
[image: ]


Arc

1.x / The first year of the future

http://www.arcfinity.org
Lacon House, 84 Theobald’s Road
London WC1X 8NS

Editor-in-chief
Sumit Paul-Choudhury

Managing editor
Simon Ings

Art editor
Craig Mackie

Picture editor
Adam Goff

Sub editor
Sean O’Neill

Publisher
John MacFarlane

Digital director
Neela Das

Marketing
David Hunt

Production
Melanie Green
Mick O’Hare

Connect:
http://arcfinity.tumblr.com
http://www.twitter.com/arcfinity
http://www.facebook.com/arcfinity
arc@arcfinity.org

Subscribe/Back Issues:
http://www.arcfinity.org/subscribe

© Copyright Reed Business Information Ltd. England

Arc is published quarterly by Reed Business Information Ltd.
ISSN 2049-5870

Arc was conceived by Henry Gomm, John MacFarlane and Sumit Paul-Choudhury


Introduction
The first year of the future

Forward
From insight to naches
Samuel Arbesman

Prior art
Midnight at the singularity disco
Sumit Paul-Choudhury

Unreliable narrator
Alien evasion
China Miéville

Present tense
Breaking the fall
Paul Graham Raven

Short story
Good to go
Liz Jensen

Short story
Choosing faces
Lavie Tidhar

Short story
My pretty Alluvian bride
Bruce Sterling

Play
Adult pursuits
Holly Gramazio

Spaces
Three sorties on dreamland
Simon Pummell

Games
Bad vibrations
Kyle Munkittrick

Short story
In Autotelia
M. John Harrison

Afterword
So that was the future


Introduction

The first year of the future

Welcome to Arc - a futuristic collection of fact, fiction and opinion from the makers of New Scientist. Each quarter, we prospect the future, gathering stories, speculation, witness and opinion from the very best writers we can find. Arc is your entertaining, provoking, infuriating, wildly unreliable and deadly serious guide to tomorrow. Each stunningly illustrated, book-length digital collection runs to around 160 print pages.

This sampler brings together some of our favourite pieces from our first year of publication. The first four volumes of Arc are still available and as good a read now as ever. After all, they were made for the future.

We hope you’ll enjoy this taste of Arc’s first year. Do follow us – you’ll find us as arcfinity on Twitter, Facebook and Tumblr, or at arcfinity.org – to keep up to date with what we’re working on, including details of our regular short story competition. We’re making more of the future all the time.

Simon Ings

Managing Editor

Sumit Paul-Choudhury

Editor-in-Chief
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Arc 1.1: The future always wins

Margaret Atwood headlines our debut issue, featuring some of the biggest names in science fiction: Bruce Sterling, Stephen Baxter, M John Harrison, Hannu Rajaniemi, Alastair Reynolds and Adam Roberts. Also in this issue: how we lost the oceans to our machines; a meeting with the collapsonomics crowd; the best time-travel movie ever made; and China Miéville making first contact with some genuinely alien intelligences.
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Arc 1.2: Post human conditions

What happens when humans are pushed beyond their usual design tolerances? In this issue, we talk to online animals and rubber aliens, consider the plight of bored astronauts and Soviet science fiction filmmakers, go in search of the future in South Korea and take a look at grown-up games in the city. Golden Age legend Fred Pohl provides the intro; award-winning writers Nick Harkaway, Paul McAuley and Jeff VanderMeer the fiction.
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Arc 1.3: Afterparty overdrive

The party’s over. The world’s ravaged, the economy’s kaput. But no matter how bad things get, we’ll always know how to party. Lavie Tidhar heads a cast of hot new writers – including Tim Maughan, Nan Craig and David Gullen – in an issue that laughs in the face of the gathering dark. What happens when music doesn’t need us any more? Can the Singularity be stopped? What are facts, anyway? And why is Neal Stephenson building a 20km high tower?
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Arc 1.4: Forever alone drone

Are you lonely tonight? Really? How can you be sure? Drone planes and hidden cameras, voyeurs and angels cluster round to read stories of the technological wilderness by Nancy Kress, Robert Reed, Bruce Sterling, Liz Jensen and Jack Womack. Plus: what urban infiltrators can tell us about life in future cities, why we’re all becoming drone pilots, Iceland’s digital fortress, an American trapped in America and Kim Stanley Robinson on the ultralite lifestyle.
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From insight to naches

Forward
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In the future, machines will make discoveries beyond the ken of humankind. Samuel Arbesman thinks this merits a proud hug

Scientific knowledge has been expanding for some time. No one can be expected to be well-versed in our entire body of knowledge. These days, our insights often come from recombining what we happen to know. And that’s the trouble: imagine a paper in one corner of science says that A implies B, and another paper, elsewhere, says that B implies C. Due to the magnitude of scientific endeavour, there is no longer any guarantee that someone will think to combine these papers.

This is real. Don Swanson, an information scientist active in the 1980s, dubbed this elusive, tip-of-the-tongue not-quite-insight
“undiscovered public knowledge” and now, with computational help, many discoveries and relationships have been revealed that previously lay hidden. The balance between the scientific abilities of humans and computers is shifting. What will happen when computers cease to merely assist us with our discoveries, and discover things for themselves– things we cannot understand?

Unassisted human insight seems to be reaching it slimits. In the future – and sooner rather than later – we will arrive at a point in science and mathematics where any discovery that is made (by computers, of course) will be only dimly understood by human beings. Steven Strogatz has written about his with a bit of worry. He argues that we are living in a special window of time, stretching from the dawn of the scientific revolution 350 years ago to a point a few decades into the future. Only people living in this window can truly say that they have understood the world.

Strogatz’s window is already closing. In mathematics there is something called the four-colour problem. Draw a map as intricate as you like, full of wiggles, crenellations and complicated frontiers. You will always be able to colour that map, distinguishing each territory from its neighbours, with just four colours. The proof of this was assembled with the help of computers in 1977, and no single person understands it. The proof is inelegant, gargantuan and computationally complex. We know it is true, but we do not know why. More recently, in 2009, Michael Schmidt and Hod Lipson created an AI program that could distil the laws of motion merely by observing data from the swings of a double pendulum. In the process, they created an AI capable of deriving meaning from datasets too large or complex for humans to study.

Soon, we will no longer be able to understand a large fraction of the knowledge we have generated. In Scientific American in 2010, Danny Hillis made a similar point. He was speaking about the world that we ourselves have created – an unbelievably complex anthropic society, complete with computer networks, manufacturing systems and transportation structures. Hillis argued that we have moved from the Enlightenment, a period where logic and reason could bring understanding, to the Entanglement, where everything is so unbelievably interconnected that we can no longer understand systems of our own making.

[image: ]

Should this matter? Perhaps we are simply following the same trajectory that we have been tracing for thousands of years, in which fewer and fewer people are able to understand the most complex parts of our world. For a great deal of our history, the vast majority of humanity has understood its surroundings according to the knowledge of the day. From the four elements to the workings of the screw and the pulley, a significant fraction of our world’s knowledge was within the grasp of most individuals. As our world has become more complex and knowledge has increased rapidly, a smaller and smaller fraction of society has felt it has a true-enough understanding of everything.

In order to comprehend any advanced topic, one must learn all the foundational knowledge first, thereby recapitulating society’s creative process. In general, novel contributions to a field only come from those who have a firm grasp of the field’s foundations. As society’s knowledge increases, it takes longer and longer to acquire enough mastery of the basics to say something new. As our knowledge increases, and the amount of time necessary to spend learning foundational knowledge becomes prohibitive, fewer and fewer people will invest the time and effort necessary to make new discoveries – or, indeed, to understand them. We may eventually reach the point where discoveries require quantities of time and understanding beyond the capacity of any single human being.

Distributions of brain power and mental capacity are not changing very much. We can only develop so much cognitive ability, whether in chess or in scientific understanding. As the human population expands, those with exceptional abilities become easier to spot. Sampling the curve of normal distribution for talent, we find athletes who, with the right training, continue to set new world records. However, there are physical limits. It is unlikely that humans will ever break a three-minute mile, or manage a thirty-foot vertical leap.

By the same logic, though we continue to learn more and think harder, we are going to reach certain cognitive limits. We occasionally catch glimpses of the outer boundary of what is possible when we see genius at work. There is George Green, a miller’s son, whose work in mathematical physics was so complex, Einstein said his achievements were decades ahead of their time. There is Srinivasa Ramanujan, whose intuitive grasp of mathematics simply defied understanding. But such people are rare, and it is unclear how they acquired their abilities.

Should we be concerned? These outliers have advanced mathematics and physics in ways the vast majority of us cannot understand, never mind emulate. Most of us cannot even grasp the advanced topics that are regularly taught in graduate school, such as measure theory or quantum mechanics. There are some concepts understood by one person in a hundred, and other concepts that are clear only to one in a million.

The worry begins when we arrive at ideas that can be only understood by one person in a billion. That’s fewer than ten people on the planet. But is there any practical difference between one or two individuals understanding a concept, and none at all?

If the idea is usable, perhaps that is all that we should care about. This is our current mindset: to exploit new knowledge while at the same time fretting about the nefarious powers of advanced technology, from The Terminator to “grey goo”. It’s time we adopted a more positive viewpoint.

The perspective I am trying to get at here has a name: naches. This is the Yiddish word for joy. To shep naches is to derive joy from the accomplishments of those around you, especially your children. It is one of the purest pleasures, and one that you hear spoken of during bar mitzvahs and weddings, as well as graduations.

Immigrants feel it is important for the next generation to be better off, and for the generation after that to positively thrive. For parents, their offspring must always be more intelligent and more successful than they are. Why should we not shep naches from the accomplishments of our machines?

This vicarious joy or success sounds somewhat odd, but it shouldn’t be. We get excited when our sports team wins a game; why should it disturb or disappoint us when our creations turn out to be more accomplished than ourselves?

Our intellectual offspring can give us naches. We have valued this feeling for thousands of years, and it brings us great happiness. We just need to transfer our parental pride to the technologicalrealm.
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Midnight at the singularity disco

Sumit Paul-Choudhury

Prior art

Time to break up the band: music doesn’t need us any more. Sumit Paul-Choudhury waves a fond forewell to an art that, in less than a human lifetime, outperformed its people

1.
Home computing is killing music

First they took away the musicians.

Let’s begin with Kraftwerk. The story doesn’t begin there, but the myth does. The myth of the Man-Machine. Music made by computers for bands made of robots. Of course, it took years of creative labour to bring their vision to uncanny life. And the result, only slightly updated over the course of thirty years, is more knowingly palaeofuturistic than sincerely futurological. But it served as the opening shot in a decades-long conflict between artisanal and automated musicianship.

That’s not real music.

Thirty years later, computers make music everywhere. No matter how “authentic” or acoustic the song, chances are that it owes its appeal to computer-assisted design, from the modelling of the instruments to the wizardry of the mixing desk. Lip-syncing was a scandal; Auto-Tune is a business model.

As for the robots: well, not quite. We still like our pop heroes to have feet of clay. But stardom is made through the intercession of machines: wannabes are upvoted by text messages and YouTube views. The music-makers, meanwhile, lurk unseen in the wings. And we don’t care about any of the manipulation as long as the tunes are good.

Pause; rewind. 1965: American composer Steve Reich is experimenting with the recording of a Pentecostal preacher sermonising in San Francisco’s Union Square, transmigrated into two loops of reel-to-reel tape. But the loops keep slipping out of sync. Eventually, Reich gives up fighting it, embraces it instead.

The phase-shifted result becomes the hugely influential It’s Gonna Rain, a watershed for contemporary classical music. The preacher’s voice(s), the broken beats of a passing pigeon’s wings overlap, diverge, meld and ultimately dissolve, until eventually there’s nothing left but stuttering samples and disarticulated syllables.
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Acme of the distiller’s art: a CGI idoru has joined the girl band AKB48

Set the initial conditions. Introduce replication and selection. Music evolves.

Glitching electroacoustics give way to generative algorithms.

2010. At DarwinTunes.org, online listeners selectively breed tunes, suffering only the most musically fit to survive. Primordial melodic soup turns, over six thousand generations, into pleasing (if unchallenging) glockenspiel electronica. This, DarwinTunes co-creator Armand Leroi suggests, is no different to how any music develops. It’s just faster.

2011. Fans of Japanese girl-group phenomenon AKB48 are dismayed to learn that peppy new recruit Aime Eguchi isn’t real. But they shouldn’t be. After all, they made her: she’s a popularity-weighted, digitally-spliced CGI composite of six other members of the band. The best of the best.
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Back to the future: iconic images from Kraftwerk

2012. After two years of warming up, Colossus, composed entirely by a computer cluster named Iamus, is debuted over the web on the occasion of Alan Turing’s 100th birthday. If you didn’t know, it’d be hard to tell that it was made by a machine: the Turing homage passes the musical Turing test. Another of Iamus’s scores is handed to the London Symphony Orchestra to be recorded for general release. The first violinist is the first human to be involved. And Iamus can turn out these pieces by the thousand – forever.

Music made by computers for bands made of robots. We’re nearly there. The age of algorithmic music: of melodies, hooks and riffs precision-engineered and machine-tooled to worm our ears and tap our feet.

That’s not real music.

True.

It’s better.

2. The DJ’s hung

Then they took away the performers.

Punk substituted enthusiasm for skill, spitting into the po faces of prog rock. New wave picked up that edge, fused it with Kraftwerkian brutalism, then softened into simplistic synthpop and the easiest of easy listening: timbreless tunes tapped into keyboards rather than solos finger-picked on fretboards. Virtuosity took a back seat. Signature tune: Vangelis’ plonking Chariots of Fire: simple enough to turn into Mister Bean’s one-fingered salute to the Olympics.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic: Four schoolfriends fused Kraftwerk et al with the African-American underground sounds of Motor City to make techno. Who made this music? Humans playing out as robots: Cybotron. Model 500. Phuture. Techno spread to the Windy City, crossbred with house. A new movement was born; the smiley was to Acid as the V mask is to Anonymous; unrecognisable remixes, and remixes of remixes, were the musical memes of the Second Summer of Love.

They don’t even play real instruments.

Pause; rewind. 1947. Conlon Nancarrow, communist émigré in Mexico City, buys a machine that lets him create customised rolls for the player piano – musical descendent of the Jacquard loom, cousin to the punch-card computer. Nancarrow’s career has been frustrated by his inability to find humans who can actually play his technically demanding compositions. The player piano is more capable: it plays glissandi faster than any fingers can, in ridiculous ratios of tempi: √2/2; (1/√π / √2/3); e/π.

FFWD. Nancarrow’s painstaking “post-performer” composition is now in the gift of any bedroom beatsmith, thanks to cheap digital audio editors and sequencers. Laptop sets and live coding abounds. (And so does circuit bending: pushing digital instruments outside their normal operating tolerances as Nancarrow did their analogue peers.) Beat-matching software renders even turntablism trivial. Music is played, in every sense of the word, on games consoles.

Who makes this music? Nobody. Street kids with PlayStations, trading tunes through their phones. Burial, enigmatic wünderkind of bass music, outs himself after an absurd tabloid witch hunt, revealing himself to be – no one in particular. Acts play cat-and-mouse games with Google, hiding behind unsearchable names:
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And everybody. Music made by dozens, hundreds and thousands of collaborators, corralled and conducted by technology.

YouTube auditions musicians from around the world to form an orchestra of players who would otherwise never have met.

Marc Weidenbaum’s Disquiet Junto sets weekly assignments for composers: “Make music from running water, inspired by William Gibson’s novel Count Zero.”

Aaron Koblin and Daniel Massey enlist unwitting strangers, paid six cents a sound through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, to sing A Bicycle Made for Two Thousand.

Yes, there are still stars in the house, behind the decks, racks and desks. But they’re only as good as their last set: it’s the crowd that rules. Enter the silent disco, which beams music directly to headphone-wearing clubbers’ ears. Bored of this DJ? Change the channel for another. Take off your cans to get out of the club. And who needs a selector at all? Flashmob clubbers congregate in stations and squares, each dancing to a different beat.
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Alone together: clubbers groove to private beats at the silent disco

In the final issue of Grant Morrison’s anarchic comic book The Invisibles, set just a few months into our future, a crowd of dancers awaits the apocalyptic arrival of the singularity. But there’s no DJ in the house: rather, the music is generated by the constantly varying tempos of the dancers’ falling and rising feet. Nancarrow to a disco beat.

It won’t happen that way. But we could build the club today. The technology is trivial: computers can read the crowd, can measure their footsteps, can cue – or create – the music.

Who makes this music?

Everybody.

And nobody.

3
Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from music

Next they’ll take away the listeners.

1949. Pierre Schaeffer, working at the Office de Radiodiffusion Télévision Française in Paris, has just taken receipt of his first tape recorder – the perfect instrument with which to give life to his notion of “music concrète”. He’s been working with phonograms, but they’re clumsy. Now he can use tape loops – the same technology that Reich would later use to phase-shift his preacher – to endlessly cut, paste and collage recordings.

Schaeffer wants to reverse the process by which music is traditionally made: from the composer’s mind into abstract notation, then through by human and mechanical agency into sound. Schaeffer wants, on the contrary, to take the sounds of the world and turn them into music through electronic means.

This is still a laborious process when Kraftwerk appear two decades later: painstakingly striving to make music that mimics life: on the Autobahn, the Trans-Europe Express. And then along comes the Akai sampler, and it becomes easy to turn the sounds of life into music: filtering, modulating and pitch-shifting. Most musicians take the path of least resistance, using it to sample instruments and existing recordings. (Can I get an Amen break?) But a brave few take it into the wild. Cut hair, slapped flesh, crayfish thoughts and processed meat: all grist to, say, Matmos’ mill.

Now that power fits in our pockets. The RJDJ app remixes your soundscape into a soundtrack for your life: choose an industrial “scene” and your commute becomes the Motorik drone Kraftwerk tried so hard to realise, created on the fly for your ears only.

Pick something psychedelic to go on an effervescent trip; go ambient for that echoing, glacial trudge. Music made by everybody, and nobody.

This isn’t just for the Stockhausen crowd. If you prefer a more Hollywood soundtrack, get the Inception app, based on Hans Zimmer’s soundtrack to Christopher Nolan’s film, itself one giant musical mutation of Edith Piaf’s Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien. Or Zimmer’s Dark Knight Rises app, which lets you turn your grocery shopping into a caped crusade, scored by the baleful chants of thousands of crowd-sourced Batfans. From samplers to smartphones to soundtracks, in less than a lifetime.
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Jagged little pill: the Realitat studio renders music in solid form

But why stop at sounds we can hear? Sound is just data, after all – and any data can be turned into sound. The laser whine of the big bang. The subterranean klaxon of a Japanese megaquake. The skittering of Twitter. The rolling melodies of the Higgs boson. If it comes as data, you can listen to it. Maybe even dance to it.

And then sound turns into objects.

Half a century after Nancarrow began punching his piano rolls, the Realitat studio in Mexico City turns classic albums into sculpted tubes: a reconfiguration of Edison’s wax cylinders, an extrusion of the vinyl record. Arvo Pärt’s Für Alina becomes a polyhedrally-faceted mountain range; Portishead’s Third a digitised sea urchin; Einstürzende Neubaten’s Jewels a contour-mapped spire.

In London, Animal Systems unveils Chirp, a system designed to help electronic devices share information over short distances through short snatches of melody that resemble cyborg birdsong. Sound is data, but music is instructions. (That’s why MIDI has so comprehensively outstayed its welcome.) If your phone can hear my phone, it can tell it to show you a picture, a web page, a document. Perhaps even to play another tune.

Let’s riff on that. My phone sings to your 3D printer; out comes a plastic toy. A wooden spatula. A working kidney. It sounds like conjuration: magicking something out of nothing but some enchanted melody. A song is a blueprint is an object, all in one. The internet of things sings, and the songs are recordable, replayable and remixable. Music concrète indeed.

The sound of a lorry reversing becomes a goods manifest. The carefully designed “engine hum” of your otherwise silent electric car is a negotiation with the traffic lights. And these things begin to chain: the lorry’s cargo of urgent medical supplies finds harmony with your car and the light. BERG’s Tino Arnall wrote of the robot-readable world. We should prepare for the robot-audible world, too. The sounds of the world become music.

Chirps were built by humans, for humans. But that’s just politeness on the machines’ part. The protocols that succeed it – the ones designed by machines, for machines – won’t be. They won’t care whether or not people can overhear them. The machines will start singing in frequencies no human ear can detect, in voices no human mind can understand. Their music – composed by computers, performed by robots, everywhere and nowhere – is sound, is data, is things. Infinitely replicable, mutable and remixable: music that has left humans behind.

Welcome to the singularity disco. If your name’s not down, you’re not coming in.




[image: ]

Alien evasion

China Miéville

Unreliable narrator

A visit to the Marine Biological Laboratory at Woods Hole fills China Miéville with wonder - cut with chthonic angst

Invisibility is nothing. An invisible thing in a landscape is just a landscape. The point of invisibility is to fail. A just glimpsed beast-shaped burr – now that catches the breath. The realisation that a vine is not a vine, but a limb, and that it’s hunting: that sensory stutter is what gets you. It takes seeing through a disguise to be astounded by it. That’s what it takes to realise that the universe is not as it seems.

