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  High

  A novel by John Shirley


  The kind of originality that conventional science fiction is reluctant to welcome: a visionary adventure.


  In the near future, the human race is facing an intolerable population crisis and impending global conflict. Devastating war and vast destruction seem inevitable. Then the Great High comes—a partial cancellation of gravity—destroying cities, killing countless people, but the survivors possess strange new telekinetic powers. The old rules are meaningless; anarchy and violence arise, but rationality and cooperation also persist. But with all the old prejudices surviving, humans still turn to military force as the answer to their problems. Can humanity learn to adapt… and survive?
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  Author’s Note:


  When I was a budding writer and even more pretentious than I am now, I came out with a couple of books having this subtitle: “A Visionary Adventure.” That subtitle was on the manuscript of the original version of this novel. There is an idea underlying this work, based on a surreal vision I had as a young man. I’ve always remembered that idea, always wanted to bring it to better realization. At last I have the chance to do just that—to bring that central idea, that mental painting, into focus. The book is called High—and in it the vast change that overtakes humanity is called The Great High. If that makes you think the book is about drugs—well, it’s not. But if that makes you suppose the novel’s title and the Great High reference is partly being playful about drug use, which I was not unfamiliar with, in those days, well… it is. I was not high, however, when I wrote either version of the book.


  More importantly, High is barely the same novel it was when it had a different title, long ago. It is, in many respects, something quite new.


  An early version of this novel was published under the title Three Ring Psychus, many years ago. As I recall, Ed Bryant wrote a kind review of the novel, in Locus magazine, but said that the title was one of the dumbest he’d ever come across. Three Ring Psychus! At this remove, I agree with him. The clunkiness of the title rather symbolizes the overall state of the original novel. I was young and revised little back then; I was a strange mixture of sophisticated and unsophisticated. I was a jumble, then, a patchwork of culture and sheer presumption. So I was never happy with the novel when I looked back on it—it was a jumble like me, a patchwork too, and needed a great deal of work on many levels.


  I’ve now gone over the book, and revised it paragraph-by-paragraph, page-by-page, all the way through. I cut a good deal, added what needed to be added, revised vastly, and updated a bit. For example, it now mentions wifi. (It is, after all, set “sometime in the future”.) But I retained much of the youthful verve of Psychus, even some of its ideological naiveté—and, though it has internal logic, High still contains that original, surreal vision: a kind of originality that conventional science fiction is reluctant to welcome. It was, and is, a visionary adventure.


  John Shirley

  January 2014


   


  Deep within your brain is a lever. Deep within your brain there’s a switch.

  —Patti Smith


  -BOOK ONE-

  NEARBY: TALLS’ THREE-RING MUSTARD CIRCUS


  I.


  Some time in the future…


  At first, Driscol supposed it was simply a lift in his spirits. The sidewalk was giving no resistance under his feet. He felt light and giddy.


  He assumed it a good mood settling in to accompany the warm July morning. So he struck off at a brisker pace. His smile faded. His legs seemed to melt beneath him. He was face down. He hadn’t struck the green fiberplas sidewalk but he was face down over it, his nose six inches from the vitreous surface.


  His weight was canceled equally, throughout his body.


  He looked down…


  …Down past the stretch of his torso and legs…


  And saw the ground was receding.


  He wasn’t touching the ground anywhere. He was hovering parallel to the street. Driscol yelped, felt his glasses threatening to waft free of his ears, and flailed at his wallet as it slid from his back pocket and flapped away like a bat.


  His panicky attempts to right himself only bounced him away from the ground and he tumbled in a slow-motion somersault ten feet up. A faint breeze nudged Driscol over a splintered wooden fence back of a tenement; he got tangled in a clothesline, wet laundry redolent of detergent and sweat slapped him soundly across his cheek. “What the fuck!” he muttered.


  He looked desperately about, one hand belaying him to the clothesline. His legs were skewing up into the air and his glasses were now drifting away. He snagged them, forcing them onto his nose and ears.


  He looked around and saw the weightlessness was everywhere, happening to everyone. They were all floating, slowly but inexorably, upward into the air.


  Most of them were already higher up and Driscol could see them slowly elevating like balloons with the strings cut, ambling almost nonchalantly into the sky… the azure sky, open and ready.


