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What is Solarpunk?
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Solarpunk as a genre is the antidote to apocalyptic science fiction. The “solar” refers to renewable energy and bright futures. The “punk” is defiance in the face of despair. When you live in the dystopia of late-stage capitalism, nothing is more radical than kindness and hope. Solarpunk as a movement takes steps toward a society of sustainable abundance.

Join the community.

This story includes sentient AI for dramatic and narrative reasons, not because it is required for a solarpunk future. Most often “AI” is a business buzzword, or worse. Generative artificial intelligence is stupid evil. These plagiarism engines waste more energy than you can imagine, produce shit, and steal from the poor to give to the rich. The tech bros who design them believe artists would be better off starving to death. If you don’t believe me, try listening to tech bros.

The average one has his head so far up his own ass that he could read a cautionary story about an AI that went full Frankenstein’s monster on him and every other technomaniac and say to himself, “We’re on the right path. All our problems will be solved as soon as I design a supreme AI.”

Artificial intelligence has some few legitimate uses, such as training Mars rovers to be semi-autonomous. The same cannot be said of cryptocurrency, and those who argue for it likely have made the mistake of financially investing in that scam. You can fuck right off with that world-burning Ponzi scheme.
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Drag Racing Up Lombard Street
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“Ready!” The starter raised his hands.

Two riders lined up their ebikes at the bottom of the Crookedest Street in the World. Eight hairpin turns separated them from the finish.

Nour Becerra set her feet, hefted her bicycle’s front wheel, and powered it into a buzz saw. Slamming that down, she leveraged her weight to lift the back tire. It whirred, then landed with a thump. She hopped on and balanced, one foot on each pedal, one hand on each throttle, ready. Nour had tuned her ride, added a second motor, and maxed the volts. Her masterwork, her Thunderbolt, would carry her to victory. It had to. She could not lose her bike to this cocky clown.

Xue crouched beside her on a toy. The grown-ass man rode a kid’s bike. Looked like he had grafted a full-size engine onto a sippy cup. His knees jutted above the handlebars. That riding stance would reduce wind drag on straight downhill races, but this was the opposite. Now was Nour’s best chance to beat Xue and smack that smirk off his too-handsome face.

“After I dust you,” she had said as soon as he had made the mistake of accepting her challenge, “I’ll give your bike to some five-year-old. If it’s not too small.”

He had grinned back, pink creases spreading over those full lips of his. “Don’t you worry. Once I win your bicycle, I’ll find some grandma who needs to pull a bike trailer full of groceries.”

Xue must have thought he was chrome shit just because he tricked a few riders into looking up to him. Still, the butterflies in Nour’s stomach felt like they had razor wings. Despite everything, she could lose.

The problem was, Xue cheated.

“Steady!” 

The race would begin once the starter lowered his hands. His fingers glowed electric-cherry red, in cyberspace visible through Nour’s visor.

She could feel the weight of the bike-chain rosary in her pocket. There was no time for a full prayer, but Nour mouthed, he ascended into heaven, while gazing up at the top of Lombard Street.

Xue might reach the crest first. She feared he would. The cheater always began moving before the starter gave the sign. Xue would spring ahead, then block her every attempt to pass on the switchbacks.

No, to win, Nour would have to preempt him. She needed to intuit, jump before he did. Instead of looking at the starter’s hands, she focused on her opponent. He would make his move early, only this time she would be ready.

Her grips tightened. Nour’s heart was already racing.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Xue’s bike lurch forward.

She twisted the throttles. Nour shot ahead.

Xue remained behind, at a standstill. She could see him in her visor’s rearview display linked to the camera in the back of her helmet. He hadn’t gone anywhere, only swung his toy bike across the start line and then back over his head like some carnival ride. At his side, the starter’s hands remained raised and red.

The fucker had tricked her into false starting!

Nour grabbed her brakes, skidding to a stop. She turned her bike and started back on a walk of shame.

Her friends laughed at her, or so it sounded. The other riders had pulled their wheels off the racecourse and into the street’s driveways and long stairs to watch. Residents of the multifamily mansions spectated from windows and crowded balconies. Dozens of lenses twinkled down at her from mounted cameras and hovering bots, live streaming her mistake to who knows how many. Even the starter was snickering.

Xue made calming motions. “Now, now, you shouldn’t make fun of someone’s premature acceleration.”

She would shut up this chucklehead for good. Nour reset Thunderbolt on the start line. “Let’s go.”

This time she concentrated on the starter. No more mistakes. This competition was no-holds-barred, but she would win clean.

“Ready. Steady.” He gave the signal.

As soon as his hands dropped, she hit the throttles.

Xue was already in front of her. The cheater had started a split-second early. Would they restart again? No, that only happened when it was obvious, like her mistake had been. She inhaled the smoke from his tires. He zipped far ahead.

“Fucker!” Nour jolted off in pursuit.

Her legs hammered the pedals. The motors below her growled up the steep street. When she reached the first turn, Xue was already leaning into the second. His angle was so sharp and crisp his leg seemed to brush the road’s red bricks.

The problem was, he was a cheater and a great racer.

