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Chapter One: Warsaw in Smoke
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There is less smoke today.

I had gotten used to the intoxicating smell of sulfur at this point, one year into the Neue Deutsche Partei (NDP) occupation. It was natural to wake up to the wisps of smoke that would drift in through the cracks in windows, under the doors and down through the chimney.

I sat up from my double bed and could almost see the empty Warsaw streets between the cracks in the curtains, empty as to be expected now. There were days when I couldn’t see my hand outstretched because of the unending smog. But for now, you could just about spot The Faculty of Medicine, one of the many departments of The Nicolaus Copernicus University scattered around Warsaw. It sat there, one of many monuments to Polish education long abandoned.

The silence was also a reality of the NDP that I couldn’t shake off. The absence of life walking the streets at eight in the morning. The non-existent chatter at the pub late at night.

Against my better judgement, my eyes fell upon the other side of my bed. The picture frame of me and my partner lay upon the undisturbed pillow. Taken years before it all happened, during a trip to Ukraine in Kyiv. Under the light layer of dust I could see her smile, my own smile alongside her.

Holding the picture close to me, I closed my eyes. Kill yourself. “First one of the day!” I said to the picture and let out a light chuckle, keeping her close to me.

I shook off my thoughts and snuck out of bed. The gloom of the darkened room, all consuming, thick with dust, always was a pain to navigate.

My room was its usual self, the light switches betrayed no growth, they were safe to use for now.

The light revealed my bedroom, tidy, despite grime and the upheaval the invasion afflicted upon Poland. My district, my neighborhood, was remarkably unaffected by the arrival of Athena and the NDP.

One of the lucky ones. Hang yourself, join her.

The suffocating smell continued to linger through my apartment, but more importantly to my safety, there wasn’t any fleshy chrome substance on any of the wirings or sockets. “Another day, another time to live!” I said the picture in my arms.

I cooked my breakfast, the eggs and bread I got from the underground. The sizzle and pop cutting through the dusty hush, memories of the before flashing in each crackle. Showing off my culinary work to the picture, I said. “My finest work today, what do you think?”

The picture didn’t answer, but I didn’t need one. I think perhaps two eggs and one slice of bread should be enough. Two spare boiled eggs and a slice of bread were put into a container and placed in the fridge. Maybe this time she will be back, she will be very hungry.

Sitting down, my eyes catching the TV, covered in grime, a tombstone to the past age. You can’t turn it on anymore.

That was one way Athena found humans. Kill yourself.

I ate in silence, staring at the blank screen. It always tasted good with each crunch and swallow, a simple joy. How the farms survived was an act of God in of itself.

All nonessential electronics that didn’t have a screen interface were safe to use. The power continued running after the invasion. Get a generator. I thought as I washed up the dishes. The water still ran, still clean and fresh.

How much longer could it go on for? It will go long enough for her to come back.

There wasn’t any work to go to. Not since the occupation, not since the disappearances started. Why was she letting them run still? I had no idea, it was anyone’s guess why the NDP spared essential services, let alone have them run to anyone. But I wasn’t going to question it. According to The Fencer, some have been trying to hack into the water and electricity grid, to steal it back from Athena. I had no idea if they were successful.

I paused to listen; I still waited to hear my neighbor’s dog bark in the public park below. But nothing stirred, I could be alone in this city by now.

The possibility sent a shiver down my spine. No, I have seen the Fencer, I am not alone, it’s just that we must be silent.

Clean the apartment: Check.

Make sure the windows are sealed and covered: Check.

Make sure the crack in the front door is sealed: Check.

No growth, no flesh: Check.

I was safe. She will come for you sooner or later.

I sat on the couch, the numb sensation of too much free time washed over me. No work to go to, but no bills either. Those trickled away after the invasion. The food will last for the next couple weeks. The picture sat on the coffee table; you could just see the reconstruction of Kyiv behind the two of us. We were part of that repair; we were getting fellow Eastern Europeans back on their feet after Russia surrendered. I found myself smiling at that moment, the memory of our work together in architecture and construction all the sweeter. I held onto the smile, keeping my gaze at my partner. You would have thought this was taken during a holiday, it wasn’t, we were standing strong in collective sovereignty against an old foe.

You don’t go outside unless it’s necessary. Not without a gas mask, not now. I reminded myself, the thought of one of the many daggers in my brain.

The present returned, along with the silence. I leaned back and heaved a sigh; the picture, the only physical memory left of her. I couldn’t get rid of you, you are all I have- even if you left-no, disappeared. I corrected myself. Not this time, I am in control of myself.

