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The Editor’s Word

by Mike Resnick

Welcome to the thirty-sixth issue of Galaxy’s Edge. We got some fine stories for you by new and newer writers Dan Koboldt, Edward M. Lerner, Elly Bangs, Alvaro Zinos-Amaro, Thomas K. Carpenter, Austin DeMarco, Joy Kennedy-O’Neill, and Christopher Blake, plus old friends Joe Haldeman, Bill Pronzini and Barry N. Malzberg, Todd McCaffery (with a dragon story of course), Jane Yolen, and Joe Haldeman.

In addition, we got our Recommended Books column by Jody Lynn Nye and Bill Fawcett, our science column by Gregory Benford, our literary column by Robert J. Sawyer, and Joy Ward’s interview with F. Paul Wilson. And of course, we’ve got part three of our serialized novel, Charles Sheffield’s Tomorrow and Tomorrow.

* * *

This issue marks our sixth birthday, which is about five-and-a-half years longer than most prognosticators gave us. After all, in science fiction’s almost century-long history, there have been “hard” science fiction magazines, “soft” science fiction magazines, fantasy magazines, horror magazines, endless variations on each of them—but until Galaxy’s Edge came along there’d never been one whose purpose was to showcase more than half a dozen beginners and newer writers with every issue.

The field has been responsive from the get-go. We’ve never lacked for submissions, and have seen a lot of beginners begin to lose that “beginner” status after re-selling us or selling elsewhere. A number of top pros—Mercedes Lackey, Joe Haldeman, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, George R.R. Martin, Nancy Kress, Orson Scott Card, Jane Yolen, Robert Silverberg, and quite a few others have offered us reprint stories, not only because of course we admire both the writers and the stories, but because their names on the covers have helped sell the magazine which allows us to continue buying from newcomers. Ditto our regular columnists—Greg Benford, the team of Nye and Fawcett, Barry Malzberg (for the first twenty-six issues) and Rob Sawyer (for the last ten), and Joy Ward’s interviews.

It’s a team effort... and it’s working. One of our stories, by a total unknown, made the Hugo ballot. About a dozen of our new writers have made book sales since appearing in our pages. We’re getting reviewed in a lot of venues that didn’t even know we existed three, four and five years ago.

When publisher Shahid Mahmud asked me to edit a science fiction magazine about six and a half years ago, I said I’d do it only if its primary purpose was to feature new and newer writers, that those of us who had established ourselves in the field had an obligation to pay forward. He agreed, and the authors of every reprint and column we’ve run have felt the same way.

We had no way of knowing that the public would respond with the same enthusiasm, but we’re delighted you did. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go light the six candles that are sitting atop the cake.


Elly Bangs’s short stories have appeared in Clarkesworld, Strange Horizons, and Daily Science Fiction. This is her first appearance in Galaxy’s Edge.

The Wordless Age

by Elly Bangs

The pit darkens and the film begins:

On Tuesday, Louis Gray negotiated the sale of the word “poignant” to the renown medical-industrialist Gravis Munsen, for the unheard-of sum of nearly ten billion credits. There was a ringing in his ears, a polyphonic chorus of adrenaline, as he jogged his victory lap around the offices of Thompson Linguistic Assets LLC. The partners came down at lunch to shake his hand. Mr. Thompson himself leaned over him and very intentionally enunciated the word “congratulations,” and Gray tried not to flinch: The founder hadn’t settled for any of the more affordable variants (“best wishes,” “good job,” etc.), but had gone right for the top shelf. Gray knew that word’s catalog entry by heart: since its acquisition by those assholes at Prestige Verbal Holdings, “Congratulations” had been listed as a Lifestyle Premiere word, a cool ten thousand credits per utterance. Gray could live on that for a week.

When the bosses had moved on down the row, he unthinkingly whispered an expletive and cringed. He looked down at the Rights Manager clipped to his belt and watched a grand leave his account, but what did it really matter? He could afford it now. For the first time in his life he was within striking distance of the Golden Line: if he made one more sale like that, his net worth would be positive.

