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The Messenger of the Ground




Part 1: The Glyndwr Years


Prologue

When she comes round, her body is a single bruise blooming purple and yellows. She wonders how she has not already choked on the arid boulder of her tongue, her throat burns and, even in the thinning paleness of dusk, her eyes wince against the light. Cautiously, she sits, runs her hands over arms, legs, torso. Pain erupts from her permeable skin but there are no breaks, though she is not ready to stand. She pulls her legs under her chin, looking back towards Mytikas Peak. Two hundred million years in the making. How long had she existed there? 

‘Well, I’m done being your messenger,’ she shouts into the landscape.

The meadows rise, bleak at this time of the year, the montane levels denuded of forest. Farther away, black pines huddle around the bodies of their logged siblings, the remnants of a forest that only yesterday had been green-scented, alive. She rubs her eyes, shaking her head like a horse flicking off flies. The forest should give way to Maquis shrubland across the foothills, but the land is pocked with charred craters, the earth rusted, the small trees and bushes brittle black skeletons. Higher still, the rock slopes are spattered white with snow and clouds, nothing unusual there. But the burnt shrub and decimated pines? How long has she been unconscious?

She stands cautiously. The sun is setting and a thick band of livid orange flames across the horizon between mountain peaks. Above it a thinner band of yellow shines beneath a deepening swathe of blue. The harsh biscuit browns of the rocks darken between pools of light that look molten. She turns her back on the range and scans the plain, shivering. One foot in front of the next, slowly, pain welling, not knowing where she is going, her mind fighting the idea that she has not only been violently exiled but that the world has changed in ways she cannot make sense of.

One foot in front of the next and there are no thoughts, only movement that slows and slows until she crumples onto the earth, unable to move, her mind a fever of images, names called over and over: 

Arcus. Come back, Arcus. 

Ninšubur. My name is Ninšubur, not Papsukkal. Why do you call me…?

Shine, Shapash, you are the torch, the lamp of the gods, the sun. You are Shapash, burning radiance…  

Burning, her bones are burning. She feels her heart, her guts, fires erupting, her mind a cauldron of flame, names and images dissolving into one another, consuming her until…

On the burnt soil is a small bulb, the shape of a shallot or the single chamber of a heart, its onion-brown skin paper-thin. One iris bulb in a vast wasteland.
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November 2077

Alys woke from her recurring dream. Always it was the day after Luke arrived in Y Tir and she was explaining operation Excalibur to him.

‘So once Excalibur had done it’s work, we loaded Glyndwr,’ she told him in her dream. ‘It was a pity the inter-E-Gov communications and the defence documents were behind an extra layer of encryption, so we couldn’t get to them. But we were most interested in being able to get to the Regulation Authority Database. We wiped all your files among other things.’

‘Glyndwr’s like the history site I originally found you on?’

‘It’s actually multiple sites—history, ethical critiques of the Will to Govern, exposés of abuse. Glyndwr generates endless copies of the sites’ pages and randomly combines them over the top of existing sites or any site we’ve stripped out. So all the E-Gov citizen information sites and news sites, for instance.’

‘Sounds complicated and brilliant.’

It was, but of course it was also only the beginning. In the two years between Dewi Jenkins getting Brussels’ support for Y Tir to be recognised as a sovereign state and a member of the European Community, they had worked tirelessly with Luke and Emrys to develop Glyndwr. Luke had a flair for story that went well with her maths and Emrys’s magic, and all of it had been needed. 

She edged out of bed into the cold of the November day and made her way to the bathroom. She leaned out of the window to watch Owain scattering feed for the chickens. ‘I’ll make tea,’ she called. He raised a hand in answer, stamping to keep warm as he moved towards the house. 

She passed the empty room behind the bathroom and touched her palm to the door as she had done every day since Taid died. 

‘You look glum this morning,’ Gwen noted as Alys entered the kitchen.

‘Thinking about Taid,’ she replied. ‘And about how little time we have to do something more permanent about the Hengst and Hunter sites.’

Gwen nodded. ‘Kettle’s on,’ she said, as Owain entered the kitchen. 

‘Freezing!’ He squatted in front of the log burner and jammed in another log. ‘Dad’s gone over to the Jenkins’ to take the herbs for Taid Jenkins and see how Dewi is doing.’

Alys placed a large teapot on the table and Gwen set a rack of toast next to it. Owain was at the table in a stride, slathering butter on onto the hot, crisp bread before pulling out his chair.

‘It’ll be hard on Dewi losing Dafydd so soon after Betsan. And 77’s no great age,’ Gwen said, pouring three mugs of tea. ‘Same age as my mam.’

