of Bakelite. Bakelite was an obscure proto-plastic that hadn't been manufactured in well over a century. What was Bakelite doing inside a building so resolutely futuristic?

 
The strange metal floor - it was as light and thin as a drumhead - was mounted on tough steel springs and padded with a bubbled plastic carpet. The big pie-slice of living room had foldaway desktops and dark, waffled, sound-absorbent walls that reeked of conspiracy.

 
The two bathrooms, both of them punched from single sheets of riveted aluminum, were the size and shape of aircraft toilets. Rachida pulled a manual lever. A showerhead moaned, shuddered, and suddenly emitted a dense ultrasonic fog.

 
The metal commodes lacked running water. These water-free contraptions neatly captured human effluent in odorless vacuum bags.

 
"The Feds built this place in their very last days, didn't they." said Kurt. "Back when the USA was ceasing to exist."

 
"Yes, but how do you know that." said Rachida.

 
"This place is super ‘ United States'looking. It's fetishistic, even. It's like they were having some kind of fit."

 
Rachida deftly flipped a central knife-switch. Pneumatic doors of shining, airtight silk flapped alertly into existence. Triangular glass coffee tables glowed like neon. The French jazz of Django Reinhardt began to play, from absurdly large wall-mounted speakers.

 
"I'm liking this place more and more." said Kurt. "It's got real character!"

 
Genevi è ve put one hand to the sleeve above her elbow. "Kurt - is something happening?"

 
Kurt could feel the alarm buzzing on his own skin. Their mesh patches were off their data feed.

 
"Is there some difficulty with the connection out here." Kurt said delicately.

 
"That's the anti-surveillance field." said Rachida. "Privacy is the major feature of this mansion. That's why it has all those mechanical hand cranks. The French insisted on that. We could never trust the United States with anything electronic."

 
Kurt and Genevi è ve exchanged glances. They knew all about software problems. It was necessary to say as little as possible about the political ones.

 
"Rachida, can we somehow mute this, uh, privacy interference field." said Kurt.

 
Rachida tossed her scarf across her shoulder. "Eh bien, il ne serait pas tr è s s û r si je pouvais é teindre! Je suis un é conomiste, pas une personne technique."

 
"I take your point completely." said Kurt. "So, what do you make of this, baby?"

 
"Well, I don't like this kitchen, not at all." said Genevi è ve. "It's so small, and it's made of metal! When I cook, I want my friends to help. This kitchen is so ugly, like a little factory. Listen, you hear that? It has a bad echo."

 
"I noticed that myself." said Rachida.

 
"Some girl might make a snack for her boyfriend in here, but a woman can't really cook." said Genevi è ve.

 
"That's true." Rachida admitted. "I suppose that's all there is to say about it."

 
"It's a deal-breaker." said Kurt. "Such a great near-Manhattan location, though. The view is just superb. Baby, look at that naval junkyard."

 
"Those were nice boats once." Genevi è ve allowed. "The way those wild trees grow through them, it's so painterly."

 
AFTER THEIR DISAPPOINTMENT IN MANHATTAN, KURT AND Genevi è ve ventured to Buffalo. Mansions were available there for trifling sums.

 
The notorious vagaries of Buffalo'. "lakeshore effec." had rendered the town uninhabitable. Here and there, a few adventurous souls - mostly artists and similar eccentrics - had shored up the wind-torn, snow-stricken buildings. However, the unsustainable city could no longer afford its own infrastructure. Buffalo's last remaining industries were demolition and salvage.

 
After Buffalo, they found themselves drifting north, toward the Arctic. The Canadian Arctic had a social mood similar to modern life in the Sahara. Raw-boned and lively new towns had sprung up across the warming tundra. These new towns were software-centric, built around urban silos of smart-city big data.

 
Young people flocked to these social-mediated city-states. They were good places to experiment, to innovate, to thrive without the old-fashioned, fatal shibboleths of nationality and fossilized infrastructure. The Arctic air breezing under the billowing urban tents had the smell of opportunity and freedom.

 
Kurt and Genevi è ve found the Arctic to their liking. As a civil engineer and an urban developer, Kurt and Genevi è ve knew how to thrive in an open-ended bustle. They went looking for unusual constructions, something to fit their taste.

