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MOSTLY, YOU SLEEP.

Fished from the waves – as they must have done, though there’s now no memory of that – you wake shackled, one hand, one foot, rattling the bed frame with the last dregs of panic. Gradually, the body blindly reports back the damage: a dull ache in the left forearm, another in the right thigh, a throbbing thickness to one half-closed eye and a stab to the ribs that forbids sitting up. A visual survey reveals the bandaging of lesser scratches and scrapes. You’ll live. But what of your blue-eyed giant?

You’re not always alone.

The medibots come and go, fussing, tending, changing dressings, offering food and drink, or asking if there’s anything else you require, their simulated voices modulated to a soporific whisper. “Let me go?” you suggest. To which they stare back impassively, their moulded plastic faces expressionless with incomprehension or non-compliance. That aside, they are polite, attentive jailers. Once the restraints come off, it’s even quite comfortable – a private toilet, a shower – better than the Den, anyway. Were it not for the periodically dissolving fourth wall, which is probably a one-way mirror too, opening up the room like a glass-fronted stage set for whoever wants to gawk at the freak.

But there’s only one regular visitor.

Sometimes you wake to find him leaning against the wall the other side of the glass, his silhouette merging with the shadows of the corridor. His black shades are opaque, so all traffic is one-way: he can read your thoughts, but not you his – unless he allows that.

[You can’t win,] he transmits one day – or night (there being no external window through which to tell one from the other). [But I can help you, if you let me. I can train you.]

They’re not pleasant experiences, these mental social calls; they are trespasses, violations, the breaking of another, far more intimate wall. It’s how those you’ve invaded must have felt, consciously or not; like there’s something crawling under your skin, burrowing away inside you like a parasite.

In response to his offer, you treat him to silent imaginings of his demise – the same in fact as he’d almost suffered: squished beneath Stegrun’s enormous foot, or torn to shreds by nightmeerkats – but none of which have the least effect; on the contrary, he appears to enjoy it.

One time, there is the other man – the one who had done the deal with Denton in the eyrie, and whom the big blue giant had also tried to squish – and you immediately throw everything at him, spitting at the glass, mustering all the focus that hatred can fuel to bore into his mind. But he doesn’t even meet your eyes, merely laughs. He hasn’t returned since.

How many days has it been? Hard to count, to set milestones in the desert of captivity, but without the natural divisions of day and night to mark them apart, they blur together, dissolving into a seamless mass of timestuff. They’re drugging you, for sure. Early on, you pull out the drip, flapping aside the gently worrying hands of the medibots, only to find it reinserted each time you reawaken, and you’ll pull it out again. Eventually, sheer perseverance wins this game, and in reward, unmasked, the brain-fuzz gives way to the pain of injury, but at least that’s real. At some point, real food appears, probably drugged too. There then follows a different kind of battle, where you are your own adversary. But real hunger can’t be kept at bay for long – and who doesn’t want to live? Which is something they seem to want too. So, better to eat the food and live, while presuming the worst.

There are other prisoners, out of sight but audible: a diversity of noises not quite categorisable – not quite shouts and screeches, moans, growls, or whines; the occasional scratch or thump.

The fellow inmates – if that’s what they are – may be something else entirely.
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HE’S BACK AGAIN; this time, with a chair.

He sets it before the glass, sits, and folds his hands neatly in front of him.

[Look,] he thinks.

But you move your eyes away and down, back to the tablet from which you’ve been reading – a new placatory gift, along with a change of clothes, a hairbrush, toiletries, overnight presents deposited unseen by your abductor Santa. The tablet doesn’t have any network access, so nothing to hack, and anyway your implant is still offline, so no Feeds either. But it does contain books, films, games, and it’s better than staring at the walls (dissolving, one-way-mirrored or otherwise). Maybe they’re concerned your brain won’t rot, or at least that you don’t smell.

[Look,] he repeats.

He removes his glasses.

His unadorned face is younger than expected, hairless and relatively unlined, giving him an innocent air. The eyes are a pale grey, and if not kind, exactly, then not malign either; they are intelligent, seasoned – eyes that have seen things – and it’s these that make him appear older than he probably is. You gear up to engage him, using the only weapon you have, to . . . What? For it’s not a weapon you’ve ever used in malice, don’t know how, and he just smirks.

