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Preface


This story belongs to Jeffrey, but he wrote it to share with the world. My goal was to bring Jeffrey’s story from the obscurity of his laptop into the light of day, staying as true to his voice and intentions as possible. Fortunately, just a few weeks before he died, Jeffrey and I had the opportunity to spend many hours together, specifically reviewing my notes on his most recent draft and brainstorming ideas for the ending. His manuscript was nearly finished before I touched a single word. 
Over the course of the four years he worked on Isotopia, Jeffrey spent many hours crafting complex characters—pondering names, learning their strengths, flaws, and desires, defining the external power structure that directs their interactions and dialogue, working out character arcs and constructing the plot. Jeffrey designed the rich architecture of the forest, the marketplace, and the battlegrounds that comprise the world of Isotopia, whose setting in both time and place is intentionally ambiguous and universal. Without formal training in writing, he sought out critical feedback and worked hard to learn and improve as he did whenever he became passionate about something, whether it was DDR or music composition or computational neuroscience.
Jeffrey’s choice of title and his story notes reveal a yearning to heal a broken world and create a true Isotopia, a society where all people have an equal (“iso-”) chance to contribute freely and meaningfully. The heroes of Isotopia are not without their challenges, nor can any individual solve the problems alone. I believe this story filled many important roles for Jeffrey: a poignant ode to the mentors, coaches, and teachers who nurtured his mind, body, and soul; a sandbox where he could try his own hand at writing the character-driven stories he so loved on TV; a place to reflect on his own contribution to society; a fantasy neuroscience lab, where he could bend the laws of physics and biology; a safe distance from which to grapple with his own demons; and a long, banter-filled conversation with friends.
As to the nitty-gritty of who wrote what, the majority of my edits were fairly straightforward:  formatting, punctuation, or minor style points Jeffrey had agreed to during our conversations. (His three pages of notes from our last meeting include many exclamation points and shouty caps to himself.) Out of the 760 comments I’d left on his last draft, he bristled at only one “suggestion,” a character’s name he was reluctant to change; I didn’t touch it. I did, however, remove almost half of his uses of the word “fuck” (leaving a mere 99). In addition to the occasionally coarse language, the story contains at least PG-13-level violence. I didn’t sugarcoat his action scenes, even where they made me queasy. The last few chapters required substantial sections of original writing on my part, only because Jeffrey hadn’t fully fleshed out the details of his newly discovered ending. I’d like to believe he would be very pleased with the outcome.
[image: The author and his mom]The author and his mom
Jeffrey is all over these pages if you know where to look; those are the passages that both tortured and sustained me while working to publish this novel. You might find yourself, too, in a gentle bit of wisdom from Ol’ Koop or a snarky comeback from Patch. Jeffrey had a way of incorporating the best of everyone in his life.
Obviously, I wish with all my heart Jeffrey could have been here himself to finish this story (and many, many others). Having been thrust inside this tragic void, the act of putting the finishing touches on Jeffrey’s story has truly been a privilege and a gift. I hope you’ll enjoy Jeffrey’s Isotopia.

A note about this digital edition: My original intent in 2018 was to distribute paperback copies of Isotopia as a gift to those who touched Jeffrey’s life, while also making the story available to random readers of SciFi who might stumble upon the story on their own. After publishing my own Cupid’s Fall series during 2021-22 and becoming more proficient with digital formatting, I decided to convert Isotopia to ebook for broader distribution. 

Beth (Jeff’s Mom) 
Weston, Massachusetts 
July, 2022





Epigraph


Ben Zoma says: 
Who is wise?
The one who learns from every person.

~Pirkei Avot 4:1




Dedication










For Jeffrey, who died with far too much music inside him.




