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Solitude was an indulgence for those who had space. 

Edgar Pacey knew this as he lay in his sleeping tube. He had heard stories of a time when people would live in private dwellings like flats and houses. A time when you had different rooms for each activity of your life: a room for dining or living or sleeping. He had heard them speak of king-size beds where you could stretch out all your limbs and still not touch the sides. Beds that could fit two or even three people on them. Some of the more obscure stories, Edgar was not sure he believed them, were of walk-in closets, an entire room just for clothing, or saunas, a room of valued space with the sole purpose of making a person sweat. Although these stories were not forbidden, they were discouraged, because the world he knew, the world everyone who lived in Vertical City knew, was one without seclusion.

Edgar's alarm went off. He looked left on the inside of his tube, which displayed a flashing 5 am. He unlocked the tube door with a foot lever, grabbed hold of the support rods, and pushed himself down and out into the silver fluorescent light of the sleeping hall.

“Morning Ed,” said John Reath as he emerged from his tube opposite to Edgar's. John popped open his living locker, which contained all his toiletries: a retractable rack of clothing, a small basin, a mirror and an extendable shower with a half-moon clip curtain set over a small, gridded drain. Edgar looked up to the people who slept in the higher tubes, extending small platforms for them to stand on and get ready for the day.

“Morning John, how did you sleep?” Edgar replied as he sat on the edge of his cylinder, rubbing his face into wakefulness.

“Like a baby!” he boomed, his voice as large as his muscular chest. Although Edgar considered himself to be of a decent height and his build athletic (most Dusters were from doing manual labour), John towered over him. “I finally worked up enough extra credits to install that new hydrogel foam. Didn't even want to get up!” He let out a vivacious laugh.

Edgar gave him a weak smile; John's enthusiasm was limitless.

“You OK today, Ed? You're looking a bit out of sorts.”

Just then, a foot hit Edgar behind his ear.

“What the hell!” Edgar shouted.

“Sorry E!” It was Jessica coming down the ladder from section 3G, about six sleeping cylinders above him. He rubbed the spot where she hit him and could feel a bump forming already. But he couldn't even get angry, there wasn't room for such an emotion.

“Yeah, just...just watch what you are doing next time,” he said in an exhausted voice. Tiny Jessica Strye, always punctual and already dressed, was ready for work and as bouncy as her curly brown hair. She had an old analogue watch that she worked on every night, taking it apart, cleaning it, and putting it back together with various tools lining her perfectly organised mechanic’s belt. She gave the same care to all the machines she worked on, bringing youthful energy and fascination to the inner workings of their mechanisms. 

She leapt down in front of Edgar and got his head in a tight embrace, rubbing and kissing the sore spot. She then turned his face up and gave him a deep kiss on the lips. Edgar gently pushed her away, saying, “It’s fine, really it’s fine.” Jessica wiggled her freckled nose and stood with her hands on her hips. He knew she was offended; she was just trying to apologise. To her, much like everyone else, a kiss was a sincere form of compassion, routine and universal. But Edgar never felt entirely comfortable with it. Instead, he gave her space, the height of offence.

“Well, someone is grumpy today.” She sniffed as she walked away. Edgar sighed; he might as well have just accepted her kiss. He would have to do it later to make up for his rudeness.

“Ed?” John was looking at him.

Edgar looked up and then remembered, “Oh, Oh, Sorry. I’m fine. It’s just this place that gets to me sometimes.”

John looked confused, “This place? Do you mean your tube? If you are not sleeping well, you should request—”

Edgar cut him off. “No, no. I’m sleeping fine. I mean this.” He gestured to the two long walls, symmetrically perforated with thousands of holes for thousands of people, stretching as far as he could see. “Sometimes I feel that we weren’t meant to live this way, people so close to one another.” Edgar looked up from his distant gaze, finding John looking at him with a peculiar expression. “Never mind.” Edgar knew that his friend did not understand; he didn’t even understand his feelings. Apart from the stories of the old world, he knew nothing else. If anything, this way of life should be natural to him.

John let out a laugh. “You do say the strangest things sometimes, my friend. Maybe you should go to floor thirty-four and get the shrinks to take a look. See if you have a screw loose? They can give you those little star pills. I heard they can make even a Burn Rat feel better about its life.” Edgar shuddered at the thought of working even further below the earth’s surface mining lava streams. Strangely, John made him feel a little bit better with that image. 

Edgar let out a deep sigh. “I probably do need some more sleep,” he lied. “I have been working doubles down in the carbon halls.”

John laughed loudly again. “Ha! Suck in too much silver dust and I would also ask what the bloody hell I am doing here!” He smacked Edgar on the shoulder, and it felt as though he had nearly dislocated it. John was a man who didn’t know his strength or did and chose to ignore restraint. He worked the jackhammer: not the little ones that they used to turn up bits of concrete, the mother-of-all jackhammers used to crack super-dense mineral funnels. With one thousand pounds of air pressure per square inch and over three hundred blows per minute, it required a man that could hold the bucking bronco of drilling equipment. His body was as solid as the ground he broke. 

John stripped down, turned on his shower, not bothering to draw the shower curtain. In fact, most people here didn’t. The curtain was more of a remnant from the old days when people valued privacy. Although he got strange looks from everyone, Edgar always drew his curtain.

Edgar stood up, extended his locker and a small wash basin below, and splashed some water on his face. He looked up into the mirror as water dripped down from the edges of what he had been told was an easy face. His chin, which he found to be neither overly strong nor weak, was covered by a light, close stubble. He mashed his hand over his face and through his short, brown hair, sighed, and pressed his thumb and forefinger to the base of his eyes, vainly trying to push away what seemed to be permanent dark rings under them. He then forced a smile, a feature often described by others (when he did smile) as distinct. Pleasing: crooked and boyish.

Approachable. He collapsed it.

Instead, he pressed a button on a display screen next to his tube and carried on getting ready. To Edgar’s delight, the screen came to life with the image of Isabella Te’voy, reporting on the news.

