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Nanotechnology is an idea
that most people simply didn't believe.


—Ralph Merkle




Love is metaphysical gravity.


—R. Buckminster Fuller








Nanowhere — it’s a love story with all the usual elements: rogue soldiers, computer hacking, tyranny, cryptography, hitmen with an affinity for rolled adhesives, rebellious skateboarders, and sentient billion-node self-organizing nanotech ghosts.



“Chris Howard has released an interesting and well-written SF thriller along with a bunch of supplementary materials that purports to be the lab notes and publications of one of the book's characters…”

   —Cory Doctorow, Boing Boing
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Joe and Al













Dr. Ernest Straff wasn’t surprised when the jumptroopers tackled him in his dining room, and he was only mildly shocked when they stuffed his head in a bag, zip-tied his wrists and ankles, dragged him into the clearing in the forest next to his house, and cabled him up into a hovering gunship.

It's just... he had always thought, or hoped, or wished he would have more time.

In seven hundred and sixteen seconds—Straff was counting—his captors had him over the New Hampshire line, crossing western Mass at a shallow angle that would take him into upstate New York. He pieced together the direction from their post-abduction chatter—most of it from one helpful voice cutting through the backroar of the engines, a voice deep with round tones and a slight Minnesota lilt, curiously pointing out the Mass Pike to one of his squadmates.

Interstate 90 ran east-west across Massachusetts, dipped south a bit in the middle, before it headed into Boston. The ex-Minnesotan was on Straff’s left, so they must be just north of the Pike, heading west. Nothing but cold Atlantic to the east. If the pilot kept a fairly straight heading they’d cross into New York south of the capital, heading toward the Catskills.

Straff caught all of this in the span of a few seconds. As soon as the trooper had a few dozen words out, he stopped abruptly as if he had seen another of his team give him a finger drawn across the throat.

This left another few hundred seconds for Dr. Straff to blindly think about his fate. The black fabric bag rubbed his nose and ears. The gunship’s engines threw off a steady high-throttled chainsaw whine, with an accompanying fuselage-vibrating rumble, and his ears hurt as he continued to listen for distinguishable sounds out of the dense storm of noise.
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Kaffia Lang jumped the curb at 30 k’s, ground the handrail against the earth’s gravity in a sideways scoot, and dropped a meter into a concrete plain at the edge of the North Hampton Skate Park.

She swung her backpack around, charcoal black against smooth brown skin and a flare of tight neon green top and shorts. She lowered the pack to the ground as she rolled up to another skater, Alexander Shoaler, a tall redhead.

Plywood ramps and half pipes ringed the central concrete basin like bygone-era shipyard scraps. The park was clean, walled with sixty-foot pines, and set back twenty meters off Atlantic Avenue, prime real estate that the owner had been obliged to give up in some cloudy property tax exchange deal with the New Hampshire town.

A single lane dirt track ran alongside the laser-leveled concrete pad, weed-choked and pot-holed. It headed into the forest, lost in overgrowth thirty meters beyond the padlocked gate.

The forest was haunted. Everyone knew that, but the tax deal apparently included a do not bother the skaters clause, and so as long as you stayed this side of the gate you weren’t likely to run into any of the rumored specters, alleged oversized arachnids, poisonous fog, or any of the other blood-drinking, mind-emptying, acidic-saliva-spitting denizens of the wood.

Kaffia didn’t notice the haunted forest. She smiled at Alex because she felt their world blaze into existence like a force field that expanded around them, widening to encompass the real world, but with special properties, like the ability to tune out the real world while they were together. When her parents sighed, “Off in your own little world, Kaffia?” she would say, “Actually, it’s quite large, as large as I want it to be.”

The private world she shared with Alex always appeared when they met. They had been friends about a year, but it felt like five times that, and they’d taken it so far, that for fun and the delight of annoying others they pretended to be married. That was the act they usually put on while in their world, a comfortably married couple with loud staged greetings and grotesquely sweet nicknames. It threw everyone around them into uncomfortable amusement or sickness, sometimes both.

Alex waved off another boarder, turned to Kaffia, puckering up.

“Lips,” she said shortly in mock reproach, followed his lip-scrunching expression, but turned her head at just the right time so that he planted his kiss on her cheek.

“How was your day, dear?” Kaffia asked brightly in the role of the dutiful wife, something she recognized, mocked, could role-play, but would never be.

Classes had let out half an hour ago, and the day had been long. The first word that shot into Alex’s mind went right to his mouth.

“Blistering.”

