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PART ONE










1 MOREMI



‘Will it hurt?’ Moremi asks the girl from the sixth-form who sits opposite. The girl is lit in zebra-print by the slats in the blinds, holding a hot-water bottle to her stomach, and her hazel eyes keep flitting up to the muted television screen at the far end of the waiting room.


‘Only at first,’ she says.


‘That’s what everyone says.’ Moremi is nervous. She’s only been waiting in the school nurse’s office for a quarter of an hour, but already she’s chewed her thumbnail down to the quick.


‘Where does it hurt?’


This morning she’d been excited about the procedure – she is the last in her class to go through with it and has been begging her mother to sign the medical waiver for almost a year now. There is an asterisk next to her name on the school register, which indicates she is still ‘Pulseless’. Even the word, she hates.


The sixth-form girl casts Moremi a sideways glance as if considering how much of the truth to tell her. ‘Everywhere,’ she admits finally. ‘Your whole body, but only for a minute. Less than, maybe.’ Moremi swallows. ‘And not just your body, also… your mind.’


‘You mean, my head?’


‘No, it’s deeper than that.’ The girl frowns in recollection. ‘It’s a weird sensation. As if something is there that shouldn’t be. That feeling you get when someone is looking over your shoulder, only this is deeper, the machine eavesdropping on your thoughts, your memories.’ She touches her forehead with the palm of her hand. ‘It’s as if you’re not alone in here anymore.’


‘But that fades away after a while, right? That feeling?’


‘Not really,’ the girl says, fiddling with a loose thread on the edge of her school skirt.


Moremi rubs the miniature ballet slippers that dangle from a keychain on her school bag. For luck, like a rabbit’s foot. She’s done it so often, before an audition or a dentist appointment, that the satin at the toe-box has frayed now. She’d only been thinking of the moments after, how good it would feel once it was done; she’d forgotten about this, the scalpel, the pain.


The bulk of the device is the size of a five-pence coin, placed under the temporal bone. The sixth-former must have had hers implanted a while ago because the skin around it has completely healed over. Moremi can’t help but stare, even though she knows it’s rude. Around its central processing unit is a cluster of accessories – the pin-headed RAM, HPU, sensors and transmitters as well as optional drives – that make a ‘constellation’ of LEDs and metallic notches in the skin behind her ear. The girl wears her hair, as a lot of people do, to one side in order to make the lights of her constellation visible. Pinks right now, indicating that she is in mild discomfort, steady beat of her heart, the brightest light, throbbing like a distant drum. Moremi’s friend, Zen, had been the first to get one a few years ago and Moremi remembers leaning close to her head to marvel at it, an unnatural fusion of organic and mechanic that she used to find almost viscerally repellent.


‘How old are you?’


‘Thirteen,’ Moremi says.


‘Isn’t that a bit old?’ the girl asks, regarding Moremi with a familiar suspicion; some people consider parents who refuse to give their children a Pulse the same as parents who turn down vaccinations. ‘Have you watched the video?’


On the screen above them, it’s running on mute with subtitles. An informative broadcast about the implantation procedure. Moremi catches words like ‘direct neural interface’ as they flick across the monitor. ‘I’ve seen it a few times,’ she says. In doctors’ and dentists’ waiting rooms, on television. Something about it, today, makes her a little queasy. Maybe it’s the spongy pink schematic of the human brain. The nanoscopic fingers of the Pulse are called arrays. They measure less than one thousandth of the width of a human hair. Once the Pulse is implanted under the bone, millions of arrays extend, penetrating the thick membrane of connective tissue that surrounds the brain. The arrays spider through grey matter, routing around for cranial nerves: the optic and auditory neurons, the hippocampus – where memories are stored – and the amygdala to interface with.


‘So… it’s like brain surgery?’ Moremi says.


The girl snorts derisively. ‘Don’t be dramatic. My dentist does, like, ten of these a day. It’s like getting your ears pierced.’


They’ve learned a lot about the brain this year in biology. Moremi has discovered that it contains around 86 billion neurons. That the external world can be fractured into lines of analogue or binary code for it to interpret. The colour of the sky right now is a specific wavelength of light that sends a pattern of impulses into the back of her brain. A kiss on the cheek sets off fireworks of its own in her facial nerve. Strange to consider how rich her inner life appears to her – including at this moment, the smell of the waiting room, the glitter of dust in the air, the sound and sight of schoolchildren playing on the Astroturf out the window – even though it is simply the result of some chemical code disseminated through grey and white matter. Just as hard to believe that the whole of the internet, every picture and video, email and game, is written in the binary language of machines: ‘on’ and ‘off’ switches, 1s and 0s. It’s these similarities which make it possible for the machine to interface with her brain.


The Pulse is programmed to transform neural signals into lines of computer code and vice versa. The whole process has been called ‘neural digitisation’ and it allows the Pulse to turn the brain into another node on the internet. This means that once the procedure is over, Moremi’s head will be part of the internet in the same way a phone or a tablet computer is. The thought of it is astonishing and terrifying.


Her console makes a noise in her bag. Moremi scrabbles for it, and when she sees that it’s her mother, she races into the bathroom to answer.


‘How did it go?’ her mother asks.


‘It hasn’t happened yet,’ Moremi whispers. Through the window, she can see a group of girls from her class ambling to their final lesson.


‘I thought it was this morning.’


‘Oh! The audition.’ Moremi makes herself look away, focus. ‘Well, I think… I mean, I fumbled the last part of the adagio but—’ Even before she finishes she can hear her mother sigh. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘It’s not me you have to apologise to.’


Moremi wants to say, ‘Isn’t it?’ Her mother almost never calls her out of the blue. These past few months, preparing for the auditions for the Regency Ballet School, have been some of the happiest of her life. She’s cherished the time they’ve spent together. Those late nights and early mornings in the kitchen, listening to her mother clap out the beat and say, ‘again’, ‘again’, ‘again’, with feeling. That elusive glimmer of pride in her eyes, the blessed light of her attention. It will all evaporate, Moremi knows, if she doesn’t make it through the next round of auditions, and her chances don’t look good.


‘If you could only focus,’ her mother is saying, and as she does, Moremi flips the tap, waving her hand to make the setting hotter and hotter, then forces herself to hold her fingers under the stream for as long as she can bear.


‘Where are you now?’ her mother asks.


‘I told you last week.’ Moremi grits her teeth at the pain in her fingers. When she finally snatches them away, steam curls like cigarette smoke off her nails. ‘I’m doing the… thing today.’


Heavy silence on the end of the phone. She can already imagine the expression her mother is making, her lip curling with disgust.


‘I forgot,’ her mother says finally.


‘I figured.’


‘You know, you don’t have to go through with it.’


‘But that’s the thing,’ Moremi says, ‘I want to.’ She would have had the procedure years ago if it wasn’t for her mother’s hesitations. Her older sister Halima had done it as soon as she was old enough to sign the consent herself.


‘I don’t understand you and your sisters. You’re already “connected” all the time. You have computers, consoles—’


‘Not connected where it matters.’ Moremi’s gaze drifts back to the girls who are walking into class, the same dozen feet, black leather Hush Puppies, almost in step. The other girls live on a different plane of existence. They live in the Panopticon, the network of networks, connecting everyone’s constellations to each other, and tethering them all to the internet. It’s the Panopticon that allows them to talk without opening their mouths, or to watch each other’s memories. She’s heard that they all wear filters on their skin, bat wings or cat ears that she can’t see. Sometimes their class teacher raises her hands like a musical conductor and everyone but Moremi says, ‘Oh!’


Over the past few Pulseless years, Moremi has lost every single one of her friends; she can’t understand them anymore.


‘Is that what you want?’ her mother asks. ‘To be like everyone else?’


Moremi says what she always says: ‘Of course!’


There is a knock at the door.


‘I have to go,’ she tells her mother.


Moremi’s resolve weakens a little, though, when she steps out of the bathroom and remembers how afraid she is of pain. If only there was a way around it, she thinks.


The nurse is calling her in now. Moremi stares at the door to her office and wonders what she will be like when she emerges. Will she emerge fundamentally altered? Or will it be different like turning thirteen was different, only an incremental change? The seconds before and then after midnight on New Year’s Eve on the dawn of some millennium? Different the way people say losing your virginity is different?


‘More-rem-me?’ says the school nurse, an overweight Filipino woman, before frowning at Moremi’s last name. She makes a familiar halting attempt, sounding out every syllable with none of the certainty of Nigerians.


‘Hi,’ Moremi says, and follows her in. The detergent tang of the room threatens to turn Moremi’s empty stomach. Lemon and pine-flavoured floor cleaner. Sponges soaked in iodine. The curtains drawn, and the place cold as a mortuary. She was told not to eat anything for twelve hours before the procedure, and now her gut is twisting itself in knots. It’s like getting your ears pierced, she tells herself, reaching her hand up to the little silver stud in her left ear and reminding herself of the day her mother took her and her two sisters to Claire’s Accessories to get them done. Her older sister, Halima, had been so nervous about the procedure that when the technician touched a Sharpie pen to her lobe, she burst into horrified tears. Moremi had been braver, but she still recalls that her terror in the moment before the needle punctured her skin was so much worse than the event. She still remembers how silly she’d felt on her way home, compulsively touching the gold hoops just to remind herself it had happened. It had been such an easy thing. Such a short moment of pain, nothing compared to the rest of her life.


In the centre of the room is what looks like a dentists’ chair. Several monitors have been set up to measure her vital signs, a glass console with a projection of her brain, as mapped half an hour earlier by the scanners, turning like a bloody moon.