“Founders’ Day will kick off with a banquet set for the Summitees. People from all over the top twenty floors will be joined by our very own Penthouseman, Gregor Oppenhind, to be an audience to a day’s worth of spectacles ranging from smoke base-jumping to perpendicular dancers.” The image and lights flicked momentarily with a power surge. “One hundred and twenty years ago today, the world suffered a cataclysmic event resulting from old-world thinking. In the first half of the 21st century, the world’s resources were buckling under the weight of an overpopulated earth and governments turned on each other. Stubbornness and distrust lead to a failure in diplomacy and, with this, the superpowers of the day armed themselves for nuclear war. Although many prayed the global powers would come to their senses, others would not stand by and hope that a nuclear holocaust would not ensue. These people had the foresight and the resolve to abandon their homes and lives and seek out a new haven for humanity far enough away from potential nuclear fallout. Tens of millions of pioneers from all over the globe flocked to one of the most remote islands on the planet: Tristan da Cunha, known at the time to be the safest place on earth in case of nuclear devastation.”

“Not this speech again,” Terry Liptin said as he came down the stairs from 4H. Edgar had heard the Founders’ speech a hundred times, but he didn’t mind hearing it again when Isabella told it. Her hair was straight black, her eyes sharp and intense. She always had a subtle frown under her severe fringe, which he found endearing. But she was a fantasy. He would never meet her, she lived above the ground floor. At least eight floors above GF, he guessed. 

“Yes, yes. We know!” Terry lamented. “We bombed the hell out of each other and left the world in ruins. Except...for the Founders! Praise be to the engineers that carved this large coffin for us all,” he pronounced with a theatrical cynicism. “Let us not forget,” he said as he leapt up one of the rungs of a ladder and flared out his arm, “their sacrifice! Their virtue!” He dipped his head to place it on his fist, his short tight black curls of hair shook slightly as he said softly with eyes now closed, “their courage to carry on.” Initially, people were flummoxed by his anti-conformist talk, but now most enjoyed his dramatic displays. He did put on a good show. Edgar had known Terry since they were kids. He was one of the only people that shared his scepticism about the world they lived in, even though Edgar did find his point of view a little excessive at times, especially in recent years. Still, Terry never cared - an attitude Edgar wished he had – as his wide white grin creased his olive skin while he revelled in the hall’s collective discomfort.

Natasha Blinder, from tube 47A, walked in on the display. Except for a towel over her shoulder, she was naked. Natasha had a swagger that always made her look like she was floating. She was most certainly one of the best-looking Dusters. A toned, lean body from the heavy work in the carbon scrubbers with a face virtually unaffected by the weathering caused by the acidifying minerals they mined. Her dark skin glimmered in the light as if coated in diamonds. She placed her towel down and climbed into the shower with John. He automatically started scrubbing her back in a detached manner. Edgar averted his eyes. Normally, he put off his showering time until most people had cleaned themselves, preferring the space to himself. But without fail, every morning, someone, known to him or not, would hop into his shower (even with the curtain closed) to help scrub his back and ask for the same in return.

“Mr Liptin,” Natasha said playfully. “I think you should hold your tongue. Such talk may attract the attention of the Nuke Sprites, and they will come and carry you off in the night.” She gave Terry a little wink.

Terry hopped down from the ladder and got down on one knee, clutching his heart as he professed, “Tash, I would brave these creatures of childhood stories for you. And if you were one of those sprites, I would sing my mutiny like a canary.” His smile became wicked. “Or keep quiet if it was you holding my tongue.”

Natasha touched his tan face gently and replied, “I’m afraid, Mr Liptin, I do not have the skill to hold your tongue,” she gave him a soft kiss on his cheek, “as it is far too greasy from you sleeping with Burn Rats.” Every person within earshot roared into laughter. “I would need my traction gloves just to get it out your mouth!” She pushed his face away teasingly and splashed some water at him.

“That was one time!” Terry cried in a hopeless defence. “OK, twice, three times! She only works the steam turbines, not in the pit like the others! OK, that’s also a lie. She works the pits, but she runs the show down there. She’s the boss. A boss Burn Rat! Ah, come on! You guys are never going to let me live that down.” John swatted Terry on the back and sent the crouched man to prone. As Terry face-planted, the laughter grew even louder.

Edgar sat and smiled quietly to himself at the antics of his friends. I guess this place isn’t so bad, he thought.

Just then, a skinny man living in the cylinder next to him, whom Edgar had never come to know, pushed a button that extended a toilet seat from the base of his tube. Every morning, the same routine; he always got up later than Edgar, detached the display screen to watch the VC news while he sat down, coughed twice, hocked up some phlegm, and spat between his legs into the bowl, then went about his business. Although there was no smell - highly efficient extractors around the toilet rim ensured this - Edgar still found this public act of defecation strangely unsettling. The high-pitch squeal of escaping gases followed by a watery plop (assuming, of course, the person didn’t have a ‘funny gut,’ which was unbearable) was something Edgar felt should not be done around others. Although exposed to it all his life, he never became used to it.

No one else batted an eyelid.

***
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The Dust was the colour of silver, but worth so much more.

Edgar watched as the curved carbide teeth of the grinder, or ‘Mincer’ as they called it, sawed away strips of earth, five kilometres below Vertical City. The drum of the Mincer was slightly taller than Edgar, with hooked claws that wound around it. The barbed cylinder was thrust out from a flat, boxy machine which controlled its motion, rolling the rapidly spinning drum up and down the walls, the claws effortlessly and precisely carving out a large section of the tunnel. The crumbling earth was pulled down into cog-like grinders set on a flat maw below the drum that further pummelled the earth, before spewing the rough contents out the back and sides of the Mincer.

Everything was covered in Dust. It especially stuck to exposed sections of moist skin, giving all the Dusters a metallic lustre. Most miners thought the shiny skin was beautiful, a symbol of their importance for the essential work they did that contributed to the city. For Edgar, it made the workers look inhuman, too much like the resources they mined.