She gave him a 1950s housewife tilt of her head, plastic smile, mimed taking off an apron and hanging it up. “Shall I fix you a drink, dear?”

He raised an eyebrow, pleasantly surprised. “Double, if you can.”

Anticipating this, Kaffia dug out two gleaming red cans of Coke from her pack and heaved them. Alex caught one after the other like high-entropy-bound raw eggs, popped open both, but drank at a civilized pace, alternating cans while he rolled back and forth on his board. Kaffia rifled through her pack again, pulled out a fat hardcover textbook—being forced to lug around the ancient brick of paper probably covered her physical fitness requirements.

She tilted her chin toward the Cokes. “Girl’s locker room was out. Had to get some woodshopper to get them for me out of the boy’s. I know it has to be Coke, but...why?” She frowned, pausing a moment for his answer, and then rolled her eyes before he could come back with something. “And don’t give me some shitbrain marketing slogan.”

He gave her a puzzled look instead, which slid off his face a second later as if he had slipped out of their world and into another. Then he was drifting in dreamy contentment, savoring the complex natural flavors, swirling in an engaging caramel-colored mélange of high fructose corn syrup and/or sucrose.

“It’s the spice,” he said slowly, almost in a trance.

She looked coldly at his faraway look as if reading his thoughts.

Solemnly whispering, “Arrakis... Dune... Desert planet...”, Alex picked up on the annoyance behind Kaffia’s frown, and explained, “Nothing else on this planet has anything like it. That unique flavor found only in genuine Coca-Cola.”

She gave his cheek a soft slide of her fingers, then pulled away, and slapped him—not quite gently. “Snap out of it.”

He blinked, finding his words. “Come on, it’s required if you’re going to fold space.”

“Right.” She stretched out the one syllable.

He sighed, dropped his shoulders, re-entering their world by blinking a few times. He shrugged at the obvious. “The spice must flow. How else is the emperor going to maintain control over his ten-thousand year old interplanetary feudal hierarchy?”

She gave him a playful shove, and he rolled away. “When you put it like that.”

Alex laughed, upended the can in his right hand. “First, the spice. Second, you know I like to burp when I skate.” He tossed the empties toward the recycle bin, and shot off the ledge, plummeting into the concrete bowl. One Coke can went in, centered over the bin’s opening. The second went wide, and would have overshot the bin. Kaffia dropped her textbook, caught it between her knees, reaching to juggle the can for half a second before deflecting it into the recycler.

And her gaze never left him.

Alex Shoaler was a wiry skater with hazel eyes that bugged out and shifted color with the changing light. He liked this effect, and made a habit of moving around a lot, which annoyed just about everyone. His hair...well...his mother thought she could cut hair as well as any barber, and so he usually sported a horribly uneven cut (probably not entirely her fault). His thick bristly orangey-red hair looked like someone had smeared his head with marmalade, the kind with extra shredded citrus rind. It always stood on end, even when it grew out, as if he was walking around with his tongue in a powered light socket. Any hint of a tan he’d acquired over the summer had already faded, but his skin was so freckled that it appeared splotchy brown from a distance.

Kaffia Lang was nearly his opposite, female, as dark brown as he was light, as pure a shade of color as he was freckled, as poised as he was loose and jumpy. She had shoulder-length wavy bundles of peat-brown hair that she did various things with. Today, she had gathered two-dozen tiny braids into one thick knot at the base of her neck.

To counter his way-too-baggy purple camo shorts—where the hell was he planning to blend in with random leafy patterns of lilac, lavender and violet?—she wore a close-fitting lime green top and shorts, hoop earrings, and cycling gloves with the fingers cut out.

Some people made fun of her name—not to her face. A hundred variations on coffee, cafe latte, Colombian Supremo, French Roast, iced coffee, decaf, half-caf, espresso, expresso.

Alex called her Joe.

Kaffia turned away from the skate bowl, took a seat and stuck her face into her schoolwork, ignoring the laughing of the other skaters, the occasional grunt and scream of someone eating it, and then more laughing. She joined the other skaters in glaring suspiciously up at the roar of some military aircraft that cruised overhead, right above the treetops. The second gunship to go over in the last five minutes.

She managed to finish her trig homework, got through a chapter on the early battles of the First American Civil War, and then re-laced her skates, all before looking up to find the sky had turned pale and the few skaters and lurkers had all gone home. Alex was still hopping embankments and rolling around in zigzags and sudden rotates like a marble in a wobbling bowl.

That’s how he did his thinking.

