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“A cultured, witty, and very British attack on vapid reality TV values.”
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“An absolute joy to read. As clever as it is hilarious, as profound as it is captivating.”

—James Dashner,

author of THE MAZE RUNNER

​​

[image: Image]

​THE RUDE EYE OF REBELLION

Copyright © 2021, 2023 by J.R.H. Lawless.

All rights reserved. 

Published by Engen Books Ltd.

Distributed by:

Engen Books

www.engenbooks.com

submissions@engenbooks.com

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRODUCED OR TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL, INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING AND RECORDING, OR BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE OR RETRIEVAL SYSTEM WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR, EXCEPT FOR BRIEF PASSAGES QUOTED IN A REVIEW.

Edited by Rick Lewis.

Cover illustration by Khristian M. Collins.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

For O, R, and N


“Il n’y a rien de mieux qu’un 

rêve pour créer le futur”

—Victor Hugo
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Unthread the rude eye of rebellion
And welcome home again discarded faith.
William Shakespeare

The Life and Death of King John

Act V, Scene IV
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“I do hope I haven’t kept you waiting. Have you ordered yet?”

As he spoke, Ed’s head bobbed a little in the tailored micro-gravity, like an olive in a martini, unaware of the impending toothpick.

Giving his tie one last nervous tug, he took his seat at the restaurant table across from the formidable Ms. Heath, who looked every bit as pointed as the aforementioned toothpick in her exquisitely tailored emerald green pantsuit.

Mars above, that woman weighed next to nothing on Earth. Up here, the mere act of a sneeze might provide enough propulsion to send her pinging around the room like a pierced balloon.

The thought of the new Red Corporation board chair’s spindly body flapping wildly behind her head as she rocketed about the restaurant added a touch of genuine pleasure to his hello smile. 

Ms. Heath, on the other hand, did not seem at all amused by his arrival.

“Just a dopamine cocktail,” she answered, punctuating with a wave of her manicured hand. “I don’t really eat anymore, as such. Most of us Paradise Mars long-timers don’t, of course.”

Ed felt his face burn even redder than it already was with so much blood pooling up there in the restaurant’s low gravity. He lifted his eyes and pretended to be absorbed by the restaurant’s famous full-ceiling viewing window—with its unparalleled and incredibly-expensive-to-maintain panorama of the surface of Mars above—until he had the embarrassment at his faux pas back under control.

“Oh, don’t worry,” carried on Ms. Heath, lifting her sparkling drink for a sip. “You’ll understand soon enough, once you’ve had a chance to settle in. I know it’s your first time here, but you’ll be one of us soon, after all.”

The RedCorp chairwoman said the words almost as an after-thought, but they were music to Ed’s ears. They encompassed everything he’d toiled to achieve over his three decades as a Corporate commissar, watching over the various entertainment products that kept Red Corp’s advertisement dollars flowing and the consumer masses in their place: quiet and content behind their lenses.

Paradise Mars was the end-goal at the top of the global corporate ladder: a life of luxury, free from stress, in the hollowed-out shell that used to be the Martian moon Phobos. A place where laws were didn’t exist and gravity was just another commodity, to be consumed or ignored at will.

At long last, Ed the Editor was home.

Now, he just needed to hang on until they let him relocate here permanently.

Ms. Heath chuckled, setting her glass back down. “As long as you have everything in order back down on Earth, that is. Are we certain everything is under control with The Grass is Greener?”

Ed was tempted to respond with one of his usual condescending laughs, but stopped himself. One did not joke with Ms. Heath—especially when it came to the Red’s flagship reality show. Her personal involvement in selecting, and controlling, the show’s host had been among the achievements that had catapulted her to this lofty new position in the Corporation and in the Solar System.

“Yes, yes, of course,” he answered, with a little cough. “I made sure everything was in place for the show to keep on ticking over. Most of the actual work is automated now, and the algorithms have very precise instructions on how to run everything with minimal input from us at RedCorp HQ. Everything is in ship-shape for the grand launch of our third season. And our Mr. Argyle is still there on the ground, alongside the residual human staff,” he added, in dismissive tones. “With AI that good, even Argyle can’t muck things up. And we still need a human figurehead to host the show, after all.”

Ed punctuated his little monologue with a nervous laugh, but Ms. Heath didn’t seem to want to take the hint he was done and that she could let him off the hook. She simply sat in silence, peering at him over steepled fingers. Damn the woman, that was supposed to be his trick to make underlings uncomfortable.

In the tense silence, all of the sounds in the restaurant1 seemed to amplify. The live chamber orchestra down in the trenches were like the bad news that seemed to plague Red Corp’s infotainment feeds lately: best heard from afar, not seen up close and personal. Still, they were giving an admirable rendition of Mars, Bringer of War, considering they had to play at an unnaturally low volume—low enough not to hinder the conversations, but just loud enough to cover the retching sounds from the newer arrivals who were busy living it up like Roman senators in the tailored gravity. Eat, retch, repeat. Here on Paradise Mars, they would never have to feel the weight of the rich food, but they still needed to have waiters close to hand with the shiny, platinum-plated “convenience receptacles,” known to the rest of humanity as “buckets,” prepared for that exact purpose.

