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        There is nothing safe about the darkness of this city and its stink. Well, I have abrogated all claim to safety, coming here. It is better to discuss it as though I had chosen. That keeps the scrim of sanity before the awful set. What will lift it?

        
          — Samuel R. Delany, Dhalgren
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      People would say she came to Qaanaaq in a skiff towed by a killer whale harnessed to the front like a horse. In these stories, which grew astonishingly elaborate in the days and weeks after her arrival, the polar bear paced beside her on the flat bloody deck of the boat. Her face was clenched and angry. She wore battle armor built from thick scavenged plastic.

      At her feet, in heaps, were the kind of weird weapons and machines that refugee-camp ingenuity had been producing; strange tools fashioned from the wreckage of Manhattan or Mumbai. Her fingers twitched along the walrus-ivory handle of her blade. She had come to do something horrific in Qaanaaq, and she could not wait to start.

      You have heard these stories. You may even have told them. Stories are valuable here. They are what we brought when we came here; they are what cannot be taken away from us.

      The truth of her arrival was almost certainly less dramatic. The skiff was your standard tri-power rig, with a sail and oars and a gas engine, and for the last few miles of her journey to the floating city it was the engine that she used. The killer whale swam beside her. The polar bear was in chains, a metal cage over its head and two smaller ones boxing in its forepaws. She wore simple clothes, the skins and furs preferred by the people who had fled to the north when the cities of the south began to burn or sink. She did not pace. Her weapon lay at her feet. She brought nothing else with her. Whatever she had come to Qaanaaq to accomplish, her face gave no hint of whether it would be bloody or beautiful or both.
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      After the crying, and the throwing up, and the scrolling through his entire contacts list and realizing there wasn’t a single person he could tell, and the drafting and then deleting five separate long graphic messages to all his contacts, and the deciding to kill himself, and the deciding not to, Fill went out for a walk.

      Qaanaaq’s windscreen had been shifted to the north, and as soon as Fill stepped out onto Arm One he felt the full force of the subarctic wind. His face was unprotected and the pain of it felt good. For five minutes, maybe more, he stood there. Breathing. Eyes shut, and then eyes open. Smelling the slight methane stink of the nightlamps; letting his teeth chatter in the city’s relentless, dependable cold. Taking in the sights he’d been seeing all his life.

      I’m going to die, he thought.

      I’m going to die soon. 

      The cold helped distract him from how much his stomach hurt. His stomach and his throat, for that matter, where he was pretty sure he had torn something in the half hour he’d spent retching. A speaker droned from a storefront: a news broadcast, the latest American government had fallen, pundits predicting it’d be the last, the flotilla disbanded after the latest bombing, and he didn’t care, because why should he, why should he care about anything?

      People walked past him. Bundled up expensively. Carrying polyglass cages in which sea otters or baby red pandas paced, unhappy lucky animals saved from extinction by Qaanaaq’s elite. All of whom were focused on getting somewhere, doing something, the normal self-important bustle of ultra-wealthy Arm One. Something he despised, or did on every other day. Deaf to the sea that surged directly beneath their feet and stretched on into infinity on either side of Qaanaaq’s narrow metal arms. He’d been so proud of his indolent life, his ability to stop and stand on a street corner for no reason at all. Today he didn’t hate them, these people passing him by. He didn’t pity them.

      Fill wondered: How many of them have it?

      A child tapped his hip. “Orca, mister!” A pic tout, selling blurry shots of the lady with the killer whale and the polar bear. Fill bought one from the girl on obscure impulse – part pity, part boredom. Something else, too. A glimmer of buoyant wanting. Remembered joy, his childhood fascination with the stories of people emotionally melded with animals thanks to tiny machines in their blood. Collecting pedia entries and plastiprinted figures… and scowls, from his grandfather, who said nanobonding was a stupid, naive myth. His plastic figures gone one morning. Grandfather was sweet and kind, but Grandfather tolerated no impracticality.

      On some level, the diagnosis hadn’t been a surprise. Of course he had the breaks. No one in any of the grid cities could have as much sex as he had, and be as uncareful as he was, without getting it. And he’d lived in fear for so long. Spent so much time imagining his grisly fate. He was shocked, really, to have such a visceral reaction.

      Tapping his jaw bug, Fill whispered, “Play City Without a Map, file six.”

      A woman’s voice filled his ears, old and strange and soothing, the wobble in her Swedish precise enough to mark her as someone who’d come to Qaanaaq decades ago.

      
         

        You are new here. It is overwhelming, terrifying. Don’t be afraid.

        Shut your eyes. I’m here.

        Pinch your nose shut. Its smell is not the smell of your city. You can listen, because every city sounds like chaos. You will even hear your language, if you listen long enough.

        There is no map here. No map is needed. No manual. Only stories. Which is why I’m here.

      

      A different kind of terror gripped Fill now. The horror of joy, of bliss, of union with something bigger and more magnificent than he could ever hope to be.

