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			As summer comes to a close, American wildfires have obliterated an area larger than the state of Connecticut. Plumes of smoke, indifferent to legal borders, stretch from California to places more than a thousand miles east, placing much of the continent under a blood-red sun and a skyless sky. Cities like San Francisco gasp for air, while protests in response to the murder of George Floyd — whose final words were “I can’t breathe” — rage on; a disease that kills with a sensation like “drowning with no water” multiplies; and one of the most powerful Atlantic hurricanes ever to make landfall has left swaths of the American South in the dark. None of us can breathe easily. 

			Still, these heavy pages march to print. In better times, dystopian fictions like the ones found here often read as cautionary tales. In crisis, they seem… slightly more optimistic. Their imagined peoples endure great suffering and injustice, but they still exist. That a future is conceived of at all is implicitly hopeful.

			Some such futures are on display here. We might sit beneath the moon (and more) on a cloudless night — or welcome death in the breathless, soundless vacuum of space. We might order takeout, head pounding, in the iron cage of a Malthusian technocracy. We might abandon the idea of law, living under the rule of unseen gods and gun-borne lightning. Or we might survive deep beneath the crust of a sunless planet, sharing songs and stories with the children we have left.

			All this, and more, is still possible.

			 

			Harper Atkins

			[September 2, 2020]
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			Family Dinner

			[408 V.C.]

			The meat hung above the tarp that was laid out just so. The once rapid trickle of blood had slowed in cadence so each drop collected at its lifeless hanging feet, building into a pregnant drop, before falling in a slow plunge to the tarp below. The tarp was dirty, and, rather than keeping the floor or food clean, its duty was simply to stop any waste. Death equals blood, blood equals calories, calories equal life, and so, death equals life.

			The drop started at the back end of the jowl, where the neck was cut for this purpose, and built speed as it ran down the ribs. Gathering mass as it moved down the thigh before pausing briefly at the foot. Another drop followed shortly, and they both plunged into the shallow pond. Then the blood, lazy and thick, flowed into a narrow channel between an old brick and a book and plunged into a hand-hammered copper French stockpot. Hundreds of small indentations in identical rows showed the skill of the craftsman. It was kissed with green on its bottom, but, mostly, it was a dull brown. The exception being the odd curve that could catch the light like the odd new penny in a jar.

			The pot was periodically switched with an old hardhat and brought down to the supper table by one of the children. Jacob, leader and father of most of the children, was handed the refilled pot. He grabbed the smooth, hand-lathed oak handle and brought it to his lips. The blood was tepid and metallic, but he drank it richly. He took three strong gulps and lowered the pot, passing it to the boy beside him. Jacob licked his lips, catching a few stray drops from his beard.

			The boy, Devin, was fourteen, and despite his age had fully accepted the burden of being a scavenger, a hunter, or a babysitter, as needed. The pot was then passed to JoJo. Somehow, despite the filth, she managed a reasonably clean face. It may have had something to do with being eleven and boy crazy, and, given the lack of options, her focus was all on Devin. Abigail was sitting on Lou’s lap, and Lou was sitting on a plastic crate with her legs tucked low as to not catch either of their knees on the sharp metal edge of their dining table. Lou, at sixteen, was a tough and smart woman, but her eyes, slightly sunken and tired, still somehow had a small sparkle left. She held the pot for Abigail, so as not to spill, but Abigail lifted it high against her lips with all the strength her littler two arms could summon. Her pigtails sticking out as she gulped in small rapid gulps, her face completely buried in the pot.  Lou pulled the pot away and took a measured drink for herself as Abigail giggled in the innocent way only a seven-year-old can.

			Anna came back with some meat, still steaming from the boiler, and sat between Natalie and her husband Jacob. Anna radiated tired. Sadness and wrinkles filled her face. Her body was hard as stone and, like stone, she endured. Natalie was the mother of Devin and Abigail, but she played no favorites as she divvied up the meat.

			The largest piece went to Jacob, and after everyone was portioned, they joined hands.

			“Dear God.

			Thank you for what you have given us. 

			Please forgive us for what we have taken. 

			Please deliver us from this place, from this time. 

			We put our lives in your hands.

			You are our light.

			In faith, we believe you will lead us out of darkness.

			Amen.”

			“Amen,” chorused the family. Only Anna remained silent, sucking a piece of gristle, as the prayer washed over her with no effect.

			As he spoke, he looked at the other man in the room. He could not not think of him as a man. Even now, mostly skinned, with the meat of his thigh removed and his carcass a deep red hanging lump. The man was still a man. He was not meat or food or whatever he told his brain to tell himself. He was a man and would stay a man even as the parts of him were stripped and stewed and dried. Even as the bones were broken and boiled for broth, he would still be a man. He would still be a man even after he was gone and the tarp was rolled up, and the only thing to remind Jacob was the metal wire hanging from the crossbeam. He was a man, and that man would now be a part of Jacob.

			“Eat,” Anna whispered in the low tone she always spoke in. She squeezed his hand. He had not realized he was still holding it. He gave her a little squeeze back as he let her go. He grabbed the meat with his now free hand and took a bite, tearing through the well-cooked portion with his teeth. He chewed, slowly and methodically, still looking into the pale blue eyes of the unlucky stranger.

			Tuna Vol. II

			[462 V.C.]

			The light from the crescent moon was more than enough for Anna to see. She wove between the snowdrifts and skirted the puddles. Most things were still frozen, and those that were not tended to be boggy. She had spotted one place with bare dirt under a large rock that faced south on the last outing. Arriving at the spot she started digging, working quickly and quietly. About fourteen inches down, she hit frozen ground and knew this would have to do. She heard the soft splash of a foot in a puddle and turned around, her long sharp knife flashing its edge in the moonbeams.

			“Anna, it’s me.”

			“Jacob, I almost stabbed you.”

			“What are you doing out here alone?”

			Anna couldn’t say. She bit her lip and stepped aside. Despite the darkness, Jacob could see the shape of a large unopened can of tuna fish laying out on a scrap of blanket.

			He nodded, unable to look her in the eyes. He knelt down by the hole and wrapped the can in the blanket. He carefully pulled the soil back over the can of tuna and smoothed the top so the soil looked undisturbed.

			Then they held each other, sobbing tears they didn’t know they had left, until the first ray of dawn rose over the glacier. Then they wiped their faces and moved silently on the meandering path back to the hatch.

			Dark Moon

			[9 V.C./45 Days in Shelter]

			“It will be okay. Things have settled now,” Jacob said calmly.

			“I don’t like it. It’s too risky,” Anna said softly. She leaned in and stood on her toes to nuzzle his neck.

			“Hmmm... you’ve gotten desperate. Rarely do you resort to such devious means.”

			“Rarely are you stupid enough that I have to,” she said, running her hand up his back.

			“Hiroo Onoda.”

			“You need to work on your dirty talk, baby.”

			Jacob smiled as he moved her hand from his back. “Hiroo Onoda was a Japanese soldier who refused to surrender after World War Two ended and spent 29 years in the jungle surviving off the land and avoiding people.”

			“Yep. Worst dirty talk ever,” Anna teased.

			“Seriously, we need to check in every now and then. We don’t want to be bunkered down here when we could be out there. So that’s why I need to go check it out. I’ll be really quick, and extremely careful.”

			“I still don’t like it.”

			“I don’t like it, but I need to do it,” Jacob said as he started putting on his outside clothes. First, long underwear; then, two pairs of wool pants, snow pants, and a jacket; and then, an XXL white long sleeve shirt to serve as homemade camouflage.

			The family lined up in a row at the door.

			“Do not open the door while I am gone. Do not open the door for me unless I am alone. Do not come looking for me if I don’t come back. Is that understood?

			“Yes,” replied the children in an uneven reply.

			“Anna, open the door.”

			Anna began unlatching the levers, freeing the cross braces and releasing the deadbolts. Several minutes later the door was pulled open with a dull metallic groan that sounded like an elephant dying or maybe just mourning the death of another elephant.

			Jacob stepped out into the hallway, his pack squeaking as the tools inside rubbed against each other. He carried a shovel, long knife, and a homemade stun gun. He was lucky he was able to build one as even the blueprints for a weapon, even a non-lethal one, was punishable by death under the martial law. Now both the military and law were only memories.  On his way out, he sang the song Anna had made up to teach the kids how to get out, should they need to:

			 

			Go right first, then up the short stair, 

			through the hatch, it’s scary out there,

			Just be brave, you’ll do just fine,

			Now follow the yellow line,

			Past two ladders, then up the third,

			Look for an exit sign, it’s the magic word,

			One more hall, then it’s time to climb,

			Up the green ladder, well it’s more of a lime,

			Crank the wheel, round and round,

			Push open the door and you’ll be standing on ground.

			 

			As he sang, he felt the temperature drop. When he started the room was a boggy 86 degrees, and each ladder or staircase dropped the temperature another ten. Jacob opened the door and was greeted with a wall of white. He grabbed a push broom that was near the door and gave the snow a poke. To his surprise and delight, it was only a foot or two thick. He cut out a small tunnel with his shovel and wiggled through it into the darkness.

			He expected dark but was unprepared for it. It was overwhelming. Along with its companion, the cold, it seemed to saturate the landscape. Mountains or a snowbank? Everything was unilluminated and lost in the matte black of the world. The only light came from the heavens. The Milky Way glowed like marquee and constellations were lost amongst the stars like individual grains of sands on the beach. The moon could only be seen by its absence. A dark perfect circle of black in contrast to the brilliance of the sky.

			He pulled out one of the tools from his pack, a multi-spectrum radio, and began scanning for messages and radio signals. His device would save messages, but since most of the recordings were simply loops he had to listen to each message and manually cut and save it. It was a tedious process, sitting alone on the snow with the sky and silence as his companions. A pair of gunshots cut the silence.

			Were they close?

			He listened hard into the night—but heard nothing more.

			Jacob decided he had had enough and crawled back inside. He smoothed his tracks and closed the outside hatch behind him. Down and through the maze of hatches and ladders he climbed before finally banging on the door.

			After the proper checks and verification, he finally passed back into safety. Anna and the kids rushed at him and showered him in hugs and kisses.

			“We were so worried about you. I was so worried,” she spoke, trembling, nearly at the edge of tears.

			“I told you I’d be fine,” Jacob replied.

			“I know... but you were gone for so long…” Anna started.

			“Wait... what? How long was I gone?” Jacob asked.

			“Fourteen hours.”

			“Wow... I had no idea.”

			Jacob told them about what he saw and heard, and all that happened to him under a never-changing sky—about everything except the gunshots.

			Life

			[156 V.C.]

			“Make it stop, make it stop.” Anna spat out the words in short quick breaths.

			“You’re doing great, Anna,” Jacob said, trying to comfort her.

			“What the hell do you know?” Anna replied.

			“You are doing great, Anna,” Natalie said softly, resting her hand on Anna’s arm.

			“Yeah, mom, you’re amazing,” agreed Lou.

			Anna gave them both a quick smile before the next contraction washed over her.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Two hours and much cursing later Anna held a sleeping baby on her bare chest.

			“I can’t believe we have a baby.”

			“I’m so proud of you, Anna,” Jacob said. He stared down at the baby whose little finger was wrapped loosely around his. The dirt and grease that had turned his pale skin a dull rubber gray. The fresh flesh was bright and full life making him feel happy and scared and old all in one moment.

			“Don’t change the subject. I’m serious, how can we raise a baby in this world?”

			“Because he is here, and we’re here. All we can do is our best. In a lot of ways, it’s the same as any time. You’re amazing. He’ll be fine.”

			They named him Aiden.

			The Perfect Summer Day

			[2034 A.D.]

			Somehow the kids slept in past 8:00 AM, which they never did on a Saturday. Anna’s face brightened as she heard them giggle at the newest Disney Sphere show. Next to her, Jacob still snored the deep open-mouth snore that he always did if they opened a third bottle of wine. His deep tan from a summer of beach, sun, and sand ran from his muscular shoulders down to the small of his back.

			“What you looking at, sexy?” Jacob asked without opening his eyes.

			“Just a fine piece of ass,” Anna said, and slapped his ass hard with a giggle.

			“Fuck, babe,” Jacob breathed in a breath of air.

			“I’m sorry, pooh bear. Did mama hurt you?” Anna teased.

			“That’s it.” He grabbed her as she tried to leap off the bed and pulled her toward him as she squealed. He pinned her down and began to kiss her passionately. His hand slid down her arms, ran over her ribs, stopping to squeeze her breast along the way. Down his hand continued, as they continued to kiss deeply. Her stomach. Her hips. Finally, he wrapped his fingers around her thong, pulling it down and her closer to him simultaneously.

			“What are you doing?” JoJo asked.

			Anna squealed again, but this time with actual surprise as she pulled the sheet around her. Jacob collapsed back into the bed with a defeated moan.

			“Nothing, sweetie. Just playing,” Anna said.

			“She’s three, Anna. You can say dirty sexy sex.”

			“How about some breakfast, sweetie?” Anna asked, JoJo ignoring Jacob.

			“Creepees,” said JoJo drawing out the “e”s.

			“Sure, sweetie. Let me go brush my teeth.”

			Jacob watched Anna walk in her thong to the bathroom.

			“JoJo?” Jacob said turning to his daughter.

			“Yes, daddy?”

			“Can I ask you a serious question?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I’m serious now. I have a serious question for you, okay?” He put on a funny serious face that made JoJo giggle.

			“Hmm... okay.”

			“Okay. Good. Now, deadly serious question. Why are you not watching cartoons on the sphere right now?”

			 “It’s broken, daddy.”

			“Whaaat? Did you break it?”

			“No.”

			“Did Lou break it?”

			“Um... No.”

			“Well, what’s wrong with it?”

			“I don’t know. It’s only showing some of the show. It’s broken. It’s gray.”

			“Fucking buffering.”

			“Watch your language, Jacob,” Anna admonished, returning from the bathroom.

			“She’s three, Anna,” he said, turning to JoJo with a funny voice. “Dirty fucking McCunt cunt.”

			“Cunt?” said JoJo.

			“See!” said Anne. “JoJo, let’s go make some crepes. Okay?”

			“Okay, mama.”

			Anna led JoJo towards the kitchen. The house was small, but the location couldn’t be beat. The whole west side looked out onto the ocean. As Anna walked, the sensors opened the large floor-to-ceiling doors that lead out to the deck. The ocean air washed over her like a blanket of freshness. Remote work definitely had its perks. She poured herself a cup of coffee and was joined by Jacob with a kiss.

