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Welcome to the City

By

Milton J. Davis
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The City. No one knows how it began or when it will end. No one knows how we came to be here, 20 million souls, 1500 different species all crammed together in plascrete and biosteel. No one's been in or out of the city in 20 centuries. Some have their theories why, some don't care. But no matter whom you are, or what you are, you have a story, don't you? The trick is finding someone who cares to listen...'

And that’s how it began, as a random idea in the middle of the day. I’m sure there are underlying concepts that sparked these words, and a closer examination of those concepts would bring forth a deeper discussion but at the time it was just a statement. Soon afterwards I posted these words on the State of Black Science Fiction, a group dedicated to the creation, support and distribution of science fiction and fantasy by and about people of African descent. The response was immediate and amazing. Other writers added their own ideas and linked them with images that helped convey their thoughts. Soon we had a continuous thread of ideas and concepts orbiting the central theme. Balogun Ojetade combined these ideas then created a City Manifesto, a guideline for stories based on this new creation. The next step was inevitable; the creation of an anthology.

The City anthology is a unique creation. It’s a concept anthology, a collection of stories where eighteen different authors share their vision of a single idea. It’s Cyberfunk, stories that play with future concepts from an Afrocentric perspective. Most of all it’s engaging, exciting, thought provoking and fun. 

Like the inhabitants, the City is perceived in different ways by different writers.  The result is a journey into a unique world describe by unique and engaging voices. I hope you enjoy your visit to The City. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Knowledge
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You say something to me? Yeah, I’m Knowledge Lateef. What is The City? That’s a dangerous question.  No one knows how it began or when it will end. No one knows how we came to be here, 20 million souls, 1500 different species all crammed together in plascrete and biosteel. No one's been in or out of the city in 20 centuries. Some have their theories why, some don't care. But no matter whom you are, or what you are, you have a story, don't you? The trick is finding someone who cares to listen. Now keep moving, and be careful what you think, or what you say. There are no secrets in The City, no secrets to The City. The City is always Watching. Now move on. I ain’t time for you...

Watch out! Who were they? Runners. The eyes, ears and mouth of The City. What you say? We don't need messengers? Everything is in the Wave? That's exactly why the Runners exist. You keep forgetting what I told you. Nothing is secret to the City...unless it's not on the Wave. If it’s on the Wave, The City knows. Want to send a message? Give it to a Runner. They are honest, trustworthy, loyal...and literate. What does that mean? Ha! They can read and write! In any form. Cityzens don’t have need to read or write these days. Everybody jacked to the Wave. Oh yeah, they can take care of themselves pretty good, too. How do I know? I used to be a Runner before I found Street Wisdom. Now I spend my time schoolin' folks like you, trying to keep you out of the River. The River? That's another subject.

Who? His name was Jamal. Yeah, I know you probably heard of him. He was a Runner. Jamal knew The City. Some say he'd been from one End to the Other. That's a lie; The City never ends. But he had a vision to make it better. Not just for humans, but for everything. The Runners spread the word and some actually believed he could to it. But what did I say? They are always watching, and they began to pay attention. Then Jamal and every single one of his followers disappeared and everyone forgot, just like that. Everyone except the Runners. Runners never forget.

You just won't go away will you? How do they watch us? We all have Tells, every one of us. Not tails, Tells. Reach behind you head. Now touch the back of your neck. Right there, that's where it is; or rather that's where it starts. The old books...I mean the old vids say The City used to implant them right after we were created. But it figured how to make it a part of us, just like your heart, you lungs, your brain. It automatically connects you to the Wave...and to The City. Can it be removed? Yeah. You can have it surgically removed, if you can find a Scalper brave enough to do it. But even the best Scalper can't get it all. It grows back. But you can Purge it. Purging will scour your brain of every bit of the Tell. If you survive it, you'll most likely go crazy. Most do. Those that don't become Runners. But then most folks think Runners are crazy, just controlled crazy. Now that's it. No more questions. You're going to get us snatched. Keep it up and the only place we’ll be safe is in The Lush.

The Lush? No, it's not a myth. It's real, as real as you and me. The one place where the City can't reach you, where the Watchers can't watch you. Where is it? If I knew I wouldn't be talking to you. I'd be there. People are always looking for it though I'm sure a few have found it. But since they ain't coming back to tell nobody, it stays hidden. Now stop asking questions. They're going to start paying attention.

What? You still asking questions? Okay, last answer, one way or another. The River is the Soul of the City. They say everything comes from it, and everything eventually goes back to it. You ever been to it? Smells like perfection, doesn't it? Water as clear as glass. Makes you want to jump in and swim with fishes, doesn't it? Don't. And never accept an invitation to go for a walk by the River. As a matter of fact, just stay away from it all together. Hey, did you see that? Shit! I knew it! Walk fast and get the hell away from me. They're paying attention! Watchers are coming. Run!!!
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Glitch

by

Brandee Laird
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I

"Inhale for a full-body stretch, letting your hands meet." She takes an audible inhalation, her lithe form elongating, hands gracefully touching palm-to-palm above her head. I mimic the movement, looking up at my own arms—shorter, more muscular than hers—letting out a great sigh as I fold forward at her bidding. Those around me follow suit, building an ensemble of soft exhales. 

"Clasp hands behind your back, rising up with a great breath, opening your heart." I do, feeling my sternum shifting with an inaudible pop, clavicles settling into place. My hands and forearms are mad sore from yesterday's trainings, shoulders aching from hours of crawling and climbing. 

We exhale as one, allowing our hands to stay locked as we fold once more, arms falling toward relaxed heads. I inhale, allowing my chest to expand, stretching my shoulders with an inner grimace. Good morning hot mess, it's grappling day. I try to focus only on my breath, my body, and the woody scent of the asana room, but the murmurs are louder again today. Each slow inhale brings the distant susurrations ever closer, exhales ending with high-pitched ringing through my head.  