      For months he’d been obsessing over the mysterious broadcasts. An elliptical, incongruent guidebook for new arrivals, passed from person to person by the tens of thousands. He switched to the next one, a male voice, adolescent, in Slavic-accented English.

      
         

        Qaanaaq is an eight-armed asterisk. East of Greenland, north of Iceland. Built by an unruly alignment of Thai-Chinese-Swedish corporations and government entities, part of the second wave of grid city construction, learning from the spectacular failures of several early efforts. Almost a million people call it home, though many are migrant workers who spend much of their time on boats harvesting glaciers for freshwater ice – fewer and fewer of these as the price of desalinization crystals plummets – or working Russian petroleum rigs in the far Arctic. Arm One points due south and Arm Eight to the north; Four is west and Five is east. Arms Two and Three are southwest and southeast; Arms Six and Seven are northwest and northeast. The central Hub is built upon a deep-sea geothermal vent, which provides most of the city’s heat and electricity.

        Submerged tanks, each one the size of an old-world city block, process the city’s waste into the methane that lights it up at night. Periodic controlled ventilations of treated methane and ammonia send parabolas of bright green fire into the sky. Multicolored pipes vein the outside of every building in a dense varicose web: crimson chrome for heat, dark olive for potable water, mirror black for sewage. And then the bootleg ones, the off-color reds for hijacked heat, the green plastics for stolen water.

      

      Whole communities had sprung up of City devotees. Camps, factions, subcults. Some people believed that the Author was a machine, a bot, one of the ghost malware programs that haunted the Qaanaaq net. Such software had become astonishingly sophisticated in the final years before the Sys Wars. Poet bots spun free-verse sonnets that fooled critics, made award winners weep. Scam bots wove intricate, compellingly argued appeals for cash. Not hard to imagine a lonely binary bard wandering through the forever twilight of Qaanaaq’s digital dreamscape, possibly glommed on unwillingly to a voice-generation software that constantly conjured up new combinations of synthesized age and gender and language and class and ethnic and national vocal tics. Its insistence on providing a physical description of itself would not be out of character, since most had been coded to try their best to persuade people that they were real – Nigerian princes, refugee relatives, distressed friends trapped in foreign lands.

      Other theorists believed in a secret collective, a group of writers for whom the broadcasts were simultaneously a recruitment tool and a soapbox. Possibly an underground forbidden political party with the nefarious endgame of uniting the unwashed hordes of the Upper Arms and slaughtering the wealthier innocents who ruled the city.

      
         

        On Arms One and Two and Three, glass tunnels connect buildings twenty stories up. Archways support promenades. Massive gardens on hydraulic lifts can carry a delighted garden party up into the sky. Spherical pods on struts can descend into the sea, for underwater privacy, or extend to the sky, to look down on the crowds below.

        The architecture of the other Arms is less impressive. Tight floating tenements; boats with stacked boxes. The uppermost Arms boggle the mind. Boxes heaped on boxes; illicit steel stilts holding up overcrowded crates. Slums are always a marvel; how human desperation can seem to warp the very laws of physics.

      

      Fill subscribed to the single-author theory. City Without a Map was the work of one person – one human, corporeal person. He went through phases, periods when he was convinced the Author was male and times when he knew she was female – old, young, dark-skinned, light-skinned, poor, rich… whoever they were, they somehow managed to get hundreds of different people to record their gorgeous, elliptical instructions for how to make one’s way through the tangled labyrinth of his city.

      Not how to survive. Mere survival wasn’t the issue for the Author. The audience he or she wrote for, spoke to – they knew how to survive. They had been through so much, before they came to Qaanaaq. What the Author wanted was for them to find happiness, joy, bliss, community. The Author’s love for their listeners was palpable, beautiful, oozing out of every word. When Fill listened, even though he knew he was not part of the Author’s intended audience, he felt loved. He felt like he was part of something.

      
         

        Nations burned, and people came to Qaanaaq. Arctic melt opened the interior for resource exploitation, and people came. Some of us came willingly. Some of us did not.

        Qaanaaq was not a blank slate. People brought their ghosts with them. Soil and stories and stones from homelands swallowed up by the sea. Ancestral grudges. Incongruent superstitions.

      

      Fill wiped tears from his eyes. Some were from the words, the hungry hopeful tone of voice of the last Reader, but some were still from the pain of his diagnosis. God, he was an idiot. Snow fell, wet and heavy. Projectors hidden below the grid he walked on beamed gorgeous writhing fractal shapes onto the wind-blown flurry. A child jumped, swatted at the snow, laughed at how a fish or bird imploded only to reappear as new flakes fell.

      A startling, uncontrollable reaction: Fill giggled. The snow projections could still make his chest swell with childish wonder. He waved his hand through a manta ray as it soared past.

      And all at once – the pain went away. His throat, his stomach. His heart. The fear and the nightmare images of twisted bodies in refugee camp hospital beds; the memory of broken-minded breaks victims wandering the streets of the Upper Arms, the songs they sang, the things they shrieked, the things they did to themselves with fingers or knives without feeling it. Every time he followed a man down a dark alley, or met one at a lavish apartment, or dropped to his knees in a filthy Arm Eight public restroom, this was the ice-shard blade that scraped at his heart. This was what he’d been afraid of.

