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We believe, and we are not associators.
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Dedication


26 Dec 2014: To the child who died trapped in a pipe in Bangladesh.


To everyone in the world who sees injustice around and feels powerless to do something about it. To people who feel trapped.

.



Quote


“Today you will be rewarded for whatever you have been doing. This book of Ours will pronounce the Truth about you; We have been recording whatever you have been doing.” 


—Quran 45:28, 29 



They will say: “It’s too late for us! What does this book mean for me? It omits nothing either small nor large unless it is accounted for.” They will find whatever they have done presented there, even though your Lord will not harm anyone. 



—Quran 18:49 




1. The Nun with Voodoo Dolls
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You meet three kinds of people before death.



One kind orders food at a restaurant and says it gently if the order is wrong. The second kind is the nasty kind. As you’ve guessed, they’re far from being gentle. They scream; they whine; they call the manager and make a scene of it all. They exist to prove they exist. The third kind, however, swallows the wrong order without making a sound. They’ll tell you it’s fine, that it’s not a problem at all. That this dish is also delicious, but the truth is they can’t tell that they’ve been wronged. They sure can’t tell that they want someone to see their misery, perhaps even get them the correct order without making scenes. Somehow, they might even believe that they’re being kind to the manager!


Confrontation is impossible for some, and the Intuitionist belongs to this ‘some.’

So when the first day in Alphatech arrives like another divorce among celebrities—demanding more drama than, say, the climate control—Kusha finds herself at the Orientation. It’s full of faces—all gleaming like the moon as if stars are shining above them, and they’re ready to win the last world war—if needs be.

Their glow, however, will last only a while.

No one knows it, not yet, but the Intuitionist does.


It’s impossible not to sense it. Not after the warning the King of Mesmerizers gave her. You do not enjoy your first day at your first job when a war hero with voice says that you’ll meet the devil soon.



At least one dream of her comes true. She always wanted to stand here. It’s a bridge on the 125th floor of Alphatech—just another one of many. From here, she can see the arena below—the one-of-a-kind racing ground full of twists and turns surrounded by twelve towers. She saw it before, on her exam day. At that time, she saw it from the 9th floor, almost near the ground, and she was a guest who had to leave after some incidents. Today, however, she’s a part of it. She will work here. She will live here. She will make the best dreams she can ever dream of, and if things go well, she might even enter the races. That is, if she crosses this internship—the trial phase—they call it. Things on the ground sure look different when you’re hundred floors up.



Meera and Rashad both came to drop her off. Most of the time, Meera complained about Rashad stirring tea too loudly in the morning. When she wasn’t complaining, she mostly advised her. Among those bits of advice, the only one she could pass on to Haley without blushing was: ‘Sweetie, you can wear whatever you want as long as it’s not designed by a hungry daddy or a horny mommy.’


Haley stands beside her and watches the arena—a large backpack on her back, as if she will go hiking up a mountain that doesn’t exist—at least not anywhere nearby. It’s the north-east of Alpha with hilltops full of tea gardens. But she isn’t wearing any jacket with patches today. Even the camera she wears in place of one of her eyes is missing. She reinstalled that after she visited Meera, but now her eyes—one green and the other brown—sparkle in the light. Perhaps she decided not everyone will welcome a girl who replaces an eye with a camera eye. She leans closer and whispers, “Guess what Mami Zintra advised me?”

“I have no context among a universe of advice,” the Intuitionist says. “Only if I could think of all of them together!”


“She said the city people are liars. Just reverse everything they say and you will be fine,” Haley whispers again, and you’ll think she has said something dangerous, something to be worried about, something like a warning. That is until you look at her face. If the glow from happiness could be measured on a scale, Haley’s face would have the highest score now.



It’s the Admin Tower of Alphatech, and the terrace is gaining a crowd. Crowd. It reminds her about something Rashad told her last night. The important bit—he said it three times: Any crowd can show you the pattern of the world—a micro-unit of the whole, and each time, he rounded his fingers around as if he held a globe on his palm.


It’s been three hours since they all have been waiting, and the Intuitionist began noticing the crowd somewhere around the middle. Most of the beginners are of her age, at least in their looks. A few are on the terrace—watching the arena and the towers. Most are busy gossiping, trying to know as many as they can, as quickly as they can, with as many smiles as they can provide. Not all of them are from the City of Alpha. Half the crowd seems to be from the Old City or Junk Land or maybe some other cities with wars and diseases to fight.

A while ago, the crowd was more dispersed. The more time passes, the to-be-friend circles become clearer. Which groups will make dreams come true as one becomes evident. As even more time passes, the groups that have been random in the beginning now convert into diverse ones. Two candidates from the same race or city no longer remain in the same group. And as even more time passes, the Intuitionist notices the last bit of information about the crowd, perhaps the most important bit.

She realizes that not all the faces are aimlessly beaming about their aims of dream-come-true. Some faces look as if they do not belong here. At least, not with them. Their eyes look sure of their job today as if they know exactly what they are doing, and they want to finish it and grab that lunch. You won’t find them if you don’t look for them, but you’ll see in your extra glimpses here or a minute-long watch around there. None of them are talking too much. As if they are more interested in hearing.


More time passes still, and this Orientation isn’t starting. That’s when the Intuitionist notices it. Sometimes the hearers open their mouths, and every time they do, they begin with ‘Oh, I heard’.


‘Oh, I heard this year they will do donation projects.’

‘Oh, I heard this year, they will prefer more from Junk Land.’

‘Oh, I heard they will bring diverse groups into the spotlight this year.’


The Intuitionist realizes it. It’s them who have made sure that no two interns of the same skin or same city will be in the same group. They also make sure that every group has at least one Junklandian or a refugee from warring cities.



There is a name for it in Mob Psychology. Isolation while grouping.


Are they designing the crowd? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.


Kusha looks at Haley, about to tell her what she has just observed, but pauses. Too many people are around, and now that she knows not everyone here is a beginner, chances are they are not as unevolved as them either. They could be High Grades with evolved ears. So the Intuitionist makes the first mistake of the day—a crucial mistake—not sharing with a trusted one she already has.


If she knew that a hunch not shared becomes a boulder that will need a sword to crack, she would have told her right now. But she doesn’t say it. She speaks only 1% of her thoughts and says only a sentence, “I think … the Orientation has already started.”


She says it with a confused whisper, and then, she leaves the terrace with wind and view. Haley follows her as she joins others in the hall. The tension in her skin says: talk to people, find a group, find out what projects they are interested in. Soon enough, she realizes where this tension is coming from. It’s the hearers—the crowd designers again. Sometimes, they look at her and Haley, but randomly.



The Intuitionist becomes alert—as much alert as you get when you realize you are being watched and probably are being scored, too. Shit! What if they are scoring on socializing? Talking to the only person you arrived with cannot get you a good score on socializing, can it? Did they notice she came with Haley? Yes or No? Of course, yes. Meaning, the Orientation began three hours ago, and she missed the whole part—considering any part is left of it.



As she looks for a booth or a desk that could provide some instruction, panic sets in her. It’s the panic of failing a task she assumed she must do even though no one told her to do it. It’s the feeling of falling behind in a non-existent competition. It’s the sensation of something wrong when nothing is present to be right.


Why do they design the crowd?

Why are they isolating while grouping?

Most important: why are they doing it in secret?

They could ride that little stage over there three hours ago. They could simply tell them to form groups diversely. But they didn’t. They chose to let them think they were doing it on their own.


The Intuitionist walks forward—her footsteps something in between consciousness and limbo. She still looks for someone new to socialize with, but in her mind, she revises all the advice she has heard from everyone. And the loudest one that rings in her ears is the one the Mesmerizer has told her: You will meet the devil soon.


* * *


After ten minutes of surfing through the groups, both the girls discover that most are deep into discussing the dream project they can’t wait to deliver. Soon, they separate to cover more groups, which, by now, have already formed into permanent shapes. Some even show the air that they are not allowing entrance to another because, after all, you don’t want too many shades of in-between colors within the same group. And this time, as the Intuitionist notices, it’s the new interns who decide it—not vocally, not with words, but with gestures. With glances or maybe with waves they pass among them with their minds. No one says anything about such decisions, yet it’s there. It just exists.



Kusha takes another look at some of the crowd designers. Her gaze is sharp. They have done their job well. Haley looks for loners who perhaps have realized things late, just like them, and hopefully, are still lurking here and there. Alone. Thanks to the architect of Alphatech, the hallway is wide with twists and turns. You may have checked that turn a while ago, and that doesn’t make the spot covered.