Nour would have to go quicker. The speedometer in her visor display flashed 55 km/h. She flicked her front brake to whip around the second turn of eight. Heeling her crank bolt, she shifted into overdrive.

The faster Nour went, the more time seemed to slow. Breezes caressed the lower half of her face and beneath her hair. Yells from onlookers fused together in an endless roar. Shrubs of hydrangea thrashed as she passed, and past the green footwalls, lemons swayed on fruit trees alongside rows of herbs. She gulped in air rich with sage and thyme. Her pulse thrummed. Perfection.

This was her moment. She could still win it.

Xue’s lead had shrunk to a half-turn. Tassels on his handlebars fluttered neon pink, digital decoration on a fake bike. His pedals were nonfunctional, vestigial as T-Rex arms. Without a Schlumpf drive, his gears would have to be bigger than his wheels to match his engine speed. Just as well because pedaling crouched over that tiny thing might knock his knees into his chin.

His legs stayed still but his bike chain cycloned. He squeezed so much power out of that tiny motor.

The problem was, he was a cheater, a great racer, and a top-notch mechanic.

To catch up, Nour would need to take risks. She careened so fast around the fourth turn her front wheel washed. She skidded. Her tires touched the side of the concrete curb. She kicked the bricks, hurling herself upright and onward. Around the next two bends, she found the best lines. The world began to sing. Her pedal pushes resonated. Every heartbeat brought her closer to her enemy. The electric blue of her bike lights touched him.

Then it happened. She had the momentum to catch him on a straightaway. He could block Thunderbolt with his bike, but he didn’t. Odd. As she passed, his head only reached as high as her waist. The man had sweat through his shirt, and she could smell the Cool Rush of his deodorant.

Goodbye, Xue!

Two more turns until the top. Now one.

He appeared in her rearview, one hand lifted off his handlebars. Wait, what? He was reaching toward her back wheel. Something flashed.

Pop! Hissssssssssss.

Oh no! Thunderbolt lurched, speedometer ticking downward. It felt as if someone had clamped on her brakes. This couldn’t be happening. But she was slowing. She had a flat.

No, Xue had given her one. The cheater had done something.

One more bend to go, and Nour wasn’t sure she could make it. Maybe if she adapted. Perhaps if she pedaled harder. The rubber of her back tire seemed to be melting, oozing and sluggish.

Nour took the turn wide. Xue caught the inside and blew by.

He crested the top. Xue vanished. Finished.

It was over.

Nour saw herself roll after him to the top of Lombard Street. Her emotions were a vacuum. She could feel nothing, only observe. Everyone was cheering, but not for her. Some male models whooped, their oiled chests shining under a street light. Another man had balanced himself atop his bike saddle in a yoga pose, throwing a thumbs-up. Other riders crossed their arms in an X for Xue. They looked ridiculous. And there was Bituin in her black helmet, standing with a new kid. Like her, they were letting this happen.

“He cheated.” Nour’s voice was lost among the cheers. 

She examined her back tire, rotated it. And there it was—a long slash, a clean cut. 

“He knifed my wheel.”

No one seemed to care.

But they had to. The riders mustn’t look up to Xue. No one should. The cheater disgraced them all.

“Look, he knifed it.” Nour pushed Thunderbolt toward the strong woman, Bituin.

If anyone had the pull to call for a redo, it was her. The professional roadie wore a helmet that was half time-trial racer and half space fighter. Its darkness covered her face. Nour could only see her own reflection in its sheen. She looked small and lost. Bituin hadn’t spoken yet, and the woman’s silence was crushing.

Nour couldn’t give in or give up Thunderbolt. “Check the vids. You’ll see him cheat.”

“Can’t break the rules if there aren’t any.” Bituin’s voice was deep and barbed with mirth, as if she hid a smile beneath her helmet and felt guilty about it. “That’s something I like about this.”

Bituin gestured toward the gang of bicyclists. Their lights shone and blinked with every hue of artificial color. Some riders were circling up to head to the next spot. The rest were looking between Nour and Xue expectantly.

“If we have an unwritten rule,” Bituin said, “it’s to honor your wagers. The bike’s not yours anymore, but your skills still are. You gave us a real race.”

It was not.

“I put respect on your name, Nour.”

This was a nightmare. Wake up. Nour, wake up. 

But no such luck.

She gave Thunderbolt’s seat one last squeeze. The bike glimmered. Patterns of lightning bolts traveled down its frame in neon blue. She had installed each light herself. Nour had bled for this bike.

Xue’s voice made her twitch. He spoke Chinese, which piped through her headphones automatically translated. “Great turning. Not easy on dual motors.”

Because she had honor, she pushed Thunderbolt toward the man without any. Its back wheel made wheezing sounds. She cringed, gritted her teeth.

Her dad would want her to forgive Xue’s trespass. To hell with that!

Nour flipped him off. “How do you live with yourself?”

“How do you live with losing?” Xue took her bike.

But he wouldn’t keep it. That was a wager Nour made with herself, another she would honor.

As she left for the nearest trolley stop, Nour swore she would win back Thunderbolt. Only she had no idea how, not without a bike that was even faster.
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Coasting Down Nob Hill
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Matt Gardner was in three kinds of pain.

