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1


The Man on the White Horse


He saw himself as riding a big white horse.


This was not a pretty horse, not a dainty stallion that printed its hooves on the grass and whinnied for battle, nostrils flared, eyes half-mad, mane flowing like a girl’s hair in the wind…


No, this horse had a big behind, the colour of dirty snow, and a cropped tail so its turds fell free. It could piss like a fountain, and better be up-wind when it had eaten oats. The hooves were heavy and tufted and struck the ground with a solid clop, spattering mud. The flanks were hard with muscle and scarred from battle and encounters with carts on narrow lanes. The mane, the colour of old ivory, was stiff like bristle, and it ran down the crest of the wide neck. The ears, dappled, high and pointed. The eyes alert… intelligent.


Strapped to its forehead was a spike fashioned from the tip of an old spear, its blade sharpened to cut, or to stab with a quick toss of the head.


This was a horse for all occasions: for kicking down a shed door or butting an enemy aside. It was a horse to shelter behind when the wind blew white and chill over a bleak moor, a horse that could pick its way across a full stream or drag a cart through the mire.


Both horse and rider were tired, for the day had been long and had seen much action. The man was aware of a steady pain in his right arm where a blood-soaked rag, torn from the tunic of one of his attackers and tied in place roughly by teeth and hand, covered a sword wound. It had been a glancing blow, more of an accident really than a killing thrust, for the attacker was already pitching forwards, eyes glazing, when his sword by chance came up and sliced the arm of the man who had killed him.


The horse too had been in the fight. The spike it wore showed dried blood and would need to be scrubbed, honed and polished to regain its lustre.


Horse and rider were one, a single beast as they ambled along, making their way down a darkening moorland path towards a village where smoke rose from chimneys and candles gleamed in the windows. There they would find comfort – hay and beer, a comfortable stable, clean water to wash in – and a loving companion in bed for the night.


At the horse’s side were twin panniers. They contained the booty of the day – two strange heads.


For a moment the rider stood up in the stirrups to ease his back while the horse, head down, stopped and began to snuffle for grass. But in that moment, the world in front and about him swirled, as though it had only existed as a reflection in water, and that water had been stirred. The village disappeared. The moors too, and even the mighty horse that had seemed so real that you could smell it… all vanished.


Blackness.


And then a voice booming in the rider’s head, saying, “Stand stiff, Sir. Legs spread.”


The shock of the awakening was great. For a few moments the man hung in his safety harness, swaying slightly like a punch-bag recently struck. Then he shook his head, confused between dream and reality, for he could still hear the keen wind moaning in the hollows of the moor, and smell the ripeness of the horse, and feel the pain in his arm jabbing with the movements of the horse’s broad back under him. But any vestiges of his dream ended when he felt a sharp jerking which shook him from side to side as the safety harness was released. He felt himself lowered until his toes touched and dragged on the ground.


Again the voice, booming in his head, nerve-fraying, not to be disobeyed. “Repeat. Stand stiff, Sir. Legs spread.” With an effort he obeyed. He breathed deeply. He willed his legs to straighten. He spread them as wide as his day-suit would allow. Immediately, he felt a sharp pressure on his ankles as a hobble-bar was locked in place.


The shocking moment when his helmask was finally disabled was felt in his jaw and in his teeth. He experienced a moment of dizziness, a wave of nausea, and tasted rather than saw a spatter of red sparks deep in his mind. Such neural confusion frequently accompanied any sudden interruptus of the CIRCE dreams. He felt the electrodes detach with a slight pulling from his scalp. With a rush he knew who he was, and where he was.


His own voice spoke softly in his mind, repeating the words he had drilled into himself by deep suggestion: I am John Chevalier, Taxfriend, going about my lawful business. Nothing to hide. Honest, hard-working, thrifty John – loyal as the day is long, travelling on the Glideway to attend an important meeting at the Palace of Animals. The conventions of my occupation forbid me from revealing…


Mostly half-truths, of course. The name Chevalier, was true – at least for this assignment – though he could, had he so wished, have concocted a number of different names and biographies, all plausible, all sanctioned by the Department of Finance, Heritage, and Taxation (DoF-HAT) for whom he worked, and all with just enough salt to make them palatable to any other authorities that might question him.


Chevalier paused in his mental litany and ran his tongue around his lips, tasting blood. At this he smiled. What a dream I am into, he thought. What a dream of horses and fighting and danger and…


“Health inspection. Have your day-card ready, Sir.” The voice boomed in his head again and he waved to indicate that the sound was too loud.


“Is there a problem?” he asked, twisting around in his day-suit and trying to see out through the visa of his helmask. “Has there been another accident? I’ll be happy to oblige, of course, but may I release first? My arms are starting to numb and the volume is…”


“Release.” The voice was not perceptively softer, but nor it did not seem especially hostile. Zealous, possibly.


Chevalier was beginning to ache. The harness straps that held him were designed to keep the day-suit comfortably suspended while a dreamer was in transit. But when the dreamer was awake and lowered to the ground, the straps, unless immediately released, unavoidably tipped the upper part of the body forward, while holding the hips back. Normally a passenger stepped forward and released the harness as soon as his feet touched ground, but the hobble-bar had prevented Chevalier from doing this.


Thus, intentional or not, the position in which he was now held – head down and bottom up – was degrading and reminded Chevalier of the trussed-up whores in the Fantasy Fairground veevas he had experimented with when he was an adolescent. The position made him feel vulnerable, just as the whores, of whatever sex, had been vulnerable. And, if he was aware of this, so were the Healthfriends who now held him hobbled – and that knowledge did strange things in his mind. Of all things, an awareness that he was under the control of other human beings disturbed Chevalier’s very nature. It brought out the worst in him, and Chevalier could be very bad if the need arose… very bad. Moreover, he had just completed a course with the grand title Advanced Interrogation and Inspection Techniques and was thus, in a way, primed for action.


Moving slowly, for Chevalier knew that Healthfriends were suspicious of any quick movement, he reached down between his legs and carefully released the catch on the harness. The mechanism eased and opened. Chevalier took his weight on his gloved hands placed flat on the floor. Behind him the harness swung free and lifted to its storage position in the roof where the straps drew in like the long legs of a spider when it is frightened or dying.


Chevalier was able to stand upright, but as he did so, he tottered slightly and reached for support. Instantly he saw the Healthfriends come to full alert, watching him closely. Such wandering movements might, in their eyes, indicate the onset of a seizure, or be the prelude to a crazy, kamikaze lunge. So Chevalier took his time, methodically clenching and releasing his fists within his smooth gloves and flexing his shoulders within his day-suit to ease the cramp. Finally, he unclipped the government-sponsored communications channel – or G-string as it was popularly called – from his helmask and let it snap back into the wall. “That’s better,” said Chevalier. “Now, how can I help you?”


All travellers had to be connected to the G-string while in transit for reasons of safety and security. The G-string operated on a twenty-four-hour schedule, pouring out programmes dealing with Weather, Sport, Adventure, Edutainment, News and Gardening – this latter being a programme for children on how to make paper flowers. If some crisis should occur while a passenger was in transit, the G-string would override his veeva of choice, wake him up and give directions.


For most travellers, the G-string was the channel of last resort. Most, like Chevalier, preferred the private Joyboy or Gogirl programmes, for these could provide more spicy fantasies tailored to their wearer’s needs. It was a programme of this kind, but using a new technology called CIRCE, which had given Chevalier his deep dream of wild moorland, aching wound and plodding horse. This was the first time he had used CIRCE and, as with all new technology, it was taking time for him to adjust to its novelty. In any case, Chevalier distrusted the government-sponsored channel for he knew it contained special neuro-circuits that could be used for restraint. An individual user could be isolated and immobilised. This was not generally known, but Chevalier, because he had made it his business to know about such things, had found out and had modified his helmask so that certain wavelengths of the government channel were blocked. Ordinary messages could get through, but not the dark, mind-snuffing images that could close a man down as though a light had been switched off inside him.


Sensing his change of state, the micro-computer that managed the well-being of Chevalier’s day-suit decided to assert itself. It set the filters to maximum. Immediately, a micro-pump located on the outside of his suit and between his shoulder blades began to throb as it evacuated and filtered the stale, damp air from within the day-suit. The urine trap opened, warm and mildly erotic. A small electrical charge lifted the hairs on his body, and the semi-permeable membrane that lined the inside of his suit began a gentle peristalsis that, apart from providing a massage, assisted any moisture to pass away. The day-suit warmed and dried inside. He felt it tighten and brace him, making him feel strong and alert. The plastic visor, misty as a result of his exertions during dream-time, slowly cleared.


Revealed, staring out, smiling but questioning, was the unremarkable face of John Chevalier. Unremarkable, except perhaps for the eyes, which were merry and green.


Revealed too was a smear of blood, red on his lips and cheek.


Through the plastic of his visor, Chevalier saw three Healthfriends facing him. They were unmistakable in the bright green and yellow striped coveralls of the Department of Public Hygiene (DPH), complete with the bulky isolation packs which gave them an ability to survive in toxic and disease-ridden environments. The head of each of the Healthfriends was completely encased in a shiny black helmask. These prohibited any view of the occupant’s face, reflecting Chevalier’s own image, distorted and insect-like, back at him.


Chevalier, like all citizens, had undergone many health checks. He knew that when dealing with the Healthfriends it was best to adopt an upbeat manner. A bit of cheerful aggression put them at their ease. A sullen, depressed manner or dark moodiness could, in their eyes, be a symptom of something far more serious. Healthfriends spent most of their working lives trapped in their green and yellow striped coveralls cleaning up people’s messes. They needed light relief now and then, which Chevalier was happy to provide. He knew they liked a bit of mongrel in their dealings, and so he decided to push them a bit harder. “So what’s happened this time?” he asked. “Another epidemic? Another cock-up? You guys not doing your job properly?” He was referring to the recent outbreak of a disease called Torpor.


There was no immediate reply and Chevalier wondered if perhaps he had misjudged. Perhaps this was a team at the end of their shift with no time for small talk, or perhaps they’d been arguing among themselves, in which case he’d better watch out for the Healthfriends could be as mean as the Wayfriends if they so chose. He decided to give it one more try. “Hey, is there anyone out there? Or have you all got Torpor?”


He was pleased when he heard a suppressed chuckle. This was followed by an order given in the code language peculiar to the Healthfriends. Immediately, the one who had attached the hobble-bar to his feet – a giant of a figure by any standards and undoubtedly the muscle part of the team – manoeuvred a portable diagnostic scanner and set it up in front of him. For the first time Chevalier could see the name stencilled on the Healthfriend’s coverall. DORIS… or perhaps BORIS, for some wit had added a dividing stroke in the D. It seemed appropriate.


“Hello Doris or Boris. Which do you prefer?”


“You’ll call me Doris, if you know what’s good for you,” muttered a deep voice.


As soon as the scanner was in place, the smallest member of the team – whose name Chevalier noticed was Rocky – picked up a pair of diagnostic probes and held them ready in case he should prove uncooperative. This was more worrying. Chevalier had never been challenged in this way before. In fact, quite a number of things were different from the normal procedure. Why were there three Healthfriends? Normally only one was required for a standard day-check. Why had they stopped the Way-train between stations? Were they looking for someone special?