"Exhale and release." Madame Ghiri's tranquil voice makes its way through the din. "With your next inhale, ground your palms, shoulders shifting forward over wrists." She demonstrates, ankle bangles chiming as she tucks her knees to her chest, feet hovering above the ground. She maintains a balance on her hands for a long moment before smoothly extending legs behind her into a high plank. We follow, all strong enough that after our moment's balance the sound of feet alighting is less heard than subtly felt vibrating beneath our hands.

"Exhale, lower down."

My Tell jerks and twitches inside me, screaming all too quietly. My head aches with the sensation, half-seen phantoms pushing through me. I clench my jaw, trying to will it still as I slowly lower my chest. Watching my sweat dripping steadily onto the floor, I listen to my comrades breathing consciously, trying to push myself to physical pain just to have more to focus on.

Struggling to keep my breath, I continue the session diligently mimicking Madame Ghiri's peace, hoping to vicariously win some for myself. I anticipate the last position with dread, remembering when laying supine meant relaxation and wellbeing. Now it's the most painful to endure, the lack of distraction allowing my Tell to screech and wail, sending me disturbing, disjointed images—bloated bodies floating The River, children trapped within burning homes, my own death from a thousand violent ends. Each day it worsens, feels more alien, like an invasion of my very soul. What good is the fucking thing if it's all glitch? 

Madame Ghiri calls for our final pose. I lay down; glad the dim room and my sweat conceal my tears as I wait for whichever terrible visions will happen today. I try anyway, taking deep, full breaths. I will my eyes to relax, sinking down into my body, hoping that today it'll be as it's supposed to. Another full inhale fills my lungs, expanding my chest, muscles yielding as I exhale.  

My next breath is labored, like drawing air through an obstructed respirator. I try to sit up yet cannot move—am I sleeping? I can hear my comrades breathing around me, can feel the hot, humid air of the asana room. I am not asleep. I can barely breathe. I will my fingers to twitch, toes or neck to curl—anything. 

Nothing. 

A panic builds in my chest, throat loose and mind tight with the need to scream, "Someone help me, I'm not sleeping!" My eyes are closed, but I can somehow see, no longer in the room but in a cold, damp alleyway. Two men lift me, carrying my body unceremoniously between them. They joke and laugh as they haul me down a tunnel of switch-backing stairs, dropping me as so much meat onto a cart at the bottom. 

I'm atop a pile of cold bodies, some rigid beneath me, the cloying scent of decay thick in my nostrils. My mind is crying out for anyone, Anyone! Wake me, so I can move again. I know I'm alive but have no control, body static with a lucid soul. I know I'm me but cannot speak. Please! Somebody wake me...I try to shift, kick, turn, begging myself to just Move! Sure for an eternity that I never will, hysteria building to no avail, I struggle against the invisible bonds of at rest in-body while terribly alert in-mind: Trapped within myself. 

Not again. 

The cart moves, smoothly propelled just above the ground. The domed ceiling bends blue light coming from electronic sconces every five meters, telling me we're in a subterranean transit way, City built and abandoned. 

The cart stops, another two bodies thrown atop my own. I can feel swollen flesh soft and cool against my face. My body hurts with the need to scream, but I can hardly take a breath, fingers not so much as twitching. 

We begin movement again, accelerating. The cart flies forward along its invisible track until brought to a sudden halt, tilted upward so we are hurled forward. I hear splashes from the upper corpses before feeling the water slap against my back then envelop me, filling my nostrils and my ears. I fight against my bonds, willing myself to move. So futile. I watch the dim blue light of the tunnel fade as I sink until I can see no light at all, sure I'll never break free. So I die with a silent, powerless scream... 

A single, clear bell breaks through my vision. I jerk upward, whimpering softly from relief. Madame Ghiri holds her chimes apart while the tone falls, looking on at me calmly. I don't wait for the prompt to take a full-bodied stretch, to roll gently onto my side or slowly sit. I'm shaking, heart battering frantic lungs. My comrades don’t outwardly acknowledge me, though I know they’re all hyper-aware—there’re enough mods in the room to read my elevated heart-rate and smell my fear. I seek eye-contact with Madame Ghiri, placing my palms together in a brief, apologetic acknowledgement before silently padding to the door and through, sprinting as soon as it closes.

I make it to my locker on the other side of campus just before the breakdown, slamming both fists against the nearby wall with a hoarse scream. I know the three other women in this chamber won't intervene. Emotional mastery is recognized as an essential part of a warrior's training, and no one in all of The Spear would fault anyone else for a controlled expulsion of rage. As expected, the other women simply finish their tasks then go, leaving me to my fit. I scream again, ripping my locker open violently, tears falling freely.

My integrity avoids it during the training day, but if I'm still to grapple and then study I will need to be better than this. I cannot fucking do this. I reach for an unmarked, opaque bottle, opening and downing its contents. The Ooze takes effect almost immediately, heart-rate slowing, Tell shutting the fuck up. I sag against the wall, slipping down it until I'm on my ass, head propped on my bent knees. It must stop. I take slow, deep breaths, clinging to this feeling, remembering what it is to be normal.  

The soft chiming and the light scent of Jasmine alerts me to Ghiri’s approach well before she turns the corner and clears her throat. I steel myself before looking up, taking a deep inhale and relaxing my face from a grimace to something more neutral. She smiles, though concern is clear in her tightly held eyes.

"Perhaps you are over-training?" Efficiency as usual. It would insult us both had she asked, "Are you okay?" because obviously I am not. This way she expresses her interest in my well-being while also seeking a solution. 

I nod minutely, "Perhaps." 

Two Risings ago I'd have been offended by her inviting herself into my troubles this way, righteous pup that I was. Lately I've been so desperate and lonely that, even though I know I will not explain it to her, I welcome her attention.

She studies me, no outward sign of her assessment other than a minute tracking of her pupils. I'm sure of what she sees—shadows hanging below lackluster grey eyes, the deep bronze of my skin flattened by the pallor of malnutrition and sleep deprivation, hair let grown long enough to become a hazard. No one should ever be able to hold me by my hair. I've done well to keep my armor and rig in shape, but I'm still in my loose, sweat-soaked asana garments so I don't even have that to help my case. If I look half the shit I feel like...

