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        “It was all right up until the bunny girls,

        and then it just got weird.”

        – Overheard at a screening of Apocalypse Now

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE: RABBIT SEASON

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ken Usagi, crouched at the prow of the low flat boat in the mangrove swamps of upstate New York, saw it first. A flicker of something off-white between the twilight trees, not a bird, not one of the horrible oatmeal-coloured giant squirrels (they’d had to shoot another last night and it had fallen into the camp chirping and twitching; nobody had dared even suggest that they should do the sensible thing and skin it and cook it). An enemy sniper? Despite his lack of field experience, Ken knew better. He crouched lower, willing it to show itself. He knew he should feel afraid, yet the comforting familiarity of the swamps, evoking early childhood memories of riding the poling boats through the tropical Toronto causeways, kept the adrenaline from coursing.
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        * * *

      

      The adrenaline had been coursing the night he ran all the way out to the tundra, the sound of his Gore-Tex trouser legs squeaking against each other as they scissored over snowy hills, thick tread boots crunching the Nunavut late-winter snow. He had come out there before, mostly to escape the bigger children who always seemed to find him, saying swamp-boy, refugee, and other things he couldn’t repeat to his worn-looking parents, but he had never run so hard as when he had that thing after him.
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        * * *

      

      “Storm coming,” Al said idly to Ken, his right hand on the outboard in the stern, keeping the boat on course as he cradled a pistol with his left.

      Captain Manders slowly turned his leathery face, with the remains of a slightly fey handsomeness, and slit his pale eyes meaningfully at the Black youth. Al raised an eyebrow at the rebuke.

      “Come on, sir, if there were Reds in this neck of the woods we’d know by now,” the young man protested. “Just trying to make conversation.”

      “Trouble can come from anywhere,” Manders retorted. Again, Ken wondered at the peculiar accent. The Seaboard States, with their dwindling population, battling their neighbours on one front and the environment on the other, were more than happy to accept volunteers, mercenaries really, from Texas, Westcoast, or even Europe, but it was unusual to see one in charge of native-born Seaboarders.

      “Ah, you’re seeing Reds under the bed again, sir,” Al replied. Then again, perhaps Al wasn’t a native-born Seaboarder himself. He sounded like one to Ken but come to think of it, he’d never told Ken exactly where he was from.

      “Mind the tiller, private,” Manders said with finality, and Al quieted down with a slight pout on his post-adolescent face.
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        * * *

      

      That day he had gone out to the snow-heaps at the edge of the town, where the industrial-scale hydroponic agrotech plantations loomed, to be alone, hating the Inuit children with their funny language he could never learn. He missed the hot swamps of his hometown, the threadbare stuffed rabbit he’d lost in the rush out of the South, sinking beneath the waves in the wake of the overcrowded commandeered ferryboat, never mind, Kennie, you’re a big boy now, brooding, conjuring up armies from the South, from the fierce Red States that kept threatening war with the Seaboard or Westcoast, drawing up battle plans with pebbles and discarded bottle bits. Something bigger than him, bigger than the Inuit boys, bigger even than the teachers who kept telling him it was up to him to stop complaining and fit in.

      Looking up, he froze. He saw a rabbit, white for winter, hopping along urgently. Behind it was a raven, hopping in front of it was another raven. They were driving it on, herding it, chasing it with their wings every time it tried to break away. He did not think they meant that rabbit well. Ken ran at the grouping, yelling, scattering ravens and rabbit alike, hoping the rabbit would understand later that he’d saved its life.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you see something?” Manders joined Ken in the prow of the boat, moving in that silent way he had.

      Ken indicated the jungle. “Not sure if it’s an animal or a sniper.”

      “If it was a sniper, we’d know by now,” Manders said. “What did it look like?”

      “Just a bit of white, something following the boat through the jungle.”

      “Keep a lookout,” Manders said. “We’re due at the Detroit Front by tomorrow night, so I don’t want to waste time chasing phantoms. But if it is something, I’d like to know about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Ken’s parents, hearing his stammered-out story later, said it must have been old Nick Fivefingers, the local tramp, in a Hallowe’en mask. The police chief who took Ken’s statement the next day put it down to a recent screening of the Star Wars prequels and an overactive imagination, and warned his parents gravely against too much General Grievous. But Ken knew what had chased him for three kilometres through the snow, bursting ptarmigan-like out of the drift in a flurry of black and white bones and ragged fur and feathers, bigger than a grownup, bigger than a bear, then running, running before he found himself falling, bright light and rush of stinking air and he was lying on his back in a heap of melted snow with nothing to prove to parents, police chief or, later on, worried school guidance counsellors, that it had ever been there.
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        * * *

      

      Ken felt that animal being-watched instinct, before he even saw it again, flickering through the trees. A cold shiver started at the top of his scalp and ran down his neck (where his hair had been pulled back in a tight sweat-resistant ponytail; barbers were scarce in the swamplands, and he didn’t have the courage to shave his head like Al did or hack it off raggedly like Manders).

