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Dramatis Personae


IS-LAND


The Ashfields






	
Astra Ordott




	
Political prisoner; Oracle








	
Cora Pollen




	
Political prisoner; friend of Astra’s Birth-Code mother, Eya, and niece of Astra’s Shelter mother, Hokma Blesser [both deceased]








	
Charm




	
Political prisoner








	
Rosetta




	
Political prisoner








	
Pallas




	
Political prisoner








	
Fern




	
Political prisoner








	
Sunflower




	
Political prisoner








	
Lichena




	
Prison guard








	
Bircha




	
Prison guard












Atourne: capital city of Is-Land, home to the National Wheel Meet and its various Ministries, chief among them the Is-Land Ministry of Border Defence [IMBOD]






	
Superintendent Dr Samrod Blesserson




	
Code Scientist; Hokma Blesser’s brother; Member of IMBOD’s secret Vision Council








	
Chief Convenor Stamen Magmason




	
Head of National Wheel Meet; Head of the Vision Council








	
Deputy Convenor Riverine Farshordott




	
Deputy Head of National Wheel Meet; Member of the Vision Council








	
Crystal Wyrdott




	
Wheel Meet Chief Minister of Spiritual Development








	
Justice Blade Stonewayson




	
Prosecuting Judge in the Ministry of Penitence








	
Harald Silverstreamson




	
National Prosecutor in Stonewayson’s office












Bracelet Valley ~ Yggdrasila






	
Freki Yggdrasiladott




	
Child (pre-Sec Gen), twin to Ggeri








	
Ggeri Yggdrasilason




	
Child (pre-Sec Gen), twin to Freki








	
Sif Yggdrasiladott




	
Code Shelter mother to Freki and Ggeri; partner to Vili








	
Vili Yggdrasilason




	
Code Shelter father to Freki and Ggeri; partner to Sif








	
Fasta Yggdrasiladott




	
Birth Shelter mother to Freki and Ggeri








	
Esfadur Yggdrasilason




	
Community Elder; Code Shelter father to Eya








	
Brana Yggdrasiladott




	
Community Elder; Birth-Code Shelter mother to Eya








	
Eya Yggdrasiladott




	
Birth-Code daughter to Esfadur and Brana; Birth-Code mother to Astra and Halja [deceased]








	
Halja Yggdrasiladott




	
Birth-Code daughter to Eya; Sec Gen












Bracelet Valley ~ Springhill Retreat






	
Chief Superintendent Clay Odinson




	
Director of Springhill Retreat; Former Head of the Non-Land IMBOD Barracks








	
Tulip Hiltondott




	
Wheel Meet Minister of Penitence








	
Ahn Orson




	
Celebrity bio-architect; Hokma’s ex-partner












The Dry Forest






	
Klor Grunerdeson




	
Astra’s Shelter father; Code worker








	
Nimma




	
Astra’s Shelter mother; Craft worker








	
Sheba




	
Klor and Nimma’s Code daughter [deceased]








	
Peat




	
Astra’s Shelter brother; former Sec Gen [see Shiimti]








	
Yoki




	
Astra’s Shelter brother; Sec Gen








	
Meem




	
Astra’s Shelter sister; Sec Gen








	
Congruence




	
Ahn’s partner, a relationship begun secretly and illegal in her teens; non-Sec Gen












NON-LAND


Occupied Zabaria






	
Lilutu




	
CONC worker; YAC activist; AKA Tira Gúnida








	
Anunit




	
Mother; Former sex worker in Pithar








	
Girin




	
Son of Anunit








	
Bud




	
IMBOD communications officer








	
Neperdu




	
Sex worker [deceased]












Shiimti






	
Peat Orson




	
Former Sec Gen Constable; Astra Ordott’s Shelter brother








	
Bartol




	
YAC Trainer and Warrior








	
Dr Tapputu




	
Physician; former CONC medic in Kadingir








	
Zizi Kataru




	
Astra Ordott’s Code father [deceased]








	
The Zardusht




	
The High Healer of Shiimti








	
Ñeštug




	
Dream Voyage Guide












The Non-Land All Action Revolutionary Commandos (NAARC)






	
Enki Arakkia




	
NAARC Commander








	
Muzi Bargadala




	
Shepherd and Forager; Astra Ordott’s husband








	
Ñizal




	
NAARC Commander








	
Sulima




	
NAARC Commander; married to Enki












ASFAR






	
The Mujaddid




	
Ruler of Asfar








	
Colonel Akira Thames




	
CONC Envoy; Former CONC Compound Director in Kadingir








	
Tibir Ögüt




	
Billionaire and secret patron of NAARC












The Non-Land Alliance (N-LA) [Non-Land Government-in-Exile]






	
Una Dayyani




	
Lead Convenor








	
Marti




	
Personal Assistant to Una Dayyani








	
Artakhshathra




	
Chief Researcher








	
Tahazu Rabu




	
Chief of Police












The Youth Action Collective (YAC) [Non-Land resistance group, allied to N-LA]






	
Ninti




	
Speaker and Warrior, Voice of YAC in N-LA








	
Malku




	
Speaker and Warrior, Voice of YAC in N-LA








	
Tiamet




	
Singular








	
Simiya




	
Singular








	
Asar




	
Singular








	
Sepsu




	
Asar’s Carer












Muzi Bargadala’s Family






	
Habat Bargadala




	
Daughter-in-law of Uttu, widow of Kingu








	
Nanshe Emeeš




	
Daughter-in-law of Uttu, widow of Gibil








	
Geshti Bargadala




	
Daughter of Kingu and Habat








	
Hadis Bargadala




	
Daughter of Kingu and Habat








	
Suen Emeeš




	
Son of Gibil and Nanshe








	
Esañ




	
Husband of Geshti








	
Ahmad




	
Husband of Hadis








	
Mordi Bargadala




	
Infant son of Geshti and Esañ








	
Uttu Dúrkiñar




	
Elderwoman; grandmother of Muzi [deceased]








	
Kingu Dúrkiñar




	
Eldest son of Uttu [deceased]








	
Gibil Dúrkiñar




	
Second son of Uttu [deceased]












AMAZIGIA






	
Jasper Sonovason




	
Astra’s lawyer








	
Calendula Goldstone




	
Cora Pollen’s lawyer












NEUROPA






	
Photon Augenblick




	
Blogger; Former CONC Mobile Medical Unit Medic












NUAFRICA






	
Rudo Acadie




	
CONC Officer; Former Mobile Medical Unit Medic












NEW ZONIA






	
Sandrine Moses




	
CONC Officer; Former Mobile Medical Unit Supply Coordinator














The biggest threat to life on Earth is human beings. You are the parasite that threatens to kill the host. Humans made a secret pact with one of the Oldest powers of all, Metal; with Metal’s help you proliferated, polluted, exhausted ancient energies, forced chain reactions, destroyed the fundamental balance of this planet. Finally, the rest of the Old Ones roared in anger against you . . . When oceans rose to drown your cities, temperatures soared to scorch your fields, clouds gathered to blot out the sun, many humans did at last realise the error of your ways. But already, the most brutal among you are re-forging your species’ pact with Metal, and if the rest of the Old Ones convulse again, this time only a few rodents and insects will survive. Remember, Astra, Metal is not wild and free and loving like the wind or the sunshine or water. Metal is hidden, inert, ambitious, jealous and cunning. But it is also part of your bodies, your minds and your souls. Humans are composed of everything that exists: that is the secret of your own enormous power. In you mingle molten droplets of gold, copper, lead, iron; the birth and death howls of all living creatures; salt and sweet waters; trickles of sand from the canyons; swirls of dust from the stars. In this awareness of your universal nature lies your redemption . . .


Istar to Astra Ordott, RE 87




‘That which is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow. That is the whole Torah; the rest is the explanation; go and learn.’


Hillel the Elder (110 BCE – 10 CE)


‘Do not let the kingdom of heaven become a desert within you. Do not be proud because of the light that brings enlightenment. Rather, act towards yourselves as I also acted towards you: I put myself under a curse for you, that you might be saved.’


Jesus in The Secret Book of James (8:14–15)


‘And of His signs is this: He created for you companions from yourselves that you might find rest in them, and He ordained between you Love and Mercy. In this indeed are signs for people who reflect.’


The Message of the Qur’an (Surah 30:21)


‘Alone, she will fly to the ashlands and bury herself in the earth. When she arises the placeless ones shall be in all places, and all places shall sing glad hymns of welcome and of [word missing].’


