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“Hilarious and horrifying... Both a sharp rebuke of where humanity is and a dire warning about where we may be headed.”

—Foreword Reviews

“Cultured, witty, and very British... with an ultimately dark outlook on the amoral peddling of schadenfreude.”

—Kirkus Reviews






“Lawless’s debut turns a satirical eye toward the voyeurism of reality television and the future of augmented reality.”
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The word “cybernetics” is at least 2,400 years old, as evidenced by Plato. It has always meant both “piloting” and “governing”—of ships and of States.

Anything “cyber” is therefore, in a very literal sense, all about Governement and control. This is not an etymological coincidence.

However, as Plato himself states in Laws (Book XII): “In a ship, when the pilot and the sailors unite their perceptions with the piloting1 mind, do they not save both themselves and their craft?”

[ Which is to say, in the original Greek, “cybernetic”]
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CHAPTER 1
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Liam did his best to grin and bear it as the orderly administered his morning suppositories—quite literally ramming home the point about just how little control the former reality show big-shot had over his life these days. 

As if Liam still needed reminding, after twenty-five years as a “patient”1 here in the sunny, technological embrace of Elysium Fields retirement and rehabilitation home.

[1 From the Latin patienta used in the sense of “submissive”, and literally meaning “quality of suffering”. As you probably know by now, etymology can get pretty kinky.]

Elysium Fields. What a joke. Couldn’t have been more on the nose if they’d hung a sign over the gates saying, Welcome to the pasture—because you’re long past your usefulness to humankind.

“There we go, Mr. Argyle,” cooed Liam’s second most hated day-time orderly, the stocky Ms. Updegrave. “All finished for this morning.” Liam grunted in acknowledgement and yanked up his unflattering green Elysium Fields-branded tracksuit bottoms. The pale, stringy behind underneath hadn’t seen anywhere near enough sunlight over its seven decades on Earth —or, for that matter, off of Earth. After he’d re-established some modicum of decency and pride, he turned to face Ms. Updegrave’s unwavering professional smile.

“All good today, then, Phillis? The old undercarriage passed inspection?”

The burly orderly2 tutted and crossed her arms. Her teeth shined bright in the piped-in sunlight of Liam’s comfy, memento-strewn room, with its deep-padded furniture and its walls all decked out in a clinical slate grey that matched the former reality show host’s rheumy eyes.

[2 Originally a military term, short for orderly corporal, with orderly here in the sense of pertaining to communication or execution of orders. So, effectively, no change in meaning at all then.]

“Oh, Mr. Argyle. Always the joker. You know we all love you too much here at the Fields to ever let anything happen to you. Or your undercarriage.”

With such a bright, almost feral smile bearing down on him, Liam knew the statement was a threat as much as a promise. But he’d long since accepted that nothing would ever happen to him here in his involuntary psychiatric internment at Elysium Fields. Life was something that happened to other people, out in the world beyond the Fields’ tasteful but impassable cast iron gates—the world that had long since forgotten about goofy old Liam Argyle.

“I know you wouldn’t, Phillis. I was just having a laugh, is all.”

“And that’s why you’re everyone’s favourite resident here, Mr. Argyle. Speaking of which, shall I bring around your chair so you can join the others in the solarium?”

Like every morning at this point, Liam breathed a silent sigh of relief that he hadn’t forgotten some fresh and terrifying virtual reality “therapy” session in the program for this morning. He gave the orderly in the blue scrubs a grateful nod, and settled into the plush wheelchair when it arrived. Liam smiled to all the familiar faces as Ms. Updegrave wheeled him down the aseptic hallway towards the leafy, sun-drenched common room, and basked in the thought of the day of idle chit-chat and reflection that stretched ahead of him.

This was the life. The Elysium Field shrinks didn’t bother trying to cure him anymore and were happy to just let him be—reserving the hours on their expensive, full-sensory VR simulation chambers for the fresh brain-meat that flowed in and out of the Fields. This single moment of satisfaction, realising he wouldn’t be going back into those damn machines, was the best part of his day.

Still, Liam made sure not to even glance at the dark, silent simulation booths as his chair sailed past. Just on the off-chance that might jinx3 it for him, and consign Liam to a day of untherapeutic terror, rather than the blissful, uneventful oblivion of his current routine at the Fields. 

[3 a small, Eurasian woodpecker, also called a wryneck. They can twist their heads nearly 180 degrees, and use this ability to twist their heads in freaky patterns, sometimes while hissing, when their nest is threatened. This was freaky and made people think a jynx looking at you was a curse.]

The central solarium area was the same as every other day. White-coated doctors giving new, high-profile clients their embellished tour of the high-class facility. Nurses—mostly male-presenting, and every single one just as muscled and ready for trouble as smiling Ms. Updegrave—buzzing around the clumps of inmates4 like emotionally-vampiric bees. 

[4 Formed from “Inn”, as in rented lodging, and “Mate”, derived from the proto-Germanic “matiz”, meaning “meat, food”. “Mate” and “meat” having the exact same root seems very fitting.]

“Usual spot, Mr. Argyle?” asked Updegrave, at her usual spot behind him. Liam gave her the equally usual grunt of assent.

The orderly wheeled Liam’s silent chair over to a big window in one of the less-busy nooks of the central solarium, pushing him through clouds of tangy antibacterial spray. She parked the former host next to a wooden side-table with a big leafy fern. On the other side of the table, another resident was already settled in, a wizened little woman in a faded flowery dress, buried in the depths of a plush, green velvet armchair, her eyes closed—apparently dozing.

Just like every other day, Juliette had arrived into the solarium earlier than anybody else, and claimed the usual cozy nook for the two of them, before another resident snatched it up.

“I’ll leave you both to your little chats, then,” said Ms. Updegrave, with a nervous laugh. No sooner said, she rushed off to deal with a recently-admitted inmate who had just had tasted their first lick of the therapy booth. They were already half-way out the door, screaming in voiceless terror and running for dear life.

The newbies were the lucky ones. They still had a chance of receiving some form of actual treatment and getting out of here. Long-timers like Juliette and Liam, embarrassments to their Corporate masters, did not have such luck.

Once the staff had subdued and neurotasered the runner with well-trained motions, the muted hum of Elysium Fields’ daily routine bled back in; a soothing background. All was well with the world.

Liam sighed in resigned content and cast a wary glance over at Juliette Binns. Was today going to be one of the rare times when Juliette emerged from her cocoon and felt chatty? Liam lived for the days where he managed to bring his friend out of her shell, if only by being there, sitting next to her. It was the least he could do—and also the most he could do—that was of any use to anyone, locked away here in Elysium Fields.

After all, Liam and his old reality show, The Grass is Greener, were responsible for putting Juliette in this institutional hellhole in the first place.