1
THE HUNTERS / Patch


Allix Maris leapt effortlessly over a protruding jumbo-root, maintaining his graceful hover through the thorny crimson woodlands like it was his own red heaven. “Here!” he bellowed with a war cry that echoed backward through his whirlwind of stones and dust.  
The rompogg marked for death let out a desperate squeal as it scurried from the veteran hunter. The creature was small and agile, probably only a couple months old but still a catch that would rake in at least twenty isocoins.  
“Quick!” Maris shouted again, too focused on his prey to notice that only one of his students was keeping up with his frantic pace. 
Patch, youthful and daring, never fell behind his fearless leader. He darted through the trees with such precision that clan myth deemed him a son to the rompoggs themselves, and Patch certainly never went out of his way to deny the rumors. A few turns back, the remaining pair of squadmates brought up the rear. If those hyperventilating, stampeding clowns make any more noise, even the deaf poggs will split. Patch shifted his focus from Zap and Arlo back to Maris, who skidded to a stop and reached for his jade, steel hunting bow. Ah, here we go . . . dinnertime.
As the squad cornered their prize, all sound evaporated from the clearing like suns beneath the daunting abyss of the night sky. No feeling matched the intimacy of a shared silence between a killer and his beast, when the hunter locks eyes with the hunted and one soul prepares to snatch another. For an instant, Patch surrendered his eyelids to the pull of nature’s blissful tides, teetering on the fragile edge of existence. 
“Patch!” Maris whisper-shouted, hurling the hunter back into the land of the living. “You’re up.”
Patch noticed the clumsy panting of Zap and Arlo as his senses returned. He smirked; what was a quality hunt without a proper audience? He raised the heat rifle slung across his back and narrowed his predatory vision through the shiny metallic sight. Without a moment’s hesitation, he pulled the trigger, blasting a glowing red pellet through the air. The pellet itself was almost too miniscule to be seen, but the pin-sized hole just above the rompogg’s glossy green eye was undeniable. A faint sizzle emanated from the corpse.
The heat rifle and its special ammunition were the result of a recent collaboration between Hunter Clan Representative Trey Bowman and the brightest minds of the Scientist Clan. Designed for maximum hunting efficiency, the pellets packed a surgically precise punch with enough stopping power to neutralize even the largest beasts in Isotopia. But the feature that set this weapon apart from Bowman’s past inventions was its heat-resistant metal barrel. Inside the chamber of the weapon, the pellets were heated to approximately three hundred degrees—enough to flash cook Patch’s last catch of the day. Within seconds, the scrambling baby pogg was instantly reduced to a delicious, high-protein meal, ready for delivery to the city’s merchants.
An overwhelming sense of pride swept over Patch as he towered over the corpse. It was a beautiful shot that could have been executed only by the clan’s top marksmen. There was no blood.
Before Patch sank too far into his own glory, Maris motioned him to his side. Patch huffed quietly. Maris’ bullshit lectures were always the same. It was way more fun to eavesdrop on the youngsters.
“What did Patch fuck up this time?” whispered Zap to Arlo.
Haven’t these morons figured out yet that these trees amplify voices at least five-fold? Patch, attempting to appear invested in his mentor’s pep talk, resisted the urge to roll his eyes.
“That shot certainly didn’t seem like any sort of fuck up to me,” replied Arlo.
“It’s got to be something, man. Maris is the last person in Isotopia who would pull a pupil aside just to give a compliment or chat about the weather. He’s never wasted a word in his life—when Maris speaks, you can bet your ass it’s about something important.”
There was a pause before Arlo responded. “You’ve heard the rumors about him, right? About Patch? They’ve spread through the clan—Maris must’ve found out.”
“Rumors?” asked Zap. “What rumors?”
Patch’s eavesdropping shifted from self-indulgent delight to anxious curiosity, making it progressively harder to feign interest in whatever words Maris was yammering. What rumors indeed?
Arlo’s answer confirmed Patch’s growing sense of alarm. “You haven’t heard about the juice?”