Of course… day-checks had become more common since the warmer days of summer… he knew that. Perhaps something really nasty had erupted in the foetid depths of the City, and they feared an epidemic was about to engulf them. Perhaps they were just out on a training mission – that too was possible. This little Healthfriend called Rocky, who was holding the probes like a gunfighter from one of the old-time cowboy veevas, seemed new to the game. And besides, this was a Healthfriend team… If it had been Rapid Action Mobile team (RAM for short) there would have been no niceties like “Stand stiff, Sir”. No, he’d have been dragged out of the Way-train feet first and with his helmask wires dangling. No. This was okay. No cause for alarm… yet. All his records were in order. He was clean. Even so… He breathed deeply and willed himself to be calm. The voice in his mind whispered privately, I am John Chevalier, Taxfriend, going about my lawful…


“This is all a bit theatrical, isn’t it?” said Chevalier, gesturing at the probes. “And you be careful with those things, Rocky. I don’t want you blowing the circuits of my suit. This helmask is brand new and cost a packet. In fact, I’d feel happier if you put the stupid things away. You’ve got me hobbled, what more do you want?”


Chevalier saw the effect of his words. Doris drew herself up to her full height, ready to step in if needed. Rocky hesitated and then lowered the probes and looked around to the third Healthfriend for instructions. So now Chevalier knew who was in charge. He noticed the name on the third Healthfriend’s coverall – it was Maria.


Again he heard instructions in the code language, and immediately Rocky deactivated the probes and stored them in their clips on the side of the diagnostic unit. “That’s better,” continued Chevalier. “Well Sister Maria, what’s going on? Is this for real or are you just training young Rocky here?”


There was quite a long pause and Chevalier was just about to speak again when he received his reply. “You make a lot of noise for a little man.” It was the voice that had first awoken him, now identified as the voice of Maria, still distorted, but thoughtful too, deep and slightly mocking. “The day-check is for real, as you say. We are attempting to stem the transmission of a very real disease. Many people have suffered as a result of some careless male travellers – one such as yourself, perhaps – deciding to unzip his sani-pak while in transit. Or even to deposit a used sani-pak in a public space such as a Way-train. Simply be glad that we are as vigilant as we are, for that gives you your security, Sir.”


Chevalier heeded the warning signs conveyed in this little speech, and modified his reply accordingly. “I am grateful for your vigilance, Healthfriend Maria. And I am sorry if my jest gave offence. It was a slight comment, of no significance.”


“Apology accepted.”


But Chevalier, being the man he was, could not let the matter rest. “May I ask how you know it is men who transmit the disease? Sani-paks, as far as I know, are unisex. Is that not true?”


“Yes, they are unisex. But women tend not to produce male semen. And flies breed on such secretions. Some flies bite, all flies defecate. That is one of the ways in which disease is spread. And remember, children are curious…” Maria paused, and then continued, her tone still slightly mocking. “Perhaps you are unaware, Sir, but a virus can pass through the gut of a fly. Such carelessness constitutes an act of medical terrorism: knowingly or thoughtlessly performed. Hence our vigilance. Do you have anything more to ask?”


Chevalier chose discretion. “No.”


“Good. Now, to get back to the matter in hand. We are sorry to pull you from your dreams, Sir. This is a comprehensive health scan day-check. Please present your day-card.”


Chevalier fumbled at his shoulder for his day-card. It was attached to a plastic cord that stretched.


“Thank you, Sir,” said Rocky, leaning forward and taking the day-card in a gloved hand. Then he placed it in the scanner that immediately began to mutter and chuckle to itself.


“We trust you are having a pleasant journey.” It was Maria speaking again.


“Enjoyable as such things go. Unfortunately. I am on my way to an important meeting. Will this inspection take…”


“Were you enjoying one of the string channels or a private Joyboy?”


“Private.”


Maria leant forward and inspected Chevalier’s helmask. “Ah. I see you have one of the new self-referencing units. CIRCE. Isn’t that what they are called?”


“Yes.”


“I understand the quality is greatly improved, graphically speaking, and with full senso-dominant neural tabs.”


“It is. It has.”


“Very nice. I am tempted to experience CIRCE myself some time. When I get a day off and the moon is green cheese. But that might explain your…” The voice hesitated as though at a loss for the exact word.


“Might explain my what?”


“Tardiness in waking up. Your obviously deep state of excitement. And the blood on your face.”


“I think I bit my lip, that is all.”


“Really?”


“I am a careful man, Healthfriend Maria. And, believe me, the CIRCE experience is very real.”


“It sounds exciting.”


“But I am still very new to it. To its… realism.”


“Have you been on a quest?”


“Quest?”


“Isn’t that what CIRCE does?”


“I don’t know. I do travel a lot, if that is what you mean. My work requires it, as you will see when your scanner has finally gone through its paces.”


“So, if you are such a careful man, and even though you travel a lot, what made you experiment with something so new, and perhaps dangerous? Or do you just like adventures?”


Chevalier wondered where these questions were leading… at the same time, he was aware that Healthfriend Maria seemed genuinely interested… or was she just professionally fishing. Hard to tell. “I bought the CIRCE on a whim, as a reward to myself,” he said. “And yes, for what it is worth, I do like the adventures my work provides. But more than that, I cannot say.”


“Of course. The convention of your employment, and all that twaddle. An expensive whim, all the same.”


Uncertain where all this was leading, Chevalier decided to change the topic. “Your machine seems to be taking its time. I think CIRCE is more efficient.”


As though in response, the scanner beeped and then ejected the day-card. Doris reached out and pushed the day-card back into its slot. Then she gave the machine a gentle thump with her fist. It began to recycle through its programme again.


“Is there a problem?” asked Chevalier.


He heard Maria sigh. “Well, not a problem really. The machine does this from time to time. Our technology does leave something to be desired. It is getting old, like all of us, and is overworked, like some of us. I hope you are not in too much of a hurry, Sir. This will take a few moments longer.”


“I can wait. Could you un-hobble my legs?”


“No.” The silence inside his head was suddenly more complete and Chevalier knew he had been disconnected.


Chevalier glanced down the brightly lit tunnel of the Way-train. It had come to a standstill at one of the maintenance platforms between stations. He could see where other teams of Healthfriends were working their way from passenger to passenger, lowering them, hobbling them and interviewing them. It was obviously a very thorough check. Those passengers who were being examined stood stiff and straight like Chevalier himself. Those who had not yet been woken up for examination still hung in their transit harnesses, like creatures in cocoons, each lost in dreams of love and war, power and glory or perhaps simply sleeping. Some hung, still and passive, and they were more like giant bats with folded wings; others turned back and forth, slowly and gracefully as in a dance, while one or two kicked as they battled monsters or enjoyed some sporting triumph.


Set to one side and hanging close together, their red and yellow striped suits linked at the neck by a woven steel cord, were some prisoners. They did not move but hung, like sides of meat on a butcher’s hook. Whether they were in transit or were simply parked there, or dead even, Chevalier could not tell. If alive they would no doubt be enduring their sentence in their minds. Each of their helmasks would be attached to the government’s Justice and Correction channel and this would be filling their minds with terrible dreams to which their numbed bodies could not respond… not even to scream.


Chevalier remembered how once, as part of his training, shortly after he had joined Tax Web Central, he had been allowed to experience one of the correction programmes. He was placed in a comfortable viewing chair while the lecturer from the Correction Unit fitted a helmask snugly to his head. As soon as it was switched on, his mind darkened. And when it brightened again, he found himself lying naked on a bed and bound with straps. For a few moments he was able to hold the two realities separate: himself attending a lecture/seminar, and a new self who now lay flat on his back, secured for correction. But it was impossible to sustain the separation. He found himself slipping deeply into the reality of the dream and he felt the straps tight around his arms. He stared up. Above him was a mirror. After some moments, a doctor – or at least someone in a white coverall – entered the room and, without speaking, prepared an injection which was then administered into Chevalier’s arm. The pin-prick was sharp, and when the needle was withdrawn, it was followed by a small dribble of blood. The wound was quickly covered by a plaster. Within moments, Chevalier could feel the first effects of the injection. It was as though his blood was warming and he became aware of each pulse in his arm, neck and legs throbbing. Then his vision blurred. The next time he was able to see clearly, the mirror had been lowered. He could see that his face was changing, darkening rapidly as though bruised. Small sores had opened in the creases in his skin and his skin was flaccid and unhealthy. He wanted to reach up and scratch, but that was impossible. Then there was a voice, cold and judgemental, telling him that over the next few hours he would experience his own slow death from Neural Panic Syndrome (NPS) for which, once begun, there was no reverse process.


Chevalier was brought out of the dream moments later. The lecturer helped him sit up, dazed and shaking, and removed the helmask. Calmly, the lecturer explained that had the dream been allowed to continue, Chevalier would have become excruciatingly aware of every stage of the ‘correction’ as it developed and every movement as his body bled, until finally he was haemorrhaging from every orifice. He had asked, “And what would the person have done to have earned this treatment?”


“Illicit physical contact leading to the transmission of bodily fluids.”


“Kissing?” asked Chevalier.


The lecturer looked at him sharply. “That,” she said, “and worse.”


The scanner aboard the Way-train completed its work, announcing its success with a small melody of chimes. Doris gave a thumbs-up and then turned the screen so that Chevalier could see. Data began to appear.





	Name
	John Chevalier




	Age
	31




	Height
	1.7m




	Hair
	Ginger




	Eyes
	Green




	Genetic trace line
	HG






The Healthfriends studied the screen for a few moments, absorbing the information.


“I thought you’d be older than that,” said Maria.


“Why?”


“Just your manner. A bit more a man of the world.”


“You don’t have to be old to be a man of the world.”


“Perhaps. I wouldn’t know.”


The image dissolved and the next screen emerged.





	Occupation
	Taxfriend. Grade 2a. Department of Finance, Heritage, and Taxation (DoF-HAT)




	Workplace
	Investigations Unit. Tax Web Central




	Contact details
	Classified (TWC permit required)




	Home address
	Classified (TWC permit required)




	Current status
	Classified (TWC permit required)




	Travel visa
	F3 worldwide




	Health state
	A++. Clearance to enter public zones A-D




	Medical history
	TWC 44. CA 1178C






Chevalier saw their reaction when they read his occupation: Taxfriend, Investigations Unit.


Taxfriends were not liked. Universally they were feared. Taxfriends could probe into all matters secretly – and who does not have something to hide? Moreover, Chevalier’s profession always put other public officials in a dilemma. On the one hand they wanted to co-operate, to be seen to be doing an efficient, professional and fair job, in the full knowledge that everyone and everything could be audited if a Taxfriend so chose. At the same time, being human, they could not resist the thrill of having one whom they feared in their power. Chevalier knew that if they found one slip-up in his records, they would pounce with official thoroughness and human zeal. They would subject him to a rigorous and intimate examination. It was for this reason that Chevalier was always careful to make sure his records lacked any error or discrepancy. He was clean in every way, or so it seemed. At the same time, the Healthfriends would be careful not to transgress because Taxfriends could be dangerous enemies.


Doris pointed at the F3 travel visa and the others nodded. Chevalier’s F3 visa gave him the opportunity to travel worldwide, over land and sea. Such travel in this time of desolation, disease and overcrowding, when so many parts of the world were uninhabitable, was a rare privilege – and not without its dangers. Such a visa was always a cause of envy. None of the Healthfriends now standing in front of Chevalier would ever have travelled beyond the City, except in their Joyboy or Gogirl dreams. Nor could they have any real expectation of ever doing so, unless they took the path of escape and that was dangerous for few returned.


Ignorance of the wider world fed their fantasies, and fantasies could be easily satisfied. They would all have experienced the adventure veevas put out by the government’s Lyceum for Education and Entertainment (GLEE) available on the G-string. They would thus have entered the world of Mountain Madness, where for a time they could tramp through the high Sierras and believe they were breathing in pine-scented air without the filters of a helmask. Or perhaps, as part of the Fabulous Pacific series, they had lazed on white sand beside a pale blue lagoon and beneath a sun that was more than a pale silver disk seen briefly between high buildings. The more adventurous would have swum among sharks and stingrays or trekked behind huskies across the wide white waste of Antarctica or turned at the end of a security line near an antique space platform and gazed with wonder at the stars. But at dream’s end there were always a few hours of euphoria, followed by emptiness and hunger as the real world reclaimed them. And, of course, there had been attempted revolutions from time to time, but these were easily snuffed out by an efficient network of informers and the Wayfriends. Poverty versus power. It is hardly a fair contest, is it? And Chevalier knew those feelings. It was a hunger for adventure, as well as the power, the perks, the prospects and the pension that had led him to his profession.