      Fill laughed softly.

      When the worst thing that can possibly happen to you finally happens, you find that you are not afraid of anything.
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      Most outsiders saw only misery, when they came to Qaanaaq’s Upper Arms. They took predictable photos: the tangled nests of pipes and cables, filthy sari fabric draped over doorways and hanging from building struts, vendors selling the sad fruit of clandestine greenhouses. Immigrant women gathered to sing the songs of drowned homelands.

      Ankit watched the couple in the skiff, taking pictures of a little boy. His face and arms were filthy with soot; cheap stringy gristle covered his hands. He sat at the edge of the metal grid, legs dangling over the ocean three feet below, stirring a bubbling trough that floated in the sea. Bootleg meat; one of the least harmful illegal ways to make money out on the Upper Arms. He frowned, and their cameras clicked faster.

      She hated them. She hated their blindness, their thick furs, their wrongness. Her jaw bug pinged their speech – upper-class post-Budapest, from one of the mountain villages the wealthy had been able to build for themselves as their city sank – but she tapped away the option to translate. She didn’t need to hear what they were saying. They knew nothing about what they saw. Their photos would capture only what confirmed their preconceptions.

      These people were not sad. This place was not miserable. Tourists from the Sunken World looked at the people of Qaanaaq and saw only what they’d lost, never what they had. The freedom they had here, the joy they found. Gambling on beam fights, drinking and dancing and singing. Their families, their children, who came home from school each day with astonishing new knowledge, who would find remarkable careers in industries as yet unimagined.

      We are the future, Ankit thought, staring the hearty dairy-fed tourists down, daring them to make eye contact, which they would not, and you are the past.

      She inspected the outside of 7-313. House built crudely upon house; shipping container apartments stacked eight high. A flimsy exterior stairway. At least these would have windows carved into the front and back, a way to let light in and watch the ocean – as well as keep an eye on who was coming and going along the Arm itself. And she saw something else: the scribbled hieroglyphics of scalers. Where the best footholds were, what containers were rigged to ensnare roof sprinters.

      It had been years since she last scaled anything. She couldn’t do so now. She carried too much with her. Physically, and emotionally. To be a scaler you had to be unburdened.

      The tourists took no photos of her. They looked at her and could not see where she came from, what she had been, only what she was. Safe, comfortable. No shred of desperation or rage, hence uninteresting. The little boy had run off; they turned their attention to the singing circle of women.

      Ankit stopped to listen, halfway up the front stairs. Their voices were raw and imprecise, but the song they sang was so full of joy and laughter that she shivered.

      “Hello,” said the man who answered the fourth-floor unit door. Tamil; she knew maybe five words of it. Fyodorovna thought that Ankit’s cultural comfort level would make these people feel less frightened of her – she’d been raised by a Tamil foster family – but that was stupid. Like most things Fyodorovna thought.

      “My name is Ankit Bahawalanzai,” she said. “You filed a constituent notice with the Arm manager’s office?”

      He bowed, stepped aside to let her in. A weathered, worn man. Young, but aging fast. What had he been through, back home? And what had it cost him to get his family out of there? The Tamil diaspora covered so much ground, and the Water Wars had played out so differently across South Asia. She took the seat he offered, on the floor where two children played. He went to the window, called outside. Brought her a cup of tea. She placed her screen on the floor and opened the translation software, which set itself to Swedish/Tamil.

      “You said your landlord —”

      “Please,” he said, the slightest bit of fear in his eyes. “Wait? My wife.”

      “Of course.”

      And a moment later she swept in, flushed from happiness and the cold: one of the women from the singing circle. Beautiful, ample, her posture so perfect that Ankit trembled for anyone who ever made her mad.

      “Hello,” Ankit said, and repeated her opening spiel. “I work for Arm Manager Fyodorovna. You filed a constituent notice with our office?”

      Every day a hundred complaints came in. Neighbors illegally splicing the geothermal pipes; strange sounds coming through the plastic walls. Requests for help navigating the maze of Registration. Landlords refusing to make repairs. Landlords making death threats. Landlords landlords landlords.

      Software handled most of them. Drafted automated responses, since the vast majority were things beyond the scope of Fyodorovna’s limited power (No, we can’t help you normalize your status if you came here unregistered; no, we can’t get you a Hardship housing voucher), or flagged them for human follow-up. A flunky would make a call or send a strongly worded message.

      But the Bashirs had earned themselves a personal visit from Fyodorovna’s chief of staff. Their building was densely populated, with a lot of American and South Asian refugees, and those were high-priority constituencies, and it was an election year. Word would spread, of her visit, of Fyodorovna’s attentiveness.

      She wasn’t there to help. She was PR.