"If I may," Ghiri says, dropping gracefully into a cross-legged sit before me. I look on at her, unable to call even a semblance of warmth. When she's not instructing, we're friends. We've gone out for drinks, events, train together. I'd take her as a partner any day. How can I trust her with my life but not my thoughts? She settles into her seat and takes a deep breath, seeing me.

"Oh, girl," she sighs it, awed and vaguely pitying, "You gotta change somethin'. Sabbatical." She holds my gaze, weighing her own with a gravity she rarely possesses. "Or see a shaman." She reaches a hand toward my forehead, presumably to get a better look. I raise a hand to halt her.

"I know, Ghiri, but I have shit to do. I can't go nutter before my next rank eval. I need two weeks." 

She sighs, shaking her head. She sees right through me, but is too polite to say so. 

Her eyes are ruby today, lace-like facial tattoos glimmering deep magenta to highlight her ebony skin. I realize that I'm still envious of her, having seemingly effortlessly achieved perfect balance of feminine and masculine, a true warrior as alluring as a goddess. No matter what anyone's said, I feel too bulky to be lovely, would never have my tats show anything other than dark, thick bands on my arms and across both eyes. Where Ghiri lets her locks grow long down her back, I trim my scalp neatly every week. When I'm not full fucking glitch. Looking at her poise, her peace and acceptance so authentic, I'm disgusted with myself. You don't belong here. 

I take a deep breath, making the effort to look like I'm collecting myself as I sit taller. "Thank you for your concern, Ghiri. I apologize for disrupting your class." 

She hears the dismissal, sighing deeply in return. "Just keep yourself together, woman." She hesitates. "If you need my shaman, you have his info." With a thought to access my messages, I do indeed have the address and available hours of Ungarif Ashtan. In the Night Market District. I nod a thank you as she swiftly rises, turning to leave without another word or shielded glance.

I rise slowly, feeling thick and distant. Changing from my damp clothing into fresh undergarments happens mechanically. I've donned my armor and rig enough times that checking and re-checking are done unconsciously, eyes closed. The most awareness I have is when I carefully tuck loaded capsules of Ooze into my inner chest pocket, hand held over them briefly for comfort. My current dose is already waning, and in the next two hours will be completely gone. 

I finally take a moment to stare myself down in the mirror, trying to imagine what my comrades see. Comfortable—if shabby—light armor in shades of grey, S11 holstered at right thigh, Dillo pack secured tightly around my waist and chest, supple boots well broken-in. I don't have any obvious enhancements, light 'weave armor impossible to see. I don't look fancy, interesting, or particularly useful. I look like another mediocre human cadet, barely fit to guard a child's trinkets. I snarl at my reflection, bearing all ten claws in a flash, mimicking ripping into my own throat and stomach. 

"Get your shit together or get the hell out."

I retract, take a deep breath, and disembark into the rest of my day. 

May it pass rapidly.    

––––––––
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II

The East Yard is all but empty, one veteran Breather moving through a longsword kata fluidly in the north corner, two human cadets knife sparring nearby. I'm early enough that I have time to warm-up with ground crawls and sprints, reinvigorating my aching limbs before the rest of the cell shows.

When my comrades begin to trickle into the yard, I take the moment to stow my S11 in my Dillo, holstering a simulator in its place. Others do the same, locking their live weapons into packs and cases to replace with training props from the shelves and lockers near the entrance.

As usual, Master Clyde is the last to arrive, shuffling in as if he don't give a fuck and wants us all to know it. He won't bother to address anyone until we're an hour into independently reviewing our last lesson. He never does.

Scanning the yard, I choose Ayrn Oakheart to partner with. He's got 58 kilos on me and more strength than I'd ever know what to do with, but I'm faster, have better technique, and need the challenge. Be honest, you welcome the pain's distraction. Watching him calmly load charges into two scopeless sim BFG1s, I consider dosing again for good measure. As keenly as I know my menstruation cycle, I feel the glitch coming on again, head pulsing and vision just slightly too bright, halos surrounding everything the late sun touches. 

I can make it through.

I send Ayrn the request to spar. He looks up toward me, accepting with a lopsided grin. I interpret it as arrogance, already examining his posture to discern imbalances and plan my strongest attacks. He's wide as a house, heavy 'Weave shimmering iridescent green as he moves. If I have the nerve to go for submission it'll have to be a single joint, as his dark and heavily scarred arms are nearly the size of each of my legs, his own legs larger than my torso. Wrists, fingers, possibly ankles. We haven't sparred since stealth takedowns—at which I owned him—and I can already see his hamstring flexibility has barely improved. Single-leg attacks, bring it high. As he approaches, I see he's favoring his left shoulder, arm held just slightly tighter to his body and elevated like he's unconsciously guarding. He'll draw left first for security. 

We meet near the north corner, the meditating veteran having already slipped away. I try to recall all his known enhancements—adrenal boost, muscle fortifications, and emotional control. Compared to my light 'weave, combat useless tattoos, and claws I can't use per regulations, I'm theoretically screwed. 

With no words, we set in a clenched position as drilled last session. We press the right sides of our heads tightly together, his left hand encompassing everything from the base of my skull to my windpipe, mine barely able to cover just the back of his neck. He smells like cinnamon and sweat, breath slow and deep. I wonder if he holds a grudge...

I feel his neck contract just before he moves, sweeping my right elbow outward to make room for him to enter on a hip throw. I let him do it, waiting until I'm airborne but not yet over to tuck my legs hard, kicking my feet back out into his lower neck. It startles him, already committed enough that the change sets us off balance. I'm glad he chooses to release my arm in order to guard his face to fall, rather than twisting me down to the right. I ride him down, jarred as I draw my sim S11 close to my torso. Once grounded, I place it against the base of his skull. I have every right to stun him, "The reinforcement," Clyde says. I choose to taunt instead.

"Point." 

He grumbles, standing. 

We reset.

Now that he knows better than to let me get too far from him as he throws, I can see him re-thinking his approach, watery reptilian eyes flicking back and forth as he reviews me. He's not a handsome man, not particularly smart. But as a mostly-human tank, he excels.  

He could literally tear my arms off.

