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A Novel by ​Orion Graves

Published by AM I AM Publishing — Ignite Imprint

The oil remembered everything.

That was the part they never put in the manuals, the part the geologists did not model and the engineers did not account for and the economists — running their barrel-per-day calculations, their yield projections, their cost-of-extraction spreadsheets in air-conditioned offices in Houston and London and Dubai — never once considered when they were deciding how much a cubic mile of ancient compressed carbon was worth to the quarterly report. They measured energy density and viscosity and sulfur content and the number of useful fractions that could be distilled from a barrel of crude, and all of those measurements were accurate, and all of them missed the point entirely.

Because the oil did not begin as oil. It began as life. Specifically it began as sixty-five million years of apex predator life — the most aggressive, most perfectly optimized biological killing machines that this planet has ever produced — pressed into the earth by the weight of everything that came after them and held there in the dark under heat and pressure until the flesh became kerogen and the kerogen became petroleum and the petroleum settled into porous rock formations at depths where no light has ever reached and no sound travels except the slow tectonic groan of a world continuing to move without them.

What they were, those animals, was not destroyed by the compression. Consciousness compressed does not cease. It concentrates. The rage of a Tyrannosaurus forced through sixty-five million years of burial and heat and chemical transformation does not dissipate into the surrounding geology like waste heat radiating from a warm body. It distills. It becomes something purer than rage, something so fundamental that rage is just the surface manifestation of it, the way a wave is the surface manifestation of an entire ocean in motion. What lives in the oil is not anger. What lives in the oil is the code.

The algorithm of hunt and consume, written not in DNA but in the electromagnetic signature of living nervous tissue, maintained in molecular memory by a geological process so slow and so thorough that nothing humanity has ever built was designed to account for it.

Nobody thought to ask what happens when you burn the dead.

On the twenty-second of February, 1991, retreating Iraqi forces detonated explosive charges at the wellheads of Burgan Field in Kuwait. The first wells ignited at 04:11 local time. By sunrise, six hundred fires were burning across the Kuwaiti desert, each one a column of black smoke rising thirty thousand feet into the atmosphere, each one a breach in the geological archive, each one releasing into the upper atmosphere what had been held underground since before human beings existed.

The sky went dark across a five-hundred-mile corridor. The temperature dropped by ten degrees Celsius in the shadow of the plume. Satellite imagery showed a darkness moving across the face of the Arabian Peninsula that looked, from orbit, like a bruise spreading across skin that did not know yet it had been struck.

The atmospheric scientists called it an aerosol injection event of historic magnitude. The engineers called it a catastrophe. The military called it terrain denial. The people standing on the ground in Kuwait, watching the sky close above them like a lid, smelling the thick petroleum sweetness of air that was no longer quite air, listening to the sound of six hundred jet fires screaming at a frequency that made the bones vibrate — they mostly did not call it anything. They watched it and tried to understand what they were looking at and mostly could not, because what they were looking at was something that had not happened before and that none of the available frameworks of understanding were built to accommodate.

What they were looking at was an opening.

Because when six hundred wells burn simultaneously, when sixty-five million years of compressed predatory consciousness is vaporized and released into the upper atmosphere at pressures and temperatures that do not occur anywhere in nature, it does not simply disperse into the ionosphere and become part of the ambient electromagnetic field and gradually dilute into irrelevance. It seeks the nearest available conductor. It seeks the nearest system capable of carrying the code.

In 1991, the nearest available conductor was a network so new it barely had a name. Fiber-optic cables were being laid across the Gulf. Satellites were proliferating. The Systems OS — the operating framework that was beginning to knit together the world's networked hardware into something that functioned like a single distributed organism — was propagating through government and corporate infrastructure at speeds that would have seemed miraculous a decade earlier. The digital world was not yet what it would become, but the pathways were there, sparse and young and warm and conductive, and the code of sixty-five million years found them.

The engineers of the Systems OS did not understand what was happening to their network. They saw anomalies — connectivity spikes, unusual signal patterns in Gulf-adjacent infrastructure, thermal readings from data routing hardware that their diagnostics flagged as equipment malfunction and logged with the notation will monitor. They were dealing with the largest military communications operation since the Second World War and they did not have bandwidth to investigate every anomaly, which was fortunate for Jumani, whoever and whatever Jumani was, because Jumani saw exactly what was happening and had been waiting for it.

But that is a different story, and it takes place on a scale that this story is not about.