      “Did you see that, sir?” Al said, before Ken could even open his mouth.

      “Yes, I did.” Manders shifted position in the boat, adjusting to a kind of down-on-one-knee pose. But for the accent, the semiautomatic shotgun and the combat gear, he might have been Daniel Boone, all stubbly beard and farmer’s tan, scouting through the primeval wilderness of America. “Get down, Usagi, last thing we need is another inquiry into the death of an idiot journo.”

      Ken obeyed, but dug in his bag for his binoculars. He had to see it, to know for sure that it was what he thought it was.
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        * * *

      

      In a way, the spirit or imaginary monster or Nick Fivefingers with too much whiskey incident had some kind of cathartic effect. Although the local children still teased him, particularly Steve Tulugaq, the police chief’s son, who knew how to jimmy the lock on the filing cabinet where his father kept transcripts and statements, it didn’t seem as important anymore, and his lack of caring eventually caused them to start leaving him alone. As he began working out, joined the school hockey team and got grades good enough to mark him out as someone who could be asked for revision advice, though fortunately not good enough to mark him out as an incurable nerd, he began getting on with the others. Even if, occasionally, in moments of boredom, he would doodle the creature’s bony, beaky, bucktoothed face on random pieces of paper, in school, at university as he drifted through a major in English and journalism followed by an interminable internship at globeandmail.com, and out into the adult world.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Ken saw it for certain. Just for a minute, but he recognised that bony face, that skinny frame, which could, admittedly, have passed for scrawny old Nick Fivefingers (now long-dead of exposure) albeit in a Hallowe’en mask of a kind the general store never sold.

      “Got it!” he hissed.

      “Thought I told you to stay down,” Manders said absently, holding out a hand for the binoculars. “Hm, yes,” he said. “Funny-looking thing, isn’t it?”

      “Will-o’-the-wisp,” Al remarked.

      “What?” Ken said.

      “Will-o’-the-wisp,” the young man repeated. “Don’t you know? A kind of spirit, you see it out in the swamps. It pulls people off course, out into the treacherous parts where you drown.”

      “Swamp gas,” Manders said dismissively.

      “Isn’t,” Ken heard himself saying. “Al’s not entirely wrong, captain.”
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        * * *

      

      “Kennie, why?” his mother asked. “You can surely aim higher than Iqaluit Online News. The salary’s less than half what that environment zine was offering you, and you know there’s no future in online media…”

      “I want to go South,” Ken had said, resisting anger at her use of the nickname. It wasn’t her fault, just too many memories of what had happened when the other kids found out what his mother called him. She was right about the online media—as pads became harder to get, fewer people read the dotcoms—but job security could wait.

      “Let him go,” his father said. “It’s just nostalgia. Misplaced memories of Toronto. When he’s done making his macho gesture and found out there’s nothing South but fish and Americans, he’ll come back.”

      “What if he takes a bullet before that happens?” his mother mourned. But Ken’s father was wrong. He no longer wanted to go back to Toronto; he knew it would be nothing but swamp now, and he wanted the ethereal green place of his earliest memories to remain inviolate. But something was driving him South, to the place where armies fought over the bare remains of the increasingly scarce fertile land, and away from that godforsaken place of snow half the year and dust the other half, of decaying polar ice and ravens and rabbits and diminishing marine life statistics, slightly hysterical assertions that the hydroponic systems and the much shorter winters would make Nunavut the agricultural saviour of the world, the last of humanity fading out against the surging ecosystem. He thought, Better to be eaten by bears than nibbled away by rabbits.
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        * * *

      

      “You know what it is, then?” Manders asked Ken softly. They could see the strange thing flickering closer to them now.

      “Sort of,” Ken said. “I’ve seen something like it before, and other people have seen them, too.” He dug into the pack at his ankles, pulled out his armoured fieldpad, and called a file up onto the screen. The pad was about thirty years old and an army reject, but still serviceable once reconditioned.

      Manders took it, scanned it with practised eyes. “So, what is it doing?”
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        * * *

      

      Ken had recorded so many interviews with Seaboard soldiers that once-thrilling tales of hand-to-hand combat in the eerie jungles of Illinois, stories of battles in the open desert south of Detroit with ageing kerosene-powered tanks, had lost their glamour and so, his mind drifting, he almost missed the crucial detail.

      “Hang on,” he said. “A weird bony thing?”

      The Marine paused, frowned. “Fuck it, I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “No, no, I do,” Ken said hastily. “Tell me what you saw.”

