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Introduction to Pulse

Firstly, thank you for picking this book up. It’s been an absolute blast to write. Drake is a lost boy, a man untethered from society. In a sense, he absolutely belongs. He blends in, goes to work, drinks coffee, and recognizes when it all just feels a little off.

But, he’s also missing something vital. The disconnect is stronger than the sense of grounding. In simple terms, he’s basically human, and that’s no bad thing. 

Ostensibly, this novella is cyberpunk. An interesting term, not always what we think it is. The general view of cyberpunk might well be more scripted by movies and anime and video games, rather than the literature.

It’s low life and high tech. It’s gritty, noir, and cool. In movies, we have obvious choices such as Blade Runner, perhaps Robocop and The Matrix. In anime, we have Akira and Ghost in the Shell. In comics, we have Judge Dredd, and on and on we go. 

In literature, some point to the New Wave of science fiction in the 1960s, with writers such as Michael Moorcock, Brian Aldiss, J. G. Ballard, Philip K. Dick, John Brunner, Samuel Delany, and Harlan Ellison as forerunners to the genre. Indeed,  hard to refute this.

The actual term, cyberpunk, comes from the title of a Bruce Bethke short story, published in 1980. 

In literature,  the arrival of Neuromancer by William Gibson in 1984 pushed the sub-genre sky high. And, in 1986, Bruce Sterling edited the Mirrorshades anthology. This was meant to be the cyberpunk anthology. It’s an interesting read, but it will challenge your perception of what cyberpunk actually is, or was.

My first introduction to the genre was probably Blade Runner when I was a kid. In the late 80s, I also stumbled upon a writer who I still hugely admire. Jack Womack, and the novel, Ambient, published in 1987. I still love this book, it’s got attitude.

I’ll leave off with two quotations.

“Anything that can be done to a rat can be done to a human being. And we can do most anything to rats. This is a hard thing to think about, but it's the truth. It won't go away because we cover our eyes. THAT is cyberpunk.” 

Bruce Sterling

“A snappy label and a manifesto would have been two of the very last things on my own career want list. That label enabled mainstream science fiction to safely assimilate our dissident influence…Cyberpunk could then be embraced and given prizes and patted on the head, and genre science fiction could continue unchanged.”

William Gibson

David Rees-Thomas, 

Japan, November 2025


1. Jolene’s

Drake craved the counter at Jolene’s. The synthetic coffee's acrid tang mingled with the drip-feed buzz of ancient jazz. Secrets and lies, snippets whispered in static breaks. Pulses glitching, their frozen memories in freefall code erosion. 

A refuge. To escape the suffocating hush of his coffin-pod apartment where the only soundtrack was the relentless thrum of his own blood, pounding like a countdown. 

He faced the coffee machines and hotplates, tall condensation-streaked PlexiWindows behind. Drake had his back to the world but everything was reflected in the machines and the metal.

Sparkling lights flickered on the glossy chrome of the counter surface as slouchers in custom TownFlyers dipped their wicked machines beyond the windows. They plunged in deep arcs from the penthouses lost in the permanent cloud which sheathed the city. Rich boys. Rich girls. Looking for a spot of excitement. Just a sliver of real life in their pale existence, where reality consisted of simply moving from one air conditioned room to another.

Sometimes, not even that.

Here, among the derelicts, and the ragged harmony and modulation of ancient jazz, he could stare at nothing, retreating into the inner world, where he curated memories, creating a structured mindcache in his psyche’s dead eye. This was living. Not so much the physical world, the world of outsiders who collided and colluded daily. That synthetic societal world, that physical rush of noise and fear, terrified Drake whenever he ran the numbers. 

In his line of business, statistics were always vital, yet something to dodge. Because the numbers whispered the same grim truth.. 

One wrong misfire? And everything he curated…

Gone.

Wary though. His mind was a dumpster. Here be Monsters indeed. The crackle and spitfire of synaptic misfirings like mini atomic bombs in his mind. So much data. Plugged. Loaded. Particles and shredded remnants of other people’s business. 

He ran his maintenance internalZ daily, careful to be careful.

Sometimes, in the static between checks, three notes of an old Mylae lullaby. Elena’s voice, eight years old, already fading before he could catch the rest, like it was being devoured.

He sipped the coffee. Chemical bitter, an approximation of his memory of coffee. No surprise. Over the years, he’d gotten used to it. Like prison food when choice evaporated. Except prisoners didn’t jolt from sleep at 3 a.m., a sulfur-yellow sea on their tongue, chasing the ghost of a sister’s laugh in the cup.

