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      A cool wind whipped along the tarmac street, bringing dead leaves and air that felt like it had come directly off the remains of the glaciers hundreds of miles away.

      Darryl Landrie carried his beat-up rollscreen along the sidewalk, head tucked down into his collar. He wore a long woolen overcoat over plain blue jeanics, t-shirt and sweatshirt. His MacQuarrie work boots were a decade old and looked it. Far too much time stomping around old worksites and mountain trails.

      He stopped outside a Racey's. In better days the place would have served coffee with human baristas and a smile and some good conversation. Now it was little more than a kiosk with a few stools at a long wooden bench. People kept moving nowadays. As they did around him right now.

      The endless sea. Faceless humanity. Every one of them reading articles about how to avoid being lonely, how to plan for the next phase of their career, how to find and hold love.

      There was a line of them in the Racey's. They filtered up to the silvery dispenser. It read their retinas and determined their beverage of choice. They didn't even have to refocus from whatever newsfeeds were cluttering their eyeballs.

      The line moved on. At the end, they took their cups and exited back to the street.

      The air reeked of coffee and cinnamon and chocolate. Faint piano music played from overhead speakers. A recent popular song, reimagined for this space.

      As if anyone would listen. Ears already tuned to other worlds.

      Darryl joined the line. Hushed solo conversations spilled through the air. The young woman ahead talking to a friend about some squirrelly guy who'd run up bills in her name. Darryl only caught a few of the breathy words.

      A middle-aged man joined the line behind Darryl. Glancing back, Darryl saw him eyeing up and down. Running quick assessments of Darryl's place in the scheme.

      Yeah, good luck with that one buddy.

      The coffee machine hissed and pushed odors into the air. The line moved on.

      Soon it was Darryl's turn. He kept his eyes narrowed and he vocalized. Asked for a cappuccino.

      A tiny door wound open on the machine's face. Right below the eye reader. A flat soft panel inside.

      “Some guy de-retinaed,” the man behind Darryl whispered. “Yes. Holding things up here.”

      Because an extra few seconds were so valuable. Darryl lifted his hand and pressed his thumb against the panel.

      The machine clicked. The tiny door closed. Darryl moved along.

      He retrieved his coffee, in a warm pot-plant-shaped cup, and went to the the stools and bench.

      No one noticed him. The music played on. The machine kept making coffees.

      No one else needed the thumbprint panel.

      The bench was actual wood. Grown wood, from a forest. The stool was comfortable, though bolted to the floor. Darryl sat on the stool's edge and dropped the rollscreen on the bench top.

      The screen unrolled and activated. Out to the size of a hand towel. The top left corner flickered with a cluster of busted hexels. Just some rot. To be expected, really. Rollscreen this old, near impossible to get repaired. Unless of course you wanted to go down the nano road and, well, that just opened up a whole mess of other issues.

      He tapped in the middle, let the screen's display read his palm print. The numbers came up and he tapped out the four digit ID.

      The screen gave a pretty Samkia swirl, and a little burbling chime.

      An image faded in. Rembrandt. Looking old and wise, a fat hat on his head.

      Darryl waved and snapped his fingers. Rembrandt faded off and Darryl's work appeared.

      Movement next to him. The smell of paprika.

      Darryl turned and smiled.

      Melainey. She had her hair plaited with strings of tiny glowing cowries and an old iguana automatoon clung to her shoulder. The iguana opened its mouth and licked its upper lip with a wet tongue.

      “You should leave that thing at home,” Darryl said.

      Melainey leaned into him him from behind, pressing her body against his back. Head against his neck.

      “I can hear your heart—” she said, with the slightest hesitation “—beat.”

      “Well, that's nice. Are you getting a coffee, or did you just come to bother me?”

      Darryl and Melainey had grown up through egg farm together. All the learning lessons and regridding systems they should have had ingrained. Melainey still had full wetware connections.

      “Coffee,” she said, glancing at the line. “That's a nice idea.”

      “Yes. You'll be able to order in two point five seconds.”

      “I know how the connections work,” she said. “I'm immersed every second of every day.”