      “Well,” the Marine continued, brows beetling further into her scarred face, “it was the strangest thing. Skinny, like a skeleton, only not quite, you know? Like a famine kid, but huge, seven feet tall in this funny mask, kind of beaky, and this outfit like feathery rags. Don’t know where it came from, one minute we’re shooting at each other over a rise, and the next minute it’s standing in the middle of the firing.”

      “What happened then?”

      “Well, we kept shooting, obviously,” the Marine said. “And this creature, this thing, just raised its arms and—blam. Next thing I knew the two grunts beside me were crispy fried, and same with the Reds on the other side, once I got a look at them. Don’t know what saved me, maybe it was ’cause I was sunk behind the ridge, reloading. The thing was gone, and there’s no proof it was ever there. Captain says it’s PTSD, and you know, I kind of wonder if he’s right.”

      Ken watched the movements of the creature. He found himself remembering the rabbit, desperate, driven along by the ravens. Unable to understand, to see the bigger picture. The birds now hopping in front, guiding it, now flapping behind it in a burst of wings, chasing it, carefully keeping it in line.

      “It’s either following us or⁠—”

      “Or?” Manders looked up from the fieldpad.

      “—it’s herding us.”
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        * * *

      

      The man outside Ken’s studio apartment was polite, probably sixty-something, with thinning short hair and a pleasant smile over a sharp black suit. He introduced himself as Hase, an officer in the Seaboard Intelligence Corps, glancing briefly at the spare white walls with their studentish collection of 1970s movie posters, the Swedish knockoff flatpack furniture, the half-packed rucksack and bedroll.

      “I understand you’ve been asking a lot of soldiers questions about some… thing they see on the battlefield,” he said.

      “Yes,” Ken said. “It’s my job. This is my press pass.” Hiding the memory of stories the other war correspondents told, of people who asked the wrong questions disappearing, maybe turning up later in conveniently untraceable pieces in the war zone. He’d had his share of spat insults, demands to know when Nunavut would stop pretending to be neutral and recognise the Red menace for what it was, barely polite refusals to his requests for an embedded post, all par for the course for any of the foreigners in Seaboard territory. He told himself this visit was no different, just more official intimidation. Hoped he looked brave.

      Hase sat down heavily. “Maybe twenty-five years ago, I wouldn’t be here, telling you this,” he said, without the slightest humour in his voice, “but the war’s changed a lot of things. I don’t work for the FBI anymore, hell, there is no FBI anymore—” Ken began to speak, but Hase gestured impatiently, “—the Reds may call their intelligence corps the FBI, but it’s sure as hell not the one I knew, and the Seaboarders aren’t quite that deluded—so the information I have from back then is mine to keep or give away as I see fit.” He activated his pad, showed Ken the files. Ken noted with slight envy that the pad was a relatively new Korean import.

      “Bunnygirl.rtf?”

      “It’s what some of the soldiers call it, the Bunny Girl. Or them. Could be there’s more than one; if there’s only one, it sure moves around. I first heard about it from soldiers coming back from war zones. This bony scavenger-bird thing, appearing in the middle of skirmishes, or ghosting along with patrols. Some of ’em think it’s Death. They got songs about it.”

      “And you?”

      “Whatever it is, it’s not too bright. That’s why they call it the Bunny Girl; it seems to just dumbly follow the troops around, like some gal who doesn’t know better. But it’s pretty deadly if you get it on the wrong day, and not in the way you expect.”
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        * * *

      

      “Can you get me closer to it?” Ken asked Al.

      Al glanced at Manders for affirmation, and the captain looked at Ken. “You got an idea, Usagi, I’d like you to run it past me.”

      “It’s just…” Ken struggled for the right words, awkward under the military glare. “I think we should call its bluff,” he said. “If it’s herding us, then the last thing to do is let it.”

      Manders nodded at Al. “Take us into shore, private,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      “But what is it, really?” Ken asked.

      “I wish I knew,” Hase said. He transferred the file to Ken’s fieldpad. “I don’t know if it’s alien, or some weapon built by the people who were here before us—no, I don’t subscribe to all that Great American Empire shit, but they did know how to make things we don’t—or what. I don’t believe in the supernatural, but who knows, maybe I’m wrong. Whatever. We just think it might be important.” He looked Ken in the eye. “You’re starting out to the Detroit Front tomorrow, aren’t you?”

      Ken nodded. His first embedded post. “I’ll be meeting a two-man patrol boat at the marina and riding up with them along the Great Lakes. Get some stories from close to the front lines.”

      Hase sighed. “Yes, that’s what you say, but I know you’re really going out there looking for that thing. I know you’ve seen it before.”

      Ken couldn’t resist. “You ever see it yourself?”

      Hase nodded slowly. “Once,” he said. “Out near O’Hare, around the start of this war. Ran into a militia patrol. My driver was killed; I only got away because it went for the militiamen.” He handed Ken a data dot. “This is an app. Download it onto your pad, and when you find it, activate it. There’s a lot of money riding on finding those things, learning where they’re from, and tracking them to the source.”