[1 A word that didn’t exist until the late 18th century, when a man opened a shop near the Louvre and started selling meat consommé designed to “restore” the customers’ strength—alongside actual meals, which broke caterers guild law and led to a lawsuit he somehow won. Every restaurant in existence today—and, indeed, until the End of the Universe—owes its title to a litigious 18th century Parisian.]

Live human waiters, as well—such extravagance. Not because of the cost of the people, of course. People came incredibly cheap. But the cost of transporting them here, of providing them with food, water, and air to breathe, must have been colossal. Such conspicuous waste.

Ed loved the sight of it—almost as much as he loved the word “conspicuous.”

With the conversation at the modern corporate equivalent of a Mexican standoff, Ed feigned nonchalance by allowing his eyes to drift slowly about the room to the closest waiter—a perfectly nondescript gentleperson of indeterminate age in a generic black suit jacket and with unremarkable brown hair parted on the left. Such precision blandness was exactly what restaurants had been striving for in their wait staff since the Proto-Indo-European word for “fine” had first been married to the Proto-Indo-European word for “dining,” allowing one entrepreneurial stone age hunter to charge more for three slivers of undercooked mastodon than the less-savvy gatherer down the street was charging for an entire winter’s supply of yarrow seeds.

Yes, there they were—the platonic ideal of waiterness. And Paradise Mars had achieved it, of course. What was Paradise Mars if not the culmination of countless generations of social stratification? And Ed was not about to be out-stratified by a toothpick in a business suit, no matter the gravity2 of the situation.

[2 Gravity was considered a purely physical phenomenon all the way back through the Latin gravis to the PIE root gwere. It took the French to expand the definition to include philosophic weightiness in the 13th century.]

“Very well then,” Ms. Heath said at last, breaking the silence around the table. “And Mr. Argyle himself is still... contained? No relapse into the disruptive nonsense we had to stamp out during the first season?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Ed replied, perhaps a bit too forcibly. “Nothing more than the expected level of discontent at his level of employment, and we have the standard surveillance and management measures in place to provide him with the necessary illusions and opportunity to vent.”

Ms. Heath took a long sip from her chemical cocktail of a drink, the sort that would be both illegal and most likely lethal anywhere that didn’t have the blissful lawlessness and expensive replacement organs that Paradise Mars could offer. “Let’s hope you’re right. Wouldn’t want to have to pull Argyle off the show mid-season for a bit of resocialisation down in the lower levels here, now would we?”

Ed laughed obligingly, but the not-so-subtle reminder that Paradise Mars was just as much Hell as it was Heaven, depending on your performance, was not lost on him.

“You can count on it,” he said, dabbing at his forehead with an unbelievably soft nano-material napkin. “I’ve even got him doing double duty as PR damage control for the little incident down at the Space Elevator construction site, so that’s synergy and extra savings right there.”

Ms. Heath finally smiled at that and lifted her glass in salute. Sensing the lull in the conversation, their waiter appeared next to the table with impeccable timing. Was it the same gentleperson Ed had been examining earlier or another of their indistinguishable colleagues in servitude? He couldn’t be absolutely certain one way or the other. Paradise Mars was that good.

“Is sir ready to order?”

Ed’s stomach clenched in queasy protest. All those G-force shifts—between the standard ride in the Lightway shuttle, the zero-G and tumble of docking, and all of the gradient gravities here on spinning Paradise Mars—had taken a toll. And the tense conversation certainly wasn’t helping any.

On the other side of the restaurant, a patron let out a loud hurk and bellowed for a waiter and their “receptacle.”

His clenching stomach heaved in sympathy.

“I’ll have what she’s having,” Ed the Editor replied, pointing at his boss’s zero-calorie, zero-nutrition, and quite possibly zero-taste cocktail, with his best attempt at a genuine smile.

Ms. Heath’s own smile turned into an outright grin. “Look at you. It’s like you belong here already.”
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The young woman’s corpse lay twisted and broken in the shadow of the budding Space Elevator. Liam Argyle refused to let a wave of dizziness and nausea do so much as redden his cheeks. Three glasses of scotch on the way to Ecuador hadn’t made him spew. He’d be damned if he let them come back for round two here on the ground. Besides, the cameras were live. He couldn’t afford to lose face in front of his audience.

“There it is,” he carried on, putting the burnt-out Quito suburbs around him out of mind and following the camera’s eye up toward to the base of the Space Elevator, a tower already so impossibly tall it made the human mind quail1. “Has it already been over a year since we were last here, GiGalos? That first season finale was a beauty. A moment none of us are going to forget anytime soon. But just wait until you see what The Grass is Greener has in store for you this season.”

[1 In 14th century English, “to have a morbid craving,” from the PIE root meaning “to pierce.” Both are highly appropriate here.]

His cameraperson—a new guy, but that was another sore point he refused to think about right now—signalled for him to carry on walking with a curt hand gesture. Flashing a smile at the viewers, Liam turned and started walking down the devastated streets, resolutely ignoring the rubble and the personal effects abandoned left and right by the fleeing residents of the barrio2.