			“Cut fruit or make the crepes?”

			“Crepes,” he said, pouring himself a cup.

			“Oh, here’s the thing: I wanted to do the crepes.”

			“Then why did you ask?”

			“I like to give you the opportunity to make the right decisions.”

			“I’ll remember that next time,” he said, pulling out the blender and their copper crepe pan. Anna emptied the strawberries, kiwis, and bananas from their bowl on the counter.

			“Where is your sister?” Jacob asked JoJo.

			“I don’t know,” JoJo replied.

			“Lou? Lou, come here please?”

			“I’m here,” Lou’s said from under the couch pillows.

			“You want some crepes, weirdo?”

			“Creepees,” JoJo corrected.

			“Want some creeeepeees?” Jacob asked again, drawing out the syllables in imitation.

			After breakfast the family went down to the beach. Swimming, laying in the sand, and playing on paddleboards. Later they walked into town and bought some fresh mahi-mahi. They ate dinner on the deck as the sun set in a kaleidoscope of pink and lilac. Shortly after dusk, a small fire was built on the beach. Marshmallows were roasted. Beers were drunk.

			 

			BEEEEEEEP. BEEEEEEP. WAAAAA. WAAAA. ALERT. ALERT. BEEEEEEEP. BEEEEEEP. WAAAAA. WAAAA. ALERT. ALERT.

			 

			The sound caused them all to jump. It was coming from their phones, their watches, and earbuds. Every speaker in every house on the island was blasting the warning. On full volume. On repeat.

			“What the hell?” Anna asked, mostly to herself, her fingers in her ears.

			“Let’s go back to the house. It might be a tsunami,” Jacob said, kicking sand over the fire.

			They rushed up to the house and entered just as the sphere started playing. As they stepped into the sphere radius it was if they walked through the wall of the Oval Office. At the table sat an imposing square-jawed general, and he was flanked distantly by the commanders of the Army, Navy, Marines and Space Force.

			“My fellow Americans, this is General Isaac Chan.” The sphere captured his voice as if you were in the room. His uniform, several days from fresh, laid on him like a second skin, and the Oval Office smelled like old books and faded cigars—like history itself.

			“President Trevor Jones has been removed from office, and I have assumed the responsibilities of office.” He moved past the removal of a populist President and disregard for constitutional process with the passionate disinterest most people reserved for declining a cup of tea from their neighbor.

			“What the hell?” Anna asked the President; but, of course, the billions on the other end were muted.

			“Today we have confirmed scientific intelligence like no other in history, and America as a country—and humanity as a species—may not survive.” The scene morphed from the White House to deep space. Stars glimmered across the sphere, and the stale coldness of AC filled the room to amplify the effect.

			“This is the largest asteroid ever detected. It is approximately 34,000 miles long and 12,000 miles in diameter, and”—the General paused dramatically—“is already in our solar system.”

			The dark black rock appeared as a wall before them, lifeless crevices and shadows. As the image pulled away from them, first slowly and then building to a rapid zoom. The darkness filled the screen until, finally, it showed the entire shape, like a long dark gray peanut with two bulges on the end. It simulated the asteroid passing by the Sun, Jupiter and then, just visible, Earth.

			“Initial calculations show that it will miss Earth by millions of miles but will pass between the orbit of the Earth and the Sun.”

			In the simulation, the astroid passed between the Earth and Sun. As it did, the lights of the sphere faded to black.

			In the darkness, Jacob heard Jojo climb into Anna’s arms. Lou’s hand reached out to him, startling him for a moment, before he grabbed it and hugged her in. The General’s voice spoke from every direction in the darkness.

			“It currently looks as if the earth will be cast into darkness for 5 to 28 months. The earth will experience significant meteorological, geological, and potentially even gravitational impacts.”

			A montage of simulated destruction played on the sphere’s 16,384 virtual projectors. Cities turning to ice. Farm crops being wiped out with a monstrous gust of wind. Their death, the planet’s death, happened again and again, all simulated in crystal clarity for every sense. Finally, the image dissolved back to the Oval office.

			“All plants on Earth will die. All animals on Earth will die. All people not in a bunker will die. I will not lie. I will not give you false hope. We have not experienced a trial of humanity such as this before, but, goddammit, we will meet it. We are drafting every man, woman, and child into service as of now. All labor, environmental, and social welfare laws have been revoked. Private property rights have been dissolved. Money has been dissolved.”

			“We’ve instituted martial law across the entire country. There is not time to debate, not time for politics, and not any time for inaction. Every man and woman has been drafted. Everyone must help. Those that don’t help will be shot. Those that hoard resources will be shot. Those that create trouble will be shot. We have not time for trials and no resources for jail.”

			“To our friends and enemies abroad take note. We do not wish for violence, but any action or threat will result in the full force of the military. We demand your cooperation.”

			Each sentence hit Eric like another punch in a bad dream, but they kept coming and coming. Long after he had given up, had thought things couldn’t get worse, they kept coming, unrelenting.

			“We have established a simple lottery system. Every day of work gives you a ticket, and, when it comes time to hunker, we draw to see who goes in. The goal is to build as many nuclear-powered shelters as quickly as possible and pack them full of food and people.  Everyone works together to save as much of the world as possible.”

			“From now on, every day you must wake up and ask yourself how you can help the world survive. Work, pray, and survive.”

			After the transmission ended, the sphere faded back into the shape of their regular living room.

			Jacob turned to Anna.

			“Go pack a bag. We need to get back to the States now.”

			Cough

			[204 V.C.]

			“They’re not getting better,” Anna whispered worriedly.

			“I’m not sure what to do,” Natalie said, biting back the nervousness.

			“It’s this fucking heat and humidity. It’s not good for the lungs.”

			Coughing erupted in the sleeping area. They’d been sick for weeks.

			“Who was that?” Jacob asked.

			“JoJo,” the women replied in unison.

			“I’ll go,” Natalie volunteered.

			“Jacob, I’m really worried. We need medicine.”

			“Where am I supposed to get any? No one will trade for that.”

			“We need to do something,” Anna said, beginning yet another fit of coughs herself.

			Natalie returned, her face ashen.

			“What is it? Is JoJo okay?” Anna asked.

			“JoJo is fine, but Aiden…” She paused. “I think he’s dead.”

			Rerun

			[267 V.C.]

			No one had spoken for hours. Maybe even a day. The humidity was oppressive. The consistent heat was oppressive. Above all, the boredom was oppressive.

			“I spy with my little eye.” Abigail’s voice rang out abrasively in the silence.

			“Noooo,” Devin interrupted.

			“I’m bored,” Abigail replied.

			“We’re all bored,” retorted Lou.

			“So do something,” Natalie scolded.

			“We’ve done it all,” Lou replied. “Literally everything to do in this shithole.”

			Natalie thought about scolding her, but she was right. They had done everything. They’d read every book multiple times, played every game. She was bored, so how could she expect the kids to not be bored? Jacob spent so much time outside, and when he wasn’t out he was sharpening his weapons or fixing his gear. Anna was getting out of bed more and more but still seemed to crumble under any real responsibility. The girl was right. This place was a shithole.

			“If you don’t have anything constructive to say then shut the hell up,” Natalie finally said.

			Several hours later the silence was broken again.

			“I spy with my little eye... something blue.”

			After a brief silence, a voice answered.

			“Is it metal?” Devin queried from his bunk.

			Bang Bang

			[36 V.C.]

			Boom. Boom. Boom.

			 

			The banging at the door had gotten less intense over two days, but never ceased for more than a few minutes.

			“They’ll give up eventually,” stated Natalie, but there was a question in her voice.

			“They won’t,” Jacob replied.

			“Are we sure there are only three?” asked Anna. “It sounds like there are more.”

			“I’ve only seen three, now try to go to sleep. We need to be rested for when they get through,” said Jacob.

			“I can’t sleep like this.”

			“You have to, Natalie. One way or another things will end soon.”

			Two weeks later the banging continued. The intruders worked in shifts and had broken or maimed several parts of the door, but it still held. The relentless bang bang bang was beginning to take its toll on everyone. That night Jacob called a family meeting.

			“Every day they get closer to breaking through and weaken our gate against future attacks. Tonight the plan will be to yank open the door and rush them as two of them sleep.”

			Jacob spread out eight sharp knives.

			“You want us to kill them?” Lou asked.

			“No, your father isn’t asking you-” Anna started.

			“Yes. I am asking you to kill them.”

			“Jacob.”

			“Anna, if those men get in here, I’m dead, Devin’s dead, and you’re probably dead. The rest of the girls will be-”

			“Jacob, you don’t need to say.”

			“I do, Anna. I do need to say. Girls, look at me. If those men get through, they kill a bunch of us, take our food, and rape you girls. You know what that means?”

			He looked at their scared, blank faces.

			“Every day they’ll take turns having sex with you. They’ll tie you up or maim your leg so you can’t leave. They’ll keep you naked. After months, or weeks if you’re lucky, once your body is starved to bones, or they get bored of you, they’ll slit your throat and eat your corpse.”

			“That’s not true,” Anna exclaimed trying to calm the girls.

			“It’s the goddamn truth,” Jacob yelled slamming his fist on the table. “I’ve heard it. I’ve seen it. If those men get in here it will be the end of us.”

			The banging continued on the door.

			“Dad, we understand,” Lou said, looking him in the eye. “What should we do?"

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Two days later the family set their plan in motion. They sat strategically around the door, knives drawn and bare. Jacob nodded.

			Natalie and JoJo turned the locks on the door and yanked it hard.

			The man hitting the lock with a sledgehammer froze, surprised at the new development after weeks of tedium. Devin and Lou released a bungee holding back a heavy board with several nails and spikes sticking through it. It whooshed as it sailed through the door, the jagged pieces of metal piercing the man midsection slightly to the side. His body stiffened at the blow, absorbing the rusty quills for a moment, his eyes bulging in pain and surprise and impact. Then, as the neurons traveling down his spine to his legs dead-ended into the dull, jagged edge of metal shank harvested from an elementary school desk, he collapsed. His sledgehammer banged to the floor with the dull thud of metal on concrete.

			His companions were through the door before the echo ended. Anna slashed the first man’s leg as he scrambled over his companion, sadly missing his achilles, but getting several inches down his calf even as he stumbled away from the blade. Jacob stopped his fall with the end of a long straight blade. Handmade from a lawnmower, the intruder pushed several inches of the square angled steel through himself with his downward momentum. The man shouted and grabbed Jacob as he fell, but blood, not words, sprayed from his throat.

			The last member of the would-be robbers screamed.

			“Dad!”

			Jacob tried to pull the long blade free, but between the blood on his hands and the blade lodged in the bone he could not.

			“Easy, now,” Jacob said as he dropped his weapon and let the body fall. For a moment the only noise was the heavy breaths in the room. The man stood panting, a knife in each hand, his eyes darting around the room. Then he moved toward the knifeless Jacob.

			The man was large and quick—despite a heavy jacket. JoJo screamed and stepped from behind the door with her small blade cradled in her smaller hand. She slammed it into the small of the intruder’s back. He froze for a moment, then began to turn towards her. From the side, Devin rammed a spear through the bottom of the raider’s jaw. The sharpened pipe went through tongue and teeth before leaving at a diagonal angle through the cheek. Anna had stumbled on the first attack, but from the ground, she was able to stab through his foot. It made a dull thud as it embedded into the mesh grate through his foot. Natalie connected with the soft tissue of his side and immediately pulled the blade free and stabbed again and again. Lou had grabbed his arm as he had raised his knife, and at first, her entire weight was nearly overwhelmed by his arm. Now, as the strength drained into a pool below his feet, the stranger, the would-be rapist, struggled to hold onto his blade. Lou finally pulled the blade free.

			The fear that had been pounded into her with each dull clang burst back out as a geyser of anger. She slammed the blade into his eye socket, the bone cracking as she pushed deeper and harder. He stopped moving. Somehow he was on his back and she was kneeling on his chest.

			Jacob scrambled to his feet pulling a second knife but quickly realized it wasn’t needed.

			“Lou, it’s okay. He’s dead,” Devin said softly.

			Lou stood pulling the knife from his skull. She wiped the blade on the hood of the man’s jacket, leaving most of the blood and bone and eye on the faux fur trim, and then slid the knife into her belt.

			 Jacob slowly turned, looking at each family member. All covered in blood and breathing heavily. He stepped away from the body.

			“Come here, everyone.”

			They rushed together and embraced, and, for a moment, the violence, the noise, the darkness of the world didn’t matter.

			Odds

			[2032 A.D.]

			Every day you work gets you a chance. 

			The poster, done in the optimistic New Deal style, also showed a picture of a bunker with a glowing nuclear forge emitting a warming embrace.

			Natalie spat as she read it.

			A homeless man laughed.

			“Don’t believe the propaganda, love?”

			“Fuck no,” Natalie said. “Those fuckers killed my husband.” She lifted her cart, careful not to bump her pregnant belly, and trudged toward the nearly complete super-bunker. She didn’t believe it, but she also didn’t have a choice.

			Chatter

			[353 V.C.]

			“It’s okay if you want to kiss him,” JoJo whispered.

			“I don’t want to kiss him,” Lou replied.

			“Why not, I’d love to kiss him if he’d let me.”

			“Devin is like a brother to me.”

			“Don’t say that.”

			“What? Why not, Jo?”

			“Well, if he is a brother to you, that makes him a brother to me, too.”

			“Nah... doesn’t work like that.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, really.”

			The girls lay in the darkness on their shared sweat-covered mattress.

			“Lou?” Jo’s whispered.

			“Yeah, sis?”

			“You swear you don’t want to kiss him?”

			“I swear.”

			“Okay. Great. Cause I really want to kiss him.”

			Tuna Can Vol. I

			[204 V.C.]

			“Jacob, I know this probably sounds insensitive, but it’s been two days. We need to get the body out of here.” Natalie’s voice was gentle, and her eyes were red.

			“I know, but Anna is still holding him... I can’t.”

			“We’re all still sick. We can’t keep him here longer. I can take him up.”

			“No, it’s too dangerous. I’ll go.”

			“Jacob, you just lost your boy.”

			“I said I’ll go. I can’t lose anyone else. I need to keep everyone else alive.”

			“Okay.”

			Natalie wasn’t sure what he said to Anna, but he left shortly with a tiny body wrapped by their thinnest blanket.

