
“AfroSF will serve as an admirable antidote for all those who have to be reminded that Africa is a continent, not a country. Both the stories and the authors are as diverse as any reader could wish...Looking over this broad assortment...it’s clear that this anthology has lived up to its ambition...highly readable and enjoyable stories that take the raw materials of science fiction and give them a different spin...Although it is coming from a small press, it would be lovely if this anthology were to get some of the wider attention it deserves.” — Karen Burnham, Locus December 2012.
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“Africa is in our future and AfroSF demonstrates that the same can be said of its authors. These stories have an energy and a vitality that is missing from much western science fiction today, and they’re as varied as the continent itself. Read them and you’ll find your new favourite authors. Recommended.” — Jim Steel, Interzone’s Book Reviews editor and widely published short-story writer.
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“I’d like the repurpose the title of an old anthropological study to describe this fine new anthology: ‘African Genesis.’ The stories in this unprecedented, full-spectrum collection of tales by African writers must surely represent, by virtue of their wit, vigor, daring, and passion, the genesis of a bright new day for Afrocentric science fiction. The contributors here are utterly conversant with all SF subgenres, and employ a full suite of up-to-date concepts and tools to convey their continent-wide, multiplex, idiosyncratic sense of wonder. With the publication of this book, the global web of science fiction is strengthened and invigorated by the inclusion of some hitherto neglected voices.” — Paul Di Filippo, co-author of Science Fiction: The 101 Best Novels 1985-2010.
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“The stories in AfroSF feature all the things fans of science fiction expect: deep space travel, dystopian landscapes, alien species, totalitarian bureaucracy, military adventure, neuro-enhanced nightlife, artificial intelligence, futures both to be feared and longed for. At once familiar and disarmingly original, these stories are fascinating for the diversity of voices at play and for the unique perspective each author brings to the genre. This is SF for the Twenty-first Century.” — David Anthony Durham, Campbell Award winning author of The Acacia Trilogy
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“This is a book of subtle refractions and phantasmic resonances. The accumulated reading effect is one of deep admiration at the exuberance of the twenty-first century human imagination.” — A. Igoni Barrett, author of Love is Power, Or Something Like That.
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“AfroSF is an intense and varied anthology of fresh work. Readers and writers who like to explore new viewpoints will enjoy this book.” — Brenda Cooper, author of The Creative Fire.
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Ivor W. Hartmann
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The AfroSF: Science Fiction by African Writers anthology has been a dream of mine for five years. In 2007, I returned to writing after sixteen years and the first story I completed was ‘Earth Rise’, a Science Fiction short story. As soon as I looked for somewhere to publish it, preferably an African publication, the harsh realities of African publishing, and publishing for African writers in general, in 2007, became quite apparent. Including the fact, a pan-African anthology of Science Fiction by African writers only had never been published, and thus the dream of AfroSF was conceived.

Long story short, I created the micro-press StoryTime that first published StoryTime: a weekly African literature online magazine, from June 2007 to June 2012. In 2010, StoryTime launched African Roar, an annual multi-genre anthology of African writers, co-edited by Emmanuel Sigauke and me, now in its third year. So, by late 2011, I felt ready to pursue the AfroSF dream.

If one looks at the last 50 years of publishing in terms of SciFi and African writers, some real gems have never been collected into one volume. Thus, the temptation to have a mix of reprints and original works was great, but the vision I had for AfroSF needed to include the forward thinking spirit embodied so well in SciFi as a genre. Therefore, in December 2011, I put out the call for submissions for original (unpublished) works only.
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SciFi, like most fiction genres that aren’t Contemporary except perhaps Romance and Crime to an extent, is highly underdeveloped in African literature as a whole. Now I could go into all the reasons why, but let’s look to the future instead.

SciFi is the only genre that enables African writers to envision a future from our African perspective. Moreover, it does this in a way that is not purely academic and so provides a vision that is readily understandable through a fictional context. The value of this envisioning for any third-world country, or in our case continent, cannot be overstated nor negated. If you can’t see and relay an understandable vision of the future, your future will be co-opted by someone else’s vision, one that will not necessarily have your best interests at heart. Thus, Science Fiction by African writers is of paramount importance to the development and future of our continent.
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The AfroSF stories have a bit of everything in the realm of SciFi, from Comic, Military, Apocalyptic, to Space Opera, Cyberpunk, Biopunk, Aliens, Time Travel, and more, and fairly liberal mixings thereof. The stories represent a diversity of voices and themes specifically rooted in the SciFi genre, from some stellar established and upcoming African writers.
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Ivor W. Hartmann, Zimbabwean writer, editor, publisher, visual artist, and author of Mr. Goop (Vivlia, 2010). Nominated for the UMA Award (‘Earth Rise’, 2009), awarded The Golden Baobab Prize (‘Mr. Goop’, 2009), and finalist for The Yvonne Vera Award (‘A Mouse amongst Men’, 2011). His writing has appeared in African Writing Magazine, Wordsetc, Munyori Literary Journal, Something Wicked Anthology: Volume One, The Apex Book of World SF V2, and other publications. He runs the StoryTime micro-press, publisher of the African Roar annual anthology and AfroSF, and is on the advisory board of WINZ: Writers International Network Zimbabwe.
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Moom!
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Nnedi Okorafor

She sliced through the water imagining herself a deadly beam of black light. The current parted against her sleek smooth skin. If any fish got in her way, she would spear it and keep right on going. She was on a mission. She was angry. She would succeed and then they would leave for good. They brought the stench of dryness, then they brought the noise and made the world bleed black ooze that left poison rainbows on the water’s surface. She’d often see these rainbows whenever she leapt over the water to touch the sun.

The ones who brought the rainbows were burrowing and building creatures from the land and no one could do anything about them. Except her. She’d done it before and they’d stopped for many moons. They’d gone away. She could do it again.

She increased her speed.

She was the largest swordfish in these waters. Her waters. Even when she migrated, this particular place remained hers. Everyone knew it. She had not been born here but in all her migrations, she was happiest here. She suspected this was the birthplace of one of those who created her.

She swam even faster.

She was blue grey and it was night. Though she could see, she didn’t need to. She knew where she was going from memory. She was aiming for the thing that looked like a giant dead snake. She remembered snakes; she’d seen plenty in her past life. In the sunlight, this dead snake was the colour of decaying seaweed with skin rough like coral.

Any moment now.

She was nearly there.

She was closing in fast.

She stabbed into it.

From the tip of her spear, down her spine, to the ends of all her fins, she experienced red-orange bursts of pain. The impact was so jarring that she couldn’t move. But there was victory; she felt the giant dead snake deflate. It was bleeding its black blood. Her perfect body went numb and she wondered if she had died. Then she wondered what new body she would find herself inhabiting. She remembered her last form, a yellow monkey; even while in that body, she’d loved to swim. The water had always called to her.