 
Modern oddities abounded. Carbon-fiber survival bunkers that looked like cellophane but were tougher than steel. Airtight bio-tech terraria where even the microbes were under surveillance. Green homes, spewed from hoses that coughed out endlessly upcycled papier m â ch é . Fortress homes made of massive breeze-blocks of waterproofed sea salt, a modern substance far cheaper, more durable, and less toxic than cement.

 
With so much architectural creativity, their situation seemed promising. They ventured from town to town, taking home tours, slowly leaking money, and growing ever more dissatisfied.

 
In long, tender, intimate discussions, they had to admit that happiness was eluding them. The prospect of settling down within four walls felt stifling to both of them. They just couldn't fit within a niche of formerly human behavior. Every house that they encountered was some locus of quiet desperation.

 
They had become bad citizens, since they no longer cared to participate. Unwilling to keep up with the social networks, they had become bad neighbors. They were happiest alone together, on endless, aimless walks.

 
During these vivid, energetic strolls, they engaged in feverish, hours-long courting chatter. They never tired of their tumbling rush of impressions and mutual confessions. They had never been more in love. All the marital troubles of their past 30 years - and of course there had been many - were trivialized by their new heights of insight.

 
One late summer day, they left a city's airlock and simply didn't return. Drones were easy to hire. Trains and buses were available. There were even shareable robot bicycles that towns more or less gave away. But none of these machines had any appeal for Kurt and Genevi è ve. They simply walked away from all human habit. They headed more or less west, as if by instinct, with the untainted stars for guidance.

 
They walked as if the globe was rotating under their feet.

 
Food was scarcely a problem: every town and village had grim survival stockpiles it no longer used. This stale rubbish from the famine days could be had almost for the asking.

 
Kurt carried their modest camping supplies. Their makeshift home was piled on his own shoulders, and the brute labor of carrying it stabilized his moods. They slept beneath the glowing stars, in a translucent pop-tent, with a sleeping bag, a towel, ponchos, matches, insect repellent, a stout multi-tool edged in industrial diamond. As two philosophizing nomads, their biggest issue was a hot bath.

 
The French had once crossed Canada with nothing more than rifles, axes, and Bibles. Genevi è ve blithely declared that, having overcome her dislike for camping, she could gladly do without those other three things, too.

 
A marriage was the atomic unit of sociality. The wide-ranging discussions they had - sometimes they verged on mania, but only by human standards - were their new construction project. The rising edifice of a post-human sensibility.

 
After manifold daily adventures, they entered a region of decrepit Canadian forest. Drought and thriving insect pests had killed off most of the trees. In this dark domain they cheered themselves with hearty bonfires.

 
One fiery night, a big dog-like device, a robot forest ranger, arrived from nowhere to monitor their blaze, remorsefully.

 
This goggle-eyed robot dog had no official markings on its mottled carcass. The robot was badly maintained, almost as wretched and forgotten as its forest. Clearly, though, the dog-bot had been programmed to drone-hunt through its geolocative area for potential safety threats. It was one rusty accessory of an ecological network of weather satellites and argus-eyed, solar-powered condors.

 
Genevi è ve immediately took a strong liking to the ugly robot dog. The limping machine was, she said, even more of a stray than they were. The silent robot made no demands of them. It even conveyed some clear benefits, for the connectivity of their medical patches picked up remarkably while the dog-bot was around.

 
Philosophically, Kurt disapproved of robots. The man-shaped robots were uncanny, and even abominable. The robots shaped like animals were just a trick of interface design. Pet-shaped machines demanded affection without really deserving any.

 
But Genevi è ve liked the dog anyway, and took it as a cyborg's proper fellow traveler. Kurt couldn't deny her that harmless pleasure. So he tolerated the robot, and he put up with its silent machine surveillance - until their daughter showed up.

 
The two of them were blithely walking along a potholed, frost-battered highway when Charlotte appeared, in a drone taxi the color and shape of a lemon drop.