I have a moment's imagining he's truly out to kill me. The one feeling triggers a visceral panic that overtakes my thoughts, rupturing my calm as the glitch takes over. Ayrn tenses to make another attack as my Tell initiates a full battle response, heart suddenly painful with its tripled effort. Infinite scenarios play through my mind in a blink, all designed to maintain my life, to end the threat. 

No!

I react, eyes pulsing with clarity as I focus enough for my perception of time to slow. I take a sharp inhale, already aware that his new goal is brute force. It is his way. 

He shifts his hand down and clamps my lower neck, moving to lift me by it. Even through the barrier of my Tell, I have the thought that it might feel like a nice massage were I not preparing to end him. 

His right arm continues pulling up, lifting me as he crouches slightly, and his other arm reaching toward my low calf. I jump, harnessing his violent pull while dodging the grab to my legs, pressing one foot into his chest to guide me up his torso. He realizes my plan just too late, releasing me as I hook one, then two legs around his thick neck, squeezing tightly between my thighs. He stays standing, hands working to find purchase around my waist to pull me off. My Tell flushes me with more epinephrine, and before I've made any conscious decisions I've deployed my two strongest claws on each hand, sinking them into his eyes as I scream. 

By The River, no!  

His bellow shakes the yard, and though I can feel the attention of the others, my response is not finished. I withdraw, wrapping my arms around his head and releasing my legs, throwing my hips up and behind me to twist him down. Where the head goes, the body follows. He moans as we both slam into the ground. My Tell doesn't care that I’ve lost my air with the impact, so I'm quickly on my feet, panting as I assess. Ayrn’s shrieking with rage and pain, both big palms covering his eyes, blood and other leaking out beneath them. I look down at my arms and hands, the sight of his blood ending the battle response. Looking up from my hands, I automatically seek Clyde, who looks on at me with an expression I cannot read. He's not angry, startled, or baffled, but this...

This ends my career. No sane detachment will take a fighter who cannot control herself during sparring. 

Ayrn's screams have subsided, curses cascading out of him as he fumbles around the ground trying to find me. 

"You gonna die now, little bitch. You gonna fuckin' die!" 

I look from him back up to Clyde, devastated. I don't see judgement there, or reprimand. I read concern—or maybe just hope for it—as he mouths a single word to me. 

"Run." 

I pivot and go; throwing my sim to the ground as I spot then grab my Dillo, listening for the feet of my comrades—previous comrades—in pursuit as I turn out of the East Yard, sprinting toward the gate that will let me out into the greater City. My eyes burn but it would be cowardly to cry, not when this is my fault. The East guards don't take two looks at me hurtling past them. Bloody uniforms on sprinting failures are just that commonplace. I run south toward the train, still no sign of pursuit. My head pulses, too much shame and panic to stay on any one thought. I default to mission-mode, referencing the address Ghiri gave me while slamming the entire pocketful of capsules into my mouth, swallowing some and biting others open. I slow to a jog as I calm then walk into the station as if I'm not fleeing from myself. 

The train is already arriving, wobbling and rocking as it slows. Doors hiss open, a motley assortment of beings shuffling off and on. I can't care to study any one of them very closely, can't even say how many just disembarked and boarded. The details I'd normally attune to are trivial distractions in comparison to my current status. I sit, turning briefly to see if anyone I recognize has followed me onto the train. No marshals, guards, or even other cadets. I look down at my hands and arms, still spotted with Ayrn Oakheart’s blood. 

I carefully deploy my pointer claws, cutting away the forearm sleeves of my jacket to ball up and stuff into my pack. I'll discard them somewhere later, for now relieved to see my unmarked skin rather than the proof of my failure. The rough sway and rhythmic cachunk-cachunk of the train is soothing as I focus on breathing slowly, staring at my calloused palms. I methodically review the route to Ungarif Ashtan, angry, mournful, and resolute. I tried to fight it but knew from the start I'd lose. Had hoped I could work it through but proved too weak.

Now, I must Purge.

––––––––
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III

Deep South District. The streets smell terrible, feces, piss, and decrepit wood wafting through the corridors. Though night, the way is illuminated by low streetlamps and scattered light from surrounding windows. Two young boys are still playing on a stoop, their conversation audible as I pass.

"You ain neva gonna do it." 

"Ah will so!"

"Ain neva! You too chicken ooze. No Tell you be Runner food!"

The smaller boy balls his fists, face contorted in the helpless rage of any child under-trusted. His antagonist taunts him singingly, offering a silly face of bugged-out eyes, a finger in each nostril. 

"Chicken ooze! Runner food!" Initiating a furious chase, the small boy sprints forward with a set jaw and tears streaming, the older boy laughing maniacally in what he perceives is all good fun. 

Hold your ground, Young Warrior, I think, passing their engagement with but a moment's glance their way. Walk your talk, my heart whispers to me. I shuck off my own nagging conscience as I trudge forward, the shrieking of the boys at play-war fading into the distance. I clasp the tag around my neck, having already loaded it with every credit to my name. I have no nerve to lose, but seek reassurance anyway. 

Six blocks of holding and I can hear the distant din of the Night Market. I’m already starting to see more beings on the stoops and in the street. I let go of my tag, set my shoulders back and down, and pretend I'm not full nutter. 

The Night Market is just one of many of its kind, a darkened and dense place to buy and sell anything to anyone. Around here, everyone walks like they own the street, chests high, bodies and mods on display. I feel like I'm in a city of armored peacocks, most hoping the bluff is strong enough that no-one's going to test it. I do the same, aiming for the brooding, quiet-dangerous rather than bold-and-buff. This is where you don't ask questions beyond what you want or need to get rid of. 

This is where people get lost.

Ungarif's place is adjacent to a cybernetics shop, one of the few businesses with a solid storefront rather than the temporary tarp-topped booths. The entrance is an unassuming steel gated door, the initials "UA" discretely stamped at its left edge. No one outwardly pays me attention as I test the door—unlocked. I step through it into the darkness.

Spicy incense ride the cool air. The narrow hallway winds right and then down, coming to a barred wooden door with no handle. An archaic buzzer on the wall is the only outstanding feature. I push the worn metal button.

