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On number one

to the Sur,

I rise

and fall

with her,

no more mine

than this:

the coast of everything.

It is cobalt.

It is shine,

curves through u.v. space,

us through time,

bluegrass,

swing.

And we just talk

and ride.

Unashamed

at last,

I hide,

in her company,

a stomach-twisting hinterland

the big songs chase.




CEILINGS.

Skies.

Clara was something of an authority. Ceilings, especially, were the pages of her atlas. On them, she could map worlds.

There were five: the low, bowed beams of the school house and the shadows that trembled around the cantilever struts that rose from them to the ridge of the roof; Dr Amstutz’s salon with its egg-and-tongue cornice and the dusty glass lampshade in the middle that burned in the daytime, making those parts that fell outside its weak halo seem dirty and dim; the painted church, the pointless cherubs, the bearded men and weeping women, the blue that calmed; the inverted forest of Damocles pans, pots and playthings that hung in the general store from slender threads that made her uneasy; the near-black wood in the kitchen where she sometimes sat while Mila cooked, the glint of its polish that usually lulled her to sleep despite the smell of food and the cook’s chatter; and lastly, the frontispiece— the timber square of the room next to the kitchen that had been made her bedroom and where her elderly father, while he still lived, had painted flowers for her to look at, and here and there among them a bird or a honey bee.

She spent more time in that room than anywhere, and could do something with her eye on the ceiling that she’d only ever spoken about with the doctor. If she held her gaze perfectly steady, and let it linger long enough, she could isolate a quadrant of the square and pour her attention into it, letting it drain from the rest until everything had disappeared and there was only this new, smaller square. Then she could isolate a quadrant of that and do the same. And then a quadrant of that. And then of that. Till she had her eye trained on a minuscule area and something in it so tiny—the textured grain of a wood splinter in a hairline crack, a bubble of wood varnish on the petal of a painted daisy—she would never have been able to see it otherwise, and with a sharpness of resolution that had met with disbelief in Dr Amstutz, until the girl’s insistence had prompted him to test her claim and she had read without hesitation from the page of a miniature Bible he’d taped to the high ceiling of his office. He’d had to do it, rather unhappily, with the aid of a tall and much neglected stepladder, wobbling in its dotage, on which he’d stood tiptoe and at full stretch to affix the page. Thereafter, he was sufficiently astounded to keep quiet on the subject himself, since he knew of no way to square the result of his little experiment with any theory he knew of in science or medicine.

The sky, too—on the rare occasions her mother considered the weather soft enough to do her constitution some good and no harm, she’d be left in the garden under the pear tree for some dappled shade and a bit of shelter from the breeze, and forgotten about for an hour. She’d look up, taking no interest in the tree. It was a handsome enough example—older than the house, her father had once told her—and she did love pears: the explosion of juice, the mess on her chin, Mila fussing. Instead though, she would funnel her vision through a gap in the branches and revel in the revealed patch of open sky. As the chickens clucked in their coop, her eye would pull the blue space into her so that she felt she was airborne, that she was the air, and she would wait patiently till some winged thing flew through her. When April brought the brilliant white blossom it was a bother—the flowers would fill the gaps and make her garden time tedious, but before and after, and especially on a mild, dry winter day, she was the sky. The flapping of a waxwing would flutter in her lungs. The low glide of a stork would set her mind circling. The ceilings and the sky were where the stories came from.

Not today, though it was all sky. Today her back hurt and she was full of the quease, as Mila would say. Today the sky was a tyrant. Roiling with black clouds, it rocked and wobbled, refusing to submit to her will, to her eye—in fact, she kept it closed much of the time, to keep the sickness at bay as best she could. The litter they’d strapped her to lurched with the stumbling of its bearers. It was unfamiliar to her bones and they ached. The hard pillow rattled her head. They’d put Jordi, the dwarf, at the front and lanky Rolf at the back, to keep her level as they ascended. But most of the time it didn’t work— the ground was uneven and she felt more than once that they would drop her, or that the straps would fail against the constant jolts. Jordi was enormously strong but quite blind, and so Lia was issuing rather garbled and increasingly irate instructions.

They’d only just left the flat ground of the flood plain behind them but already Clara had entered the foothills of a rising panic. She thought now that she understood the doctor—how unsettling it must have been to stretch upwards that day, unsighted and unsecured, when every nerve in his body must have been screaming at him to get down from the rickety ladder. Why must people do these things? she wondered. Stretch and reach and leap and leave the solid ground behind. Rail against the known, chase the elsewhere.

They were strange. And she strange to them, she supposed. It occurred to her that nobody she had ever met would have felt, precisely, the fear she now felt, or been called upon to do what she now was—to climb a mountain that hid behind you.
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The whole town knew that Benjamin Bourbaki was up to something. Gone were the days of his holding leather-aproned court in the village shop. He was rarely to be found there nowadays and had left Manni Lustenberger to run it in his stead. His absence was felt—Manni was old enough to have forgotten his own birthday and procuring something as simple as a bar of soap from behind the mahogany counter, where all of the goods were kept in a byzantine array of numbered drawers, had become an emotionally draining exercise for all concerned.

Civic society, too, had been deprived of a protagonist—Bourbaki had been a presence at parish council meetings for years, albeit speaking from the gallery and in an unofficial capacity. He was the nearest thing the little town had to a captain of industry and over the years, through unstinting hard work and an unfettered belief in his own importance, had made himself pretty much impossible to ignore. His representations to the Östliche Eisenbahngesellschaft had brought about the approval of a branch line which, when complete, would include sidings and a loading dock not four kilometres hence. He had inaugurated the annual cabbage festival, for which participants travelled from all over the country, and he had financed the little reservoir and the water treatment plant that had rid the town of cholera. He’d put Einpferd on the map, in other words.

Having done so, however, Bourbaki withdrew from public life. For two years now, he’d been to-ing and fro-ing from town to city on a regular basis. He would return each time as the passenger of some haulier to oversee the stacking in his yard of whatever cargo he’d brought—timber, paper, tins of paint in every conceivable colour, ironwork and all manner of mechanical cogs and pulleys, rope, wire, glass and great barrels of tar. By the time it occurred to anyone to ask him what it was all for, he’d be back in the city.