			Several hours later he returned.

			“How did it go?” Natalie asked.

			“Fine,” Jacob replied.

			“Where did you bury him?” Anna asked from the shadows. It was the first time she had spoken above a whisper since they found him cold in his crib.

			“Up an embankment near a cliff.”

			“Where? North?”

			“Anna, I’m sorry. I’m really tired.”

			“Jacob... I just need to know where my baby is buried.”

			She leaned into him, and he embraced her. She buried her face in the crook of his arm.

			“What’s that?” Anna asked.

			“What?” Jacob said uncomfortably.

			“That,” she poked the large pocket of his jacket.

			“It’s tuna.” he pulled the can from his pocket.

			“Where did you get it?” Anna asked.

			Jacob was silent. Anna took the can from him, turning it in her hands.

			“Where did you get this?” she asked, her voice cracking with emotion.

			“I traded it,” Jacob replied.

			“Traded for what?” asked JoJo who had gathered with the others off to the side. “What did you trade?”

			Jacob was silent. Anna’s sobs ended. The heavy tears stopped and her voice went flat as she accepted what her mind knew.

			“He traded Aiden. He traded our boy for a fucking can of tuna,” Anna spoke to herself as much as anyone.

			“I did. You know why I did it. For all of you. It broke my heart, but I will do anything—anything—to keep you alive. I failed Aiden, and I’m sure the fuck not failing all of you.”

			Jacob realized he had screamed the last words. Silence now filled the room. He looked up at Anna. As soon as their eyes connected she let out a primitive growl. She ran the last few steps to Jacob and began hitting him in the face with the can of tuna. Jacob stood there, taking the blows without fighting back, as his face turned purple with bruises and ran with blood as his eyebrow split open. Finally, Anna stopped, turned to her bed, and didn’t speak to anyone for an entire vent cycle.

			Centennial

			[100 V.C.]

			The family gathered around the table.

			“Careful, now—make sure everyone gets an equal portion,” Jacob told the kids as they sat.

			They had double rations today. After the first few weeks of living without clocks or days or sun, they adjusted to a new rhythm. The only cycle that they heard was the heat vent that they lived above turning on and off. That became their new clock. It was Lou’s idea in the beginning.

			“It’s coming,” Lou exclaimed, checking the timer she had set on an old Casio watch.

			“10... 9...” she began.

			“7... 6... 5...” everyone joined in.

			“4... 3... 2... 1... Happy Centennial!” they all shouted in unison. Anna and Jacob kissed, the girls all shouted while Devin held his sister and helped her clap. For the first time in a long time, everyone smiled.

			Just Sex

			[342 V.C.]

			“Anna,” Jacob whispered in the dimmed lights. “I need to have sex.”

			“I can’t.”

			“It’s been months.”

			“I can’t.”

			“You can’t or won’t?”

			“I can’t, not after... I can’t. Never again. I can’t risk it.”

			Anna lay there quietly. She felt bad. He had been going through so much, and things were getting more violent. He was so stressed. Then, just as she thought he had fallen asleep, she heard him rustle.

			“Fine.” His voice sounded so much harder than she remembered it. His blankets rustled, and he reached across the sleeping platform to Natalie. She must have been awake as she didn’t sound startled. He pulled her toward him, and she heard his buckle un-loosen. She didn’t resist, and Anna didn’t blame her. She has been so lonely for so long. She never would have thought Jacob would be so mean, so basic. She never thought that he’d change, that they’d change, so much. They were so good together, so strong for each other, for so long.  The most surprising thing to her, as she laid there listening to her husband fuck her best friend, is that she felt nothing at all.

			First Light

			[132 V.C.]

			The sound of the main blast door of the shelter opening was deafening. The clang of several heavy doors opening one after another, each shaking the earth and their shelter within it.

			“What is that?” screamed Abigail.

			“It’s the blast doors,” Jacob exclaimed and ran to put on his gear. He ran up and up as fast as he could, finally spilling out onto the snow and dazzling whiteness.

			The sun.

			He had missed the warmth and the light. His eyes hurt as he tried to soak it in, but then he remembered the blast doors. He scooted to the top of the knoll and looked down to where the gigantic doors stood open.

			A group of men with various pieces of equipment stood around the entrance to the mega-shelter taking measurements. They looked clean and well-rationed, as did the contingent of soldiers that surrounded them.

			Then people began to emerge. Most looked much rougher than him and his family. With bloated bellies and black frostbit skin they crawled out of the little nooks and crannies of the superstructure like ants from the earth.

			A soldier got on the megaphone.

			“Stay back. I repeat, stay back. We are here doing scientific measurements only. We will remain inside until the weather and sunlight have stabilized. Please, for the safety of the people inside, do not approach. You may have radiation or other diseases.”

			“We do,” shouted a man. “We need medicine.”

			“And food,” shouted another to the agreement of many.

			The outsiders, the survivalists, began to approach. Fear long used up. The soldiers gave a warning shot, but the small crowd was desperate.

			“Please,” screamed a woman. A child clung to her. “We’ve been praying for this day since the beginning. Please help us.”

			 Automatic weapon fire filled the air. The ground was littered with the bodies of those who had fought so hard for every day—and the bullet casings of those who easily took it away in a moment.

			Jacob crawled back to the entrance, keeping low and covering his tracks. The sun may be back, but the world as he knew it would never be back again.
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			Reflections

			 

			 

			Two opposing waves thundered into one another. As one, they rushed over the red sands of the beach. The rusting reminisce of a moss-covered Ilios vessel’s starboard side eclipsed the fading sun nearly a mile off shore. Its portside and fallen crew remained, forever submerged off the coastline of what was once a world at war. Those alien waves would beat against the destroyer’s belly, a constant reminder that the tides of the Pacific used to be ruled by the Moon and the Moon only.

			On the red-stained beach a fire crackled; an old man tended to it with his weathered hands. He added another log of fresh pine and flames licked its sides. The old man sat down into the tired hammock and it creaked. It was a semi-permanent fixture knotted between two withered trees, and he gave a sigh of relief that their trunks had allowed the weight of his growing belly for at least another night. His grandson sat on a rock and timidly threw pinecones into the fire along with fistfuls of tall grass he’d torn from the sand.

			“Can you see it up there?” the old man asked, pointing to the twilit horizon with a long stick he’d drawn from the edge of the flames.

			“I think so,” Said the boy. “You mean the Moon. Right, Koto-pa?”

			“No, that’s not the Moon, Castor.” Koto cleared his throat. “The Moon’s still asleep.” The old man plunged the flaming end of the stick into the sand and drew a circle with it. “That is something else. It’s” —Koto searched his mind for the right word— “it’s kind of like the Moon’s cousin.”

			“You mean like Denny?” the boy asked and Koto smiled in return. 

			Denny was a troublesome boy. Koto hadn’t been thrilled that Castor spent as much time with him as he did. But playmates were hard to come by. Although they weren’t actually related, their community had grown into a family of its own, regardless of any blood relation. That meant that Denny was a cousin to Castor, and Castor and Denny were the responsibility of the entire village. The children of every man and woman. Koto was known by all of the villagers as Koto-pa or (at times) just Grandpa. Though Castor was his only blood relative who remained on-planet, Koto claimed each of them as his own. He supposed that under the circumstances Denny was also his grandson. Koto sighed at the thought of it.

			 “Yeah, like Denny.” He knelt down and brushed his grandson’s wind-blown hair. “Castor, you’re a very smart young man. That big eyesore up there is exactly like Denny. That is the Moon’s evil cousin.” He traced another, much larger circle in the sand. “It does everything that the Moon does, but the exact opposite at the same time, kind of like a dark reflection of the Moon.” Koto traced a third circle. “This, here in the middle, is our home, Earth.” Koto patted it with his stick. “The two circles on either side of us are the Moon,” Koto dragged the stick across the sand to the first circle again, “and the Block. They are always on the exact opposite sides of the planet from each other.” 

			“Why is it called the Block if it’s just a big circle?” Castor interrupted.

			“Well,” Koto rubbed his chin. “There is a big block inside of that circle. See, there used to be a lot of people up there, including your old Grandpa here,”

			“Woah, you were all the way up there?” Castor asked, his eyes wide with wonder.

			“Yeah, sure enough. Can you take a guess at how far away that might be?”

			“Uh,” Castor thought for a moment. “At least twenty miles.”

			“Well that’s not—untrue, I guess.” Koto laughed. “How about, two hundred thousand miles?”

			“Woah,” said the boy, bewildered.

			“Yeah, it’s very-very far out there.” Koto dropped the fire-prod onto the sand; it landed with a thud. “And when you’re up in space that far away you can kind of,” Koto thought for a moment, “float a little—like that seagull’s feather you were messin’ with.”

			Castor giggled as he tucked his small knees into his chest, rubbing the patches of his dirty piecemeal jeans as he did. He adjusted on the rock and imitated a feather floating down with his hand.

			“So to keep us grounded, like my fire poker here, that big circle used to spin real slow and the block in the middle spun a little faster in the other direction—or any direction it had to. It’s complicated. It’s called Centripetal Gyroscopics, kiddo. I don’t even—”

			“Centipede what?” Castor interrupted.

			“Nevermind, sonny.” Koto laughed and sat back into the hammock. “Come, sit with Grandpa. We can get a head start on catching these stars.” Castor tossed another pinecone into the flames and jumped into the hammock beside him.

			The boy rested in his grandfather’s arms. Koto cradled him as darkness crept over the twilight sky and the moon rose on the eastern horizon. Just before the Block fell away to the west, defeated once again, Koto watched it burning on the edge of the ocean like a mirage. He hugged the boy against his chest, wrapped him with the horse blanket that was splayed across them, and remembered life on the Block. He remembered his lover, his savior. Her final kiss still wet on his lips after ten years past.

			Castor fell into a deep sleep.

			The Block

			 

			 

			Everything about the Block seemed cold and unkind. Its walls were precise, primer grey. Every ceiling of every hall was made of polished steel, and the matte-composite panel boards that serviced the blast doors were all black. If it wasn’t drab and colorless, it was a dull reflection of the overwhelming colorlessness. It was all I ever knew. All I ever thought I’d know. 

			 It was a strange reality aboard our Orbiter Class apartment complex. With sixty thousand tenants all living on top of one another, you’d think I’d never go lonely. But, in the Block’s overtly intentional design, this was not the case. On most days I saw fifteen, maybe twenty others wandering about a vessel that had only ever felt alien to them, just like me. 

			It was unnervingly quiet there, and yet that damned silence could be deafening. It was like a vibration that I couldn’t quite feel. Like a buzzing fly near my ear. It was as real as feeling a shiver down my spine, and only as tangible as a dream. It was infuriating to me. I’d been told that life could adapt to any situation given enough time, but I never adapted to that silence. I imagine nobody with a pulse could.

			The other thing about the Block’s cold, grey walls and that deafening silence that lingered in every corner, was that if you weren’t careful, it would all start to close in on you. No matter how stable you thought you were, those walls could devour your mind. Once that pressure built, you were done. The droids would take you away.

			What happens when a human mind collapses in on itself like a black hole? The tenants called it Singularity Syndrome. The grainy speakers referred to it as a code eleven malfunction. It’s what happened after your entire existence would compress down to the size of a needle’s point until it popped. There was no coming back from that. The only dignified option was to take the ‘breathless’ way out. But it was never a choice: the droids made that decision for you. 

			Sometimes I could hear the poor souls being dragged away. I might have been in a meal room shoveling lukewarm soup into my mouth or tightening the bolts on a ventilation system after finishing a lengthy job cleaning out the filters, then the speakers would sound for a code eleven malfunction. First I’d hear the squealing wheels of droids rushing down the halls, five or six of them so eager to perform their duties. Followed by boot heels skidding across the freshly waxed vinyl. Then the helpless bargaining with automatons that could never betray their functions, growing louder as they drew closer. Their awful shrieks would echo down the halls in cold finality, silenced as the airlock sealed behind them and the pitiless vacuum of space would rip away their final breaths. Then nothing but that damned deafening silence. I would almost miss their shrieks. But soon enough I would remember them.    

			 

			└──┐

			 

			The only time that my skin wasn’t braised by the cold walls and my eardrums were not being fooled by phantom vibrations, or the wailing memories of ‘the breathless’ meeting their fate, was when I lay back into my pod and listened to the hatch seal above me. I loved every sensation of it. The hydraulic airlocks firing hundreds of aluminum pins into their sockets, the filters coughing vaporous clouds from their vents, the warm rush of heat that would follow the carbon sealant. It was all I had to cherish, it was what I looked forward to. Something about the ritual of it called to me and it always felt like I could breathe a little easier after that hatch shut above me. Then came the absolute darkness — it was total euphoria.

			 I didn’t really sleep in my pod. That, I took care of on lunch breaks or during simulations. Sims that would take up to two hours for most, and only about one for me. I’d just throw my blinders on so it looked like I was studying for the next sim. It worked every time, the droids never caught on. Sleep was necessary, and I was happy to find it when I could. But when I met with that utter darkness, alone in my pod, I would melt away.

			 It always felt as if I was falling through one dimension and onto another plane of existence entirely. One where the closed hatch of my pod wasn’t constructed of a blast proof steel composite that was nearly seven inches thick, but rather something more fragile, more elegant, like origami. I would imagine reaching with my hands before me, my fingers eager to tear through the thin parchment above. It was nearly translucent white and I could swear that I saw sunshine on the other side. Though, not like how the sun shined down onto the Block. It was warmer and softer than that. Then suddenly, I became certain that on the other side of that origami-cocoon was actual life. Not what I knew as life. But the real thing. Plants. Animals. Rivers. I was certain then that what was lying before me was a portal to Earth. And when I finally tore through that thin parchment and into the other side, I found nothing but the endless void of space. 

			 Can you miss something you’ve never known? It took thousands of lives before my own so that I could be here today, you as well, no doubt. I imagine that we all have lineages, unless you’re android. But do we, or should we, miss ancestors that we’ve never met? Did Earthlings mourn over dig sites filled with prehistoric fossils and Dinosaur bones? Where should loss have begun for someone like me, someone that had never experienced anything real or free? No matter what that answer might have been, I had missed Earth every day of my life without ever knowing it. I’d never seen a picture of a tree or felt soil between my toes. I hadn’t heard a recording of the oceans waves crashing onto the shore. I could talk about them with minimal understanding, but I could not feel them. I was haunted by the ghosts of a planet we once called our home. 