She put everything away and stood, stretching her arms as she rolled forward. The sun hadn’t yet set, but was at that dim undecided point where it tried to linger at the door, fingers clutching at the frame, before night shoved it into the hall and locked it outside until morning.

Kaffia glanced at the sky through the trees and smiled to herself at the thought that Alex wouldn’t call this night yet.

She braked hard at the bowl's rim when she heard the dull tap of wheels on pavement and someone chuckling. Kaffia and Alex weren't alone anymore, and although the newcomers were smiling, there was nothing friendly about them.
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The lights were very bright in one of the deepest, darkest, surgical departments in Building Blue of the Rost Institute, one of the half-ring of towers jutting from the landscaped hills and forest in upstate New York.

Body-armored soldiers roamed the darkening grounds of the Institute, teams of them on parking patrol, vehicle sniffing. Others were checking badges at the front gates and waving through the first wave of departing commuter traffic.

Deep in the heart of Building Blue, a man’s gloved hands inspected the skin and stitching around the data jacks he had installed the week before.

The noetic surgeon stepped back from his scope, rubbing the arched pink grooves in the skin around his eyes. “Nicely healed, sir. She’s ready to go.”

Dr. Greenleigh looked up from the tablet’s screen with the paper his tech staff had worked up for the procedure. He pocketed his reading glasses. “Enough in place to get into her memory flow?”

“Yes, sir.”

The mechs embedded in June Trimony’s brain were next-gen neural retiforms, far more intrusive and real-driving than gCognitivs, SoulYoke stabs, or the deeper versions of these, modified and enhanced in US Army labs.

“How long before her body rejects them?”

The surgeon’s lips curled in to hide his mouth behind a stiff doughy line. His lips popped out after a pause. “I’d guess two weeks.”

The Chairman of the Rost Institute tilted his head a little, his gaze pinned to the surgeon, not quite smiling, not much of a guesser. “That long?”

“Guessing, but keeping it cautious, sir. There are physiologicals to consider, but I’ll stand by the two weeks,” he said, nodding firmly.

“And after rejection?”

“They won’t come out easy.” He shrugged. “Probably kill her.”

Greenleigh straightened, pausing half a second over the question of how much sympathy he needed to show, and nodded at his surgeon without showing anything that looked sympathetic. “Very well. Keep her on nutrition. I need her healthy enough to question.”

By question it was clear he meant torture. The surgeon grimaced. “Yes, Dr. Greenleigh.”

The chairman studied the man a moment, and then showed his teeth in something that wasn’t really a smile. “Well done, Mitch. I’m off to pick up an old friend at the landing. Let me know when Miss Trimony wakes.”
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Doctor Death













Like a hare on a quick trip to a predator’s nest, Dr. Ernest Straff felt one of his captors’ fingers digging talon-like into his shoulder, shifting every few minutes to regrip, jamming him into his seat.

Straff fought back the urge to wrench up his lunch.

They had caught him so easily, went through his property defenses like a cutting rain sheered the load-bearing threads of a spider’s web. Caught on his way to the kitchen for a cup of decaf.

“Damnation.” The word burst from his lips, puffing out the black bag covering his head. So so easily.

“Prepared for...” He gasped something unintelligible, words spilling from his mouth—bundles of stray angry thoughts he wasn’t really keeping track of—too busy counting seconds. His head jerked forward. His voice sputtered into silence.

Taking a deep breath, he let it out slowly, and he felt it swirling around the bag’s insides, eddying over his cheeks, back against his teeth.

“Prepared for everything!”

He couldn’t hear much of his own voice over the noise from the engines, just the breath passing his lips, his tongue ticking against the top of his mouth and the back of his teeth as he formed the words.

“Ground forces with artillery...self-organizing aerosol networks with toxic payloads.” When it came to defense, intuition had always guided him toward the infinitesimally small, some sort of nanodevice. In other words, they would use his own creations against him.

Before they’d dragged the hood over his head, he had glimpsed four geared-up troopers in black and gray, masked and bristling communication and sense facilities. They’d dropped through his forest canopy defense as if they could see through it, which shouldn’t have been possible.

He squeezed his eyes closed and shook his head. The rough bag scraped his cheeks.

“Where were Walter and Wesley,” he said in a hot disappointed whisper. “When these...when these assholes ripped off the front door of my house?”

He twisted his lower lip in, puckering and chewing in fury. Can’t blame Walter or Wesley. They had gone off to the north end to inspect an intrusion. I told them it’s just kids on roller skates who’d worked their way around to the back of the property, having been stung a few times trying the front road.