Speculation became Einpferd’s principal leisure activity. It was known, for example, that the concession for gamekeeping the Wahrberg—the isolated, conical mountain that on winter afternoons would throw its shadow over the village—had for some reason been granted to Bourbaki, a lifelong shopkeeper, who had promptly fenced off its upper reaches. The materials in his yard were brought up there piecemeal, on the back of Max Loving’s cart, usually before sunrise. Loving, who had never been a popular man, was apparently determined to make a complete outcast of himself by remaining tight-lipped on the subject. Not even his wife would speak to him nowadays, and he dined in the Gasthaus, alone—an indulgence he could permit himself on account of the wage Bourbaki was paying him, no doubt.

The one telescope in town belonged to Andolf Blatter—an amateur astronomer and suspected pervert—who ingratiated himself with the council by retrieving it from his attic window and installing it in the belfry for their use. It was a very poor telescope, however, and through the milky distortions of its warped lens, little was gleaned. Bourbaki was building something up there—they could make out a regular shape at the summit and the movements of a few labourers. But then, that much had been obvious.

“A greenhouse,” said Gloor, the priest. “Nothing else would explain all that glass in the yard.”

“Plausible,” said Dr Amstutz. “But why build one at the top of a mountain? What would he grow up there?”

“Something disreputable,” said Gloor. “Something proscribed.”

“Orchids?” said Frau Pfafl, the organist. They were in the church, where the council met on the first Tuesday of the month.

“What’s wrong with orchids?” said Ümmel, going for his notebook.

The members sat in two pews. Ümmel was looking at the back of Frau Pfafl’s head as she shook it.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I was trying to think of something degenerate.”

“Surely you could insist on taking a look, Ümmel?” said Amstutz from beside Frau Pfafl, inclining his head very slightly. “You’re the law around here.”

“He’s got that ordinance from the Bezirksrat,” said the policeman. “I’d need reasonable suspicion.”

From the gallery above, where members of the public could observe council meetings, Bourbaki’s absence glowered down at them. He’d been the only one who ever bothered to come.

“I suppose I could send my youngest off for a week or so, to stay with her aunt in Zweizeigen,” said Öttinger after a minute, “and then report her missing.” The Gasthaus landlord tucked one arm beneath the other and stroked his goatee. “You could say you were searching for her.”

“Yes,” said Gloor, “I’m not comfortable with that.”

“Quite,” said the doctor. “Why should we resort to subterfuge? We’re the council. The Local Authority. Can’t we just ask the man?”

Frau Pfafl snorted.

“Best of luck with that!” she said. “Better than mine, anyway. I had at him the last time I found him in the shop, about a fortnight ago. I was very firm. I felt I stopped just short, for decency’s sake, of haranguing the man.” She pursed her lips. “Oh yes, he’s up to something alright. It’s written all over his face.”

“All of us, though,” said Amstutz, “as the council? Together. It would add a certain tone, I think. Rubber stamp of officialdom, sort of thing.”

Silence. There was a bird up there somewhere, in the rafters.

“I do happen to know,” said Öttinger, “he’s in town this weekend.”

Those in the pew in front sat forward and turned themselves around to register their surprise.

“He’s booked a room,” said the innkeeper. “His own apartments, presumably, are full of cargo.”
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“Jordi, no!”

Clara could hear Lia potter along at Jordi’s side.

“Holes! Thing!”

She could picture the girl’s facial expression—scrunched, like it always got when the poor creature was expected to concentrate.

“Put your feet nice and good up.”

There was something wrong with the children of Einpferd.

Clara’s neck ached and she was afraid that the really bad pain might come, the one the doctor called hemicrania that made light into a knife and sound into a hammer. She’d have to have them put the litter down and stay absolutely still for a long time, never mind that the rain was surely coming. She’d be sick, probably, and miss the unveiling and let Mila down. She’d have nothing to tell poor Mila who depended on her and all the secrecy would have been for nothing. All that schoolhouse conspiring that had so thrilled her.

Why don’t you take a box of eggs to your father, Mila, on the day of the unveiling?

The rhythm of the cook’s pan-scrubbing had quickened.

You won’t have Mama to feed or summon you. And Rolf can come and sit with me. You know how he likes to listen.

Mila hadn’t needed asking twice. Her father was getting very old and everybody trusted Rolf. Even now, Clara could feel the steadiness of his grip on the litter near her feet. He often came to hear a story and would stay all afternoon when he could. It was the only time the cook would ever leave Clara with anyone else for more than a minute or two. This included her mother. The rangy boy was the school’s most studious and worked like a mine pony in the timber yard on Saturdays. The sight of him, either there and caked in saw-dust, or tirelessly running errands for whoever’d slip him a few centimes during the week after school, inspired confidence. He was fancied for further education and therefore already carried something of an aura about him—the lustre of the wider world, of the city. Bigeared and long-fingered, he had, despite his palpable intelligence, never spoken a word.

Mila had been sullen since the news of the unveiling. Of course, there was no question of her being invited or, in the event it was made open to the public, permitted to go. The poor thing had such a curious mind, but had never had anything in the way of an education— her inquiring nature would mostly find itself misdirected in the tidbits of town gossip with which she’d regale Clara in the kitchen, feigning outrage and piety and loving every minute of it. Clara liked the music of it, though the details bored and baffled her in equal measure—at least her companion knew there was someone to listen to her. In the bedroom, though, she’d see another side to Mila, whenever she asked her to sit by the bed and read from one of Papa’s old books.

There weren’t many. Mama had given most away in the months following his death—to Amstutz, the school, to anyone who’d take them. Clara, beside herself at the time, hadn’t noticed until there were only these few left and she’d begged Mila to hide them under the bed. Once out of sight, her mother had forgotten about them and by now the cook had read them all to her at least twice, often not understanding the words she was repeating, but paying very careful attention to Clara’s patient explanations and delighting the girl with her questions, which more often than not proved very astute. There was one on botany, one on colour, a manual on the production of quince paste, a history of the Sassanian empire and a book of tales from the Thousand And One Nights.

All of which would have been unavailable to someone so lowly, of course, if she hadn’t had Clara, who felt the weight of her responsibility very heavily. It pressed down on her even now, as her friends carried her clumsily up the mountain. Why else would she do this if not for Mila? To include her. To give her a glimpse of another world. The poor thing.