Another power surge, everything went black. Sounds of machinery powering down whined in the darkness, the click of gears got further and further apart, whirring noises slowed, a hiss as the Mincer’s drum depressurised and came to a stop. A breath brushed across Edgar’s face, a faint whisper behind him, a bump to his arm, a head scratched, lips licked; the heavy air filled with traces of company. Even in complete darkness, you could never pretend to be alone.

“This is the fourth time in two weeks,” Edgar didn’t recognise the low voice. “I think someone should remind those lava bastard dogs what their job is.” Affirmations emanated from all those around. With the power continually going out, their annoyance was justified. But to find out what the issue was, someone would have to go down and investigate. The question was, who would volunteer to go down into that hellhole?

The lights flickered back on. The sound of the turning of gears and hydraulics starting up dissipated the nuances of companionship and illuminated in industrial lighting the density of humanity in the tunnels. The Mincer had carved far enough before the power went out, so the foreman signalled the ‘OK’ and a horn sounded for the real work to begin.

This arduous work was performed by the first team of Dusters tasked with loading large fragments of earth into carriers, which took their cargo to be pulverised into smaller pieces. The remaining debris was shovelled into oscillating sieves, separating it based on size, and then sent to be ground down even further. At that point, Edgar’s team would use an industrial vacuum to suck up all the remaining Dust. Eventually, everything was turned to Dust and sent through the carbon scrubbers to remove any contaminating dirt, delivering pure minerals to the Mineralists for extraction. To call them carbon halls and carbon scrubbers was in fact inaccurate as the Dust contained a wealth of minerals, carbon only being the most abundant.

The Mineralists, on the floors above the miners, purified and extracted all the elements with incredible efficiency. They even harvested large amounts of trace compounds in their purest form. Once the Mineralists had separated the elements, they were sent up to the floors above them, to the Smiths. These metallurgists and industrial chemists would use these raw materials to make simple materials like carbon polymers, platinum conductors, linen, silicone, plastics, dyes, copper wires, sulphuric acid, black ink, clay. These raw components were then sent up to the Weavers: a floor of electrical and chemical engineers, tailors and tanners and artisans of every profession. Their purpose was to stitch the linen into clothes, meld polymers into reinforced beams, assemble plastic and ink into pens, insert platinum wiring into circuit boards, which were made into hard drives, systems, casings, and eventually into computers.

The finished products would then finally reach the ground floor. GF: the heart of Vertical City. No less energetic than a living, beating heart, this floor pumped the expansive volume of goods produced by the lower floors into the body of the city: medication to the doctors and pharmacists (floors 30-33), fertilizer to the farms (floors 20-28), foodstuffs to the kitchens (floor 17-19), stationery to the colleges (floors 13-16). Some of this ‘blood’ cycled back to the heart. For example, flowers from the arboretums (floor 40) were then sent to the parks (floors 113, 205, and 316).

But like blood drained of oxygen and nutrients, the waste would return to be recycled below the earth. If above-GF was the body, and GF the heart, the underground was the lungs, cleaning up all the filth that VC generated, re-infusing it with fresh supplies to be shipped back to the GF and the upper floors.

Ultimately, anything worth something went up.

With the Dust now cleared, the Mincer started up again. It gradually increased the spinning of the roller, the teeth whirling around faster and faster until they were a blur. But then, the electricity in the room flickered again. The power surged hard through the electronics, sending a lightning bolt through the Mincer’s systems. The circuits popped, smoke started bellowing out of the control panel before an explosion sent the controller flying across the room, scattering bits of flaming metal. With the navigation system destroyed, the Mincer deviated from its path towards one of the support columns.

The Dusters panicked. The hall was a chaos of bodies trying to push past each other to get out of the tunnel and away from the Mincer. But there were too many people clogging the exits; a terrified congestion pressing against a mass that would not move. 

Too many people! Edgar thought to himself. There are always too many people!

“Terry!” His friend was trying to push through the crowds, but instead squeezed between bodies lifting off the ground. “Terry!” Edgar shouted again, and he looked back to see Edgar signalling for him to come. He hesitated, looking out over the crowds and towards his escape route. “Terry! We have to stop the machine!” Half suspended in the air, Terry stared blankly at Edgar for a moment, then back at the exit, and then at Edgar again. He swore to himself, pushed people out of his way, and headed back towards Edgar.

Edgar shouted over the chaotic sound of busted machinery as he pointed to a stack of reinforced beams, “Help me put this in the Mincer’s tracks.” The beams were used to support the tunnel and were waiting to be set in the wall every few metres as it was expanded. The fat slabs of metal were designed to hold up the ceiling. They normally required a minimum of four workers to set them in place. Terry’s face broke after a second of disbelief and with a raised eyebrow, said, “Ed. Are you out of your fuc—”

Edgar grabbed his shirt and pulled Terry right up to his face. “This whole place will come down before even half of these people get out. We have to stop the Mincer!”

Terry looked at the machine already grinding into the side wall, slicing effortlessly through the earth and towards the support column. It seemed eager to be free from its controls, hungry, a rabid dog off its chain ready to consume anything in its path. Terry said to Edgar with a hooked grin, “Well, are you going to use me or the beam to stop those wheels?”

Edgar released his grip. They positioned themselves on either side of the beam, trying to lift the heavy, solid mass of metal. The two of them strained against the weight; Edgar felt his face turning red, the veins protruding from his temples, his joints screamed as they distorted.

“Damn it!” Terry shouted out as they both dropped the beam before they moved it even a metre. The Mincer gnawed its way deeper, now lapping at the reinforced concrete around the tunnel’s support. Terry shook his head hopelessly, but Edgar shouted, “Again!” 

This time, both men squatted low to get as much support from their legs and backs. “Lift!” Edgar’s spine protested, his hips made an unnatural clicking sound, and his ribs felt like they were tearing off his sternum.

One! They shuffled a step and Edgar’s knee buckled, spraining his ankle as he slid along the ground. But he still held the beam and Terry waited for him to get his balance back. Edgar nodded. 

Two! He saw the blood pulsing in Terry’s neck, his whole body shaking, mirroring his own strain. His back was to the machine. He couldn’t see how far they had to go, how far it had cut into the support. Edgar pictured the tunnel collapsing and burying them alive. 