[2 From the Arabic barriya, meaning “open country,” turned into the dense city districts of Spanish-speaking America through the magic of Al-Andalus.]

“Our teams will be scouring the four corners of the Earth to find the very best candidates, the most down-and-out, the greatest victims of modern society to submit to you, our discerning viewer. This year again, and perhaps more than ever, it will be up to you to vote and decide who has it bad, who has it worse, and where...” Liam made the traditional pause for effect, but didn’t really feel as if his heart were in it today, for some reason. “...the grass is greener.”

Liam faltered for a second as a message from the show’s Editor and Corporate minder, the presciently named Ed, popped up unbidden in a corner of his overlay: Enough showboating, Argyle. Get to the bit about the Elevator riots. RedCorp needs our version of the story out there right NOW! 

Damnit. The Editor knew better than to risk throwing Liam off his game by sending messages when he was live on feed, with over four billion viewers around the Red-connected world watching what was, supposedly, a preview of the upcoming season of the world’s most popular reality show competition. The viewers might be in the dark about the abrupt turn he was about to make, but Liam knew exactly where he was going without the Editor’s invasive backseat driving.

“I just wish we were back at the Elevator today for better reasons. But the truth is that we’re here to speak with the brave victims of the Space Elevator riots. To show them all our support in these trying times. These poor women, men, and enbies came here from all over the world, leaving their families behind to provide the expert work and skills needed to make this wonder of human ingenuity into a reality,” he said, lifting a grey suit-clad arm up to the monster towering above him, almost in supplication. “The very symbol of everything modern Corporate humanity has achieved.”

Liam lowered his arm, then turned back to face the camera, a calculated scowl on his normally pale but currently orange-stage-makeup-lathered features. “They came here, sacrificing so much, only to be targeted by cowardly protests and attacks from misguided locals. People who can’t see how lucky they are, how honoured they should feel, to have the gateway to the stars, the key to humanity’s future, right on their own doorstep.”

Shaking his head in exaggerated sadness, he resumed his slow march toward Elevator Plaza, treading carefully around the more dangerous bits of bombed cement and twisted rebar littering the road.

“It is my pleasure and my solemn duty, as host and producer of this show, to start this third season by interviewing one of these brave workers. So they can tell us first-hand what they’ve suffered. How they’ve been delayed in their important work for all humanity. And how things are, hopefully, better and back on schedule, now that we at RedCorp, in accord with the other members of the Corporate Council, have completed the urban pacification operations that were so urgently required to restore the peace.”

Liam swallowed, his throat like sandpaper. Might just be the smoke and grit in the air, but those last few words really didn’t want to come out. Was he coming down with a flu? If he did, it’d be Corporate’s fault3, yet again. Sending him off to the damn Andes without any notice, to run damage control for their latest PR mess.

[3 Originally from the Latin fallere, “to deceive.”]

Luckily, that’s when the little feed status light in his AR display went from green to amber, signalling an advertisement break. Liam stopped, breathed a sigh of relief, and stretched. Craning his jug-eared head as far back as he could without falling over, he tried to make out the tip of the main Elevator shaft, its nanocarbon end lost somewhere in the Ecuadorian mists far above.

However little he believed the rest of the PR crap they were forcing him to spout, he was at least genuine when he spoke about the Space Elevator representing hope for all humankind. He truly could not wait for it to be completed. Maybe out there, somewhere beyond the pull and drag of the planet’s gravity well, humanity would have a real chance to evolve. To improve.

Because they were all sure as hell doomed down here on Earth.

––––––––
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“It was horrible,” moaned the Elevator construction crew supervisor, a wiry Japanese salarywoman in full-body drone piloting gear, goggles and all, who spoke in halting but very precise English. “We tolerated the protests. Every day, the locals gathered outside the operations centre. We had become used to them. We came here to do a job. Operate the construction drones and build the Elevator. Not to be popular.”

Liam nodded thoughtfully, so they’d have something from him to cut to when they put together the highlight4 reel. “You’re a very brave woman, Ms Megumi. So when did things change? When did the protesters turn violent?”

[4 “The brightest part of a subject” in early Enlightenment painting.]

At his words, the technician shuddered in her black, high-precision haptic5 suit. Liam had to repress a grin. Nothing like a bit of drama to make an interview more entertaining.

[5 “Touchy,” in Greek. Same origin as the “Apse” at end of a cathedral. Insert obligatory Catholic priest joke here.]

“Last Wednesday,” she replied once she’d composed herself. “One of the drones laying down the west-side cable tether got a jam. No way to disengage the strand at a distance. Or to break off the strand, of course,” she added, as if she’d suddenly remembered she was talking to toddlers who needed to be told fire was hot. “Our diamond nanocarbon does not break. It makes the Elevator possible.”

Liam jumped in, to get the interview back on the track his minders at RedCorp HQ had so carefully and clearly laid out. “And, speaking for our viewers all around the world, allow me to say how grateful we all are for your technical expertise, Ms Megumi. The Space Elevator could not be in more competent hands. But please, tell us more about the start of the violence that delayed your so-very-important work.”