For three days, Louis Gray had the world on a string. He relished the gracious smiles and the jealous glares alike when he shelled out for unnecessary good-mornings and good-nights. At the height of his confidence he even worked up the nerve to approach the toll gate clerk he’d harbored a crush on for over a year, and lavished her with extravagant and flirtatious words until she blushingly agreed to go on a date with him. Aside from a sudden bout of inexplicable pain in his left eyeball, all was right with the world.

On Friday, the man he’d sold “poignant” to strolled into the offices of Thompson Linguistic Assets LLC and announced he was buying them out and laying off the entire staff.

Louis Gray spent that afternoon leaning over a toilet while the holographic digits on the stall relentlessly counted the cost of each retch.

* * *

“You’re wondering why you’re here,” said the silver-haired Gravis Munsen, CEO of Enterprise BioMech. He was reclining in a leather armchair, legs crossed—a position that raised the cuff of his pant leg to expose the brand name on his fine silk sock: “Gossamer.” Gossamer was one of those words that had become luxurious for luxury’s sake. The price ticked up every few days but the last time Gray had checked it was close to one million credits per appearance. The label alone on that one sock, he grimly realized, was worth six months of his rent.

“You’re probably wondering what you’ll do for a living now. That’s fine. The old survival instincts kicking in. But what you should be wondering is why I would pay such a hefty sum to possess the word ‘poignant.’ That’s an interesting investment on my part, don’t you think?”

Gray agreed inwardly that it had been an odd choice: No market analyst expected “poignant” to appreciate in value any time soon. But what could he afford to say about it now, to the man who’d laid him off? He shrugged. He rubbed his aching left eye.

“I didn’t rise to my present worth by thinking small or short-term, Mr. Gray!” the quadrillionaire barked imperiously. “The pursuit of greatness requires planning farther out than our competitors and taking greater risks for greater rewards. That’s why I’d like to purchase the rights to your genome.”

Gray blinked hard.

Munsen made an impatient motion. “Speak up, my boy. Anything said in this office goes on my tab. I swear, your generation is so fucking parsimonious!”

(“Parsimonious,” Gray recalled from the catalog: C94,000 per utterance.)

Gray winced. “Thank you. Sir.”

“But?”

“But... why?”

Munsen smiled. “There it is again. That restless intellect. Always questioning! That’s just the point: you’re a very naturally intelligent man, Mr. Gray. A gifted word broker. That much was evident during the sale. Of course, the technology does not yet exist to use genome rights for much of anything, but the markets are already speculating as to future uses. One day we may be able to repackage innate intelligence and offer it up as a product anyone can subscribe to. Wouldn’t that be marvelous? What a utopia we’d have then.”

(“Utopia:” C178,600)

“So yes. I’d like to purchase the rights. Permanently and exclusively. I’d offer you fifty million credits. That’ll get you well across the Golden Line. To sweeten the deal I’ll give you back your old job and throw in a promotion. You won’t get a better offer. Especially not as the market for genome rights heats up. What do you say? But please decide now. Don’t waste my time.”

Gray’s jaw hung open. Finally he nodded.

“Outstanding. However, I have one condition.”

“Yes?”

“I need your sister’s genome too.” Munsen pursed his lips mock-apologetically. “Yours alone isn’t really worth much. Hers provides a frame of reference for mapping the salient genes, and would allow hypothetical products to be engineered for both sexes. Convince her to agree to the sale on the same terms, and we’ll have a deal.”

Gray stared blankly out into the cityscape just on the other side of Munsen’s desk. Smokestacks and towers traced dark lines against the overcast sky.

“Say something!” Munsen shouted.

“I couldn’t find her if I tried. She...” The words caught in his throat. “She went dark, almost sixteen years ago now. She jumped the wall and disappeared into the pirate zone and there’s no way I can—”

Munsen tossed a laminated card into Gray’s lap. It was a license to enter the pirate zone for up to a week without risking arrest or asset forfeiture. His eyes widened. He’d tried for years to get his hands on a license like this one.