After two breaths, a low voice crackles out of the speaker. "Do you have an appointment?"

I have a moment of panic, fearing I'll have to wait. "No," I say, "I was referred by Madam Ghiri Rosenbalm."

Another two breaths and I hear three latches disengage. The door creaks open, revealing a shrunken old human with black eyes. Incensed air pours from the room into the hall.

"Ghiri alerted me to your visit. I am Ungarif Ashtan. Come in." 

I mask my surprise. She must've seen the severity of the glitch. Passing the threshold feels like stepping out of myself, into a world I'm not sure I'm ready for but must encounter.

"Would you like some tea?" Ungarif has already busied himself puttering at the counter near the back of the room. 

I consider. No, I don't want tea. "Yes, thank you," I say.

The room is lit by a few dim flame lamps along the walls, the thick smoke causing its entirety to glow and flicker. There's not much here, just a low, damaged coffee table between two over-stuffed, threadbare chairs. Ungarif carries a small tray to the table, setting it and then himself down. 

"Sit," he invites, waving me toward the other chair.

I comply, arranging myself on the edge, the balls of my feet set firmly in case I need to quickly up and go. 

Ungarif heaves a deep, whistling sigh. "Are you fully committed to the Purge?"

I start, unused to blunt dialogue and overly sensitive to my plight. "I am," I whisper. I realize he's making it easier for me, taking the responsibility of initiation.

"Do you know all that it implies?"

Every citizen knows of Purging. Children hear the horror stories to encourage their complacency, adults whisper over drinks about its mystery. Runners dart from all ends of The City, proof that some do make it through. 

”I understand the risks." I pause. "It’s worth the attempt. I can’t live like this, with this..." I look down at my hands, then up to stare woefully at him, pleading to help me understand. He nods, gesturing me toward the tea. I take it, sipping politely.

"Some call it the Curse. We don't know why it happens. There are theories—bad genetics for integration, underdeveloped neural pathways, and bad luck. Most go nutter and never look back. Some die from the strain, others die from bein' put down." 

He sighs, finally opening the case that's rested in his lap since he sat. He turns it toward me, showing eight silver vials and covered hypobases. 

"Some attempt the Purge." 

I inhale slowly, no true thoughts, only a wash of emotions moving through me. My traitorous Tell is quiet for now, so much Ooze already in my system that I feel more drone than human.

"How much?" I ask, already removing my cred tag, prepared to transfer it all if necessary.

"One mill deposit." 

I exhale, having expected it to be three times as much. He continues, voice steady.

"Should you survive, I will reimburse it all in return for a favor, to be called in at any time." 

I narrow my eyes, wondering why the policy would be such. How would he contact me at any time if my Tell is gone? What could the favor possibly be? 

I nod, extending my tag to him.

He takes it, and then reaches forward suddenly to grab my wrist. His grasp is firm and warm, black eyes reflective slits buried by wrinkles. Whether it's my vulnerability or his sincerity, I trust him, so do not struggle.

"If you wake, you must move. They will be searching for you."

I nod. Of course they will come. Watchers seek anyone who's recently left the Wave.

Ungarif releases my wrist, taps my cred tag with his thumb, and then returns it with a vial and hypobase. I tuck them all into my inner chest pocket, strangely unable to speak. Thankfully, he seems to know what to say when I do not.

"Few are brave or nutter enough to attempt such a journey—and you do not seem wack to me. Fight hard, and return when you make it through."

I nod and stand deftly, precious package resting over my heart. "Many thanks, Ungarif Ashtan."

"For this?" He shakes his head sadly. "Don’t thank me." 

––––––––
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IV

I make way further south, toward a sprawl of run-down apartments and abandoned factories. With the Ooze already fading, my anxiety begins to take over. A cold sweat trickles down my spine, shoulders held tense, breathing shallow. I second-glance every being I pass, wondering if any of them are Watchers, my previous comrades, or Ayrn himself coming to end me.

I have the urge to run, knowing it would only draw suspicion. Instead, I slow my pace, remembering to stroll like I don't give two fucks. It takes longer than I'd like to wind through the apartments and into the old warehouse district, some buildings let completely crumble under the seasons. 

I left into a honeycomb of infrastructure that folds in on itself at every turn, a maze of ramshackle walls. It’s hard to tell what may have been produced here—kitchenware, home mods, medical supplies. The hallways are littered with caches of squatters’ existence; blankets, cans, and old shit buckets abound. My Tell doesn’t pick up on any other presences, nor do I see or hear more than rodents scrambling about. I tell myself that I need to find the perfect place, that each dank room is not the one, stalling out of fear. 

Fuck it.

I turn into the next room I pass, a larger open space with exposed beams above, slick concrete for flooring. There’s no concealment, no alcoves. Back against the nearest wall, I take a few deep breaths. There are no other options. I'm already committed. 

I look down at the vial in my hand, holding it gently. With shaking fingers I twist it securely into the hypobase, uncap it, and carefully insert the tip into my most accessible arm vein, known well from epinephrine training. I depress the button as I slowly pull out; making sure every drop of liquid goes in. 

The familiar electric rush spreads from deep in my stomach, tickling out toward my limbs in long, luxurious waves. I take a shaking inhale, loving how the lights above me jump and dance with the strumming of my soul as I settle into balance. I have a moment of perfect clarity, the layers and shadows of the dilapidated walls surrounding me all cut in sharp relief, breath slow-motion, my own steady heartbeat felt as a strong war drum in divine cadence. I inhale slowly and let out a long sigh. 

Peace.

An acute and painful trembling starts within my toes, vibrating up my legs and into my groin, then up through my belly and chest, to my head. I have the sense to sit, legs folded carefully beneath me. This is gonna be a bad trip. My stomach lurches, the tea I drank rushing up, out. I vomit explosively before me, palms grounded. My eyes burst with light, blinded from the inside, the violent heaving sending fierce lances of pain through my limbs. I retch until there's nothing left to expel, diaphragm spasms so hard I cannot draw full breath.

I panic as I imagine this being my last moment. This torment, my last experience of life. 