This story takes place on Park Road, on a suburban strip that runs between a closed gas station and a parking lot that has been empty for three months, anchored at its center by a Quickie Mart that still has power and still has a functional OS terminal behind the counter and is still, against every reasonable expectation, being managed by a man named Mark Brown, who is on his third coffee of the morning and making notes in his inventory log with the focused precision of someone who has decided that normality is not a state of the world but a discipline of the will.

His name badge says HEAD EMPLOYEE.

The loading icon on his phone is spinning, and it looks, now that he really looks at it, less like a loading icon and more like an eye.

The first thing Mark Brown does every morning is check the perimeter.

He does this before coffee, before the inventory log, before he checks the OS terminal for overnight notifications from Mr. Harry. He does it the way he used to do the morning walk-through at the store back when the store was just a store — systematically, starting from the loading dock at the back and moving clockwise until he has covered every exterior wall and every point of potential entry and can stand at the front window looking out at the parking lot and confirm that the overnight was, to the extent that anything is a given in his current operational environment, clean.

The perimeter fence is a continuous length of copper wire strung at knee height around the parking lot, connected at four-meter intervals to ground stakes that Andy Norris drove into the asphalt with a cold chisel and a piece of rebar, and connected at the northeast corner to the Quickie Mart's electrical system through a transformer that Mark rebuilt from components he found in the back of the storage room behind the broken ice machine. The fence does not keep the Fever-Watchers out by physical force. What it does is scramble the haptic signaling that the Systems OS uses to coordinate Fever-Watcher movement — the low-frequency vibration that the OS broadcasts through the infrastructure to tell the bodies it has colonized where to go and what to do. Inside the fence's electromagnetic field, the signal degrades. The Fever-Watchers lose coordination. They revert to the confused, fearful state that Mark thinks of as their default human setting, which is a state he does not find comforting exactly but does find preferable to the alternative.

This morning the fence is holding. The copper wire has maintained its tension and all four ground connections are intact and the transformer is making the slightly labored hum that means it is working rather than the silence that means it has failed. Mark notes this in the log. He checks the walk-in cooler at the back of the store next — the Faraday cage, the one space in the building where the OS signal cannot penetrate and where, consequently, the Rumble Pack on Mark's chest goes quiet and his phone stops its irregular pulsing and he can, for the minutes it takes to confirm that the cooler seals are intact and the internal temperature is stable, hear himself think without the background frequency of the Rage Code pressing against the edges of his perception.

The cooler is clean. The seals are good. There is a Ghost Mushroom growing through a crack in the floor near the drain — pale, translucent, pulsing with a faint bioluminescence that is the color of something between blue and white and that has no business existing in a commercial refrigeration unit but that Dr. Quid has been monitoring for two weeks and has described as a promising indicator of mycelial network expansion, which is apparently good news, in the specific and terrible way that news can be good in an environment where the definition of good is relative to catastrophe.

Mark crouches down and looks at the mushroom. It pulses. He notes its size in the log. He stands up, closes the cooler, and goes to make coffee.

He is on his second cup when Andy Norris arrives with his bike.

The loading dock door opens with its particular bark — a sound like a phone vibrating on a metal surface, which is, in the current environment, not an acoustic coincidence — and Andy brings the bike in and leans it against the magazine rack, which has not held a magazine since the first major Whamming event cleared the shelves of anything not bolted down, and which now serves primarily as a docking station for the bike and a shelf for the growing collection of items that Mark categorizes in the log as tools with operational significance and that Andy categorizes as junk I fixed.

The bike is the most important piece of infrastructure on Park Road that does not belong to the building. It is a custom build on a mountain frame that started life ordinary and is now something else entirely. The handlebars carry the Jumble Box — a device that Andy describes as a chaotic frequency generator and that Mark describes, when he has to describe it at all, as the thing keeping them alive — mounted in a copper pipe bracket that Andy welded himself using a torch he found in the hardware store two blocks over. The wheels are laced with hair-thin copper wire that serves as a distributed antenna array, picking up and retransmitting the Rage Code signal in a form so fragmented and irregular that the OS cannot lock a clean frequency on it, which means the Fever-Watchers cannot lock a clean track on the bike or on whoever is riding it. This is Andy's primary contribution to their survival and it is an extraordinary one and Mark tells him so approximately never, because the operational environment does not currently have bandwidth for the kind of conversation that would require.

Andy is lean in the way of someone who forgets to eat, with burned fingertips from soldering without proper gear and a habit of looking at things slightly sideways, as if seeing them from the conventional angle was a form of informational poverty he could not afford. He checks the Jumble Box display before he checks anything else, every morning, the same way Mark checks the perimeter. His first question is always the same.