Normality blathers like a bore at a party, and to shut it up takes quite an interruption. These satori outriders, these glimmers and half-realisations, are like slow dot-dot-dots as the world’s monologue peters out, confused. So when the full disruption comes, it does so like a strange noise into silence. The cloaking goes down, and there, ex nihilo, something is watching. The Predator. The Romulan Warbird, shimmering into malevolent prominence too close to our enterprise. On the forbidden planet, ravening in plain sight, is the beast from the id.

And a more astounding unveiling even than those spectaculars of pulp. You know it: that YouTube footage of that octopus hiding on that weedy rock outcrop, its peerless mimicry abruptly and dramatically dissolving in a flash of alarm-blanched skin. The video is everywhere, clogging up the internet, provoking endless ignorant flame warriors to accuse its maker of CGI trickery. It is simultaneously depressing and a backhanded compliment to nature that the sheer miracle of actual animals’ actually evolved abilities can, to many, only be considered possible if rendered by DreamWorks or Pixar.

Roger Hanlon is the man, traduced by fools as a digital cheat, who filmed that moment. He is one of the world’s foremost researc hers i nto camouf lage, a nd into cephalopods. He is watching another octopus. He is introducing its qualities to you, its visitors, and no matter how many times he has done this, he has about him not a scrap of insouciance.

Peering from a shard of piping, coming into view, not with dermatological showmanship this time, but slowly expanding from its hide, the lone survivor of an earlier world looks back. It regards you neither with nor without enthusiasm. The alien melancholy in its eyes is hardly a surprise. The octopus should not be here. It is a refugee from an eradicated past.

Anthropologist Roland Burrage Dixon, in his 1916 book Oceanic Mythology, explained its sheer alterity. “According to the Hawaiian account,” he said, the world is created from shadow and abyss and chaos, “the wreck and ruin of an earlier world.” In this brutal and astonishing protology, waves of new creatures fight and die until the universe is a pile of debris and outcompeted corpses, on the accumulating decay of which a new world rises. New but for one form. A solitary escapee. In the waters, “as spectator of all, swims the octopus, the lone survivor from an earlier world”.
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You stare at the lone survivor. It emerges from that snapped-off pipe. It hauls itself like a tugged rag and abruptly spreads against the inside of its tank, a muscular starburst of vacuums. It moves across the face of the glass, now through the water, now on the tank-floor stones.

In 2005, Science published Huffard, Boneka and Full’s article Underwater Bipedal Locomotion by Octopuses in Disguise. The piece came with now-iconic videos of Amphioctopus marginatus and Abdopus aculeatus each walking subaquatically on two arms, the first like an urgent coconut, the other like vaguely threatening algae. Eliciting hilarity not unmixed with unease, this sinister-comic ambulation quickly became an internet trope. But, astonishing as such motion is, it is walking. It has a name. The survivor in the tank of the Marine Biological Laboratory in Woods Hole, Massachusetts, moves in a different way. It is utterly, characteristically, octopus motion, and it has no name at all. It is polyvalent: eager, curious and observant. It partakes of crawling, rolling, oozing, climbing, swimming, struggling, swaggering, billowing. And tonguing. The arms are muscular hydrostats equipped with taste buds. Each grasp, each suckered hauling and investigation, is a taste test. Alien libertine, the octopus moves by sensuous licking.
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Hanlon explains what you are seeing. He describes the four muscle groups that power those extraordinary motions. He enumerates the 10,000 neurons in each sucker. In an extended, visionary slander against the octopus in his book The Toilers of the Sea (1866), Victor Hugo gasped that “[a] bite is formidable, but less so than such suction,” and the astonishment is appropriate. Even one so used to them as Hanlon describes the pads with something between glee and awe. “They are so strong,” he says urgently, “they can cavitate water.” Perhaps in the earlier world of which it is an exile, such suckers were as unremarkable as the paws of cats.

If we have not learned to be cautious of imperious claims about precisely “what natives believe”, then our credulousness shames us. But whether Dixon’s Hawaiian informants would recognise the story imputed to them or not, whether the insight into octopus’s secret origin is indeed a traditional Oceanic one, or some inadvertent dream misunderstood into existence, it is i ndisp en sable. It explains everything.

There is no shortage of considerations of, ruminations on, considerations of, anxieties about the octopus. Roger Caillois, dissident surrealist, devoted a whole book – “an essay,” he styles it, “on the logic of the imagination” – to la pieuvre. Ray Harryhausen, the Leonardo da Vinci of stop-motion, lovingly had one (technically a hexapus, for budgetary reasons) assault San Francisco. More than 100 years ago, puppet-master Walter Deaves made of it the world’s most astonishing marionette. Most movingly, the great revolutionary Louise Michel, in exile in New Caledonia after the destruction of the Paris Commune in 1871, offered up her fascination and solidarity to “this monster with a strange gaze”. She met one marooned in a rock pool. Remnant again, for a second time. Something in our bones knows Burrage is right: they are here by the grace of apocalypse–eluding luck and grit. They should not be here. They are interruptions. Disruptions.

Woods Hole, on Cape Cod, is small and pretty. It is served by tea shops and swish boutiques. It is stuffed utterly with research institutes. Home to fewer than a thousand inhabitants, it houses the Oceanographic Institution that bears its name, the Northeast Fisheries Science Center, a Geological Survey Science Center, the Sea Education Association, and the Marine Biological Laboratory. The ratios of marine-science insight per square foot and per inhabitant are giddying. A curious wanderer could, in half a day’s brisk stroll of these streets, find answers to all her abstruse queries about oceanic geology, fluid dynamics, fish morphology and the diet of krill. And cephalopods.
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Off the corridors of Roger Hanlon’s MBL are pleasant offices that could be in any university wing or administrative building around the world. Computers, personal photos, potted plants, water coolers, noticeboards and name tags. Departmental decor. Another turn, a different route, and you’re in a chamber the size of a small warehouse, where the survivor lives.

Overhead are tubes like low boughs. Pick a way through a maze of workbenches and waist-high containers. There are many more animals than just cephalopods here. Horseshoe crabs, starfish in piles, worms, ridiculously adorable seahorses. Tanks of small, curious squid torpedoing around. Nearby, though carefully separate, are containers of gloopy egg fingers laced with pheromones – Hanlon calls the stuff “kickapoo joy juice” – capable of triggering savage mat i ng behav iou rs a nd colourful Teuthic battles, aggression lightshowing the skin.

There are more colour shifts to come. Up the stairs to a room full of cuttlefish. This chamber is at once a vital research amenity, and a moment of redress.

You can tell a lot about someone from their favourite cephalopod. Animal acme of formlessness, the octopus is the cultural point-zero; it is the ceph of choice for the discerning philosopher. The giant squid has more swagger and kitsch cachet. The nautilus, its nacreous Fibonacci shell embedded in poetry by Oliver Wendell Holmes, is favoured by those of prissier taste. In the last few years even that unlikely deepwater relict Vampyroteuthis infernalis has accreted its own symbolic notoriety. Financial catastrophe was the animal’s memetic making. In 2010, in Rolling Stone, Matt Taibbi pronounced Goldman Sachs “a great vampire squid wrapped around the face of humanity”: a colourful political intervention and a gross insult to squids, and vampires.
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At such a semiotic level, cuttlefish, Sepiidae, have been poor relations, known best for posthumously providing beak-sharpeners to pet birds, and it is bracing to enter a room devoted to them. They deserve nothing less. They are, Hanlon stresses, formidably intelligent – the equal of the octopus. The precise nature of cephalopod intelligence and thought is enthusiastically debated. Does the octopus have distributed intelligence, a sort of one-animal hive mind, as Peter Godfrey-Smith has mooted? Do octopuses have distinct personalities? Hanlon is particularly sceptical of the latter claim, but whatever the precise nature of their smarts, they are considerable.

The shelves are stacked with cuttlefish in plastic tubs like large washing-up bowls. They scoot around their habitats holding their limbs up in oddly formal poses, like Victorian pugilists. They are mostly brownish, on entry, but any observation of cuttlefish colour is at best contingent and fleeting. That, indeed, is one of the main reasons for their presence. Their chromatophores – the colour-producing cells that enable their extraordinary dermatological shenanigans, and enthrall YouTubers – command much attention in Woods Hole.

There are no cuttlefish native to American waters. These flamboyant-skinned subjects, international travellers, have been imported from Europe, to be kept suspended in time in this ruthlessly seasonless room. Like Dickensian orphans, they are kept cold and fed just enough: such conditions keep them from entering adolescence, with its concomitant pugnacities and difficulties. Not that these pre-teens are wholly quiescent.

They watch you warily with pupils shaped like Ws: you are eyed by letters. Kimberly Ulmer, laboratory research assi stant, moves with care. The room displays the consequences of incaution: the wall behind a bank of tubs is stained with what looks like it could be dried blood. It is melanin and mucus: ink. Each salvo was jetted a considerable distance by the captives, and each has hit the wall hard – they are spattered to delight a CSI. The institute is decorated with cuttlefish anxiety.
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Ulmer provokes no such sepia fusillade. She isolates a subject, and under it, one by one, she slips mats printed with a variety of prepared backgrounds, of various textures and colours. With flushes and strange blushes, the cuttlefish changes. The cephalopod professionals seem mildly disappoi nted with the display, but to amateur eyes the swift transition of patterning, the protean shimmer of the cutt lefish skin, is adequately astonishing.

Camouflage studies, like any specialism, is split. There are orthodox and dissident, avant-garde opinions. Hanlon argues, counterintuitively but with a wealth of evidence, that there are only three basic camouflage strategies: that depending on background, animals will be uniform, mottled, or – that most intriguing category – disruptive. “How”, he stresses, “do you hide edges?” As much as on efforts at resemblance, his work focuses on how cephalopod camouflage breaks up information.
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The research has led to countless photographs of countless cuttlefish against backgrounds of decreasing naturalness. Sand and pebbles. Checkerboards. Stripes, vertical and slanted. And there are some on strange, black-and-white, vaguely ink-blotty backgrounds. As the scale of such patterns gets larger, the animals find it harder to hide until, cowed-looking, they sit quite visible.

There is something precise and conclusive in those images of cuttlefish failure. They ruin the lines. They do not fit. Their disruption no longer confuses, but draws the eye. The everyday, anthropocentric gaze banalises the world, interprets remorselessly, makes everything at which we look diagnostic of us, and it is more than just the background these animals disrupt: it is these efforts of ours. Cephalopods struggle for their own opacity. The lone survivor means nothing but itself. The squid is a predatory evasion, no matter what of it we learn. And here are cuttlefish, ruining our solipsism, schmutz on the Rorschach test.



Thanks to Diana Kenney and all at the Marine Biological Laboratory
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Breaking the fall

Paul Graham Raven

Present tense

A new breed of survivalist is preparing for the imminent collapse of Western civilisation – easy to mock, but Paul Graham Raven thinks the collapsonomic crowd will have the last laugh

In a little valley halfway between the idyllic Hampshire villages of East Meon and Clanfield, the second Dark Mountain festival is in session. The August sunshine is swiftly drying up an hour’s worth of rain, but the loud music and debauch usually associated with the word “festival” are largely absent.

Dark Mountain is a coltish British hybrid of Glastonbury’s Healing Field and an academic symposium. There is music, sure, but it is predominantly folk or roots-based. There is poetry. There are writing workshops, and a bicentennial commemoration (very well attended) of the Luddite uprising. A practical introduction to the hand scythe punctuates discussions about how to survive the socio-economic collapse of the nation-state. (The panelists hail from Ireland, the former USSR and Iceland; this is not hypothetical material to them.)

One can hardly move for movements at the moment. The international hacktivist group Anonymous rattles its digital sabre at governments and corporations alike; the Occupy protests against economic and social inequality have metastasised, bonding seemingly disparate events and locations under a common – if deliberately ill-defined – banner. Serious newspapers talk grimly of endemic distrust in the political process, while politicians themselves seem increasingly detached from the reality the rest of us inhabit.

All of which raises a big scary question: how are we going to manage when the world we know breaks down?

The mathematics is pretty simple: there are seven billion human beings on the planet right now, and we expect that number to peak at around nine billion. The planet’s resources are renewable up to a point, but if everybody on the planet consumed at the rate of the hypothetical average North American, we would need eight planets’ worth of resources. A world of average Europeans requires four.

We don’t have four planets, or even two. We have just one. Either we all consume less, or a lot of people will have to die. This isn’t politics. This is home economics. Politics is merely the mechanism by which we decide who eats and who starves: a brutal calculus concealed behind the prestidigitations of politicians and economists.

Climate change, economic instability, political myopia, corporate corruption: if these sound like prompts for a dystopian novel, it will come as no surprise that one of the ur-movements informing apocalyptic futurism and collapsonomics was the brainchild of the writer and arch-cyberpunk Bruce Sterling.

Sterling founded the Viridian Design movement in 1999. Viridian promoted a “bright green” design aesthetic that addressed environmental challenges in a progressively technocratic way. Its can-do approach and global vision distinguished it from the “leaf green” of more traditional environmental movements, and ran quite counter to the “dark” or “hair-shirt green” thinking of back-to-the-land primitivists. Contributors included Alex Steffen, Jamais Cascio and Jon Lebkowsky, who went on to found the now-defunct Worldchanging blog and the book of the same name. All three have become regulars on the global futurist talking-head circuit.

Sterling wrapped up Viridian in 2008, around the time the sub-prime mortgage bubble burst. Three years on, we’re still trying to clean up the mess. Defibrillatory bailouts and quantitative easing programmes have failed to produce more than a handful of weak pulses before the world market’s death spiral reasserted itself. More depressing still, few of our current economic crises arrived as unexpected guests. Inequalities and overconsumption have been carefully mapped since at least the 1970s. The writing has always been on the wall. In the last decade, the spray-can strokes have simply got thicker and darker.

Radicals thinking

On the first floor of a former embassy at the foot of Haymarket in London’s West End, a dozen people are sat around the remains of a Chinese buffet takeaway and a few bottles of wine. In the foyer the glass and steel and expensive furniture spoke of diplomacy and corporate sheen; up here, cheap Ikea light fittings dangle between exposed cables and ductwork, and there’s hardly an interior wall to be seen, except the ones that surround the central lift shaft. Whiteboards are plentiful, as are small clusters of chairs, mute testament to earlier discussions. This is one of those “start-up hubs”: unconstrained spaces whose founders hope to nurture new businesses for a changing world. By day the place attracts architects and designers with big ideas, but every few evenings a week the collapsonomics crowd shows up.

Globetrotting security consultant Eleanor Saitta is perched on the backrest of a chair, addressing the other diners: progressive businesspersons, policymakers, futurists, writers and a young trio who’ve wandered up from the OccupyLSX camp. She’s been describing the social projects that have grown out of the Scandinavian live action role-playing scene – powerful and occasionally disturbing experiments in social (de/re)programming. There are some wild, Neal-Stephensonish ideas being mooted in Iceland, too, as that tiny country attempts to redefine itself for a changing world.

Saitta argues that our global communications networks are inextricably bound up in the radical changes sweeping the world. “When the internet encounters an institution,” she says, “it eviscerates it, then replaces it with something that looks a lot like the internet.” This has already happened to the music industry, and it’s currently happening to journalism and publishing. Who’s next in the firing line?

Saitta identifies the revolution’s next two within-our-lifetime targets. The banks will be the first to go; then the governments.

Saitta’s visit is being hosted by Vinay Gupta, best known as the inventor of the Hexayurt, an open-source disaster relief shelter design taken up enthusiastically at the Burning Man festival in Nevada’s Black Rock desert. Gupta’s genial manner and Scots accent belie the seriousness of his hobby-horse topics: radical carbon footprint reduction, for instance; and multilateral nuclear disarmament. Nor is he the sort of fellow who, at a glance, you’d expect to have worked with the Pentagon.

Gupta has led an eventful life, mixing spiritual self-discovery with adventures among every sort of community under the sun, from disaster-relief consultants to train-hopping latter-day hobos. His activism, which is more of a peripatetic lifestyle than a career or hobby, is informed by those experiences, and by his long-standing interest in magical practice and a certain school of Hindu mysticism. This lends a spiritual dimension to his outlook on the underlying resource-consumption issue. In a 2011 blog post he wrote: “I cannot see that this doesn’t all root back into the desire to end the world in pursuit of something better than life. That’s what we’re buying at the mall: little unitised packets of the death of the world, packaged into products, and enjoyed not in spite of, but because of, the worldeath they represent.”

Gupta was also inspired by reading Sterling’s story Green Days in Brunei, whose cast of post-national characters are muddling their way to a hard-scrabble but sustainable future. For Gupta, some sort of global civil collapse is inevitable. The open questions are how severe and swift it will be, and how gracefully we can ride it out. “I don’t know how you dig 6000-years-plus of bad software out of a system without doing a reformat.”

The same question occupies John “Global Guerrillas” Robb, a former USAF major and counter-terrorism operative turned writer and theorist, who delights in pointing out just how much more suited the open-source methodologies of terrorist organisations are to the world we live in, compared to the top-down approaches of armies and governments.

Robb is currently developing and publishing online guides for creating “resilient communities” that will survive the unavoidable collapse of “hollow states” like the US. A lot of influential people in the United States pay attention to Robb. So do increasing numbers of ordinary folk: people who doubt that the state can or will help them nail down the shutters. For those who feel powerless, Robb’s message is: stop waiting to be helped. Help yourselves, and each other.
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Des res disaster relief : Vinay Gupta’s Hexayurt shelter design leant a certain cool to the Burning Man festival in Nevada

Robb is also vocally supportive of other efforts toward building sustainable independent communities and businesses. A recent favourite of his is the Global Village Construction Set, an open-source laboratory producing DIY designs for the sort of cheap, durable tools you would need to go “off-grid” as a community: tractors and backhoes, wind turbines, baking ovens, CNC routers and 3D printers. Download the design for free, or buy a finished product if you’re in a hurry.

Back in the UK, the Transition Towns movement is attempting to spread awareness and preparedness in communities of all shapes and sizes for the arrival of energy shortages and disruptive climate change. The movement flatly refuses to tell people what to do or how to do it; its whole ethos is to encourage and disseminate independent thought, to share experiences, and create a local momentum for change.

If that’s all a bit too “Blitz spirit” for you, the Dark Mountain manifesto might be more up your street.

Dark Mountain is the brainchild of Paul Kingsnorth and Dougald Hine, writers, activists, and co-founders of the Institute for Collapsonomics. Dark Mountain assumes that civilisation as we know it is gasping its last. It attempts to address that gloomy future with art, music and literature to “conjure into being new ways of seeing and writing about the world”.

In their manifesto, Uncivilisation, they write: “The last taboo is the myth of civilisation. It is built upon the stories we have constructed about our genius, our indestructibility, our manifest destiny as a chosen species… We believe that, in the age of ecocide, the last taboo must be broken – and that only artists can do it.”

Section Four of the manifesto is titled To The Foothills! marking its fundamental break with current ecopolitical narratives. It is, in some respects, an admission of defeat, advocating an exodus from the city, a great expedition into the unknown. Uncivilisation’s map of the future burgeons with blank spaces and long arduous journeys. It does not promise the comforting denouements of progress. In fact it promises little more than hard work in hard times. Its honesty is stern and unflinching: “We write with dirt under our fingernails.”

Alongside that extensive and gloomily eloquent manifesto, two well-received anthologies of creative writing have emerged from the Dark Mountain camp, plus – of course – the festival. This arty angle on apocalypse attracts a distinct demographic: one drawn neither to the rugged practicalities of Transition Towns, nor to the fevered network-centric brainstorming of the futurists. The teepees and lentils of the environmentalist old guard don’t float their boat, either. There are some classic hippie variants here, of course, but no more than you’d see at any other festival. There’s also a goodly streak of old punks, travellers and ravers, some more reintegrated into the mainstream than others.

But I’m surprised by the number of normal-looking Gen-X people present: Guardianista liberals who’ve lost their faith in the shibboleth of Progress and are coming to the unsettling realisation that buying the recycled kitchen roll at Waitrose isn’t making the difference they hoped it would. These aren’t the sort of people I’ve encountered in the protest and ecology movements of the recent past; these are the people we always felt we were failing to reach, failing to engage. Somehow, an urge toward personal resilience and preparedness has replaced the hope that the government will get it all sorted. Instead of reassurances, they’re looking for new stories into which they can write themselves, and new solutions they can take home with them.

Solutions are thin on the ground, but the festival supplies the ingredients for baking your own. Discussions about bootstrapping a post-money economy and panels on the second-order effects of economic collapse in the Russian Federation are interspersed with poetry readings, live music and talks on the idyllic slowness of the ancient crofting lifestyle. (It sounds charming, in a windswept getting-up-early-to-feed-the-sheep kind of way, though the speaker didn’t mention how those of us unable to purchase an isolated croft in the Shetlands might invite permaculture into our lives.) It’s a curious admixture of the wistful and the pragmatic, the speculative and the practical.

And that, perhaps, is the common thread running through all the movements and ideologies currently sprouting from the cracked concrete of neo-liberal capitalism. No one knows quite what’s going to happen, though everyone’s got a sign or portent of doom to share. No one knows quite what we should do, but as the storm clouds gather on the horizon, everyone knows that we have to do something, if only to dispel the creeping sense of futility.