“Excelsior!” Munsen cheered. (C1,240,500)

He swallowed. “The pirate zone is dangerous. I don’t know if she’s still alive in there. In fact I have no reason to think she is, and I could easily wind up dead myself.”

“Great rewards entail great risk!”

“What if I say no?”

The quadrillionaire shrugged. “Then you’re a loser.”

* * *

Louis spent an hour staring pensively up through his apartment’s slit window. He turned his belt-clip rights manager over and over in his palms, staring at the pale glow of his credit balance, paralyzed by ambivalence.

In the end he decided that the shame of standing up the toll gate clerk narrowly outweighed the shame of going through with the date. As it turned out, she was an old-fashioned girl: When they met at the restaurant she held up her rights manager, expecting him to key in the commands to make her words his treat for the night. Her disappointment was palpable when he declined.

“How was today?” he asked, as they opened their menus.

She knitted her brows, seeming to mentally compare prices, and eventually settled on a bargain-barrel adjective: “Adequate.”

A long silence passed.

“What you do... when free?” Louis asked.

She stared at him and shook her head.

The waiter came to stand by the table and smile patiently down, but Louis felt his appetite recede further every time he looked at the menu. This was not a cheap establishment: The dishes could only be ordered by their rather extravagant full names, such as “festooned tofu oblongs” and “ornate seaweed decoupage.”

“What you have?” Louis asked his date.

“Food,” she responded, miserably.

He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “Movie instead? On me.”

She was already pushing back her chair. “Adequate.”

Down the block they found a newly-built theater and picked the first show that was playing without bothering to read the titles. Like tabletop puzzles, cinema’s popularity had exploded since the last wave of inflation: Everyone was looking for ways to sit together in silence for a couple of hours without too much awkwardness.

Louis had always loved the movies because of all the words (the studios could often license them in bulk)—but the films he’d seen lately were increasingly strange. They never featured the same actors twice, and the acting was subdued. The sex was painfully awkward, the violence raw. Characters tended to address the camera directly at every turn, and every shot looked partly digitally recreated, as if an algorithm had extrapolated most of the scene from incomplete visual data. It was all some new genre, low-budget and high-concept film. As if you were seeing the whole thing through someone else’s eyes—almost as if, Louis thought uncomfortably, they didn’t even know you were watching.

At least this one had a happy ending. The two main characters had a windfall and earned enough to afford beautiful wedding vows. But as they sealed the words with a kiss, Louis’s heart sank. He snuck a glance at the contours of the toll clerk’s face in the darkness.

“Sorry,” he said, walking her to the tram station.

She shook her head. “No. Me.”

“Fired,” he said.

By way of explanation, she rolled back her sleeve to show him the Enterprise BioMech logo, the faint seam where the synthetic coating of her bionic hand met her own original flesh.

“Bills,” she said.

She boarded the tram. When the doors hissed shut she looked back at him. They stared at each other through the glass, hands raised, wordlessly, until she was gone.

* * *

At the gates of the pirate zone Gray unclipped the Rights Manager from his belt and passed it through the slot in the bulletproof glass. He tried to ignore the wall of riot gear and shotguns arrayed around him; he clung for dear life to the license tucked into the pocket of his slate gray suit. Then they were ushering him through the chain links and before he knew it he found himself alone on the long, cracked path that led down into the shantytowns of the feral city.

He’d known what to expect, but he was still shocked at every turn. There were pirated words everywhere. Someone had spray painted “BRAZEN” (C281,000) onto the pavement just ahead of him, and he was afraid to step on it. There it was again and again on the corrugated steel and clapboard and old brick. As he watched, a denim-clad woman with a bandana over her face carved the word “PALIMPSEST” (C981,800) into the weathered, overlapping papers of an old billboard. She turned and saw Gray. She made some sort of elaborate hand gesture to someone he couldn’t see, then dropped and took off running over the rooftops.