‘Okay, then,’ the nurse says cheerily. ‘Are you ready?’


Moremi tries to smile, but then she spots the scalpels glinting on the equipment tray, blades silver under the sun-bright surgical lights. ‘Um…’ She can’t bring herself to say ‘yes’ yet.


‘It’s been a while since I’ve done this procedure on a pupil so old.’ The nurse eyes her suspiciously. ‘Are your parents…?’ She doesn’t want to say the word ‘Luddites’ or, worse, ‘Revelators’. She doesn’t want to ask if Moremi’s mother is the kind of person who burns down cell masts and carves stars into her skin as a sign of protest against the Panopticon.


‘No, nothing like that.’ Moremi is quick to jump to her mother’s defence, even though she has noticed that whenever the Revelators are arrested, her mother will never denounce their actions. Instead Moremi says, ‘I’m scared… it will change me.’


‘Of course it will change you,’ the nurse says, ‘but what doesn’t change you?’


She tuts near Moremi’s head where she guesses her date of birth is projected. ‘Thirteen. It’s too late, really. The way things are going, give it a generation and most people won’t even remember when they first get it. Which, they say, is the best thing, really. You know, the solid-state drive inside the Pulse is capable of storing a lifetime’s worth of memories.’


It is made up of a virtually indestructible quartz crystal capable of storing a zettabyte of data. That is, Moremi has seen in her study console before, one sextillion – one followed by twenty-one zeroes – bytes. A number so large it means almost nothing to her at all.


‘Research suggests we only remember about a tenth of the information we are presented with. Which is pretty appalling. If I ask you what you were doing at this exact moment last year? Seven months ago? Can you tell me? Probably not. And do you know that every time you recall something, the way your mother sings, your tenth birthday, the first time you ever jumped on a trampoline, you change the memory just a little. It’s not like replaying a DVD – oh, I know you don’t remember DVDs – you change a memory every time you recall it. Most of them slip right out of your head. Whole days, whole years, it feels like. More when you get older. Before we had the Pulse, there used to be this disease of forgetting, a real epidemic. It happened in the elderly. I’m a nurse, I still see what happens to old people who don’t get the procedure.’ She shakes her head sorrowfully. ‘A home I worked in a few years ago. This lady of eighty-five tossed all her family pictures in the trash. She kept shouting at me, “Who are these people? I don’t want these pictures!” It was heartbreaking to watch. You see it less and less, and in your generation, we won’t see it at all. For that reason alone, if it ever comes time to vote over “total adoption”, I know I’ll vote to give the Pulse to everyone. Let’s not forget anything. Not a thing.’


As Moremi sits down, the nurse adjusts the height of the chair then takes her wrist and says, ‘Okay now, you’ll feel a sharp scratch.’ Barely a moment, and the needle breaks her skin, cool liquid pours into her veins. Quickly, a numbness sets in and her muscles unspool.


‘This is a unique cocktail, devised by the Panopticon to aid this procedure. It’s called nox.’ The nurse straps a mask to Moremi’s face, and her jaw flops open as she breathes. ‘You might notice the taste’ – like bitumen and burnt sugar in the back of her mouth – ‘especially calibrated for your height and weight, this concoction will keep you asleep for the duration of the procedure.’


As Moremi’s mind peels away from the inside of her skull, the nurse’s voice takes on a tinny discordant ring.


‘The machine will wake you to a cue we recorded.’ The cue is a song that comes through a speaker with a childish soprano trill.


Frère Jacques, Frère Jacques


Dormez-vous? Dormez-vous?


‘… the cue will help you sleep as well…’


Sonnez les matines! Sonnez les matines!


‘… Sleep paralysis sets in when…’


Ding dang dong.


She feels as if she could shrug her bones right off. Her mind is flung into a graveyard orbit, spinning out, out of her body, of school, of the sprawling city.


‘… here comes the machine.’


‘Is this the part that hurts?’ she wants to ask, but can’t. It is. Her mind is shunted back into a body full of pain. She screams, an animal howl of agony, every joint locking, every nerve on fire. They say it lasts a few seconds, but there is no time in this agony.


‘No!’ she shouts. But the machine is inside her now. Although she knows it’s impossible, she thinks she can feel its microscopic needles puncturing her skull. Spidering into her grey matter.


‘Make it stop,’ she cries. This was a bad idea. A mistake. Too late, now, to change her mind. ‘Make it stop!’ When she opens her eyes she can see nothing but the blinding surgical light, all faces eclipsed. Nothing but white-hot, searing rods of pain thundering through her bones. How much longer, she wonders, before it turns on?


They say it feels like falling. That falling asleep Pulseless for the final time really feels like tumbling off a cliff. And it does. She slips right out of her skin, elevator-drop plunge in her gut, like falling in a dream. Her life will never be the same. Her mind will never be the same.





What does it feel like to wake up in the Panopticon? It’s like waking up for the first time ever. It’s like waking up with a third eye. The nurse is beaming at her. ‘What can you see?’ she asks. It looks as if Moremi is staring at her from behind the lens of a digital camera. Her vision is dotted with points of light that resolve into letters, numbers. Cross-hairs appear around the nurse’s doughy features, as the retinal interface searches the Panopticon for a match. The nurse’s profile appears in a nimbus of translucent light floating around her. Moremi learns that her name is Julliana Sanchez, DOB: 3/04/2001, Occupation: Paediatric Nurse, Pimlico School, Children: 6.


‘You have six children?’


Julliana rolls her eyes. ‘That’s the part that everyone asks about. Did it tell you, too, that I speak five languages?’


‘Spanish, Portuguese, English, Malay and French, but only to a B1 proficiency.’


‘Senegalese ex-husband.’ She waves dismissively.


Moremi can’t help but try to reach out to touch the words, the way it’s hard to stop yourself from grabbing at bubbles. People call them ‘holograms’, but they are really ‘phosphenes’, hallucinatory points of light produced when the microarrays send electrical signals to her optic nerves, physiologically similar to the explosion of stars she sometimes witnesses when she rubs her eyes.


When she turns left, a projection on the window pane tells her there is a 90 per cent chance of drizzle between 4.26pm and 5.40pm, tells her that it’s T-shirt weather until then, expertly feeding information about her core body temperature against the weather predictions for that day. An architecture app spies the newly built maths block of the school and the profile of the architects is summoned up; Moremi waves a hand to dismiss it. After a while, the Panopticon will learn her preferences and only feed her information relevant to her profile and interests. It will point out her friends in a café. It will tell her if a celebrity she likes frequents the same coffee shop; it will define words she’s always wondered about. Answer questions before she’s thought to ask them.


When Moremi closes her eyes, the nurse activates the GrapeVine, the main memory-sharing app that she used to access on her console. Moremi already has a profile, and so her familiar dashboard floods the darkness behind her eyelids with light. Video tutorials, ironically spliced cartoon clips, Michael Jackson lighting up the sidewalk with his toes. Commercials. People liked to upload their own memories recorded off their quartz, which always look like poorly edited videos captured on a handheld camera. As Moremi’s Pulse configures to the local TV channels she sees space cowboys, beach getaways, a map of Manchester’s sewer system, discount sofas, gardening shows, sit-coms, a laugh-track running and running…


Group chats run audibly in the background, which gives the room the ambient sound of an overcrowded diner, different people talking, people she hasn’t spoken to in months, the school eco-society, her old ballet class, the girls on her apartment block who promised that they’d get together to make a newspaper but now do nothing but send each other ironic memes. All of their voices are in her ears, and Moremi feels as if her head is a radio, and someone is twisting the dials up and down. The nurse demonstrates the hand and eye motions that control the volume in her cochlear nerve.


She does a few more checks and then sends Moremi on her way, warns her to take it easy, give herself time to get used to it. ‘If you like, you can watch a couple of the tutorials on the Vine. But most people like to experiment. Think of this like a relationship, you need to get used to the way things are from now on.’


The school day is already over and when Moremi heads out into the street, it is gorgeously transformed, awash with hallucinogenic light. The sky spells ‘Hello, Moremi’ in soft ivory contrails. She strides past the brutalist red brick of the World’s End Estate, and onto the far end of the King’s Road.


Lots of the fun of the Panopticon is in the filters, which she can change with a swipe of her hand. It’s quite intuitive; Moremi is used to manipulating images and displays in the same way on her console. There are hundreds of millions of filters, arranged like apps with the most popular for her demographic first. There is the default one called InfoWorld, which fills her vision with relevant information. If she looks at a bus it tells her where it’s heading and what time the next one will arrive, street names float up in Comic Sans bubbles, there is an endless ticker-tape scroll of news headlines on the edge of the pavement. Moremi summons up the profiles of strangers, their names and ages. The Panopticon has a function that lets them know she is new to the network and lots of people smile and greet her.


Moremi heads into the local Polski Sklep and with the flick of a hand all the newspaper headlines are legible to her. ‘Czy mogę ci pomóc?’ asks the woman behind the till after ten minutes of watching Moremi hold newspapers up to the light. ‘Can I help you?’ An automated voice reads in her cochlear nerve. The woman’s profile tells Moremi that her name is Zuzanna Wysocki, 26, and Moremi is so thrilled they can understand each other that she just grins widely.


‘No,’ she says, ‘Zuzanna.’ She can go anywhere now, with this device in her head. Talk to anyone and, as she steps back outside, she imagines conversing with a tuk-tuk driver in Bangkok, or a begging monk on the streets of Ginza.


