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IT’S TIMES LIKE these, when I’m hunkered in a doorway, waiting for a food market of dubious legality to be set up, that I find myself wishing I could eat like everyone else. I watch them scurry past, hurrying back to their warm little boxes with their bright lights and distractions, a hot meal just the press of a button away. They’ll stand there in front of their printers, watching that artificial shit being spurted out of dozens of tiny nozzles with clinical precision to form lasagna or something, and their stomachs will rumble and their mouths will water and, oh God, just the thought of it is making me nauseous. As much as it disgusts me, I envy them.


It’s cold and damp, the November sun is setting in the middle of the afternoon and I am beyond tired. The satisfaction of finishing my latest case didn’t last long in the face of my hunger, and I just want the truck to arrive, to buy what I need, to get home and to shut the door on it all. I’ll make a casserole, I promise myself, like a parent promising a grumbling toddler he’ll get a toy if he behaves. There’s some beef left in the freezer. And if there’s flour (I try not to get my hopes up), I’ll make dumplings, stodgy and crisped on the top like the Brits make them. I haven’t eaten since an early and inadequate breakfast, and just imagining what that casserole could smell like makes me close my eyes and smile to myself, just for a moment. I turn my collar up and tuck my hands back into my pockets. I’m hoping that here in this little nook no one will see me and feel they’re entitled to come and talk to me just because they’ve seen me on the news and docu-feeds.


A woman walks in front of the doorway and looks straight at me, pausing midstride as if she’s listening for something I’m about to say. I pull back into the shadows when she laughs, worried that she’s recognized me, before realizing she’s talking to an avatar projected by her chip. She’s experiencing walking with a friend, chatting and laughing away. When I shift to the other side of the doorway she blinks with a yelp, seeing me for the first time, and mutters an apology in Norwegian.


I rest my head against the door behind me, waiting for my pulse to settle again.


“Would you like to play a game while you’re waiting?” Tia asks.


“No.” Now I’m the one looking like I’m talking to myself. Not that it matters. Most of the people I can see in this dingy London backstreet are talking to either projected avatars or, like me, just the voices of their Artificial Personal Assistants, delivered directly into their brains via neural implant.


“We’re next to a node for a new urban-enhancement game with a free trial to—”


“No.”


“Would you like me to stop making urban-environment interactivity suggestions when you are off duty?”


“Yes. Why are you making them, anyway?”


“A recent change in the licensing agreement between—”


“Save it, Tia. I don’t need to know.” It’s the first rule of any change to a licensing agreement: it’s not for the benefit of the end user, no matter what they say.


Where the fuck is the van?


I check the time and it’s only five p.m. It feels like two in the morning. There’s a steady pounding throb at the back of my head, and my hunger has moved from gnawing, through occasional bouts of light-headedness, to making me want to kill someone. Then I hear the low whine of the van’s engine and step out as it parks, pulling my small wheeled case behind me, ready to muscle my way to the front when it opens its back doors.


Everyone in the loitering crowd has their public profile set to private, as do I. I recognize some of them from other markets. There’s the man with the tiny dog that bites anyone who goes near, the little shit. There’s the woman with the umbrella that’s almost taken my eye out several times, and she knows she’s doing it but has no fucks to give for a rival consumer. There’s the old dear who looks like she could be the sweetest grandma straight out of a department store Christmas mersive advert, but I know she’s just as willing to grind her bootheels into someone else’s toes if they push too much from the back.


The driver gets out, moves to the side of the van and slides the side door across just enough to pull out the folding table, while his passenger jumps out and scans the street. They’ve just made a delivery to a supermarket down the road, one that’s—like all of them—too expensive for most people to shop in. It has aisles filled with perfect vegetables and a counter with the freshest meat—actual real meat cut from real animals—all sparkling and brightly lit. I only know about it because of the mersive adverts that weasel their way in every few months or so before Tia closes the loophole they’ve exploited to get to me. Cooking with real, fresh food is the province of the rich. Rich enough to buy it, or rich enough to have the space for dirt to grow it, or rich enough to hire space and equipment to have other people grow it just for them.


This impromptu market is a testament to mankind’s ability to exploit every possible consumer niche. The driver has come from a wholesaler who has realized that there are people willing to pay good money for the stock that the supermarkets won’t take. So all the rejects get put into boxes and loaded onto the last delivery of the day, to be sold in a backstreet that smells of piss and misery. Now it’s filled with people who are doing well enough to spend money on food items considered luxuries, but not quite well enough to afford to do it in a nice building with beautiful staff and real champagne given at the door.


I’m not doing well enough to have the money to do this. I’ve made greater sacrifices to get this food. I doubt any of the others have given up years of freedom to be able to buy a few misshapen vegetables every week. I frown to myself, trying to stop thinking that way. I try to reframe it, the way Dee would. “It was a shitty choice,” she’d say. “But at least it was one you got to make for yourself.”


It doesn’t have the same effect when she’s not here with me. No matter how much I try to spin it into something else, it doesn’t alter the sheer injustice of it all. But as much as I want it to, my sacrifice doesn’t give me a place at the front of the jostling throng that is slowly, reluctantly morphing into a queue. In moments I find myself behind the old woman and take care where I’m putting my feet. The man with the dog is farther back, his irritation expressed perfectly by the tiny, vicious snarling of the overgrown rat in his arms. There’s a sharp, painful tap on the top of my head and I twist to see the woman with the umbrella.


“So sorry,” she says with a fake smile.


“It’s not raining,” I say through gritted teeth.


“Oh, has it stopped?” She pretends not to have noticed and still doesn’t fold the damn thing away. There’s a slight narrowing of her eyes as she stares at me and I face front again, worrying that she’s thinking she’s seen me somewhere before.


I turn my collar up as if against the wind, but it’s more to cover as much of my face as possible. Crates of produce have been hauled out of the van and the driver has cranked one open already. He scoops out a few carrots, all huge, malformed things, looking like fetishes from some ancient magical ritual. He holds one up for the crowd, who laugh when they see how much it looks like a man running, with its split root and arm-like offshoots. Turnips are dumped next to them, then onions. It’s as if the universe knew I wanted to cook a casserole.