      “Supposing I say no?”

      Hase smiled. “You know how your request for embedding finally came through? Well, there’s a condition.” He held up another data dot. “This here is another app. Do this thing for us and you’ve got SIC-mandated carte blanche anywhere you can find Seaboarders or their allies. Don’t, and you’re going to be back in Iqaluit covering the techno-agricultural beat within the month.”

      Ken nodded. At least things made more sense now.
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        * * *

      

      The boat bumped the shore. Ken leaped out, surprising even himself with the speed of his movements, chasing the flickering creature through the trees. He heard a crashing sound behind him: Manders and Al, or perhaps just Manders, following. He flung himself at the creature, tangling himself in the ragged, reeking fabric, and brought it down.
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        * * *

      

      “Kenichi Usagi,” the young soldier said, looking at Ken’s press pass. “What sort of a name is that?”

      “I don’t know,” Ken said. “It’s Japanese, and I don’t speak it.” Semi-truth; his father, driven by memories of his own childhood, had enrolled young Ken in Saturday-morning language classes, but they’d been mercifully abandoned along with Toronto, and he saw no reason to translate his name for the kid. “Does it matter?”

      “Not much,” said the youth. “I’m Private First Class Benjamin. Benjamin Bunny.”

      Ken stared. “You’re kidding.”

      “Ignore him,” said a tired voice behind them, cracked with a sharp accent. A worn, leather-skinned man with faded captain’s bars on his collar and an ugly harelip scar on his face slung a bedroll into the boat. “His name’s Al Benjamin, and the only thing remotely rabbit-like about him is his wearisome drive to leave as many offspring behind as he can. Now, Usagi, I don’t take passengers and it’s a three-day trip under the best of conditions, so journo or no, you alternate between watch and tiller along with us.”

      “Yes, sir.” Stowing his fieldpad in his camera pack, Ken followed.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck—” Manders, crashing to a halt behind him, instinctively swung his gun to ready position.

      Ken looked back, his arms spread where he’d pulled the furs open on the struggling creature. It looked different up close; hard to tell, now, if it was more like a rabbit or like a bird. “I know,” he said. “It’s some kind of robot thing. Or cyborg.”

      “That’s insane. Not even the Taiwanese have managed to build⁠—”

      “Not the Taiwanese, I don’t think,” Ken said. “There were theories that it was the old Americans, before the split, or aliens, and I wasn’t too sure, but look, it’s human-made, and it’s recent, and it’s got a purpose.” He showed Manders the odd seed-pod cases under its forearms. “I think they’re some sort of projectile firing thing. And around its body; hooks for, I don’t know, grenades perhaps?”

      “A kind of mobile armaments platform,” Manders mused, lowering the gun. “That thing in the middle—some kind of power core?”

      “I guess,” Ken said. “I don’t think it’s got any actual weapons left, or it’d have used them on me. I think it’s just following its programming.”

      “Its programming being?”

      “That’s the question,” Ken said. Drawn North for some reason, looking for something or someone. The one driving the rabbit on, the other leading the rabbit forward. Something bigger, bigger than him, bigger than his boss, the government, the war even. Something that had been driving him on, even when he didn’t realise it. And then he remembered, remembered how, after meeting the thing in the snowdrifts, he’d stopped running from the bullies, started his slow trajectory South. He knew he had to stop being the rabbit now, start being the raven. Stop running away, start chasing. Find what the something was. Take control.

      Ken reached out, grabbed the apparent power source, pulled and twisted. Manders gasped slightly as he did, half-reaching out as if to prevent him. Ken dug through the flimsy plastic and membranes like a butcher, cutting or ripping out anything that looked like it could store data, contain a programme. Then he stood, pushed the metal, bone and fur thing into the swamp. It fell with a splash, then sank gracefully out of sight, in the water, so much like the waterways of his earliest childhood. His stuffed rabbit falling, falling into the water from the ferryboat, never mind, Kennie, you’re a big boy now. Al watched straight-faced.

      Ken straightened, looked at Manders. “I’ve got to go South,” he said, surprising himself with the sound of conviction in his own voice. “Way South. Mexico, maybe, or further. That’s where these things are from, that’s where this one was headed.” Where the ravens were driving the rabbit. He thought of the app, wondered when he dared activate it. “I need to find out what they are and why they’re here.” For Hase, but also for himself. To find out who was capable of building something like the Bunny Girl. To stop running away, start chasing. To find out if, somewhere down South, there was hope. Or death. Either way, childhood’s end.

