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– for love lost, and for love found –
The book you hold in your hands, Forget What You Can't Remember, takes place in the same storybook world as my first novel, Lost and Not Found. More of a spin-off than a direct sequel, this book does not have the same main characters, is not about someone trying to write a novel, and you don't necessarily need to read Lost and Not Found to understand it.
I have included two excerpts from Lost and Not Found containing the portions of that book relevant to this one - you can find them at the end of this book. Appendix A contains a conversation Paul had with some friends, roughly a month prior to the events of this book, about the doomsday he'd been predicting for years. Appendix B contains Lost and Not Found's description of what happened at the time Paul had predicted; a time that falls somewhere between chapter 5 and chapter 7 of this book.
I've also written a collection of short stories, each created to enrich and deepen the world of Forget What You Can't Remember by exploring its peripheral characters, settings, events and ideas individually. It's called More Lost Memories, and it paints some of the stories in this book in a totally new light (like what was going on in chapter 21, for example). I hope you enjoy them.
-Teel McClanahan III
“What do you mean we won’t have internet access?”
“Just what I said. No internet access, no phones, no communication with the outside world.”
“But how will I check my email?”
Lance shook his head, disappointed. “No email. You’re attending a zombie readiness training simulation. If zombies attack, it’s only a matter of days before civilization as we know it breaks down. Power, phones, the internet, even indoor plumbing shuts off in most cities without power, and the power grid requires constant human maintenance. Power plants will either be abandoned outright or taken over by zombies in a few days, either way. Essential services go down when the grid goes down.”
“Couldn’t I sneak my iPhone in?” Brady was looking up a coverage map on his iPhone while half-listening to Lance’s explanation, “the map shows full 3G coverage at the campsite.”
“No, you can’t just sneak your iPhone in. I know it’s sleek enough that it looks like it would fit, but even if you shoved that thing up your arse to get it up there, it wouldn’t work. Trust me. These guys know what they’re doing. They’re very serious about creating a realistic simulation, and during training they jam all frequencies that could reach the outside world. I wouldn’t be surprised if they managed to cut power to the cell tower up there just to be sure.”
“Fine. No internet, no email. Why am I doing this again?”
“You want to be ready in the event of a zombie outbreak, don’t you?”
“Well, I don’t actually think zombies are real. I just heard it was a lot of fun and wanted to try it. I love zombie movies, even the terrible ones. And frankly, I’m pretty sure I’d do better than most of the characters in the movies, and wanted to see for myself.”
“You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into, Brady. This group we’re going to be training with -- they aren’t doing this because they think it’s fun. They aren’t doing it because they like zombie movies. From what I can tell, not just from their website, which you must have thought was sarcastic, but from people who have actually gone up there and come back to talk about it, they consider it their duty to train enough people to survive that humanity won’t simply be wiped out. They’re building an army of survivors, people who know what to look for, how to react, how to kill and how to survive in a zombie infestation. The zombie survival handbook that everyone thinks is just a big lark?”
“Yeah, I read that one. Funny stuff.”
“This group basically wrote that thing as a serious survival guide. They’ve put it out, and subsequent books under the same pen name, to simultaneously raise funds to expand their operation and to get some of the basics of zombie survival out into the public consciousness instead of just the terrible schlock that passes as zombie films these days. This isn’t just some fun team-building weekend retreat. This is like a two-week survival training course from people who think normal survivalists are short-sighted pansies who don’t know what’s coming.”
“And you’re sure it isn’t just characters they’re playing? Like those stupid colonial days theme park places where they never drop character? Maybe they’re all just actors, pretending to believe in zombies.”
“It would be difficult to say until we’ve been through it, but ... I know how to read someone, and the few people I managed to speak to in person who had done this thing have had the fear of zombies put into them. They were living in fear, ready for zombies to pop up at any moment.”
“So they’re going to try to scare us? To scare us into believing in zombies? Sounds like a weird sort of cult. Well, except they let people leave, and the fee was very reasonable.”
“Officially, they’re a non-profit corporation. Your fees don’t do much more than cover the expenses of training you and supplying you during the training period. Most of the re-usable supplies you can take home with you, if you choose, so you have a head start on zombie preparedness. I told you, these people believe in what they’re doing. They think they’re providing a public service up there, and they aren’t trying to cash in on the recent zombie craze; they’re trying to get people trained. They started part of the recent craze with their own books, remember?”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it. My fun vacation isn’t going to be as fun as I thought it would be, and I may have signed myself up to join the world’s strangest religious cult at the same time. Is there anything else I should know?”
“Just follow the directions they sent you, bring what they listed, no more, no less, and show up on time. I’ll see you there.”
“Someone nice? I thought you said this was some sort of zombie-geek hangout male-bonding thing? You know I don’t like horror movies. Why would I want to go hang out, in the woods, with horror movie geeks?”
“Well, I thought that since you wouldn’t have much competition, you might make more of an impact. I mean, a dozen guys, alone in the woods for two weeks, and you’re the only available woman they’ve seen since they left town? They’ll be begging for a chance with you.”
“You’ll be there, too, Mary. No one can see me when you’re in the room, and you know it.”
“That’s not true, Lorraine. And it wouldn’t matter, if it were true. I’ll be stuck on the Sergeant, and he’ll be stuck on me, and no one will dare to try to steal his woman.”
“What makes you think I want to watch you throw yourself at yet another man you wouldn’t dream of spending more than a couple of months with? When are you going to think about settling down? Your biological clock must be ticking just as loud as mine, right now, and I’m not looking for some back-woods fling with a man I’ll never see again. I’m looking for the real thing.”
“You aren’t going to find it through one of those dating services you use, no matter how much time and money you funnel in to them, and no matter how many terrible dates with hopeless losers you go on. You may as well have some fun while you’re still young enough to know what the word means.”
“And you think being gang-raped by a dozen horny men in the middle of the woods for two weeks is the answer? You think that’ll be fun? Maybe you’re the one who doesn’t know what the word fun means.”
“Oh, it won’t be like that, Lorraine, and you know it. The Sergeant is tougher than those mean drill instructors they have on reality shows, and he’ll be keeping the men in line.”
“Hey, stop! You’re doing it wrong!”
“No, I’m not! I’m following the directions on the box. It said to stir first.”
“But you haven’t put the powder in, yet. First you put in the powder, then you stir, then you transfer it to the applicator bottle with the activating gel, and then you shake it.”
“I told you, I’m following the directions, and it says...” She read the instructions through for a third time, her hand still stirring, still stirring, then stopping. She put the powder in and started stirring again.
“I told you so.”
“You’re distracting me.”
“I’m not the one dying her hair because she heard some mountain-man drill instructor likes red heads. You were distracted when you came up with this idea in the first place.”
“I didn’t just hear he likes red heads, Lorraine, I heard a lot more than that and if you weren’t such a prude you’d be fighting me for a chance to go up there and even try to seduce him. Which I’m going to do. How can he resist a girl like me?”
“If you’re so irresistible, why do you need to dye your hair?”
“I don’t need to. I want to. I want to make him happy, so he’ll want to make me happy. If you know what I mean.”
“I don’t want to hear about it,” responded Lorraine with a grimace, “not now, and not afterwards. T. M. I.”
She laughed in response, checking the clock as she poured the stirred mixture into the applicator and began to shake it vigorously. “You should come along. I hear it’s almost all men that go to this thing, maybe you can meet someone nice.”
“First of all, you already said that. Second, I’ve seen how they treat women on those shows. If it’s going to be worse than that, why would I want to be involved at all? I don’t need to go to the middle of nowhere and pay hundreds of dollars to be physically and emotionally abused. If I wanted that, I could join a local gym.”
“Or a local BDSM club.” She smirked and winked.
“I told you last month, I don’t want to hear about it.”
“You’re missing out,” she replied in a sing-song way. “Where do you think I heard about the Sergeant in the first place?”
“He... He goes to that place, too?” There was both fear and scorn in her voice.
“No, but some of the men on his staff do, and one of the girls I was bound to -I can’t say who, it’s all supposed to be anonymous- was telling me about the things he did to her when she went to this thing last year. It would blow your mind.”
“Don’t want my mind blown, thank you very much. I want love. You aren’t doing a very good job of convincing me. In fact, you may be doing the opposite.”
“Well, the Sergeant is mine, and maybe certain members of his staff aren’t your cup of tea, but the other guys, the ones coming up for training will be the sort of geeks who have money, free time, and no nagging wife telling them that going to a zombie survival training camp is not allowed. Think about it. Sure, they like horror movies, but they’ve got disposable income and chances are that they’re smart. Maybe you can find a rich computer programmer to settle down with, and then you can be the one to tell him he can’t waste his time and money on silly trips like this one.”
“That wouldn’t exactly make sense, if we met at one. He’d think I was as big a geek as he was, just for being there in the first place.”
The forgotten hair dye was foaming out the end of the applicator bottle, and they both squealed a little as they remembered what they were supposed to be doing. Lorraine began applying the dark red dye to her friend’s hair carefully and methodically, as she had done many times in the long years of their friendship. Lorraine didn’t think long on the fact that the favor had never been returned, the idea cast quickly aside as she remembered that she’d never wanted to dye her hair. Brown was good enough for her. For a few moments, they sat quietly, Lorraine concentrating on the work at hand and Mary enjoying the feeling of having someone work through every inch of her beautiful, long hair with their fingers.
Finally, falling into her familiar role of giving in to every whim ‘for friendship’, Lorraine spoke. “Alright, alright, I’ll go. But not to try to find a man. I’m just going as your friend.”
“Thanks, Lorraine.” Mary didn’t say anything more. She didn’t want to admit that deep down, she was afraid of what she was getting herself into. If she actually went alone, she worried that there really might be the gang rape Lorraine had chided her about. While it wouldn’t have been her first gang rape, it certainly wasn’t something she wanted to have to repeat. Not consciously. As her head was slowly massaged from pale blond to deep red, Mary began thinking about her recent descent into kink and bondage and its possible relationship with a feeling of responsibility for what had happened to her, and with a need to punish herself, but those dark thoughts were soon replaced with the light fluffy thoughts given to her by the kind editors of COSMOPOLITAN magazine, which she flipped through while Lorraine silently worked.
“You mean we’re supposed to run the whole thing ourselves? From start to finish? Without help?”
“It’s a test. We’re supposed to start running teams through our ‘franchise’ camp out West in six weeks. We’re already booked up for months. The Sergeant needs to know we’re ready to do this on our own.”
“So he’ll be there, right? I mean, if something goes wrong...”
“Well, I’m sure he’ll be actively monitoring us, but no, as far as we’re concerned, he won’t be there. We won’t see him, we won’t hear from him, and even if something goes dreadfully wrong, he’ll probably just wait to see how we take care of it. The point is to see how we’ll handle ourselves. For all I know, the Sergeant will be out there intentionally causing little hiccups for us. Bad firing pin here, contaminated food or water there, to see how well we’ve learned from him in the last couple of years.”
“I’ve only been with the company for fourteen months.”
“You know what I meant. You also know that if we don’t meet his expectations, he’s going to give the new camp to someone else. Maybe he’ll even try to run them both himself until he’s satisfied.”
“How are we supposed to satisfy him, if he’s intentionally trying to trip us up?”
“That’s somewhat the point of the whole program, isn’t it? To be prepared for anything, to be able to survive, no matter what adverse conditions arise, no matter how bad it gets? I mean, we’re training people to live in what amounts to a post-apocalyptic world. No water, no power, grow and catch your own food, harsh living conditions, no large communities, oh, yeah, and zombies everywhere, trying to eat your flesh and convert you to their cause. There’s nothing the Sergeant will throw at us that couldn’t have happened anyway. Zombies get into your pens and turn all your livestock into flesh-eating monsters, you have to deal with that. Zombies break through your barricades, you have to find and get to another safe place, clear out the zombies, rebuild the barricade. Firing pins fail. You have to be ready for anything. Why do you think we’re all gunsmiths? You think it’s fun to make your own ammunition from scratch, or you think it’s an important survival skill in a world full of walking dead? If you take this job seriously, which the Sergeant assumes you do, you’ll do fine. If you screw this up for me, I’ll kill you myself.”
“You don’t have to beat me over the head with it, I know the game, I know how seriously he takes it. How seriously you all take it. I just want to get this thing done and get out from under that man’s thumb and into our own place.”