  A weeping heavy-set woman modestly tucking her skirt between her legs was just ascending to join the rest. A young man with dreadlocks was desperately trying to swim through the air, clutching at his smartphone, which slipped perversely away from him; the dreadlocks waved about his head like seaweed.


  A strangled whimper escaped Driscol’s throat.


  And then he was overflowing with nausea and his lunch found its way to daylight. It gyrated upward, a macro-sized orange-mottled amoeba.


  Distant cries from above were growing to an uproar he could no longer ignore. He looked up. Jigsaw silhouettes writhed against the sky, a dark wreath about Portland’s most prominent skyscraper.


  Astonishment made him clap his anchoring hand to his mouth—he drifted upward, into the realization that those were people, like a flock of smog-maddened birds, up there, flapping confusedly: people drifting in the sky. Too late, he realized he was about to join them, having lost his hold. He rose, he turned end over end and picked up speed; one hand again pressed his glasses back into place.


  An air-car had spun out of control, its unseated driver, a middle-aged woman with long, swirling hair, clung desperately to the tailgate. The vehicle nosed drunkenly toward Driscol. “Help me!” she sobbed. The hydrogen engine’s diffuse vapor trail streaming past her face.


  He realized its induction tube was pointed his way and he felt the current drawing him in. He kicked till his legs were pointing at the onrushing car. He bounced the soles of his feet off its snout; it hadn’t been moving quickly and, though the impact clacked his teeth painfully, he was sent flying off at right angles to the car’s trajectory. Spinning slowly now, lost in a kaleidoscopic whirlpool, all his energies focused on retaining his glasses—damn it, they were expensive—until at last his flight path stabilized. Stomach churning, he looked around. He was four stories up, still rising, angling upwards at forty-five-degrees and rotating sideways. A piece of twine snaked past his nose and he grabbed it, hastily lashing his glasses to his ears.


  A rumpled newspaper rustled upward, its headline twisted to read ALL THINGS MUST, though Driscol remembered that the headline should read, TALLS’ THREE-RING MUSTARD CIRCUS. He had written the article himself, the day before, July 6, 2023. He had a hunch it would be the last he would ever write.


  Below him, cars that had been left parked—gas cars, electric, hydrogen air cars—were floating, apparently stable, a dozen yards above the curb. Children and old people clung to them, feet upward; but as he watched they let go, one by one, and drifted heavenward like wraiths, shouting, “Grab my arm—” “Security Patrol will—” “Fire alarm, or—”


  Three driverless air-cars played random tag in the canyons between buildings, caroming, pinwheeling, shattering windows, gouging walls. Driscol noted with relief they were headed away to the left, orbiting each other.


  Severed electrical cords stretched entreatingly from broken windows. Flailing people were bumping against the ceilings of apartments he passed. A teenaged boy, apparently thinking he was underwater, shouted, “Drowning! I’m drowning! I’m…”


  You couldn’t shout if you were drowning, kid, Driscol thought dazedly. He laughed softly to himself, then cursed again.


  The light filtering through the ascending debris made a harlequin patchwork on the scores of people floating upward around him.


  We rise, we rise, like bubbles in beer, he thought.


  A yowling cat, flailing in the near-weightlessness, hurled itself hysterically at his face; he had to whack it across the ribs to fling it clear. Poor thing. A little boy, arms and knees balled tight against his chest, tumbled past him like the human cannonball at Talls’ Mustard Circus the day before. The boy’s eyes were wide but unafraid and he smiled vacantly… We’re all in the circus now. These airborne people were tumblers, clowns pratfalling topsy-turvy. Dreamlike—but this wasn’t a dream. A dream didn’t feel this physical; a dream didn’t have this kind of smooth continuity. Was it some other sort of hallucination? Had some prankster dosed him with a hallucinogen?


  Whatever it was, there was no use fighting it. He’d taken drugs as a young man, a few times. Hallucinations had a will of their own…


  Slowly, his muscles unbunched and his breathing returned to normal.


  A police car spun by, upside down, right side up, upside down again; a bloodied uniform cop inside scrabbling at the windows. The car’s siren was warbling, its lights flashing.


  He continued to ascend. With each passing yard of ascension he became increasingly convinced, a little more, that this was no hallucination, this was certainly no dream…


  And yet, up above, clusters of people held hands, afloat here and there, like blossoms on a pool. Those drifting solo pedaled madly to stay upright.