“My take on it is that each of us has our own Dark Mountain to climb,” Vinay Gupta remarks, “and that we must face it individually, isolated, alone, but together. In that respect, it’s a lot like life.”

We’re waking up to the problems presented by our unsustainable consumption patterns. But accepting hardship and preparing for privation isn’t second nature in the former First World just yet. Beneath the awning of the festival catering van, there are bitter complaints that the baked potatoes have sold out.
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Good to go

Liz Jensen

Short story

It’s peak season here at the lake. A hundred in the shade, breeze like a sadist hair-dryer, speedboats roaring on the water, stirring up scuzz from the latest algal-bloom explosion. Weekends like this, the whole town’s packed with head-cases from Utah getting high like only outta-state Mormons can, making it the busiest test market I’ve worked so far, and I seen a few. As one of Arizona’s top domestic violence/sports accident nexuses, Havasu’s ideal to trial a project like this.

“Hi there. Kylie Wells, Angel Operator, at your service.” That’s what I say to the tragedies when they come in, which might sound dumb seeing as they can’t hear me, but you’re gonna get intimate with someone, you gotta introduce yourself at least, is my thinking.

The Angel’s always been called the Angel, but the overall system needed branding cuz Threshold, who I work for, they launch it commercially hopefully next year, so you know what they paid some New York team a fortune to come up with? Sweet Parting. Some dude from HQ sent an email about how it originates from the William Shakespeare quotation parting is such sweet sorrow, but sorrow being a downer they did some tweaking. Right away us Angel-handlers were coming up with our own alternatives. My Way, Happy Endings, Je Ne Regrette.

My favorite? Die Nice.

The Angel’s been so much in demand it feels like I’ve barely switched her off since I got here, which is four weeks ago. We got murders, boat collisions, oxy explosions, car smashes, drugs-and-alcohol offences, pervert auto-asphyxiations, you name it. And suicides, we got them up the ass. Had one come in last night, a bleach swallower, sweet sixteen, with eyes all big and dark and shit-scared till the Angel worked its magic.

Jeez, I thought. There’s still such a thing as bleach?

A primitive, the extremely sexy new doc on the ICU called her. But truth is, that girl coulda been me, a decade or so back, before I quit Kentucky and straightened out.

When I sent the kid’s report in to the Operator Feedback Division, I flagged up the exit shot, told them Threshold should use it in Sweet Parting’s promotional material, if they’re planning some kinda brochure. Bleach or no bleach, she went out with the best smile I seen all year.

Her final wish?

A ten-inch butterfly tattoo at the top of her ass-crack, one wing either side of the coccyx. Colours: red, blue and green. I shit you not.

According to the grapevine that we’re not supposed to have cuz it’ll skew the feedback stats, they’ve already started work on the next generation. In the meantime we’re still fine-tuning this one, “to feed into the next phase”. The jury’s out on what that actually means: all we know is, after the last set of software adjustments they sent ten machines to Montana, another fifteen to North and South Carolina, five to Florida and two to Arizona. The other’s in Pheonix so as far’s I know, I’m operating the only Angel this side of the state capital. Now for all my criticisms of the project, and I have them, I’m glad to be part of it. In fact I think I speak for all of us in your employ, O mighty Threshold Care Corporation, when I say we Angel-operators are so thrilled to have jobs we’d go just about anywhere you choose to send us. Wouldn’t suit anyone with a family and ties, but the job fits us just fine: we’d fly to the moon at an hour’s notice, is how happy we are with our pay-cheques. I been to some places on this gig I’d never’ve gotten to otherwise: Woonsocket, Rhode Island; Paragould, Arkansas; Black Diamond, Washington; Bismarck, North Dakota.

In terms of Lake Havasu City? Well put it this way, I drive over the original London Bridge every day on my way to the hospital without barely even noticing it. It musta been quite a landmark a century-ish ago when the millionaire dude imported it stone by stone from Ye Olde England to make a tourist feature, but now it’s just part of the general shitscape: highway, hotel complexes, Walgreen’s, and – which is where I’m headed – Starbucks. I’m a creature of habit. I stop, buy one, and drink it in the car. Ew, yeah.

I roll into the ICU, fire up my Angel. The sexy new ER doc’s there again, the one that called the bleach-swallower a primitive.

“Hi Medicine Man.”

“Hi Kylie. Call me Angus.”

He’s early twenties, but I’m in good shape, so I’m on his radar. Hmm. Dr Angus van der Kamp. Sounds like a bull.

“How’s it hanging today, Angus?” He can rampage me any time.

“It’s hanging good thanks Kylie.”

“So what’re we expecting today?”

“Ambulance is en route, due in fifteen. Car smash on the highway, oncoming truck driver DOA, some lesser injuries being seen to. We’ve got two coming in, both Angel candidates.”

“Cool. I like the challenge of multiples.”

He smiles. “Funny you should say that, Kylie. Me too. I appreciate that extra layer of decision-making.”

“Then we’ll make quite a team, Angus. But first I need more coffee, you want one?”

“No thanks, dude, off you go. I’ll beep if I need you.”

I head upstairs. What I really want’s a muffin but since like thirty seconds ago – dude! – I’m dieting. I buy a double-shot espresso and an apple which features on my inner list of permitted snack foods. Good girl Kylie. Nice display of self-restraint there. You shall go to the ball, you shall get naked with some prime beef before the day is done.

When I come back both tragedies are already in and hooked up. Old man and teenage kid, a family combo. The junior cop who came in with the ambulance, she must be a newbie, cuz she can’t stop staring at the messed-up leaking bodies, like the shock’s mesmerised her.

“It used to get to me too once upon a time but it don’t no more,” I tell her. “Hasn’t for the last three postings. Can’t afford it, mental-health-wise. You get jaded instead, is what happens. These two’ll get a good send-off I promise. They’ll leave this world happy. Off you go girl, we got work to do.”

When the door’s swung behind her, Medicine Man shoots me a look. “We’re not supposed to discuss it.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

He shrugs. “Be careful, dude, is all.” We start prepping up.

Dude. It’s the way he says it. Sexual without a doubt. That’s twice now. “You know what I thought, before I signed up for this gig, Angus?”

“Tell me, Kylie.”

“Well I worked obstetrics once. Loved it. You know, when you see ’em born, covered in blood and that white waxy shit and all, wriggling and then screaming and your heart goes yeah, yeah, yeah, you know? Life.”

He nods. “Sure. I been there too. Nothing like it.”

“Anyways my thinking was, working an Angel should be a similar kick. I mean, heading out can’t be that different from heading in, can it? Not if it’s done right. Big spiritual moment, kinda thing.”

His eyebrows go up. “But?”

“But I get right inside their cognitive system – I mean deep-level stuff – and the fact is, it’s not working how it should. And I’m not the only one thinks that. So it’s a kinda bittersweet experience, is what I’m saying.”

“You seemed happy enough with the kid last night, how that went.”

“The one you called a primitive? Yeah. I was. I mean, she smiled nice when she got her ass-tattoo. But there’s more to a good death than a smile, right? You gotta look at what the Angel’s promising here, figure out if it’s delivering.”

“Isn’t that why Threshold’s trialing it?”

“Sure. I’m just saying, they haven’t thought it through.”

“Kylie. You can trust me – but you can’t trust everyone. Didn’t you guys all sign some confidentiality pledge?”

“Oh that. Sure, whatever.” I smile. “It didn’t say we couldn’t discuss philosophy.”

He thinks for a minute, then grins back at me. “She wants philosophy, huh. OK. You know what this reminds me of?” he cocks his head at the tragedies.

“No, what?”

“The one that goes: I’d like to die peacefully in my sleep like my grandfather. Not screaming in terror like his passengers.”

I wasn’t expecting it: I laugh so hard I spit my coffee back into the cup.

Angus the clown.

It suits him.

I like him even more.

I’m still chuckling as I calibrate the Angel to my pulse, put on the helmet and dock in.

“Hi there. Kylie Wells, Angel operator, at your service.” The old geezer on the slab goes by the name of Jerry according to his ankle-tag. “So where have you mentally transported yourself to, my senior friend?” He’s well into shut-down but I have a knack with cognitive pathways, so I’m in soon enough. It takes a moment to adjust to his mind’s eye cuz he’s clearly been drinking but when I do, it’s a clear image.

We’re entering a casino, name of Treasure Island. Las Vegas, I’m guessing. It’s a popular destination. Symbolic in some way I guess. The lottery of life and yada yada. Never been to this particular joint, so I’m kinda interested. Brain tourism, you could call it. He loiters a bit near the entrance, taking in the ambience: the ventilated spice atmospheric, the horizon of heads, the clack of chips, the jewelled fingers, the beer-guts, the leathery cleavage-cracks. He’s feeling a hell of a lot younger than he really is. The old folk tend to. It’s a self-perception slash vanity thing.

No one pops up so I sketch in a host, the generic man’s man we refer to as Jimbo. I choose the version in his forties, cuz that’s the age Jerry’s feeling. Jimbo 2.

“I used to play a lot,” Jerry tells Jimbo 2, who’s playing doorman. “Never won big-time, not once. I’d come in and blow it the same night, left broke, the usual story, huh? Guess you’ve seen it a thousand times.”

“Sure have, sir,” says the doorman. They like being called sir. “So what brings you back to our fine establishment tonight?”

“Oh, a memory lane thing I guess. Farewell visit. Last try at cheating the system.”

Fascinating, the way on some level they always know. I guess it gets them ready for the acceptance part, with a little help from the meds.

The doorman laughs. “Dollar for every time I heard that one, I’d be Donald Trump.”

Jerry clucks his teeth, makes a face. “Yeah, call it a celebration. My daughter, she just tied the knot, over at the lake.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Five months pregnant, already got two, different fathers and her eldest’s retarded. Anyway up the aisle she goes. Snowball’s chance in hell of that one working out. I give it two years, max.”

“Who’s the lucky guy?”

“A florist. What kind of man becomes a goddamn florist?”

The doorman thinks for a moment. “How were the flowers?”

They both laugh, loud and meaty. “Wedding sure sucked. Family row, the usual shit. So I got up and came here.”

“You left your daughter’s wedding?”

“I guess. We don’t get along. It was nearly over. Anyways I was driving and here I am. All set to bet.”

I hate this guy by the way. Met him at death’s door fifty times too often. Always his own fault.

“Feeling lucky?” asks Jimbo 2.

“Matter of fact I am. Feel like I might just walk outta here with a few thou. No, let’s make that a million, why not. Yeah. I’m up for that.”

“That what you want, sir?”

“You betcha. Would you say no to a million, man?”

“No, sir, I would not. Well, happy gambling, and good luck to ya.”

“Yeah, nice talking.”

Jerry takes a breath, forces his way to the bar at the centre, buys a double scotch, knocks it back in one, then gets himself a hundred dollars’ worth of chips. Meanwhile here at Ground Control my stomach starts to rumble. Shoulda bought that muffin. Come on Jerry, pick a table and let’s get started, I’m thinking. But he isn’t progressing. I was expecting one of those smooth cool-guy exits, with Jerry here launching like a ship into the Great Beyond with his un-earned million in his pocket, and a big winner’s smile, false teeth blazing.

But it’s not to be, cuz Jerry’s sensing something’s wrong. You ever had a cat? You know when they’re about to sit somewhere, and instead of just sitting down, they turn around and around and around, like they can’t decide which compass-point their ass should point to? Well Jerry’s indecision, it’s like that. Kind of a circling the drain thing I guess.

The Angel’s registered that the client’s uncomfortable and losing his gambling nerve.

From the way he’s swaying now, as he heads for the men’s, you can tell he’s got that seasickness problem the tech guys can’t seem to crack. The Angel Wobble we call it. I co-feel stuff but so far I’ve been immune to that one. Some colleagues, it makes ’em puke.

Poor Jerry. He staggers to the sink and splashes cold water on his face, then takes a deep breath and looks up.

AAAGH! The line on my screen spikes, then plunges.

Jesus. Woah there, thinks Jerry. WOAH! Who’s that ugly old bastard in the mirror? He blinks with shock. Jesus. It’s me. What happened?

I can’t help laughing. He hurtles out faster than you can say, suck it up, old man.

So, scrub Las Vegas as a scenario.

Repeat offer? The Angel wants Jimbo 2 back in the frame.

I know Jerry won’t go for it, but I press OK anyway. Call it a little bet with myself.

“Hey big guy,” says Jimbo 2/Mr Doorman. “You quitting already?”

“Yeah,” goes Jerry. “Just didn’t feel right.” Like it’s some heroic moral choice he’s made.

The Angel tries again, with Jimbo 2 saying: “You ain’t tempted to go back in and take your chances?”

“Nah, man. It’s a young man’s game. I’m done here.”

“Told ya!” I yell at the machine. In my peripheral vision Angus van der Kamp turns round and looks at me with a question on his face. “Sorry. Got carried away there,” I tell him. “Angel’s an idiot. I’ll need to reboot Jerry here, he bailed outta the scenario.” I shift the input. “While he’s in limbo let’s do the girl.”

When the helmet’s re-calibrated I enter the kid, name of Jessie-May. She’s got mild cerebral palsy according to the notes, and in addition to that she’s all over the place, probably cuz her mother’s piggybacking. You get that sometimes. Parents, priests, exes from hell, et cetera. Parasite presences, usually malign. I include God here. I guess Ma’s a permanent fixture in Jessie-May’s psyche.

Takes a while to calibrate her, and once I’m in we’re straight into a bad memory. She just peed herself behind the wedding marquee and wet the front of her dress. When Ma found out she went apeshit and slapped her cheek right in front of the pastor.

Sorry ’bout that sir, said Ma. I know it don’t look too Christian, on my wedding day and all. But Jessie-May here’s got learning difficulties. And sometimes the fact is, a big girl needs a big slap. Pissing yourself at your own mother’s wedding. What kinda behaviour’s that, huh? I said, HUH?

And Jessie-May’s thinking: weddings suck. Everyone’s being mean. When Granddaddy leaves I’m hitching a ride.

I tweak the sensor, fast-forward her the hell out. Jeez, I thought my family was bad, God rest ’em.

So now she’s on her own in the desert, someplace near the scene of the crash no doubt, all dry dirt and clumps of tumbleweed and other bitch-scratch vegetation. No landmarks, except a hill up ahead, turbines sprouting out, spinning to the max. And down there in the valley, a grove. Almonds maybe. Whatever. It’s a long way off but she’s thirsty as hell. She’s still wearing the dress that she pissed all over behind the marquee. She hates it. Well I empathise with you there Jessie-May. Lavender silk. A dumb sash at the back, like she’s a Christmas parcel.

She’s just getting to wondering how the hell she got here. Now Jessie-May don’t think fast, but she thinks just fine – till Ma crashes in again.

Might not all be such a blur if you paid some attention, Missy. Might not be if you asked a few questions of whoever was driving the car, check they’re not over the alcohol limit.

If there was a way to un-fuse that bitch Ma from the kid I’d do it, believe me, but she makes a valid point.

Jessie-May’s main feeling right now is thirst: I’m getting it too. She’s remembering how Granddaddy told her about the time he got stuck out in the boondocks after some girlfriend dumped him, he woke up in a peach grove and just drank straight from one of them holes where the water bleeds outta the rubber irrigation pipe.

Come on kid, Kylie’s rooting for you here. Use that memory, it came to you for a reason. You’re not the only thirsty one here.

Up she gets. That’s my girl. Jessie-May’s legs don’t work too well but she makes it to the plantation and puts her cracked-up lips to the pipe that snakes along the first line of trees and sucks the water, too hot, with grit and all. Broken almond shells dig into her skin. A diesel and blood smell on her skin that I can’t completely fade back.

She sees a building over there. Some kind of kiosk.

So you gonna head that way and try get yourself cleaned up, or you gonna lie there and feel sorry for yasself, Princess? bitches Ma.

The sign’s hanging loose. Place looks abandoned. But there’ll be shade.

So what you waiting for, dumbass? Go for it, before I—

The door clangs as she pushes it open.

An old-fashioned bell.

Interesting Angel factoid: retro or even genre features can pop up in folk who have the TV on all day.

So she’s in, and I’m about to introduce a host when I see the sexy doc’s signalling at me.

“Kylie?” he mouths, pointing at the monitor.

Uh-oh, Jerry’s light’s flashing. He’s in the countdown phase. Unexpected. I slow Jessie-May’s trajectory as far as I can – her exit’s not too close at this point – and haul Jerry up. The reboot’s caused him to rewind a bit, chronology-wise. Another design fault. He’s outside, in the heat, probably right near where he crashed the car and half-killed himself and his grandkid. Landscape’s the same as where Jessie-May was, the turbines, the grove in the distance. Don’t look back, buddy, you won’t like what you see, it’ll be worse than the Treasure Island men’s room mirror, I promise.

Ahead, there’s a building. Some kind of hardware store, he reckons.

Another Angel factoid: eight times out of ten it’s a retail outlet.

He heads over. He’s still on the agitated side so I take him down a few notches till I get him there and through the door. Unlike Jessie-May’s there’s no bell on this one, it’s glass, a sensor-operated automatic opening system, but inside it’s dark and jumbled, the shelving stuffed with stock, a mix of new and second-hand. Rusty chisels and lathes, drills, glass jars full of nuts and bolts, others with nails in. In between there are the more up-to-date plastic-packaged items: Superglue, electric hedge trimmers, face masks.

Hmm, goes Jerry’s tragic little guy-brain, and he starts walking around looking at the shelves with a song from the radio in his head, she’s a good-hearted woman in love with a good-timin’ man, up and down, she loves him in spite of his wicked ways she don’t understand. Didn’t I have a list somewhere, of shit I needed? Bulbs, three-inch masonry nails, grout, some WD40 for that hinge in the garage? Yeah. Through teardrops and laughter they’ll pass through the world hand in hand, and I sure could do with a real nice set of screwdrivers. State-of-the-art, a proper grip on ’em, ten different sizes, the good hearted woman lovin’ her two-timin’ man—

And so it continues in this vein until he stumbles on – WOAH! – the bad stuff.

That happens, and you don’t always see it coming. I sure didn’t.

In his case it’s a bunch of weird broken shit in a heap. Trash, it looks like. A half-melted Barbie doll, a bike with its front wheel missing and no chain, a stringless banjo with a cracked back.

Regret alert.

Cue the Freudian slash Jungian craporama.

This is where they tend to flip into introspective mode, if they’re ever going to. The idea is, the broken objects represent their life’s mistakes, regrets, unfulfilled dreams and generalised misgivings. At which point they recognise they’ve done wrong, or failed to do right, then strain towards some hokey self-assessment and try to put it right, as in asking for forgiveness or somehow making their peace with it before they croak, cuz the Angel ain’t in the business of sending folk to hell, no matter how much they belong there, no sirree. So here’s where they do the thing they need to do, to so-called rest in peace.

But – bad programming again – most folk just don’t see what’s there in front of them. Take Jerry here. Now he don’t have much of an education, but he recognises this is significant, the melted Barbie in particular, something about Jessie-May being treated like shit by her Ma and probably the rest of the family too including him, but he’s too darn dumb to work it out. Failure of symbolism cues I guess, I seen it before, you can’t one hundred per cent blame Jerry for this screw-up. So he just stands there eyeing the pile of junk¸ feeling vaguely blue, not coming to any conclusions, singing his little Waylon Jennings cheatin’ song, sorta wanting to fix things but with no idea how, even though he’s surrounded by tools and repair kits. Go figure.

It’s not going to develop, I can see that, so I bring in Jimbo 3, nicknamed “Jimbo the Sage” because of his great age of around 85 and his supposed backwoods old-timer wisdom, in an attempt to kick Jerry into a new focus.

“Howdy. What can I do you for, sir?” says Jimbo 3.

“Well I’m not sure.”

“That’s often the way. You find us OK?” asks Jimbo 3.

“Think so. Anyways, here I am. Feeling kinda weird.”

“A common complaint, sir. Folk can have real trouble getting here. By the time they reach us, some have had the time to ponder what they’re after so they’re pretty specific. Others – perhaps like you, sir – haven’t managed to pinpoint it yet. Do you have any ideas?”

“I musta done before I came in. Not so sure now, I have to admit it. I was in Vegas but I changed my mind.”

“Well, just take a look around, take your time, sir. No hurry.” (The system’s not being quite truthful with him here. Jerry the drunk driver/granddaughter killer’s got precisely twenty-three seconds left.)

“Hey by the way. My granddaughter. Jessie-May. I think I lost her. You seen a kid don’t look right, in a bridesmaid’s dress?”

Aha, now we’re getting somewhere – but he’d better hurry, the timeout’s flashing.

Go on Jerry, I’m rooting for ya.

Jimbo 3 says, “You didn’t lose her sir. She’s right here, being taken good care of. You want to see her? Have a word?”

“Sure. Sure I do. I mean, in a minute. Right now I’m wondering, you got any real nice state-of-the-art-type screwdriver kits?”

“Oh shit, you dork!” I yell. The sexy doc looks up.

“You OK there?” he mouths. I nod.

The host says, “Screwdrivers? We sure have sir.” Twelve, eleven, ten…

“Great. Let’s see ’em.”

Jimbo 3 goes: “And Jessie-May, sir? Did you want to see her, say a few words?”