She awoke. Gently but quickly, she pulled her spear out. Black blood spewed in her face from the hole she’d made. She quickly turned away from the bitter-sweet tasting poison. Now they would leave soon. As she happily swam away in triumph, the loudest noise she’d ever heard vibrated through the water.

MOOM!

The noise rippled through the ocean with such intensity that she went tumbling with it, sure that it would tear her apart. All around her, it did just that to many of the smaller weaker fish and sea creatures.

The water calmed. Deeply shaken, she slowly swam to the surface. Head above the water, she moved through the bodies that glistened in the moonlight. Several smaller fish, jellyfish, even crabs, floated, belly up or dismembered. Many of the smaller creatures were probably simply obliterated. But she had survived.

She swam back to the depths. She’d only gone down a few feet when she smelled it. Clean, sweet, sweet, SWEET! Her senses were flooded with sweetness, the sweetest water she’d ever breathed. She swam forward, tasting the water more as it moved through her gills. In the darkness, she felt others around her. Other fish. Large, like herself, and small... so some small ones had survived.

Now, she saw everyone. There were even several sharp-toothed ones and mass killers. She could see this well now because something large and glowing was down ahead. A great shifting bar of glowing sand. This was what was giving off the water that was so clean it was sweet. She hoped the sweetness would drown out the foul blackness of the dead snake she’d pierced. She had a feeling it would. She had a very good feeling.

The sun was up now, sending its warm rays into the water. She could see everyone swimming, floating, wiggling right into it. There were sharks, sea cows, shrimps, octopus, tilapia, codfish, mackerel, flying fish, even seaweed. Creatures from the shallows, creatures from the shore, creatures from the deep, all here. A unique gathering.

What was happening here? She wanted to know but remained where she was. Waiting. Hesitating. Watching. It was not deep but it was wide. About two hundred feet below the surface. Right before her eyes, it shifted. From blue to green to clear to purple-pink to glowing gold. But it was the size, profile and shape of it that drew her. Once in her travels, she’d come across a giant world of food, beauty and activity. The coral reef had been blue, pink, yellow and green, inhabited by sea creatures of every shape and size. The water was sweet and there was not a dry creature in sight. She had lived in that place for many moons before finally returning to her favourite waters.

When she’d travelled again, she’d never been able to find the paradise she’d left. Now here in her home was something even wilder and more alive than her lost paradise. And like there, the water here was sweet. Clean and clear. She couldn’t see the end of it. However, there was one thing she was certain of: what she was seeing wasn’t from the sea’s greatest depths or the dry places. This was from far, far away.

More and more creatures swam down to it. As they drew closer, she saw the colours pulsate and embrace them. She noticed an octopus with one missing tentacle descending toward it. Suddenly, it grew brilliant pink-purple and straightened all its tentacles. Then right before her eyes, it grew its missing tentacle back and what looked like bony spokes erupted from its soft head. It spun and flipped and then shot off, down into one of the circular bone-like caves of the undulating coral-like thing below.

When a golden blob ascended to meet her, she still didn’t move, but she didn’t flee either. The sweetness she smelled and its gentle movements were soothing and non-threatening. When it communicated with her, asking question after question, she hesitated. Then she told it exactly what she wanted.

Everything was changing.

She’d always loved her smooth skin but now it became impenetrable, its colour now golden like the light the New People gave off. The colour that reminded her of another life where she could both enjoy the water and endure the sun and the air.

Her sword-like spear grew longer and so sharp at the tip that it sang. They made her eyes like the blackest stone and she could see deep into the ocean and high into the sky. And when she wanted to, she could make spikes of cartilage jut out along her spine as if she were some ancestral creature from the deepest ocean caves of old. The last thing she requested was to be three times her size and twice her weight.

They made it so.

Now she was no longer a great swordfish. She was a monster.

“Despite the FPSO Mystras’ loading hose leaking crude oil, the ocean water just outside of Lagos, Nigeria was now so clean that a cup of its salty sweet goodness would heal the worst human illnesses and cause a hundred more illnesses yet known to humankind. It was more alive than it had been in centuries and it was teeming with aliens and monsters.”
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Nnedi Okorafor is a novelist of Nigerian descent known for weaving African culture into creative evocative settings and memorable characters. ‘Moom!’ is a prelude to a forthcoming novel. Her novels include Who Fears Death (World Fantasy Award for Best Novel), Akata Witch (Andre Norton Award Nominee), Zahrah the Windseeker (Wole Soyinka Prize for African Literature), and The Shadow Speaker (CBS Parallax Award). Her children’s book Long Juju Man is the winner of the Macmillan Writer’s Prize for Africa. Her compilation of short stories, Kabu Kabu (Prime Books) and chapter book Iridessa and the Secret of the Never Mine (Disney Press) are due for release in 2013. Nnedi holds a PhD in Literature and is a professor of creative writing at Chicago State University. Visit Nnedi at www.nnedi.com.
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Home Affairs
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Sarah Lotz
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Pendi rubs the pad of her thumb where her blood was taken. That’s it now. She’s in the system. Her DNA stored forever. It’s not as if she’s planning on committing a crime in the near future, but it still makes her uneasy.

And really, she gripes to herself, these days you should be able to do all this bureaucratic crap online. But here she is, still shuffling along the rows of plastic chairs with the rest of the sheep who’ve booked the morning off work to get their lives in order. It’s been years since she was last here, and she doesn’t approve of the expensive revamp: the blinding white décor only serves to make the people queuing look grubbier and the chairs seem to have been specifically designed to numb her arse. Still, the Home Affairs office smells the same as she remembers—the air thick with the stench of chicken and nervous sweat. And at least she’s nearly at the front of the queue. There’s just one victim ahead of her now, a nervous, portly woman who keeps fiddling with her belongings. The woman lunges in her bag again, accidentally nudging Pendi with her elbow. “Sorry,” she whispers.

“Don’t worry about it,” Pendi says.

The woman gestures at the row of Konabots poised behind the counter. “Can you believe this, eh? It wasn’t like this in my day.”

Pendi shrugs, not wanting to encourage her. She’s not in the mood for small talk.

“The traffic department’s the same,” Pendi’s neighbour continues undeterred. “Soon it’s the banks. Taking our jobs. It’s not right. They’ll be running the government next.”

Pendi snorts. Still, she thinks, that might not be a bad thing. She can’t imagine the Konabots siphoning off taxpayers’ money to buy BMWs and Boeings or taking kickbacks from arms manufacturers. Which is the point of them really: You can’t bribe a machine, can you? You can’t corrupt a robot.

The woman shivers. “Ag. They make me nervous.”

Pendi read somewhere that the multi-racial holographic faces superimposed over the Konabots’ smooth metal heads are designed to make the public less uneasy about dealing with them, but as far as she’s concerned, they have the opposite effect. The machines’ unwavering smiles have a tinge of lunacy about them, and there’s a glitch on one that makes it look as if its mouth is opening too wide, as if it’s planning on swallowing the fellow updating his status in front of it.

