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Hermetech or hermetechs n. the science of orgasmic energy potential, esp. within fixed unit (within time, space), adj. of or relating to properties of orgasmic energy 
[C20, Gk L of Hermes traditionally inventor of magic seal]

With light and conterpoise nature oscillates within her prescribed limits, yet thus arise all the varieties and conditions of the phenomena which are presented to us in space and time.

Johannn Wolfgang von Goethe
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As I sit here today, having completed the read-through on the third edition of this novel, I realise it is around twenty-two years since it was first published. As such, ‘Hermetech’ is a kind of historical novel, or period piece, even though when it was written it was intended to be futuristic. 

We don’t yet live under geodesic domes, protected from a poisonous world, although humans have done much to further hurt the planet since I wrote this book. That really comes as no surprise, even if we haven’t – yet – reduced our world to hostile wastelands. Back in 1989-90, when I was first working on ‘Hermetech’, I didn’t anticipate the abundant rise of cheap technology, available to just about everyone in the developed portions of the world, and how quickly it would progress and be refined. The machines most of us worked on at home in the early 90s had RAM in the realms of low figure megabytes, never mind the gigabytes and terabytes we have today, and had monitors the size of old-fashioned TVs – small at the front but sticking out hugely at the back! The characters in Hermetech, (who I fondly believed while creating them had cutting edge, yet street-wise technology at their disposal), lack anything like smart phones, notebooks or tablets. In fact, they don’t even have any type of mobile phone, because these devices didn’t exist when I was writing the book, and few could have guessed the massive impact communication technology would have on us. Look back on the TV show ‘The X-Files’ now, and even ‘The Matrix’, one of the most futuristic films of its time, and the phones – so essential a prop in both the show and the movie – are huge, clunky and primitive in comparison to what we have today. The most futuristic gizmo my natros in Hermetech have is a kind of refined laptop – while in our reality of 2014 laptops can perhaps be regarded as already heading swiftly towards the obsolete dump, as more fashionable devices take over.  Ari Famber, one of the main characters, uses the equivalent of a Polaroid camera – when obviously in a truly futuristic environment she should be using a sophisticated digital camera. But such devices had not been dreamed of in our world then. 

Looking back on all this, in the light of what technology we have at our finger tips nowadays, the science fiction of the cyber-punk and post cyber-punk age can look distinctly dated. But even so, I resisted the urge to update the technology aspect of the story. I’m happy with the actual writing – the technical side of my craft – youthful in tone though it seems to me now. As I wasn’t obliged by the original publisher to cut out parts of the book, (as with some other novels I’ve had published by big publishers), and the editing I received at the time was top notch, I feel the story should remain as it was written. 

This third edition of ‘Hermetech’ has been subject only to very minor changes, such as typos and layout glitches corrected and missing punctuation replaced. I also wanted a new edition so that all my back catalogue novels have cover art created by Ruby.

Thanks must still go to Jayle Summers, who shared my life at the time when I was working on ‘Hermetech’, and who contributed many ideas to it, helping me shape the novel it became. The subject matter is still relevant, and probably always will be. Unless we have a miracle, our own hermetech.

Storm Constantine

January 29th, 2014
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Chapter One
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It was only a dream. 

She had grains and grass for protection, the grass sickly and pale, rolled into a small ball. The grain should have been gathered from a fertile field, she knew that, but there were no fields around there any more. She hoped pre-packed rice, bought from the co-op gypsies, would be as powerful. 

Don’t doubt. It’s the intention that makes it work. 

Both ingredients had been carefully arranged on the dry ground before her; a circle of grains surrounding the grassball. Arani Shala Famber, fourteen years old and determined to heal her mind of fear, squatted in the long early morning shadows of Taler’s Bump monument, making magicks to protect herself from evil.

She had had nightmares before, even those that persistently lingered in the mind for days, but never had she woken up feeling so threatened, as if the substance of her dreams could follow her into the day and become real. A rational part of herself knew she was the one giving her terrors life, simply by believing in them. It would be more sensible to stand up and do something physical; run around the silent stones until her heart pumped the memory of the dream away, truly woke her up. More sensible, yes. 

The grass ball was beginning to uncurl; she pressed it together again. Has everyone felt like this at some time? Has Mom? She settled into a straight-backed, crossed legged position and closed her eyes. It felt as if her body was going wild; she could sense the beating of her heart as if it had become small and hard, the rhythm erratic. Her spine ached, her stomach felt unsteady. Ari sucked in a deep breath through her nose and concentrated on relaxing. Even after several minutes, there was still a furrow between her eyes.

Over a decade before, Austin Grant, a rich young eccentric previously more famed for his excesses, had undergone a public and feverish conversion to Naturotech. The faith, if it could be termed that, was a mutation of the more informed brands of neo-paganism, and had arisen through people’s belated concern for the fate of the planet, radical liberalism and a desire to utilise new technology to overcome the depredations of old technology. Large areas of the world had become virtually uninhabitable - certainly uneconomic - and the elements of chaos appeared to have taken over the climate completely. Eventually, politics and corporate interest just had to nose their way in, and a splinter movement, Tech-Green, had been formed. Recognising a lifesaver when it was thrown to them, powerful people worldwide clamoured to embrace the new ideals and secure comfortable positions for themselves within the organisation. In an environment where the richest and most influential agencies had moved off-planet to the gradually expanding orbital communities, there were effectively no individual economic nations left on Gaiah.

Naturotech, still operating largely as a planet-side movement, secretly considered Tech-Green to be a brutish parody of their original ideals. However, because of T-G’s encompassing control, Naturotech maintained an uneasy alliance with them; ostensibly their goals were the same. Attempts at assuaging the planet’s wounds and diseases had been sporadically successful, but largely uncoordinated. Monstrous domed cities had been constructed in an almost indecent haste, to which earthbound people flocked in their thousands, believing this was the best way to deal with the problem. Nomad natros, who still stoically tried to survive on the land itself, often referred to the city dwellers as ‘ostriches’ (an extinct giant bird that allegedly believed it became invisible once its head was buried in sand). Sadly, the irony of the metaphor was lost on the majority.

In order to demonstrate his own loyalty to the New Goddess of Naturotech, Austin Grant had dubbed himself a geomancer and swiftly squandered considerable amounts of his family’s fortune on constructing grandiose sacred sites, which he envisaged could be used as places of worship by all. Other natros had not discouraged him. They did not point out that one of the freedoms of their chosen system involved scorning fixed temples and that worship itself was generally considered to be outmoded, if not downright suspect. However, they believed everyone should have their own way of expressing themselves. Grant enthusiastically supervised the erection of dozens of henges around the country, in areas where it was still safe to cavort about outdoors. Some of these were based on existing ancient sites - or the memory of them - some were stamped with his own artistic mark. The latter generally consisted of imposing stone pyramids surrounded by rather bashful groups of menhirs that, even though lacking in antiquity themselves, seemed embarrassed being used out of context. 