“Jordi, up. And down down but up.”

Jordi, whose customary good humour was considered indefatigable, was beginning to fray at the edges. They’d been on the move for almost two hours but Clara was afraid to ask how much progress they’d made—not much, by the feel of their stumbles and the unchanged sky.

“I’m not sure Lia’s very good at this,” said the dwarf.

“Oh, Jordi. You’re doing very well indeed,” said Clara, smiling as radiantly as she could at the low cloud. “You’re the hero of the hour!”

She felt an uncharacteristic little wobble at Rolf’s end of the litter, but he soon steadied himself. Lia was pretty—big round eyes like two milk drops pressed into an apple as Mila would say of the rosy-faced girl. But her words were always jumbled, rarely informative, and she didn’t seem to be able to think.

The last two unremarkable children to have been born in the town were the Fellman twins, Florian and Nathanael. They were grown now and had left Einpferd as soon as an opportunity had arisen: the conservatoire for Nathanael and an internship with a merchant bank for Florian. Their childhood had been an unhappy one. As they grew and as, one by one, their senior classmates had left school, the prissy boys had found themselves surrounded by altogether more unusual juniors—something or other had been wrong with every child born since.

“Lia, how far away is the top? Can you see it?”

Clara could hear that Lia had stopped to look.

“Is it very far, Lia?”

Now they’d all stopped. Clara and Jordi held their breath.

“Tiny,” said Lia.

There was no movement from Rolf, so presumably the assessment was correct. Jordi sighed.

“Why don’t you tell us a story, Clara?” he said as they moved forward again. “It might help pass the time.”

Clara felt too sick to tell tales, but they were all going to so much trouble for her, and she so wanted to see the unveiling, to tell the tale of it to Mila, that she couldn’t risk their becoming discouraged. She took a deep, deep breath and told them the one about the young scribe and the enchanted road.


The Tale of the Enchanted Road



“WHAT A LOT OF PEOPLE don’t appreciate these days is that as recently as the first half of the last century, what they called literature was a very, very different thing to the thing we have now. Almost no resemblance at all. Quite apart from questions of legality, health and safety and so on, there wouldn’t be any point in revisiting the vast majority of those First Era texts— believe me, we’ve been through them with a fine-tooth comb and the functionality just isn’t there.”

Their guide, who’d introduced himself as Murphy, spoke as he walked and without looking back.

“We don’t have that much source material left, obviously, but it’s evident from what we do have that neither the risks nor the potential benefits were understood. We know that literature was readily available in a multiplicity of media. Mass produced, widely consumed. That consumption, however, seems to have been left entirely to the vagaries of entertainment markets.”

He shook his head.

“Very much an Arts thing, for them. Of the numerous commentaries that survived the Disaster, none make any reference to specific applications. Remember that Spirituality™ at that time lingered on in the public sector. And there does seem to have been a connection; we know that consumers habitually sought some sort of emotional uplift from literature. Solace™, if you will. It isn’t easy for us to imagine now that Solace™ would have been difficult to access elsewhere. But there you go. Markets evolve. Back then it was, as I said, very much one of the old Arts.”

He stopped and turned and the little group of journalists formed a semi-circle around him.

“Which is why, in the run-up to the Second Enlightenment, we see signs of disillusion. I’m not saying that anyone had had the eureka moment—almost certainly not—but there were embryonic attempts to embed literature, and the Arts in general, into the wider human project. To put them to use. It can seem surprising to us now that once established, those early strategies, from product placement to search optimization, influencer content and so on, didn’t light the way sooner. Any questions?”

No questions. He went on.

“In fact, the mood at the time was anything but optimistic. It was as if they believed they were winding up, actually—bringing a defunct and ultimately fruitless human endeavor to an end. There was this increased focus on game play, social networking and other reality-driven behaviors.

“Pfft. They hadn’t even started. Pinpoint™ Role Assignment changed everything. It is now universally recognized as the single most significant factor in the development of modern literature. Without it the Second Enlightenment couldn’t have happened. We’d still be pawing through books like our forebears did, looking for some inherent value in there as opposed to identifying the countless opportunities we’ve since been able to exploit—a completely untapped resource, right under our noses. Very little of what we’ve accomplished economically, socially and politically would have been conceivable. Or scientifically—remember that Pinpoint™ can only be fully understood in the context of the discovery of Cog™ power.”

There was a large touchscreen on the wall behind Murphy. He swiped it till the day diary showed up and he blocked out the entry for their tour. 4am: Billy didn’t suppose many of the journalists had been up this early on a Tuesday morning before. It felt a lot like a Monday night.

“Of course, it’s a work in progress,” said Murphy. “You try this, you try that. Necessarily, there’s an ad lib element in the early stages of any new field. We’ve been quite transparent about that. But believe me: every single false start has provided critical information. Know-how. That’s what’s so exciting about tomorrow.”

Someone stifled a yawn.

“We’re no strangers to controversy,” Murphy scowled. “There will always be resistance to change, of course. Pockets of extremism. The recent emergence of Gilgamesh is very worrying, and you all know about the problems we’ve had at the book burnings—people don’t like them.

“The digital purge continues.” He shrugged. “We’ll get there. We deeply regret every fatality, we really do, but it was incumbent upon us to ramp things up in preparation for the launch. We have a responsibility to our users. Those are some pretty fancy shoes mister.” Murphy’s gaze had dropped to Billy’s feet. “We are probably going to mess those up for you today.”

He walked on. They fell into line behind him.

“It would be premature to guarantee that we’ve found the definitive application. But early signs are very, very encouraging. You’ll have to forgive us for being a little pleased with ourselves here at Gripping Tails™. No previous incarnation of Applied Lit™ has been rolled out on this scale. Maybe we have some slips. Tony, do we have any of those plastic slips for this guy’s shoes?”

They were at the end of a long, brightly lit corridor. Murphy stood outside a metal double door, low but wide. He looked like someone who had more to say. A tall man in a white coat pressed a pair of plastic shoe covers into Billy’s hand.

“It’s amazing,” said Murphy, “if you stop to think about it. It is to me, anyway. Before Pinpoint™ there’s no way anyone could have seen it pan out like this. That something we’d all learned to think of as a historical fallacy—a heresy, even—could be resurrected in this way. That it would take up so useful a role in our lives. With hindsight though, from the moment the Cog™ drive was introduced, it was just a matter of time. Who knows what other old Arts we might resurrect—under carefully controlled conditions, of course— and put to work?”