  The air was sweeter up here. He was perhaps forty stories below the roof of the highest skyscraper. He shaded his eyes against the sun’s glare and found the fuzzy green ribbon of the Willamette River to his left. He was listing toward the river.


  A monorail shot along a gradually curving track fifty yards beneath. Driscol spotted a small girl, feet scissoring wildly over her head, gripping the monorail track with one hand.


  “Let go, kid!” But the impact came before he had finished the exclamation and the child’s broken body sped obliquely into the sky and kept going, straight out of sight, trailing confetti blood droplets.


  And suddenly Driscol realized that, if this was real, it was lethally dangerous.


  Desperate, Driscol glared about.


  Still rising, he was now ten stories beneath the top of the skyscraper, thirty yards horizontally distant. Maybe he could get to it, snag a hold.


  He experimented and found he could propel himself gradually and with middling accuracy by kicking and paddling. It wasn’t quite like swimming; he kicked and made frog-jumping motions, feeling ludicrous.


  Someone’s glasses whirled by him; two more smartphones; an ebook reader and a set of earphones spun past.


  Soon, his sweat was streaming to join the accumulating artifacts and unidentified fluids that streaked the sky like swirl patterns in a marble.


  He blinked away a veil of sweat and saw a hand reaching for him. There was a chain of people insecurely linked to the air-conditioning pipes on the rooftop. He whipped his arms, feeling tears trickle through his hair. He stabbed out an arm, strained for a girl’s proffered fingers, brushed them, raked, caught them. He dug in his fingernails and she shouted, “Hey, ouch!”


  He attempted to drag himself hand over hand down her arm. It didn’t work: he became aware for the first time of the insistence in the faint tug sluicing him upward. He yanked, trying to force himself down using her arm, and the girl shrieked—he was ascending again, in a tangle of arms and legs; the teen-aged girl was beating his chest and crying. He had wrenched her loose and they were on their way to the upper atmosphere together.


  “You goddamn moron!” shrieked the angel in his arms. She was Latino, with teased blue-black hair, her skin flecked with acne, shiny from perspiration. She had lovely large black eyes.


  “I’m—really sorry,” he managed. “At least we’re sort of stabilizing each other.”


  She glared at him, pouting, then looked down. She moaned.


  They were well above the highest structure and still rising.


  It was cool up here, the faint breeze was damp. He thought he glimpsed a silver line of ocean on the rutted horizon. Nearer, the brilliant sunlight ignited one curve of the river into the fierce white of a welding torch.


  Driscol became aware of a pull, not explicit, along his spine, where tenuous fingers were towing him toward the chaotic thronging overhead—a gray-black cloud. As he got nearer the cloud’s rough facets resolved into furniture and dogs and people and odds and ends, all whirling and convulsing. Driscol thought of the tornado in The Wizard of Oz but it was no comfort.


  At last, a dappling of shadows cooled his cheeks as he rose into the heart of the distended morass of flotsam.


  The heavier things were, generally, at the bottom: a wheelbarrow; a baby elephant trumpeting and tragi-comically striding nowhere, striving to return to Talls’ Circus; a circus chariot with two gaudy silk-caped charioteers clinging in terror; the pony which had drawn the chariot had died, probably of fright, and was floating stiff like an overturned equestrian statue. A riding lawn mower, with its blades still whipping, chattered hungrily to itself. Periodically, people swam energetically through the air to get out of the mower’s path; a few of the dead fell in its way, losing limbs and seeding the atmosphere with red splinters of flesh. A bag of feed, a bale of hay, an air-cycle, a bag of fertilizer, a clump of combustologs, all united in a cumbersome ballet.


  Humanity occupied the upper quarter of the cloud.


  Driscol peered through the melee. People were gradually rotating round an invisible axis, like the eye of a cyclone. It was bright where fragments of metal highlighted the course.


  He kept trying to find a familiar pattern in the coursing of the debris: he hoped to see a telephone drift onto a desk top, both upright, with a secretary sitting in a levitated swivel chair behind the desk, typing on her PC; and her boss would be settled nearby in his plush chair, dictating a letter. But none of it conglomerated in any respective order, except by weight and orbit.


  A few victims of fear-paralysis bobbed catatonically in the prospect. Driscol wondered, Why? Why aren’t more of us catatonic with disorientation, gibbering in fear?