Natros, because they had a sense of humour, had first begun to use the monuments for their festivals as a bit of a joke, but eventually for convenience’s sake. Every site had its own facilities (accommodation, heating, running water, artificial attendants, occasional special effects in the stones themselves), which the natros had to admit were useful when large amounts of people wanted to gather together. Grant achieved his dream.

Taler’s Bump was such a monument; not a very grand one, consisting merely of a single trilithon and seven monoliths, but people still came to use it. Ari Famber had lived all her life in the shadow of the Bump; the monument had been her playground, its visitors her companions. The area, mostly barren, patchily toxic, was not heavily populated.

It was impossible to concentrate. Ari could feel the dry heat of the sun creeping up behind her. How long have I sat here? She opened her eyes. Already a heat haze was shivering over the parched land beyond the Bump. The monument’s attendant, an artificial manform, could be seen standing motionless between two menhirs, almost like a stone himself. Ari had not summoned him. She wondered whether he was watching her. Despite her efforts, she could not relax and meditate properly, and the uncomfortable feelings were still there. It was as if the dream had sucked her imagination dry, overpowered her ability to visualise, even though she knew it had been generated within her own mind. What message was there for her in that? She could not interpret it. At her feet, the grass and grains seemed pathetic, mundane, powerless. 

Have I invoked something myself? she wondered. Yet the dream’s threatening images had not been violent.

Ari had reached an age when she liked to think she was able to solve her problems herself. She had, after all, assimilated every one of her mother’s video-disks on personal development. However, in moments of crisis, she still had access to personal communion with an intercessory aspect of the Goddess, via the site’s manform attendant. He could speak with the words of the Goddess Isis Confidentia; an individual the girl visualised as an ethereal being floating in nul-grav splendour somewhere high above the monument. Unfortunately, Isis tended to present her wisdom in rather an inaccessible manner. 

Kicking her stones and grass to one side, Ari decided, somewhat reluctantly, that it was time for a chat with her Goddess. She sighed and strolled to the manform’s side. ‘Love is the Law,’ she said resignedly, hands in pockets. 

The manform made a whispering sound deep inside himself and obligingly tuned in to the orbiting Goddess satellite. ‘Love under will,’ came the practically instantaneous reply. ‘Blessings to you. Arani Shala Famber. You are communing with High Goddess Isis Confidentia. Let us share our thoughts and connect, sister. Is there something you want to talk about?’ The deity had the bright, melodramatic voice of an artificial intelligence programmed by a religious fanatic.

‘Hi, Isis. This is Ari. Yeah, there is something.’

‘This day blooms on the eve of our Great Festival of the Fires. Spring stirs in the bosom of the Lady.’ 

‘Yeah, it’s a warm day. Er... I had a dream last night.’ 

‘Mmm. Dreams are meaningful; prophecies, gifts of the Lady, sweet glimpses of the Great Akashic Mindpool.’ 

‘It wasn’t that kind of dream, Isis.’

‘Ah, your voice signals a fissure in your aura sister... Speak, speak, visualise a comforting embrace.’

Ari suppressed irritation, wondering for a moment if she was doing the right thing. ‘It kind of scared me a little. You see, there was this noise, which woke me up. At least, I thought it woke me up, but it couldn’t have, because it was a dream see, but anyway, I woke up...’

The Goddess sensed the pause and quickly attempted to fill it. ‘Be calm, let me soothe you...’

‘Yeah, all right. Anyway, I woke up and sat up in bed, and it was really real, you understand, so I was thinking, “What woke me?” There was this strange, creepy kind of humming noise, and the light was all blue, like the wallscreen had been left on, you know? The light was coming under my door, so I thought, “Damn it, I’ll have to turn it off”, see, and I went through into the other room...’ 

‘The house is your mind, Ari.’

This was a mistake. ‘Maybe, just hear me out, will you? Sure enough, the screen was on and it was all fuzzy, with this scratchy noise coming out of it, like radio voices far away. There was this guy sitting on the floor in front of it, looking up. He had the remote in his hand.’ 

‘A sexual symbol.’

Ari winced. Her first instinct was to protest, but that would only initiate an uncomfortable discussion. Better just to ignore it. ‘Anyway, I thought, “Who the hell is this in our house?” and I was going to go over and kick him or something - which isn’t really like me. I think I’d just back out and call for help normally. Then something made me look round. Morn’s face was just behind me, right up close, like she’d come out of nowhere, and she looked really weird, all sick and pale. I think I said something about the guy on the floor, I can’t remember what, and Mom just shook her head and said, “Don’t touch him Ari. He’s dead. It won’t be nice”.’

‘Post-pubertal fears. Arani.’

‘It wasn’t like that, Isis,’ Ari said, unsure of what the Goddess really meant. ‘It was so real. The guy looked round at us when Mom spoke. He didn’t look dead at all, but when he smiled, it wasn’t alive either. Can you understand that? I had this sudden feeling like I wanted to throw up and then he spoke. It was so sneery. “Looking forward to tomorrow. Ari?” he said, as if he knew me or something. I screamed, “Get out! Get out!” over and over. It was horrible looking at him. I can’t tell you how he scared me.’

‘It wasn’t real, Ari. Sometimes, your mind has to play crazy in order to ease the bugs out. I think you should relax a little now, breathe deeply...’

‘I can’t remember any more. I didn’t know him, Isis, and yet... I don’t know. It was like a part of me, or something.’

‘Then maybe it was. Your animus. You have to come to terms with your opposite side, Ari.’

‘I’m scared I’ll dream that again.’

‘If you do, you must face him, absorb him. You cannot tell him to get out; he is your hidden masculinity.’

‘I don’t know about that. It doesn’t sound right. He was more than that.’

‘Did you desire him, Ari? Did you want him to touch you?’ 

‘No!’

‘The thought of that frightens you. I can tell.’

‘It makes me feel ill!’ That was so literal, and for so long unadmitted, Ari was flooded with a tide of relief once the words were spoken. ‘Isis, you still there?’

‘Of course, sister. I was thinking. Perhaps it would be best if, after the festival, you have your Mom take you to the Youth Counsellor at your local T-G zone station. One of my colleagues could talk with you face to face.’

‘I wish I could come and talk -with you face to face.’ 

‘Maybe you will one day, Ari. But I didn’t mean someone like me in this case.’ 

‘I prefer people like you.’ 

‘Ari! I cannot hug you, kiss you...’