The first came from not telling. Secrets perched on the tip of his tongue. Every time Matt opened his mouth, they threatened to fly out. He had to silence himself. Do not speak. Don’t share. Don’t you dare. 

No matter how welcoming these city folk might seem, it wasn’t worth the risk.

Most of all, he couldn’t tell her. Bituin had invited him on this night ride, and he felt the pressure of everything he couldn’t say building like blisters rising over his skin. Excruciating, all the more because he could cure it with a few words. How would she treat him then? If she knew who he was, what he was doing here.

Matt shivered. No fog tonight. The sea breeze warmed him, a headwind. One gust after another pushed against his bicycle. The air also spun windowsill turbines made of scrap.

He hadn’t met too many women, and none like her. Bituin’s riding outfit reminded him of the spandex suits of comic heroes from old-world shows. He had watched plenty of those. Each time she pedaled, muscles stood out in her legs. A rockiness in her calf, a steely thigh.

Matt shook his head. He had to stop staring. It wasn’t right.

Beside Bituin rode another woman who seemed to be her best friend. She balanced on a monowheel. Lights of high-vis yellow revolved around its circumference. Like Bituin, the friend wore a serious helmet. This one looked like a basic motorcycle design. Unlike the rest, the friend also was protected by knee and elbow guards. Matt couldn’t understand why more of this crew didn’t wear those, considering how they rode. The friend seemed smart, and he would have liked to trust her.

But he couldn’t.

Couldn’t tell her or any of the others. Not the rider with a dog in his front basket, the dachshund barking in answer each time that one guy in the front shouted, “Go! Go!” Nope, couldn’t tell him either. Not even the old lady reclining in a three-wheeled handbike. She didn’t have legs but still could ride. Couldn’t tell his secrets to those scooting away on small bikes. Not those on tall ones, stretched frames like stilts on wheels. And not those on long-handled bikes that resembled choppers.

Their ebikes were quieter than the motorcycles in the movies, but these bicycles seemed to go as fast. Matt rarely went more than twenty miles per hour, slower during the day in crowded streets. Most city folks appeared to appreciate the same comfortable pace. These bicyclists at night were something else. What sort of ride had Bituin brought him to?

“Hey, Matt!” She always sounded like she was shouting, maybe to be heard through her helmet. Bituin didn’t seem to like showing her face. “This next thing you can do.”

The friend made a concerned noise in her throat. No one had told him her name, and at this point Matt was too embarrassed to ask.

“A coasting challenge, no pedaling.” Bituin turned to regard him with the glinting blackness of her visor. “You’re a big guy, so you’ll do great. Might make it as far as Market Street. The trick is, don’t brake. Brake and you’ll lose.”

“You definitely don’t have to do this,” the friend said. “You can roll with me down California.”

“It’ll be fun,” Bituin said. “Mason Street is nice and straight.”

“Can be scary,” the friend said.

Bituin snorted. “It’s not too steep. Doesn’t crack San Francisco’s top ten.”

“You should know, she’s insensible to fear.” The friend smiled up at Bituin.

As kind as the friend seemed, Matt was pretty sure he would go with Bituin wherever. Bituin had stayed at his speed when most of the riders had shot far ahead. Her bike looked as fast as one of those historical military jets; Matt thought of Great-Granddad’s model plane of a stealth bomber with all its sharp angles designed by deadly math. She could have raced away, left him alone. Bituin had included him, without reason. He hadn’t been able to tell her anything, and she hadn’t pressed. And, if he was being honest, when she was close he forgot how much he hurt.

Maybe Bituin was only being kind to trick him, lure him in, suss out his secrets. All the more reason not to tell her anything, no matter how tempting.

A whooping pulled his attention forward. The riders had gathered at an intersection. Matt cycled closer, passing a brick building. Beyond it in the distance rose a cathedral. It reminded him of Notre-Dame, from the cartoon with the hunchback. He would’ve liked to investigate. Hated to think how he probably never would.

The riders weren’t going toward the cathedral but off an edge. With cheers and screams, they rolled forward a few at a time and vanished. Yikes! How steep was that drop? There must have been a street there, but all Matt could see now was an emptiness—far buildings with window lights and bright stars in the night.

Matt slowed. Bituin didn’t appear worried. No one in her group of slow riders looked concerned.

Until they were. All at once, they flinched. He had seen this before. The city folk seemed so connected, he had to believe they were controlled by an overmind. It reminded Matt of a murmuration of starlings flocking this way and that in eerie harmony.

The tone of the riders ahead also changed. They shouted. “Fuck!” 

“It’s Jun. He ate shit.”

“There’s the medic. He’s got him.”

Matt walked his bike to the edge of the street, past faded parallel lines that once had been a crosswalk, to an asphalt cliff.

“Jesus!” Matt reeled back. He fumbled his bicycle; its gears scratched his leg.

This street was more of a slide. One that would grate away skin. It was more of a mountainside, one you tumbled down and broke bones.

The balmy wind became icy. He prickled all over with goose bumps. Matt knew his heart must be beating fast now because he could feel it pounding, pounding, pounding in his skull.

