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  Foreword


  By


  Roz Clarke & Joanne Hall


Both of us have always loved the novella as a story form: long enough to open out and permit the author to explore a well-rounded tale in a fleshed out world, yet keep that story sharp and concise. It is a real delight to share these stories with you.


Here we present two works that could both be described as highly original transformation stories, with characters growing and coming into their own, but they are very different in terms of setting and tone.


 


Juliet Kemp's ‘Song, Stone, Scale, Bone’ is an entertaining adventure, following the quest that Cade, a knight from an order of pathfinders and protectors, finds herself on after she loses her confidence and taste of adventure due to the death of her companion Graf. It touches on many of the themes you might expect – there are rival political factions, an ailing king, bone-mages, dragons, ghosts and knights at arms. But nothing about this story is predictable. It is funny, fast-paced and action packed, yet also thoughtful and moving.


Juliet carries the reader along with effortless ease, and delivers a satisfying ending at the end of the dragon-flight.


 


E.M. Faulds’ story, ‘Take Me Home’, by contrast, is SF, set in a near-future world in which space colonies are draining human talent from an Earth ravaged by environmental disaster. Two sisters on opposite sides of the world are facing their separate crises. Selen is in that rebellious teenage phase, and in her efforts to impress her peers she gets a piercing with a difference – elagite, a spacetech alloy, knits with human DNA and can unlock your latent talents. Selen is trying to fix the holes in her life – her lack of identity, the absence of her sister, the contempt of her boyfriend – by putting a literal hole through herself.


In Australia, her sister Phoebe is sent by the government on an undercover mission to infiltrate a cultish group of environmental activists. This is a far more dangerous situation than Phoebe is equipped to handle.


In this tense and compelling story, Faulds explores the challenges of making meaningful social connections when you aren't sure who you can trust, coping with threats from both outside and inside yourself, and personal transformation. When a hole has a point of connection at either end it becomes a tunnel, and tunnels can be travelled through – journeys that can change individual lives and sometimes the world.


  


  Song, Stone, Scale, Bone


  By


  Juliet Kemp


1.

This was all wrong.

The duty-spot felt familiar. The bench was as comfortable as ever, the blue-grey tiles as smooth under my boots. The road out in front of the chapterhouse looked exactly as it always had.

But it shouldn’t. It should be different.

And I shouldn’t, for my preference, be here at all. But Sir Belaran had finally decided I’d spent enough time helping him—“hiding in the archives” were his exact words, screw him—and put me back on the duty roster. So here I was, watching the spring sun make shadow-patterns through the leaves, waiting to see if anyone needed a guide today.

It was quiet. The wind rustled the trees, and a lark sang somewhere high in the clear blue sky. I glanced over at the rough grey stone of the Archive, the oldest part of the chapterhouse. In there, Belaran would be at his ceaseless humming: rehearsing old guide-songs; creating new ones from information delivered by my knight-siblings; teaching them to whoever came by for updates. One of the reasons Belaran had refused to let me become under-archivist, when I gave up waiting for him to say something and asked flat out, was that my memory might be good enough, and I could cart boxes around with the best of them, but I was no teacher. I’d argued with him—I could do it if I just tried harder, and I so badly wanted just to stay here and let everyone else go off out, though I didn’t say that part—but he just smiled understandingly at me, the bastard, and said the thing about hiding. That was that.

An hour more until my shift ended, then after lunch I was due in the kitchen gardens out back of the chapterhouse. I shifted my stiff leather breastplate on my shoulders. If I was lucky…

I wasn’t going to be lucky. There, coming through the gap in the hedge that led to the red-brick building housing the saal, was the Archon, still upright in her grey robe despite her advancing years, accompanying someone towards my duty-spot. I stood and straightened to attention, hand on my sword-hilt, as they drew near.

“Daughter,” the Archon said, bowing to me. “Your service is required.”

Bugger. “I serve at the will of Siremos,” I said.

The Archon turned to the woman with her, and gestured towards me. “This is Sir Cade, Knight of Siremos. She will guide you on your path. Sir Cade, Lady Arel of the Family Xeria requires your assistance.”

“I serve at the will of Siremos,” I said again, a statement you can’t go far wrong with as one of our order; and took a good look at Lady Arel.

