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			Foreword

			Sometimes you just want to see if other people feel the same way that you feel.

			After finishing my novel The Savage Aether, a cyberpunk horror story about the future state of social media, I started thinking that the world I’d built had more stories to tell. I was filled with the constant dreadful notion that perhaps all I was writing about wasn’t too far from real life. I kept seeing parallels appear between the book and modern reality, and I couldn’t quite escape the feeling that the social anxiety that had formed the framework of The Savage Aether surely had more juice that needed squeezing from it.

			After all, some of the ideas presented in cyberpunk have become so ingrained in everyday life that they’ve become a banality, something that we now reluctantly accept and even joke about. For a while there were jokes about the ‘FBI guy’ stalking your Internet use and interrupting your conversations. People talk about what’s going on with their ‘algorithm’ and wonder what they’ve done to be receiving certain content (‘Why all the dog videos? How did they know I needed a new pair of shoes?’). Everything comes with an app, connected to a phone, which is in our hip pocket, providing us permanent access to a secondary layer of reality. A layer where information shifts and changes faster than the movement of the world around us. 

			Surely, then, it wouldn’t be just me with these anxieties about technological control?

			

			I wrote a few short stories myself, and I sent out a call for submissions. I received three dozen responses, and each of them took the concept I’d held close to my chest to places I’d never known it was capable of going. These stories were raw and visceral and angry and frightened and vibrant and I read them with such tangible excitement that I often forgot that I was the one who had the privilege to decide which ones got published. 

			The selected stories, the ones that you hold inside this volume, are as different as you could possibly think of stories to be. From intense character studies of addiction and exploitation, to someone considering their fate as they get flown to the outer reaches of the solar system, there is a wealth of high-tech, low-life cyberpunk horror goodness.

			But each one of them hones in on that thing that those who would turn our world into a cyberpunk dystopia lack: humanity.

			Every story, though harrowing and dark and difficult, shares an underlying anxiety of the systems that are being constructed around us, and the way that they decentre the vibrancy of life for the sake of something cold, measurable, optimised, and inhuman. The horror in these stories comes from a deep unease as we witness a reduction in our own agency and the leveraging of technology for repugnant or questionable ends. Where individuals are nothing more than meat for the machine, and the machine grows ever more carnivorous. 

			At the core though are the people, and the machine is only horrible for what it does to the people it oppresses.

			While reading these stories, I hope you consider the fact that this, like all things worth doing, came about because of collective effort. Of the writers, of the editor, the formatter, the people running the print shop and the postal service that delivered the books and all the myriad humans along the way. I hope that you feel the discomfort, the anxiety, the hopelessness in these stories, and I hope it galvanises you to reach out to the people around you in your life.

			

			Thank you for your support. 

			Please enjoy The Disconnected.

			Henry Neilsen

			February 2026

		

	
		

		
			A Note on the World

			This anthology shares the world of The Savage Aether, the novel by Henry Neilsen. It should be noted, however, that the submitting authors did not have the opportunity to read the novel prior to penning their stories. They were provided a brief worldbuilding document (The Setting and Terms and Glossary sections) and were encouraged to foreground good stories over fitting perfectly into the realism of the world. As a result, the descriptions below fit the stories penned by Henry Neilsen, but the invited authors may not have been as strict with the rules of the world. As such, please take the below descriptions as a guide only, and consider the stories more akin to fables from the world of The Savage Aether, where canonicity is softer than more strictly worldbuilt universes.

			The Setting

			The world is one of post-climate collapse where government has been effectively dissolved by a monopsonistic and monopolistic tech entity that runs ‘The Uplink’. All jobs are overworked and underpaid, social support networks are functionally non-existent after being automated and not maintained, and community has been atomized to the point of non-existence. It is a lonely future, full of emblazoned logos, projected directly onto the retinas, that hide the blank and decaying world beneath.

			

			The Uplink is a telepathic social network that connects everyone and everything, run by an organisation that thinks ‘move fast and break things’ is a moral philosophy. System tests are simultaneously rushed and underfunded, propped up by large-scale propaganda campaigns to get users excited for broken features that are downloaded into their heads while they sleep.

			If your brain isn’t wired right, the Uplink doesn’t work for you. You end up underground and scraping a living where you can. This can result in requiring invasive surgery to get a job, body modifications that rust and decay and no support, leaving you unable to perform your duties, indebted, and ever-more desperate.

			Terms and Glossary

			Uplink: A global, pseudotelepathic network that functions as a social network as well as the home of all business communication. The Uplink is owned by a singular corporation (also known only as ‘Uplink’) that has dissolved or made government obsolete, stripped services from the real world and is able to control almost all narratives in-link. Ads are projected in augmented reality, virtual rooms can be built where people can meet, and the mind of the user is awash with notifications, background processes and distractions. Users of the Uplink will ‘twitch’ as they walk, as they constantly dedicate brain space to dealing with the disconnect from reality that they feel.