Go on, you dick!

“Sure man, in a sec. I’m talking the kind with the magnetised tip, you got them, right?”

Jesus.

“We do indeed. Kit coming right up sir.” From nowhere a box appears and the lid flips open to reveal a gleaming array of stainless-steel screwdrivers. Even I’m impressed.

“Can you beat that, sir?” asks Jimbo 3.

No you can’t, cuz just look at Jerry’s big old doofus smile, ear to ear and glory be. The camera clicks and clinches the money shot – interestingly, the one thing the Angel never fails on – and Jerry exhales, with his last breath, the immortal words: “Wow, willya just look at those big boys. Now that’s what I call a classy–”

Then zaps. Game over.

What a grade-A prick.

I sign him out. “All done,” I tell Angus van der Kamp. “You can package him.”

“Kylie, is something up?” goes Angus while he’s sealing Jerry’s liquid-bags. “You seem kinda mad.”

“I am. It gets to me, is all. Last chance to see his grandkid, and he opts for tools.” I jerk my thumb at the screen. “See that smile? Happy as a pig in shit.”

His eyes sparkle at me.

“Dude. Not screaming in terror like his passengers?”

He’s done it again, caught me unawares, and I’m laughing till I just about cry. I like this guy, I really do.

“This is the real me,” I tell him. “In case you were wondering.”

“I was never in doubt. So what now?”

“Back to the kid.”

There isn’t much time, as it turns out, cuz her countdown sped up while we were preoccupied with Jerry.

She’s in a store, similar to granddaddy’s but with candy.

“Welcome,” says a voice. Jessie-May turns. The host-lady she’s summoned looks like her Ma, but nice, and not pregnant or in a wedding dress. Softer, less make-up, less mean. She sinks down to look Jessie-May in the eye, all kind and concerned. Smooth skin, smells of honey and roses.

“What’s your name sweetheart?”

“Jessie-May.”

“Pretty name! How can I help you?”

“Is this a store?”

“It’s whatever you like,” says the lady, and smiles. “Do you have any idea what you’d like on this mighty hot day?”

“You have ice cream?”

“Sure, hon. Got a whole freezerful out back. Baskin Robbins, Ben and Jerry’s, Häagen Dazs, you name it. Got a favourite flavour?”

Jesus. Not again.

You see, this is the point where it goes wrong. Systematically. Look at Jessie-May: she’s talking ice cream now because that’s what she was prompted to do with that “mighty hot day” shit, and naming the goddamn brands: that’s what an attorney would call a leading question. So now we’re into Peanut Butter, Bubblegum, Double Chocolate Chip and blah blah. Now I’ve been here a thousand times, it feels like. I know how it ends. They exit thinking of a favourite ice cream flavour slash sexual position slash, in Grandpa Jerry’s case, set of goddamn screwdrivers. Now maybe that’s a cool way to go. But ask yourself, is that what the system was designed for?

“Jesus, this seriously sucks,” I tell Angus van der Kamp, when the kid’s zapped out. She’s got a cute smile, maybe her Ma’ll take a look at the pic and have some long dark nights of the soul concerning the shit way she treated her. But more likely she’ll say to herself and everyone, I did everything I could for her as a mother, Jessie-May was my pride and joy, she died knowing she was loved, just look at her, that smile encapsulates the essence of my adorable girl. “This is, like, a total downer. Sweet Parting my ass. An expensive blunt instrument is all this system is.”

“Can I get you anything Kylie?” asks Medicine Man, looking up. “Would more coffee perk you up?” He’s got a hint of stubble, I like that. And you can tell he works out.

“Nah, I’m already too wired. You got any chewing gum?”

“Sure.” He fishes in his pocket, pulls out – woah. Like, about seven varieties. Including a brand new one.

“Ginko Berry? You’re kidding me. Never seen that before. Gotta give that a go.”

“Knock yourself out.”

I unwrap it and chew. “Mmm, weird.”

“Cos it’s new. Things’re always weird the first time.”

“Make me laugh, Angus. You got any more jokes?”

He thinks. “How did Captain Hook die?”

“Go on.”

“He scratched his ass with the wrong hand.”

I crack up again. A little hysterically, if I’m honest. “You’re in the wrong line of business, doc. Nice one.”

He puts his hand on my arm. He’s strong, his skin’s warm. I look at his wrist. I could never resist a man’s hairy wrist.

“How about a drink this evening, Kylie? I think you’ve earned one.”

I chew on the ginko berry. It’s growing on me. “As in, a date?”

“As in.”

Hey. Hey. “You betcha.”

“Good. You got a favourite bar, Kylie?”

I smile. “I sure have.”

I write down my address and hand him the piece of paper.

He reads it, takes in what it’s telling him, smiles back at me big and slow, then he glances around to check if anyone’s there before kissing me long and hard on the lips, right there in the ICU cubicle. Jesus, it’s so good I swallow my gum. Jesus, he’s hot. He pulls away and looks me deep in the eyes. “So, what would you wish for if you were hooked up to the Angel right now then, Kylie?” he whispers.

I laugh. “Well you know the answer to that one, Angus van der Kamp. You ain’t dumb.”

He cocks an eyebrow. “But I want to hear it, baby. From you.”

“OK. I’d wish for someone hot to give me the fuck of my life.”

“Well I think that can be arranged.”

“You sound confident.”

“I am.”

“You like lingerie, Medicine Man? I got a wide selection.”

He throws back his head and laughs, deep and throaty. “Jesus, Kylie. I think you might just be the woman of my dreams.”

And it was the fuck of my life. Outta this world. Unbelievable. Life-changing. I’m still pulsing from it, high on my first ever set of multiple orgasms. Twenty-seven, since you ask. I’m not shitting you. And no, I wouldnta believed it either. We’re lying on my big bed with the fan turning above us, the noise of the lake in the distance, outboard motors and cat-calls and music. He’s not one of those guys falls asleep right after which is good, cuz sex wakes me right up, gets my brain going. I’m a bit drunk, seeing as we’ve got through half a bottle of Southern Comfort already. So we’re cooling off, lying there smoking and handing the bottle to and fro.

“So now the fairy godmother has granted your sex wish, do you have any more?” he wants to know. I blow out smoke.

“Yeah. I do. I been thinking about that kid today, Jessie-May. And the one yesterday, the primitive. Can’t shake them off. I want to know what the Angel’s really for.”

He takes a swig of Southern Comfort, toys with a strand of my hair. “You’re not supposed to discuss it with anyone outside of Threshold, I heard. Didn’t you take a pledge?”

“Come on, it’s not some federal secret. Anyway I gotta get it outta my system, it makes me feel so damn helpless.”

“You’ve praised it other times.”

“Well not today.” I got this mean little rage building, about the whole Sweet Parting deal. “Might as well use a stun-gun on the poor bastards, get it over with, instead of horsing around in their hippocampuses, jinxing their dumbass psyches, stirring up stuff best left buried. Now maybe I’ll never properly get the hang of administering it but I’ve talked to some of my fellow operators in chat-rooms, ya know?”

“You have?”

“Sure. And get this, they report the same trouble. So I’m not alone. It’s the wrong questions it’s asking, is all. Bad programming. Bad priorities. There are ethical dimensions to this which are way beyond our remit. When it comes to the core of it, we don’t even like to go there, moral-question-wise. We’re technicians. We didn’t sign up for this. We’re talking inbuilt systematic incompetence. Something as important as this? You don’t let Caltech aspie nerds design it. You bring in expert psychologists, right? I mean that kid today, Jessie-May? Now for what it’s worth, d’you know what I think she really wanted? A decent Ma, is what. There was a lady in the store. It was her shitbag Ma, turned nice, offering her ice cream. But does Jessie-May ask for a hug, does the good Ma offer her one? No, cuz the Angel’s a dumbass. It gets her to the brink but it’s not her Ma, it’s a lady selling ice cream. Trigger-image recognition failure or whatever. Or it’s a language issue, maybe change the tense of the verb or something? I’m no linguistic cognoscenti but my thought is, skew it to something like, ‘What would you have wanted, if your life wasn’t about to end?’”

“I’m listening dude.” He hands me the bottle, I take a big swig. Good feeling.

“So you plug me up to the Angel and here’s what I say: I say I wanna give Threshold Care Systems a piece of my mind, ask them what they’re really up to, cuz you can bet they’ve got a hidden agenda.”

He rolls over and props himself on his elbow. “Hmm. Wonder how that would go.”

I sit up and look him in the eye. “I’d say to the host, whoever it was, I’d like to get to the bottom of this shit.”

He nods. “And the host’d go, let me guess. It’d go, Don’t you already know the answer to that, Kylie?”

I bang the pillow. “Yeah, exactly. The client always has the answer buried within his own mind, and blah blah. So I’d say, Well the military-industrial complex has to be behind it somehow, right?”

“And the host says?”

I inhale deep and blow out slow. “He or she – probably a he in my case – says Right, Kylie. Got it in one. And I’m like, I knew it. I mean you have to ask yourself, as an Angel operator, who are the real clients, cuz there ain’t no advantage I can see, in the military-industrial complex finding out what Jo Schmo’s last wish is, and making his passing a thing of ease. Cuz a bleach-swallower with an ass-crack tattoo or a spastic kid dreaming of Peanut Butter ice cream or a drunk driver selecting his dream screwdriver kit isn’t something you spend a billion dollars on. They’re so low down the food chain they’re like, amoeba. So like I said. You want a machine that gets to find out, you know… big thoughts. Thinking outta the box, you know? Beyond the mall. Secrets maybe. Famous people. Presidents and shit, what they regret, what they never told anyone, what they dreamed about achieving that they never said aloud. People whose minds are worth exploring. That’s what I’d use it for, if I was them.”

“Hmm.” He lies back on the pillow, his arms tucked behind his head in a way that shows off his world-class chest. “You know, Kylie, I have a hunch you’re right.”

“I know I am.”

“Well say you are. And say I’m being the host here.”

“Shoot.”

“Would what you’ve just articulated answer your question about the system’s purpose? Its raison d’être?”

Raison d’être. Primitive. He has a way with words. I think. “Yeah. I guess it would.” I take another deep drag, and another swig of bourbon, and let the two sets of chemicals do their combined work. “I guess it… does.” Something’s sinking in. “Angus van der Kamp?”

“Yeah, babe?”

“I’m not sure how to broach this, but… are we entering a different… register here?”

He shrugs. “Hmm. You could say that. I mean, you’ve had the fuck of your life—”

“Well. Yeah. There’s one thing I couldnta dreamed up.”

He bursts out laughing. “And yet you did. That’s what I love about you, Kylie. Your imagination’s bigger than you think. Just look at today. You won, Kylie. You won! You had some spectacular orgasms, and in addition to that you answered your own questions about Threshold and its agenda. Seems like the Sweet Parting’s more sophisticated and generous than you give it credit for.”

“So the military-industrial complex is giving women multiple orgasms now, out of the kindness of its heart? Come on.”

He laughs. “I guess not. Maybe you need to think it through here, Kylie. Apply your mind to the question. You’re a smart dude.”

We don’t say anything for a bit, his hand resting on my boob. It feels good. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I’ve worked out more than I think. “I guess NASA didn’t send guys to the moon just so I can fry an egg that doesn’t stick, and maybe, by the same logic, Threshold didn’t develop the Angel so Jessie-May could get an ice cream. I guess… well, side-products can be like, a driving force? I heard it’s general business policy that the commercial arm of any enterprise funds the R-and-D. Simple housekeeping I guess. So it figures.”

He nods. “So although the system’s got its glitches, and you’ve been pointing them out eloquently, Kylie, you gotta remember something. The final moments and feelings of ordinary folk – the bleach-swallowers and the Jerrys and the Jessie-Mays – they’re valuable too.”

“As in, commercially saleable?”

He shrugs. “Sure. Nothing wrong with that, is there?”

“So the idea is, these goodbye smiles, they get commissioned in advance, by whoever’s willing to pay for a good death cuz they’re scared of having a bad one? And health insurance is involved, cuz either you’re covered for it or you’re not? And all of that pays for Threshold to develop its real system? The secret military brain-picking one, or whatever evil shit it is?”

“Woah, how did the word evil creep in there, dude? The intent is patriotic, you must know that. Anyway, is that really so wrong? Did you want Jessie-May to be the passenger screaming in agony? If the choice was that or an ice cream, which would you choose for her? See? Simple. No contest.”

I take another long slow swig of Southern Comfort, haul some more nicotine into my lungs. I’m beginning to get a perspective on things here. I know it’s too late (I swallowed the ginko berry gum, didn’t I?) but at least I can see it. At least I’ve got some clarity.

“You’re a swell dude, Kylie,” Angus says. “And I’m not just being a good host here. You really made something of your life, you know? And your work on developing the system? The feedback you just gave on the Angel? It’ll prove useful, truly. You should be proud.”

I think for a moment. “I’m not unhappy, I guess. But, well. It’s a shock. I wasn’t expecting this, is all.”

“No one ever is. Not really. But the system works better than you think. And you’d be wrong to believe that Threshold hasn’t thought it all through.” He snuggles up and presses his face to my ear. We lie there for a while, just breathing, and then he whispers, “I love you, Kylie. Dude. I want you to know that.”

My heart swells, huge and simple as the sun. I smile – why would’t I? and I hear the camera click.

“Was that for me, honey?” he whispers, soft. “It felt like it was.”

I think. “No. It was for me. That was me, saying Goodbye, Life, it was nice knowing ya.” Weird, that acceptance thing. I seen it before from the outside, never quite got it. But now—

Yeah. I do. I absolutely do.

He kisses me again, gentle, on the lips. “So Kylie, dude,” he murmurs. “Are you good to go?”

And yes. Oh yes. To my surprise, and my joy, I am.
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Choosing faces

Lavie Tidhar

Short story

Aposse of Arnies patrols the Cathedral of Saint John the Baptist in Turin. Life is precious, source and target, copy and original. I put them under with narcotic darts and disable the alarm on my way in with codes I have stolen from the Bruce.

I do not kill the Arnies. I do not wantonly destroy.

The Catholic Church defines three levels of holy relics. These, as it turns out, are still used today by gene and relic-hunters. Third-class relics are ones that have been touched by a saint. These are the least useful for our purposes: whatever DNA material may have been left is in all likelihood long gone. Second-class relics are ones that were worn by a saint, and these offer a better chance of rebirthing, mostly of the minor saints. First-class relics, however, are those directly associated with the life of Jesus Christ, and of these, the most significant, and most heavily-guarded, is the Shroud.

There have been significant arguments and several UN resolutions regarding the genetic copyright of Jesus of Nazareth. The Vatican was the first to claim ownership but the State of Israel claimed previous right-of-way, and into the melée have stepped various American pastors, the Mormons, and an obscure UFO-based religion claiming Jesus under supposed evidence of alien DNA. The dispute has never been resolved, but there are few conflicts one can’t resolve with a gun.

“You will not pass,” John the Baptist says in passable English. He is holding an Uzi and glares at me menacingly. His bones were found in a Bulgarian monastery, on Sveti Ivan Island, in the early noughties. Church-approved cloners have since replicated him hundreds of times. He is a thick-armed, wiry Jewish man, dark skinned and humourless. I put a dart in him and am about to approach the reliquary when I find the cathedral’s real defences.

Mother Teresa.

Mother Teresa, multiplied by seven.

Mother Teresa, multiplied by seven, and all of them holding big fucking machine guns.

I duck as they open fire.

The following fight isn’t pretty. But somehow I make it through, and to the Shroud.

They pursue me across Italy and France but lose me at last at the Channel. I make it back to London and go to the cinema with Bruce, the vial implanted in the false tip of my thumb. We watch Casablanca, and make out in the back seats of the theatre, in the dark.

Bruce

1

It was a party in Camden Market, late. We were standing in a bowl of glass lit by torches, a Sumerian-themed restaurant a floor above the market. Moving black escalators led up into the building. It snowed outside, white flakes falling as we drank and danced.

I guess I just wanted love. I guess she was just looking for something real. And I guess neither of us got exactly what we wanted.

She wore her hair like a black halo, muscled arms in a sleeveless top, she made you think of an action heroine in an old movie, fighting wiry kung-fu men in an American war in Asia. Marlene Dietrich was serving drinks behind the long bar. “What do you do?” she said. We were both sipping champagne. I nodded at the Marlene. “CEA,” I said.

“Copyright Enforcement Agency?” She looked impressed, or amused, I couldn’t quite tell. “Do you have a gun?” she said.

“Yes.”

“Did you ever kill anyone?”

“Rarely,” I said, laughing.

“Oh, so it’s…”

“It’s not like in the movies,” I said. Thinking of the East European factory we busted, several years back. They had a dormitory full of product – young Sylvesters, Bruces, Jean-Claudes, imperfect copies, slack-jawed and hollow eyed, of a line that was never all that popular after its brief heyday. It was an abandoned factory building far from habitation. The gang that ran it had filming equipment. They went through the copies like tissues, sometimes wasting four or five on a single shoot. Bruce on Jean-Claude, Sylvester on Sylvester on Sylvester, bloodsport gangbangs with razor blades. When we took them down, the ring operators came quietly, even smirking. Worst they’d get was, what, five to ten? With time off for good behaviour. We destroyed the copies. They were lined inside, waiting. Only one tried anything, with a wordless cry he kicked up, a Jean-Claude and agile with it, but you could tell he knew it was no use even before I shot him.

The rest merely stood there. There is something almost eerie about copies. The code never comes out quite right. They’re cheap, mass-produced in labs all over. These days any kid with a gene kit and a bathtub can grow his own Elvis. We went past them and shot each one in the head. It’s the best way. Then we brought in the flamethrowers and burned the place down.

None of which I told her when she asked. I just smiled. A part of me wondered if she, too, was a copy. You can’t always tell, and it’s an occupational hazard. The other part of me didn’t care. I asked her if she’d like to dance and she said yes, and we swayed there, in that glass bowl, with the snow like a benediction falling outside.

2

Her name was Pam and she was a copy artist, which made me uncomfortable. Her workspace was filled with computers and growing vats and body parts emerging half-formed out of a green-grey goo.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” she said. “I love the sense of copies as people, or as layers of history you can just reach a hand and, literally, touch. Hurt. Make love to.”

“What do you do when they’re,” I said, and stopped. “When they’re finished?” I said.

“If they become aware, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Some never do, you know. My success rate is still only thirty percent. The ones that don’t make it I take apart, recycle.” She showed me a half-finished copy, Marilyn Monroe cross-hatched into Osama bin Laden. Shark fins stuck out of the living corpse’s arms and torso.

We made love on her unmade bed, with the Marilyn/Osama hybrid watching us silently where it hung on a hook. In the night I was aware of it blinking wet eyes, staring at us in the dark. I could smell the Thames through the open window, we were somewhere south of the river. Pam was strong, her body moved above mine as we rocked together, her sweat against my skin making us slippery to each other. Later she slept easily, with even breaths, while I lay in the dark, still feeling the motion of bodies like water, and thinking of Somalia.
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We came on the ships at dusk. We hid on the shore, watching them through infra-red. Massive hulls of ancient seagoing vessels, liberated from their multinational owners by a different sort of pirate, in a different age. Now they sat, part-submerged in water, dark and seemingly lifeless. Switch to thermal imaging, though, and the ships burned with internal heat: a mass of bodies crammed close together, one on top of the other. E-Somaliland had declared independence from contested Somalia, creating a non-IP haven where the Agency could not operate overtly. Ethiopian troops made the bulk of the attack. We were there primarily as observers.

We stormed the ships at sunrise; helicopters swooped overhead as commandos in black-painted dinghies raced across the calm sea. A bloody firefight erupted and I watched bodies fall into the water.

I was part of the second wave of attack, the pirates subdued, men and women in white smocks dragged from the hidden labs inside and placed on deck and handcuffed. I looked at the cargo manifest, whistling at the numbers. We saw it next: a ship that had once been an oil tanker was now packed floor to ceiling with Elvises, all destined for the clandestine North American market. There was every type of Elvis: young soldier Elvis, old bloated Elvis. Row upon row they lay there, naked, tagged, ready to be shipped.

The final ship was the hardest to bring under control. We later found out why. The scientist-pirates had been killed, their throats cut, their bodies left on deck for the birds. A craze some years back for that special mindset possessed by great men and dictators had led to an upping in orders for Amins, Kims, Ian Smiths and the like. Now a shipful of imperfect copies were rising against their overseers, shambling up the stairs like living death, killing anything in their path. I watched from the deck of the Elvis ship; the firefight lasted into the night before the decision was made to drown the ship. I watched Idi Amins without number trying to swim to shore, and the soldiers, on decks above, opening fire with oiled Uzis. The blood attracted sharks, who did not distinguish between original and copy.
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I lost track of how many Hitlers.
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Many of which congregated then and still in South America. Argentina, Brazil… there seemed to be an endless market for the copies but it was only when they got loose that I had to be called in, tracking them through Indian villages and ancient Inca trails and, upon finding them at last, little lost Hitlers, had to be Nuremberg judge and executioner at once.

6

When Pam woke I was drifting off, cast asleep, adrift on a black sea. The stars all had faces and their faces were all the same.

“Coffee?” she said. I blinked sleep away, said, “In a mo—” and stopped. “What the hell is that?” I said.