It’s fun just watching the adverts playing in the shop windows. A translucent family lounging in striped pyjamas in the Sofa Workshop. Models dressed up for Ladies Day at Ascot in the window of Jane Taylor, invisible horses churning up the grass before their feet. There is a filter that turns the world sepia-toned so she can imagine she lives in an old photograph. There is a filter that the Year 7s love which gives everyone elf ears and manga eyes. Moremi has heard rumours of some X-rated filters that her child-locked Pulse won’t give her access to.


There is a girl walking her PanoptoPet, a pink creature with rabbit ears. Someone has built a Minecraft Taj Mahal in the middle of a garden square, and Moremi peers through the gates to admire the pixelated detail on the ivory blocks. At the bus stop, a girl casts a Patronus, a spectacular leopard the size of a bus that bounds down the street and then turns to smoke. Everyone who sees applauds. Moremi does, too. This new world is magic. Reality can be remade with the turn of a hand.


There is a couple outside Chelsea Old Church who’ve just got married. Moremi lingers for a while, taking in the satin of her dress. Annie Ross, DOB: 2/04/2023, and Peter Emmerson, DOB: 3/10/2015, their profiles say. They make her think of her parents, for some reason. There is only one picture of her mother and father on their wedding day, and Moremi has stared at it so often, the edges have faded a little. She would have given anything to have been there, to see them that happy – never so happy again.


It’s saved forever for this couple, though. Moremi imagines that this wedding is over and, very soon, the couple will leave behind the laughter, the music and the quick clicking of heels outside the courthouse. The grinning faces of their guests will vanish like smoke. Their few witnesses, who have lined up to say goodbye, along the cracked pavement, tossing dried petals. Annie and Peter run between them, she clutching her satin train, he flinching from their balled fists. Two people have lit sparklers even though it is daylight. Moremi imagines that the sweetest impressions of this moment will be saved in five dimensions of digital code, etched by lasers into the pound-sized quartz crystals in the sides of their heads. With a flick of her hand, Annie might be able to replay the instant again, or to share it with anyone. Only a generation ago, moments like these were made of nothing but memory, saved on nothing but neurones; carbon, salt and lipid membranes delicate as soap bubbles. So, maybe love doesn’t last forever. This exact moment can last until the end of time on a virtually indestructible disc; their young faces on the courthouse steps, naively optimistic, splashed with hysterical light.





During the same year that men first landed on the moon, two computers 560 kilometres away from each other made first contact. Moremi has seen a couple of black-and-white pictures of it, the birthday of the internet. She’s seen the computer scientists in flared trousers at the University of California and the Stanford Research Institute. They had meant to transmit the command ‘login’ but the transmission sputtered out, spelling only the two letters ‘L’ and ‘O’; ‘Lo,’ people liked to say, ‘lo and behold.’


The Panopticon was born in 2025, five years before Moremi was. She has seen the videos, photos, memes and spoofs of it, too. A crowd of scientists stand behind a pane of glass that overlooks a spartan exam room. Among them are the three founders, known as the Magi: Professor Jitsuko Itō, a Nobel-prize winning neuroscientist; Bertram Fairmont, a billionaire philanthropist; and Hayden Adeyemi, a young hacker. In the videos, Itō sits with her eyes closed in the middle of a room, cross-legged and barefoot like a monk. There is a large machine on her head and her eyes are closed as she wills her mind to speak to their computer outside.


In the video, Hayden is standing before it, teeth clenched in anxiety. ‘Say something,’ he commands, over the intercom, the way that Alexander Graham Bell may have demanded when he picked up a telephone for the first time. A bated-breath silence as they watch the empty screen waiting to see Professor Itō’s words.


‘Lo and behold,’ she had said, in a nod to the way that history always repeats itself, and all the scientists gasp. The first time a brain speaks to a computer. In the recording, Bertram can be heard shouting for joy the way that Archimedes might have shouted, ‘Eureka!’ I have found it.


Hayden Adeyemi bursts into tears. And Moremi always wondered if they were tears of relief. Because life affords few moments like that. Few momentous thunderclaps of triumph. In between, and for years before, only failure and striving, exhaustion and self-doubt.


With all that came after, the recording has taken on the sheen of inevitable history.


In a TED talk a couple of years ago, Hayden asked the audience, ‘How many of you have ever felt lonely?’ Of course, every hand went up. He explained that the current incarnation of the Panopticon is only the beginning of his design. He promised that a time would come when the Pulse would not only store your own memories – incorruptibly and eternally – but soon it would be possible to inhabit the memories of others: loved ones and friends.


‘It will bring us together,’ he explained. Solve a fundamental human problem. The problem of other minds. ‘At the moment we are essentially alone. Consider sorrow. Pain. Consider love. The only experience we have of any of these phenomena comes from inside ourselves. You are the only person in the world who has ever been in pain. You only know what the sky looks like from behind your own eyes, and you experience the entire world, from your cradle to your grave, locked inside a cage of your own bones. What if you could be freed? What if you could understand what it really feels like to live behind your lover’s eyes? What if you could traverse their dreams as you would an island? You might never argue again. You might never say, with forlorn disappointment, “You don’t understand me at all.” ’





What is the sky like from behind her mother’s eyes? Moremi asks herself as she crosses Battersea Bridge and into the park. Does her heart break with wonder too, sometimes? It’s almost spring and a brisk wind whips up from the Thames as Moremi walks. Her Panopticon lets her know that she’s receiving a call. The lovely thing about a call on the Panopticon is that you hear your own name, in the caller’s voice, and it rings like a bell in a deep part of you. Remi: she could listen all day to the sound of her own name in her mother’s mouth. Remi. Such a strange sensation, someone’s voice inside her head. She fights the urge to turn around, or to touch the back of her skull.


Mum? She thinks the reply, imagining her mother on the other end, leaning into the speaker of her old console.


‘It went well?’ she asks, her voice full of tension. ‘No side effects. No headaches?’


‘It was fine,’ Moremi says. ‘Better than fine. I feel…’ How can she explain it to the uninitiated?


‘… like you’ll never be alone again?’


There is a sourness in her mother’s voice but Moremi only says, ‘Exactly!’


‘I’ll see you after work, okay?’ her mother says.


‘I love you,’ Moremi says, but her mother has disconnected before she hears.


Moremi takes a left, strides past the sub-tropical garden and into the woods. Last week, her younger sister, Zeeba, had told her that trees are social creatures. Apparently they ‘talk’ to each other through an underground network of roots. It turns out that even trees have their dramas. A dying tree divests itself of resources for the benefit of the community; a mother tree pushes nutrients to her sun-deprived sapling. A plant under attack from pests sends a warning to its neighbours. Some scientists are suggesting that the entire forest could be considered a super-organism.


There is a filter called Wood Wide Web that allows her to see it. Moremi stands in a wooded glade and turns it on with a hand gesture. It lights up the soil, revealing a root system that looks like molten lava, pulsing with life. Moremi drops to her knees in surprise at its beauty, buries her fingers in the loam. It’s so wonderful it’s almost terrifying. Under her knees are patches of moss as thick as a bear’s pelt, and she pushes her face in the dirt, tears in her eyes. She hadn’t realised how much pain she had been in until it was gone. Her loneliness. She imagines herself as a spindly oak, integrated, only now, into the network.


Moremi knows that Hayden believes there is a future where everyone has a Pulse; he called it ‘The Singularity’; had said, ‘We’ll be complete, like lovers – everybody. We’re calling it the Singularity. Science will take us there. Science will usher in the time of everlasting joy.’


There are people all around her. In her head, Moremi can feel their presence. Hear the susurrus of their voices. She will never be alone.


Hayden says that the Singularity is almost upon them. ‘It’s almost here,’ Moremi says to the network in her head. A promise that brings goosebumps to her skin. ‘Our mind will be an open eye, the eye of God.’










2 ORPHEUS



His father had warned him that, one day, they would have to leave everything behind, and Orpheus is fourteen when that day finally arrives. In the tiny hours of a winter morning, his father, Warsame, appears on the threshold in a camouflage jacket and hiking boots. Sleep-dazzled, for a second Orpheus thinks that it’s a dream. But they have practised this drill a hundred times, and so it is not long before Orpheus slips into autopilot, climbing out of bed, and shuffling into his clothes without turning on the main lights.


He knows the way around the back, to sneak out of the house, making no sound at all. He knows where to find the ‘bug-out’ bags that his father keeps by the back door with enough supplies to last them seventy-two hours on the run: first-aid kit, water-purification tablets, fire-starting tools, maps and batteries and knives. Sometimes his father jokingly refers to them as GOOD bags: Get Out Of Dodge.


They do it without a word. Orpheus’ hands are shaking too much to lace up his boots and so, balancing the LED torch in his mouth, his father does them quickly for him. Zips up his jacket, indicates the back door.


It’s midwinter and, outside their house, a gust of sea-breeze hits Orpheus like a bucket of water. Adrenaline floods his veins. They live on a tidal island, in a house his father built. It is barely visible from the mainland and, when the tide is high, they have to take a boat across. It’s only a rickety wooden thing that his father hammered together, but it makes almost no sound at all. Orpheus ducks into it, hugging his knees as his father begins to row. They are almost a mile away from their house when he dares to look back, and his gut buckles with regret.