			Aug/Outcast: Augmented humans. These people are unable to access the Uplink, because the Uplink does not connect to their brain. Reasons for this may include neurodivergence, disability, or surgery that has affected brain function in some way. As a result, these people may be forced into jobs where they have had prostheses or ‘upgrades’ put onto them to work or provide some service. The augmentations are not necessarily well made or thoughtfully supplied, and often the software that runs them breaks or reaches end of service life. This can leave Augs with prostheses that are out of order, forcing them to jerry-rig or modify them to give them some semblance of usability.

			

			Sentinels: The end-state of Augs. Sentinels are people who have had large degrees of brain function removed and their bodies replaced almost entirely with prostheses, usually applied thoughtlessly. Their ability to reason and make decisions on their own is severely limited and in most cases they are thralls to owners, who operate them by voice command or remote control.

			Sanctuaries: These are places where Augs have built com-munities with one another. Subsistence living with a criminal element, Sanctuaries represent the group solidarity that is missing from the rest of the world. There is tension between different Sanctuary organisers, and they are forced to hide and make do with stealing supplies or black market trade.

			Solar Junkies: Some Augs wish to escape the harsh reality that they find themselves in, and a technology has been found that converts solar energy into dopamine. Solar panels and wiring are therefore akin to public drug use and addiction. The surgery is not particularly invasive (especially when compared to other augmentations), but it often leads to burn marks in the skin as the energy undergoes conversion.

		

	
		

		
			Content  Warning

			These are horror stories, and as such contain depictions of a dark, violent, and graphic nature. In the interest of saving the reader from spoilers, these are not detailed here. However, if you are concerned about particular triggers, please turn to the rear of this book for further details.

		

	
		

		
			
Cynth: Presage

			Henry Neilsen

			The tree was moving slightly, shifting and slipping in concert with a breeze I couldn’t feel. I couldn’t reach out and touch the rough, cracked bark, built up through years of life. It was so dark that it was almost black, that bark, and only where the pale sun filtered through the branches did it reveal its deep brown. The colour of earth. The colour underneath my fingernails after searching for hidden treasures in the park down the way. It was unlikely and wonderful to me, the way that something so dark and knurled and gnarled could bring forth the new shoots that broke bold and bright from its aged centre. Soft and sap-filled twigs lined with soap-slick leaves and filled with yellow sun that fed the bright green. I could imagine climbing it, putting each foot higher than the last, feeling the bark go brittle as I dug my toes into the gaps, feeling the pleasant ache feed through my arms. Maybe I’d pull some of the leaves off — an experiment — to see how long it took for the green to dissipate and the brown of the earth to catch up to them. Or maybe I’d just rub one of them between my fingers, feel the slippery tension of its skin and the way it changed the feeling of mine. Or maybe I’d do none of these things, and I’d just run around the base of the tree and skip over the deep buttressed roots. I’d find the rhythm, the particular dance that this tree wanted me to dance to match its own haphazard shape. 

			Maybe.

			

			I reached out a hand toward the pane of glass and tried to trace the shape of the wind. That strange, hypnotic pattern that seemed always just out of reach of what I could create with my own arm.

			‘Cynthia!’ The voice was sharp, not loud. I withdrew my hand, suddenly back to the room I’d been so keen to imagine myself outside of. A holoboard in front of me showed a series of ungainly blobs and a set of leader lines with question marks. Thirty children around me, all enthralled in their devices in that way I never could be. I looked at my own screen. The blob on the board was recreated there in small detail. Down one side, words like golgi apparatus and cellulose and chloroplasts were written in boxes that would move with a flick of my finger across the screen. The harder I stared at them, the more the letters blended and disappeared and rearranged, hiding from me as I tried to figure out what was what.

			The teacher, after snapping at me, was watching me like a hawk from the front of the room. She pursed her lips as I peeked up at her, warning me not to push my luck. Sighing, I slid my fingers across the screen haphazardly. The cold glass offered no resistance and left no colour under my fingernails as I moved this empty information from one place to another. I knew what was coming next. 

			As I finished, the screen reader went a dark grey and stopped responding. A small blue light at the top of the holo-board blinked and joined the rest, a constellation of shimmering indicators. My light the last to join the throng. Again. 

			‘Right, time’s up.’ Miss Spencely wiped a hand across her own device, and the blue lights formed a crystalline cascade through the holopanel. All the words and their containers spilled across the diagram, and my heart sank. Thirty students’ guesses all piled up at each of the diagrams. Most of them glowed green, with a smattering of wild guesses from the students who hadn’t known better. 