			The old ones that lived on the Block, the Earthlings, used to look up at the night sky. With their feet pressed firmly onto Earth’s solid ground, they would wonder what was out there. That’s what Sigma used to tell me, at least. I can still imagine him leaning over the cane he’d constructed out of a length of metal piping and an elbow socket. His thinning grey hair, a lazy tuft fighting for territory on his balding head. His weak knees wobbling with every step. Sigma, his eyes comically magnified by the welder’s goggles constantly resting on the bridge of his nose. Sigma, that would tell me things, carefully. Incomplete thoughts. If I listened close enough I would learn too much, and he knew that all too well. Sigma remembered things that he wasn’t supposed to, things that the spy-droids didn’t want us to know. Like how he remembered that back home he was known as an astronomer and an artist. He could fold paper (a rare commodity) into beautiful shapes; triangular, symmetrical, and so familiar to me, and yet so foreign at the same time.

			Sigma told me that astronomers back home were like ‘curious witnesses’ to the great beyond and that they studied it like some kind of galactic painting made just for them. He said that they pondered the stars so much they’d forgotten about the soil beneath their feet. Sigma used to tell me stories about how eager they were to explore the galaxies above them and he looked genuinely happy as he did. But soon enough, guilt always etched itself into the rigid lines of his face as he remembered and regretted how his kind treated their home planet. He’d turn pale and gaunt looking, like he’d become physically ill.

			“We botched it for you, boy-o.” Sigma would say with an unsteady voice. “I can—I can almost remember how, too.” His words are like hieroglyphics carved into the walls of my memory. 

			Sigma said that every astronomer began as a ‘star-gazer.’ So I told him that those like me, those who wondered about the planet we orbited, must be called ‘Earth-gazers’ and that most of the older generation were not keen on ‘Earth-gazing’ like I was. Sigma expressed with a distracted kind of look that he understood why. 

			It wasn’t long after that discussion that the old astronomer let the walls cave in and took the great leap, joining the ranks of the ‘breathless’. The speakers called it a malfunction. But I suppose that he’d always wished to return to stardust after all. All I knew was that I’d lost my only friend.  

			 

			└──┐

			 

			 Our daily lessons were limited. We didn’t learn much about Old-Earth history. There would be questions about trees in our sims, but I had never seen a picture of a tree. None of us had. There were questions about love, friendship, and suffering. Everything that we didn’t know we could feel, but I would use my intuition and choose what answer felt right to me. 

			At the time, I thought our limited education was out of a concern for us Orbiters, so that we weren’t overcome by the Singularity, like my dear friend, Sigma. Because most of us would only ever inhabit space vessels and asteroid mines or Martian outposts, if we were lucky. It seemed to me they didn’t want the younger generation to crave what they could never know. 

			I had a hunger for knowledge. I wanted to fill the void that existed within me. The only chance I had to learn about my dying home planet would require entrance into ‘the Garden.’ It was a thing of legend. Our little piece of home. Somewhere I thought I’d never see. It felt like there was no hope for a curious mind like my own. At least, that’s what I thought before I met Nova. 

			The first time I set eyes on her was after she’d un-anodized my blinders. Her face was blurry and my head was pounding, but as the room mellowed out around her visage her features started to settle in, I could tell that she was something special. 

			She had silver hair that curled into her narrow face and swept in around her piercing purple eyes. I’d never seen purple eyes like that before. She smirked and revealed a slim cut of metallic teeth that were strange and intriguing. It was as if every one of her features betrayed any standard of what it meant to be traditionally beautiful. She looked both twenty-five and sixty-five all at the same time. 

			Nova’s complexities reminded me of the old ones but without any of the remorse in her eyes. The sharpness of her gaze was both dangerous and confident. A long scar crept across her freckled face from the middle of her left brow, across the bridge of her nose and down to the bottom of her right jaw. Those types of injuries were rare on the Block. Unless you were a Welders-Mate and some debris clipped you on a walkabout. A clip like that is usually followed by every alarm on your EVA going off as the vacuum of space sucks the air out of your lungs and boils your tongue. Welders-Mates were always younger too, small enough that they could fit into tight spaces where others could not. Nova was tall and lean and I could tell that she was definitely older than our Orbiter Class. I had no doubt that she was Earthling. I had no doubt she was criminal.

			I’d heard the term criminal thrown around a lot and to my understanding criminals were people who defied orders. From what I could tell, they were the curious types, the ones who asked too many questions and were met with extreme prejudice. They too, despite the severity of the crime committed, would be sentenced to death by way of the ‘breathless.’ Now, I know that in this universe the term Criminal is often synonymous with Liberator. Nova was mine.

			“Wake up, Koto.” she said. “There is much you must learn. But first I need you to look at something for me.” Nova turned on a monitor that was hanging from the ceiling. She swivelled it around to face me and its iridescent glow was blinding.

			“Why does my head hurt so damn bad?” I asked.

			“Sorry, Koto. I really needed you to come with me.” Her smirk widened, revealing more of those metallic teeth. “I gave you a slight tap with my concussion rod. You’re lucky I’m the one that caught you dozing off in that sim-station. You’ll be fine, though.” Nova pointed at the screen and it slowly came into focus. “Is this you? I mean really you? Or did they turn you into some kind of code-rat to trick me into coming?”

			“Is that everything from the past thirty years?” I asked. 

			There on the monitor was my entire simulation log, every test I’d ever taken while aboard the Block. I didn’t understand why she thought I would’ve been a code-rat. Even the decent coders got picked up to a higher level. 

			“Yeah, that’s my sim-log.” My headache lessened a little. “What is all this about? Am I in some kind of trouble?”

			“Thirty years?” Nova chuckled. “Koto, you were born into trouble.” She cupped my face with her hands and kissed me on the forehead. “Just like me. But I gotta tell you, honey,” Nova switched off the monitor and swivelled it back toward her and up into the ceiling. “You were not born into trouble on this piece of shit. Especially not thirty years ago.”

			“I’m sorry, what? This is absurd,” I said with a tremor in my voice. “What do my sim-logs have anything to do with— well, anything?” 

			“If a bird forgot how to fly even though it had feathers and wings would it still be a bird?” Nova pulled a small tin flask from the breast pocket of her red jumpsuit. “Koto, you’ve been lied to for so long that you can’t remember how to fly. Now drink.”

			Hesitantly I took the flask from her hand and noticed that mine was shaking. The smell was pungent and hit me right away. Back then, I wouldn’t have had the words to describe it. Now, I would say that it was aromatic, floral, and it burnt like hell. I took a sip and coughed. It felt like I’d swallowed jet fuel and I thought I might puke. Nova laughed at me and took the flask away.

			“I guess they really did wipe you clean,” she said, cooly finishing the remainder of the booze. “Can’t even remember how to drink, can you?”

			“Have we met before?” I asked, knowing damn well what the answer was.

			Nova leaned in toward me, I could smell the aromatic liquor on her breath, and she whispered, “Yes. We’ve met before.”

			I had a thousand more questions I wanted to ask her. But something about those purple eyes and about the way she’d whispered it to me, “Yes. We’ve met before.” I knew that I’d already had the answers to those questions.

			“Come now, little bird.” She wrapped her arm under mine and lifted me out from the bucket seat I hadn’t noticed I was slumped into. “We have a date with a great tree.”

			The Garden

			 

			 

			Nova seemed to know her way around the Block better than I ever had. She led me down halls and through service elevators I hadn’t seen before. She could have started phasing through walls like a ghost and I’d have been completely unsurprised. Around her neck, hanging from a lanyard, was a keycard, some kind of skeleton key for the entire vessel. She’d wave it in front of any colored terminal and its status would turn green. No door was off limits.

			She moved quickly and avoided every sentinel drone with ease. I dragged behind her fighting to catch my breath. When we came across any cameras or spy-droids she would pull out a small device, not much larger than a bottle cap, and press down on it. At first I expected it to fry the things, I thought they might start shooting out sparks, dying a violent electronic death. But that’s not what happened. There was only the soft click of its button. Nova seemed to trust its efficiency and would move past those obstacles without blinking an eye. 

			At some point in our gauntlet run of the Block, that strange aromatic liquor started to take its effect. I felt numb and elastic, like I was made of rubber. My mind became vacant. I was suspended from my body and all I could do was watch as Nova dragged me onward by my hand. I was a passenger on our quest. Lights seemed to stretch with glittering tracers around every corner. Nova’s amaranthine hair seemed alive and I watched as single strands of it flowed behind her like the mane of some kind of mythical being. The fabric of time and space began to dilate and warp as I reached a sort of mental event-horizon. Is this what Singularity Syndrome is? The thought echoed in the endless cavern of my mind. Is this what we’ve been so afraid of? Is this insanity?    

			Those memories fall like countless raindrops, and though they eventually collect into a puddle, all I can remember is the storm.

			I remember Nova ducking me into a doorway and searching down the halls. “They wiped every one of you, locked you up into those mass cryo-chambers, those things are dangerous as hell, and at some point they implanted false memories to control all of you.” I think I remember being on a service elevator or maybe we were running up a staircase. “Like how you think you were on Earth thirty-three years ago in your mother’s womb. Like how your old friend, Sigma, thought he was just an astronomer back home. He was so much more than that. He was a leader. He was an activist. And he was beginning to remember that. That’s why they got rid of him. There’s fucking Singularity Syndrome.” Then we’d almost be seen by a spy-droid or worse and she would use her favorite jamming device on it. “Let me ask you, Koto. What’s better for the Order Ilios, those fuckers who locked you up here, what’s better for them? Wiping us out entirely, crushing our resistance? Nah, it’s forcing our compliance, it’s making us their slaves.”

			“What do you mean, Nova?” I asked. “None of this is making any sense to me. How can I trust anything you’re saying? Why am I even following you?” I begged for an answer.

			“Let me ask you something else, Koto, and then I’ll let you decide for yourself.” We boarded another service elevator. The space was tight and we were almost holding one another. “How do you know my name?” 

			It occurred to me that at no point in the night had I asked what to call her, and I knew that she hadn’t told me either. It just slipped from my mouth. Nova. Somehow I knew it was a name I’d said a thousand times before, whether it was only in a dream or in another life entirely. I knew that I’d worshipped that name. That I’d spoken it like a prayer. Then her lips came to mine and we met with such softness and our hands searched each other’s bodies, and every cold wall lining the Block melted from the fire that erupted in my chest. A flood of memories followed that kiss, and my mind no longer felt vacant. I was no longer just a passenger. Nova ran her delicate hand down my leg and reached into my pocket. She pulled away one of Sigmas beautiful, angular, folds of paper. And for the first time I’d known what to call it. It was a crane. She tucked it into her breast pocket.

			Nova pulled away and looked up at me with tear filled eyes. 

			“Those simulations,” she said. “They’re recollection tests. Designed to prod your subconscious memories and once they decide you’re remembering too much, they get rid of you.” She looked down and wrapped her small hands around my fingers. “You were remembering too much. That’s why I came.”

			Nova turned her gaze over to the control panel of the elevator and retrieved the skeleton key from her right pocket. I noticed that the call box was running out of floors to ascend. When the last bulb ignited green, a small holographic image of a tree materialized next to it. I gripped her hand firmly. My palms were sweating and I closed my eyes. I imagined, for a moment, that I was back in my pod and the hatch just closed above me. I returned to my origami-cocoon. I could see the sun shining through from the other side, I could feel its warmth. I imagined tearing through and seeing the beauty of Earth before me. And I could almost really see it.

			“Are you ready?” asked Nova.

			I remember taking a strand of her silver hair and setting it behind her ear, wondering how much time I’d lost in the cryo-chambers. Wondering where this Order was, and how we would make them pay for what they’d done. Wondering what it might be like to search the rest of Nova’s body with my curious hands and feel her warmth against my own. Then the blast doors opened and all I could see ahead of me was lush, green, and full of life. There were crystal clear waters rushing over smooth rocks and I could hear the birds singing as they fluttered down to drink from them. The frothing tributaries fed into a gentle creek that wove through the garden’s bushy orchards and wild grasses. Spongy lichen coated every inch of bark I could see and the forest had grown thick. Flowers were blooming between the roots of the trees in a painter’s palette. Towering above it all, stood one great tree. Old and wise. It was the keeper of the garden. 

			Morning

			 

			 

			Koto awoke, hot underneath the blanket in the morning sun. He could hear the sounds of playful laughter, muffled conversations of dreams and of plans for the day to come. The bitter aroma of coffee stung his nose and he noticed a carefully placed jar of it set into the sand beside him. A slender woman in a tattered robe disappeared over the grassy ridge, their encampment nestled away on the other side, her footprints fading in the windswept sand. It would be the only coffee delivered to the lazy old man and he would make it last. There was little chance of leaving the hammock before noon, he knew. 

			Koto watched as Castor and Denny tossed around a deflated ball, their bare feet slapping the sodden sand as the early tide retreated. He smiled and could taste the dry grit of his mouth. Koto leaned over the side of the hammock, eager for a drink, and something small fell from his lap. His old eyes struggled to focus, he couldn’t tell what it was. Koto carefully propped himself up into a sitting position, his bones creaked as he did. He drew a lens from the breast pocket of his raggedy flannel and held it out before him, trying to find the right distance of where his farsightedness and the prescription of the lens came to an agreement. Through it, he spied a small origami crane, elegant and white. In that moment Koto knew that love could not be bound by the walls of space and time and that Nova would always be near.
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			As the cold sawtooth waves of the alarm called indifferently to him, Declan wondered if he had even slept. He lay on his bed, his hands splayed on his chest spooning a Cobrin HVR pistol while his bloodshot eyes wandered around the plastic-composite ceiling, searching for meaning, or at least something interesting. He felt like a fucking battery with 3% juice left, a hard capsule of chemicals at war with one another, determined to die without conceding anything. His bad leg felt like gelatin encased in carbon steel. 

			His eyes fell to their puffy corners and he looked out the window. He watched Lingham Tower, a pillar of unfinished mazes of light stacked on top of each other into space, and every now and again the navigation lights of drop ships would light up the photorealistic clouds hovering over Galena, as if an invisible thundergod couldn’t bring himself to smite the helpless heathens below. Higher up on the tower a silhouette caught his eye. It was a smaller figure and after a few moments a larger one rushed from the light, enveloping it like a magician before a costume change, then both figures retreated away from the window, the black outlines merging quickly with an enlightened white. A delivery or enforcement drone flew past his window, screaming, as if it were tilling the synthetic sky itself, and he felt the Cobrin sing.