On the other side of the house, Orpheus thinks he can already see it, a speedboat slicing the water, throwing up ribbons of sea-foam. Armed officers from the Panopticon stand at the stern, ready to tear the house down looking for them. Orpheus almost has to rub his eyes at the sight of them. Men and women in masks, with helmets and suits. His father has invoked the notion of them so many times to get Orpheus to behave. He’s not allowed to leave the island on his own, not allowed to talk to any strangers, if he sees a drone flying past he must duck and run. His father has told him that the Panopticon is the puppet-master playing the whole world. His father has given up everything to run from them, to build a life for his son off the grid. ‘It was only a matter of time,’ he says now, his breath a plume of white air in the darkness. Every hour, for the past fourteen years, his father has been on the lookout for them.


‘Will we ever go back?’ Orpheus whispers. His father doesn’t reply so Orpheus knows the answer.





According to his father, the police who work for the Panopticon have a machine that reads minds. Orpheus has been warned that once they are discovered, the officers will connect it to his brain and search his memories for information. As insurance against that day, his father has told Orpheus very little about his own life before he came to the island.


Although Orpheus has begged to hear more, all he has been able to piece together is that his parents committed a serious crime before he was born. ‘Something necessary,’ is the most that his father has ever said about it. They became fugitives, neo-Luddites on the run from the Panopticon. Because they were on the run, Orpheus was born analogue – ‘born free’, his father likes to emphasise. All Orpheus knows is that he was born on a beach, and he has imagined the moment so many times that it is as if he can remember it himself. Believes that he can remember the unfused bones in his skull grinding together. Holy agony as he emerged brow-bruised and half-blind. A baptism of clamour and light. Rush of freezing air into the hollow spaces in his body. How could he do anything but scream? Everything had been abrasive and alien, his nerves were like un-insulated wires. A fierce briny mist gusted up from the surf and invaded his mouth, his throat, his belly. A first breath. When he had exhaled a sound like thunder rolled from his lips. Everyone had been crying. He didn’t know the word mother or father, but they loomed over him like giants, like shouting, joyful gods, their chests a storey high. Perhaps the first thing he saw was the sky. Gun-metal grey, tossing clouds violently around. That would have been the first time he ever saw light – noontime cloud-obscured sun a sublime thing. Perhaps his entire life is just a vain striving for those initial ecstatic seconds. They registered his birth with no authority, told no doctors or family. As far as the world knows, Orpheus does not exist.


Orpheus’ mother died when he was a newborn, of eclampsia. A word that, Orpheus discovered, means ‘light burst’, and he imagines death taking her with that same quickness. That is the problem with living off the grid, living analogue; they had been at least an hour away from the nearest hospital and by the time her seizures started it was too late.


Orpheus knows so little about her that, to him, it is as if she never existed. He might as well have hatched out of an egg. After her death, his father, Warsame, built a home on a tidal islet in south-west England, an hour’s boat-ride from Penzance. Far from any town or village, nothing but dirt road and forests on one side, granite coves and the English Channel on the other.


Warsame is the patron saint of solitude, teaching the doctrine of self-sufficiency to a congregation of one. They grow all their own food and vegetables on the acres of land around their home. Orpheus or his father collect water every morning from the well, bathe in the evening in a solar-powered bathhouse that heats rainwater. Their home is a Faraday cage, designed to block electromagnetic signals from coming in or out. Their only news comes once a month, in the papers his father manages to smuggle from the mainland. Otherwise, they pass most of their days reading and fishing and farming. Warsame says that he is teaching his son to be a ‘philosopher king’. He teaches him dead computer languages, how to tell the time by the direction of the stars, they play chess every single day, read Karl Marx, Nietzsche, the Confessions of St Augustine and Plato’s The Republic on real books made of real paper. His father reminds him regularly that they are fugitives, tells him that something bad is going to happen soon, in London. One evening as they talk by lamplight he says, ‘It’s bad already. You don’t know what it’s like for children out there these days. They’re probably tagging them at birth with that Thing now.’ He points to his temple and shudders.


‘It’s only going to get worse after the flood.’


‘The flood?’ Orpheus asks, and his father’s eyes flash with warning. That look he gets when he won’t say any more.


‘I’m just trying to protect you.’


He tells Orpheus that the life he has taken care to build for them here is as delicate as a soap bubble. ‘If anyone or anything ever sees you – any of the Summer People, the patrol drones or the coastguards – the Panopticon will come to find us and they will kill me.’





Four months ago, Orpheus had tried to run away, just for a couple of hours. His father had taken the boat out in the morning, on his monthly excursion to the one store on the mainland that he can trust. There is an old man there who he can barter with. His father exchanges garden-grown herbs for tin cans, the alphabet spaghetti and cherry-flavoured Pepsi that Orpheus likes, aspirin, copper wire. That morning, when Orpheus awoke, he knew that his father would not be back for hours. And the thought occurred to him with crystalline clarity: if he ran, now, along the beach at low tide, he could make it up to Hunter’s Tryst to see the Summer People, and if he timed it right he could return before Warsame.


Orpheus is forbidden from leaving the island without his father. But he knows that the Summer People flock in for the weekends during the warmer months. They are like aliens to him. Their cars drive themselves, they ride up and down the cliffs on surfboards called Zephyrs which – his father had explained to him – float on currents of ionised air. They have implants in their heads that allow them to speak without moving their lips. ‘Not magic, just science,’ Warsame had insisted. But it’s almost the same thing, to Orpheus. For almost a year, he’s longed to examine them himself. To see how close he can get.


The morning of his attempted escape, Orpheus buckled his shoes, headed out of the house and sprinted across the beach. He had forty minutes to get to Hunter’s Tryst – the highest point of the cove where he can get the best view across the bay – and turn back before the tide rose again to sever his home from the mainland, leaving him stranded. He’d never done anything except exactly what he’d been told, but that morning a wild recklessness had overtaken him as he realised that this was his chance.


The run felt good, terrifying and exhilarating all at once. Across the sticky sand and wet cobbles, up to the outcropping of granite rocks piled high like a cairn, the Hunter’s Tryst. He’d heard that at the top of it, on a clear day, you could see all the way to the Scilly Isles. His feet struggled to find purchase between the algae-slicked stones; as he climbed, he tried to imagine that they had been tossed there, right at the beginning of time, dented and pounded by the waves to make these divots the perfect shape for Orpheus’ cupped hands, for the soles of Orpheus’ scuffed boots. And when he made it to the precipice, winded but triumphant, he couldn’t help but let his gaze whirl around. For a moment he was sun-blind, his vision bleached electric-blue. The tinnitus roar in his ears resolved into the sound of the sea and when his vision returned he felt as if he could see the flattened crust of the entire earth. It had been a beautiful sight, near the southernmost point of England, the depthless blue vault of the sky faded into the silver heat haze that evaporated off the surface of the sea. Gulls circled then descended, their claws razoring the water. To his left, on the opposite side of the bay, miles and miles away, were the Summer People.


He had spent years imagining them, reading about them in books, reading stories about them in the newspaper, baffling dispatches from their lives. That day, his heart beat wildly at the sight of them. He stood and watched for a long time, imagining their lives. Perhaps they do everything in groups; take their boats out onto the long surf in laughing teams, bat sherbet-coloured beach balls at each other, trek up to the coves to make love out on the empty beaches, an ivory tangle of sun-blushed limbs on gingham picnic blankets. Just contemplating them, in their happy gangs, made Orpheus feel a pain for it. He didn’t know yet that the word for the ache, the one he had gritted his teeth against for most of his life, was ‘lonely’. Sometimes he would go whole years without speaking to anyone but his father.


He noticed, then, a glimmer in the sky. Was it a seagull? A plane? It moved like a wasp, heading straight for him. Orpheus realised too late that it was a drone.


‘No!’ he gasped, covering his face. Had it spotted him? If it scanned his face no profile would come up, and it would report him automatically to the authorities. In his panic, Orpheus scrabbled around at his feet for a rock, and pitched it at the thing’s spinning blades. They whined as it struck them. Another throw, aimed at the camera lens, but it missed and then panic overtook him. Covering his face, he decided, too late, to try to flee.


By the time he got back down to the beach it seemed to have flown off. The tide was rolling in. By then, the stretch of sand between himself and his home was covered in a transparent film of water and with each lap the waves came in further, rushed into the dunes and dinted gullies, covering everything.


His feet sank into the sand as he made his mad dash from one end of the beach to the other. The further he ran, the harder it was. The sand began to change under his feet, turn to liquid, suck at the heels of his shoes. He tried to counteract the effect by imagining himself as fleet-footed Hermes, winged shoes, his soles barely touching the ground.


The water was still coming in. It was at his thighs when he realised that he was going to have to swim for it. Kicking off his shoes, Orpheus paddled home as freezing water lashed at his face.


His father met him on the edge of the island, incandescent with rage. He grabbed his son by the arm, pushed him into the house, unbuckled his belt and beat him. Each strike of the leather against his back tore a scream from Orpheus, caused him to arch his spine, to howl and try to crawl away. Warsame held his son’s right arm steady, beating him with the energy of a woodcutter, each hit like a tongue of fire. I hate you! Orpheus thought, tears in his eyes.


Hours later, he lay in the half-darkness of his bedroom, a T-shirt draped over the window in place of a curtain, white jets of setting sunlight spearing through, listing, in his mind, all the ways he could try again to run… though he had no idea where he could go. By nightfall, Orpheus examined himself in the bathroom mirror and discovered that long welts had risen up all along his spine and shoulder blades, radiating out like wings. When he returned to his bedroom, his father was sitting on his bed, by the lamp. He had tears in his eyes. Told Orpheus that he was sorry. That he only wanted to keep him safe.