The Healthfriends glanced at one another, and then Maria reached forwards and touched the medical history section of the screen. Immediately, new data began to build giving a health profile of John Chevalier’s life from the moment of birth up to the morning of this very day. The machine began to scroll through quickly checking for any anomalies. They were trawling: searching on the off-chance that something had been missed.


Apart from some standard ailments common to most children, Chevalier’s health record was very good. Noted was a minor deformity of his inner ear and a tendency to high blood pressure, but these were not considered a significant problem – yet. Listed also were a broken finger that occurred when he was seven, mild concussion from the time he fell down stairs when he was thirteen, and a persistent bronchial infection which had not properly cleared up until he was nineteen. But from the age of twenty-one, the date at which he began to work at Tax Web Central, his health record was exemplary. The Healthfriends did not see that as unusual since members of DoF-HAT had access to the best health care available.


Finally, there came a full inventory of Chevalier’s inoculations and a summary of the occasions he had left the City on Tax Web business. The Healthfriends lingered on this. Some of the names, such as Lindisfarne and Polperro, had a kind of magic.


“You enjoy your travelling, Taxfriend Chevalier?”


He nodded. “Of course. Who wouldn’t like to get away from this grey city for a while? I’m sure you would. And who knows, you might. There is increasing need for capable Healthfriends at the borders of civilisation. That is where the real fight is.” Chevalier saw young Rocky nod, and a surprising wave of sympathy rose in him for the young man, hardly more than a boy really, whose body and genetic worth craved adventure. “At the same time, I rarely get to use the travel visa, and when I do, I go to dangerous zones, places beyond the sanitation locks. It is not quite as exotic as you might think.”


In this he was telling the truth. His trip to Lindisfarne had lasted only an hour before the wind from the sea wrecked the only boat that would take him to the island and he limped ashore and spent his land funds buying deck-space on a convoy heading south. He said he was a prospector, the polite name for a scavenger. His trip to Polperro never happened. He read about the place. Took a trip to the wild outskirts of the City. Laid low for a few days and then came back with tales of adventure, saying he was good in a fight and knew how to kill.


“You must have to spend quite a time in quarantine, Taxfriend Chevalier?” It was the voice of Doris speaking. He had heard that tone before. It came from a discontent with life and a sense of failure and of being cheated of something one could not describe. He could not guess her age. Not young.


“I do,” he replied. “I do. A week inside one of your decon-coffins feels like a lifetime. I have much time to think. Too much, sometimes.”


“Yes.” It was Maria who said this.


That one word, how strange it hung there. So small, but like a single candle flame in a dark cave, how bright and revealing. Chevalier knew that something in his words, something about solitude and thinking, had reached through to sad Maria and touched her. Despite the anonymity of the coverall, one could still sense a lot about a fellow human’s state of mind. Perhaps the coverall, because it enforced solitude, quickened sensitivity, especially in those who chose not to fill their silence with the blather of Gogirl dreams. Chevalier wondered what kinds of dreams filled Maria’s vacancy. But before this thought could carry him any further, he became aware of the empty silence. Maria had again broken contact. Both Doris and Rocky had turned to look at their team leader, and their movement suggested surprise. Perhaps she had said something to them in private. Perhaps she had cut them out of her contact. Perhaps she was debating whether to curtail the enquiry now – for Chevalier was obviously clean – and move on to the next cocoon. Or perhaps there was something about Chevalier that had piqued her or upset her or jangled her alarm bells… or attracted her.


Surprise, randomness, the irrational, the uncontrolled whim: such things Chevalier feared for you could not protect yourself against them. He decided to push the pace himself and hopefully regain some measure of control. “But I am wondering if there is some problem with my health records. Your search is thorough. At Tax Web Central we have a very strict regime, as you are aware, and I would not be allowed to undertake even a modest investigation if there were something amiss. But…” He gestured down the Glide platform to where the other teams were working. “I can see you have many people to check.” Still no reply. “I am on official business at present and my superiors always enquire about any delay. I will have to write a report, unless…”


Chevalier heard the darkness come alive again. “No, no problem,” answered Maria smoothly. “I was just weighing up your words. But we can’t take chances, can we, Sir, even for someone from Tax Web Central. Now, we have a few questions for you.”


As though this were a cue, the manner of Rocky and Doris became more brisk and formal. The leader had made her decision and they knew the interview was coming to an end.


“Any dizziness in the mornings?” asked Doris.


“No.”


“Sudden onset of drowsiness during the day?” This was young Rocky.


“No.”


“You sure?” Doris again.


“Yes I’m sure, and no, I don’t have any drowsiness during the day.”


“No sudden feelings of thirst and/or breathlessness?” Rocky speaking.


“Not at all.”


“Have you opened your helmask or coverall to any person whether known to you or not?” This was Maria.


“Do you think I’m a fool?”


“Answer the question.”


“No, of course not.”


“Thank you. And no, I don’t think you are a fool, but you might be… something else.”


Chevalier’s answers were recorded by the scanner and noted on the screen.


“Good. Final check. Please open your eyes wide, and look straight ahead.” This was Doris being very efficient.


Chevalier did as he was asked and moments later a brilliant light shone in through the visor of his helmask. It was illuminating the inside of his eyes, first the left and then the right. He was vaguely aware of the Healthfriends as they studied the image of his eyes now revealed and recorded at the full size of the screen. Eventually they seemed satisfied. The light went off.


For a few moments Chevalier saw retinal patterns of whirling paisley shapes, gold-rimmed, red and…


“Relax. All clear.”


Maria pressed one of the control buttons and new words appeared on the screen: ‘Day-pass check satisfactory. Parkland Glideway. DPH Unit 18.’


Another press, and the screen went blank and his day-check card appeared from the small, flat aperture. “Will Taxami Chevalier have any new plans for travel?” asked Maria, taking the card from the machine and re-attaching it to his coverall. The movement had a certain intimacy about it that caught Chevalier off guard, as had her playing with his title. She tucked the day-card into its small pocket and tapped it flat. Chevalier felt a certain response in himself. Life within a day-suit had certainly sharpened some sensibilities. “Are you thinking of taking a break, going away?” The filters were off and Chevalier was able, for the first time, to hear her real voice. He was surprised by the pleasant contralto tone and slight huskiness. Unbidden he imagined dark, wavy hair and a steady gaze.


The sudden intimacy was a shock, and it brought Chevalier alert. More than one Taxfriend had been trapped into a minor indiscretion by a friendly enquiry. Taxfriends’ movements were classified, and the Healthfriends knew that.


Chevalier paused, as though considering the question carefully before answering. Then he leant forward as if wishing to communicate something private. Maria and the other two Healthfriends responded in kind. “Well as you know, such matters are treated as confidential,” he said. “But I can tell you this.” The Healthfriends were very still. “There is a place I’ve heard about, a place I’d like to be. A special place where you don’t need clothes, and I can touch you on your knee. Touch you on your thighs, touch you on your nose. A stately pleasure dome wherein many a scented flower grows. See the crystal fountain there, spray living water in the air, creating rainbows high above, where you will meet… Well, who do you meet if you wait long enough under one of the rainbows?”


“Where you will meet the one you love,” replied Doris and Rocky, laughing. They had recognised the opening narration of one of the oldest, and most famous, auto-erotic transgender Joytapes ever made and that was called simply, Eden. Maria said nothing, but turned away.


“I’m told that even farts smell of primroses there,” said Doris, packing up the viewing consul.


“And you can make love as long as you like and have hundreds and hundreds of orgasms without ever getting tired or bored,” added Rocky. “Think of that.”


“And there aren’t any broken-down Glideways,” added Chevalier, “or taxes or day-cards. And we all live happily ever after. What do you think, Healthami Maria?”


The voice filters were on again, savagely so, and the voice that reached Chevalier’s ears was more like a growl than the voice of a human being.


“I try not to.” And then there was silence again. Maria had switched off and turned away and moved on to the next traveller – a man, to judge from the line of his coverall: one who was still suspended, jigging in his dreams.


Chevalier saw Doris turn to watch Maria and then shrug. Obviously she didn’t understand her team leader any more than Chevalier did.


“I sometimes think there is too much secrecy,” said young Rocky suddenly, and then added with embarrassment, realising that he might have said too much, “But then, I don’t know nothing about what’s going on. I’ve just started with Healthfriends. Keep still and I’ll undo the hobble-bar.”


“Just to satisfy my curiosity, is there some particular reason for this health check?” asked Chevalier.


“Nothing too serious… yet, Taxfriend Chevalier,” answered Doris. “But there are some ominous signs. Two IEs were picked up yesterday by a team of Wayfriends. One had a defective coverall and we found she’d been suffering from Torpor. She’d travelled on this line. We’ve no idea how long she’d been leaking or even where she’d been in the City.”


“What about the other?”


“OD’d on a Sting tape. Threw up. Usual story. Dead by the time we got to him. He’d been working in a public canteen. What a world, eh?” The hobble-bar was released and Chevalier was free to move. “Thank you for your patience, Taxfriend Chevalier, and sorry for the delay. You are free to continue your journey.” Doris and Rocky gave the farewell salute.


“See you in Eden,” said Chevalier with a wave as they moved off.


Further up the Glideway Maria had already woken the next dreamer who was now lowering and leaning forward. Chevalier wondered what treatment he would receive at her hands.


Further down the platform there was a sudden disturbance. Someone, a woman to judge by her size, her legs hobbled, was hustled from the Way-train by two Healthfriends. The third Healthfriend had dropped all the woman’s personal effects into a security bag and zipped it shut.


The woman had probably checked positive to some infection and had failed to report it. She would get no sympathy. The last great infection was innocently called the Laughing Disease because one of its terminal symptoms was the victim’s face going into rictus spasms while the body went flopping about like a grounded fish. It had claimed more than three thousand lives in the inner city alone during the previous summer. Like all the new diseases, it had come from no one knew where – and it spread because the man first infected had failed to report his illness.


Chevalier shrugged. At least Torpor was a controlled disease with an established cure. In some ways it was not a bad disease. Unless treated in time, you just slept more and more, until finally you died in your sleep. Perhaps the woman who had just been hoisted from the platform was suffering from Torpor and just wanted to let it take its course. That too was far from uncommon. Suicide figures were classified – but known, of course, to the Taxfriends and the Healthfriends.


Chevalier reached up and touched the control that lowered the harness down to him. He made the connections and felt the harness stiffen and lift. As he rose he could see out onto the platform where the woman was being forced into one of the mobile de-con tents where she would be stripped and put to the test. It was no concern of Chevalier. Not his business. He had other things to deal with. He adjusted his helmet and reinstated his CIRCE programme. Moments later he felt the electrodes press close. His mind darkened and his face relaxed. Finally, his green eyes fluttered and closed. Dream reality had taken over.


Night had fallen.


Snuffling the air, the big white horse smelled the smoke from the village and broke into a canter, splashing through a stream that gleamed in the moonlight then clattering with its hooves on the cobblestones on the far side. The man held the horse under rein as they entered the silent village and clip-clopped down the street between the leaning houses.


The air smelled of wood smoke, of fires stoked and doused for the night. All the houses were now dark save one where a lantern burned in an upstairs window. A welcome light for a traveller long awaited. The man pulled on the reins and the horse stopped just under the window. A twitch of a curtain. The horse began to nose by the wall, seeking fresh grass. The rider reached up and tapped on the glass.