			“Off,” he said, and the alarm stopped as urgently as it had been sounding. He licked his thumb and, taking quick note of how he was sitting, pressed it against the cold glass of the window, leaving a slimy smear in alignment with where the figures had been. He breathed, as deeply as he could, then rolled over and grabbed the small red phial that stood like a soldier on his bedside table.

			“Order some food.”

			A condescendingly pleasant ding resounded from his entire apartment, followed by a voice hidden in beams of static.

			“Order some food. Right. Where would you like to order from?”

			“I don’t care, just get it here fast.”

			Another ding as Declan unscrewed the cap of the phial, exposing the hooked dropper attached to its underside.

			“Fast. Right. Ordering via fastest delivery. This transaction will deduct three credits from primary account. Please confirm.”

			“Confirmed.” Declan brought his foot to his thigh, and with a practiced motion scooped some of the phial’s contents and carefully deposited it between his big toe’s nail. It bubbled slightly as it solidified from its liquid state, leaving a red-stained horizon that would disappear after rain or a shower. Immediately he began to feel it, like electric puzzle pieces tingling into place row by row upwards. He gently closed the phial, set it on his bedside, and returned to his back and closed his eyes.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Declan awoke thirteen minutes later to the pneumatic hiss of the apartment’s delivery port and the soft growl of a courier drone. As the outer door sealed again, the inner door fell open and Declan was hit with a perfume of piss, pollution, and watered down spices—Eau de Intrepid Morning in a shithole part of the solar system.

			His leg was beginning to go numb (a good sign) so he laid the Cobrin on his bedside, sat up at the end of the bed, and moved the styrofoam cup of soup to his desk. After a few distracted bites, he flayed his hand over the smooth metal of his desk and tapped twice. Red, green, and blue auroras began to leap and merge from a white bar lazily mounted to the back of the desktop and formed an image of a naked woman cleverly standing behind the four blades of a military drone. He pressed his hand flat on the metal of the desk and almost instantly his image appeared with a halfhearted beep of approval. The static voice returned.

			“Welcome, Declan. You have four new messages.”

			“Play ‘em.” 

			A man’s voice. Its high-pitched wavering syncopating with the static. “Hey D. You been taking your medicine? Schedule here says you are on your last bottle. I have a new batch ready to go. Why don’t you stop by and—”

			“Delete.” A small beep.

			A synthesized voice, too loud, began. “Declan! Did you know that the Red Spot is going to have a once in a lifetime event in less than twelve sols. If you act now—”

			“Delete.” A small beep.

			His heart skipped as a familiar woman’s voice peered through the hiss. “Hi, Declan.” He heard something strange in her voice. “It’s Alena. I know you wanted me to let you know when I got back from orbit and, well… here I am.” Her voice sounded heavy. “I don’t have any bookings for the next few days as I get settled back in, but feel free to stop by. I could sure use the credits.” The voice forced a laugh. “Anyways. Bye, love.” Eight months ago Declan had been holding her hair back as she vomited in a dumpster in some alley. Then watching her push him away and climb weakly into an airtaxi. Then trying to assure her face on a screen that he’d help her get through this virus however he could, give her an advance for future sessions even. And then nothing. His heart hurt thinking about her. 

			“Save message. Next.” A small beep.

			“Declan? Declan? It’s Rogers. Sorry, I’m—” Static. “—but I should be there this afternoon. I want—” Static. “—maybe at Kwon’s. I’ve been craving their egg noodles for a goddamn year, my man. Anyways—” Static. “—again: pretty important. Right. See you moonside, buddy.” 

			“End of messages.”

			Declan rubbed his eyes and took another bite.

			“Call Archer.”

			A small beep. “Calling Archer.”

			As the terminal patched him through he brought up the Child Reclamation Services Dashboard. His numbers were doing okay: three acquisitions and six arrests, though one incident last week was half of those. A call from the CRS’ District Chief had planted a seed of doubt. He pulled up his lifetime stats. Below the curve, but not hopeless. If they were doing budget cuts or layoffs he might be able to keep employed by working harder for a few months. Bump the numbers.

			“Oh hey, D.” Archer had been patched through, the cadence of his voice seemed to dance with the static of the call, always on the right side, never a word drowned in hiss. Declan thought everything Archer did was beautiful, and maybe Archer did too. His face appeared in the corner of his display and Declan thought he looked like a statue only a great master would dare release from marble, the great crossroads between age and youth, masculine and feminine, kind and strong. “Did the CRS finally get enough credits stashed away to let me redesign those horrendous rags you go around wearing?”

			“Archie, you know you’d just go and make us look so good we’d stick out like the Red Spot.”

			“It’s a shame really. You all could look so good. Well, what can I do for you today, honey?” Archer’s tone indicated no debt owed, almost eager helpfulness.

			“Thing is, Archie...” Declan winced theatrically. “I actually have two things.” Archer laughed gleefully. “First, I was hoping you could get me the other end of a call real quick. Or maybe just clean up my version.”

			Archer’s eyes flared. “Ooh, some espionage?”

			“Not really. My boss called me wanting to meet—I think—but he must be on the other side of Jupiter or something. Was pretty patchy. I’m a little worried the CRS might be going into another round of layoffs.”

			Archer frowned. “I understand, sweetie. Send me what you have.” Declan hesitated. “Don’t worry, D. This one’s on me. It should only take a second and I consider it an investment in keeping one of my favorite friends employed.” Declan knew that probably wasn’t true. Him being removed from CRS would take away a small, but reliable (and easy) source of income, but he liked the way Archer had said it.

			“You’re the best.” A few taps conjured an icon on his screen and he dragged it onto Archer’s smirking face.

			“I know. But remember, you’re supposed to ask for consent before unloading on someone’s face.” He winked and got to work. “So, what’s number two?”

			“This one’s business. Do you have any spare micro drones? I think I might have a lead in Lingham Tower, but I need something to read the navigation codes on the outside to make sure I go to the right place.”

			“Hmmm…” Archer made a few taps and then looked around. “No micros. But I’ve got a mini that would work. How long do you need it for?”

			“Should be only a few hours, including transit.”

			“Not a problem at all, darling. How does two hours for fifty credits sound?”

			“Perfection. Charge it to my CRS account, please.”

			“Will do, baby blue. She’s on her way now, with an ETA of twenty-three minutes. Also, just finished your message recovery. Here.” 

			“Archie...”

			“Yes?”

			“I fucking love you.”

			“Don’t we all?”

			“Thanks for picking up so quick.”

			“For you, always. Au revoir, D.”

			Archer’s face faded away on the screen, leaving behind an icon. Declan opened it and after a moment, Chief Rogers’ voice began to reveal itself from the static, this time as clearly as Archer’s had been.

			“Declan? Declan? It’s Rogers. Sorry, I’m on the ass-end of Jupiter now. We just left Amerigo Station, but I should be there this afternoon. I want to speak with you about some changes coming from up top. Pretty important. Can’t do it over coms, so we’ve got to go somewhere and chitchat... maybe at Kwon’s? I’ve been craving their egg noodles for a goddamn year, my man. Anyways, don’t go telling anyone about this. Keep it suborbital, D. Again: pretty important. Right. See you moonside, buddy.”

			Declan wrung his fists and brought them to his mouth.

			“Shower on.” Water began to spatter in a plastic cubicle in the corner. He stripped and entered and watched the Cobrin through the clouding glass.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Exactly twenty-three minutes later three rapid-fire high-pitched blips drew his attention to the delivery port. He crossed and flipped two toggles on its recessed paneling and the antechamber unfolded its wings, breaking the piss-air barrier. A small drone slightly bigger than his open hand dutifully entered and stationed itself over the desk, hovering perfectly still over its dirtied reflection in the steel below. After a moment, a small hatch in its base opened and a nail shaped object crept out of it. Declan slicked back his hair, slid it outwards exposing its concentric circles of bare copper and black plastic, and inserted it into one of the matching holes in his desk. The terminal awoke once more, this time with four well-dressed women in some imaginary hover vehicle as the default image, and in moments he was piloting the drone back out into the knockoff night air.

			He navigated it above the smaller buildings far below towards Lingham Tower, towards those shapes in the window he might have imagined. Once he was close, he set the drone to strafe along the facade of the building and moved to his bed to sit where he had awoken earlier. He aligned the thumbprint as best as he could, thinking it was like aligning a telescope to see through a microscope. As he sat there, a familiar shape appeared in one of the windows behind his print. He held his breath. The figure twitched to the side for a moment and then ran back to the light, extinguishing it. As it went out he saw the drone’s display reflect the same.

			“Fuck you!” he yelled with arching vowels. He leaped to the desk and took control over the drone. He had it. He was so fucking lucky. Shapecatcher. He pulled the drone back so it could see the navigation markings. The seemingly random spatter of white and red blinked into numbers as the drone camera focused, like runes giving up their prophecies. 9A16J48. He flipped to the Residential Records tab of the CRS Dashboard and typed the code in.

			Immigrant couple. Hans and Dominka Gretzev. Old bloc refugees, probably from a broken down ark transport from Saturn. Maybe one of the older worlds or moons. Both worked in Lingham Tower, with Hans in logistics and Dominka in the laundry for the hotel that comprised the bottom hundred floors. No kids.

			“Then who was the little fuck?” He grabbed his jacket, smokes, a small pleather bag, and the Cobrin, which was still singing.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Lingham Tower was the third-highest structure on Callisto, but dwarfed all of the other buildings in the district of Utgard. To reach the top via high-speed elevators took almost ten minutes unhindered but, with all of the stops, Declan stood in a nook of the elliptical carriage for almost forty. He did his best to stand off of his shit leg, his hands holding themselves behind his back, breathing carefully to not become intoxicated from the oversanitized reek, and his eyes almost closed to save himself from the headache-guaranteed patent-white that engulfed everything. Why was it white? To give the miserable fucks that had to live here the endless chore of scrubbing their neighbors’ shit and mud from every crevice? Was white cheap? Maybe there was a self-cleaning agent added to make it all easier…

			He arrived at his desired floor and exited the nausea-chunnel to a long hallway that stank of decay and piss. He strolled along the flickering lights until he reached his destination: Unit 9A16J48. House of Shadows. He zipped open the pleather bag and removed a glass pane. Squeezing its edges, it began to emit light and he held in towards the door. He slid his finger down its smooth edge and soon he could see orange shapes coalescing and breaking until they formed the red hot shapes of human bodies. A woman sat on top of a man, undulating with her head thrown back. Declan briefly imagined himself and Alena in that position, then sighed defeatedly. He would have preferred a surprise entry, Cobrin drawn (it seemed to always work out better that way), but seeing a dick and tits that he wasn’t invited to see would look bad and could even cause some bullshit legal hurdles in any arrest, so a soft knock-knock on the door it was. The woman stared at the door for a moment, then looked into her lover’s eyes as cool sweat began to show on the thermal signature, like a sweet rain from her forehead. The man looked towards the door, and it seemed as if their combined passion was turning the space underneath their bed into a small oven. She dismounted and they clothed as he tapped on the glass in his hand, defaulting it to a smooth cyan light. A moment later, the door opened, and Declan regarded the sweaty man with a cowardly hairline and a belly that must have seen many fermented substances under its wretched employ.

			“Good day. Or, morning maybe. Can I come in?” He tapped twice on the glass pane and fingered it around, and in Hans’ eyes he could see the relief of the CRS logo.

			“What is about?”

			“I have a few questions.” He backed Hans into the unit. “Do you need translation?”

			“No, I speak it.”

			“Great. You have children, Mr. Gretzev?”

			Hans’ eyes flared slightly. “No children.” Dominka entered wearing a fraying bathrobe and stood wringing weathered hands. Declan thought he should have checked the thermals of the whole place as he drew a circle on the glass pane and tapped in its center. It began to make a muffled clicking sound as he looked around.

			“What is sound?”

			“Not a goddamn thing to us. But to little ears that still have some growing up to do it’s one of the worst things in the galaxy.” The rhythm of the clicking began to pick up. Declan thought he heard a whimper coming from under the bed.

			“Are there any children in this house?”

			“No children,” Hans assured through his stubble.

			“Please no more click sounds.” Dominka was rubbing her hands nervously and brought them to her chest. A slow soprano moan began to crescendo from underneath the bed, and Declan looked into each of their eyes in succession. 

			“Then who the fuck is that?” He moved quickly to the bed and easily hoisted an end into the air. The couple screamed behind him, and as he looked he saw a mound of cloth, intricate blue and silver patterns of thread. It flinched. He grabbed the cloth and threw it into the corner of the room, revealing a huddle of small arms and legs, here or there an ear or tuft of mangy hair protruding from the shaking mass. Declan’s eyes grew wide as slowly, six children began to cry and let go of each other and make their wretched little faces seen to him. Fucking jackpot.

			“We watch for Dominka’s sister...”

			“Sure. Out from the bed, kids.” They immediately obeyed, crawling away crying, one of the larger children dragging one who was still an infant. Declan stopped the clicking and put the glass in his pocket. As Dominka started towards them, Declan cast the bed aside with a clamour and drew the Cobrin, freezing her in fear. After regarding the tears racing the sweat down her cheeks, he opened his bag and removed a small steel cylinder with dark glass covering its top end.

			“Now, I’m going to attempt to ID these children. If even one of them is unregistered in any way, even if they aren’t yours, you will be arrested. If you make any attempt to stop me from getting the ID on these children, you will be arrested. Fuck it, if you even talk to me while I’m trying to get the ID on these children, you will be arrested. Do you understand?”

			The couple nodded solemnly. Dominka looked to the floor. Declan squeezed the steel tube and a thin needle protruded from its bottom end. He moved to the largest child, the baby-dragging girl, and, as gently as he could, grabbed her arm. She cried out and tried to get away until he heard Dominka say some assuring phrase in another tongue. The girl eased and her dirty hair fell over her face. Crouched over her, Declan inserted the needle into her arm for a moment, then tapped the top of the cylinder. A blue circle appeared from behind the dark glass and spun slowly. He knew it was analyzing the child’s DNA and checking it with every registered citizen in the solar system, but he still was annoyed with how long it took. He was annoyed, standing there like a bad guy, an intruder in someone else’s home who was probably going to ruin their already shit lives because that was his job. From behind the mat of hair he saw a beady eye glaring at him.