He planted his feet wide and clasped his hands.

“We’ve struggled with this thing for centuries but at long last, folks, literature finds itself fully optimized as Gripping Tails™, now the fourth largest auto-sector brand in the country and set to revolutionize road safety legislation both domestically and around the world. We even have our eyes on the colonies. I know, I know—early days, but we don’t do small thinking here. Mind your heads.”

Murphy opened the door and one by one, they bowed their heads to pass beneath a cluster of cable runs, stepping out into a vast, low-ceilinged hangar. To either side of them, the outer walls were punctuated by what might have been loading docks—openings that stretched from floor to ceiling and framed the blank night. The place stretched away into a distance that couldn’t quite be made out through the machinery and personnel that occupied the floor space. Instrumentation arrays were aligned with each of the docks and operatives in orange-and-green overalls stood in huddles, nodding and tapping data onto tabs.

Billy was the first to say anything, as he bent to pull the plastic slips over his shoes. They were indeed fancy—a pair of two-tone Hennessy brogues that had cost him a hundred and forty bux—but they were the only ones, aside from house slippers, that he’d left in his old room when he’d moved into Jane’s. And they weren’t the only problem. Passing for his usual sports jacket was the top half of the navy blue velvet suit Ma had bought him for his prom. Underneath was a frilled oyster-white shirt, originally from the same outfit. It had been three weeks now since Jane had thrown him out, staying at Vince’s hadn’t gone well and being back at Ma’s was getting old. Not least because it was out in Lakeside, which meant a ninety-minute commute. He’d gone back to Jane’s a couple of times for his clothes but she would never answer the door.

“It’s so quiet in here,” he said. His fully buttoned overcoat was only to be removed if absolutely necessary. His hat was tilted right back and the visible hair—fine and blond—was damp against his scalp.

Murphy smirked.

“You think so,” his eyes dropped to Billy’s visitor badge, “Mr Stringer? You normally make a lot of noise when you read?”
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“OK, folks, stay between the lines.”

Murphy was on the move again, speaking over his shoulder. They filed along behind him, Billy instinctively taking up the rear. He’d been too busy checking his tab every few minutes to listen very carefully to Murphy’s presentation. He took it out and looked at it again. No notifications. It had been four days since he’d had anything from her—the longest ever. The last two messages he had had were requests for him to stop contacting her. He pocketed it again and followed the others on a diagonal, toward one of the openings where some technicians gathered around their gear.

What was he doing here anyway? He could get into all kinds of trouble here. It wasn’t even his job—this was Reynolds’ turf. Billy covered sports for The Herald, but Reynolds was down with some bug and they’d been stuck. There were precisely no good reasons why Billy would put his hand up for this of all jobs, and plenty why he shouldn’t. But put his hand up he had. Vince had flipped. Anyway, here he was.

A loud hiss pulled him out of his thoughts—the others were looking towards the opening, where a vehicle, almost as wide and tall as the gap itself, was backing in. There were no windows and no sign of a cabin for a driver. Actually, Billy couldn’t tell whether he was looking at the front or the back—it looked like a solid cube of metal to him as it slid along a slick, shiny surface without the aid of wheels.

“The Litera-Truck™,” said Murphy. “Surfacing. These’ll be going out every twenty-four hours to keep the roads clean, freshly coated and legible. They’ll be extra busy today, for tomorrow’s launch.”

“Legible?” said one of the other journos, a tall woman who Billy had heard introduce herself as a staff writer from The Standard. He hadn’t caught her name. He thought he’d recognized her from somewhere but from the way she’d looked right through him back in the visitor room, presumably not. “The interface isn’t in-car?”

“Oh no,” said Murphy. “That’s been key for us. Placing it on-road is a big part of what makes this thing work. The safety systems all rely on it—a shared surface for both vehicular motion and operator interface. I think you’ll be impressed at what integration has done for maximum safe velocities.” His hands were on his hips. “No, you definitely need to get that to understand the approach. The road is the page.”

Billy snorted. He’d finally gotten round to tapping some notes into his pad.

“The road is the page,” he echoed. “The page is the road.” He smiled and looked up from his screen. Nobody else was smiling. He swallowed.

“I just meant . . . you know . . . that’s some heavy symbolism, isn’t it?”

Murphy was looking at him in a way he didn’t like one bit.

“I haven’t seen you here on any of the open days, Mr Stringer. I assume you’re filling in. I hope you have the chops for it. We are very keen to get our message out there and above all, to strike the right tone. It would be disappointing to see a discourse on symbolism in coverage of what may be the transport sector’s greatest paradigm shift in millennia. The transport sector, Mr Stringer.”

“No, of course not,” said Billy, feeling his skin flush. “I would never . . . I just meant, between us, you know—”

But Murphy had already turned away and disappeared around the corner of the Litera-Truck™. He reappeared on the other side of the wet-looking track and crouched at the end that faced the opening, drawing the visitors’ attention to a roller that ran along the base of the cube. Its surface had that same sheen to it.

“The Litera-Tyre™,” said Murphy. “This coats the surface.”

“Coats the surface with what?” asked the woman from The Standard.

Murphy stood.

“It’s proprietary, Ms Gutefee,” he said, “so you’ll understand that I won’t be answering that question. I can tell you a little about the R&D.”

He’d come back around to the journalists’ side of the vehicle.

“It took us a while, beginning with technologies that were bona fide antiques. We tried various methods based on electrowetting, for example. Interferometrics. A number of imaging techniques. Nematic displays and so on. We even tried plasma.”

An operative handed him a tab which he checked, signed and gave back.

“None of them could provide the fluidity we needed in conjunction with basic grip,” he continued. “Traction. Eventually we abandoned all of the above. What we’ve ended up with is completely new. I can tell you that titanium is an element but, crucially, this is biotech. Living material. You can print that, but make sure you stress its non-toxicity. Get her out of here, Jerry, and roll the car in.”

As the cube slipped back out through the gap in the wall, Billy looked around. None of the others would make eye contact with him, except the tall lady from The Standard who did for just a moment, to glare. He was beginning to feel very uncomfortable, especially all done up like this. The collar of his prom blazer itched.