Orpheus doesn’t look anything like the man. Warsame is a giant, six-foot-five, barrel-chested, with a dark beard and matted afro, skin like varnished oak. Orpheus is lighter-skinned, green-eyed and wiry. More like his mother? He often wonders, although his father has no holograms or photographs of her.


‘You don’t hate me,’ his father said then, so that Orpheus didn’t have to.


A father is a first love. A fierce kind of love. Three years ago, Warsame fell off the roof while fixing a solar panel. Orpheus had seen the bit of tiling under his feet give way, seen it in slow motion, his leg swinging wildly, his entire body flailing and then crashing to the ground. It had been like watching the ground gape open like a pair of jaws during an earthquake. Orpheus had been struck dumb with horror. The man is his entire world.


How to say it? Orpheus thought carefully that night. ‘Only sometimes…’


‘… sometimes you feel as if the world I’ve built is too small for you,’ Warsame said. ‘Something in you is longing for more.’ Orpheus agreed by staring down at the fraying edge of his duvet cover. ‘And it will be satisfied, Orpheus. Soon. We just need to keep safe as long as we can. At least until after the flood.’


‘The flood?’ Orpheus asked, but his father’s expression came down like a shutter, and Orpheus knew that he was scolding himself inwardly for saying too much.


Orpheus was silent for a while too, distracted by the memory of the spinning blades of the drone he had seen earlier that day. But then he tried to shake it away, the distant concern. The camera lens that had definitely spied him.


Warsame claims that there is a price on his head. People hunting for him who will be glad if he’s killed. The threat, of course, fills Orpheus with horror. Reminds him again of that day his father had fallen off the roof. It had been the first time it occurred to him that this man could die.


Orpheus had asked him then, and asked again that night, ‘What happens if you die?’


What happens to me? he was really asking. His father had laughed both times and said, ‘I’ve been working on a way around it. Death. A way to defeat it.’





After twenty minutes of furious, silent rowing, his father brings them to the other side of Angharad Cove. During drills, this is normally where it ends, with his father taking out his stopwatch and checking to see how fast they evacuated. But this time, Orpheus knows, from the maps his father has drawn, that they will have to climb up the rocks and head into the forest. Behind an abandoned ranger’s cabin his father has parked a car they can use to ride out to Silo 6 – an old farm, home to a colony of neo-Luddites – where they will be safe.


Their pursuers are closing in on them, the sound of drones score the air, a high-pitched whine that brings Orpheus’ mind dizzyingly back to the other morning. ‘Who are they?’ he asks his father. There is a speedboat whipping up foam behind them, its blinding headlights rendering the passengers as shadows.


‘Bounty hunters, hired by the Panopticon,’ his father says, and then, ‘Come on. We can outrun them.’


His father moors the boat near the rocky outcropping of the cove, on the other side of Hunter’s Tryst. This side of the cove looks like a cliff face, about five metres high. Orpheus feels the boat rock under his boot as he climbs off, setting his thick rubber heel on a barnacled rock. His father hurries after him, kicks the boat away, and then silently indicates the crest above them. They will have to scale this to get into the forest without being seen. Even as they stand there, Orpheus can hear the blades of drones slicing the air behind them. His heart is racing, his fingers already numb, but his feet find purchase in a crevice half a metre high, and he begins his climb.


It’s below freezing, a freak winter chill in the air, colder than Orpheus is used to. Under his parka, he wears an old woollen jumper he has almost outgrown, and cotton pyjamas. His socks are so threadbare that, as he climbs, cold creeps up his ankles and wrists.


His father, scaling the rock beside him, is almost superhuman. They have practised climbing before, trees and a few knobbly cliff faces. But never like this, in the dead of night, midwinter. Orpheus reaches up above him, and his fingers find purchase in another crevice; he pulls himself up, stretching out his left knee, but then the stone below his heel loosens from its divot and gravity snatches him. Orpheus screams, suddenly, horrified. His feet have lost purchase and he clings on with nothing but his trembling fingers. His momentum causes half of his body to bash against the rock, winding him, and he kicks in panic as his fingers begin to slip.


‘Son!’ his father cries out at almost the same moment as Orpheus flounders, as if they are attached to each other. He is about two metres above, almost at the top of the cove. He looks down in relief to see that his son has not fallen. Shouts, ‘Hold on!’


Orpheus’ gaze whirls around as he scrabbles to find footing, but the cliff-face feels deadly smooth. He is going to fall. At a few metres above the sea-level, perhaps he’ll survive. But when he looks down at the rocks below, terror grips him. Night-black ocean lashes the granite outcropping, tossing rocks against each other with a sound like a car crash. He shakes away a vision of his skull spilled on the sharp edge of them, bones rubbed raw by the waves.


‘I’ve got you,’ his father tells him, though he has to raise his voice now, over the sound of the approaching speedboat. With one shaking hand, he unlatches a rope attached to his belt; it unspools like a tongue and he swings it towards his son. Everything in Orpheus strains not to fall as it swings forward and then back.


‘You need to catch it,’ his father urges. But Orpheus is too terrified to let go of the rock. What if he lets go and misses, falls to his death? Tries to grab it but tumbles into the freezing water?


‘Catch it!’ his father shouts, more urgent now. The rope swings away, slows, slumps back. Orpheus tells himself that this time he will catch it. The rope gets closer. He’ll let go of the rock, and grab it. ‘Catch it! Son, come on!’ It’s gone again.


‘I can’t do it!’ His heart is in his throat and tears spring from his eyes. ‘I can’t let go.’


‘We don’t have time,’ his father tells him. Orpheus can hear it too, the sound of a drone sweeping the darkened shore, looking for two people running along the beach. In a minute or two, it will cast its light on them.


‘Just go without me,’ Orpheus replies. The thought of being caught is suddenly less terrifying than the thought of letting go. Letting go and falling into the black water.


‘Orpheus,’ his father says fiercely, ‘I will never leave without you. Do you hear me? I will never leave you. Tonight, you have wings. When you see the rope coming, imagine it. This is the beach on which you were born. There is nothing to fear.’


Orpheus tries to imagine it. Tells himself that he is actually Icarus, taking a first fateful leap into the air. He’ll let go of the rock and he’ll be surprised that gravity’s forgotten him. He’ll be surprised that he doesn’t fall. ‘Okay,’ he says.


‘Okay!’ his father shouts back. ‘Three, two…’


An explosion of light and the air erupts into sound. Orpheus lets go of the rock and his palms burn on the fibres of the rope.


Fugitives detected! A mechanical siren explodes from the speaker at the base of the drone. Orpheus is holding on for dear life and his father’s terrified face is illuminated in blue, white and red. Orpheus finds a space for his foot in one of the rocks, pushes himself up, up, imagining he has wings, that he is a creature of the air. He won’t die here.


The shutter of an automated camera going off like lightning bolts. The people who are chasing his father won’t be far behind. Orpheus can already hear them coming in their speedboats.


Orpheus scrabbles up the cliff-face, his blood pure adrenaline. His father makes it first and then is quick to lean down, taking his son’s hand in his. ‘It’s okay,’ he says again, his voice steady. ‘Out in the forest, we have a chance to lose them.’


Two drones are circling like helicopters, beating the cold air above them. When Orpheus gets unsteadily to his feet at the top of the cliff, he sees three speedboats in the water. Two men, mooring theirs by the rock below, steady at their heels.


‘Run!’ his father tells him, and they flee into the forest.


Orpheus struggles not to trip in the thick undergrowth; frosted leaves crunch like eggshells under his boots. Brambles and nettles whip his ankles. This part of the run, though, he has trained for. He has been, since aged seven, running relays with his father across Angharad Beach.


‘They went that way!’ someone shouts as Orpheus and his father turn a sharp corner past a frozen pond. His ears are filled with the roar of drones. They swoop like Valkyries down through the leafless canopy, sending shuttering daggers of light across the forest floor. Howling sirens, propellers tearing through the boughs. The noise of their pursuit is an assault on all his senses.


‘Freeze!’


Orpheus allows himself a fleeting glance over his shoulder and sees four people in dark armour, holding hunting rifles. They sweep through the forest on Zephyrs. Orpheus is mesmerised for a moment by the sight of them, the way they look. Flying. Actually flying. These people from the city, they are something more than human. It’s almost sickening to watch the way they move.


His father is a few paces ahead, shouting, ‘Hurry!’ But where are they going to go? Orpheus is not convinced anymore that they can outrun their pursuers. He feels like a fox dashing through the undergrowth, a half-visible hunting party at his heels. They are several metres away, although closing the distance every second.


A bullet makes a sound like a mosquito in the air, a suffocated squeal and then a branch near Orpheus’ arm splinters, erupting in a tiny blizzard of frost. Another gunshot and this one would have hit Orpheus if he had not ducked just at the right second. These men really want to kill us.


A rat-tat-tat-tat of gunfire through the branches, and Orpheus takes cover behind an old elm, his heart pounding, sick with terror. They are almost at the cabin where his father parked his car. An old rusted thing that runs on diesel, it would stick out in the city but is good enough, his father has assured him, to get them where they need to go. It’s less than half a mile away, Orpheus knows. If he and his father can make it there without getting shot, they might have a chance.


If he leaps between this tree and the next one, he can take cover. His father is a few paces ahead, and as Orpheus dashes through the wood he feels as if the forest has turned against him. He has to hold his hands up to protect his face from the gnarled branches of trees, bullets zip past, exploding above his head. Tears blur his vision and sear his throat, but he keeps running, fighting the waves of black dread that threaten to seize his muscles. A quarter of a mile. His father is slaloming through trees, leaping over the undergrowth, missing bullets, careful to keep out of the spiralling spotlight pouring down from the drones.