And then four soldiers stormed his house and mashed him into the floor of his own dining room. The north end intruders had been a diversion. They had known how to get him without much trouble. And then he was in the air and out of state.

In someone else’s hands.

He couldn’t imagine they knew of—or in any way understood anything about Walter or Wesley, but any wise planner who understood what Straff was capable of would have “get the hell out of there fast” built into the plan.

On the other hand, this was not that far from how he had expected to be caught. Straff’s eyes shot open and swung around the black bag. Blind. He sucked his fury inside to simmer, and after a few hundred more seconds, tried to relax.

There had always been the hope for more time, and perhaps a well-deserved but dramatic end to his life, like something out of an old Frankenstein movie, besieged by a mob of locals with pitchforks, scythes, torches, and Kalashnikov’s—when they discovered who’d been hiding out in their town all this time.

He wasn’t terribly shocked that a team of highly equipped illegitimates had discovered him. These weren’t soldiers from the restored government. They wouldn’t have sent soldiers. He would have received some sort of court summons, and it would have been from guys in gray suits with briefcases instead of soldiers in black and gray camo and assault-o-matics.

He tilted his head a little to catch a faint conversation, but he couldn’t make out any of the words over the noise.

These were Greenleigh’s people, or some mid-level ex-SAC Board commander who still had access to the old deathsquads and mobile military hardware. The liar and dictator, Zachery Troy was gone, dead for three years. But even after a tyrant was removed from power, it took a long time to uproot all the evil planted during his reign.

Everyone knew that.

Dr. Straff continued counting absently while his thoughts played with escape scenarios. One in particular. He had anticipated capture, even if it wasn’t exactly this, and he had...sort of planned for it—it would take a week to play out, a week before he would know if he’d live or die.

Until then, he would count. Knowing a week was a long time to survive when someone like Greenleigh had you.

Straff had been hiding for as many days as seconds that had passed. He hadn’t shut himself off from the world, but the world from him. He diligently read the blogs and newsfeeds. The nets and grids were full of Straff sightings and inside stories of his escape from justice. They placed him in secret Montana bunkers, masterminding worldwide extermination. They blamed him for natural disasters and species deaths, everything from producing destructive hurricanes to causing declines in penguin populations.

He was the nanotech god after all. He could have changed his appearance, his fingerprints, “his DNA”—as some of the tabloids put it. He could be among us, selling your kids candy, mowing your lawn, playing for the Oakland A’s.

Straff snorted at the thought. (He was a Sox fan from way back). He also knew who was still out there. He knew exactly who he was hiding from. The really dangerous ones, not the public. The Public would simply kill him—kill him speedily. Most would anyway. There were a few million odd vengeful people who’d kill him slowly and feed his remains to scavenging animals, but those were the more assertive members of the public, and he didn’t know their names.

Others he knew well, and in the past had been pressed into service by them. They had deceived him, and he had let himself be deceived. He had done horrible things for them. Millions died because of what they’d made him do. President Zachery Troy, the head of the Purists had gone to his death, but the rest of his regime, without the head, remained intact and dangerous: the shoulders, the neck, the lower parts of the brainstem. Straff knew very well who would want him alive—the parts without a conscience.

Straff’s stomach rammed into the roof of his mouth. The gunship dropped from the sky, braked a meter off the pad and then landed like a few tons of hot armor-plated machinery on concrete. A heavy door rolled open. One of the soldiers snipped the ties, ripped the rough fabric hood from his head, tearing away a few irreplaceable strands of gray hair with it, and shoved Straff into the twilight.

Straff’s body was bent as if he carried the accumulated weight of the corpses he had produced, millions of them by most estimates—and that wasn’t counting the Ciphers, which was a Rost Institute specific project that took the toll into tens of millions.

He kept the guilt at bay by keeping his mind busy. He had to continuously keep his thoughts in motion just to remain conscious, doing things like count the seconds since they’d caught him. The burden of guilt stooped his shoulders, buckled his spine and would crush him flat if he allowed it out of his periphery and into focus.

He staggered a little, rubbing his wrists, straightened up as much as he could, and walked away from the gunship between four of the troopers. They towered over him, a moving wall of gray camo armor over muscles, escorting him up the walk.