The Prophecy
[Fragments from cuneiform tablets c. 3250 BCE]
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Acid Green


Bracelet Valley


‘Whaaor.’ Breaking the first rule of the willow tree hideout – silence during active surveillance – Ggeri plopped back down behind the cedar log, the spyglasses clutched to his chest. Crouching beside him in the dirt, Freki stifled a giggle. Ggeri’s face changed expression so often his nickname in Yggdrasila was Little Windwolf. Right now, his eyes bulging like grapes and his lips puckered with shock, her twin looked like a catfish: one of the giant, bug-eyed bottom feeders that hoovered dead fish off the muddy bed of Lake Asgard, keeping the water clean for the manatees and freshwater dolphins. He was even the right colour – the light filtering through the spring branches had turned his skin a blotched, clammy green.


‘See, I told you,’ she hissed – she had made the rule and could ignore it if she liked. Plus, it was clear Ggeri had forfeited the rest of his turn with the spyglasses. She wrested them from his grip and crept, stealthy as a snake, up to the top of the log.


Shady and fragrant with cedar and soil, the space she and Ggeri had created beneath the willow tree was a secret chamber, a hidden playroom, but its jewellery boxes of scarlet ladybirds and turquoise caterpillars, its world-record-tall twig tower and the hnefetafl board they had scored in the earth with a stone were all just silly kids’ toys compared to this new game. Leaning in close to the lacy curtain of willow leaves, Freki trained the glasses into the mossy heart of the glade, scanning the broad trunks and spreading branches of the oaks until the sunlit shapes of the man and the woman filled her vision.


The man was the same man as the other day. He was tall and thin, with a cloud of fuzzy white hair like a dandelion clock. When she fiddled with the focus, she could see his eyes rolling back inside his head and his mouth twisting like he was a llama trying not to sneeze. He looked a lot like a llama, actually, his woolly chest and legs gilded gold in the late-afternoon sun. He wasn’t all hairy, though; when he bent down to shake the woman’s shoulders, she could see a shiny round bald patch on the top of his head, as if someone had sneezed and blown some of his dandelion seeds away. The woman was a different woman. She was small like the one before, with the same glowing bronze skin, but she had long, straight black hair and, instead of crouching like a dog in the grass, she was kneeling in front of the man, her head at his hips. Through the spyglasses, Freki could see clearly that her head was bobbing up and down on his Gaia plough. You’d never see dogs doing that! She inched her elbows forwards and shifted her belly up the log for a better view.


Ggeri lunged for her arm and pulled her back down beside him, scraping her wrist against the cedar bark and making her knock over the twig tower. She rubbed her arm and glared at him. ‘Look what you made me do.’


‘They’ll see the glass shining, stupid!’ he scoffed.


‘No, they won’t. They’re busy.’


‘Yeah, until the sun hits the glass and sends a blast of light to blind him in one eye and—’


‘Shhh!’ She bared her teeth and stuck out her tongue like a dagger. Yggdrasila didn’t call her Little Firewolf for nothing.


Ggeri puffed his cheeks out hard with air, flared his nostrils and crossed his eyes, but followed her orders at last. She was in charge here. She had found the glade, tracking a trail of deer spoor one afternoon when Ggeri was in the Warrior Hall watching the Sec Gens practise their judo moves. Ggeri couldn’t wait to have his Security Serum shot and take his place on the mat. He wanted to lose his puppy fat and earn Black Belts in judo, karate and taekwondo, and be ready to pulverise any Non-Lander and international troops that might try to invade Is-Land after the Hudna was over. But that was because Ggeri played too many Tablette games. Now that the Boundary had been clad it was impossible to breach, everyone said so, and the Sec Gens were just-in-case. Who wanted to be super-strong just-in-case? Freki liked it when Oma Fasta blew kisses into her tummy and called her roly-poly, and watching the Sec Gens was boring. The older children could throw their judo instructor across the gym, but where was the fun in watching them do that over and over again? Even their parents found it boring, she could tell. They looked up and clapped, but most of them were reading on their Tablettes in the stands.


What was happening in the glade was a million times more exciting. Yesterday and the day before, out playing on her own, she had discovered what happened here in the afternoons. Today she had sneaked a pair of birding binoculars from Oma Sif’s desk and, swearing Ggeri to secrecy on their twin bond, had tempted him out to the woods to help her build the willow tree hideout. He’d wanted to know why, of course, but she had only said it would be worth it. Now she had been proved right. Just like she had promised, this was way better than watching the Sec Gens; better, even, than watching the community dogs mate. She slung the spyglasses strap around her neck, rose up on her knees again and peered back out at the glade.


‘It’s my turn now.’ Ggeri bobbed up beside her, but she elbowed him away. The man was digging his fingers into the woman’s long black hair, his eyes were closed now but his mouth was stretched wide open and drool was coming out of it. She snickered again. The man made funnier faces than Ggeri. That must be why you weren’t allowed to watch adults mating, in case you burst out laughing when they were trying to boss you around later on.


Then, in a single movement that nearly gave Freki a crick in her neck, the man whipped the woman’s head away from his groin, pulled a stick out of his hipbelt and brandished it high. A willow branch was in the way, but Freki fingered it aside and through the glasses she could see the stick was big and jagged and made of silver metal. It flashed in the sun like a lightning bolt.


‘What’s he—’ Ggeri pressed closer to her. It was as if they were glued together with sweat and dirt, unable to stop watching, barely able to breathe. The man shouted but Freki couldn’t make out the words. Then his arm plunged down and he stabbed the woman in the chest with the lightning stick.


Freki and Ggeri’s gasps were lost in the flutter of birds flying up from the trees. Jerking and flailing, the woman fell to the ground.


Run! Run away! Freki silently screamed. Ggeri was tugging at the spyglasses but she kept them jammed to her eyes. The woman just kept wriggling and writhing and arching her back, her hair falling in a black wing over the grass. The man was panting and his pale face was all red. He raised his arm again, holding the lightning stick high, like a storm god in one of Oma Fasta’s Tablette stories. He jabbed the woman again, and again her body convulsed, her arm knocking something beside her – a pink hydropac – and sending it tumbling over the grass. With a sudden blurred arc, the man kicked her in the ribs. It was warm in the hideout, sticky and warm, but Freki was as cold as ice. She let Ggeri take the glasses and squeezed her eyes shut. There was a roaring in her ears, like a storm in the forest. Why wasn’t the woman fighting back?


Ggeri leaned close and spoke into her ear. ‘She’s not grown up yet, Freki.’ He gulped, as if he was about to cry. ‘She’s just a girl. I dunno, Year Eight or Nine?’


Heat blazed in her chest. That was so stupid. Adults weren’t allowed to Gaia play with girls, not even Year Twelves.


‘No, she isn’t.’ She glared at her twin. ‘She’s just short.’


‘She’s a girl, Freki. Her hydropac has got Gaia World characters on it. This is bad.’ Ggeri held his stomach, as if he felt sick. ‘I want to go home.’


She grabbed the spyglasses back and peered again at the pink hydropac lying in the grass. Was that Acorn’s green hat, or just a pattern? It was hard to tell. And grown-up women could be small. Then the woman let out a high, weird shriek and her fist hit the pac again, getting caught in the straps and flipping it over. With a hot, acid spurt, Freki’s stomach turned with it.


There on the bag were the familiar, friendly, big-stitched outlines of Acorn and Seedling – Year Seven characters – smiling their goofy smiles at the girl as she lay twitching beside them in the grass, her hips rocking up towards the man. For she was a girl, there was no denying it: the way she was lying now, Freki could see that her breasts were just starting to bud. And her cries were the whimpering cries of a child.


Freki wanted to run down into the glade, grab rocks and big sticks and throw them at the man, dash the lightning bolt out of his hand. But she couldn’t move. She just stared and stared until her eyes felt hard as marbles. The girl was slender, dainty as a fairy dancer, but she kept on taking the kicks, rolling her body as if begging the man to kick her everywhere. And he did. He kicked her in the head. Tears boiled up in Freki’s eyes.


Ggeri yanked her back down into the dirt. ‘We have to go and tell someone. Quick, while they’re still here.’


Battling back sobs, she kneaded the earth, barely feeling its moist peatyness, cool and dark between her fingers. ‘No,’ she blubbered. ‘We can’t.’


The tears burning down her cheeks now, she dug her fingers into the bark of the cedar log. The reddish-brown bits crumbled over the hnefetafl board drawn in the dirt, and she scuffed the game out with her heel, gouging a hole in the ground and scattering the pebble pieces amongst the wreckage of the twig tower. Over in the glade, the girl shrieked. The girl who could be kicked and punched and struck by lightning without getting hurt. The unbreakable girl.


Ggeri pulled his sandals on and tossed Freki’s against her legs. ‘Don’t be stupid. Of course we can. We can tell Oma Sif and Oma Fasta and Apa Vili, and they’ll tell Apa Esfadur and he’ll tell Major Brockbankson.’