      Manders looked in the water for a while, until the last white trace vanished. “Come on, then,” the old soldier said, straightening up and shouldering his gun. “We’ve got another three hours before it’ll be time to make camp, and then on to Detroit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO: FOUR HUNDRED RABBITS
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      The man was stout, puffy, and balding, clad in a quilted waterproof suit from an expensive fashionable tailor. He clambered awkwardly over the sandbagged defenses which walled the makeshift camp off from the rising river waters, the long braid which compensated for his receding hairline hanging bedraggled in the rain. “Excuse me?” he said. “I was told I could find a biotechnician here?”

      Totchli looked up with annoyance from his scroll. Swiping it closed—he’d have to finish the stock-take on the latest delivery of emergency ration packs later—he thrust it into his belt and peered at the man from under his round straw hat, through his thick black fringe of hair, vaguely remembering that he ought to get it cut sometime, and the dismal ongoing rain. He nodded shortly. “I’m the biotechnician. My name’s Totchli.” He tried not to be impolite, but also to make it as clear as possible to the man that they had flooded-out refugees to evacuate—as if it isn’t stupidly obvious, he thought.

      Around them, the business of the temporary camp went on; two soldiers, oddly young and fragile-looking despite their padded battle gear and impressive biceps, humped the bags full of ration packs up from what had once been the town marina, cursing and complaining loudly as they splashed through the ankle-deep water from the temporarily erected pontoon dock. A group of children appeared to be engaged in a game, gathering different sorts of rocks and placing them, with much intense discussion, in little heaps on a square marked out in rope lines on the wet earth. Totchli, though, recognised this as work, preparing the ground for a new instahouse to shelter more refugees. Soon the children would be relocated to somewhere drier, where their parents could count the cost of lost homes, businesses, livestock, and consider whether to salvage what was left or to make a fresh start; now, even their play was co-opted to the survival effort. Behind him, Totchli could hear the rattling of ceramic pots and plates beginning in the instahouse officially designated as the camp’s kitchen and dining area, and the familiar sharp smell of cooking. Beans again, some part of him noted with resignation. Somewhere a baby cried, on and on, a thin drone like a plague mosquito.

      The man grinned at Totchli, looked him up and down. Totchli knew he was hardly impressive. Not unfit or undernourished, but short, and thin despite many hours of effort with weights and high-protein diets. He was clad in a more practical but less stylish version of the man’s own quilted suit, with high, ugly, chicle boots. The man’s scrutiny also brought him to full awareness of the fact that he hadn’t bathed in five days—something easier to ignore when dealing with the refugees and flood relief personnel, who were all in a similar state—and was in desperate need of a sauna and haircut. “Totchli, eh? Should have known I’d find you in the drink,” he said, with overfamiliar bonhomie. “What vision did you see in your namequest, four hundred rabbits?”

      Totchli suppressed a further surge of irritation. The word totchli meant “rabbit”, and the most common symbolic connection with the name was the Four Hundred Rabbits, perpetually inebriated gods of drunkenness. He’d lost track of the number of times he’d heard that joke or similar, particularly in the months he’d been working with the flood relief service. He also didn’t particularly want to discuss his namequest. For some, worldquesting during the ritual of adulthood was a transformative experience, a time of spiritual awakening where one truly came to know oneself though an inner journey. For Totchli, it had been nothing but disappointment; he had emerged from his trance after twenty-four hours with a tragically banal narrative, an unromantic spirit animal, and a new name that altogether too many people found funny.

      “No,” he said shortly, “only one.” He saw the man go pale at the remark. The One Rabbit was the symbol associated with famine, and environmental disaster. Probably not something he wanted to hear invoked, given the circumstances.

      Totchli felt an initial burst of satisfaction, then worry that he had once again gone too far. Problem with you, Totchli, you’re too blunt, as his boss at Calixtlahula Biotechnical Temple told him regularly, usually as preamble to a short admonitory lecture about being polite to the right people as the keystone of a career in the sciences. Considering that he was well-dressed, well-fed and clean, the man was probably another bureaucrat from the Ministry of Disaster Relief. They came less frequently these days, now that the crisis had sunk into an everyday routine and was no longer an opportunity for politicians to show off their generosity, but they still came—or else someone from the Ministry of Taxation, come to check up on the corvee labour detail. Either way, insulting him could do Totchli more harm than good.

      “I’m sorry. Just give me a minute here,” Totchli hurriedly said to the man. Nearby, Cuetzpalin, who had been studiously fixing a portable turbine and pretending to ignore the conversation, caught Totchli’s eye, stepped forward, wiping her greasy hands on her leggings, and indicated that she would take over with the emergency ration packs. Totchli mumbled his thanks, then touched his scroll to the one hanging from Cuetzi’s belt. A chime indicated that the data had transferred, and Cuetzi, with a practiced gesture, unholstered her scroll and flicked the display open, ghostly numbers floating in the air above the cylindrical handle of the device.

      Totchli took the newcomer’s elbow, a gesture of placation, and led him over to the dining instahouse, where a steaming ceramic urn guarded by a taciturn, blunt-jawed old man offered a bitter lukewarm fluid purporting to be chocolate. “What’s this all about, in any case? I mean, why talk to me in particular?”