Another vehicle backed into the hangar. It was easy to tell that this one came in backwards because it had a tail. A long, armored tail in articulated sections that tapered to a point and swept low over the road surface from one side of the track to the other. He’d never seen anything like it. Again there were no windows and no wheels. Even an aging jock like him knew not to look for co-axials or blades. Cognition drives didn’t do airborne. Not yet anyway—they were too erratic. The best comparison he could think of was a flattened armadillo.

“The Car-A-Pace™,” said Murphy who was suddenly, and unnervingly, behind him. “Prototype. But we’re looking at a number of bids from commercial manufacturers. Could I?”

“Hm? Oh, yeah. Sure.”

Billy stepped aside so that Murphy could get to the car.

“It’s very low,” said the Standard woman. For a bunch of journalists they didn’t seem too curious. She was the only one who’d asked any questions.

“Yep,” said Murphy. “Two body positions available for the operator. Reclining, in which case the text appears above them courtesy of in-car optics, or face down. That one’s unsettling at first, but people almost invariably end up preferring it. And this,” he squatted and patted the tail affectionately, as if the car were a pet, “is what it’s all about, folks. The Tail™ itself. The drive is in here. Thrust, traction, everything. The sweeping action deletes, so there are no residuals for following vehicles to deal with. It’s ingenious, if you don’t mind me saying so. I don’t take personal credit, of course.”

“You didn’t work on the drive yourself?” said Billy. He was keen to worm himself back into favor. “Because I had just a couple of questions. For instance, in case of boredom, or distraction, what failsafes—”

“I don’t know the first thing about cognition drives, young man,” said Murphy, cutting him off. Billy noticed the woman from The Standard rolling her eyes. Murphy jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at some technicians. “I pay them to know. Besides, you can get all the available information on cognition drives from Cog™ themselves.”

He’d straightened up, turned around and was almost nose-to-nose with Billy.

“This isn’t about the drive, Mr Stringer. It’s about the application. Applied Lit™ is the story here. Get it?”

“Sure, sure. Got it,” said Billy. So much for getting into this guy’s good books. He began to breathe a little easier as Murphy wrapped it up and the little group trundled back towards the exit. Clearly, he’d embarrassed himself but at least it was over.

And at least nothing worse had happened.
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In the visitor room, Billy removed the shoe covers and dropped them into a wastepaper basket. They were stained with the dark, tar-like substance that had coated the track. Murphy told him to wash his hands and took his leave. The journalists were to wait for someone to escort them out of the facility. Billy rinsed his hands in the washbasin on the wall, sat down on one of the plastic benches and, since conversation seemed unlikely, took his tab out. He sat forward, elbows on knees, and stared at the screen. No notifications. He brought up Jane’s feed and read the last message.

bili I want u 2 stop calling. no messages. at least 4 now. i dont no wot ur doin. i dont understand. stop tryin 2 xplain. i dont want 2 undrstand. i love u bili but I cant b around u anymor. its ovr. just stop.

Then he reread it a few times as the saline fluid that filled his eyes made the screen warp and blur.

Jane. He hadn’t noticed his own thumb start to tap. i can only hope u havnt blokd me. dat ul read dis. hony I cant

“Mr Stringer?”

He looked up and wiped an eye as nonchalantly as possible before a tear could clear his lash and drop to his cheek. There was a man in the doorway that Murphy had left through. A huge, rough-looking man who looked like he’d seen the inside of as many boxing rings as he had bars.

“Mr Murphy would like to see you, Mr Stringer. In his office.” The voice was, if anything, more weathered than the face. “You OK?”

“Me? Sure,” said Billy. “I’m fine. I’m great.”

He looked around. His fellow hacks were too intent on whatever was happening on their respective screens to look back at him. That or they didn’t want to. He stood, pocketed his tab and tried to sound upbeat.

“Lead the way.”

His feet felt heavy as he followed the man up a long stairway. He wondered why they weren’t in an elevator—the stairs seemed to go on forever, but the space was too narrow, and the man’s back too broad, for Billy to see how far up. Way more than a story. More than three at this stage, by his reckoning. No turns, no landings.

Vince had been right—he shouldn’t have come here. The belly of the beast. It had been stupid of him to think he could get away with it and it was unpleasantly clear to him now that he hadn’t. Just when he needed to do some quick thinking, these stairs were taking it out of him. Five stories now? His legs were uncooperative lead pipes. He was sweating. His heart rate was up there somewhere, waiting for him. It might have to be patient. He wasn’t breathing very well and he couldn’t think straight, let alone quick. Maybe that was the point.

When they got to the top he was actually pleased—he knew that something bad was going to happen to him in the office the big man was knocking at, but there would be a chair. The hulk pushed the door open and nodded to Billy, who squeezed past and found himself in an innocuous-looking space. There was a desk against the opposite wall, behind which a set of venetian blinds were closed against the outside. An overhead striplight made everything seem to vibrate. There was indeed a chair this side of the desk and to Billy’s relief Murphy, who stood by the window, gestured to it. He flopped into it, trying not to pant too loudly.

“A design flaw,” said Murphy, “but I’ve learned to live with it. I insisted on an office overlooking the factory floor but there’s no vertical here for an elevator shaft. If nothing else, it keeps Alphonse in shape.”

Billy turned his head slightly to note the presence of the taciturn giant behind him. He sighed audibly and turned back to look at his host. What Murphy had said didn’t make sense to him, since he’d just been on the factory floor and it had a conspicuously low ceiling. But he let it go. He was pretty sure he wasn’t the one who was meant to ask the questions.

“Do you want a job, Mr Stringer?”

“Look, the things I said down there,” Billy sat up. “I just thought, you know, since we’re all professionals. And it was in private. I would never write anything like . . . they wouldn’t print it if I did. You know? I mean, I wouldn’t have lasted five minutes at the . . .”

He trailed off. Murphy looked at him, steadily. He blinked back.

“Could you repeat the question?”

“Certainly. Would you be interested in coming to work at Gripping Tails™, Mr Stringer?”

After another couple of blinks, Billy turned to look again at Alphonse. Nothing to be read in the impassive features.

“I thought you might have wanted to reprimand me,” he said, turning back. “That you thought I’d been loose-tongued down there.”