Near a lounge, the Intuitionist sees the girl with a long sword—the one she met briefly the last time she was here. She is with the others who look like they are from SLED or IF. Probably for the security department. Kusha avoids them. She doesn’t want to meet the one who witnessed her falling incident that day. Besides, the girl looks like she won’t welcome a talk. As if the only thing she’s interested in is getting to the next page.

“You see them, don’t you?” a voice speaks from behind her.


Kusha turns around to see. It’s a boy. Is he new? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. She asks herself immediately before starting a conversation. So, he is new, yet something feels different. One more second, and she finds out what’s different. Almost all of them have bag packs or luggage with them. He doesn’t. Moreover, his posture is different. His shoulders aren’t twitching from restlessness, and his eyes aren’t shifting here and there. As if he is done venturing around and has found out what he is looking for.



Does he belong to those hearers? (a) Yes (b) No. No. Kusha confirms again. Is he a High Grade? No. She frowns. Something feels off about this question. Is he evolved? Yes. Her frown smoothens.



“And you can hear them,” she greets. Her blue eyes are alert, looking for contexts as to why someone evolved is a new intern. Evolved—which means his age isn’t what it appears. He is older than he looks.


“Hear who?” the evolved boy asks.

“All of them,” Kusha answers, “All of us, I mean.”

A caution sweeps over his eyes, which disappears almost immediately. Perhaps he didn’t want to be revealed as an evolved so early. “I’m not from a city,” he says.

Kusha looks at his wrist. He doesn’t have a CRAB. She didn’t notice at first. She looks away for a moment, checking on Haley—she is talking to some newbies near a corner where most with the heavier baggage are standing. They look like they’re from the Junk Land—from the veins of other parts of the earth—and they don’t want to move, leaving their baggage here and there.

“Why do you think they …” Kusha begins, looking at the boy, but she stops, seeing a girl near a bookshelf looking at them now.

The boy notices it. “Relax,” he says. “They can’t hear you from here. High Grades won’t do such low-level jobs. Crowd control and listening are handled by the beginners from the previous years. The ones whose projects don’t survive long. They will starve if they don’t do these.”

“So what is your, um, project? What do you want to do here?” Kusha asks the question she has been trying to ask for half an hour.

The evolved boy smiles. “Same as everyone. Same as you,” he smiles. “What are you here for? What is your goal?”


Kusha doesn’t answer. Apart from the fact that the boy has asked her question back to her, she realizes she has no project she wants to do. But making a dream project isn’t what she is here for. Or is she? Kusha looks around. All the clusters of youth with passion sunken in their dream-talks. Perhaps this was the purpose of these three hours—letting them all question one another about what they are here for, having them compete for the best dream to grab by making them plunge their palms into the sky.


Kusha smiles back at the evolved man politely. It’s the same smile the boy gave her when she asked him about his goals. You certainly don’t want to tell someone that you want to know your origin. That you want to find your past. Not on the first day. “I’m looking for something,” she says, not to make it rude. “It will need research, and Alphatech has the right tools.”

The crowd suddenly shifts to silence. They both check if anything new is happening around the corner where a stage is visible—a raised panel a foot above their floor, welcoming words written at the back. At the corners, colorful ribbons and balloons of cloud are also there, along with a big bright moon.


A woman arrives—blonde hair, large tablet in her hand, her lips and eyes look as if she’ll begin with, ‘You must be new here, so you don’t know …’ Kusha knows it from being in Meera’s office.


Meera’s film department needed an actress once for a role of a woman hell-bent on world domination, starting with the fish. For that role, they picked the one with blonde hair, upturned eyes, and the widest possible jaws. Kusha asked Meera why they’d do that. Why an archetype should look like a specific physical trait?

She said, “Before the war, it was the era of extreme lies, and people were recognizing the deceivers by their features. The good ones were crying more, and tears removed salt from their bodies. But the bad ones had more salt in them, and so their faces grew puffier, broader. Clenching their teeth from pride made their jaws wider. Within a few generations, their faces began to look like shields, and they never looked down unless their noses pointed upward. Their foreheads gained signs of handling deception, and their faces darkened. On the other hand, truth-tellers’ faces were glowing. And we could tell who were the deceivers; who were the ones hell-bent on dominating everything starting from fish.”


That day, Kusha didn’t exactly believe Meera. Or maybe she did—Meera wouldn’t lie after all—but she didn’t just grasp it since she hadn’t seen it herself. But today, on the 125th floor of the Admin Tower of Alphatech, she thinks she can see it. For some reason, she senses it when that blonde woman, with hair that looks like a plastic wig and jaws that look like nut-crackers, rides the stage. Why does she sense it? Perhaps it’s because how her lips are always curved at a corner. Or because how the muscles around her nose are crinkled all the time, as if she has smelled the gutters from the Junk Land. And now, all the fish need cleansing before she can even think of dominating them.



Rude! Kusha tells herself, quickly closing her eyes, shaking her head, and opening them right after to check if anyone saw it. Or worse, if anyone has read her thoughts. All these could be just because she watched too many shows made after the war, and it could be because she saw most blonde women with wider jaws and upturned eyes in the villain roles. Labeling can do that. “Keep your mind free from labeling, sweetie,” Kusha whispers what Meera says other times.


The blonde woman settles on the stage. Four other girls follow her, each holding a basket made of fake bamboo. The audience of newbies can’t see what is in those baskets. Before they could ponder longer about it, the blonde woman speaks, “Greetings, New Interns!”

“She has won three dozen awards for … for no specific reason. Let’s say for suspicious reasons, interesting,” the boy whispers.

Kusha looks at him, wondering how he knows about it. Then she sees him staring at nothing in particular. His eyes are glowing now. He is wearing something in them, probably checking online about the woman. Kusha doesn’t answer. She notices many others are doing the same either with their CRABs or with screens in their eyes, just like him. Kusha feels alert. Most interns seem to be experts in updating themselves. Are those hearers scoring them about it? For a second, she even wonders whether she should act like she is looking for information in her CRAB.

She checks on Haley, too. She owns no CRAB yet, just like the ones from Junk Land. They will go through different processes to get citizenship along with grades. Alphatech will apply for their citizenship. They’ll receive their temporary CRABs soon, and if things go well, they will be permanent citizens.


If things go well, that is.


The blonde woman clears her throat and reads her speech from her tablet: “The biggest scheme needs the biggest fall for it to work …”

“Who begins a speech like that?” Kusha hears Haley saying. She has come to stand beside her again. If anyone could pause their faces from glowing, it’d be Haley because she has done it now.


“That’s a line from the book: The Art of Giving, Chapter: The Reverse Gain of What Your Hands Give,” Kusha whispers, making sure no one hears her. Well, except for the boy who must have heard her already.


“… It’s math. Even nature has math,” the blonde woman continues reading, “You copy it to stay aligned with nature, and you select who falls, what falls, and how many falls to keep things running as mathematically as God’s nature itself. That’s how we made Alphatech thrive. We do not fear to lose some. Even God said to give, to drop some of what you have back to the univ—”

“To the poor,” someone interrupts the woman from the back. And the crowd gets eerie silent as if it weren’t already. “God didn’t say burn food in the fire to keep the devil’s wheel running. Don’t act like it’s normal.” The voice speaks loudly from behind again. Everyone tries to look at who it is. Kusha peeks towards the back to see her. A girl with red hair, her age uncertain, but she looks experienced. She’s not a newbie like them. Her face is glowing, but not from the desire to win the last world war with her dreams.


“People define normal. If you have the voice, perhaps you could define it for them,” the blonde woman speaks again with her deep voice, this time, not from her tab, as if nothing apart from ordinary has happened. As if her speech gets interrupted like this daily. As if she had already predicted it, expected something like it. It was a part of her foreseeable math already, and she is even happy that her foreseeable prediction has come true! She will now pick her line from her ready replies and deliver whichever applies. She speaks still without looking at her tablet.



“But I see that you don’t have it—the voice, I mean—otherwise, you would be here defining that on the stage I stand, instead of at the back of the crowd,” she says. “Now, I’m trying to do my job here, if you will excuse me, because I, too, have to walk upstairs and grab that morning coffee. I am human after all, just like you, my lovely little dolls.”


The blonde woman, then, gives the biggest smile anyone in the universe can ever conjure. For several seconds there, she looks like that auntie in Junk Land who will always have that Mooncake ready for any visitors to her shop.


“Now, my lovely little dolls of this year. Yes, I agree that some of you won’t be able to make your dreams come true. Some of you will leave when the internship period is over. But that’s the process of it. Culling will happen when it’s gotta happen. I cannot sweeten it or beautify it because I will NOT because that’s not the truth. That’s not the fact. The fact is some of you will not make it to the permanent home with us, which I’m sure you already know from the policies you have signed before coming here, if you have cared to read them, that is. This is the internship program. And after six months, the chosen ones will find their homes with us,” she pauses and takes a look at the crowd from one end to another before beginning again.