Megumi adjusted her goggles. “It happened when we were boarding the emergency crawler. We were quite tightly packed in as we waited for it to commence the ascent6.” She paused, as if for breath. “I suppose I should be thankful the job was so small it needed a full human crew, and not just me with the drones. If there hadn’t been so many bodies between me and the blast, I would not be here today to speak to you about it.”

[6 In the 15th century, this meant “to mount for copulation.” But then again, what hasn’t meant that, at some point or another?]

Trusting the cameraperson behind him to pick up the little tear escaping from the edge of the construction worker’s goggles, Liam leant forward and nodded in support and encouragement.

“The security people told me, after everything was finished, that they hit us with one of a dozen wild, improvised mortar shots. Natural gas canisters launched from bits of vehicles and food printers.” She lowered her head, and Liam had to lean in even farther to pick up her voice. “All I knew was the explosion, the crush of bodies. The heat and the roar. I thought I was paralysed. For a moment, I think I was. With the shock.”

Without warning, the distraught labourer snapped her head back up again. Liam reeled back under the intensity of her glare, even through the obscuring goggles.

“But when I was able to move my arms and legs again, they were stuck. My co-workers were piled on top of me, broken and still sizzling from the blast. It was like being trapped in an oven. Roasting meat and all.”

Liam really wished Megumi would look down again. Or at least look away. It was hard enough to stick to his carefully planned list of facial reactions without the victim staring him straight in the face while telling her story.

“The ground security team pulled me out just in time. I was barely clear of the charred bodies when the crowd of protesters roared. It sounded just like another explosion. And then they surged past the barriers, over the remaining security people, and into Elevator Plaza.”

Just like everyone else in the Red-connected world, Liam had seen the satellite footage over and over again for the past week. From that height, the rioting crowd looked inhuman. More like a swarm of insects than a group of people.

Liam had enough experience with Corporate media manipulation to know this effect was entirely intentional.

“And what did you discover afterward?” Liam prompted.

“Nothing as bad as we feared. The damage was only superficial. It takes more than a bunch of wild locals to damage the nanocarbon of the Elevator itself,” she added, a sneer breaking through her grief for the first time in the interview.

“But what about the locals themselves?” Liam asked, his big mouth running away with him again before his brain could do its job and shut him up.

“Nothing the clean-up crews couldn’t handle in a couple of hours,” the construction worker replied, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I cannot believe how ungrateful those people are.”

Or were. This time, Liam managed to keep his thoughts to himself.

“The fools,” the technician added with a shake of her head. “If they had just waited calmly, they could have sold their homes for a fortune once the Elevator is operational. Now, I hear the bosses have all the leverage they need for the local government to requisition and sell off the land for peanuts.”

Liam jumped in his seat as a loud WHARP of alarm fired off from his speaker implant, against the bone below his left ear. In case he’d missed it, a flashing red priority notice lit up the display in his AR implants. END THIS NOW!

“Well, that’s all the time we have for today,” he said in a rush, jumping in to cut off his guest, who clearly had a lot more to say on the subject. “But thank you so much for your testimony, Ms Megumi. The world owes you a debt of gratitude. And now, a word from our sponsors!”

––––––––
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“That’s a wrap, Mr Argyle.” The wiry Nollywood-trained cameraperson—Job Akintola, Liam reminded himself with a surreptitious7 glance at the AR identity tag floating behind the shorter man’s head—leaned against his tripod and wiped his brow. “I just got the green light from Corporate on the content we uploaded. They’ve got everything they need, so we can pack up and get the hell out of here.”

[7 “Stolen” or “snatched” (rapere in Latin), plus “from under” (sub), demonstrating how discretion has always been about having friends in low places.]

The man smiled, and that smile stabbed at Liam like a knife made of solid guilt. His old cameraperson, the shaggy giant Carpentiere, used to grin at him the exact same way at the end of a long day out in the field, interviewing contestants. But Liam wasn’t ever going to see the friendly Canadian’s face again. He’d made sure of that.

Damn, he needed a stiff drink or ten. But Elevator Plaza was still a construction site and not a working spaceport. He had no intention of hanging around a few decades for the overpriced departure lounge bars to open. And he’d already polished off the meagre supplies the Editor had stocked on their private jet. All that was left was water and RedCorp’s toxic energy drink, Sinner-G. 

Ed the Editor might think he was a big deal when it came to pointing out where this word or the other really came from. But as far as Liam concerned, the little man had no idea what living meant, and that was the only word that mattered.

Just thinking about the jet reminded Liam of where it had to land, in the middle of a closed-off motorway nearly two kilometres away. On the other side of the rubble, the abandoned knickknacks, and the burnt-out slum houses. On the other side of that poor girl’s body, and the dozens like it that Liam had nearly succeeded in ignoring during the long walk to the Plaza. Nearly.

It was all still there, down the deserted, smoky road that waited, like a hungry maw8, at the south side of the Plaza. He couldn’t face that walk again. Not without the cameras rolling to keep him focused on the job at hand, on what was important.

[8 From the Old English maga, meaning “stomach.” I’d make a political joke, but there’s no beating the meaning of “trump” in the U.K. (don’t hesitate to look it up if you don’t know it already). Or the first meaning of “to trump,” which is, of course, “to deceive, to cheat” (tromper in French).]