The klaxon sounds for the next victim. “DNA variable 79776 slash five,” an automated voice croons from the ceiling: “Please go to station one.”

“I think that must be you,” Pendi says to the woman.

“Thank you, sisi.”

The guy on Pendi’s right—a twitchy, fiftyish man dressed in battered takkies and bizarre tartan trousers—coughs into his fist. Pendi turns to glance at him, but he drops his gaze.

The woman heaves herself up, hovers in front of the Konabot directly in front of where Pendi is sitting. Shame, Pendi thinks, watching as she fumbles her DNA disc out of her bag with shaking hands. She really is seriously nervous.

“Hello goeie more sawubona how are you today sir madam I’m fine thank you for asking,” the Konabot greets the woman with its rictus grin. “In which language will you be communicating with us today? In a) English b) isiXhosa c) isiZulu we’re sorry but these are the only three options available today. Please state the letter that corresponds to your language preference in three, two, one now.”

The woman clears her throat. “Um... English.”

“I’m sorry sir madam I did not catch that. In which language will you be communicating with us today? In a) English b) isiXhosa c) isiZulu we’re sorry but these are the only three options available today. Please state the letter that corresponds to your language preference in three, two, one now.”

Jesus, Pendi thinks. She’s been listening to this all morning. It’s enough to drive you mad. She almost misses the snappish sadists who were lurking behind the counters the last time she was here.

“A,” the woman falters. “English.”

“English is your chosen language. Thank you sir madam. Are you a) updating your ID status b) passport status c) refugee status d) work permit status e) other status. Please state the letter that corresponds to your requirement preference in three, two, one now.”

“None. I have a query.”

“I’m sorry sir madam I did not catch that. Are you a) updating your ID status b) passport status c) refugee status d) work permit status e) other status. Please state the letter that corresponds to your requirement preference in three, two, one now.”

“You don’t understand. First I need to ask about my son’s-”

“I’m sorry sir madam I did not catch that. Are you a) updating your ID status b) passport status c) refugee status d) work permit status e) other status. Please state the letter that corresponds to your requirement preference in three, two, one now.”

“You’re not listening!” The woman slaps the countertop and the Konabots all immediately stop talking. The sudden silence is made even more disturbing by the fact that their holographic faces continue to smile inanely.

“Not again,” the twitchy man next to Pendi murmurs. He hunches his shoulders as if he’s trying to appear smaller than he is.

The klaxon blares. “Attention,” the smooth automated voice intones, and this time Pendi detects a sinister edge to it. “Attention. DNA variable 79776 slash five, please step away from the counter.”

“No! I have queued here all morning. I have a query-”

“Attention. Attention. DNA variable 79776 slash five, please step away from the counter. This is your second warning.”

The woman turns around and looks at Pendi pleadingly.

Dammit, Pendi thinks. She doesn’t want to get involved, but she can hardly leave her there floundering.

As she stands up, the twitchy man grabs her arm. “Don’t get involved, lady.”

“I can’t just sit here,” she says to him.

“Don’t do it,” he hisses, shaking his head.

Pendi glares at him, yanks her elbow out of his grip and strides up to the counter. “Excuse me,” she says to the Konabot. “This woman needs help. Can you call a supervisor or something?” The Konabot grins back at her blandly, the ear-splitting klaxon parps again. “And can you turn that bloody thing off?”

“Attention. Attention. DNA variable 89696 slash 12, please step away from the counter.” Hang on, Pendi thinks—isn’t that the DNA number she was assigned when she handed over her documents? “Attention. DNA variable 89696 slash 12, please step away from the counter.”

Pendi looks up and into the dark eye of one of the cameras gazing down at her from the ceiling. “Is there anyone up there? Hello? I demand that you send a supervisor to-”

“Attention. Attention. DNA variable 89696 slash 12, please step away from the counter. Final warning. Final warning.”

“Don’t worry, sisi,” the woman says, backing away from the counter. “It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine! Hey.” She leans over the counter, jabs a finger at the Konabot. “You can’t treat her like this. She’s just having a problem understa-”

“Instituting protective mechanisms phase one.”

There’s a grinding sound, the floor vibrates under her feet and before Pendi has a chance to scream, she feels it disappear beneath her. Arms flailing, she drops, lands feet first on a soft uneven surface. Her knees buckle as she loses her balance and she rolls onto her side to catch her fall.

“Hey!” she screams, finding her voice. “Hey!”

She looks up, sees the woman she tried to help and that weird twitchy guy peering down at her. Then the small gap in the ceiling above her slides closed, leaving her in perfect darkness.

“Hey!”

Flushed with adrenaline, pulse juddering in her throat, she scrambles onto her hands and knees. Her palms sink into scratchy material—she’s landed on some sort of cheap mattress.

What the hell just happened? She could have been hurt falling through that floor. It’s ridiculous.

She waits for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, but there’s no light source whatsoever and the blackness is impenetrable. The air in here smells musty and she can hear the skitter of rodent claws. Shuddering, she inches forward until she feels the mattress’s edge, stands up, steps forward carefully, feels her shin connect with a hard edge.

“Hey!” she shouts at the top of her voice. Silence. Hands shaking, she fumbles her iPhone out of her pocket, finds the torch App she downloaded on a whim and hasn’t, until now, had reason to use. The phone’s glow struggles to penetrate the gloom, but from the little she can see she appears to be in some sort of junk room. The shadowy shapes of broken furniture and filing cabinets loom around her.

So what now? Someone will be coming to fetch her, right? And she’s got her cell, she can start by calling the Home Affairs office, insist that she be put through to the manager—someone with a pulse—let them know that she’s going to sue their arses. She dials directory enquiries, requests the number, instructs the bored woman on the other end to put her straight through, listens to an automated voice saying: “Hello, you’ve reached the Wynberg Home Affairs Office. Our opening hours are nine a.m. to four p.m. Press one if you have a query about your ID or refugee status; two to enquire about passport renewal; three for more information on the current DNA legislation; four to hold for an operator.”

Pendi presses four, holds her breath.

“Thank you. You have pressed four to hold for an operator. Please wait until one becomes available.”

Musak plinks in her ear, a panpipe version of Stuck in the Middle With You. Ha, ha, very fucking apt, Pendi thinks. She sighs with relief as the song ends, grits her teeth as it begins again. She’s about to hang up when the line beeps. “Hello you’ve reached... Home Affairs Wynberg,” a heavily-accented voice drones. “Your call may be recorded for purposes of quality control this is Vikesh speaking please have your assigned DNA number ready how may I be of assistance to you?”

Although tempted to scream down the phone, Pendi tells herself she needs to keep her fury in check. She knows from experience that abusing call centre drones can backfire and make the situation worse. “Hi, look. I was just in the processing office, and... I fell through the floor.”

A pause. “Excuse me?”

“I was in the queue at your office and the floor just like... opened underneath me. I’m in some kind of junk or storage room. Probably, I dunno, right below where you are. You need to get me the hell out of here.”