“Well, don’t worry too much about it, I’ve got an ace of my own to play this time. I’ve got a kinky little red head coming up in the next batch of trainees, and you know how the Sergeant goes for red heads. She should keep him pretty well occupied while we train the rest of the group as normal.”
“What makes you think he’ll fall for something like that? Or let her get away without the full training? Have you not seen how hard he is on the women who come here? He’s tougher with them than with the men.”
“If they want to survive, they’re either going to have to be that much tougher themselves, or be willing to give it up to whatever strong man says he’ll protect them. Regardless, you wouldn’t be asking me that if you’d seen what I’ve seen this woman do. What I’ve seen her have done to her... Heck, if you’d seen her half as exposed as I’ve seen her, you’d have no doubts about the Sergeant’s intentions for her during the next two weeks.”
“I also heard Paul might be joining us as well. That man is crazier than the Sergeant, with his doomsday prophecies. Even if the girl keeps the Sergeant off our backs the whole time, Paul is always a pain in the neck.”
“I’ve got that covered, too. Paul’s just looking for somewhere to hide out. He thinks the end is coming any day now, the loon, so I told him he could use the new facility, out West, if he wants to.”
“You sent him to our new camp? How are we going to get rid of him?
“I told you, he thinks the world is going to be ending within the next week or two. He’ll probably go somewhere a lot more secure than some backwoods camping facility, and if he does go there, he’s sure to return to civilization when he sees the world hasn’t ended. He’ll be long gone before we ever arrive.”
“If you say so...”
“I say so. Now, let’s go get the zombies fed before the Sergeant makes his rounds. You know how he hates them getting too hungry right before a new group of rookies comes up here.”
“Fine, but you hold the sheep this time, while I work the bone saw. I know the zombies only go for fresh brains, but I don’t need any fresh bruises, and those sheep kick hard.”
“I don’t think so. I’m the one who arranged for the red head. You hold the sheep.”
“I’ll flip you for it.”
“Fine. I’ll take heads.”
“I’d love to publish it, Paul, but this book is either too late or too early, and if it’s early it’s missing an important second half.”
“What second half?”
“The half where we look back on what actually ended up happening. Your prose is tight, your presentation is sharp, the main character is a bit of a bore, but you’re clearly using him as a tool to disseminate a lot of information about the coming Doomsday. What really works here, what made this a can’t-put-it-down book, is the way the entire thing is set up. The whole book is building up and building up, leading the reader down the road toward Doomsday, convincing the reader more and more of the imminent destruction or catastrophe and really putting them on the edge of their seat. What you’re missing is that event and what happens next. You build up and up and up, and then you stop, and we don’t know what happens next. We don’t know what particular cataclysm struck the Earth, if any, and we don’t have any sort of resolution for the characters.”
“But it hasn’t happened yet. And I know for sure that something’s coming, but I couldn’t tell you exactly what.”
“Can’t tell me, or won’t tell me? I know you’ve got some contacts pretty high up and in a lot of important places, Paul. Contacts who might have let a thing or two slip that you weren’t supposed to put down on the page, but ...” Eddie took on a whispering, conspiratorial tone and leaned in toward Paul from across his desk, “You can tell me what it is...”
Paul just shrugged, and the look on his face was impossible to read. If he knew anything, he was very good at feigning ignorance.
“Fine, keep it to yourself. Let your best friends face apocalypse on their own terms, and without any helpful advice or foreknowledge...”
“Look, if you’ve read the book, you’re as advised as I can make you.” Paul wasn’t about to fall for such an obvious guilt trip. “Now, are you saying you won’t publish my novel?”
“Not in its current state. Like I said, it isn’t coming at the right time. If I could get it on store shelves a couple of months ago, it would have been easy to sell it as-is, ending on a question mark, driving sales in a frenzy of people looking for more information about the end of the world. Six months ago, and we could have used a viral marketing campaign to make people think everything in the novel was true, and sales would have been through the roof.”
“Everything in the novel is true, Eddie.”
“Sure, but marketing takes time, and according to your book the end of the world is coming before I could even get a galley back from the printer, let alone a few thousand copies printed, bound, and in book stores. Your book is too late, as-is.”
“I know that, Eddie. I realize that publishing takes time. What I want to know is, if the world doesn’t entirely end, if there’s still civilization and a book publishing industry around in a couple of weeks, would you consider publishing it?”
“No.”
“No? Just... no? I thought you said it was sharp, compelling, a book you just couldn’t put down. Doesn’t that count for something?”
“Not as-is. I can’t sell a book where the main character is talking about an upcoming world event that’s going to occur on a date in the past, and which has no resolution. It needs an ending. At the very least, it needs a different Doomsday date.”
“The math wouldn’t work with--”
“I know, I know, the math wouldn’t work with any other day. If you hadn’t managed to make the math so interesting, I’d say no simply because my imprint doesn’t print math textbooks; we print fiction. As it stands, I need you to wait and write the second half of the book. If something happens next week, everyone’s going to know about it. Write about it, in the context of your book, and write about how your characters react to what really happened. Your book ends right before the climax, but you need an act four and an act five to round it out. Where did he go, what happened to his friends and family, how did the military react, how did the international community react, everything. Your contacts can get you the full, inside story of how things go down next week, and if you write that story as fast as you wrote this one, you’ll have a finished manuscript before the end of March. Bring that book to me, and we’ll talk.”
“That sounds reasonable, I suppose.”
“Reasonable? That’s an amazing offer, delivered to you on a silver platter, Paul. Most new authors have to go through Hell before an editor even takes a look at their work, and then it’s on the whims of the never ending slush piles lurking at every publishing house in the industry. Because you happen to be good friends with one of the top editors in the city, me, you got your book read within days of writing it.”
“One day. The last few pages are fresh off the typewriter yesterday morning.”
“And I read the whole thing last night. Fine. On the same day you finished writing it. Be grateful I even took your call.”
“You still owe me one from that weekend in--”
“You don’t have to remind me.” Eddie furrowed his brow, frowned, and reached into his desk for a couple of antacids. “And that’s not why I’m doing this. I’m offering you a book deal because I think your book has real potential. Potential to be the first comprehensive book on the subject to hit the market, and potential to be the only readable book on the subject in a sea of non-fiction and speculation. People are going to want to know what happened, they’re going to want to know why they weren’t warned, and they aren’t going to want to read through a thousand pages of dull analysis by scientists, politicians, and whoever else thinks they can cash in on human tragedy by getting a book to print while the subject is still hot in everyone’s minds.”
“So it’s all about money.”
“Of course it is, Paul. Publishing is a business, same as any other business. We select the books that we believe will make us the most profit, the fastest. It’s a craps shoot most of the time, a roll of the dice to guess what people will think is worth reading about in six months or a year, but it’s all about trying to sell books. Quality is good, when you can get it, but it doesn’t matter a whit how well written a book might be if no one wants to buy it.”
“That’s pretty cynical, Eddie. I thought you got into this business because you loved books and wanted to get more great books out there. Didn’t you tell me once that it was your dream to discover unknown gems of literature and put them before the buying public? To really reach out and find new avenues of thought and show the world that there’s more depth and beauty in words than an unending cavalcade of genre fiction could ever reveal?”
“Did I say that? Sounds like the folly of youth and inexperience to me. Depth and beauty don’t sell. Hell, pulp fiction barely sells, outside of romance, these days. Why do you think I’m heading up a sci-fi imprint? Sci-fi readers are loyal. They know where their section of the store is, and they return to it again and again. They’ll buy book after book in never-ending series by the same one or two authors, as fast as I can get the authors to churn them out. They’ll even try new, unheard-of authors if I put a pretty enough cover on it, with a blurb from one of their favorite series authors. Editing for a literary fiction imprint is like asking to be punished for doing a good job. These days even award winning literary fiction barely moves. Last year’s Pulitzer winner pulped more copies of its first print run than it sold.”
“Which one was that?”
“Exactly. You didn’t read it. You don’t even know its name. The paperback will sell better, though, if only because it’s coming out at the same time the promotion for the movie version will be hitting major markets. Not that the movie will do any good. The studio as much as said they’d only bothered to waste their money on it as Oscar bait, and that award hardly sells more than a few extra DVDs these days. People just don’t want quality. They want simplicity, repetition, purified escapism.”
“And you think my book will sell? That’s pretty low praise.”
“Would you rather I turned you down, or told you to see someone at one of our non-fiction imprints about doing a serious book on the same subject?”
“... maybe. It would seem like you were taking me more seriously.”
“How about this: You write both books, the fiction book you’ve got here, plus a proper denouement, and the non-fiction book with all the facts and figures and charts and references -again, with an account of what happens, written after the fact and with references just as deep- and I’ll find an editor who will work with us to put both books out together as companions to each other. We’ll spend half as much on promotion than we would for two unrelated books, and make twice as much money, selling the same book twice to every interested reader. You’ll have the book that people take you seriously for and the book people want to read, and a paycheck twice as big.”
“Twice the pay for twice the work? Great pitch.”
“Will you do it?”
“Sure.”
“Alright, you deliver me two completed manuscripts by the end of March, and I’ll have them on bookstore shelves by May at the latest. Keep in mind that twenty-four months is the normal lead time for fiction, so that’s going to be cutting a few corners. I’ll have to see what other titles I can bump to get yours to the printers so fast, but everyone else will still be trying to figure out what happened while you’re going to the bank with the proceeds from the answer.”
“Assuming book stores, printers, and the publishing industry and civilization generally have survived to see the end of March, it sounds like a deal.”
“A crazy one, but yes, I’ll shake on it.” They stood up and shook hands before Eddie walked Paul out of his office and toward the elevators. “I’ll have a contract drawn up and sent by courier to you on March 1st; just let me know before you disappear where you decide to hole up, so I’ll know where to have it sent.”
“Will do. And hey, it’s been really great to be able to see you again, Eddie.”
“You too, Paul.”
Paul boarded the elevator, and after the doors closed, he never saw Eddie again.
Paul hadn’t been entirely forthcoming with his friend Eddie about what he knew about what was coming. By this point in his life, Paul had become quite handy and effective at withholding knowledge even from those closest to him, without raising anyone’s suspicions. Paul only hoped that Eddie’s job and his deep immersion in fiction would be enough to save him from what was now only a couple of days away. The pretense of trying to sell the novel was only so he could get a chance to say goodbye, to see his good friend one more time before everything changed.
The novel itself had been written out of respect for the final wishes of another of Paul’s friends, who hadn’t been seen or heard from by anyone in about a week. Paul’s sources told him that his friend had been in attendance at the regular meeting of his writing group -each member was trying to write an entire novel from start to finish in the month of February- and that after some sort of argument he had walked out - and never made it home. Paul hadn’t had the time or inclination to attend any meetings, but had found that writing a novelization of his quest to track down facts about the coming cataclysm had come easy. Working only in his off hours and while traveling, Paul had managed to write the whole thing with several days to spare. From what Paul had been able to find out, his friend -whose idea it had been to try writing novels in the first place- hadn’t gotten past about halfway through either of his attempts before giving up.
Those who were in the know, when they looked at Paul’s face heard a voice saying “Come with me if you want to live,” in that dramatic way they’re always doing in disaster films. Those who happened to be at least slightly more ignorant of what was less than forty-eight hours away from the Earth couldn’t see why anyone put so much respect into the queer little man. He didn’t seem to deserve it, and by the way he spoke he seemed quite often to deserve to be committed to an asylum for the criminally deranged. Still, enough of the important people seemed to think his every word was gospel, and everything else just followed along, now.
In this case, quite literally. Paul boarded the plane with a long line of people behind him and no one but flight crew ahead of him. Paul received priority seating ahead of diplomats, politicians and industry leading CEOs without question or protest. They were only present because they believed in what he had to say. The few family members that accompanied them were well enough used to equating silence with politeness and civilized behavior that by the time they’d reached the hangar they were well beyond argument. A few were intelligent enough to recognize and mirror the anticipatory fear their loved-ones showed even as they boarded a plane they believed would allow them to escape certain doom. The mood was very somber, unusually silent, and inexplicably orderly for what amounted to a last minute emergency evacuation in the face of imminent danger. The flight was a long and silent one.