“We don’t have to walk all the way back to the shuttle, do we?” Liam said. “Surely there must be some way we can get RedCorp to come pick us up here at the Plaza.”

Akintola raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong? Mr Big-Shot Host is afraid of a little bit of exercise? Is the air up here too thin for you?”

“It’s not that,” replied Liam, a red flush burning his clean-shaven cheeks. “It’s just—”

The cameraperson interrupted him with a burst of booming laughter so deep it seemed like it couldn’t possibly be coming from his small frame. Liam simply stood there, baffled, and wondering whether he’d ever actually seen someone double over laughing before.

“You are too easy!” Akintola said at last, straightening up to catch his breath. “I’m just teasing9 you. But it’s your own fault, really. If you’d bothered to read the field schedule, you’d know the jet is long gone.”

[9 “To pluck, to pull apart”]

“Gone?” repeated Liam, eyes open wide and jug-ears spread even wider, not entirely unlike a surprised horned owl. “You mean ‘gone’ gone? How the hell are we supposed to get back to London?” 

Akintola smirked. “You didn’t think they’d leave a private jet just sitting around all day waiting for us, didn’t you? Those things cost a fortune. But look behind you, Mr Argyle. That’s our ride home right there. Best ride in the world.”

Confused, Liam spun around and looked through the rubble-strewn Elevator Plaza. Then he stopped and looked up. And up. And up some more.

“Please tell me you’re joking again.”

“Not this time. RedCorp has booked us a one-way ticket back to London on the Elevator suborbital express10. A quick trip around the accelerator, straight out the top, and less than an hour later our capsule touches down in Old Blighty. Been looking forward to it for months. It’ll be the trip of a lifetime.”

[10 From the Latin “to squeeze out,” which became “to speak clearly,” then “specifically, on purpose.” Hence the “express train” that goes directly to a specific station.]

That was precisely what Liam was worried about. He knew these capsules. One of his all-time best shows was when he’d put the urn with the ashes of The Grass is Greener’s first season winner, the young medical experimentee Usnavi, into one of them. Just before launching it and him on their merry way to Paradise Mars. The grand prize—a life of lazy luxury in paradise—wasted on a little pile of carbon soot in a pretty vase.

The idea of climbing into one of those capsules was terrifying, and the suborbital ones were even worse. They weren’t just sleek, metal coffins, like the space-going ones. They had landing rockets strapped on, as well.

“Are you sure it isn’t too late to get that jet to come back?” he said in a whimper, head craned back so far he could nearly see the roofs of the buildings behind him. “I can walk two kilometres with my eyes shut if I have to.”

He’d rather play hopscotch with the corpses and debris than get locked into a metal bullet and fired up the Elevator launch tube.

“Chin up, old man,” said the cameraperson, laughing again and patting him on the back. “Time flies, and so shall we.”
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Lemmeoutlemmeoutlemmeout—

“This isn’t so bad after all, eh, Mr Argyle?” The cocky camera operator lounged against the deep padding of the wraparound acceleration couch, his equipment safely stowed away in the cargo space below. “Feel that gentle acceleration. It’s so smooth, you’d almost think we aren’t moving at all.”

He was right, damn him. And that was a big part of what was driving Liam around the bend. Feeling enclosed in a buzzing metal sphere, going nowhere, was bad enough. But that was just what his senses were telling him. His mind knew better, knew that he was zipping through miles upon miles of railgun tunnels winding underneath the mountains surrounding Quito.

Whatever his body had to say, the normal-feeling gravity was a complete illusion, the result of the capsule’s gentle acceleration to launch velocity. His brain knew the truth, as he was thrust headfirst, at ever more insane speeds, through the railgun launch tube warren.

And the worst was still to come. He’d seen launches before. He knew the blast that came when the accelerated capsule left the vacuum of the tube and hit the rarefied air up at the business end of the Elevator base tower. After that, everything was said and done. Thrown like a steel marble across the world, without any control, to trust in the computers and the landing jets to bring you back down intact.

Why people thought this was a desirable experience was more alien to him than the microbes they’d found on Mars. 

On the couch beside him, Akintola somehow took Liam’s queasy silence as an invitation to talk some more. “Haven’t you ever wanted to go to space, Mr Argyle? What a story to tell, eh?”

“No, Mr Akintola,” Liam said at last, trying to keep the peppercorn yeast-slice sandwich he’d had for lunch in his stomach. Looked like he’d have to say something to shut the man up. “Why would I want to go to space? Is there anywhere less natural for people to be? Anywhere more uncomfortable, more hostile to our survival?”

“There’s always Cleveland.”

Liam rolled his eyes. The only more obvious joke would have been—

“Or my mother-in-law’s house,” added Akintola, clearly happy for the conversation. “And I hear the bigshots up on Paradise Mars are mighty comfortable living in space. A lot more than everybody else down here, that’s for sure. Isn’t that what you Corporate types all fight for, anyway? Working yourself to the bone, doing whatever you need to climb that ladder, so that one day you can hop in a capsule, and ZOOM!” 