‘Yeah, I know Isis.’ She squatted down beside the motionless manform, squinting out between the menhirs. This had been no help at all in explaining the dream, but at least she felt better talking about it out loud. ‘I’d better go now.’

‘Would you like me to book you an appointment at the zone station?’

‘Maybe. I’ll get back to you.’

‘Blessed be. Sister. Enjoy the festival. Keep happy. And remember, a dream can’t hurt you.’ 

‘Goodbye Isis.’
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Chapter Two
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There will be an empty house. I am not too late, but there will be an empty house. I feel it. (If I feel it strongly enough, will that make it true?)

A ground mist, morning white, hid all but a suggestion of landscape. A dreamer could imagine green fields might lie there, trees with leaves, even animals moving slowly over the grass. Concentrate hard enough and the smell of living plants might be conjured up. A psychic could probably manage it; someone good with ghosts.

Leila Saatchi knew better. Natro she might be, but she knew what lay within the mist and that it was impossible to change it in her lifetime. Last evening, she and her group had rumbled their trucks through the dreary landscape, spraying grit-powder over the crumbling and contorted wrecks beside the road; remains of farms, vehicles, life itself. They had camped as the sun set and someone said they’d seen a bird, a lone, black mote, sailing across the evening sky. Everyone had looked. Leila had seen nothing. Wishful thinking, a dust-speck in the eye. Nothing. Perhaps an omen. 

Last night, for the second time in eight days, her lover Jordan had not come to her tepee. She felt the victim of a planetary convergence. Powerful events were accelerating towards climax; events beyond her control. Life seemed a fragile, shaky thing to Leila Saatchi that morning. She sat, knees up, boots in dust, smoking a tar-free cigarette that tasted of dust itself, squinting into the future. The Star Eye trucks were some distance off; ghosts in the mist, saurian. There were tepees behind them, but invisible. She was alone.

Dawn; it feels like limbo. 

Leila sighed, flicked the wizened cigarette butt into oblivion and dangled her hands over her knees. 

I don’t need this. Need what? There’ll be nothing. You told yourself that. Don’t kid yourself, lady. No, there’ll be nothing. Long gone. Seven years? Is it that long?

She stared at her hands. They had become, ultimately, a man’s hands. Sitting there, she felt skinned of all femininity. That was Jordan’s fault. He unwomanned her. Somehow. Seven years... Memories.

Lydia Famber had already hated Leila for years back then, suspecting she was ‘the other woman’ in a sordid sexual triangle with her husband, Ewan, but unable to prove it. Leila, being adept at getting what she wanted, and because Ewan had been, physically, quite devastating, had been conducting an affair with him for some considerable time, but that had hardly been a threat to Lydia. True, Leila had also seen a lot more of Ewan than his wife had, but that was because they’d worked together after Lydia had fallen pregnant and left the project. Work had always meant more to Ewan Famber than people had. He’d accepted the love of both women as a kind of inevitable right, and had exploited it only in so far as it aided his scientific activities, supposing the results of his research to be as important to them as to him. Leila had forgiven him his insensitivities, deceiving herself into believing it was merely the result of an endearing social naivety. Lydia had just suffered for it. Leila had known this at the time, and had relished it. Lydia, after all, had the marriage certificate. 

Yet neither of us ever truly had him, Leila thought. We loved him and he died. A long time ago. Seven years ago. 

She felt the memory of Ewan Famber should no longer invoke such strong feelings. The cynic within Leila smiled. Who are you fooling? We exist here, then, everywhen, in one single moment. We are back there. Now.

Star Eye had symbolised something other than a natro nomad troupe back then. It had been the logo of a stable of elite Tech-Green thoroughbreds. Slogans sprayed on laboratory walls. A joke. Their esoteric symbol: an image derived from the equation z→z2+x,its tendrils exploding over the boundaries of a triangle. A Star Eye joke.

There had been twenty-three of them; precocious, highly-strung young people, all brilliant technicians and thinkers within their respective fields. Their mentor had been a Tech-Green aristocrat named Quincx Roirbak, an older man, carbon black, who had infected them with his eccentric manner of behaviour and innate sense of superiority. Some of them had been brash enough to call him ‘Dad’ to his face, which he had whimsically corrected to ‘Uncle’, a term he’d considered more pertinent to his role. Others, though not to his face, referred to him as ‘666’.

They had scorned the title scientist and dubbed themselves reality speculators. Tech-Green had been high on its ascendant in those days; its inner sancti bursting with spectacular ideas, its priesthood delirious with the funding and facilities laid at their feet. Star Eye had been working under Roirbak on the space migration plan, although, politically, it had been decided unwise to advertise this. Therefore, a lot of their time had been spent designing earthbound artificial environments, in an attempt to demonstrate to the population how assiduously they were addressing the problems arising from the planet’s sickness. Tech-Green, however, had decided in its early days the only cure for Gaiah was to purge Her of the most persistent and damaging of irritants - humanity - so She could heal Herself. Unfortunately, the People (and by that time the word ‘masses’ had taken on a considerably more sinister implication) were decidedly unkeen to migrate off-world. Popular opinion insisted people needed to feel solid rock beneath their feet, and that they would probably go mad or die if they were removed from the home planet. Ironically, quite the reverse came about. The majority of affluent, civilised populations, in a horrifyingly short space of time, went neurologically bankrupt, en masse, due to ravaging immunity breakdowns and environmental disasters. Most of the population were caught, helpless, in the crossfire between the planet organism and the leviathan-like rampage of big industry. Three environments were eventually left for the remaining populous: outlands where the elements roamed without purpose and seasons had fallen out of sync into improvisation; in-dome cities constructed within the spinal mountain ranges, filling valleys and absorbing peaks; and, finally, space itself. Tech-Green had restricted use of the oceans, for their own reasons. People didn’t question this as the usual view from shorelines offered merely a far-reaching vista of froth-slimed garbage.

Tech-Green, therefore, went ahead with the migration project, cloaking it with secrecy, and reserving places within it for the chosen few. If indeed the plan proved impracticable, there was always the option of furthering research into ocean-bed communities.

None of Star Eye knew what the outcome of their research, trials and theories would be. Their directive was to overcome the problems encountered by humanity living in an alien environment. What TechGreen would do with this information once it was published had not been their concern. They were, after all, well salaried for their brilliance.

Several orbital cities had already been constructed at that time.

Ewan Famber had been the driving force of the original Star Eye. Nobody had been able to dispute his genius, so consequently it hadn’t been resented that he was Roirbak’s favourite. It was because of Ewan’s inquiring mind and technical brilliance that Leila was now travelling towards the place where his widow and daughter were supposed to live. Ari Famber was not a normal child.