      “Not like these poor suckers.”

      Melainey sighed. “I guess not.”

      Back in '22 or '23 the two of them had spent six weeks at an Ashram. Banks of the Ganges, chapatis and rice and cheese for meals. Back before the purges.

      Melainey had come out with a real facility with her mental switch. Everyone had them. The ability to shut off the feeds. Just that Melainey had learned to put hers to use.

      And Darryl? He had his comms surgically removed. That explained the scar on his temple and the slight issues with his peripheral vision.

      Blurry shadows. Often. The shape of birds, trees or like someone with a raised knife. Darryl would turn his head to look and they would be gone.

      Melainey stood. She walked across and joined the line. Her order would be in already—she would allow the retina read only for confirmation that she was the one who'd ordered.

      Darryl worked on his flat rollscreen. The data feeds still came through, though it took a lot of work from the screen's processors to cut it down to something that it could actually display.

      The left hand top corner of the display flashed red and blue. Just a circle the size of an old-style quarter.

      The police.

      Keeping an eye on him.

      Darryl put his attention on the feeds.

      Water levels in Baja were rising again. Nano milk vats in New Zealand had suffered another terrorist attack, fifteen million liters of the stuff had drained into Lake Karapiro. The Austrian Chancellor had survived yet another assassination attempt.

      Pretty hard these days to plan something like that. Just thinking about it too hard could throw your numbers up on the socmeds feeds and you'd find yourself rubberroomed and dealing with a shrink who might well be passive-aggressive and facing divorce over an income sharing situation.

      At least, that's what had happened to Melainey's brother Cameron. Read up too much on Guy Fawkes and imagined blowing up the modern-day British Parliament.

      Cameron found himself stuck in an isolation prison outside of Brighton. Up on stilts above the waves. Feeds all blocked by meshes and active suppression.

      Didn't sound like such a bad thing to Darryl.

      Melainey came back to the bench and sat. “Pity these stools are fixed,” she said. “We could cosy up.”

      “Yeah.” They'd done enough of that kind of thing over the years. Probably for the best that there was some separation between the stools.

      Melainey looked over the display. “You got work?” she said. She sipped from her coffee. Surprisingly it hadn't come in a takeout cup, but rather a crisp white, bowl-shaped cup with a small handle, and a saucer.

      “Gardening for Mrs Entwistle. She doesn't like the way the ouba tears up her herbs. Also, I'm cheaper than a real gardener.”

      “Nice.” Melainey kept peering at his display. “Not in any trouble?”

      “No more than comes from being disconnected.” Darryl sipped from his own cup. “People frustrated that I'm slowing things down.”

      “Committed any crimes?”

      Darryl peered through the window, looking up into the sky. There were tall buildings around, six or ten story glassy tenements and office buildings. Despite everything people still liked to work in offices.

      People walked by on the sidewalk. Vehicles crept along. Some traffic snarl somewhere slowing things down.

      “Darryl?”

      “Yes.”

      Melainey sighed. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing.”

      She pointed to the flashing blue and red corner of the rollscreen. “And so what is that?”

      “Glitching.” He pointed the the other corner with the busted up hexels.

      “You think that because I'm retinaed that I don't know the difference between a rollscreen's broken section and a police surveil?”

      Darryl said nothing. He picked up his coffee and sipped. It was good. Strong and warming. Waking him up.

      “You're not saying anything,” Melainey said.

      Darryl looked around. The line continued. A steady stream of new consumers. “None of them are saying much.”

      “Watch their lips.” Melainey turned too. “Plenty of them are having conversations. You know, answering questions from their friends.”

      “So how's work with you?”

      “Well, they've got me designing systems that will get more people into the void. As in people like you.”

      “But you called it a 'void'.”

      “Well, you got a better word?”

      “No. I like that.”

      Outside, a police bubble pulled up. Its fat wheels angled hard so that it could roll right in against the curb. The door unfurled and two cops stepped out. Both in dense black uniforms, their peaked caps covered in an array of antennas. Both cops wore reflective wraparound glasses. Specifically designed to hide their retinas.
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