“Alphatech is a big town, and you will find that safe sanctuary is in every corner of this magical place. All you need is but ask, and you will find your lead. My job is to welcome you and see to your needs so that you, dolls, can go through the process as pleasantly as possible. May the gods give you the benefits to make your dreams come true.” The blonde woman signals the four girls who rode the stage holding baskets. They leave the stage and begin swimming through the crowd. Each of them wears something in their eyes, which scans every intern they approach, and they hand over a small package to them all—the packages have ‘Tote’ written on them.



Most of the crowd eagerly wait for their turns to get that package, which now seems to be the most interesting thing. So, not many of them pay attention to the later parts of her speech. She talks something about donations and finding homes and apps that provide prompts to do voluntary work whose sole purpose is to make the world a better place. But not many, including the Intuitionist, pay attention to that part. No one pays attention when they are told about donations, buying marches, installing apps, or social work.


So even the Intuitionist misses the part when the blonde woman says, “During your stay here, some of you will discover that donating to the needy will help you find your peace and light. After all, Giving starts the wheel of Having just as God has designed it …”


When one of the four girls scans the boy, she smiles a little before handing him his tote. She moves on to the next one in the crowd on the other side of the Intuitionist. So, she gets temporarily disheartened for not getting her tote yet. But she looks with intent as the boy opens his. Inside are some stationary—a small pad, a pen, a t-shirt, and a mug—all with the Alphatech logo. And then, there’s a three-inch by three-inch box. Inside, there is a doll—a base mold of clay—grey and sticky, possibly made of nano-particles, programmable as a cluster. The moment he touches it, it slowly shapes into a doll of a boy. Right then, he whispers something. Something eerie. Only the Intuitionist hears him.


Most are busy participating in the ‘Awwww’ sound slowly emerging from the crowd. Everyone loves their doll versions of themselves, and each of them probably thinks his or hers is the cutest of them all. Haley receives hers, too, and it looks exactly like her. She gleams with glows like the full moon itself.

There’s something eerie about the way Haley says, “You know what, I think I won’t wear my camera eye again. My heterochromatic eyes look cute in this one.”


When the Intuitionist finds her tote, she goes straight to hold her doll-box. But for some reason, she stops right before opening it. The blonde woman on the stage now speaks something about Lead and home and family: “…You will find your companions as your family here, a bond that you will find forever hard to escape from …” But the Intuitionist doesn’t hear her completely. Instead, she senses that flutter in her stomach. Something tells her she shouldn’t open the box, and she shouldn’t touch the grey mold of mud. And no matter how much Haley tells her to, she doesn’t touch her doll.


She thinks about what the boy has whispered to himself when he saw his doll: “I see. So she is the Nun with Voodoo Dolls.”



2. Letters from the Universe
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There is nothing called having no attachment. You always have some attachments—at least one or two tinny-tiny things that stick to you like nature’s best resin glue to your hair. If you are a monk, you may keep a handful of attachments without dipping yourself into the deathly traps of those resins. If you are a monk, that is—a careful one at that.


But if you are not, a warning for you—


The process of being careful may not be fun. You may have to invest ten times more time to build something that no one can take. While you do that, you must dedicate a hundred times the time to things that others can take. Somewhere along the process, the things that no one can take may ‘appear’ to be protected by things that others will take. While you pat yourself on the back as you achieve such a feat, a person like you and I may have some chances of gaining time while losing it. It might even look like a masterful flight backward on the back of a dragon-bot, but not for the Monk. He never needed to waste time to gain time. Time never goes to waste when a monk can breathe prana.


Pico has been selling most of the attachments the Monk wanted to be rid of while Lotus Lodge gained some inhabitants. All of them, including him, are far away from home. Each trying hard not to think of the warm bed thousands of miles away awaiting them.

Legend says that every few hundred years, the universe forges someone who guesses things correctly at the first attempt. Right now, the Monk would give up the remaining of his attachments to guess things right at the tenth attempt. Not that his teammates are complaining. Not yet. Somehow, they all seem even enthusiastic.


“This is the last bit of open space we are about to get in the next eighteen miles,” the Monk informs them, shoving the guilt away within the folds of his shawl and looking at—what can be called—anyone’s dream team. But since a monk neither desires nor dreams, it’s not his dream team. Not yet. Probably, it’ll never be.


It’s been a month since they have been deep inside this mountain—not a lonely mountain among the folded crusts formed at the north-west of the Himalayas. The entire time, one of his teammates reminded them about a prophecy regarding these mountains. A deadly prophecy in that, among the deadlier other ones the man knows. He is Khul Aviv.


“I’m telling you, all these mountains will eventually become flat to give whatever it has devoured,” says Khul Aviv—the only demonologist and alchemist in the team, and he claims to have traveled around the earth for more than some centuries. But that’s not the reason he gets to be in the Monk’s team. Not even because he has met some real demons in his life. It’s for another gift he possesses—it’s the sight to catch the patterns repeating in the universe.


“Do you understand what it means?” he asks.

“No,” Rexz Not-Slaveman says from the other side of the cave. His deep voice magnifies in the rough surface of the stones.


“It means we can just sleep in the cave for some hundred years and let time provide drops in our fate so that the universe pulls the earth-flattening event towards us. I’m telling you, it will be like fate pulling the gain as a magnet pulls iron in proper alignment. Emphasis on alignment,” Khul Aviv says, smiling, only to realize that no one else is smiling. You do not smile when you are so deep inside a mountain that both moving forward and turning backward is equal of a hassle. It’s as if to unburden or not to unburden—that is the question.


“Or we can just flatten the earth right now and have the secrets revealed,” Khul Aviv says when no one answers him still. Then he continues, “But we have to drop some things apocalyptic to make it happen. Things like oceans of blood and the lives of children in every city on earth, which we can achieve by mass-shooting in parks and libraries or select some poor cities or big towns in Junk Land.”

“Why? Just why do I want to do the opposite of what you tell us to do?” Rexz Not-Slaveman answers him.

“Because you are Not-Slaveman?” Khul Aviv says.

“Not funny. It’s the twenty-ninth time you have made fun of my name. Maybe you should figure out the safest number of times the universe will allow you to joke about it before a punch lands on your face as a drop,” Rexz Not-Slaveman says.

“I wonder what will be the gain in that?” Khul Aviv defends.

“A swollen eye, perhaps?” Rexz Not-Slaveman says again. He is a self-made, self-named man, sometimes going by the Angry Translator. He has earned the title for living in his self-made house filled with self-made stuff where he reads his self-made books, which are sometimes even made of self-made papers.


‘Not a sic of tax to the cultist mofus (short for motherf***ers) who spew out silver lies out of their twisted tongues that smell like toilets,’ he says whenever someone asks him to buy something—anything from the malls in the cities. Important to note: he had been living in the unventured parts of undiscovered Africa ever since the war ended. The Monk had a hard time convincing him to stay in Lotus Lodge. “Pico will find you everything you need—all tax-free and cult-money-free products smuggled straight from Junk Land. Things acquired directly from nature by the hands of the innocents,” the Monk gave him his word. Of course, he didn’t think through at the time that he might even need to smuggle toothbrushes and loofahs from the villages in the hills and not just food.


The Monk ignores them both as they have been bickering since they met again after the war. It’s hard to have the most trusted companions around you. Even a lifetime may not forge it if your wills aren’t exactly what the universe demands of you. The Monk wonders whether his wills are in sync with what the universe wills. Why else would he bump into Dyani Eye right before he decided on this expedition? He thought he would never meet her again. A child warrior during the war, Dyani Eye, is from a people who were the original natives of the other half of the world until most part of their continent sank beneath the Atlantic Ocean during the Great Apocalypse. To survive as an old family of shamans, many in her tribe moved to the east, right at the Old City.

Even though the old art of shamanism isn’t her strong suit, Dyani Eye now captures photos of patterns. She converts those patterns into a readable message using a vision algorithm combined with linguistics. To fit her purpose, she takes texture photos from nature—a patch of blues from the ocean or the reflection of the moon on a river. Textures of tree bark or sand on a beach. Sometimes, she switches to a square meter of carpet or a mosaic in a wall or a large sheet of handmade paper—things artificial that provide big enough data in random textures. She has proved with math that even in randomness there is order.

“I told you. The universe is always talking,” Dyani Eye says.

“In letters, as it seems,” Mee-hae whispers, amazed at the latest reading Dyani has found for them from a thousand photos of nothing but stone textures. Stones that have built the tunnelways leading them to this wider cave. “Why have I never heard of such technology before? I needed it like since three decades ago!” Mee-hae says what she has already said a dozen times.