Matt Gardner’s second kind of pain came from a toothache. It flared up in molten agony. He tried to massage the spot, but he couldn’t bear to touch his cheek. The throbbing sent flashes of angry orange into his left eye. His own personal lightning storm, the sort that lit forest fires. He was burning up, sweating, feverish.

Regardless of what he might wish, he wasn’t sure he could bicycle down this. He felt woozy and half blind.

“Matt.” Bituin stepped behind him, and he managed to take a deep breath. “Forget what I said. You should brake, going down. Don’t want to have to scrape you off the street.”

That’s right, someone had just fallen. Matt couldn’t see any body, or blood. It was a long descent before the slope flattened out at the next intersection. There, riders had left their bikes to group around someone. They made room at the approach of emergency lights. Flashes lit the street red-gold, red-gold. He heard a siren.

“Is that another bike?” Matt asked.

“Motorcycle,” Bituin said. “Backup for our medic.”

“Why don’t you all ride those?”

Leaning closer, she raised a single finger to her helmet. Her gloves stopped at the first knuckle, and her skin was brown. “Shh! Motorcycles are for trained pros, with licenses and such. So let’s be clear, we’re riding bicycles.”

Matt whispered, “Does someone ever try to shut you down?”

At this, she laughed.

An ambulance came next. Matt was surprised to see one. He thought over his short time in the city. Had he encountered anything else resembling a car? There had been that one truck, hauling barrels of stinky compost. He didn’t even remember a bus.

“He’s okay,” the legless lady said to Matt’s right. Her back wheels tilted inward at a sporty angle. “Jun gave the thumbs-up.”

Matt couldn’t see anything of the sort from this far. He traced the lady’s gaze. She was staring into the middle distance. Again, odd.

The ambulance left, with the fallen biker inside, Matt guessed. A shame someone had gotten hurt, but at least no one would expect Matt or anyone else to risk their necks on this hill now. The emergency motorcycle had set itself at the bottom as a flashing barricade. One of the professionals lifted their hands to warn off the riders. The figure wore solid blue.

A man at the top shouted, “Let’s go!”

Matt angled his bike to the left, away from the edge.

Two bikers dropped straight down with a “Wahooooo!”

“Goddamn!” Matt stared, stunned, as the bicyclists descended. They plunged to the cross street, blew by professional in blue, and kept going. Oh no! A further stretch of hill looked just as dangerous.

“Go ahead.” Bituin slapped his shoulder.

“But what about him?” Matt pointed to the figure signaling for the riders to stop.

“Oh, that’s just Baby Blue,” she said. “He has it out for us.”

“Yeah,” a guy said, rolling over the threshold. “Don’t let him cry all over your fun. Let’s go!”

The rider dropped down, passed Baby Blue, and somehow stayed upright on the next descent. Maybe this professional wasn’t like a policeman. At least, no one here seemed to respect him. The next biker waved as she scooted by.

Matt took three steadying breaths, checked the fit of his helmet. Could he do this? The pain in his left eye was clearing. He rubbed his arm, where Bituin had touched him.

She stood beside her bike, assured of herself and maybe of him too.

Matt would do it.

Before he could think, worry, second-guess, he pointed his front wheel toward the edge. Fishing out his necklace, he kissed its cross. “Saint Mary, preserve me!”

One more gulp of air, and he swung a foot over. Matt mounted. For a moment on his seat he was perfectly balanced, between safety and terror, between who he was and what he could have been if he had grown up here.

His bicycle tipped him forward.

* * *
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It was a rolling free fall.

Matt’s heart accelerated up his throat, while the rest of his guts seemed to stretch behind. Something would snap, and soon.

He scrabbled for his brakes. But wait, Bituin had said if he used them he would lose. He could not fail in her eyes.

Instead he canted to the side. A crisscrossing descent would slow him. A pity he couldn’t go too far either way. He was on the left side of the street in its single lane. On the right sloped the sidewalk with steps cut into the cement. Down the center grew gardens in terraced planters. If he turned too late he would tumble into summer squash. That could be soft, but the embarrassment might kill him.

Yanking the handlebars, Matt cut back around.

“Watch it!” Someone blurred by—the older lady in her three-wheeler.

He had braked by reflex, to avoid a collision. No help for that now. He straightened out. Better to not get hit by anymore human avalanches.

Matt built speed. Down, down, down he rode. Before his velocity drove him to scream, he feathered his brakes.

He neared the upraised palms of Baby Blue. The professional met Matt’s eye and frowned. The man radiated disappointment.

Sorry, Matt mouthed as he shot by. The flashing in his left eye wasn’t from pain this time. Red-gold, red-gold, it was an emergency.

He entered the first intersection with a horrible realization. What about cross traffic? This city had trolleys and cable cars. One could smash into him. Then he would be the one in the ambulance, helpless as they drove him to their hospital. That must be where they implanted whatever those devices were that bound the city folk together and stole their free will. Matt could be trapped here forever. He could never leave.

An aftershock thought: Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

Matt slammed onto the flat intersection, somehow kept upright on his bike. Momentum towed him.

Closer now, he could see he wouldn’t be killed by sideswipes. Few travelers were on the streets this late, and other bikers blocked the way. Matt passed them and started the second descent. His bike skipped into the air before finding the blacktop again.

Sweet baby Jesus! This was even worse.