‘Major Brockbankson won’t help us!’ Freki rubbed her swollen eyes dry. ‘He’s in IMBOD and IMBOD won’t care because IMBOD made her, Ggeri.’


‘What?’ He recoiled. ‘No, they didn’t.’


‘Yes, they did.’ Freki threw a fistful of dirt down between them. ‘She’s a Sec Gen. Isn’t she? That’s why they make Sec Gens so strong, even the fairy dancers. Don’t you see? It’s so that grown-ups can kick them and hit them as hard as they like.’


‘No, it isn’t!’ Ggeri’s whisper foamed with outrage but her words had hit home: fear rippled in the air between them.


‘It is.’ She overpowered her brother’s doubtful gaze with her fiercest Firewolf stare.


Ggeri’s lower lip wobbled. ‘She looks like Bluebell.’


She leaned close and pressed her forehead against his. As their breaths mingled and their knees touched, at last she felt it: their twin bond pulsing between them. Her teachers said that when they became Sec Gens they would feel a deep bond with their entire generation, but she didn’t need to run in a murmuration with a hundred other children. For all his bossiness and stupidity, all Freki needed was Ggeri; all she wanted to do was spend her life squabbling, playing and prowling through the forest with her womb brother, like the wolf cubs they’d been named for.


She looked into his big, black eyes, all doubled and floaty and swimming with sadness. ‘We have to run away,’ she whispered. ‘Run away to Lake Asgard and hide in the woods.’


‘We can’t do that!’ Ggeri pulled back, kicking the rest of the twig tower into the hole she had dug with her heel. But the twin bond still connected them, bound them together as if they shared the same heart.


‘Yes, we can.’ She hooked her finger into his elbow. ‘We’re the wolf cubs. We can live on nuts and berries and wild mushrooms and salad leaves, and sleep in a cave where no one can find us.’


‘I don’t know . . .’


He trailed off. It was as quiet as the bottom of a lake in the glade. A muddy, poisoned lake that an army of catfish couldn’t clean. Freki took one last peek over the log. The man had stopped shouting. He was on his knees now, straddling the girl’s body, staring at her face and doing something to himself that Freki didn’t want to watch. She stuffed the spyglasses into her hipbelt, then dropped onto all fours and crawled out from under the willow, back into the forest. Ggeri crept with her, on hands and knees through the dirt and roots and softly crackling twigs and leaves, until they were far enough away from the glade to stand up and run, run as one being, safe in the breath of the forest.


At last they reached the sweet chestnut stand and the thatched roofs of Yggdrasila came into sight between the trees. Freki stood in front of Ggeri and, panting, blocked his way.


‘We can’t tell anyone, Ggeri. Promise.’


He folded his arms and pouted, but didn’t argue. She stepped closer, chest-to-chest.


‘We have to run away.’ She pointed with an earth-black finger back at the glade. ‘That’s what’s going to happen to us if we have the Security Serum shot.’




Misted Silver


The Ashfields


She was naked in the sun, her body cradled in a hollow of tall grass, her limbs wrapped around a smooth, lean, endless young man, his arms enfolding her, his embrace somehow uniting her with the clean blue sky above. She could smell the man: he smelled of wild honey and mountain sage. His face was a dazzle of sunshine, but beneath her fingertips his spine was a road home; clasped in her palm, the stump of his right wrist was a staff to lean on; planted on her neck and her face, his kisses were soft steps to heaven. ‘Are you ready?’ Muzi whispered in a language she’d forgotten she knew. ‘Are you ready, Astra?’


‘Yes,’ she murmured, closing her eyes, her vision shading to red. ‘Yes.’


Muzi thrust his groin against hers. She awoke with a gasp, to darkness and the stink of shit. Her hand flew down her body, over the steel shield of her tankini breastplate, to the steel crotch of her girdle. Tears pricking her eyes, Muzi’s mouth still wet on hers, she thumped her hips against the bed mat. As she tipped into orgasm, the cell flooded with light. A harsh white glare burnt into her brain, ice-cold air blasted down from the ceiling vent, and, in a great spasm of beating wings, scissoring beaks and flashing eyes, the giant wallscreen opposite the bed exploded into vigilance.


‘Penitent AO202,’ Vultura hissed. ‘You have engaged in Gaia play. Ten marks have been deducted from your Privilege Account.’


The last traces of the dream vanished. Astra pulled the sheet up over her goose-pimpled flesh and its steel cage. ‘Fuck you, Vultura,’ she muttered.


‘Penitent AO202.’ The avatar’s hooded eyes bored into her, two acid-yellow pinpricks in a cratered grey face. ‘You have spoken before six a.m. An Impertinence Penalty has been deducted from your Privilege Account.’


She lay curled up beneath the sheet, shivering and rubbing her arms. The light dimmed to a spectral glow and Vultura resettled into brooding watchfulness, a huge, hunched, black silhouette against a granular grey background. Vultura was not sleeping – Vultura never slept – but the avatar’s eyes were half-closed again, its massive bald head still, the only movement on the wallscreen the remorseless progress of the clock. 21.3.99 · 05:42:15 . . . 16 . . . 17 . . . The seconds flickered like insects and the minutes crawled like snails: over one hundred and eighteen to drag by before breakfast. Nine more of freezing-cold air to endure.


But she had bested the girdle. She had peaked, right under Vultura’s black beak. As the last tremors of triumph and pleasure flushed through her veins, Astra willed herself back to sleep, back to her oasis with Muzi.


It was no use. She was cold, the tankini breastplate and girdle cut into her flesh, her loose upper-left molar nagged at her jaw and the sheet was scant protection against the stink in the cell. Running on the spot was the best response to the ceiling vent, but if she got out of bed she’d be punished again. Her teeth chattering so hard she feared the rotting one would crumble, she rolled onto her back, the most comfortable position the chastity shackles allowed. It was nearly morning: a new day soon to be welcomed. But as the grey dawn light seeped into her cell through the frosted window, and the brickwork vaults and cameras above her came into focus, another, deeper darkness washed over her.


Being in jail was like being swallowed by a whale. A dead, frozen whale with a twenty-four-hour surveillance system implanted in its guts. And why was she still clinging to dreams of Muzi? In twelve years in jail, although her lawyer secretly communicated regularly with his family, she had never received a message from him, not a single, smuggled word. As the creeping morning sunlight etched the limits of her world, absence, the complete absence of everyone and everything she loved, scraped her hollow again. If it weren’t for her medication and the Old Ones, she’d be just like the self-harmers: trading in razor blades, cutting her wrists, her throat if she could.


If you choose to merge with Istar you will suffer – but your suffering will have meaning.


The words rose up from the core of her being. Hokma’s words, first soulspoken in that other stone cave more than a decade ago. Astra had repeated them so many times over the years, if they’d been a scrubbing brush they would have worn away the walls of her cell. With them came a glow of resolve, a light to repel the darkness welling up from within her. She waited. She was good at waiting. At last, the air vent closed and then, eight minutes later, the clock finally leapt over the threshold to 21.3.99 · 06:00:00.


‘Astra Ordott!’ she declared, out loud, but not quite loud enough to incur another burst of cold air, or to disturb Charm in the next cell.


Vultura’s eyes snapped open and the domed head began its warning swivel, not scanning the cell – the cameras did that – but reminding her that she was being watched.


As if she ever forgot that. She shook her fist at the camera above the toilet. ‘Fuck you, Vultura. I have chosen to endure this ordeal. Not just cold and loneliness, fucking chains and fucked-up guards. I have chosen to wage an emotional war with myself. For a reason!’


As if on command, a strong beam of sunlight poured across the cell to light up the shelves beside the door: metal shelves crammed to bursting with rows and rows of paper, that archaic technology, sheaves and files and bundles of news articles, case notes and letters, all, thanks to Jasper’s persistent defence of her rights, stamped APPROVED by the prison censor, their edges gilded by the dawn. Yes. Let Vultura stare: Sun was on her side, sending light through the darkness, to recharge and sustain her, to renew the failed promise of her existence. She sat up. What was she doing, lolling around in bed? Today was a Visitors’ Day. Jasper was coming. Her lawyer, travelling all the way from Amazigia to bring news of her campaigns, documents for her files, defiant reminders of her reasons for choosing to live in this Gaia-forsaken hole. She had work to do, hours of work. Thank frack she had woken early.


06:02:18. She scrambled out of her bunk to the sink, took her head pills and brushed her teeth, flinching as the bristles frisked the rotting molar. Then she squatted over the blocked toilet and urinated through the grille in the tankini girdle. As she was hosing herself down, her bowels shifted. She pressed a button on the wall, the back of the girdle slid open and Vultura’s eyes began to flash. She defecated, cleaned herself as quickly as possible and waited for the girdle to close.