Her dark hair was tied up in complicated braids that I presumed were this year’s aristocratic trend, and her pale skin looked like she never set foot outside her family’s compound. Rather unlike my own sun-baked look. It would be a lie to say that knights aren’t bothered about their appearance—we can be as vain as you like in the right circumstances—but fashionably pale isn’t really an option when you make your living riding around guiding people and waving your sword about as necessary.

But then there was the very practical shirt and trousers she was wearing. In my previous experience of guiding aristos, practical wasn’t a feature.

“What is my lady’s will?” I prompted her. If I had to do this, I might as well get on with it.

“I wish to visit the catacombs,” she said.

Which was unusual; we trained down there, but there weren’t many visitors, and hardly ever aristos.

But of course that was where she wanted to go, because it was precisely the place I absolutely, categorically, did not want to go, ever again.

However. I was still in the Order, and an oath was an oath.

“Very well, my lady,” I said, and ignored the way my stomach turned.

“A brief visit, then,” the Archon said comfortably. The catacombs were a bare couple of miles from the chapterhouse.

“I wish to go to the mausoleums,” Lady Arel said.

The Archon looked as surprised as I did.

“Ah,” I said. I looked sideways at the Archon, but this was my responsibility now. “I am sorry, my lady. The route collapsed six months ago.” I didn’t let myself think about that. “We no longer have a guide-song past that point.” The Archon nodded in regretful agreement.

Lady Arel’s chin went up. “You are the Knights of Siremos, no?”

“…Yes?”

“You are obliged to guide.”

That was, technically, true.

“Our visitors rarely wish to put themselves in the danger of having no guide-song,” the Archon said gently.

“And yet,” Lady Arel said, “in this case, I do. Are you refusing to take me?”

The Archon looked at me.

I could get out of it, if I wanted to, without dishonour. There was no guide-song. The Archon would find someone more comfortable with that risk. But.

I’d taken an oath. I hadn’t wanted to be standing back out here again. I hadn’t wanted to leave the quiet safety of the archives. But here I was, standing in this familiar spot as I had so many times before; and I was a Knight of Siremos, sworn to guide.

“As you will, my lady,” I said. “But I do not know the way. No one does.”

“Then we will find out,” she said. “And you will have a guide-song for the next person.”

She smiled at me, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Those were determined, and… worried?

Huh. What did she want down there, anyway?

“We will equip you correctly,” the Archon said, which ought to go without saying, but I read it as the Archon reminding me she had my back, and it warmed me.

“Then let us away,” Lady Arel said, and led us briskly back towards the saal and the stores. I trailed behind, wishing I wasn’t there at all.

I could have done with it taking longer to get kitted up, but we didn’t need much. We wouldn’t be out overnight, even if we made it past the collapsed part; the catacombs were potentially dangerous, but they weren’t large. I’d expected to have to sort Lady Arel out with more or less everything; aristos don’t usually think about this stuff. But no: she had knife, flint and steel, a water-bottle, some wrapped bread, and a thin blanket, all tucked into a neat haversack. I took a little more—rope, for starters, and more in the way of weaponry—but then I was supposed to be the one doing the carrying. We both bowed our heads for the Archon to bless us, and set off down the path towards the catacombs’ entrance. She was striding out swiftly, like she was in a hurry, shoulders back, not slumping under the weight of her bag. I eyed her sideways. All in all, I was curious about Lady Arel. Her clothes were good quality, but practical; she’d packed a perfectly sensible kitbag; and she wanted to go poke around the catacombs, which wasn’t a customary aristocratic sport. It interested me, despite myself. Foolish. It doesn’t do to get too interested in clients. Do what you’re told, stick your sword in whatever needs a sword stuck in it, get out. That’s what Graf always reckoned.

She caught me looking, and gave me a brief quarter-smile. “Sir Cade,” she said.

“Lady Arel,” I said. I wanted to ask what was so important that she didn’t care there wasn’t a guide-song, but that wasn’t my business. Our oath covers guiding, not judging the value of the trip.

Doesn’t stop you being curious.

“Have you been to the catacombs before?” she asked.

I snorted. “Course. We all have. We train down there. I mean, it’s convenient, right?”

“Train to navigate?”

“First song any of us learn,” I said. “Half a song, now. And it’s good combat practice.”

“Combat practice?” I glanced over again. Her eyes were wide.