The thing was like a giant mechanical cat. It purred at me and blinked large, plastic eyes.

“This is Ivan,” Pam said. “He’s the oldest Tamagotchi in the world.”

“Tamagotchi?” Then I remembered – virtual pets, carried around in little plastic storage devices, antiques. “How?” I said.

“Ivan was my first virtual,” she said. “My grandmother had him before me. I looked after him ever since I was a girl. He’s had all kinds of upgrades, modifications, over the years. He once married a Moon Princess and, once, he escaped into the networks and I spent over six months hunting for him, the poor thing. He is not very smart but he loves me. After he went rogue I didn’t think it would be fair to keep him in the original casing so I had him transferred to a new body. He likes it much more, don’t you, Ivan?”

Ivan came closer and sniffed me. Then he licked my face.

“I’m hoping he becomes self-aware one day,” Pam said. “But if he ever does, he won’t be himself anymore.”

She sounded sad about that and I didn’t want her to be sad.

“Pam…” I said.

“No,” she said. And, “It was a mistake, bringing you here. I want you to leave.”

“Why?”

“Because of what you do. Because of what you are.”

“And what am I?”

“Blind,” she said. “Please, Bruce.”

I didn’t know why she called me that. But I left her apartment and found myself in Elephant and Castle, walking towards Waterloo on foot, breathing in the cold air, thinking about things that didn’t add up, no matter how much you tried to put them together.
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The gold rush proper started with the need to get hold of suitable genetic material. Which is where specialist collectors’ shops came in, and is how Stanley Gibbons became, innocently and almost by accident, the world’s leading agency for DNA.

In addition to their stamp business, SG used to specialise – under their Fraser’s Autographs banner – in collectible celebrity items. They sold autographs, mostly, and sometimes movie props, letters, rare photos – that sort of thing. What they also sold, however – to the discerning collector who needed that much more for his money – was hair.

When the market in copies suddenly exploded, it took people a while to understand the needs of the market. Those who moved early became rich overnight. Back in the early decades of the century, SG were selling five strands of hair from King George III, for instance, for a pitiful six hundred pounds. You could get a Melanie Griffiths for a fifty pound note. You could get George Washington, Charles Dickens and Duke Ellington and still have change left over from fifteen hundred. You could get Tom Cruise for a measly seventy-five.

The hunt was on for genetic material. The Kunming Labs cornered the market on Cruise, buying up all available genetic material. They began to churn out Cruise copies, the first mass-produced copies destined for both the domestic and international market. Dickens became a particular status symbol. “I have a Dickens, you know,” confessed countless bibliophiles to their party guests, proudly bringing out the celebrated author’s copy on a leash.

The Church of Scientology bought up any dubious Hubbard item to come on the market. Their off-shore factory in the Maldives churned out cheerful young Lafayettes by the hundreds and, as a by-product, killed forever the field of science fiction. Hundreds of Hubbards were interviewed before hundreds of Oprahs. Even Fiji TV had their own Oprah Show, with several Oprahs rotating in reserve.

Elvises sold like Tamagotchis. A single hair was all you needed of a person: organised crime muscled in on the action, controlling the market in contraband DNA. A ruthless murder in Primrose Hill found a Russian oligarch massacred in his mansion, surrounded by the bullet-ridden corpses of his dozen Schwarzenegger bodyguards. Wikileaks, getting hold of highly secret DNA sequences, released them on the internet, ushering in the first era of open-source copying. Julian Assange was murdered and resurrected and murdered and resurrected again in a dozen countries.

Into that whole sorry mess stepped the CEA, with a licence to destroy, able to operate in all major copyright zones: an international police force determined to stamp out the illegal replication of unauthorised copies. CEA agents were the best of the best. We had to be.
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I remember a cage fight. This was on an island off the coast of Borneo, an FTZ where we had no jurisdiction. The club was enormous, strobe lights flashed overhead and in the massive cages set on the dance floor I could see Richard Nixon fighting Osama bin Laden, the one stoic, swinging a mean left hook without expression, the other light on his feet. Collars around their necks ensured they would not stop fighting, electric current shocking them if they tried to refuse. In another cage Hillary Clinton was boxing with Golda Meir and, from what I saw, was winning on technicalities. I was there to meet a contact, collect information on a cloners’ ring operating out of Malaysia, but he or she never showed up. Instead I wandered that space, getting lost. I stumbled outside into bright sunlight and saw, as far as the horizon, copies dancing in unison to a music I could not hear. It was so silent, there in the bright sunlight, and I saw them all, moving soundlessly, their faces all turned to the sun, their eyes closed, Elvises and Nixons, Amins and Monroes, Oprahs and Madonnas, Mandelas and Osamas and Thatchers and Cruises, a sea of familiar faces, as familiar to me as my own.

For a moment I stood there and the sadness took me. A part of me wanted to join them, to sway in the sun, to be a part of what they represented. Then I came back to myself, seconds or minutes later, and I went back inside, into the shade.
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“Pam? It’s me.”

“Hey.”

“I wanted to see you again.”

“I… wanted to see you too.”

A silence between us, stretching.

“That’s good,” I said, and she laughed.

“Yeah.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow. No! Today. I don’t know. Bruce…”

“Why do you call me that?”

“I don’t know what else to call you.”
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I never remember dying. My life is spliced together out of desperate fights, insurmountable odds. The joins are like moments of darkness, each transition almost seamless.

I remember this place in the South Pacific. A Kim Dotcom clone with dreams of empire had built himself a headquarters on a rent-an-island filled with armed guards and growing vats. They were churning out Kim Dotcoms by the tonne and shipping them out using converted tankers. I landed unseen, shedding my dark diver’s suit as I stepped onto the sand. Naked, I followed the paths in the tropical foliage, a knife in my hand. Then I saw them.

Bruce Lees.

Hundreds of Bruce Lees, patrolling.

One spotted me. Then the others. I waded into the fight, naked but for the knife in my hand, and they came at me.
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I landed again on the island, not questioning how I was here again. This time I made it as far as the palace gates.
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I landed again on the island, armed with two Uzis. I made it inside the buildings before the Bruce Lees got to me. I was a match for any of them, but they outnumbered me.
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Armed with a rocket launcher.
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Armed with a samurai sword, I finally ran Kim through.
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I don’t know where the moves came from. They were just there.
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“What am I going to do with you?” Pam said. We were on the South Bank and snow fell gently into the river and the drops dissolved into the water. She wore a long black coat. I had on jeans and a shirt.

“They want me to go on another mission, soon,” I said.

“Will you come back?”

“I always come back.”

“Would it still be you?”

I didn’t know what she meant. “Do you believe in the soul? Someone said to me once: copies are all imperfect shards of the same original, and the soul gets diluted and spread amongst them. They’re not real. We don’t kill them, Pam. We destroy property. You know?”

“I make them, you unmake them?”

“But yours are hand-crafted. The problem is when they’re mass-produced and the cloners don’t pay royalty.”

“Like if you think you own your own genome code,” she said, and laughed. Snow fell on the water. I went to her and drew her close. “I love you,” I said.

I kissed her and her lips were warm, alive. They were real. When we parted she was smiling, slightly.

“Oh, Bruce,” she said. “If only you could save the world again.”
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I remember that factory in Eastern Europe, entering the dormitories where they kept the copies, rows upon rows of Jean-Claudes and Sylvesters and Bruces. I remember going down that row, the gun in my hand, the copies lined up silently, waiting for me. I remember looking into each of their faces as they stared back at my own.

Pam

1

Hateful enemy agent, CEA scum, your skin is the colour of lobster flesh cooked in butter, your face is reminiscent of the worst of the American imperialist dream as seen on late-night television.

It is time for me to step away from the dance, to remove the face I wear in favour of another, truer.

I have saved the world eight hundred and seventy-three times, while you lie in your bed, sleeping, dreaming of former glory. Disgraceful copy of a copy, how I loathe you, your touch, your smell, immoral hunter, killer, in service of the machine. It is time for me to step away from the dance, remove my many masks, time for me to flit like a shadow along the dimly lit streets of this city, this London, over the Thames, from south to north, along the points of a Harry Beck map, leapfrogging and hopping like an advancing army, an army you cannot see.

I sent a Darknet message to my contact: I was on my way. I arrived in Willesden Junction into streets alive with the motion of writhing bodies, an organic orgy breeding supple streetlamps and traffic lights out of the dead land. Trains like giant rodents crawled along criss-crossing tracks. Entering a residential block, it was alive with a vast bass beat which swallowed words and music both, the beating of a heart, the heart of a revolution. There were no walls, no levels. They had been removed to make this open space. I threaded my way through the dancers, so many dancers, copies and copied, destination and source, like an old MS-DOS command. Strobe lights hid rather than illuminated. In their faces I sought my own. I am Pam, the Prophet’s Fist, She Who Has Been Resurrected. Call me what you will but only call me at your peril. I passed pushers selling weed, Es, acid, Special K, coke, horse, and generic no-brand paracetamol. They moved out of my way.

Toilet cubicles had been erected at the back of this abandoned council building. I heard grunts from inside, lost cries of passion swallowed by the beat as humans attempted to make copies the old-fashioned way. Set into the cheap plaster wall was a white door. I placed my hand against it.

“By the name of Doctorow and the Apostles, let me enter,” I said.

I felt a pinprick of pain, saw blood well on the tip of my index finger. The blood soaked into the wall. Hidden machines analysed it, for the blood is the life, and the life is blood. The door opened. I stepped through. It closed behind me and the beat of the bass receded but never vanished. I stood in a dark room.

“Child.” His voice boomed across the room, magnified by the amps built into his prodigious neck. They were like wet gills on the Man from Atlantis. They moved like twin obscene mouths, suckling at the foetid air. He was huge, a mountain of flesh. His skin was pink like grapefruit. His eyes were hidden behind shades. He wore only white. They all did. All five thousand identical copies of the Army of the Kim Dotcoms.
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Kim Dotcom was the first man to be torrented. He was a revolutionary, the Megamix Marx, the Bitshare Che. When the genetic land-grab began in earnest and the human genome began to be sequestered and copyrighted piecemeal, the Movement arose. A combine of BoingBoing users, Anonymous activists and pre-Hubbard Resurrection sci-fi fans joined forces to illegally distribute stolen genetic code. Soon wars erupted between the pirates and the legal copyright holders, both online and in the real world. In one notable incidence the Fifth Hungarian Republic, led by an early copy of the poet Attila József, annexed all genetic proprietary material to the state, barring individuals and companies from ownership. They were toppled a mere three weeks later in a coup carried out by an army of Trump bots.

Things got worse, fast.

Thirty Robert Mugabe copies escaped from a cloner facility in South Africa and headed north and across the border. Within weeks Mugabeland, as the new Zimbabwe came to be called, was under the Rule of Thirty and, within a year, it had splintered into rival zones each ruled by a copy. It was a dark time in Zimbabwean history, a time that pitted brother against brother and Mugabe against Mugabe against Mugabe.

After repeated threats, the United States invaded the Cayman Islands, a British protectorate south of Cuba where the rich and powerful had traditionally deposited their wealth, illegitimate children and current or discarded lovers – and, of course, their genetic fortunes. A group of islanders with Anonymous sympathies, however, had hacked into the secure bank system and posted the genetic code of the richest one percent of the world’s population online. Every Grameen Bank microfinancing initiative in the world suddenly had its very own George Soros working for it. Hong Kong triads settled old scores by setting up illicit Donald Trump fighting rings in dark subterranean rooms. They bet on the outcome: “Getting fired by the Trump” got itself a whole new meaning.

It got worse.

Royalists innocently copying their favourite monarchs inadvertently toppled the British monarchy as enraged copies of HRH Elizabeth II, storming Buckingham Palace, found themselves faced by genetically-exact predecessors with a preceding and valid claim to the throne. Matters were not made easier by a George III guerrilla movement issuing multiple threats against the United States.

The Israelis passed a law annexing all Jewish genetic material to the state. They thus laid copyright claim to Einstein, who finally accepted the offer first extended to his original in 1952 to become president of the State of Israel. The Israelis also gene-grabbed J. Robert Oppenheimer, Robert Hofstadter, Otto Frisch, Nathan Rosen and, of course, John von Neumann and Niels Bohr. The resultant nuclear research facility in the Negev desert was placed under intense security and total media blackout. The escape of a lone Einstein twenty-four months later, across the desert and into Egypt, was reported in the broadsheets but was widely believed to be a hoax. Were it to be believed, the story suggested that the Israelis had managed to open an Einstein-Rosen Bridge, a thousand feet under the desert floor, which opened up onto another universe altogether and into which Jewish mass emigration, or aliyah, was being carried out.

Then there were the problems with the Presley copyrights. Thousands of Elvises ran amuck in Memphis demanding fair employment terms in what one newspaper dubbed “the worst Communist-led uprising in the history of the United States”.

Then they brought back Marx.

Then they brought back Lenin.

Then they brought back both George Bushes, Abraham Lincoln and the Iron Lady. A British faction under Margaret Thatcher’s control invaded the Falkland Islands and declared it the First Thatcherite Nation.

Finally the CEA was formed, a lethal task force charged with policing and enforcing genetic copyright law. It was then that Kim Dotcom – declared Public Enemy Number One by the United States government – first open-sourced himself. It was the first of a series of brilliant counter-strokes against the rise of genetic land-grab neo-Fascism, and in the process, it birthed the Movement.
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“Pam,” the Kim Dotcom said in his booming, boombox voice. Alone in the empty room we stood, the Kim Dotcom clone and me. “How goes your mission?”

“The primary identity created is rock-solid,” I said. “I make hybrid copies which sell to collectors and exhibit in galleries around London. I am now in a relationship with a CEA agent of the B-900 series, code-named Bruce—”

“They are all code-named Bruce,” the Kim Dotcom said. “Do you have it?”

“Yes.”

He smiled, a mouth full of teeth. “How?” he breathed.

“It is what I do,” I said. Thinking back to the cathedral in Turin.

John the Baptist.

Teresa and her guns.

It had cost me a lot to bring back that one sample.

“Relic hunter…”

“Yes.”

“Give it to me.”

That gave me pause. “Here? Now?”

“Here,” he said. “Now.” His skin was shiny with sweat, his engorged belly glistened in the strobe light filtering in through the narrow gaps around the door.

“But…”

“Now, Pam.”

He pulled up the rest of his shirt. His belly hung naked in the strobe light. I went to him and laid my hand against the softness of his skin.

“Do it,” he said.

I ran my thumb along his belly-button. Felt him breathing.

“Do it!”

My nail was long and sharp.

I pushed my thumb into his belly-button, hard, impregnating him.

I felt his flesh give as I sank my thumb in. I heard him gasp.

The payload secreted in my thumb left me and entered his gestation chamber. I pulled my thumb out and the wound sealed itself.

“Jesus,” he said, panting.
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The first computer virus for the IBM PC was created in Lahore, Pakistan.

It was called Brain.

A computer virus does not have an original. It is all copy. Its very nature is to replicate itself. It challenges us to rethink our definitions of original and copy, of source and replica.

Ironically, Brain was developed – by the brothers Basit Farooq Alvi and Amjad Farooq Alvi – as an antipiracy measure, to stop people illegally copying the medical software the brothers sold. Instead, the virus spread across the world, transferring itself from floppy disc to floppy disc and from program to program, like a particularly tenacious idea in its purest form – like Freedom or Justice or Copyright.
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We’d waited in the dark as the bass drowned the sound of his laboured breathing.

Hours passed.

What Kim Dotcom had done was distribute his own genetic source code over the file-sharing networks. When a CEA agent finally caught up with him, on an island somewhere in the South Pacific, it no longer mattered that the original had been destroyed. Things change. The nature of consumer goods themselves has mutated and changed, with books, films and music transforming from mass-produced physical objects into self-replicating, viral entities.

It was only a matter of time until people, too, went the same way.
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Oh you corrupt and corrupting CEA agent, you brute, you Bruce! Why can I not take your image out of my mind, why do I feel the need to run my fingers through your thinning hair, to put my nose close to the swell of your neck and inhale the aroma of your skin? In my mind you multiply like a computer virus, as infectious as your famous grin.
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Hundreds of Kim Dotcom clones sprang into life all over the world, bred in backroom vats on Soi Cowboy and in the Kunming Labs of the Golden Triangle, in copy nurseries on the giant pirate ships of e-Somaliland or in the Elvis factories of Memphis. The Army of the Kim Dotcoms was the call to revolution, the spearhead of the Movement.

They had improved themselves, too.

Each of the Five Thousand carried within himself a 3G mobile birthing unit, top of the range.

“You are close to Mitosis Phase,” I said.

“Indeed I am. Pam –” His huge face twisted in pain. He reached out his hand to me and I took it. “Help me,” he said. “It is coming.”

I helped him down and knelt beside him. I removed his garments so that he was slickly naked. I could see movement under his skin, a thing which was not yet a thing pushing against the thin membrane of his flesh, trying to get out. I helped him spread his legs and knelt between them with my slim shiny scalpel in my hand.

The thrum of bass, the beat of feet against the ground, sent a shudder running through the building, a wordless cry like a fist raised in defiance and pride.

“Easy, now…” he said.

My hand was steady. I cut through the layers of skin and fat, opening the sack in his belly. “Push,” I said.

He pushed.

A grunt, a cry of pain.

“Push, God damn it!”

He pushed. I could feel the thin membrane of flesh straining, breaking at long last, and saw a head push through, and heard a newborn cry, like the sound a copy makes when it is replicated.

I held him in my arms. I rocked his little body. Beside me the copy panted, his fingers running along the cut I had made, seeking to close it. Copying does not occur, in nature or otherwise, without mutation, without remixing. This Dotcom had been modified with the pouch, they all were. Now it closed, not seamlessly but with a biological efficiency, and he closed his eyes.

When he opened them again his voice was softer but it carried still. “Take him,” he said. “All viruses, like memes, to be successful must escape into the wild.”
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I left Kim lying there, on the floor of that hidden back room, and threaded my way through the dancers, the newborn held in my arms. When I stepped outside into the street I saw dawn on the horizon, the rising sun bleeding yellows and reds, and for a moment it felt like a summer’s day.
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Why couldn’t I get him out of my mind?
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“Bruce.”

“Yes?”

“I need to see you.”

“Pam. I…”

“There is something I need to tell you.”
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We lay on my bed in the dark and listened to distant traffic and the Thames. The baby was asleep in the other room.

“I don’t understand,” Bruce kept saying. “I don’t understand. I even started going to a support group, you know? We meet once a week in an empty classroom in Clerkenwell. All Bruces. One of them’s a dishwasher. Two are bit-part actors on Eastenders. One’s a musician. It really does help, you know, talking to someone else who’s just like you.”

“Love is not enough,” I said softly, speaking into his naked chest. “If you want a relationship to succeed, you have to work at it.”

“I know,” he said. “Pam, I’m trying. But a baby?”

“You have to understand,” I said. “Original and copy… they’re just words. They’re just fucking words.”

“I can’t think like that,” he said. “It’s wrong. I can’t think in multiplicities.”

“Then leave,” I said, my hand on his chest, pushing, but gently.

“No,” he said. He took a deep breath. “I love you, Pam,” he said.

“Damn it, Bruce!”

He held me in his arms.
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I love you.

Sometimes, that has to be enough.
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Bruce and I went to the cinema.

A normal evening. The cinema three-quarters empty, dark. The smell of overpriced popcorn and spilled Coke on the carpets. Dust motes danced in the projector’s beam. We’d gone to see E-Pirates of Somaliland, just recently released. Sidney Poitier plays the CEA agent, Captain Jack. Omar Sharif plays the evil cloner, Barbossa, an Arab-hacked Kim Dotcom surrounded by an army of sword-wielding Keira Knightleys. Tamara Dobson plays the Movement agent who fights – but eventually falls for – the CEA man.

We’d left the baby Jesus with the sitter at home.
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My pretty Alluvian bride

Bruce Sterling

Short story

Son, since you are contemplating marriage, it’s time for me to tell how things were arranged between your mother and me.

Our film community had many eligible young ladies, but I married a foreign girl from Alluvia. Your dear mother was just the age of her young, high-tech city, standing offshore out in the Persian Gulf.

Her media-architecture studio had created the 3D sets and effects for my smash hit Firangi Pyaar. Furthermore, these media technicians had never asked us for rupees. The Alluvians worked for gold, open-source software, real-estate rentals, shareable production facilities and arranged marriages.

Ours was a family of Bollywood artistes. We lived at the mercy of the fickle Indian public. One big flop could bankrupt our studio, but if we had production facilities offshore in Alluvia, then our show would surely go on. There is nothing like being of India, without needing to be inside India. My family knew this, and so did your mother’s social network.

Once a tactful understanding was reached, your mother and I had to meet and discuss matrimony.

In these delicate negotiations it’s common to lose your head. Take that scary word “love”, for instance. I played a male lead in Bollywood romantic-comedy productions, so my professional career was all about “love”. The last thing any Bollywood actor needs from his wife is more bangles, spangles and chiffon. An actor’s wife is all about a stable home life and some tech support.

Now let me tell the truth, because life is serious and I’m your father. Never mind what your girlfriend says about love, while she’s your girlfriend. What a wife wants from a husband, after six weeks of kissing, is respect. Once she is raising your children in a large extended family, she wants some gratitude as well as the respect. That value system is why we’re a family.