  And something inside him responded, without words: We’re adapting because unconsciously we knew this was inevitable; it had to happen, it was ready and we were waiting. And flying comes so naturally in dreams…


  A performing doll, a foot long, went through its delicate dancing routine wrong side up but in perfect inverted replication of a ballerina. Driscol smiled at it and felt giddy. The nearest ring of people holding hands broke open so that Driscol and the girl could be included. There were about thirty people in this linkage; some laughing, some crying, many incredulous. There were at least a dozen other rings of linked people. Each a few hundred yards from its fellows.


  One of them was a bearded stoner, complete with a marijuana leaf on his chest. He was floating freely, a little ways from the other. “Whoa this is good weed,” he said.


  “It’s not the weed,” Driscol told him. “You’re not hallucinating.”


  “Says the hallucination. If it’s not the weed, it’s the mushrooms.”


  “You took psilocybin too?” Driscol laughed to himself. “Well then maybe I am a hallucination.”


  “Speaking of mushrooms, the next thing we’ll see is a mushroom cloud,” said a tired-faced clerk in a rumpled suit. “All—all the papers have been predicting it. War. Climate change food crisis, the population—it’s got to be a war—”


  “That’s absurd!” declared an Orbital Navy recruiting officer. He was in full uniform, his shoes shining. Driscol suspected the O.N. officer considered this an opportunity to make good. “I’d have heard about that,” the chief went on. “We’ll reorganize, we’ll find our way!” His lined and jowly face was gray even in the sunlight, but his small blue eyes gleamed like the eyes of someone who has played Monopoly for three days straight. “There have been no civil defense alert sirens, there were no Emergency Alert tweets, no indications from headquarters.”


  “How the hell could anyone give out with a warning while bouncing off the ceiling?” asked a college-age boy in a Portland State University bashball player’s jersey and shorts. “And how could anyone possibly rescue us? I mean, really—a helicopter won’t run right under these crazy gravitational conditions. The blades are adjusted for a different mass-load. Same for air-hoppers, and—”


  His words were absorbed by a series of coughing explosions from the direction of the airport. Heads turned. There was another explosion as two more jets collided. Everyone looked away from the black pillar of smoke billowing over the airport.


  “Oh God,” an old woman sobbed. “These are the end times. Oh God forgive us.”


  “It doesn’t appear that we’re still rising,” the naval officer observed sagely. “The phenomenon seems to be somewhat stabilized. I have had a thought…” He paused dramatically and the murmurs going about the cell quieted. “I think we could take over one of the runaway air-cars. I have taken note of several in the cloud formation, we could capture one, form a chain behind it, and let it pull us to… ahhh—”


  “Yeah? To what?” demanded the college boy.


  “The closer you get to the ground, the stronger the tug upward. I tried going down by piling up some heavy stuff that’d float me lower. I got a little ways but I just got bounced back up again. Anyway, it might be safer up here,” he added, nodding toward the swells of smoke, dirty gray and shot with attenuated flames from the buildings afire at the edge of the city. The air over the low-income section of town was blotted with floating islands of fire and smoke-chunks of buildings, still burning—pieces of building which had become detached and drifted upward like meteors heading the wrong way.


  Driscol felt he should attempt to come up with some plan to get them all to safety. But for some reason he couldn’t pin down, the idea seemed ludicrous. Unnatural. He was beginning to feel comfortable right where he was.


  “Driscol!” It was Copeland, the Tribune staff encycloid. He had been a professor of philosophy before the Cybernetic Resource Implant. His head was swollen in some places, almost an “Elephant Man” effect, and his features seemed pinched; the CRI had side effects. Copeland was rising near Driscol and he politely broke into the ring to Driscol’s right. “These idiots all seem surprised by this,” Copeland said silkily. The tiny blue light fixed on the right side of Copeland’s skull wasn’t lit; his CRI wasn’t activated.


  “Ah. And you’re not, I suppose?” Driscol replied, playing along. He thought that, at that elevation, Copeland’s head resembled a balloon.


  “No, I’m not surprised. I didn’t know what form it would adopt but I knew that when population grew large enough—” He nodded toward the hills encircling Portland to the southwest… Driscol remembered when those hills had been mostly green furred. Now, it was crenellated housing projects Xeroxed off to the horizon. “It’s bloated,” Copeland went on. “Ten billion people in the world. The rate of increase slowed. But—too late. It took longer than I thought. And I admit I thought it would take a different form; every Catastrophe Theory model predicted world war this year—my own CRI did, too.”