But no—today, Juliette was as calm and silent as her synaptic mesh, dormant and disconnected as per her adamant request. Liam could not deny his Juliette Binns was an oddity—the first-rate mesh of nano-receivers dusted around the surface of the brain was one of the only perks of internment at the Fields. One of the only things that made life here bearable—if you could call it life, rather than just carrying on existing, until one day you stopped doing even that. Liam loved all the late 90’s new synaptic, full-sensory immersion programs; as long as he could avoid thinking about how much it had cost, and how many people he’d personally helped to hurt, to perfect the technology.

Juliette’s brief stint as a contestant on Liam’s show—with now-antique lenses broadcasting her life to the world, non-stop, from behind her own eyes—had put her off brain-interface technology for life; and Liam couldn’t blame her in the least. In fact, he’d almost come to blows with a new orderly the previous year—or was it two years ago now?—when the fresh-faced fool had tried to force a live-connected upgrade onto Juliette. They just couldn’t believe someone would choose not to be connected to the rest of the world, at the turn of the 22nd century.

Liam had fought them off, and he’d do it again if that’s what it took to protect Juliette’s right to the privacy of her own mind. Even if he did wish she’d communicate a little bit more. At least with him. 

For instance, she could have told him that her green, temperature-regulating smart throw—the ancient ratty one with the Grass is Greener’s emerald “helping hand” logo—had slipped off onto the floor. That way, he could have avoided feeling like such an ass for sitting here next to her, musing, and only noticing the missing cover just now, whilst poor Juliette was probably catching one of her nasty colds.

Liam searched around the solarium for a free orderly, but they were all busy with the real clients. The ones who hadn’t been here for two and a half decades already and needed pampering to keep those expensive private clinic fees rolling in, month after month. Liam and Juliette were special cases, placed and paid for by almighty RedCorp. As long as Elysium Fields kept them safely tucked away and forgotten by the world, the staff didn’t need to lift a finger. The bills would always be paid on time.

Not for the first time, Liam wondered if the “Hippocratic” in “Hippocratic oath” wasn’t just a typo for the far more honest “hypocritical”. He considered flagging down one of the staff in the barebones augmented reality display they let inmates use here in the Fields, but decided against it. The damn alert system couldn’t tell the difference between a fallen blanket and an aneurism, and they cut your entertainment time if they decided you’d abused the system. Liam would just have to sort out Juliette’s blanket himself.

The former reality host sighed, then dropped his ratty-slippered feet from their usual perches and down to the sterile, faux-marble tiles. His arms quivering at the unfamiliar strain, he pushed himself up out of the chair and stood, catching his breath and blinking in the sunlight.

Liam was so used to spending his mornings here in the chair, it always surprised him how alien Elysium Fields’ central solarium looked, on the rare occasions he got to view the comings and goings from a standing position.

Then his legs wobbled beneath him, interrupting his musing. Liam waddled over to pick up Juliette’s smart throw before he ended up on the floor alongside it, and tried not to wince as he bent down. How was he so out of shape? He wasn’t barely just seventy, for Mars’ sake. Didn’t all the rejuvie ads say seventy was the new fifty?

But neither Juliette nor himself were exactly rejuvenation treatment material. Liam tucked the corners of the warm throw down around the edges of his friend’s favourite Monty Python and the Holy Grail t-shirt, and muttered impotent curses against the Corporate world-society. The society that had forced them both into the Fields when they became inconvenient, then thrown away the key.

At least Liam had struck out, symbolically if nothing else, against the status quo. When he couldn’t escape the realities of how the Corporate machine—and his show especially —existed only to grind up lives and spew them out as entertainment, he’d taken his privileged position and thrown it into his bosses’ smug, ladder-climbing faces. Sure, the wall of spin doctors and marketeers protecting the system had turned his message, the wake-up call he’d subverted his show and sent out to the world, into a laughingstock. And yes, his “freedom”, on the run and hiding in the margins of the anti-Corporate underground, had lasted all of two months. Then RedCorp’s rent-a-cops had caught him, ‘tasered him senseless, and shoved him here in the Fields. But at least he had his chance. He’d tried to defy them, and earned his banishment from society. 

What had Juliette done to deserve all this? To deserve them locking her away and torturing her with the virtual therapy machine. Putting her through one terrifying simulation after another so they could record her reactions and “treat” her, until she had no choice but to lock herself away in her own mind, just to survive? She never even got the chance to rebel. Her only fault was that she hadn’t spent enough time reading the fine print before signing on as a contestant5 in Liam’s show, The Grass is Greener, and giving up even the slightest bit of her privacy.

[5 From the Latin contestari litem, to call to witness, to bring legal action against. Now you know why every game show podium looks like a court witness stand.]

That was all she’d ever done wrong. Liam himself had done the rest, pushing her to the brink, until she could not take it anymore. And just because he’d been following orders—flowing from Ms. Heath and the RedCorp board all the way down to him, through Ed, the show’s Editor and Corporate commissar—that did not remove any of his responsibility for putting her here. 

The show had crashed and burned years ago—about the same time a faulty bit of stage setting had crashed and burned on top of Mary Artworthy, the backstabbing agency worker who had replaced Liam as host of the show. But trauma lasted a lot longer than ratings and audience shares.

Liam hobbled back over to his chair, and fought a grimace at the muscle pangs when he flopped down, exhausted. Twenty-five years of friendship here at the Fields, a quarter century of picking up blankets, barely even scratched the surface of making up for what he’d done to Juliette.

A happy giggle interrupted his ancient steam engine of thought at that point. Liam turned to glower at Juliette as she shuffled comfortably under the warm blanket, a little smile on her pale features.

“Were you awake that whole time?” spluttered Liam. “Why didn’t you say anything, instead of watching me do all that?”

Liam regretted the words instantly. He was the last person who should be scolding Juliette for watching other people without them knowing.

Juliette’s gunmetal blue eyes flashed open, peering out at Liam from sunken, sleepless pits. “Same reason why you get them to push you around in that damn chair every day, when you can walk around just fine without it. Because I can.”

Damn the woman. She insisted on spending hours and hours in silence, only to come out swinging and pushing all his buttons, making him wish she’d just shut up again and leave him to his guilt-ridden reminiscence.

Plus, she was right, of course. Not that Liam was about to admit it.

“Hell, Jules. Why should I bother walking around when I can get the orderlies to push me? Gives me something to look forward to when I have to bend over and take the rest of their indignities with a smile, you know what I mean? Mars knows we have precious few things to look forward to here.”

Juliette’s smile faded, and she fixed Liam with her icy gaze. “You don’t need to preach to me about how shite it is stuck here at the Fields, Liam. Nothing to be done for it, and that’s hard. But you know what’s even harder? Not trying to change anything at all.”

Liam quirked an eyebrow and shuffled uneasily in his wheelchair. “You going all mystical on me again, Juliette? I thought we’d talked about this.”

“I’m serious, Liam. A lot of folx need their chair, but you are not one of them. Not yet, at least. Getting stuck in a rut is one thing, but forgetting change is even an option is far, far worse. That’s death, right there.”