“No need to push,” the driver calls. “Plenty for sale tonight. Cooking apples too, when this doughnut”—he jerks a thumb at his assistant—“digs ’em out for ya.”


Tia informs me that the seller’s APA has made contact and the handshake has been successful. All I need to do is pick what I want and our APAs will handle the rest. I swipe away a notification warning me that the ingredients I plan to buy will amount to an extra three hours on my contract to pay off the credit required.


The queue shuffles forward as the first purchases are swiftly made. Only four people away from the table, I’m already earmarking the ones I hope will still be there when it’s my turn. The seller glances down the line, sees me and winks. A recorded audio message comes in from him moments later and I give Tia permission to play it to me.


“I got some flour in the van for you and some sugar. You need to sieve ’em ’cos they was spillages, but it’s all good ’cos it’s a clean processing plant. No charge. My boy’ll give ’em to ya round the front of the van after you got your veggies.”


Has it been sent to me in error? The message continues.


“I know you was the copper who got that bloke who was killin’ the babies up north. Saw it on the feed. I know ’im, I thought, he’s the one who buys me veggies. So there’s extra for you whenever you come. Just don’t tell no one. Next time I’ll bring some beef if I can sneak it out. I got a baby grandson, see? Same age as that young lad, the last one that bastard got.”


The message ends, and for the first time in years I choose to seek out eye contact with another real human being because I genuinely want to. He meets my gaze and nods and I smile. I actually smile at someone I don’t know. He looks away to serve the next customer and I’m left reeling from the body blow of the first act of kindness I can remember in years.


The queue moves forward again, and even though the umbrella hits my head once more I don’t have any anger left in me now. I ignore it and wait with newfound patience. There will be something left for me by the time I get there; I know it now.


Minutes pass and then the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. I have the distinct impression someone is watching me. It’s not the woman behind me—I can hear her arguing with the man behind her, who’s also been hit by the umbrella. It’s someone else. I tuck my chin into my coat and whisper to Tia.


“Who’s in this crowd?”


“Everyone within a ten-meter radius, with the exception of the driver and sales assistant, have their public profiles set to private.”


“Read them anyway.”


“You are not currently assigned to a case. Please state your justification.”


I can’t give the real reason, so I need to lie. If I push it too far, my breach of their personal privacy will be flagged in the system. “Possible criminal activity in progress.” I pause, hoping that’s enough.


The gamble pays off; I’m in good standing at the Ministry of Justice and there’s nothing in the system to suggest I ever abuse my privileges, so it gives me the benefit of the doubt. Tia pulls in the information that all the people around me would display about themselves if they had their profiles set to public, overlaying it across my vision as if the text is floating above the tarmac next to me. Before I even have the chance to scan the list, Tia highlights one and pulls it to the front, in line with a command I programmed years ago. That profile is now larger than the rest with a single keyword flashing.


Journalist.


Oh JeeMuh. Oh fuck, no. Not now.


The omnipresent paranoia ratchets up a gear and my palms start to sweat. He must have followed me from the train station, old-school style. I read his profile and select the link to his portfolio. He’s written several pieces about the Pathfinder. Of course he has; half of the journalists alive now have written some bullshit about that crazy woman who built a spaceship called Atlas and took the faithful off into space to find God. His most recent piece is an article on the capsule they left behind to be opened forty years later that will soon be opened, the one I’ve instructed Tia to remove all mentions of from my feeds. The grand opening is less than two weeks away and the speculation about its contents has gone from occasional and irritating to constant and unbearable.


I force myself to appear calm, telling myself that I overreact to these people, and if I don’t get a lid on this soon, it could be reported to my psych supervisor.


“Show him in the crowd, Tia.”


A small blue arrow appears at the right-hand edge of my vision and I twist until the arrow disappears and a bald black man in a heavy gray overcoat is outlined in blue. He’s staring right at me and just a second of eye contact is sufficient to send my heart rate high enough to flash a notification from MyPhys. I look away as fast as I can, silently hoping he’ll stay where he is.


It’s a ridiculous hope.


There’s only one person in front of me now, and the vegetables I’ve got my eye on are still there. I want to run but I need the food. I add a “Do not disturb” to my personal profile but I know it won’t make any difference to that parasite. If anything, it’ll probably make him even more keen to bother me. Journos are twisted sods.


He’s walking over and I ball my fists in my pockets. I fix my attention on the table ahead, tucking my nose beneath the top rim of the turned-up collar, even though it won’t do a thing. I have to satisfy this primal urge to duck and hide somehow.


“Mr. Moreno,” he says, even though his APA will be reminding him of the DND notice on my profile.


“I don’t have anything to say.”


“I don’t want to talk to you about the case.”


I channel my contempt into a long sideways glance. “I know.”


“It’s just a—”


“Leave me alone,” I say as the person in front of me finishes her transaction.


“That’s not very polite.”


“Neither is harassment,” I reply, and point out the vegetables I want, furious at this asshole ruining my chance to give the vendor a personal thank-you for his kindness. I pass over the small canvas bag I’ve brought with me and watch the carrots, onions and turnip being put inside. Even though it’s gone out of fashion, I extend my hand to the seller and he shakes it firmly. “Thank you,” I say to him as our APAs handle the transaction.


He winks at me again. “You need to queue properly if you want to buy,” he says to the journo. “These good people have been waitin’ awhile.”


“You pushed in right in front of me!” umbrella lady says, sparking protests from the others behind her. As the journo extricates himself, I nip round the side of the van and collect two small sacks that I put straight into my case with more thanks to the seller’s son.


I manage to get a few meters away before the journo catches up. “Mr. Moreno, I’m not like the others. I want to work with you. Surely you want some control over what people say about you? About your mother?”


“I deny permission to use any footage of this interaction or any recording of this conversation. If it’s published online I’ll use every fucking contact I have in the Ministry of Justice to—”


He smiles, holds up his hands as he puts himself in my way, forcing me to stop. “There’s no need to threaten me. I’m not stupid. I’m not going to fuck with an SDCI, am I?”