Dr. Straff looked exactly as he had always looked. He was a short stocky sixty year old, nearly bald, with a plump nose and fuzzy white eyebrows. He looked as if he should be wearing glasses, but he wasn’t. In his wrinkled blue labcoat he could have been an elderly small-town GP from some past era, back when worried mothers rushed their kids to the family doctor for sprained ankles, chickenpox, and temps over a hundred, and the doctor fixed everything with gentle concern, handing out lollipops afterward.

That image of the charming family doctor had been purged from the culture by Ernest Straff. He had killed the medical profession. If not directly, it had all been done in his name.

Straff was the reason people hated hospitals. It was his fault that at the sight of a doctor, people ran for their lives, or shrank back with “Don’t make eye contact” murmurs.

When manufactured viruses swept through cities and riots broke out, Straff’s agency stepped aside and let it happen. Some said, even caused them. When the world thought of Dr. Ernest Straff, they thought of bodies stacked next to dumpsters in alleyways, EKG alarms blaring from crowded hospital rooms, technicians draining corpses into blood-type bags and selling them off to high-bidders. They couldn’t shut their eyes against the hands of an intoxicated butcher, demanding clamps, rails, and the bone saw, they couldn’t turn away from floodlit operating rooms that smelled like sewers, damp with death.

Ernest Straff didn’t bother looking around at the cluster of buildings that made up the Rost Institute. He knew where he was. Why the hood then? Why the silence? He glowered at the nearest jumptrooper.

“You think I’d misplace upstate New York?”

The trooper ignored him, although the man was so geared up it was difficult to tell.

Two thousand four hundred and seventeen seconds since two hundred pounds of trooper had landed on him, grinding his face into the dining room rug and shattering his favorite coffee mug.

Straff stopped when he recognized the man coming at him, but the trooper behind him shoved him a few steps further.

Dr. Richard Greenleigh met him outside Building Blue, a twelve-story block of pitted concrete with rows of identical window slits and blue front doors. There was an eight-meter-deep crater where Building Orange once stood. That was Straff’s doing as well.

Straff met Greenleigh’s dark deep-set eyes and stayed there, glaring for a few seconds, until Greenleigh opened his mouth into a wide smile of perfect white teeth, and aimed them at him like a weapons array.

Greenleigh was a pale man in a faithful black suit, meticulously unwrinkled and clean, perfectly barbered and manicured. But like a leaky septic tank beneath soft green meadow folds, an unhealthy cleanliness seeped from his pores and gave off a weird, sweet smell, a corrupt bundling of a cleanroom technician and an unlicensed undertaker.

“Caught up with you at last, Dr. Straff,” said Greenleigh, pleasant, dignified and slow, a tone that made it clear that there was no reason to be angry. He waved off the jumptroopers.

“How?” Straff’s voice was raspy and defensive.

“Fairly easily, I’m afraid. Some sort of watchdog process monitors satellite image data for manipulation,” said Greenleigh in an I-expected-a-little-bit-more-from-you tone. “It happens. High level covering up, that sort of thing. When the process flagged a half kilometer sized patch of forest in coastal New Hampshire, no one thought much of it. When it flagged it after a second pass, with the same manip signature, that’s when they got excited. When this piece of forest matched a like sized piece 1.2 klicks away—identically, it got my attention. The idiots in data security have spent the last seventy-two hours trying to figure out how someone manip’d the same data twice, right under their noses. While I understood the anomaly at once. The data hadn’t changed. The forest had. And there’s only one man on earth with the power to control nature on that scale and to that level of detail. I knew I had you.”

Straff dropped his eyes to the sidewalk, his breathing quickening.

“Now, why would you be that obvious, Ernest? Signaling someone, perhaps?”

Straff’s mouth pressed into a stiff line.

Greenleigh laughed and waved off the question. “We’ll get to the bottom of it eventually. Come on, Ernest. Cheer up. It’ll be like old times. I have one of your old acquaintances over in Red. Time for a reunion, I think. We even let her out of her cage and had her fixed up for you.”

Straff’s head snapped up. “Who?”

“The moment I knew my team had you, I sent for June Trimony.”

“Trimony?” Straff whispered, his voice rough, a little confused. He had to remind himself that he was no longer on Greenleigh’s side. Trimony had always been the enemy, hacking into Rost systems, the leader of her own intel-gathering org, with her own agents in the field feeding her data. “I thought she died in the overthrow.”

“You’re not the only one with secrets, Ernest.” Greenleigh smiled. “Let’s go inside and talk.” The chairman of Rost Institute indicated the building behind him with a precise sweep of his hand. “I used to call you Ernest. Do you mind?” He paused for an answer, and then shrugged. “Or would you prefer one of the names the public has stuck to you?”