Immediately, the curtain was whisked aside and a woman’s face appeared, handsome in the candle-light. She had a finger pressed to her lips and then she threw the casement wide open. Her nightdress was white and loose and it billowed as she leant out, open-armed, reaching for the man. He stood up in his stirrups and took her head between his hands. She kissed him full on the lips. No fear of sharing breath here – or saliva. Then she drew back, raking her fingers through his hair and beard.


It was the work of a moment for the man to stand up on his saddle, seize the window sill with his good arm and heave himself up. A short scramble and he was sitting in the window-space, she holding him and pulling lest he fall. Then, a leg over the sill, and he was into the small room. It smelled of lavender and clean linen, dried in the sun, and the musk of a human body, recently sleeping.


Outside in the lane, the horse knowingly wandered on and followed its nose to fresh water and a waiting stable. Some minutes later a boy and girl, giggling and hushing one another, their feet pushed into boots too large for them and a cloak shared between them, came into the stable carrying a lantern. They had heard the horse in the street, and the rustle as their mother threw back her covers and opened the curtains. They had waited until they heard the whispered conversation, the clink of a glass and a stifled loving scream followed by the creaking of the bed.


In the stable they hung up the lantern and set to with a will. They lowered the panniers without looking inside and removed the saddle and bridle. Then, while the boy swept the floor and fetched fresh meal, the girl filled the water trough and began to brush the horse down. Her touch was steady and strong, moving in long, sweeping strokes, and she made its flanks quiver.


Inside the bedroom, the woman was no less insistent, her fingers making patterns on the man’s back, her hips moving and her legs gripping him, harder and stronger until she cried aloud, fierce and unrestrained, while he reared, shuddered and then, like a falling statue or a wounded warrior dying, crumpled down and fell all over her, her arms wrapped tight around his back.


The horse heard the cry. It stamped once and then turned its head and said in a gentle, dreamy voice, “Mr Chevalier. You are now approaching Pine Ridge Switchway. This is your change station.”


Even as the boy and the girl walked hand in hand from the barn, they froze in mid-step and vanished. The flame in the lantern ceased to flicker. The face of the giant white horse faded. The village blew away like smoke to be replaced by the face of a woman in a smartly designed uniform. She was smiling prettily. “We will be at Pine Ridge Interchange in five minutes. If you wish to change here, please be sure that your helmask and coverall are properly adjusted and that your health-card is visible at all times. This is a public way Category A – full protection required. We wish you a safe onward journey.”











2


Post Scriptum: Concerning Alternatives


The Way-train slowed as it reached Pine Ridge Central.


Healthfriend Maria signalled the end of her long and arduous shift by holding her hands as far as she could behind her back, entwining the fingers of her gloved hands and breathing deeply. As she stretched, she glanced back down the central passage of the Way-train. She could just see Chevalier as he leant forward to loose the harness that had held him high. She saw him stagger slightly when his feet touched the ground – a common reaction. Most people staggered for a moment when they left the dream world and faced reality once more. Nothing suspicious… still…


Call it female intuition, or a highly developed sixth sense, but Healthfriend Maria knew in her water that Taxfriend Chevalier was hiding something – she could sense it – something very secret, probably corrupt. The feeling was acute, akin to recognition, and she trusted it, for she too had secrets to keep, among which we can mention that she was already adept at using CIRCE. This was a well-kept secret, not divulged to anyone.


Healthfriend Maria did not consider Chevalier dangerous – at least not in a physical way. Nor was he sick – at least not at present. But she knew that the cheeky, cocksure persona that Taxfriend Chevalier presented during the health check was an act, a performance for their benefit. There were many folds of illusion that she would need to unroll if she wished to reveal the secret man that lurked behind the smiling, green-eyed face. And why should she bother? Why was she interested? The problem was that regular health checks that she and her team administered had their limits: they probed the body but not the mind, and it was the mind that most interested Healthfriend Maria. She had suggested that Chevalier might be a gambler, and she knew she was right.


Maria did for a moment consider going back and detaining Chevalier and initiating a strip search. She had the authority… But no! Let him be, she decided and smiled, being somewhat amused at her uncharacteristic generosity. The opaque visa of her helmask gave no indication of her feelings, but in her sombre, thoughtful heart something stirred… was excited, even. She might even write a song.


But let us for a moment imagine what would have happened if Healthfriend Maria had initiated a strip search? What would she have found?


First, Chevalier would have been taken from the Glideway and quarantined in one of the opaque, green and yellow striped plastic tents that stood ready on the platform. This would have been Doris’s job and she would have performed it with practised ease. Within the tent’s sterile and secluded atmosphere, Chevalier’s helmask would have been removed and his day-suit stripped open, thereby exposing all its mechanisms, batteries, tubes and pockets. Next a physical examination would begin, probing into mouth, nose, ears, armpits, anus and the little pockets between the toes. The Healthfriends would have unzipped Chevalier’s Way-sack looking for suspect substances. They would have analysed the contents of his fluids cache to discover what he had ingested and excreted over the past few hours. Finally, they would have stood back and asked him to open his hipster and spread the contents on a low table. There, amid other private bits and pieces, they would have found a small oblong box with a sliding lid. It was attractive, made of dark polished wood and decorated with marcasite.


The Healthfriends, now very watchful and alert, would have asked him to open the box, and within they would have found – and immediately confiscated – a small white mouse. It was dead. Very dead. It had died many years earlier and now survived solely as a representative of the taxidermist’s art. In the eyes of the Healthfriends it represented disease. That helpless and stuffed little creature would have caused a full-scale alert, and the small box and its contents would have been immediately placed in one of the sterile, anti-pathogen plastic bags that always stood ready.


Paranoia? Yes, but with reason. For over a century, zoonotic diseases, that is, diseases that pass from animals to humans had been on the increase. These were caused by viruses, bacteria, parasites and fungi. Gradually the situation became so bad that scientists calculated that six out of every ten infectious diseases were spread from animals. That was very bad news, especially for the poor domestic animals who were so pumped full of chemicals that they resembled a walking pharmacy. Unfortunately, the principal pathways by which these secret animal diseases can enter the human body are essential to life. We are talking about breathing air, drinking water, and eating food that has been contaminated in some way such as by flies with dirty feet, or rats nibbling before defecating, and finally, saddest of all, direct body-to-body contact, flesh on flesh, kissing or making love. And as if this was not bad enough, zoonotic diseases led to anthroponosis in which we, ‘anthros’, handed diseases back to the animals as well as to one another. Such diseases then evolved, always somehow in advance of, or in response to, the very cures intended to wipe them out. And each new manifestation had its own cruel way of snuffing out life. It is a game without winners – except, I suppose, for the viruses, bacteria and parasites.


Faced with all this danger, people withdrew into their houses and cities. They also withdrew mentally as fear replaced reason. Fear of disease: of the pestilence that walketh in darkness and the destruction that wasteth at noonday. Diseases: invisible, until too late, insidious as a buried mine, omnipresent day or night, self-replicating, evolving and unstoppable. Laws were passed. Pets were no longer permitted.


Wild creatures, desperate from the destruction of their habitat, battered the sandstorms which signalled the advance of deserts and from the flash floods which scoured out the valleys and swept away the topsoil – those creatures howled in the night, until finally they were silent.


But, despite their fears, people still hankered for pets. And so, denied the real thing, stuffed animals had – for those who could afford them – taken the place of live creatures. That alone is a tribute to the flexibility and imagination of the human mind.


However, this posed a dilemma for the authorities: for who knew what pestilence might be hiding in the long-dead fur, or claw, of a taxidermied beast? Indeed, some diseases were attributed to the dust found on long-dead feathers. The government’s answer, once again, was tighter regulation. Those once-living creatures that were already stuffed and mounted, whether from antiquity and held in museums or privately owned, were hunted down, catalogued, sanitised, and occasionally confiscated and destroyed. Creation of new works was forbidden… And as a result, and because it was lucrative, the trade went underground. The black market thrived. Enter honest John Chevalier. Taxfriend and covert Taxidermist Extraordinaire.


Creatures such as a mouse, or better, a cat or a rat or a snake or a duck-billed platypus, mounted and looking life-like, were always in great demand, and Chevalier caught, killed, stuffed and delivered such creatures when he could. His taxidermy was of a reasonable standard. It was his lucrative hobby, though it was not the money that drew him. It was the gamble, the risk, the disobedience, and the excitement of practising an art which, outside the big institutions such as the Palace of Animals, was totally illegal.


Chevalier worked alone and lived alone. That was how he liked it.


Suffice to say that the new government regulations had little effect on the spread of disease. If anything, new and more repressive regulations made the situation worse. New diseases seemed to erupt spontaneously as though spun from some source of infection and corruption at the very heart of the body, physical or politic. Even quarantine could be a breeding ground. And these many ailments, never quite possessing the same symptoms, were frequently fatal, and this brought panic.


Panic resulted in more desperate restrictions… which then led to further outbreaks… And so it went on, like a dog chasing its tail. Hence the awesome power exercised by the Healthfriends and Wayfriends, hence the obligatory day-cards; hence the coverall day-suits with their pumps and filters; hence the helmasks and a thousand and one other restrictions that now made so-called ‘normal life’ akin to a slow and fearful walk down a narrow, and darkening, corridor.


Although the authorities did try to satisfy the human need for pets by creating life-like plastic models, which could toddle around the room and squawk or bark or mew as required, they were a poor substitute. Hence, the black market flourished. It was an assertion, a fight-back of a kind, maintained by a populace who found themselves more and more displaced from Nature.


But to return to John Chevalier… now spread-eagled, naked, hobbled and defenceless: he had gambled that he would not get caught – a reasonably safe bet for a Taxfriend – but he had been wrong.


The three Healthfriends studied the dead mouse with a mixture of fascination and fear, probing it with forceps. Rocky took photographs from many points of view. Maria examined the attractive little casket in which it had been entombed, while Doris kept a steady eye on Chevalier.


Being sticklers for the rules, they would have asked Chevalier for official documentation giving: 1. the creature’s historical pedigree, 2. certification that it had been fumigated by the Department of Public Hygiene, and 3. that he, Chevalier, had a valid transit permit for the mouse. Chevalier could not have provided any of these, and so Maria would have contacted the local division of Wayfriends. Moments later a noisy siren would have announced their arrival outside the tent, followed by the heavy tramp of booted feet.


The Wayfriends, smart in their blue and brown armoured day-suits, would have bundled Chevalier roughly into one of the black transit suits, and zipped it tight. Resistance, let alone escape, was futile, unless the occupant was able to contrive suicide.


An hour or so later, under interrogation at the Wayfriends’ HQ, Chevalier would quickly have revealed that he was on his way to deliver the red-eyed specimen to a grateful customer.


We can imagine the interrogation: Chevalier naked inside the dark and smelly transit suit, which had now been wired to a machine that could simultaneously detect lies and deliver a stimulating shot of electricity.


“So where did you get the specimen from?”


“I found it.”


“Liar.”


Jolted, Chevalier bites his lips in pain.


And so it goes on. Eventually the story comes tumbling out. Yes, Chevalier had made, or rather fashioned, the mouse himself. No, it was not new. Yes, he had made it many years earlier. No, he could not remember exactly when. Yes, it was now destined to be a birthday gift for a little girl. No, he did not know her name. Yes, he was an amateur taxidermist. Yes, it was an art he had learned as a boy. Yes, his mother had taught him. No, he did not know how she had learned. Yes, he did it for money. No, he worked alone. Yes, he was now part of a network of taxidermist smugglers. No, he did not know the real names of any others. (And this was the truth, for the network only used code names.)


“So what, Mr Chevalier, is your code name?”


“Minnow.”


The name meant nothing to the Wayfriends, and they did not ask, though he told them he was just a small fish.