The pilot had been specially selected, same as everyone else on board, and didn’t think twice when his flight plan was changed midair, or when he was advised to turn off his plane’s transponder and to maintain radio silence until after he’d reached sight of the landing strip. The pilot was not troubled in the slightest by an approach on an air strip at least a mile and a half above the ground. The landing was as unremarkable, in a technical sense, as any he had attempted. He taxied the jet into the directed hangar. They hadn’t told him where he’d be headed, but its impossibility didn’t phase him or surprise him a whit. He simply awaited further instructions.
Paul was the first one off the plane, and again seemed to become the leader as the remaining passengers and crew followed him toward and then through the bright white rectangle of light that seemed to be a portal into another world - a long flight, a dimly lit hangar, and the brilliance of the artificial lighting on the other side of the door created a surreal experience for the tired and mostly ill-informed queue of people marching into the unknown. They were the final group to arrive before everything changed.
“Welcome to Skythia,” greeted a young-looking woman on the other side of the threshold. “Welcome to Skythia,” she repeated to each new face whose dazzled expressions could be passed off as a reaction to the change in lighting rather than to her beauty or her unusual -to them- state of dress.
“Please, follow the green way to the waiting transport vehicle,” a young-looking man directed them as they got a little further into the room. Looking in the direction indicated, Paul saw that rather than a simple green line painted on the floor directing them to their destination, the entire hallway they were to follow seemed to be lined with some sort of embedded lighting; it glowed a calming shade of emerald green, switching a section at a time to white in a pattern that indicated the correct direction of travel. It was navigational information that, being immersive, couldn’t be missed, and that through the simulation of the appropriate motion, was intuitively understood. The green way. Paul led the group down the hallway.
“Watch your step as you come aboard,” implored a young and androgynous-looking person who met them at the door of the transport vehicle they were meant to board. There was no gap between the platform and the train-car-sized vehicle, nor really a step up, but merely a slight incline in what appeared to be an unbroken path from outside to inside. “Sit wherever you please, there’s more than enough room for everyone.”
The young man and woman who had initially greeted them were the last to board, advising that “your luggage is being taken to meet you at the temporary quarters you’ll be staying in until you get settled.” Then, that “we’ve got to make a quick stop to get Paul to the mayor first, but then it’s straight to orientation for the rest of you,” and without the sensation of acceleration, they were already under way. True to their word, it was only a brief moment later the door opened again to let Paul out, and soon the sense of surety his presence had lent the other travelers began to break down. Paul, having never met most of them prior to that very week, didn’t give a second thought to them as he stepped onto a familiar-looking platform.
Rather, he was engrossed in watching what appeared to be a sort of liquid gangplank recede into the vehicle upon the closing of the door -it had certainly seemed solid enough when Paul had stepped across it- and the way the vehicle seemed to float noiselessly away without any apparent means of support or propulsion. The people inside weren’t nearly as interesting to him, in that moment. Someone behind him cleared their throat. Paul realized he was standing, slack-jawed, staring down an empty tube into darkness while ignoring whoever had come to meet him.
“Pardon me,” he said as he turned, “I’ve... I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Sure, I understand. Most people have a similar reaction for at least a few weeks.” The man stretched out a hand in greeting, and Paul was present enough to take it and shake it. “I’m the mayor of Skythia. We’ve been expecting your arrival for a few days now, Paul.”
“I apologize for the delay, but I had a few people I wanted to say goodbye to, and a few loose ends to tie up.”
“Like that novel you’ve apparently been writing?”
“About that--”
“No need for an explanation, Paul. Anyone who was having trouble getting through the other information, the reports and predictions, should have had no trouble grasping the scope of the event by reading your book. We distributed it to all citizens the night it arrived, and you’ve already got top reviews. Not to mention quelled a lot of doubts.” The mayor began walking away from the edge of the platform, and Paul followed. “I’m taking you to our navigational center, so we can move the city to a safe location. Hopefully we’ll have time. She doesn’t move very fast, you know.”
“I’ve heard that under standard conditions, the city moves at about four miles per hour.”
“Yes, just slightly faster than we’re walking now, though the top safe speed is about twice that.”
“Not to worry, mayor...” Paul felt awkward continuing to address the man by his honorific, and paused, hoping for a more complete introduction.
“Mayor Colm O’Reiley.”
“Mayor O’Reiley,” began Paul, more confidently.
“Everyone calls me Colm, or Mayor or, if they want something, Mr. Mayor. We’re all friends, here, Paul.”
“Alright, Colm, as I was about to say, speed isn’t as much the issue right now. The issue is mostly in knowing where we are when it hits.”
“That should be no problem. We have the most advanced navigation and location identification technology in the world, and around the world. We can identify location by satellite, by subtle changes in the Earth’s magnetic field, by the positions of the stars, even in daylight, and by identification of any landmark or landscape that has ever been photographed or topographically mapped, just to name a few methods. When one option goes down, the others are more than enough, and if all else fails, we can identify where we are by knowing where we’ve been and the path we’ve followed since.”
“Sounds both elaborate and foolproof.”
“That’s the idea. Can’t have an entire city go lost or missing, can we?”
“That’s exactly what we’re going to have to do.” Paul was the first one to reach the doors of the navigation center and he continued on ahead, once again leading someone who knew little else to do but follow along with a confused and shocked look on his face.
A phone rang, and Lorraine made a sleepy groaning sound as she was half-roused from what was perhaps the most completely content and fulfilled sleep she had ever known. The phone rang a second time, and Lorraine just rolled away from the noise, burying her head in the pillow as the Sergeant grumblingly answered the phone.
“What is it now, numbnuts?” The Sergeant was practically growling into the phone, though his eyes weren’t even open yet.
“There’s been a... uhh... problem, sir,” came the voice across the wire. This call was being made on a line internal to the camp; no outside communication was allowed once training had begun.
“What’d you screw up, now? Did you feed another paying customer to a horde of zombies?” The Sergeant rubbed his eyes with his free hand.
“Nothing like that, sir. This group has been doing above average, sir, it’s not them.” The timid voice on the other end of the line was avoiding an outright declaration of what had occurred. “There’s been a bit of a snag with the uhh... With the containment of the uhh... the product. Sir.”
“What product? What are you talking about, man? Spit it out!”
“The product, sir, that was being shipped to the new facility out West, sir? There was a containment issue crossing the Rocky Mountains, sir.”
The Sergeant was now more awake than asleep, and growing increasingly frustrated with what he was hearing. “You know this line is secure. There’s no communication in or out of the facility during operations. So stop talking in code and tell me what happened before I feed you to the zombies myself.”
“That’s just it, sir. We received a transmission on a secure frequency saying that there was an accident on the road outside Denver, sir. One of our trucks turned over, sir. The city will be overrun by morning, sir.”
“Accelerate training. Wake everyone up, now, and get that group field-ready ASAP. Have what’s-his-name activate the phone tree. Let all program graduates know there’s been an outbreak, Denver is lost, and we’re looking for volunteers to attempt containment. I’ll be heading West at Noon with whoever’s on site.” The Sergeant hung up without waiting for a response. He was now one hundred percent awake. “I knew this was coming, I just never thought it would be my fault.” He lay back down next to the stunning figure of the women beside him in bed, and began running his fingers through her mousy brown locks.
Still more asleep than awake, Lorraine asked, “Who was that, Sarge?” She pressed her bare back into him, enjoying the warmth and intimacy of their flesh, of his roughness and her softness.
“Oh, just the end of the world as we know it, love.” The Sergeant wrapped an arm around her and squeezed her even closer. “Just the end of the world.”
“Plenty of time before Noon, Sarge.”
“Let’s make the best of it,” he replied, and trusting that this might be the last safe night he might ever be able to spend with this unexpected woman he had only just met but felt might be the love he’d once dreamed of, the Sergeant made sweet, passionate love to Lorraine until the sun came up on their sweat-drenched bodies.
“Ohmygodohmygodohmygod...” muttered Brady incoherently upon being woken in the middle of the night with the news.
“I can’t decide if the news is terrible, or if it’s divine providence that we happen to be in the middle of training for this very event at the exact moment we need to be ready.” Lance was taking things better than his friend, but had been getting through their training exercises more aptly, as well. “Not to mention that we’re surrounded by experts.”
“Don’t you see? This is all their fault!” Brady, forced to wake up with barely two hours’ sleep and prepare to face an onslaught of rushed -yet life or death- training to survive an apocalypse he’d just learned was real, was nearly in hysterics. “I told you we should have left as soon as we saw they had real zombies! They’re clearly insane! I mean, who keeps zombies as though they were livestock?”
“They keep them so they can train people like us how to survive in the event of an outbreak. How seriously would you take the threat of zombies if we were shooting stuffed targets for two weeks?”
“Those used to be people, Lance! How many of those zombies we’ve been using as target practice were people like us that didn’t pass the course? We’re practically murderers for going along with this! Denver is lost, and we’re complicit in the murder of millions.”
Lance was calmly getting dressed as Brady frenetically packed, unpacked, and re-packed his backpack with the same basic survival gear over and over again. “I’m sure it wasn’t intentional. Everyone here seems pretty seriously concerned about the potential disaster of a zombie outbreak. I’m sure they took every reasonable precaution to prevent something like this. We’ll probably find out it’s some drunk driver’s fault.”
“Why were they shipping truckloads of zombies cross country anyway?”
“Weren’t you paying attention? They’re starting franchises. Well, not franchises, exactly, but additional training camps. Or they were. The team training us was supposed to be running a new, second camp out West starting about a month from now. We were like their final test.” There was a strange noise coming from outside the cabin, now. At first like branches brushing against the side of the thing in the wind, then a more insistent scrabbling sound accompanied by low moans. “This class, if it did well, would have proved they were ready to operate without constant supervision by the Sergeant. Why else do you think we haven’t seen him the whole time?” Lance was ready to go, pack on his back, weapons slung, a blunt instrument in his hands.
Brady was still freaking out, now having trouble getting his guns on and selecting between a machete and a crowbar - neither of which he’d been very effective at killing zombies with, so far. “It’s that woman. She has him totally occupied.” A window pane shattered. An undead arm came reaching through, flailing into the room as though it might be able to pull someone out through the small hole the arm barely fit through. “Aaaahhh!!!” Brady was caught off guard by the sudden noise, and jumped backward without heed, practically into the grip of the zombie outside. Lance grabbed a couple of the sixteen penny nails they’d been supplied, and with the clumsy help of a flabbergasted Brady, used an eight pound sledge to secure the zombie’s arm to the inside of the wall.
“That’ll be one less we’ll have to worry about when we get out there.” Lance rapidly finished getting Brady prepped, shoved the crowbar into his hands, and moved toward the door. “You just be glad we got a few minutes’ warning, this time. In the event of an actual zombie outbreak, they’d be coming in through the doors and windows before you ever woke up.” Lance opened the door.
Three more zombies were visible in the dim light spilling out through the doorway. Lance stepped back to let the first one in; it only moaned ineffectually in his general direction, as though surprised to be invited in. The zombie took half a step forward, perhaps pushed from behind by the others, and -not wanting to have to keep waiting- Lance brought down the full weight of his sledge into the skull of the creature, crushing shattering bone into the softer matter of the thing’s brain and killing it instantly. The immediately limp body collapsed straight down, which was what Lance had intended, and he took a couple of steps back, pulling Brady with him.
“There’s really no use in complaining, now. You’ve got to admit, whether the Denver outbreak is their fault or not, that zombies are real, and we’re among a very small number of people who have any idea how to survive that fact.” The second zombie, trying to reach out for the two of them and not smart enough to bother with peripheral vision or even lifting its legs above a shamble, tripped over the body of the first zombie, dropping face-first onto the floor and writhing. The third was still having trouble negotiating the door itself. “Why don’t you try to take care of the one on the floor.” Brady began swinging -and missing- with his crowbar taking chunks out of the floor rather than the groaning, flopping undead head at his feet. Lance slid the sledge into the holster on his belt, grabbed the machete Brady had left on the bed, and made short work of the zombie stuck in the door. “And don’t talk to me about the Sergeant’s choice of women. You could have had that red head all to yourself if you’d wanted to.”