Silence.

“Hello? Did you hear what I just said?”

The man sighs. “Do you have your assigned DNA number, madam?”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Madam, I am trying to help you, please be remaining calm. Do you have your assigned DNA number?”

“You’re not listening to me! You need to send security or whatever down here immediately to get me out of here!”

“Madam, I am trying to help you, please be remaining calm or I will have no choice but to disconnect this call. Please clearly state your assigned DNA number, madam.”

Jesus. Pendi digs in her pocket, pulls out the disc the DNA scanner deposited into her palm, squints as she uses the light from her phone to read it. “89696 slash 12.”

“Thank you, madam.” She listens to the skitter-clack of fingers on a keyboard. “I am sorry, madam, but there is no record of you being in the system.”

“What do you mean? I was just there.”

“According to my computer, you do not exist, madam.”

“Hello? I’m right here. How can I not exist?’ Be cool, she tells herself, decides to try a different tactic and see if playing helpless and meek will help. ‘I’m really frightened. Can’t you just come and get me?”

Another pause. “I am not at liberty to do that, madam. I am not situated in South Africa.”

“Well get a- what? What do you mean you’re not situated in South Africa? Where are you?”

“Mumbai, madam. I am only at liberty to deal with queries regarding identity status where viable DNA information has been provided.”

Awesome. “So what the fuck am I supposed to do now?”

“You’ll have to bring your documents in and reapply, madam. Those regarding your birth, death, residence, tax, employment, and partner or single status. Copies are not acceptable at this time, madam.”

“I’ve already done that! I handed in my documents—that was the bloody point! I don’t have them anymore! I was told to come into your bloody office to update my fucking ID status, which I did, and the next thing I know, I’m stuck in some basement-”

“Madam, I cannot help you unless you remain calm.”

“Sorry.” Pendi can’t believe she’s apologising. “Please help me,” she sniffs. She is actually feeling tearful, although more from frustration and anger than fear.

A sigh. “Hold on, madam, I am going to be trying to put you through to the supervisor on duty at the South African Home Affairs office where you are located.”

Before Pendi gets a chance to say another word she’s listening to a dire musak version of Cher’s Bang Bang, My Baby Shot me Down. Mercifully, before it’s run its course, there’s another beep and a perfectly modulated voice comes on the line. “Hello goeie more sawubona this is supervisor seven slash nine in which language will you be communicating with us today? In a) English b) isiXhosa c) isiZulu we’re sorry but these are the only three options available today. Please state the letter that corresponds to your language preference in three, two, one now.”

“You have got to be kidding me.”

“I’m sorry sir madam I did not catch that. In which language will you be communicating with us today? In a) English b) isiXhosa c) isiZulu we’re sorry but these are the only three options available today. Please state the letter that corresponds to your language preference in three, two, one now.”

“Put me back to that call centre guy-”

The call dies.

Brilliant. Pendi presses redial, this time hears nothing but a serious of empty beeps. She tries again, almost hurls the phone onto the floor when she gets a ‘Network Busy’ message.

There has to be a way out of here. She’ll find a way, yeah, then heads will roll.

She steps forward carefully, using the meagre cell phone glow to help her navigate the minefield of broken chairs, overturned tables, and filing cabinets. Reaching the wall, she finally locates a light switch. She flicks it on, blinking as strip lights stutter into life. The place really is a dump; the floor strewn with crumpled paper. She makes out several ripped ID books and ancient passports tossed amongst the debris.

“Ha!” she punches the air in relief when she spots a door half-hidden behind a metal shelf. She picks her way over to it and tries the handle. Half expecting it to be locked, she almost falls through it as it opens smoothly onto a piss-stinking passageway lit by a naked swinging bulb. Spotting the green glow of an emergency exit sign to her right, she runs up to the heavy fire door, pushes the bar to open it and steps out into a barrage of traffic noise and bright sunlight.

It takes her a few seconds to get her bearings. She’s on Wynberg high street, metres away from the corner of the block housing the Home Affairs building.

A passer-by shoots her a dubious look. She glances down, sees that her suede jacket is dusted with cobwebs, shredded paper, and what look horribly like rodent droppings. It will cost a fortune to dry-clean, but no way in hell is she going to be shelling out for that.

She brushes herself down, breathes in, breathes out.

Right, she thinks, flushed with a fresh spurt of fury, time to kick some serious Home Affairs arse.

She jogs past the seemingly endless queue of people waiting to be let into the building and checked through security. Everyone wears the same expression of resigned boredom; several have even come equipped with camping chairs and large buckets of fried chicken. But she isn’t going to be joining them—she’s already queued once; she got up before dawn this morning for a reason.

She shoulders her way up the steps and through to the front of the queue, ignoring the irritated grunts around her.

The security guard lounging outside the glass doors looks her up and down. “Join the back of the queue, lady.”

“I need to talk to the manager.”

He yawns. “Join the back of the queue, lady.”

“You don’t understand. I was just in there. In the processing office or whatever you call it and... something happened. I need to make a complaint.”

The man sighs. “Did you attempt to bribe one of the Konabots, ma’am?”

“What? No! I fell through the floor—I could have been hurt! Look at my jacket, it’s fucking ruined. Have you any idea how much it cost?”

“Did you cause a disturbance in the office ma’am?”

“No! Are you deaf? Let me in.”

“Other people are waiting. Go to the end of the queue and you can come in and make your complaint when it’s your turn.”

She makes a show of staring at his name badge. “Look. Listen to me very carefully, Mr Traverso. I was just in there. I’ve already queued. I need to see a manager immediately.”

“Ma’am,” he says, fiddling with his walkie-talkie, “If you do not go to the back of the queue I will have no choice but to call the cops.”

“You call the cops? Are you kidding? Have you any idea what I’ve just been through?”

“Just do as he says, sisi,” a woman behind her says. “We’ve all got problems.”

“You haven’t heard the last of this,” Pendi snaps, pointing a finger in the security guard’s face. Trying to draw the strands of her fraying dignity together, Pendi pushes her way back to the pavement. There’s no way she’s going to the back of that queue. She’ll go to the cops, report Home Affairs for... kidnapping or abuse or something.

She strides away from the building, pausing as a figure emerges from an alcove and steps out in front of her. She recognises him immediately as the twitchy guy in the tragic tartan trousers who told her not to help the woman.

“Hey, lady,” he says.

“What do you want?”

He nods to the queue behind her. “You’re wasting your time. Even if you do get back in there, you’ve lost your status.”

“My what?”

“Your status. Your identity. It is gone. I told you not to help that lady.”

“Thanks. That’s really helpful.” She is about to tell him to go screw himself when something strikes her. “Hang on, how did you know that would happen?”

He sighs. “Because it happened to me.”

“When?”

“Three weeks ago. I have only just got my life back.”

“Are you saying that you also fell through the floor?”

“Ja. They kept asking me the same question... I just snapped. Next thing I knew I was ejected.”