“If the first thing you say to me in two days is going to be this rubbish, you might as well just keep it to yourself, you know,” snapped the former host, his wide-splayed ears flushing in embarrassment.

Juliette grinned, showing sharp, yellowing teeth. “Sometimes death is a lot easier than making the effort to change what you can. I know. But that’s no excuse for giving up and not even trying anymore.”

With an aggravated, “Pshaw,” Liam waved his hands in the air, brushing aside the whole conversation. Juliette kept her trademark silence as her former host pushed himself up again, a lot more quickly this time, and spun to face her.

“You know what, Jules my dear? You’re right. I don’t need this chair. But I don’t need to sit here and listen to this nonsense either. I’m off to my room.”

“Got you up out of the chair though, didn’t I?” Juliette added, with a smirk.

“Shut it you,” Liam replied, but not too unkindly, as he pushed off from the chair and started the wobbly walk across the solarium. “Make sure you stay warm, is all,” he called back. “I’ll see you after lunch.”

He turned away and focused on his walk, huffing and puffing and resolutely not looking back at how big Juliette’s smirk must be right now.

Liam’s walk, stiff and hesitant at first, grew more assured within seconds. He passed the main desk, barely drawing a glance from Ms. Updegrave as she bustled past on some urgent, smiling errand. If she cared at all, she no doubt filed this little upset in Liam’s regular, chair-bound routine in the bulging mental folder labelled Somebody Else’s Problem.

He soon left the sterile, sun-drenched solarium behind him and started down the corridor to his room. The virtual therapy rooms were no longer dark and silent—the machinery within flickered and pulsated with expensive intensity, in perfect time to the odd whimper or cry of fear that escaped beneath the sound-proofed doors.

Poor bastards.

He rushed past with a turn of speed he wouldn’t have thought his poor, neglected legs could manage, and flopped against the wide door to his room when he finally reached it, breathless and convinced he was having a heart attack. It was only after a full minute of terror, when his heart no longer felt like it was trying to break free from his chest, that he realised it was just the feel of physical exertion—something he’d long forgotten. And hadn’t expected ever to feel again, truth be told, not since they’d stopped forcing aerobic exercises on Juliette and himself, along with the rest of their so-called treatment here.

Yes, they both needed their exercise, as much if not more than anybody else. But they weren’t about to go demand their own time with the physical trainers, and risk the powers that be at the Fields signing them both back up for the “therapy” sessions as well. Liam needed those damn programs playing with his synapses about as much as he needed a bullet to the face—but it was even worse for Juliette. If they ever forced her back into one of those chambers, Liam didn’t think her mind or her body could handle it. They were deeply fissured as it stood, and it would not take much to break them altogether.

Both of them were far better off going along with the status quo. Doing everything in their power to encourage the Fields to forget about them and leave the two of them in peace.

Liam chuckled at that, letting out a gust of recovered breath.

He wasn’t missing out on much, after all. He had his own substitute for action and exercise right here in the comfort of his room.
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Liam shut the wide door firmly behind him. There weren’t any locks of course, but it was the best he could do to block out the rest of the sordid world of Elysium Fields. He knew from experience that nobody would come bother him until lunch time.

In his mounting excitement, the tall, tracksuit-clad seventy-year-old nearly skipped across the small room, over to his favourite comfy chair. It was just as well Juliette had chosen today to go on about him and the chair. Any other day, at this hour, there’d be nothing good to watch. Just relays, until the evening streams started over in Japan and China, after lunch.

But not today.

Today was the first day of the Metalympics.

Giggling to himself, Liam swept some of the cluttered Grass is Greener merch and other ancient paraphernalia1 from his side-table—including a dubious box of logoed tissue paper—to make room for a painfully cold bottle of water and a half-eaten slab of dark chocolate from his little fridge.

[1 Originally, a legal term meaning “a woman’s property that is not part of her dowry”. It is sadly unsurprising that this rapidly shifted in usage to mean “random, unimportant odds and ends”.]

He checked the time in his minimal heads-up display, then rushed to change into his comfortable, ratty old black-and-red Elysium Fields track suit. His lanky bottom had long since worn a groove into the chair, and he gladly sank into it. Then he closed his eyes, placed his hands safely on the setee arms, and lowered the back of his balding, silver hair down to the chair’s headrest plate, the one with the brain-and-rainbow innoSense logo. 

Liam grinned in anticipation. It wasn’t much of an escape, but when you were a goldfish in a tank—and a geriatric one at that—then you took what you could. And innoSense was definitely an escape route he took as often as he possibly could.

As soon as the back of his head hit the moulded plate, a waterfall of incorporeal noise thundered through Liam’s mind, without even bothering to pass through his splayed ears first. The unmistakeable lavender smell of his dead mother’s perfume tickled the soles of his slippered feet, and a delicious aquamarine tang in his mouth made him salivate.

Then the nanite dusting of interface powder coating his brain—the neural mesh that made innoSense’s full virtual immersion possible—finished syncing with his sensory input. He was suddenly far from his comfy prison of a room. Instead, he stood in the middle of a bewildering2 maelstrom3 of unbelievable sights, packed onto the impossibly green turf of a chock-a-block virtual stadium.

[2 “That which throroughly lures into the wild”]

[3 “The Grinding Stream” in old Dutch, which takes on a whole new meaning in the livestreaming era]

The usual, post sync-in dopamine rush tickled Liam’s forebrain. He was home. And today, of all days, home was the place he wanted to be.

"Balls. Why did it have to be balls?" came the voice from his own throat, in soft female tones and hesitant, if extremely precise, corporate-standard English.

All around his host broadcaster, the pomp4 and pageantry5 of the Metalympics opening ceremony was in full swing. Directly in front of the broadcaster, the Japanese delegation’s mascot, a flowing, cypress and cedar-back recreation of the eight-headed dragon Yamata no Orochi, writhed and tried its best to stick to its planned routine. This wasn’t easy, since its multi-synced innoSense operators had to keep chasing off the dozen or so Gang-Gang cuckatoos that had gone rogue from the Australian bird show, and were trying to roost on its back. In the distance, beyond the dragon and the birds, the colossal, smiling Ecuadorian mascot, a cheerful nightmare caricature of the real-life Quito Space Elevator that was finally supposed to open for business at the end of the year—if it wasn’t delayed yet again—dwarfed all the other national presentations, and waved down at the world below.

[4 “A sending” in the original Greek. Again, oddly accurate.]

[5 “A play in a cycle of Medieval mystery plays”]

All around them, the billion or so spectators viewing the main, official feed from all around the world cheered on their own national teams and their favourite Metalympic athletes. Their roars combined into an ever-shifting presence with a life of its own, greater than any of the displays.

Just like the other million or so viewers logged into Shin Iseul’s live innoSense feed, Liam was experiencing the celebrations through the eyes of the Tokyo-based virtual sports superstar. And even though his little Iseul was smiling and waving just like all the other Metalympians, he knew she was all business, her mind closed to the spectacle around her and focused on the event—the first of the Metalympics—that was about to start.