It didn’t. Sometimes this happened to tempt you to Gaia play with yourself. She clapped her hands on top of her head. The squat was good for her thighs.


At last the girdle shut. Vultura’s eyes resumed their default acrid smoulder. Astra stood in the small oblong of floor space between bed, narrow desk, shelves, door, toilet and sink. Facing the cloudy window above the bed, feet alive on the cold stone, she opened her arms wide. Vultura was watching from the wallscreen, the giant head swinging back and forth, but Vultura couldn’t stop her worshipping. She was a human being and she had a right to worship her gods. Sun, she petitioned silently. Great Globe of Fire. Please infuse me with your power.


Even at noon on a summer’s day, kneeling on the bed with her face pressed to the window, she could barely see anything through the frosted glass. The best view she ever got was a dark smudge of what she knew was a lavascape, and above it a fuzzy white sky. But she had a right to natural light and she never took it for granted. As the sunbeam flowed into the cell, Astra lifted her face, invited a gentle wealth of photons to tiptoe over her lashes, dance on her cheeks, cascade down her body. The light polished the tankini, but it also sheened her skin until she exuded a honey-gold aura to repel Vultura’s gaze, the stink from the toilet, any shit the day might throw at her. As the cell steadily brightened, stealing the gleam from Vultura’s eyes, she did her morning yoga: sun salutations, Warrior One, Warrior Two, Warrior Three. Corpse pose.


Afterwards, she lay on the bed, observing her breath. Yoga prepared her for visitations from the Old Ones, and even if the Old Ones didn’t come, the exercise and meditation were a good use of time. Time, not an endless ladder of numbers, but a healer who brewed bitter herbs, the doctor she must never perceive as her enemy. Hokma had said that. Hokma, whose presence she hadn’t felt since . . . The memory clouded her mind, trailed by a pale, hopeful thought.


Old Ones, she soulspoke. Jasper is coming today. I would be grateful for a message for my people. And if You don’t mind, she added, I have a question for You.


Istarastra.


Istarastra: the name the Old Ones called her when they expected her to be solemn and wise, to accept all the hard, impersonal truths of the universe. The sibilant cellular transmission sent a nervy quiver running down from her scalp to her toes. She raised her arms behind her head and braced them against the wall.


Earth. Thank you for coming.


Earth sniffed, setting all the hairs on her body erect. It smells good in your den. And you taste . . . like the desert.


She was never quite sure if the Old Ones understood that she was in prison. Perhaps they had soulspoken to so many cloistered mystics over the millennia the distinction was not clear to them. And probably a blocked-up toilet would smell delicious to Earth.


Thank you. I drank long of Sun.


One day you shall swim again in Sun’s heat. That day has not yet come!


Earth’s roar jerked through her and her arms began to ache. She was prepared for it now, but soulspeaking with Earth was nothing like she’d imagined it would be. Earth was no nurturing mother deity, more like an irate Abrahamic god.


You ask Me for a new message, Earth rumbled. I have an old message, an old message from all of the Old Ones. Today Earth, Air, Fire and Water send your people the same message as always, but for one crucial difference: today it comes as a final warning. Today, Istarastra, you must tell the Creatures of Clay that the Old Ones have run out of patience. Your miserable species has one year left: one year in which to end your vain romance with Metal or perish.


The bed rattled, her brain wobbled like a sack of jelly in her head and a spark of fear ignited in her stomach. Perish? Already? But I’m only just starting to get Your messages out to the right people—


Hah! Earth scoffed, a sensation rather like having one’s kidneys scrubbed with sandpaper. The right people are irrelevant, Child. It is the wrong people who should be heeding the Old Ones. The wrong people who are digging more mines, plundering the planet for rare-earths metals, copper, iron and tin, creating sink holes and swamps, toxic lakes, erosion that scatters the soil to the winds. The wrong people who are building more bombs, courting war and disaster. The wrong people who are proliferating, year on year, in thrall to Metal, a renegade force that seeks ever to attain dominion over the family of elements, desires only to disrupt the balance of the universe. I tell you again, Child: the Old Ones searched for billions of light-years to find this planet and garland it with every beauteous form of life, and We will not allow Metal to transform it into a barren rock, populated only by robots and devil worms. The Creatures of Clay may hold life in contempt. We do not!


She winced. I know. I know mining and weapon-making are happening, and they shouldn’t be. We should have learned more from the Dark Times. But we did give up fossil fuels, Earth. And we banned war, for a hundred years. To keep making positive changes we just need a bit more time—


Yes, you gave up gobbling black gold. Earth’s sneer made her skin crawl and an unsavoury taste rise in the back of her throat. After you raised the global temperature four degrees and cratered the continents with nuclear strikes; after the seas rose and devoured your cities; after famines and disease consumed entire nations; after a generation of survivors endured two decades of sunless skies; after human beings nearly made yourselves and every other species on the planet extinct – at last you put your heads together and decided to give up burning oil and take a little breather from war! For a brief moment, it appeared you had learned from your mistakes, but that moment has passed like the fart of a camel. For the Creatures of Clay are akin to cracked jugs: you do not hold the waters of wisdom long. Again you witless infants drool at the feet of Metal. Even you are still using Tablette technology to send Our messages to the world. And look at that barbaric contraption you’re wearing! How do you expect humanity to break its lustful bond with Metal if even you are cladding your sexual organs in steel?


I’m sorry, she grovelled. But I told you before, I’m stuck in here. The authorities make me wear this stupid outfit. I can’t travel or give talks. And it’s the humans who are still using Tablettes that we most urgently need to reach.


Reach them, then! Reach them all. Today, Istarastra, you will tell your woeful species that it has one year within which to cure its fascination with Metal and return to a state of equilibrium with the Old Ones. By the next Vernal Equinox, humans must forbid all metal mining, abandon their Tablettes and destroy all their weapons, or they will incur the ultimate wrath of the Old Ones. If you do not obey Us, Water will rise again, Earth convulse, Air roar and Fire rage, and this time We will show no mercy: We will smash every last one of you like badly thrown pots!


As abruptly as it had started, the bed stopped shaking. Every joint in Astra’s body throbbed, her breastplate was practically sawing her right arm off and her head felt perpendicular to her neck. Altogether, a cheerful start to the conversation. If you could call being bombarded with clods of hot lava a conversation. All these pains were just a gentle tickle, though, compared to the tension mounting in her stomach. A year to break the bond with Metal was an impossible demand.


Thank you, Earth. That is a powerful message. As she’d learned to do the hard way, Astra paid obeisance before attempting to negotiate. Earth was by far the most demanding of the Old Ones. Fire was volatile yet inspiring, Water emotional and often compassionate, Air logical and sometimes uplifting; Earth, though, was dogmatic and only very rarely nurturing. It hadn’t always been this way, apparently: the depletion of the planet’s topsoil, Water had told her, had made Earth increasingly stone-hearted. But though stubborn and unsympathetic, the Old One was not entirely immune to reason. I could not agree more, Astra humbly persisted, that humanity is in great danger of repeating the worst mistakes of our past. For the last twelve years, I’ve urged people to do all the things You and the other Old Ones demand. And with the greatest respect, Earth, I do think people are listening. I am helping Jasper to prepare a legal case that has the potential to result in an international ban on rare-earths mining. Plus, a year today marks the end of the Hudna. Barring minor skirmishes and a few small chronic hot spots, on the Vernal Equinox Regeneration Era 100 humanity will have successfully achieved a century of peace, an unprecedented extended ceasefire between nations. Everywhere people are calling on their leaders to make this ceasefire permanent by embracing a programme of universal disarmament in which all nations will surrender their weapons of war to our international government. I believe therefore that we have a strong chance of meeting two of your demands. Giving up Tablettes by next year will be hard, though. Perhaps impossible. We need to be able to communicate with each other and we don’t have a viable replacement technology yet.


Then find one! Isn’t that what Air has been telling you for years?


We are trying. But it’s difficult. Perhaps . . . She had asked this before, but it was worth another try. Perhaps You might be able to tell me something that could help?


Earth snorted, a not entirely unpleasant experience for Astra, somewhat akin to a quick loofah rub-down. Humans can communicate with the stars. But you’re obsessed with talking to each other! Empty vessels, the lot of you. Empty vessels you would rather stuff with rubbish than illuminate with stardust. Such a waste of good clay. Frankly, the sooner you all stop breeding, the better.


Grumbling was a good sign: Earth was calming down, might be willing to haggle. Earth? She adopted a flattering tone.


Earth belched, nearly cracking one of Astra’s ribs. Yes?


Is the infertility epidemic a warning from the Old Ones?


Don’t blame Us for that. Tell your fellow humans you are punishing yourselves! Your sterility is a symptom of your abuse of Our good nature.