Ernest Straff forgot to count. His lungs betrayed him. He coughed and tried to catch his breath, stuttering numbers in the thousands. Dr. Greenleigh's thin, gentle laugh hit him and followed him to his knees.
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A Little Poetry













Three former North Hampton Lyceum students stood at the edge of the skate park, their gazes fixed on the unexpectedly delightful sight.

Alex looked up from the bottom of the bowl, frowning. He recognized them.

“Someone’s let the children out at night,” giggled Zane Jeffins creepily.

“No chaperons?” Drew Waldren’s face lit up with all the glee of a bully about to tug the horns off unicorns. She swung her tiny purse around so that she could pull something metallic and gun-like from it.

“And with the haunted forest so close,” said the leader of the three, Randal Revard, in distaste. “Really,” he continued as if emerging from a long, speechless disbelief. “Your parents ought to be beaten senseless for negligence.” He huffed affectedly. “Two innocent children left all alone after sunset, in a cruel world. Have they learned nothing from the Purists?”

“Shoaler doesn’t got a father,” put in the other one, Zane.

“I think twice the punishment’s in order then.”

“Nighty night, Shoaler.”

Alex found himself scowling over the use of his name. He knew who they were. He had seen them around Hampton, and two of them, Randal and Drew, worked at NHL—improbably as teacher's assistants. It was strange that they knew who he was. He also wondered why they hadn’t mentioned Kaffia. She was better known than he had ever been. Probably the hacker myth working on their fears. (Everyone said Kaffia was June Trimony reborn. So, killing her might not actually work. For all they knew, she had already hacked that whole transmigration of the soul thing and could come back to get them).

They were all a few years older, not much taller since both Alex and Kaffia had height, not smarter since Alex and Kaffia also had brains, but slyer, more manipulative, and endowed with little in the way of discretion. Alex frowned. Sociopathic? No, too clinical. The word “dastardly” came to Alex’s mind, a good old-fashioned concept that needed reviving because there seemed to be so much dastardliness going on these days.

Kaffia and Alex weren’t naive. There were two problems that had to be faced here. They understood the nasty side of modern inter-group warfare. They just didn’t have much practical experience. They didn’t really belong to a group that anyone bothered with and had always slipped under the radar (as well as other means of discovery and tracking: GPS/LBA plants, IR tagging, cell-signal triangulation, and mini-cam feeds). They knew some of these brawls involved zip-ties, barber’s shears for “scalping”, and involuntary piercing. Nothing lethal. The goal was disfiguration, proof that the fracas had gone down, and you’d emerged victorious. No one was supposed to die, or even get to within an inch of their lives. A few inches, a hand’s width, half a foot, were all within the guidelines though.

That was the other problem. Not everyone stuck to the guidelines. Sometimes these things left you broken, and the last thing you wanted to do when you got hurt, snapped a bone, or severed a major artery, was go to one of the high-priced corporate hospitals (Affectionately: ProfitCare or D&Cs—Disease and Control), where, if you weren’t wealthy, you were just as likely to live as die, and that was if you somehow, against the odds, picked winning numbers in the wait-I’m-not-here-for-surgery / wrong-limb-amputated lottery.

“It’s actually not night yet,” said Alex seriously, looking skyward, rubbing his chin.

“What?” snapped Drew as if she only had three operating modes, and did a round robin through them: silent, zealously cheerful, and defensive—so, silent must be next.

Alex was shaking his head, waving casually toward the horizon. “You said ‘night’, but we’ll have to wait until the refracted light of the sun passes below the sea-level tangent plane.”

The three newcomers stared at him stupidly. Kaffia started to smile.

“...for night to be officially here,” added Alex, waving away the silence as if it was a minor misunderstanding.

Fuck, that’s why she liked Alex. Because he could think to say something like that when faced with something like this. Kaffia’s mind was already stepping through revenge plans, but her world was a quiet, wait-for-the-right-moment kind of world, and when she came after you, your world was over—without any ties back to her.

Zane giggled irritatingly, thinking Alex’s remarks must be some kind of joke, which they were. Zane, the only one with skates—inlines Kaffia noted with an eyebrow raised—looked down into the bowl at Alex with half a grin. Zane had long straight blond hair that fell in flat sheets down the sides of his head like a cowl, with lateral slits for his ears. A skinny white cigarette dangled from his skinny white lips.

But Randal was the really evil one in the group, the mastermind with cold skinny fingers that plucked and pinched and looked as if they wanted to play with various sharp dental instruments, but for all the wrong reasons.