Sometimes the laugh turned to a cough. Wet, small, med-bay sterile. Gone before he could apologize.

Still, Jolene’s was more than just a cafe, and it was close enough to his apartment to feel like home. 

Jolene always served him the best coffee she could muster, real or not. And, she read Drake well enough. She left him alone, beyond that sweet smile curling the corners of her lips, lifting her pudgy cheeks. She was older. Grandmother older. But, with the implants and add-ons, harder and harder to be sure. 

Sometimes, she’d bring him a fresh pour, ask him about his day, ask him about Elena.

There was rarely anything to tell, at least rarely anything he could talk about that wouldn’t get them both killed. And, even if he did want to tell her something, mostly he was left with mere fragments after a job, and even those were programmed to dissolve over time.

Elena though. That was different. He twitched his cheek, sending memory bots in recon sorties across his internalZ, just enough to graze upon his SynthaPulse™ implants. Modified, of course. No way he was going to let SynthaMem peek at whatever they liked. He ran a concurrent VeilPulse, feeding them bogus data so Elena’s pulse stayed private. And, quiet.

A constant. He had a piece of her, but he could never let her out, never let them know she was in there, with him. But, that also meant, he could never let her fully realize as a pulse.

“Haven’t seen you these past few days.” Jolene topped up his coffee. 

Drake switched his attention back to her, the bots still silent running. Elena was in there. Safe. Sleeping. No need to wake her now. She didn’t need an audience. The bots returned empty. Good. Let her keep sleeping in the dark. Still safe.

“Busy week,” he said. “Same old nonsense.”

Most days, it was true enough. He got up, got on the subway, packed in like everyone else, got out, punched in to work, then interfaced. Just two days ago, a child’s laugh sliced the crush, bright, but already fading. Impossible in the static hum. A glitch. Corsair war echoes, minds devoured. He’d flinched, needle-sharp behind the ear. Gone before he could hold it.

His division controlled the sector garbage and medical waste systems. All day, he ran programs, both passively and directly, ensuring that logistics were basically in their right place. 

Jolene laid her hand on the back of Drake’s as she leaned in. “Your sister?”

Drake nodded, but said nothing. The warmth of her touch a rare anchor in the chrome-glinted haze.

Sometimes, Jolene asked follow up questions. Fine. She knew about Elena. Knew more about Drake’s life than most. Which was almost nothing.

Jolene walked to the other end of the long counter, reflected in the mirrored chrome all the way down.

Some days, Drake said nothing. Just sat at the counter,  smiled, then lifted the coffee cup as a salute to her hospitality.

He liked to tell himself that, on his own time, when he wasn’t a System Control Technician, he ran interference for vested interests. In truth, he had long since abandoned dressing up this other work.

The term they used for people in Drake’s other kind of work was, linX. Some of the younger ones called themselves, drifts. Driftboys, Driftgirls. 

Drake had no time for that.

From time to time, he reminded himself. To the cops, he was just a thief. Corporate espionage, and privileges revoked at best, a guaranteed death ticket by courtroom gavel or back-alley blade at worst.

Sometimes, war packets ghosted into his feeds, spectral remnants clawing from the digital wreckage. Corsair relics. Tech meant to save minds, or weaponize minds as Drake figured. It ended up devouring them instead.

Most of the time, it wasn’t the police who concerned Drake.

He never asked who he was working for. Best not to know. But, he wasn’t stupid. It was obvious enough that these were only reasonable people up to the point where reason alone wouldn’t be enough.

He took another sip of hot coffee. Rolled his tired shoulders. Thought about something more pleasant. He didn’t have any linX work lined up. All he needed to do this week was go to work as usual, and kick back,  have a bit of fun. Maybe, even get out to the ocean, that spot where he used to sit and count the skimmers as they glided over the thick waters in the bay. 

It reminded Drake of their childhood, watching the traders hauling vast cargo on their gliding machines between the two main ports on the Mylae Homeworld. Elena’s small hand sticky with salt candy in his. She would point at the biggest glider and whisper, “One day we’ll ride one, Drake. All the way to the stars.”

He had believed her. Right up until the sky caught fire and they put the hood over her head.

The ocean on Mylae was vast, and a sulfur-yellow color. You could spot the enormous gliders hours before they made it into port, and still they barely made a sound as they docked.