Three! He felt the air from the Mincer’s pumps blowing moisture across his back; they were so close. With short, shallow breaths, he swayed on his feet; his head swimming, his hysteria screaming that they wouldn’t make it. Edgar started seeing stars as blackness crept into the corners of his vision.

Four! Edgar collapsed onto the beam as they dumped it into the spinning mechanisms of the wheels. The Mincer jerked violently, flinging Edgar off and slamming the heavy steel down on Terry’s foot. He screamed from the pit of his stomach as the beam shattered it. Edgar covered his head with his arms, lying in the foetal position, waiting for the Mincer to finish the job and cave in the room. His hearing was muffled, like being underwater; he heard the dull spinning of the drum, the pump, and the hiss of an engine. But no grinding. He slowly moved his arms away to find the Mincer stalled. Its teeth were scratching at the surface of the support beam like a dog on a short leash, desperately licking its intended victim.

He stumbled over to Terry, who clutched his leg and threw out every curse word, real and imagined. “I need help here!” Edgar screamed. But the other Dusters stood around with a collective blank stare. Edgar tried to calm Terry down. “We did it, Terry. Don’t worry; it’s going to be OK.” He looked up at the drones in front of him and shouted again, “What the bloody hell are you all just staring at me for! Can someone get a damn medkit down here?” Some took a step back, still shocked and unsure what to do. “Now!”

They finally snapped out of their limpness and shouted down the line for a medical kit. A kit was passed to Edgar. He pulled out a morphine dart and stabbed it into Terry’s arm. Almost immediately, Terry stopped yelling, and his eyes rolled around aimlessly as the drug took effect.

Edgar felt himself crashing now; the energy drained from his body. He never felt so weak. Pain from deep within his bones started to surface like needles pushing through his skin. Blood dripped down from his nose onto his shirt, his left wrist began to swell. He looked down at the medkit and contemplated it for a second. He then said, “Oh, what the hell.” Edgar grabbed a morphine dart and stabbed himself in the leg. Calmness consumed him - a cloud of euphoria cushioned his body. But just before his mind wandered and he passed out, he reflected on this event.

The morphine had subdued his pain but not his anger. Before Edgar slumped over to the ground, he thought, I’m going to kill those Burn Rats.

***
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The only thing Edgar remembered for two days was the repetitive beep of a hundred heart monitors.

He awoke inclined at 70 degrees with an array of cords connected to him. The Medical floors were made of a transparent plastic labelled with a white grid, with each Vert-Med bed placed in its designated metre-by-metre box. The ward floor was further divided into subfloors that were also transparent; Edgar could see above and below him as medical staff threaded through the orderly array of patient beds. The ward was disorientating, as if a copy of itself - every bed was an echo of his, getting smaller and smaller in every direction into infinity.

His vital signs and blood statistics were constantly updated on an electronic chart next to his bed. Every so often, a doctor honed in, looked at it, gave a ‘hmph,’ and then shot off to the next bed. They darted from bed to bed like hummingbirds, checking the patient status; adjusting doses, tubes, valves, ticking their data pad - check, adjust, tick - check, adjust, tick – tick, tick, tick. The doctors didn’t ask the patients anything, never describing the condition or treatment process or offering words of comfort (apparently, this was a thing in the old world). But who could blame them; one round involved hundreds of patients, there was little room for niceties. 

Edgar had no straps holding him in place, but his feet didn’t touch the ground. Once, he managed to stop a nurse and asked about his apparent floating. She responded with annoyed politeness and with a condescending patience, as if explaining the obvious to the uneducated. “It’s static matting, dear. An intense frictional force stops you from slipping down.” Edgar was about to ask a follow-up question, but a sharp finger shot up and cut him off. “No time,” she squinted at his chart with a smile under tension, ready to snap, “Mr Pacey. Please, get some rest.” Rest. That was the answer whenever he tried to get answers. It seems all the world’s ills could be cured with rest, at least on this floor. Edgar had had little exposure to people above GF, but, so far, he didn’t like them.

Terry was in a bed diagonally in front of him, facing away from Edgar. From this angle, Edgar could only see his damaged foot wrapped up in bandages and the supports that held up the leg. That day, he had heard the doctor talking about the amputation. They never spoke behind closed doors; the doctors and surgeons spoke openly about the bones in his feet being as fine as mined Dust and how they were going to amputate the leg just above the ankle. They continued talking about the partially sedated Terry, indifferent to his presence, about the tendons and muscles and skin they would cut through while unnecessarily reminding the assisting nurse to recycle the foot in the organic matter waste. They announced a personal trauma to an audience of hundreds as if no one was around. The next day, Edgar could only see the straps.

Oh, Terry. Edgar thought, distraught. What did I make you do?

He remembered the first time he met Terry Liptin. Edgar, a skinny kid with bandy legs and arms, had been pulled from the rearing ward. He screamed, cried, and begged, but the matron still handed him over to the most frightening man he had ever seen. The matrons, for all their berating and scolding of the kids, were clean. This man was covered in dirt and earth and Dust. His hands were hard and callused, his face weathered and worn. And stained silver. In a chaotic blur, this inhuman robot removed him from the maternity floors, his home for the first ten years of his life, and supplanted him in the dark of the underground. Everyone was sent off to their respective floors at this age, but it was said that for those designated for below GF, the young age made it easier to adjust. They needed to start learning their trade. So, after a brief orientation, he began his apprenticeship in his designated job and forever profession. Edgar, trembling, was handed a stack of miner overalls in the sleeping hall next to his assigned tube; the same hall and tube he occupied today.

He hated it. The noise, the congestion, the metallic and mineral smells. The Dust that got on - and in - everything. The adults came in every day and lined the children up outside their tubes to take them to the mines, teaching them to grind and clean earth. He spent every second he could inside his tube. Still, the kids playing up and down the hall made Edgar curious. In the rearing wards, there was no time to play. The industrial process of an intensely compressed timeline of education and city orientation left little opportunity to form friendships. Naturally, there were children that rebelled against it, sneaking out the ward in bands at night. The strict rearing process had suited Edgar; he learnt and slept and kept to himself. Until now, he hadn’t had the downtime to wonder about making friends.