“But why would they do that? They’re just robots. Machines.”

“The Konabots don’t like confrontation. You shouldn’t have threatened them.”

“Threaten them? I didn’t threaten them!”

“You only have one choice now-”

“Yeah. I’m going to the cops.”

“When was the last time you went to a police station, lady? Who do you think does all the admin there? Takes the statements?”

“Seriously? They’re there too?”

“Of course.”

Pendi supposes it’s possible. She’s hardly been keeping her finger on the pulse of the new anti-corruption measures, has she? “But... there were witnesses. You saw what happened, it also happened to you. You can come with me; we need to put a stop to this.”

He shakes his head. “I promise you, there is nothing you can do. There is no record of you now. You have been wiped from the system.”

Pendi remembers what that guy from Mumbai told her. That according to his records, she doesn’t exist. The thought of sorting out this particular bureaucratic nightmare fills her with nausea. “So what can I do?”

“You have money?”

“What?”

“You have money?”

“I’m not giving you any money.”

“It’s not for me. Listen, lady, I’m just trying to help. If you want your life back, then come with me.”

He turns, starts weaving through the passers-by.

What should she do? She imagines trying to explain her situation to a cop shop Konabot. She’s not sure she’ll be able to keep it together without punching it; and God knows where she’d end up then. No, she’ll see where this leads her first. Slinging her bag over her shoulder, she stalks after him, keeping her distance in case he tries anything.

He rounds the block, heading towards the parking lot where she left her car. He stops and gestures at a peeling door sealed by a rusty security gate, set into the alleyway between the Home Affairs building and a cut-price shoe shop.

“That door. Ask for Busi. Say Lucas sent you.” He turns to leave.

“Hey,” she calls after him. “How come it took you three weeks to get sorted?”

He smiles ruefully and slaps his fraying trousers. “Look at me, lady. You think I’m like you?”

Feeling a tinge of shame, Pendi scrabbles in her bag for twenty rand to give to him for his trouble, but when she looks up, he’s gone.

She steps into the alleyway and presses the grubby intercom button next to the security gate. There’s a static crackle and then: “Ja?”

“Hi. Um, Lucas sent me.”

A pause. “Wait.”

Pendi pulls out her iPhone, intent on phoning her boyfriend and venting her frustration, but there’s only one bar of battery life left. She’d better preserve it in case she needs to call for help—for all she knows this whole thing could be some kind of elaborate ruse to lure her into a compromising position.

The door finally creaks open, and an elderly man with yellowed eyes peers distrustfully at her through the gate’s bars. He looks her up and down, seems to come to some sort of decision. “Ja?”

“You Busi?”

“Ja. What did you do?”

“Do? Nothing.”

“You must have done something if you are here.”

Jesus. “How much is this going to cost me?”

“Five hundred.”

“Five hundred? Are you serious?”

He shrugs.

“Okay, okay.” Pendi tries to remember if she has that much in her wallet. She should do—she drew cash yesterday to pay the Malawian guy who does her ironing.

Busi slinks a palm through the bars of the gate.

Pendi snorts. “You think I’m stupid? How do I know you can even help me?”

He cackles, unlocks the gate and leers at her. He’s small, barely comes up to her shoulder—Pendi thinks she could take him if she had to; she can’t see any sign of a weapon on him. Besides, he’s dressed in a crumpled polyester suit and shirt; he looks more like a washed up office drone than a gangster. “How do I know you’re not some con-man or rapist or whatever?”

He snorts a laugh. “You don’t. Are you coming or not?”

Pendi hesitates, then slips through the gate before she changes her mind. The space is narrow and she’s forced to press against the wall to avoid touching him. She winces as her palms brush against slimy brickwork.

He locks the door and steps forward, blasting her with stale coffee breath. “Follow me.”

He limps down a murky corridor. Pendi covers her mouth with her hand, trying to block out the pungent odours of mould and urine. She hopes the puddles she’s stepping in are just water; her boots weren’t cheap.

The corridor leads down into a stairwell, equally ill-lit and festering, the putty-coloured walls scrawled with graffiti: ‘Abandun hop all ye who enter hear,’ ‘I fuked a konabit and got AIDS,’ and ‘Skynet is NOW’.

Charming, Pendi thinks. Hanging back in case she needs to make a run for it, she follows Busi down three flights, the steps littered with cigarette butts, the paintwork bubbled and stained. ‘Where are we going?’

“Into the bowels.”

“The bowels of what?”

“Home Affairs of course.”

Of course. “You the janitor?”

He snorts. “No, lady. I used to work here. Assistant manager. Before...” his voice trails off.

“Before your department became so corrupt you were all replaced by machines?” Pendi snaps.

“We were not all like that, lady.”

But I bet you were, Pendi thinks. “So what’s in the bowels, then?”

“You’ll see.”

He unlocks a door at the foot of the stairwell and leads her into a long, brightly-lit corridor that appears to be a conduit to empty cubicles and poky, windowless offices. They’re all decorated in typical bland office-style—taupe carpeting and white walls—and after the fusty of the stairwell, even this soulless conformity is a welcome relief. Still, the aura of abandonment and neglect is palpable, the detritus of what was once a busy workspace littered throughout: the forlorn base of a broken ergonomic chair; a ‘world’s best boss’ mug on a draining board in a stripped kitchen area; a ‘please replace photocopying paper’ notice still tacked up on the wall. Pendi feels another shiver of unease. No one knows she’s here. She could get lost down here, disappear forever, absorbed by the ghosts of bureaucrats past.

She dips her head into what must once have been a separate, open-plan office space, hesitating when she spots large bundles of discarded fabric huddled behind the desk partitions. One of the bundles twitches and she yelps. ‘Jesus!’ She backs up, stares in disbelief as several women and an elderly man leaning on crutches emerge one by one from behind the partitions and start edging towards her. All are filthy; all wear identical expressions of desperation.

A white woman with greasy grey hair gazes at her imploringly. “Madam, can you help me?”

“Ignore them,” Busi says.

“Who the hell are they?”

“The families of the ones erased from the system. Those like you. No status, no identity. Some tried to bribe the machines, others fought and argued.”

“Why are the Konabots doing this? How can they get away with it?”

“They are cleaning up the system, getting rid of the bad seeds. That’s their job. The powers that be don’t care. Far as they’re concerned, the system is now running smoothly. No corruption means no problems—at least from the media.”

“You call this smoothly?’ Pendi says, unable to drag her eyes away from the gathering group of identity refugees. “How long have these people been down here?”

“Some, a long time. They are waiting for the breadwinners to come back and sort out their status. I let them stay here until they bring the money.”

“You’re a real saint,” Pendi says.

The guy chuckles. “It is better than being out on the street. It’s safe, there is running water here, shelter.”

Pendi pulls a five rand coin out of her pocket, drops it into the woman’s palm. The others clamour forward.

“Stay back,” Busi snarls. “You know the rules.”