“You already are.” I move to go around him, mindful of the fact he’s taller than me.


“I just want to explore the impact of—”


“Piss off.” I push past him, but he follows. “I’m recording this,” I say, even though he knows I will be. I still have to cover my ass.


“There are a lot of people who want to know who you are, Mr. Moreno. They want to know how you’re doing. The network had more than three million messages after that first documentary was shown about you and your father. Three million people who cared so much they got in touch. Thousands sent cards and gifts. Did you know that? Just because of that documentary. Imagine what a second one could do.”


That documentary. I stop, struggling to control the rage as a string of warnings from MyPhys scroll down the left-hand side of my vision. It details elevated blood pressure, increased cortisol and high adrenaline levels, forming a cold report of my need to punch this fuck into next week.


“Those people want to love you, Carlos. They want—”


I round on him, the bag slipping from my fingers, the case handle dropping into a puddle. “They want whatever the fuck you tell them to want,” I spit through my teeth. “Let’s tell the fucking truth for once. You want me to make you money. You’re not interested in me or my story.”


“On the contrary,” he says, teeth bright white against his dark brown skin, “I’m very interested in why you spent all that money on a few shitty vegetables. On your pay grade? Bit indulgent, isn’t it?”


I can hear Dee telling me to back off, just like she did on the first day I met her, when I almost hit the hot-houser who’d tried to make out that kidnapping us was an act of mercy. Even when Dee’s hundreds of miles away, I carry her with me. I push down the rage, telling myself over and over again that he’s not worth it. This journo isn’t the first to harass me and he won’t be the last. I can’t risk a black mark on my file. “I’m going to walk away now, and if you follow me, I’ll call in a team that’ll make the counterterrorism forces look like the Boy Scouts.”


I pick up the bag and the handle of my case and I force myself to walk away from him. I listen for his footsteps and breathe again when I realize my bluff has worked and he is walking in the opposite direction.


“MyPhys is reporting elevated stress levels,” Tia says as I start to shake. “Would you like to play a game to calm you down while we walk to the station?”


“No, Tia. Call Dee for me. I . . . I need to talk to Dee.”
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I WOULDN’T CALL myself a violent man, but there are few things more satisfying than pulling off a perfect head shot from more than a hundred meters away and watching the can’s metal head split open. That’s when the tentacles come out and I switch to a laser cannon with a broader beam, because those things fly around so fast it’s impossible to hit one at a time. When I’ve got a couple of good shots in, the whole creature comes out of the can to scuttle off across the red dust, but I shoot a grenade into its gelatinous rear end before it can get behind cover. Another stain on the surface of Mars and another cheer from Dee. I grin at her and holster the cannon, feeling like the fucking Don of New London, and turn to watch the scientists I’ve saved crawl out from the transporter.


One of them, a woman, comes over to me. I can’t see much of her figure through the thick environmental suit, but she’s pretty. I can’t help but smile at the admiration in her eyes, blue and huge with wonder at my evident skill.


“That was an amazing shot,” she says in a British accent far crisper than mine. “If you have a minute, I’d love to tell you about the new-season selection on offer at Abeline and Colson.”


“Oh for fuck’s sake,” I say, and a dialog box pops up on the right-hand side of my vision.




Would you like to remove in-character ads?





They’re not even in character. How do those gimps in marketing even think this shit works? I’m pumped up from ending a fight that’s lasted at least twenty minutes, and the last fucking thing I want the character—who’s obviously going to give the next bit of plot—to ask me is about whether I want to look at hand-knitted jumpers. I select the “yes” option with a flick of my eyes and confirm the micropayment.




We’ve noticed heightened levels of irritation from in-game ads. Would you like to remove all ads from this server connection?





Oh, I would love to, but I look at the cost and even though it isn’t that much, I know I can’t keep pissing away a few pounds here and there like I have been tonight. That’s the trouble with these violent mersives: once the limbic system gets involved my higher cognitive functions are screwed.


“We carrying on, Carl?” Dee asks.


“Yeah,” I say, dismissing the offer and its accompanying dialog box. “Sorry.”


“There’s another transport that was due to reach the outpost, but they haven’t checked in,” the scientist says, back to the game dialog, as if nothing has happened.


“We’ll look into it,” Dee says, and she gives me that smile, the one she always gives in between fights, the one that promises violent fun.


“Take our ’porter,” the scientist says. “We can make it to the bunker from here. And then maybe afterward . . .” She looks me up and down and then fires a lustful smile at Dee. “Maybe you could both come back here for a debriefing.”


“Yup, we’ll do that,” Dee says, and heads for the transporter’s driving seat as the last of the scientists jump out the back and head off to safety.


“Did you change the settings?” I ask as I strap myself into the passenger’s seat. “I thought the whole sex-starved martian-scientist stuff pissed you off.”


She shrugs. “I just fancied a change. I think the shitty dialog is funny. It’s like those ancient horror classics—you seen those? They were just pr0n, really. And I figured you might need to blow off some steam. No pun intended.”


“Bollocks,” I say, and we both laugh.


She’s right though: I did need this. When I finally got through to her I was almost home, munching on a bag of roasted chestnuts from the only street-food vendor in London that I trust. By then I couldn’t talk about what had happened; I’d already pushed it down too far. She could tell I was upset. “Wanna shoot some shit on Mars?” she’d asked, knowing I needed some way to vent. There’s nothing better than an ultra-violent with a thin-ass plot and great rendering to help me unwind after a case. “Do you think the scientists on Mars know about this game?”


“Are you joking? Half of them probably made a stack of cash recording environmentals for the game company.”


“I wonder if they play it.”


She doesn’t answer, focusing instead on getting the transporter over some difficult terrain. She always drives, because she’s better at it than I am. I don’t mind, but usually there’s a turret I can man to keep me busy. These are nothing more than armored jeeps and there’s nothing for me to do but wait until we reach the next set piece.