 
Charlotte, as was her custom, was agitated and indignant. She leaped from the yellow car and rushed over in high heels as if her parents were in mortal danger. Charlotte made such a tearful fuss that Genevi è ve, who was completely surprised and embarrassed, lost her composure and swooned.

 
The patches brought Genevi è ve around within two minutes, but by that time Charlotte had seized command of the situation in a familial coup. Worse yet, to complicate the situation, Charlotte had brought a stranger along. He was Charlotte's latest boyfriend, a politely concerned American gentleman.

 
Young Mr. Liam Coke-Kellogg was innocent of the family particulars. So he did what decency seemed to require. He helped his girlfriend usher her mother into the taxi. The drone sped off toward the nearest town in search of urgent medical attention.

 
Through a lifetime of experience, Kurt knew better than to argue with Charlotte. He couldn't even shout at the sly robot dog, which had treacherously slunk off back into the forests of Saskatchewan.

 
Kurt found himself alone with the stranger.

 
"I could call us up a flying drone, sir." Liam offered. He rolled back his tailored sleeve to expose an electronic tattoo. "With luck, you and I could fly into town before they can drive there."

 
"How far is it." said Kurt.

 
Liam placed the tattoo on his ear. "It's 18 kilometers."

 
"Then let's walk." said Kurt, settling into a tireless stride. "There's nothing any Canuck doctor can do for Genevi è ve. Not in some local timber town. He'll take one look at those Korean patches and start crying into his beer."

 
"Oh, I think you'll be pleasantly surprised by the services in the City of Cold Lake, sir." said Liam. "I know the town pretty well."

 
"Oh? What do they do around there?"

 
"Public carbon fixation, mostly." said Liam readily. "Also, the other things that come with having four fusion plants. Aluminum recycling. Quite a lot of heavy-duty computation."

 
"I'm surprised I haven't heard more about Cold Lake."

 
"Well, it used to be a national military base." said Liam.

 
Kurt considered this glum news. "They must have their share of United Koreans."

 
"The Koreans come in through Seattle and Vancouver." said Liam. "A nation-state can still get a lot done in the Pacific Rim."

 
"We saw a lot of that in the Sahara, too." said Kurt. "It's a mistake to encourage those nationalists. They mess up the world, and they never own up to it."

 
They walked. The stricken forest thinned, and then disappeared. Kurt took note of the many dark, silent specks in the western sky. Unmanned air traffic.

 
"I'm pretty new to this concept of people revived from the dead." said Liam Coke-Kellogg at last. "I don't mean to impose, but you look remarkably hale and hearty for someone who's been through that ordeal."

 
"I was never dead at all." said Kurt. "They had to place me in a medical coma to do their procedures, but I was never officially dead. However the experts define that these days."

 
"How do the experts define that these days." said Liam, matching his stride.

 
Kurt marshalled his thoughts as they walked. "You know, whenever medical people try metaphysics, they always do that to their own advantage. Forty people have been resuscitated like Genevi è ve. Someday, it'll be 400 people, and then 4,000. Then everyone will forget that it's a miracle."

 
"Charlotte doesn't like to talk about what happened." said Liam, very quiet and sincere. "I can see now that I misunderstood it. Charlotte told me that you were the victim in all this."

 
"What, me?"

 
"She's very upset about it. ‘ Traumatized'is not too strong a word."

 
"Well, I'm not the ‘ victim'! I'm the guy who arranged the whole situation. I personally forced that issue on the president of Korea." Kurt laughed briefly. "Thinking back on all that now, I don't know how I got away with it. Genevi è ve is the one with the political skills in our family. I'm just a civil engineer."

 
"I'm rather at a loss in Charlotte's situation." said Liam. "I just hope … well, I know … there must be some way that I can make her happy."

 
Kurt considered this. "Young man, what do you do for a living?"

 
"I'm a pundit. I'm a ‘ Collective Intelligence Thought Leader.'"

 
"What's that?"

 
"Well." said Liam, swiftly warming to the topic. "we're something like social critics. Also, something like industry boosters. My professor tells me that we pundits serve a modern social function that's quite like that of the medieval clergy."

 
"Does that pay?"