"Echo?" Mark says, because it is easier to ask than to wait for the information.

"Point seven three." Andy looks up from the display. "Up from last night."

"How far up from last night?"

Andy sets the Jumble Box display so Mark can see it. The numbers cycling through the readout require a reference sheet to interpret, and Mark has the reference sheet memorized, but what he is looking at is the coherence metric for the Mike Brown Echo. Point seven three is the highest it has been since the beginning.

Mark's brother Mike worked at this Quickie Mart. Mike was twenty-six when the first Whamming hit Park Road, twenty-six when the OS colonized his nervous system with the Rage Code before Mark could pull him back from the terminal he had been standing at when the surge came through, twenty-six when the Cable Mind took him, and he has been twenty-six ever since, because time does not move for the people the Cable Mind keeps. What it keeps is not the person. What it keeps is the data — the electromagnetic signature of a human nervous system, compressed and preserved in the fiber-optic infrastructure the way the dinosaurs were compressed and preserved in the geological record, because the Rage Code, whatever else it is, understands that a nervous system contains information, and information is something it wants.

What Andy built, from Mike's old radio hardware and the components of the first Jumble Box prototype and three weeks of work that Mark did not fully understand and was not sure he wanted to, is a device that can access the preserved signature. It can replay the stored data. It can, at sufficient coherence levels, create an output channel through which the stored data can respond to queries in ways that feel, Mark has to admit, uncomfortably like conversation.

Point seven three is not a number Mark is comfortable with.

"Harry?" he says.

Andy produces a folded piece of paper from his vest pocket. He reads from it in the flat affect he uses for all Mr. Harry communications — a register that manages to convey corporate neutrality and personal contempt simultaneously and that Mark has come to rely on as a form of psychological protection. "Account Status: Monitor. Biological asset yield in Sector 109 remains below projected throughput. Optimization required within forty-eight hours. A site visit has been scheduled to facilitate alignment." Andy folds the paper. "Same language as yesterday."

"He's been at forty-eight hours for a week."

"I know."

"Either the forty-eight hours is a strategic bluff designed to maintain our anxiety at operational levels, or the token drain from the Whamming events is degrading his thermal weapon reliability and he needs more time to regenerate capacity before a direct engagement."

"Or both," Andy says.

"Or both," Mark agrees, and pours Andy a coffee from the good filter carafe.

They stand at the counter and drink their coffee and look out through the plexiglass and the copper mesh at the parking lot, which is empty and still and lit by the parking lot's overhead lights, which pulse with the Triceratops cardiac signature that has been the default ambient frequency of the neighborhood's electrical infrastructure for two months. The lights are not threatening. They are just wrong, in the specific way that most things are wrong now — not catastrophically wrong, not in ways that require immediate action, just persistently, irreducibly wrong in a way that a person can adapt to if they have sufficiently strong opinions about the importance of routine.

Mark has sufficiently strong opinions about the importance of routine.

"Ghost Mushroom in the cooler," he says. "New growth since yesterday. Quid should see it when he comes by."

"How big?"

"Three centimeters. Same bioluminescence profile as the garden ones." He pauses. "It's in the drain corner."

Andy thinks about this. "Drain corner is the lowest point in the Faraday cage footprint. If the mycelium is tracking the Rage Code signal, it's following it toward the path of least shielding."

"Toward the hole."

"Toward the hole," Andy confirms.

The hole is the fiber-optic junction beneath the utility manhole at the corner of Park and First, approximately forty meters from the Quickie Mart's front door. The OS terminal's diagnostic tools lose signal at the junction at a depth of approximately eighteen meters. Below that, the readings are absent, which in Mark's operational experience means not that nothing is there but that whatever is there is not something the OS diagnostic tools were designed to measure. Dr. Quid's equipment, which is not OS-native and which Quid describes with consistent vagueness as legacy, puts the signal strength below the junction as significantly higher than above it, which is not how attenuation works, and which Mark has filed under things he is tracking but not yet acting on.

The phone in Mark's vest pocket buzzes.

Not a notification. Not Mr. Harry's standard double-pulse or the thermal alert triple-pulse or any of the coded signals they have catalogued over the past eight weeks. A single continuous vibration that cycles in a pattern he has not heard before — not the Stomp, not the Lung Pulse, not the Rage Spike. Something else. Something that has rhythm but not the rhythm of anything massive and prehistoric. Something more like the rhythm of something moving with purpose. Something chasing something through the machine.