Ewan had stored documents to be delivered to both Leila and Roirbak in the event of his death; obviously not having considered his extinction to be a real possibility. The documents had been shocking, demented, incredible; hardly light reading in the wake of grief. 

At first, neither Leila nor Roirbak had believed the claims. Ewan wrote deliriously of evolutionary mutation, of having tampered with his daughter’s genetic makeup to create what he referred to as a Living Goddess. Leila and Roirbak weren’t sceptics, but they could find no research data to back Ewan’s statements up. If they existed, he’d hidden them too well. Both wondered how he’d had the time to work on such an ambitious project, and also how he’d managed to keep it so secret. They confided their mutual suspicion that the whole thing had existed solely in Ewan’s head. The documents concluded with the request that, when Ari reached puberty, Leila and Roirbak should seek her out, take her into their care, and create the conditions necessary to facilitate her unique flowering. Explicit details were sadly lacking, but there were grandiose hints of the child’s potential, almost biblical in scale and tone. Leila and Roirbak, concerned and slightly embarrassed by Ewan’s apparent unhinged ramblings, decided to forget the matter until the time came when they should perhaps do something about it. There were other things to think about in the light of his death. Leila had metaphorically shorn her head by quitting from the Star Eye project. It helped ease her pain to blame Tech-Green for Ewan’s demise. As further demonstration of her grief, she’d furiously jettisoned her entire career, despite quickly-proffered employment offers from other departments, and had taken to the road with the first natro group who’d accepted her. Later, she’d formed her own group, telling herself it was cynicism that impelled her to name it Star Eye, although deep down she’d known it was because of obscure affection for the past.  Even now, she still wondered whether her departure from the team had ever been appreciated for the gesture it was. 

A few years later, Roirbak himself had turned off the juice and headed for the immense domed city of Arcady. The project had lost its magic for both of them with Ewan gone.

We felt immortal. Ewan scattered our dreams. He died mad. Do only Roirbak and I know that?

Leila had barely thought about the document Ewan had left her during the last seven years, but there’d been a clock ticking away inside her head which hadn’t forgotten at all. One morning, the alarm sounded. Star Eye had been staying at Willow Grove, a natro settlement about a hundred clicks east of Taler’s Bump. Leila had woken up in her tepee, Jordan beside her, and thought, ‘Goddess, Ari Famber must be nearly a woman by now!’ 

Later, she’d dug out Ewan’s document from all the rubbish she’d collected over the years and re-read it. It still seemed like the product of a delirious mind, but the sight of his sprawling handwriting, virtually illegible because he’d hardly ever written anything by hand, had invoked a host of memories. Bitterly, Leila realised she was still in love with Ewan; nobody she’d met since had been quite as attractive or fascinating, not even Jordan. The pointlessness of these feelings oppressed her. Ewan had clearly not been quite the person she’d thought him to be. However, she knew she’d have to carry out his last instructions, seek out his surviving family, and trust to the Goddess there wasn’t the slightest shred of truth in his claims. She was not looking forward to intruding on the Famber household. If there were any people from the past Lydia would be pleased to see again, Leila Saatchi was certainly not one of them.
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Chapter Three
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Natro pilgrims usually began to arrive at Taler’s Bump at sundown on the day before May Eve. Some years ago, many people would have gathered at the foot of the Bump, arriving in their road trucks, third hand sliders or else on foot. Some had even ridden up on horses; a show of flamboyance rather than economy. It was cheaper to run even a third-hand slider than a single horse after the Biomass Regulations came into force in ‘15. Now, since Austin Grant had built Arbor Mount twenty clicks east, not many people bothered with the less imposing pimple of Taler’s Bump. There were fewer facilities on the Bump; those that did exist had declined in variety and function as festival attendees declined in numbers. Even the monument itself was becoming forlorn. True, it still boasted an attendant, who serviced the batteries and menhirs but, at some festivals, the incense sacs had been filled with perfumes inappropriate to the occasion and, from the monument’s appearance, it would seem PH-balancing fluid hadn’t been applied to its surfaces as often as it was needed. The dust-laden rain had bitten into it severely in places. People therefore considered the attendant to be rather unreliable.

Ari Famber thought these eccentricities were endearing and the nearest evidence she had that the manform possessed some kind of artificial personality. Starved as she was for company, she took him to her heart and ascribed him with shamanic properties - after all, he was a channel for the Goddess. Apart from his eyes he was very man-like to look at, although the thin layer of artificial skin he’d once been sheathed in had worn away, revealing a surface which closely resembled the ceraplas housing on Ari’s school console. His eyes were like jewels, faceted and ruby-lit from within when he was paying particular attention to something. He often looked fierce, sometimes sad and sometimes philosophical. Ari preferred not to think these apparent expressions could have been a trick of the light. Her mother had boxes full of old natro pamphlets in the garage and sometimes Ari liked to leaf through them, looking at the cartoons and pictures whose captions she never quite understood. One had involved a fallen angel named Sammael and this was the name she invested on the menhir attendant. She felt it suited his rather wistful appearance.

A peaceful and uneventful night’s sleep following the trauma of the dream quickly restored Ari’s spirits. She now felt rather foolish for having spoken to the Goddess about it and hoped the zone station wouldn’t try to follow up her call.

Early the next morning, as it was the day before May Eve, Ari climbed the Bump and went to stand among the tall, wire-tasselled columns, taking her binoculars with her to study the road from the west. She liked to keep a lookout for visitors before the festivals. A skinny, boyish creature, she could, according to mood, appear older or younger than her fourteen years. She knew her mother disliked the way she dressed in natro khaki, but took advantage of the fact that Lydia was always too apathetic (or drunk) to protest when Ari raided the bottom of her wardrobe for old clothes. Copying photographs of celebrated natro females in the pamphlets, Ari had untidily cropped her hair, which was the exact colour of dead grass, and spent half an hour every day binding up her trouser and shirt cuffs with leather thongs. It was always a disappointment there were so few people around to appreciate her efforts. However, when real natro randomati came to visit the monument, Ari always felt a little embarrassed about copying their appearance and generally changed into plain jeans and T-shirt. She knew the nomad natros could often be haughty with tightliners (as they referred to settled individuals) and didn’t want to risk offending anybody.