 
"Well." said Liam delicately. "I come from Redmond, where, in my family tradition, that hasn't been much of a problem."

 
"Young man." said Kurt. "stop worrying about us old people. We're expendable. Just let us be. You should take command of your own situation. Are you serious about my daughter? Then propose marriage, settle down, and have children. Tomorrow is not about happiness, but that's where tomorrow comes from."

 
"I've heard that said before." said Liam. "but in today's Anthropocene world is that, morally, the right course of action for two people? Who would ever ask to be born into a world like this?"

 
"I've heard your doubts." said Kurt. "Nobody ever asks to be born. I never did, and worse yet, once I had a child of my own, I realized she's just like my parents! My parents were born into a pretty decent world. But they were so selfish, stubborn, cocksure, and willfully blind that they melted the North Pole! Charlotte is just that kind of woman herself! Whenever she loses her way, she just pours on double the coal."

 
"That's cruel." said Liam. "but I suppose it's fair."

 
"My own mother's been that way for 80 years. My dad was twice as smart as I am. Did he ever change her mind about anything that mattered? Not a bit of it."

 
"I've never yet met your mother." said Liam thoughtfully. "I did meet Genevi è ve's parents. They came through Seattle on one of their world tours."

 
"So? What did you make of'em?"

 
"Families are complicated, aren't they? They're like miniature civilizations."

 
"That's right, they're wicked." said Kurt. "That father of hers was a career French politician. He's crooked, he's corrupt, he's more sly and cynical than Cardinal Richelieu. But you know, to do him credit, there's something very broad-minded and forgiving about him. People who are civilized and also amoral, well, they don't make big, harsh demands. They're willing to let you be. I always got along pretty well with my father-in-law. I should go to see him, actually. I should apologize for what I've become."

 
"He didn't seem to mind much about the post-human business." said Liam. "He said that he was old, and he'd seen a lot of neat hacks."

 
In the city of Cold Lake, Charlotte had, somehow, found a house for them. Charlotte had always been eager to arrange her parents'lives.

 
"If Charlotte likes it." Kurt told his wife. "there's bound to be something badly wrong with it."

 
"Of course I know that, darling." said Genevi è ve within the taxi. "but I promised her we would take a look. Really, Kurt, anything is better than another hour in that woman's presence. I love her - but motherhood, good God, Kurt, it's one long, endless emotional disaster."

 
"Maybe we should give up about our house-hunting. Maybe we should just walk the Universe."

 
"Kurt, you promised. ‘ A good safe place, where I take care of you, and you take care of me.'"

 
She was quoting him. He had indeed promised that. "Well." he said at last. "at least she's snagged a nice boyfriend. He's well-educated, he's rich. What is wrong with that kid? I pity him."

 
"Well, Charlotte has always been pretty … Charlotte does have a certain … propulsive quality. Maybe some men need a woman who will … wake them up every morning and push them hard to do nonsense. Kurt, are we terrible to talk like this? I'm her mother - I used to be so blind to Charlotte's faults! Now they're so obvious to me. Her human personality is so limited. She's like a clockwork toy."

 
"‘ To know all is to forgive all,'" Kurt quoted." It's pretty hard to forgive humanity, though, isn't it? One has to forgive Chernobyl, Fukushima, and all those fossil fuels."

 
"I could forgive all of those faults." said Genevi è ve. "if there was enough distance."

 
"What, like the tremendous distance of a million years, maybe." said Kurt. "Hmm. Well, even radioactive half-life has some expiration date."

 
"I wouldn't mind dear Charlotte one bit if … well, if we were just living on some other planet. Is there any way we can manage that?"

 
"Well, no, to tell the truth." said Kurt. "Because space work is all about drones and robots. You can't put human flesh up there, with all that radiation and no gravity. It makes no engineering sense."

 
"That is such a pity." said Genevi è ve tenderly, taking his hand. "With you, I could live on the moon, so easily." She leaned her head against the taxi glass and stared through the orange dusk. "Look at the moon rising there. It's always so beautiful. Another world, and mankind scarcely touched it. Just a few little flags here and there."