“Natives don’t like to be a part of the system. No one gains from our gain. No one cries in our pain,” Dyani Eye says, which sounds like a motto you hear during city elections.

“Why does it sound relatable?” Rexz Not-Slaveman says.

“Hey, so many of us are not part of the system. We deserve you,” Mee-hae says.

“It’s not like I didn’t tell the World Library about my research,” Dyani Eye says. “They tried to acquire it only to burn it. When I didn’t let them have my work, they started throwing space noise and frequencies at me. When I moved to the lowest level of the Old City, they tried to keep me in slumber with chemicals in my food, stimulants in my water, and smoke of drugs in my room. Not to mention, the noises started coming from the city walls. They want to dull your mind so you won’t find the truth or write them down,” Dyani says.

“Is that where Yuan found you?” Mee-hae asks.

“No. I moved even deeper inside the Old City to restart my prana training. Fifteen levels into the earth at the first War Turf. One night, I heard music and then a blast of fire. Lucky I wasn’t at the burning side of the Turf,” Dyani says, looking at the Monk.


The Monk senses her gaze and looks back at her as if to say: I apologized a dozen times for a crime I didn’t commit.


“He offered me to work with him, but I mostly joined hearing about the frequency shield around Lotus Lodge and his underground library,” Dyani Eye drones her tone.

The cave becomes quiet. Everyone is busy reading the pages Dyani Eye has prepared for them just from plain stones. This was supposed to be their resting time—drinking and eating time after another five days of restless riding. Soon, they may have to leave their rides and depend on their feet as the scanners have brought them information—the tunnels may get too steep ahead to allow compact ATs. So they really should be resting, taking their fill of sleep and comfort of tents that have given them sturdy beds and desks—filled with nothing but air. But you do not just sit and eat when you find letters from the universe.


“I think the letters have been more in the line of general and moral statements. They sound like quotes from monks!” Khul Aviv says, as he, too, has been provided with the thousand-page file to go through—the same one they all have been reading. Each of them looks for clues in everything they find, for that is the reason the Monk has brought them all together. None here thinks the same way as another, and each of their views may provide the pieces of the puzzle that needs solving. After all, when the puzzle is the Source, only one path isn’t enough.



“Surprisingly, I agree with you this time,” says Rexz Not-Slaveman. “For example—this one. It says, ‘The universe will measure you with how much truth you can tell. Fear not, or you will be dragged straight to hell.’ It seems the universe speaks in English rhymes.”


“That’s because I combined an old algorithm on linguistics,” Dyani smiles, “I thought the rhyming would make it sound good.”

“But I’m wondering how much these could help. If we are looking for a long-lost, never-mentioned-in-the-history sort of temple, shouldn’t we look for manmade symbols? I bet translating those could lead to something,” Rexz Not-Slaveman speaks. In the beginning, he could hide his desire to find symbols and translate them, but in the last few days, especially after the tax-free, nature-procured eggs have run out, he is not doing a good job of hiding his irritation.


“Sorry. I know it’s slow. If only we could know which batch of the texture to read first—” Dyani begins but gets interrupted.



“No. I think these will help verify what we find in the manmade symbols. As you can see, I don’t have much faith in men. They have been liars throughout the ages,” Mee-hae says, and after the reaction she senses in her skin from the men in the cave, she strengthens her voice, “If you have been an archaeologist for fifty solid years, you would have known that 80% of the archaeological symbols lead to pranks and cons mostly meant for acquiring new slaves for the cults. Their sole purpose was to be pharaohs of the newer world. I bet that’s why Yuan gives more importance to Dyani’s ‘Letters from the Universe’ than the tablets by men.”


“I’ll always prefer the alternatives against the Devil’s Book that requires me to call anything god,” the Monk says in a defensive tone. “Wasn’t it a hassle reversing every line, every meaning, and then every message in the Devil’s Book we acquired after hard work.”

“I agree,” Pico says. Right now, the AI of Lotus Lodge is connected through Pico Junior—the featureless cylindrical bot with a sphere as its head. It floats around them while Pico sees through it.


“Especially when the thing we are looking for is The Temple of Lust and Lies,” Mee-hae says. “It means just reversing what we find may not help when it’s a temple named after lies. There could be lies within lies within lies …”


The cave becomes silent. Each of them feels that sensation again, the one that none wants to talk about. For days, they have felt it in their skin, in their bones. It’s fear. A tremor in the belly. As if they will be tested here. About something. Regarding parts hidden in their hearts. Maybe their souls will be put on a balance and measured with precision. Maybe their minds will be checked so it can see.


It? What is this ‘it’? None of them say it aloud but each of them has felt it—the presence of something. For now, they call it ‘it’ in their silence as the team looks for the next thing on the road. The thing that may lead them to the Source.



Five pairs of willing sacrifices to get the prana to pierce the sky—they all remember what the Devil’s Book said. But you don’t believe what the devil says, do you? You always reverse it. Sometimes, you reverse it twice or thrice. And then you hope that the location you found may provide you with the first pair of sacrifices that will bring the Source. Yet no one understands why the word ‘lust’ was there every time this temple was mentioned. That’s the question that bothered the Monk for weeks. He ignored it at first, but the deeper they got into this mountain, the more he sensed it. Perhaps it will be foolish to ignore it.


Tonight, as the Monk plays his sarod, the only entertainment they have enjoyed in the past month, he takes the tune into something mysterious—fingering sharper, playing more on the smaller cords in the seventeen-string instrument, turning it all into a desert song. His sarod is the thing keeping them sane.



3. The Lady with Swinging Neck
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“T


he best thing about life in Alphatech is that food is free. It comes like they say it’s in heaven—the dwellers will call their food confidently once they are inside.” No one knows why that woman says the ‘inside’ part with such a suspicious smile. It’s another woman showing them to a café. They are on the first bridge between the Admin and Mechanical Towers.


The woman is wearing a turtle-neck sweater. Her brown hair looks as if she has put a bowl around her head and trimmed it around its edges—bowl-cut hair—you could call it. She has jewelry of beads covering her sweater. Yet the Intuitionist can tell that every time the woman opens her mouth, all the interns stare at how her neck swings from right to left and to the right again.

The swinging-neck lady gives them their Ration Cards, which they all swipe before entering a café. “You will find a café in almost every bridge that connects the towers. Even around the Hollows, you will find ramen bars and iced tea courts. At almost every corner, you will find vending machines for milk and water. For honey and wine, you have to take a ride to the upper floors,” the swinging-neck lady continues her instruction as they all fill their plates with food for the first time.


“You are encouraged not to waste food. You will find that being aligned to your natural bodily demand will prove to be the best for you.” Her neck gives several extra swings this time as she says it. Everyone stops eating and turns towards her to see those swings in her neck. The Intuitionist hears a few interns behind repeating how she said ‘natural bodily demand’ and secretly laughing.



The woman is turning into a laughingstock already. Or maybe not. Maybe this is the way she keeps every pair of eyes towards her? People will remember her. The Intuitionist, however, looks around to check if any of those hearers have noticed the interns who mock the woman. Her glance stops at a girl staring at the mockers.



Pity! They have heard them, and she can’t warn.


While the food is tasty, the Intuitionist realizes it will be hard to digest. She has to find a way to alert Haley about the hearers before she says something she will regret.


After they are done with confidently calling food using their Ration Cards, they are taken to a hollow nearest to them. Hollows are the voids—the empty spaces running through the floors. Discs travel from floor to floor through them. The way the discs float near the edges of each floor, it looks like a river running vertically with boats at every shore. They were shown how to call the boats with their CRABs. The citizens do not need to learn it, but they remain patient for the ones who are not.


“The hollows change as the architecture of Alphatech demands. You will find at least one hollow open for wherever you want to go within the Tower. As for visiting the other towers, it’s better to use the bridges. You will find a bridge at almost every thirty floors, but as the architecture demands, the bridges shift too from floor to floor. Just use your maps and ask Sylphia—our AI that will take care of everything during your stay. We have lifts for transportation, but you will find them restricted for the interns,” the woman says while her neck swings still.

After teaching them how to call food and boats confidently, they are provided with their keys to their rooms while a map loads in their CRABs. Haley receives her temporary CRAB—a bit painfully when six of its limbs pierce into her skin—which she doesn’t mind, considering her ever-glowing face that comes in default for her as she takes her baby steps towards being a citizen.


They both need to find their rooms using their maps and keys. That seems to be another interesting task. This time, though, they must complete it on their own. You see, the map is, in fact, a puzzle that they need to solve. A fun game it would be, they say before leaving them to it. The interesting part is those crowd designers have been the ones to say it. And none of the newbies—the real ones—dare think that it won’t be just what they’ve remarked—a fun game. So they silently forget that they are all here with backpacks.