Liam had cursed the ghost of Pierre de Coubertin when the Metalympic Committee drew LumiBall as the first event of the 2099 Metalympic finals. Iseul hated LumiBall. A rough start today could put an end to her Metalympic adventure before it even started, no matter how high she’d ranked in the qualifier rounds. Even now that she was part of the final ten, the best Metathletes out of twenty thousand pros from all around the world, this was exactly the sort of bad luck that could put Iseul off her game—if she allowed it to get to her, that is.

But his Iseul had harder skin that that.

“Oh, okay,” she chuckled under the cover of the roaring crowd, in response to some crass comment in the full-immersion feed’s chat, which scrolled at nigh-unreadable speed in the air next to her. “So we are all supposed to bow before LumiBall now, is this right? It is only meat-body football on amphetamines, folx, with super jumps thrown in for fun. And seriously, super jumps are the lamest superpower of them all!”

“Don’t let them get to you, Iseul,” said a voice from behind the Metalympic athlete, and the feed’s perspective shifted as she turned to face her trainer. Even in the white-and-red Japanese delegation avatar, rather than his usual designer gamer jumpsuit, nobody who’d followed professional Metasports over the past ten years could fail to recognise the bleached blond spikes of the lanky Asian-American wonder, Dave Quach. Better known to the metasports world as DaVOID, his screenname as former champion turned coach to rising star Shin Iseul. “And everyone knows controlling fish is the lamest superpower, anyway.”

Iseul shot her trainer a grateful grin the viewers felt from the inside, and nodded before turning back to the show. Deep in his chair in Elysium Fields, Liam chuckled. He was a crafty so-and-so, that DaVOID. Talking smack about superpowers was sure to distract the punters in the chat for a good few minutes. Get them fighting each other over the usual rubbish, and they’d leave Iseul in peace to finish her mental warm-ups for the coming event. The other competitors up and down the field were doing the same, each standing with their own Corporate-sponsored national delegations of trainers and technicians.

There wasn’t much left of Liam’s pride, but it did what little remained a world of good to see Iseul and the rest of the athletes, even beneath the jumpsuits with logos from SyneDeal, RedCorp, Triumph, Revenue, and the rest of the big Corporate Council players. Because those logos served as constant reminders, to Liam at least, of what was probably the greatest thing he’d achieved in his life. Alongside saving Iseul, that is.

The proprietary Grass is Greener broadcast lens technology he’d sacrificed everything to steal from his former masters at RedCorp, and distrubute to the world, had shaken up the entire Corporate world-state. Overnight, back in the 70s, a hundred thousand private broadcasters had flooded the scene, on uncontrollable platforms, providing their own entertainment, content, and commentary on society.

The Corps had tried to push back with copyright claims and desist orders, but that was like trying to hold back a massive DDOS attack using Minesweeper. They’d rallied soon enough, doing their best to co-opt the most popular new global influencers with sponsorships. If they couldn’t control them directly, at least they could invest, to help recoup the hit to their own entertainment branches and their bottom line. That much was probably inevitable.

But it did nothing to change Liam’s tickle of pride. Now that the distribution tech was out there, Corporate boards had no way to control what folx like Iseul and the rest of them chose to broadcast. What they chose to say, and how they helped make their viewers think outside the mandatory boxes.

He hadn’t done it alone, and it might have cost him his freedom, but Liam could lull himself to sleep at night with the knowledge that he had at least succeeded in changing the game, with the lens schematics he’d leaked. The freedom of broadcast he helped introduce had only become deeper with the evolutions in the tech, and the arrival of innoSense—the cheap, non-brain-scrambling descendant of the prototype that had both ended young Usnavi Musibay’s life and secured his place as winner of the very first season of his old show, The Grass is Greener.  

This brave new world he’d helped create belonged to Iseul now, and Liam was just glad he was still around to watch it, alongside everyone else in the System.

Overhead, a glorious rainbow cascaded through the sky, before exploding into a spray of big, pink-leaved flower-cups that spun down to the ground, twisting into the letters spelling “South Africa” as they fell. For a second, Liam wondered what the opening ceremony must look like from the normal viewer perspective, up in the main feed spectator gallery, and whether he should have synced into that feed instead.

But his doubt lasted no longer than that second. He had the honour of being Iseul’s oldest supporter. Even if she probably didn’t remember, he’d been part of her life from the age of two. His key role in saving baby Iseul from a life of legal corporate slavery was the one thing he’d done as host of The Grass is Greener he was proud of, even now. The one unquestionably good thing. Syncing into any other feed on this, her big day, would be heresy6.

[6 A choice, deliberate plan, or philosophical school of thought in the original Greek. Also sodomy in medieval French.]

Finally, the opening ceremony wound down, and Yamata no Orochi let out a resounding roar as the Japanese delegation walked off the field. Iseul followed the eight-headed monster, strengthening its roar with a fist-pump and a guttural kiai of her own that got Liam’s blood pumping, all the way back in Elysium Fields.

“Right then,” rumbled the athlete, when she and her team got to the game prep area at the edge of the green field. “Time to show the world what a girl from Tokyo can do. Shall we?”

***
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Iseul gave her teammates a wave and a thumbs up as she phased into the virtual locker room, waiting for the LumiBall pitch to finish loading. 

As ever, the innoSense world surrounding them seemed a bit too real. Bigger than life—especially when that life was stuck behind the guarded gates of Elysium Fields. Out in the meat-world, Iseul’s four teammates were just generic, pasty-faced youths in jumpsuits, crammed into their sponsors’ professional-grade innoSense booths.

But here, they were in their element, shining beings of light standing at ease in the virtual locker room, each bearing their pro gamer tag and their team name proudly—perhaps a bit too proudly in some cases, as far as Liam was concerned. Certainly, there were only so many handles that weren't taken by now, but how could you expect to make a serious career behind a name like “[BaA]SplooshMaster5”?

As for his Iseul, she was, and always would be, just Iseul. The one and only. Now that she was a household name, she had deals with studios to block the name before new games even came out. No punny gamer tags or fronting, no numbers or weird spellings. With Iseul, what you saw was what you got, physical stigma of her genemodded infanthood and all. The public loved her for it, and nothing could have made Liam more proud.

Iseul’s teammates' voices were loud and clear in her feed, almost as if she were hearing them through her physical ears. Even though each athlete’s Metalympics score would be based on their individual contributions to their team, it was nice to see that Iseul had a solid crew at her side going into this match. There was nothing worse than being stuck with a bad team that stopped you from fighting back as you got trounced.

Liam knew all about her teammates from previous feeds, right down to the last quirk of their avatar accessories and sponsorships—all except that new fellow, a last minute qualifier, from the Bolivarian Free State of all places. “Tristram”. What, was “Diablo” already taken? At least the chap knew his classics.