She let the tremors subside before starting to wheedle. Is a year’s deadline necessary, then? Couldn’t you, perhaps, please, give us fifty years to break the bond with Metal? If humanity can’t learn to respect the planet by then, maybe we’ll just die out on our own.


You have had fifty years. You have had one hundred years, one hundred thousand years. If the Creatures of Clay do not heed Our final warning within one more revolution around the sun, the Old Ones will rise again and devour you all, down to the last stillborn child!


The bed rattled so hard she couldn’t stop it thudding against the wall. Earth yawned. Was that your question?


She hesitated. Earth wouldn’t budge now. She’d have to talk to Water or Air about granting an extension, or accepting an interim result. Water was empathic, Air reasonable: either might be flexible. No . . . She paused, fighting off a sudden sense of futility. But she had to ask. I was wondering if You could ask Hokma to visit? I haven’t felt her presence for nearly eighteen months now. Before, she used to come at least once a year.


Earth sighed and her body warmed, as if immersed in the steam from an enormous underground hot pool. Time means little to those who dwell in the tunnels. She’s probably lost track of it. Or is busy. As you should be.


Her stomach clenched. But couldn’t you try to find her—


No! And you should not be thinking of her. Today you must give Jasper Our message. Jasper, Earth purred. Such a sensible name. What a shame it belongs to a cracked pot. Tell him one year, Istarastra, one year. Tell them all.


With a final seismic spasm, Earth departed. Astra lay still, letting the heat of the Old One drain away and blinking back tears. Today was supposed to be a good day, a day when a host of smashed promises might be mended, mended like broken bowls with pure silver light. Instead it had brought a mortal threat to humanity, and a deeper sense of emptiness where Hokma was supposed to be. She opened her eyes. The scent from the toilet had ripened in the morning’s warmth and behind Vultura’s looming head the wallscreen glowed a dull warning orange, signalling she was under active observation by the guards in their office. Perhaps one year left of human life wasn’t such a bad bargain after all . . .


‘CRAW CRAW CRAW.’


She winced and squinted as the wallscreen lit up, for the second time that morning bleaching the cell a blinding white. ‘Penitents.’ The avatar’s beaky jaw snapped open and shut and its hunched shoulders heaved. ‘It is seven a.m. Today is the Vernal Equinox, the beginning of spring and a time in which to rebalance one’s conscience. Today is also a Visitors’ Day. Unless you are receiving a visitor, you will remain in your cell until noon, reflecting on your crimes and asking forgiveness from Gaia.’


The wallscreen dimmed. Astra sat up and rubbed her face, got the blood flowing. She couldn’t let misery master her. She wasn’t the only lonely person in this prison. But, though Earth might not think so, she was one of the busiest. Perched on the edge of the bed, she flipped up her Tablette from the front plate of her girdle.






PENITENT AO202.


YOUR PRIVILEGE ACCOUNT IS IN AMBER STATUS.


BY ORDER OF THE GOVERNOR


OF ASHFIELDS MAXIMUM SECURITY PENITENTIARY


AND IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE POLICIES OF


THE IS-LAND MINISTRY OF PENITENCE


WITH THE EXCEPTION OF LEGAL DOCUMENTS


YOU MAY NOT READ OR WRITE UNTIL 28.03.99








Soulspeech was ingrained in her cells, word-for-word, as it arrived, but in case anything should happen to her she wrote all the Old Ones’ messages down. Thanks to Jasper, IMBOD had been forced to acknowledge these texts as legal documents: their international reception was evidence of her status as a political prisoner. She tapped on the icon, transcribed Earth’s ultimatum and logged the document into the prison censor’s queue, where it would be vetted for any mention of Muzi and his family and then forwarded to Jasper in advance of their meeting. She pushed the Tablette back down into the girdle with a satisfying snap and a surge of determination. Jasper was going to be updating her on the rare-earths mining case. Even if Water or Air couldn’t grant an extension, if she could meet at least one of Earth’s demands by next year, that would surely be cause for renegotiation of the ultimatum.


07:03:35. Around her, the wing was waking up. Next door, Charm was singing a bluesy tune; across the hall, someone banged a riff with their fists on a door. A lightness filled her chest. It was a good day: a Vernal Equinox, a day of equilibrium Vultura could not be allowed to own. She thought about Jasper. He would be waking up now, washing and shaving and getting ready for his morning run. Soon he would be pounding a path through the lava field, stopping only to flick out crumbs of basalt from his trainers, looking forward to steaming in the hotel’s mineral hot springs before breakfast, fruit salad followed by scrambled alt-eggs and chives on rye bread, all washed down with strong, freshly ground coffee. He hadn’t wanted to tell her about his tourist pleasures in the ashfields in case it made her envious, but Astra had insisted. She liked imagining him enjoying his morning. Knowing he was doing those things because he was visiting her made her part of the landscape; a pock-marked rock in the austere lava plains she could not see but knew stretched around the prison for hours and hours. Jasper brought that forbidden horizon close: described the lichen and the moss, the geysers and waterfalls, even did a passable imitation of wild horses whinnying in the mist.


As if looking into the far distance, she stared at the sunlit window. An image from the dream flashed against the opaque glass. A mop of dark hair against a turquoise sky . . . a sun-dazzled face. Her breath caught in her chest. So much was forbidden her, but she would never stop yearning for everything she was denied. Never. Jasper also brought the possibility of news of Muzi, or even – she tried, but could not push the hope down – a message from him, a sign that Muzi still considered himself . . . well, if not her husband, at least her friend and ally.


She fingered the edge of her Tablette. Her feelings about Muzi, while no longer raw, were still turbulent, painful, unsettling. That, she had gradually accepted, was the nature of love. If sex, with its hot urges and tender ecstasies, enabled Homo sapiens to biologically evolve, love, with its emotional ordeals, breaking people down to rebuild them anew, existed in order to fuel the spiritual evolution of the species. All the poets said so. If she wasn’t being punished for peaking this morning, she could read a love poem, something in the ebook anthology of pre-Abrahamic spiritual verse Jasper had finally forced the censors to allow her three years ago, after her father died. Zizi had created a more comprehensive anthology for her, Nights Beyond Measure, back in Shiimti before she turned herself in. She hadn’t been allowed to keep it: Abrahamist poems, however antique, were considered subversive material. The replacement poems, though, were now off-limits for a week.


And Earth was right: she had work to do. She got up, crossed the cell to her shelves, pulled out a fat red file and hauled it back to bed.






The Council of New Continents [CONC]


International Court of Environmental Justice


CASE 6291AX


The People of Zabaria vs the Is-Land Rare-Earths Mining Corporation [IREMCO]








She had read the witness statements dozens of times but they never failed to anger, move and motivate her. She turned first to the testimony of a woman who had given birth to a child with no head and no skin, next to the account of a woman forced into sex work with the mine managers who had then killed her newborn infant, dashing the boy’s head to a pulp against a rock. These women had been lucky: they had escaped from Zabaria during IMBOD’s violent takeover of the Non-Lander mining town. Is-Land’s Ministry of Border Defence hadn’t been defending the nation’s borders at all; rather, with miraculous speed, it had extended them, building a four-metre-high wall that cupped out from the Boundary to annex Zabaria and cut off the town from the world. CONC made noises, of course, but no one had done anything concrete about that Gaian monstrosity. Who knew what was going on behind it now?


‘Penitents,’ Vultura squawked, interrupting her thoughts. ‘In honour of the Vernal Equinox, I will be broadcasting an educational film at eight a.m., Gaian Achievements in Veganism. Failure to watch this film will result in five marks being deducted from your Privilege Account.’


‘Oh, shut up,’ she muttered as the flap at the bottom of the door clattered open and a tray of porridge and half-spilled tea slid into the cell. The porridge was cold glue, leftovers from yesterday. She ate methodically, then set the tray on the floor and returned to the file, revisiting the agony of the men, women and children of Zabaria, people now living on a pittance as refugees in Asfar, waiting patiently for her lawyers to deliver justice for their suffering. The now-familiar tales never lost their power to shock. She stared at photographs of a rare-earths tailing pond, a toxic pool of black sludge spreading over the scrublands east of Zabaria, a stain that grew larger every year.


She set the file aside on her bed. Earth was right. This could not go on any longer. Outrage mounting in her chest, her mind began to hurtle towards the vision of the future that had kept her sane and on course for twelve long years. She had chosen to live in this tomb, a secretary-slave to the Old Ones, because embracing martyrdom was the most effective way for her to fight – not only for humanity and the planet, but also for justice for Non-Land. If Jasper’s team could win this case, CONC might finally decide to ban rare-earths mining – or at least wrest control of the industry from nation states and private corporations. In either case, then surely Zabaria would be freed.