No doubt, under duress, he would also have revealed that he had been born somewhere in the northern borderland, and that when he was eight, he had killed his father, pushing the drunken man over the edge of a quarry. Why? To save his mother from further assault… and before they could ask he would have told them that she too was dead. He had cared for her for over a year but she just… No, he did not know the disease. She just lost the will to live. He buried her under quarry shingle and sand.


And how had he survived?


By theft, cunning, and by good fortune.


Then, one evening, when no one was looking, he slipped away from the huts of the quarry workers. He had saved and hidden some scraps of food and plastic jars of water. By the morning he was long gone, though no one tried to follow him. Over the next few days, he walked across the bad-land Desert of Ebor. Whenever possible he walked at night for the air was cool and the wind dropped. During the hot days, he buried himself in the sand and conserved his water. And after five days he reached the station called End of the Line Stratford. It was the largest town he had ever known, with a meandering river and small private fields and old houses made of stone. It was here that, for the first time, he saw people from the Big City wearing day-suits for protection. It was also here that he joined and soon became leader of a gang of other lost children.


Close to the station stood a charity school, and it was here that Chevalier learned to read and write and beg. He also made a pittance catching rats and mice by the railway lines. His mother had taught him well and he knew how to bleed and dry and strip the little bodies and how to stuff them with sawdust and rags and wire. He discovered too that he could sell the small creatures to suppliers who would find ways to smuggle them into the City. Being a smart kid, and a sweet talker, he soon had a little business going. Then, one day, without telling anyone, he gathered up his savings and his few belongings, and hid on a Way-train travelling south to the City.


We can imagine the Wayfriends, sitting around Chevalier, listening to his story and nodding when he described how he changed his name to Chevalier, bought a smart day-suit and discovered he was evidently a good-looking young man – something he had never thought of before. And how he finally managed to enrol in a school where he thrived by day and secretly practised his skills by night. He established a nice little income stream doing homework for the dim. Then, at the age of nineteen, having passed in his exams, he become a junior trainee staff member – the lowest of the low – at Tax Web Central, and so his career as a Taxfriend had begun.


The interrogation may have lasted for weeks, but finally it would have come to an end leaving Chevalier crumpled and defeated, all cockiness beaten from him, his life totally exposed like a gutted fish on a slab. After the interrogation, the legal process would have dragged on for months probably.


However, we can say with certainty that Chevalier would have lost his position at Tax Web Central; his travel permits would have been revoked, his small apartment and workshop searched, fumigated and re-assigned, and his CIRCE mask confiscated and probably destroyed along with almost everything else he possessed.


Despite all he had endured, and being in reasonably good health, Chevalier’s living body might have been used for medical experiments. Or, as an outcast, very alone and now a marked man, he might, like many others, have succumbed to suicide, jumping from the high wall of a brunnel or throwing himself under the wheels of a Way-train or using one of the ‘snuff’ programmes. Or he might have simply disappeared from view, making his way down into the dirty, dark, lower depths of the City, a place euphemistically called Primrose Valley – a ‘no go’ area if ever there was one and the last refuge of the destitute and defeated – or so peopled believed.


But… none of this happened. Did it? None of it.


Let us remember…


Let us remember none of this happened. And the Way-train, albeit running late, slid safely into Pine Ridge Interchange Station and came to a halt.


Chevalier, all unaware of any alternative scenario, unclipped the transit harness and stretched, unconsciously imitating Healthfriend Maria’s earlier movements. Then, still stumbling slightly, he made his way with all the other departing passengers to the exit and stepped down from the Way-train onto the platform: a free man, a young man, a busy man, John Chevalier, Taxfriend, going about his lawful business.


Behind him on the Way-train, Maria and her tired party zipped up the two bags containing their diagnostic equipment. Rocky carried one and Doris hefted the other up onto her shoulder.


Politely, Doris stepped to one side to let Maria leave the Way-train first.
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A Child that Morning


The day began as normal – except for Ednamay.


The City, a low growl distantly heard during the night, became a full roar as the City woke up and stretched. First came the delivery chutes rattling into life, hoisting food to the public caféterias. Then the heating systems phased in with the whine of generators and fans, followed shortly by the shrill hiss and whistle of escaping air as the buildings attempted to balance their warmth and humidity in response to the increasing number of occupants who were up and moving about. But none of this woke Ednamay.


Even when the public lifts and escalators came into heavy service, hissing and ringing as they stopped at every floor from the green-belt heights to the dirty transit parks below, Ednamay only groaned and buried her head under her pillow.


Finally, at 7.00am sharp, the daily news and special offers broadcast began its jingle. The announcements could be heard echoing in every courtyard, alleyway and green-belt mews, as well as in the brunnels that joined and sometimes passed right through buildings. This brought the girl awake.


But still she lay in bed; she was trying to remember a strange dream in which she was lost in the labyrinth of the City. Her mother was already douched, tested and partly dressed when she came tapping at Ednamay’s zipto, calling for her to get up quickly – in fact NOW – or she would be late for the school outing to see the animals.


Hearing her mother, and detecting that busy tone in her voice, Ednamay climbed out of bed and then just sat there for a few moments feeling heavy and sleepy. Moving almost mechanically she rolled the covers back and inspected them. She paused for a moment to listen to the news, but there was nothing of interest to her – a UV warning, air contaminants slightly above normal, heavy rain coming in from the west and another breakdown on the eastbound Glideway – so what’s new?


Listlessly, she unzipped the wall partition and looked out into the utility room just as her mother came hurrying in from her bedroom, scuffing in her soft slippers, her sani-pak loosely attached and dangling, and her housecoat open and flapping. She was obviously coming to give Ednamay a real wake-up call.


“I’m up, Mum,” said Ednamay.


“About time too. Are you all right?”


Ednamay nodded. “Didn’t sleep so well, that’s all. Funny dreams.” She knew what her mother was thinking. “It’s not that,” she said hurriedly.


“Well, you’re getting to that age now,” said her mother with a nod. “So remember all I’ve told you. Just in case carry a spare sani-pak and if you do feel…”


“MU-M. I don’t want to talk about it. All right? I just had some dreams. That’s all.”


“All right,” said her mother, but in a tone that indicated that she was unconvinced. “Well, here’s your day-card, you left it in your suit. You hurry up into the douche and do your tests. Oh, and I’ve checked your day-suit and sprayed that place where you scraped it. Make sure it’s dry before you put it on. And you need to change your filters.”


“Yes Mum.”


“And I’ve put out the homework veeva on your desk. I know you didn’t have time to look at it last night. And there’s a meal voucher in your hipster, so if you’re home before I get back, go up to the canteen and I’ll see you there. And don’t go ordering syntha-cream, remember. I’m sure that’s what gave you that rash last time.”


“Yes Mum.”


“Well, get a move on then.”


Ednamay blew out her cheeks as she turned away. It was useless trying to deal with her mother when she was in this high-efficiency mood. Something was on her mind.


Ednamay moved down the short corridor, sledging her bare feet through the soft carpet. The door into the douche stall had been left unzipped and the warm air still carried a scent of pine and primroses. Ednamay stripped off her paper pyjamas and stuffed them on top of her mother’s nightclothes in the disposal bin. Then she squatted down at the sanitary unit and did her ‘business’, as her mother still called it. Just to be on the safe side, and because she knew she’d be asked, she checked to see if there was any bleeding – and there wasn’t. Having finished, she closed the lid, inserted her day-card in the wall slot and then switched on the diagnostic scanner. She heard the vacuum flush followed by the high-intensity spray. Simultaneously the small cubicle filled with a second dose of pine and primroses – a reward for a good effort, Ednamay thought. Next she weighed herself – no change: took her temperature – fractionally higher than normal, but okay.


Sensing her presence, the door to the shower cubicle opened automatically and she stepped in. The door closed when it registered her weight on the plastic floor. The shower came on and a friendly voice counted away the seconds available to her as the warm, scented water cascaded over her.


At shower’s end, warm air blew around her and she dried all the difficult-to-reach places with a synthetic paper towel which then joined the nightclothes in the bin. But she still felt heavy and strange. Left to herself she would have climbed back into bed – but then she would miss the trip to see the animals – and that she did not want.


The gentle sound of a bell announced that her day-card had been processed and no further action was necessary. Ednamay took it from its slot and studied it. She knew that the card contained a lot of data about her, as well as the results of the tests she had undergone that morning, but there was nothing to see really except the date, her picture and a big green circle which would, as the day drew on, gradually fade to be replaced by a red cross after twenty-four hours. But for the moment, at least as far as the machine was concerned, she was okay, in good health, fit to go to school and to pass through all public sectors, which of course included the Palace of Animals – and that was all that mattered to her.


Her mother was already dressed and zipping up her day-suit. Ednamay was surprised to see that she was wearing her favourite and most expensive day-suit. It was patterned in scales of emerald and gold. The colours flowed around her mother’s body from fingers to toes, and glowed as they picked up and reflected the light.


“What are you looking at?” asked her mother, obviously self-conscious.


“You’re wearing your snake-suit today,” said Ednamay admiringly. “What’s special?”


“Just felt like it. That’s all. Nothing wrong with that. Now you’d better…”


“Is Dad coming home today?” It was a guess. A sudden stab in the dark.


“He might be; I haven’t heard anything definite.” Her mother adjusted the small hipster pouch which contained the passes, pens, fee-cards and vouchers she might need during the day. It also concealed the valves which, as in all day-suits, linked directly to the wearer’s sani-paks.


“Perhaps there’ll be a message for you at the DPH.”


“Yes, perhaps there will.” And before Ednamay could ask any more questions, her mother hurried on. “Now you’d better get a move or you’ll be late. Remember, the Lavender Transverse down to Five Ways is still out so you have to use the Glideway at Pine Ridge.”


“Yes Mum, you told me that yesterday and the day before.”


“Just checking.” Her mother turned around, looking at herself in the mirror and smoothing her hands down the sheer smooth plastic of the suit, removing imaginary wrinkles. “Check and see I haven’t got one of the clips twisted at the back, would you, Em. It feels a bit off centre.”


Ednamay moved behind her mother and looked at each of the clips that secured the small pack containing the suit’s batteries and extra supplies of water. They were linked to the suit’s internal mechanisms by a series of opaque black tubes that entered the laminated surface of the suit at hip and neck. Sometimes these tubes got caught over the clips, causing problems. “All okay back here,” said Ednamay, and then she added, slyly, “You must be putting on weight.”


“Ha!” said her mother, turning around. “Not much chance of that with the work I do. Now, let me see your day-card, and don’t you be cheeky.”


Ednamay held it up. “See, no trouble.”


For a moment mother and daughter looked at one another.


“Is Dad coming home?” asked Ednamay seriously. “I miss him.”


“I know you do.” The mother slipped her arms around her daughter and held her close for a moment. “We both do. All I know is that he is due back in the City today – but it’s a long trip over from Hoksfod, and with all the breakdowns… I logged a message for him yesterday. He’s got some samples to collect, and then… Well, we’ll see what happens.”


Outside a time announcement informed them that it was 7.45 and that the wind from the west was freshening.


“I’d better go or I’ll be late.”


Ednamay nodded and then reached up. Her mother leant forwards. The foreheads of mother and daughter touched and pressed briefly. “Perhaps he’ll be here when you get home from school.”


Ednamay watched as her mother collected her helmask and fitted it over her head. She saw the helmask tighten as the magnetic clamps locked and sealed. Lastly, her mother selected an old veeva from the collection on the wall and slipped it into the slot located beneath the chin of her helmask. “Going dancing!” said Ednamay, having seen the title.


“Why not?” replied her mother, her voice now strange and distant coming from the speaker in the helmask. She danced a few graceful steps to the door, ending with a twirl. “See you later. Have fun with the animals.”