			Without a sound, the blue circle disappeared and a single word in deep red appeared.

			Unregistered.

			Declan tried his best to hide the results from his face. He let go of the girl and crouched over another, a boy this time, with hair shaved to a stubble.

			Unregistered.

			As he moved to the third child he heard Dominka begin to cry.

			Unregistered.

			Unregistered. Unregistered. Unregistered.

			As he finished with the baby, who was the only one of the lot that just cried and didn’t glare, he stood up and retracted the needle and dropped the cylinder into his bag. He took out the glass pane again and squeezed three of its edges until a voice appeared.

			“Dispatch.”

			“I need a rec-squad, my position. I have six code oh-nine-alphas with a potential bee-six-deltas here requiring their services.”

			“Request received. Stand by, eight minutes.”

			“Thank you, dispatch.” The pane went dark and he pocketed it.

			“What is problem?”

			Declan didn’t reply. He merely readied the Cobrin and stood silently. He tagged, and just had to wait for the mean guys to come and bag.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Declan stood on the promenade leading to Lingham Tower and lit a smoke, the building piercing the wavering sky above him. The air was cold and heavy, a gargantuan megastructure chemically air-conditioned into an eternal discomfort.

			He was never really fond of the arrests, but as a Netter he had to remain on the premises and personally confirm which ugly, tear-drenched faces needed to be taken away. The adults always went to mining camps in the Belt. Sometimes the kids, too. Though he’d heard that, more often than not, those under the age of fifteen were taken to Ganymede to work in various trades. But it always went the same way: the adults crying; sometimes, a parent being solemn and calm and comforting; and the children confused and screaming. The same look appearing on every poor bastard’s face when they see the windows of their domicile open up and a black and yellow groundship docks with their apartment. A squad of well-armed and armored no-faces leaps out and then it hits home that they’re royally fucked in the ass. Declan spit.

			He needed endorphins (the smoke wasn’t cutting it), and Alena’s endorphins were the best on the goddamn market. Suddenly, the pane in his jacket began to vibrate. He removed it and Chief Rogers’ furrowed face filled the surface with blue light. He tapped it.

			“Hey, Chief.”

			“I fucking hate this moon.”

			Declan laughed.

			“First, the dropship pilots here a fucking lunatics. I swear to Christ we almost bulleted right into the domes. Second, I feel so light that I swear I’m going to go flying into the fake ass clouds you got up there.”

			Declan looked up. “It’s only one-eighth G, boss.” Rogers gagged.

			“And third, fucking third, I feel like every miserable fuck is going to shoot me in the chest wearing this uniform. Please, for the love of God, please meet me at Kwong’s so I can get off this rock.”

			Declan chuckled.

			“Sure thing, chief. I’m on my way now. Just watch out for anyone wearing a red cap as you head over.” He saw Rogers look around in alarm.

			“Why? What do the—”

			“See you at Kwong’s.”

			He heard his name being cursed as he turned off the pane and crossed the street. 

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Kwong’s was at the foundation of another of the district’s many piles of concrete, steel, and light. Its decor was in good taste, but antiquated, and the many objects arranged in spirals hinted that the owner must have had a fascination with old Saturnian fashions. Declan entered, the sharp curry wafting from the kitchen and burning his nostrils, and found the Chief already seated and eating. When he saw him, Rogers glared.

			“I’m going to get you for that, you little shit,” he said, pointing his chopsticks at him.

			“Sorry, sir.”

			“C’mon, sit. I ordered for you. Boss buys, boss decides. How you been? Good?” He slurped some noodles and spoke through them. “I heard about your six-top this morning. The whole squad’s impressed. How’d you find ‘em?”

			“I got lucky. Saw one of ‘em peeking out the window from my apartment. Used my goddamn thumbprint to hold the place until I could borrow a drone from Archie.” He held up his thumb emphatically and Rogers ejected mirth and broth.

			“Brilliant! You’re not the best, but you might be the goddamn smartest.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“Good thing you got them when you did, D. Like I said, some big changes are inbound. Have you ever heard of High Counselor Laroux?” Declan shook his head. “She’s this young, well, younger, fiery type that just got elected to the Commonwealth. Her platform is all about prosperity and shit, but most importantly: population control.” Declan’s eyes lit up. “They drafted up some new legislation and revised the budget, and now we’re the damned sword of justice to them. They’ve turned up the punishments and”—he raised an eyebrow and nodded towards Declan—“the incentives. See, our department’s been instructed to go to a commission structure for all of our Netters to raise the stakes. Which means each one of those little heads you found this morning is worth a thousand credits each.”

			Declan’s eyes grew wide. A thousand credits was easily a month for him.

			“Now, lucky for you, those laws went into effect at the start of the week, but they’re not going to announce it until the start of next. They figure we can clench our fist around any good leads before they get spooked and catch the next flight out to the Kuiper Belt. Regardless, keep all of this on the dark side, okay? That’s an order.”

			“Of course, sir.”

			When they had finished eating and regaling, Rogers’ brought his hands to his stomach.

			“Fucking hate this moon, but goddamn love these noodles. Look, I’m about to debrief Cohen over some drinks. Want to tag along?”

			“No thanks, Chief. I have a few leads I want to dig into before the week is out,” he lied.

			Rogers smiled, then grabbed his coat and led them onto the street. The crowd broke angrily around them as they said their goodbyes before Rogers withdrew into an airtaxi that hurriedly disappeared into the towers above. Declan waited a few moments, then crossed the street to Lianji Station and heard the dying ding! scan him and deduct whatever amount from his account and then disappear in the din of the tremendous clamour of the street.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			The trip to the Cock Castle wasn’t a pleasant one. The magtrain spent most of its time weaving through scarps with overeager light blinding him one moment and then long bouts of his eyes recalibrating to the dim red of the carriage. The crowd was always a mix of derelicts and business types, a quilt of stained and hole-ridden canvas and freshly pressed Ionian fabric, spattered with neon pleather shoes or dresses or slacks of working escorts or anyone trying to make or spend a few credits. They all chattered eagerly as he stood with his hands embraced behind his back and his head down, the Cobrin weighted in its holster.

			He’d tried closer brothels at first, some dodgy, some fine, but was always left with a bad taste in his mouth—something off about the establishment or the girls or the drinks. And then he expanded farther and farther, until he came to the Cock Castle and met Alena. The night had started off like most others: the foreplay of drinks and coy caresses, retreating from the thick music and ambiance and pink lights into a maze of hallways and then into a cave of pillows and quiet. But he had lain there and was drawn into her eyes, azure maps to fertile galaxies, and felt something come over him as she talked of herself, an easy stillness that he’d rarely felt. From that night on he had booked her whenever his soul or dick needed it, sometimes every night in a week, and he quickly became her client among clients. Someone she would cancel other sessions for, someone she would take a call from at any hour, and, after a time, someone she would even leave the Castle with as his personal date and escort. Declan thought that even she couldn’t deny the amazing chemistry they had. He was pretty sure he loved her.

			He entered the doors of the Cock Castle and followed the hall of red velvet curtains, neon emitting candelabras, and glow-in-the-dark mannequins donned with a pastiche of metallic armor and sexual attire. It led to a small antechamber where Lucille was usually stationed, but today it was Dominic, and with a greeting, the doors behind him were opened to reveal the Keep: a swath of concrete painted like stone in a myriad of colors and majestic shrouds of red and blue. In one corner a small balcony overlooked a theater that played pornography and was stage to the occasional cabaret, and in another was an eternally long bar with mulitlimbed robotic bartenders and a sea of tables surrounded by pink veils where the horde of night creatures conversed and waited for the evening rush. The whole place smelled like cheap perfume and hot plastic. He saw Lucille at a table, her leg in a cast and blonde hair pulled back, and he approached.

			“Hey, Lucy. You ok?”

			“Yeah, think I broke my leg dancin’ or at the arcade. Can’t remember.”

			“Sad to hear. Have you seen Alena yet?”

			“Yeah, she’s back there. Just be nice to her, she’s still a little weak.”

			“Oh, I’m always nice. She’s the naughty one.” Declan wasn’t sure she got the joke, but he was already heading to her room, navigating the maze of hallways quickly at a brisk walk. He arrived at her door and knocked as he went in.

			“Alena, baby?”

			No one answered. No one was in the room but the ghosts of them fucking in every square inch of the place. He thought he heard singing in the next room, beyond the blast door at the other end of the room where she actually resided, when suddenly he heard her voice through an intercom.

			“D? Hold on a minute.”

			After as long as Declan could bear, the blast doors opened, and she emerged from the dark, her eyes sunken and her hair running from her head in every which way.

			“Hey, beautiful.”

			She smiled meekly and walked tiredly towards him. He met her in the middle of the room and grabbed her.

			“I missed you so fucking much.” He squeezed her tightly.

			“I… missed you too.” Her voice was muffled against his jacket. He spun her around and began to feel her, in all of the spots he had missed. “Please go slow.”

			“Oh, I can’t go slow, baby. These eight months have got me so hungry.” He spun her around again. “And you look so fucking tasty.” He lifted her off the ground and charged and pinned her against the wall, causing a tremendous thud and a fearful yelp from Alena. He was biting her ear and undoing his pants when he began to hear a rising cry from the other side of the wall. As it grew, he stopped. Only one thing sounded like that. Something biologically designed to sound as annoying as possible to adult ears. He backed away from her, horror consuming her face, tears rising against the dam of her eyelids. He pushed her away and moved towards the blast doors.

			“Declan, please!”

			“What the fuck are you doing? What have you done?”

			He continued through the doors, the cry growing distinctly. He slammed the panel to the lights and in the center of the room he could hear its source burrowed in a shipping crate overflowing with blankets. It seemed so obvious now. Eight months! She had lied when she said it was a virus. Well, maybe a child was a virus. He could feel his stomach begin to swirl and his chest tighten.

			“It’s yours.”

			Alena’s words soared through him, cut him in half, went back for the pieces and ground them into a shadowy pulp on the floor. That couldn’t be possible. Fuck, it was not only possible, it was almost certain. A thread in his mind unraveled into an outcome where they were a meager family on a distant rock somewhere, every day fighting together against the entropy of the universe, but with hearts stout with love. Another where they were locked in a hole mining silicon, unable to breathe against tight ventilators. Another where they were corpses in a big plastic bag sailing towards the sun. Another where she was trying to fell him when it wasn’t even his spawn. The Cobrin was pulling to the ground, digging the holster’s straps deep against his shoulders. Demanding to be set free.

			He opened the pleather bag and removed the metal cylinder, ejecting the needle. He reached down and felt a meek, fatty appendage through the cloth and pierced it. He couldn’t look at it. If he saw it, it would become real. He brought it back and tapped the glass top, and as the spinning blue circle lit up his face he looked to Alena and wondered how she ever could have fucked him this hard.
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			The Komodo

			 

			 

			The Komodo’s eyes were locked on her mark with the focus and intent of a primordial predator. She had followed him for hours, in and out of the labyrinth of alleyways that made up The Outskirt.  It was deep into the artificially induced night when she followed him back into The Cast Iron, the heart of City. He got off the light rail before the Cast Iron Bridge. Her CFP device, molded smoothly over her left arm, was active but rested at her side. The vapor was thicker than usual tonight, likely caused by an irregularity from the mantle’s pulse pushing massive bubbles of gas into City’s biofilters. The Komodo was unphased. Conditional concealment was a rare and unnecessary gift from the old gods of the hunt. Her mark seemed to be in no hurry while strolling along towards Tenro Center Plaza. A neon toll sign erratically sparked through the milky fog. The mark drunkenly turned onto a byway adjacent to the bridge, away from the crowds. From predator to prey, this came as no surprise.

			The mark, Rush, chose to take the luminous side path. Though he normally would have cut straight through on the Cast Iron Bridge, flashed his City pass at a taxi-mech, and delivered his acquisition to the Tatsu Syndicate, he was feeling especially nostalgic. In fact, he was high as a lenticular cloud on a designer substance known as Liftium-7. His pupils were black holes, struggling themselves to understand the concepts of light and dark. The glowing treeline of noble-gas maples glimmered and stretched in the fog like the fires of ancient stories in his eyes.

			“What majesty the goddamned founders have created,” Rush muttered to himself, “and still a piece of shit like me can be as brilliant,” he tripped over a root in the path, then continued ranting, “as the evolutionary link between noble gasses and fucking trees!”

			An uncontrollable, elated feeling overtook his composure and he contracted into a small fit of laughter. Coming out of it he whispered roughly to himself, “Well, one more cylinder. You, well, you,”—cough—“you fucking earned it, buddy.”

			Not so famous last words. Rush was a piece of shit, after all.

			As he struggled in the distance to find an L-7 cylinder in his pocket, the Komodo decided it was time to act. She waited for the light rail to race by. Then she braced her arm over a ledge on the bridge and sighted in. She reached over with her free hand and clicked the dial that regulated dart toxicity in her CFP to “lethal”, tapped her fingers in a moment of contemplation, then rolled it down to “pacify.”

			“Lucky for you, you worthless husk.”

			She aimed, took a deep breath, and slowly squeezed her right palm into the trigger bar. Something felt off. Suddenly, the gasfruit hanging from the maples hummed and dimmed. A low-frequency buzzing grew louder momentarily, then stopped. After an elastic second of unreal silence, a very thin and precise bolt of lightning hammered down through the center of Rush’s head straight into the ground between his feet.

			The Komodo reeled backward from the flash, then reflexively recoiled herself back into her previous line of sight only to see a smoldering crater of ash and bone. She followed an ion trail on her visor read-out, up a ledge on the closest tower. She set her zoom to max clarity.

			That’s fucking impossible.

			Fuji and Taro

			 

			 

			High above City in the ancient skyscrapers, warm sunlight began to crawl through open windows. Fuji lay heavily sedated in an infirmary pod, swimming through pools of memories. She couldn’t feel her legs. Her heart and her mind were circling each other like koi, moving slowly inward to the same point in the center of her thoughts. She remembered back to the day that her path had forever changed. She remembered her last gaze into Taro’s eyes as she was pulled away, screaming out at the death of her dreams. They had been just children then, an unlikely friendship that had blossomed perfectly in step with the changes of the times. She swam down deeper into this memory, to the beginning of that day.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Taro whispered hoarsely into Fuji’s window, “Fuji, come on, let’s go!”