She had lived beside the Bump all her life and had never ventured beyond the district boundaries. Lydia had instilled into her since birth the idea of how dangerous it was to stray. Even Yellowfield, the deserted town ten clicks down the road, was considered a hazard. As she grew older, Ari’s instinctive fears warred with a desire for adventure. She was often bored nowadays. All of her friends existed solely on the youthlink network; strangers she had never met in reality. Although they had grown up together in a way, learning from the schooling broadcasts and inventing complex computer games, most of the other teenagers had drifted away from the network. Ari scorned communicating with the younger kids who dominated it now. She knew her peers had traded their interest in computers and network friendships for more tangible relationships and pastimes. These were not available to Ari. The only other child she’d met in the area had been a sickly girl, (generally confined to the house by anxious parents), who’d died two years ago. The local adults all seemed paranoid burnouts to Ari, even with her limited experience. They did not resemble at all the proud and beautiful people she saw in the wallscreen films. As time went on, she found herself wondering more and more just what the future had in store for her. Would she end up demented, living alone, talking to people who weren’t there and dying before her time? She was unsure what other prospects there were for her. Lydia declined to discuss the subject.

The Famber house was a single-storied building, and had been constructed sixteen years ago in what had been termed ‘luxury style’. This meant the synthetic building materials had appeared to be genuine wood when it was new. Now it bore lesions of disintegration. The wood patina had peeled away - Ari was amazed by its membrane thinness - and the seals had started to part company at the corners of the house where it faced north. 

Lydia had often entreated Ari’s father to sell the house and move nearer the town. Ari had listened in a separate room and never commented. Now, her father was dead and the town was no longer there; it made her feel physically sick when Lydia was too drunk to remember that. 

Behind the house, a wasted forest clung with faint hope to a craggy hillside, shadowing the back yard and filling it with convulsed leaves in the Fall. Perhaps more than half the trees were grey and without life now, which gave the forest a surreal, enchanted atmosphere. When she visited Taler’s Bump, Ari always chose to take the route through the forest. It was a longer path but she always had plenty of time. For months, she’d been ahead in her studies and there was a waiting list for the new subject material she’d requested. In lucid moments, Lydia bitterly pointed out this was because they lived in the middle of nowhere and no one gave a damn whether kids were educated or not.

Ari walked into the sacred circle through the shadow thrown by the first column. She could see the manform standing motionless in the centre of the circle facing south, but Ari knew he was using his sensory devices to watch the western road. She suspected that, like her, he looked forward to visitors arriving.  

‘Hi Sammael!’ Her call echoed round the columns. Whatever else might be in decline, the Bump’s acoustics were still perfect. She wondered whether Sammael understood loneliness. He must surely experience it, but perhaps wouldn’t recognise it as such. 

Sammael raised a hand; a swooping gesture, still graceful. His synthetic skin might have peeled, but his joints worked faultlessly. 

Ari went to stand beside him and raised her binoculars to scan the road. Grey and black, grey and black, it snaked into the haze of distance; a dead snake lying on expired ground. The world looked so small beneath the empty, white sky, so tired and drab. 

Ari shivered and moved out of the shadow of the columns. Sometimes a swift, mad fear made her think she was truly alone, utterly mindless; the last thing on earth, deceiving itself that there was still hope. She was afraid even the degenerate figures of her mother and the handful of neighbours were nothing but hallucinations. Worse still, perhaps she was old and dying already, just imagining she was still young: a terrifying thought.

‘Nobody on their way then,’ she said, grateful she could speak aloud, if only to a man-form. It re-established her reality. 

Sammael turned towards her, his body making a noise that sounded just like a sigh.

‘Perhaps the ones that came at Yoole, you remember, the people from New Tor, will show up,’ Ari continued cheerfully. ‘Didn’t they say they might for Beltagne?’

‘There are people on the road, yes,’ Sammael replied, in his special, soft voice that sounded as if it was trapped inside him, ‘but I can’t specify who.’

‘Where? Where? I can’t see anybody.’ Ari swept her binoculars from side to side. The landscape blurred.

‘A long way off yet.’ Sammael walked stiff-leggedly like a cat to the great trilithon and scanned its circuitry. The stones themselves were about ten to fifteen feet high and were manmade, specially constructed to appear like granite. Deep inside, several of them contained working parts that could project seasonal holograms, emit light, disperse incense perfume or play ritual music. Austin Grant had liked the element of theatre in natro celebrations and had catered for it lavishly. Unfortunately, because of the acid rain and the occasional dust-storm, one or two of the columns now had exposed circuitry and no longer worked. It was a shame. Sammael did his best but a lot of the repair tools had worn out anyway.

Ari swung herself up on to the altar table, idly tracing its raised spiral patterns with her fingers, but still looking at the road. She had brought a basket of dried grasses with her to adorn the altar. Really, she should have brought spring flowers, but they were precious and she did not like to pick them. It was important to make some effort, however, for visitors appreciated it and Sammael didn’t seem to understand the importance or effect of decorative gestures.

Years ago, when she’d been a small child, her mother had been a devout follower of the New Goddess and had led her daughter up to the monument at every festival. They had made coloured flowers from old clothes, from food packets, anything that was bright and cheerful, and had adorned the menhirs with them. Ari remembered her mother’s bright remarks to Sammael; an affectionate scorn. Her father had been alive then, but far away. Ari and her mother hadn’t seen him for a long time before he died. It was work that had kept him away, the work that had paid for the luxury house. Ewan Famber had simply been a distant, glamorous icon to his daughter and, very possibly, Ari reasoned, once she was old enough to consider it, to his wife as well. 

Taler’s Bump and its surrounding district had dried out well before Ewan had bought the house, which was why it had been within his financial reach. Lydia told her daughter Ewan wanted them to live well in order to make up for his regular absence. Live well? Ari had often wistfully considered what her life would have been like if there’d been other children in the area to share her make-believe and secrets. 

Lydia had always tried to maintain a homely cheer, however, and before the bad times had been a tireless and playful companion for her child. Ari’s early days were rosy memories of safety and comfort. Yellowfield had been an occupied, if not thriving town back then, and she remembered the weekly visits to the natro eco-store, where Lydia would buy packets of brightly coloured beans and tall cartons of vanilla-flavoured soya milk. They would call in at the Juicery on the way back to the public transport garage, laden with shopping, and Lydia would buy them both an ice-cold drink of apricot juice. The memory of such treats seemed almost unreal now. There hadn’t been many families in the town, however, because most of its inhabitants were individuals who worked for the Tech-Green plant by the river. Their families lived up north in domed suburban clusters. Every month, a fleet of helicopters would arrive with new workers to relieve those going off duty and returning north. Ari could remember watching the choppers from her back yard; whirring overhead, bringing a sense of excitement and activity. Lydia was excited by the helicopters too. She used to come out into the yard and talk about the time when she and Ari would pack all their belongings and fly away to a new home in the north. She spoke of trees and lakes, how there’d be hundreds of other children for Ari to play with. Ewan would arrange it. When the project he was involved in was completed, his bonus would make him a rich man. Of course, it never happened.