There were millions upon millions of credits’ worth of pirated words here. He felt his gorge rising. He smoothed down the lapels of his suit and kept walking under the warm drizzle.

The streets were more populated the farther he traveled away from the gates of the lawful zone, and every eye he passed fixed on him. Sweepers stopped sweeping. Elaborate conversations paused in the middle of stolen words. A man cooking a big rat over a burning oil drum stopped turning his spit. There was only one voice that carried through the sudden silence: It crackled out of an old radio on a wooden stool, attended by two men and three women in tattered black denim. One looked up and blew a slow puff of smoke at Gray as he crept closer to hear the illegal broadcast.

“—bought the word ‘poignant’ for nine point eight billion credits. Nine point eight billion! Enough money to feed and clothe every human soul in the so-called ‘pirate zone.’ The price doubled overnight. Now they say if we can’t afford it, we should say ‘sad-beautiful’ instead for the low low price of only nine hundred credits per utterance. And they call us criminals? Brothers, sisters, siblings, as the voice of the Pirate Queen I say there is no greater compliment. ‘Poignant’ belongs to you! Today, like every day, we steal our words back! Public government! Public domain! Language or death!”

That was when the sack dropped down over Gray’s head.

He didn’t resist. He was afraid to speak. He let much stronger arms than his lead him a long way, through puddles that soaked his socks, up and down uneven steps, through ducking passages, to a chair where they sat him down and bound his ankles and wrists in coarse rope.

“Surreptitious,” someone whispered in his ear, and the shock of witnessing the word theft nearly tipped him over. The space around him erupted in cruel snickering.

“Sufficient,” said a familiar voice.

The hood was yanked from Gray’s head, and there she was, her features thrown into harsh relief by the single lightbulb dangling over them.

“Brienne? F—” He cut off his swear, though there was no Rights Manager to charge him for it. “Is it really you?”

The woman who might have been Brienne licked her teeth and sighed. Her black hair was tied up in scraggly braids. An old army coat sagged over her shoulders. She wore a patch over her left eye.

“You’re the Pirate Queen?”

“Nice to see you too, brother.” She lit a hand-rolled cigarette and folded her arms. “What has it been? Fifteen, sixteen years?”

“This guy really your blood?” a masked man asked her. “His card thing says he’s a licensed word broker.”

“Sorry for the harsh treatment. It’s been a while now since the wordowners sent any wet squads or assassins in to suppress us, but it’s the sword we live under.”

“You’ve stolen millions,” Gray gaped, still wriggling in the ropes. “Billions. Trillions of credits worth of utterances. How could you?”

“You really are a word broker.” She blew smoke through her nose. “Funny how shit turns out, isn’t it.”

“And you really are the Pirate Queen.” He couldn’t help but smile. “You’re their leader, aren’t you? Then it’s true. We’re innately intelligent! Our genes are worth a fortune.”

She shrugged her bewilderment. “Louis, what are you doing here?”

“Enterprise BioMech wants to purchase the rights to your genome,” he declared. “I came looking for you. To arrange the sale.”

The dimly lit room was silent.

“... and to offer you a middle management position if you want it,” he added.

Brienne exchanged looks with the other word pirates.

They all burst out laughing.

* * *

By morning it was written on a thousand surfaces throughout the pirate zone, in spray paint or marker or crude etching. Everywhere Gray looked the word leered out at him. The rat chef turned his spit over the fire: POIGNANT. A young mother sang and nursed her infant by the door to her tin-roofed hovel: POIGNANT. An old man shat audibly into a bucket: POIGNANT. How much was the word worth now? The prices and appraised values changed every day. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been separated from the tickers for so long. His mind itched to check up on his portfolio—and his left eye still ached now and again.

“Somebody’s playing you like a fiddle,” Brienne said.

“What do you mean?” he asked, following her. He was no longer bound, but they’d replaced his suit jacket and topcoat with some of their trademark denim rags to make him less conspicuous.