I look out of the window at the orange sky, the browns and dusky reds of the martian landscape. Even though I know I’m not really here, it’s not enough to stop it seeming real. I know that what I see is simply a clever combination of images displayed into my lenses and data streamed to my chip, all conspiring to make me see and hear things that are, literally, a world away and not real anyway. The real base on Mars has been in operation for more than ten years and the planet has been studied for the past sixty-odd, and not once has there been any evidence of aliens or indigenous robots or aliens inside robots, as this game has decided upon. The only thing realistic about this is the way it looks and my brain just laps it up, happy to be tricked as my body lies on my sofa, home at last.


If I could, would I jack it all in, sell all my stuff and apply for a secondment to the Mars station? What kind of person would do that?


Someone like my mother. But she didn’t go to Mars. I shudder, forcing my thoughts away from her, a flash of irritation at the journo for stirring that shit up again. I have no desire to leave Earth, no matter how many people and news feeds say I must be desperate to. I’m not the abandoned, tragic figure they want to make me, staring up at the night sky, wishing I had been taken too. Fuck that shit. I’m not what they want me to be.


“You’re quiet,” Dee says.


The orange glow from outside shines through the plasglass visor of her helmet, highlighting stray blond strands around her eyes with bronze and making her pale skin look like it’s being warmed by the light of an ancient forge. I almost tell her about the journo, but I don’t want to say the words he said. If I do that, they’ll feel too real. And anyway, she’s heard me moan about this shit for years; she doesn’t need to hear it again.


“Must be tough at the moment,” she says. “All that talk of the capsule is bad enough but that documentary on top? That’s tough shit for anyone to deal with . . .”


I turn away from the fake martian scenery to look at her, feeling the stress and dread that I’d been trying so hard to escape seeping into this world too. “What documentary?” Had the journo chosen to leave out the fact it had already been made? Or is this another one?


“Shit. You didn’t know?” She bites her lip.


“What documentary?” There have been several over the years, each one a punctuation mark at the end of some tenuous anniversary. The first was when I was ten. After Atlas it was called, and the researchers who made it harangued my father into a nervous breakdown. And that fucking journo had the gall to try to make out that it was a positive thing.


“Well, it’s forty years since they left, and with the capsule being opened and . . .” She doesn’t need to finish the sentence. “I saw it come up on the schedule at work. I didn’t know whether to tell you or not. I thought they might have been in touch.”


I draw in a deep breath. “Someone hassled me on the way home tonight.” I don’t mention the food market. Dee wouldn’t understand. “He said something about a documentary, but it didn’t sound like it had been made yet.”


“Oh, it’s definitely been made already,” Dee says. “They didn’t even e-mail you?”


“They probably tried.” My job is tough and I didn’t choose it, but one perk is better than most at my pay grade: I can buy top-level personal security for only a fraction of its market value. It’s enough to keep the bottom-feeders from finding where I live and hacking my stuff in the cloud and making my life even more hellish. They always find a way to my public in-box though, the one I have to have by law. And at every shitty anniversary or reminder of the day Atlas carried its crew off to follow that lunatic to find God, the in-box is bombarded by interview requests. My APA filters it as best as its algorithms can, but there’s always someone who manages to get through to me. If it weren’t for Dee and her kindness, I wouldn’t even have this break. I can’t afford a private gaming server, and Christ knows how she can on her pay grade. No, I’m not going to cast my professional eye over that puzzle. I’m just glad it’s only the in-game ads bugging me and not some twat trying to get a sound bite in the middle of a firefight.


“But don’t you want to make sure they tell the truth?”


“They’re not interested in that, Dee. They’re interested in a narrative.”


“But don’t you want that narrative to be true?”


I frown at her, but she’s keeping her eyes on the dust and rocks ahead, steering the transporter toward a bright dot on the horizon. “I don’t give a shit about what anyone thinks.”


“Yeah, but the last one said you had ongoing problems as a result of—”


“Show me a person who doesn’t have ongoing problems and I’ll show you an AI. What’s it to you, anyway?”


She glances at me, smiles a little, but something about this is making me uncomfortable. “I just worry about you. Look at you. You’re skinny as hell. You eating properly?”


I let my raised eyebrow express how unimpressed I am. “Dee, I always eat properly.”


“You’re too thin. It must be the stress. I’m not having a go, Carl—I can only imagine how awful it must be. Shit, the things they say about your mother—I mean, that would upset anyone.”


The things they say about my mother. They did upset me when I was a child. I believed them. Before I had the means to filter the news feeds like I do now, I saw what the world thought of a mother who left her baby behind to travel on Atlas. There were chat shows dedicated to decrying her decision, and features on the worst mothers in history in which she was always in the top ten. It didn’t matter that others on that ship had left children too. Five toddlers, ten teenagers, many more adult children. As a baby, I was singled out. And all the other children had been left behind by their fathers. It was as if the media had so much more outrage to pour upon an absent woman than all those absent men.


Everybody judged her as the worst of humanity. I wasn’t old enough to realize that those fucking leeches didn’t have a clue what my mother was thinking when she left on that ship. And just as much as they hated her, they pitied me. I was incapable of understanding that, to them, I wasn’t a person but rather a character in a melodrama of their making. Nothing more.


“Carl?” Dee’s voice is as gentle as it always is, but she wants me to say something and there’s nothing I want to share. “Don’t you want people to know what their bullshit can do to someone?”


I don’t even want to think about this anymore. I scan the surroundings for anything hostile, hoping for something to pop up that I can shoot. I don’t understand why the level designers have allowed such a huge gap between action. The next station still looks miles away, a tiny cluster of lights in the distance. Surely something is about to land and open fire or roll out from behind a rock and take out the engine? It’s like it wants me to sit here and be bored while Dee . . .


While Dee interviews me.


I don’t say anything for a moment, getting a handle on the anger. I can’t believe Dee would have anything to do with those parasites. It’s us against them, surely, like it’s always been. Right from the moment I met her.


A flash of the inside of the shipping container all those years ago, dark save for a single bright coin of blue sky in the roof at the corner. The smell of vomit and urine. The sound of someone weeping in the corner; others muttering to each other in a language I didn’t understand. Hands were wrapped around my fist, holding it still.