Facing down made his face pound with pain. Spikes that had been balanced in his head now dug into his skull. Worse, his vision split. Hard to stay upright on a bike when two roads led him in different directions.

Jiggling the handlebars, it was all he could do to not crash. He had a death grip on his brakes. Someone was scream-crying, maybe him, or another other biker who went by even faster. Windows streamed past on Matt’s right in a kaleidoscope of lights. His body became weightless.

Matt flew downhill.

He could feel the city dissolving. Matt raced to a place outside everything, past fear, beyond pain. In rushed a delicious absence. At last, he could relax. No problems, no secrets to keep hidden, no family obligations. Here, he could finally be.

In that space anything seemed possible. He had the wild thought that San Francisco was like one big cathedral. Almost every window was glazed a different color, some manner of solar coating to capture sunrays. That had been the most surprising thing. Every skyscraper was like a stained glass window. And at night—ahhh!—it was as if buildings were decked in Christmas lights. Could the whole city be celebrating?

A thunk brought him back to reality. He had reached the next level stretch, and, wow! He was still on his bicycle. Matt wasn’t sure if two seconds had passed or two lifetimes. Even more confusing, the bikers guarding the intersection seemed to be cheering him on.

“Ha! You’re doing it.”

“Keep going!”

“First time, right? Amazing!”

Was Bituin seeing this? Matt started to turn to look for her and teetered. No, sir! Bad idea. Eyes forward, he focused on the next drop. It wasn’t as steep, thank God!

Trees lined the way, and he caught the scent of fruit. A crisp waft of apple, and a sharpness of citrus.

Matt felt his bike slow. He eased up on the brakes, began to let himself go. The street went on for many blocks ahead, and he wondered how far he could reach. Incredible to think of the distance he had gone without pedaling once.

He glimpsed a sign of Sutter Street and kept coasting. This had become a gentle descent. And you know what? He was enjoying it. Matt didn’t want to stop.

He sailed past another block, where a family of raccoons scuttled around stone columns. Matt rolled below a series of city flags, all variations of the phoenix. The bird rose above flames, in some designs. In others, it soared over floods or wreckages.

Matt’s wheels turned slower and slower. Soon he would stop. He worked his handles side to side to gain a last few inches. But this was it. He slid off the saddle. His arms trembled, and his fingers were numb. Kickstand down, fists up, he howled.

“Woooooo! Ha ha!”

He had survived. The pain from his tooth had contracted to a slice across his face. Not too bad. He’d gotten as far as some sort of theater. August Hall shone in lights above its marquee. Others had coasted further. A street down, a guy on a minibike was laughing with some friends. Looked like the same Asian who had won the drag race.

How far could Matt reach next time?

That’s when Matt Gardner felt the third kind of pain. Deeper, bitter, heartache. There wouldn’t be a next time. He would have to leave the city and never return. Wouldn’t be safe to stay. Matt would never see Bituin again. He would only have memories of her and everything else wonderful in San Francisco. They would be no more real than the movies he watched every night.

That’s right, where was Bituin? He didn’t see her, only her friend a few blocks back. Matt might never learn that woman’s name.

Bituin couldn’t have fallen, could she? He rolled around to try to see. No sign of her, but he reached the friend on the glowing yellow monowheel.

Helmet tucked under an arm, she smiled with her brown eyes. “Feeling okay? You look a little . . .”

“Where is Bituin? Did she pass me?”

“Oh, Bituin is about to do her thing.” The friend made tapping motions in the air.

Everyone else started to move and shout. “Get off the road!” 

“Clear!”

“Bad B is coming!”

Matt gazed beyond the trolley power lines. He had come so far, he couldn’t make out the top. But there! No twinkling star, that was her.

Across the street, a few bikers were talking. “Oh man!” 

“Think she’ll go fast enough for purple?”

“Hope so.” A man rubbed his hands together.

Matt squinted up, waiting for her bike light to move. He held his breath.

Beside him, the friend unholstered a gun. She raised its wide barrel in Bituin’s direction.

What the what? Weren’t they friends? The woman on the monowheel looked as calm and cool as a serial killer.

Gasping, Matt grabbed her arm. “The hell are you doing?”

“What are you doing?” The friend tried to shake him loose, couldn’t. Her gun had a pistol grip, but the weapon wasn’t like any Matt had fired. Instead of a hammer on the back it had a sort of digital display.

Matt forced the barrel down. “Is that some laser?”

“It’s radar,” the friend said. “Measures speed. To see if Bituin breaks her record.”

“Oh, right, yeah, that makes sense.” He let go, saw the pressure prints his hands had left on the friend’s arm. “I’m sorry.”

She shook herself out. “Don’t worry. I know you’re a refugee.”

He wasn’t. His cheeks burned, and his toothache punished him.

“Going live.” The friend made a few hand gestures then raised the radar gun.

Matt knew what she meant, though he didn’t spot her camera. He understood she wasn’t really talking to herself. Not raving.

“Helloooo, my fire chickees! It’s your girl, at the bottom of Nob Hill, and this is the moment we’ve been waiting for. San Francisco cycler Bituin Lima is moonlighting. Just don’t tell the GBL what she’s riding. Will she set a new top speed? Don’t look away! Don’t blink. Here she comes!”