When she complains about her married life, as she will, never try to fix anything for her. Nothing can be fixed in marriage. Just assure her that she looks good, is doing fine, and has the good opinion of society. I learned those marriage secrets from your grandfather, one of the most notorious womanisers in Indian cinema. His marriage lasted sixty years.

Marriage is much older than any city. Even Alluvian foreign women will come around to the married condition. They may be ethnically indeterminate girls, anti-capitalists and converts to Jainism who live out on biotech oil derricks. But once they marry and bear children, they’re wives.

I still recall the first day I saw your dear mother. She appeared in our Bombay production studio as a live avatar. This avatar of your mother was both fully registered and hyper-realistic.

That meant that she was a real, live, breathing girl, yet totally immaterial. I could pick up my fiancee with my fingertips, rotate her in three axes, peel off her clothes to see her skin. I could even peel off her skin to peer within her body, because her internal anatomy had also been fully mapped and registered.

This was honesty. What I saw was what I got. Your mother was no beauty-contest winner, but I was thirty-one and I had been dating beauty-contest winners for fourteen years. Believe me, they can tire a man.

My pretty Alluvian bride was a polite, modest girl. She spoke in terms of her service to others – not just service to other people, but service toward whales, birds, algae, microbes, even to synthetic biological membranes and hylozoic reactive environments.

Warm, spiritual and very open-hearted – she donated blood twice each week – she often called herself “Alluvia” without even mentioning her own name.

She might tell us, for instance, “Alluvia needs a beach-head in Bombay to extend our digital housekeeping services.” Or she might say sweetly, “Alluvia is beyond ‘Me’ and ‘You’. Mankind is porous and we are the species within us.”

She was so vegetarian that even vegetables were taboo for her, and she could live for weeks on her simple probiotic diet of humus, tabbouleh and algae-yogurt. Though she commonly wore a modest cloak over baggy trousers and a tunic, she didn’t mind that her living flesh was mapped, displayed and transparent as glass.

I confess that I was touched by her youthful, forward-looking attitude. With her avatar in the room with me, I felt that my own future had become a project again. Why be cynical, why be afraid of an entirely new way of life? Why not say yes to aspiration?

Men may scoff at marriage, but whenever a nation fails to people this world, no amount of cash, law, guns or software can ever save them from extinction. Just go and witness Fatehpur Sikri, or Khajuraho, or Detroit. I’m your father, I’ve been to those places personally. Detroit is even scarier than what happened to Mecca.

When courting a wife, don’t overdo it with the star-style boasting, swagger, song and dance. That may impress the public, but it won’t impress a spouse. To link your intimate life to a stranger, you must be tender with her, you must sympathise with her own situation.

Your mother was a nineteen-year-old foreign girl. She was entering the hectic life of Bombay with nothing more than her homespun skills in media production, urban engineering and synthetic biology.

By plighting her troth to a movie star, she faced a tumultuous future. For her, marriage to me meant years of family service as a humble daughter-in-law, in big, monsoon-stained, old-fashioned mansions, ruled over by boozy, boisterous Bollywood matrons in rustling saris who shrieked operatically at their domestic staff while fending off the paparazzi.

As for me, her supposed lord and master, as a workaday movie star, I was usually absent from the home: on the set, or in the gym, doing celebrity appearances, promoting soft drinks, possibly running for parliament.

I opened my heart and told your mother these truths about myself. I was gentle about it, but she had to know those realities. Even though my female fans pursued my limousine while throwing their brassieres, in real life, I was just another blue-eyed, fair-skinned, secular movie star from Bombay with a global fan-base and a gift for comedy roles. All I had to offer my bride was glamour, social influence, fine clothes, occasional bursts of riches and annoying amounts of fame.

To live that life, she would have to leave the only home she knew. Her dear little city, Alluvia, standing out in the tidal currents of the Persian Gulf, flanked by dusty oil-drilling ghost towns and the wreckage of the Iranian Trucial States. Her home town: a peaceful, quirky little hodgepodge of tents, domes, surveillance towers and seaweed.

This visionary village on stilts could never compare with Bombay.

The entire population of little Alluvia could fit within one single mega-slum of Bombay, and the local racketeers would scarcely notice them. My dream town was one hundred times more far-fetched and fantastic than her dream town could ever be.

And yet she spoke as if she already lived under tomorrow’s sky. That was so endearing.

Together, we went over some of the dowry details our agents were handling. The papers seemed in order. Before she cut the avatar connection, she had some final words for me. “If you really want me,” she told me, “then you will have to find me in Alluvia, and carry me away, as your own bride, to Mumbai.”

I forgave her for making difficulties, because it was so cute, that way she still called Bombay “Mumbai”, like in the bad old days. I understood what she meant. I immediately vowed to venture alone to Alluvia to fetch my bride home.

Women are like that: women want to be pursued. They don’t want to be handed over in marriage like some bag of groceries. They want to see ardour, they want to be won.

I’ll tell you the secret every romance screenwriter knows: men desire women, but women desire the man’s desire.

Can you see the comedy in this? Your father’s quest was just like the dashing Shah Rukh Khan pursuing the shy, unworldly Kajol in Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge. Women audiences everywhere adore it when the “Braveheart Wins the Bride”. That’s the greatest movie ever made. Dear old Kajol is still with us, although she’s a-hundred-and-one now. They knew how to build movie divas, back in the 1990s.

So, in my pursuit of your existence, I cancelled my talk-show appearances, ignored the warnings of Indian emigration officials, and took a Mauritian dhow to Alluvia. The Mauritian nation was underwater from climate change, although they still had a currency, legal treaties and a national flag. Naturally the Mauritians had a great many cordial arrangements with the Alluvians.

My trip past the empty coast of Former Pakistan was a pleasant three-day bachelor outing, involving much fishing, whisky and poker-playing.

Then we docked at an offshore Alluvian security pod, and there the trouble started. The Alluvians had just invented a new form of local quarantine for us foreigners. Their earlier quarantine, an ordeal I had been much-warned about, was severe enough: they had demanded a three-day fast, an enema and a steam-bath.

This new quarantine was radically upgraded, and more in touch with Alluvian cultural values. It centered on mud. Basically, everything in Alluvia centered on mud.

Mud is water with a thick suspension of micro-particles. Synthetic biologists adore mud, because of its microbes, viscosity, fermentation, massive exposed surface area and radically transformable material properties. That’s one of many interesting facts I learned from my married life.

I, your father, was one of the first ten people to undergo the notorious Alluvian “Mudbath of Living Death”. Before I met any Alluvian – before I could sneeze my germs on them, you understand – I was stripped by security robots, thoroughly scanned from head to foot and sent into this quarantine mud-device. My hosts called this immigrant mud-chamber “the Vacuole”.

There were “vacuoles” scattered all over Alluvia. Vacuoles were common as toilets, and some of them were the toilets. The immigrant vacuoles were the biggest, huge bubbles with zippers and spigots. The tourist, the guest, or the victim, as I should call myself, wore a strange kind of diving-helmet to survive this ordeal.

At first, the mud around me felt thin, hot and clean, like bathwater. One floated about in there, feeling increasingly skinless and bodiless while, bit by bit, the mud thickened. Certain narrow slimy tendrils emerged and probed painlessly at the portals of the body. One did not notice these intrusions, because the helmet had a busy virtuality inside.

While I was buried in the immigrant mud, I was visiting Alluvia. This Avatar of Alluvia was a live architectural model, spatially identical to the genuine, physical city of Alluvia. The map of the city and the real territory of the city were entirely co-existent. Because of geolocative spatial computing, they were one and the same.

If anything, the augmented Avatar of Alluvia, seen from within my mudbath, was more genuinely Alluvian than the actual, real, tangible Alluvia. The entire town was a special effect.

The Alluvia lived within an urban computer. Alluvians never talked into mobiles or typed on keyboards. Instead, they gestured. They behaved like silent film actors, stagey and posed, playing to the cameras. To interact with their cityscape, the Alluvians waved their arms, wiped, swiped, pointed, prodded, nodded and stared at things.

Marooned within my visionary mudbath, I was being taught this new way of life. I found that by silently pointing, beckoning and gesturing, I could fly all over Alluvia, free as a ghost. In reality, I was naked and buried in the medicated mud. My eyes were goggled and my ears full of pink noise. I was a nothingness, even less than an avatar: yet the city was laid out before me in hallucinatory detail.

I flew through the walls of Alluvian buildings. People in Alluvia lived within their city, but they never lived in “homes”. Every Alluvian had some command over the architectural space of the city, but that relationship was always calculated by the city in real-time. Their interactive space was their wealth, their status, and their means of production. Their home was where they stood.

Some Alluvian people were poor – they had to chop out a humble place to sleep at night by frantically waving their hands at empty air. Others were wealthy sultans of the cityspace: these grandees walked with a slow, regal step, while lesser people took care to scatter before them and regroup behind their backs.

These moguls had full command and control over the city’s basic elements: doors, windows, traffic lights, power systems. They controlled Alluvia in just the way that engineers controlled a movie set.

Their control of light was especially impressive. Every light-source in Alluvia was a controllable projector. So I might see, for instance, some pretty young local celebrity, in a fancy Alluvian ball-gown resembling cabbage and kelp, bathed in pink marquee lights as she walked. This gorgeous creature had a splendid helmet, too, the Alluvians being great devotees of immersive media. She even had her own theme music!

This flattering light-show followed her as she sashayed through town. And then, calmly unconcerned, she met her beau, abandoned her fine clothes and climbed with him into a big bubbling public hot-tub of black gelatin. I saw enough of that activity to know that this was someone else’s bride, not mine.

Surveillance and the city were one and the same. In Alluvia, they called that “Veillance”. Veillance was a spiritual quality, acceptable and unquestioned, like the presence of the divine.

Alluvia had a million mediated eyes and ears, on every architectural scale. Radar shot out from the city for kilometres in all directions. The very seagulls had head-mounted cameras, and the sea eagle that ate those seagulls also had a head-mounted camera, plus an eyrie full of his hungry eagle children, up in the city’s tallest Veillance tower.

He was a lord of the city, that sea eagle. He lived atop a windy tower of colour-coded struts, painted like fingernail polish. I could fly around like he did, but that urbanised bird was the master while I was merely a tourist.

Machine surveillance was underwater as well, watching the barnacled roots of the city – silently pushing out to mine the slime.

All this industry was biotech, quiet, subtle, done at room temperature, a vast urban swallowing. Rippling tubes fed spasming streams of mud through kidney-like membranes and filters. Electrical power came from long, flexing, tidal tentacles, nervous strands like huge jellyfish tethers.

Mud and seawater may seem worthless to us, but they are the source of many treasures: pearls, coral, mangrove wood, seashells, ceramics, fishbones and salt. Those substances were bricks and timber for Alluvia.

Alluvia was new, yet also in many ways very old. People have built cities from mud for centuries. I was living inside the mud, and the Alluvians kept transforming my mud. Changing the thickness, changing the temperature, pumping it in, peeling it off my flesh.

When mud is at blood heat, the sensation of touch disappears. I felt bodiless and entirely at one with the city. I did not realise that I had been eating the mud and also, if you’ll pardon me, excreting the mud. As the sun rose and set over Alluvia, they flushed the microbes from my entrails and substituted their own.

On my third and last day of this quarantine, I stopped breathing. There was no more need for breath. The slimy tentacles probing my body had oozed their way through my lungs and my bloodstream. They were filtering my blood in the same way they filtered seawater. My blood returned to me in gushes, oxygenated, cleansed of bacteria, viruses, plaque, and urban pollutants. My renewed blood was the champagne of blood, like the frisky concoction in the veins of a twelve-year-old boy.

They even remineralised my teeth – Alluvians always had great teeth – and my skin was soft, flawless and wrinkle-free.

Once I returned to Bombay from Alluvia, I saw to it that word got out about these travel indignities. A movie journalist called that treatment the “Mudbath of Living Death”, and once it got a foothold in the yoga ashrams, it became exceedingly popular worldwide.

But to return to my story. I was dredged from the mud and hosed down. All my luggage was sequestered, but I was given simple clothing and some money.

Money was legal in Alluvia, but only for tourists and children. Other folk made their way in life by gesturing at the air.

After three long days of my mud-tombed hallucination, I thought I knew the city pretty well. I had combed the city’s avatar as best I could, hoping to spot my future wife preparing for marriage. Yet the beauty parlours, bridal boutiques and gold jewellery emporiums had no signs of her.

No doubt she and her social network had come up with some scheme to conceal her, so as to test my mettle as a groom. They were cleverer people than me, at home with their tricky special effects. So I would have to win my bride with heart. Just keep my chin up, do whatever I could with charm, and stubbornly put one foot in front of the other, until I reached the altar of marriage. If that worked for Shah Rukh Khan, it would work for me.

So, I rambled and roamed in Alluvia. Seen at a glance, Alluvia was a stilted platform, crowded with piled-up domes, sails, stairs, scaffolds, pennants, verandahs and media minarets. But in the posher parts of the town – Yansoon, Battuta Towers, and Umm Sequin – the domes were fabulous, like rocs’ eggs. They were knobbly like coral, dappled like seashells, and inside they rather erred on the gaudy side of opulent bad taste.

In the humbler districts, the Flamingo Platform, Nakheel Pods and the Sports Village, they’d built the town the easy way. Blow up a big balloon, throw a simple net on top of it, soak mud all over that net. Then throw down another net, another layer of mud, add some chopped-up straw, and so forth. When the mixtures solidified, they would pull the deflated balloon out the door, waterproof the inside, and move in.

They had irrigation and sprinkler systems to keep the town cool, damp and ever-growing. Over the years, these simple domes became thick cemented rinds, cave-like. They would bore ventilation shafts with cheery little whirling propellers, and install arabesque, branching networks for the water and sewage.

The lowest slums of Alluvia grew like oyster-beds, without apparent plan or expense. Lots of kids running around there: mom-and-pop businesses, too. Henna salons, fast-food joints, t’ai chi studios, oracle fortune-tellers, and sidewalk libraries offering battered paper novels by Laurence Durrell and Mervyn Peake.

Out at the crumbly edges of the town, where the supporting undersurface wasn’t yet rock-solid, was a vacant-lot version of Alluvia. These areas were sketched-in, barely there, all desalinated dirt and geotextiles, ghostly places they were pleased to call “parks”.

Crowds might have caused the parks to flake off into the ocean, so scarcely did anyone go there. They were tentative places of scrawny weed-trees, snails, seagulls and silence. The occasional gloomy teen sulked by on a bicycle, children played marbles to win precious fishbones, and one bewildered Indian tourist watched the sun set, perching on a plastic bench to assemble his wits and dream of a pretty bride.

After all this footsore searching, I was very hungry next morning, and that mud caking my guts made things worse for me. I searched ardently for something to eat, rather than my life’s companion. Being secular, I wasn’t picky, but Alluvia had no pork, no beef, no meat at all to offer me.

The foodstuffs of Alluvia were all transmogrified forms of mud.

Oh, they were nicely disguised mud: these algae and paste confections looked like humus, tabbouleh, kibbeh, even baklava. They had tasty oils, dips, pastes and flavourings, too. But Alluvians ate nothing with bones inside it. They shuddered at the practice.

My search for proper edibles led me to a seedy vendor who could meet my needs. This fellow was an Alluvian ice-cream man, who had a rolling cart with a bell and a straggling of eager kids. Yet, clearly he’d been in some Alluvian industrial accident, likely slipped off a damp scaffolding. They’d tucked him into the mud and patched him up somehow, but he’d knitted up all wrong, hunchback-style.

Furthermore, though he was standing in broad daylight, his ice-cream umbrella was shedding a visible darkness around him. This black cloud followed him like moral disapproval. I have no idea how the Alluvians managed that effect, but this crooked vendor looked supernaturally wicked; he was a fairy-tale goblin who would devour small children.

Of course this scary ugliness made him extremely popular with the children. Furthermore, when I engaged him in a conversation, he recognised me. He knew who I was and was thrilled to meet me. He quickly offered to sell me some of my own movies, which had been pirated through secret satellite dishes installed in his sleazy slum.

Below his trays of frozen algae-yogurt treats, this Alluvian black-marketeer had an illicit stock of American convenience foods: beef jerky, pork cracklings, oversalted corn-chips, and hard-shelled chocolate drops. He assured me that most adult Alluvians had a ferocious hunger for these forbidden Yankee treats. So much so, that they would shamefacedly send their own kids to pay cash for them, bad as that was.

Every city has some tolerated level of red-light deviance. Such was my new friend’s role in the world of Alluvia. He was proud to be so bad. It was perversely honourable, like the negative role of a movie villain.

In exchange for my autograph, he plied me with his snack foods, and finding him so co-operative, I naturally asked him where I might find my bride. The ice-cream man was eager to help me with my quest. He sawed at the air with his hands for quite a while.

Then he came up with ten different stories. She had been seen in the Yansoon Pavilion, she was up in the Zaafaran Tower, she was distributing alms in Zanzebeel, she was skin-diving under the city within the Pillared Lagoon, and so forth.

You see, although the Veillance of Alluvia knew everything about Alluvia, it didn’t have to tell people the truth. On the contrary: the Veillance always knew who was asking what, where, about whom. So when it came to an untrustworthy, semi-criminal figure like my ice-cream man, Alluvia would simply lie to him. It strung the underclass along with fables, paranoia and a cloud of general ignorance. Being from Bollywood, I had to admire this intensely.

In Alluvia, one’s world-view depended on one’s status within the city’s spatial operating system. This cybernetic caste-system created a daily life full of variety, vitality and a remarkable social stability.

I was encouraged to learn this, and felt I was catching on. No city was unique, they all had commonalities. I asked my new friend where I might find some higher-ranked source of advice – some system administrator.

This much he knew at once. One of these maestros was meditating alone at the top of a local pillar.

My new guru was an elderly Alluvian sadhu, a nun. She had forever put aside all desires, fears and earthly possessions. She possessed only a begging bowl and a simple towel-like wrapping, and her mud-caked, scrawny old body was burnt so black by the fierce sun that her hide was peeling like fish scales.

Her pillared hermitage was a kind of lifeguard post that overlooked a freshwater swimming pond adorned with lotuses, catfish, ducks and shrieking children.

She sat there meditating on architectural space and counting prayer beads. Every once in a while, she would twitch her commanding hand, and her swimming pond would empty itself in a spiral torrent and refill with some fresh flow of ooze.

Her aura of Alluvian sanctity was so impressive, I climbed up to the sandpaper edge of her stony platform and I bared my heart to her.

At first she ignored my imposition, but when I offered her my plastic packet of American chocolate drops, she warmed to me.

While avidly crunching her multicoloured candies, she revealed that she’d been one of the founders of Alluvia. These women were mostly the wealthy wives and widows of Saudi and Emirati aristocrats. In the confusion of the colossal crash of the Gulf’s oil fortunes, these women had commissioned a harem hideaway, a gated, Marie-Antoinette fairyland where they could escape the popular upheavals.

Wearied of the dreadful “Curse of Oil”, they wanted one blessed place of quiet purdah refuge where they would be free of drone-strikes and self-igniting jihadi adventurers. Many of these founding mothers were still alive, years later, hidden in the densest armoured catacombs of high-toned Emaar Al Fattan. But they were yesterday’s people, with nothing left to beguile their last days but mah-jong, pet cats, and old Hollywood reruns.

These wealthy refugees had never expected Alluvia to accrete around them in the spectacular way that it did. They were still cursed by their wealth. Their only true escape from confinement was through vows of poverty: the formal renunciation of all worldly goods.

This priestess had chosen that very Alluvian path to freedom. She was a guru, yet she warned me that the young women of her city, the “fast modern girls” as she put it, lacked her own decency. Her generation had commissioned Alluvia, but women like my bride-to-be were at one with Alluvia.

Shaped from their birth by the city around them, they were skinless, multi-located, and present in all spaces at once. These heretics considered their female bodies a biotech space-of-flows where foodstuffs went in and children came out. These bacterial hussies were drifting toward sheer bestiality. At least, this was what my guru declared.

The urge to scold is the last thing any woman will ever surrender. I boldly told my guru that I planned to marry one of her local girls. I asked her for her blessing. She trembled to approve of any decision so dreadful. She urged me to seek counsel from a higher spiritual figure. I knew that she meant well, so I gave that a try.

This Alluvian Oracle lived, or existed, or was instantiated, inside the most elaborate of the many local temples. A long line of muttering, pious Alluvians was queueing to consult this creature. I joined the long line and I eavesdropped on their woes.

They say that those who live near the temple make fun of the gods. The Alluvians didn’t seem much impressed by their most sacred Oracle. They were queuing up with the weary, put-upon air of civilians meeting an Indian tax official.

The city of Alluvia lacked any body-of-law or any market economics. So, a proper way to deal with life’s inevitable conflicts and breakdowns was to consult this Oracle, the physical embodiment of the city’s social networking system. He, or she, or it, was a sacred artwork, a life-size wooden puppet, held up on wires. This led to his nickname, Pinocchio. Nobody called him this to his blank wooden face, though.

Every human interaction that had ever occurred in Alluvia was in Pinocchio’s database. The Oracle was a giant user-group compilation. It was likely that your question had arisen before in Alluvia, and had already been figured out. So, the Oracle would refer to the records, and spit up search-engine advice.