“You were never the sharpest knife in the drawer, Louis. Neither was I, honestly. I don’t buy Munsen’s ‘smart genes’ bullshit.”

He huffed. He tried to think of a comeback and settled on, “What exactly do you think you’re accomplishing, stealing all these words?”

“You can’t steal words,” she said. “You can’t steal what can’t be owned.”

“But of course words can be owned. Every word has to belong to someone. And that someone has a lawful right to decide who is allowed to use that word, and how, for what price. It’s common sense.”

“It wasn’t always common sense.”

“What, you mean your... ‘public domain?’” He snorted. “What a waste that was! An entire potential sector of the economy, just... ignored! Quadrillions of credits down the drain! I can’t believe we’re still debating the privatization of language!”

“No one can afford to debate it.”

“Exactly.”

Brienne rubbed her temples in exasperation. “Louis, how do you live up there in the ‘lawful zone?’ Do you have friends? A girlfriend? A boyfriend?”

Louis looked at his shoes and said nothing.

“So what then?” she said. “What do you want out of life that you can get while paying for it by the word?”

“A word of my own, of course.”

She stopped and stared blankly at him through her one eye. “You want to own a word.”

“Some of them are more affordable than you’d think. The common ones are all very sought-after, naturally—I don’t dream of owning any articles or conjunctions any time soon—but I’ve been assembling a diverse portfolio of rare nouns that would make excellent long-term investments. ‘Tuffet,’ for example.”

She snorted. “So what, every time anybody recites ‘Little Miss Muffet’ they have to pay you fifty creds?”

“Sure.” He gestured toward the singing mother, who glanced up nervously, and continued: “Tuffets could make a comeback any day now. Anyhow, that’s just the direct licensing. Once you start to leverage the futures and options on the utterance rights, financial stability is within reach. Brienne, listen to me. With what Munsen will pay us for our genomes, we could make a down payment on ‘Tuffet’ today.”

Brienne looked revolted.

“What?”

“Louis. Brother.” She put her hands on his shoulders. “If my very life depended on it, I would never, ever, not in ten trillion years, go through with this horrible deal you’ve made.”

Louis stared at his feet and shivered. The rags they’d given him were too thin to keep warm. He shrugged off her hands and said, “Seriously, what have you been doing here all these years? I couldn’t contact you. I didn’t know if you were okay. If you were even alive.”

The Pirate Queen sighed. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t contact you either. It’s not easy to get words over the wall, but we’re working on it.”

“What happened to your eye?”

She didn’t answer. Instead she led him to a shack with an open wall: a makeshift classroom. Inside, a heavy-set woman made elaborate motions with her hands, to which rows of sitting people responded with their own gesticulations. Brienne signaled something to the teacher with her fingers.

“What are you doing?” Louis asked.

“Our revolution is built on this language.” She demonstrated—raising her fist, twisting it outward, then bringing it down with a bent arm. “Our deaf comrades have been kind enough to teach it to the rest of us.”

“Deaf?” Louis asked. “You mean... there are people here who can’t even hear?”

She winced at him. “This is the pirate zone, Louis. We don’t have forced cybernetic augmentation; we let people live with their differences. And just where do you think everyone from the LZ goes when they can’t be ‘fixed’ by Enterprise BioMech’s gadgetry? Or when they don’t want to be?”

He was too bewildered to speak.

“It’s called sign language,” she continued. “It’s neither written nor spoken, so the all-seeing Rights Management Systems in the lawful zone aren’t designed to detect it. One day we’ll use it to bring our revolution over the wall. End word ownership forever. Return language to the people.”

Louis was aghast. “Even as a kid you had an inflated sense of justice, but even you must know that’s insane! Or do you want to crash the entire economy? Do you want the whole world to be like this?” He motioned around at the ruin, the puddles, the idleness. He pointed off into the distance, where a waterfall of trash poured over the lip of the zone wall from the glittering skyscrapers beyond.