‘Nain’s one of the last of that group now, isn’t she?’ Alys asked.

Owain looked up startled. ‘But Nain’s fine, right?’

‘My mam is one of the fittest people I know,’ Gwen said, smiling. ‘But that generation went through too much. Pandemics and living in the mines and winters with not enough food. It’s surprising any of them got to fifty with what they endured, and the amount of loss they had to live with. But there were some strong ones.’

‘Like Nain Parry.’

‘Super-strong. Angharad Parry was the generation before. Hardly any of them made it to old age.’ Gwen took a long draught of tea. ‘Right, who’s for eggs? Or do you want porridge?’

‘Porridge,’ Alys said at the same moment as Owain called, ‘Eggs.’

‘Rock, paper, scissors,’ Owain offered.

Alys laughed. ‘Eggs are fine. Porridge tomorrow.’

‘You going to Emrys’s after breakfast?’

‘Today and every day.’

‘So is it industrial espionage now?’

‘Pretty much—or at least that’s the aim. Not that we want to exploit their corporate secrets. Just stop them.’

‘But people don’t seem to care what these companies do as long as they can stay entertained and have maximum convenience. I can’t get my mind round that type of thinking at all.’

‘It’s not how you’ve been raised,’ Gwen said, stirring dark yellow eggs into a moist scramble and adding pepper. ‘And tags have changed people. They might call it human enhancement, but there’s not much human in it at all, not as we’ve known it.’

‘I just can’t see the attraction of my memories and emotions being stored in a cloud where some hacker can hold them to ransom.’

‘Me neither. But people who’ve lived under E-Gov can’t see the attraction of having to remember dates and information or all the knowledge they need for work or of experiencing something once and then not being able to relive it.’

‘But I can relive it,’ Owain countered. ‘I can sit here with a plate of eggs and see Taid across from me or be in the polytunnel and hear him telling me how to space the seedlings. I can walk up Moelwyn Bach and the scent takes me back to the time a big group of us spent the day swimming in the top lake, doing dives from the rocks. I can practically hear the splashes and feel the cold water and then the heat when we came out into the sun.’

‘You’re right, but if you’d never relied on your own brain to remember those things you’d have a lifetime of enhanced, full-sensory memories instead, with bells and whistles in more colour than exists in the real world. And if that suddenly disappeared, you’d be disorientated. Think how Luke was when he first arrived, even though he’d chosen to remove his tag.’

‘Yeah, I know it’s massive conditioning. I just hope that if I’d had that and then got the chance to go back to … well, to being myself, I suppose, that I’d choose this life. And if they all do it together then no one’s at a disadvantage.’

‘But these companies…’ Alys shook her head. ‘The chips they’re about to produce go even further. E-Gov wanted control and tracking and I think the new regime isn’t much better, but the tech companies are aiming higher—they want a complete end to private thought— every idea or even what you dream in your sleep is a saleable commodity to them.’

‘But you’ll stop them?’

Alys sighed. ‘I really don’t know. There’s a growing clamour for access to the new tags in England. A lot of it in the Subs. People want what the rich already have and more of it.’

‘But how would they afford it?’

‘The big companies have gone with different models. Transense—’

‘That’s the Hunter’s one?’

Alys nodded. ‘Yeah, the “complete neurolife chip” they call it. That one is expensive. It’s all about being exclusive and keeping the hoi poloi beneath you. But the Hengst’s Enhanced Futures one, snappily called “Linkit” is going to be free. They—‘

‘Free? What like they’re a virtual-life charity?’

‘Not so you’d notice. The consumers don’t have to pay because they are the product. Every scrap of the users’ date is saleable.’

‘And people will go along with that?’

‘People will flock to it. The manipulations and invasion of privacy are all so intangible and the enticements are large—people who’ve scraped an existence in slums will suddenly be taking virtual vacations on tropical islands with every sense catered to. People whose lives are unremitting labour for a pittance will be able to escape to any hedonistic fantasy they want.’

‘And they’ll be more exhausted than ever,’ Gwen put in. 

‘Sounds scummy,’ Owain said, ‘but why exhausting? They’re just sitting there experiencing whatever distracts them from their real lives.’

‘Because their body’s will know it’s virtual. The heart-brain and gut-brain won’t be fooled. And because no matter how real it feels, it’s always a distraction unmoored in time so it will leave them craving…not even knowing what they’re craving for…’

‘So they’ll go back and back trying to find the satisfaction that’s eluding them,’ Alys added

‘And feel more and more fatigue and craving, more and more alienation,’ Gwen finished.

‘That’s hellish,’ Owain said. ‘Alys, you’ve got to take them down.’