I rolled mine. “Did you think we’d just happily skip through there with nothing to bother us? Why do you think I have this bloody big sword?” I’ve taken an oath to guide people, not to be polite to them. Which is handy, because I’m all right at guiding but not much good at being polite.

“You are a knight,” she said stiffly. “Of course you would have a sword.”

“Fair. Well. I might need it. Minitaurs, caroths…”

“You have encountered them before?”

“First time I went down I was a novice,” I said. “They send a few proper knights down with you in case anyone gets stuck on the song, and to whack the beasties if need be. My—Graf,” I hoped she’d missed the hiccup, “was determined we wouldn’t need any help. We did pretty well, to start with. Saw off a swarm of minitaurs.” I saw Graf’s exultant face in my mind’s eye. He’d barely been old enough to shave. “Graf wanted to find a caroth. I figured I would just as soon not. We were arguing about it when the biggest spider I’ve ever seen dropped straight down onto his nose. Never heard anyone scream like it. He belted straight back the way we’d come, and I scrambled after him because we’d been told to stick together no matter what. Every proper knight in the place heard him and came running too, and they all clattered into each other at a crossroads like something out of a farce-play.” I grinned. “He got latrine-duty for a month, and I got it with him because—” because he was my sword-brother, but I couldn’t get that out, “apparently I should have stopped him. Dunno how, he was twice the size of me back then. I got my growth spurt late, and Graf was always a big lad.”

Lady Arel was smiling, properly this time. “I hope you made him pay for it.”

“Been a joke between us ever since,” I said. Had been.

And there was the entrance. I gestured. “Here we are. Onwards, my lady.”


  


  Bring Me Home


  By


  E.M. Faulds


1. The Hole in the Girl


Selen

“You’re thirty-six, still young,” the mod technician told me as I perched on the edge of the procedure couch. “Are you sure you want a body tunnel, miffren?”

Patronising. Of course I did. What this technician didn’t know is that sometimes you had to surrender to inevitability. And my path towards becoming was inevitable. 
I looked around at the studio, pretending to think. Yes, it was a big decision, but one I’d already made. However, I couldn’t say yes too quickly. He’d make assumptions, the kind people make about younger women. I’m not even that young, had my first telomere binder shot a decade ago. While the tech waited for my response, he removed a modular cushion from the couch so there was a gap where my back would lie. He lined the edge with medical sheets. I tried to ignore the crawling sensation on my skin.

This modification studio was much like other ones I’d been in with pals: an uneasy mix of sterile therapeutic furniture and spiritual art, the smell of grease and cauterised flesh covered over with aloe vera, orchid, and sea minerals. There were polished stones, flocks of origami cranes on silksteel filaments, and the cantilevered mechanical arm of the tunnelling bot poised over the treatment couch. I’d had a couple of things done. Nothing major: a dream-stream chip behind my ear, a biotrinket stud in the back of my wrist, easy stuff. Nothing this big.

I was here alone. No pals this time, no-one to giggle and hold my hand while I got it done. To be fair, there was only one person I wanted here, and he’d still be sleeping off last night’s performance. I wanted to surprise Jayce. To show him who I was. At the shibboleth last night, the raucous beats and the chant cycle all hinged on one word: becoming. It had been as if my soul had been written for his soundtrack, and I danced, head back, laughing at the night sky while the lights of space traffic streamed overhead, moving in uncanny time with his music. Had he timed everything so perfectly, or was that the effect of his mod on us? To make us think the world was synchronous with his music? It didn’t matter, it was all so breathlessly beautiful. So art. I wanted, I needed something like that for me.

I’d selected a full through-and-through body tunnel in one hundred percent elagite with anodised blue rims, seven centimetres in diameter. It sat waiting on the sterile tray, still in its wrapper. I could change the rim colour, but the base material had to be the expensive spacetech alloy, or I might take a catastrophic allergic shock. I nearly had with my cheek piercing.

A weird bonus discovery from researching how to grow spaceships like giant, kilometre-long gourds, they found that elagite could mimic your cells, be a stealthy little implant that didn’t activate the immune rejection as with some other substances. More importantly, there were some funky exploits it unlocked. The webbing inside the rim would be invisible, but I would know it was in there, pearlescent twines of DNA-like fronds, interacting with my nervous system, rewiring it.