The kids in the sleeping hall seemed to just get on; how did they do it so easily? Edgar wanted to join in but wasn’t sure how to. Should he just ask? And when? They always seemed to be in the middle of some sort of game and he didn’t want to bother them. Eventually, he plucked up the courage to stand outside his tube awkwardly, hoping that was enough to eventually get an invite.

Then, one day, it happened. A girl and boy approached him, seemingly selected from the group of children to meet with him. Edgar fussed, straightened out his overalls, and patted down his hair. His feet flexed nervously in his boots and his heart was pounding. But for all his nerves, he was excited and ready to make friends.

As they approached, Edgar fumbled. The boy’s body moved forward, chest out, arms extended to make a clasp greeting. Overly enthusiastic and nervous, Edgar shot out his hand and introduced himself, “I’m Edgar Pacey. Pleased to meet you!”

Already imbued with the sense of distance being rude, the boy, wide-eyed, slowly looked down at his vigorously shaken hand, and then even more slowly back at Edgar. He froze. He didn’t know why he had done that. He knew he should have hugged him. As a gasp erupted from the group of kids nearby, Edgar knew he had made a big mistake. The girl’s approach halted instantly, and the boy sniffed derisively, “You’re weird.”

Edgar retreated back to his tube. He drew on the sponge lining with a piece of soft carbon taken from the mines. He drew - he wasn’t sure - whatever came into his head: his dreams, or imaginings, or things he heard or thought he heard. The scrawls of a lopsided city skyline, a square home with square windows with a triangular roof, a dog, a swimming pool with diving board, a boat. Every now and again, he heard the children outside laughing about ‘Shaky’ Pacey.

When Edgar came out to stretch his body, a sharp whistle came from above, demanding he look up. He saw a boy sitting on a platform, wildly swinging his legs, with a broad grin on his tan skin that was both genuine and mischievous. Edgar had noticed the kid before; he came a few weeks after he had arrived, a wiry boy with a head of tight dark curls.

He didn’t seem to have any trouble making friends and Edgar often saw him playing with the other kids. Why he was signalling for his attention, Edgar didn’t know. He found out quickly as the boy called down, “Hey weirdo, what you doing in your tube? You talk to yourself a lot inside there. What do you say to yourself? I heard some of the words, sounds like some strange stuff. No one in this place would use those words. I want to know what you talk about?” 

Edgar tried to ignore him, but the boy whistled through two pinched fingers, louder this time, demanding a response.

“You’re a weirdo,” Edgar said defiantly under his breath. Although he quickly retreated into his tube when the boy shouted down, “What’s that? What did you say? Hey, where are you going? I’m Terry! Hey, please, wait! Come on, I want to know!”

Edgar hid from the kids, and that boy in particular. He didn’t call down to Edgar again. Although every so often, he found him looking his way, like a mildly grinning bird of prey perched up high.

As much as Edgar tried to ignore it, the sound of play kept seeping into his sleeping tube. He tried to reject it, telling himself he didn’t need them. But an annoying innate part of Edgar made him warily creep to the entrance of his tube, his fingers curling around the edge of his bedding. He put his face behind his hands and watched, invisible.

Edgar snuck into his shower one morning and quickly drew the curtain. Fully clothed, of course. He undressed inside and the warm water fell over him, relishing the separated world this little enclosure made. The cascading water over his ears blocked out the noise of the sleeping hall and took him to a faraway place. He imagined himself alone under a waterfall in the middle of nowhere: it was a strange land that was hot and sticky, a place with bugs and tigers and a forest so thick that he had to cut his way through with a sword—

Edgar’s spine suddenly straightened.

“Ah!” He yelled and bristled as he felt a hand scrubbing his back. Not hearing the young girl who had entered, he panicked; lost his footing and slipped on the wet floor, pulling the whole railing down with him. The young girl, distressed by Edgar’s distress, tried hastily to unwrap him. Blissfully unashamed of her own exposed self, she stripped him of his curtain, unaware it was a protective barrier covering his scrawny naked body from the onlookers in the hall.

Then, she hugged him. His exposed body reacted, the electric contact to her naked flesh vaulted through him, an internal boundary screamed in protest. He thrust her away and she fell hard on her bottom.

A second act of distance; a thousand times worse than the first. Extremely cross, she folded her arms and frowned. “You are so weird!” she shouted, hurt and confused at his rejection.

As Edgar tried to draw up a piece of the curtain to cover his parts, the rest of his body exposed, laughter rippled around him. The adults didn’t intervene, they were likewise shocked and appalled by his behaviour. In the blur of that humiliating moment, as his distress peaked, tears welling up in his eyes, the curly haired boy stepped forward and pointed at Edgar.

His tone loaded with spite, Terry cried, “Yeah! You are weird!”

Back in the ward, tiredness gripped Edgar and he fell into an uneasy sleep. A ridiculous restlessness ensued, created by an adult mind still churning, and replaying, and cringing, at a childhood humiliation that happened over twenty years ago.

***
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He was awoken the next day by the power going out. Within seconds, the backup power came on and the ward became illuminated by pointed lights every few metres. He heard the tap of shoes walking hurriedly through the hall and a second softer step following them. He saw a man approaching, momentarily lit up as he passed through the emergency lighting. It was not the man’s smart suit or slick black hair that made Edgar realise he was important; it was the gleam of sunglasses around his neck. That meant he saw daylight and lived above GF. More than that, he probably lived on the city’s fringes with a view of the ocean. The man stopped in front of Edgar and spoke to the nurse about him as if picking him up with tweezers, “This is the Duster?” His emphasis on the last word was one of disgust.

“Yes. Edgar Pacey, as his profile says.” The nurse looked uncomfortable around the man. She mashed her hands together and looked down whenever he turned to face her direction. He must be important if a resident of the 30th floor was tense. Edgar didn’t like this.