‘Thanks, brother. And meanwhile, we have to watch our own data. We think the supposed to be oh-so-shiny-clean new U-Gov has a whole covert department just aimed at taking our systems down.’

‘But we’re in the last stage of ratifying sovereign status with European protection. Wouldn’t that be against international law?’

‘Of course, but try proving it wasn’t just some random hacker. We have to be beyond vigilant and make sure we’re untraceable, which means planting more decoys than we feel we can manage some days. But the Mutineers have offered help and Zach and Saskia are learning fast, though I think Emrys and Dewi want them to take over integrating the refugees. They’re so good with people.’

‘The refugees don’t seem like a happy crowd from what Gethin and Osian were saying.’

‘I think a lot of the people who’ve left England for Y Tir thought we were some kind of rural idyll with cows that milk themselves and lambs that dance through flower meadows before laying down as tasty ready-cooked dinners. We don’t live up to the montage in their heads. And in fairness, the housing stock is probably worse than they’ve left behind in the Subs, and really dire for those who were in the Centres. Porth may have great views but it’s been empty for a long time and it’s hard work putting those houses right.’

‘Do you ever regret breaking the code?’

Alys paused. ‘Some days, certainly some moments. But we’ve given people a chance to choose a different way for humanity to develop. Maybe they won’t take it in the end, but I still hope they will.’

Owain nodded. ‘Well, another month and we’ll be a wholly sovereign state. We both got what we wished for, now I suppose we have to find out what the wishes mean.’

Alys grinned. ‘I suppose we do.’


Iris: the messenger

Once, being a messenger felt like the world was falling at my feet. I was the gods’ bridge to the world, and to the underworld too. The gods’ words were mine to carry as I shape-shifted through place and time. I was Iris, goddess of rainbows, carrier of words. Trusted and powerful, rainbows spilled from my coat, rain poured from clouds I seeded with ocean storms. Oath-breakers were lulled to sleep by the waters I carried from Lethe. And the caduceus was mine.

But the earth withers. The people are starving. They no longer sacrifice to us. Zeus begs you …

Then tell Zeus to return my daughter.

She ate willingly, Demeter, she…

The roar that could have split rocks open stopped my words. Demeter would not be persuaded and so the year was divided into seasons, the darkness holding sway when Demeter’s daughter spent six months of each year in Hades.

The look of disbelief before the howl of rage when I told Menelaus that Helen had eloped with Paris. No atrocity would be enough to staunch his bleeding pride. So much blood would flow from that moment…

And I was there for all of it, through all those years at Troy, carrying messages from Zeus, changing shape to be heard by Hector or Helen, to instruct and warn Hector and Achilles alike. 

I carried Aphrodite to safety when Diomedes wounded her.

I travelled through sea to find her sisters in the ocean cave, swam on their tide of tears to Achille’s side, to comfort him. Swift as air, I brought the winds, Boreas from the north and Zephyros from the west, to ignite Patroclus’s funeral pyre. 

I impressed Poseidon with my understanding of justice and was the small voice guiding Priam.

And when my sisters, the Harpies, ceased their storms, I’d soothe the world with rainbows. I even turned back Argonauts who would have harmed my unloved Harpy sisters. 

Though I was born of Thaumas and Electra, Zeus was my father through those years.

I could move through Hades as easily as through water or air, on golden winds that carried light. Swift-footed, shifting shape, no height or depth was beyond my reach.


2

Zach cupped his face for a moment, then looked into the man’s face. ‘Thing is, mate, this isn’t the Centre, but I can get someone to come and show you how to get started, help you get into it.’

‘Plumbing?’ The man looked like Zach had suggested he take up python wrestling. ‘I’m a film director. I… Surely there must be… well, not robots, but… these people here, they’re more used… I’m just not…’

Zach resisted the urge to suggest the film director was not used to finishing his own sentences and nodded sympathetically.

‘Film director, eh?’ Saskia had come to stand behind Zach.

‘Yes, you might have heard of me. Seen my work. I…’

‘We haven’t had much access to films,’ Saskia interrupted, her voice quiet but firm, ‘but maybe you can show us.’

Zach shot her a puzzled glance.

‘Luke and Alys need a lot of content for their sites, trying to give people an idea of the benefits of an unhooked life. Maybe you can help them,’ she looked down at the paperwork on Zach’s desk, ‘Mr Grant?’

‘Well, yes, but at the moment… we’ve got all these leaks and the, well the toilet…’

‘So how about Zach finds someone to help get your waterworks moving and I let Dewi know you’d like to donate your skills?’

‘Dewi?’