Thankfully. Solving the puzzle has been easy.


What irritates her skin is that she bumps into at least a dozen parties who say they can show her to her room, saving much of her time if they pay them with some Songs. Suspicious is those parties come with bot faces—flying around and zooming onto her as if she is a horse to watch in the race, and you could just come and place bets on her. By the time she was halfway towards her suite, she realizes the whispers are coming from the Ads on the screens, which seem to be generously planted on every flat surface available. Since she is the Intuitionist, she has realized long ago that these are some pranks by the older interns and employees. So pranking and being pranked are also options here, the Intuitionist notes.


It takes some time to find her suite.


Haley texts her that she has found hers too, and it’s on the 135th floor of the Admin Tower. While the Intuitionist finds hers on the 206th floor, Alphatech’s AI, Sylphia, introduces herself to them.



The little disappointment they had for not getting to be in the same suites withers away when they both see the insides. Each spacious with wide common space along with a kitchen and terrace. There are stairs on both sides of it, leading to two rooms standing on the opposite sides, and she just knows that her key will open the one on her right. She climbs the stairs on her right and reaches the lounge and a small library leading to her room. She then stops at the door. She senses Haley’s text message pop in her CRAB: ‘My suite has three rooms. Found mine. Getting ready to meet my suitemates. What about you? Haley.’



The Intuitionist smiles; not strongly enough though. It’s been a long and stressful day, and seeing Haley texting her using a CRAB instead of their either coms should make her smile. Her best friend is finally having her dreams come true. Yet something bothers her. She wonders why her smile doesn’t get past her cheeks and reach her ears. Probably because it’s been a long day. Yes or No? No.



Click! Her door opens.



The Intuitionist finally enters her room. A wide wall of glass showing outside is the first thing she notices. While it doesn’t show the Arena, a part of another Tower is visible from here. It stretches long into the sky, piercing the clouds. She has read in an article once: The towers’ design was inspired by the graph sheet of Moonlight Sonata—classical music. That’s why the entire complex keeps moving. Its floors rotate and shuffle so slowly over time that no one notices, and eventually, the music completes in its due time. In some morning, perhaps if you are observant enough, you will see that the solids and voids of the tower have shaped to form the last stanza of Beethoven’s own sets of frequencies before it starts from the beginning the next day.



Kusha checks her closets and desks. The walls have screens on them—touching or simply mind commands through her CRAB lets her use them. The middle screen is large. It shows her favorite music and games on the welcome page. Also her favorite dishes and drinks that are available in the food courts nearest to her. Useful. But the screen could be smaller. Meera never allowed large entertainment devices in Gaumont Manor. They are useless, she says.



The bath wonders her. Why would someone need such a spacious bath? It’s clean and dry, paneled with blue marble; it has a sitting space wrapped with the kind of sheet that looks like water will drip from it without making it wet. The seat is right beside the window. And the window … why a bath should have such a large window? The sky is visible. Other portions of another tower are visible; she can see the hilly terrain full of tea gardens. And books in a bookshelf again! Do people read books in the shower while they are full naked with soap in their bodies?



Kusha checks some of the titles: Things My Wannabe Daddies Did for Me. The Lustful Noises From Next Door. The Crownless Queen of the Country. The Princess Who Spat on the Crown. The Whole Country Was Offered And The Princess Didn’t Take It. The Princess Vomited On The Billion Credit Offers. The Solo Strife Of The One-Named Princess …


Kusha lifts her brows.


By night, she finishes unpacking. Her room looks as tidy as she has never had before—at least not while in her attic. She rides her bed—soft and warm, fluffy like a marshmallow, and smelling like clove, lemon, and humid forest. How did they find out her favorite smells? The lights turn off, and a real image of the space—the Milky Way—becomes visible right above her on the ceiling. It shows all the stars in visible their galaxy—high resolution and all colors vivid. Sylphia plays lulling music while bidding her Goodnight. Kusha doesn’t answer. She didn’t say anything back to Sylphia at all, even though she knows Sylphia is intelligent. She used to talk to Tishi all the time in her attic. Yet something makes her not reply to Sylphia. As if it doesn’t exist.


Right before she closes her eyes, she notices something. That she forgot the names of the women who showed them around today. She realizes that it’s not just her, that everyone must have forgotten their names too. And if the universe decides to keep them undeserving of names, they might remain as the Voodoo-Doll Nun and Swinging-Neck Lady in their heads forever.

Thus, even with the warmest bed and the nicest home, the Intuitionist can’t help but feel a bit tensed about tomorrow. How will she tell Haley about what she has already found out so far? What if she has made a mistake by now?


The most disturbing is she worries that she—they both—will make mistakes. She worries that they won’t be able to keep a good impression for too long. That they might not score well enough in the long run. And that they might be falling behind in this career thing already.



What disturbs her more is that last part. It comes as a hollow in her chest, in her belly. “If you are concerned about making a mistake when someone watches you, it means your concern meter isn’t working right. You need to reverse it until ‘grabbing the watcher and slitting their throat with a blunt bamboo’ seems like the most normal reaction to you.”


No, it wasn’t Meera who told this to her. It was, in fact, Rashad giving her this gem of advice, and he had done this virtuous deed just last night. So before closing her eyes, the Intuitionist does one last thing. She texts Haley as casually as she can, and she adds a ‘Ps’ at the end.

‘Ps. I was doing an exercise: Apply Mami Zintra’s advice on everything that happened today, and see what comes out. Kusha.’



4. Human-Bot Slaves

[image: ]


The next day, both the Intuitionist and Haley tell each other the results of their exercise—reversing everything that happened yesterday—just as Mami Zintra had advised. Riding along discs, they reach a bridge on the other side of the Admin Tower, right where it connects to the next one. They don’t use maps. Instead, The Intuitionist asks herself where they can talk without worrying about the hearers. While they reach the bridge—which will be on the 101st floor for the week, says the bridge itself—the Intuitionist feels grateful for her intuition. As they reveal their reversed versions, she wonders whether they should have this conversation at all.


It’s mostly a whispering discussion about that red-haired girl who confidently shouted from the back during their orientation. By reversing things, they deduce that it probably was also a part of the drama orchestrated by the Voodoo-Doll Nun herself.

Is it true? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

And that’s it. The mystery is solved by one question only. But none of them know yet that they will be solving mysteries more than they would have wanted to in the coming days.

“Voodoo-Doll Nun? Who is Voodoo-Doll Nun?” Haley asks.

The Intuitionist hushes her and realizes she hasn’t told her about the hearers yet. By the time lunch hour ends, she successfully tells Haley about the hearers and the evolved guy she met yesterday, whose name she forgot to ask.

“He was the one who mentioned about the voodoo-doll part. Why do you think he called her that?” the Intuitionist asks before taking the last bite from a shwarma wrap.

“That’s not why you still didn’t touch your doll, is it?” Haley asks, and the Intuitionist looks away. For some reason, she is avoiding it whenever Haley asks her about that doll. It still is a lump of mud, and it’s abandoned in her new closet.

“What do you think we should do about the project? And the grouping?” the Intuitionist asks, mostly to switch the topic.

“Relax. It’s just the second day. We should check more on food courts around our floor …” Haley says, and then she begins talking about how she installed all the apps they told her to install. How she has already scored points in all of them, and how Alphatech lets her use the points on free deliveries for food.

“You already ordered food from your room?” the Intuitionist asks. It has been just one day, and she couldn’t have dinner after all that eating during the tours yesterday.

“I plan to do that tonight for dinner.” Haley smiles widely.


“We still have to come up with a good project idea if we want to land with a good agent,” the Intuitionist says, silently wondering about the rest of the things she wants to say aloud. Finding an agent isn’t the only thing. The agent will put them with the right team in the right tower. ‘We always help you find your home right here. You will find your team to be your family who will follow you even to hell …’ that’s what they have said today.


“Relax. It’s just the second day,” Haley says. “Anyways. Should we mark this spot on our maps? You know, as a secret spot?”

“No. The bridges move,” the Intuitionist says. Perhaps so that it doesn’t remain a blind spot from the hearers too long.

* * *

During the first week, as they try to come up with a project idea, the Intuitionist successfully handles talking to Meera—properly lying to her about her week. When she talks to Rashad, she reminds him about the files she wanted from him—the ones about her past. They are at the IF archive—inaccessible to civilians. Of course, Rashad pestered her once again, trying to look into her mind by asking questions: “Why do you want to see your files suddenly? Anything happened? Did anybody tell you anything? Should I come and visit? It’s a week already.”