“I do think that, Mr Stringer,” said Murphy. “You were.”

It came to Billy’s attention that his hands were tapping a rhythm on the arms of the chair. He had them stop.

“But you’re offering me a job?”

“Correct.”

Murphy went to his chair and sat in it. He picked up a piece of paper and folded it meticulously as he spoke, running a thumbnail along each crease as he went. He kept his eyes on what he was doing.

“Finding and . . . dealing with those of a literary bent, Mr Stringer, has been a fraught process.” He unfolded the paper, smoothing out the creases. Billy had stopped breathing. He hoped that neither of them had noticed—that, or the goosebumps that covered his forearms. I should have listened to you, Vince.

“An unpleasant process,” continued Murphy, “for everyone involved—it can take a certain toll, you know, when your targets are generally quiet, retiring types. Not all of them are, of course, but a lot of them. It doesn’t sit well that these are the people we have to go after. The terminations are obviously brutal. And best avoided, from a PR perspective—I think we would all agree on that.”

Billy knew he must be deathly pale. He tried to take a few breaths, nice and steady.

“The detention centers are inordinately expensive to maintain. And necessarily punitive, of course. Another PR disaster for us. The horror stories that go round. You’ve heard the stories, I suppose, Mr Stringer.”

Billy had.

Murphy wasn’t messing around with the paper anymore, or with-holding eye contact.

“Take you,” he said. “A case in point. You brought yourself to my attention today, Mr Stringer. In rather an unfortunate way. There isn’t the slightest doubt in my mind that you are of a literary bent.”

Billy opened his mouth but Murphy waved his hand to silence him. He wasn’t sure he’d have been able to speak in any case.

“And it is a bent. A deviant tendency. Personally I think it’s innate. We are highly attuned to it here, as you would expect. You have it, Mr Stringer.”

Another wave. Murphy wasn’t to be interrupted.

“The question for us, then,” he went on, “is what to do about you.”

So that was the question. Apparently Murphy didn’t have an answer because he let it just hang there. Maybe it was Billy’s turn to speak but he didn’t have anything to say. Murphy got up and went back to the window, turning his back on the room. He inserted a thumb and forefinger between two slats of the blind, parted them and put his eye to the gap.

“Come and see, Billy.”
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It seemed to take all of Billy’s strength to lift himself up out of the chair. His arms trembled. He covered the eight feet to the window slowly, hoping his legs wouldn’t let him down. While he handled that, Murphy rotated a wand that hung from the blind at his end, opening the slats and angling them downwards. Billy let his eyes follow their line.

It was a factory floor all right, of sorts—well populated with workers but quiet even though the window was open. It wasn’t the factory floor he’d been on earlier and, he noted with a pang of vertigo, it was indeed a good five stories below them. There was nothing industrial or obviously technological going on down there. It looked more like an administrative pool, actually. If pool was the right word—this was an ocean. The floor space matched the height of the place in scale. The size of several football pitches, was the obvious analogy that sprang to the sports writer’s mind.

Having something to look at that wasn’t Murphy calmed his breathing a little. He let his eyes rove, taking in some details. Most of the area was taken up with desks. It was like a little city of them. Some were clustered and some were standalone, arranged in neat columns. He saw kitchenettes and what looked like full-blown bars. There were hammocks down there and pool tables. Dart boards and ping-pong. There were sunken seating areas, ringed by circular sofas.

“What do you think?” said Murphy. “My gut tells me you’d fit in very well.”

“What is it, exactly?” said Billy.

“Great question,” said Murphy. “I can’t give you a name—I haven’t decided yet. But I can tell you that you are looking at the greatest literary undertaking in the history of humanity.” He glanced sideways at Billy to observe the effect of his words, then returned his attention to the scene below them. “I might go with The Nineveh Institute. One in the eye for our rebel friends in Gilgamesh, you know? Nineveh Editions? What do you think, Alphonse?”

Neither of them turned in response to the silence behind them, both intuiting that the giant had merely shrugged.

“Not that this is a library,” said Murphy. “It’s a production line.”

Somewhere inside Billy, a penny dropped. He looked at Murphy, eyes wide.

“You mean to say they’re making fiction down there?”

“I do.”

“But . . .” Billy shook his head. “It’s massive. How much—”

“Sit down, Billy.”

They returned to their seats and Murphy leaned forward, elbows on his desk and fingers woven.

“The Cog™ drives are lauded as having given us fuel-free propulsion, Billy, but it isn’t exactly true. I suspect you understand this— you seem bright enough. Cognition itself is the fuel. Cerebral activity. Specifically, changes in connectivity in the supramarginal gyri and the right posterior temporal gyri. But as I told you downstairs, I’m not the right person to get into the details with you. My area is the literature. I bring the cognition stuff up because it’s relevant to the literature in ways we’re still learning about. We’ve known for a long time that the highest quality input is fiction. Story, if you like. Math, puzzles, history, science—none of them hold a candle when it comes to the Cog™ drives.”

He opened one of his desk drawers and retrieved a slim cylindrical object with a chrome finish, about three inches in length.

“You want to smoke? I have an unopened one here.”

Billy shook his head.

“No thanks. I don’t.”

“You don’t smoke? What the fuck is the matter with you?”

Murphy shook his head. With a twist of the mouthpiece, he activated the siGi™ and sat back.

“We also know, and this you will be unaware of, that certain types of story work better than others. I’m not talking content so much as narrative structure. As a journalist, you’ll be familiar with the terms, of course. They’ll become even more meaningful if and when you come to work for us.”

Suddenly, Billy didn’t like the word if. Not at all. Murphy took a drag and blew a long, slow cone of red vapor, by which Billy could tell it was packed with Spirituality™.

“What I’m telling you is, Applied Lit™ has been developed using highly select material. A lot of First Era texts are unsuitable. Actually, they’re dangerous. We need certain qualities—suspense, for example. Mystery, as long as the promise of resolution is delivered. Crime stories are great. The best. But other stuff works too. As long as it’s neat, that it knows where it’s going and that it goes there, it can power a drive. If it doesn’t have that it’s too risky. Experimental literature is a disaster. Ambiguity has been responsible for a number of deaths in the testing phase. Test pilots. Brave men and women.”