Then, after one last check to see that her day-card was clearly visible, she unzipped the first door lock and stepped through. Ednamay zipped it up behind her and waved, watching through the clear plastic as her mother tapped in the security code and released the seals that held the outer door firmly closed. A small light blinked green, the door slid open and she stepped out into the grey light. The door closed behind her and sealed automatically.


During the next half hour Ednamay got dressed slowly in front of the wall-mounted poliscope watching a music programme and munching cereal between songs. Her only chores that morning were to send the paper nightclothes down the disposal chute and get the canteen portables ready to take to the collection trolley three doors along from her apartment – and these were quickly done. Then she did her exercises, her stretches and contractions, culminating in a brief period standing upside down, steadied by her hands and head, for Ednamay was a member of the junior school athletics team, and proud of it. However, today she felt dizzy briefly when she stood up, but that passed and she thought no more about it.


Finally, a quick glance through the homework veeva, after which she heard the special children’s call from the radio outside. She began to struggle into her day-suit. She always hated the first few moments inside the suit. The cold fabric stuck to her body, and despite all the airing and cleaning it always felt damp when you first put it on and she could smell the chemicals where her mother had sprayed a patch onto the laminate. The suit was a bit the worse for wear, she knew, and her mother had promised to buy her a new one when she was older – she knew what that meant too… But she liked the design of this one – rainbow circles all interlocked and with the name of her school stencilled in red over them. She had chosen it herself and would be sad to give it up. It would mean saying goodbye to her childhood.


Ednamay glanced around the small room. Satisfied that everything was switched off that should be switched off, she fitted her helmask over her head and closed the suit circuit.


Outside the small apartment Ednamay’s friend Eva was already waiting. Ednamay spun the door lock to randomise the numbers and then turned to Eva and the two friends touched helmasks and giggled with excitement.


Eva had a port-a-screen with pictures of the animals they hoped they would see.


“What’s your favourite?” asked Ednamay.


“I like the rhinoceros,” said Eva immediately. “It always looks so serious.”


“I want to see the giraffe,” said Ednamay, “I love its big bright eyes.” And then they joined hands and set off running down the corridor leading to the escalator that would carry them down to the main walkway leading to Pine Ridge Way-station.


The teacher counted them for the second time, telling them not to keep moving about and to raise their hands when they heard their name called. She ticked them off on a list – all present and correct with up-to-date day-cards showing.


Behind her the Way-train for Elysium Fields slid into the station and stopped. It was very late. “Let everyone get off first. And no pushing,” said the teacher.


First off were the Healthfriends who had been with the Way-train since it started. Trolleys met them and the children saw a couple of people, inert in their day-suits, unloaded and placed on one of the trolleys.


After the Healthfriends the passengers stepped down. Most were wearing standard grey day-suits – working clothes with no frills. Those who had travelled long distances, or who had been deeply lost in whatever veeva they were watching, stood for a moment getting their bearings and their balance. One such was John Chevalier, undistinguished in the crowd, and the children paid him no attention. Their attention was fixed on the travellers who had chosen to wear bright shimmering day-suits similar to the one that Ednamay’s mother had worn. No two patterns were the same. Those travellers who were conscious of fashion wore the fancy suits which could be moulded to look like any character. So, Biffo the Clown from a favourite children’s veeva rubbed shoulders with someone who fancied himself as Napoleon Bonaparte. They were followed by a line of nuns, each wearing identical suits modelled on a statue of Mater Dolorosa.


One person stood out prominently and was avoided by other travellers. This character wore a day-suit sculpted so that it looked like a tall woman with dreamy eyes and moist lips, and who was naked except for the smallest of mini-skirts. She had blonde hair, which reached to her waist and was carefully arranged to hide the filters and tubes which serviced her day-suit. Red-nippled, inflatable breasts were firm and prominent. The children giggled and pointed as she – though it was impossible to know the sex of the person wearing the suit – made her way languidly down the platform, her hand-bag over her shoulder, and conscious of the many looks she received from the passers-by. The teacher clapped her hands together, a sign of disapproval, bringing the children to attention. She knew prostitution when she saw it and was not amused.


At the far end of the platform, the blonde-wigged woman paused in her high heels and looked around to see if anyone – a client possibly – was following. They were not. And so after touching her hair with her jewelled gauntlet, she turned and made her way into a transit café called Le Balcon.


Once all the passengers had departed, a new team of Heathfriends arrived and beckoned for the school party to advance. Bright, cheerful music was playing as they counted the children aboard, checked the day-cards and gave each child a friendly tap on the helmask.


Inside the Way-train, a small area was set aside for school parties. There were no seats, just bars that reached from floor to roof. The children lined up in pairs holding hands and gripping the bars. Most of them touched helmasks with the person next to them so that they could chatter in private. The sight of the blonde woman walking in the station had reminded Eva of something and she was telling Ednamay about it – a veeva she had found in a drawer in her parents’ room and that she had watched. It was a simple story of a man and a woman making love among the flowers in a meadow.


“What’s a meadow?” asked Ednamay.


“A place filled with grass and flowers, silly,” said Eva. “It’s where you go when you want to be private with the one you love, and do things.”


“It doesn’t sound very nice,” said Ednamay. She was thinking of the stiff and sterile astro-turf that surrounded their school. And then suddenly she hiccupped and felt the burning taste of bile in her mouth.


“I don’t feel well,” she whispered to Eva.


“Tell the teacher,” said Eva.


“No,” said Ednamay. “Then I wouldn’t get to see the giraffes.”


“Perhaps it’ll go away,” said Eva. “Or perhaps it’s your thingy starting.”


Ednamay groaned. “Not you too!”


And for a while the sick feeling did go away. They reached Bloomsberry with its small grove of artificial trees and were counted off the Way-train by their careful teacher. Then it was a short walk to the concourse in front of the big domed building called the Palace of Animals. At the entry gate they were met by a Healthfriend who wore a helmask with a red pompom on it. He greeted each of them by name, reading from the stencil on their health-cards.


Ednamay held her breath as she passed through the check but there was no problem. The Healthfriend tapped her on her helmask, as he did to all the children, and ushered them into the tall building. Several other school parties were visiting, so the teacher made them stand close and always hold hands.


Then it was a simple ride down on an escalator, through an atmosphere lock, and they were into the first of the galleries. The teacher sighed with relief and announced that this was a Category B area, the air was filtered, and they were at liberty to lift the visor on their helmask and breathe freely.


Ednamay was just doing this and the first clips were open when there came a terrible upheaval in her stomach, and before she could stop herself she threw up inside her helmask, some drips spattering the floor. Then there came a second contraction and there was nothing she could do about it. She vomited her breakfast on the floor.


The teacher stared, for a moment uncomprehending, and then she called, “Fasten, Fasten. Close and seal. Close and seal.” The children, who had been drilled in this ever since starting at school, obeyed by reflex. Their little faces stared out in disbelief through the plastic visors of their helmasks as they shuffled away, leaving Eva and Ednamay isolated. And then Eva too backed away stepping carefully, leaving Ednamay isolated and on her knees as another spasm shook her.


An alarm started to whine, activated by one of the other visitors to the Palace of Animals, and the atmosphere doors sealed with a snap.


Healthfriends appeared from several doors and one of them threw a plastic cape over Ednamay. She was pushed off her feet and the cape was then closed and tied under her heels. Already an isolation unit was waiting with its circular door open. The small struggling plastic sack was lifted inside and the door closed. Within minutes it was on its journey to the nearest isolation hospital.


A Healthfriend began to spray disinfectant on the floor and this foamed to a green lather. Another stood ready and, as the foam subsided, directed the nozzle of a vacuum cleanser, which sucked up all the liquid. Finally, the floor was swabbed and dried.


Meanwhile, the room was closed and all the children and the members of the public who had been present were invited to pass through a mobile UV douche with their coveralls completely sealed.


All this took no more than twenty minutes.


But the visit to the Palace of Animals was cancelled. The gallery was closed.


The teacher guided the silent children to the Way-train that would pass by their school.


Ednamay was held in isolation for twenty days. Though many tests were performed, nothing was found wrong with the child and she was eventually returned to the care of her mother and father. The case, however, was not closed.


During her absence from school, some of the concerned parents set up a petition asking that she be not allowed to return to that school. The fact that her illness could not be diagnosed seemed to them ominous. This was happening too often – new diseases springing up. Something had to be done.


And to add to her woes, Ednamay received further evidence of her physical changes when, some days later, she experienced her first bleeding. Her mother observed this with private sadness. As a worker in the records section of the Department of Public Hygiene, she knew that it was most unlikely that Ednamay would ever gain a permit to give birth.
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CIRCE


John Chevalier, having just stepped down from the Way-train at Pine Ridge Switchway, felt the ground heave under his feet. The sensation lasted for just a moment and he steadied himself at one of the trash chutes. He glanced around to see if he had been observed. Some of the other travellers, those who had just descended were, like him, still partly lost in their dreams and showed similar symptoms of disorientation – others hurried away, head down and impatient, for the health check delay had been long, and they were now late.


The movement Chevalier felt was an illusion, a common one at the end of a Glideway journey, especially if the traveller had been in a deep dream, and John Chevalier’s had indeed been deep. He felt his body react agreeably when he thought of the love-making and the strength of the woman’s arms holding him. In his mind’s eye he could still see her face in the candle-light, her dark hair moist and stuck to her brow, and – strange this – the sudden look of fear, or was it grief, that came into her eyes at the moment he was forced from her. He had never seen anything like that before. Normally the characters in a Joyboy or Gogirl veeva simply stopped when interrupted, whether diving in unplumbed seas or suspended at the height of orgasm – and that could be… well, disorientating, to say the least. A bit comic sometimes, and finally sad, especially when the pumps in the day-suit cut in and began a vigorous automatic cleansing. Reality returned like vengeance. But this time…


Chevalier breathed deeply. He had wanted to call to the woman, to say he would return. And she? Was she just a dream? Everything he had seen was in his own mind… wasn’t it? Well, John Chevalier, green-eyed trickster, gifted taxidermist and hero of a thousand imaginary women… he felt that finally he had lost his virginity. No wonder he staggered.


And at that moment he felt a light tap on his arm.


“All well, Taxfriend Chevalier?” He turned quickly, startled, and found himself confronting the black shiny helmask of Healthfriend Maria. “Here you had us believing that you were in a hurry with an important meeting to attend at the Palace of Animals, and we find you standing about like a Dismal asleep on his feet. Are you sure there is nothing you want to tell us?”


Chevalier was aware of the tall Healthfriend called Doris standing close. Ready. No doubt the other one, Rocky, would be close at hand too.


“Nothing, well nothing you would be interested in,” he replied, as smoothly as he could. “But this new CIRCE Joy-vu takes some getting used to. Quite… unexpected.”


“Better than Eden?” This from Doris.


“No comparison.”


“You make me curious,” said Maria, pausing, and studying Chevalier as though deciding whether to detain him with more questions. “Well. Have a safe day, Taxfriend Chevalier,” she said finally. This surprised Doris who, though she gave no hint of it, had fully expected Maria to probe more deeply. Maria clearly suspected something and was renowned for her dedication to her job and her tenacity. But she let him go, almost casually. This may be significant.


Maria concluded by saying, “And if your new CIRCE is as powerful as you say it is, I would advise you to keep it switched off while walking in the City. There are unexpected things here too.”


With that she and her team departed, moving in simple arrow formation through the surging crowds.


The Way-train on which Chevalier had travelled, having emptied of many weary passengers, was now filling with new ones. A group of children, jiggling with excitement, were being ushered two by two aboard, ready for the short trip to the Palace of Animals. After which the train would again stop briefly at Elysium Fields before heading west for the long trek across the desert.