“Hardly. She was looking for a consolation prize when the Sergeant wasn’t interested, not a consolation loser.” Brady managed to get the crow bar’s hooked end into the zombie’s skull, finally killing it before it had the chance to stand back up, but found he now couldn’t manage to wrench the tool out of the monster’s head. “I uhhh...” He grunted with the effort. He put a foot on the thing’s shoulder and pulled straight up, but because of the curved end, the crowbar just turned the thing’s head around and twisted the neck disgustingly around. “I think it’s stuck.” With a sickeningly wet tearing, crunching, popping and dripping noise, the head suddenly came free of the body. Brady swung the crow bar around madly, shook it, tried to get the head off the end of it in a total panic. He screamed.
“Calm down,” intoned Lance, putting his arms out to keep from being knocked out by the bizarre spectacle his friend had turned a simple thing into. “It’s already dead, it can’t hurt you, just calm down.” When Brady finally stopped splattering black blood and zombie chunks all over their cabin, Lance calmly pulled the head off the end of Brady’s crow bar. “Okay, I can hear more coming. They probably released the entire herd, since they have free range zombies to contend with out West. Now you need to either turn that thing around or switch to this,” he said, proffering the machete. “And we need to get out there ASAP.” Brady took one look at the muck-covered end of the crow bar, the end he would have had to then use as a brain-slicked handle, and dropped it to the floor next to the pile of bodies. He took the machete. Lance didn’t leave the crow bar behind, slipping it into a loop on his pack, and led the way outside.
“Hey, isn’t that...” Brady pointed his machete at the zombie struggling with one arm trapped inside their window.
“Yeah, he was in command when we got here. One of the dangers of a job like this, I guess, is that you become part of the herd if you aren’t careful.” Lance pulled his preferred blunt weapon from his belt and pulverized the former instructor’s grey matter without a second thought.
“But if he’s here...” Brady was still stammering. He was still thinking of all the other ways he could have spent his vacation time. Brady was sure that settling down in front of his PS3 for two weeks would have been a better choice. Even mindless web surfing would have been better. “If he’s here, what happened to that red head?”
“She’s either safe, or we’re going to have to kill her. Either way, we should see her soon, and you can ask her if you would have had a chance with her.”
“I would have had a better chance with one of the internet porn stars I masturbate to,” thought Brady, as he followed Lance’s superior navigation skills in the direction that must have been back to the base camp. “Can we not talk about her, any more?”
“Whatever you say, Brady, but if the zombie outbreak isn’t contained, she may end up having been your last chance...” Lance was just chiding him, now. He knew that neither of them would have had a chance with a woman like that, even now that they were faced with the downfall of civilization. He just tried to take it all in stride, and hoped that half a day’s more training would be enough to ready him for what promised to be a lifetime’s worth of challenge. The next few days would be the most difficult, he knew, but as he easily dropped zombie after shambling zombie, lifeless to the ground as he and Brady made their way back to the base, Lance didn’t feel like he was ready for the challenges he suddenly found himself thrust into.
Brady wasn’t thinking that far ahead. Brady was just trying to recall all the faces of the porn stars he had realized he would never see naked again. Before long, he began thinking about their beautiful, naked bodies being eaten by packs of horrible, rotting zombies, and then he tried to stop thinking altogether.
“Clocks are off?”
“All timekeeping has ceased. We’ll be able to reset to accurate time when we turn navigation and communication systems back on. Random numbers have been fed into the system, so right now it’s...” Martin checked his watch against the digital readout on the wall, “Either 62:48 or 4:81, according to the clocks in this room.”
“Good thing everything’s synchronized throughout the city to a centralized control. You’re sure no one has manual timepieces?” Paul wanted to ensure everyone’s safety.
“You saw me announce the changes to everyone,” said Colm, “and most of them read your book, or the earlier reports--”
“Ninety-seven percent said they’d finished it,” read Martin, from the list of relevant statistics coming over the feed.
“Right, so they know it’s life or death that they don’t screw this up. They voted to trust your judgment for the next few days. Anyone who gets antsy not knowing the time and digs out a non-networked relic is risking suicide, and they know it, Paul.”
“Alright. So, time, taken care of. And space?” Paul looked up at the countdown clock. All the other heads in the room looked the same way.
“We’re adrift right now, and until that countdown time reaches zero. Then the randomizer we designed kicks in.” Martin was clearly uncomfortable with the idea that the entire city was simply being left to literally blow in the wind for the next several hours. There was an unmistakable questioning in his voice, and a look in his eyes like a trapped animal facing imminent danger. “All navigation and location identification systems are offline. The only thing keeping us from smashing into the side of a mountain or a city skyline is a periodic proximity detector.”
“Well, that and our altitude,” corrected another technician, whom Paul had not yet been introduced to.
“Right, in order to get a good drift, we’re pretty high up.” There was that look in Martin’s eye again, “although there’s no way of knowing exactly how high any more, since right now altitude controls are offline. It’s up to the buoyancy systems, and the margin of error on that is--”
Paul interrupted, trying to stay confident and in control. “That’s enough of a margin that we won’t know how high we are. That’s the whole idea. Which is why the city will be moving randomly about the sky for the next couple of days. And you’re sure no one will be able to see out?”
“So they can’t identify where we are by sight, yes. The atmospheric damping system is effectively opaque, now. I didn’t even know it could do that.” Colm had been surprised to look out the window and literally watch the sky disappear into a uniform field of white. The system was a sort of energy field that was used to keep extreme weather conditions or lack of atmospheric pressure from interfering with residents’ daily lives - a must for a city that spent a fair amount of time at or above cloud level, where the idea of weather was not culled from a meteorological vocabulary common to those who lived their lives on the ground. With the adjustment the techs had made, it was now a milk-white dome of light surrounding all of Skythia and giving off enough non-directional light that it seemed to be a strange sort of shadowless, endless, overcast day. “It’s remarkable.”
“Hopefully it remains stable at this energy level. We’ve never run the system this hot before, let alone at high energy for two days straight.”
“If it gives out, and we’re someplace recognizable, we might all be lost forever, so keep a close eye on that.”
“I’ve got a few alarms in place. If there’s any fluctuation, I’ll know about it.” Martin was more confident in his skills as a technician than in the plan his skill was being applied to carry out. “No one’s going to be able to see out, but what about people seeing us?”
“It can only do them some good, Martin. I don’t know how particular this thing is going to be, and I don’t want to take any chances with Skythia and her residents, but it’s possible that seeing a giant, city-sized, floating, glowing bubble will get people wondering enough. Dreaming or daydreaming about what they might have seen float slowly above them.” Paul tried to think of yet another way to express himself that his predictions, reports, and novel hadn’t. “You’re relatively safe, here in Skythia. I mean, you live in a flying city that’s been kept a secret from most of the world. Your society isn’t grounded in something as boring as money or political power, and most everyone here gets to live out -or at least attempt to live out- their dreams, passions, and whims. That alone should be enough to give Skythia a chance, even without the so-called magic and supernatural influences others have predicted may be required. It’s most everyone who doesn’t live in Skythia that’s in danger. If our being spotted saves a few lives through random chance, that’s providence, not the betrayal of years of secrecy.”
Martin kept his mouth shut. Colm tried to steer the conversation back onto the proper track. “So, time and space are obfuscated. Anything else we need to be worried about, Paul?”
“As far as I know, all we need to do now is wait. We can’t set a timer, or someone could work out the time from that, so how about we just rely on two or three cycles of our circadian rhythms before we shut this stuff down and take a look around?”
“Skythia will effectively be on holiday until you give the go-ahead, Paul,” advised Colm. “You missed the regular orientation with the group you were travelling with, but it’s getting pretty late...” Colm looked at his watch and shook his head at the numbers there. “Well, it feels late, anyway. Why don’t I see you to where you’ll be staying? You can get some sleep, and I’ll be sure someone gets you to an orientation in the morning. ... Well, when you wake up, anyway.” Colm led the way, and he and Paul made their exit from the navigation center.
“I’m already somewhat familiar with how you operate here, Colm. Direct Democracy, all that...” Paul wasn’t sure how he felt about going through the full resident orientation. He wasn’t sure he really wanted to consider Skythia his home. Paul knew that there might not be much else left in the world after a couple of days that could be called home, but couldn’t shake his reservations about the radical way of life they had adopted there.
“Direct Digital Democracy, yes. There’s more to it, though. Our justice system isn’t what you’re used to, we don’t function economically, as you reminded the technicians a moment ago, and it’s easy to get tripped up your first few days among us.” They reached the platform just as a vehicle was pulling to a stop in front of them. This one was not much larger than the car of a tilt-a-whirl, if it had been closed all the way around instead of hemispherical. The floating sphere seemed to split down the middle, and two quarters of it slid around to the right and left revealing two large and comfortable looking seats within. Following Colm’s lead, Paul set down directly from the platform, backward into the provided seat. As soon as he had done so, the two sections that had moved out of the way began sliding back into place, and in seconds they were sitting inside an apparently unbroken sphere.
“I can’t feel any motion,” marveled Paul. “Surely, we’re moving by now.”
“There’s not much to see, but I can have the system put up the exterior on the display.” Colm tapped a few things on a console Paul hadn’t noticed at first, and the whole inside of the sphere seemed to become transparent. Paul could see that they were moving. Very quickly, in fact. The majority of the transportation system was unlit, and the vehicle they rode in wouldn’t normally have given off any light, but Colm had turned on exterior illumination for Paul’s benefit. “Sorry it isn’t prettier, but since there are no human drivers, there’s not much call for either lighting or aesthetics.” Except for the occasional flash of light from a stop they were moving by, Paul could only see the very near walls of the tube they were in, and a few feet ahead of and behind their current location, before his vision seemed to be telling him there was nothing but black. Deep black, like he imagined blindness to be. “Here, uhh...” Colm tapped out another sequence on his console and a holographic projection of the entire city seemed to be floating ahead of them in the tunnel. “That blue line is this tunnel, and the white dot there is us.” Colm seemed to have remembered something, and as he delved deeper into the interface’s intricacies he made little noises of discovery. And blindness turned into a sort of perspective nightmare as the tunnel’s lights came on. The blue line on the floating map had turned to a blinking red. “I can’t keep the lights on long, of course. It’ll hold up traffic. I’ve had to tell the system there’s a problem and we’re in the tube for maintenance - I remembered it has to have lights in case of emergencies, maintenance, or if someone were in the tubes and not in a vehicle.”
“Of... Of course...” Paul estimated that they were traveling at race car speeds and cornering without slowing down, but he couldn’t feel any acceleration forces. The disconnect between what his eyes could see and what his body was feeling was giving him a sort of virtual nausea.
“Oh, sorry,” Colm quickly recognized the look on Paul’s face and switched the exterior display and tube lights off. The inside of the vehicle returned to normal lighting, and only a window-shaped section of the surface in front of them still showed the three-dimensional map of the city. The line was back to blue, and it looked like they were about to arrive.
“That’s not part of the orientation, is it?” Paul still had a hand to his mouth and a queasy look on his face.
Colm was apologetic, “I’m sorry, I know, it’s just that I love the whole thing. I forget that other people can’t take it. When you’re more used to it, maybe I’ll take you out sometime with the inertial damping systems turned down. Some people handle seeing it better if they can feel it, too.”
The map suddenly split in two as the vehicle opened up again, at their destination. They stood up out of their seats directly onto the platform. It was perfectly aligned, designed to be intuitive. The sphere behind them waited until they were walking away before it closed and zipped off into the system, awaiting another pair of citizens to mobilize.
This platform wasn’t designed for large groups of people, it was hardly more than a foyer, and in a couple of steps they were passing through the double-doors and into the city. It was like nothing Paul had ever seen before, and made more surreal by the ubiquitous, non-directional light and milk-white background to everything. Paul thought he could hear a slight electrical humming as well, and wondered if it was the sound of the electrical shell around the city or the sound of the city itself.
“We could have gone directly to your accommodations, every building is connected to the transports, but I thought you might want to take a look at her.” Colm’s pride and appreciation for Skythia had certainly been a factor in his selection as mayor, and he loved to watch people seeing the city for the first time.
Paul’s neck craned. He turned and turned, he stumbled and stepped, he was in awe of it all, and he knew -somewhere in the back of his mind- that he was only seeing a fraction of the city.
“Isn’t she lovely? Get some amazing contrasts in the perspectives having everything so close together gives. No six-lane roads separating buildings, just foot paths, bike paths, parks and the like. The transport system we were just in, as you saw on the map, is like a root system, running underneath everything, and then reaching up into every building taller than a few levels above street level.”