Everything bad had come to them at once. First, the town scare. A hideous accident at the plant had effectively poisoned Yellowfield to death. The plant produced genetically engineered fungi and, supposedly through human error, an explosion occurred, which effectively spread maverick spores over a wide area. A freak jungle of contorted growth appeared overnight, which a Tech-Green air/ground squad of aircraft and earth excavators came immediately to defoliate, erasing the remaining traces of Yellowfield in the process. The damage was so extensive that there was nothing else anybody could have done. The Tech-Greens, perhaps slightly embarrassed by their heavy-handed emergency measures, had ranted piously over the network for a few weeks about how the accident had been caused by the carelessness of their operatives, and that the technology had been perfectly safe. Lydia had sneered at that. Ewan, of course, had been working off-world when it happened. Ari remembered when she and her mother had been directed to remain indoors for several weeks while eerie protective-suit-clad Tech-Green commandos had painstakingly detoxified as much of the area as they could. Later, the Fambers had sat on the Bump, eating bean-paste sandwiches and drinking Ari’s favourite vanilla milk, watching, through binoculars, the dead stain spread across the land. Vegetation had never been lush in that area, but what little remained - tough, stringy shrubs and grasses able to cope with the parched, dusty soil had vanished. Lydia had said it was like watching a flood. Would the water reach them and engulf their house? 

‘There is no water,’ Ari had said, and Lydia had replied, ‘Yeah, but we could be engulfed.’

They hadn’t been, luckily. Taler’s Bump with its partially petrified fringe of forest had been spared. At least, it had seemed so at first. The Tech Greens had set up emergency eco-clinics to curb the spread of toxins, but every spring since then there were fewer leaves on the surviving trees in the forest, and in summer the land seemed to hiss and burn, yearning in vain for healing rain. Lydia said it was ironic that the very thing that kept Yellowfield alive had been responsible for the disaster. The shrunken, misshapen skeleton of the complex was still there, up river; a monument in itself. Lydia told her daughter it was a new Pompeii. Ari could still see it on a clear day if she chose to look.

When Yellowfield died, it had caused problems with supplies. The transport firm, which had only ever boasted two trucks, never came into the district again. Arcady was a very long journey away by slider, even a zippy speed model like Lydia’s. As Lydia was frightened of driving herself, she had allowed the solar panels on the sleek little vehicle Ewan had bought her to decay badly, leaving it to languish in the garage, hidden beneath a plastic web. Ari was old enough to drive now, but there was nobody around to repair it. Sliders had never been renowned for their durability, and most people considered them to be an expensive, rich kids’ toy. Ari wished her father had had the foresight to purchase a rugged, sensible truck for his family. With the right machinery, the methane needed to run such vehicles could be produced from domestic sewage. She and Lydia wouldn’t be trapped at the Bump if he’d done that.

Lydia had not been particularly economical when Ewan had been alive and, once the eco-store went, had wasted her husband’s salary hiring expensive supplies couriers from the zone station. The couriers affected a heroic temperament (almost piratical, which was quite appropriate under the circumstances), and prowled the skies in fast, angry rotorjets that looked as mean and potentially painful as giant wasps. Lydia used to charter one nearly every week; a luxury almost lustful in its extravagance. Nevertheless, there had been a certain glamour about the black, insect thing that used to roar down on to the flat road outside the house, flinging back the washing hanging in the yard, tearing flimsy leaves from the trees with its powerful, gusting blades. Ari used to cower on the porch, weak with excitement and dread, never entirely convinced the predatory machine was only delivering store orders from the zone station. She half feared that one day lean, human carnivores would slink beneath the cutting wind and change her life forever in ways that would be as rapturous as they were terrifying. However, disappointment had always followed the landing. No leather-clad renegade had ever stepped forth. It had always been a nasal-voiced, runty little man who’d scurried from beneath the sweeping blades, hunched over, bringing out the carriers of food.

When Ari and her mother had taken it inside the house, and the rotor had gone, Ari’s mother would sigh as she lifted out the bright little packets. The order was never right. Lydia said she suspected she was not only overcharged, but sent inferior goods into the bargain. It never inspired her to repair the slider and go shopping herself, however.

So Yellowfield’s demise was the first disaster. Then came the news from the Tech-Greens. Not even a personal visit, but a message through the house console. Ewan Famber had been killed in a freak accident off-world, it said. Following this stark information came some sweet words praising his contribution to the movement and an unembarrassed list of Lydia’s entitlements and benefits as a widow. Whoever sent the message, probably just another computer, ended with the remark that they were sure Mrs Famber would contact TechGreen HQ should she run into difficulties. Lydia howled for a week, now prey to weaknesses that Ewan’s support, however distant, had kept at bay. 

For those first few days after the news, Ari had hidden beneath furniture, confused and terrified by her mother’s erratic mood swings from raving fury to numbed silence. She found it hard to understand how the death of Ewan Famber, who was after all hardly more than a name to her, could affect their lives that much. Her mother had, overnight, become an absolute stranger.

At night, once Lydia had exhausted herself, Ari would creep into the living room to read the apocalyptic information still glowing on the house monitor. Lydia could not bring herself to print it out and clear the screen. Respectfully wary of this potent magick capable of turning a person’s mind, Ari still felt impelled to try and identify precisely which words had caused her mother to go mad. It was puzzling, they seemed so harmless, some of them even sympathetic and kind. She could still remember much of that message even now. Although she didn’t know it, and wouldn’t even recognise it for some time, Ari’s whole life had been changed irrevocably by Ewan’s death. Lydia would not recover from her breakdown and her daughter would be forced into a greater self-reliance. Childish ignorance of the possible consequences, a certainty that everything would go back to normal eventually, kept Ari bewildered but emotionally unmarked for a time.

After a week, Lydia’s few friends in the district had come to investigate her absence from their gatherings, and had taken charge. Ari remembered them: big women in loose dresses with bare legs, or overalls and sandals. They rationed Lydia’s alcohol intake, cleaned the house and talked in low, shocked voices that could not hide the relish and excitement they felt at this unexpected tragedy. Ari had watched one of the women furtively print out the Tech-Green message and then clear the screen. The woman had gone into Ewan’s study, Ari following curiously. The room was barely used. Ewan’s equipment and papers hadn’t even been unpacked properly and the air felt close and stale. The woman had folded the printout carefully and put it in a desk drawer before squatting down and saying to Ari, ‘That’s for you one day, kid,’ as if it was something of value. 

At the time, being only seven years old, Ari could not imagine what she’d ever need it for. Now she could no longer remember which woman it had been who’d said that to her, but the words remained. Some kind of superstition kept her from reading the message now she was older though. She knew she’d never look at it.