The Intuitionist, as always, answers: “I just, um, wanted to, um, see … things? Maybe you can visit my suite when you bring my files?” she ends in a questioning tone while trying not to sound like she won’t let him visit her unless he does what she wants.

Rashad ignores her tone that sounded innocently declarative. “What’s so fun in their suites? It’s not heaven. You should’ve stayed in our old family house. That’s a ten-minute drive from Alphatech.”


“Parking lot to my desk on 155th floor would be a twenty-minute walk after that ten-minute drive,” she answers.


“Two-minute-flight in AT, then,” Rashad tries to convince her.

The Intuitionist can’t protest this time. Almost every floor in every tower has AT landing around the edges, right alongside the elevations, and she has left her new AT in the manor, trying not to be the princess of her parents. Moreover, they learned about the promotion details during the entire first week. If promoted, the employees are offered suites on the upper floors. They have more facilities, more food options, comfortable rooms, and they include AT landing at the terrace—open from the outside, right at the suite.


‘It’s heaven,’ Haley said right after hearing it from Sylphia.


“Um, I’d rather be closer to the libraries,” Kusha says, “I can study there in the evening if I stay in Alphatech grounds.”

“Study in the evening!” Rashad almost bellows. “Now, now. Are you overworking for them already? You don’t have to impress those pricks; do you acknowledge it as a fact, my girl?”


“I, um, just, um, the next week. Only to get project ideas,” Kusha meekly answers, realizing it’s a lie. “But I have my own research too,” she adds, half-truthfully, remembering that pair of red eyes in the Mind World after the Resolution Race. The way the Mesmerizer lured her—almost—showing her his entire library of ancient books, and then, he dropped a hint about her files—her past life, her mysteries. Of course, you do not just forget about that because it’s the busy first week of your job. Even though she hasn’t been asked to do anything except watch videos—Mandatory Intern Courses—they say. Those are mostly about social behavior and donating to the poor and listening to your elderlies. ‘A good touch in the etiquette department might help you on the long flight,’ a verse they repeat at the beginning and end of every video.


In one of those videos, it also says that they can visit the Swinging-Neck Lady for a ‘Brain-Storming Session’ anytime, in case they don’t have an idea where to start on their project. Haley laughs about this part. Probably she thinks a Brain-Storming Session with the Swinging-Neck Lady will be ridiculous. But Kusha has a weird feeling about it when Haley laughs. She doesn’t say anything, though, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts.

* * *

“I can’t believe another week is already gone. We now have to visit the Swinging-Neck Lady for that ‘Brain-Storming Session,” Haley says. It’s the beginning of the third week.

They do attend the Brain-Storming Session, and they find something unexpected. It’s virtual, automated, and it’s Sylphia answering them using the Swinging-Neck Lady’s face.

“I am permitted to do it,” Sylphia says to ease them out of their confused looks. The session doesn’t stay at ease after that. Every time they ask a question, Sylphia makes them watch four to nine-minute-long videos, and she begins by saying, “You will find guidance in this one.”

They both stare at the videos, looking for guidance:

“ … If you don’t have a project, no worries; Alphatech has a list of projects that our teams are already working on and want to work on. Since we encourage beginners to be creative and do what they want to do, we give them time to come up with their projects. After all, you may find Alphatech the only industry in the world that encourages creativity! In the end, that’s what we are—collectors! A giant heaven for the best minds on earth … ”

After the Brain-Storming Session ends, they both decide that they will storm their brains even more while they take tours to the senior teams in the other towers. “We definitely should check what they are working on,” Haley says to prove she has found guidance. 

Sylphia, in the face of Swinging-Neck Lady, provides them with a large file to read—thousands of projects that will need intern hands in every tower.


When they try to come up with their dream project, Haley begins looking into other activities that Voodoo-Doll Nun has suggested them to do. The activity lists come in emails with proper mentions of ‘voluntary work’ and ‘community contribution’ and ‘should-you-choose-to-do-so’ sort of phrases here and there. ‘Of course, we will give you points based on your performance. It will help you in your ranking and other …’


“Ranking! I didn’t know there was a ranking!” the Intuitionist shouts during another lunch break in the middle of the third week.


“There are,” Haley says. “Don’t worry, we are not the last. But I rank much higher than you. They give a lot of points for that voodoo doll thingy. Not suspicious, right? And then, I got more points from app activities while you didn’t even upload a profile picture.”


“You are getting distracted. Maybe we should focus on finding a project,” the Intuitionist tells her.

“I’m trying to add points to our profiles. It’s the third week, and it’s still empty compared to the rest. Maybe we can at least install the Prompt app that everyone is fussing about,” Haley says, and Kusha couldn’t say ‘No’ to it. Haley has a point. Most of the newbies already have collected scores. Some were too good to be done within a week. Meanwhile, her profile picture is empty, while most have uploaded their doll photos.

Nothing fishy. Perhaps, they really like their cute doll versions more than themselves. Perhaps it’s just their first month at their dream job in their dream place. Or perhaps they will switch to their normal photos once they get used to it. It’s the newbie culture—nothing to ponder about, Kusha tells herself. Yet she can’t help but feel it. Something is wrong about it, and she doesn’t know what. And that’s the only thing she couldn’t tell Haley because Haley has completed her doll quite enthusiastically. She even took photos of it from all angles with decors during the evening hours.


Kusha has visited her suite, mostly to help her with the fairy lights so that her doll’s photo would come out well. She thought it’d be a relaxation, but it wasn’t. Haley’s enthusiasm with her doll crept into her skin, and that wasn’t the only thing. What bothered her was Haley’s suite. It’s on the 135th floor, and her room is, well, not exactly like she thought it would be. She thought all newbies get the same kind of rooms. But it seems that’s not true. Haley’s suite is smaller; it houses three. Her bathroom isn’t as spacious as hers. Definitely no bookshelves or window seats. No large window wall in the bedroom either. Only a small patch of sky is visible through an average-sized window



Yes, they’re comfortable, yet when she compares it with hers, the Intuitionist feels that hollow in her stomach. Haley hasn’t seen her suite yet. Now she wonders how she will make sure Haley never sees her suite during their entire stay in Alphatech. Several times, she also wonders whether she has got her suite because of her last name. Or whether it was the Monk who did it. Yes or No? No. Of course, it’s No. If the Monk wanted to order special rooms for a family friend, he would’ve done it for them both.



It must be the Admin. Yes or No? Yes.



It must be about Citizens versus Junklandians. Yes or No? Yes.


Speaking of the Monk: she hasn’t seen him since the Resolution Race. Not that she expects him to. It’s just been three weeks. If you think a founder of Alphatech will come to meet you after you’ve been an intern for three weeks, you’re a brat moon who needs both her feet on earth.

* * *


Keeping Haley from seeing her suite on the 207th floor was easy. Even less-than-keen observation can tell you that the functional architecture of Alphatech is way more complex than the structural one. Each zone is designed like a mini village, and it’s efficient. The way things are located, no one will be required to go outside their zones—each specific and small. Its dwellers never realize that they are caged within a route because somehow their tasks are also designed in a way that they will never have time to explore beyond it. Kusha couldn’t find other explanations for why Haley couldn’t visit her suite even in a month. It’s simply too far from Haley’s.


Amidst project-finding, score-collecting, and prompt-finishing tasks even during the weekends, Haley never can visit her suite. And the Intuitionist doesn’t trouble her reminding it. She, however, finds time alone to visit the Swinging-Neck Lady—this time, the real one—to talk about her suite. It’s difficult: you don’t want to say how disappointed you are because your room is too good and because your bestie didn’t get one as good as yours. Instead, she shows other reasons: that her window is too open, that her bath with too much space will need more time cleaning, and also that the mosaic floor of her room makes it harder to find her screws if they fall. She would have added a few more concerns but couldn’t, seeing the Swinging-Neck Lady tightening her lips.

Her concerns get shut down by two short replies: “Ask Sylphia for a darker shade in the windows” and “Bots clean and find the lost things for you; you will find cleaner bots in your closets,” she says, and then, to soften her almost-annoyed look she adds with a few extra swings in her neck, “We wouldn’t want our brilliant-minded gems to be wasting their energy on cleaning, would we?” And then, she gives the kind of smile that makes you want to leave her alone as quickly as possible.


She doesn’t let her leave though, until she asks her whether she wants to donate to feeding-the-poor campaigns—she names at least seven of them. And then she asks whether she wants to buy a book ‘Home For My Junklandian Friends.’