“Wait. Nectar? Patch?” Zap slapped his hand over his mouth to squelch his surprise, but he’d never been sly.
All the confidence and pride over Patch’s fresh kill dissipated, leaving no trace of the triumphant grin he’d worn only seconds before.
“Word is that ever since the healers first mixed and marked it, Patch is more careful to carry a jar of that stuff on him than his own rifle,” said Arlo.
“But Patch is the best.” That’s more like it. “I mean—besides Maris, obviously. Are you telling me our star sharpshooter, the man who passed the clan’s entrance trials younger than any hunter in history, is a reckhead?”
“I’m just telling you what I heard,” replied Arlo. “That’s the word ‘round the roots.”
“Bullshit is what it is. The guy could never do the things he does if he was a junkie. I don’t buy it for a second.”
Patch had never been more appreciative of Zap’s obliviousness. Hopefully that’s the end of that. He disengaged from the conversation of his foolish disciples, realizing Maris was winding down his speech.
“Are we on the same page here?” asked Maris.
“Um, yes,” stammered Patch. “Of course.”
“Good. Now go discuss the technicals with your squadmates. I’ll be over in a minute.”
As swiftly as life had departed the dead pogg at his feet, Patch’s confidence came rushing back. Despite the scolding from his boss or gossip about his extracurricular activities, Patch was still a prince of the forest, and he would never let that reputation crack.
“I hope you ladies learned something from that,” he remarked to Zap and Arlo. “Free tip for both of you: keep your attention focused on your elders, and maybe one day you’ll be able to hunt like them.” The two novices exchanged a quick glance, then turned at Maris’ question.
“Zap. Arlo. What’s your assessment of Patch’s execution?” Maris’ directness admittedly made it challenging to think on the spot, but Patch didn’t really expect any genius insights from his peers.
Zap opened his mouth first, as usual. “Perfect, sir.” Patch beamed at his squadmate’s assessment.
“And is that what you think as well, Arlo?” asked Maris. “Perfect?”
Arlo hesitated, then spoke. “Clean shot, no blood. I agree with Zap, sir.”
Patch’s grin spread further until Maris responded. “Then you two mustn’t have heeded my instructions.” He pivoted toward Patch. “Or should I say you three?” The trainees, including Patch, shrank and shifted their glances to their feet. “Perfection is what we strive for, and it is surely something a hunter can achieve, not just the best hunters—almost any hunter can achieve perfection on occasion—but it requires a moment of maximum unity among the hunter, his squad, the environment, and the prey. It requires the hunter to hear and see everything, not just what is in his own head.”
Maris focused his gleaming blue eyes on Patch. “I told you to strike through the pogg’s pupil. Accuracy is a low-level benchmark for a good hunter, not the quality that sets them apart, and you, Patch, with your raw skill, clearly possess it. What you don’t have yet is the ability to listen. But you will learn that just as thoroughly as you have learned to kill. Won’t you, Patch?”
“Yes sir,” Patch replied, and then rolled his eyes for only Zap and Arlo to witness.
Maris forged ahead of his three trainees, scanning the trees and shrubs for signs of other potential targets, giving Patch the opportunity to save face.
“Maris is a warrior and was once a great clan leader. But he’s also getting older and refuses to see beyond his immediate surroundings in the forest. The citizens of Isotopia—the healers, the scientists, shit, even the Panel of Representatives—they all just want more. More food, more clothes, fiercer weapons. They don’t give a shit about perfection and unity with the forest and all that hippie bullshit. As hunters, the way we give the people what they want is by being fast and fierce. We rule this forest, and we have the power to slaughter and roast every creature in here in the blink of an eye. If we stop to analyze every single kill, we will never keep up with Isotopia’s unquenchable appetite.” Suddenly gripped by the same sternness that had overcome Maris just moments before, Patch looked deeply into the eyes of Zap, then Arlo. “Don’t ever forget what it means to be one of us.” Patch paused and softened. “Now, go murder some poggs. I’ll be right behind you.”
Zap and Arlo turned to each other, shrugged, and then headed off to catch up to Maris. Patch reached into his pocket and disappeared.