“I could have had him!” I yelled into the darkness, the face in front of me nothing more than a glint of light from watery eyes.


“He would have killed you.” Despite the circumstances, I was elated to hear someone else speak English. “Calm down. We haven’t been shipped out yet.”


“So we need to get out before that happens!” I was a teen-ager, still bruised and bloodied from trying to escape and being rounded up and thrown into the container with the other nonpersons. We’d been tricked into going somewhere with a rumor of paid work off-grid, then rounded up like stray dogs and treated just the same. The woman in the darkness had stopped me from hitting the man who’d thrown us in there. I had almost punched her out instead.


“No, it’s a good thing. I heard what they’re planning to do. We’re going to be hot-housed. If you mark yourself out as violent, it’ll be worse for you.”


“Hot-housed? What does that even fucking mean?”


The hands tightened around my fist and her voice lowered. “It means we have to be smart. You’ve played games, right? Mersives?”


“Yeah,” I lied.


“This is no different. You keep quiet, learn the rules, do the right things at the right times. We get it right, we’ll win the game. Understand?”


“No.”


“Willing to learn?”


“I guess.”


The hands shifted until only one held mine. I uncurled my fist and she shook my hand, mingling our sweat. “My name is Dee.”


“Carlos.”


She pulled me closer until I could feel her breath on my ear. “I’ll watch your back if you’ll watch mine.”


And she did. Dee taught me how to navigate that appalling gov-corp-sanctioned “solution” to the problem of nonpersons on the streets: the hell of hot-housing. On the first day there they told us that we were lucky. That we had a way to become part of society again, and with a place in society we would have rights once more. The hot-housers neglected to mention that those rights would be owned by whoever bought us at the end of our time there, when we’d been sorted and had a value assigned to us and the debt we’d accrued during our imprisonment had been fully calculated.


Hot-housing was nothing more than a prison that had been monetized more creatively. Every aspect of our life controlled. What we did. What we ate. What we learned. Later, what we thought and felt. Life was the inside of a cell or the inside of the machine (even now the hairs on the back of my neck prickle at just the thought of it) or the inside of a virtual training space.


None of the outer doors were locked. They didn’t need to be. Every morning when our individual cells were opened, they’d make us walk past windows to get to the mess hall, just so we could see what was outside.


Miles of barren wasteland. Toxic earth, ravaged by defunct industry from the previous century and too expensive to clean up. In the sky above it, dozens of drones set to patrol in the hope someone would try to escape, funded by the sorts of people who looked for cheap acquisitions for their brothels or labs or other sordid uses.


We were the lucky ones, as they told us every day, because we were bright enough to be trained and strong enough to take the drugs that enabled us to cram ten years’ worth of education and training into less than two. Yeah. So damn lucky.


Dee had been right; being hot-housed was like a game and it had clear rules. Not that there was any enjoyment in understanding that the only way to win was to make ourselves too useful and valuable to sell into menial labor or other terrible places we only heard rumors about. It meant we left that hell with bigger debt; after proving our value we had to pay for the training that enabled us to reach our potential, but, as Dee said, at least after we served out our contract we’d be in a better place to enjoy our freedom.


I used to hate how seeing her again brought it all back so sharply. Now I appreciate how it helps me to remember we survived.


Looking at her now, in the driving seat, I doubt my suspicions. Surely it’s the same as it always was. Surely I’m just being paranoid, the harassment earlier setting me on edge. But this doesn’t feel right. I check my thinking, looking for the assumptions and gaps in the data. It leads back to the same conclusion: she’s trying to interview me for someone else.


“Stop the ’porter.”


“Why? I can’t see any—”


“Stop the fucking ’porter, Dee!”


The tires skid and she kills the engine. “What?”


“What’s going on? You’ve never talked to me about this stuff before, in all the years we’ve known each other. Five years ago you didn’t even mention the thirty-fifth anniversary fuckery they were churning out on the feeds—you just met me online and we shot the shit out of stuff.”


“Look—”


“Then you invite me here, just as all the capsule bullshit gets fired up again, offering a sanctuary from the public servers. There’s no way you can afford this, Dee, not unless you’ve got into some seriously dodgy shit, and you’re not going to risk a black mark.”


“Carl, you’re—”


“And now you’re asking me the kinds of questions a hack would, while the game gives you an oh-so-convenient pause in the action. Did you really think I’d fall for it? It’s clever, I’ll give you that. No breach of privacy per se; no need to do anything to my accounts that could be traced. No, they just used you to get to me the old-fashioned way. Nothing illegal whatsoever.”


Dee’s shoulders slump and she holds up a hand to me as she looks away, whispering, presumably to whomever is backing this sorry exercise. It’s probably some journo or one of the researchers for that damn documentary she brought up. Yeah, they always try to snare me with the whole “Don’t you want to tell your truth?” line.


“They say they just want one exclusive interview, Carl. Not about the capsule. About Alejandro and the Circle. Just one interview and then this server space will be yours for the rest of your life—full privacy, no ads, any game you want.”


I laugh because if I don’t, it’ll come out some other way. I’ve never even mentioned the Circle or Alejandro to Dee; no way I’ll talk to strangers about them. “Tell them to go fuck themselves.”


Dee’s eyes move as if she’s doing something with a dialog box and she takes off her helmet. “Carl,” she says, reaching over to touch my arm. “They’ll draw up a contract promising to show you the edited footage before it’s released. It’s the best way for you to have a voice in this madness. You can’t just keep running away from it all the time. It just makes them more interested in you—don’t you get it?”


“Not you too.” My voice cracks and I look away from her, the old, familiar bitterness of betrayal flooding back in.


“These people are different. You’ll have complete control over what they put out on the feeds.”


“I already have control. I choose who to talk to and who to keep out. It’s none of their goddamn business.” I move away from her. “I won’t forget this. End game and exit.”
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WHEN I COME back into my body I ignore the MyPhys recommendation to remain lying flat for at least sixty seconds, and sit up. There’s a moment of dizziness and a residual sense of disconnection that makes me shake my hands and feet as if I’ve been out in the cold.


I’ll watch your back if you’ll watch mine.