      The stout man waved his hand, with its ostentatious gold data-ring, over Totchli’s scroll handle. Responding to the ring’s signal, the scroll sprang to life, displaying a wall of bureaucratic text. “Corvee,” he explained. “You’ve been requisitioned.”

      Now Totchli was really annoyed. “I’m already on corvee,” he told the man shortly, not caring this time if he was too blunt. “That’s why I’m out here counting sandbags and raising instahouses, instead of in the biotech temple splicing genes.” He hoped there hadn’t been a mistake. Corvee labour was a pain in the ass, but it did mean a substantial tax reduction, and he didn’t want to get into a protracted battle with the taxman over money owed. Outside the instahouse, the children had downed tools and were squaring off over some arcane matter of child politics, their high voices rising in a passionate dispute.

      “You’ve been re-requisitioned,” the man—the taxman, apparently—insisted, pointing to the relevant clauses in the document on the scroll. “Don’t look angry, it’s for something you might like better.”

      Totchli peered. “Colonisation project?” he asked.

      The man grinned. “Yes. Get packing, I’m supposed to ferry you back to Axox’ this evening.”
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        * * *

      

      Totchli generally found Axoxoctic too large, too noisy and too crowded, glaring spare architecture of mostly yellow brick and plain black instagrowth, infested with boring, fat and self-important merchants moaning about what the weather was doing to the shipping trade, where it wasn’t infested with students lounging about the temple yards in quilted vests with beakers of chocolate, peering around to make sure their friends could see how sophisticated they were. He hated the tall buildings, the uncannily organic architecture of the more recent instagrown buildings, the sense of over-precise organisation and the lack of greenery anywhere other than officially maintained gardens and parks. Given a choice, he preferred small cities, or at the very least the ancient ones like Mexicociti, out in the suburbs of Axoxoctic, with its mellow crumbling ruins and ancient tunnels. At the same time, he couldn’t entirely suppress a surge of excitement, and nostalgia for his own recently completed studies at the Biotechnical Temple there. Besides, after three weeks on the labour detail, he was looking forward to seeing something that wasn’t water, trees or canvas.

      Off the boat after an interminable and sleepless journey, he strode quickly through the narrow grid of city lanes, the normal harsh brightness of an Axoxoctic dawn softened to a greyish dullness by eight relentless weeks of rain. As Totchli walked, he found himself noticing small details here and there: a bright green streak of algae under a drain spout, a poster for a new videoplay flapping wetly against a wall with a sound like a sea lion’s flipper, gods gazing down resignedly from a faded banner over a small urban temple, advertising next week’s partial eclipse ceremony. Likely to be rained out, Totchli reflected, picturing a few determined elderly worshippers in oilskins, and whichever under-priest had drawn the black bean, stoically casting their straw sacrificial effigies into a spluttering bonfire. The determined faces of early-morning chocolate drinkers peering out from the crowded insides of cafes; a wedge of repair workers moving swiftly on some errand, to fix a burst pipe or collapsed roof perhaps, their leader focused and professional, the rest shambling behind with an air of resigned confusion suggesting recently requisitioned corvee labourers. While Axox’ had not been as badly affected by the weather as the upcountry towns, Totchli reflected, there was the same sense of a world in flux, swept along by the rising water.

      At last, the Biotechnical Temple loomed suddenly up out of the cityscape, a broad, terraced and flat-roofed building thick with greenery and, even at the early hour, blazing with electric light. Relieved, Totchli threaded his way through the temple gardens, feet finding the old paths, recent memories rushing back coloured with fresh nostalgia. Finally he presented himself at the temple doors, only to be whisked off with his wet gear and worn camping pack to a suite of clean rooms painted a subtle blue—visitors, obviously, getting much better treatment than students—and encouraged to wash, visit the steam room, rest, avail himself of the copious print and film library if he liked, and to please be ready to meet Ocelotl in the refectory at noon.

      Ocelotl proved to be a short, middle-aged male-berdache with a practical haircut and understated jewelry, and a slightly-too-ready smile, clearly someone who had mastered the art of being polite to the right people. “You’re Totchli?” he said, deploying the smile at the younger man.

      “Yes, and of course I know who you are.” Totchli smiled back, cautiously, to cover his startled reaction. The man had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. “I saw your interview on my scroll last week.”

      Ocelotl grinned widely, taking a seat at Totchli’s table and waving away a server. The woman rolled her eyes at them and bustled off to tend to a small group of students at the other end of the near-deserted, low-ceilinged room. “Oh, yes, the one about improving the electronics in vision-quest facilities. The interviewer was far too kind. Do please carry on eating, I’m sure you’ve had a long journey.”