2
THE HEALERS / Pan Linner


The sun switched places with the rising moon, shifting the colors of the sky from a bright green to dark lavender. Echoing cries of the waking owlers filled the northern forest. Near the main entrance to the city, a small group of healers was camped out, plucking leaves from nearby shrubs and mashing them together in their mixing bowls. The youngest of the healers glanced up from her task to see a group of hunters approaching on the trail. They were clearly coming back from a productive day’s work, she thought, seeing that each man had a rompogg or mini-tissilisk slung across his chest. 
“Patch! Lovely night, isn’t it?” 
Patch’s face lit up with recognition. “It’s as if the moon has come to tuck us into our beds and sing us a lullaby,” her old friend joked.
Pan Linner had spent her many years as a Youth bending the codes of Isotopia with Patch. As adults, the two liked to keep the good times rolling, occasionally indulging in recreational experiments involving Pan’s latest herbal mixtures—Nectar being their current concoction of choice. Life was never boring when Pan passed the time with Patch.
“Well, anyway . . .” said Patch after a quick catch-up and awkward pause, “I gotta head home and get some rest.” He tugged on the rope holding his impressive haul. “Promised ‘ol Koop I’d bring these to him first thing in the morning.” The two friends smiled at each other wider than either of them meant to, and Patch headed toward the city gates.
A soft chuckle drew Pan’s attention to the Head Healer, who sat beside her with a playful smile on his kind face. “You’re allowed to like ’im you know. I know you ladies all think he’s so handsome.”
Pan blushed and denied it, but she also got over it quickly. She loved the sweet old guru and never minded his gentle teasing. “Very funny, Maxx,” she replied with a bright grin. “You can make fun of me when you find yourself a nice hunter or one of the cute merchant women. Just please promise me you won’t mess around with any of those grimy scientists—even in their older years, they still know how to talk smack and stir drama.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” responded Maxx easily. “I just don’t get what you young people see in those scientists that throws you all for such a nasty-mannered spin.”
Pan sighed, knowing that no matter how many times she explained it, Maxx couldn’t agree with her point of view. “They mock us, make us look like we don’t matter because they can tackle any problem we stumble aimlessly around the forests to solve.”
“But, my dear, we don’t stumble around aimlessly. We help people. We understand the leaves and berries of the forest better than anyone. We provide cures to illnesses no one else even understands. You know that, of course.”
“The problem is they don’t know that.” The conversation followed this general arc whenever it resurfaced. Pan still felt her insides hollow out every time.
“Who doesn’t know that, Panny?”
“Oh, Maxx. Everyone,” said Pan, unable to prevent the trembling in her voice. “The scientists are smart, and Isotopia knows it, so Isotopia listens to them. And they tell Isotopia things about us that put down the great work you and I do here together every day.”
Maxx patted his student’s hand. “I’m sorry that such a thing itches at your soul, but you shouldn’t let it. Just remember that everyone has his or her place in this world, and you have found yours, just as I have found mine. We were meant to heal the world, because oftentimes it seems that everyone else is trying to poison it.”
Pan looked up from her current leaf mixture and giggled. “You had your daily dose recently, didn’t you?”
“Oh, my dear—you have no idea!” Maxx’s eyes opened wide, exposing pupils the size of bog berries. “The plants themselves are telling me which ones are destined to mix together. I strongly suggest you take this opportunity to learn from your guru!”
Pan giggled again. Maxx Spike was renowned throughout Isotopia for his healing and mixing talents but was also notorious for his lack of sync with reality. Despite that fact, Pan had discovered fairly early on that her clan head worked more efficiently when guided by the mystic pull of their various psychoactive herbal mixtures. There was an undeniable touch of magic in the way Maxx’s brain connected the dots of the universe, and for better or worse, hallucinatory concoctions hastened his success. His madness always had a method even if Pan didn’t always understand it at the outset.
Pan decided, as she always did at this point in the conversation, to resist the dark pull of the ancient clan rivalry. The mutual disdain between healers and scientists was the only topic that challenged her loving nature, and the shadow it cast on her soul frightened her. It was moments like these she felt so blessed to have such an optimistic leader, and for both their sakes, she mustered up the strength to lighten the mood.
“We have a connection with this forest unlike anyone in Isotopia—even the hunters. One day it won’t matter what anyone says about us—our work will speak for itself.”
Maxx smiled gently, and both promptly returned to their work.