He illustrated by bouncing a fist off his other open hand with a loud clap that echoed through the humming cabin. Liam really wished he hadn’t. 

“Straight off to luxury retirement floating around Mars, with no gravity to pull at your bones and no pesky laws to stop your fun!”

“Not really my speed,” said Liam, not bothering to add that it also wasn’t his paygrade. He was nowhere near the top of the Corporate ladder, where the ultimate reward of dispatch to Paradise Mars started becoming at least conceivable. But damned if he was going to confess that to his annoying camera technician. “My pleasures are more down-to-Earth. And I’ll remind you that you’re just as much a Red Corp employee, a ‘Corporate type,’ as I am. Whatever that means.”

The man had the gall to chuckle at this. “Red Corp today, SyneDeal or Triumph Global tomorrow. I’m a free agent, me. Cheaper for them, and that way, I can choose when to move on to the next gig. No Corporation is ever going to make me do something I don’t want to, just to make a cred.”

“I bet that’s nice,” grumbled Liam. He turned away from Akintola and flicked on his lenses’ entertainment suite with a quick, angry swipe of a hand. 

Whether it was the deliberate discourtesy or something in Liam’s voice, the cameraperson took the hint and finally left Liam alone to come to terms with being stuck underground in a speeding capsule.

Soon, however, that was one problem Liam no longer had to deal with. With little more than a ping of warning in his AR display, the whole world suddenly shifted and spun around him.

“Better buckle in!” shouted the technician over the increasing whine coming from all around them, as he strapped his own over-the-shoulder harness into place across his chest. Liam barely had time to shake himself out of his augmented reverie and click his straps into place before the whine turned into a sharp explosion of sound, followed by nothing at all.

Gravity seemed to have decided to follow sound out the door, because not only was everything suddenly silent, but Liam also had to fight back an urge to retch as the enclosed cabin was plunged into weightlessness. If he hadn’t managed to get those straps on in time, Liam would be free-floating right now.

A click to his left broke the silence, and Liam turned to watch Job Akintola squirm out of his straps and push off, floating into centre of the cabin like a space butterfly pushing out of its cosmic cocoon. 

Liam didn’t quite see the point. There wasn’t enough room to move around or do any of the fun weightless acrobatics people always talk about for their first time in zero-G. But Akintola didn’t seem interested in doing flips. He floated straight up to the bulkhead opposite Liam, braced both hands against it, and simply floated there, peering in rapt fascination at the tacky red upholstered metal. 

“It’s a shame you’re so scared of space travel,” the cameraperson said after a minute of quizzical observation by his cabinmate, “because you’re missing one hell of a show out there. A real one, too, not like what we do.”

“I’m not—” Liam started to say in protest, before cutting himself off. He didn’t have anything to prove to a lowly technician. And his legitimate fears had been about the acceleration and launch, which were clearly now past.

There was also the landing ahead, of course. But he had no more control over that than he did over flash floods in Croydon back when he was a weather announcer. So he might as well unbuckle for now, during the relatively safe period between the two bits of madness. He could get his own feel for weightlessness, and have a look at whatever external display Akintola found so damn fascinating. No reason not to, right? Right.

Having talked himself into a corner, Liam swallowed, took a deep breath of air out of unhelpful instinct, and unfastened his harness.

Without the straps pushing down against his chest, his suit-clad bottom gradually stopped pressing against the plush cushion of the seat, leaving it behind with more trepidation than a swimming child refusing to release their parent’s hand. He flailed slightly in the sudden freedom from any grounding contact, feeling lost and absurd in a sort of invisible hammock.

Luckily, Akintola completely ignored his embarrassing antics and left him plenty of time to get his bearings, rotate, and, with a cautious kick against the padded floor, glide over to the bulkhead.

“What’s so fascinating over here, then?” Liam asked, trying to sound as if his heart weren’t racing faster than a lightsail probe as he stared at the mottled red paisley wall pattern.

Akintola turned to face Liam, grinning and bobbing slightly in the air. He tapped a rough-skinned finger against his temple. “You need to turn on the shuttle’s local feed,” he said, before leaving Liam to his own devices and turning back, wide-eyed, to the capsule wall ahead.

Grumbling, Liam twitched his fingers through an AR menu that, for the first time in his life, he could meet on equal, free-floating terms. He soon found the local broadcast icon and flicked it on with a quick index stab in the cool cabin air.

Instantly, the kitsch1 bulkhead decoration faded away before his eyes. Instead, he saw a gulf of cloud swirling around weird wavy brown spikes, bathed in the golden light of an early sunset sky. It took Liam a second or two to reconcile his body’s perceptions with the scale of the vista in front of him and realise he was looking down at the Andes.

[1 From the German dialectal “to smear”—which is precisely what Liam hoped wouldn’t happen to both the shuttle and himself, all across wherever they crashed.]

Vertigo gripped him, and his own personal world swayed, even though the capsule itself was supremely stable and calm. If he hadn’t been floating free, the realisation of what he was looking at, where he was, and where he was headed, would have knocked him on his bespoke-suited arse.