It feels like something has been pulled out of my chest and left an aching hollowness. All these years later and I thought Dee was still watching my back, the only person in the world, literally, that I could call a real friend. The self-pitying misery twists into anger, settling into a more familiar shape inside me. What else did I expect to happen? This is the way the world works! I was stupid to think she would be different.


“Come on,” I say to myself. “Get up. Fuck her! Fuck all of them!” I squeeze my eyes shut, digging down into myself and that well of self-reliance, a strange comfort in this realization that Dee has fit the same pattern as my father, as Alejandro, as all of them. “I don’t need any of them,” I whisper to myself.


I take a moment to look around myself, making sure I’m fully oriented back in my apartment and that my brain is in sync with reality again, before heading over to the kitchen area. I need a practical task that can absorb some of this useless emotional energy. I know I’m pushing the emotional shit down and I know my psych supervisor would berate me for it, but what the fuck else am I going to do? Smashing stuff up or crying or talking it out isn’t going to change what my best friend just did to me.


I fish out some cubed beef and stock from the freezer and dump them in the microwave. “Defrost,” I say, and leave it to do its thing as I prep the vegetables.


My ex would start complaining at this point. “Why don’t we go to La Casa?” she’d say. “We could have anything we like for a tenth of what this costs.”


“But it’s printed,” I’d say, and the old argument would start again.


“There’s nothing wrong with printed food. Stop being such a caveman, Carl.”


“No. If you want to eat with me, we eat real food.”


It never would have worked. She was great company if we were doing something together, like dancing or sim-diving or whatever new thing she’d found to get her adrenal gland working again. But it was the quiet times when the gulf between us was far too evident. She’d make jokes I didn’t get because I just didn’t have the same kind of life as her on too fundamental a level. When she had been a teenager, finding boyfriends and trying to study during blackouts caused by mass riots, I was in the Circle, digging fields on the other side of the world and pretending to pray. She’d grown up during the transition from pseudodemocracy into neoliberty, experiencing the varying crises caused by the shift from state governance to gov-corp management firsthand, while I’d been held in a cocoon of cult worship. How the hell could we understand each other?


“Who are you, Carl? Really?” she said when we broke up. She’d started asking about an article on me that was making the rounds online. “’cos you keep telling me that you’re not who they say you are, but every time I try to figure out whether there’s anything more to you—”


That was when I shut the door in her face, having pushed her out of my flat. I handled that badly. But I can’t deny the relief when her noise was gone. And I can’t say I’ve really missed her since. I’m just glad she signed the NDA so nothing about what we did together or how crap I was to her at the end made it online. Those fucking documentary makers would have had a field day with it.


I’m gripping the knife too tightly. I draw in a deep breath and release it slowly. Why am I even thinking about her? Between our incompatibility and the change made to my contract a couple of years after we split up, that relationship was doomed. Back then, the corporates followed advice based on a social algorithm that apparently recommended allowing assets to have friendships and even date. It prevented long-term psychological issues or something. Then the corporates decided it was cheaper and less risky to allow assets access to gaming platforms where they could have virtual relationships instead. The same parts of the brain get stimulated without any risk of an asset falling in love and becoming difficult; problem solved. Only someone who has never been owned by another could balance that equation.


My contract has always prevented full-time cohabitation, as they call it. A tidy corporate phrase encompassing love, security, friendship and the chance to discover something special enough to make an asset rage against his contract. That’s what it comes down to in the end. And that’s only the first of more than fifty clauses detailing all the other things I’m denied. The right to have children. Discussion of my contract with anyone other than my owner or their representative. The right to own property . . . The list goes on.


I don’t look at that list anymore. I’ve grown out of seeking emotional self-destruction. But even now the doubts are slithering in, making me question whether ignoring the hellish foundation my life is built on genuinely equates to coping. What if I just keep looking the other way until one day it comes crashing back in? I’ll be sent back to the testing center to be “recalibrated.” No. I can’t let that happen. Deep breaths. Hold the knife more gently. Chop the fucking vegetables.


“Tia, find me something to listen to. Something with a bit of oomph to it.”


My APA selects a favorite of mine: an old album by an obscure Russian nova-punk band that self-destructed in an all-too-predictable fashion. I chop the carrots, and without a case to occupy me, my thoughts drift back to Dee, and another burst of anger flares through my chest. I’m not going to be able to let this go. She means too much to me.


It obviously wasn’t mutual. We went through the stress, the fear, the abuse—all that hot-housing did to us—together, and then she throws me to those fucking dogs hungry for the next story. And for what? Did they offer her the same private-server deal they tried to buy me with? How long has Dee been reporting to them?


I put the knife down and press my fists into the worktop. I have to accept Dee told them everything about me that she could. As a fellow asset, she can’t have told them about my status or about the hot-housing, so realistically, the most they could know is how I approach a few games. I didn’t spill my guts to Dee as we played. Far from it. I just have to let it go and be thankful that I figured out the trap in time.


It doesn’t make the betrayal any easier to deal with though.


“You haven’t checked the stream for seven days,” Tia says. “Would you like to review your settings?”


“No.”


“I could suggest new people to connect with,” Tia presses. “Or perhaps we could discuss a way to make your experience more convenient or enjoyable.”


“No, Tia, it’s fine. Everyone’s talking about that bloody capsule, and when you filter that out, there’s not much left.”


“There are several trending tags that might interest you: #shutupaboutthecapsule, #boringcapsuleisboring, #anythingbut—”


“Nothing social tonight, Tia, thanks.” I’m not sure what the masses enjoy more: being swept into a fervor about the latest big story or the backlash against it. It all ends the same way: by the time whatever is being hyped actually happens, most people have used up all the fucks they could possibly give about it.


“Would you like me to review the filters in place on your public in-box? You have received new messages since you last checked your mail.”


“All asking for interviews or some statement about the capsule?”


“All except one has been filtered into the ‘Journalist shitbags’ folder. Would you like to—”


“I’m not interested.”


“Would you like me to summarize the latest papers published in Applied Psychology, The Criminal Mind and—”


“No!” JeeMuh, I’m annoyed at an APA. I need an early night.