My body thrashes as it takes my nervous system, hurled forward onto my chest and face. I can barely feel the cold hardness of the ground, my concept of things like temperature or texture—of anything—fading behind the focus of remembering my life:

I was a soldier. By choice, because of too few options...

I was curious and naturally brave, so often afraid to be it. 

I fought well. Very well. 

I had so much left to learn about humility and grace.

The light around me fades to grey and then black as I think my final thought—

Better death that live fucking glitched.

*     *     *
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Silence.

I groan, shifting from my back onto my right side. 

I'm alive. 

My veins pulse painfully, muscles jumping. My entire body feels full, heavy, chest and head burning like I've got acid for blood.

I am alive!

"'Runnas.' Cleva name, doncha tink?" 

The voice startles me, epinephrine flushing away some of my haze. I spin upward onto my feet, the world wavering in a swirling, colorless swash as I fall back to the ground, too disoriented to pinpoint the speaker. Though glad I had the unconscious reflex to draw claws, I curse myself for nearly opening my own hide, barely having rolled to the side before falling onto them. I close my eyes and take a deep, shuddering breath, holding my hands in ready guard, relying on my hearing until I can function normally. If I ever will...

"Oho! What rush Warria? Feelin' vulned? Ya tinkin' dis may not be da tightest box ta Purge sick, hey?" With the strange sing-song tone, I cannot tell whether the speaker is male or female, human or Helium Breather. I do hear them take a soft, two-footed drop, indicating they'd been watching from the exposed I-beams above me. Eyes still closed, I sheath my right claws, palming my primary pistol.

"Whoa Warria, I ain gonna hurtcha. Naw. I's gonna scavenge ya, butcha survive, hey? Ya joinin' da ranks o' Runnas, yah, if dem Watchas don getcha first? Dun look strong nuff ta make Lush, naw..."  

Watchers. Another wave of panic forces my eyes open. Get your shit together. I inhale, trying to ground myself. I'm dizzy and sick, but my headache is already fading, no buzzing or whispering to replace it. I automatically move to view my map, check the date and time, but there's nothing. No messages. No stats. No controls. 

I'm alone. 

I carefully turn my head right, spotting the rag-clad individual immediately. They’re crouched three yards away, head tilted sideways in interest. Human? Probably. Unlikely gendered. I stare at the individual and have no sense of how to contact them, no systems beyond my own human thought to asses them. Straggled and hunched, I get an impression of their general enjoyment of life. Like another sense, I can tell that they seem like a crafty person, someone who'd accepted themselves long ago. It seems like they knows their place, their power, and own it. Who else would be heckling a stranger freshly free? 

I laugh a soft, quick exhale of air. 

Unceremoniously in this decrepit and shadowed place, I've freed myself, fought my toughest battle unsure of my continued existence and sure as hell worried about its importance. I can't Tell where the hell I am and barely remember, but I am astoundingly and refreshingly alone. I cannot return to my previous "home." But oh! How I laugh. The sound of it fills the room, cascading out of me. My voice is hoarse from apparent screaming, body exhausted from its fight. But I'm alive and completely free. Even were the watchers to capture me, I'll have known it. 

I pivot around carefully, finally remembering to clear the rest of the room but already sure no-one else is here. I can feel it. No more twice-damned Tell, but I can feel like I didn't know possible. Like my perception is a nimbus expanding around me, mapping out my vicinity. It may just be the Purge haze but I don't care. I turn to my ragged guardian, grinning fiercely. 

"Thanks for looking over me." I take a deep inhale, pleased to see seriousness has taken them, and they finally think to see me. I rotate my neck; roll my shoulders and hips, getting a general sense of my body. It sucks, but it'll move for me. 

"Hey Raggedy, be sure to tell the Watchers which way I went." I laugh again, a joy like I've never known filling me.  

And I run. 

First out the door, over the debris scattered throughout the first hall, the next, them all, finally cutting out into the narrow alleyway. 

I chose this maze of old industry because I thought it'd be less likely that someone would stumble upon me. I'll bet ol' Raggedy don't just stumble onto anything...Now I sprint all-out, forced to meet corner after corner, hands up in front of me to absorb the moment's shock and re-direct myself. Right, right, left. My boots slip on the slick pavement, hands touching down onto the ground only enough to push me back up, forward. I need to make as much distance between me and the point I went off wave. I don’t know how long I'd been out—perhaps Raggedy was a watcher pretending. No matter, they're seeking already. I run to secure my freedom.

Purge high or not, Watchers fucking scare me. Their ability to completely control us. The fact that they are not who but what, mysterious in their very existence. Cognizant extensions of The City—the most powerful thing in life. They have no identity, no will individually, and are the embodiments of The City's will itself, omnipotent. To a point. They'll have already been dispatched to find me, subdue me and...

I speed up, arms pumping rhythmically as I lean around the last corner and into the main avenue. I stop briefly, eyes scanning for all life around me. No pests, no people. I look up, the moon a bright sliver within the otherwise dull grey sky. I grin, barely resisting my urge to howl with glee. 

Safety then celebration. I don't know where to go, soon but not yet onto Ghiri's. They'll look for me at home. The Night Market is the most logical, being relatively close and full of activity I can disappear into. The pain in my body is subsiding, but my senses haven't yet diminished. I can feel the edges of others nearby as I pass, sometimes just beyond me. It's freaky but not disturbing, my trust in it allowing it to feel helpful, natural. Like there's always been this much of me. 

It's what tells me that the Watcher is up ahead, sensed as a voided space amid the otherwise intricate environment. I review my engagement possibilities—do I try to take it out? Do I continue to maneuver around it? You can shoot Watchers, they say. They won't stay down unless it’s all brains, but it'll slow them. Enough damage incapacitates their vessel and they'll have to compose anew. I wonder it feels me like void, too, if it's already noticed my presence. 

Combat right now sounds far too tedious, undesirable, and my guilt over Ayrn washes through me suddenly. I lost control. I reverse, the new plan to make a wide berth around the Watcher, hitting the market at its North end rather than somewhere in its center. In seconds it will know my new plan, moving to pass through the market to catch me at the end. We will see. 