He took another drag and put his feet on the desk. Billy couldn’t quite believe that Murphy was sharing all of this and, consequently, couldn’t quite believe he was getting out of the building alive. He wished he’d said yes to the siGi™. He felt hot, except for his feet and his face: they were icy.

“There’s an additional problem,” said Murphy. “A serious one. The short-term connectivity changes I mentioned are the ones we need to harness. They’re what gets a drive and its user from A to B.” Another deep drag and slow exhalation, the upper reaches of the room now a red haze, hanging in lazy strips. “Unfortunately, there are longer term changes—notably in the bilateral somatosensory cortex—and they, Billy, have proved somewhat troublesome.”

He frowned, as if he couldn’t discern anything in the young journalist’s facial expression that might denote understanding.

“You could characterize the issue as one of tolerance. To give you a concrete example—your own commute. It’s a certain distance and there’s a particular route, or perhaps there are two or three possible routes. We allocate a narrative to your drive to take care of that commute. When you finish that narrative, you can simply start again. Once programmed, it will continue to function for that route.”

He retracted his feet and sat up straight, suddenly enough to startle Billy.

“There’s a catch though. It won’t work quite as well the second time. And there will be another slight deterioration on the third pass. And so on. That initial synaptic activity can never be replicated. We’re talking about imperceptible differences at first, but it’s a process that accelerates. We’re running out of juice, Billy.”

Billy raised his eyebrows. It was the best he could do.

“Let me remind you,” said Murphy, “that while we launch on the highways here in the city, we go national before the year is out. And even that’s just the beginning. I bet you pulled up here in a standard maglev this morning. You won’t be driving one of those for long. Nobody will. After the motorways it’s the trunks, then primaries through tertiaries. Right down to residentials. Every road and street in the country. The one thing we cannot do is run out of juice— hence our little operation down there.”

“Wow,” said Billy. He knew he had to say something. “But the risks . . . I mean, how long have we all spent . . . wow. People out there are incarcerated for generating fiction. Executed. Isn’t it dangerous—”

“Whoa there, mister,” Murphy raised a hand. “Now just a minute. If you are equating the very carefully controlled operations downstairs with the underground filth disseminated by Gilgamesh, you’re way off base.”

He underlined his point by rapping the desktop with the point of his siGi™.

“You are talking about people hell bent on bringing society to its knees. They have not one whit of regard for your safety or mine. You’re talking about fundamentalists, Billy. They honestly believe that what they do is for a greater good. That they’re protecting something valuable which we are out to destroy.”

He made a circular motion with an index finger at his temple.

“You can’t reason with people like that. What they deal in is invariably degraded. Very low quality. Certainly unusable for our purpose, or we’d work with them. In fact, the material is toxic, for all the reasons I’ve been explaining to you. And it’s gotten into the wrong hands. That’s why we have to eradicate it. If material like that ever got anywhere near a Cog™ drive, people would die. It isn’t going to happen on my watch, Billy.” Murphy looked agitated. “If that dictates a nip-it-in-the-bud approach, so be it.”

There didn’t seem to be any way for Billy to get on this guy’s good side. Now he’d riled him again.
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“But,” Billy’s own voice sounded like it was coming from a long way off, “you want me to work here?”

Murphy sat back in his chair. This time, he left his feet on the floor.

“Makes sense, doesn’t it?” he said. “Look, you’re young. Youngish. What are you? Twenty-six? Twenty-seven?”

“I’m thirty-two.”

“Oh. Well, looking pretty good, Billy. Bit of a paunch. I take it your sporting days are behind you. I suppose that explains the Herald gig. Anyway, the argument is the same. I’m looking across my desk at you and I’m thinking to myself that this can go two ways. We get you in here, harness this tendency of yours. Or we leave you out there where they can get to you first. Where you, my friend, are easy prey for radicalization. Believe me, they know about you. You write for a city paper. And believe me, they’re interested in you. If we are, they are.”

He patted the tab that lay on his desk.

“I was reading a piece of yours while you were on your way up here. The play-offs piece? A nice enough piece, but a dead giveaway. You might think you’re being clever, but it’s riddled with literary pretension. I’m amazed the powers that be over there don’t talk to you about it.”

“Actually, sometimes they—”

A wave of the hand. Murphy had no interest in chat.

“What do you say, Billy?” he said. “Which way will you go?”

He pulled in more of the red Spirituality™ and held it rather than letting it go straight away, from which Billy inferred it was his turn to speak. He sat up and rubbed his hands.

“Well,” he said. It was as good a start as any. “You’ll appreciate what a surprise this is.”

He didn’t want to make it obvious he was playing for time, but he couldn’t make up his mind whether this was on the level, or a trap.

“I’m dumbfounded, actually.” He tapped the arms of his chair. Murphy didn’t look like he was in any hurry to fill the silence.

“When would I need to get back to you?” he said, finally.

Murphy’s eyebrows went north.

“I was rather hoping you’d tell me right now, Mr Stringer,” he said, “but I suppose we can give you some time. Let’s say midnight tonight, if you’ll forgive the dramatics. In these matters, I like to move quickly.”

“OK,” said Billy. Another few taps on the faux leather padding. “So,” a slow swallow, “I can go?”

Murphy smiled. It was a broad, unguarded smile.

“Of course, Billy. Look, don’t get me wrong—it isn’t as if you’re in any trouble. This is an informal conversation, nothing more. We don’t have anything on you. We’re just interested. I happen to think you’d be great down there. A real asset. But if you choose to stay on at The Herald, that’s absolutely fine. It’s a free world, after all.”

He swiveled in his chair to give himself the space to cross his legs and sat back to the point of slouching. The body language of carefree congeniality.

“We’d keep an eye on you obviously. On your work. But then, you’re a writer for a big city paper—we’d get round to doing that anyway. This could be your chance, Billy. You’d make a lot more and you’d be part of something big. Think about it, will you?”

“Oh sure!” said Billy. “I won’t think about anything else all day. What an offer, you know? I really appreciate it.” He had half raised himself out of his seat.

“Good,” said Murphy. He kept his eyes on Billy’s as the younger man stood up. “So to be clear, then,” he said, picking a tab up from the desktop and holding it out, “this does interest you?”

“Absolutely,” said Billy. He took the tab and looked at Murphy, head tilted with a mute question.

“You just need to sign,” said the seated man. “Confidentiality.” He watched as Billy held the tab up to eye level and let it take an optiscan.