“Would you like me to make fewer suggestions?”


I start peeling the potatoes, wondering how to reply. I should keep up-to-date with things better than I have been of late. It’s good to keep up with the latest research and think pieces by the greats in the field. But on these rare evenings of downtime between murder investigations, it’s the last thing I want to do. I should keep an eye on current affairs too, but with the news feeds full of crap about the capsule and all the markets, tech and financial, wanking themselves senseless about what could be inside it, there’s nothing left of merit. Tia is one of the highest-level APAs for both work and personal use, but it can be overzealous in trying to connect me more. It’s only following protocols established from a combo of my psych supervisor’s recommendations and my own profile settings, but sometimes it feels like it’s nagging me.


“I don’t mind suggestions,” I reply. “I’m just not interested in anything except making this casserole right now.”


I know I’m an outlier. My ex used to have ten conversations on the go while taking a shower—even while taking a dump. It’s not like I can really jump into the stream anyway, not with my job. I’m always holding something back, even though I have permission to use a legal pseudonym for recreational use online. It’s not the same when you know anything you say or do is being recorded and could be reviewed at any time by your owner. I can see why the hard core go to such lengths to create illegal online identities. The freedom that true anonymity would give must be intoxicating.


I’m quieter online than most. I guess some of Alejandro’s teachings sank in deeper than I’d like to admit. It’s then I realize he taught me how to cook this casserole and I shake my head. I’m not the product of tragedy the media hacks want me to be. Another selfish bastard did far more to make me what I am now than my own parents.


“Tia, has Alejandro Casales said anything about the capsule?”


“Yes. He made a public statement on arrival in London.”


“He’s in Norope?” My heart judders in my chest. Has he finally come to find me? No. He probably doesn’t even remember me now. Only a narcissistic twat would think someone as high-profile as him would give any fucks about me. I know I’m just another piece of human wreckage he’s left in his wake.


“Yes. He arrived in London eight days ago and made the statement at the airport. Would you like me to play a recording of the footage?”


I don’t want to hear his voice again. I don’t want to see his face. Why did I even ask? But I have to know now. “Just . . . read it out to me with your voice.”


“Upon arrival at Heathrow Airport, Alejandro Casales said: ‘I don’t have anything new to say about Atlas and the one they called the Pathfinder. All I have is hope that whatever she left us in that capsule nourishes humanity. I know there are so many who hope it will contain answers, but to those who seek them I say this: look inside yourself. The answers to these questions are probably already within you, waiting to be heard. Turn off the distractions long enough to listen.’”


Even with Tia’s voice it makes me clench my teeth. It sounds like the kind of preachy bullshit he’d say. “Why is he in Norope?”


“He hasn’t made any statement to that effect, nor answered any questions about his visit,” Tia replies. “Eighty-two-point-five percent of all mentions regarding his visit make the assumption he is here for the opening of the capsule.”


That’s bollocks, I think. For one thing, the capsule will be opened in Paris, Europe, so why fly into the capital of Norope? Relations between the two great gov-corps are better than they’ve been for a while, but back before England became part of the union between the former UK and the Scandinavian countries, there was always a vast political gulf between the island and mainland Europe. Landing in London when you’re as famous as Alejandro Casales is like flicking all the balls in Europe without even trying. He used to be one of them, after all. And for another thing, there’s over a week to go. Half of the news feeds have got that number ticking down in the corner of their broadcasts. Millions of people, every day, are counting off the days to what many are calling the event of the century. Others are calling it the end of the world, but then there’s always someone counting down to that. Whether they believe it’s going to reveal secrets that will change the world or just a picture of Cillian Mackenzie with his middle finger thrust in front of him, everyone is talking about it online. Except me.


The irony is, if I had true anonymity out there, I’d probably want to talk about that fucking capsule too. As much as I try to keep any and all reminders about it away from me, I can’t stop my thoughts from drifting back to the bloody thing. I was only six months old when it was buried by the Pathfinder and her project/PR manager. What did Lee Suh-Mi and Cillian Mackenzie decide to gift to the poor bastards they left behind? The fabled coordinates to God and enough technical knowledge to build another huge ark and follow them? That’s what most people seem to be hoping for: a new age of interstellar travel and space exploration. That’s because they’re idiots. There’s no way we have the resources to devote to such a huge project, not after the damage from the ’30s. There’s no way to mobilize a build like that without taking critical materials and man power from something else, and there just isn’t the slack anymore. The last thing that even came close was the Mars expedition and that hasn’t made enough money to recoup costs. No profit means no more gov-corp interest, and that means it won’t happen.


And what would be the point of trying to pursue Lee’s crazy followers anyway? There’s no guarantee Atlas made it, even if God was waiting for them at those coordinates. The Pathfinder and those stupid enough to follow her are probably all dead, frozen and floating in a huge man-made failure. I can imagine my mother’s face, gray skinned and white lipped, eyes staring—


A loud buzz makes me jump and the knife slips. A red bloom sinks into the potato on the chopping board as I inspect the cut. Another buzz.


“What is that?” I ask Tia.


“The doorbell.”


“You’re shitting me.”


A new icon labeled “DOORCAM” flashes in my right-hand field and I select it. My boss is standing on the doorstep, pressing the button for a third time. Fuck! Did she find out I was at that food market? As the buzz fades she looks straight into the cam and raises an eyebrow. I’ve been living here for more than five years and no one has ever rung the bell. I didn’t even know there was one.


“Open the door for her,” I say, hurriedly rinsing the cut. Knowing her, she’ll take the stairs even though I’m five floors up. Enough time for me to put on some trousers and a clean T-shirt, if this bastard cut stops dripping.


“MyPhys, does this need stitches?” I stare at the long slice down the edge of my left forefinger.


Tia’s voice reports back. “MyPhys recommends thorough cleaning of the wound and application of a medi-strip. The injury has been logged in your medical record and you will be notified should there be early indications of infection.” When I don’t immediately move, Tia adds, “There’s a box of them in the bathroom cupboard.”