      “Our landlord raised the rent,” Mrs. Bashir said, and waited for the screen to translate. Even the poorest of arrivals, the ones who couldn’t afford jaw implants or screens of their own, had a high degree of experience with technology. They’d have dealt with a lot of screens by now, throughout the process of gaining access to Qaanaaq. And anyway, her voice was sophisticated, elegant. She might have been anything, before her world caught fire. “We’ve only been here three months. I thought they couldn’t do that.”

      Ankit smiled sadly and launched into her standard spiel about how Qaanaaq imposed almost no limits on what a landlord could or couldn’t do. But that, rest assured, Fyodorovna’s number one priority is holding irresponsible landlords accountable, and the Arm manager will make the call to the landlord herself, to ask, and that if Mrs. Bashir or any of her neighbors have any other problems, they should please message our office immediately…

      Then she broke off, to ask, “What’s this?” of a child drawing on a piece of plastislate. Taksa, according to the file. Six-year-old female. Sloppily coloring in a black oval.

      “It’s an orca,” she said.

      “You’ve heard the stories, then,” Ankit said, and smiled. “About the lady? With the killer whale?”

      Taksa nodded, eyes and smile wide. The woman was the stuff of legend already. Ample photos of her arrival, but no sign of her since. How do you vanish in a city so crowded, especially when you travel with a polar bear and a killer whale?

      “What do you think she came for?”

      Taksa shrugged.

      “Everyone has a theory.”

      “She came to kill people!” said Taksa’s older brother, Jagajeet.

      “Shh,” his mother said. “She’s an immigrant just like us. She only wants a place to be safe.” But she smiled like she had more dramatic theories of her own.

      The children squabbled lovingly. Ankit felt a rush of longing, of envy, at their obvious bond, but swiftly pushed it away. Thinking about her brother brought her too close to thinking about her mother.

      Taksa put her crayon down and shut her eyes. Opened them, looked around as though surprised by what she saw. And then she said something that made her parents gasp. The screen paused as the translation software struggled to parse the unexpected language. Finally Russian flashed on the screen, and its voice, usually so comforting, translated Who are you people? into Tamil and then Swedish.

      Three seconds passed before anyone could say a thing. Taksa blinked, shook her head, began to cry.

      “What the hell was that?” Ankit asked, after the mother led the girl into the bathroom.

      The father hung his head. Taksa’s brother solemnly took over the drawing she’d abandoned.

      “Has this happened before?”

      The man nodded.

      Ankit’s heart tightened. “Is it the breaks?”

      “We think so,” he said.

      “Why didn’t you call a doctor? Get someone to —”

      “Don’t be stupid,” the man said, his bitterness only now crippling his self-control. “You know why not. You know what they do to those kids. What happens to those families.”

      “Aren’t the breaks…” She couldn’t finish the sentence, hated even having started it.

      “Sexually transmitted,” the father said. “They are. But that’s not the only way. The resettlement camp, you can’t imagine the conditions. The food. The bathrooms. Less than a foot between the beds. One night the woman beside my daughter started vomiting, spraying it everywhere, and…”

      He trailed off, and Ankit was grateful. Her heart was thumping far too loudly. This was the sixth case she’d seen in the past month. “We’ll get her the help she needs.”

      “You know there’s nothing,” he said. “We read the outlets, same as you. Think we aren’t checking every day, for news? Waiting for your precious robot minds to make a decision? For three years now, when there is an announcement at all, it is always the same: Softwares from multiple agencies, including Health, Safety, and Registration, are still gathering information, conducting tests, in order to draft new protocols for the handling and treatment of registrants suffering from this and other newly identified illnesses. Meanwhile, people die in the streets.”

      “You and your family will be fine. We wouldn’t —”

      “You’re young,” the father said, his face hard. “You mean well, I am sure. You just don’t understand anything about this city.”

      I’ve lived here my whole life and you’ve only been here six months, she stopped herself from saying.

      Because I feel bad for him, she thought. But really it was because she wasn’t entirely certain he was wrong.

      The bathroom door opened, and out came Taksa. Smiling, tears dried, mortal illness invisible. She ran over to her brother, seized the plastislate. They laughed as they fought over it.

      “May I?” Ankit asked, raising her screen in the universal sign of someone who wanted to take a picture. The mother gave a puzzled nod.

      She could have taken dozens. The kids were beautiful. Their happiness made her head spin. She took only one: the little girl’s face a laughing blur, her brother’s hands firmly and lovingly resting on her shoulders.
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      Nothing was certain but the beam he stood on.

      The gong sounded and Kaev opened his eyes. The lights came up slowly. A pretty standard beam configuration for this fight: Rows of stable columns and intermittent hanging logs. Poles big enough for someone to plant one foot upon. Three platforms, each large enough for two people to grapple on. He pressed his soles into the bare wood and breathed. A spotlight opened on his opponent, a small Chinese kid he’d been hearing about for weeks. Young but rising fast. The unseen crowd screamed, roared, stamped, blasted sound from squeeze speakers. Ten thousand Qaanaaq souls, their eyes on him. Or at least, his opponent. A hundred thousand more watching at home, in bars, standing in street corner clumps and listening on cheap radios. He could see them. He could see them all.