“Street level? How much of Skythia is below street level?”
“Oh, you know, all the works. Centralized computing, power, fabrication material, transportation, all the large-scale plumbing and recycling systems for keeping things running. Not to mention levitation and propulsion systems.” Colm pointed up at the milk-white dome of ionized particles that made it seem like an overcast day crossed with a virtual reality sim. “The entire city sits within a sort of flattened bubble, and that’s the top half of it. It’s not a physical bubble, but a sort of bubble of limitations. We can’t build outside the bubble, or the damping field won’t hold. Tallest structures to the middle,” he pointed straight up; they were apparently in the center of town, “almost two kilometers high, reaching toward the electrical shell.” His arm followed the arc of the skyline to the horizon, and Paul’s eyes marched right along behind the path it traced. “Not everyone chooses to build as tall as possible, but you can see where the edge of the city is, even without it being lit up like this. Street level, then, is the plane at the center of the bubble -or, as they’ll explain when they go over all this in your orientation, tomorrow- a circle in a plane perpendicular to a line which points at the Earth’s center of gravity, adjusted for municipal acceleration. The works, below, can’t go outside the bubble below either, but so far they haven’t had to consider the limits of that space when building down there. Yet.”
“This is all just...” Paul was still trying to get his eyes to acknowledge that the architecture of the buildings standing over him were real, rather than simulated or imaginary. “I’d read about it, but...”
“She’s really something you have to see for yourself to understand. I’ve tried to have most people arrive during daylight, so they can see some of the city before going through the disconnected and overwhelming detail of orientation. Luckily for you, your modifications to the atmospheric damping system have turned night into light.” Colm put an arm around Paul’s shoulder and began leading him down the street to the building he’d be staying in. “I’m sure you’re going to like it here, Paul. I can’t wait to see what a mind like yours is capable of in an environment without traditional restraint.”
Paul couldn’t stop staring up and down at the alien architecture, down the long, empty street between the bizarre, close-packed structures, his feet following unthinking as he was welcomed into this strange and beautiful place.
“Tell me again why I agreed to this,” said Lance with a grunt as he helped Brady over another high wall.
“It’s not like they gave us a choice.” Brady tried, paradoxically, to catch his breath as they ran. “The Sergeant was taking every man, woman and child he’d trained along with him to Denver whether we liked it or not.”
“He wasn’t the one who trained us.” Lance stopped running. “Hang on, I think I saw something moving in that alcove.” Brady stopped running, but was breathing so loud that neither of them was sure they’d heard anything, when whatever was lurking in the shadows seemed to move again. “Shhh... !”
“I’m breathing...” he gasped, “as quietly...” more sucking sounds, “as I can.” Brady wasn’t exactly in shape for this sort of work. “Look, there’s no reason to go poking around in dark corners, trying to get attacked. Remember your training. Use language.” Brady raised his voice in the direction of the shadowed alcove. “Hey, you, are you alive? It’s important that you answer, because zombies don’t use language, and we’re going to kill you if you don’t answer.” A man burst out into the moonlight flooding the street, waving his arms and shouting.
“Don’t shoot! Don’t kill me! I’m alive. One of those things bit me, but I’m--” Lance shot the man square between the eyes before he could finish his sentence. The forward momentum he’d had in running right for them was able to carry his body another couple of steps before he tumbled into a half-somersault, half-heap.
“Can we move on, now? We’re going to be late.”
Lance had his three-million-candle spot flashlight trained on the alcove now, to be sure no one else was going to burst forth. “You’re the one who got us turned around back there.” Lance bounced the light over the building rising up above them, looking for anything that might be peering down on them from the windows above. Or worse, about to drop on them unexpectedly.
“One way streets always get me mixed up.”
“We’re on foot.” Lance had re-slung the flashlight, and they began running again. “And there’s no traffic. It’s the middle of the night, after zombies have been loose in the city for over thirty-six hours. No one else is stupid enough to be out here right now.”
“Yeah, but how was I supposed to know Speer was taking us in the wrong direction?”
“Maybe because every road it intersected with was at an angle?”
“Look, I’ve never been to Denver before, and we don’t have a map.”
“Whose fault is that, Brady?”
“We couldn’t have read it, anyway! Don’t look at me like that, it was covered in zombie blood. It’s not like I’m the one who exploded a zombie’s head all over the map.”
“It was about to bite you! You let a zombie walk right up behind you, you were so distracted by trying to figure out the map. If I hadn’t shot the thing, you’d be dead right now.”
“Like that last guy, no doubt. Shot down for having been bit.”
“Exactly. You know there’s no hope for anyone who gets bit by one of those things. Though how you can be so careless is beyond me...” Lance reached Colfax, looked both ways, shrugged, and turned left.
“Hey, stop. Wrong way,” corrected Brady. “We’re supposed to go this way.”
“That was before we got lost. It’s this way. That way is back to the freeway and the stadium, this way is the civic center, and we barely got out of the stadium alive the first time.”
“How were we supposed to know that everyone who went to the stadium to try to regroup with other survivors had been turned? Of course, the view was better than any zombie movie I’ve seen. There must have been over ten thousand undead back there.”
“Probably closer to a hundred thousand, easy. That stadium was like a giant bowl full of zombies. The stands were full, the field was crawling with them... You crossed the parking lot with me, there were probably twenty thousand of them in the parking lot alone.”
“We crossed the lot twice, Lance. Once to get in, because you were sure there would be survivors who had managed to keep the zombies out, and once more when we’d seen more zombies in one place than I really know how to explain.”
“Like I said, probably a hundred thousand zombies. The stadium seats about seventy-five thousand, so as crowded as it was...”
“Numbers like that fail to explain it. It was... I don’t know whether to call it insane or beautiful.”
“It was a tragedy, is what it was. All those people are dead, Brady. The city is going to have to be nuked, and even that won’t do any good if a single zombie escapes, or if a single person got bit and already drove himself out of town.”
As they got nearer to the civic center, there were more and more zombies shambling aimlessly through the streets. For most of their journey, Lance and Brady had been able to either kill every zombie they’d seen or -as with Invesco Field at Mile High- just enough to clear a path without getting caught. There were plenty of lifeless bodies on the ground in this part of town, showing that the other teams they were supposed to be meeting had already been this way, but additional undead seemed more than willing to wander aimlessly in the place of those now stilled. The zombies began to grow thick enough that they couldn’t all be taken down with blunt instruments as a literal matter of course -by zigging and zagging back and forth toward whichever zombie was nearest and still in the direction they were generally headed- and yet sparse enough that more radical weapons like grenades and flame-throwers would be somewhat wasted on them.
“I think I’m getting the hang of this machete, now. It only took a few hundred zombies, but I can usually decapitate them with a single swing.”
“As clumsy as you were during training, it’s a miracle you’re still alive.”
Brady pointed ahead to the crowd gathered at the amphitheater in the park. “Look who else is still alive! Talk about a miracle.” There, lit by the ring of fire that surrounded the amphitheater, among the few hundreds of survivors that had been saved from around Denver by a few dozen of the Sergeant’s faithful, was the red head from their training group. She looked worse for wear, a different person than she’d been the first day of training, but it was unmistakably her.
“I’d hardly call that a miracle. Any man alive would put his own life at risk to save a woman like that. Especially if he thought she’d put out.” Lance and Brady were leaving a trail of dead zombies marking their progress, though not on the ground as they had in other parts of town, but merely by clearing a path among those remaining standing; the ground here was already too littered with corpses for a few more to make a difference. “Which any woman wanting to be saved from zombies would at least imply she’d do.”
“It looks like she may not have... ‘relied on the kindness of strangers,’ as you failed to more delicately put it. She looks...”
“Oh, so now you’re interested in her? It was all I could do to get you to look her way during training, but now that we’re surrounded by zombies and death, she’s starting to catch your eye? I don’t get you, man.”
“I don’t think you get her, either.”
The guards at the only part of the circle around the amphitheater that wasn’t on fire allowed Lance and Brady to pass without question.
“Do you recognize either of them,” Brady asked Lance as soon as they were out of earshot, “or do you suppose they’re from around here?”
“Does it matter?” Lance was fighting his way to the front, trying to find the Sergeant to report back about the stadium. “As long as they keep the zombies out, right?”
“I guess so...” Brady spotted Mary again in the crowd. “Hey, I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”
“Yeah, no problem. Not much to report, anyway.” Brady had already disappeared into the throng, but Lance wasn’t paying him much attention, either, as he couldn’t seem to find the Sergeant anywhere.
“People are getting tired of this. They’re asking if it’s safe to turn the sky back on and the clocks back on and find out what happened. They’re beginning to doubt your predictions.” Colm had waited until they’d finished breakfast on the third day after everything had been masked and randomized. “They’re sure that the appointed time has already come and gone, and since there were no detectable changes...”
“Right, well, there wouldn’t be any. In fact, there’s a chance that major changes have been made, but that they were made retroactively so that everything will seem to be exactly as it was before the event.”
“You’re saying our memories of what the world was like may already have been altered?”
“Hard to say until we reset the systems and take a look around and see if the world looks changed or if it’s exactly as we remember it. There’s a good chance that I’ll get lynched for this. An advanced enough and subtle enough event would have left no trace that it had ever occurred.”
“Rest assured that there are no lynch mobs in Skythia. Also, since we took it to a vote, there’s no basis for legal action, either. The majority agreed that it would be better to trust you and take precautions than to do nothing, and I know I understood that there was a chance that the world would undergo a cataclysm of which there was no lasting evidence. It was one of the theories in your novel.”
“Well, I guess it’s time to see.” Paul swallowed the last of his coffee and they stood up to make their way to the navigation center. A full staff of technicians, including Martin, was there to greet them, eager to get to work on the challenges of getting everything back online. All heads turned their way expectantly as Paul and Colm entered, frozen in anticipation of permission to get started. Paul had only to nod and give a dismissive sort of ‘go ahead’ hand gesture before the room exploded into activity and noise. Paul turned toward one of the larger sections of the display, which showed a live shot of the city skyline against that odd white glow. Within a few seconds, the glow began to fade. The sky began to shine through. The view became a stunning sunrise behind the beautiful alien architecture of Skythia’s skyline. Momentary applause broke out across the room at the sight of this; the nonstop, non-directional, featureless light of the last couple of days had taken quite a psychological toll on residents.
“How are the navigational systems coming along,” asked Colm of Martin. “Where are we?”
Martin pulled up a map of the world on a nearby wall-panel. “When I know, you’ll know. We’ll be a big white dot on this map as soon as the computer knows.” Martin turned to the room of technicians, busily typing away or bustling about, and called out, “NavLoc status, everyone, just like the drills!” One at a time from around the room, and without looking up from whatever terminal or console they were working at, technicians began reporting their statuses.
“Star map is at twelve percent. Sunrise is causing some interference, but we’re working through it!”
“Landscape recognition is processing, but it’s the same problem with sunrise giving bad data in the visible spectrum. Echolocation and laser reflection scans are at thirty percent so far.”
“Three of twelve ley lines have been detected and one intersection point found.”
“Fae Æthernetwork is online and downloading updates before we can get telemetry. I guess there was a viral outbreak and they won’t grant access until our systems are patched and scanned.”
“No cities visible on the extended horizon, but I am picking up radio communications, so I’m trying to pinpoint the source.”
“Magnetic North locked in, one hundred percent. Sunrise correlates to East, and we are working on correlating sunrise location with the star map to fix a position and verify date and time.”
“City rotation correcting, North to North alignment in... two minutes.”
Martin nodded as each technician had reported in, checking off the same stats on his handheld display, one at a time. Of course, everything had matched, but in case of problems they’d practiced oral updates while they’d waited for permission to bring everything back online. “As you can see, we’ve got things under control, and should have our location fixed within a few minutes.” He tapped away at his console and a large white circle appeared on the world map. “We’re somewhere inside that circle, based on the data we have so far, and you can see it’s shrinking. Now, if you don’t mind...” and without looking up to see if they had a response, Martin was back at work.
Paul and Colm didn’t have much else to do but watch and wait, so they took a couple of seats and watched the sunrise over the city on one display and the circle representing their possible location as it shrank and shifted on another. Occasionally, one of the techs would shout out an update to the rest of the room, punctuating the din.