			

			My guesses were only right occasionally, and by accident. Miss Spencely moved through them, one by one, and as she did so the readers of the students who’d got it right glowed green. Word after word, my reader glowed red, matching the rising colour in my cheeks. 

			‘Cynthia…’ Miss Spencely’s voice was the same disappointed tone I’d become far too used to. ‘What is going to become of you?’

			* * *

			My parents sat either side of me, forming the base of a triangle that centred on Miss Spencely behind the desk. People had this way of talking about me while I was in the room, like I wasn’t there, or that I wasn’t clever enough to hear what they were saying. 

			‘She’s distractible in class. I’ve tried everything, but no matter where she sits, she gets distracted. She’s clearly interested, but has trouble engaging.’ Miss Spencely pulled out a tablet and began flicking some of my past results up on her holo. Screen after screen, mostly red, with the occasional lucky guess highlighted green, as if hinting at further ambition.

			We weren’t learning about plants, we were pointing words at blobs, I thought, trying to keep the sourness in my heart away from my face. My parents started asking the questions again. All the same questions, about what could we do and how would we be able to encourage her and words like pedagogy and remedial.

			‘Unfortunately, in order for her to continue to receive support for Echelon training, she has to produce far better work than this.’ 

			Mum seemed upset by this, though I didn’t know why. ‘Please,’ she said, ‘is there anything else we can do? Echelon is something our family prides itself on. Minimum vocation is… well…’

			

			‘We don’t think Cynthia would do well in a warehouse,’ dad finished.

			Miss Spencely thought for a moment, crossing her arms and pursing her lips carefully. 

			‘Look, I understand that you have certain aspirations for your daughter. However, it is a matter of aptitude. Echelon education is for people who want to work in data, in science. High-value, highly competitive fields, like your work in neural interlace design,’ she intoned. ‘And while Cynth is clearly curious, she’s already eight, and…’

			She looked at me.

			Dad sighed, then nodded, rubbing the bridge of his nose, ‘Echelon won’t take her, not with her scores.’

			I stared at my hands.

			* * *

			The house was small, which made it hard for my parents to hide when they argued. I could tell when it was about me; they’d keep their voices to a low, urgent whisper, as though saying it quietly would hurt less when I inevitably still heard it. I was sitting with my back against the wall of my bedroom, my tablet open to the drawing page. I swept my hands back and forth, trying to capture the wind in the tree that day.

			‘No daughter of mine is missing out on Echelon,’ dad said.

			‘It sounds like that’s probably not going to be a choice. She isn’t getting the scores, Harry.’ Mum was tired. I swi-shed my hand again, frustrated with the screen. The digital pen just slipped across it and I couldn’t get it to move the right way.

			Dad’s voice came back, cautious. 

			‘There is — maybe there is something that would help. From work.’

			Even through the closed door I could feel the chill that ran between the two of them. My hand slipped and slashed a thick black mark across the drawing. I’d have to erase it. When mum spoke again, her voice was low. Dangerous.

			

			‘Harry. We’re not going there.’ 

			Dad breathed out through his teeth, ‘Jesus, Helen. You act as though I’m building bombs or something. It’s just tech.’

			‘I know what you do. I just don’t want people messing with my daughter’s brain.’

			‘They’re professionals. They can put a neural lace in, fix whatever problem she’s got.’ Dad’s voice had risen slightly, and mum cooed at him to calm down. He apologised quietly, and they sat in silence.

			The first tear surprised me. It fell on the screen and a rainbow of colour shone through the bulb of water. I rubbed at it with the corner of my sleeve, then stuck the corner in my mouth and sucked on it. The salt bit at my tongue and I bit my sleeve back to hide any sobs that might escape.

			Fix whatever problem she’s got. 

			I didn’t think I had a problem. I could remember a lot of the things Miss Spencely taught me. I could draw really well. I did well in all my speaking lessons. When Miss Spencely taught us about triangles, I could see them in my mind most of the time, could make them break in two and fold around on themselves to complete a square. None of that seemed to matter, though.

			I looked at my tablet. My tears had made a pixelated rainbow across the screen. Below was the fake charcoal colour of my drawing, complete with the ugly black mark I hadn’t yet removed.

			It scarred my rendition of the tree in the breeze. It leered at me, and I found myself getting angry. Furious. I slashed across the screen with my pen and watched another black line appear, compliant, silent. Another and another, and soon I was stabbing my pen at the page, dark blotches filling the screen, their size matching my force. The sound of pen on screen stayed the same, tap, tap, tap against the slick glass that disguised my rage, the digital pen impervious to change, couching even the act of drawing in a membrane of unreality as I felt a stark absence of matter in the transfer between myself, my implements, and the art I wanted to create. It gave me nothing, and the screen filled with meaningless streaks and blotches until I flung the thing across the room and sent it clattering into the corner.
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