“What do you do with the stuff?” I asked the tech, putting off my final answer. “The stuff you scoop out of me, I mean?” I had this vision in my head that there would be a massive corer that would take a plug of my flesh and pull it out, glistening fat and scarlet blood. Repulsive, but I wanted to see it.

He pushed his instruments around on the table, an apologetic little smile on his face. “We don’t remove that much, just kind of push things to the side. There’s some stretching, expanding, but it’s not a case of taking stuff out.”

“Oh, yeah. Of course.”

There are channels, we’re told, in the body. Where you could tunnel in and not hit too many vital organs or blood vessels. Why people used to survive getting shot sometimes, when it looked like they should be killed outright. Mine would be right through my abdomen, slightly to the side, an easy opening, no rerouting of spine or artery, no slow and painful expansion of ribs.

I wanted this. I wanted the change. The first known body tunneller was Ogawa, and people said that was why his art was so evocative. It had killed him, in the end, they also said, but things have advanced since his time. I wanted to be like Jayce, so driven, knowing what made him special. So, I had chosen the biggest, most expensive tunnel I could get.

“It flexes with you, to an extent,” the tech went on as he finished his preparations, talking as he adjusted machinery and unpacked sterile attachments for the tunnelling bot. “It has to. The body changes a lot during a day and of course there is bloating after a meal and such. Of course, pregnancy would make things awkward. Or sudden weight gain. The tunnel flexes, but not enough that those things won’t cause complications. You’re still young, you might decide to change your mind, and we can remove the channel but the webbing… different story. It integrates closely with you, makes it basically impossible to remove.”

I snorted. Pregnancy? No chance. And I wouldn't be getting this done if I had any thoughts about taking it out later.

“There are some employers who take against body tunnelling,” he went on. He had several smaller tunnels in his arms and legs, visible even in the backs of his hands – which must have been a complicated rerouting of thin bones, tendons, and nerves. I supposed he was a walking advertisement for his own skills. “I’m obligated, legally and morally,” he said, “to tell you that. And about the other complications, the random effects.” I waved this off. I’d already done my own research on the known effects body tunnelling could have — sensory shifts, nerve annexation, identity changes. The randomness could be awkward or amazing, but that was part of it too. I wanted something to make me special. Something other people couldn’t take from me because it was mine.

I hadn’t told my parents. I knew what would happen. “You’re risking disability for some fad!” Dad Rob would say. Daddy Arjun would look at me sadly, like he had failed me somehow. Mum would storm around. She’d start aggressively rearranging things – curtains and cushions and knick-knacks – as a substitute for doing the same to me. All these things would still happen, but they were consigned to the future, locked away until I ran towards them. But I wouldn’t until I was ready. I wanted to be unassailable. To say, see, it all worked out.

“Miffren?” he said, gently prompting with his hand hovering over the controls.

“Yes, I want it,” I said, too loud. Then, for the contract impression, said it again, with my name — Selen A. Muir — and today’s date — the twelfth of March 85 Post Deluge — and the place — the Tunnelporium in the heart of Ben Lomond City. Then I lay down, my back across the gap.

I’d dismissed the idea of taking a funicular this morning, and instead walked up BL’s teetering switchback streets from the ferry port, wanting to exercise, or exorcise, my nervousness. Of course, it just meant I was embarrassingly sweat-drenched and had begged to use the studio toilet to wipe down my armpits before starting. I’d looked at myself, for what felt like a goodbye, in the dented piece of aluminium they had in place of a mirror in the dingy cubical. Thirty-six. In the past, that would be my life half-done. Or maybe I’d already be dead. I hadn’t even hit my stride yet. Not like Jayce. Not like my sister, Phoebe. I could have asked my parents to pay for it, but they were still up to their eyeballs in obligation to the space port’s mother corp for their leveraged lives. They had no choice. I did. I’d saved up my pitiful bursary. For this. For this, and maybe a shot at a new life without leaving the Craig. I loved where I lived. I didn’t want to go to space or ‘find myself’ on the other side of the world, like Phoebe.

But I did want change, and here it was.

“If you can lift up your top a bit, and scooch your waistband down, there. That’s great.”

The antiseptic swab chilled my belly, bringing up goosebumps. Then the prickling itch as an analgesic patch worked in thousands of tiny needles into me. Everything was happening, much too fast. I was ready, but it was all happening now. Should I live-splash this? Would it get me fans and motes?