Drew looked to Randal for direction, one finger playing with her left ear, heavy with metal and synthetic gems, tracing a nautilus-like spiral from lobe to the little flap over the canal.

Randal pulled out a tiny aerosolic, a gleaming black handheld cylinder, some kind of robbery deterrent device filled with one of the pepper spray variants, although knowing Randal, it held something more permanent and painful. Something that might even require a trip to the “hospital”, where—because they had access to your credit score and net worth—you can imagine that instead of just washing out your eyes with a slippery sterile fluid, they would jump right to a procedure that had the word “harvest” in it.

Drew fingered the insides of her nearly uselessly small leather purse and tugged out an ear-piercing gun with a clip of ready rivet charges. (They went on with a snap, but you had to cut them off).

Zane grinned, giggled a little, puffed on the cigarette jammed into one side of his mouth, pulled up his fists, and skated forward leisurely, a cat let loose on two trapped mice.

Randal attacked first. He lunged at Kaffia, his fist out, thumb jabbing the activator. Alex kicked off at the same time, shot vertical and jumped the lip in time to cross paths with the spray.

It stung like a swarm of wasps with a molten lead chaser, pain rolling along his eyelids. He flew from his board, landed flat on the concrete, smacking his head with a flash of white behind his closed eyes.

He rolled to one side, held in a groan. His hearing told him everything that was going on, eerily clear.

Off on his right Kaffia shouted something abusive, struggling as Zane circled her like a hyena, darting in with quick hammering blows of his bony fists, and giggling at Kaffia’s delayed and ineffective defense. Alex was pretty sure the spray shot hadn’t been entirely accurate with Kaffia, but even a little overspray would reduce what she’d be able to see to not much more than blocky shapes telling her where the others stood. And it would still hurt to focus on any of them.

Randal laughed, arms folded, his weapon put away with some sharp snapping noises. He hadn’t moved since the initial attack, apparently content to watch his partners move in to finish the job. Drew roamed around the scuffle in a higher orbit, her fingers nervously clicking the piercing gun’s trigger.

Alex shifted to his other side, shoved away his skateboard, which had come rolling back to him like a sympathetic dog—It was a highend board.

Blindly, with his fingertips digging into concrete, he launched himself in the direction of Zane’s goofy laughing. He went down on top of someone.

They hit the concrete together, and by the soft brush of thin straight hair against his face, a choked off giggle, and the oily residue of weird cigarettes smelling of pine resin, Alex knew who it was.

His vision cleared for flashing seconds, giving him alternating views of what was really going on between long moments of nothing but a blurry mass of light and dark shapes. Kaffia showed up a few feet away, the vivid green bands of her top and shorts pulsing against gray wedges of concrete.

He could count on her to understand what he was up to. She wouldn’t need clear sight. She dropped toward their grunts and sounds of struggling, grabbed Zane by the shoulder to get her bearings and attacked him savagely.

The stitching in her glove grazed Alex’s cheek as she stabbed stiffened fingers into Zane, leaving divots of subcutaneous bleeding in the soft spaces between his collarbone and throat. All three of them, Alex, Kaffia and Zane went still. Kaffia swung away toward clicking noises from the piercing gun.

“Drew!” Kaffia shouted, swinging her head around, trying to pin down Randal and Drew in the smears of light and dark, her fingers now digging into Zane’s throat. “You come near me with that and I’ll take his larynx home as a trophy.”

Alex scowled, dripping tears from the chemical assault on his eyes. Zane groaned underneath him. Kaffia dug her nails deeper into Zane’s neck with one hand, halving his air supply. The other she tightened into a fist. Drew stopped moving and held the piercer quiet in her hands.

“What have we here?” Randal sang the words in mock surprise. “Poetry, Shoaler? You write poetry?”

Randal had dumped out Alex’s pack during the scuffle and was picking through the things that looked interesting. The first to catch his eye was Alex’s black, scarred leather-bound journal, with elastic bands to keep it closed and hold in folds of loose paper.

“You’re a bigger fucking fairy than I thought you were.” He flipped through half a dozen pages. “And sloppy too. No title for this one.”

Alex knew it wasn’t written on the page, but Randal apparently couldn’t help himself: “Untitled poem by Alexander Shoaler.”

He cleared his throat solemnly.

“She sees the roses grow, the winds blow the petals in the dust, and she reaches through the spaces in the fence, and takes just one red bloom to keep in her trust.”