I look around but mostly forward, assessing all walls and windows in the block before me. Too sketchy. Actively occupied. Too technical. I finally see the sequence that was all but made for my ascension, the opposing wall close enough and first deep-set window placed perfectly.

I direct myself at the right wall, loading lower as I approach. I sink into my left hip before launching diagonally and upward to the right, at the wall. My right foot intercepts it, leg bent and immediately pushing off, up. I twist my head to the left, spotting my ledge. My torso, arms, and legs follow my gaze, left leg already extended to ease the catch just before my hands grab. I land quietly, controlled, feet slipping down just enough to absorb impact. With a strong pull and the driving of one knee upward, I gain height, pull transitioned smoothly into a push, palms flat with the edge of the window at my hips. Pushing off the wall with my toes, I pop my hips back and up, making time to tuck my legs beneath and in front of me. Crouched in the window, I turn and look across to the other side. There's a less deep but equally catchable window a torso length up and slightly to the left.

I rock to the balls of my feet then jump, extending my legs in front of me to intercept the wall before catching with my hands. Pulling up, I reach for the next viable hold, a bar cage bolted securely over the next highest window. Once caught, I use it to climb to the next, then to the rooftop.  

I take a moment to stretch, arms reaching up and out. The next inhale is the sweetest I've had for years, regardless of the smoky stench of the Night Market on the breeze. Though exhausted and hurting, I feel joyful and calm. I feel real. I have the reflex to check the map that's no longer there, laughing at myself for doing so. Memory from here on out. I run the rooftop toward where I know the market to be, bridging the gap to the next building with a casual push, both legs tucked in front of me to intercept the next surface, falling easily into a roll. Pushing up to my feet, I run ahead to the next edge, slide into a crouch to study the Night Market below. 

It's busier now, more alive. My new sense is overwhelmed by personalities and emotions, felt as a great wall of mortality before me. No way can a Watcher make me in that crowd. Getting low on the edge, I belly-down and rotate to grab and slide along the nearest drainpipe, boots shushing against the wall. At the bottom I stand swiftly, eyesight soft for anyone giving me extra attention. I dare not return to Ungarif yet; sure my last mapped hours are still being re-traced and guarded.  

It occurs to me to change my appearance, if only superficially. I should secure an intelicloak. I've dropped by the armories, clothiers nearby. Meandering past the storefronts and stalls, I avoid extended eye-contact with any one person to seem confident and aloof. The murmuring of haggling customers rises from every corner, a more serious confrontation between some males heard in the distance to my east. This time through I'm awake enough to notice the age of the slick, cobbled stones beneath my feet, the dealers looming in the darkest shadows, whores positioned under every streetlight calling out and sashaying for passers-by. 

It's simpler buying here. No one asks for personal information, any city checks or cred scans. All I need to do is walk into the shop, point to the intelicloak I want—the newest from Visilé—and hand over my tag. A swipe and a nod and I'm back on the street, armor and gun hidden beneath the loose fabric.

Checking my own reflection in a mirrored window stops me, causes me to back up.

Oh shit.

My tattoos have wandered, having no Tell to program them. Usually a single band across my eyes, the dark pigment has migrated to the right side of my face, around forehead and dripping down my cheekbone. I throw my cloak back to expose my arms. Sure enough, the once static bands of black are broken into fractals, the left presenting jagged vines winding round my wrist and forearm, the right busted splotches around my upper arm. If I look closely and still myself, I can see them shifting minutely, like slow boil. Nothing to do with it now.  

Knowing I should stay in the masses for another few hours at least, I decide to wander about the market, map it out and test how crazy I really am. Am I actually feeling more? It's too early to tell. I may be imagining the wash of feelings that appear only when others pass—frustration, anticipation, and lust. Perhaps I’m fabricating the shadows of personality that brush by—sneaky, resourceful, and sullen. Maybe I just substituted one insanity for another. Maybe just be happy you’re alive. 

I've almost allowed myself to relax when I sense the void again, somewhere before me in the dense populace. It's different than the one earlier, warmer somehow. Less empty. Probably stupid, I follow my gut, pulling my hood up and weaving in-between bodies toward the feeling. It's surprisingly easy to tell which is the Watcher, exudes what I can only describe as an anti-soul, no light or vibration within it.  

It's presenting as a young female Apunu, walking casually from booth to booth, one set of arms clasped behind the back, the other crossed in front confidently. It seems unaware of my presence, appears almost genuinely interested in the goods before it. Within moments of noticing it, I can feel someone else putting their focus on the Watcher as intently as I am. A quick scan of the crowd shows an older human with sharp eyes flicking toward it every few seconds. He doesn't stand out, just another fighter-type with well-worn armor, broadsword strapped across his back. 

We're both four meters from where the Watcher is pretending to browse a table of exotic spices and herbs. There's something strangely real about it, eyes intent on the goods before it, small mannerisms like head tilting and frowning seeming natural. Without thought, I've been walking ever closer to it, drawn by a sense of familiarity. Why does it fascinate me? As I near, the void gives way to something else, equally strange and far more compelling.  

I can feel it...feeling. It finally notices me, looking over. Eyes wide, I meet the gaze of this thing, a Watcher, and feel complex emotions emanating from it. Confusion. Anger. Curiosity.

Sorrow.

In this moment I know that this Watcher won't try to capture me, subdue me, or kill me. It wants something; it needs me to understand—

Its head explodes sideways in a rush of matter, body collapsing heavily to the ground. The man I'd marked earlier steps out from the near crowd grinning down at his kill. I crouch next to the body, confused by the lingering sorrow I'd taken from it and angry—fucking livid—at what this man just did. "Find me again," I whisper to the body, its color already fading to match the black of the asphalt beneath. 

"Hey fresh meat, 'round here that's officially a favor you owe me." 

Only years of training keeps my claws sheathed, fists clenched tightly instead. I keep watching the body as I say, low and quiet. "Just because you think you tough don't make me fresh meat."

"Oh yeah? What'll I call you if not fresh meat?"