He searched for Bituin’s headlight. It dropped.

She descended faster than he would’ve thought possible. In fact, was that her pedaling? He also heard a motor purr, growing nearer, louder, bolder. Ebikes shouldn’t make this much noise, but these must have been rigged with custom engine sounds.

Christ on the bloody cross!

She wasn’t coasting. Bituin had accelerated downhill with full force.

Matt backed his bike further onto the sidewalk at the same time Bituin roared by.

“Ha-ho!” The friend lifted the radar gun. “One ninety-three!”

“How fast?” Matt couldn’t believe it.

The bikers whooped and clapped. “Bad B! Bad B!”

Others touched their ears, listening, while some stared at something invisible. One of these looked up to say, “Her display read one ninety-one.”

“Can’t be.” Matt scrambled closer. “Miles per hour?”

“Kilometers.”

Matt took out his phone to access its calculator. If he remembered the conversion correctly, Bituin had been going way too fucking fast.

Someone asked, “Is that her PR?”

“New record for this street,” another biker said.

He met up with Bituin and the rest at a nearby city square. At the center grew a living monument, a redwood that reached as high as half the surrounding buildings. Its needled branches sighed in the breeze. A thicket of bicycles surrounded its trunk as folks leaned more around. People handed out joints and mugs of beer. Someone had rolled in on a cargo bike with a keg.

Matt said no to drinking. That seemed like a bad idea. But he took every offered toke.

Would Baby Blue show up and tell them to stop? Matt hadn’t seen any policemen in the city yet, and no one here looked worried.

The smoke seeped through him and turned the pain fuzzy. He would never be back here for another party.

Bituin didn’t take off her helmet to drink. Her uniform had a weird pouch on her back for a water bottle, with tubes running toward her face. He still hadn’t seen her mouth and lips, but at least she had lifted her black visor.

Her eyes sparkled with joy. “Hey, everyone! Yeah, listen up!”

Another thing about these bicycles, their gears frightened him. Some looked big enough to saw redwoods in half, and you had better be careful or you might lose a limb. They were almost as wide around as their wheels. Thankfully, the bikes weren’t all that way. Each seemed different, custom built.

Bituin’s didn’t have visible gears at all. Her pedals attached to a mid-drive casing. “I wanted to thank all the riders for being awesome,” she said, “for holding it down, and those who repaved the roads. That’s a tough job. Thanks, medic Tau. And, of course, Coh.”

She picked up her friend from the monowheel and spun her around. Was that her name, Coh? Seemed so. Coh giggled, and she and Bituin knocked helmets.

“And well done to Matt.” Bituin fixed him with a turbocharged gaze. “New to the city and already part of the gang.”

Congratulations crashed over him, but Matt couldn’t look away from Bituin. Her eyes were as black as her bicycle and even more intense, but around them her skin was red and gooey. Something was wrong.

He may never find out what.

“Meu irmão,” she said to him. The warmth of her words made him feel cold. “Keep riding with us, and we’ll get you a fast bike. Say, Xue won himself an extra one. You should talk to him.”

Matt hoped his grin didn’t look too much like a grimace. Bituin would never know the truth about him, though after he left she might guess. What would she have said tonight if he had coasted the furthest? If he had won? If he could stay.

Pain lodged itself in his throat. It might never come out.

Coughing, spluttering, he excused himself. Away from the party, in a public restroom, he unlocked his phone. As he had suspected, he had received a buttload of encrypted messages. Over thirty, from Dad. Matt read the last one.

<<WHERE ARE YOU
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Talk with Mom

in Yachtville
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Nour Becerra could not remember the last time she had cried on a trolley. Tears flowed down her chin, while moonlight outside rippled over wetlands. The light rail moved her along Baker Street, and through the left-hand window shone the Palace of Fine Marsh. Amid collapsed colonnades, flocks of birds bunched, sleeping. A heron on one leg stood out, a figure of silver. From the leaning rotunda swooped a dark shape, maybe an owl. The bird glided over pond lilies to snatch at something along banks of evening primrose.

The trolley chimed, signaling the operator had set the driving to autonomous. He left his seat to approach Nour. He wore several pins, one the inclusive pride flag. Another read, Want to Talk?

The operator asked her if she needed any help.

She wanted to ignore him and turn back to the marsh. Mom would be waiting up for her, and admitting she had lost Thunderbolt once would be bad enough. Still, operators mostly took the job because they cared about people and liked to chat. 

So she said, “Guess I’m really feeling the Palace tonight.”

“In what way?”

“Well, they made it to look ancient, right? Prepackaged archaeology. Then it was actually demolished and rebuilt. Only to be flooded.” Nour wiped her cheeks. “And now it’s an honest wreck.”

“If you’re identifying with the Palace of Fine Marsh,” he said, “then you should keep in mind it’s beautiful and beloved.”

Nour took the stop on Marina Boardwalk. She put her helmet back on, to check for notifications in the smart visor. Earlier, she had posted in the family chat that she was on her way back. Nour had blocked her relatives from tracking her location. The compromise was, she kept them updated. Most of the fam was asleep, but as she had feared, Mom had hearted Nour’s latest post.