More than that, she also needed CONC to make the Hudna permanent, outlawing war in favour of diplomatic and economic sanctions and initiating a process of universal disarmament. Then Earth would let humanity live on, and perhaps the Boundary would fall and all the exiled Non-Landers would finally be able to return to their ancestral home to help build the new nation of One-Land.


She couldn’t say ‘One-Land’ aloud in prison; like the word ‘Muzi’, it would bring immediate punishment. She picked up the file again and stroked the cover. The IREMCO trial was coming up. Even if her vision of a united Is-Land and Non-Land was never realised, even if, a year from now, the Old Ones rose and devoured humanity down to the last child, her life need not be wasted.


Savagely, she turned to the page of biographies and photos of the Board of Directors, the men and women who ran the Is-Land Rare-Earths Mining Corporation. There, above a bulging paragraph of credentials, honours and awards, he was: the esteemed IMBOD Superintendent Dr Samrod Blesserson, a leading Code Scientist responsible for the development of the Security Serum and, quite impossibly, her Shelter uncle. For Samrod had done nothing to protect her, but had only ever exposed her to the elements; offered her up to harm to save his own skin. His heavy-jowled, impassive, bespectacled face was contoured like Hokma’s but devoid of all of his sister’s kindness, wisdom or joy. Instead, arrogance and greed twisted his mouth and deadened his gaze.


She would wipe that contemptuous smirk off his face. For now, she blotted it out with her thumb.


‘Your day of reckoning is coming, Samrod Blesserson,’ she whispered. ‘I’m going to get you, if it’s the last thing I do.’




Sour Gold


Occupied Zabaria


‘Do you think the car’s safe here?’ Lil checked over her shoulder. The cucumber salesman didn’t look bothered – she was a good metre from his cart – but she’d pulled up in front of a kebab stand and the vendor might object to her crowding his frontage. In some districts of the Non-Quarter that could result in a keyed paint-job, four flat tyres, or an empty gutter where her car used to be. She tried to peer around Roshanak to catch the man’s eye, but the Singular’s tall red-robed frame and four arms – outstretched on a raised knee, idly burrowing up a sleeve, crooked against the window, twirling a lank strand of hair – filled the view.


‘The neighbourhood council on this street is run by three knife-tongued grannies.’ Roshanak sniffed. ‘No one’s going to steal your old rust-bucket, don’t worry.’ With delicate precision, the Singular peeled a scab from their upper-right wrist, dropped the congealed crust between the seats, licked a fingertip of their lower-left hand and pressed it to the scarlet sore. ‘Can we settle up now, please?’


Provocation or minor first-aid crisis, she ignored Roshanak’s welling wound. ‘I said I’d pay you to take me to Anunit’s apartment. We’re not there yet.’


Roshanak pushed the lock of hair behind an ear and flicked the window with a chipped blue nail, indicating a narrow stairwell behind the kebab stand. ‘The old yellow building, second floor. Do you want me to hold your hand up the stairs?’


She craned again at the kebab seller. Barricaded behind a tray of magenta pickles and emerald lettuce, slicing a strip off a grey cone of alt-meat, he didn’t appear to even notice the CONC vehicle straddling the kerb. Out on the street, no eagle-eyed grannies were in evidence, but neither were any resentful-looking slouching young men. A scraggle of boys who should have been in school were playing football with a wodge of cardboard and tape, kicking it over the rutted road and up against a faded mural, a pastel vision of the steppes roughly slapped on a wall between a coffee kiosk and a school supplies stall. Behind the car, a woman in a brown headscarf was preparing for battle with the cucumber vendor, squeezing and discarding his no doubt withered produce; and directly ahead, an old man sitting on an upturned bucket, his face riven with fissures, was clicking prayer beads in a dusty haze of morning light. A more hedonistic sun-worshipper, a mangy cat, lay sprawled on a window ledge scratching its fleas, as unconcerned as the rest of the residents by the slogan on the wall beneath it – ‘One-Land or Die’, freshly sprayed in bright-red letters, and as yet undiscovered by IMBOD patrols.


She gazed up at the building above the cat. A shadow moved away from a window and a grimy curtain twitched. She turned the engine off. ‘Wait for me here. I need you to mind the car.’


Roshanak rolled their kohl-framed eyes. ‘Your dune buggy days are so o-ver, hun. I told you already: no one here wants a joyride on a CONC donkey. Look, I gotta go. It’s time to pay up, Lil.’


They held out a palm. The Singular’s four forearms were polka-dotted with needle marks and their nose dripped constantly like a sick sheep’s. But their cheekbones still cut a regal half-profile, and when Roshanak’s husky voice trembled with bravado, something squirmed inside Lil.


‘I told you,’ she muttered. ‘Don’t call me Lil.’


‘All right. It’s time to pay up, Tira.’


She hesitated. Though she and Roshanak went back a good decade, they were hardly old friends. They were barely former colleagues, and Roshanak had wandered a long way since down the path of deceit and self-interest. They’d met again at the morpheus recovery meetings Lil facilitated; the Singular was romancing a woman in recovery and was a disruptive presence, using the meetings like a theatre to declaim to a captive audience that love was the greatest addiction of all. Roshanak had immediately recognised Lil, but it had taken them three meetings to decide to talk to her, and three more to trust Lil enough to agree to ask around in the Non-Quarter for Anunit’s address. Though trust was a rather large word for the dubious emotional exchange they had embarked upon. Whatever paltry sum Lil gave Roshanak in exchange for their help, the Singular, she was sure, was going to head down one of the Non-Quarter’s dark alleyways to immediately trade it for morpheus. Tira could be sacked for that.


But she had promised.


‘I’ll give you half now. Half later. If she’s there.’


‘That’s not fair. What if she moved? That’s not my fault, is it?’


‘What’s not fair,’ she hissed, ‘is you demanding money for this in the first place. I’m doing it for Tiamet.’


Roshanak’s eyes flashed. ‘Me too, Lil. But I’m the one sticking my neck out. I’ve only got one of those. And you’re the one with the cushy CONC job. Look at you, in your frumpy blue shirt and world government car.’ The corners of their purple-stained mouth turned down and their voice stuck a hurt note. ‘It won’t make any difference to you if I end up crawling back to the Welcome Tent.’


‘Oh frack, Roshanak.’ But emotional blackmail was far preferable to the other kind. Ignoring the use of her name, Lil took the bag of gold beads from the pocket of her trousers and counted out three. ‘Take these. Come back to the morpheus clinic next week, and if this is Anunit’s place, I’ll give you the rest. Even if she’s moved.’


Roshanak bared blackened teeth, snatched the beads and stuffed them down their brassiere. ‘Shame about the uniform, but otherwise you’re looking good, Lil.’ They batted their falsies. ‘I always thought putting on a bit of weight would suit you.’


She flexed her fingers, clawed the air. ‘Meeeow!’


The Singular’s shredded lips curled into a smirk. For a moment, laughter sparked between them. ‘Otherwise you haven’t changed a bit. Still the “helpmeet of harpies”, hey babes?’


Outside, the cucumber customer sailed by, her bag full. Lil flinched. ‘Please don’t talk about me like that here. Or anywhere!’


‘Oh, don’t be such a jitterbug. It’s just us in here, chatting about the old days. I get that pirate radio sometimes. One-Land.’ Roshanak splayed their hands into four starbursts. ‘Ooh ooh ooh. YAC Attack.’


Roshanak had once had a good voice. It was tarry and cracked now, but hit the high note like a distant bullseye and gave the last phrase a breathy, almost sultry, finish. Lil felt another twinge of discomfort, mingled with something like sadness. ‘Those days are over, Roshanak. I’m just trying to help one person at a time now.’


‘Yeah, that’s all any of us can do, ain’t it the truth?’ The Singular traced a finger down the window, then tossed their hair and rattled at the door handle. ‘Well, don’t forget, sweetie, I’ve helped you.’


‘I won’t, Roshanak. Thank you.’ Lil released the lock and with a big fat air-kiss, Roshanak slid out into the street, leaving the door half-open.


Lil reached over, shut the door and watched Roshanak, sure enough, glance up and down the street then dart into an alley. She stepped out of the car herself, into the smell of fried alt-meat, the shrieking babble of children and a brown cloud of grit: not road dust, but dirt floating down from the sky. Coughing, she brushed off her sleeves, shook her hair and peered up. On the second-floor balcony, a woman was beating a carpet with impressive but worrying vigour. The rusted railings looked about to swing down over the kebab stand. Above them the crumbling sandstone building sagged under the weight of concrete extensions, solar panels, wet sheets and blankets, wind vanes and a snakes’ nest of electricity cables. On the third floor, two children waved at her over a grey cindercrete wall, then disappeared. Anger flared in her chest.