“This place is only a shithole because the wordowners and their goons come and stomp on everything we build. Everything we scrap together from the trash they dump on our heads. And even then—shit, Louis. Don’t you see what’s going on? Pretty soon they won’t need your genetic data. They’ll be able to make you do whatever they want. All they have to do is jack up the price of the word ‘no.’”

Louis felt his blood pressure rising. “I wish I could live in some fantasy-land where everything is free and we can talk all day without paying for it, but we can’t all be thieves. Some of us have to grow up and be responsible adults and live in the real world! Some of us earn the right to speak!”

“Human rights are not earned!”

He had no idea how to respond to such a preposterous statement. He shook his head and said, “If you won’t see reason, fine. I’m going home!”

“Oh no you aren’t.” She yanked him along.

“What, so I’m your prisoner now?”

“No.” She scowled. “You’re my brother, and I haven’t seen you in a long damn time. You are staying for dinner.”

* * *

The cacophony surrounding the feast was a feast in itself. There were so many words here: mumbled, shouted, sung in unison. Louis Gray couldn’t remember ever hearing so much speech at once. Even the wealthiest wordowners in the lawful zone never dared to blather on so generously—and despite his cultivated frugal instincts, to say nothing of his seething moral indignation, he found himself relishing every syllable. Then there was the food.

“This is so good,” he muttered through a mouthful of noodles, and blushed: where he’d come from, failure to fully enunciate was considered extraordinary wasteful and rude.

“Delicious?” Brienne prompted. “Delectable?”

Louis put on a melodramatically scandalized look.

“Scrumptious!” one of the other word pirates shouted.

“Toothsome!” The rebels guffawed and slapped Louis on the back, and despite himself he laughed with them.

“Come on, brother. You’ve got your fancy zone license and there’s no little gizmo clamped to you to tally up your every word. It’s all free here. What’s something you’ve always wanted to say?”

Louis shook his head and took a sip of beer. “No. No, I shouldn’t.”

“Come on!” everyone shouted.

“Okay, okay! I, um...” He straightened his tie and cleared his throat. The whole table had gone silent in anticipation. “Well, I always thought that... if I won the lottery, I would use all the fancy synonyms. ‘Big’ is fine, it’s affordable, but sometimes I just want to call something... immense.”

“Gigantic?” Brienne said.

“Gargantuan!” Louis shouted, then covered his mouth in self-astonishment. He was met with oohs and ahs from the cohort.

“We’ve always loved words, you and I,” Brienne said through a crooked smile. “I remember that. How we used to help Mama with the crosswords.”

“Yes. Before the inflation. Those puzzles weren’t such a luxury back then.”

She frowned. “I see we took that love in very different directions, but we never lost it. What happened, Louis? How did we grow so far apart?”

He set down his beer. “As I recall, you jumped the fence after Mama died.”

“Right. After the hospital sent us that eighty thousand credit bill just for her last words.”

“She was never very budget-conscious,” Louis muttered, and instantly regretted it.

Brienne leaned slowly back in her chair and fixed her one eye on him with a glare that all but tangibly burned. All the word pirates were staring at him. His throat tightened.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t want to be this way. I don’t want to think this way. I just... I have to. To survive. We all have to.”

The Pirate Queen heaved a sigh. “You could join us, you know. I know it’s not as safe or as pretty on this side of the fence, but you’ve got family here. You can make new friends. You can even speak to them for free.”

“I can’t. I couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Damnit, Brienne. Don’t you get it? I’m so close! If I can just close this genome deal with Munsen I’ll be across the Golden Line!”

“So?”

“So? All my debts will be paid off. I’ll have positive worth. How many people can say that? At my age?” He realized he was shouting. The whole room was watching him. He cleared his throat and sank back down onto the bench. “I’m sorry. I’ve worked too hard to reach this point. I can’t give up now.”

Brienne shook her head. She got up and went to him. He tensed and braced himself, but to his surprise she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed.

“Then I’m glad I got to see you, brother,” she whispered. “However ephemerally.”