When all the children were aboard, the teacher signalled to one of the Wayfriends and the door closed with the ringing of a bell and the flashing of warning lights.


A traveller arrived hurrying, but he was too late. The Way-train had begun to move slowly, but with a steady acceleration. Through the windows Chevalier could see the passengers who were still in transit, rocking slowly, suspended in their dreams; while the new passengers, those who would be travelling a long distance, were busy connecting themselves to the harnesses, setting their day-suits to automatic and making themselves comfortable. Several of the children, their noses pressed to the window, waved bye-bye to anyone who was looking.


If nothing else, the brief meeting with Maria’s Healthfriend team had banished from Chevalier’s mind the lingering effects of his erotic adventure. He was, more or less, himself again.


Pine Ridge: so named because of the giant mural of dark trees that occupied the entire wall of the concrete admin block. It was the largest change-way station in the City. Here, you could join with the giant oil-burning Way-trains that travelled under the ‘ditch’ and on to Gaypari. You could also catch one of the inter-city Way-links connecting to the wild moors and mountains of the north, and the bleak deserts and swamps of the west. Of course, to make such journeys you needed a permit.


This was the Way-link that Chevalier had used. After stopping at Pine Ridge, the Way-train would stop briefly at the famous Palace of Animals and Elysium Fields before it headed west and away from the City.


Pine Ridge was always busy, day and night. Here, workers hurrying from the old suburban high-rise apartment buildings met and mingled with commuters crossing the City from the new outlander settlements. Like two streams meeting, there was often confusion and congestion.


From Pine Ridge, smaller Glideways radiated out like grey snakes, following ancient winding pathways. They dived down into – and sometimes through – the tangle of buildings that constituted the heart of the old city. They did not, however, continue on to Primrose Valley, a derelict area bordering the river, for it was considered unsafe, dirty and dangerous. It is said that people often like something to fear; well, Primrose Valley satisfied that need. “You behave, or I’ll send you to Primrose Valley,” was the threat often heard when recalcitrant children were kicking up a fuss.


Although the Glideway system had been built for more leisurely times – and now, always, seemed to be under repair – a new, dedicated line had been constructed to convey professional workers from Pine Ridge to the business district called Lucy Heights, where civic administration offices such as Tax Web Central rose to meet the sky.


To those passengers now hurrying about their business, this day was like any other. But, given the events that are about to unfold, we may see it as one of those moments of happy chance that life occasionally tosses up; that Chevalier, disembarking after his trip to the north, should cross with Ednamay, waiting impatiently to scramble aboard the same Way-train heading to the Palace of Animals. They may have seen one another, but we will never know.


In public areas designated Category A, which comprised all spaces where large numbers of people met and mingled, the law required that all persons wear full isolation gear at all times. Those persons who travelled frequently were distinguished by their quick, darting motion. Like fish in an aquarium, they were able to slip through a crowd without ever actually touching another person. It was the sick person who blundered.


Much in evidence were the green and blue coveralls of the Department of Public Hygiene. Those teams who had conducted the health check on Chevalier’s Way-train had now moved to the main DPH office at the end of the platform. They were awaiting formal confirmation of the end of their shift. They conferred together, standing at ease, swapping stories on their private waveband. But always they were alert, watching for Dismals who staggered or tried to strip, or travellers whose day-cards were turning to red.


Passengers who had been detained as a result of the inspection were already inside the quarantine office being questioned about their movements and contacts. Any serious cases had already been dispatched to the Pine Ridge Isolation Unit.


It was a normal day.


Secure now on his feet and with his day-card clearly displayed, John Chevalier set out across the wide central concourse. Since as part of his work, both public and private, he travelled extensively, he had learned to work his way through a crowd, almost invisibly – and indeed, invisibility was a quality he cultivated.


There remained three hours before his appointment at the Palace of Animals and Chevalier did not want to arrive too early. Besides, there were now many things on his mind: an appointment to keep regarding the little stuffed mouse, after which he wanted to be alone with time to think about CIRCE. His contact was to meet him at a small café called The Balcony, tucked away in a dark corner at the end of one of the platforms.


No one knew why this small, unprepossessing one-door café had been given its suggestive name. Certainly there was no balcony to be seen. The original architect had based his design on an imaginary tropical paradise. A semi-circular dancing area defined by shiny blue tiles spilled out into the station. These were lit from beneath, though now only a few of the lights were working and one of those flickered. Soft dreamy music played from speakers set in the ground, suggesting the distant crash and hiss of waves running on shingle.


As Chevalier approached The Balcony, the only person on the dance floor was a man in a day-suit that was tailor-made to look like formal evening dress, with long tails, white bow-tie and top hat. He was dancing alone, his steps small, gliding and graceful. One hand was raised up behind his helmask, his gloved fingers spread like a fan. His other arm grasped his imaginary partner who he turned to his private rhythm. No one was paying him any attention. Two women stood at the doorway, one smartly dressed in what looked like a red velvet day-suit, the other wearing a work-a-day, drab, grey, no-frills day-suit. They were talking privately, arguing with great animation. The well-dressed one held their communication cable up in the air to stop it trailing on the ground or getting caught under the feet of the enraptured dancer.


Chevalier crossed the dance floor, slipping between the dancer and the women. He entered the dark interior of the café. A few other people sat at separate tables, hunched forwards, the tubes from their pressurised drink beakers snaking out and entering slots at the throat of their day-suits. They paid Chevalier no attention. In one corner a man and woman sat side by side, hands clasped on the woman’s knee, their helmasks touching. Their visas were clear so that they could look into one another’s eyes, their lips moving.


And the whore was there! The one that Ednamay had seen. The whore was slouched back, indecent as a dog, her mini-skirt awry and her legs spread so that the filtration caps of her day-suit were revealed. She seemed to be hard asleep, or lost in a private dream. Her seductive plastic face had turned black, signifying energy-saving mode. Her eyes were closed and the only movement was a slight rise and fall as she breathed. Propped up on the table in front of her was a card stating: AROUSE ME IF YOU REQUIRE SERVICE.


Chevalier knew the person hidden behind this grotesque day-suit. It was a man, a lawyer no less, and being a prostitute was his hobby. He used special voice filters to create a husky female voice. Chevalier guessed he must have done a night shift on the Glideway, travelling in from some distant location, linking up with whoever wanted his service. Now he was tired.


Chevalier had met the lawyer a few years earlier, shortly after he had joined the Special Investigation Unit at Tax Web Central. The lawyer was Chevalier’s first solo, and he remembered how nervous he had been on that occasion. Not that there was any suggestion of tax fraud – no lawyer would be stupid enough to try that, for Tax Web Central was both very well informed and ruthless in prosecution – but the lawyer was a powerful man in his own right and it would look bad on Chevalier’s record it he made any blunders. In the event, he need not have worried. The investigation turned out to be routine dealing solely with what was called ‘casual income’. Prostitution was taxable even though it accounted for only a minute part of the lawyer’s gross income. A privacy clause in his dossier ensured that the true identity of the prostitute was only known to Tax Web Central – where many secrets were held secure.


“But why?” Chevalier had asked, when all the paper work was finished and the two men were relaxed and sounding one another out the way that successful professional men do, edging towards a more personal relationship which might be to their mutual advantage. “Why prostitution? It can’t be for the money.” Chevalier gestured round the luxury apartment with its artwork on the walls. The rich colours of an original James Brown map-scape caught his eye – and there were real flowers too and a grapevine growing on the enclosed balcony… which itself offered a view over the rooftops with their gleaming, plastic-protected bathing pools and shrubbery. On a clear day, it was said that one could even catch sight of the distant misty sea. “Only lawyers and their clients can afford to live in Lucy Heights.”


The lawyer had laughed at that – a casual sound, as though suggesting that the trappings of wealth meant little to him. But then he had sat forward and looked at Chevalier closely, weighing him up. “Why? Why be a prostitute? Because I am interested in people. What makes them… tick. And my hobby does no harm. Perhaps it even does some good. I only specialise in aural sex, of course, so there is no danger. I don’t hang round the Hygiene Units, like some of the locoroses do. No. People talk to me, and I let them, and then I tell them what they want to hear; their imagination does the rest. I’ve had some people confess some extraordinary things, and I’ve even talked some out of suicide. And you would be surprised to know how many people enjoy having a human at the other end of their fantasies, teasing their imagination, responding to their every wish, leading them, guiding them.” He paused. “Of course, I wouldn’t want undue publicity…” There was another pause. “And I have some regular clients who…”


Chevalier raised his hand. “Not an issue. No trouble. No publicity. Nothing official. Just me being curious,” he replied evenly. “I’m only interested in your means and not your ends.”


The lawyer responded with a throaty chuckle. “Any time.”


Pause again. And then when the lawyer next spoke, his manner had changed slightly. “And you, Mr Taxfriend Chevalier, what do you do to relax?”


“I read. I have travel rights…”


“A perk of the job?”


“That’s right. And I too meet interesting people, such as yourself. And my work… well, while it may not be as glamorous as yours, I like to feel it is of some use to society, and it is never boring and…”


“Then you are a very lucky man,” interrupted the lawyer.


“Well, I wouldn’t…”


“Or a fabricator… or both.”


Chevalier shrugged and stood up. He was aware that while he needed to appear friendly, he also needed to appear a bit dull, a bit in awe of his client and unimaginative to boot. Honest John Chevalier. Taxfriend Chevalier. Doing his job. “I’m not sure what you mean,” he said. “I do enjoy my work, that’s true, which is indeed lucky, I suppose. I like things neat and tidy… sums that add up. As for being a fabricator, well… I think one needs to have a good memory for that… at least a memory better than mine. I can’t think without a pencil in my hand.” He laughed, and began to close his day-suit in preparation for leaving. The lawyer remained seated, watching him.


“But what drives you? Burrowing into other people’s lives? What do you lust after when all the sums are added up? A small adventure? Go on. All men like that.” Then the lawyer pointed to a cupboard door. “Have a look in there,” he said. “My latest adventure.”


Chevalier opened the cupboard door. There revealed, hanging on a skeleton frame, was a handsome male day-suit with curly blond hair and a small duelling scar on the right cheek. It had been constructed with broad shoulders, muscular arms and slim hips. In other respects it left little to the imagination. “By popular request, would you believe?” said the lawyer. “It is fully pneumatic. Cost a lot. Perhaps that is more appealing to you?”


Chevalier shook his head. “Sorry.”


“Well, you are a hard man to please.”


With a mock theatrical sigh of rejection, the lawyer stood up and closed the cupboard door firmly. Then he turned and faced Chevalier again, his hands behind his back, suggestively. “But you don’t quite add up, Mr Taxfriend Chevalier.” He tapped the side of his nose with his finger. “I am a lawyer, remember, and I have an instinct for lies, even white ones. I think there is more to you than you care to admit. So remember, if ever you need a lawyer – and you may one day, a good one – I am your man. I like enigmas too. Cin Cin.”


Chevalier smiled to himself, remembering. For a moment he thought of waking the lawyer to check his invoices. But prudence prevailed. The lawyer would undoubtedly recognise the CIRCE-style helmask and that would lead to questions. Besides, he’d had enough of interrogation for one day. He needed to be careful and he was conscious that Healthfriend Maria, like the prostitute lawyer, had somehow sensed his deception.


He crossed to an empty table in the darker part of the café and glanced around. No one was paying him any attention. His contact had not yet arrived.


A few minutes later, Chevalier saw the prostitute stir and wake up. Chevalier kept his head down as though asleep and dreaming. The prostitute shook her head and then looked around the café, as if for a moment uncertain where she was. Finally she stood up, stretched, straightened her short skirt, placed her little notice in her hipster and sauntered languidly out of the café, her bag again draped casually over her shoulder, her every movement suggesting that she had just come from some slinky nightclub and was on her way to the first g and t of the day. But she was heading towards the public sanitation cubicles where she could get showered and changed and emerge as a new man, a lawyer with different clients to serve. Chevalier watched her go – still attracting attention – until she vanished into the first cubicle that was showing the green light of vacancy.