3
THE MERCHANTS / Koop


The next day, the city resumed its usual bright green morning tint from the rising sun. Many said that Isotopia seemed to re-blossom into the same jumbo plant each day. The city contained everything that any decent city in its place and time would be expected to have, yet it was also small and homey. Clans tended to live together in separate communities, residing in cozy huts built by individual families. However, during the height of daily craziness when every merchant in Isotopia had their shops up and running, it wasn’t uncommon to see a chaotic blend of the entire population milling about the square—from Panel representatives to clan leaders to loud, joyous Youth . . . and even the occasional Forgotten. 
Whether they needed something specific or not, everyone walked the main streets of the city during Merchant Hour. Koop Whimsy, Isotopia’s oldest and wisest merchant, knew everyone there was to know and didn’t even need to look up from his stand to sense Patch approaching with his daily haul. Koop had known the lad ever since Patch passed his entrance exams for the hunting clan and could pick him out of the lively crowd by his unhurried, confident gait.
“How’s my favorite all-star hunter doing this morning? You got some good stuff for me?” asked Koop, still focused on setting up his stand for the day. 
“For Koop Whimsy, only the best.” Patch untied his strap and slapped a fat rompogg across the counter.
“That’s what I like to hear! Let’s see what you—” Koop’s chipper mood was spoiled when he looked up and spotted the lack of color in Patch’s cheeks.
“What?” asked Patch.
The old man sighed. “Son, you know I’m the last person to judge, but as someone who’s been down that road, I can’t just sit here and keep my mouth shut.”
“What are you talking about?”
Koop leaned forward and softened his voice. “You know what I’m talking about. Those dopey eyes tell the whole story. Trust me, I know what it can cost you.”
Koop knew exactly when Patch caught his drift; the young hunter fell silent and the jovial flash in his eyes vanished.
“I wasn’t always the man you now know, Patch. I wrestled many a demon when I was your age, and my world was a morbid place. I never had a death wish; I never thought I’d struggle like I did, but that’s how it works. It sneaks up on you, and by the time you realize it, it’s too late. I just don’t want those demons to infect you too, Patch. You’re a good kid with a bright future. Unfortunately, futures have a funny way of ruining themselves.”
Patch’s expression didn’t move an inch, but after Koop finished his speech, Patch’s mouth contorted into a smile that his eyes didn’t quite match. “Whatever you think is going on . . . isn’t. So please, old man, don’t you worry about me.”
Koop was deciding whether he would bother saying anything else on the matter to stubborn young Patch when a passing officer stopped by the stand.
“Mornin’, Koop.”
“Ayy, Jimmy Lask! How are the streets of Isotopia treating the IES today?” Although Jimmy Lask had only five years under his belt, the detective showed promise without acting completely full of himself—unlike the cocky hunter standing next to him.
“Same shit, different day,” Lask replied. “Mostly calm except for a reckhead or two who needs to be put in his place.” At that moment, Lask noticed Patch, who sheepishly averted his gaze.
Koop liked Lask; he paid attention to his surroundings and chatted with everyone, regardless of clan or age, and had the mental capacity to store the name of every Isotopian he encountered. The two men’s shared knowledge about the city always allowed for interesting conversations. Though Koop indulged in discussing the everyday ruckus and drama he witnessed purely for entertainment purposes, he was happy to help the detective on numerous occasions in the past when Lask had needed information.
Patch fidgeted with his Isodex while Lask and Koop chatted, seizing on the first pause in their conversation to make his exit. “Well, Koop, I’m going to head back out to the forest. Maris is waiting, and those poggs aren’t going to cook themselves.” He smiled awkwardly at the detective and waved to Koop. “You both live grand today.”
“You too, boy,” Koop responded. “And please, just think about what I said.” He watched Patch walk off toward the main gates and shifted his gaze back to Lask.
“Who’s the kid?” inquired the detective. “Don’t think I’ve seen him before.”
“A man as well-traveled as you has never before crossed paths with the up-and-coming hunter, Patch?”
“Patch? Is that his real name?”
Koop realized he actually wasn’t sure and shrugged. “That’s the name he gives when asked. Probably figures it’ll help him stand out more once he becomes the most famous hunter to walk through the city gates.”
Lask raised his brows. “That good, huh?”
Koop laughed. “The boy seems to have talent. Quite full of himself but not too different from most young men in Isotopia. Overall, he’s a good kid, and he’s got the determination to go places if he wants to.”
“Well, let me know if he ever becomes a not-so-good kid,” joked Lask. “Usually those young hunters get into trouble, thinking they’re as invincible as the IES.” The detective paused to look down at his new generation Isodex, and his expression shifted from jolly to curious. “Hmm.”
“Interesting news?” asked Koop.
“Potentially,” said Lask, looking back at him. “In your years watching the city streets, have you ever come across a man named William Krakken?”
Koop shuddered. “You know those people who are at always at war with the world even when the world isn’t at war with them?”
Lask leaned in. “I think I know what you mean.”
“Years back,” Koop continued, “that boy would show up on the streets now and again with gangs of Forgotten.”
“Running with a tough crowd, then?”
“A few robberies, perhaps,” said Koop, straining his mind for details. “It’s always hard to tell who’s actually doing what when a gang decides to strike. Thing about Krakken, though—he always seemed especially dangerous.”
Lask looked distraught. “How so? He hurt someone?”
“Worse, actually,” said Koop. “He got elected.”
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THE FORGOTTEN / Levol