Louis felt tears welling up in his eyes. He knew in his mind that it didn’t matter here, but in the lawful zone one utterance of the word “ephemeral” would have been the most extravagant gift he’d ever received. He hugged her back.

“It’s a shame, though,” she added, coyly. “We always need more librarians, and I bet you’d be good at it.”

His eyes went wide. He pulled out of her grip to stare at her. The word tasted ancient on his tongue: “Li... brary?”

Brienne made hand signals at the other pirates. Without another word they got up and pushed the table across the floor. Underneath it there was a trap door. Past the trap door there was a set of rough-hewn stairs. And at the bottom of the stairs there was a room like nothing Louis Gray had ever dreamed of.

She led him between the shelves. There had to be hundreds of such shelves, containing many thousands of books, each with hundreds of pages, each page overflowing with words. His jaw hung slack to behold it all. He felt his knees buckle under him. He couldn’t catch his breath: there was more wealth in this one underground room than in all of Gravis Munsen’s net worth combined.

He closed his eyes and breathed in the smell.

“You feeling all right, brother?”

Louis looked at her.

“I can’t go back,” he said, his voice quivering. “Your way of life doesn’t make sense to me. It scandalizes every fiber of my being. And I could never go back if my life depended on it. I’m joining you.”

Brienne smiled and reached out to hug him.

At that moment twenty men in riot gear smashed through the plywood ceiling amid a hail of teargas and stun grenades.

* * *

The genome broker nodded curtly and then hurried out of the room, leaving Louis sitting in silence by his sister’s hospital bed. He watched her eyes stir under her lids as the sedative wore off, and then she opened them—both of them.

Her first words were, “Oh no.”

“Brienne, don’t worry. You’re going to be okay. Better than okay.”

“What does that mean?”

“You were shot during the raid. You would’ve died but I managed to have you taken back to the lawful zone. To the hospital.”

Her gaze flicked around the dim, sterile room. “My eye. You put a new eye in my head without my consent!”

Louis swallowed hard. “You know disabilities are illegal here. It’s just public safety. No, please try to relax! Listen, it’s the best eye Enterprise BioMech makes. It can even stream or record video, with sound! I’m sorry. I thought you would like it. I thought... it would be a consolation.”

“For what?” she asked, and only then looked down.

“You were shot in the heart,” Louis whispered. “But now you have the best heart there is. Much better than the old one.”

She fingered the edge of the matte-white box protruding from her sternum.

“It doesn’t work with regular blood, though. There’s a subscription model. You order refills each month—”

“I have to get back to the pirate zone.”

“You can’t,” Louis whispered. He glanced regretfully at the bandages and said, “It doesn’t work without a Wi-Fi connection.”

Her face went blank.

Louis flipped open the glossy brochure and held it up for her to see. “Enterprise BioMech’s proprietary blood comes in three different purity levels, see? Value, Premium, and Luxury. I know it seems expensive, but you can afford it now. For a while.”

Her hand snaked out and locked onto his wrist like a handcuff. “You didn’t. Louis. Tell me you didn’t.”

He hesitated. “I’m sorry. I signed the deal with Munsen on your behalf. I know it was against your wishes, I know that, but I couldn’t just... .” He trailed off.

She stared at the ceiling.

He said, “I know right now everything seems terrible. I wish it had happened any other way but this, but just listen to me. We’re finally a family again. After all this time. I know the lawful zone will be... a big adjustment, but we’ll get through it together. I’ll help you every step of the way.”

She closed her eyes and drew in a sharp breath. She didn’t say anything else as the nurses came by to check her out, or as Louis took her back to his apartment, or as they sat together eating his favorite brand of budget food cubes, or as he showed her how her new rights manager device worked. Privately he took comfort in her silence: she was already getting the hang of life in the lawful zone, he thought.