      The city would not go away. Kaev’s mind throbbed with it, with the pain of so much life surrounding him. So many things to be afraid of. So many things to want. He kept his lips pressed tight together, because otherwise he would scream.

      Somewhere in the crowd, Go was watching him. She’d have one eye on her screen, but the other one would be on him. And she’d smile, to see him step forward, to watch her script act itself out.

      Kaev leaped to the next beam. His opponent stood still, waiting for Kaev to come to him. Cocky; clueless. The poor dumb thing thought he was smart enough to anticipate what would happen when. He had no idea who Go was, how much energy and money went into making sure the fight played out a certain way.

      America has fallen and I don’t feel so good myself. 

      The news had stuck with him in a way news didn’t, usually. Because what was America to Kaev? Just one more place he might have come from. Every Qaanaaq orphan had a head full of origin stories, the countries they fled, the wealthy powerful people their parents had been, the immense conspiracies that had put them where they were. Kaev was thirty-three now, too old for fantasies about what might have been. He knew what was, and what was was miserable. He ran along the length of the hanging log, hands back, spine straight and low, trying to push it all out of his head.

      And as he drew near to the kid, the fog lifted. The din hushed. Fighting was where the pieces came together. The kid jumped, landed on the far end of the hanging log. A roar from the crowd. Kaev couldn’t hear the radio broadcaster’s commentary, but he knew precisely what he would say.

      This kid is utterly unafraid! He leaps directly into the path of his opponent, landing in a flawless horse stance. There’s no knocking this guy into the drink… 

      Kaev always listened to his fights after they were over, a day or two later, when the buzz had faded altogether. Hearing Shiro describe his own efforts, even in the brisk, empty language of sports announcers, brought him a certain measure of peace. A flimsy, lesser cousin of the joy of fighting.

      Instants before colliding with his opponent, Kaev leaped into the air and whirled his legs around. Smirking, the boy dropped to his knees and let Kaev’s jump kick pass harmlessly over him – but did not turn around fast enough. In the instant Kaev landed he was already pinioning around, delivering an elbow to the boy’s back. Not rooted, not completely balanced, nothing to cause real damage, but enough to make the kid wobble a little and stagger a step back.

      A different kind of roar from the crowd: begrudging respect. Kaev was not their favorite, but he had gotten off a good shot and they acknowledged that. The imaginary Shiro in his head said, I think Hao will proceed with a little more caution from here on out, folks!

      Now the younger fighter pursued him away from the center of the arena. At the outer ring of posts Kaev turned and kicked, but Hao effortlessly swerved to the side. At the precise instant that the momentum of the kick had ebbed, he leaned into Kaev’s leg and broke his balance. Anywhere else and he would have been finished, but at the outer ring the posts were close enough that Kaev could stumble-step to the next one.

      Yes. Yes. This! 

      He bellowed. He was an animal, a monster, part polar bear. Unstoppable.

      In his dreams, sometimes, he was a polar bear. And lately he’d been having those dreams more and more. He’d spent six hours, the day before, wandering up and down the Arms in search of the woman who was said to have come to Qaanaaq with a killer whale and a polar bear, but found nothing.

      He sniffed the air, his head full of pheromonic information from his opponent, and charged.

      A dance. A religious ritual. Whatever it was, Kaev was free for as long as he fought. He wasn’t thinking about how the spasms were getting worse, until he could barely speak a normal sentence. He wasn’t worrying about how the money wasn’t coming in the way it needed to, and pretty soon he’d have to move out of his Arm Seven shipping container and sleep in an Arm Eight capsule tenement or worse. He wasn’t thinking about Go, and how much he hated her, and what an idiot he’d been for being so in love with her once.

      He was one with his opponent and the attention of the crowd. And the whisper of cold salt water, thirty feet below.

      They grappled until the gong sounded, and they separated. This was not some savage skiff-bed fight, after all. The Yi He Tuan Arena beam fights were Qaanaaq’s most distinctive and beloved sport, and their champions won by agility and balance and swift punishing blows, not the frenzied grappling of street fighters. Kaev weighed more and his reflexes were better, but the kid had grace, had speed; Kaev could see why everyone liked him, why he’d been set out on this path to stardom.

      Stars make money, Go had said five years ago. People pay to see someone they recognize, someone they can root for. And you can’t make a winner without a lot of losers.

      Which is how Kaev’s life as a journeyman fighter began. The guy who other fighters fought when they needed to learn the ropes and build a lossless record at the same time. Not the worst career. Journeymen had a much longer shelf life than the stars, who usually fizzled out fast from one thing or another, but the stars tended to have handsome bank accounts to fall back on when they went bust. Journeymen were lucky to have a month’s rent as backup.

      He didn’t mind the losing. He loved the fights, loved the way his opponent helped him step outside himself, and something about the fall into freezing water provided an almost orgasmic release.

      What Kaev minded was the hunger, the anger, the empty feeling. What he minded, what he could never forgive Go or the crowds or the whole fucking city of Qaanaaq for, was that he hadn’t had an option.