“Its profit is going to the Junklandians working underground,” the Swinging-Neck Lady says, and then she adds, “Help me help you find your Lead towards real home,” she smiles—a terrifying and wicked one at that—and she hands her all the donation flyers she can. “Bring friends to catch the ladder!” she adds just before the Intuitionist closes the door of her office while holding the book ‘Home For My Junklandian Friends.’ She has bought it with 50 Songs.


* * *

“Fifty Songs!” Haley asks, bewildered. “I could live off for a month in town Panami with fifty Songs!” She stares at the donation flyers with a suspicious gaze. “These flyers look like real papers. They could give donations on their own instead of printing flyers on real papers!”

The Intuitionist gazes at her, amused. This is the first time Haley is complaining about something in Alphatech, and her tone sounds as if she will find praises for Alphatech the next moment—a repentance for complaining about heaven.

“Why did you go to her office, say again?” Haley asks.

“Um, just some room problems. Nothing major,” her throat dries as the Intuitionist lies.

“What did she say about the ladder part, say again?”


“Um … bring friends to catch the ladder,” the Intuitionist says.



None of them talks, but today is the day they have started feeling that lump in their chest. It’s the feeling of falling too behind in figuring out the next step. The right step. They have a little over five months to settle into a tower, which would be after finding a project and agent and, finally, the right department. Rent and Ration are free for the interns, but someone laughed when Haley bragged about it a bit loudly yesterday during lunch. Turning back, Kusha saw that it was that half-black, half-eastern girl with the long sword.


“Anything funny?” Haley asked the girl without saying hello.

“You girls should read the full policy in the ‘Rent, Food, and Amenities Section’ as soon as possible,” the girl with the long sword said while not slowing her footsteps as she passed by them.


So that evening, they both read the policies, and the unexpected part slammed them in the face. Free Rent and Ration Cards will expire if they don’t join a project within their first two months. Show contributions to earn free Rent and Ration—that’s the safest way. And that’s why most of the interns are enthusiastically contributing to the community. It’s adding points to their profile.



They silently eat their shwarma rolls and ramen soup during the lunch hour. This time, it’s another bridge near the Racing Arena. The Intuitionist darkens her face when she hears a group of girls discussing Rent and Ration; their lines begin with ‘I heard’ every time.


‘I heard rent is less near the ground.’


‘I heard that’s why poor people move to underground because rent and ration are the cheapest there.’


‘I heard that’s not healthy though. I wouldn’t wanna lack sunlight and fresh wind, you know.’

The Intuitionist looks at the girls. Others are looking at them, too, while trying not to be obvious. There is something odd in those girls. She wonders what it is. And then she finds it—the odd parts. All of them have their hair straightened and trimmed perfectly—one redhead, one dark blonde, and the third one the fairest blonde ever. All their eyebrows are plucked the same way; all of them have the same shape in their jawlines and cheekbones; all their noses and lips are similar. To be honest, even with intuition she thinks she will have a hard time identifying one apart from another unless it was for their names and hair. Their names remind her of their hair color—Ruby, Coral, and Pearl. It even makes her wonder whether they are bots.

That’s when she remembers something. Every one of those imposter interns during their orientation looked just like them—faces plain and most generic, but flawless and gorgeous looking, yet not in a way that will make an impression but rather a way you will never remember them no matter how many times you saw them repeating. Because they all look the same. As if they’re born to be submerged in a crowd and remain as forgettable pawns forever.


Are they bots? (a) Yes (b) No. No answer comes.


A coldness passes through her spine as the Intuitionist asks the next few of her questions quickly. She looks at Haley, but she can’t tell her what she has found out about them. That they are humans in body, but bot-slaves in their minds, and they are made artificially.


At night, she gets out of her suite to get a peach yogurt drink from the nearest vending machine, trying to cool her mind for the bus tour tomorrow. It’s time to visit the other towers. A fortune note comes to her with her drink—Only seekers of truth find home—flashes three times on the note, and then it disappears, leaving a picture of a tree. Its leaves turn green to yellow when she moves it side to side. When she moves to walk to her suite, a sudden red flashes on the nearest screen amidst its ads. A movie trailer was playing, and then, an old woman makes a sinister face—her lips moving. The screen writes in big font what the woman said:


DO NOT TRUST ANYONE.

She stares longer at the screen as she walks past it. These past weeks, she has read enough Ad remarks that sounded as if it was meant exactly for her. But this is the first time it feels as if it’s not a bot. As if, this time, someone real is behind these messages—both the tree card and this warning. Who could it be? She then looks around as if she has felt that sensation again—someone is watching. It’s dark on the other side of the hollow, and she thinks she has seen a shadow of someone behind that noddle machine. Just for a moment.

The Intuitionist goes back to her suite.

Tonight, sleep will not be easy.



5. The Bus Tours

[image: ]


At night, the Intuitionist was in a weird dream. That her credit cards, ration cards, bill papers, and lease documents, including her profiles on all the social media—anything holding her name and image on it—all have become alive. They’ve turned into two-dimensional dolls, happily dancing and merrily singing, Kusha Gaumont written above them all. They live in their paper dimensions, stuck in the small worlds the tiny planes have given them. And every day they wake up, their happiness reduces bit by bit. After all in the paper world, there isn’t much to do. You could say that the purpose runs out before time does. But there’s no escape. As the days pass, the dream quickly turns into a nightmare—sinister and tense, red flashing all around, and the paper dolls do not look happy anymore. They are crying. They keep screaming: Why did you create us? … Why did you make us? … Take us back … Give away everything … Kill us … Erase us … Where is the rubber? … Find the rubber … Someone find the rubbeeeeeeeeeer …


Kusha wakes up sweating, the scream still in her mind, her breath exhilarated. She quickly gets out of her room, out of the upper floor, out of her suite. To the nearest hollow again, then to a vending machine for another yogurt drink. Again peach flavor. As she drinks it in the low light of the sleeping hour, she wonders how the peace of some paper dolls can depend on a rubber.

A song begins playing somewhere. Probably, close by but in a low volume. Probably Sylphia is playing it, sensing her heartbeat. The AI knows she has experienced a nightmare. She was about to be angry, but she can’t. The song is good. It calms her, and then, the Intuitionist talks to Sylphia for the first time.

“Sylphia, what’s the song you’ve just played?” she asks.


“I am thrilled you have talked to me, Kusha. The song is The Great Convergence, written sometime before the Apocalypse. The song’s writer is unknown. The original singer unknown,” Sylphia says from the nearest speaker in low volume as she walks back to her suite. She will remember this song; it has that kind of tune in it. The kind you never forget.


* * *

In the morning, the Intuitionist and Haley run to catch the bus tour to the other towers. Right before they step onto the bus, she receives a text message from Rashad. He will visit soon. He has received some files from IF. Her heart jumps like drums when she reads the message.

“Is he coming today?” Haley asks.

“He didn’t say,” Kusha says, but she already knows the answer.

The bus ride in Alphatech isn’t exactly like the public buses. The ones within the complex go slower; they float along the hollows like boats with a dozen seats. And then, they make way to the other towers along the air routes and the cargo bridges. Things are automated. Each boat tells them where they will visit. Since they still have no specific project, they decide to check them all.

“Check them all? Are you serious?” says a girl from Junk Land. “It will take a year of daily tours to check them all.”


True. And their first tour was enough to tell the truth of these tours. It’s basically their orientation day recycled with some twists around here and more turns around there. Of course, there are plenty of dazzling deals about housing and food. If one tower promotes sunshine, they say, ‘We always put care so our new talents get sunshine year round on the top floors.’ And then another tower seems to hate sunshine. They say, ‘We provide the shades of heaven. We don’t want scorching sun boiling our talented brains, do we?’


Somehow, every time, every tour begins with the same introduction—an automated speech from the bus itself:

“It was a long time ago … A time when the wits of the witty folks still belonged to them; the craftsmen still had their brains to craft, and the speaks-men still had their throats free to speak …”

Then begins the origin story of Alphatech and its towers and its families. There are hundreds of groups who call themselves families, and they all welcome you with songs and noises every time a tour bus reaches them. Of course, Haley thinks how caring they are that they all want only them in their families. But right before the Intuitionist steps out of the bus, her gaze finds an Ad screen again, far away in the distance. It shows an AI dragon—large and strong, unmoving and unchained. And a dozen dwarf bots are making noises around it with beads, confusing it enough so it will not act, and so it won’t fly away until one clever dwarf puts fetters around its neck along with a chain. It’s a trailer for the new sci-fi fantasy movie that Alphatech’s Film Tower is producing. She is about to show it to Haley, but the Ad screen changes to something else. And the way Haley beams and smiles as the dozens of groups try to get her attention, the Intuitionist feels the flutter again—the one that has turned into anxiety after the nightmare last night.