 
"Baby, honey, listen to me: the moon has no air and no water. The lunar day lasts for weeks, and the grit on the moon is so rough that it wrecks machinery. Oh, hell, baby, don't let me destroy your sweet mood here. Of course you can have the moon! I'll scrape up a lunar house with my own bare hands."

 
Cold Lake stood above a reservoir of fossil fuel shale. Victimized by an evil influx of oil wealth, the local landscape was pockmarked with giant sacrifice zones. The fracking had grown frantic in the desperation of the Second Austerity. The lithosphere below human feet had been polluted even more thoroughly than the atmosphere above human heads.

 
Minor earthquakes ceaselessly troubled the fractured areas, in the stony equivalent of the destabilized skies. The terrain above the subterranean blasted zones had become an Anthropocen. "involuntary park." Much like Chernobyl and Fukushima, these dehumanized zones were some of the greenest, prettiest areas in the world.

 
With geolocative precision, the drone taxi pulled up at a gate through a long wall of rusty chain-link. Kurt and Genevi è ve were greeted by the installation caretaker. He was a melancholy Russian named Exter. Exter had been waiting for them in a battered golf cart, along with a pet terrier and a samovar.

 
"I have to apologize for the state of the mansion." said Exter, handing over two shots of hot black tea. "There's been no budget here for maintenance. We have to keep the mansion in its state of lowest entropy. We only run it when we purge excess power from the fusion plant."

 
Kurt gazed over the stony, tumbledown wreck that Exter had described as . "mansion." It appeared to be a large junkyard for small concrete blocks. These construction modules had the size, shape, and gleam of ivory dice. Endless truckloads of them had been dumped across the fracked, unsteady landscape, in rolling hills and mounds. Many mounds were overgrown with Canadian hemp plants - damp, leafy masses taller than Kurt's head.

 
"Is that the fusion plant." said Genevi è ve, pointing at an overlit containment dome.

 
"I know it doesn't look like much." Exter grumbled. "Science always promised free, clean fusion energy to mankind - but it was always one decade away, one decade away! Now we have it. It just sits there. Too cheap to meter!"

 
"At least it's up and running." said Kurt. He scratched the furry head of the caretaker's well-behaved dog.

 
"The plant does political work." said Exter. "It sucks carbon out of the sky and pumps it back down in the fracking zone. So there's just no end to the tremors here. I hope you good people don't mind those."

 
Kurt bent and plucked up a handful of the construction cubes. They were printed from cheap, common sea salt, with a slick plastic coat on all six of their faces. "So, were these little bricks all parts of one big structure, once? Those earthquakes must be pretty severe."

 
"You don't know the history of this development." said Exter.

 
"Barely." said Genevi è ve. "We just arrived in town. Does the fusion plant leak radiation over the property?"

 
"Everyone who comes here asks me that." said Exter. "Of course a nuclear plant leaks. They always do. But that's not the sad story … You know, I've been involved in this place for so long that I don't know how to begin."

 
"Oh, feel free to tell us anything." Genevi è ve coaxed. "We're very understanding, I promise."

 
"Maybe it will help if I just perform the basic demo for you." said Exter. He reached into his golf cart and snagged up a visored construction helmet. He tugged it on, and then stretched out his right hand.

 
The white dice suddenly clicked together in Kurt's startled grip. Writhing like living things, the joined blocks hopped from his fingers.

 
The terrier ran off, barking frantically. All over the junkyard, the blocks were stirring within their inert heaps. They woke and stirred in jittery little landslides. They clicked and snapped together with a steadily growing urgency.

 
A jagged dune rolled across the landscape, and a flat foundation formed in its wake. Then came a tumbling uprush of walls, buttresses, and joists. It was a dry, noisy, clattering process, with a juicy electrical hum and the vague smell of ozone.

 
A structure arose, in surging waves of pixelated sugar cubes. A moon-colored ivory fortress, a blast-proofed and airtight redoubt, a thing of algebraic fins and pixelated ribbing. It had soaring aerial walkways leading no place in particular, and spiky fractal towers that radiated a pure enthusiasm for recursive subroutines. The mansion looked entirely fit for another world.

 
Genevi è ve clasped her hands before her throat in adoration, and then snapped her fingers. "Well, this is the place."