The people retreat on a gale of sighs.

Busi hobbles on towards a glass-windowed door at the far end of the passageway. He cups his hand around a keypad and taps in a code. The door clicks open. He ushers Pendi through it and into yet another soulless corridor, pausing at the first door on the right. He unlocks it, opens it with a flourish.

Pendi gasps, stares in at a graveyard of dented, damaged Konabots. Some are nothing but decapitated torsos, their featureless heads thrown carelessly on the carpet next to them; most are missing at least one of the metal appendages that are supposed to resemble arms. Complex circuitry tumbles out of their bases like eviscerated innards.

“This is where they dump the broken ones,” Busi says.

“So how does this help me?”

“The one you need is in here. The corrupted one.”

“The corrupted what?”

“Konabot, of course.”

An image of surreptitiously handing over a flash drive full of illegal Apps to one of these things in exchange for her identity pops into her mind. “What do you mean corrupted? Like rusty or something? I mean, you can’t corrupt them, that’s the point of them, isn’t it?”

Busi laughs as if she’s said something hilarious. “Everything can be corrupted, lady.”

“So what did you do to it? Hack it?”

“No,” he says. “No one has yet managed to hack them. Some people are born bad. This one was just manufactured bad. You go in, I will wait out here.”

She steps forward tentatively. There have to be at least thirty of the things packed in here; she catches a glimpse of her warped reflection in the curved surface of a severed head. “How do I know which one it is?”

“You’ll know. Choose E.”

He shuts the door behind her, locks it.

Pendi clears her throat. “Hello?”

Pendi jumps as a Konabot shoved in the corner of the room beeps. The scanner on the front of its chest clicks and its holographic face—which appears to be that of a middle-aged white man—stutters into life. Unlike the others in here, it looks intact; it’s merely covered in a shroud of dust and shredded paper. And like the creepy Konabot she saw in the processing office, there’s something wrong with its mouth—it’s blurred with static and looks more like it’s snarling than grinning.

“Um. Hello,” Pendi falters. “Can you help me?”

There’s another flurry of beeps, and then: “Hello sir madman I’m fine thank you for aching. In which linger will you be consuming with us today? In a) entrails b) isiklot c) isizoom we’re sorry but these are the only three opinions available to die. Please snake the litter that corresponds to your linger preference in three, four, one now.”

“What the hell?” The automated voice drags at half-speed; its too-low timbre sounds almost demonic.

“I’m sorry sir madman I did not cabbage that. In which linger will you be consuming with us today? In a) entrails b) isiklot c) isizoom we’re sorry but these are the only three opinions available to die. Please snake the litter that corresponds to your linger preference in three, four, one now.”

“A”, Pendi says. “Um ... Entrails.”

”Entrails is your chosen linger. Thank you sir madman.  Do you require a) eaten b) filed c) erased e) reset. Please snake the litter that corresponds to your rehirement predicament in three, two, six now.”

Christ, Pendi thinks. “Um, E. E—reset.”

“Thank you sir madman. You have selected C reset. Please snake your DNA number so that I can reseat you.”

“Reseat?”

“I’m sorry sir madman I did not cabbage that. Please clearly snake your DNA number so that I can reseat you.”

Pendi digs out her DNA disc, reads out the numbers as clearly as she can, fighting to control the wobble in her voice.

“Thank you sir madman. You have been successfully reset. Have a good die.”

The face snaps off. Pendi shivers with relief and thumps on the door. She hears it unlock, then steps out into the corridor to join Busi.

“That’s it?” she asks.

Busi shrugs. “That’s it.”

“Now what?”

He points towards a doorway at the other end of the corridor. “Go through there, head upwards and you’ll reach the corridor outside the processing office. You can go back and join the queue.”

“So I’m sorted?”

“Ja. You’ve been reset into the system. Just don’t cause any more trouble.”

Pendi turns away.

“Ahem,” Busi says, holding out his palm. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Pendi digs in her bag, hands over the five hundred rand. “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself? Taking money for this? While those people back there are suffering?”

He shrugs again.

She shoots him a loaded look of disgust and heads for the stairwell, trying not to dwell on the lost souls crammed in that office.

“If I didn’t do it, someone else would!” Busi calls after her.

Yeah, yeah, she thinks, steeling herself for the long afternoon of queuing ahead of her. The more things change, the more they stay the same.
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The sale was yet to be finalised, and Mr. Munyuki was rushing about frantically in his brown suit that he wore only on major occasions—the last time was at his father’s funeral. He’d bought it at Robert Gabriel Retailers in HaCity—as it was now rebranded by the Asian entrepreneurs who’d swapped it for a bad debt sometime in the late 21st century. HaCity was an appropriate name, something in between a laugh and K-pop trendy. Sweat dripped down Mr. Munyuki’s side, his blue shirt was damp. He wore a yellow tie and the breast pocket of the suit had chicken soup stains on it he’d tried to wipe off with little success that morning.

He entered the tall glass building, formerly the reserve bank building, and told the heavy at the door that he had an appointment. A lift took him up to the top floor with sweeping views of the city. A TV screen in the lobby was tuned to the Voice of Truth. The PA for the Minister for Native Affairs, Anna Kansasian picked up her apparat, spoke into it, and told Mr. Munyuki that the minister was going to be tied up much longer than anticipated. His appointment had been rescheduled for tomorrow afternoon.

“But this is a matter of great urgency, there is no time. It’s about the sale,” he pleaded in his mouse-like voice—the CorpGov hormones did that to the voice, every man in his quarter spoke as if they’d permanently swallowed a helium balloon.

“The minister is a busy man. You really should have Facebooked it, if it was that important,” she replied.

“I’m old fashioned. I prefer Face2facing,” he said, thinking, Facebook, face to face, get it? No of course not. She wouldn’t get it.

“Well, you’ll just have to wait.” She was a thin woman with a long neck, and Mr. Munyuki thought she was probably fucking the minister—male intuition.

“But it’s to be moved tomorrow morning,” he cried out in despair, burying his head in his hands.

“Everyone knows about the sale. It’s on the news every day,” she said. There was no getting through to her, no hint of emotion or human empathy behind the business-like tone. The CCTV whirled round and focused on Mr. Munyuki. She continued, “Look, for what it’s worth, the deal was done a long time ago. Your people sold out ages ago. You started with mineral concessions, agricultural rights. It’s not the minister’s fault if you can’t pay your debts.”

He bit his tongue and tasted sweet salt.

Anna narrowed her eyes a little. “Are you on your meds, buddy?” Her hand reached for the panic button under her desk.

“Of course, of course,” Mr. Munyuki smiled, “tomorrow it is. You’ve been very helpful.”

He made his way out, walking under the sign hanging by the door that said, Ministry of Native Affairs Pvt Ltd—Serving the Nation One Country at a Time.