Iseul gave as good as she got in the pre-match trash talk between players, and made sure her private feeders got the full experience, as always. They loved that kind of thing. 

Then it was game time.
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CHAPTER 3
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“Now it's SplooshMaster on the attack for the Greens, he's hemmed in and lobs it high over the goal—no, wait, Tristram is up there, and—GOAL!"

Liam let out a digital roar of excitement, along with a solid six billion other viewers around the world. Back in his merchandise-strewn room in Elysium Fields, he felt his meat body flex and strain, his heart pounding. With a conscious effort, he calmed it down, before he ended up shouting out there as well, and forcing one of the orderlies to come check on him.

"No way, JaneirOh!” panted the celebrity commentator, Hermes. “What in Mars’ name was that?"

"A beautiful aerial bicycle kick there from Tristram, sending the bounce past the defenders and straight into the back of the Blue net. Look at the fireworks!” gushed the second commentator, in warm, Brazilian tones.

"How did he know to get into position for that?"

"I think we’re going to need the ball-cam replay on that one, Hermes."

The official feed's perspective shifted, and now they were looking out from inside the ball itself, as SplooshMaster was hemmed in by Blue defenders Teemo and Smashy. Both the ball and the viewers went flying, until Tristram soared in like a green ICBM from midfield. He intercepted the ball at the peak of his super-jumping arc. Then, spinning, he kicked both ball and viewers with such virtual force that the bounce off the ground, before they all ended up in the goal, must have caused multiple cases of psychosomatic whiplash.

"Look at that! He is up in the air before the ball even leaves SplooshMaster's feet. You just don't take that kind of risk at this level of play, Hermes. Not with these stakes."

Out on the field, Tristram's avatar executed a celebratory back flip. Then, with the spectator chat channels still going wild with excitement over the goal, he ran to the centre of the pitch and made a weird gesture—one fist pumping in the air, the other against his chest, fingers splayed in a sidewise V-shape. To Liam’s classically-trained mind, it looked like a Vulcan salute. Maybe one that had fallen over after too much Vulcan brandy.

The chat feed floating next to Liam turned even uglier than usual, with a sudden injection of capital letters and filtered swear words. Threats of bodily harm to all who opposed the overthrow of the corrupt political elites met with equally capitalised and censored accusations branding Tristram as both a fascist and the improbable lovechild of Adolf Hitler and Jar Jar Binks.

Ignoring the uproar—or perhaps even basking in it—Tristram flexed his avatar’s rippling arms below his ribs and shouted, “SANGRE Y SUELO!”—all in capital letters in the transcribed text log.

"Wait, is that one of those fascist Free State salutes? He can’t do that in the middle of a Metalympics final, can he?" blubbered a flustered Hermes.

"I think he just did," replied his co-host. JaneirOh’s sunny tones were suddenly cold as liquid oxygen.

Her partner let out a low moan. “Is he trying to goad the Council into banning the Bolivarians from the Metalympics altogether?”

Liam’s stomach churned. He might not have immediately recognised the meaning of the V-shape hand gesture. But even in the gated security of the Fields, he wasn’t entirely isolated from the happenings out in the great wide world they’d shut him away from. The flaring of nationalist tensions, the rising tide of protests against Corporate client states around the world, leading up to the coups by rebel mercenary armies in Bogota and Caracas who declared their own unified and militarised nation-state. That was months ago, and the Corporate Council still hadn’t managed to put them down and restor the old client governments.

The former Corporate mercenaries were already on the ground, after all, and had full control. They’d just decided they didn’t need the bosses anymore, and might as well run their new United Bolivarian Free State themselves.

Sangre y suelo indeed. Liam had risked—and lost—everything just to shake up the Corporate Council’s stranglehold over humankind. But a return to old school military regimes and nationalist bloodshed wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind.

"Now, let's not drag politics into this, Hermes. Look, the game certainly doesn’t care, and the counter’s ticking down to kick-off,” JaneirOh rushed to say, her relief at a chance to change the subject as clear as intestellar space. “They’re lining up again and... here they go! It's a clean hit from Sanabi for the Blues, passed across to NubKilla who is facing off against Pr0nchips for the Greens. Nice stutter-step using the boost there to set up the pass to TempyuRA. Watch out, it's just Iseul between him and the Green net now, and..."

"Ooo, beautifully-timed takedown by Iseul there. The ball goes well wide of the net and bounces back to the waiting feet of Tristram, who passes it back to Baguette."

“Baguette with the pass to SplooshMaster, with Tristram moving up on the left side."

"Ooh, SplooshMaster gets his ball stolen away with a dash from Teemo, with thirty seconds left on the clock. Teemo sprints ahead and passes to NubKilla, NubKilla with the beautiful set up for TempyuRA, it's a strong hit—oh my, it’s off the crossbar! Twenty seconds left, with the score tied One-One, and it's the crossbar! There’s Iseul with the long super-kick to drive the ball out of her zone and over to the Blue side. Think we're going to overtime, JaneirOh?"

"As long as the ball doesn't hit the ground, it's still in play, Hermes! And look at Green's offensive set-up, they're not leaving anybody back! Tristram gets it, passes ahead to Pr0nchips who takes the shot. Blocked by Smashy, but SplooshMaster gets the rebound."

"Five seconds on the clock!"

"Tackle from Teemo, the ball goes high. And with that last clear, Blue team is all out of boost energy!"

"Tristram with the control in the air. Sanabi tries to reach him, can't quite make it. Time is all over now, Jane. It's sudden death overtime as soon as the ball hits the ground."

"Green team is all moving up, with Blue crowded around their goal. Tristram bounces it off the side wall, and it's Iseul coming up the middle. Boosted sprint from the last of Iseul's power, she’s coming in hot and—yes, it's Iseul with the head-shot on goal!"

"Teemo and Sanabi both get a piece of it, but that’s a wicked deflection! Is it enough? Look at it bounce... Will. It. Go. In? GOOOOOAAAAAAL!"

"What a finish, Hermes! What. A. Finish! Look at the joy out on the field, with the Greens boosting cartwheels through the air! That’s what the feeders come for, and both teams certainly delivered tonight. It doesn't get any better than this!"

Liam couldn’t have agreed more, cheering and shouting his avatar’s vocal chords hoarse, along with the other faceless billions filling the stadium’s1 virtual seats. The whole place pulsed with life, the joy was infectious, and Iseul—his Iseul—had earned every dopamine tingle of it.

[ A “stadium” was originally a unit measuring length, equal to anywhere between  157 and 209 metres, depending and who you ask, and when. The racetrack at Olympia measured one stadium (or stadion in Greek), which is the reason why the hulking monstrosities in every city in the world are called stadiums today.]

The proud smile on his meat-face back in his room at the Fields matched the one on his avatar as he watched Iseul land from the Green Team’s celebratory aerial antics. She cupped her hands to her face and shouted into the living, pulsating roar of the crowd.