Zabaria had more than enough room to spread out: from the roof of their building, those kids could see halfway across the

scrublands. But IMBOD’s new wall had squeezed the town’s Non-Lander residents into the smallest of four unequal new quarters, forcing Occupied Zabaria to grow dangerously upwards since Lil and Roshanak had shared a tent here ten years ago. This brickwork didn’t look too bad, but buildings collapsed in the Non-Quarter every other month or burnt down in electrical fires. Just last week a five-storey building not far from here had buried twenty-three people, including seven children.


‘Kebab, Kebab!’ the seller cried. ‘Best kebab in Old Zabaria!’


‘Maybe later.’ She smiled at the man and stepped round his stand, avoiding a puddle of dried mud and rotting veg. As she moved into the shade, her work Tablette buzzed against her hip.


She had clocked out. Her line manager shouldn’t be bothering her. Was it Roshanak? She pulled out the Tablette and checked the screen.


Happy Equinox, Tiger Tira! When you coming round? I’m a bull elephant for u, babe!


Bud. They had plans for this evening. She muted the phone and entered the stairwell, checking the walls for cracks and bulges. It was her afternoon off and for once she wasn’t going to spend it polishing Bud’s horn.




Misted Silver


The Ashfields


‘Orrrrrrrrr-dott.’ Her name drilled into the cell, punctuated by the bang of a fist on metal. Astra jolted upright and gawked at the screenwall clock. 10:14:23. No! She leapt up, sending her breakfast tray flying, and jammed her feet into her sandals.


‘Penitent AO202,’ Vultura croaked. ‘It is ten-fifteen. Prepare to meet your visitor.’


She knelt in front of the door and stuck her arms through the meal slot into the corridor.


‘Humble!’ screeched Vultura.


Astra bowed her head until her nose touched the floor. Calloused hands roughly clicked cuffs around her wrists. She retracted her arms, hopped back to the bunk and stood, blear-eyed in the harsh light of the screenwall, as the bolt slid open with a violent grawk.


‘Is-Land Forever!’ Lichena stepped into the cell and gave a Gaia salute, fist from chest.


‘Is-Land Forever,’ she muttered, returning the salute as best she could with cuffed hands. Not doing so was grounds for a twenty-mark Privilege Account deduction. And if any guard would enforce that petty rule, Lichena would. Scrawny, vicious, her ripped muscles weltered with rune tattoos, the guard was a nasty piece of work. Right now, her bitten nails were scratching at her hipbelt, her nose twitching like a rat’s – a rat with an allergy to everything Astra touched.


‘Smells like shit in here.’


There was no point telling Lichena that was because the toilet was backed up, or in asking for it to be plunged while she was with Jasper. If she did that, the toilet would erupt in a fountain of sewage the next time she flushed it. Earth might like the stink in the cell; Astra was not so keen on it that she wanted shit all over her bed. She stood impassively, staring over the guard’s shoulder at the open door and probing her loose molar with her tongue.


‘What did I say?’ Lichena’s eyes were flint chips in a bony mask. She jabbed her discipline stick at Astra’s chest.


Despite the morning’s yoga and meditation, Earth’s visit and all Hokma’s advice over the years on how to stay calm in the face of the guards, Astra’s bladder loosened. The diss-stick was only supposed to be deployed if the guards felt physically threatened, but somehow whenever Lichena used it, Vultura malfunctioned. The pain of being prodded was crippling. She could take it, had taken it, many times – but not now. Not now, please. She couldn’t spend her precious time with Jasper gasping, sweating buckets, trying and failing not to vomit.


‘You said it smells like shit in here,’ she repeated tightly.


‘Oh, is that right?’ The smirk appeared, the one that always accompanied Lichena’s famous trick questions. ‘And what kind of shit would that be?’


You couldn’t give a clever answer. It was best to play it clueless, let Lichena prove you wrong. She took a stab at it. ‘My shit?’


‘Traitor’s shit.’ The smirk disappeared in a tonsil-quivering rat-shriek, the guard’s spittle spraying Astra’s face as the diss-stick grazed her chin. She concentrated on immobilising her features as Lichena ranted on: ‘Traitor’s shit stinks worse than Non-Land shit! What does it stink worse than? What? What?’


‘C’mon, Lichena, we ain’t got all day.’


The fat guard, Bircha, stuck her head in the cell. Thank you. Bircha was a brute in her own right, but at least she stuck to enforcing the rules, didn’t make them up as she went along like Lichena. The woman wrinkled her nose. ‘Gaia’s knockers. Pongs in here, dunnit?’


‘We was just saying.’ Lichena’s gnawed fingers scuffled at her hipbelt, pulled out a latex glove. ‘C’mon, Ordott.’ The guard snapped the glove down over her wrist. ‘Mouth!’


It was standard security procedure, useless to resist. She dropped her jaw, let Lichena shine a torch down her throat into her bowels, tried not to inhale – Lichena’s sighs of satisfaction smelled of mouldy teabags. Finished with her inspection of Astra’s oesophagus, the guard tucked the torch back into her hipbelt and dangled a small key in front of Astra’s face. ‘Time for your favourite part of Visitors’ Day, Ordott.’ She grinned, showing off thin, shiny incisors. ‘You know the drill.’


Astra’s stomach contracted. This shouldn’t be happening. But it was, again. As it did every time this happened, her body screamed, I have rights. And it did, CONC-mandated rights: the right to sunlight, filtered through the frosted prison window and directly on her skin for an hour a day in the yard; the right to exercise; the right to three nutritious meals and two litres of drinking water a day; and though under current Gaian law prisoners in a maximum-security jail were not permitted sexual pleasure, or contact with plants and animals, her body had the right, above all, to physical integrity, not to be violated except under conditions of reasonable suspicion of an infringement of prison rules.


‘You can’t do this, Lichena. I haven’t been anywhere or seen anyone. I’ve had the girdle on round-the-clock.’


‘Uh-uh, Ordott. Vultura says you was up early, fiddling and flopping around under the sheets in the dark. Then you took an extra-long time cleaning yourself. All on a Visitors’ Day. Doesn’t look good.’


‘The belt wouldn’t close. I had my hands in the air the whole time!’


‘You wiped, baby. Only takes a second to fiddle the clit. Now obey a direct order or with Bircha as my witness I’ll revoke all your privileges for a month.’


The difference between a right and a privilege varied from country to country. Privileges at Ashfields Max included eating hot food, reading approved ebooks and a heavily censored digest of Is-Land news, writing poems, stories and journal entries on one’s Tablette, watching films and other entertainments, working in the sewing room, spending earnings in the prison shop and being seated at a table with other people at collective mealtimes. Depending on the status of one’s Privilege Account, everything that made prison bearable could be suspended in a second. A week with no privileges was about as much as she could bear. A month was nearly unendurable.


‘Vultura!’ She addressed the wallscreen, pointed at Lichena. ‘I want this security check recorded for my lawyer.’


10:17:12. 10:17:13. Vultura’s drooping eyelids slowly closed. The guard brandished the diss-stick. ‘Time for Vultura’s morning nap, Ordott. Now turn around and bend over.’


Sometimes Astra resisted Lichena’s assaults. It always went badly for her when she did. Today she had to convey Earth’s message to Jasper and prepare a campaign strategy for the year ahead, perhaps the last year of human life on the planet. She could not afford to be diss-sticked. Her face flaring, she obeyed, spreading her cheeks and gritting her teeth as the guard unlocked the belt, probed and dug, pinched and squeezed, pulled and rubbed and humped her hips, emitting mock groans of pleasure to Bircha’s laughter from the doorway. Your body is a garment your soul chooses to wear for a time, Hokma had taught her. No matter how they rend it, the guards cannot even touch the soul within. It was true, she knew. Yet no matter how she tried to slip out of her flesh when Lichena came to claw it, her body, like a heavy robe in a stream, pulled her back down into the mud.


10:24:23. At last she was standing straight again, flushed with anger, disgust and shameful arousal, avoiding the guards’ eyes. Lichena peeled off the glove and tossed it onto the bunk. Astra ignored the provocation, focused on shearing those last seven minutes out of her life and stuffing them into a bulging ragbag marked ‘past suffering’. The ordeal was over. It was time to go.


But Lichena was lazily slapping the diss-stick against her palm.


‘You know what I think, Bircha?’ she mused. ‘I think Astra Crazydott’s afraid we won’t be giving her manky old Gaia garden any special ’tention any more. I think she thinks that when all her visitors are ghosts made outta light and smoke and invisible bits of fluff, we’re gonna stop worrying about security around here. But she don’t have to worry, does she, Bircha?’


‘Oh no, girl.’ Bircha belly-laughed. ‘We’re gonna keep on keepin’ a real close watch on that skinny Non-Lander-shagging arse of yours.’