Outside, back in the bright sun obscured by a thin film of toxic brown haze, he paused on the pavement. Around him were men in suits carrying briefcases. Men from around the world. Businessmen, the only type of men still allowed freedom to come to the centre of the city like this. The apparat worn on a chain round his neck bleeped a warning that his visa-pass had one hour left. Up above drones flew watching, recording everything. The businessmen walked past him as if he did not exist. He made his way to the ticketdrome, walking on the spotless streets, failing to avoid looking at the electronic advertisement boards that surrounded them.

In many ways, the city was cleaner. It had water and electricity, but it’d lost its soul, or so his father had told him during, the great sell-out. He was too young then to understand but now he did. Third World nations heavily under debt were sold off piecemeal to Corporations or voluntarily placed in caretakership as Zimbabwe was. They were the lucky ones. Some countries had to sell people to make up the difference that kept rising with the interest rates. The sign at the ticketdrome read:
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:) The Natives Are Happy and Prosperous (:

:) The Future Must Be Magnificent (:
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The woman at the checkout asked for his passport and checked his visa-pass, which was still valid. “Only twenty minutes left on this, you’re cutting it pretty close. You know what they’ll do to you if they catch you expired?” It was a rhetorical question, everyone knew. She was a fat, red haired woman with a wobbly chin that animated her face as she moved. He noticed her long nails, painted red. A native policeman, hand on Taser, passed by, double checked his passport, looked him up and down, and walked away.

“Was it like this in the old days before the Chimerica?” He found himself thinking aloud.

“Excuse me?” the checkout woman asked.

“Nothing, it’s nothing. I need an extension for one more night.”

“You had an interview with the minister for native affairs... The computer tells us it was for this afternoon.” The contempt in her Cockney accent barely disguised.

“I did.”

“Then you have to travel back and reapply for your pass in Mas-ving O.” Some of the old names had been kept by CorpGov, with minor phonetic changes to reflect the language of the new administrators. They couldn’t be bothered to learn the old names.

“He rescheduled for tomorrow morning, first thing. I’ve literally just come from his offices where I had to wait all day whilst he was in and out of meetings.”

“We can’t help you here. The rules are very clear that visa-passes can only be applied for at your local native office.”

“This is important. I have to stay in the city.”

“Sir, maybe you are not hearing me. Go back to Mas-ving O and reapply.”

“I’m not...” Before he could finish his statement, a public health drone descended from the steel strutted ceiling where it was hovering. It made a buzzing sound, almost bee-like but with a hint of steel in the harmony. The light on its monocam at the front slowly changed from green to bright red as it hovered around his head, sampling pheromones and body odour.

Public health was a major concern for CorpGov and drones were deployed in major cities, always sampling, ever vigilant. They were egg-shaped, metallic machines with a red cross underneath that people could see as they walked about. Life expectancy was up 100% thanks to CorpGov’s unwavering commitment to native health. Mr. Munyuki stood very still while it scanned him. Ordinance 32e: failure to comply with public health drones is a felony.

“PROSCRIBED LEVELS OF TESTOSTERONE

PROSCRIBED LEVELS OF TESTOSTERONE 

PROSCRIBED LEVELS OF TESTOSTERONE.”

It kept repeating with loud wailing reminiscent of old order police sirens. People stopped to look at the man who’d failed to efficiently manage his hormonal balance. It was true, he’d neglected taking his NeustrogenAlpha™, but only so he’d have the nerve to fight the sale; the sort of nerve that ended at the PA’s desk. The drone reminded Mr. Munyuki that under CorpHealth directive 706.22.1438, section V, subsection II, all native males were required to maintain low testosterone levels in public unless otherwise authorised as in the role of native policeman and/or bouncer. The checkout woman chewed gum nonchalantly, watching everything, savouring his humiliation.

The drone hovered around him, its spectrometer measuring every conceivable detail about him, height, weight, BMI, blood pressure, pulse rate, sampling the air for any trace hormones emanating from him. It automatically linked into his apparat and downloaded previous medical records, sifting through relevant medical data, allergies, inoculations, dental appointments. Its calculations complete, the top opened and a capsule held by a mechanical arm emerged. “Comprehensive diagnosis complete,” it announced. Mr. Munyuki knew what to do. He unbuckled his belt, dropped his trousers and bent over. The drone hovered zeroing in on the sphincter and pumping the off-white suppository until it was safely, deep inside his cavity.

It pulled back and said, “CorpGov thanks you for your co-operation, please remember your six monthly dental appointment is due in 21 days. Have a nice day.” Then it flew back to the ceiling from where it scanned other native males in the ticketdrome.

Mr. Munyuki pulled his trousers up, avoiding the condemning stares of the masses walking back and forth. Humanity, were they even human at all with their daily diet of NeustrogenAlpha™, and the mood stabilisers and anti-depressants pumped into the water supply? He wondered this knowing full well that within minutes he would be incapable of such thoughts, that he would turn back into a docile robot. He turned to the woman. Something inside of him was happening, a rebalancing of brain chemistry. He felt light and happy for the first time that day. As if his very soul itself was lifted up to heaven. Balance restored in a chaotic world. 

“I shall be going back to Mas-ving O, as you suggested,” he said, and smiled at the checkout woman.

“A wise decision. We’ll make sure you get a nice window seeeeaaat,” the woman replied, emphasising seat like one would talking to a toddler.

He left for the transport, a small part of him, unable to understand why despite his every desire to make a stand, he found himself co-operating, wanting to co-operate. The part of him pharmacologically altered was winning over his true self but it still lingered somewhere inside him, he could feel it. He never told his physician this, though under some health ordinance or the other he was fully obliged to.
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He returned to the boys’ hostel on the northern outskirts of the town. It was called ‘Sponsored by Investco Perpetual’ with the sub-tag, ‘Ensuring Better Homes for the Earth’s Native Population’. All the hostels were sponsored by some corp or the other. He swiped his apparat, the door opened, and he went up the steps to his room on the third floor. 

“Jimmy!” his workflatmate John shouted out, a weak, subdued call coming from the depths of a NeustrogenAlpha™ haze.

“Hey, John.”

“I’ve got something for you. A letter.” John hid it behind his back. “You have to guess where it’s coming from.”

He knew straight away. There’s only one place where decisions are so important they have to be printed out and sent the old-fashioned way.

“My answer from PopPlan,” he replied hesitantly. He took the envelope, opened it very slowly, and took a deep breath.

PopPlan—Population Planning didn’t send these replies out by apparat because they wanted them to be intimate. Its advertisements on television featured a muscled, smiling man, receiving his letter through the post, opening it, reading it and then looking at the television, mouthing, “Thank you PopPlan,” with Tchaikovsky's Serenade for Strings in C Major playing in the background. The tune was stuck in his head. The advert played every day, on repeat.

“Do you want me to read it for you,” said John.

“Hang on a minute, will you.” His head was spinning. The future counted on this.

“Come on, read it already, you’ve been waiting five years for this.”