      “I’ve been working in the Eastern flood area for four weeks,” Totchli said, gratefully resuming his meal. It was a tremendous relief to eat something with actual meat and fresh vegetables in it, rather than the usual tasteless beans and reconstituted onions-and-peppers. “Believe me, this is the first edible food I’ve had in that time.”

      Ocelotl nodded. “Things must be bad out there, if you think our food’s remotely edible.”

      Totchli smiled, slightly artificially, wondering why Temple technicians always joked about the inedibility of the food, and always seemed to think this was an original observation. “Could I ask an obvious question?”

      “Depends on how obvious,” Ocelotl replied, evenly.

      Totchli lowered his voice slightly. “I was told this was to do with my being seconded to the colonisation programme. That’s not exactly your field, so, uh”—he trailed off a bit—“why are you in charge?” Ocelotl was well-known for his research into vision-quests: the technology of the vision-tanks, the process, and the interpretation of the resultant journeys after the questors came out of their trances. Important as these were, particularly for coming-of-age ceremonies and for people seeking spiritual advice and guidance, Totchli didn’t really see what they had to do with colonisation.

      “It’s a convoluted connection,” Ocelotl admitted, leaning back in the cheap wooden refectory chair and examining his fingernails, a brief moment of seeming vulnerability before he was back again, all brightness and teeth. “The short version, though, is that I’ve also got something of a name as an administrator, too, so I’m a safe pair of hands. I expect you wonder what you’re doing here,” he said, abruptly focused on Totchli again.

      Totchli nodded. Not that he wasn’t grateful, but there were any number of junior biotechnicians in the province, and most of them had better credentials than him. He had drifted into the job unenthusiastically, following his parents in the family profession, the pressure to do so all the greater after his sister announced she was going to become an actor and headed determinedly off to Texcocociti to pursue an artistic career. He continued to work, competently at least, as a lab assistant on a project aimed at splicing maize genes to make the plants more flood resistant. The job was interesting enough and paid well, leaving him free to pursue his interests. He spent most of his evenings reading classical literature and occasionally cultivating something vaguely resembling a social life mainly revolving around the Temple’s reading club and the small-but-adequate local sports center located near the compound where he was renting two rooms and a bathhouse from one of the Temple administrators. His parents had almost, but not quite, given up hinting that he could have a better career if he’d apply himself more. And then the floods came.

      Now, it seemed as if everyone was focused on surviving year to year, shoring upriver barriers and reconstructing houses. When he’d last spoken with his father—the emergency camp had a radio, and labourers were allowed one hour a week each to use it—the conversation had revolved mainly about how his parents were planning to sell the family home and move into one of the new instahouses on reinforced piles, that were allegedly guaranteed to be  earthquake-proof and flood-proof, of how things were going for Totchli at the drowned-out village, how his sister had accepted a teaching job in the South. Unspoken, the fact that the South was still relatively free of flooding, if not of forest fires.

      “This is your first time doing corvee labour, isn’t it?” Ocelotl asked.

      Totchli nodded, trying not to seem annoyed at the reminder. He’d been a little excited when the requisition came, glad of the change of scene, and hoping that it would mean adventure, saving the vulnerable and protecting civilisation. It had rapidly turned out to be nothing but dull, if necessary, work. If it wasn’t heaving sandbags about and finding billets for refugees, it was sitting in an office drafting databases and processing financial claims, all under the direction of government workers and soldiers with far more experience. Between his undistinguished scientific career and his equally dull corvee work, now in its third week, about the only thing he could think of which might qualify him for a colonisation venture was that he had a well-documented knowledge of ancient literature, having won a prize at school for an essay on military fiction in classical civilisation as well as his activities with the Biotechnical Temple’s reading group, and a related interest in amateur archaeology, spending every free weekend during his studies wandering the ruins at the center of Mexicociti, and volunteering for up-country expeditions during, and occasionally outside, the school vacations, to the point where his dissertation supervisor had threatened to cut him off if he spent one more day with a trowel in hand.

      But Ocelotl was continuing. “The situation…” Ocelotl lowered his voice, dropped his smile. “I’m speaking in confidence here.”

      Totchli nodded again, feeling awkward. He realised he was holding his spoon tightly in one hand, and lowered it gently to his plate, hoping he didn’t look too nervous.

      “You know the idea behind the colonisation project, of course,” Ocelotl said. This in itself was hardly a secret. Some politicians had been arguing for decades that, given dwindling resources, the possibility of exploring the unpopulated wastelands to the North, where the ancient Americans had lived, should be at least considered. The media were likewise inclined to feature various plans for colonisation as news features on slow days, or run inexpensive documentaries and videoplays speculating on the outcomes of such a venture. “And that we finally sent an expedition North at the start of the year?” This was less well known, but Totchli nodded, remembering a small item coming up in his scroll feed. He’d earmarked it, mainly because he was curious as to whether it would be near any archaeological sites, but forgotten about it since then.