Visits from ghosts? Did they mean the Old Ones? They were talking in riddles to rile her. They did that sometimes, like two drunk witches. ‘I’m sorry.’ She regained what she could of her dignity. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘What?’ Lichena snickered. ‘Didn’t little Miss Press Release read the official announcement? Doesn’t she know this is the last time she’s going to see that fat boyfriend of hers?’


She tensed. ‘What announcement? And Jasper’s not my boyfriend, he’s my lawyer. You can’t stop me seeing him.’


‘Don’t get so het up! Vultura explained it all in the Daily Missive, didn’t she, Bircha? Guess you missed it. You can still see yer lover-lawyer, but he’s not coming, shall we say, in the flesh again.’


If they meant to torment her, they were succeeding. A chill tore through her. Were they saying that Jasper was dead? A dissident Gaian who’d left Is-Land to work for the Council of New Continents at its global headquarters in Amazigia, Jasper took a Zeppelin twice a year to Is-Land, then travelled from Atourne to the ashfields, protected by two CONC officers with sonic guns. So far, he’d never been ambushed, but there was always a first time. Or there could have been an accident: the road to the prison was cut narrowly into a steep cliff above a rapid river. Would a rockfall have been cause for an official announcement?


‘Why?’ She glared at Lichena. ‘Was there a problem on the road?’


‘’Fraid not. Shame there won’t be one more chance for that sweaty maggot to fall into a ravine.’


‘Then what—’


Lichena laughed. ‘Don’t she look cute when she doesn’t know what’s going on?’


‘C’mon, Ordott,’ Bircha drawled from the door. ‘Prisoners are supposed to listen to Vultura, read their emails, keep up to speed with what’s going on around here.’


‘I was up early meditating. Then I had a nap,’ she explained with haughty dignity.


‘Ooo, poor baby missed the movie, too, did she?’ Lichena pressed the diss-stick up against Astra’s chin. ‘That’s another ten marks off your Priv Account.’


‘Aw, don’t keep her in suspense, Lichena,’ Bircha said. ‘We gotta get going here.’


Lichena lowered the diss-stick and leaned in close. ‘The Wheel Meet announced it today at nine-thirty, Ordott,’ she hissed. ‘From next month no one’s getting no more guests in person. Is-Land prisons are investing in fancy hi-tech boxes, and all your visitors will be . . . well . . . I heard they’ll look like vacuum-bag dust.’


Oh. She understood at last. They were talking about ion chambers – the long-running CONC campaign to bring all prisons and neurohospices in Is-Land up to international standards by installing the sophisticated holographic communication devices for visits. There’d been a ruling, and she’d missed it.


But CONC hadn’t intended the ion chambers to replace flesh visits. She stood, awash with confusion and prickling with fear. Was it true, was this the last time she would see Jasper in person?


‘Yeah, I know.’ Lichena cackled. ‘Far too good for the likes of you. But don’t worry.’ She poked the diss-stick between Astra’s legs. ‘You’ll still get frisked when yer frisky. Spot checks. Before and after dinner. That’s what I said at the staff meeting, didn’t I, Bircha?’


‘You did.’ The big guard chuckled. ‘Got a star for that recommendation, far as I recall.’


‘It is ten-thirty a.m.’ Vultura’s eyes flew open and her beak snapped like shears. ‘Penitent AO202 must be transported now to the Visitors’ Hall.’


Lichena jabbed her with the dead end of the stick, then stuffed it back into its holster. ‘You’re making us late, Nutpotdott. Now move.’


It was happening. Never mind Earth’s ultimatum and refusal to help her with Hokma; never mind the guards’ abuse or the alarming, puzzling news: the morning light had promised a good Visitors’ Day. First, though, she had to get downstairs without being diss-sticked, slapped, punched or kicked. All of which were still distinct possibilities. Because there, blazing beside Bircha in the dim corridor, was Cora. Scrawny, defiant Cora Pollen, with her wild grey hair and broken nose, her wiry limbs and arthritic hands, and eyes that burnt like pale grey lasers through the bullshit of Ashfields Max. Cora, the daughter of Hokma’s older Code sister Paloma, who after Paloma’s death had become Hokma’s accomplice in treason; technically Astra’s Shelter cousin, but more than that her Elder and self-appointed guardian of her family’s great maternal tradition of dissent. After thirteen years of imprisonment Cora looked a decade older than her fifty-four years, yet even with her wrists cuffed behind her back, her body shrivelling inside her battered tankini, the woman was still an incandescent powerhouse of contempt for IMBOD and its minions. Cora spat on the argument that slovenly Bircha and rancorous Lichena were ill-educated, brainwashed victims of Is-Land and should be treated with patience and compassion. Tiny as she was, Cora Pollen thought nothing of provoking the guards to extremes of mindless violence.


Please don’t, Astra willed.


But Astra’s will had never so much as left a scratch on Cora’s. ‘As-tra!’ Cora cried.


‘Shut up.’ Bircha grabbed Cora’s winter twig of an arm. Not hard enough to break it – the guard had been disciplined for doing that before – but her cousin would have the bruise for a week.


Not that Cora cared. Her eyes glinted, grey sparks in the hall. Astra straightened her shoulders. ‘Cor-ra,’ she dutifully shouted in reply.


Lichena nearly yanked her arm out of its socket. But the touchpaper was lit. ‘As-tra. As-tra.’ The bellow of Charm’s powerful lungs filled the hall, joined by the banging of fists on metal and, from the cell opposite, Rosetta’s glassy soprano. ‘Cor-ra. Cor-ra. As-tra, As-tra.’ All along the corridor, prisoners pitched in. No one shouted ‘One-Land’ any more after what had happened to Fern, but the Traitors’ Chorus was a Visitors’ Day ritual her comrades never missed.


Cora threw back her head and yodelled. The cries ceased. ‘Hu-man guests,’ she shouted. ‘No ghost spies.’


Bircha punched her – in the gut, right on the seam between her breastplate and girdle. Cora grunted and doubled over, but the breath had been knocked out of her too late: the new chant had already been taken up by a dozen women, screeching, whooping and drumming on their doors.


‘HU-MAN GUESTS. NO GHOST SPIES. HU-MAN GUESTS. NO GHOST SPIES.’


A protest already. The guard’s hand was a vice screwed to her elbow, propelling her down the dark stone corridor, but rebellion was in the air, in the shaking of metal doors, the clattering of tray flaps, voices raised in jubilant defiance. Lichena kicked at a door; behind Astra, Bircha shouted, ‘I got your number, Hiltondott,’ but nothing could stifle the commotion. As Cora had explained so long ago: ‘If you’re going to be diss-sticked for nothing, you might as well be diss-sticked for something.’


They reached the elevator at the end of the hall. Lichena pressed her palm against the key panel, then pushed Astra into the box and manhandled her around. Now Cora was in front of her, her stick-like arm still clenched in Bircha’s meaty grip, her head high, her coarse cloud of hair nearly teasing Astra’s nose. As the elevator doors slid shut, far back in the corridor, a voice cried, ‘Isssss-tar!’


Her heart skipped a beat.


‘Oh, Istar,’ Lichena hissed in her ear as the elevator descended. ‘Heard any big, scary voices lately? Don’t worry, we can always put you back in the neurohospice if they’re troubling you.’


‘Astra Ordott is a political prisoner and she stays on this wing,’ Cora barked.


‘Who asked you?’ Lichena kicked Cora’s calf.


Cora’s knee buckled and Bircha hauled her upright again. ‘Still don’t know why we let this one out of her hole in the ground,’ the fat guard growled. ‘Cheap ’n’ easy, wells are.’


Lichena cackled. ‘I reckon once the Hudna’s done and dusted and IMBOD can fight fair at last, these two’ll be getting well-looked after!’


Astra raged silently at the physical abuse, but the threats were little more than old jokes. During her first two years of imprisonment, the thought of being returned to a neurohospice or transferred to a Traitors’ Well had terrified her, eaten away at her resolve, jolted her awake in the night to ask herself, What have I done? Maybe I am mad. But her lawyers had struck a hard deal with IMBOD. She had given herself up in exchange for twenty-three Non-Land hostages, including Muzi’s family, volunteering to serve all their sentences consecutively, on three conditions: that she was never placed in solitary confinement or deprived of her medication, and was represented by Cora Pollen’s lawyers. Jasper and Calendula, leading lights in CONC’s campaign for international prison reform, had ensured she and Cora would serve their sentences in Ashfields Maximum Security Penitentiary and monitored her situation like hawks. Three years ago, CONC had even forced IMBOD to sign the global agreement to abolish solitary confinement. Life was hard in Ashfields Max, locked up in the chastity tankini and deprived of the sight of the landscape, but it could be a lot worse. She had rights. Rights that could not be violated for long without severe repercussions for Is-Land at the highest diplomatic and economic levels.
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