Too late. The arm of the tunnelling bot hinged over and plunged in. I felt nothing physically except a push-pull sensation where the skin stretched and moved, but I wanted to claw my way off the sofa and climb up the walls.

On the ceiling, a poster, held by sticky tack, one corner drooping. It was faded by light and time and said, ‘This is but one moment in the flow of eternity’ and I held this in my eyes as the horrific sounds and smells of cut and cauterisation threatened to overwhelm me.

I remembered, quite deliberately, the aluminium mirror in the cubicle. How I’d felt the shame of my nothing body, of not being enough. Of anything. To anyone. All this was worth not feeling that again. I kept pinning that to the front of my mind as the horrible thing plunged, buried, burrowed into me.

Finally, it was over. A rivet that ran through me, deftly placed to nudge my intestines and an ovary out of the way. Tiny metallic pings sounded as it warmed to my body temperature. The blue rim crowned from my flesh.

“You can sit up now, but take it easy,” the tech said. My brow crinkled. It should be impossible to rise, I should be pinned to the couch like another piece of upholstery. I shuffled upwards, first on my elbows, then enough that I could swing my legs over the side. Moving felt odd, stiff. “Go take a look,” he said, nodding and smiling towards the full-length mirror in the corner.

I took a few steps. A wave of nausea washed through me and I stopped, but it passed quickly. I pulled my top high and studied my reflection.

A view from front to back, a gap of air. I had been punctuated. My own full-stop-period, to put in front of any of this world’s arseholes. And there were so many of them.

The tech’s voice came from over my shoulder, where he was cleaning his instruments. “The effects will come after a couple of days. You might not notice anything until you mesh up with it fully. But the webbing, it’ll already be branching out.”

The fronds of elagite inside would reach out, divide, wriggle around, rooting themselves into my nervous system like a chaotic work of living art.

“And then,” I murmured to myself, “I’ll become.”

“Hmm? What do you mean? Become what?”

I ignored him and pulled my top down.

 

Phoebe

“Lil Sis,” Phoebe groaned. She shook her head and dangled the phone over her knees, unable to look at the image Selen had sent for more than a few seconds before needing to break off and stare back at the barren landscape out the passenger window. It was no use, she could still see her sister’s eyes, baby-blue, filled with a mix of exultation and anxiety. And that ugly cylinder cut out of her belly.

Her younger sister had a remarkable ability to one-up her last fuck-up. Before this, she’d had a spectacular row with the lecturer of her previous course and quit the night before her final exams. Phoebe had thought that was the low point; that after that, Selen would get her life back on track. But here she’d sent a picture of her full through-and-through body tunnel and a note not to tell Mum and Dads yet. All this while Phoebe was on the other side of the planet and too far away to give her a good shake.

The aircon was drying out her eyeballs. In theory, it should be much cooler inside the cab of Harro’s car, but after the hundreds of kays the convoy had travelled on red dust roads, all that blew out of the vent was a slightly less-hot air that ripped the moisture out of a person. It was too stifling to not have it, though, and if they stopped there was no shelter from the sun. The last rest break had been at a piddling artesian well with some biodiesel bowsers, a shade cloth, and some hard-eyed individuals who charged a hundred bucks a litre for water. The convoy had drunk from the spigot at the side of the water tanker instead, and everyone had eyed each other suspiciously.

They weren’t scheduled to stop again for another four hours.

Harro—real name Arthur Harrison, Caucasian New Australian, male, sixty-three—was singing as he drove, tunes only he could hear, sieved through lips mostly closed to keep the moisture in. All the songs came out high-pitched and hoarse but it was probably a sign he was happy. That was a good thing. Phoebe still wasn’t sure how she felt about this guy, or the people he represented. Most of the time, he seemed as serene and unmovable as the endless outback plain they drove over. His anger was like gun-drones diving out of a clear blue sky. Phoebe normally kept her distance, not wanting to trigger him by saying the wrong thing, which was easy to do.

She wasn’t on the same wavelength as all the rest of Harro’s Horde, either. (It was a stupid name, half a joke, she found out once she’d embedded with them.) They all wanted this, wanted to go south with Harro and join the secretive group in the middle of the desert that called themselves 'Us'; she hadn’t even heard of them until a week ago.