“FÆ is done patching, coming online.”
“Star map at sixty percent, but we’ll need to wait for the Earth to swing around to get much more.”
“Clocks and calendars are coming online and updating citywide to verified date and time.”
“Six ley lines detected. Eight intersects, including Second Prime. Tapping in to recharge.”
“Avalon, Waterfall City, Tranquility Base, Haven, Jerusalem, everything seems normal. According to the network, everything’s still there.”
Paul shook his head. “Of course they are. Of course everything seems fine. If I’m not lynched, I’ll be deported.”
“Relax, Paul. It’s all good news, so far. Good news is good.”
“It’s a distress signal!” The woman monitoring the radio was suddenly standing, one hand pressing the earpiece of her headset hard to her ear, listening intently as she reported aloud to the room. Silence fell, as everyone stopped to listen. “Denver. Denver has been overrun by... zombies. Over a million projected undead. A small team has been trying to find survivors... They are requesting assistance. The message repeats. I think it’s automated.” She looked to Martin for direction. Martin looked to Colm.
“Well, not all good news, then,” Colm said softly to Paul before speaking up to address Martin, and the other expectant citizens around the room. “Record the message and forward it to me. You, scan the FÆ to see if anyone else knows about this, and whether anyone is already taking action. I’ll put together an information package and put it to a vote in... Let’s say fifteen minutes?” Everyone burst into motion and noise again, with a renewed sense of urgency. NavLoc had to be fully operational if they were going to be able to get to Denver to offer assistance.
Paul looked at the map. The circle was nearly a dot, now, and the dot was closer to Denver on the map than any other city he could see. Paul wasn’t sure whether to be relieved that the focus would be taken off his apparently unnecessary precautions -which had probably saved all of their lives without their knowing it- or to be horrified by the prospect of a full blown zombie outbreak in a major city. Over a million souls, lost in a matter of days. He sneaked out of the navigation center unnoticed, and returned to his room to think about the future.
The tiny dark spot on the distant horizon grew slowly, gathering detail and interest as it approached at its top safe speed. Those on the ground had been in Denver for the better part of a week, fighting for their lives and trying to locate and protect survivors from the generally hopeless eventuality of joining the undead horde. While they waited for their apparent rescue, there was still the matter of the million or more undead roaming the city day and night to contend with. Containment had been impossible, the Sergeant had given up on that almost as soon as he’d seen the state of things first hand. They’d taken too long. There hadn’t been enough men sent with the original transport. Most of the city’s population had been turned or eaten before the Sergeant’s forces had been rallied - even three hours ahead of schedule. By the time they got a response to their distress signal, several days into their ordeal, Denver had been pretty well swept for living and the living had been pretty well trained in how to keep on living. The Sergeant’s forces had swelled considerably.
After they’d made contact with Skythia, the living had begun a relatively quick march West to the stadium, cutting a wide swath through the undead who got in their way. When they’d arrived at the stadium they began the hard work of trying to clear the place of undead. It was grueling work, but after the first day they’d managed to build a perimeter fence out of the bodies of the zombies they’d killed, stacking them like cordwood. The next day they did their best to get the zombies herded out through a temporary opening they’d left in the wall of bodies. The several hundred of them were able to direct the flow of undead traffic with ease after a few frustratingly unsuccessful hours, and by the time the floating city was just visible in the sky far away, eighty or ninety percent of the undead throng had been tricked into wandering the streets instead of hanging out at the stadium.
As the hours passed and the speck grew into the apparent size of the moon without seeming to get any nearer, groups of the filthy, weary killing machines that the living had become spread out to locate and kill the lost, trapped, and straggling zombies that had not managed to stay with those headed outside the perimeter. Others formed a terrible sort of body brigade, passing the dead bodies and parts of bodies that littered the grass of the ball field, one to another until they reached the horrible wall of rotting flesh, where they were added steadily to the piles. They’d been told a landing site would need to be cleared, and that the football field would be sufficient, if they thought they could clear it safely. So that’s what they did, hour after hour as an object orders of magnitude larger than the space they were clearing kept growing nearer and huger in the sky.
There was not one among their number who, by this time, had not experienced that strange sort of psychological disconnect that allowed them to handle bloody, rotting, mutilated human remains without disgust. They were beyond the natural human reactions to human suffering, beyond the humane revulsion for the dead and for blood and injury and loose organs and decapitated heads. There is a psychological break that most surgeons are able to create between the people that their patients are and the abstracted specifics of what they do inside them, and the break these people were experiencing -the break which allowed them to work so methodically and unemotionally at these horrifying tasks- was well beyond that. Many of them, if asked -even as they were doing it- what they had done or were doing, would simply and honestly be able to say that they didn’t know, couldn’t remember. They knew only that what they were doing had to be done. By the time the edge of Skythia began to creep by over their heads, plunging the entire area into shadow, their methodical diligence had managed to complete the task, and everyone was finally able to rest.
“We’ll have to keep them quarantined, you know. It could be days, maybe weeks before you were allowed to enter the city proper again.”
Paul had already made up his mind, “I know that. I also know that there’s a risk of infection, and of death. I’m not worried, though. From the sounds of it, these people know what they’re doing. I don’t expect we’ll see any zombies while we’re down there. The stadium appears to be full and well cleared, compared with the streets surrounding it.”
“Don’t take that for granted, Paul. Zombies are serious business. I don’t even know why you’ve volunteered for this.”
“What else am I doing, Colm? If I keep showing my face around here, I’m liable to get assaulted. This gets me out of sight for a little while and gives me an opportunity to maybe do something that people will see as a good thing for a change.”
“No one’s going to assault you, Paul. Not without your consent. And I’m not sure how much good you’ll be, there’s already a skilled medical team attached, management, orientation crews, the works.”
“I can be like an intern or an extra hand when needed, and I can help with basics like getting people assigned to their temporary sleeping arrangements, or with serving out food.” Paul wasn’t sure why, but as soon as he’d heard that a group was being sent down for the pickup and would have to be quarantined with the survivors, he’d had a strange but powerful urge to be among them. “Besides, what else would I be doing? House shopping? I don’t deserve a jump on the housing market ahead of anyone who has been through what these people have been going through.”
“You know it doesn’t exactly work like the traditional housing markets you’re used to, Paul, but... I see I’m not going to be able to talk you out of it, so I may as well sign off on it.” Colm pulled up the appropriate interface and added Paul to the approved list of volunteers. “You’d better hurry, though, because the commerce center starts dropping in about twenty minutes.”
“I thought we wouldn’t be centered over the stadium for an hour or more.”
“We won’t be, but we’re maintaining our normal altitude for populated areas, which is over a kilometer up. The drop has been timed to reach the height of the stadium lights not long after the city stops moving, so it needs a head start.”
Paul felt stupid for not having thought about the time it would take to reach the ground. He was still not thinking three-dimensionally about location, which seemed to come naturally to longtime citizens of Skythia. “Don’t know why I didn’t think of that.”
“You didn’t have access to the full plan, since you weren’t on the list, and thus didn’t have the full itinerary. Here,” he handed Paul the handheld display he’d been working from, “why don’t you study the plan on your way down there.”
“Thanks,” said Paul as he turned and began sprinting toward the nearest platform.
“Don’t forget to look up,” shouted Colm after him.
The commerce center, which resembled a four story tall layer cake of a building being lowered on sky hooks into the stadium, made surprisingly little sound as it finally touched down. The field’s now putrefying grass would certainly not survive long with a building suddenly lowered onto it, though the residue of what had transpired there in the last week would prove to be an excellent fertilizer the following season. The precision of the drop was remarkable, and had there been more clearance between the diameter of the structure and the space it was coming to occupy that precision may have gone unnoticed, but since there was now not even enough room for a skinny survivor to squeeze by on either side, it was clear that the citizens of Skythia knew what they were doing.
The smoky glass perimeter that at first had seemed a continuous wall all the way around the first level of the building now began to open wide, and in seconds there were broad entryways -as wide as the field’s sideline markings- facing both goalposts. Skythians were ready and waiting at each side to meet the survivors, to welcome them in and to provide medical assistance wherever needed. After only a momentary hesitation from people on both sides, people began rapidly to move freely in and out of the building. Everyone seemed to have a place to be, a job to do, or at the very least a curiosity to see what there was to see, one way or another. In the natural, automatic flow and business of the two now-merged groups of people, there were two people who hadn’t moved - a man, and a woman.
Paul walked directly toward the only other person who hadn’t suddenly been instilled with purpose and drive in the moment after the building had touched down and opened up. He stopped right in front of her, and for a long moment they were both still again, in a churning sea of human activity. He couldn’t tell whether she was looking through him or gazing deep into his eyes; her eyes seemed to be both far away and intensely present at the same time. In a span of time that may have been minutes or hours without either of them knowing or caring, the world at large and the trauma of recent events seemed to fade away and out of perception. His world began in the bottomless centers of her Lapis Lazuli eyes and extended no further than the windswept tresses of her crimson hair. Her world had collapsed still further, to encompass little more than his eyes and her heart and soul.
“I’m Paul.”
“Mary.”
“We just need to find Peter, and we can go on tour...”
“What?”
“Never mind. We should get inside.”
“Is Peter inside?”
“No, I -- it was meant to be a joke. You know, Peter, Paul and Mary? They were a musical group?”
“What?”
“Just forget it. Look, we should get you inside, so I can get you into bed. Err. I mean, so I can get you into a bed. A bed.”
“Bed?”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, I didn’t mean--”
“A real bed?”
“Ye-yes. They’ve re-purposed the upper floors of the commerce center into living quarters. Beds, bathrooms, private showers, it’s very nice.”
“I haven’t had a shower since...”
“If you’ll just come with me, I can get you whatever you need. Shower, bed, a hot meal, it’s all inside.”
She started toward the building without waiting for him to stop trying to convince her. Paul chased after her, sure he would be able to help her, somehow. Sure he didn’t want to lose her among the hundreds of others or -worse- the hundreds of thousands of Skythians.
“Haven’t you already been through orientation?” Mary was doing much better after a long, hot shower, a good night’s sleep in a real bed, and an amazing breakfast.
“Sure, but I’m only a few days ahead of you to Skythia, and there’s a lot to take in. I’m sure I could use a refresher.”
“You sure it isn’t just an excuse to sit next to me for a few hours?”
“Well... That might be a factor, sure, but is that really such a bad thing?”
“If I said yes, your heart would probably break. How could I do such a thing after you’ve been so kind to me?”
“I’ve had women do worse.”
“I’ve done worse to other men, myself.” She paused for a long time, lost again in another one of those far away stares she still stumbled into every little while. Paul had decided not to interrupt these little lapses if he didn’t have to; she seemed to come out of them on her own before too long. He did wonder where she was wandering off to, mentally, that seemed so distant and disconnected from the here and now, and hoped that an explanation would come eventually. “But I’d never do something like that to you, Paul.” It was almost as though she were not aware she’d paused.
“I’m glad to hear that. Hopefully I can continue to justify that opinion in the future.”
“Just be yourself, Paul. You have nothing to worry about.” She smiled, and it was like a ray of warmth was cast over him. They walked down the stairs together to the lowest floor of the commerce center, where orientation was about to begin. The chairs were about half full when they arrived, but filling quickly. Mary steered them toward a couple of chairs at the edge, next to the windows. The view was spectacular.
After the last of the survivors had been helped on board along with any supplies and weapons they didn’t feel comfortable parting with, and after the initial burst of activity and curiosity had been satiated, the commerce center had been closed and lifted again into the air. It was raised up to within the atmospheric damping field, but kept more than a kilometer away from the underside of the city. Skythia had then simply moved on from Denver, and was now crossing open country at its normal, gradual pace. Since the commerce center was relatively small in comparison with Skythia itself, the visual obstacle of the plane of ‘street level’ was significantly less of a factor, and from almost anywhere in the building one was afforded up to a two hundred and fifteen degree panoramic view of the world, from altitude. The floor, like nearly every surface of every interior of Skythia, was also a display and could be made effectively transparent - an effect which made most initiates deeply uncomfortable, and was not used during communal activities like meals and orientation.
Mary was not among those who experienced discomfort at the stunning views, and even as the orientation began and most of the survivors of the zombie outbreak in Denver turned their attention forward, her eyes lingered on the horizon.