Below, the peaks of the Andes stretched out from beneath the cloud cover to the horizon. They seemed to reach out toward the escaping capsule like jagged fingers, stretching to catch a flyball. But they were doomed to fail, and shrank visibly, second by second, as Liam and Akintola soared ever farther from the Elevator launch rail, to whatever fate awaited them at the unthinkable landing, far ahead.

Desperate for an excuse to focus on anything other than that landing, Liam pressed his hands against the reassuring solidity of the now invisible bulkhead and leaned forward to look beneath the sharp edge of the capsule floor.

“Holy shit,” he heard a voice say. It was probably his, but he was beyond caring.

The world beneath his floating body was a monstrous sprawl of human footprint, scarring the land and winding in uncontrolled veins between the hills and through the valleys.

His cabinmate laughed in mid-air next to him. “Now you’re talking. This is the real stuff, right here. Too legit to Quito.”

Liam groaned deep inside, but couldn’t be bothered to open a browser and search up whatever silly reference the man was making. This view was amazing. Unlike anything he’d ever seen in his life. Quito below was already nothing more than a splotch of humanity, falling ever farther away. The budding Elevator, which had seemed so impossibly huge, was already long gone behind them, and the whole central urban area of Quito along with it. What was left, so far out, were the tendrils of cheap tenements and industrial buildings servicing all the new cargo pipelines. Companies from around the world were already racing to stake their claim on servicing the Elevator, running cargo up and down the Andes the same way the Elevator would pump it up and down from Space.

Outside the alarmingly thin metal of the bulkhead, the world kept getting smaller and smaller. Ahead, a new glimmer appeared in the distance as evening raced to meet the capsule. The night lights of the other Andean sprawls—a huge one straight ahead that could only be Bogotá, and another to the far left that must be Medellín.

The cities were luminous sea stars from this height—small, fragile things, even though Liam’s rational mind knew there were, between them, at least twenty million people like him living down there. And at least ten million of them would be religious followers of The Grass is Greener—hell, at this very moment, there were probably a million or two of them watching the highlight reel from what they’d recorded today.

Liam lifted his head to the darkening sky, where the first evening stars twinkled oddly in the rarefied atmosphere. What was it all worth, at the end of the day? The viewers, the contestants. The eternal doctoring, the lies, all in the name of entertainment and RedCorp’s bottom line. Would anything change if some engineer had left in one zero too many when programming the launch and this capsule just kept going up, forever? If Liam and Akintola sped off into empty space toward nothing but void?

Would anyone even miss the two of them?

Maybe Akintola, Liam had to admit, with a little self-deprecating2 chuckle. Up here, there was no point in lying to himself anymore.

[2 “To pray for removal or deliverance from yourself”]

At least Akintola had a family that would, presumably, mourn him. A wife and two daughters back in Lagos, if the info in his mandatory AR ID tag was up to date.

What did Liam have? A job title as Host and Supervising Producer of the biggest show on the Red, sure. But with the Editor and Corporate commanding his every move, that was worth less than the lens pixels it took to spell out the words. If you took all his real power and influence at the show and added two slices of bread, you’d have a very bland sandwich. Just like the ones they served at Tantamount Mews, the Docklands warehouse that served as the show’s offices and set.

Any fool who could smile for a camera could fill his designer shoes as host. In fact, that’s specifically why they’d chosen him—a nobody weatherman at the time—for the job, instead of bringing in a big, established name. They needed someone whom they could mould. Whom they could control. Who owed everything he was to them, and who had no choice but to follow orders.

Liam had hidden from these truths for so long and had only come to recognise them slowly, like an oyster adding coat after coat on top of an irritating grain of self-awareness. And like an oyster, he’d had to develop the hardest of shells to shield himself from the harsh reality around him. From all the contestants’ morbid lives, packaged up into bite-sized morsels of artificially produced, chemical-laden, nutrient-free mental sustenance for the starving masses to devour in the name of entertainment.

And more often than not, with Liam himself handling the carving knife. Or at least holding them still on the chopping block.

Liam had long since given up trying to care—ever since his first trip to the Quito Space Elevator, in fact, at the end of the show’s first season. Caring was too painful, and it didn’t do a lick of good. The Corporate system was the worst thing in the world—except for all the other systems. There was nothing to gain from fighting it and everything to lose, for Liam at least. He liked his newfound social status, the new house, the parties, and the creature comforts. Endless bottles of creature comforts.

But those barely twinkling, twilight stars. That blue-black bruise of a sky, stretching off to an honest-to-Mars curve, along the distant ocean horizon.

There was no shielding yourself from those. So, for the first time in forever, Liam didn’t bother trying.

The memory of that young woman’s body, twisted, broken, and lifeless amid the rubble of what used to be her neighbourhood, her home, bobbed to Liam’s eyes, more clearly than any AR projection and more sickening than any half-digested meal trying to make a break for it.

That wasn’t just some picture on the RedCorp newsfeed, damnit. She wasn’t, Liam rectified3. She was a person. Had been a person. A young woman with a family. With parents. A partner somewhere, if that was her thing. Maybe even children. A home in the suburbs of Quito, and all her life ahead of her.

[3 From the Latin rectus, meaning “right,” and not the Latin rectum, which is what Liam felt like.]