“Dear Mr. Jimmy Munyuki,” he began reading the piece of paper that had the PopPlan Logo on top and pink hearts dotted all round. “Thank you for your application to sire, which the committee has considered in great detail. We regret...” he stopped and froze.

John took the letter from him and continued. “We regret to inform you that we will not be accepting you for the sireship program. While your health is impeccable, the rearfoot valgus presented in your lower limb anatomy may be detrimental to the quality of future stock... We wish you the best for the future...”

“And commend you for being a loyal, hardworking citizen. Your’s Sincerely MM Mcguire (head of PopPlan C-DIV).” He finished it off by heart. He knew the words by rote. Everyone he knew who’d made the application from Sponsored by Investco Perpetual had been declined.

“I guess when mine comes through, it’ll be the same,” John said, resigned and weary.

“What on earth is a rearfoot valgus anyway?”

Jimmy Munyuki lay on his bed and slept, a deep black sleep.

He woke in the middle of the night feeling thirsty, and poured himself a glass of water. John was snoring on the bunk above. Mr. Munyuki undressed, removing the suit he’d fallen asleep in. A mosquito buzzed in his ear. In his underpants, he fiddled behind his back to remove his 36 A bra. He moved his hands to feel his boobs, a known side effect of the daily doses of NeustrogenAlpha™. He lay on top of the covers, feeling the stifling summer heat. He looked up on the ceiling where a screen played nonstop advertisements. He watched them, they were better than counting sheep, for after an hour or so, he fell back to sleep.
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Morning came with the singing of winter birds and the chatter of monkeys in the vast wilderness surrounding Mas-ving O. A handful of natives came wearing worn resigned looks, and amassed outside the monument offices. They’d heard word spreading of some resistance to the sale, but nothing had so far materialised. They looked like vegetables, walking zombies. As soon as they appeared, four health drones appeared from the sky, sampling, testing, checking. One of the drones played a loud, recorded broadcast: “Since Health Ministry Pvt Ltd a subsidiary of CorpGov took over this sector, Native Population has stabilised to a replacement rate of 1:1, life expectancy has doubled, free sanitation, jobs for all, Life, Liberty, Happiness for all. CorpGov is better than OldGov. Life is better. Life is good. You are Happy. One world, One people, United at last.”

The hydrogen-fuelled trucks started rolling in, a large convoy that stretched out past the horizon. Their mirrors and windshields glistened in bright morning sun. Mr. Munyuki saw the hieroglyphs that marked them as CorpGov property. Everything was owned by CorpGov or the little Ltds that found a niche in the gigantic corporate macrocosm. He watched their slow progress as though they were appearing from behind a screen, or he was the one under a glass jar insulated from it all, or maybe the layer was on his eyes, a thin film covering them.

The first trucks were the removers and behind them followed heavy, earth moving equipment. Diggers, bulldozers, caterpillars, all moving silently, a vapour trail of clean H2O trailing as they went. The surveyors had been and gone already. For months, they took photographs, made detailed measurements and noted everything down on their apparats that transmitted terabytes of data to the twin capitals—Washington-Beijing. ‘One world, two capitals,’—that was what the adverts said. The adverts said a lot of things.

This was the new order of stability. Since Nial Gerson, the 21st century historian, had discovered the doctrine of Consumption=Manufacturing, shortened to ConMan, which was enshrined in the eternal treaty, peace and order prevailed. In this order, China manufactures=America consumes. It has always been this way; it will always be this way. A stable equilibrium combining free markets, scientific rationale, and central planning, was created by the 2059 ConMan treaty that founded Chimerica as the pillar of GloSta. Every nation on the planet now had a ranking and a function from which no deviation was allowed unless CorpGov or one of its franchises ordered it. ‘A better world for all. Eternal Growth,’—more slogans in his head.

The hundreds of workmen in white jumpsuits waited, sprawled across the grounds surrounding the monument. These were native workmen. Strong men. The sort of men with strong bodies and low IQs that were valued above all else by CorpGov. Loyal men who followed orders, the first of a new breed. A call came in to their supervisor who wore a red and blue jumpsuit. He spoke briefly on his apparat and gave the signal. Mr. Munyuku watched silently from the open window at the heritage offices. This is where he worked, a subsidiary of the Ministry of Native Affairs. He clenched to hold in his morning suppository, which felt like it was slipping out. Obviously, drones do the job better, they don’t get distracted by the physical contortion required to slip the fingers in and push the capsule, they just do, pushing deep into the cavity.

He looked at the holographic blueprint for where Great Zimbabwe (Property of Ling Lee Antiquities Enterprises and Debt Recovery) would be finding its new home. The theme park on the outskirts of the Eastern capital, alongside the Cholula Pyramid and Great Pyramid of Giza, the Taj Mahal, British Museum, and a host of other antiquities from nations that had failed to meet their quota, failed to pay their debts. He read the information hailing the theme park as yet another example of how the world was moving towards greater unity, integration and a new era of unlimited growth. Strangely, he thought, it looked good there. He imagined the businessmen and their families drifting round the ancient world and enjoying the wonders all put together in one place.

Mr. Munyuki almost felt like laughing at the history of the monument. The first European adventurers had ransacked it, tearing down the carefully crafted granite walls searching for gold in the nineteenth century. But nothing like when palladium had been discovered under it in the twenty second. He felt tears swell up in his eyes, but he understood this was the chemical balance telling him all was for the best. Yet, deep inside him, a more primeval feeling of rage stirred up. The morning air had a tinge of time and pollen in it. This is the last time it will ever smell this way here, he realised. A message came through on his apparat, reassigning him from antiquities to his new role as a mine clerk. Under the scorching sun, he ran outside, past the small watching group of natives and the workmen. He ran faster than he’d ever run before and placed his body between the old stone walls and the bulldozers.
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Their hands linked, shadows forming a perfectly integrated circle on the resin floor. Njort crouched in the nearby darkness, watching the pale silhouettes as they leaned in towards each other, whispering. She was beginning to understand their language, the cadences and lilt of their tongues, their over-vowelled words.

“Did you find anything today?” Raafi asked them.

“I found something,” said Mounk, his voice slow and deliberate. “I found a disk; sliver thin and circular. Not like the processors. It reflected light.”

“Wish you’d kept it, Uncle,” said Nald. She was the youngest, her skin the palest, like a ghost in the air. “I would have liked to see that.”

“And you Nald? Did you find much of anything?” Raafi asked.

“Just more of the same. This poisoned earth is death to my fingers. It is difficult to pry the tech out of this hard ground. What is this ground they make us dig in?”

“Who knows,” said Raafi. “It’s a graveyard of sorts; compacted earth, tech fossils. It belonged to the first settlers, before the disaster. Who knows what they want with it all.”

“They want to regain their intellect,” said Cronje. He was the most distant of the five, even when attached to them like this. He was the least hopeful, the least amused. “Clearly they have lost it. Silly place to look for lost intellect, I say. Minds do not grow from the ground.”

They all nodded solemnly, as they always did when he
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