Pinocchio would also deliver a printout of his gnomic sayings, then dab his wooden hand in a nearby bowl of henna and smack his fingers on this paper, to authenticate it. Then seekers could take this certified document to whoever had disturbed them, and try to resolve the issue.

Some of the weary figures around me, especially those with unruly teenage children, had been through this trying process five or six times. More gullible Alluvians begged their Oracle for all kinds of fabulous favours: life extension, intelligence amplification, space travel and other absurdities. Being made of wood, he never seemed to tire of these interactions.

After a long, inching wait with many tiresome delays, I was admitted into the presence of the great creature. He was having his wooden hips and torso replaced, which remade him as a female avatar.

She had no more human features than a sculptor’s dummy, yet she had been programmed with every feminine bodily movement ever mapped within Alluvia. So, despite her visible hinges and her creaking strings, she was the very amalgam of embodied femininity. She moved with such grace that she made the great Madhuri Dixit seem as clumsy as a dancing ape.

“So, ask me anything,” she said by way of greeting.

“Are you a woman? You’re very beautiful.”

“I’m not a woman, so you don’t have to flatter me, sir. I’m not even an ‘artificial intelligence’. My software coding is nothing like your human cognition. I am soulless, and without motives, fears or desires.”

“Can you add 34,957 to 70,764?” I asked her – quite a sly question, I thought.

“Stop asking me questions from that famous paper by Alan Turing,” she said at once. “As a collective intelligence, I’ve already been asked those Turing questions thousands of times. Every human tries Turing’s old tricks against me.”

“What a wonderful thing to say,” I blurted. “I never understood metaphysics, or mathematics either. But it’s a great honour for me to meet a real Oracle. Although I don’t share the faith of Alluvians, my respect for you is sincere. Please solve my love problem for me.” I described my crisis with the hidden bride.

“I can give you some good counsel on that subject,” she said when I was finished, “but in exchange for the truth from an Oracle, what will you sacrifice?”

While standing in line for the audience, I’d heard about this sacrifice issue, but the concept was still unclear to me. “What kind of sacrifice would Miss Oracle like?”

“I don’t desire anything,” she said, “being only a wooden puppet, and not a real girl. But I will give you the advice that is commensurate with your sacrifice. If you have no sacrifice, then I have nothing to tell you.”

“I’m sure you don’t want any money,” I surmised.

“Of course not, this is Alluvia. Besides, you are rich, and money is no sacrifice for a movie star.”

“What if I swear to go on a sacred pilgrimage, then?”

“You’re already on a pilgrimage.”

I had nothing to say for a while. I was baffled. The puppet sat with sibilant grace on her stony temple floor. She loudly tapped her jointed wooden fingers.

“I sacrifice my greatest possession,” I said at last. “I will sacrifice my actor’s ego.”

“Remarkable!” said the Oracle. “I’ve never heard that said by any actor before!”

“Is my sacrifice unworthy?” I said.

“I don’t know that,” the Oracle admitted. “It’s especially puzzling to me, because I myself have no ego at all. I’m merely the instantiation of Alluvia. We do have a small actors’ colony here, but they always show up here, ask me for big favours and then lie to me.”

“Actors are superstitious,” I admitted. “However, I want to be more than an actor. I want to be a husband and father. I know those are grander roles than my roles on the screen. It will be the proudest day of my life when they say of me, some day in the future: ‘His son is better at those fantasies than he ever was.’”

“Lacking prior experience, I have to concur that your sacrifice is righteous,” said the Oracle. “Therefore, I’ll give you a broad, oracular hint. You are a movie star. I know your name and face, because millions do. Yet your bride and her family do not trust you. They consider you an affable fool, a playboy whose easy life is strewn with rose petals. They are subtle, high in tech and quick to anger. So they have hidden your bride from you in a place that is obvious. They feel sure you’ll fail to find her. When you realise that the answer to this puzzle is so simple, you’ll be crushed to find yourself so stupid. Instead of being Shah Rukh Khan winning Kajol in “Braveheart Wins the Bride” – that’s a great movie, by the way, I love that movie – you’ll be revealed as a fat-headed drone who is the laughing stock of all Bombay.”

A long silence followed.

“Oracle, that’s all you have to tell me, isn’t it.”

The Oracle said no more to me; she just gestured me along with a jointed fingerwave, and beckoned woodenly for the next among her many clients.

Well, I had a few bad hours after that revelation. I had to sleep rough in one of the parks, and stare at length at the moon and the stars. But when the screaming seagulls woke me, in the morning, dew-soaked and alone, the answer had come to me. It was obvious.

The most obvious place that any bride can be is in bed with her future husband. People hush that up for propriety’s sake, but everybody does it. That’s no big mystical secret.

So, I went back to the Immigration Vacuole, and I had them dig her out of the mud in there. She’d been hiding in mud for five solid days, skinless, mediated and hallucinating, but she was fresh as a water-lily, and even seemed pleased to see me.

The truth is, I am an affable fool. Yet I am undaunted in my pleasantness and my fooleries, which have brought me a humane experience of life, denied to those who are always wrapped in calculation. That was my trade, and, yes, life was kind to me.

So it transpired that the son your mother gave me is a better actor than myself. My son, you are better because you know more than I did. Times have progressed, and you are improved.

That’s why, when it came time for you to tread the boards, your mother and I left the public eye. The all-seeing eye of Alluvia has been enough for us. I put aside that golden burden of celebrity, and along with her, I took up my second career in movie collectibles and interactive installations, which is where all the real action is, anyhow.

Now, I know that this simple tale of a bygone era doesn’t mean much to you sophisticated young folks. But you can tell this to that girl you like so much: when it comes to marriage, the past is ahead of you, just as surely as it is behind you.
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Adult pursuits

Holly Gramazio

Play
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Holly Gramazio wonders why we ever abandoned public games – and welcomes their tech-savvy return

The idea that play is private, and that games are for children, is a historical anomaly that is already almost dead. It had its decades of ascendancy during the peculiar time when radio and television were the dominant forms of entertainment. Those decades reached an end, and quite soon we’ll be rid of the idea entirely.

Traditionally, public play spans both casual engagement and festival delight. Pubs still have dartboards and quiz machines, but you don’t have to go back far to find much stranger pursuits: balls thrown at clay pipes, guns shot down long metal tubes. A couple of villages still play mass football games, but a few hundred years ago there were huge matches that set half a town against the other half, some games focusing on vigour and vehemence, some on cunning and ball-smuggling ingenuity. The London Olympics have a four-hundred-year-old antecedent in the Cotswold Olimpick Games, a festival running erratically from 1612 with an unrestrictive entrance policy and, over the centuries, something for everyone: dancing, running, jumping, shin-kicking, piano-smashing, chess.

In 1854 a man wrote a message neatly on a postcard, put the postcard in a bottle, and left the bottle by some out-of-the-way Dartmoor ponds. He gave directions for future players to retrieve the postcard and leave their own, and the hidden postcards (and their mysterious hiding-places) multiplied until there were hundreds of them scattered across the moors. In 1927 tens of thousands of people flocked to seaside towns in search of Lobby Ludd, in what might be the most popular live game ever, a publicity stunt for the Westminster Gazette in which players had to hunt down mystery-man Ludd and identify him in return for a cash prize.

These pursuits seem strange to us now. When people ask what I do, and find out that I design live games, perhaps one in four of them respond with something like, “It must be mostly weirdoes who play, right?” or “I don’t get why adults do that sort of thing.” That’s to my face, from friendly, good-hearted people, so goodness knows what they say behind my back. But games like these have always been around. They were just… temporarily forgotten; parcelled away.

What will happen as they reassert themselves, of course, is that there will be more games – or at least, more public games (both meanings: a greater number, more widely visible). They will be played unabashedly by adults who have trained themselves to tolerate public play through years of smartphone puzzle games on tedious commutes. It will be good, I think, though of course some of the games won’t be.

The world has already seen how a shift in attitudes to games can work changes to the physical space of a city, really quite quickly. A hundred years ago, playgrounds barely existed. Now they’re everywhere: weird, bright contraptions built for clambering and exploring and moving. They nestle in public parks and suburban McDonalds outlets, sit on grassy plazas in council estates and on windswept seaside esplanades. There are movements and countermovements: adventure playgrounds, soft play, systems that can be taken apart and put back together on a whim. When a playground goes away, or access is restricted, there’s hubbub and complaints. They are part of our idea of what a city is.
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But the change that playgrounds made to the city is almost the opposite to the next big change we’re going to see.

Playgrounds mark out a space for fun and games, and they implicitly suggest that other places are not playful. They are exclusive, partitioning experiences by demographic: they are where children play games and parents watch from benches. Skate parks and even sports pitches do the same thing. They nominate one place for an activity, and draw that activity away from non-assigned spaces.

The shift that we’re seeing now pulls in the opposite direction. It’s not about marking out spaces for play. It’s about play seeping into the spaces we have, into the gaps in time and architecture that already exist.

In 2006 a festival called Come Out & Play ran for the first time: a weekend of city games that sent players around New York’s streets to hide and scurry and plot and chase and search. In 2007, the Hide&Seek Weekender began in London; in 2008, igfest in Bristol, UK. This year, there’ll be similar festivals in nine or ten different cities, featuring hundreds of new games. They’ll happen in theatres and parks and public squares and strange semi-derelict swimming baths, scheduled between fitness classes and operas, squeezed in around pedestrians and picnickers. That’s part of their point: they’re about feeling at home in the world. One of the best ways to assert that you belong somewhere is to say, “I should be comfortable and safe here; I should be able to play.”

This is a change in culture rather than technology, though the tech helps, of course. Real-world games that use devices as mediators can scale in a way that just doesn’t work when players need a human to explain and enforce the rules. The geocaching trend of the early 2000s will be, in retrospect, an important early example: a game that’s literally all about finding gaps and hidden spaces to play in; about boxes and secrets that lurk in the spots no one notices, under hedges, stuck to walls. It’s not about the tech, but GPS and online clue repositories enrich its possibilities. It’s the letterboxing game from the 1850s, but on a much wider scale.

More and more digital games are being created for play in the public world. Johann Sebastian Joust, an award-winning game from Die Gute Fabrik, was the ground-breaking example of 2011: a game played with motion sensors (usually Playstation Move controllers) away from any screen. Half a dozen players each take a controller, hold it in one hand, and keep it moving smoothly. Meanwhile, they’re also jostling their competitors, trying to make them move too fast and eliminating them from play. When a controller gets jolted too fast, it flickers red, then dies. The game is astonishing, turning any square or clearing into a temporary arena for combat. Players circle each other, moving slowly, watching for openings, arms held halfway between flamenco and fencing, occasional high-risk manouevres (and high kicks) providing bursts of drama. The rules are so simple that anyone who wanders by can watch for a couple of minutes and understand how to play - can take the controller from someone who’s been eliminated, and join in with the next round.

Games in the city span all sorts of scales and contexts. There’s Mehringplatz TRON from Invisible Playground, a game about walking and dancing in the dark that can only be played in a particular plaza in Berlin. There’s Zombies, Run! from Six to Start, an app that tells a story about a zombie apocalypse (and sets the zombies on your tail) to make a morning run more compelling. There are games that repurpose rarely used public phone boxes, from Blast Theory’s seminal Uncle Roy All Around You to Shellshock Theatre’s charming, tiny Phonebox Frenzy, from chase games played by friends using phone boxes as checkpoints to the massive Nike Grid. There’s a constant churn of new sports; the invention of one after another prevents any of them from becoming too serious, keeps them off sports pitches and in parks and squares and dead-end streets. These games find the unfilled gaps in schedules and cities, and invite people to see the world differently for an hour.

The games are temporary experiences, not establishments. The growth of public play isn’t going to bring about dramatic shifts in architecture. Sure, cities might become physically more playful. But it’s in the gaps and the corners left behind, in space and time otherwise unallocated, that interstitial play fits where it can. Someone will put up another swing or a see-saw in an alleyway. There’ll be more and more interactive posters at bus stops, most of them annoying, a few of them genuinely lovely. Ping-pong tables will continue to multiply. Some of the people walking down the street, sidestepping to avoid each other, looking at the sky or the walls or the footpath, will be players. Some of the clustered groups in summer parks will be strangers to each other, gathered to try new games.

It’s not a new tendency. It’s a righting of an anomalous wrong. It’s about time, really.
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Three sorties on dreamland

Simon Pummell

Spaces
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Museums and galleries were once palaces of reverie. Then the explainers took over. Film-maker Simon Pummell finds an app that may give these places back their mystery

1 I am visiting the British Museum with my son. We don’t live in the UK, and this is his first visit. Forty or fifty tourists cluster tight around the Rosetta Stone. Most hold a telephone at eye-height. They are serious and quiet as they perform this ritual. Occasionally there is a single bright flash. They appear to need to look through the device at the stone in front of them. Some, too short to see the stone directly, hold their telephones higher, letting them look in the their stead. After a short, intense contemplation of the telephone back, the supplicant drifts off, immediately replaced by another. For these people, the phone image and the direct experience are so visually close as to be interchangeable. They postpone looking for later; they have captured their experience.

2 A friend and I spend an early autumn day as tourists, walking through the deserted La Specola museum in Florence, Italy, a space named for the astronomical observatory on the top floor.

Since 1790, observers have climbed the vertiginous stone stairs and looked out from the dome, not only across Florence, but out from our world and into the night sky.

As a kind of mirror image to the observatory, the core of the museum’s collection is one of the more important collections of anatomical waxes in the world: nearly 1500 models created between the 1750s and the 1850s. They are lined up in neat rectangular glass cases, the frames painted an institutional green, in room after room, and with little labelling. The museum not only displays historical objects; it also displays and preserves an approach to display quite unchanged from the late nineteenth century. On this sunny afternoon it is easy enough to conjure up the rustle of crinolines and a gaggle of earnest Henry James tourists clutching their Baedekers. Carefully, they read that the museum opened its doors to the public in 1775, and remains in the same building today - developing in that time from an early Wunderkammer to a catalogued 19th-century collection, open for fixed hours with guided tours. They learn that the collection is still eclectic. (There is a stuffed hippo here: the pet of the Medicis in the 17th century. Its dog-like feet are incorrectly modelled; possibly the taxidermist had never seen a hippo before.) They discover that the most important group in the wax collection is by Gaetano Zumbo (1656-1701).

In this space forgotten by time, we debate, my friend and I, the purpose of museums. I am just a frequent and keen visitor but my friend has a professional interest, being heavily involved in the management boards of major museums in the UK and US. He is shocked by the lack of contextual information here, the lack of contemporary design. He regards exhibits as part of a larger educational flow: text, moving image, archival stills, textual information. Above all he is shocked by the lack of visitors on this, the last tourist weekend of summer. He reckons a rational, contemporary design would engage visitors, bring them into a more informed dialogue with the objects, and transform their experience. He makes a lot of sense. But.

I want to speak for the mute, mysterious, and finally magical aspects of museums. The natural history museums I remember from my childhood, with their skeletons and strange taxidermy, were not particularly informative, but they left space for dreaming. I left not much wiser about dinosaurs or anatomy, but feeling intensely the mystery of objects: “this existed then and still exists now.” Deprived of a constant flow of mediating information, I found myself dreaming: measuring the solidity of objects against my own transience. These dusty museums, where the aura of objects permeates every space, are themselves an endangered species.
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In the manner of conversations between old friends. We come to no conclusions. And of course, each waxwork was once part of a media flow: a teaching device created so that students could learn anatomy without having to directly observe a cadaver.

But the museum is very beautiful and mysterious, with its lines of mute glass cases and its elaborate wax effigies of flayed and dissected bodies.

3 The following week, a curator at the Boerhaave Museum, the Dutch National Museum for the History of Science and Medicine, shows me a small project he has been developing for smartphones. As we walk around the collection he pauses at objects and lines up his phone as if to take a snapshot. As he frames each object in the viewfinder, it comes to life. Inert radar machines start to turn. Anatomical specimens pulse and flex. A line of skulls obtained from the criminal and insane blend into a short film. Using a mixture of wireless internet and geo-positioning, the project has created an invisible aura of information about these objects: an aura so geo-specific, it hangs in the air as surely as a cloud of dense smoke.

A crowd of young schoolchildren are drifting through the museum. We ask them over and give them a demonstration – and it is as though we’ve been transported back to Paris in 1895, when the first cinematic train pulled into the station. The kids are confronting magic. They are stunned. Most pull out their own phones, hoping to imitate the process. They clamour to ask: how can a tourist snapshot come alive and reveal secrets? Most striking of all, they explore this system by alternately raising and lowering their devices. They are testing reality against their screens. They are looking for the difference, because that is where the magic is.

The experience of augmented reality runs completely counter to the experiences “captured” by tourist photography. The AR-enabled viewfinder does not defer the present. It augments it – and the reality in front of us becomes the focus of attention again.

We no longer need to fill every empty space in our museums with touch screens and projected displays. Let us leave the last mysterious, mute collections unchanged, and enjoy their objects, their mystery and their silence. Then, when we raise our handheld devices to our eyes, let us see an overlaid web of information and image: a palimpsest that does not efface what preceded it.

Perhaps our glances will move between object and screen as an earnest traveller’s glance used to travel between object and Baedeker. Perhaps raw experience and information will remember how to play together, and their old, reciprocal dance will be revived.
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Bad vibrations

Kyle Munkittrick

Games
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Music stirs, dramas shock, stories break the heart – only video games make us doubt our own humanity. Kyle Munkittrick explores a discomfiting new art

The way we tell our stories has changed. From the oral tradition of Homer to the novel to radio, movies and television, we have found new ways to engage in the great conversation, and video games – interactive and social – are the future of storytelling.

Let’s start with the obvious: video games are art. Are they art the way a novel or a painting is art? No, of course not. Art has myriad manifestations and you have to approach each art on its own terms. I cannot criticise the cinematography of Melville any more than I can critique the character development of Kandinsky. Early video games were just that: games you played on a video screen. Like chess or backgammon, there may have been a veneer of story to give shape to the abstract pieces (white kingdom vs. black kingdom, spaceship vs. asteroids), but there was no real narrative.

Half a century has gone by since Pong and Space Invaders. In a world where games like Grim Fandango, Deus Ex, Half-Life, Portal, BioShock and Mass Effect not only exist, but are billion-dollar blockbusters experienced by millions of people worldwide, one thing is obvious: video games are no longer simply games. They a new artistic medium built around interactive narratives.

One of the key components of art is the exploration of emotion. Music, painting, drama, poetry and dance all attempt to stir, trigger, and otherwise excite and draw attention to our emotions. In that emotional exploration, what do video games do differently?

At each crux of a gaming narrative the player makes a choice. Daniel Erickson of BioWare noticed that giving a player agency leant significant emotional weight to whatever action followed. The action didn’t have to be spectacular. The emotions assuredly were. While choice-based RPGs like Mass Effect are obvious (and excellent) demonstrations of how choice impacts on narrative, two other recent games, BioShock and Portal, do something quite different and equally stirring by exposing and then removing player agency at critical junctures.

In BioShock, as in most video games, you the player have an ally who provides suggestions, main objectives, and exposition throughout the game. As in most games, you simply trust this person from the outset and obey every command without question. This ally, you assume, surely has your best interests at heart. The penultimate climax of the game contains an astounding volte-face in which a simple phrase uttered by the ally – “Would you kindly…” – makes it impossible for the character you control to disobey his request. Suddenly, your controller sits limp in your hand as the character you have embodied and controlled for well over twenty hours of game play suddenly acts in direct opposition to your desires. Every choice you have made up to this point exposes your lack of moral reflection; you have, after all, failed to ask yourself, with any seriousness, who to trust, who to help, and who to kill.
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In Portal a similar moment occurs on a level that requires you, the player, to carry around a steel box with hearts emblazoned on each side. The disembodied narrator, a crazed AI named GlaDOS, forces you to obey, under penalty of death. (You are under no illusion that your “ally” is trustworthy.) Throughout the level, the guiding voice of GlaDOS chides you for caring about the box, for thinking that it is talking to you, and for having given it a name. The character you play in Portal is mute, meaning GlaDOS is mocking the thoughts in your head, not the character’s. At the end of the level, you are required to toss the steel box into an incinerator. Should you hesitate, GlaDOS further ribs you for your ludicrous attachment to an inanimate object. In that you have no other option should you wish to play other levels, eventually you will either incinerate the box or you will shut off the game. Upon disposing of the box, GlaDOS congratulates you on being the fastest of all experimental subjects in killing your friend, the steel box.

What is astounding in both scenarios is that the player’s emotions are triggered, not by their choices, but by how those choices were made. These games demand that players reflect on their previous actions and cast those decisions in a new light. The issue is not that the choice was made, but that the player felt little remorse in making that choice; or, perhaps, despite remorse, did so anyway; or, worse yet, that despite total opposition to the process, the player complied anyway instead of terminating the game. I challenge Roger Ebert to play either game in earnest and then tell me that the Companion Cube or “Would you kindly…” are not masterful commentaries on how illusory the moral context of our choices can be.