And then RedCorp had decided that keeping the peace around the Elevator, and buying up all the surrounding land for a song—or a crappy corporate jingle, more like—was worth more than the PR cost of sending in their private security troops to make the problem with the locals disappear.

That was bad enough. But as the capsule rose higher and higher, racing toward that curving horizon, Liam shuddered and admitted to himself that it was far, far from the worst part of the terrible day’s events.

No, the worst part was that there would never be any PR trouble. There would be no cost for RedCorp, no repercussions for murder or the displacement of a whole barrio that only wanted a say in what was happening on its doorstep.

And they had Liam himself to thank. That was the job he’d been sent to do, and damned if he hadn’t done it to the full satisfaction of his middle-management masters in their Corporate towers in London, New York, and Shanghai, just as they had come to expect from their faithful, smiling puppet, Liam Argyle.

Liam clenched his eyes shut, trying to hold back the odd rush of moisture he felt there, and thumped his fist against the invisible bulkhead. The bang of flesh against metal rang though the eerily silent capsule.

“You okay, man?” said Akintola, surprised out of his own once-in-a-lifetime suborbital transit reverie.

Eyes still firmly shut, Liam took all of the frustration and resentment welling up inside him and pushed it out through his mouth in a primal roar. In the air next to him, Akintola scrambled away out of panicked reflex. Clearly, the technician was nearly as surprised as Liam was himself.

Liam turned his head the other way, and only then, out of sight, did he open his watering eyes. “Sorry about that,” he croaked, clearing his throat with a cough. “Just remembered I forgot to turn the food printer off before leaving home.”

“Sure, man.” Akintola let out a nervous chuckle, still floating as far away from Liam as he could in the confined capsule. “No problem. You can turn off all the fancy appliances you want when we land back in Old Blighty.”

Liam rolled his charcoal grey eyes at the man’s gall. Patronising him, his boss, so blatantly. That took serious balls. But the view from outside the still-rising capsule caught Liam’s eye again and gave his brain a fresh squeeze, chasing all thoughts of bosses and Corporations from his mind.

They were even higher now, and the world below was a dark, wavy penumbral mess. Cloud, mountain, and ocean melded into a single mass, and Liam could no longer tell the difference between them. Not because of the rapidly falling night, no. But because, at this unnatural height, the human brain couldn’t relate to the scale anymore. It needed human signs, and out here, at the edge of the ocean, they’d long since left the Andean sprawls and the country-sized swaths of clear-cut Amazon rainforest behind. Everything else was lost in coastal cloud and smog.

In contrast, the curved bow of the horizon was a crisp line where the mottled dark blue of the Earth gave way to the absolute black of space. Liam floated, staring at it, his mind emptying once again.

Space. That was space, right there, and the capsule was still racing up into it. That sharp cut in reality made everything down on Earth seem so petty. And if there was one thing Liam’s job hosting The Grass is Greener was good for, it was knowing just how small and petty life down on Earth could get. That was his lot in life, his own cross to bear.

He’d been careful not to take anywhere near as much of a personal interest in his contestants last season. That sort of shell, that armour of professional distance, helped a bit. Made it easier not to take it too personally when his forensic corpse farmer from Lebanon had a work stress-induced aneurism and became one of her own strange crops. Or when his Australian rare animal “reproduction specialist” tried to make the show a little too interesting and ended up providing a bull shark he’d just manually collected a sperm sample from, for “conservation purposes,” with a post-orgasmic snack.

And those had just been the most memorable live tragedies last year, the ones with the best ratings. He’d survived, and he’d convinced himself that if the show, and his role in it, wasn’t getting any better, any less revolting4 with time, then at least it became easier to put up with.

[4 “To overturn, overthrow”—both the stomach and the sense of social justice.]

But his role when the cameras weren’t watching him, his work as Supervising Producer for the show, certainly hadn’t become any better. 

Liam floated there in the silent capsule, gazing out at pinpoint stars that no longer twinkled and deep, textured, naked space, trying to convince himself that none of what happened to Carpentiere was really his fault.

He hadn’t meant for the shaggy Canadian giant to lose his daughter. He’d done everything he could to help his long-time camera techie. The closest thing to a friend he had on the bare-bones team running The Grass is Greener out of Tantamount Mews. He’d tried get him as much time off as the needs of the feed could possibly allow. And it wasn’t his fault if the little girl hadn’t gotten any better. These things just happened, didn’t they?

And hadn’t it been unfair of the man to blame him, Liam, for losing the chance to be there when his daughter had asked for him? For being stuck running the feed when the doctors called him to let him know she had... passed on?

That sort of thing happened; it wasn’t anyone’s actual fault. Certainly not his. But if that were truly so, then why did he feel like such a prick about it? Was there anything he could have done differently? If he’d found some way for Carpentiere to get more time at his daughter’s side, would it have made any sort of meaningful difference, in the end?

It might have made Carpentiere feel better about it, said a scathing little voice deep inside Liam. It might have stopped him from sucking down a can of nanopaint and setting it to replicate uncontrollably.

There’s no proof that’s why Carpentiere did himself in, Liam replied to himself. The clean-up crew didn’t find any note, so we have no idea why he did it. And
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