As Merchant hour drew to a close, Levol decided to strap up and go for a stroll. The city always seemed like a dark place, so he found it fitting to restrict his roaming to the night. 
Stumbling upon an empty street corner, Levol stopped to refuel via a quick boost of reck leaf, which he crushed up and injected into his arm. Not having much use for conventional society, Levol cared little about the herbs and medicinal concoctions of the healing clan, but he sure as shit knew how to synthesize reck leaf. Everyone did—even the Youth could mix the formula if someone had ill enough intent to teach them.
The first rush coursed through his veins, and he closed his eyes as the blissful transformation of his consciousness took place. He felt strong and alive; he felt like he could do anything. Then, just as quickly, an urge for violence overtook him. His eyes snapped back open.
In place of the peaceful, winding down of a city day, Levol saw targets—walls to vandalize, merchant stands to rob, lingering Youth to terrorize. With widened eyes and all five senses firing vivid, rapid messages to his brain, Levol identified the perfect target: a pathetic-looking man with a scraggly beard down to his knees, huddled between piles of garbage—a makeshift bed for the night.
“Beautiful night, isn’t it?” Levol called out as he walked toward him.
The man slowly turned to face him and, in a frail voice, responded, “I guess so. Not so different from any other night.”
Levol was amused. “How so, old man? I like to think of every day as a new adventure. It’s what keeps me going.”
“People come and go. Children, clan members, merchants . . . all scurrying about to constantly improve themselves.” He sighed heavily. “But here I stay, day in and day out, and nothing improves. In fact, nothing even really gets worse. Time just keeps moving, and I just keep sitting here, and no one even knows.”
Levol moved closer, putting on a sympathetic face. “I know, friend. I know what it’s like to be forgotten, lost in the shuffle, confined to a life in the darkness.” Levol’s excitement level rose as he neared the end of his speech. He glanced around to check that they were the only two remaining occupants of the street. “What if we could make those self-important fucks notice us, if only for a second? What if we could make Isotopia turn their heads and think about all those they’ve abandoned? Now, wouldn’t that be nice?”
The man looked skeptical but interested. “What did you have in mind?”
Levol reached inside his torn rompogg-hide jacket and pulled out a small knife. “Do you know what a martyr is, old man? It’s someone who dies for a cause. For example, if a poor pathetic forgotten member of society were to be found in the middle of the city with his insides spilling out onto the streets, he could get people to notice us. That man would be a martyr. In fact, he would be a fucking hero.”
Levol recognized pure terror in the man he was now towering over. “Please,” pleaded the man, scrambling to crawl away, “I don’t want to be no martyr. I just want to keep sitting here and going about my business.”
“Well, that’s depressing,” replied Levol, close enough now to smell the man’s sour breath. Adrenaline coursed through Levol, merging with the rush of his reck leaf peak. “You have such low expectations for yourself, but I see big things for you. You are going to be famous, my friend, and the whole city will finally know you!” Levol cackled as he raised his knife. “Yes, yes, I think we should go ahead with this ingenious plan. The rest of the Forgotten will thank you for your service. Now close your eyes.”
The man used his last breath to beg for his life, but it was too late. Levol sliced through the man’s neck, spilling blood onto the pavement. He grinned as he watched the last signs of pathetic life leave the old man and stood over him for another minute to take in the beautiful sight of the flowing fountain of blood. It spread outward and seeped into the grout between the tiles, creating an intricate and mesmerizing masterpiece. A rare feeling of peace came over Levol.
Levol sheathed his weapon and strode down the empty street. On his right, he passed the tallest building in Isotopia, the house of the Panel. The top floor was lit; some super important meeting must be taking place. He rolled his eyes and continued on his way, eager to see what else the night might bring.