I sat and read, my excessive expenditure on books paid off. From Russian authors to British and American authors, I gathered as many as I could before the bookstores were shut down. At the time it was almost heavenly, just going through the darkened bookshops around Warsaw and grabbing all the books I could. The best book hauls were always those when you didn’t have to pay! You will die, do it now.

As I browsed, I saw one such American author: Issac Asimov. A simmering anger threatened to burn before I shut it down. I snatched Kafka, before collapsing on the couch and started to read, getting lost in the absurdist nightmares of a depressed insurance clerk. She was there for me, at least in spirit, watching me read like she did before Athena came.

The banging on the door broke me out of my contemplation with a start. Oh God, not again!

I ran to the kitchen counter and picked up the metal tube, thin enough to be a potato crisp, and pushed it to the back of my throat. The contact lenses into my eyes, both items chilly to the touch, I hissed upon their intrusion in my body.

“Citizen,” said the voice behind the door. It was a low monotone, stiff and lacking in the pitch that marks one of the Cyberhumans.

“Just a moment.” I said. The voice modulator matching that of the visitor came into effect. The low light would mask the lack of a shine on my skin. Dropping the picture behind the cushions as I went to the door.

I opened the door, meeting with a man that was, on the surface, reasonably human. The skin and the eyes, however, betrayed his subservience to Athena. There was an unmistakable sheen of chrome. It shimmered whenever light sources brushed past them, as if they were wrapped in plastic. The eyes displayed no life, as empty a mimicry as a doll's eyes. The mechanical smile displayed too many teeth.

I adopted the countenance of my visitor.

“Hello citizen, I trust you are well?” said the Cyberhuman.

“I am indeed.” I said, grinning with gritted teeth, my racing heart rising into my throat. “Is there anything I can help you with Dimitry?”

“No. I was just checking up on you. The curtains are closed,” The man who used to be Dimitry said. The piercing painted eyes watching my every move.

“I just wanted my solitude; it’s a wonderful day today, but I want to relax in peace and quiet.”

“It’s always peaceful here.”

“I know, but you know how I am.”

“True, I do,” The former Dimitry said, still smiling its shark-like grin. It nodded. “I shall leave you be. Remember, rejoice in the peace and happiness the NDP has given us!”

I closed the door, the sound of the Cyberhuman’s stiff walk down the hall resounded in the silence.

Leaning against the closed door, I heaved a sigh of relief. He never remembered my name, and always treated me the same as other Cyberhumans, as an indistinct citizen.

My guess was that it may have been due to some error. A lack of information on me perhaps?

I coughed up the voice modulator, and it landed on the floor amongst the mucus.

I picked it up, wiped it down and replaced the machine on the kitchen table. Once the mucus was tidied up, I removed the contacts and sat down to continue reading. But my eyes darted back and forth to the door.

I got up and checked the cloth sealing at the crack, the sulfur, while ever present, wasn’t deadly. At least I had to believe that smell alone wouldn’t be enough.

“I should have kept those Encyclopedias,” I grumbled. My biggest regret was not keeping books like those before the war.

The windows were sealed, the curtains closed tight. How did Dimitry know I was here? The thought flashed in my mind. Did she know?

The panic stuck me in place. I had been careful; the running water and electricity were apparently safe. Cyberhumans were using them. At least that’s what the Fencer told me. She never turned them off, she just let us continue using them.

I shook my head, retreated from the windows and shrank back onto the sofa. There had to be a lack of information on her side towards humanity. Maybe it was why she didn’t just invade us. Maybe she’s trying to find people to convert?

The mirror was safe, and I never understood the reactive mirrors, but mine was pure, ordinary glass. It wasn’t connected to the internet.

I made sure of that.

I glanced about the room; all the reflective surfaces weren’t connected to the internet. No, I smashed my Wi-Fi adapter a year ago. I shot an eye back at the TV.

It still sat there, blank as a slab of stone covered in dust.

My body shivered, panic rising. I wanted to curl up into a ball on the floor and wait for Athena to come and take me away. Wait, I thought, I fumbled with the sofa cushions and found the picture, safe and sound. I held it there, lying on the floor, happiness trickling back upon the sight of her. And to think they wanted me to destroy all pictures. I thought. They were right but fuck them, it’s my memory and I get to keep it.

Now able to shake it off. Gut yourself like a fish. I stood up and walked into my study where the exercise bike waited for me. The only source of exercise I had during the day. Something to burn off the calories. Propping her on the desk in front of me as I prepared to cycle.

I cycled for an hour, my personal best. The computer sat on the desk, waiting with hushed temptation. I stared at the shuttered windows. Tonight, I will go to the Fencer. I need to talk to her about Dimitry. I pedaled faster, closing my eyes, trying to imagine the bike rides I used to take, before the invasion. The sweet sounds of birds singing, the dogs barking, the smell of grass...
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