The handheld radio crackled. “Roadblock,” the lead car sent. Harro shifted down a gear so he could pull out on the other vehicles—a school bus, a camper, several cars and utes—and get to the head of the convoy. They cleared the dust plume and the obstruction revealed itself. Passing under the shadow of the tanker, Phoebe looked up to see the driver, Reggie, frown beneath his sunglasses. Shan was up there, she knew, in the passenger seat. She’d trade for it right now.

Every time, every roadblock, some different little pissant would try to shake the convoy down. It was literally highway robbery, but they had the guns, and no-one cared out here. And a route avoiding their territory would add a week onto the journey.

“Fuck,” she muttered to herself. She’d wanted to be in Harro’s car in case he dropped any interesting titbits of information on the organisation’s plans, but now she was going to be stuck here while men waved scary guns around and Harro tried to argue his way past them.

“Veil, veil!” He clicked his fingers at her, and she pawed through her bag for the charity shop scarf she’d been using as a head covering, that she’d forgotten to put on. Out here, where women were forced into modesty. At the point of a gun if necessary.

“Now, keep it chilly, they just want to talk,” he warned as she looped the fabric round her head and shoulders. He pulled up slowly to the militia, who had their own scarves pulled up to sunglasses. They wore them for intimidation and dust protection rather than modesty, and finished the look off with berets. Always berets, the stupidest hat to wear in sun this strong, even if you weren’t as sandy-white as Harro. He pressed the window button down and waited for the men leaning against the vehicles. They’d parked their flashy dual cabs across the road. It was more of a symbolic barrier than anything. There was nothing to either side of the track, but the matte black of the automatic weapons cradled casually in their arms discouraged this idea of skirting around.

“Yeah, Boss? How ya goin’?” Harro called as one of the gunmen swaggered to his window and pulled his scarf down to reveal a lizard-like grin. The hot wind blew in. Every prickly bit of scrub and shiny sun-baked pebble on the side of the road, the dome of the sky, the glint and flash off the sunglasses of the man gained instant clarity as the barrel of his automatic pointed into the cab. The thing was much smaller than she would have imagined, but she still had to resist the urge to fling open the passenger door and roll underneath. And, what? Burrow her way out?

Harro must have sensed her muscles tensing. “Sit tight,” he breathed between gritted teeth.

“G’day,” the man with the gun said, his friendliness a thin veneer. “Where you mob going?” His short-sleeved shirt let him flex his juiced-up muscles at them. Not subtle. New Aus Fasica were the worst. They'd taken the old white settler mentality and amped it up to ridiculous new heights. Phoebe saved her sneer for a better time. If there was one.

“Passing through. We’re going south,” Harro said cheerfully. “Heading for the Pans.”

“Got a permit?”

Harro pretended surprise. “Didn’t know you needed one. How much are they?”

The man looked down the line of vehicles, visibly calculating what he could get away with.

“Hundred bucks a head.” He paused. “A grand for the tanker.”

“Aww, mate,” Harro said. “That’s a lot.” The barrel of the gun suddenly became active again. “Reckon we could come to some arrangement,” Harro said quickly.

The Fasica grunt looked deeper into the car, and for a horrible moment Phoebe thought that she was going to be part of that arrangement, but then he changed his angle to look in the back seat. “What’s that?”

Harro winked at her, then leaned out the window, speaking so low she could hardly hear him. Her fear shifted down a level or two. The militia man was taking the bribe. They’d be let past.

When she’d first joined, the many containers of K-fire had seemed like an insane thing to haul across a desert, but the Fasica loved it. Their leaders had banned alcohol consumption, no drugs of any kind, but this was a loophole. It was mildly stimulating, refreshing on a hot day. When they were loading it up for this leg of the journey, Harro had finally explained the second part of his convoy’s nickname. Like the Mongols, sweeping across the plains with a mare’s milk beverage tucked in their saddlebags, they were a horde, carrying their ayrag. This stuff was made of soybeans and some molecule cribbed off betel nut, but it was similar enough, and liquid gold out here.

Harro got out to make the transaction—some cash and some containers to be let through. He climbed back in the cab and clocked her shaking hands. “I told you, you don’t kill the golden goose if you want more eggs,” he said breezily as the men hauled their prizes back to their trucks. “They can’t buy this stuff out here. They’ll want us to bring some next time.”