‘Mr Jenkins is the President of the Gader.’ She watched the puzzlement flicker across his face. ‘The Council if you like, but more like an assembly of those who represent what they hear from all of us.’

Mr Grant nodded. 

‘So what do you say, Mr Grant?’ Saskia asked.

‘Yes. Yes, I’d be glad to help.’ He paused. ‘Did it take you long to adjust when you got here? I mean I’m assuming … you don’t sound Welsh…’ he trailed away again.

‘We came from Telford Subs, mate,’ Zach put in. ‘This place is paradise by comparison, far as I can see. You didn’t want to stay in England even with U-Gov in power?’

Mr Grant shook his head. ‘It was a big decision, but within months we could see U-Gov cosying up to big tech firms like Hunter and Hengst. I’ve got a good friend in the civil service. He reckoned the party was getting a lot of donations that way. And not transparent either.’

‘The companies developing Transense and Linkit?’ Zach asked.

‘That’s right. I could see it’s only a matter of time before we’re all chipped again, not by mandate, but the only way to be cutting edge enough to hold down a job or get a qualification or enjoy leisure. And these next generation nanochips are going to make what E-Gov had look like nursery toys.’

‘It’s a really brave decision,’ Saskia said, smiling.

‘It wasn’t easy. I wake up every morning wondering who I am without all that instant access to so much knowledge, so much culture…’

‘Yeah, as long as it was knowledge and culture they wanted you to have.’

‘You’re right, but it’s still like losing several limbs. I feel brain fog all the time. I know it sounds ridiculous, but the thought of trying something as alien as plumbing feels like total overwhelm.’

Saskia pulled a chair towards Zach’s desk and sat down at eye level with Mr Grant, putting her hand on his arm. ‘I think nearly all those who’ve left the Centres are talking about brain fog. Maybe we should get some groups going, share experiences, help people flex their own brains and memories? Maybe you could make a film about the transition?’

‘Genius, babe,’ Zach said admiringly. He turned to his client. ‘Okay, Mr Grant. You tell Saskia what you’re going to need and she’ll set up a meeting with the Gader. In the meantime, I’ll get a couple of Messer friends to help me look at your plumbing. This evening good for you?’

‘Really? Thank you. Thank you.’ Mr Grant stood and held a hand out to Zach who shook it. ‘And call me Seb. Sebastian Grant.’

When Seb had left the small office in what was a long-disused sport’s centre, Zach hugged Saskia to him. ‘These people, babe, they’re all at sea. It’s like they have to learn everything about life from scratch again. I think the ones from the Subs like us are having the easier time.’

‘Yes. I don’t suppose they had a clue how hard it would be even after two of years without their tags. There’s still a lot more technology and the XRverse to hide in back in England. But the last couple of years must have been pretty chaotic and they’re still going through brain fog.’

‘Collateral damage,’ Zach said. ‘There’s a whole country out there full of people wondering where most of their mind has gone. I know it had to be done, but it’s pretty heavy.’ He gave Saskia another quick hug. ‘Thank goodness we were so disadvantaged in our former life, eh? Anyway, I’d better see the next person.’

‘Me too. I only came in for more pens. I just couldn’t resist helping that guy.’

‘Glad you did.’

Saskia grinned. ‘I’ll send in your next victim.’

The woman who entered was tall and elegant. She took a seat across from Zach and held out her hand.

‘Claudia,’ she said, ‘Claudia Mason.’

Zach shook her hand. ‘Zach Hindmarsh. And what’s brought you here today?’

‘I’m looking for Luke Malik. I was his pod-carer in Birmingham. And a friend of Nazir’s—and Vivian when she was alive.’

‘Wow. This is turning into quite a day. How long have you been in Y Tir, Miss…’

‘Claudia. You can call me Claudia. I arrived last night. I held out while there were still young people in my pod who I’d cared for over years, but a lot have gone back to families now and then one of them went missing, a good friend of Luke’s…’

‘Kyle?’

‘Yes. Is he here?’

‘He is.’

‘I’m not sure what skills I can offer. Good admin, I suppose. But there’s nothing in my past that seems real anymore, so here I am.’

‘You’ve been assigned a place to stay?’

‘Yes. On the harbour. It must have been a lovely place once, so I’m hoping it will be again. And the views of the water and out towards Cnicht are beautiful.’

‘Any brain fog?’

Claudia tilted her head and considered. ‘That’s an interesting question. I think all of England’s Centres have gone into collective brain fog since the end of ’75. But people cope differently. Most are holding out for reconnection via the promised Transense. And until then they’re living inside the XRverse as much as possible to keep from thinking. I suspect that those trying to explore what it might mean to be a none-enhanced human are probably already in Y Tir or suffering in silence.’
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