  “Um—what’s the population got to do with it?” Driscol asked abstractedly. He was looking around the knife-blue sky for birds. None to be seen. Maybe they’d fled the smoke. He could smell the burning buildings now, feel the rough vapors in his throat.


  “There has to be some place for all the people to go when the population gets to a certain point… and you know the old saying, ‘no place to go but up.’” Copeland showed his teeth in an odd grimace probably intended to be a grin. “But seriously—haven’t you noticed the way people have been acting lately? Suspiciously low riot-ratio. The general feeling of expectancy. They’ve been waiting for this. This is historically climactic—”


  “Is that what your CRI tells you? I mean, can’t you get anything more specific out of it? Like how to get us down?”


  “I haven’t used my CRI much lately. Been giving me trouble. Interfering with, ah, personal decisions. Might get it reprogrammed. Don’t like to use it till then. I don’t know—damn implant’s been acting funny, I don’t trust it—”


  “What I’d like to know is, how has this affected the birds? I haven’t seen any. And the river—why isn’t the river up here with us?”


  “Oh, I imagine the momentum of its rushing keeps it down, though probably it’s a few feet higher than usual. We seem to have only a partially canceled gravity, anyway. The birds are probably flopping around upside down somewhere above us—but then, if this is a natural phenomenon like the coming of the ice age, could be the birds sensed in advance it was going to happen and took cover. I’ve been wondering what ecological havoc this will wreak—maybe very little. If this is a reflex of nature, it could be that nature has compensated in its own way.”


  The wind picked up slightly, clearing smoke from the air about them.


  “I haven’t seen any aircraft nearby, have you?” Driscol asked.


  “Only what was exploding.”


  “…Then again,” the orbital navy officer was saying, “there is another option. We might drift to the vicinity of a mountaintop and get handholds and pull ourselves down it—uh—”


  Everyone groaned at the sheer obtusity of this suggestion.


  Driscol glanced at the dark girl beside him. Her eyes were shut, her mouth trembling. Every so often she started to open her eyes to look down, then snapped her head back up. There was an occasional breeze and over the hum of voices and the fluting of sobbing children he heard a distant soughing. Sometimes it grew to an elusive shrill. Now it was gone. There it was again.


  He became aware of a pressure in his gut. He had to urinate. How to get around that within the limits of dignity?


  Driscol didn’t want to think about it. He closed his eyes and drank in the sunshine through his cheeks and forehead. He was going to get a bad sunburn but he didn’t care. He probably had only a few hours to live, anyway.


  Probably full gravity would return, as suddenly as it had departed. And they’d all fall to their deaths. Millions of people screaming all the way down…


  “You hear something, Driscol?” Copeland asked. “A sort of humming, rumbling noise?”


  “Yeah. A machine, sounds like.”


  Driscol’s eyes followed a cloud of paper money, several score bills like a flock of green butterflies fluttering almost within reach over his head. No one made a move to go after them.


  “What’s that?” the boy in the jersey asked, squinting off to the west.


  They watched an aluminum gray dot move closer, get bigger, and take on hard outlines. It was a triangle with something shiny on top.


  There was a silence except for the growing whine-song.


  Finally: “A rescue craft!” the Navy officer crowed. “I knew it! You can bet it’s the ol’ U.S. Orbital Navy!”


  There were tentative cheers mixed with grunts of disdain.


  Copeland laughed outright.


  “Looks like a UFO to me,” said the stoner, trying to light a pipe.


  “It won’t be unidentified much longer,” Copeland said.


  The thing got bigger, faster; and the distant whine rolled hugely down on them, denser and more demanding, recognizable as the soundings of powerful engines.


  “Sure is big. Gotta be the size of a passenger jet,” a blue-haired woman commented. She looked vaguely familiar to Driscol.


  Didn’t she work at the Tribune office?


  They all watched the thing approach.


  It drew nearer and its proportions became increasingly impressive.


  Soon, Driscol recognized it, first by the sound, then its shape.


  “It’s a harvester!” he shouted abruptly. “One of those gigantic models they use on the floating plantations!”


  “But why isn’t something that big down lower? It’s so heavy!” said the pretty, blue- haired woman. “Lord those things are an acre wide!”