“Mr Pacey,” said a sharp face with daggers for cheekbones. “May I call you Edgar? Ed? Ed, I am Donald Mace, a liaison for the Minister of Energy and Resources. Because you are a worker in resources, and the accident was a result of power fluctuations, it has become my obligatory task to see that you and Mr Liptin are recognised for your heroic efforts in the Carbon Tunnels.” Edgar took a second to process the information. Heroic efforts? Edgar’s body felt like a piece of chip wood, and Terry had a stump where his right foot once was. Before Edgar had a chance to respond, Mr Mace snapped at the nurse, “Is he drugged up? Can he understand me?” Without waiting for an answer, he swivelled back to Edgar and metered out his words, as if talking to a baby. “Edgar Pacey, you did well.” He gave him a thumbs up with a plastered smile. “Tunnels. Saved lives. Good. You understand?”

Edgar wasn’t sure if he should say anything. Maybe if this Donald Mace thought him simple, the imbecile would go away. But he forced himself to respond.

“I understand,” he said flatly.

“Great,” Mr Mace replied, as if giving himself a verbal pat on the back. He had done his job, achieved communication with someone from below GF. He was a fine liaison officer. “OK, so I heard Mr Liptin was injured or something to that effect?” Mr Mace said, looking around as if he would recognise Terry if he saw him.

“He lost his foot or something to that effect.” Mr Mace didn’t even notice Edgar’s sarcasm as he was directed to Terry’s bed. Instead, he craned his body backwards to peek around at Terry, giving an insincere grimace, and let out a low, prolonged whistle. “Ouch.” He started absently cleaning his spotless sunglasses. “You know what they say, these things happen. Well, in mining anyway. I never heard of anyone getting an amputation from a paper cut.” He barked a laugh. “Ugly business. Ugly, ugly business. At least he will be a hero for it. People love self-sacrifice. It makes for fantastic PR.”

Edgar finally interrupted, “Donald—”

“Mr Mace,” he interjected, still inspecting Terry’s lack of foot with a morbid interest.

“Sure.” Edgar swallowed his impatience. “Mr Mace, we just did what anyone would have done. Please, I think I can speak on behalf of Terry when I say that we just want to go back down and carry on as if nothing happened.”

Mr Mace snapped upright, his angles became sharper. How dare Edgar throw this gift back into his face. His expression of shocked annoyance suddenly changed to become overly warm. “Ed. Ed. Ed. Now, did nothing happen? The other Dusters saw courage. A courage that requires, no, demands praise! A reward even! If you do not get recognised for what you did, what will the other Dusters think? I’ll tell you what. They will think that they are unimportant, expendable. You wouldn’t want to be responsible for that kind of thinking, would you? Shaming your own people, Ed. You simply can’t be that selfish.”

Edgar stared at Mr Mace for a moment, unconvinced. “Mr Mace,” Edgar eventually said as the man flicked a piece of non-existent dust off his suit, “I will tell them that I declined your offer. That way, they still know you care.” Mr Mace came closer to Edgar, close enough that he could smell his overly sweet cologne. “Mr Pacey, Penthouseman Oppenhind would be very disappointed to learn you rejected his offer.” Edgar could see that Donald Mace was not a man to accept refusal, presumably more so from a Duster. He would get him to accept his proposal, one way or another. Edgar said through clenched teeth, “I guess it was a little heroic.”

“That’s the spirit!” Mr Mace said as he clapped his hands together, reached to pat Edgar on the shoulder, pumped his hand close to it twice, and then thought better of it. “Due to power outages and the tunnel event, the celebration for Founders’ Day has been postponed. Mr Liptin...” He dipped back again and let out another whistle before looking back at Edgar, “...Mr Liptin should be ready for the ceremony next week, I have been assured. There, you will both be acknowledged for what you have done. Until then, I say, adieu.”

“Adieu?” He started to march off but stopped when Edgar said, “Mr Mace, could I ask you something?”

Donald Mace exaggeratedly slumped his shoulders, looked at his watch, tapped it twice with two fingers, turned on his heels, and replied with a barely tolerant smile, “Of course. What else can I do for you?”

“Why are we having power outages?”

Mr Mace’s smile turned wafer-thin. “People are looking into it. You will be the first to know when I have some information.” 

“But—”

“Adieu.” And with that, Mr Mace quickly turned and walked away. 

“Adieu?” Edgar said out loud to the patients next to him. “Why does he keep saying that to me?” The ones close to him shrugged, but a voice called out, “It’s goodbye.”

“Goodbye?” Edgar confirmed with a person he could not see. “Goodbye?” He then muttered to himself, “Then why the bloody hell doesn’t he just say that.”

Edgar felt uneasy, but frankly, he was still too tired to be overly concerned. He decided to let out a deep sigh and try to purge himself of his discomfort, distracting his thoughts by counting the squares that marked the floor above him. He had covered half the bottom section when:

“We have reached our limit.”

Startled, Edgar lost his count.

He turned his head to the source of the comment. It was a young woman. Short, well-built, with broad shoulders. She looked as though she did hard labour, her skin had a reddish tinge to it. But she had a warm face with the bluest eyes Edgar had ever seen. 

“Excuse me?” Edgar replied, annoyed at her interrupting his meaningless but time-passing exercise. He caught his tone when he noticed her forearms, chest, and legs were wrapped in bandages. They were slightly discoloured yellow where her wounds had seeped through the bandage. Edgar found himself staring.

“You can ask. It’s burns.” She winced a little as if talking about it caused physical pain. 

Edgar suddenly remembered himself and said, embarrassed, “Sorry, sorry. I...”

“Why are you apologising? You haven’t hurt me.” Her smile was wide and genuine in a large square jaw, but Edgar could see she hurt more than she showed. Sweat was forming on her forehead. Her skin was slightly pale, or pink rather with the redness in it, and he suspected she was fighting an infection.

Edgar, uncomfortable, changed the conversation. “Um, you said something about a limit?” 

“The Hydro-Magma turbines cannot generate enough power for VC.”