He opened his eyes the next morning and saw the front door hanging open. He jumped up from his bedroll, instinctively clipped his rights manager to the waistband of his underpants, and took off running—down the hall and out into the cold morning air, ignoring the gawkers. His heaving breath steamed after him as he sprinted down the street, and around the next corner he looked ahead to the looming shadow of the wall. It was broken by a square of light at the gate, in which a single human silhouette stood.

“Brienne!” he shouted, again and again, but he was out of breath.

“Let me through,” she told the guards. “I will not be owned.”

Something happened. Louis watched in disbelief as they touched their ears to receive some inaudible command through the wires, then one by one lowered their shotguns. The gate closed and locked behind her. She stopped just on the other side and turned to watch Louis slam his body against the bars.

“Don’t do this!” he pleaded between breaths. “I just found you again. I can’t lose you like this!”

Her voice was cold when she responded, “You know me, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know that if I stay, I’ll lose myself.”

He nodded, helplessly.

“I love you, brother,” she said, and took a slow step backwards. Then another.

“I—” he began, but hesitated—instinctively remembering that “love” was not an especially affordable word—and just as he was about to open his mouth to say it anyway, it happened.

Brienne passed out of the lawful zone’s Wi-Fi reception. She crumpled like a marionette whose strings had been cut.

He stared through the steel bars, too shocked to respond.

Just then his Rights Manager pinged cheerfully: the payment on the genome contract had cleared. Louis Gray had crossed the Golden Line.

He dropped to his knees and sobbed. He shouted at the sky: “Excelsior! Excelsior! Excelsior!” The rights manager on his waistband pinged frantically as he raced back across the Golden Line and moved 1.2 million credits deeper into debt with every repetition.

* * *

The image on the big screen above the pit blurred with water and finally blinked into darkness. Munsen blotted his cheeks with a silk handkerchief and made an applauding motion to the rows of video editors below his office. “Oh, yes. Yes. Superb work, everyone. Send it off to distribution.”

The young staff looked up from their workstations. A few of them scowled at Munsen with a coldness that surprised him—as if he’d made them complicit in some unspeakable crime—but they said nothing. They just turned back to their keyboards.

“Such a miserly generation,” Munsen growled to himself.

“You don’t think it’s too subversive?” the director asked.

“Subversion is healthy in measured doses,” the quadrillionaire replied. “Give people a bit of catharsis now and then to mollify them, I say. Let them work it out of their system. Subversion sells.”

The director stroked his chin pensively and added, “I’m not sure I want to know how you managed to replace his eye without him knowing, but he’s going to find out when this hits theaters. There could be some blowback.”

Munsen flapped his hand dismissively. “Great rewards require great risk. The film is sure to scandalize some viewers, but what matters is that those who see it won’t be able to resist talking about it. It will be the talk of the town. And when all is said and done, there’s really only one way to describe it.”

“Poignant?” the director prompted.

Munsen called up the word valuation charts on his desk screen and poured himself a drink.

Out of his sight in the pit below, the video editors exchanged elaborate hand motions. One twisted her fist outward and then brought it down, forming a word without letters, without sound:

Resist.
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True Love, False Memories

by Austin DeMarco

First-time clients usually come back the next day. Most often, they’re angry and do a great deal of shouting. We have a separate waiting room for our current clientele. No sense in scaring off the newbies just because some overzealous nobody needs to vent his frustration.

I’ve been the receptionist here for fifteen years, and I’ve developed a pretty thick skin to cope with all the shouting. I’ve thought about moving on, but I’ve got bills to pay, you know?

One of these days, I’m going to be a memory architect. I’m going to help people repair their broken hearts, and not a single one of my clients will come back angry the next day. Not like this guy in front of me right now.

He’s been going on for several minutes already with no sign of slowing any time soon. I pull up his file on my computer while he’s distracting himself, explaining precisely how furious he is that our treatment did not work, that he still remembers how his high school crush rejected him at the spring dance. He wanted them to have a life together, damn it, and if we couldn’t give that to him, then he damn well wanted his money back.

I scan his file. Michael Conrad. Moved to Seattle
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