I leave drops of blood on the flooring as I dash in there and rinse it. Another drop splatters the white porcelain as I pluck a strip from the box and tear off the protective film with my teeth. There’s immediate relief once I’ve pressed the gelled side against the cut as the local anesthetic does its work.


There’s just enough time to dress properly and wipe up the blood from the floor before the knock. I run a hand through my hair, realize I haven’t shaved and then open the door.


Roberta Milsom looks exactly as she always does: her hair is cut shorter than mine, in an Afro style, dark brown skin, no makeup. What you see is what you get with her and I like that. She gives her usual nod and steps inside without bothering to wait for the invitation to do so. We both know it would be superfluous, and if she’s anything, she’s efficient.


“Caught you out, did I?” she says, taking in the medi-strip and the fold creases in my T-shirt that haven’t had a chance to drop out yet.


“Yes, ma’am,” I say, standing straighter out of habit. “I was cooking.”


“I’d heard you do that,” she says, walking in, her boots making a gentle clumping sound.


She doesn’t ask if she’s disturbing my plans. That’s irrelevant. I’m always available, as per the terms in my contract. Milsom knows there’s no one else here because she would have checked beforehand. She doesn’t apologize for the intrusion because she has every right to summon me any time of day or night, regardless of what I might feel about it. What I don’t understand is why she’s come in person to do something she usually handles with a message.


That fact makes me tenser around her than usual. I follow her down the hallway, watching her sweep her trained eye over everything. She’s thinking it’s too big a place for me, that it’s an indulgence on my part that she would never permit herself. But she won’t say that. There are professional boundaries, after all. Just like everything she’s looking at, it doesn’t really belong to me; it’s being paid for out of a negotiated extension to my contract. I’ll be paying for the rent on this place as part of my contractual debt for many, many years. At the end of it all, I’ll walk away with the clothes on my back—nothing more. I’m not going to extend my contract for paintings and ornaments and clothes I don’t need.


“I’ll get to the point,” Milsom says, even before taking off her coat. “There’s a case but it’s complicated. I’m going to shut down your APA while I brief you.”


Another first. The tension knots my shoulder muscles. I don’t keep a cluttered border in my UI field, not like some, only a tiny icon in the bottom right for me to select if I want to do anything in silence instead of the voice interface. When it disappears I realize how deeply I’d become accustomed to it.


“Are you worried about a security breach?”


She doesn’t answer, just tosses her coat onto one of the chairs. “Aren’t you going to offer me a drink?”


I want to quip that she said she was going to get straight to the point but I daren’t piss her off. She’s honest-to-God nervous and I know that something big is coming. “Should I get one for myself too?”


She nods. “Make them large.”


I open a bottle of wine, having finished the whisky last week, and pour two large glasses as she settles herself in another chair, all the while taking in the Spartan decor and sleek storage. This could be anyone’s apartment, I think, imagining seeing it through her eyes for the first time. No photos, no ornaments, not even any art.


I take the wine over to her and sit opposite. She takes a sip and then downs a good slug of the stuff. It irritates me that she isn’t savoring it; the bottle, being the real deal, costs just shy of a week’s worth of debt. I hide the fact I’m trying to breathe in the aroma—she’ll only think I’m some pretentious tosser—and then take a sip myself, letting the flavors spread across my tongue before swallowing.


I’m ready for something shitty—some celeb knocked off in a corporate’s house, that sort of thing. I wait as she considers the best way to start.


“Alejandro Casales has been murdered. We want you to lead the investigation.”
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“WHAT?” I SAY dumbly, like all the people I’ve had to inform of the deaths of loved ones.


“The head of the Circle cult has been murdered, Carlos. We need you to head up the case.”


The second time she says it I can get ahold of it, understanding the words but not believing them. She said “head of the Circle cult” as if I’d needed a clarification, as if I were somehow magically capable of forgetting that man.


As clearly as I see her now, I see Alejandro the day I met him more than thirty years ago. I opened the door to him, ashamed because I knew he would notice my clothes were dirty and that the hallway carpet was covered with filth. The sun was behind him and he towered over me, like he’d been sent by the Greek gods I’d been learning about.


“Ah, good morning, young man.”


“We don’t want to buy anything and we don’t believe in God,” I said, having learned it from my dad before he’d stopped talking.


“Just as well. I’m not selling anything and I’ll never tell you what to believe,” he replied. “My name is Alejandro. You must be Carlos.” His voice was deep and gentle, the kind I wished my father had.


“Do you know my dad?”


“I need to speak to him. It’s very important. Is he at home?”


“He doesn’t talk to anyone. Are you police?”


A laugh. “No.”


“Bailiff?”


“You seem very young to know a word like that.”


I’d learned it from the television. I had it on twenty-four hours a day and not on the children’s channels. I needed to hear other adults and it comforted me. But there had been one vintage show about people who didn’t pay bills and had their stuff taken away, and the idea had taken root in my brain. My dad didn’t get out of bed, so surely he wasn’t paying our bills. I was convinced that one day large men with clipboards and corporate baseball caps would turn up and take everything away. I was too young to realize that no one used clipboards anymore.


“He doesn’t talk to anyone,” I repeated, and started to close the door.


“I need to talk to him about your mummy,” he said, and the door swung back again, letting the sunlight spill over the grime around my feet. “He’ll listen to me. Only five minutes, and then I’ll be gone and I promise I won’t take away any of your stuff.”


“Pinky promise?”


He held out his hand, baby finger extended, and let me interlock my own with his. Satisfied, I stepped aside and let him in.


Inside the house, with the sunlight shining onto his face, it all made sense. Same dark brown eyes, same dark brown hair, same olive skin. He was a long-lost uncle, one I had been wishing for so much, come to sweep us away to his gigantic estate and make everything better.


Oh God, how could I have been so right and so wrong?


There’s a moment when something threatens to surface and I lock it down, shifting into professional mode. No room for that shit right now, not with her watching me.


“Carlos, I know you were close to him, and I know this is hard and that’s why I’m running this by you off the record first. I don’t want this to be the first black mark against you, if you can’t handle it. That wouldn’t be fair.”
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