  “It was propelled, partially, by a magnetic field,” Copeland replied musingly. “That, combined with the lessened gravity, keeps it up here with us. There’s a wheat plantation off the coast of Astoria. So the phenomenon extends that far, at least. Hell, it’s almost certainly a worldwide phenomenon. It’s a damnably big harvester… looks deserted.”


  It loomed up: monumental, a gleaming blue cubist vision of a mountain with a cavernous mouth at its base. The rhythmic machine noise pulsed louder till the air about them trembled, and the debris beneath rollicked in increasing turmoil.


  In the turbulence Driscol lost his grip on Copeland and the girl, spinning away, the machined embossment of the city revolving ponderously below. The sickness returned to his belly.


  People panicked and the open-ended arc of humanity parted at several places, fragmenting.


  Driscol’s spin stabilized and he saw they were all moving in one direction—drawn by suction.


  Cylinders edged with gray wheat-harvesting teeth turned inward within the machine’s mouth, creating the suction. They were being vacuumed toward the harvester’s whirling metal teeth.


  It towered over them now, only forty yards away. The harvester was built in levels of increasingly smaller size—like an Aztec pyramid—but capped with a glassy dome.


  The control dome was vacant. Probably the crew had abandoned it, and the combination of wind and its own jet-suction had brought the machine inland.


  As the distance between Driscol and the harvester dwindled, the harvesting mouth seemed to open wider for him.


  Sickened, Driscol watched as three of the people who’d been drifting free of the cell-linkage were drawn into the open scoop-mouth, arms flailing.


  Screams competed with the roar of the machine’s engines.


  Panic was a palpable chill in the air; the people around him were a confusion of terror-bugged eyes and incoherent shouting.


  The thing towered over him; the light made its fiberglass and metal casing gleam like a great blue iceberg. He could feel the tug of the suction on his clothes and hair.


  In twos and threes, shrieking people were sucked into the gnashing darkness. The stoner was sucked in, but not screaming—he was howling with laughter.


  A cloud of glutinous red gathered behind the harvester where cut wheat was meant to be evicted.


  Now the harvester was eight yards off. To his right, a cluster of furniture caught Driscol’s attention. With the force of desperation he kicked toward the furniture.


  The vacuuming air current warped his intended trajectory—but he managed to swim awkwardly twelve feet to the right and caught his fingers on the edge of a long cushionless sofa’s light metal frame. He dragged himself, hand over hand, along the edge of the frame the long way, biceps aching as the suction intensified behind him. The sweat and blood from his abraded palms worked against him, and he felt himself slipping. But he dug in his fingers till the nails broke; he sobbed and dragged himself another foot forward.


  The frame was falling with increasing speed toward the harvester’s maw, thirteen feet off.


  Most of the people in Driscol’s floating cell were still behind him, but they were closing fast. The navy officer whipped past, shouting incomprehensible commands, and was churned between the inexorable rollers.


  Driscol dragged himself over the end of the sofa frame till he was head-down, and the frame was forced to tilt into the harvester’s induction chute. Fighting suction, groaning, he twisted, turned to face the machine, and planted his feet firmly on the vertical face of the frame beside the armrest, his hands clenching the frame’s back. The shadow of the harvester swallowed him, its roar rang painfully in his skull.


  Muscles pulling out of place in his back, he angled the sofa frame upward. The farther end of the rectangular frame was caught and dragged between the two swiftly rotating columns.


  The thresher columns turned inward, slowly grinding the frame, jerking Driscol about on the free end like a fish on a hook. It took all his fading strength to maintain a hold. He was snapped heels-over-head backward till his feet were pointing into the chute and he was holding on against the sucking current with only the tips of his fingers.


  He coughed and glimpsed people spinning closer, covering their eyes as they came, and, beyond them, the diaphanous clouds, purpling horizon, sun sparkling off mountain’s snow—


  He was yanked loose.


  Fell backward.


  Down into a shriek of rending metal.


  He struck shoulders first, felt jags rip his shirt and skin.


  Momentum cracked his head against a stopped cylinder. Numbness seized him with dark fingers.


  II.


  Surprisingly, Driscol awoke.


  And all his limbs were there, intact.


  His back was sore. Reaching around behind him, he winced.


  “Don’t you dare touch those bandages!” A woman’s voice. He looked around. Blue-metal walls, a porthole to one side, darkness outside that. He heard the distant hum of generators, rumble of engines, laughter and argument from another room. He was lashed with hemp cord to a bunk bed that extended from the metal wall on a hinge.
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