After Ewan’s death, Ari and her mother could no longer afford the courier deliveries from the zone station. Although the Tech-Green pension payments were adequate for maintaining a comfortable lifestyle, they could not accommodate luxuries. Now the depleted Famber family had to buy supplies from the co-op gypsies like everyone else in the district, and their standard of living had gone down again. Ari’s mother lost her faith: the New Goddess of Naturotech had spat in her face. She and Ewan had worked hard for their beliefs, worked hard for the world, and this was what happened in gratitude. She had believed they were special people and therefore protected, heaping the Goddess with devotional rites designed to maintain that protection. Lydia had never quite deprogrammed herself from the guilt-whip Buddhist Fundamentalism of her childhood, and had sought to appease a power she thought could destroy and uplift at whim.

Even Ari knew better than that. The Goddess didn’t dish out favours and punishments in accordance with a rigid dogma; she was merely a feeling, the spark inside that made you laugh and dance or kept you close to the earth like a cat, stalking and turned-on with power. Lydia had never felt that. If she had, her belief system would have been her strength when Ewan died and not a thing to blame. Accidents happen, Ari knew that. Now she always kept up the yearcycle festivals without the company of her mother. On a still day, when Ari stood upon the Bump, she could sometimes hear her mother’s music centre blaring out discordant music from the house below, which meant she must be moaning and drinking alone, as if daring the Goddess to hear and chastise her. Ari was glad visitors to the Bump never found out she was in any way connected with the embarrassing cacophony that floated up the hill.

Of course, there were festivals when nobody came at all, and Ari had to celebrate with Sammael alone. It was better if there were other people there though, because then they could sing and dance together. Sammael couldn’t sing or dance at all.

By the time Ari went back down the hill, through the forest, there had still been no sign of any pilgrims. She’d strewn the grasses around and had helped Sammael trim back the straggly weeds that tended to grow round the base of the columns. The afternoon had been hot and she’d taken advantage of no one being around, stripping off her shirt to enjoy the feeling of sunlight on her skin for a few minutes. Sammael never warned her about this, so she tended to disregard her mother’s hysterical forebodings of what could happen if someone exposed themselves for too long. She trusted Sammael’s pre-programmed judgement far more than Lydia’s nonsensical, paranoid ramblings and had the good sense not to overexpose herself anyway.

Ari ate her evening meal with the intention of visiting the monument again later to see if there’d been any developments. Lydia’s friend Patti had come visiting, a woman who lived a short way up the road, in a broken down lux-res with half of its facilities dead. They were drinking together, a lethal home-distilled gin a friend of Patti’s supplied. Patti was a widow too, but she’d killed her husband herself. Ari was tired of the story, of hearing how the beast of a man had deserved it. All the horror and shock value had been worn out years ago, yet Patti still liked to talk about it. The story had changed over the years too, to display Patti in a rather more courageous light than she deserved. The Fambers indulged her and did not contradict. After all, what did it matter anyway? 

Ari ate quietly, listening to Patti tell her mother about how someone was actually growing vegetables in a garden nearby, benefiting from a Tech-Green aid grant. They’d only revitalised a modest patch of earth however. Taler’s Bump was located in an area afflicted by a multitude of ills: soil erosion, climate change, chemical toxification. There was really little point in trying to heal such a small part of it. Meanwhile, Lydia rambled in a monotone, when Patti left gaps in her conversation, about how much her head ached today. 

Ari sighed, filled with an uncertain anger as she watched these two lanky women disintegrate. She remembered them as strong, something it was clear they’d both forgotten. And yet Ari was increasingly aware it might be herself who had changed, not them. She peered at her mother closely. Perhaps the beautiful and caring person she recalled from childhood had never really existed at all. After the meal, Ari slipped away, unnoticed beneath the chink of gin glasses and lamentations for the past.

There were sounds coming from the hill, discernible even before Ari left the forest: human voices. It was beginning to get dark. The western horizon was deep crimson with sunset, the menhirs solemn and stonelike against it, much like pictures of ancient cromlechs Ari had seen on her school console and on which the monument had been modelled. For a few moments, she paused among the scoured tree trunks, hesitating before going forward. It had been this way for about a year now, some strange impulse within her fluttering like a panicked bird at the thought of meeting new people. The personal development disks had informed her that awkwardness and shyness were quite common anxieties in teenagers, but it was more than either of those. It was as if a primal ‘fight or flee’ instinct was urging for the latter, as if people, of any kind, were dangerous. Ari found it difficult to articulate these feelings, even to herself. She desperately wanted company, new stimuli, yet at the same time felt a strong desire to back away. Her only comfort was that she might eventually grow out of it.

As she breasted the hill, she could see silhouettes of people moving against the sky and hear the twittering voices of those who did not know a stranger was near. Sammael was moving among the people. Ari recognised his low, careful voice telling them about the chalets on the other side of the hill they could use for accommodation.

‘I’d only bother if you don’t mind being cold,’ Ari said, moving towards them. ‘There’s no heating any more in there, but you can use wood from the forest for a fire. Look.’ She gestured with her arm to show them the trees behind her, sloping spikily away to the north. She couldn’t see the people all that well, but they smelled of true naturotechs; an indescribable blend of smoky static and sandalwood oil. For the first time when meeting a new group of visitors, Ari had not changed out of her natro clothes, although she had taken the precaution of playing down the leather thongs somewhat. The pilgrims immediately took her for another of their kind and greeted her warmly. Ari knew from experience they wouldn’t be so open with her if they knew she lived in a house nearby, so she didn’t tell them. It wasn’t a lie; they just didn’t ask.

Natros called themselves randomati and roamed the country in their motley vehicles. They survived quite well outside the domes, as the outlands were full of salvageable debris and methane-producing substances, which served as a currency outside the credit-system and bartering. Naturally, they were always under the observation of Tech-Green zone patrols, who were alert for ‘crimes’. Conflict with these agents was rare, however, as criminal activity was virtually nonexistent, owing to the low out-dome population and the fact that there was so much material lying around to be taken for free. The natros travelled from festival to festival, site to site, bartering their talents. At Yoole, Ari had met a man whose light terminal could read people’s auras. The others in his party called him a medicine man. Ari suspected they were right. When she stood in front of his scanner, the monitor told her all about the problems she’d had with her kidneys years ago. Ari was impressed, although it would have been more useful for her had the medicine man been adept enough to divine certain other differences about her.

‘Why have you come here?’ Ari asked. She spoke to a woman whose strong, charismatic presence proclaimed her a motivating force within this group. The motivators were always easy to spot. The woman was tall, with a fierce, beautiful face, her functional khaki clothes draped with bright, fringed shawls. Ari was entranced by this dashing creature who strode from menhir to menhir, running her long, strong fingers over the circuits, her thick, red hair wrapped up in a coloured scarf. Too often, the natros who came to the Bump were small, colourless individuals who moved quickly and whose skins were dry; desert people. Ari liked flamboyance. She repeated her question and continued, ‘After all. Arbor Mount is much better equipped. We don’t have the same holographic facilities here. Well, I think we used to but...’