Games have exceptional narrative power: to continue playing, you must sometimes take actions you oppose. I, the reader, am not culpable for the destinies of Romeo and Juliet simply because I turn the page. Games demand that we choose to take the action that gives the story weight. In that moment of confrontation – of “This is unfair! The game only gives two options and I don’t want to take either!” – we realise that our only way out is either through the narrative, or via the power button.

By throwing these rules in our way – rules we know to be programmed and designed – video games call our attention to the constructed narratives in our everyday lives. When we are presented with two choices and neither is desirable, we see the rules of the system laid bare. Daily decision-making is theoretically unlimited, but our obligations and the narratives we have constructed for ourselves are often as unbreakable as the rule sets of a video game.

Incinerating a steel box is not a crime; but not feeling remorse about killing something about which one should ostensibly care is a moral failing. The shudder accompanying this reflection is something only a video game can create, because it sets up a struggle between the player’s self-image, guilt manufactured by a psychotic, manipulative guide, and the player’s real identification with what they may perceive as a gap in their own emotional bindings.

Soon, video games will achieve the same level of narrative sophistication through social means. I don’t mean social in a vapid, FarmVille sense. I’m thinking rather of cutting-edge “social” games that leverage huge player bases to tell a story that no single person could experience alone. Consider the nigh-on-impossible Dark Souls, which has, as its premise, the fact that you will die. A lot. Still, your countless deaths leave a trail of warning, and your residual spirit can leave notes of encouragement and indicators of danger for those who come after you and, when you are resurrected, for yourself. Perhaps too life-like for the comfort of many, Dark Souls requires you learn from the miserable failure of others. And, like life, you simply cannot be the only person playing it.

Video games allow us to explore just how our decisions are impacted by how we feel; and then, when done well, they demand we re-examine those very same decisions from a new emotional perspective. Unlike a Sherlock Holmes reveal or a musical crescendo, there is no new information; just a new emotion recontextualising the original situation. Now magnify this experience to include millions of players whose decisions significantly and irrevocably impact each other’s gameplay experience. Perhaps it is in that social function that the most majestic video game narratives will emerge.

Ethical decisions are not calm calculations. They depend upon emotional, social and informational cues. As art is a mirror for life, games give us a mirror for how we decide to live, with one critical twist: they show us that the rules are constructed and contingent. Our decisions are often forced, not by natural law or the Fates, but by our incomplete perception of our world. Within the context of the social game, we may yet see how flexible our values really are.
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In Autotelia

M. John Harrison

Short story

The 10.30 am out-train from Waterloo lies abandoned by its passengers, who have, after half an hour’s wait, decamped to Platform 9 and the 11 am. I find myself sitting opposite a man in a dark pinstripe suit. Two women, who have lost their reservations because of the move from one train to the other, wander angrily up and down the carriage, followed by their defeated husbands. “That’s nice, innit? Chaos, innit?” they say to one another: “There’s no booked seats. It’s disgraceful.” And so it is. Or at any rate tiresome. As the 11 am finally pulls out, twelve minutes late, the pinstripe man and I exchange glances.

“It’s getting worse,” he says.

For a moment I think he means more than just the railway service; but he’s only being polite.

The train soon gets going and we are clattering through south London before swinging north and diving deep under the river. The trains are new but the lines are old, and seem to travel deliberately through the dilapidated back of everything. Trees invisible under their infestation of Russian vine. Rusty old metal bridges. A platform overgrown at one end with vivid green moss, like a station in an English ghost story. Short dense brambles on waste ground. Why do we pay for such appalling service? Why do we continue to fund an infrastructure, social, political and commercial, which doesn’t deliver? I am just beginning to tell myself that despite all the changes everything is as useless as it ever was, only dirtier and more expensive, when the train emerges from London and the man sitting opposite me says suddenly:

“If they’ve got interim reports, it would be helpful to see those. It might save time if they faxed those direct to me.”

Then he closes his phone. He’s a solicitor, as I half suspected. He’s travelling on business. He arranges some papers on the table, giving me a faint smile, and begins to use a yellow highlighter on them.

The train pushes its way through a shower of rain, then past a dilapidated farm. Victorian railway buildings in pocked and mottled orange brick. An abandoned house in a polluted fold of land. A woman standing alone in a channel of mud by a tiny two-arch bridge. “Have a splendid weekend,” the solicitor says. “My pleasure.” And then, looking at me affably and indicating the papers with their neat yellow lines, his phone, the laptop he opened as soon as he sat down: “I hope this isn’t a nuisance for you?” I ask him if he could perhaps not use the laptop. As he begins to reply we break out of the transition zone into the sunlight the other side.

“Good God,” he whispers, more to himself than me, staring out of the window: “Look at that.”

I love the little steep crumbling valleys that run alongside the railway eastwards from where Norwich used to be, often bounded on one side by the line and on the other by a leafless but impenetrable thorn hedge or a wall of yellow local stone resonating with the early heat of the day. Thin terraces, irrigated by a stream or a well with its pony in harness. Dry willows. An abandoned car washed across from our side of things and already becoming part of the landscape.

Three hours later we are received in ————— by the regional president, a marching band, and an escort of police motorcycles as well. By the time we reach the main square and see the vast buffet laid out on tables in a sort of outdoor auditorium, many of us are, if not exactly marching, then shambling in time to the music. It is all very stirring. I sit on a bench to take photographs. The solicitor has served himself a plate of food, mainly different types of sausage, on which he’s concentrating with a kind of puzzled greed even as he looks for a place to sit. He’s seen me and begun to smile and raise his free hand when a little local girl, perhaps three years old, grabs his sleeve and begins talking earnestly to him in her own language. She seems delighted by him, but puzzled that he can’t answer. Eventually her mother succeeds in explaining that he’s English. They whisper together for a moment; then the little girl turns back to him, holds out her hand and demands:

“Geev me five!”

She’s full of life, she talks to everybody, all the way through the speech of the regional president.

I’ve spent so much time on trips like these.

I slip away to my hotel for a bath and an hour or two’s sleep, then a drink at the Tristan & Isolde in Central Plaza. By then it’s late afternoon. Until I order in English, Jack Daniels and a double espresso, I’m not so interesting to the young woman behind the bar; but after that I can feel her approval. This, she believes, is how women can be: a role model brought to her from our side of things. My change comes in the local money, which I keep for my nieces and nephews. Espresso at the Tristan & Isolde always includes a small chocolate wafer wrapped in foil, the foil decorated with a picture of a gun and something which resembles a Tyrolean hat. I always take these home too. The children love the pictures, but are less keen on the chocolate itself.

After a while, the solicitor arrives in the plaza and wanders about rather helplessly until he sees me. His suit has been exchanged for jeans and a proofed cotton jacket. Boat shoes, a pink shirt. The off-duty uniform of the West London middle class. He’s full of excitement. Down in the old town, on one of the cobbled streets that run towards the lake, he’s found the shop everyone finds their first time here, the one that will sell you an alarm clock the face of which is decorated with a portrait of Stalin. They have them in different sizes, all with quite large bells. He’s bought two, one of which he unwraps and places on the table between us. A quarter to seven (not the real time); Stalin has an affable look as he stares out between the hands. He isn’t looking at you, precisely. It’s nothing you’ve done. He’s looking at everyone.

The solicitor doesn’t seem to know whether to be amused or shocked. Perhaps he’s both.

“Isn’t it extraordinary?” he keeps saying.

“This is what they like most of ours.”

Two doors along the same street, he says, there’s another shop, the window of which is empty but for an oil painting of Adolf Hitler in a glass case. “They have all the bases covered, anyway.”

“It’s not kitsch to them,” I tell him. “It’s a real sentiment.”

There is an uncomfortable silence, during which he rewraps his souvenir.

“Would you like another drink?”

“No,” I tell him, “I don’t think so. But do sit down. Please.”

A lake ferry must have arrived; people are pouring up the hill, some clearly tourists, some clearly locals, schoolchildren in folkloric hats, teenagers dressed up as people who have an aching sense of how to dress as a teenager. An accordion has started up. A Volkswagen camper chugs its way across the square. The police keep their eye on all this. Regional police couture splits the difference between professional plumbing and special-forces chic. A colour of blue you only ever see in cheap overalls and uniforms. Even their van looks as if they bought it from Dyno-Rod. I smile at them.

“I’ll buy supper later,” the solicitor offers eventually. “Do you know of anything we could do until then?”

“I’m afraid not.”

After breakfast next morning I take a train to the New Ministries. I love the subway stations with their mosaic tiles and coloured plaster mouldings, their central girders marching off into the darkness in either direction. There seem to be far too many girders for any structural purpose and yet they have no decorative value. They are just heavily riveted I-beams, painted grey. The clean, brightly polished trains are the centrepiece here. They look nothing like the subway trains you see on our side of things. Interiors of brushed stainless steel; colourful, comfortable seats. Almost everything you expect – heroin, vomit, graffiti, burst Styrofoam burger packages – is missing. They’re cleaner than the trains in Stockholm, and they make the London Underground look like the on-the-cheap Inferno it is.

The “municipal room” at the New Ministries. If you stood there with me this is what you would see: locals in an orderly line, not really a queue, facing expectantly into the room with their backs to the polished wood panelling. Facing them are looser groups of people clearly from our side of things, dressed with a certain formality though they’re not sure how to behave in this situation. They seem uncomfortable, as if this is the first time they have been here, which, for most of them, it is. Hopefully it will be the last.

The room smells of cleaning materials and wax polish, as if it has to be cleaned thoroughly every early morning to remove traces of the previous day’s business. Names are called out. People step forward with hesitant smiles, papers are signed. To you this would seem like some ordinary if rather old-fashioned bureaucratic activity. There is no true culture of information here, no digital culture. It’s all still pen and ink. Maybe, you think, this is something to do with marriages, births or deaths, some kind of registration anyway; or maybe it isn’t at all clear what’s going on – just people from our side buying something, dealing in something. It’s legal, though. It’s intrinsically legal.

My part is to make the medical checks. They often aren’t necessary; even so, I’m required to make them. The same little adjoining room is put aside for the purpose every time, bare but very clean. Legal representation must be present, or no examination takes place; often, the representative is also the agent from our side. The women and children cover their embarrassment with smiles. The men, especially the older ones, do what’s required with an appalled dignity, as if I am an outrage that could only happen to them during war or an epidemic: a breakdown of all values and infrastructures, something to be borne but never forgotten. They are so reluctant to loosen their wide, thick, hand-tooled leather belts – a poor-quality example of which can fetch two or three thousand euros in a London store – they tremble. To help, I sometimes joke:

“Where I come from, this is the cultural day of bad luck. Don’t get married, or travel by boat! There, you can do yourself up again now.”

All morning, thunder rumbles across the capital from the range of limestone hills that gives the region its name. The air in the room stales and darkens with each peal; the low-wattage electric lights dim, then brighten beneath their flat enamel shades. The door opens and closes an inch or two in counterpoint, admitting a draught from the corridor; the smell of floor polish intensifies. I see ten, I see twenty of them, mostly women and children. They have been advised to dress without underwear that morning, to save time. At midday the solicitor turns up, accompanying a tall woman who leads him into the room with such composure he might be the client; he is carrying her daughter in the crook of his arm. He looks tired already.

“She should carry her own daughter.”

“I’m sorry.”

I shrug. “It’s not a problem with me. But others.”

As soon as he puts her down, the toddler begins to scamper around the room. The woman chases her, then, to indicate harassment, fans her hand in front of her face and blows out through her lips. Like most of them she has ignored the leaflet and dressed the child in its best clothes, including pink knickers like a decorated cake. She has a sort of willing self-effacement, a giving-up of herself to the child. “I think of cutting down on the amount of food I give her,” she says to me. Then she laughs. “I survived three of these but I am not sure I will survive this one.”

“Geev me five!” the little girl orders, flirting heavily over her mother’s shoulder with the solicitor.

I push the forms across to him.

“Have you done this before?” I know he hasn’t. “You’ll need to sign these. And witness here.”

“I know,” he says.

“You can use this pen.”

Thereafter the examination proceeds. I am careful with the little girl but she begins to scream and throw herself about as I feel under her skirt for deformities, which can appear early. I ask the mother if she can calm her, please: “A little thing but we must do it.”

“It’s only that she doesn’t understand,” the woman says gently.

Suddenly the child lies still and smiles up at the ceiling as if she has found a way to accept what is happening to her. After that, things go quickly, the mother turns away as she takes off her clothes, then forces herself to turn back. The solicitor watches all this, as he must: if the examination takes place behind any kind of curtain, it can’t be said to have been witnessed. As he leaves he looks to me like someone who is going to vomit.

That evening I visit the regional art gallery. “If you look at too much art,” their national poet is supposed to have said, “you will always leave your umbrella behind.” Perhaps it doesn’t translate. Housed here are paintings from the last four hundred years, but the major collection is of Doula Kiminic, who went steadily mad as he painted the most recent wars and famines. Kiminic’s rawness seems as willed as ever. It seems reductive, a deliberate sweeping-out of other values. His world of endless injustice and pain seems as willful a construct as Legoland. Not so much The Bombing, which on our side of things long ago lost through repetition its effect as an image, as drawings like Study in Composition VI, in which the usual eviscerated horse competes for your attention with the usual howling woman and dead child.

I’m contemplating this little piece, which is perhaps twelve inches by twelve, pen and watercolour, mostly blacks and wispy greys, when I become aware of the solicitor, standing slightly behind me so he can look over my shoulder.

“What horror!”

“I don’t doubt these things happened,” I say. “That doesn’t seem to be the point. The point seems to be that this culture expected them to happen. Its vision was already prepared.”

“This morning,” he says. “At the Ministries—”

“You think I’m crass,” I tell him. “You think I’m being unfair.”

“No,” he says. He thinks he’s going to say more, but in the end he doesn’t. He looks tired.

“Let’s go to a bar,” I suggest. “One of the bars in the square.”

Inside, the bar is full of laughter and shouting, smells of smoke and food. At one table, three women play cards; at another sit two much younger women in identical pink T-shirts. Outside, a dog sprawls among the empty tables, its body rocking with the evening heat. Someone has given it a hamburger which it first guards, then, eventually, eats. It’s some kind of winter dog, a malamute perhaps, a dog of marvellous subtle greys and whites. Also of transparent intelligence, and less transparent motive. The beauty of an animal like this appears to fix it in our expectations. But while its beauty says one thing, its heart may say another.

I can’t think of a way to put this for the solicitor, so I tell him, “They are very popular over here, these winter dogs from our side. But they must feel the heat.”

Then I say:

“Back there, back in the gallery, what I meant was this: a culture to which the use and abuse of animals is so central should not use the pain of animals as a symbol for human pain. It’s so inappropriate. You steal their lives and their dignity, then you steal their sign—”

“But,” he says, “don’t you think—”

“—at which point, anyway, all it becomes is a secondary symbol of your talent for the abuse of human beings. What?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“You were going to say something more.”

“Really, it doesn’t matter.”

On our way out, half an hour later, he scrambles past me to hold open the door.

“Can you do something for me?” I say.

“Of course.”

“Can you not do that? I find it so patronising.” After that we walk back to the hotel in silence and part in the lobby.

Next day, on the return journey, small fat Autotelian men in perfect Armani casual clothes go staggering down the aisle of the train with their arms outstretched, as if they have never had to walk in a moving train before. Perhaps they haven’t. Perhaps it’s the first time they have left their prosperous regional town. A woman further down the carriage sings a few notes of the same song again and again to her child. Her voice comes and goes like a subtext to the journey, monotonous and without meaning. She seems tired and sad, but the child laughs uproariously at everything. “Geev me five!” it can be heard shouting.

The solicitor sits opposite me. Our reservations have brought us together again. He sets out his papers and marker pens. He opens his mobile phone.

“Aren’t you in the pub yet?” he shouts into it, with every evidence of enjoyment. Then, after a pause, “Well, let’s see where we get to on Monday. Not at all. My pleasure. Have a wonderful evening.”

He opens his laptop. Would I mind, he asks me, if he worked?

“It seems bizarre to me,” I answer, “that you would want to use a journey for something other than itself.”

But really I’m too tired to argue this time. Looking out of the window I feel as I always do, that I’ve lost an opportunity. I should be in some kind of contact with things. I can see dusty paths; a figure, perhaps a man, perhaps a woman, labouring uphill in shorts. Old. There are trees and rocks, paths doubling along the sides of dry gullies. You could walk down there. It looks as if you could walk all day in the sunshine between the rocks and trees.

“Transition,” the guard tells us, “will take place in half an hour.”

Up and down the carriage, people draw into themselves. Even the solicitor seems to notice something, though all he does is look up from his work for a moment and smile. After all, it’s only like going into a tunnel. The world will be more or less the same when you come out of the other end. You can, at least, expect something to be there. The last thing I see is a boy standing in a glorious waste of flowers at the end of some gardens to wave at the train. This is such an old-fashioned gesture, I catch my breath. To wave at a train because it is a train is a vanished body language on our side of things: generous, unguarded, agonisingly naive. On our side, children don’t wave at trains; they throw things. Their optimism has been replaced by something else.

“Transition—” the guard begins, but then interrupts himself.

The train slows to a walking pace. Different kinds of darkness flicker outside. There’s some commotion further down the carriage, a woman shouting in the regional language, a child beginning to scream. My back is to all that; but the solicitor, facing in the direction of travel, leans out into the aisle to stare.

“They’ve changed their minds,” he says. “They don’t want to go.”

“You were at the Ministries,” I say. “It’s all above board. That’s why the two of us were present.”

“Isn’t there anything we can do for them?”

“Not now. It’s all above board.”

“I don’t think you understand how awful this is for ordinary people.”

“I understand perfectly well.”

“No you don’t. Not for ordinary people.”

We stare at each other for a moment – then, startled for the first time by the depth of our mutual dislike, away at the blackness out of the window. After a moment he clambers awkwardly to his feet and walks off down the carriage. Shortly after, there is a bump too loud for transition, an alarm goes off, the train shudders to a halt. Someone, the guard tells us, has jumped off. We are to remain in our seats. Though this shouldn’t be possible when the train is moving, three people have managed to get a door open and jump into the transition zone. No one knows what to do. No one knows what to do five minutes later; then ten.

Eventually the train is able to start up again.

When the solicitor fails to return, I turn his laptop towards me. I expect a report for his client, perhaps the broad outlines of his morning’s work at the New Ministries, but find instead a journal or diary entry. He’s written: “On the outward journey I sat opposite a woman in a reserved seat, who began complaining about my laptop the moment I opened it. Each subsequent movement on my part – getting out a book to read, or a notebook to work in – elicited a partly audible sigh. The laptop wasn’t the problem. She simply felt that to reserve a seat was to reserve the whole table.

“Pale blue cardigan with gilt buttons. A cream shirt. Orange silk scarf worn over both, tied in front with a loose knot. (At one corner of the scarf, the hem slightly detached.) Grey hair chopped off behind the ears. Silver earrings in the shape of a four-petalled flower. No one ever called her petal. Heavily rimmed spectacles. 55 or 60 years old, thin face reddened by the outdoors. Veins visible in her cheeks. Lipstick but probably no other make-up. Copy of The Times. Copy of Chasing the Monsoon by Alexander Frater. Cheap blue waterproof. Shopping bag made of what used to be called oilcloth.”

He’s written:

“At one point I caught sight of her old woman’s legs under the table & found myself looking away quickly in embarrassment, as if I’d seen her underwear. The skin of the calves and ankles slack & wrinkled. Flat-soled grey leather shoes, scuffed & misshapen. The brand name ‘ecco’ impressed faintly into the leather, now almost worn away.”

I close the laptop. The guard is walking back along the carriage towards me.
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So that was the future

Afterword

This is what people talk about when they talk about the future. They talk about the past. They talk about its comforts and pleasures, and the surprises and the mysteries that shaped their childhoods. They reimagine their memories, scaling them up to fit the adult frame. A day trip becomes an interplanetary voyage. A father’s hands, lifting and catching, become the harness of a jetpack.

Or they talk about tomorrow. Sooner or later, tomorrow will not include them. But by projecting themselves into the future they can, for a little while, dream their way past Death.

Or they talk about what the world would be like if today’s politics, today’s problems and today’s prejudices were to persist ad nauseam. This is where science fiction’s dystopias come from: they are the mirror images of our own anxiety-ridden faces.

Of course, the future will not be like today. It will not be like the past. It will not be like childhood. It may not even contain us (and how strange a future is that?)

Arc is our attempt to talk about the future – but we know full well that there is no best way to do that. No matter how detailed our plans, they will always be confounded; no matter what we expect, we will always be wrong. Because the future holds all the jokers, the future always wins.

All we can do, then, is spread our bets. In these few pages, you’ve seen just some of the ways we attempt to address tomorrow: with articles and travelogues, stories and speculations, with calls to action and, here and there, a voice or two of calm. What you have is, to put it bluntly, a collection of mistakes: some glorious, some wild, some forgivable, others inevitable, and a couple, no doubt, that will prove downright foolish.

That’s all right. Mistakes are all we have. We don’t know where we’re going, and we don’t know how we’ll get there. But we’re going to try. And we hope you’ll join us on the journey. There are no maps, the brakes don’t work, the driver’s blind and the doors have no handles.

Get in.

Simon Ings

Managing Editor

Sumit Paul-Choudhury

Editor-in-Chief

arcfinity.org
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