Chevalier glanced around the café again. The two women were still arguing, more heatedly now, the dancer was still gliding around the dance floor. The lovers were still touching helmasks. Hmm. The contact was late. Or perhaps she had been and gone, not knowing the Way-train was delayed.


Chevalier purchased a coffee from the automatic vendor and returned to his seat. No one so much as glanced at him… and why should anyone pay him any attention? He was unremarkable. But to add to his anonymity he slumped down again as though immersed in a Joyboy.


In that position he was able to watch the door.


After a few minutes, he saw a woman approach The Balcony. She seemed cautious, and indeed this was not the kind of bistro that a decent woman would normally enter alone. She stepped aside to allow the dancer to complete a turn, and then entered. She was wearing a day-suit that had been made to resemble the flowing robes of a Japanese geisha, but with a shawl covering the oriental features of her helmask.


So much for camouflage, thought Chevalier.


The woman paused, uncertain. She saw the loving couple and took two steps towards them then stopped and looked around again. Chevalier sat up and that drew her attention. He was clearly looking at her, and this seemed to reassure her. She came towards him. He gestured to the chair beside him, and after a hesitation she sat down and leant forwards. They touched helmasks.


“Minnow?” asked a soft and nervous voice.


“Mouse,” answered Chevalier. Then he unzipped and reached into his hipster and produced the small dark box with the marcasite cover. It was no more than ten centimetres long. The woman took it and it disappeared under the folds of her day-suit. “Thank you,” she murmured.


“There is a sani-cubicle down the platform. You can check it there in private. I will wait here. If you are happy with the merchandise, do not come back. I have already been paid.”


The woman broke contact. She stood up and seemed uncertain about what to do, but then she turned, nodded and simply walked away and out of the café. Chevalier saw her enter a vacant sani-cubicle. He continued to watch until, moments later, she emerged and hurried away towards the station exit.


Job done. He still had two hours before his interview.


Chevalier’s attention turned inward to his new helmask with its CIRCE programme. He had collected it early that morning and the technician who had fitted it had warned him to be very careful. “Read the manual,” he had said. Advice which Chevalier had ignored.


Now, having experienced at first hand the sheer power of the CIRCE interface, Chevalier was more circumspect. He could not deny that the programme had affected him deeply, providing more pleasure and interest than any of the old Joyboy veevas. He sensed that it could be dangerous too. If he closed his eyes he could easily summon up the image of the strong white horse with the spike on its head… and the woman who… For a moment he was tempted to start it again and see what happened. But no, that must wait until he was alone, and with time to relax.


He reached up and pressed a small stud behind the left ear-guard of his helmask. Immediately, a small lid opened in what would have been the mouth and a black plastic token poked out like a small stiff tongue. This was it: the Cerebral Interface and Referencing Circuit Encoder – or CIRCE as the manufacturers preferred to call it. He plucked the token from his helmask and the small opening closed with a click. He turned the card over in his gloved hand, again marvelling that something so small could yet be so powerful. How much of himself already resided within the quantum memory of that smooth plastic, he wondered. So intimate. Powered by his own body via the pulsing flow of his blood. Beyond that, his knowledge of how it worked was hazy, except that it probed his mind for the neurons of pleasure and reflected its findings back to him as living experience. That deserved pondering. That could lead anywhere. To Heaven, or Hell.


He opened his hipster and removed the small printed manual that the technician had pressed upon him. On its cover were the words: READ CAREFULLY BEFORE USING CIRCE stencilled in red. How quaint, he thought. How old-fashioned. How wise. He turned to the first page. ‘Warning,’ it began. ‘The CIRCE is not a toy. Do not take alcohol or any stimulant before using.’ Well, that was okay. Chevalier did not drink alcohol or take drugs. It was a condition of his employment, and any traces would have shown up on his day-card.


He read on. ‘Before experiencing CIRCE for the first time, be sure that you are a registered user.’ That too was okay. The technician who had adjusted his helmask had also made sure his name and place of employment were entered correctly. The technician had also explained that as CIRCE built up its data base, no one – except Chevalier – could access the memories. But he added a warning: “Be careful with the token. There are no duplicates. Guard it with your life. Savvy? I know that sounds a bit draconian, but you will soon understand why. This gadget is in contact with the neural circuits of your brain. It interprets them in certain ways. It will come to know you far better than you know yourself. Now. Do you still want to continue?”


Chevalier had nodded, impressed despite his attempt to appear casual. “And if I don’t like it?”


“Good point. If you do not like it you bring it back and we will give you a full refund and I will burn the CIRCE token with flame before your eyes. No questions. No duplicates.”


“Rather theatrical!”


“We are protecting ourselves as well as you. Think about the possibilities for blackmail. We would not want to hold…”


“But what if I do lose it and someone finds it and puts it in their own helmask? What then?”


The technician smiled. “Well, if it was an ordinary helmask it would self-destruct. Wreck the helmask too, and probably give the silly robber a headache – or worse – for the rest of her life. Even if it were placed in a CIRCE-adapted helmask, it would still self-destruct within minutes when it failed to recognise your brain patterns. Rest assured there is absolutely no danger of the information becoming available. Okay? Not even the Wayfriends can crack this.”


Chevalier nodded. “I expect they would like to ban it.”


“They would. They do. They will. So enjoy it while you can. Carpe diem, Comrade.” The technician shrugged. “We have a saying, ‘Gather ye rosebuds while ye may’. It is as simple as that. Anyway, for the moment, we at CIRCE know that this level of technology is not for everyone. Some people are allergic to it. So we advance slowly. We do not want to get a reputation for killing our clients.” He had laughed when he said this, but Chevalier knew that there had been some bizarre suicides linked to the CIRCE technology. “Don’t worry. If the technology does not suit you, you will know within the first thirty minutes. Simply turn it off. Remove the card. You will be given a full refund. Then you can go back to watching your favourite Joyboy.” The technician had tried not to sound derisive.


“Have you tried it? CIRCE?” asked Chevalier.


“Oh yes. Every day. I was one of the guinea pigs.”


“No problems?


The technician paused before answering. “I think you might now call me an addict. For me – and please, I don’t want to sound like an advertisement – but this little wonder has brought me a dimension of freedom, the like of which I have never known before. Almost as though…” He paused again. “I will speak candidly before you. Almost as though I had died and been reborn.”


Chevalier nodded, absorbing this. “And when you come down to earth? What then?”


“It is like returning to Hell, Mr Taxfriend Chevalier. So I do my job carefully, pay my bills promptly, cough up my taxes and at day’s end I return to what I now regard as the real world. The mind is a wondrous garden of delight, Taxfriend Chevalier. With the aid of the CIRCE circuits, the mind can make a Heaven of Hell.”


“Or a Hell of Heaven.”


The technician shrugged. “Maybe, if that is the way you are inclined. You will soon find out. And if you do not like it… as I say, you bring it back. No questions asked. Full refund. Are you still keen to continue?”


“Yes.”


“Okay. Read the manual. We print it so that it is independent of any electronic influence and so that you have to make an effort. This is not a toy. The first time you switch CIRCE on it will ask you a couple of questions and then… then it will begin to build your… mmm… story. Your new life. Your adventure. Your legend. I am not sure what to call it because we do not have a word for something so vast.”


“My fiction?” offered Chevalier.


“No. It is not really a fiction. It is more than fiction. It is reality, but perceived by metaphor.”


“I don’t under …”


“And it will be yours. Truly yours. Deeply yours and totally uniquely. Yours alone… and it will be full of surprises because your mind is full of surprises. Remember Mr Chevalier, everything you will encounter comes from you. From your mind.”


The technician was smiling, though he spoke with urgency, willing Chevalier to understand. Chevalier felt as though he was being peppered by the words. No one had ever spoken to him like this before, and though on one level he saw the technician as a clever salesman, or a crank, a one-eyed nerd, or a bigot even, yet there was something exciting in what he said.


“Your mind, Mr Chevalier,” continued the technician, “is vaster than you can imagine. It is fed by memories from the womb. It contains, as a living reality, your racial memories stretching back, not to just the times of the first humans, but to the earliest of living times. It is alive in your dreams too, in your tears and in your laughter. Are you understanding me, Mr Chevalier?”


“Yes. I think so. You’re saying the mind’s source of reference is big.”


“Not only that. It is alive in other dimensions too… in the dimensions which people call the astral. And perhaps in other lives you have lived when…”


“Like reincarnation?” Chevalier was incredulous. This was going too far.


“Yes. But be careful, I am not talking about religion. But I may be talking about the causes of religion – the wonder and the mystery.” The technician sat for a moment, looking at him but lost in his own thoughts. Finally he said, “People differ, Chevalier. But we all find our own way to the truth in the end. So it is not just the story that matters, but the meaning of the story. What you have learned. And CIRCE will test you.”


“I don’t think I understand.”


“No. But you will. And for a time, after your first adventure, you will set CIRCE aside, because… because you can only fill a cup up to its brim. After that you need a bigger cup, and you will make a bigger cup. And you will begin to meet other CIRCE users. Because like attracts like. There, I have said all I can. And I hope I have thoroughly confused you, but that a glimmer of what I have said lights a candle inside your head. So there you are. Happy travelling, Mr Taxfriend.”


And that was all. Chevalier being the only client, the door was closed and he heard it locked behind him.


Chevalier was late. The meeting at the CIRCE office had taken longer than he expected and he had to run to the Glideway station. He arrived with just three minutes to spare before the Way-train bound for Pine Ridge closed its doors and slid out of the station. He jostled and pushed and finally found his hook-up harness. Only then could he relax.


The comments made by the technician had intrigued Chevalier. They had worried him more than a little too, but there was no going back now. He had promised himself a treat when he qualified, and this was it. And it had better be good. It had cost a great deal.


Once he was hanging comfortably in his harness, Chevalier took out the manual, saw the instruction READ THE MANUAL BEFORE USING CIRCE stencilled on the cover and chose to ignore it. He slipped the CIRCE token into the helmask and switched on.


First came gentle music that seemed to flow around him like waves. Then there was a voice. Neutral, could have been a man or a woman, but very gentle. It said, “Your name is Chevalier. What does that mean, Mr Chevalier? You may whisper.”


“I don’t know,” whispered Chevalier, amazed at the question, and then, totally unexpectedly, he had a fit of the giggles. But this quickly stopped when, directly in front of him, a large black horse stamped its left foot and shook its head. It neighed and he could feel its breath hot on his face, and smell it too.


As abruptly as it had come, the horse vanished and was replaced by a donkey, which looked at him mournfully and raised its ears. It too vanished. Moments later images of horses began to appear before him, arriving and departing almost before he had time to register them. But then came an image of a dirty white horse that was stamping on the ground, killing a snake that writhed beneath its hooves.


Chevalier was impressed. And, as though this was the reaction CIRCE had been waiting for, he suddenly found himself seated on that horse which now had a saddle and bridle. And this was strange too, because not only had Chevalier never ridden a horse, but he found he could be both the rider of the horse and at the same time a kind of neutral observer. If he wished, he could even see through the eyes of the horse.


As rider, he reached forward and touched the stiff mane. It was rough and coarse and very alive under his hand. He tugged the reins, and the horse turned its head and looked at him with one dark fathomless eye as if to say, You don’t expect me to rear, do you? and then it dipped its head and began snuffling for grass. He urged it to walk and it began to plod and then went up a gear to a trot. Chevalier bounced in the saddle, and then felt his body adjust as it began to move with the rhythm of the horse. In that instant, he had learned to ride.
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