“Welcome to Skythia,” the presenter began, “For those of you I haven’t yet had the pleasure of meeting, my name is Marcy D’Agostino. Feel free to call me Marcy or Ms. D.” Mary might have been listening, or she might have been far away again, in her mind, but her eyes did not move from the window. “I’ll be going through most of your orientation, though we do have representatives from several key areas of city operation and government to give you a close look at how we function. The whole thing should only take a few hours, and then we’ll be serving lunch. First, I’d like to introduce Dr. James Te’ala, to explain a bit about the temporary quarantine. James?”
The doctor who had headed up Skythia’s medical community in both official and unofficial capacities since it first took to the skies stood up and took Marcy’s place in front of the group. “Thanks, Marcy. I’ll try to be brief. As you know, you’re all under quarantine until we can be sure there’s no chance of spreading the zombie outbreak that affected Denver to the residents of Skythia. Based on the Sergeant’s intel, since none of you appear to have been bitten by a zombie and none are showing signs of putrefaction or impaired cognition, this should only end up being a simple formality. Zombieism spreads quickly, so if any of you were exposed, either without your awareness or which you have been concealing from us, you would be fully symptomatic within twenty-four hours of exposure and a confirmed zombie within thirty-six hours.”
“Thirty-six at the very most,” said the Sergeant, gruffly. “It’s usually much faster.”
“You’ve already been isolated here in the commerce center for about twelve hours, so we’ll know within a day whether we have a problem. Per Skythian regulation, we will all remain isolated another thirty-six hours after that, presuming no outbreak manifests. You can expect to see the city proper two nights from now.” There was a small amount of grumbling and whispering among the audience, but most of them already knew as much and had accepted it. Mary only blinked, noncommittally. “I’m sure an engineer will go over all the details with you later, but because it relates to the quarantine, I’ll go over the basics.”
The window behind the doctor became opaque and showed a three-dimensional representation of Skythia, with a smaller object, barely visible, hanging below it on an invisible string. “The commerce center, here,” he indicated the smaller, dangling object, “is normally used when Skythia interacts with another community, typically for an exchange of goods, services, people and information. Official and unofficial meetings of all kinds take place in the upper floors, and most of the rooms you’re staying in have been converted from meeting rooms. This area,” as he had been speaking, the display had enlarged the image of the commerce center to fill the space, and had modified it from an exterior view of the layer-cake-like structure to a more useful cross-sectional view alongside four top-down maps of each level’s layout. He now indicated the map of the lowest level, “is generally used as a sort of pavilion or multi-purpose area. As we are doing now, it can be used for presentations to large groups, and when we are interacting commercially with another culture, this is the only level open to the general public. All meals will be served here for the duration of your quarantine, and there will be around-the-clock availability of medical staff here,” he indicated the location of the medical kiosk on the map, and then in the room behind them, “which is there.” A male nurse waved from the kiosk, and a few audience members waved back.
Mary shifted slightly in her seat, looked briefly at the kiosk, and then back out the window again.
“You’ve all been assigned sleeping quarters and been shown how to use the various facilities and amenities by now, I’m told, but if you have any questions, concerns, or any needs you feel are not being met, please do not hesitate to ask. We want to make you as comfortable as possible, within reason.” James looked over his notes to see if he’d missed anything and realized he’d somehow missed half the explanation of the commerce center he’d meant to give, plus had failed to mention their clothes at all. “Let’s see, so,” he tapped a few things on his handheld, “the commerce center is designed to be lowered to other cities for commerce and meetings, and raised again on the woven nanotube cable it’s suspended from. Right now we’re still about a kilometer from the city, which is well within the atmospheric damping system but far enough that contamination is the most distant possibility. Any of you who may have worries about falling, please rest assured that the cable is made from the same material as the space elevator, and that the damping system keeps anything stronger than a light breeze from reaching us. Still, if any of you notices uncomfortable anxiety or even full-blown acrophobia, please make one of the medical staff aware of the situation and we’ll do what we can to help.
“Finally, for those of you who haven’t had a chance to take advantage yet, we’ve got full fabrication services on board and would appreciate it if you could have some new clothes made up as soon as possible. The system has something approaching forty billion style and color combinations to choose from, so you should be able to find something that suits you. The clothes you came in with should be removed and incinerated at your earliest convenience. Fabrication and incineration facilities are on the second level, just to the left of the stairwell, here,” he indicated again on the display, as though they couldn’t have found it on their own, “which is down the hall from the elevators, here. Remember that this is about your safety and health, and that we will be checking everyone thoroughly before we release you to the city. I think that’s all for now. Marcy?”
“Thanks, James. Next up, I’ll be going over a few details about surveillance and honesty here in Skythia, and then a Judicial representative will be coming up to give you a broader perspective on justice in Skythia.” The wall display changed immediately from a handful of maps to a mosaic of captured surveillance imagery. Mary looked at it for a while, lingering on an image for a few seconds here, watching people walk through a frame there, and then before Marcy even began her explanation, turned back to look out the window again. She was both present and distant at once. Paul kept a concerned eye on her.
“This is the part of orientation we normally open with, as it’s somewhat of a difference to what people joining our community for the first time are used to. Statistically, thirty-seven percent of applicants and prospective citizens who end up leaving within the first month report that it relates to Skythia’s surveillance and honesty mandates. We understand that many of you will not be interested in joining Skythia, as your situation is unique, but for the duration of your stay with us, we would like you to be aware of the basics of our culture, community, and government, and that starts with this,” she waved her arm broadly at the constantly updating mosaic of videos behind her.
Each of the images presented showed a different part of the city, some of them even showed the commerce center itself. Many of the views seemed to be static, as though recorded by a single video camera in the corner of a room, but then before long the viewpoint would shift. In some cases it was as though the camera had simply panned to follow the action, but others seemed also to have a free-moving camera like from an expensive, carefully choreographed crane shot in a movie. A few of the scenes seemed to be repeated over and over from different perspectives, as though shot by dozens of different cameras. One of them zoomed in close to catch the detail of what was being passed from hand to hand between two people, but the angle was impossible; the camera appeared to have taken the shot right through one of the parties involved.
Marcy explained, “Everything that happens in Skythia is recorded. Around the clock, everywhere, and the recordings are stored permanently. Computers track time and location, and identify everyone present and they record it along with general metadata about what is happening. There is not a single location in Skythia which is out of sight of our surveillance system, public or private. The system cannot be tampered with or avoided, and there is a radically redundant backup system in place in case of any unexpected technical problems. The system is immune to power loss in anything short of the sun burning out and staying out for several months, but if that happens we think surveillance will be the least of our worries. The system records everything in such a way that shots can be produced from any conceivable angle, and virtual cameras can be flown through recorded events with precision and ease. Imagine a fully dimensional audio and video recording of every square inch inside the bubble of the damping system the Dr. showed you, and you’re beginning to get the idea.”
When the display changed so that each of the images of the mosaic became a continuous stream following a single survivor around the commerce center from room to room, up and down stairs, all in a seamless, unbroken shot, many members of the audience gasped. Mary didn’t even turn to see that one of the shots seemed to have followed her around more closely than Paul had, without anyone ever becoming aware of their having been recorded. The video Paul watched unblinking, face-on as Mary walked around the public areas of the building, would have required a camera man to walk backward in front of her, practically in her face the entire time, without stumbling or even shaking a conventional camera.
“Any recording of anything in any public space is public domain. You can pull up the footage from any console, terminal or handheld by specifying time, location, event, or even just a person’s name and the time or location you want to see. For example, here are videos,” she hit the button for the pre-set query she’d made and the videos changed again, “of every time Dr. Te’ala visited the cafe across from his office in the last three months, arranged by the color of his tie.” The videos did, indeed, show what she described, showing dozens of otherwise identical and boring videos of the Dr. sipping a cup of tea and reading something from a handheld, but with a gradual progression in tie color from one end of the rainbow to the other.
“On the other hand, recordings of private spaces need to meet one of three general requirements to be accessed, each of which Justice Blank will be going over with you in detail a little later on. First, if there is no one present in a private space, it is public domain. Second, if it is required as evidence in a court proceeding, it is available to the court. Third, with the consent of any one or more persons present during the recording, any private recording can be accessed. This last one is what a lot of new residents have trouble getting used to, even though it is already familiar to you in another form: Anyone present during an event can choose to act as a witness to that event, telling others about what happened there. Unfortunately, human perception and human memory are imperfect systems, and do not hold up well under stress. Conceptually, accessing a verifiable recording of an event that a witness has agreed to share is -for privacy purposes- the same as their recounting the event, while -for accuracy- the recording is much more reliable.” Marcy paused for breath, and to let what she was telling them sink in.
“As an example, think about a time you’ve been telling someone a funny story about something that happened to you, and you get to that inevitable point in your description of ‘you should’ve seen it,’ or ‘you had to be there.’ In Skythia, when you get to that part, you can just pull it up and show them. Better than that, if you take a little time to plan ahead, you can customize the virtual camera work to give your anecdote just that little extra dramatic flair and a cinematic feel. On the other hand, unless a crime was committed, you don’t have to worry about just anyone watching what goes on in the privacy of your home. Since someone who was present at the time needs to consent before a recording can be viewed, there’s no fear of a stalker or a peeping tom getting access to your most intimate moments. Those moments will always be there for you to look back on, never for anyone you don’t choose. Better yet, you never need to carry a camera again -unless you like to- since any image that exists in the system and that you have access to can be made into a physical print at the touch of a button.
“Then, in the event of memories of a less pleasant nature, when a crime is committed, you can rest assured that is has been captured and recorded. Justice in Skythia, to put it briefly where Mr. Blank will expound for you at length, is mostly about determining factually what happened and, when a crime is proven, rehabilitating or punishing the criminals involved. We’re proud, as a community, not just that the mere knowledge of continuous surveillance seems to keep crime rates almost impossibly low, but also that our rehabilitation program has shown such a high rate of success. To date, we have not yet had a single adult repeat offender, and very few persons remitted into formal custody. As you will learn more about, Skythia does not have a formal prison facility; we contract with other governments to incarcerate anyone who either refuses or fails to respond to rehabilitation.
“To sum up, everything you do here is recorded, you can’t get away with crime, and dishonesty doesn’t pay since we can easily verify any word you speak and any action you take. Now, as promised, is Justice Julian Blank to give you a detailed overview of the judicial arm of the Skythian government. Mr. Blank?”
As the short, bald man took Marcy’s place at the front of the group, Paul noticed a single line of moisture marking out a path from Mary’s eye to her chin. “I wish I knew how to comfort you,” he thought to himself, feeling helplessly overwhelmed by her tears.
The foot path that traced its way around the entire circumference of the city was a nearly thirty-two kilometer circuit, but Paul didn’t mind walking the entire course that day because Mary was holding his hand. She’d said she liked the view and wanted to go for a walk around the city’s edge. Paul hadn’t realized at first she’d meant to walk all day. Mary used so few words, still, and Paul wasn’t yet used to their often literal and unexpected implications. “Walk around the city’s edge” meant just that to her; not a stroll along the edge for half an hour, but a day-long hike around the entirety of Skythia. Paul had insisted, an hour or two after midday, that they stop for lunch - if he hadn’t, he probably would have fainted before they reached their starting point. Mary didn’t seem tired at all, and barely touched her chef salad before they started out again. It was like she wasn’t held back by the physical needs and limitations that seemed so pressing to Paul. Like her body was there with him but Mary herself was far away.
They’d hardly spoken a word before and during lunch, and not long after, they were back up to pace, strolling widdershins the city, he tried to get Mary to talk. “Mary?”
“What?” She didn’t turn her head away from the vastness to their right when she spoke, and her voice was nearly carried away, nearly silent.
“I was wondering, I mean, if you don’t mind...” He seemed to want to wait for a response from her, but none was forthcoming. She just continued her steady pace, continued gazing off into the distance, “I was hoping we could talk.”
“Talk?”
“About what’s on your mind, all the time.” He didn’t want to push too hard, but in the ten days since they’d first met they’d spent most of every day together and she’d hardly said more than a handful of words about herself. “Or about what you’re looking for, out there in the distance. You look so far away.”