 
"Baby." said Kurt. "This isn't some small, private cottage fit for us philosophers. This mansion could sleep 50 people."

 
"We'll have parties." Genevi è ve said. "We'll entertain."

 
Kurt turned to Exter. "Okay, the wife loves it. So let's talk maintenance costs."

 
"Well, sir, there you've hit on an obvious problem." said Exter respectfully. "You see, this is one of those digitized, ‘ bits for atoms'structures, and …"

 
"I get that. What holds the units together? Van der Waals forces?"

 
"Yes, sir. That, and some simple plastic adhesion. But that means you have to resurface the cubes periodically, and ." Exter tapped the top of his construction helmet. A laser beam flew from his sleeve. "You see these incomplete areas? That digital decay? It looks like broken brickwork. Those are the dead voxels in the heaps. They're like dead pixels on a screen, and …"

 
"That gives it character." said Genevi è ve decisively. "It's a fixer-upper." She placed her finger to her tapered chin. "I'll have to move the walls around some, though. I don't like that buttress."

 
"Madame has hit on the software problem." said Exter.

 
"We knew there was a software issue." said Kurt. "I was about to ask."

 
"This is an extraterrestrial building." said Exter. "It was the prototype for a manned lunar colony. The concept was to send some drones up to compact the lunar soil. Then the smart bricks would auto-assemble into a lunar structure to house cosmonauts."

 
There was a silence of two dozen heartbeats.

 
"Why." said Kurt.

 
"Well, there was some talk of commercial lunar mining." said Exter, vaguely waving his free hand.

 
"What, cosmonauts using pickaxes? Mining is strictly robot work, everybody knows that! Even if you want to mine an extraterrestrial body, mining the moon makes no sense at all! Asteroid mining is a hundred times cheaper than mining the moon."

 
"Well, a few drones did mine the asteroids." said Exter. "Until they dropped that metals shipment off the coast of Chile."

 
"They're still a nation-state down in Chile, aren't they." said Kurt. "You'd think a people in their situation would be used to a few tsunamis."

 
"Personally, I agree with you, sir." said Exter. "But the big, glorious technical projects no longer suit the temper of our times. It's some general failure of the will of humanity, I suppose. We're a chastened people, here in the Anthropocene."

 
The sun was setting, and Exter raked the unstable structure with his pointer beam. "As you can see, I guard a faded moonbeam. It's old-fashioned, far out of our cultural style. A dream that failed. Then a dream that died."

 
"Oh, Kurt, we must have this." said Genevi è ve. "It's so us."

 
"Don't rush me, baby, we're getting there. Obviously, Exter, your so-called palace is in need of major repairs. So what's the main issue here? It's the software, isn't it?"

 
"The gentleman is right again." said Exter. "In a lunar colony, the major risk is a blowout. So it's necessary to dig for safety, deep into the lunar regolith. That's what was done in this prototype." Exter pointed with his beam. "So the brain of this structure, the mansion's command room, was excavated 40 meters down, along this vector."

 
"So what kind of shape is it in?"

 
"It flooded."

 
"What." said Kurt. "a rock-fracture problem? Drilling fluids?"

 
"No." said Exter. "worse than that. Human indifference. A hole in the ground is dark and ugly, like a coal mine. The owner never went down there, because he was such a busy man, and one day, we just realized that, well, nature had taken her toll."

 
"Sheer carelessness." said Kurt.

 
"It was just human error, sir. The biggest dreamers are the most human."

 
"So, who was this reckless owner of yours, this clown who flooded his own command post? One of those Silicon Valley one-percenters, with money stacked to the moon?"

 
"He wouldn't have called himself that, sir." said Exter, wounded. "He was a great philanthropist. He wanted the human race to survive on the moon. I loved that man. He was very persuasive."

 
"All right. Then I'm guessing it was running on proprietary software, too." Kurt said. "Something his own company built. Specifically for this project."

 
"Unfortunately, yes."

 
"Any backups, any software documentation?"

 
"That was all kept in the safest place." said Exter. "Inside the control room."