We might make it, Orpheus thinks. But just as he does, the heavy heel of his boot is gripped by a thick root that bulges from the soil. He loses his balance all at once, flies forward into the dirt, biting down on his tongue so hard his mouth fills with blood.


‘Orpheus!’ his father shouts, although his voice is half drowned by the sound of sirens, and the blood beating in Orpheus’ ears. He hits the ground so hard his lungs turned into a vacuum. And, by the time Orpheus looks up, he knows he’s going to die. A man in a dark suit appears overhead, and Orpheus is facing down the barrel of his gun.


‘No!’ his father shouts.


Gunfire. The smell of burning. Orpheus doesn’t feel it at first. Looks down at his left hand and sees that the bullet has cut a hole clean through it, flesh, bone, tendon. It’s like a trick of his vision, although, before he knows it, the forest floor is slick with his blood.


A second shot.


His father hurls a rock at the man balanced on his Zephyr, knocking the machine so it rocks like a kite, causing him to reel, and miss. Crash of shot branches, birds leap into the lightening sky.


I’m going to die, Orpheus thinks.


His father throws another rock at the Zephyr, angled just the right way to hit its corona wire. There is a squeal of threatened mechanics and the man loses his balance, toppling onto the forest floor with a crash and a howl of pain.


It gives his father enough time to run over and scoop his son up in his arms, the way he used to do. ‘It will be okay, son,’ he tells Orpheus. ‘We have medical supplies in the van. There is a doctor at Silo Six.’


The pain is already beginning for him, though. Orpheus grits his teeth and tries not to scream. He feels as if his arm is on fire, as if it’s been skewered by a red-hot poker. Everything he touches is slippery with his pulsing blood.


Orpheus can see the cabin a few metres away. Relief, they are almost there. Almost safe.


‘I need you to trust me,’ his father tells him. Blackness for a moment, a ringing in his ears. When Orpheus opens his eyes, his father has tucked him into the leather back seat of the car. He is rummaging around for a piece of cloth to fashion into a tourniquet, which he ties around Orpheus’ arm. In the rear-view mirror on his right-hand side, Orpheus can see almost a dozen people climbing off their Zephyrs, surrounding the car.


His father says, ‘I don’t think I can outrun them.’ His breathing is ragged, eyes wild with fear. ‘So I’m going to go back… it’s me they want. Not you. You need to stay here, and keep quiet.’


‘No,’ Orpheus gasps. ‘They’ll kill you.’


‘I know,’ his father says evenly. ‘I want you to close your eyes when they do it. I want you to close your eyes and understand that I’ve found a way… I think I’ve found a way to defeat death.’


‘What?’


‘Yes.’ His father smiles then. ‘You’re going to live. You’ll live long enough to wonder. So I promise you now, that you will find me where you lost me.’ When he leans down to kiss his son, Orpheus realises that he’s crying. ‘I love you, Orpheus. You will be the fulfilment of all our dreams. We have a plan for your life. A design. This day is part of that.’


‘Dad…’


Before he can stop him, his father is gone. It’s all he can do to haul himself up on his one good arm. His blood has turned to tar between his fingers, black and cold.


Through the car windscreen he sees his father outside, silhouetted by searchlights.


‘It took you fourteen years to find me,’ his father shouts at the glass eyes of one of the drones. ‘With all your technology.’ Orpheus can only see his father’s silhouette. A dozen officers approach him, their heavy boots snapping branches in the underbrush. They grab his arms and apprehend him. Drag him forward. Orpheus sees his father start in surprise; he’s caught sight of something outside Orpheus’ field of vision.


‘You came yourself.’


‘You know what they say,’ a man replies, ‘about getting a job done properly. We’ve destroyed everything, you know, every part of Milk Wood.’


‘That you’ve found.’


‘There’s only one thing left.’


‘Me,’ his father says.


‘Yes, and you might have divined already that your plan ends this way. Here, tonight.’


‘That’s not what I’ve seen.’


A click of a rifle, another voice. Someone says, ‘If we kill him now, it’s over.’


‘You can’t stop the future,’ the man says.


Before he fires, Orpheus hears his father say: ‘It’s already here.’










3 MOREMI



Moremi is a member of the post-flood generation, now. One of the millions whose lives were torn apart when a terrorist organisation hijacked an unmanned British drone and used it to drop four bombs on the Thames Barrier, the steel dams that protected the floodplain of Greater London from high tides and storm surges moving up from the North Sea.


It happened nine months after her Pulse was implanted and Moremi spent the weeks after watching it from behind thousands of eyes. Now, she’s seen enough quartz recordings to patch together a vision of the flood’s entire motion. ‘Twenty-eighth of January, 2045,’ she’ll tell the directory, 4pm, high spring tide, London reeling in the wake of freak blizzards, the snow melting off the Cotswold hills and surging back into the bursting banks of the Thames. The worst day for it.


If she plays back the recording, she can find her own memory of the afternoon before the hit. She’d been heading out of a ballet class, a hot coal of joy in her chest. She’d just discovered that she’d been accepted into the prestigious Regency Ballet School. That had been half an hour before the explosion. Moremi had bid goodbye to her form tutor, grabbed her gym-bag and rucksack, and slid down the banister the way that she had been warned several times not to. School had only just finished, and all the pupils were dispersing. There had been a long line of people waiting outside the music hall for detention to start; inside, the choir were finishing up practice, and their buoyant melody resonated down the corridor. Moremi had wanted to shout her good news out to the stragglers in the playground: ‘I’m going to ballet school!’ She wanted them to know that all her years of blistered practice had paid off. From her first wobbly arabesque on the worn shag-carpet in her living room, Moremi had danced every day of her life for over a decade. She knew that it would take many more years before she came close to skimming the perfection of the professional dancers in a company, but she was willing and excited. She had worked hard, asked the universe a question and it had answered ‘Yes’.


Moremi waited in the playground for her younger sister Zeeba, impatient, scanning the faces of the smaller students for one she recognised. ‘Zeeba?’ Moremi called halfheartedly, breath misted on the brisk January air.


If her sister had had a Pulse, Moremi would have been able to track her location, but Zeeba had refused the implant for the third year in a row.


‘Remi!’ came a sing-song voice, unnervingly close by. Moremi looked up to find that her sister had climbed the old oak tree in the corner of the playground. It was her first year in the secondary school, and she looked too small for her blue blazer and the heavy turtle-shell of her rucksack. Zeeba was hiding just above the sightline, a couple of metres perhaps, holding on to a bough like Tarzan and grinning, her school skirt bunched between her legs in a way that exposed her bleached cotton briefs, one arm swinging wildly.


‘Get down from there!’ Moremi shouted, her joy disappearing almost at once. ‘You could break your neck.’


‘I won’t though,’ she said, already twisting around and angling herself to climb down.


‘You’ll get another detention.’


‘You just hope I will.’ Zeeba leaped between boughs, her scuffed shoes finding purchase on the branches.


Zeeba was twelve and a source of constant irritation. Even that high sing-song cadence of her voice, Moremi found grating.


‘I heard you have one tomorrow.’


‘From who?’


‘On the GrapeVine,’ Moremi said. ‘What did you get this one for?’


Zeeba looked embarrassed.


‘Fighting?’ Moremi guessed, correctly. ‘Again? Zee? Mum’s going to kill you.’


‘You would have done the same if you’d been there. Bobby K called our family Luddites.’ She lowered her voice at the last word as if it was obscene.


‘Because you don’t have a Pulse yet?’


‘Yet? I’m never going to get one,’ Zeeba said.


‘Don’t say that.’ Moremi rolled her eyes. ‘You’ll change your mind when you’re older. And, if what they say is true, it might be impossible not to have one in the future. Like, living without a phone, or the internet or…’ She strains to think of something more essential. ‘Electricity.’


‘Some people do,’ Zeeba said, kicking her bag against her leg as they headed towards the school gates.


‘Yes, but…’ Moremi rolled her eyes again. ‘That’s crazy.’ It has been nine months since hers was implanted and she shudders to consider how she ever lived without it. Sometimes she dreams in analogue, dreams not splashed with holograms or metadata, and then she wakes like an expat who’s grown to despise her mother tongue.


‘Maybe me and Mum think all of you are crazy,’ Zeeba said.


Her words aggravated Moremi; she gritted her teeth, tightened the strap of her rucksack over her shoulder and said, ‘We’ll be late to meet Mum if we don’t hurry.’ Once a month, the three of them went to the Odeon in central London, with the discount tokens that her mother collected, and watched a movie. Moremi loved to sit in the dark with her head on her mother’s shoulder, and this time it was her turn to pick the film.


As Moremi and her sister walked through the streets of Pimlico and up towards Westminster station where they were to meet their mother, Moremi had been filled with an unfamiliar love for the city and everyone in it.


London hadn’t always felt like home. Although her mother’s parents had lived in Peckham for over fifty years before they died, they had always called Lagos ‘back home’. They sent most of their savings to distant relatives there, still cooked jollof rice and boiled spicy stews with bony meats, sliced Scotch bonnets like tomatoes and turned their noses up at chips or pasta. While growing up Moremi’s mother liked to tell her not to forget where she ‘came from’. As if Moremi could remember anywhere but London. After her father left, their mother had maxed out two credit cards on a sudden caprice, buying flights for them to go to Lagos. Going ‘home’ aged nine, Moremi understood a bit of what her grandparents meant. It had been the first time she’d looked up at the billboards on the dusty road from the airport and seen that every face looked like her own. ‘There are black people on the money,’ Halima had said, her voice light with wonder. Five hundred naira, a scuffed yellow note with Dr Nnamdi Azikiwe’s – first president of the Federal Republic of Nigeria – round familiar face on it. She held it close, it was too precious to spend.