“This goal goes out to the man who saved me, who sacrificed himself to save us all—Mister Liam Argyle!”

The crowd roared all the louder, because that’s what a crowd does when the champion of the moment shouts something out at them. Everyone except Liam, that was. Instead, he stopped breathing at the sudden bucket of ice the words had poured down his spine.

Down on the pitch, Iseul ran off, celebrating with her team-mates. The casters were promising expert coverage about tomorrow’s shooter event after the commercial break, but Liam didn’t care at all anymore. He couldn’t—his whole body was rebelling in shock. Red lights appeared in his biomonitor feedback, and it was all he could do to force his trembling meat-arm to push him up and off the innoSense headrest, before he went into cardiac arrest.

His heart seemed to have migrated up into his brain, and was pounding away there so loud, he didn’t even hear the banging at the door at first, thinking it was just one more thing rattling around inside his own head.

“Mister Argyle, sir! Your monitor went off. Do you need assistance?”

Liam opened his mouth, but no words came out—just a deep, pulsating rattle. The Fields staff didn’t need any further invitation; the wide door swung open and Ms. Updegrave barged in, bulky white dermic dispenser clenched, and backed up by another, even burlier orderly who stayed by the door, ready to pounce if this was a security issue.

But one glance at Liam’s gaping fish-eyed stare was enough to show this was a strictly medical matter. With a quick flick in her AR interface, Ms. Updegrave adjusted the dispenser to Liam’s live bio-readouts, yanked open his robes and injected something tingly straight into his chest.

Whatever nanomedical cocktail the machine had cooked up for him, it did its work with commendable speed. Within seconds, a cool blanket smothered Liam’s racing mind and body, bringing his breathing and his thoughts back into check.

Liam blinked and took the long-forgotten bottle of water from Ms. Updegrave’s hand. After a swig or two, the damned Grass is Greener merchandise littering his room had come back into focus. He could almost believe it had all been a nightmare, or some rogue snippet of innoSense code.

Almost.

“All better now, Mister Argyle?” asked the towering orderly, as if she didn’t have all Liam’s vital statistics on full display and already knew the answer better than he did. “I’ve warned you not to abuse your innoSense privileges, now haven’t I? Stay in the safe parts, and the Doctor won’t have to cut you off.” 

Liam gave her a meek nod and sipped at his water, his mind still struggling to come to grips with Iseul shouting his name in front of billions of feeders, and what that might mean for him in his more-or-less-comfortable isolation here in the Fields.

Maybe nothing?

He wished he could believe it.

“Well,” carried on the orderly, waving off her colleague, “if you’re feeling quite well, then I’ll bring in your lunch, shall I? You’re a lucky one, we’ve got your favourite veg korma today.”

Liam thanked her half-heartedly, and she tromped off, leaving the former host to wallow in dread.

Somehow, he didn’t think any amount of curry was going to help make today any better.
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CHAPTER 4
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The fallout started hitting the air disinfectors before Liam even got to take the lid off his lunch tray.

“Sorry to interrupt you Mister Argyle,” said a panting, out-of-breath Ms. Updegrave. Both her tone and the way she barged into Liam’s room without even bothering to knock called her a liar. “There’s a group of... visitors for you, in the solarium.”

“But it’s lunchtime, Phyllis,” a stunned Liam said, lifting the grey printer-plastic lid and gesturing at the steaming, creamy turmeric-gold treat beneath. “No visits before three pm. I know I don’t need to remind you of the Fields’ rules, of all people.”

The hulking orderly pulled a face like a lemon sucked through vacuum. “These young folx say they’ve come a long way to see you, Mr. Argyle. They’re adamant.”

“Adamant,” Liam repeated, dread rising the depths of his growling stomach.

“That’s right. And some of them have innoSense rigs, too,” she added with a scowl, sounding as if she’d have preferred automatic weapons. “It’s all highly irregular, so we sent word to Doctor Reiter up in Paradise Mars, and he said to let them see you, rather than call in security and create an incident. But damned if I know why they’d come all this way, and then wait around for over fifteen minutes, waiting for an answer, just to see someone like you.”

Ms. Updegrave didn’t even pretend she cared about offending him or not. The daily suppositories had a way of breeding familiarity, the former host supposed. Or perhaps that should be “supposited”. 

“Doctor Reiter’s theory is that, whatever they think they’re going to find, seeing you in person will bring them back down to Earth soon enough.”

Liam shrugged off this fresh slight with expert practice and cast a desultory1 glance down at his beautiful-smelling curry. He swallowed the mouthful of saliva the warm aromas of cardamom and coriander had triggered, then said, “I suppose I don’t really have much say in the matter then?”

[ From the adjective form of the Latin desultor, “a rider in the circus who who jumps from one horse to another while they are in gallop”. You couldn’t make this stuff up if you tried.]

“That’s the spirit, Mr. Argyle!” replied Ms. Updegrave, cracking a grin. Liam wished she’d stick to the lemon-sucking scowl, quite frankly. At least he knew where he stood with her scowl—bent over and with his trousers down, usually, but at least that was a known evil. In the biblical sense, even.

The known evil pulled his chair into the room, slammed the lid back down on the curry, and womanhandled him into the wheelchair. No chance to protest, even if he’d wanted to. And even less chance to sort out his balding hair a bit, or maybe pull on something more presentable to wear—not that they let him keep any decent sort of clothes in his room, anyway.

All he had here was a towering column of horrible Grass is Greener-logoed t-shirts, track suits, and socks—of all things—that the show’s few remaining die-hard fans kept sending him. There was even a rare, collectors’ print emerald green evening gown, with the show’s “helping hand” logo printed across the plush velvet, that always made him want to retch whenever he saw it. It was only his morbid fascination—and perhaps a touch of nostalgia for the days where he acually mattered to the rest of humanity—that stopped him from getting rid of all that show-merch junk.

He’d rather march out naked than put any of that shite on, so his fresh-pressed Elysium Fields track suit was probably a lesser evil, in the end. He nodded to Updegrave, who wheeled the chair through the propped-open door and down the corridor. The orderly’s brisk, nervous pace behind him only increased Liam’s dread at what awaited him in the stark light of the Fields’ central solarium.

At least the torture therapy rooms were dark at this hour—even the Fields’ demon innoSense technicians had to pause to eat sometime.

They rounded the corner into the central area, and that was when all hell broke loose in the ordered purgatory that was Elysium Fields.

“There he is!” rose the cry from the assembled throng of pretty young people—a riot of origins and orientations. Inside the muted pastel walls of the Fields, the visitors—his visitors, Liam corrected, with a twinge of vestigial pride—were an explosion of colour, of energy, of life. A youthful shower of studded leather, sequins, glitter, portable innoSense broadcast rigs, and far more exposed flesh than Liam ever remembered existing in the world.