5
THE PANEL OF REPRESENTATIVES 


Bogue Issler, Chairperson : Good evening, ladies and gentlemen of the Panel. Please, take your seats. First, I would like to take this opportunity to formally welcome our new IES Rep, William Krakken, to the Panel. I know you have all gotten to know him in the past couple months while he was working to obtain your votes, but please take a minute to give him a warm welcome. As I mentioned when I nominated him for this position, William is an old friend of mine, and I am very pleased to have him at our table as we work together to keep Isotopia a safe and productive place. He is an extremely valuable asset, and I am looking forward to integrating him into our inner circles. William, would you like to address the group?

William Krakken, IES Rep: Thank you, Madam Chairperson, and greetings, fellow members of the Panel. I am honored and excited to take on my new role. As most of you know, I have spent a great deal of time training in both combat and enforcement tactics, and I believe I have the perfect skill set to protect Isotopia and all her inhabitants from any threats that may arise whether from within or outside the city walls. I plan to throw myself fully into this role, and I am eager to work with all of you as we make sure our city continues to thrive.

Issler: Thank you, William. Now, let’s move on. What do you have for us, Ivy?

Ivy Tikki, Merchant Rep: Business is running as usual—our stands have been fully stocked every day with food and clothing, and overall, supply is meeting or exceeding demand. I would like to especially acknowledge Trey Bowman and his hunting clan; their reliability and consistency ensure a high quality of life for the people of the city.

Issler: Excellent. Thank you for your continued efforts to provide Isotopia with a strong, stable Marketplace. While we’re on the subject of hunters, let’s move to you, Trey.

Trey Bowman, Hunting Rep: Thank you, Madam Issler. Our squad leader, Allix Maris, tells me our newer hunters are exceptionally talented. With time to train and mature, I believe we will reap an even greater quantity and quality of meat and hides.

Issler: Thank you, Trey. I echo Ivy’s appreciation for your clan’s dedication. Natalya, any updates?

Natalya Corper, Healing Rep: My hardworking healers have made significant progress lately, discovering mixtures with promising medicinal properties. One recent mixture concocted by our leader Maxx Spike seems to be highly effective in treating Mad Rompogg Disease.

Mason Harding, Science Rep: Pardon me, Nat, but I have a growing concern I was hoping you could address. While your healers have made great strides in developing herbal cures for various illnesses, it appears they have also made available certain herbal mixtures with psychoactive properties, which seem to be highly addictive. For example, your new “Nectar” formula seems to be gaining popularity among the Youth and criminals of Isotopia, and I was hoping to learn what you plan to do about this issue.

Corper: Dr. Harding, I can assure you that your concern is unnecessary. First, the psychoactive herbs are highly therapeutic in the correct dosages. They are meant to heal the mind and calm the spirit. Second, the healing clan follows a strict code that no herbal recipes be released to the public, a code we put in place to ensure the more potent recipes don’t fall into the wrong hands. Furthermore, Ivy Tikki and I communicate frequently to make sure her merchant stands only stock our safest products. The IES has also been extremely helpful in identifying individuals who obtain these mixtures unlawfully or use them inappropriately. We have no reason thus far to consider these types of beneficial herbs to be dangerous.

Issler: Thank you, Natalya. And thank you, Mason, for raising this potential issue. As of this moment, I am inclined to agree with Natalya. If something happens that leads us to believe the issue bears closer examination, we will look into it, but for now let us move on. Mason, what is the status of the scientists’ current project?