      Hao was tiring, he could tell. The kid was too new, too rough. Kaev switched into stamina mode, feigning defense while modeling how to conserve energy and catch your breath while you’re winded. Hao followed suit, probably without realizing what he was doing. A new trick he’d learned tonight. In moments like this, Kaev was proud of what he was. A rare and sophisticated skill, letting someone else win without the crowd knowing it. Hao’s kicks connected with his thighs and side and the onlookers surged to their feet and for a few short instants Kaev was the king of Qaanaaq.

      The kid got it. Kaev saw him get it. The instant when it all became clear; when he saw what Kaev was doing, and his attitude changed from cocky contempt to humbled respect. His eyes went wide, went soft. He paused – and Kaev could have kicked him in the back of the knee and followed up with a punch to the side of the head, sent him sprawling into the sea below; he saw precisely how to do it, even lifted his leg to unleash the attack – but do that and he’d cost Go millions, probably get a hit put out on him, and for what? A record of 37–3 instead of 38–2? Kaev pulled his wrist back, anchored himself; the crowd lost its mind, he could win it, their golden boy could be finished —

      Laughter trembled up through Kaev. Joy threatened to split his skin wide open. He was a bird, he was bliss, he was so much more than this battered body and broken brain. In the split-second pause that gave away his advantage, he wanted to howl from happiness.

      Hao’s face looked sad as he leaped in close and slammed home an uppercut. Kaev had given him that, the humility of a genuine warrior. That was what made a true artist, the kind of fighter who would mean something to the cold wet salt-stinking people of Qaanaaq. Falling, Kaev focused on that. On Hao’s career – like the careers of dozens of bright young boys who’d fought Kaev before him. What they might go on to do.

      Kaev caught a glimpse of a woman graffitied onto the underside of the platform he’d fallen from. Clever placement: the sort of spot where no one but a falling fighter would see it. Programmed into an amphibious tagger-drone that swam in from the sea below and flew up to paint her in that secret nook. She was beautiful. Older, bald, dressed in either a monastic shift or a hospital robe, one hand raised, her face projecting saintliness. Beside her, three letters – ORA. Initials? For what?

      He saw the metal fretwork that held up the bleachers, the places where the walls of the arena plunged down below the surface, the walkway around the edge where the fight doctor waited to fish the loser out of the water. He heard the howls of the crowd. But none of that was real. The water was all that was real. It rose up to him now, overjoyed to be embracing him again. Water was as much his native element as air. He was amphibious. He was a polar bear. He felt his body break the surface, felt the electric jolt of cold, and then he was gone, vanished, his body abandoned, its spasms and inadequacies and unfulfillable needs and mental fumblings all erased in a wash of stark bare ecstasy.
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      Being a good scaler was easy. Ankit had been good. She was strong and she had decent reflexes. She could vault over barricades, evade drone cams, scamper along railings barely wider than a tightrope.

      The difference between a good scaler and a great one was fear. Ankit was afraid. Fear held her back. She’d never been able to truly let go. She’d never been able to fly. She wanted to – wanted so bad it made her stomach heavy and her limbs freeze, poised at the edge of the abyss, unable to move.

      She felt it now: the wanting. Standing between two tall ramshackle buildings, staring up at the handholds and footrests taunting her. The wanting, and the fear.

      A whiff of pine needle smoke hit her before his voice did. “Hey, kid,” he said from the dark space between two building struts.

      “Hey,” Ankit said, vaguely gratified to still be called a kid by someone. This guy had been doing errands for her since she actually was one. She stepped forward, out of the stream of traffic, into the cold wet dark of Qaanaaq’s interstitial commerce. Clatter of Chinese chess tiles from the street behind her; ahead, in the deeper dark, two men grunting together.

      “Missed you lately,” he said. He wore three hoodies; their shadow softened the lines in his face.

      “New delivery,” she said, and handed him a screen. Small, cheap, used, its network connections all fried, but with a long battery and a solar-charger skin.

      “What’s on it?” he asked, smiling, excited. The guy was old, old enough to have had a whole life somewhere else before he came to the city. His pine needle cigarettes were resettlement-camp mainstays, smoked proudly and defiantly by recent arrivals, but as a result they had a certain outlaw appeal and even privileged Lower Arm kids could be seen smoking them.

      “Books,” she said. “Enough books to last a lifetime.”

      “You know her restrictions say only approved tech. She gets caught with this —”

      “That’s her call to make. If she doesn’t want to take the risk, she can refuse it. In which case, give it back to me, if you’re feeling generous, or just sell it. I’ll never know anyway.”

      “Yeah,” he said, and took the screen from her. “You’re so trusting. All these years, I could just be stealing your money and pocketing your stuff. You have no way of knowing if any of it ever gets to her.”

      “You keep saying that,” she said. They could not smell the methane stink of the nightlamps, out there. The darkness held her in its mouth; the sea wound around her like a cloak. Here was bliss, was freedom: a sliver of the thrill she’d felt when scaling. The pleasure she never felt in daylight, in the scripted comings and goings of her job. “I can’t tell if it’s your twisted way of making a confession, or some kind of criminal code of honor thing you want to stress.” And even this felt good, the not knowing, the wondering. The city’s rigid certainties were robotic, unforgiving.