The former host tried to remember the way he used to smile for the cameras as the faces and the lenses turned towards him. Silently, he cursed himself for not brushing his teeth before coming out here—and they were his teeth, as he was proud to remind anyone who would listen. But that also meant they were a bugger to keep more white than yellow.

Still, all these young folx were here now—and they were here for him, of all people! It had to be because of Iseul’s shoutout at the Metalympics, of course. This was her crowd of innoSense all-inners; the first generation of enbies, boys, and girls from around the globe to grow up with a shared, full-immersion global cultural experience.

If this was what the future looked like, maybe there was hope for humanity, after all. He might even manage to convince himself someday that the sacrifices made along the road of progress had been worth it.

Someday.

Until then, he’d just have to be happy the world hadn’t completely forgotten about him. If this many youngsters had discovered about Liam Argyle—and his one big act of rebellion, all those years ago—thanks to Iseul’s shoutout, and come racing here as a result, then maybe the world wasn’t quite done with him yet.

“Well, look at the lot of you! Brings a smile to an old host’s face, you know.” 

He rose to his feet with all the grace he could muster, ignoring the half-hearted protests from Ms. Updegrave behind the chair. “That’s better! Now, you haven’t come all this way just to gawk at the surroundings. I bet you have all sorts of questions for me!” 

The twenty or so young things smiled back at him—but come to think of it, it wasn’t quite the excited, possibly even adoring smile he’d first imagined. Oh, they were certainly excited, squealing in excitement amongst themselves. But now that he was standing not ten paces away from the unexpected assembly, Liam had to admit they weren’t really paying him that much attention. All their youthful, vibrating-with-excitement focus was mostly reserved the Fields’ main doors, for some reason.

“Well then, shoot away!” prompted Liam, to break the increasingly awkward silence. “Don’t be shy!”

The all-inners listened to him politely enough, behind their display-filled stares, but only seemed concerned with jockeying for position near the doors. All except one: a tall local girl in green leather, with a fuzzy blonde buzz-cut atop her Afro-Carribean features. “Leesha Ocampo, she/her,” stated the minimal ID tag which was all Liam’s limited display had access to.

“It’s an honour to meet you, Mister Argyle, sir,” cooed the girl, who was clearly the group’s designated spokesperson. Her formal politeness was like something straight out of an old, 20th century video, and made Liam feel just as old. “The man who gave up everything to save baby Shin Iseul from a life of corporate slavery!”

Well, it wasn’t quite that simple—or noble, even. But Liam was a man wandering through the desert when it came to praise these days. He wasn’t about to turn up his nose at a miracle oasis and say it was in the wrong spot, so he gave the young lady a smile and an encouraging nod.

“Well... I suppose our first question would be whether you’ve already decided what you’re going to say to Iseul when she gets here.”

Liam kept smiling out of ancient habit whilst his mind tried to slot the leather-clad girl’s words together to form some kind of meaning; the smile froze on his pale, prematurely wrinkled face when he finally got there.

“Sorry, when who gets where?” he asked, on the off chance it was just the onset of the hearing issues Doctor Reiter kept telling him to look out for. But, as ever, Liam was not that lucky.

“Shin Iseul, sir. She booked a suborbital flight from Tokyo as soon as the LumiBall event wrapped up. Haven’t you been watching her feed?” she added, indignity at the mere thought of such sacrilege, on today of all days, breaking through the flush of excitement on the die-hard fan’s big round face.

Liam rushed to salvage what little sympathy he could. “Of course I have! I just didn’t realise she was already here. Damn fast, those suborbitals these days,” he added, with a little cough.

“Oh, yes,” said the girl, all transgressions forgiven and fandom gleaming in her eyes yet again. Liam hated playing the “old man” card like that, but hell, it had to be good for something. “I still can’t believe Iseul is coming here! I can’t wait to show her the footage from out latest democracy protest at Whitehall!”

Yes, there was that, of course. Cooped up in the Fields, Liam kept forgetting. He usually skipped that part of Iseul’s feeds, the daily thoughts and readings about direct democracy she shared with her viewers. About how it was the only way to fix the way the world was run before it all exploded into pieces, like it had with the Bolivarians. It made him unbearably proud, of course. The one person he’d ever managed to really help was using the freedom of speech he’d played no small part in building, with the free distribution lens plans he’d stolen and spread. Defending the same ideals he’d fought for in his message to the uncaring world, way back when.

But that was precisely why he could never bring himself to watch that part of her shows. He’d been there. He’d tried. And it was a silly, youthful notion to think that a metathlete like Iseul could have any sort of impact on fixing the corrupt Corporate world-state. No more than that Tristram, for that matter, on the side of the neo-nationalists and authoritarians.

It was a fool’s errand. Mars above, maybe that’s what he should tell Iseul, if she really was coming here to the Fields today.

Coming to shatter whatever peace Liam and Juliette had managed to carve out for themselves here.

“Leesha, we just got the secure ping from Iseul’s transport,” said a tall newcomer, breaking the silence even though her words were slightly muffled by the industrial comms goggles covering her sepia cheeks. Her ID tag was as minimalist and private as only the most skilled innoSense wizards ever managed to achieve: it simply stated her pronouns and her digital handle, “Dixit”.

“What’s the ETA?” replied the green leather-clad Leesha.

The innoSense techie adjusted her goggles. “The grid has her arriving in just under twenty-two minutes, but my own adjusted traffic model makes it more like twenty-seven,” she said, not even trying to keep the smugness out of her deep, pleasant voice.

“I’m sorry, my dears,” Liam said, swallowing down a rising tide of panic. “If Iseul is really that near already, I had best go get freshened up a bit before she arrives. I do hope you and your friends here won’t be too offended if I leave you to your own devices for a few?”

“Oh, not at all,” replied the one in charge, the very picture of politeness. Her eyes immediately returned to the doors, ignoring Liam completely as he flopped back down into his chair. 

He closed his wavering eyes as Ms. Updegrave wheeled him back to his room with unusual eagerness. Liam figured the orderly was just as eager to get out of the solarium as he was. The eternal silence of the Fields started to swallow the excited babble from Iseul’s all-inner fans, and it was only then that the former host spoke up, eyes shut tight as he tried to wrestle with a thousand conflicting fears—not to mention the tears welling at the corner of his eyes.

“Don’t let her in, Phyllis,” he hissed through clenched teeth.

The orderly faltered for a second behind the chair, then picked up the pace again.

“Excuse me, Mister Argyle?” she replied, her icy tones betraying just how shocked she was to hear Liam speak to her in such firm tones—issuing commands for the first time in over twenty years of a very one-sided relationship.

“Please,” Liam added, for appearances’ sake. “This person who’s coming. Shin Iseul. The big innoSense star. We can’t let her in here. She’ll disrupt all the patients,” he waffled on, trying to find some excuse that might work for Ms. Updegrave.

He couldn’t very well tell her the truth—that Iseul coming here, on today of all days, with millions upon millions watching her feed, would be shining a floodlight into the dark, comfortable nook he’d built for himself and Juliette here at the Fields. 