 
"Well, we'll just have to pump it out and have a look." said Kurt. "It's a good thing that I've handled projects of this kind before. Obviously, that's where all the real work and expense will be. This beautiful, shining, bits-for-atoms Moon Palace, it's just the fa ç ade for us eager buyers."

 
"I know that a dream house is trouble." said Genevi è ve. "But I saw it, and now I'm in love with it. I'll never be happy anywhere else."

 
"Baby, it's settled. It's all right. I'm liking this manhole bomb shelter. It's my house, too. My place in this house is all about the man cave. I need a good place to meditate in peace and get some garage work done. To tell the truth, I insist on that."

 
"Well, I'm so glad our house search is over." said Genevi è ve, knotting her hands and stretching. "What a relief! Now the real fun starts."

 
"I always loved it, too." said Exter, removing his helmet and wiping at his reddened eyes. "But I have to warn you good people: a dream that has failed is a hard place to dwell in. This is not a palace on the moon. It's a prototype, a mere demo. It's the alpha rollout! It can barely stand up for failing!"

 
"Oh, we hear you." said Kurt. "That's why, for us, it's so perfect."

 
"We don't care what mankind thinks is real." said Genevi è ve serenely. "We're content to live in the fiction. All the best people do."
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A Polish science fiction writer's monumental nonfiction meditation on human evolution, which became a textbook for a generation of Soviet scientists and engineers, has finally appeared in English after 50 years. His American translator and best-known scholar says it is a still-relevan. "futurological masterpiece."
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Summa Technologiae (Electronic Mediations) 

 
by Stanislaw Lem. Translated by Joanna Zylinska.

 
(Originally published in Polish in 1964 as Summa technologiae. )

 
University of Minnesota Press, March 2013; 448 pages; $19.05

 
"TO MY MIND, YOU CAN NEVER 100 percent dissociate the Cognitive dimension from the Artistic. For example, my Summa Technologiae … is better than my The Philosophy of Chance because it's better written." confided Stanislaw Lem to his American translator in a letter of October 19, 1974. Who was this Polish writer who would not divorce knowledge from literature, and why was he so proud of the hubristically titled Summa Technologiae ?

 
Known to generations of his readers as a science fiction master, to the cognoscenti Lem has been nothing less than a cultural phenomenon and a literary movement in himself - an indefatigable innovator and a neologist extraordinaire, capable of oscillating like a sinusoid betwee. "crazan." an. "ultranalytica." in the space of a single paragraph. His books have sold close to 40 million copies in more than 40 languages. During a career that stretched from the mid-1940s until his death in 2006, he was praised by litt é rateurs from Arthur Koestler to Anthony Burgess, literary critics from Leslie Fiedler to Susan Sontag, and tastemakers from the New Yorker to the Times Literary Supplement .

 
The New York Times Book Review called hi. "a modern European version of Swift or Voltair." ; and the London Times proposed that his novels ought to carry a label: THE READING OF THIS BOOK IS GOOD FOR YOU. One of the few touchstones of international acclaim that eluded him was the Nobel Prize. Still, the Philadelphia Inquirer - seconded by the New York Times Book Review - joked that if he was passed over, it would be only because someone told the judges that he wrote science fiction.

 
Yet if anything, these extravagant tributes to Lem's literary genius only serve to obscure his stature. A polymath, he was a well-regarded philosopher, sociologist, and diagnostician and prognostician of science. Futurists like Alvin Toffler (the author of Future Shock ), cosmologists like Carl Sagan, cognitive scientists like John McCarthy and Douglas Hofstadter, and philosophers like Daniel Dennett and Nicholas Rescher professed their deep regard for his art. Indeed, his short stor. "The Third Sally, or the Dragons of Probabilit." is a byword in many a department of physics and mathematics, while the book in which it features, The Cyberiad , even boasts an entry in a dictionary of mathematical quotations.

 
During his literary tours of the USSR, Lem was regularly asked by Nobel laureates and other members of the Soviet Academy of Science to deliver highly prized impromptu talks and seminars. In Germany, cross-disciplinary interest in his Gedankenexperimente even resulted in a unique symposium devoted to scientific discussions of the cyber-evolutionary prognoses from Summa Technologiae and its follow-up, Golem XIV . Fortified with computer analyses of Lem's metafictional lectures, supposedly delivered by a supercomputer of the 14t. "binasty." the 1981 sessions included linguists, biologists, sociologists, and even cognitive scientists.