      Path bowed. Monkeys chattered from a warm nook beside the thermal pipes; the escaped endangered pets of the pampered rich, scavenging a living in Qaanaaq the way pigeons did in Sunken World cities. “Such are the twisted pathways of human trust. Any message for her?”

      “The usual,” Ankit said. “Tell her that I love her, I miss her, I’ll get her out of there.”

      He put his hand on her arm. He smelled like a forest. “My inside woman is a good person. She’ll pass your message on. Your birth mom is surviving, and that’s all anyone can hope to do in the Cabinet.”

      “Thank you, Path,” she said, and stepped back, out of the shadow, into the street, where the vortex struck her hard, and she walked against it, farther out onto Arm Five. A woman rolled on the grid, babbling to herself about demons and oppression, her body shaking with end-stage breaks.

      Ankit’s jaw chimed. She tapped it and heard the voice of her contact at Families. She’d messaged him that morning, trying to find out what might happen next with little Taksa, the girl with the breaks, and how she might be able to help.

      
         

        Sorry to tell you, Ankit – Bashir family already deregistered. Awaiting transfer to the dereg ship. One good thing, transfer times have gotten crazy lately. Average wait six months. Ten thousand people flagged with the breaks, still in their homes. Waiting. Eventually they’ll be processed and put on the continental shuttle. Allotted space at one of the coastal camps.

      

      Beside her, three seagulls struggled against the wind, then yielded to it. She reminded herself to breathe.

      Taksa’s father had been right. You know what happens to those families. She’d heard. She hadn’t wanted to believe.

      One shred of hope: that six-month transfer wait. That must mean something. Nothing ever took so long. Maybe it was an AI malfunction, or a new protocol was about to be rolled out that couldn’t be announced until some obscure other protocol finished its task. Decommissioned glacial calving ships being refitted for refugee transport, maybe, or the Swedes completing work on another West African camp. Qaanaaq was governed by a hundred thousand computer programs, which mostly got along well enough, but sometimes contradictory or irreconcilable mandates sparked a squabble that brought an agency’s operations to a standstill until a human or – more likely – another AI intervened. She’d have to look into it further.

      Another tiny hope for Taksa, even slimmer than the first: asking her boss for help.

      Idea for your campaign speech next week, Ankit wrote. I’ve been seeing more and more cases of the breaks in my constituent visits. Families. Kids. No one is talking about it. Certainly not your opponent. People are scared. If you show leadership on this issue it has the potential to increase your lead by 3.6%.

      That last bit was made up. Put a decimal point on the end of a lie and her boss would swallow it every time. Whispering pleas to the universe – and wishing she could stop worrying about this family – Ankit headed home.

      The problem was, Taksa’s father was just so similar to the man who raised her. The same profound humility, sturdy and essential as his spine. They’d been profoundly decent people, which wasn’t a given when it came to Qaanaaq. Or, really, anywhere. Few families would have helped a ten-year-old who demanded to know who her birth mother was – filed the appropriate paperwork, guided her through the bureaucracy labyrinth as best they could.

      Both were dead now. Reflexogenic circulatory collapse, like so many of their generation – the decades-later legacy of corporate chemical spills and gas leaks. Pain in her chest made her stop walking, remembering. How well her father cooked, her mother’s paintings. How they gave her the grandfather’s name they were never able to have a son to carry. She resolved to buy some rice balls and make an offering before their photos – and then remembered that she made that resolution often, and followed through rarely.

      She didn’t deserve the place where she lived. Few scalers ever landed a spot that nice, a job as good as hers, and it was a comfort, sometimes, to reflect on how lucky she was, and how hard she’d worked to get there, when you thought about how many Qaanaaq orphans were dying slowly in the cold green light of the methane-sodium streetlights that very moment of new diseases no one understood and no one wanted to talk about, and how easily she could have been one of them – and Ankit had to work hard to see it that way, instead of the other way, the one where she was turning her back on her people, where she should be doing more, where she and everyone else who got a raw deal from this shitty city should get together and demand what was rightfully theirs, like those weird seditious anonymous City Without a Map broadcasts always seemed to be hinting at.

      Sudden shock: her brother, grimacing out at her from a fading bootleg flicker flyer. Advertising an upcoming fight, already in the past. Listing gambling sites and odds.

      She’d gone to see him once, after she’d gotten her job and could access her file from Families, learn that she had a brother she’d never known existed – though nothing more than his name. When she found him he’d been strung out on something, probably synth caff, after a fight, and she’d known at once that something was wrong with him, mentally – the breaks, she’d thought at first, but no, this was something different – and she’d spent too long without a family and she couldn’t stop herself, and before she’d gotten through her carefully prepared introductory speech he had started gibbering and wailing. His friends had apologetically dragged him off, with a practiced ease that made her think these breakdowns were common occurrences. Since then she’d followed his career, at a distance. Become something of a beam fights fan. Betting on him every time, even though he always lost. He’d lost in this fight, to that new guy Hao who all the boys at her office were crushed out on.