			“I’m coming, hold on!” Fuji pulled back a steel panel, reached shoulder-deep into the wall, and pulled out her secret prize: a dragon pendant necklace Taro had given her when they first met. It was a promise for a better world. A promise that was to be fulfilled on this day. She clutched it close to her chest for a moment, then slipped it over her head and climbed nimbly out of her bedroom window. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s go!”

			Taro was staring out over the edge of the highrise at the red-orange sun as it began its morning ascent over the thick, endless blanket of clouds that concealed the metropolis far below. She was in awe of its immense beauty. This was a sight her eyes had seen only a handful of times. Fuji rested her hand on Taro’s shoulder. “You’ll see it again. Today is the last day you will ever have to sneak up here.”

			They embraced in a tight hug, wrapped nanofiber filtration scarves over their faces, drew up their hoods, and began the long climb down to The Rest.

			The climb down was simple enough. A curious child, Fuji had discovered that she could slip through the ports in the exhaust shafts on the side of the towers. Boiling hot fumes came hurtling up and out, lifting and flapping the port lids for a minute or so, and then the lids were still for about five minutes. It was relatively easy to time. The old shafts had maintenance ladders inside that led down and out to new ports at each story level. Since the shafts were solid steel structures, the energy field of the dome bypassed them, and all the girls had to do was go in, climb down, crawl out, wait, then repeat. Fuji had made this venture a hundred times, it seemed. Taro could count her climbs with her fingers.

			They had made it about halfway down before Taro misstepped and slipped off a rung on the ladder. Her foot twisted tightly into the space between the metal bar and the wall. She winced and let out a haunting shriek that echoed downward into the abyss. Fuji, already halfway out of the next vent, pulled herself back inside and called up to her friend.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I’m stuck. My foot is stuck!”

			Taro was pulling forcefully at her leg, but it wouldn’t budge. A massive bellow from deep below caused both the girls to peer down into the darkness in horror. Snapping out of the shock, Fuji scurried up to Taro on the ladder and began working at her boot with her free hand. Red lights began to blink all along the edges of the shaft, signaling the next exhaust cycle. Taro cried out. “Fuji! It won’t move! We’re running out of time!”

			Fuji forced her voice to remain steady. “I’ve almost,” then, as she gave a final heave and Taro’s foot came free, exclaimed, “Got it!”

			They immediately made for the vent. They could feel the heat rising. The air was growing thick. Fuji crawled out of the port first, then turned to help. Taro was staring down at the stampeding cloud of death, as it morphed its way upward along the steel beams. Fuji grabbed her and threw her to the side just as the steam came blasting through the vent. They sat in silence catching their breath and waiting for their hearts to slow for three more cycles before venturing the rest of the way down.

			At last, they climbed out of the final vent and made their way out into the giant annex that connected all the towers inside the crown of the biodome. They had finally arrived at the Unity Commencement. The Yama, refugees from The Perch and Fuji’s people, were at long last to be recognized by City as equal citizens.

			Fuji’s memory fast-forwarded to the calamity.

			The Consulate Speaker from City was on a stage in the center of the annex presenting representatives of The Perch with articles of domicile. The annex was teeming with both Perch and City residents, all there to witness the dawning of the new age. Hope was swelling in Fuji’s heart. She squeezed Taro’s hand as she listened to the Consulate give his speech. Unexpectedly, a man concealed in Perch rags broke their hold, meeting eyes with Fuji as he passed. His irises were glowing spheres. He had a snakelike grin. Fuji’s world began moving in slow motion. As Fuji reached out for her friend the chaos ensued. The Consulate Speaker’s head exploded as he was mid-sentence on the stage. Plasma crackled briefly and the crowd erupted in panic. Fuji was tossed about by the scampering mob as she searched desperately for Taro. She could see the blue-green trails from energy weapons firing all around the masses surrounding her.

			“Taro!” she shouted, but her voice was drowned out.

			A cloaked figure lifted Fuji and as he threw her over his shoulder she caught sight of Taro. Down on the ground, being trampled, they helplessly locked gazes. A face came between them. Same argon eyes and serpentine smile. He laughed, leveling the barrel of his weapon at Fuji’s face. The plasgun was sizzling as he shoved it into her cheek, instantly giving her a deep triangular burn. She screamed in agony. The plasgun was about to light up when the hooded figure holding her turned swiftly and sliced the attacker’s face clean off from chin to brow with an electric dagger. The menace lifted both hands to his bubbling mess of a face as a hollow moan expelled itself from what was once his mouth and he crumpled to the ground. Fuji’s rescuer moved swiftly away, and her vision blurred into nothingness as her dearest friend disappeared from view.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			As she drifted off, Fuji’s memory transformed into vivid dreams. She found herself immersed in a pool with two koi circling her. Faster, and faster. A giant whirlpool formed and sucked her downward into darkness. In the blink of an eye, she was spit out into an open sky. Freefall. She was an elegant form against the giant red sun. A falcon mirrored her movements at a distance. One blissful moment, one perfect breath, then the sky tilted and the sun became the Earth’s glowing core. An argon eye. Her smooth glide contorted into a full-on tumble and the giant burning orb grew closer, closer until she felt her skin burning off. She opened her mouth to scream, but there was no air in her lungs. At once Fuji awoke and shot up in her bed. She had broken into a cold sweat. She clutched for the pendant around her neck, and took a deep breath when she found it was still there.

			Legends of the Elderas

			 

			 

			The Elderas were the essence of City. A mysterious council of unknown number, they controlled every facet of life within the dome, because they controlled The Mantle, the very source of the dome. They had been entrusted since the creation of the neosphere not only to maintain order and preserve life but also to minimize scripts of law, in order to keep society from being buried alive by the same frameworks that had overburdened and eventually collapsed upon the civilizations of the Old World. The Elderas were solitary, masked beings believed by many not even to be human. Whispers in Cast Iron households told stories of how they had been mutated over time by experimentations with the gasses from deep in the earth. Others revered them as godlike givers and benefactors to humanity, and still others speculated that the Elderas were hoarders of wealth and power unknown. The Komodo knew better than anyone that none of these things were true.

			As she walked through the halls of Citadel Elder, more than half a mile underground, she was reminded of all her formative lessons here. She had learned bioengineering in The Seed, a collection of labs dedicated to developing new technologies for food and oxygen production, thermodynamics, bioluminescence, and other plant-gene based research. She had been granted the privilege of learning combat and the ways of the hunt in the Blooming Dojo, extending her prior bio-studies knowledge to the manufacturing and appropriate use of toxins in martial necessity.

			As she continued toward the council room, the Komodo’s eye was caught by an engraving of a lightning bolt running some length down the wall. She followed the bolt down, tracing it with her finger to its end, where it struck a diving falcon. She paused. She must have seen this engraving countless times but never before had it seemed so pronounced. She examined the inscribed history next to the ornate relief.

			It read, “The misgivings of man.”

			A slight pang entered the Komodo’s mind. A buried memory made its way nearly to the surface and then burrowed itself back into obscurity. She turned down the hall only to be captured once again by another relief on the wall. An ornately shrouded Elderas, giving a blessing to a kneeling, cloaked individual. This inscription read, “Though history may be warped by storms, and by quakes, we are the anointed to make everlasting peace between the earth and the sky.”

			The Komodo pondered this until she came to the large circular door of the council chamber. As she approached, the door slid up into the ceiling, revealing Chamber Elder, a spherical room covered in glowing vines. There was a single Elderas seated in the center. As she entered, the door closed behind her, and rings of neon lights grew brighter. A deep, thin voice beckoned “Come forward, Komodo.”

			The Komodo approached the Elderas and a chair, part metal and part living wood, rose in a spiral from the ground. The Elderas gestured and the Komodo sat.

			“It has been brought to our attention that there has been some unrest in The Cast Iron as of late. Have you heard?”

			The Komodo replied in earnest, “You mean the Tatsu? They are always stirring things up, but this is nothing new.”

			“Yes, the Tatsu. Troublesome that they should go to such lengths to control that which isn’t theirs, don’t you think?”

			“You already know what I think. The Tatsu Syndicate is always meddling with something, but the Rule of Detachment keeps us from being involved. Otherwise, they would have been eradicated long ago.”

			The Elderas drew a long, whispery breath into his mask. “I suppose you are right. We suspect that they are planning something far more... disruptive. The Elderas must maintain the balance of City. We are the gardeners of the new world, Komodo. The Rule of Detachment is a guideline that we aspire to follow, not an absolute.” He drew in another whisper of breath. “We need to find the source of this disruption.”

			The Komodo bowed her head. “What is it that you would have me do?”

			“We would have you seek.” As he spoke a shimmering platinum display hanging from a vine spiraled down through the air and came to a rest facing them both. On the screen the liquid metal reshaped itself as the Elderas spoke, showing at first a man entering the light rail.

			“There is a man named Rush, who works for the Tatsu. Our analysis shows idiosyncrasies in his recent patterns. He has been frequenting The Outskirt and we have grounds to believe he has been gathering anomalous data from the outer ring and bringing it back to the Tatsu. Somehow our tap into the network is being blocked, as impossible as it may seem.” The screen showed the light rail speeding off toward the skirts and then slowly turned into a fuzzy static pulse, “We need you to follow him, find his destination, and then bring him back to us. No more, no less. Of course, you must remain a shadow, and he must be brought back to us with his mind in order. Otherwise, we leave you to whatever methods you deem necessary. Analysis shows he will be taking the rail tomorrow night.”

			The mirror circled back up into the ceiling. The Komodo rose from her chair and before she turned to leave she bowed her head. “Great Elderas, I will find him.”

			As she walked away the empty chair slowly spiraled back into the ground. The neon lights in the sphere dimmed as the door closed behind her.

			Uncle Haru and the Cloud Whip

			 

			 

			Fuji was sitting in her prefab, reminiscing about her Uncle Haru. It had taken over a year of tedious rehabilitation, but the robotic stilts that had replaced both her legs below the knee were finally feeling natural. The calibration had been painstaking, but Fuji was tenacious. She rose from her chair and paced about for a moment before settling in front of a window. The mechanized whirring from her legs was barely audible. Staring out at the empty slab where Haru’s prefab had once been, her hands slowly curled into fists as the memory flashed before her eyes.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			She had answered the door. The courier had been a young man with a curious birthmark starting next to his ear and disappearing under his collar. Haru had signed off with a retinal scan and taken the package. The hologram had projected, “A gift from your old friend, Karasu.” Haru’s eyes had grown large. He had thrown Fuji out the door and slammed it shut just as the bomb went off. The prefab had taken most of the shock from the explosion. Enough to save Fuji’s life, but not her legs. In a daze, she had looked for the courier, but he had been nowhere in sight.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Her fists relaxed and she turned her head from the scene of the explosion out to the soft sun in the horizon. She owed her life to Uncle Haru in more ways than one.

			With her mother being very ill throughout her childhood and her father’s death in an uprising in The Cast Iron before she was born, Uncle Haru had been Fuji’s caretaker, protector, and mentor for her entire life. He encouraged the freedom of her spirit, but he had always kept a watchful eye. On the day of the Unity Commencement, it was no mere coincidence that he had been there to sweep her away from danger.

			Haru had been a lean old man with rough features, including a vast array of scars and burns. His right shoulder had always been slightly hunched, the result of an old injury from his days working down in City before the Separation. He had been a clever engineer and had crafted major improvements for The Perch’s windmills—which used the updrafts of City’s exhaust to generate electricity—and for the water recollection spires that hung out in the clouds. Though the Yama had very limited resources, they had become masters of recycling after the Separation, thanks to Haru’s many innovations.

			Shortly after the massacre at the Unity Commencement, he had decided it was time to teach Fuji the Stratorum, a collection of ever-evolving skills and philosophies that had once been commonly known and shared by the Yama. Haru’s father had taught him and his brother the Stratorum in secret during the Tatsu’s genocidal cleansing of the Yama.  When the uprisings that lead to the Separation began, Fuji’s father had risen up against the Tatsu and been killed. Haru had taken a different path. Even after much suffering and injustice at the hands of the Tatsu, and the inaction of the Elderas, he had kept his dagger clean. He had remained a pacifist until the Commencement forced his hand.

			Fuji moved to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. She walked back to the window and looked once again at the empty slab. Another memory surged forward and she dove in.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Morning had just broken and Fuji had entered Haru’s pod. She remembered he had been unusually stoic as he spoke to her.

			“Fuji, you have embraced everything I have offered to you as a teacher, and I feel these studies are coming to a close, but I do have one final lesson for you."

			He had reached up above a decorative mirror and hit a hidden switch, spinning the mirror to reveal a very slender, strange-looking weapon. Haru had grasped the six-foot-long rifle-spear from its fixture and rolled it in his hands. He had paused to reflect, staring down at it, and then turned to Fuji. “I believe you are ready to learn how to use the Cloud Whip. This is much more than a weapon, Fuji. It is a powerful extension of one’s will.”

			He had reached out, offering the Cloud Whip to her. She had accepted it with both awe and reverence. She remembered how incredibly light it had felt, how she had never seen anything like it. She had then turned to her uncle. “Haru, what is this thing, a plasgun of some sort? I don’t see anywhere to insert a plasma pack.”

			Haru had chuckled softly. “Ah, now that is what I’m about to show you.”

			They had sat down and Haru had poured over all the details of his invention.

			“My original plan, many years ago, was to create a tool for arc welding and fuzing that would have a reliable electrical charge, in case there was ever an outage and repairs needed to be made on the mills and the spires. Battery packs have a tendency to deteriorate. It took about a thousand tries, but eventually, I created this self-ionizing chamber.” He had proudly tapped the chamber of the gun with his finger. “By the time I got around to finishing it, everything had gone to shit and we were stuck here like prisoners in our own homes. It then struck me that I could turn it into a sort of energy weapon if I significantly opened up the circuit. Unfortunately, the platinum alloy I used for the ionizing chamber, batteries, and lining the barrel is extremely rare, at least up here, and I was only ever able to make one.” He drifted off, muttering to himself. “It’s probably for the best.”

			She remembered how he had then stood up and walked over to the door.

			She remembered the mischievous smirk on his face as he had gestured for her to follow.

			“Well? You do want to see how it works, don’t you?”

			Lightning Incarnate

			 

			 

			Fuji set the glass of water down and walked to the metal trunk that contained her gear. She suited up and left the pod, retrieving the Cloud Whip on her way out. She followed the ghosts of Haru and her younger self as they walked to the edge of their tower. The sun was setting, fanning golden rays of light. The distant hum of the recollection spires was mesmerizing. She closed her eyes and communed with her younger phantom self.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Geared up in her nano-webbed diving suit—an aerodynamic, heat-resistant, shock-absorbing wonder—Fuji was ready to fly.