 
Although Lem regarded Golem XIV as the pinnacle of his intellectual labors, much of it is necessarily dated today in the age of systems theory, control theory, information theory, prospect theory, complexity theory, and, not least, cutting-edge evolutionary theory. The same cannot be said, however, about Summa Technologiae , his earlier magnum opus on the subject of biological and technological evolution. First published in 1964 in a modest edition of 3,000 copies, it ended up playing the role of a futurological textbook for a whole generation of Soviet scientists and engineers, obstructed by the Iron Curtain from contacts with Western science.

 
Summa is an all-encompassing dissertation on evolution: not merely the evolution of life and consciousness but also of science, technology, culture, art, and the entire human species. In the author's words from the original introduction - replaced in the 1974 edition - Summa advances an evolutionary interpretatio. "of the past and future of man." " a picture of the Cosmos seen with the eyes of the Constructor." an. "a study of the engineering of the powers of Nature." Virtual reality, information breeding, cosmic expansion, and autoevolution are just a few of the keyholes through which Lem peeks on the technosocial destiny of our species.

 
Lem fills this panoramic canvas with seemingly endless analyses and prognoses at their conceptual limits. At their heart lies the dramatic relation of bioevolution to technological evolution, or as Lem calls it, technoevolution. Even though the two types of evolution share a number of traits, from adaptive radiation to hyperspecialization to engineering opportunism (modifying existing designs), they differ in terms of intentionality. In contrast to biological and ecological systems, technoevolution entails the presence of an intentional agent: humanity (or, in a foreseeable future, sentient computers).

 
This has far-reaching consequences. First of all, bioevolution lies outside the realm of ethical considerations. No moral dimension inheres in the actions of a grizzly male that kills a rival's cubs to induce their mother into estrus. The same is emphatically not true of technoevolution. Research into gene screening, bioweapons, genetically modified crops, or in vitro fertilization - to select only a few contemporary examples - is an ethical, legal, social, and cultural quagmire.

 
Second, the heuristics of the two evolutions are radically different. When things fail to follow their blueprint, human engineers can scrap the design and start from zero. Nature, where accretion with modification is the name of the game, does not have this luxury. In addition, our resources are superior to those of nature, if only because we can manufacture novel materials, from antibiotics to integrated circuits, with which to dope the future of humanity.

 
Nature's engineering is also limited by its operational range. Notwithstanding the presence of extremophilic Archaea or bacteria, terrestrial evolution is confined to an extremely narrow window of temperatures and pressures in which protein molecules can bind. In contrast, human constructors can jump almost at will from one end of the scale to another in terms of temperature, pressure, elasticity, viscosity, conductivity, and numerous other parameters. It is these (among many other) factors that have bootstrapped the relentless pace of technological advance on our planet.

 
Lem's overarching thesis is that biological and technological evolution are, at the end of the day, only two phases of the same process. Technoevolution is at this stage of our civilization a product of bio-evolution, but given the constantly accelerating pace of technoscientific advances, we are destined at some point to master what nature used to keep under lock and chain. From this point on, we will take evolution into our own hands and modify ourselves by dint of technology rather than biology.

 
From the same point on, the difference between what is natural and what is artificial will start to dissolve. Life and death will completely lose their contemporary meanings, even as bioevolution becomes for the first time in the history of life on Earth a subspecies of technoevolution insofar as the latter will enable teleological (in other words, steered) autoevolution . The evolutionary equilibrium of our species will have become punctuated in a most dramatic way, since the pace and scope of human evolution will have become dependent on the capabilities of our engineers. Biology will have become a function of biotech.

 
Almost on the margins of these mind-boggling deliberations, Lem formulated the theory of punctuated equilibrium a full eight years before it entered the contemporary evolutionary lexicon via Eldredge and Gould. He also anticipated - albeit under different names - artificial emotion, virtual reality, search engines, nanobots, bionics, and the failure