‘Too crowded,’ the woman interrupted. ‘We like to have a little space and always use the less popular sites. The rites’re more meaningful that way. Anyway, the big sites’re always full of fat scuzzies from the mini-clusters, driving out in their dinky sliders, all rich and discontented, trying to get a buzz off whatever power is raised. I despise that. All of it!’

One of the men came over to listen. He had a lean body, his face sculpted by hard times, with long, tangled hair that was just a mess of colours. He looked like a trickster, and one who’d lost the gamble more than a few times, but he was still handsome. ‘Yeah, but if it wasn’t for the fat scuzzies and their bulging credit accounts, places like Arbor Mount wouldn’t have all those flashy facilities,’ he said in a low, tar-abraded voice.

‘Exactly, Jordan!’ the woman replied, but she looked affronted. ‘Now, shall we shift some stuff from the trucks into those chalets? I could use some food. Want to join us, kid?’ 

Ari said yes and went to help carry their things.

The trucks, two of them, were parked at the foot of the hill; great bulky saurian things, whose armour plating looked as if it was about to fall apart. They were crowned with bulging methane-bags and flanked by ugly water tanks. Inside, large cushions and blankets were jammed between VDUs; cooking materials encroached on to consoles and keyboards. On high racks lay the furled convolutions of residential tepees, cables hanging down like vines. A boy was clambering over the junk, throwing baggage out on to the ground. ‘Yeah, it’s a bit of a mess in here,’ he said.

Ari liked him. He was thin and whippy as a willow branch with a face comprised of ropes of muscle and long, white teeth. His name was Cabochon. He told her the red-haired woman was Leila Saatchi and that the name of their group was Star Eye. They had obviously been in existence for a long time, exhibiting as they did the fluid cooperation of established companions. As Ari had thought, Leila was their motivator, along with her partner, Jordan. The others, nine of them at present, came and went as the seasons passed. This was normal. Most natro groups swapped members all the time. They liked variety. Naturotech wasn’t a religion, it was a culture. Thousands of people in the cities were into it, but the randomati considered themselves the only true devotees. Since the Tech-Greens had gained more power, these wandering shamans had acquired more respectability. It was rumoured nearly all of them were Tech-Green operatives anyway. Their Goddess, whose main aspect was named Astrada, symbolising the youthful, contemporary, avenging face of old Gaiah, had taken up where the outmoded Earth Goddess aspects had finished off. Nature had had to evolve, even mutate, to survive, using and manipulating the factors that had nearly killed it off entirely. Astrada appreciated the power of technology and used it with abandon to reclaim her devastated kingdom.

There were only six chalets now; the others had had to be cannibalised to maintain the least dilapidated. They had a quasi-organic appearance; domes, ridged with ceraplas struts. Older chalets, whose crowns had eroded, looked as if something had burst out of them from within. Ari led the way towards them, pointing things out on the horizon quite invisible to strangers to the area; it was nearly dark. She managed to jostle into a position that meant she could walk beside Cabochon. Something inside her was reluctant, but he was so nice to look at, such a rarity round here, that she did her best to ignore the urge to move away. 

(What the hell is wrong with me? Is this normal?) 

He didn’t appear to notice any discomfort on her part, hopping down the tussocky hill. ‘You from around here?’ he asked, and Ari had to reply that she was. He didn’t ask any more questions though, so he might just think she was a road scummer who didn’t stray far from a tight-line location.

‘You haven’t been here before, have you? I don’t recognise your group,’ Ari said.

Cabochon shrugged. ‘Dunno. It’s my first time anyhow.’ 

Luckily, the chalets still had lighting, powered by a small generator, which Sammael had activated earlier in the day. Leila, leading the others, marched through the nearest doorway. The locks were operated from the trilithon, so the doors were already open, the lights on low. Inside, woodlook furniture essayed to convey a rustic air. Leila inspected the fireplace, previously used only for effect. She suggested some of the group go off to hunt for fuel. Leila Saatchi never gave orders, never had to. It was a knack she had. Her suggestions were so compelling.

Star Eye gathered to eat in the largest chalet. Although the food was very plain and devoid of the high flavourings Ari was used to, there was plenty to go around and none of it appeared to be synthetic. Someone had laid a fire in the grate to stave off the evening chill, and wine was plentiful if rather sour, conversation easy. Everyone sat in a rough circle on the floor. Ari was squeezed between a girl not much older than herself, who introduced herself as Justinette, and a ropy muscled, middle-aged man whom the others called Kydd. His face was marked with scars, one long score on each cheek, which were possibly totemic, and his head was shaved but for a single long pigtail which hung halfway down his back. He made Ari feel uneasy. Justinette, on the other hand, had the seductively compelling charm of a spoiled prize virgin: physically as delicate as a nymph but with a voice too big for her body. She was full of the settlement they’d just visited. She laughed when she talked about the people who came to, ‘have their fortunes read’. 

‘That’s what they called it. Can you believe that?’ 

Ari reflected that those same people, so dumb in Justinette’s eyes, were the ones that paid for Star Eye to exist, but she didn’t say so.

Leila must have been listening. ‘People who work with sewage don’t necessarily like shit.’ She must have guessed what Ari was thinking. Ari hated that.

After they’d finished eating, Justinette initiated a flood of idle chatter and Ari made sure she laughed in the right places, nodded earnestly in others; but she wasn’t really listening. There was a twinge of discomfort inside her. Something was jarring. Star Eye were just a muddle of teeth and smiles around her, and for all their laughter, the atmosphere in the room was far from relaxed.

Goddess, is it me? Am I doing this? Ari wondered. Paranoia! I’m getting as bad as Lydia. 

It was also impossible not to be keenly aware of the feline presence of Cabochon across the room, even when she wasn’t looking at him. He and a couple of the others had been smoking grass; his body was so lax it flowed like syrup. People like Cabochon had existed only on video and in dreams for her until now. And even though Leila was looking the other way, Ari was conscious of the woman’s quiet, sentient power. Was Leila keeping an eye on her? Probably. Ari was a stranger after all, and being natro didn’t necessarily mean you were OK. Some natros had veered off into pretty weird avenues after all, using the pagan aspects of naturotech, but mutating it into sado-masochism. Neither did Ari appear to belong to a group. That could mean she’d been kicked out of one or her path was so crooked nobody wanted her anyway. It was only natural the motivator would keep a watch on her. Only natural.

‘Do you attend all the festivals at the Bump here?’ Leila asked her. The wine was nearly finished and Ari was beginning to
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