Although Edgar had never seen the pits first-hand, he had watched the videos like everyone else born in VC; the videos of the inner workings of the city. It covered information on power, transportation, mining, administration, distribution, and so on, with a piece specifically on the Magma Dams. VC was built around a volcano called Queen Mary’s Peak. In the basin of Vertical City, engineers saw the opportunity for Geothermal Energy. They constructed pipes connected to the volcano that siphon off molten rock from the Magma streams into massive circular balls of reinforced metal called Magma Dams. Once half-full, they were sealed shut, and then ice-cold seawater from the bottom of the ocean was released into the chambers while the balls turned to ensure mixing. The ensuing reaction produced large amounts of steam used to drive turbines for electricity. The steam was also forced through condensers, again cooled by icy seawater around the pipes, to produce pure distilled water for drinking. Edgar always felt it unfair; the earth and sea, which humans destroyed elsewhere on the planet, were once again slaves to keep those left alive. He felt the world deserved a better fate.

“So why don’t they make more Magma Dams as they always have?” Edgar, now very curious, leaned over the side of the Vert-Med bed towards the woman. 

“There is no space to expand the Magma Dams. Can’t go too deep as it gets too hot, can’t go too wide as there is sea on either side. But actually, VC has been bursting at the seams for a long time, only now the fraying is starting to show.”

Edgar was captivated. But then quickly became sceptical. VC had been around for over a hundred years supporting its inhabitants, why now? And if this was happening, how would she know what was wrong? He was suddenly annoyed at his gullibility and asked with irritation, “How would you know what goes on in that hellhole?”

She looked down at her burnt body and then replied as if the answer was obvious, “Because I work down there.”

Edgar’s mouth went dry. He had to stop himself from pulling a face of disgust. He had been breathing the same air as her! Was he going to catch something? Talking to a Burn Rat all along, and he didn’t know. He should have known from the red skin, baked crimson from working with lava. Most say it’s red from the blood of all their crimes. Everyone knew that whenever the Judges passed a sentence, it was always a Rat. Thieves, murderers, some even took the minerals to make Blaze - a potent hallucinogenic drug that felt as though your veins were on fire. Every time something terrible happened in VC, a Burn Rat was at the root of it. The Carbon Tunnel incident was no exception.

“You’re a Burn Rat?” Edgar blurted out in anger. He wanted to call the nurse to move him to a different bed, but they zipped past too quickly.

The friendly face became one of contempt. “We prefer the term Geothermal Energy Engineer.”

Edgar could feel his heart pounding in his throat. Damn Burn Rats. Damn scummy Burn Rats. And there was one right next to him. Edgar was willing to bet she deserved her burns, her melted skin a sign of her incompetence. She was probably the one that caused the surge, and now she’s blaming it on overloaded turbines. What a story! And he nearly believed it. Let her wounds seep right through the bandages, he thought, let her body bleed out for what she did.

“Well, thanks to you ‘masterful GEEs’, your surges caused my friend to lose his foot! Why don’t you tell him your fancy name for yourselves, see if he cares, hm?” 

“I told you, asshole, or is your head so filled with Dust that you can’t think? What happened was because the turbines cannot produce enough power. Oh, forget it.” She turned her face away from him.

“And I’m supposed to believe a lava dog like you.” His voice was raised to the point of shouting and people looked around to see what the commotion was all about. A nurse started walking towards Edgar. “The city has reached its limit, you say. We’ve been fine for so long, why now? Hey? Why now?”

She looked back, suddenly unnerved, and insisted in a whisper, “Quiet, you idiot. It’s not common knowledge. You want people panicking? Just forget I said anything.” She turned away and shifted uncomfortably.

“Oh! So now that I confront you—”

She turned back again, but this time a genuine plea in her voice, desperation in her sky-blue eyes, made Edgar stop. “Please, let it go.”

The nurse arrived. “Is there a problem here?” 

Edgar looked over at the woman as she mouthed the word ‘please’ again. He swallowed his anger before saying, “No problem here. Just...having a flashback...from the accident.”

The nurse replied, “I can give you a sedative if you like?”

“No. Really, I’m fine now.”

The nurse looked suspiciously between the two of them for a moment and then walked away.

The woman had turned away from Edgar, her back facing him. Edgar’s anger had dissipated. He tried mustering it again, staring daggers into the woman’s back, but the image of her pleading face kept coming into his mind and snuffed out his anger. 

“What is your name?” Edgar finally asked.

She didn’t answer for a while and then said, “Helen. My name is Helen.”

Weirdly, Edgar expected something more alien and unpronounceable. His mind turned for hours, switching between frustration and confusion. He tried to sift through everything in his mind, all that had happened in the last couple of days. He eventually gave up and decided he just wanted to get out of here and back to the familiarity of his sleeping tube. He decided to take this place’s singular advice and get some rest.

Eventually, he drifted off, taken by his dreams. But these were not his normal dreams of walk-in closets and spare rooms. Instead, he dreamt of spinning carbide teeth and thinly concealed grins.

Of burnt skin and broken cities.

***
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Edgar awoke into the quiet of beeping hearts. 

It was still dark - only the low blue glow of the night lights illuminated the room. He looked over to his electronic display and saw it was 2 am. His skin was moist with sweat and he felt unsettled. His dreams had been troubling, to say the least, but it was more than that. The dark seemed to press on the edge of the low lights, like it was trying to consume them. He pushed his head back into the bed hard, held his breath for a while, and then let it out slowly and controlled. He needed to walk around, shake off his thoughts. 

Edgar leaned over to the monitor and switched it off. The last thing he needed when he pulled out the drips was waking up half the ward with a flat line siren. He winced a little when he pulled out the serum monitor from his arm; a small amount of blood squirted out as he exposed the needle. He cautiously pushed himself off the Vert-Med bed, breaking the friction seal, and dropped lightly to the floor. He could leave the ward, but he wasn’t sure what part of the city he was in. Each section of interconnected wards could be a maze of passages themselves. He wished he was on the fringes of the city; he would have liked to look over the sea, even at night, having never seen it. But without a map, he didn’t even know which direction was outwards.