Harding: I have some very bright and driven young scientists working on it, Madam Chairperson. Our mind helmets are already in the testing phase, and beta versions will be ready for select members of the IES very soon. These helmets will provide Isotopia with a significant step forward in understanding how the brain interacts with the body and its surrounding environment.

Tikki: What are you saying, exactly? That wearers of this helmet will have some sort of telekinetic power?

Harding: Preliminary proof-of-concept studies lead us to believe that might be possible, yes. In later versions, we may even be able to modify the relationship between one’s body and physical surroundings, allowing the users to bend the laws of physics to jump higher, run faster, and even become stronger—all abilities that would greatly aid the protectors of our city in doing their jobs.

Corper: And what if this invention should fall into the wrong hands? This seems like a much greater cause for concern than the occasional reckhead who abuses our therapeutic mixtures.

Harding: Not an issue. As I said, we will only be releasing a limited number of helmets to certified IES detectives for testing to make sure they are safe. No one who hasn’t passed a rigorous training program will be able to get his hands on a helmet, and the helmets themselves will be subjected to thorough testing. These helmets are not toys, and we do not intend to treat them as such.

Issler: All right, you two. As leaders of Isotopia, can we act as adults and set aside this pissing match for outside these meetings? Isotopia needs the balance of nature and science. Challenging each other is productive; fighting is toxic. Mason, it sounds as if your clan’s research is showing much promise. I am sure that the rest of the Panel is as eager as I am to see the results of your hard work. Sands, is there any other business we need to discuss at this time?

Sands Graper, Chief Advisor: I believe we’ve covered everything on our agenda, Madam Chairperson.

Issler: Thank you, Sands. Everyone is dismissed. See you all here next week.
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THE SCIENTISTS / Cam Dimlan


Later that night, while the city slept, Cam Dimlan paced the floor of the lab. Long nights were nothing new to Dimlan and the rest of his clan, but he didn’t mind. It was nothing a few puffs of stim leaf couldn’t get him through. 
“You know,” said his lab-mate Nap as he took his puff and passed the herbarette to Cam, “as much as we bash those tree-hugging pseudoscientists, they sure know how to mix their plants.”
Dimlan enjoyed nothing more than ribbing at the expense of the healers, and this comment made him cough up his toke, blowing out a puff of yellowish smoke as he laughed. “Can’t argue with you there.”
As the rette passed back and forth between them, Dimlan could feel the gears in his head turning faster. The stim put him on top of the world and provided the clarity he needed to push his research to the next level.
“It’s pretty hard to believe what we’re doing,” Nap began, and Dimlan could sense another of his pointless rambles coming on. “I mean—here we are, just two young scientists, working on a helmet that makes the human brain more powerful than ever imagined. What’s this thing even for, anyway? I mean, why is Dr. Adams having us build this?”
“Oh, I seriously doubt this project stops at our clan head. Adams has some brains but not much ambition to back it up. I’d guess this work is being pushed down from the top.”
“The Panel?”
Cam nodded. “Haven’t you seen Dr. Harding sniffing around?” Nap nodded, glassy-eyed but still following the thread. “And he’s been working closely with Trey Bowman, possibly others.”
“IES?” Nap asked.
Cam dragged on the rette, watching with great amusement as each new tidbit penetrated Nap’s skull. “Yep.”
Nap glanced at their prototype and shook his head. “Wow. We still don’t know what this thing is capable of. You really think it’s wise to share this device before we know it’s safe?”
Dimlan smirked. “Oh, Nap. It’s nice to have you around; you’re always good for a chuckle. Think about it. If we get this invention working to its full potential, it could stretch the limits of the human mind and body. People will do their jobs more efficiently, hunters will kill more effectively, and everyone will be able to protect themselves from the crazy Forgotten and man-eating forest lurkers of Isotopia. On top of that, we’ll be famous! How would you like to be known as the man who revolutionized the world?”
Nap thought about this for a second. “Well, I guess it depends on how we revolutionize it—”
“Fuck that,” interrupted Dimlan. “We are going to be superstars, my friend. We just need to stay on track and remember that we’re the real scientists.”
They both laughed as they sucked down the last of their herbarette, disposed of the ashes, and returned to work.
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