"Don't call me." I stand, the sudden loss receding in the waves of my anger. I'd like to walk away, but know better than to turn my back on a violent unknown.

"Oh, big talk comin' from Watcher bait. What's your name?" He asks like I'm obligated to tell him. 

"I don't owe you my name or nothin' else." 

He sneers, likely unused to getting talk back from "fresh meat." I don't give a single fuck, staring at him with a steady, heartless gaze. 

"You gotta slick mouth fresh meat. I know I ain neva seen you before, and that mean you ain got no cred here." He makes a point to look me up and down. "You ain't got no gear, no swag, no crew. You betta check what you say to dangerous strangers."

I drop the lazy talk, finished with his game. "Strangers that boast of their own dangerousness—how intimidating."

He makes to laugh at me, and then considers otherwise, eyes peering intelligently into mine. "Whoever you think you are, you ain nothin' here." He points to the decomposing Watcher. "Too dumb to even take a Watcher, you ain gonna last long. So dumb you talk to me like you do—oh I'll tell 'em all 'bout you. Fresh meat new girl with no riverdamned name. You ain nothin'." 

"Say what you want to who you want." I walk past him, claws primed in case he tries something. I don't bother to turn back, or pause for bravado. I do speak loud enough so he and everyone near us can hear.

"Tell them my name is Glitch." 
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Mission: Surreality

By

K. Ceres Wright
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Rain pattered the empty street, almost washing away the plumes of fetid odor from the piles of trash that heralded the unresolved garbage collector’s strike. Despite the rain, the smell rose up like thin tentacles to the upper floors of the Four Seasons building, which had to open its windows to the night because the air conditioning was off—a result of the City’s electricity rationing. I stood in front of my open freezer, wondering which was worse—the heat or the smell. Voices wafted in from the lower floors.

“Oh, my god! I can’t believe this shit building shut down again.”

“It smells like ass up here! When are they gonna start pickin’ up this trash?”

As an organic building, the Four Seasons itself decided when to turn off people’s air and water—when it had the electricity to do so. Sometimes residents loudly cursed the building’s decisions, their yelling echoing in the hallway, but they could do nothing to reverse the decision. Some said the building was going insane, turning on the heat in 90-degree weather, or turning off the hot water when it was 20 degrees, but I knew better. She—I called it a she—was punishing wayward parents and cheating spouses with her own brand of justice. People were just too stupid, or stubborn, to figure it out.

My peripheral lit up purple, signaling an incoming call. I tapped my temple, opening the line. A high-pitched keening sounded and I straightened, staring at frozen hamburger next to a half-eaten popsicle.

#
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A snap and Vivian’s rat-like face hovered above me. I jerked in surprise and then froze at the sight of the syringe.

“I’ll never get used to this,” I said.

Vivian laughed, her face creasing into a razor-sharp grin. “A pinch, and then...”

I slipped into a twilight state, aware of my surroundings, but not quite sure if it was a dream or sleep-like reality. I sat in an overstuffed chair in a narrow living room while a single lamp threw out dim light on the proceedings. Vivian sat on her haunches in a matching chair directly in front of me and a man with grey dreads and skeptical eyes watched from the corner. He smoked a cigarette as if he’d been born to it, twirling it around long slender fingers between exhales of languid smoke.

“The hell kinda name is Concordat?” he said.

“Formally, a concordat is an agreement between the Holy See and some sovereign government relating to matters of mutual interest. But she...” Vivian pointed to me with a taloned paw. “...thought the Holy See abandoned its True Purpose, and took it upon herself to carry it out.”

“Seriously? You sound like a narrator from some fantasy movie. So what’s she supposed to be? Our white knight? So to speak, I mean...her being black and all. With machine parts in her head.”

Vivian paused. “Being black and all? Shut the fuck up and learn something.”

The man fell silent.

“Who?” I said.

Vivian flicked her head in the man’s direction. “Valmar. He’s one of the Lords, a runner, and says a tinkerer has a way of defeating the Tell. But she needs money for equipment. We need you to procure funds for this venture, about three thousand credits. It’s not like we can issue an IPO.”

Business. IPO had something to do with business, which is what Vivian frequently spoke of. I wracked my brain to figure out who she was...again. Seems I forgot at each meeting. Hell, it was getting to the point where I was forgetting who I was. But Vivian used to be human, a successful hedge fund manager. That was it. And she was pushed into the River by a jealous wife. The River’s toxins ate her flesh until there was little left except bone, patches of skin and muscle, and a hard-bitten determination to survive. The doctors had to rebuild her immune system from scratch, adding genes from another species: rat. Apparently, rats have a gene diversity that makes them resistant to many poisons and diseases. Or at least, that’s how Vivian explained it to me. She showed me some “before” pictures—long black hair, smooth cocoa skin, hourglass figure. Afterward, she looked like a large brown rat woman with a ponytail. But the thing was, due to her dire physical state, and with the doctors replacing many of her genes, the Tell had been eliminated from her body. The doctors were supposed to have reinserted it, but after Vivian performed trial hypnosis, they forgot her procedure and lost her records. 

The Tell consisted of subdermal organs, implanted at birth, which grew alongside other organs. The Tell connected people to the Wave, which monitored everyone, listening to what they said, seeing what they saw. At least at the conscious level. At the subconscious level, things became...murky. Oh, sure, the Watchers who maintained the Wave perceived plots to overthrow the City, but they didn’t know if the plots were real or dreams. And after an injection or two, a hypnotic state or two, I wasn’t quite sure myself.

“Let’s hypnotize you to program this information at the subconscious level. You’ll have an overwhelming drive to complete your mission, but you won’t know why,” Vivian said.

I nodded in reply, and then woke up to a view of frozen hamburger next to a half-eaten popsicle.
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The ‘hood didn’t have banks; they had loan sharks, pimps, hustlers, and drug dealers. If you needed extra money, you chose one of them. Loan sharks and drug dealers were the worst, but had the most money to lend. Pimps and hustlers wouldn’t harass you too much if you were only a week or so late. But after three weeks, all bets were off.

Three thousand credits wasn’t a huge sum, so I went with a local hustler, Same-Same, who
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