      Probably Path was lying. Probably the whole sudden-moment-of-human-concern thing was a business strategy, beloved by fences everywhere, favored by criminals whose specific niches required a never-ending leap of faith on their clients’ part. Ankit really wouldn’t ever know.

      At fifteen, she’d resolved to never visit her mother again. Her presence made her mother agitated, which might land her in several days of psychophysical therapies that Ankit suspected would not have been out of place in a nineteenth-century mental institution. That was why she never wrote to her, never called. The Cabinet hadn’t come by its reputation by accident; there was a reason some of Qaanaaq’s toughest criminals flinched at the memory of it.

      But Ankit was happy, in spite of everything. Helping her mother out, even when she wasn’t sure if the help ever reached her, made her feel good. Less helpless, less alone. The night was cold and dark and she would not have had it any other way.

      She slowed alongside a knot of stalls where women sold rotgut out of flasks. Raucous, ageless women. Ankit had bought shots off them when she was sixteen, one at the beginning of a night of scaling and a second at the end of it. She bought one now, from her favorite, whose stuff tasted like apples and pine sap. The woman’s smile said, I have watched you, I have seen you at your worst.

      “What’s so crazy about it?” the vendor said to another. “All those animal workers, the ones who work with, what do they call them – ‘functionally extinct predators.’ They make them get those shots so the things don’t kill them. Like that boat out on Arm One where they got tigers and alligators still, for rich people to rent. Not such a big leap from that to something that would let you meld minds with a killer whale.”

      Ankit paused to savor her shot, and their conversation. Cold wind seared her skin, but inside she was a goblet of fire.

      “My husband’s friend worked for one of the juntas,” another vendor said. “They all had their own secret unit they tried out all kinds of drugs on. He saw some shit, in Chile. Rumor was the Yucatán squad had a doctor, on contract from one of the North American pharma states, could inject you with something that let them hook your mind up to theirs, know everything you know. How else do you think they took down the narco government?”

      “Narco government fell because of the rioting,” said the third vendor, scowling skeptically. “Second Mexican Revolution. No magic beans or science fiction required.”

      “For all the good it did them.”

      They would go on all night like this. And Ankit could have stayed, buying more liquor or simply standing in the wind at the edge of the circle of the nightlamp light.

      This was always here, waiting for her. Qaanaaq night. Her drug of choice. But she was a creature of the day now, and if she relapsed into her addiction she’d lose everything she had.

      “See you next time,” the woman said when she handed back her shot glass.

      Her building’s lobby was warm and bright, with that particular brand of heat the geothermal ventilation system provided – wet and slightly salty, or maybe that was her imagination. She slowed her step to appreciate the heat after being so cold, and then her jaw chimed. A surprisingly swift response; Fyodorovna could barely be bothered to do any work while she was in the office, let alone when she was out of it. Her voice filled Ankit’s ear:

      
         

        The breaks is toxic. There’s a reason politicians won’t go near it. People think it’s just criminals and perverts. Whether or not that’s true is irrelevant.

      

      Ankit typed: It’s not true. And somebody needs to do something about it.

      Fyodorovna responded:

      
         

        People are, I’m sure. Software is. Predictive is working on a plan of response. Scientists working on a cure. Something. Let the people whose job it is to worry about that worry about it.

      

      Ankit knew her boss well enough to know that the conversation was over.

      Upstairs, in her room, she pressed her forehead against the glass, looked out into the night, felt warm, felt bad about it. Turned her head to look in the direction she was always trying not to look.

      It was still there, of course. It always would be. A sliver of building rising above the others in the distance: the Cabinet. The tallest building on Arm Six. Qaanaaq’s psych ward. She’d scaled it, once. The only time she’d ever gotten caught. The only time she’d scaled something for a reason, to get inside, to get something out. To get someone out.

      The last time she went scaling. The time that her fear held her back. Froze her solid. The black sea, so far below, the wind screaming into her, the building slick with frozen mist. They’d caught her there, rooted in place, and there’d been nothing she could do about it, and here she was now, rooted in place, still helpless. Still afraid. Still obeying the rules. It was Fyodorovna she feared now, not Safety, even though she knew they were both ridiculous, but the end result was the same. She was groundbound. She never took that leap, the one that made the difference.

      And so: She did something stupid. Something she knew was stupid. Something she did anyway.

      She took the photo of Taksa, which was blurry enough to not be identifiable as any particular person, but rather conveyed a very generalized idea of Happy Little Girl, and cropped out any background elements that might give away whose home it was, and autoqueued it to post the next day to Fyodorovna’s channel, with one line of text – If the breaks affects one of us, it affects all of us.

      And then, because she was still angry, she made another stupid decision. One she hadn’t made in years. She opened her screen and navigated to the Cabinet site and submitted a visit request, to go and see her mother.
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