The Marina Marsh smelled richly of sea breeze, decay, and new life. Cattails bobbed against elevated walkways. The boardwalk had never seemed so long, with a bike; it would be a tough last kilometer home. And at the finish, a tougher conversation.

A groan made her notice someone on the Muni-stop bench. An enby lay there shivering, wearing little more than a fishnet shirt and stockings. Nour recognized them.

“Hey, Zephyr.” Nour swatted away a few mosquitoes circling their exposed body. “Coming home from a club?”

Zephyr started upright with a fart. Watery eyes tried to focus on Nour and failed. The enby swayed to their feet and stumbled onto the boardwalk. “J-just heading to bed.”

This was the last thing Nour needed right now, but she couldn’t leave a member of the community out alone. Zephyr was drunk. They could fall into the marsh and drown.

“All right.” Nour unzipped her riding jacket. “Let’s get this on you first. Warmer?”

“No, no, no, no, you need this.”

“I still have my keffiyeh.” She wrapped the black-and-white scarf tighter around her neck. “I’m fine. Now here, lean on my shoulder.”

Zephyr clung to Nour, putting what felt like all their weight on her. She strained. Nour clumped forward. Planks shuddered her feet, and nearby frog songs went silent. Zephyr’s breath smelled like it was 90-proof, and it wafted over Nour’s face, blast after caustic blast that left her nose stinging and her eyes tearing, again. 

“You’re so good, Nour. The very, berry best. Urgl!” They gagged, and their belly gurgled like a witch’s cauldron about to boil over.

“Zephyr! Don’t throw up on that jacket, please. It’s spider silk.” Nour had gotten it from a clothing library, and she hated to imagine cleaning stomach acid off such a valuable loan.

“I’m fine. I’m—” They barfed on Nour. Milky chunks cascaded over her shirt, pants, and shoes.

Swears swarmed within Nour, sharp words trying to sting their way out.

“Oh no! No!” Zephyr pawed at the mess on Nour, spreading it further. “Sorry, sorry, sorry!”

She reeked of vomit. It soaked through her clothing and dripped to her toes. It was warm. “At least you didn’t get any on my black-widow jacket. So thanks for listening.”

That’s how Nour returned to Yachtville-in-the-Bay. Past the Marina Marsh floated a harbor full of boats. Planks and rope bridges connected the watercraft into a buoyant neighborhood. Between commandeered yachts huddled smaller vessels. Many masts flew the Jolly Roger, but their sails had been removed and repurposed, along with boat motors.

She got Zephyr to their family’s schooner, safe and good riddance. Holding the spider-silk jacket at a safe distance, Nour went to her own house yacht. Before stepping aboard, she stripped off, dunked, and wrung out her clothes, winced at how much they still smelled, ran naked with her helmet through the moonlight to get below deck. While taking a quick shower, she remembered she hadn’t started charging her bike battery.

Oh, that’s right. She didn’t have a battery anymore. Or a bike. Great.

Nour rinsed off some final tears then tiptoed into her cabin. That’s where Mom was waiting, digitally.

A projection of her beamed onto the closed door. Mom waved a knife in greeting. Nour slipped in an earpiece and adjusted her room cam.

“You’re home early, relatively.” Greying hair framed Mom’s narrow face. She had a habit of biting her lower lip when anxious, which was always. Mom resumed chopping eggplant. Whack! Whack! The sound of her knife would’ve woken up everyone on the yacht, one reason why she did her late-night meal prep away in a community kitchen on Chestnut Street.

Maybe Nour could steer the conversation from herself and end the call quickly. “What’re you making?”

“Vegetable maqluba. Oh, my dear little poppy! You’ve been crying. What happened?”

Nour should tell her, Nothing. I’m just tired, Mom. I should probably go to sleep. But what came out was a sob and “I lost my bike.”

“What? Can’t you track it?”

“I-it’s not that. Know who has it. Just doesn’t belong to me anymore.”

Mom asked, “How is that possible?”

“I wagered it.”

“Now you’re gambling too?”

“It’s part of racing.” Nour’s voice got quiet and quieter, and not just out of consideration for her sleeping father and brothers. “I lost.”

Mom sliced a cauliflower in two with one swing. “Why do you have to gamble? Isn’t riding those crazy bikes enough? No, sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. But, did you lose your blue bicycle? The one you’ve been working on for months?”

“Yeah, Thunderbolt.”

“And whoever took it already had another bike?”

Nour winced. “Yes.”

“Then we should be able to get it returned, right? No one needs two bikes, so you can take yours back. We’ll go to their community and straighten it out tomorrow.”

Raking her fingernails through her hair, Nour reminded herself that Mom was a good chef. She wasn’t universally clueless. “Mom, that’s not how any of this works.”

“That is fair use. If he’s not a good steward, it’s not his.”

“First off, a wager’s a wager. Second, he works in a bike kitchen. He’ll scrap Thunderbolt for parts.” Nour began to feel like she might also vomit.

“Wait, is this the boy you like? Xue?”

“No!” If Nour was going to barf, she would have done it then. “He’s the cheater who ruins everything.”

“But I thought . . . oh, never mind.”