[We may not be friends,] he thinks, [but we need not be enemies.]

Sure about that?

Your eyes connect with his and – as best you can – you lunge at him with your mind.

And fall out of yourself – is the only way to put it.

Into a small square room, spartan and featureless, doors set into each wall. At its centre sits the man.

[I call this the airlock,] his silent voice explains, [but you can name yours whatever you like. Think of it like an antechamber or a waiting room, somewhere you can screen out uninvited guests.]

It’s never been like this before, and you’ve never been in someone’s mind as “they” stand there with you, aware of your presence. Before, it’s been PoVs, stolen first-person snapshots. But this is a constructed space, somewhere fashioned by a consciousness aware of its own dimensions.

[Always imagine yourself as dressed comfortably,] he continues. [Your armour lies not in what you wear, but in your own alertness and composure. To maximise this, you must be as comfortable with your residual self-image as you can be. Be naked, if that’s what makes you feel most at ease. This is what I used to wear when I was a kid.] He gestures to his own attire. Gone is his customary black, replaced with a blue t-shirt with a faded logo, grey jogging bottoms, scuffed old trainers. [Back when I was happiest, I suppose, freest.]

Where was that? you ask, surreptitiously trying one of the doors, which proves, unsurprisingly, locked – however that translates in psychic infosec. When you were a kid?

[Nowhere you’d know. A different country now, anyway; many different countries.]

Another door – same result.

[Would you like to see?] There’s a chink of green-hued light as a door to his right springs ajar.

Is this a trap? But you’re already in one of those, remember? So who cares?

You move through the open door together . . .
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. . . INTO A LUSH GREEN LANDSCAPE, a rural idyll of rolling fields, their crests topped here and there with rows of teardrop trees that stripe shadows down the undulating slopes. Little red-roofed, white-walled buildings huddle in tiny villages and towns, or else sit solitary upon their own hilltops that rise like islands out of the sea of morning mist. The sort of place people used to go on holiday.

[Well,] he says, [it used to be.]

And in a blink you’re in one of those little hilltop towns, treading its winding cobbled streets up to the square, with its cafes and market stalls and sandstone church. Two boys sit on a kerb, playing some simple ancient game involving coloured stones. They are both dark haired and similarly olive-skinned, one a year or two older and leaner than the other, neither yet to hit their teens.

[Me and my brother,] he tells you. [I’m the small chubby one.]

The elder boy jumps up, two raised fists clenched in victory.

“You cheated!” says the younger.

“Don’t be such a bad loser.”

“I’ll show you who’s a loser.”

The ground shakes.

A rumble like thunder. But not.

More sounds, like Bonfire Night or New Year – thumps, bangs, whistles and whines – in turn followed by running, shouts, screams. Smoke rolls in like fog, the memories becoming confused, fragmented, breaking up into isolated film-like clips, playing on a loop, spaced out in the mindscape like the towns peeping out of the mist: a burning, upturned car, a charred arm lolling out of its broken window; a fallen church spire laid across the street, its bell embedded into the front windows of a bakery, the aroma of fresh bread mixing with the acrid smell of cordite; a woman clasping the trigger-finger arm of a patchwork soldier, pleading, wailing, as another man kneels before them; three tanks emerging in unruly formation over the horizon, spaced out like the haphazardly planted trees, their long shadows too snaking down the hills.

[I think that’s enough.]

You’re back in the antechamber, sitting in two chairs, facing each other.

[Our only sin was to have what they didn’t,] he says.

And your own blanked-out or forgotten childhood? Was it like this? Which is why he’s showing you this: to establish common ground, a basis for trust.

So what happened then? you ask.

[Compliance didn’t ensure safety – we learned that quickly and at some cost. Some of us ran. Some lived for a time in the caves, up in the cliffs, places only the locals knew. We hunted, scavenged, stole. Eventually, we decided to make our way to the city. And there it was harder, in some ways; in other ways, easier. More danger, but more opportunity. After my brother disappeared, I took my chances with the boats. Which weren’t good. Though they were never short of customers. They’d pack so many in, some didn’t even make it out to sea. Two weeks of shitting and pissing over the side, sleeping standing up, only what food you took with you. Most likely
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