Moremi remembered that they’d met a lone Canadian woman by the buffet table after a four-hour church service, who had told them, ‘You know, I was the only white person in the hall,’ and Moremi realised for the first time in her life that she hadn’t been counting.


And yet, she also remembered the damp feel of the air when she returned to London. The sky, stony-grey and threatening rain. That smell of dew and petrol, of brushed steel and wet concrete, that was the smell of her childhood. The sight of a red bus sweeping through traffic outside Earl’s Court station, the voice that declared ‘Mind the gap’ on the underground. Dowdy Jehovah’s Witnesses in long skirts and loafers giving out leaflets by the Sainsbury’s with a sign that asked, ‘Is this all there is?’ ‘You bet,’ shouted a commuter in a Burberry trench coat, ducking from the downpour. It felt like returning to the window to find nothing but your own face staring back at you. When she thought ‘back home’, it meant back here.


Moremi loves the city with the sad fervour of the neglected and lovelorn. It regards her not at all. Her family can barely afford to live here.


Moremi considered it as they headed from their school in the heart of Pimlico, past the tenement flats on Page Street with their chessboard facades, rectangles of buff-grey brick and rendered panels, children playing out in the concrete square. She and her sister needed only to turn a corner and they would emerge on another quiet street lined with stately 19th-century homes. It was something that Moremi could never reconcile about London; on one road, there might be five to a bedroom in a condemned flat with no central heating while, just around the corner, would be the listed townhouse of a billionaire banker, an ambassador or a baroness. White porticoed terraces worth millions, dead-eyed bay windows reflecting private gardens, homeless men sleeping on benches in front of them. Or else gathered just two streets away, in mud-streaked sleeping bags under the Victorian arches of the railway track, rattling used McDonald’s cups in hopes of change. On the one hand, envy scissors through Moremi at the sight of such wealth, and on the other she burns at the unfairness. Although she’s been told that she is lucky, in an abstract global way, last month she piled all of her pillows and blankets in the bathtub, in order to make herself a private place to sleep.


As Moremi and Zeeba emerged on Milbank, overlooking the Thames, her mother messaged to say that she was running late. There had been a delay on her tube and she was likely to arrive at Westminster station after they did. ‘Stay there and wait for me,’ it said. It had been all Moremi could do not to burst out right then with her good news and spoil the surprise.


‘If she’s going to be late,’ Zeeba said, dragging her heels with a bored whine edging up in her voice, ‘why can’t she meet us at the cinema? I hate standing outside the tube station, especially at this time of day.’


‘I don’t know. If you had a Pulse, or even a phone, you could ask her yourself,’ Moremi said.


The first and second bombs exploded almost half a city away from where she and her sister had been standing. In her memory, they had just crossed the road. They had been heading by a hotdog stand with wind-chimes hanging from its shuttered window. In the second after the hit, they made a ghostly tinkle, as if a sudden hard breeze had picked up. It drew Moremi’s attention to the street behind her. Moremi remembered that she felt the third and fourth barrier strikes like the sub-sonic disruption before an earthquake. Tectonic plates buckling under the earth’s lithosphere. But perhaps that’s only her own mind embellishing the moment. The traffic went quiet. Everyone received a TERROR ALERT on the Panopticon. But there had been a few terror alerts that winter and, though everyone in the city had been poised for disaster, it was difficult to shake that ‘it can’t happen here’ disbelief.


Almost two thousand years ago, the Romans had built Londinium on the north bank of the Thames, on ground that sloped upwards. But as the city expanded into its floodplain, the river had been carved into narrow bends. Without the Thames Barrier, at high tide and with the pressure of the recent snow runoff, the river was unleashed to reclaim its old dimensions. It did so with such force that, for a few minutes, it appeared to reverse direction. The dark waters swung out into the sea only to bound back in a huge swell, bursting embankments, surging up streets, between the pickets in gates, over tarmac and asphalt. In some places it came up several metres high, like a black mountain.


Moremi and her sister had been standing on the pavement just outside Victoria Tower Gardens when people began to run. Cars skidded to a halt, one bus juddered up onto the kerb, and Moremi had to duck in order to avoid its yellow mirror clipping her head. A cascade of terror alerts scattered across Moremi’s vision. Although Zeeba could not see them, she could tell that something was wrong. They were just around the corner from Westminster Bridge, which was the second worst place to be as it was on lower land, near a bend in the river where the force of the water was like a truck turning a sharp corner. If they’d been standing outside Westminster station at that moment, they would have seen the wave coming, lashing foam at the London Eye. (The people in the lower capsules all drowned, those at the top bearing horrified witness.) They would have seen throngs of tourists drop their cameras and flee as water thundered up Victoria Embankment with the speed of a bullet train, unearthing trees and lifting cars from the tarmac. From some vantage points the wave looked about two storeys high, made of foam and rubble, debris and bodies tossed up like life rafts, aluminium bonnets of cars, the glass panes of bus shelters.


Before they saw it, they heard it. A sound Moremi herself would never forget, rising over the screams of the commuters. A terrible roar, like the churning metal in the jaws of a rubbish truck, bent steel, snapped wood, gargled howls of the drowning. It had been like a lucid dream, the ancient river doubling back to devour the city.


Commuters scrambled from their cars and spilled onto pavements. Buses opened their doors suddenly to let their passengers flee in the opposite direction from the river. Everyone began to run, abandoning briefcases or shopping bags, scooping their children from buggies and car seats. But where to run? Where was safe? Was another bomb going to explode, and if so, was it better to take cover? Or was it better to flee from the river, try to get inland, up to higher ground?


Moremi simply froze, squinting up to the darkening sky at the storm-cloud of smoke and ash in dizzy disbelief. Then she had turned to see the water coming in a black wave over the side of the embankment, maybe a hundred metres away from them. It had only been when Zeeba screamed, ‘Run!’ that Moremi’s limbs had unglued. They had about five seconds before the wave reached them, and Moremi remembers it in a blur. Remembers the sight of the water crashing through the park like a scene from a disaster movie.


Zeeba and Moremi pelted in the opposite direction, up Great Peter Street, which had been lined with large bare-knuckled trees and red-brick terraces. As they ran, metal manhole covers unbuckled from the road, lifted upwards by rising water. Mud oozed between cracks. All around, the less able-bodied had been shouting for help. A schoolboy with crutches. A pregnant waitress in an apron. A Romanian beggar. Moremi had glanced over to them, but then shouted, ‘I can’t…’, her own face a mask of terror.


They made it some distance before they realised that they couldn’t outrun the tsunami. Zeeba shouted, ‘Up there,’ and scrambled up a wall next to a block of flats. Moremi watched as her sister’s feet found purchase in the knobbled bark of an overhanging plane tree. By then, the water had been up to her shins, and it was pulling at her with a furious force. Screams, all around her, as people were felled like bowling pins.


‘Hurry!’ Moremi could barely hear her sister over the tumult.


Moremi grappled for the top of the wall and jumped, letting the water slide under her feet. Her heart had been pounding so fast that by the time she found balance on the wall her vision blackened. She was wet all over. With one hand she gripped the branch of a tree, but the water was grabbing at her thighs, pulling her in the opposite direction. Bark splintered into her fingers; it took all her might not to let go. The wave was two metres high by then; it wasn’t a river, it was a leviathan, intent on swallowing the city.


Moremi began to let go.


The wave had already gulped down railway and power stations, centuries-old landmarks, turned streets to rubble. Moremi could feel herself surrendering to it. It was vanity to hope that her own flesh might prevail where steel and iron could not.





From many accounts, in the couple of minutes after the initial blast, the power went out across the city and the Panopticon was temporarily disabled. Distant alarms resonated through the empty halls of buildings and apartment blocks across London and then went quiet.


Moremi must have passed out, and so her quartz had stopped recording. When she opened her eyes, she was lying on the floor of a room she had never seen before. A school hall or gymnasium.


For a moment she almost concluded that she’d dreamed the whole thing.


With shuddering sobs, Zeeba explained that she had hauled Moremi out of the water, using the strap of her rucksack like the scruff of her neck. ‘I thought you were dead,’ she kept interrupting her tale to shout. It had been the police officers on Zephyrs who had come to save them forty minutes later. The officers had helped to transport the girls, along with any other survivors they could find, to a nearby church.


As Zeeba spoke, though, Moremi was distracted by the fact that her Pulse seemed to be offline. Only a couple of holograms still flickered about her vision; there were tabs around the church displaying notices or an option to read the hymns displayed on the board. But the ticker-tape news feed normally scrolling to the right of her field of vision had been filled with ugly error notices. The voices of her group chats had faded to silence.


The silence, more than anything, had filled her with a strange kind of dread. That phantom-limb pain familiar from the old days. Once, she’d reached into her pocket to discover that her phone had been stolen. With a stab of terror she’d realised that she’d lost something as integral to her as a sense.


Over three hundred people were gathered in the hall. Gym mats and blankets were laid out across the aisles, in chapels and between pews. From the window it was possible to see the sunken city. It wasn’t just the water, it looked as if the streets had been digested.