The tour guide, this time, is a real person as a dozen tour buses arrive at the Mechanical Tower. The first he does is introduce some of the group names around all the towers—‘families’ he calls them, with ‘unofficially’ added every time.


“Listen up, kiddos. Now, all the groups sure have names. The good names, I mean. But all of you lot will end up calling them what we, the seniors, have been calling them for decades. So I’ll just switch to the names you will be using, anyway. And again, this is unofficial, all right? Don’t tell anyone that I was the one who told you these names first. Deal?”


“DEAL!” the crowd almost screams.

Kusha intently looks at the man who calmed a crowd of hundred youth into an excited pack, eager to hear the secret names by which people call the families. Those have got to be some funny names, right? You always love a man when he says the rebellious stuff to a crowd, and you love it more when he asks you to keep it a secret.


“He asks a hundred interns every week to keep it a secret,” someone says from behind. And then, the tour guide tells them a list of names: Facestrong, Mindstrong, Armstrong, Ballstrong, Headstrong, Legstrong, Fingerstrong, Throatstrong, Heartstrong, Wingstrong …


“At least, easy to remember,” Haley says after trying to remember more than two dozen names. “Maybe we should check out the Ballstrongs,” she says, laughing. Kusha thinks it’s mean, not just rude.

“You don’t want it. Trust me. That’s the department making invisible security devices and brain mesh in collaboration with the IF and SLED,” the same voice speaks from behind again. A boy. Haley nods at him, and Kusha smiles politely.

“Rashad is asking me to join that department, saying I could move to IF this way,” Kusha says to Haley.

“Why is it Ballstrong, then?” Haley asks the boy behind.


“Only the boys who sit easily join them,” the boy says again.



Kusha frowns, passing some internal questions in her mind: Not a hearer … not a slave human bot … just human … not a citizen for too long. He is a Junklandian too. “You are not an intern,” she says.


A surprise passes the boy’s eyes, but it leaves quickly. “I visit these tours sometimes.”


Checking on the crowd? Kusha wants to ask but doesn’t. It’s not within her deliverable 1% of thoughts. Besides, it will be rude if that’s what he is really here to do. Something tells her, revealing out loud what someone doesn’t want you to know is rude. But, is that what he’s here to do? Yes. Is he designing the crowd? No, but also Yes. Kusha frowns, looking at him, forgetting that it might look discomforting for him if she continues to stare any longer.


As expected, the boy in a blue shirt becomes alert. Probably he was about to leave her alone, but something changes in his eyes. So he begins, “Nothing is what it looks like here. These groups, families, welcome teams … they are some bringers of one or two breakthrough products of the year, which they didn’t even want to make.”

“What happened to them?” the Intuitionist asks.


“Nothing. They just grew old,” the boy says and slowly slithers away without making anyone notice anything. Even she couldn’t say it was rude to leave a conversation without exchanging names. For some reason, the Intuitionist believes the boy meant so much more when he said, ‘They grew old.’ But she lets the thought leave, mostly because of the tasks ahead.


They divide up to cover more groups. The Junklandian girl they met on the tour bus joins them, saying she will share her findings with another group if they do the same with theirs. Her name is Anita. Both Haley and Kusha gladly accept her.

* * *

Over the next few days, the two of them meet Anita during the lunch hour to exchange notes of their tours. Both Haley and Anita enthusiastically cover the tours, but the Intuitionist feels the void in her growing the more she attends them. Her ears listen to the tour guide while her mind remains distracted.

“It’s an industry of techs, and techs are made with ideas. The idea makers bring the ideas, and our huge crew brings those ideas alive. So none of us do it alone. If one team does the hand, the other team does the leg, and a whole other team makes the brain or the heart. We never make a prototype alone. And we never program a mind alone. Do you know why?” the guide asks.

“It’s risky,” someone answers.

“Do you know why it’s risky?” the guide asks again.


“We might program ourselves wrong, ha ha,” the same person answers in a bored tone again, and the Intuitionist wonders whether he is a human slave-bot or not. Well, he is. He is tasked to create a fake engagement in the crowd. His job is to answer whatever silly questions the guide asks. And there … the Intuitionist loses her attention again. At this rate, she won’t be able to provide good notes to Haley and Anita. Why? Just why do they always keep criers in the crowd? By the end of the week, Kusha notes one thing at least. That every engagement in these tours is planted and faked, designed to make them come to a point—mostly to join a ‘family’ as quickly as possible. Otherwise, they might lose their Lead. The tour guide says, ‘Lead,’ widening his mouth too much that Kusha catches it for the first time. So far, in every seminar and discussion, they always end with ‘finding the Lead’ as if there is something about it.



So on today’s tour, she writes only one word in her notes: Lead? A deep breath leaves her chest, and she sees another random ad on a distant screen. There’s, of course, a product promotion, but in big block letters, a word is written: DISTRACTION.



Kusha frowns. These things are coming frequently. Is anyone talking? Yes or No? Yes. To me? Yes or No. Yes. Through Ad screens? Yes. Her heart races. She looks around into the crowd and then into the hollow she is approaching to catch the bus back to her tower. As if she will find who is talking through Ad screens. 


* * *

The seventh week is gone, and Haley has put a sign on her door. It reads ‘PUCK OFF’. Kusha pushes through the door, holding her last three days’ notes. She is not getting to meet her these days since they are covering the distant towers that are on the opposite sides of the Arena.

“We are getting distracted,” Kusha finally says. “At this rate, we will never come up with a project idea.”

“I think we shouldn’t be looking for projects at all,” Haley says while licking a large ice cream during lunch hour.

“What do you mean?” Kusha asks.

“I scored enough points to get free rent and ration for the third month,” she says. “This way, I’ll get to send most of my salary home.”

“So you want to freelance from prompt apps after you got to be in the great Alphatech?”

“Sounds easy.” Haley licks the ice cream still.

“That’s basically Hire Hermes!” Kusha screams almost.


“Inside-the-city version. Did you even check the tasks that the apps tell us to do?” Haley asks.


“Why does it sound evil?”

“Totally opposite of evil,” Haley rolls her eyes. “The Prompt Apps ask me to do social work. Great for the collective good. Contributing to the community.”

“Social work?” Kusha frowns, hearing Haley parroting the phrases from the video courses. “They give free food and rent for social work?”


“And money, too,” Haley says. “A lot of money. I guess an industry that houses two hundred thousand people needs a lot of work done? Other work? It’s a city. No wonder it even has police.”


“They are not police. They are here to cover our free security insurance,” Kusha says the way Taha corrects her.

“Please, try these apps for a week or two. Meanwhile, we can continue with these stupid tours,” Haley says.

“I liked some tours to the Prime Tower,” Kusha says.

“Oh, yeah. That’s the only tower that didn’t ask me to donate to seven different gates of poverty-stricken underground folks. You know what? We should give a tour of the underground someday—”


“Shh,” Kusha hisses, not knowing why. It’s not as if anyone can hear them. It’s Haley’s bedroom in her suite. Or can they? They? Kusha frowns again.


“Why did you hush me?” Haley asks, confused.

“I don’t know. I just thought we shouldn’t—” Kusha pauses, suddenly exploring dozens of questions in her mind so quickly that Haley sees her blue eyes blinking.

“Are you all right?” Haley asks.

“I am fine. No need to check the underground levels,” she says, but she has already decided something in her mind. That she will be visiting those levels, and she’ll do it soon.

“I have to go now. Rashad is visiting today,” Kusha says, acting as if Rashad visiting is the reason she is not telling her what she thinks. She leaves her suite, keeping her jaws grinding each other as if she is fighting something in the air. Or maybe in the walls, if not the air. She will have to find another bridge where they can talk without worrying about being heard. As she takes a disc down to the visiting section, she looks at her CRAB in her wrist. She wonders whether she has ever been worried about being heard by anyone other than Meera and Rashad. Suddenly, she feels foolish. How can she ever find a place to talk without being heard, when this thing is stuck in her hand? Strange that she didn’t notice it sooner. Or maybe she did. She just didn’t realize it. Perhaps someone was always hearing. Perhaps she was never free. And there she was, worried about what Meera might hear when she used to talk to Taha. How silly her priorities were just a couple of months ago. So silly!

For the first time after leaving Gaumont Manor, the Intuitionist realizes that this is not home. This is the real world, and it carries something different than the niceties and smiles as all finish their day, so they can sleep in their beds the bots clean for them.

As her disc slowly descends through the Admin Tower, enclosing her with protective shields, Kusha sees another Ad screen far away; it’s the biggest screen in this hollow:

FIND HOME IN THIS WILDERNESS, it says.

The Intuitionist clenches her jaws tighter for some reason. 
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