      “I’d assumed it was going well, since there hadn’t been any reports…?”

      Ocelotl looked grimmer. “Afraid not.”

      “Oh.”

      “There haven’t been any reports at all,” Ocelotl said. “Communication once a week for the first few weeks, then strange, scattered broadcasts, then for the last fortnight nothing at all. You can understand our concern.”

      “Yes.”

      There was a pause. “Indeed,” Ocelotl said. He took a deep breath. “You were Cipactli’s student?”

      “One of them.” Cipactli had been the dissertation supervisor who had threatened to expel him, so Totchli couldn’t imagine that she’d recommended him in any way. Totchli remembered her as a thin, beaky, reptilian sort of woman, inclined to taciturn silences followed by rather spectacular outbursts of temper. “We weren’t the most compatible of research teams.”

      Ocelotl’s smile returned, faintly ironic. “She said a few things about you, and admittedly not all of them were complimentary, but one thing she did say was that you were very good at keeping confidentiality.” His voice lowered again. “What we need is someone who can go out to the colonisation site, find out what went wrong, and either report back or”—he spread his hands—“take care of matters on the ground, if necessary. Can you?”

      Totchli felt afraid, but nodded.

      “Good man!” Ocelotl was back to hail-fellow-well-met mode. The server reappeared, unasked, carrying two cups of chocolate, which she set down in front of them and then, with a small scowl, bustled off again. Ocelotl took his cup and leaned back, rubbing his thumb on the handle as if it were a priceless beaker rather than cheap brown institutionware. “Cipactli said something else about you, which helped your name come forward,” he remarked. “She said she thinks you’re bored.”

      “Bored?” Totchli now felt like he was on trial.

      Ocelotl looked him square in the eye. “That’s not a bad thing,” he said. “If you’re not bored, then you’re working at or over your level of competence. Or interest, perhaps. She said you were a good student, but she got the impression your heart wasn’t really in biotechnical studies. That you’d rather be somewhere else.” When Totchli hesitated, Ocelotl added, “It’s all right. You’re not a student, this isn’t an exam. It’s just that, if she was right, then a trip like this might help you figure out why you’re bored, and what would make it better.”

      Totchli’s face must have given him away, because Ocelotl nodded, seemingly satisfied. “I’m a quest technician. You do it for long enough, you begin to spot the signs of someone who needs a journey. You were called up for corvee, of course, but I noticed you volunteered for the flood-hit areas. To me, that suggests either a survivalist, a masochist, or someone looking for adventure. You’re more likely to find it going North looking for missing colonists than you are hunting sandbags.”

      Totchli nodded. Ocelotl had touched a nerve, it was true; he found it hard to argue with this assessment of his situation, despite his misgivings about Ocelotl’s suggestions.

      A bell sounded, indicating the start of a new hour. Around them, Totchli noted, tables were filling up, and the room was gradually warming with the cheerful noise of debate and discussion and the scent of hot roast capybara. Ocelotl waved to a pretty woman in a red dress walking away from the refectory, carrying a bowl. “Hey, Mazatl! Come join us, I’d like you to meet someone.”

      The woman quirked an eyebrow, came over. “Mazatl, Totchli.” Ocelotl gestured vaguely by way of introduction. “Maz is a medical doctor, doing research here at the temple in vision-quests, but seconded to the colonisation project part-time. She’ll be the one making sure you’ve got all your injections and aren’t about to go prophetic on us,” Ocelotl said, then, to Mazatl, “Totchli here has volunteered to go upcountry, for the colony project.”

      Mazatl smiled, Totchli fancied a bit flirtatiously. “So you did find somebody suitable,” she said to Ocelotl, then, looking Totchli squarely in the eye, “Brave fellow.”

      “Buy you some palm-wine later and tell you all about how brave I am?” Totchli suggested, smiling back. Mazatl’s lips quirked ironically, and she shook her head a fraction.

      “Wait till after I’ve stuck you full of medicine thorns, see how keen on it you are then.”

      Totchli opened his mouth to reply, but Ocelotl leaned in, smiling paternally. “Plenty of time for that later. For now, Totchli, we’re planning on having you start the day after tomorrow, there’s a boat going upriver. We’ll make sure you’re equipped with the latest gear, Maz will make sure you don’t catch the mosquito plague, and I’ll provide you with a report on everything we know about the situation.”

      “Sure you still want to go?” Mazatl said.

      “Of course he is.” Ocelotl scowled at her.

      “Course I am.” To cover his nervousness, Totchli took a sip of chocolate, wondering just what the hell he had talked himself into. “More exciting than counting sandbags.”

    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/rabbitinthemoon_ebook.jpg





OEBPS/images/rabbit.jpg





OEBPS/images/epic_transparent-3.jpg