She kept her mouth shut, wondering if the tension in her chest could stop squeezing her like a python anytime soon.

There might be a time when this didn’t work. When they’d take everything at gunpoint, including her. But Harro knew the roads, knew the tricks. He’d done this convoy hundreds of times, he’d claimed, bringing people South, like the fabled birds of old Europe winging their way to better lands.

As the dual cabs trundled back to open up the blockade, and the rising heat distorted the view of the opening road and the miles and miles of dust, how could they be going towards any kind of paradise?

 

Selen

It was late afternoon, two days after the fitting of my body tunnel, that I got the first tiny signpost for the effects to come. I was snooze-watching shows on my bed while waiting out my recovery time. My favourite today was a soap about Spacers. All the actors were hauntingly beautiful, tall and willowy, drifting balletically around their space station. They were a dynasty of space mining colonists and most of the emphasis was on the boardroom-to-bedroom antics of a driven, ambitious oligarchy. The format was a wraparound shell, but I had balanced my phone on my chest and couldn’t be bothered using the walkabout facility, just watched it passively. When I nodded off, it dipped into dream-stream with long, compressed-time side stories that supplemented the main arc.

But then I fell into natural sleep and had a restless, vivid dream about Phoebe. I couldn’t see her, not properly. It was as if I was looking at her through a keyhole or something, but I was also there with her, and she was in danger. I woke, upset. It was ominous, but not that unusual, frankly. I enjoyed a plethora of rotten anxiety dreams, even without the massive upheaval of a body mod fitting.

When I sat up, my stomach griped, the pain around the operation site edging its way back in, so I took a pill and nestled back down. My arm slipped down my side and pain jolted up my hand to my shoulder. I snatched it back to my chest, swearing. Had something stung me? But then I clocked what it was. My hand had fallen into a beam of sunlight from the high storm window. It had given me a reaction, like eating lemon sorbet too fast, but all up my arm and into my head.

Okay, I got the principle. Synaesthesia, when your senses overlap so you start hearing colours or smelling sounds. It was mostly supposed to be a good thing, a lot of artists experienced sensory overlap and it made their work richer or helped their memory. In my case, it felt like the sunlight had punched me in the head. With a fresh, citrusy aftertaste.

I cradled my arm protectively, but then curiosity took over. So of course, I had to do it again. I stretched my fingers back towards the white-yellow rectangle of light, rendered into a miniature landscape by the rucked-up bedcovers. This time I was ready for it. Faint static whined, as I pushed the tips of my fingers into the edge and encountered not resistance exactly, but thereness like the meniscus on the surface of water. Now the sensation was warm, buttery. I laughed.

Unconsciously, I stroked the anodised blue collar of the elagite tunnel with my thumb, rubbed over it like the rim of a wineglass. The sound was confusing, an echo of a distant conversation, or an earthworm turning over the dirt somewhere. Then the sensations collapsed, and my hand was in normal, warm sunlight again, my mod sounding just as it would for any brushing touch.

“Take it easy,” the tech had told me. “Take a few days off, just sitting with yourself until you get used to it. The webbing will do some strange stuff until it’s fully bedded in. It’ll mess with the wiring, so to speak.”

I poked the beam of light a bit more, but nothing else interesting happened, so I went back to my shows and watched the bit from when I’d fallen asleep. The story wasn’t dragging me along with it, and I found myself fidgeting. It’d be better to stay in and ride out the changes. But I could show my mod to Jayce. Tell him about that weird effect. Maybe he’d be interested, impressed.

Time to go. I had to get out of the commune, preferably without comment, discussion, or drama. Flick and Senna were good as far as housemates went, but they sucked at this kind of thing. At understanding what I was trying to do with my life.

I’d known them since school. When they’d got together, they’d advertised for a room-mate to share the commune and get the required occupancy for free residence. They’d been glad to take on someone familiar, but we’ve grown apart since I started hanging out with Jayce.

They were sensible. Gainfully employed. Called me perma-student when they thought I couldn’t hear. If I were a perma-student, I’d have already enrolled in the next course. I hadn’t. I was enjoying my life for a bit. What was wrong with that? I mean, I’d have to pick something soon, or my bursary leftovers would run out, but that was another future-me problem.

I got myself together and slipped through the living area like a ghost, down
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