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“History isn't something you look back at and say it was inevitable. It happens because people make decisions that are sometimes very impulsive and of the moment, but those moments are cumulative realities.”

Marsha P. Johnson

––––––––
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The cat’s the first to notice the files are gone. 

JoJo pads across the mechanical keyboard, producing a sound like gunfire, and brings the blocky monitor to life. I could ignore it, go back to dozing at the opposite desk, if there wasn’t something about her mew. Quizzical, suggestive of something amiss. I don’t need an implant or language app to tell me that much. I can feel it.

Swivelling my chair round, I wheel across to close the gap. JoJo glitches, turning her fluid movements staccato, as though the frame rate just dropped. It takes a few moments for her to return to normal, and she jumps down onto the floor. 

I trace her with my gaze before giving the monitor my attention. The small smile on my face fades. A on-screen textbox reads: Your network has been penetrated. All files have been encrypted by a strong algorithm. Plus a load of orders, threats, and payment instructions.

Hacked.

A few attempts on the keyboard, the mouse, even the page scanner, confirms I’m well and truly shut out of the system. I still try every trick I can think of. Booting up in safe mode, disconnecting from the network and server, even turning it off and on again. Nothing works. Always that same message in the middle of the screen.

It doesn’t hit me until after I call Navi that we could lose everything. Every book and blog post, every recovered zine, all the memoirs and novels. Trapped behind a ransom so steep, selling off the entire street wouldn’t cover it. 

I don’t blame JoJo for fleeing with all the racket I make. I wish I could flee too. Anger and despair jumble up, mutating within, until one’s so entrenched in the other, there isn’t any meaningful difference. I’m left shredding my throat and undoing all the work I’ve invested in my voice. My gut hurts, my heartbeat’s as scattershot as those mechanical keys, and my eyes sting like I’ve not slept in a week. 

When Navi announces herself, bringing an eighth and a bag of peanut chikki, I can’t even find a fake smile. 

“That’s not gonna help,” I say, staring back down at my programmable nails. Pac-Man eats his way from pinkie to thumb, ghosts hot on his hide, and loops back around again.

“It was an emergency, you said. This always helps.”

“It’s gone, Navi,” I say, dropping both hands into my lap. “The whole archive. It’s gone.”

“Gone, as in—”

“As in some knobhead hacked our system. Everything’s trapped behind ransomware. If we don’t fork out the crypto in three days, it’ll be wiped.”

Navi’s posture shifts in micro-movements – shoulders rounding back, cocked leg straightening, mouth smoothing out – and all the starker for it. “How much?” she says, pinching her septum with the fingers of her free hand.

I can’t bear to say it out loud. I just point towards the monitor and let her see for herself. The thick display glass and dirty plastic shell are ancient, worlds apart from the rest of our set-up, but it was the only tech that worked with the page scanner. Everything from the last thirty years rejects the old hardware, even with adaptors in place and all the right drivers running. The monitor we lifted from a scrapheap, the tower built piecemeal from spare parts bartered, bought, and begged for over many long months. Good as scrap again, the lot of it. 

From the desk, Navi mutters too quiet to catch under her breath, cursing in Sanskrit maybe. Next thing I know, she’s sat beside me rolling a joint. 

“It’ll help,” she says, “you know it will, really.”

I don’t argue with her. When she sparks up, she passes it my way and, grateful, I accept. “What’re we gonna do?” I say, take a long drag, and hand it back.

“Well, the police are a big fat no-no.”

“Amen,” I say. “Worse than the hackers.”

“And the OS on that,” Navi says, pointing to the PC, “is older than us. Any experts are dust now.”

I look left to look at her. Her dark shining hair hangs in two tails and the neon red around her eyes is as bright as the display screen a stone’s throw outside our window. “What then?”

“A cyber investigator maybe. Someone cheap who knows their shit.”

Navi hands me the joint again and I take another few soothing drags. A warm buzz spills down inside me. “How cheap?” I say. “We’re barely affording food and hormones as it is.”

“We’ll have a whip round then. Let’s at least get a cyber eye down here. Most of them give you free quotes first. If not, we go deeper underground.”

“Fine,” I say, exhaling the smoke I’d held in my lungs the whole time she’d been talking. “But if some cishet white boy comes down here telling me I should’ve updated the firewall or something, I’ll get JoJo to mess him up.”

“You and me both, girl,” Navi says and plucks what’s left of the joint from my fingers. 
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“What kind of place did you say this was?”

“We didn’t,” I say, glancing over at Navi in her iridescent sari. Two days remain until our files are wiped. 

“Oh yeah, this is Tash. She her. Tash,” she says waving my way, “this is Derry. They them.”

First, I thought we’d got a customer, so I slapped on my friendliest expression and slinked over to the checkout. Then with those two chatting away, I assumed she’d picked someone up. On with my sexy face, but turns out it’s a cyber investigator. I wasn’t expecting trench coat and trilby like the monochrome movies Navi puts on for our communal film nights, but come on. Dungarees and combat boots? Their hair’s buzzed short, save for a blue forelock, pinned in place with UV goggles.

“It’s a queer book shop,” Navi says. “We’re queer.”

“I got that,” says the cyber eye. “I’m just kicking myself for never hearing of you. I don’t get over this way much anymore.”

“It’s kind of a word-of-mouth deal,” I say. “And that’s only half of it. Quarter really. We’re archivists, me and Navi. We find queer books, zines, anything anyone ever printed before the blackout, scan them page by page, and upload it to our server.”

“The books we sell out front,” Navi says, “the server’s public access, so anyone can read whatever they want. Anything they need.”

“And some piece of shit hacked us,” I say. “I remember when people used to firebomb places like this, throw bricks in the window. Now they just hack us.”

“There’s a lot of copyright infringement going on here,” Derry says in an offhand voice. 

“Pfft,” I say. “Copyright just speeds books along to an early grave,” I say. “It’s about erasure, not preservation.”

Derry, grinning, claps their hands together like we’ve just passed some test. “Oki doki, let’s take a look then.”

Navi comes and rests a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll mind the shop, you take Derry to see the PC.”

I lean forward and kiss her and she draws her head back. “I know, I know,” I say. “I need more laser. I swear I’m growing stress stubble right now.”

“I was going to say I love you. And there’s no stubble, you look fine.”

I catch Derry’s attention and lead them through to the stuffy corridor and into the erstwhile storage room me and Navi jury-rigged into an archivist’s office. 

“Did a bomb go off in here?” Derry says three steps in. 

I think it has character, a topography like I’m looking at the London skyline when I squint. Clearly all Derry sees are tower units, power ports, trailing cables, and monitors. In one corner, JoJo dozes on a bundle of old towels stained with bleach camo patterns from so many dye jobs. 

“The electricity costs on this place must be through the roof,” they say. 

“Between leccy and backstreet hormones, we’re constantly on the cusp of going broke,” I say, rolling a hand their way. Pac-Man just nommed a ghost on my nails. “Hence the not being able to afford the ransom.”

“Nine times out of ten, they don’t back off when you do pay.”

“Speaking of, how much are you costing us?”

Derry bends to inspect the monitor, tapered fingers tracing the mechanical keyboard. “Nothing.”

“Nothing yet, you mean?”

“No, I mean
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