Alex felt a hot stab of pain shoot through his body. His lungs choked closed. He felt trapped. His tongue went dry, and his racing heart ricocheted around his ribcage, thumping and banging and echoing like a bucketful of hammers tipped into a ventilation shaft.

He clutched the concrete so tight with one hand his fingers bled. “You’re reading it wrong... Those aren’t... I’m not done!” He shouted defensively. He made a few more choked noises, but bit off his complaint, not because Randal kept going, chuckling in between lines, but because Alex felt Kaffia’s warm hand on his arm.

“She hears a bright voice, a truer choice whispers of skies of false blue, but she sees with her own clear eyes instead of someone else’s to look through.”

Drew cut off any more by being the first to clap, the slow mocking rhythm of a near-deserted theater. Randal tucked the journal under his arm and joined her, adding dissonance. Fixed to the earth by Kaffia and Alex, Zane couldn’t do much more than sob.

“That was terrible, Shoaler. You’ll just have to do it over,” said Randal as he flung the journal open and ripped the page from the binding.

Silence for a few seconds.

Then there were two sounds in the world. A soft rustle through the trees of the forest and the crackling sound of a page from Alex’s notebook twisting and falling through open air to the ground.

Alex levered himself up by putting his full weight on Zane. He staggered half-blind in Randal’s direction, one eye unfocused but reeling in patterns and moving shapes, the other pinned closed by the aerosolic’s chemical burn.

“Stop!”

Randal sidestepped him, chuckling.

“What’s this?” He flipped through more pages. “How much of this shit have you written, Shoaler?”

Skipping sideways, Randal dodged another of Alex’s clumsy lunges. “One about teachers, one about your hacker friend, four about the ocean, mermaids, a city at the bottom of the sea, the darkness of the abyss, you really like the ocean. You do a lot of scribbling.” He tore more pages out and tossed them into the air with a flourish. “Garbage, Shoaler, garbage.” More tearing paper and the dead-leaf rustle of wrinkled pages on concrete.

Something soft brushed by Alex, like a gust off the Atlantic. He spun, reaching out, but caught air.

“Wha—!” Randal choked on the word, couldn’t get it swallowed, and made gurgling noises as if the W was wedged in his throat, pointy ends poking spongy tissue and kicking phlegm production into high gear.

Alex heard his journal hit the concrete with a slap.

Drew screamed—a real horror movie wail.

Little hairs standing on end, Alex took a few tentative steps closer to Kaffia. She pushed Zane down harder and spun around in Drew’s direction. Zane wriggled and whimpered like a dog threatened with a bath. His body twitched, and the heels of his skates hammered on the concrete as if he were being electrocuted.

“G—get away from me!” Drew screamed.

Alex froze, trying to listen for any clue to identify the newer-comers. He hadn’t heard anyone approach. He leaned in toward Kaffia.

“Joe?”

She didn’t answer. What was that wet crunch? A bone breaking? Each hair on his head, already standing on end, tugged at its follicle, stiffened and seemed to shiver like guitar strings.

“Noooooo!” Randal shrieked like a girl.

Kaffia released Zane, millions of thoughts firing through her mind, sparks racing synapse gaps, huge structures of thought took form, rose to the surface, came into focus where she continued building on them, or in a microseconds’ decision discarded them. A spasm shook her body as she reached forward.

Then she froze.

Should she take off her skates? No, leave them on. If she could get to the road, she could outskate anyone. On any other surface they would catch her.

Her thoughts came in split second bursts. Who? I’m almost blind! Where’s Alex?

She didn’t hear him. Whoever had jumped in to take on Randall and his friends, wasn’t attacking him. Yet. She heard the sound of paper crinkling...paper crinkling and Randall’s screaming.

Kaffia got to her feet and rolled in what she thought might be Alex’s direction, hoping it wasn’t toward the bowl and fifteen vertical feet of concrete.

The sounds of fear and escape around her, she mapped it out in her head, and didn’t see Alex as part of it. Her hands reached out, fingers hooked into claws. She wasn’t going anywhere without him.

All three of their attackers, Randal, Drew, and Zane, were crying now, a frightening mix of sound coming from them—like screeching tires and a nestful of distressed sparrows. Stuttering slapping footsteps, and it sounded like Randal and Drew had made it to Atlantic Avenue, Zane just behind them, a little wobbly, kicking the concrete to gain speed.

Their screaming continued for a minute, fading as they ran, cut now and then by each of them when they caught their breaths so they could scream some more.
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