He made his way past Helen. Her breathing was laboured and he noticed her bed had damp rings around her body. He carried on between the sleeping bodies, and apart from the occasional snort or the sound of somebody shifting position, he was virtually alone. He strangely enjoyed it. In his sleeping tube, he was alone through seclusion, but seldom had he felt the presence of others without the taxation of indulging them. He observed some of the patients, their trauma and affliction on display for all to see. Edgar felt as though he was prying, trying to look but not look. But his fascination was not with their ailments. Instead, he observed how everyone was set at an identical incline, attached to identical equipment with identical gowns in identical darkness. Ill-health, it seemed, made people from different floors indistinguishable.

After a long loop around the room, Edgar started making his way back. Suddenly, the ward door squeaked open. Edgar continued in a relaxed stroll to his bed, ignoring the figures that had entered the room. He did find it peculiar, though, having been here several nights, he had never noticed anyone entering the ward after hours. Unless a monitor of a patient in distress went off, generally, no one entered.

Nevertheless, he continued back unperturbed until he realised that they had entered his line of beds. They moved lightly; not a footfall was heard. Their approach slowed as they entered the area of his Vert-Med bed. Edgar positioned himself so he could peek through a diagonal line of Vert-Med beds and saw three figures - the white coat of a doctor and two others who, from this distance, he could not make out. They had not stopped in front of his bed but Helen’s. Edgar moved a little closer, trying to get a better look. One of the men held open a case while the doctor removed an item and lifted it to the dim light. It was a syringe. He flicked the cylinder twice and pressed the plunger until drops came out of the needle. For a moment, Edgar thought this was unusual, but Helen had been severely hurt. They were probably keeping a closer eye on her, giving her extra medication for the pain or that terrible infection she seemed to be fighting. But then the doctor plunged the needle into her neck while the other men covered her mouth, restraining her. She struggled for only a second before going limp.

Edgar’s heart set off a singular thump that struck his chest and forced out a gasp of air. He covered his mouth, unable to control his flaring nostrils. One of the men looked up. He didn't say a word as he tapped his companion and gestured for him to listen. Another signal: two fingers that way, two fingers this way, and they began to move to find the source of the noise. The doctor appeared anxious to leave, but one of the men nudged him to search too. Edgar saw one of them moving straight towards him; the other moved around towards the door.

He was trying to think but couldn’t over the repeated jabbering in his head of “Oh my god! Oh my god! Oh my god!” Maybe they were doing it for her; he tried to convince himself as he ducked behind a bed. She was burnt, badly, really badly! They were probably performing euthanasia at her request, that’s it. Anyway, she was a Burn Rat; they saw her wounds, marked them as fatal, and needed the space and resources for someone more important. They wouldn’t do anything to him. He was fine and healthy and not a Burn Rat. He should stand up and clear this up as a simple misunderstanding.

But what if he had just witnessed something insidious? They wouldn’t hesitate to plunge that needle into him. He could shout out! Yes! And wake up the whole ward. He could accuse them in front of everyone. But then what? Would they tell everyone he imagined it all, and Helen was already dead? Maybe even say that he did it?

Donald Mace’s voice then came to mind with all its contempt and disregard, “This is the Duster?” Which forced Edgar to consider, when the illusion of equality created by the identical gowns, tubes, and machines was stripped away, would they believe him?

Would they believe a Duster over a doctor?

He decided to quickly move away from the man approaching between the beds, checking the patients’ stats and vitals along the way, searching for one in particular. He crouched low, moving as quietly as possible, but couldn’t be sure he wasn’t thundering through the ward with his heart racing and hands shaking. He stopped at one bed and shifted to look around to the left of it, then around the right. Worryingly, he couldn’t see them anymore. Edgar kept moving, feverishly looking around, between two beds, around another. He then spotted what he was looking for: detectors attached to a patient’s head. The patient was about two beds away. Two beds. Four metres. But as he stepped forward, a white coat flashed out the corner of his eye. He quickly slipped around the back of the bed, more clumsily than he intended to, bumping the patient who twisted and grumbled in his sleep.

Oh. My. God.

Edgar held his breath, peeking under the frame of the bed. The white coat had stopped and the doctor’s feet were facing in his direction. They started to move towards him, he had to act quickly. He stepped back, keeping low with the bed in-between him and the doctor's line of sight, shuffling like a crab around the bed as the doctor moved around the front and looked at the spot where Edgar had just been. He could hear the doctor nervously scratching at his coat, the dull tap of the syringe on the fabric, the flustered swish of a lab coat as he looked around. 

Edgar managed to move back and around to the patient attached to the EEG and pushed him over slightly. He could not quite fit next to him and had to lie on his stomach with only half his body on the bed, the other half hanging off with his arm and leg wrapped around the bed frame.

He heard the flurry of the coat, the whisper of footfalls searching between the beds. They were coming back this way, quicker and quicker, closer and closer. Suddenly, they stopped. There was silence again.

Beep went the heart monitors.

Edgar closed his eyes; he couldn’t look up. If they were looking his way, and he lifted his head, they would spot him.

Beep.

He waited: for hands to grab him and pull him to the ground; for a cold, metal stab that would send him to a permanent sleep.

Beep.....Beep.....Beep.....Beep.....

The swishing moved away. Edgar didn’t dare breathe yet. He lay still until he heard the squeak of the door open, and until long after it had shut. He then raised his head over the unconscious body lying next to him, looking around for a moment. He saw nothing and proceeded to step down. But as one leg touched the ground, one of the men stepped out, a few beds away. 

Edgar froze. He was in plain sight if the man looked his way. But he scanned the other end of the room. Balancing on one foot, Edgar looked at him; his head shaven, his face and eyes hard. A thick scar lined his neck from one side to the other, like a second set of thin, pale lips.

Edgar stood there in numb fear for what felt like hours, his leg shaking from holding his pose. He watched as the man and his accomplice removed Helen’s body. When they eventually left the room, Edgar collapsed down from the bed onto the floor. In a trance, he walked back to his bed and lay on it.

He
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