‘What about Mum?’ Moremi asked, her voice scratched.


‘I don’t know,’ Zeeba said, more tears spilling from her eyes.


‘She would have been in an underground station,’ Moremi reasoned. ‘So she’s probably safe.’


Their older sister Halima had left the city a few days earlier for the Hilary term at St Hilda’s, so she, at least, was miles away from the devastation. Her mother, too, Moremi imagined, was probably safe somewhere. Perhaps on the floor of another church, or a school gymnasium.


Moremi reached reflexively for the holographic menu, selecting the option that would allow her to make a call, but – of course – it was not working. Not the map, either, which was normally populated with reassuring bubbles with the names of everyone she knew. Will Mum be okay? Moremi thought into a search-box, Will we? Neither returned anything.


Zeeba suggested that they head out and look for their mother, which seemed like a vain effort to Moremi even before the officers stationed at the door explained that it was safest for them to stay put. When Zeeba protested, they insisted that no minors would be allowed to leave without a parent or guardian.


While waiting in the church, Moremi and her sister were briefly insulated from the anarchy on the streets outside. Moremi would only see it on the news later; a mother running up roads carrying the drowned body of her five-year-old son, screaming. Fires ignited in trash-cans. A group of truanting teenagers smashing the windows of high-street shops and – the security system disabled, police at breaking point – stealing as much as they could carry. Emergency services had struggled to meet demand. The army had been dispatched onto the roads.


Two girls in her year-group had been discovered wandering the streets. They were delivered to the church by a police officer, where they relayed to Moremi in excited tones how they had escaped from the wave by scrabbling atop a bus shelter. Someone else had saved himself by grabbing a displaced road sign and clinging on to it like a raft. They told wild, miraculous tales of escape that made Moremi herself feel blessed and giddy in spite of her worry. She felt improbably fortunate – though she’d only later discover, when she learned the death toll, quite how fortunate – and something about the elation of surviving turned the rest of the day into a surreal holiday. Like a snow day. She imagined telling the story again and again – that night at dinner, next week at school, over a decade of Christmases – of how the wave came and her sister saved her. Moremi had resolved, in her mind, never to be cruel or short-tempered with Zeeba again.


As the sun set outside, the church’s vicar went around lighting candles. The cold began to set in; Moremi and Zeeba played Go Fish with an incomplete pack of cards Zeeba had found under a pew. They were fed packets of crisps and Snickers bars by apologetic volunteers. Moremi had a ballet class scheduled for tomorrow morning.


As night fell, she took the initiative and began practising for next week’s recital on her own. Moremi was supposed to play the duck in a ballet of Peter and the Wolf. So, she used the back of the chair as a barre and practised her solo with closed eyes. In her mind, she recalled the bird-like chirp of the oboe during the duck’s theme. In the ballet, the duck is swallowed whole by the wolf. At the end of their first rehearsal their ballet teacher, Annette, had told them, ‘If you listen very carefully, you’ll hear the duck quacking inside the wolf’s belly, because the wolf, in his hurry, swallowed her alive.’ She had been looking forward to performing, but she didn’t know then, even as she danced, that icy water had crashed through the windows of Annette’s basement ballet studio, drowning her and seven other women in minutes.


Every hour without her Pulse made Moremi feel even more disorientated and sick. As if she was trying to navigate life without one of her senses. She could tell the people around her were getting restless as well. It was maddening to know so little about what was going on.


As midnight came and went, dread began to creep up her back. By then, about a dozen people from her school had been recovered – caught up in the flood on the way home – and they brought with them more harrowing news of the disaster. Hannah Wellbank – the blonde girl in the form group opposite, best in the school at netball, who still wore the tarnished steel ‘best friend’ necklace she was gifted in Year Seven – had stayed home from school that day because of a stomach bug, and Sandra Sanchez had heard from her neighbour that everyone in Hannah’s block of flats had drowned. Meera Patel – with the waist-length black hair, put up a year because she was so good at maths – was found dead on her way back from an orthodontist appointment. Ira Medina’s father, a tube driver, was killed, along with hundreds of others, in London Bridge station.


Every now and then, someone left the room in hysterical tears. A scream might echo down the corridor. The vicar led everyone in a chorus of ‘Abide With Me’, pointed to the crucifix on the wall, reminded them, ‘For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet. The last enemy to be defeated is death.’ Words Moremi would turn ponderously over in her mind for years to come. Then another song; a tearful rendition of ‘Nearer My God To Thee’, sung the way it might have been before the Titanic sank.


At around 1am, Moremi went to sit in one of the side chapels, lit by the offertory candles and a dim chandelier. Mary holding Jesus. Her old friend Zen was there. They used to sit next to each other in maths class before Zen got a Pulse and they stopped talking. Zen was shivering in her rumpled school uniform, her feet up on the bench, hugging her knees, silent tears rolling down her face.


‘I miss it,’ she said when Moremi approached. And Moremi knew that the girl was talking about the Panopticon.


‘Me too,’ she whispered. ‘I feel sick without it.’


‘Worse,’ Zen said. Her teeth had been chattering and Moremi could not tell if it was from the cold or terror. ‘You didn’t have it as long as I did. I already feel this pain for it. Grief, kind of. And a grief for everything else too. Everything that will be different now.’


‘Do you think it will be?’ Moremi asked.


‘There’s talk of school being cancelled for the rest of the term.’


‘That doesn’t sound possible,’ Moremi replied. ‘What about exams?’


‘They’ll probably be cancelled too,’ she said. ‘They’re setting up checkpoints throughout the city, the army were deployed, there’s a curfew.’


‘That sounds crazy.’ Moremi’s head was spinning.


‘This whole thing is crazy,’ Zen said, looking into the distance. ‘I keep thinking about last week, yesterday, this morning. This morning! Myself at the bus stop not knowing that everything was about to change. I just wish my Pulse would come back online,’ she said again, rubbing the dim lights of her constellation.


‘You children.’ A rueful laugh from the bench two rows behind made them both start. An old lady was sitting there, only the whites of her eyes clearly visible in the gloom. ‘You easily bruised peaches. A mere thought can floor you.’


‘This is a big deal!’ Zen said, turning to her. ‘They’re saying this bombing, it was an act of war.’


‘Everything we know could be gone,’ Moremi said, half to herself, dizzy with disbelief.


‘Oh,’ said the old lady, ‘you don’t know yet? You haven’t lived long enough to learn that everything you rely on can disappear like this.’ The sound of her fingers snapping echoed like a gunshot. ‘Everything you hold dear. You kids. You’ve been lucky all your life. That’s all. Not safe, just damned lucky. One day your prime minister is assassinated. One day there’s a coup and none of your laws exist anymore. There’s a flood, there’s a famine. A dictator. A pandemic. Just because it hasn’t happened to you doesn’t mean that it can’t happen. Doesn’t mean that this isn’t the human condition to fight for and then lose and lose again what you fought for.’


‘This isn’t just about us,’ Moremi said, suddenly frantic, ‘it’s about everyone. I saw London vanish. The Houses of Parliament.’


Zen said, ‘ “The centre cannot hold”,’ and the woman replied:


‘So we find a new centre.’





The rest of the night was spent on the floor, on a vinyl gym mat. The air smelled of incense and dust, and though at around 3am the vicar blew the candles out – nothing but the old moon through the stained-glass window – Moremi could tell that nobody was asleep. Zeeba, who had curved the little bones of her back into her sister’s chest, was crying quietly. The whole day had curdled into a nightmare.


The next morning, their older sister Halima came to pick them up. Some of the water had receded and it had been possible for her, she explained, to take a circuitous route from the train station past the hastily erected checkpoints and to the ‘safe houses’ dotted around town where children were being held. Her cheeks looked hollowed out, her face harrowed. She said that she had spent all day and night looking for them. Their mother still hadn’t turned up at any of the checkpoints or rescue centres. ‘She will though,’ Halima promised as the three of them left the church, struggling to keep their fragile hope intact.


One time, Moremi had left the house during a blizzard and had been shocked by the sight of the world made new and dreamlike by white drifts of snow. That morning, instead of childlike wonder, her body was clenched with horror. By then, the waters had receded, but the city had crumpled in their wake. The slip roads had turned to rivers, as the contents of houses sailed into gutters. Sanitary towels bloated by water, wads of newspapers, punctured deodorant cans, cracked picture frames, globs of faeces. Halima lifted Zeeba onto her back and told her to close her eyes.


Moremi kept waking up in the middle of the night and forgetting. Thinking she could hear her mother’s footsteps in the bathroom, the wood floor somewhere creaking under her soles. And then she’d remember and fight to breathe. Some of the magical thinking from her childhood resurfaced; one magpie meant their mother was gone forever, two and she was coming back tomorrow; a crack in a kitchen tile could undo them all.


Two days after the flood, Moremi woke at 4am as the Panopticon came back online. Wonderful data, chatter, discord and news. How had she survived without it? Moremi gripped her bedsheets, fists wet with sweat, surprised that she could find herself so relieved when, technically, almost none of her problems had been solved.


The feeling didn’t last for long, though. It was only a couple of minutes before she opened the tabs and read the numbers. Thirty-five power stations and almost a thousand electrical substations were affected. Trillions of pounds of damage: 400 schools, 16 hospitals, 3.3 million homes – most especially the basement homes of poor residents and people who lived in poorer areas. There were Vine recordings of authorities carrying water-damaged paintings from the shattered entrance of the Tate Modern. Millions of pounds of damage to priceless pieces of art.
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