			She gazed out into The Divide, the great basin between the seven skyscrapers that comprised The Perch. Standing on the ledge, she could read the thermal updrafts like waves, even without her visor. The recollection spires and windmills came in and out of view through the billowing clouds.

			Haru pointed out her course and her targets.

			“Remember to be still. Electricity is a living force. Even as you embody the sky, you must remain grounded. If you connect with the Whip, then the target of the Whip is connected to you as well. If you wish to use the Cloud, you must aim at a solid construct. Either way, focus on the center and you will maintain control.”

			She nodded, then placed her leading foot at the end of the ledge and flipped the switch cover on the Cloud Whip. They had practiced with the elegant weapon, and she knew how to use the wingsuit, but she had never done both at the same time. She activated the switch and an orbital chamber in the receiver lit up and began cycling. She kept her feet firm as the weapon began to vibrate. The air pulsed as the ionization process charged the four internal cells. As each one charged it lit up, creating a beautiful gradient from deep-pink to sky-blue. The chamber switch clicked and the weapon stilled. Fuji took a deep, slow breath and then dove out into the sky.

			She kept her body perfectly straight until she felt the first updraft, then she became horizontal and fanned her arms out, letting the nanofiber wings take in the air. She arched her back, and in an instant jettisoned upwards fifty feet. She leaned hard to the right and aimed for a second updraft. This one sent her soaring upwards another hundred feet. Time for a bolt. She curled into a ball and aimed her feet downwards, positioning the Cloud Whip firmly against her shoulder with the barrel fit tightly between her feet. She began to fall, sighting in on the tip of the first spire. She held her aim in complete freefall until she was the right distance, and then pulled the trigger. A bolt of electricity careened at the spire and connected with a fierce crack. She kept the charge going and used the conduit to swing her around toward the next updraft. She released the trigger, flattened out, and opened her wings as soon as she hit it, sending her once again way up into the sky. She repeated the process with two more spires, now heading back toward the ledge she had started on. She hit one more draft and was blown barely high enough to clear the roof. Grazing the edge, she rolled over her shoulder and skidded to a stop on her feet, exhilarated. The Cloud Whip still had one more charge. Three whips, she aimed at the nearest spire and then toggled the cylinder switch one slot forward, and now for a cloud.

			Her visor read the distance and she rolled a dial on the receiver to match. She pulled the trigger and thirty feet above the spire a bolt of lightning exploded, screaming down and absorbing itself into the metal rod.

			Haru nodded intently as he put his hand on Fuji’s shoulder, “Now you are the lightning, Fuji. There is nothing more I can teach you. The Stratorum lives inside you.”

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Fuji, departing from the spirit of her past, was down on her knee, breathing hard. She had one hand braced against the ground while the other extended the Cloud Whip, still smoking, out behind her. She inhaled deeply, then rose from the ground. She looked down at her prosthetics, then to where Haru had once stood with her on the edge of The Divide, then down at the exhaust ports that lined the tower all the way down to City. It was time.

			Karasu’s Deviations

			 

			 

			As Karasu sat in his lab in The Outskirt he could hear the faint, warm buzz of the biofield that separated the last outpost of humanity from an arid, acidic extinction. He contemplated his masterpiece plan, running over every last detail: past, present, and future. What a fucking ride.

			After he had infused a batch of L-7 and fed it to himself and the other infiltrators that carried out the Unity Commencement Massacre, the Tatsu Syndicate had decided that Karasu should lay low for a while. Probably forever. Spineless pricks.

			 He had settled out here, built a lab, and made a criminal living manufacturing L-7. It was easy in the ‘skirts. There was a huge base of users and virtually zero Elderas influence. The Tatsu also paid him well, sent him supplies, and imported his product back into The Cast Iron. Not a bad gig. 

			Once he had established himself, he began working toward his true aspirations. The Elderas had allowed hundreds of years of social inequity under the guise that they must remain detached and keep the rule of law as simple as possible. Tell that to the thousands that were slaughtered by the Tatsu.

			He smirked, deeply. Karasu hated the Yama even more than the Elderas. His hand stretched out and his fingers danced slowly through the air as he imagined Haru receiving the gift he had sent him all that time ago. It had been a small act of deranged vengeance compared to what Karasu had cooking now. If they won’t play, you gotta break the game.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			Thousands of noble-gas maples spanned across the entirety of City. Karasu had discovered that the Elderas used biomechanical fiber optics in the interwoven root systems of the trees to create a network that could read any level of vibration and heat to create a moving real-time picture of the entire world. Years later he had figured out how to tap into the network with a masked signature on an old fashioned CPU. He had since been siphoning and translating information straight from The Mantle and compiling it onto his own system. With his understanding of the network and access to the inner workings of The Mantle and the biodome’s energy field, he would be in complete control of City’s biosystems. However, he would need access to a substantially better connection into The Mantle’s core in order to execute his takeover. So he had convinced the Tatsu to trade for his “valuable insights” in exchange for a seat at the table back in The Cast Iron. The dumb bastards won’t even know what to do with any of it.

			His deviations were flowing.

			A light blinked, accompanied by a dull buzzer by the door in his lab. He checked the input feed from the antique camera, making out a staticky figure at his front door nervously twitching his head.

			“Not this fucking guy. Why do they send this guy? Rush, you fucking junkie.”

			He shuffled to the door and slid back a slat so he could peer out.

			A bleating voice greeted him. “Karasu! How’s it going ol’ pal?”

			“Rush, what took you so long? Forget your own fucking name?” His eyes scanned the perimeter, revealing only his hired guards. He closed the slat and opened the door. “Come in, come in.”

			Rush pushed past Karasu, flung himself into the nearest chair, and immediately started blabbing. “So Karasu am I just picking up more junk or do you finally have the big one ready for the bosses? You know, they are real curious as to what you’ve been stacking up for ‘em out here.”

			Karasu scoffed and turned to his system. He pulled a chip out and held it up for Rush, who leaned over wide-eyed and snatched at it. Karasu pulled it away. “Not so fast, you fuck. Show me the codekey.”

			Rush looked confused for a moment. Then a light bulb went off somewhere in his scrambled cranium and he pulled the codekey from his vest pocket and handed it to Karasu, who took it and plugged it into the CPU. A notification came up on his terminal, “Access: Granted. Parcel Retrieval: Data. Certified Courier: Tatsuki, Rush.”

			He swiped his scanner off the desk and beamed Rush’s eye. “Certified Retinal Identification: Tatsuki, Rush.”

			Certified jackass.

			Karasu slowly handed Rush the data chip. “Now listen here you fucking degenerate slime. This is f-u-c-k-i-n-g i-m-p-o-r-t-a-n-t. You hear me? Don’t mess this shit up. Now get out of here.”

			He let go and Rush took a few small steps back, then just stood there. Karasu shrugged. “Well?”

			Rush looked down and sheepishly kicked a foot. Karasu sighed. ”Oh, for fuck’s sake. Fine. But wait until after you deliver the chip. A-f-t-e-r.”

			He reached into a drawer and handed Rush three cylinders of L-7.

			Rush pocketed them and bolted out the door.

			“Why the hell did they send that slag-for-brains for this? Eh, fuck it.”

			A smile crawled onto his lips. It’s all backed up.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			As Rush made his way back through the shanty-town maze of The Outskirt back to the light rail junction, a pair of eyes followed him, hidden in the dark.

				Another set of eyes stayed firmly locked on Karasu’s compound.

			Birth of the Peregrine

			 

			 

			Fuji finally tracked down the courier at the Tenro Plaza Delivery platform. It had taken her weeks, coming down through the exhaust shafts every night to observe from the shadows of highrise balconies, with no luck at all. Then one night, she spotted him. The birthmark was unmistakable. She followed him cautiously until he turned down an alley behind the Plaza. She checked her visor’s heat index to make sure they were alone, and then pounced. She threw him into the alley wall, a terrifying specter of dark armor atop thin metal legs. She spaced her hands out wide on the Cloud Whip and used the shaft to grind his neck into the wall, lifting him to the tips of his toes.

			“Who the fuck is Karasu?” she growled.

			“I don’t,” he could barely squeeze the words out, “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

			She tilted her head slightly.  The visor of her helmet was an expressionless matte black mirror. Looking him over, she saw the courier fob hanging from his jacket.

			“Sure.”

			 She ripped the security fob from his neck and knocked him out with the butt of the Whip. She plugged the fob into the side of her helmet and downloaded it. It had everything she needed. She opened an updated virtual City map and then scanned the courier’s logs, eventually finding the package assigned to Haru. It came up with a scrambled code that showed multiple compounds in The Outskirt. He’s gotta be at one of them. 

			She made her way carefully through the shadows and hopped on the back of the light rail, gripping it tightly as it ascended.

			When it landed at the final junction she slipped off and crouched behind a low wall, while the last few passengers unboarded and made their way into The Outskirt. Just as the rail began its launch back to City, a shadowy figure in multilayered, scaled armor slid out of a window in the back of the train. They jumped off and rolled smoothly onto the ground. Then, they began to stalk one of the other passengers that had exited the rail. Interesting. It appeared that they were both heading in the direction of one of the compounds she had marked. Fuji decided to follow. Taking to the roofs, she kept her distance and let the visor’s heat index do all the tracking.

			After a long, careful chase, the stalker stopped moving and posted up behind a nearby prefab. The passenger made his way into the compound, was met by a couple of armed guards, and was then led to a mid-sized pod in the center. Fuji made her way closer but kept to the side of the building opposite from the stalker. She edged her way as close to the entry point as possible, then was still. Her heat index didn’t pick up anything inside the pod. She heard a loud bellow from the doorway, “Karasu! How’s it going, ol’ pal?”

			Her stomach wrenched.

			“Rush, what took you so long? Forget your own fucking name?”

			 She unshouldered her rifle-spear and readied herself. Time seemed to disappear altogether until the door finally opened and Rush stumbled out, head down low. She watched as he left, with his mysterious shadow on his heels. Then she waited, watching the heat index until only the two guards showed up in the area. Time to move. Fuji cut around the corner and leapt onto an adjacent roof with a clear view of the guards. She hit the ionizing switch and the rifle began cycling in her hands. Once it was charged, she waited until the guards were close enough together, aimed at the space in between their heads, and let loose a quick bolt. It cracked right where she had aimed, conducting itself equally into each of the guards. Their smoking bodies twitched as the lightning ate its way down into the ground, and then they collapsed.

			 

			└──┐

			 

			From inside his lab, Karasu heard a disturbing noise. That didn’t sound like a field irregularity. He continued fidgeting at his desk for a moment before turning to check the cameras. He was making his way over to his terminal when suddenly the door light buzzed. He turned his head, startled, then turned back to the terminal and switched on the camera feed. Standing in the fuzzy video feed was one of his guards. He swung the door open, revealing the guard, horrendously scorched with an overwhelming stench of burnt plastic and flesh. As the body slumped over and hit the ground, a six-foot-tall nightmare construct stood in its place. Karasu jumped back and attempted to slam the door shut, but Fuji moved swiftly forward and kicked the door with all her weight. The force sent Karasu rolling back into his pod. Fuji brought down her rifle and moved in. Karasu rolled over, revealing a plasgun. She heard the sizzle and saw the barrel light up a deep, wavering blue. She flashed back to that day in the annex, shifting her gaze to Karasu’s face. Same crazed eyes, only they weren’t glowing. Same snake smile, only it was made of plastic.

			He fired the plasgun and Fuji moved with incredible speed, sidestepping the blast and ramming the spear end of the Cloud Whip into his chest, pulling the trigger as she did. His body contorted and blood exploded from his mouth.

			“You’re too—” cough “—fucking late.” He began to laugh and then erupted into a fit of spasms. His head jerked upward. “They already have it! City’s… finished.” He slumped over, dead.

			Fuji pulled the Cloud Whip out of Karasu’s chest cavity and stepped back. She looked over at his system terminal. She approached it and pulled out a data chip. She inserted it into her helmet and impossible amounts of scattered information scrolled in front of her eyes, like visions. The biofield phasing out, the Mantle destabilizing, the acidic winds tearing through and eating City alive. She pulled it out and threw it at the desk, raising the Cloud Whip and firing a long stream of electricity. The terminal exploded. She dragged the bolt all around, scorching the entire lab before releasing the trigger.

			A thought escaped through her lips. “I have to stop them.”

			Bolting outside, she scrambled to the top of Karasu’s compound and made a beeline across the rooftops, racing to catch the rail. It was already in the air when she was sprinted up. As she prepared to leap, her leading prosthetic compressed as it dug into the rooftop, releasing a metallic moan. Then it sprung, sending her flying. Barely grasping the bottom ledge of the back of the rail, Fuji climbed up and braced herself.

			When the rail stopped at a station before the Cast Iron Bridge, she saw Rush get off, still followed by his stalker. Fuji stayed on the rail as it crossed the bridge and landed at Tenro Station. She checked the Cloud Whip. One more charge. She moved the toggle switch forward. After the station transfer, the rail began to ascend straight upwards, to the highest condos, in The Crown. Fuji braced herself, waiting for the exact moment she needed. As soon as the rail hit its apex, she launched herself toward the tower, opening her wingsuit into a full-on glide. She turned feet first, placed the rifle, and sighted in the distance with her visor. She was an unknown majesty in a silent sky as she dialed in the rifle, took a final breath, and pulled the trigger. The gasfruit hanging from the maples hummed and dimmed. A low-frequency buzzing grew louder momentarily, then stopped. After an elastic second of unreal silence, a very thin and precise bolt of lightning hammered down through the center of Rush’s head straight into the ground between his feet.

			The Komodo reeled backward from the flash, then reflexively recoiled herself back into her previous line of sight only to see a smoldering crater of ash and bone. She followed an ion trail on her visor read-out, up to a ledge on the closest tower. She set her zoom to max clarity.

			That’s fucking impossible.

			As the Komodo zoomed in, the figure she saw standing on the ledge was holding a strange, elongated rifle. The shattered visor of her helmet revealed a distinct triangular scar on her cheek, and a glimmering dragon pendant was hanging from her neck. She disappeared around the corner of the tower.

			The Komodo stood silent, awestruck.

			Fuji?
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