He smiled to himself. People didn’t have much in the way they could call their own, but he would always have Elena. The smile hurt. Because having wasn’t the same as holding.

A derelict at the end of the counter muttered to his pulse, a cheap SynthaMem model flickering blue in his temple. “Tell me again,” he said, his voice urgent.

The pulse stuttered, voice glitching to static. He uncoupled, and threw it on the counter, glancing at Drake. “My mother. Ghosted. It’s done.” He pushed his coffee away, grabbed the SynthaPulse, and walked out, lost in the darkness.  

Drake looked away. Even the quick-and-dirty versions promised eternity, but they always faded.  He recognized the model. Entry level. Bring the dead with you, but they’ll never evolve, pure memories, degrading over time. Sad really.

The door to the cafe opened, a bell tinkling. The dead hot air of the city flooded inside bringing the fetid odor of cheap ramen and drains.

A woman walked in. Hesitated as if she didn’t trust what she might find inside.

Drake studied her reflection on the counter edge, and her curving frame in the hot metal of the coffee machine. He also tuned in the peripheral camera mounted in his glasses.

She had the look of someone who would not have set foot in Jolene’s before. Yet knew what she was looking for.

Though she was alone, she wasn’t alone. Drake sniffed an air of teamwork, like she didn’t need the whole scenario to play her role. Sensors engaged in his internalZ.

On the corner, over his left shoulder. A car. Oily black and low, windows tinted. Impossible to see where the glass began and the plastiQue of the car’s body took over. 

A serious car. Expensive. 

She breezed past, scent of subtle perfume in her wake. Jasmine, faint lemon undertone.

He followed her path. She moved with purpose. But, what purpose? 

Questions, questions. Drake calmed his breathing. Focused instinct on the moment. For a second the chrome coffee machine reflected not the woman but Elena at eight, sticking her tongue out at him from the backseat of a skimmer. Then the reflection snapped back.

“Can I help you, dear?” asked Jolene.

Drake glanced at Jolene, but she didn’t look his way.

The woman ignored Jolene, but snatched a quick look toward the faded silhouette of the car.

Drake’s lower lip tightened. So, they were together.

It didn’t have to mean anything. Could be they were new in the neighborhood, needed a place to grab the best synthetic coffee this side of the Bridge district. 

But, if that was the case, why not just ask?

No, there was something in this lady’s body language. The way she walked with a hunter’s gait, low and springy, eyes taking in the entire scene, not just making a straight line toward the coffee pot.

Drake ran down his choices.

One. Wait it out. Still could be nothing, though everything screamed otherwise.

Two. Run. They had a car, but he knew the alleyways and maybe still had the element of surprise.

Three. Front it.

He chose the latter,  the second option in reserve.

“Jolene does a great cup of coffee,” he said, not turning around, but raising his cup toward the cafe owner.

Jolene smiled, though it was more of a twitch, and he could tell that she was feeling something off also. 

Even with that, she made her way toward the coffee pot, grabbing a china cup as she went. None of that paper or plastic crap at Jolene’s.

The woman stopped, both Jolene and Drake with their backs to her. Jolene poured a hot cup, while Drake regarded her in his peripherals.

Shoulder length bleached hair in a severe parting on the left side, pale skin, with eyes that suggested to Drake some level of enhancement. For one, they were sparkling gold, no way that was natural. No jewelry, but he detected a tiny comms device pinned in her ear.

She wore a gray suit. It looked woolen, but he was willing to bet it was an all-weather-synth, and judging by how heavy it looked on her, possibly even armored.

All this told him a few things, the first option where all was perfectly innocent, was probably out. Unfortunately, it also suggested to him that the second option of running was also probably off the table.

He cleared his mind. Only two things to be concerned about. Protect Jolene somehow. No reason for her to get involved in anything which might become life-compromising.

The other thing was exactly how he was going to front this one out.

Time seemed to take a deep breath, pause, then eventually exhale again as Jolene placed the steaming coffee on the counter.

This basic routine of cafe life appeared to sow confusion in all three of them. The expectation of transactional completion hung in the air until Drake tapped his hand off the counter, and a little red light turned green just above the coffee pot.

“I’ll get this, Jolene. Nice to have another guest in here so late in the evening.”

The woman made no effort to move forward. Instead, she raised her hand, and a holo-list appeared.

“Are you Drake John Coltrane?”

Drake allowed a thin frown to crease his forehead, then twitched it away. Not that odd that someone knew his full name, not like it wasn’t a matter of public record.