The starlette’s shoutout earlier was bad enough—yet he thought they could survive a handful of all-inner groupies remembering who he was for a few hours, until the next big feed wiped their minds clearer than a Corporate exec’s conscience. But Iseul marching through those doors and reminding the Corporate world about the good ol’ days at The Grass is Greener, when Liam Argyle had fought them, and lost? That would be the end of the easy life for both Liam and Juliette. The powers that ran Elysium Fields would soon remember why the two of them were in the Fields in the first place, and they’d have them both strapped into the therapy torture chambers again before the week was out.

Liam’s stomach curled up and tried to escape out his belly button at the thought, fueled by his all-too-extensive experience with the simulators—but it was even worse, far worse, for Juliette. She’d spent her working life deactivating the modern world’s ubiquitous smart devices for people who could afford a bit of privacy. Then Liam and the Grass is Greener had forced their fancy new lenses on her, and given millions of people, all around the world, a direct line behind her eyes, 24/7. She literally hadn’t signed up for that, and had fought against the system that Liam was the face of, losing her seat on the show, her liberty, and her mental health in the process.

Elysium Fields’ simulators weren’t just torture for Juliette—they were an invasion, piercing into her mind and forcing her out of the shell she’d built up to cauterise her trauma. If there wasn’t even any privacy in the depths of her own damaged mind, then she’d lose what little world-presence she’d managed to recover over the past few years. She’d either die of a heart attack there and then, or she’d retreat so far into herself that the world would never hear from her again.

A visit from Shin Iseul would ruin everything. She’d wreck their lives here at the Fields. It might not be much of a life, but it was theirs. It was all they both had.

Liam was flattered, of course, that Iseul not only remembered him, but wanted to come all this way to see him in person. Especially on such a huge day—but all of that meant nothing compared with the danger that meant for Juliette.

The former host couldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t ever make up for what he’d done to Juliette—but this, this was an extra layer of hurt he could protect her from.

“I really don’t want to see this person anywhere near the Fields, Ms. Updegrave,” he insisted, as the orderly marched on. “If you think those young folx are noisy and excited now, that’s nothing compared to what it’ll be like if you let Iseul in. They’re just the drones, and this Shin Iseul is the queen bee. You can’t possibly let her in to rile up the patients and hassle the hardworking staff here at the Fields. Her or her cameras, of course,” Liam added, twisting the knife.

Ms. Updegrave pulled Liam to a stop outside the heavy door to his room, and finally broke her pensive silence, with a heartfelt sigh. “You’re right, of course. I’ve always said you undrstand this place as well any of us, Mister Argyle.” The hulking orderly walked around to kneel in front of Liam’s chair, lowering herself to his level and dropping her voice to a whisper. “If only Doctor Reiter wasn’t on such a huge publicity kick right now, what with the bigwigs visiting us tonight. I wish some people had the same sense as us. But as it stands, there’s nothing for it. He’ll be over the moon that we’re getting more publicity at the same time he’s trying to strike his big deal with Revenue Corp. More than my job’s worth to even raise the question with him.”

With a little pat on his arm, Ms. Updegrave left a baffled, wordless, and silently panicking Liam sitting in his chair as she entered his room and started fussing about with the linen.

The silence was broken by a sad little shuffling sound from behind him that could only be Juliette, taking her lonesome afternoon walk around the grounds.

Liam’s slate grey eyes started watering up in frustration again as his only friend at the Fields pulled level with the chair. 

“Juli. There’s something I need to tell you.” 

His friend stopped her shuffle and paused next to Liam, raising an eyebrow. She gave a tiny, questioning head gesture towards the open room door.

“She’s fine. This won’t take long. I have news, my dear, and I’m afraid none of it’s good. A ghost from our old life, from the Grass is Greener, coming to haunt us here at the Fields.” 

There was a flash of pain in Juliette’s eyes at the mention of the show, but it soon faded back into her usual, sheltering apathy and silence. “Don’t worry,” Liam rushed to add. “I’m on top of it. I won’t let anyone ruin the stability we’ve hollowed out for ourselves here, Juliette. I’ll find some way of keeping us both safe.”

“Sure, Liam,” Juliette croaked in response. “You do that.”

Coming from anyone else, Liam would have thought it was sarcasm.

Then Ms. Updegrave emerged from the room, buried beneath a pile of soiled, high thread-count sheets and pillowcases.

“Ah, Ms. Binns,” she said, her voice muffled by all the fabric. “Just the lady I was going to look for next. All ready for tonight’s big demonstration on the machines, then?”

Liam’s brain hadn’t been this overtaxed since he got his first innoSense rig ten years before. He sat, mouth bobbing like a fish out of its tank, as Juliette shuddered and nodded, head down and eyes turned completely away from Liam. She posed no resistance whatsoever as the orderly shuffled her load into one burly arm, grabbed Juliette’s shoulder with the other, and started leading her past Liam, back down the corridor.

“Lovely,” cooed Ms. Updegrave. “But Doctor Reiter said he wanted to hear from you in person, to make sure there won’t be any... little incidents. So let’s head to his office right now, shall we, and record him a message? And don’t worry. I know it’s been a long time since you’ve had a go on the simulators—surprisingly long, really. But a session in our machines is just like riding a bike,” she carried on, her logorrhoea2 no doubt an attempt to save herself from having to listen to her own bullshit. “You never forget how it goes.”

[2 A word fudged-together by some 1878 cleverclogs who thought “diarrhea” deserved to be used as a root to make up new words. Because who hasn’t ever read a dictionary and thought: What this really needs is more diarrhea”?]

“Juliette!” Liam finally shouted, wheeling his chair around just before they got out of earshot. “What in Mars’ name is she talking about?”

Both women stopped, with the bits of Ms. Updegrave visible behind the pile of linen looking both shocked and amused as she turned to stare Liam down. Juliette, on the other hand, only cast him a fleeting glance full of pain and guilt—of all things—before casting her eyes down to the floor again.

“Not that it’s any of your business, Mister Argyle,” said the orderly, with a miffed little twitch of her bulbous nose, “but Doctor Reiter chose Ms. Binns for a special demonstration session on the machines, for a representative from the Revenue Corporation. Everything can’t always be about Liam Argyle, after all.”

Ms. Updegrave punctuated this last jab with a girlish giggle so out of character it definitively stole the words out of Liam’s brainbox.

“I left your lunch on the tray, by the way,” she added as a parting shot, before turning and marching onwards, with the dejected Juliette firmly in tow. “Enjoy your meet-and-greet with little Miss Whatsherface!”

Twenty-five years behind the walls of Elysium Fields worked their magic. The mentally floundering Liam followed the orders on autopilot, rising from the chair and making his trembling way into his ancient Grass is Greener merch-flooded room. He somehow made it over to the little corner dining table and down into the lone, rickety plastic chair before breaking out into tears.

In front of him, the plateful of
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