“Great. You find your way to the bottom of the stairs, Billy, and someone will be along to see you out.”

Billy didn’t have anything else to say, so he put the tab back on the desk, nodded to each of them and left, clicking the door softly behind him like a cowed schoolboy excused from the headmaster’s office.

Murphy stared at the door for a few seconds.

“What do you think?” he said.

One of the giant’s eyes widened slightly. Just the one.

“You offering me a raise?”

“What? I—”

“Because you don’t pay me enough to think.”

“Nice,” said Murphy. He took a drag on the siGi™. There was nothing left in it.

“You reckon one of them would be dumb enough to walk right in here?” he said, dropping it back into the desk drawer.

Alphonse shrugged. An almost imperceptible movement of his massive frame.

“People do all kinds of things.”

“Yeah,” said Murphy. “Thanks for your help, Alphonse. Run an analysis on that optiscan, will you. And keep a very close eye on this guy today.”

It had been all heart and lungs on the way up, but it was Billy’s knees that screamed at him going down those stairs. When he got to the visitor room, someone was already there for him—a uniformed girl who couldn’t have been much over eighteen and who held her tab like a clutch bag. She didn’t say a word, just turned and exited the room by another door. He followed, automatically checking his screen.

No notifications. When they reached the main entrance the automatic doors slid open and the operative offered him a perfunctory smile and the opportunity to walk through them. He did. Tomorrow was just beginning to burn at the edge of the night sky. It was already warm. Beyond and below the twenty or so visitor parking spaces on the lot at the front of the facility, the semi-circular city stretched out on its flat, still illuminated, each point of light like a bright dew drop on a spider web.

The others had already left. There were just two cars—Billy’s and a Jowett Jupiter parked next to it. He took his own siGi™ from the inside pocket of his coat, twisted the mouthpiece and inhaled a long lungful of sweet Solace™. He had almost given up but had found he couldn’t quite get by without a little Solace™ from time to time. As he walked across the lot, he saw that someone was sitting in the other car. The woman from The Standard. She’d flipped her rear view monitor to mirror mode and was applying make-up from a compact. Born into money, he thought to himself, or married to it. You didn’t drive around in a Jowett Jupiter on a reporter’s wage. I should talk to her.

She was bound to know more about Murphy than Billy did, which was nothing. She might even know about the production line in there. He’d have to go carefully on that one. Feel her out. But as he got close she lit the Jupiter up. It rose a few inches on its bluelit maglev field, backed out of the space and pulled away. She didn’t look at him as she passed. She didn’t seem to see him.

Billy climbed into his old Marmon. Next to the Jupiter it wasn’t impressing anybody, but it had those same First Era lines that had become popular. He sat for a few seconds with his hands on his knees, listening to the faint sounds that wafted up from the city. He resisted the temptation to look at his tab yet again, wanting only to collect his thoughts. Then he fired the lev up and pulled out. There was no collecting to be done. He had just two things on his mind. Phil’s would be serving breakfast soon. And he needed to talk to Vince.
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Billy pulled up to the vacant bookstore on the ground floor of the Greenwich building and parked. Phil’s was across the street. The only fixture left in the bookstore, visible in the dark because its metal contours reflected the streetlight, was a replica cash register. Cash was ancient history but nostalgia was still going strong and people liked the old designs. Nothing else in the place—the empty display shelves in the window had a hastily abandoned look to them.

The bookstores were gone. In theory, there were plenty of permitted books—science, self-help, sporting memoir—but the purges over the years and the martial law of the last few months had thrown a pall over the retail business. People shied away from places that might have anything to do with contraband. The authorities had been only too happy to help the process along with restrictive regulation and prohibitive tax—locked into online espionage and up to their necks in encryption algorithms, they were even more unnerved by the idea of something you could bury in a hole in your back yard.

Everybody liked hard copy but nobody wanted trouble—almost nobody, anyway—and one by one, the stores had gone bust. He looked up at the tall sash window over the door, its green blind slanted by neglect but still bright against the red brick of the building. Billy had rented a room here once upon a time. That had been his window.

If there was anywhere in the city less suited to a secret rendezvous than Phil’s, Billy had yet to hear about it. The diner had windows facing onto Greenwich and De Nuys that curved seamlessly at the corner. Just two feet of green wall separated their lower edges from the ground and another two at the top from the sign above that said “Phil’s” and a siGi™ hoarding. Especially at night, the brilliantly lit place was a fishbowl. There were no tables at the windows because there was no room for tables. A cherry-wood bar—triangular, to conform with the acute angles of the building—almost filled it. There was room only for the round, leather-topped stools that lined it and for a customer to squeeze by them.

The breakfast crowd would be in soon but for now the place was almost empty. Just three figures hugged the bar but they were no early birds. They were night hawks. With their backs to him, a guy in a dark suit and a steel-gray hat and a redhead in a red dress had that sated, lounging air about them that came from a night spent dancing. A broad-shouldered guy at the other side of the bar could easily be a cop. Behind it, Benny looked like a milkman in his white get-up. He spotted Billy and gave an unsmiling nod of recognition. Billy raised a hand in response. Then he got out of the car and crossed the street.

The door was around the corner, but Billy wasn’t looking for the door. Vince was on the early this week and would already be at work. He kept walking for three blocks till he saw the flags that hung from the front of the De Nuys hotel. Then he walked down an alley between a barber shop and a hardware store. About halfway up the alley, he turned right into another, then followed that till it widened out into a little yard. It was a dead end, the only through way blocked off by a head-height, wire-mesh fence. Trying to make as little noise as possible, he climbed the fence and flipped himself over. Now he was in an even smaller yard, surrounded on three sides by featureless brickwork.

About fifteen feet up on one side was a window. Small and filled with frosted glass, it looked like a bathroom, but Billy knew it gave onto the De Nuys hotel’s bellhop station. He looked around for a pebble and when he found one, he threw it. Nothing. Vince made a point of returning to the station when not running errands or carrying cases—staying out of sight kept his workload down—so he wouldn’t be long. Billy took his siGi™ out and sat on the ground smoking it for a few minutes. Then he threw another pebble at the window. This time it swung in and Vince appeared. Or the shape of him did—it was still too gloomy to make out his features.

“I’m going
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