“Anyway, he’ll give away Thunderbolt, in pieces, or as one big lump to someone who needs a fast bike. Then the riders will worship him even more.”

“No one needs a bike that fast. Oh, my tough little iris, maybe this is for the best.”

Nour’s fingers began to prickle. They closed into fists. “Mom . . .”

“All I mean is that this gives you the chance to try something else. So many fun things to do in the city.”

“Like gymnastics?” The prickling spread up Nour’s arms. Thousands of pinpricks circled over her ribs to her back.

For the first time, Mom’s knife slowed. As the blade hung in the air, light ran over its laminations like trickling water. With an edge that sharp, you could cut through a finger without even meaning to. Mom had done it before, to herself, and told Nour so. In gruesome detail. “I didn’t mean gymnastics. Something new.”

“I like fast bikes.”

“Okay, but you could at least try meeting new people, making friends.”

“Better friends, you mean?” Nour’s arms and legs had gone numb, and her back had started to ache.

“You had so many friends, from before, and you won’t even speak to them.”

“They were gym friends.” The loss of feeling radiated from Nour’s spine. That’s where it came from, waves of nothingness and oblivion.

“I worry about you, you know I do. You’re playing with death.”

Bone cracked. A sound of hopes breaking, futures shattering, so horrible it echoed over a lifetime. Nour would never forget it.

In this moment, she could say, Maybe you should have worried more about your daughter doing gymnastics.

Or, You think biking is scary? Try doing back handsprings on a balance beam.

Mom, you have no right to speak to me like this. Not after you encouraged me, pressured me, into injury.

Actually, I’m leaving. Fuck you and fuck Yachtville! I’ll go to any of the welcome coordinators across the city. Don’t bother messaging because I’ll have found a better family.

Nour might have said all that. She chose not to. It would only lead to more hurt. They had gone over all this before with a community therapist. Besides, shouting would wake up her little brothers. Instead, Nour reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out her rosary.

The crucifix was interwoven wheel spokes. Between every ten links of bike chain gleamed a ball bearing. She loved the coolness of the metal and how it filled her palm. The weight, the solidness, reminded her that her family cared. Nour’s parents had made this for her, together.

“I know you worry, Mom. I know that’s why you stay up all night. But you’re responsible for your feelings, and I’m done talking.”

“Okay.” Mom fidgeted with a few shiitake mushrooms. “Good night, Nour.”

“G’night, Mom.” Nour took out the earpiece and turned off the camera.

As she lay in bed, she couldn’t help it. Her hand crept below her armpit, beneath her bra, to her back. She felt the scar.

And she remembered, when she had last cried on a trolley. It had been four years ago. A girl of fifteen, she had realized her dreams of winning an Olympic medal in gymnastics were over.
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Ambush

at Saint Francis
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After the party, the tipsy bikers and Matt Gardner rolled to a nearby hospital to check on the fallen rider. Matt feared more would hurt themselves on the way. When a woman’s wheel caught in cable-car grooves in Powell Street and she took a tumble, the irony of it stung. But she bounced back, hadn’t been going too fast, and no one else crashed that Matt could see. They must have indulged less than Matt had supposed or took more care afterward.

At the hospital, he waited on the curb with the bicycles. Couldn’t well ride inside, and he didn’t want people to see him limping down long halls. His right leg had never healed quite right. As a thirteen-year-old he had helped repair a roof and ended up broken. Cycling now smoothed out his stride and enabled him to move effortlessly.

A motorcycle rolled up. Its emergency lights were off, but there was no mistaking these professionals. They wore body suits that were monochrome. The passenger was pastel red. After they parked, he didn’t even glance in Matt’s direction, only stared toward the curb. Could the figure be some sort of robot? If he lifted his visor, would that be a human face underneath or something chrome with blinking cyborg eyes? The second professional, the driver, was Baby Blue.

“Hello.” He walked toward Matt. Baby Blue’s head was weirdly narrow, or at least it seemed so after his helmet’s roundness. The man had speckled dark skin and eyes dripping with sadness. He introduced himself with a name Matt didn’t catch.

“Hi, I’m Matt Gardner.” He felt self-conscious revealing his surname, not that anyone should recognize it.

“I couldn’t help but notice you going down Nob Hill. You are a recent arrival?”

“Yes . . .” They seemed to all be able to tell at a glance he wasn’t from around here. “I came Monday.”

“Then you are blameless, for not knowing better.” Baby Blue had a soft voice with a certain practiced sincerity. He clasped his hands together in front of his belly. “How did it feel, racing down those dangerous streets?”

Wait, had the professionals followed Matt to the hospital? No, the one in the rosy suit was probably a medic. Only natural they would stop here. It wasn’t suspicious at all. 

Matt asked, “You want to know how I felt? Riding?”

Baby Blue nodded.

“Scared. And it was a little fun.” Exciting, thrilling, and glorious, but Matt bet the professional didn’t want to hear that.

“‘Fun’ is not an emotion. Fear is, and a healthy one. Next time, consider listening to yourself, to your wise instincts, and staying safe. It’s my responsibility to warn you. That gang, they injure themselves constantly. They make more work for medics.” Baby Blue waved back toward his partner on the motorcycle. “And they do no one any good.”
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