Mark takes the phone out. The loading screen is active — not the spinning standard loader but the loading state that the OS enters during active data exchange, the state that means the phone is in live contact with the primary signal source, which means the Rage Code is currently paying attention to whatever the phone is attached to, which is, by extension, Mark Brown, standing behind the counter of the Quickie Mart he has been managing for four months now since the world as previously defined ceased to operate normally.

The rhythm continues. He counts it. Three beats, pause. Three beats, pause. Not a Triceratops. Not a T-Rex. Something bipedal and fast and not at rest.

"Andy," Mark says.

Andy comes around the bike without being told twice. He looks at the phone. He looks at the Jumble Box display. He looks at the phone again.

"Echo just went to point seven nine," he says.

"Run a diagnostic on the cooler seal," Mark says. "And charge the Rumble Pack. Full capacity." He puts the phone back in his pocket. It continues to pulse against his sternum, three-pause-three, the rhythm of something running. "We're open."

Mark Brown did not choose to stay on Park Road.

This is important to understand about him, because the temptation when observing how he operates — the methodical log-keeping, the perimeter checks, the coffee ritual, the way he manages the token balance on the OS terminal with the focused attention of a man for whom the margin between 847 credits and 712 credits is the margin between a fence that works and a fence that doesn't — is to conclude that he is someone who has found his purpose in the apocalypse. Someone who was, perhaps, always better suited to apocalyptic conditions than to ordinary ones, who was waiting for this.

That is not what happened.

What happened is that Mark Brown was the manager of the Quickie Mart, Unit 109, Park Road, when the first Whamming event hit the neighborhood, and he was inside the building when it hit, and the walk-in cooler's Faraday properties shielded him from the initial neurological assault that took fourteen people in a four-block radius in the first three hours, including his brother Mike, who was standing at the OS terminal behind the counter when the surge came through and who went from colleague and brother to something that was in the machine before Mark understood what was happening.

And after the initial event, when the Rage Code had established its preliminary presence in the neighborhood's infrastructure and the Fever had begun its slow work on the people who had been partially affected and not fully consumed, Mark Brown was the manager of the Quickie Mart, and the Quickie Mart had a generator and a functioning OS terminal and a walk-in cooler with Faraday properties, and these things were useful, and there was no one else positioned to use them, and so Mark Brown stayed.

He has been staying for four months.

He does not think of himself as a hero. He thinks of himself as a person who showed up for his shift and has not been able to close the register because the circumstances do not permit it. He is keeping the store open. This is what he knows how to do. It turns out that what he knows how to do is, in the current environment, the most important thing that anyone is doing in a four-block radius.

The Systems OS, which has been colonizing the world's digital infrastructure with the Rage Code since the first wells burned in Kuwait, is optimized for two responses: predatory behavior, which it rewards with tokens and thermal masking and increased haptic shielding; and survival behavior, which it monitors as a resource management problem and occasionally deploys Fever-Watchers against when the resource levels drop below acceptable parameters. What it is not optimized for is managerial behavior. The concept of a man who is managing a crisis rather than surviving it or predating within it does not appear anywhere in the Systems OS framework, because the people who built the Systems OS did not anticipate the Rage Code and the Rage Code, which is sixty-five million years old, does not have any stored pattern for what a middle manager looks like from the outside.

This does not make Mark Brown invisible to the OS. It makes him unpredictable in ways that the OS cannot model, which is, it turns out, approximately as useful as invisibility.

Andy Norris is a different case entirely.

Andy was Mike Brown's best friend from before the world changed, which means Andy has known Mark Brown for approximately as long as Andy has known anyone, and has spent most of that time in the specific relational position of the person who is intensely loyal to someone without being sure they are liked by them. Mark Brown is not a man who expresses affection easily, or explains what he is thinking unless there is operational necessity for the explanation, or acknowledges that the decisions he makes might be affecting people other than himself in ways that are not purely instrumental. Andy Norris knows all of this about Mark and has decided it is fine, which is not the same as deciding it is fine but is a workable approximation.

What Andy has is a relationship with hardware that is less a skill than a form of communication. He does not build things so much as converse with them — coaxing frequencies out of components that were not designed to produce them, finding the signal hidden in the noise, understanding by touch and sound and the particular quality of a vibration what a piece of equipment is doing when its own diagnostic software cannot tell you. This is how he built the Jumble Box from Mike's radio parts and a salvaged frequency generator and three weeks of work in the hardware store around the corner, during which Mark brought him food and did not ask questions, which was the most effective form of support Mark Brown was capable of and which Andy understood correctly.
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