Mary didn’t respond immediately. Her pace didn’t change, and she didn’t turn her head to face him. Paul was patient. He hoped she was thinking about it, readying a response, and he walked alongside her, held her hand, and waited. After the first several hours, Paul’s sense of the distance they travelled and of time passing had fallen by the wayside. By the time her voice reached his ears again he didn’t know whether it had taken her words a minute or a mile to form in her mouth, and it only seemed to matter that she was still at least somewhat with him.
“Things are so different, now.”
Paul hoped she would continue, didn’t speak. Now that she’d begun, the waiting was even easier. They walked on.
“It’s like everything before was a dream. Like a nightmare, compared to this. Not just the zombies, but moreso everything that led up to that. The week in Denver, and the one before that, in training - at least that’s clear in my mind.” She brushed aside a lock of hair that had blown across her face. She closed her eyes, not losing pace or missing a step. “The rest is faded, details missing, like a dream lost on waking. Like I was asleep until a couple of weeks ago. I can’t quite remember what it was like, I just know it wasn’t like this. It wasn’t good.” She was looking outward again, as though from this height she could see beyond the horizon. Paul let her take her time, and was glad he’d found the right time to try to get her started.
“All the details are gone, but I don’t miss them. The name of the city where I was born... It’s...” There was a look on her face that spoke at once of mental effort and of disconnection. She was trying, and she also didn’t seem to care whether she came up with the information. “I can’t remember it. I can’t remember where I was born or where I grew up, and somehow, that’s okay. I know I went to school, I know I had a job, but what I studied and what I did are just as faded from my memory as the names of either school or employer. There’s so much like that, so many things I can’t quite recall, and the further we go, the less detail I find.”
Paul had some ideas about what might have affected her memory, about how the event he’d come to Skythia to avoid might be the cause for not just her memory loss, but for the literal loss from the world of the things she couldn’t remember. He knew that there was a good chance that the place of her birth had never existed in the world they both now lived in. Paul had a few mental lapses of his own to face, but just as she was saying, as time passed they became more like a faded dream and less like a lost history. Paul judged that now was not the time to try to explain it to her, so he simply squeezed Mary’s hand in encouragement and hoped she wouldn’t go back to being bottled up and silent after their walk that day.
“It doesn’t bother me, though,” she said matter-of-factly after a modest pause. “The things I can’t remember. What bothers me is how different everything seems now. Even without being able to pin down the specifics of what my life was like before, I know how it felt. I know, I feel, deep down, that if that was a dream then it’s a really good thing that I woke up. I don’t know how it could have been so bad, but I started feeling that way back in Denver; that the danger and horror and the blood and that unrelenting stench of death was infinitely better than my life before.” Then she looked Paul directly in the eyes. Not looking through him or past him as she’d done so often before, but right at him. “That you’ve already been better to me and for me than the men I was with before, none of whose names or faces I can remember, but who certainly had an impact on me anyway. The way they treated me...” She shook her head, as though to rid it of the contamination of thoughts about them, and her gaze drifted back out to the spectacularly unencumbered view of the landscape below. “I think not being able to remember is for the best, but there’s also this nagging feeling that this,” she squeezed his hand, “that you, are too good to be true. I lay down every night wondering if I’ll wake up back in the dream or nightmare or whatever that other life was. I wake up every morning with a mixed feeling of joy and disbelief. How long can it last, this utopian experience? How long until it either turns bad or I accept it, and which will it be?”
“I think you know what I’m hoping for.” He hoped his speaking wouldn’t break the spell, wouldn’t end the magic of hearing her really saying something worthwhile for the first time.
“I can’t read your mind, Paul, and I know you can’t read mine. You don’t know anything about me you couldn’t tell by looking at me, and most of what I know about you is about how you’ve tried so hard to take care of me. I know I shouldn’t hold either of those things against you. I’ve certainly needed a little taking care of, a little hand-holding these last couple of weeks. There was a guy, back in Denver who tried to help me out, but he wasn’t like you, Paul. He didn’t have selfless intentions, he didn’t even fake it very well. You actually seem to want to help. Not because you think you’ll get something out of it, but because you want me to get something out of it.”
Paul nodded, but was humble enough not to relish or want to reinforce the praise. Mostly he wanted to go on listening.
“As far as getting to know me better goes, I guess the idea of that standard doesn’t hold up very well when I can’t remember much of my life before a few weeks ago. If you knew me well enough that it seemed okay for you to care as much about me as you seem to, you’d have to know me a lot better than I know myself.” Even as she paused in her speech to consider the matter, her pace of forward motion around the perimeter walking path was as constant as the tug of gravity or Paul’s gentle grip on her hand. “Although I think I do know myself, in the ways that are most important. I know how I feel, what I like, what I don’t. My heart is still my heart, even if I can’t name the last city I lived in or the name of my favorite band. My soul is still my soul, full of hopes and dreams and passion and fears. And maybe the Mary you know is more easily known because she’s more purely herself. Because I’m unencumbered by all the layer upon layer of fact, detail, nuance and idiosyncrasy that gets built up on a person just by living. Maybe getting to know me by looking deep into my eyes and discovering the rest along with me is better than the normal routine. I mean, look at the Sergeant and Lorraine. When she met him, her whole world was changed by it. She practically became a new woman, overnight. And she tells me it was the same for him. With me, my world was changed overnight, and I can’t help but be different from the person I can’t remember being - and then I met you. Maybe it’s better to face the future together than alone.”
Paul wanted to agree with her. Deep in his gut, in that place where his most trusted and accurate intuition came from, Paul was sure that being with Mary was what he was supposed to do. It was his mind, his intellect, his pessimism that began to cast doubts on the entire situation. Was it really better for her to try to create a new life while involved with someone else, or would his own thoughts, dreams and expectations color her growth or worse - mold her into the image of the woman she thought he wanted her to be? She seemed really confident of who she was as a person, if not in the memories of her life before a doomsday she knew nothing about. Paul wasn’t sure that confidence would be enough. Paul, who had spent the last couple of decades worrying about a cataclysmic event that had only recently slipped into the past found himself slipping back into the familiar role of worrier.
“What do you think, Paul?”
“I’m worried. An hour ago, I wasn’t, and I don’t think I have a good reason to be, but I’m worried.”
“What about?” Now she was looking at him, and for the first time since he’d laid eyes on her, she seemed totally present. The look on her face wasn’t quite fear or worry, but it seemed to speak volumes of genuine concern.
“Us. Is this a good idea? I guess I hadn’t really thought about it too much, I’d only followed my heart. My heart told me to grab on to you and never let go, and things have been so strange lately, not just for you but for all of us, that I didn’t question it. My intuition just saved my life, a few days before I met you. I should trust it more. But while you were talking, I couldn’t help but start thinking. I couldn’t help but wonder if you weren’t going to just fall back into whatever habits and preferences led your old life to turn into a nightmare. To wonder if maybe without knowing it I’m the sort of guy you were with before, if maybe I’m going to do everything I can, everything I think is good and right for you and for us and still be the one to make your life bad again. I’ve somewhat forced myself onto you when you were vulnerable, haven’t I? Does that make me the bad guy? I don’t want to make you fail to achieve the beautiful potential you see for your life, here. I don’t want to be the thing you see when you wake up in the morning, some day down the line, that tells you you’ve found yourself back in the nightmare.”
“I didn’t mean to...” She stammered. She nearly lost her footing, and her pace was thrown off. “I don’t think you’re one of the bad guys, Paul, and I don’t think you’d let me do anything but live the best life there is for me. You’re so cautious, so methodical, so caring, I’m sure you’d step aside before letting yourself turn my life into a nightmare. But I think you’re stepping aside too soon. You haven’t even given yourself a chance, yet. Don’t give up without even trying.”
“This is such a critical time, though. You have the world at your fingertips. You could go anywhere, be anything, and I don’t want you to pass on some golden opportunity because it doesn’t suit me, or because I didn’t think it was a good idea. I’ve seen it too many times that people get trapped because of the people they’re with. I care too much about you to want myself to become a trap.”
“And I don’t want to be trapped by you. But we’ve got to at least give this a shot. My intuition is telling me the same things about you as yours seems to be saying about me. Maybe whatever force that wiped out my life and memories put me in your path, and you in mine. Can’t we just agree that we’ll both try to be aware of whether we feel held back or restricted, and let each other know? As worried as you are about the possibility of it now, when we’ve hardly done more than hold hands and eat meals together, you’ll probably end up over-protecting my individuality.”
“Which could be a problem, too. What if I over-think everything, as I so often do, and I try so hard to keep you from being influenced by me that you never grow close to me? Would I be able to see that I was sabotaging the possibility of an ‘us’ or would I merely push you away by trying to protect you from me?” Paul’s mind was racing with all the different possibilities for things to go wrong.
“Just relax, Paul. Try to take things as they come. One day, one hour, one minute at a time. Be yourself, trust your intuition, try not to worry about it. This is a beautiful, amazing, mind-bending place, and we can have a bright future in it, if you just give us a chance.”
He nodded, and tried to let the beauty and happiness of just walking by her side sink in and push out the wave after wave of worrying thought cascading out from the depths of his mind.
“I don’t think I can stay here, Lorraine.” The Sergeant’s hand gently caressed the smooth slope of her hip as they spoke, taking a breather from yet another marathon lovemaking session. “Having this much free time seems nice, but politically, I don’t think I belong in this community. There’s no morality here, no limits. People are able to do whatever they want, willy-nilly.”
“That’s not entirely true. They have laws, and a rigorous and well-regulated judicial system to enforce those laws. Plus, with the mandatory matter of civil service, those laws can’t help but reflect the community’s morals.”
“But that’s just it, they don’t seem to have any morals. Their laws basically come down to ‘do whatever you want as long as it doesn’t impede anyone else from doing what they want.’ That’s not morality, it’s the opposite.”
“It’s just not your morality, Sarge. It’s not based directly on any particular religious text or on the accumulated legalistic implementations of thousands of special-interest-groups’ private views on what’s important. It’s a humanistic, almost Libertarian morality that focuses on what’s important to each person living here and on what can actually be proven rather than on thought crimes and victimless crime.”
“Which makes not a whole heckuva lot of sense in the first place. How can your morality be based in Libertarianism when there’s no private ownership in Skythia? The central ideal of Libertarianism is that I should be free to do what I want with my property and on my property, but in Skythia no one owns property.”
“Well, it isn’t actually Libertarian, I was just comparing it, because the ideal is very similar - you can do what you want here, as long as it doesn’t infringe on other people’s right to do what they want.”
“But if no one owns anything, what’s to stop someone from just stealing what’s mine and using it for their own purposes? It’s all community property, right?”
“No, it isn’t anyone’s property. Not you, not me, not this supposed thief, and not the community or the government. No ownership at all. But if someone wants what you have, they certainly don’t have to take it from you. They can fabricate their own.”
“What about location? That’s a different sort of property, and you can’t fabricate a location.”
“No, and although no one is said to ‘own’ any particular location in Skythia, there are laws governing it. It’s mostly down to who was there first. If you ask to use a particular space that isn’t currently being used, it’s yours, pretty much as long as you want to keep using it. They went through all this in the orientation, and then again when we were supposed to start shopping for a place to live. Did you just block it all out, or are you being intentionally difficult?”
“I heard it, it just doesn’t make sense. How is that not ownership? And yes, I know, anyone can petition to use the location for a different purpose, but if that’s the case, how is it mine? How is anyone supposed to be able to operate, living in constant fear that someone else will come along and take their home or their business away?”
“It’s not that simple, and you know it. Everything goes to a vote. The procedure is straightforward enough, but not such that everyone just takes each other’s places all the time. First you have to ask the person who currently has seniority for the property if they’d willingly vacate, and if they don’t then you have to submit a proposal for a city-wide vote explaining why that particular location is better suited to your use and why other locations wouldn’t work. Fifty percent of voters have to agree, and failed proposals don’t look good on your record.” Lorraine had now rolled over, away from his touch and to face him while they spoke. “Not to mention that you’re still thinking from an ownership perspective. The whole system is set up based on the idea that everyone is working together to be the best and do the best and create the best possible city, community, ideas and projects they can. It isn’t about what’s mine or about trying to run a business to generate personal profits, it’s about trying to generate wealth for the community and wealth for the world at large. What are you going to do with this space that contributes more to the community than what someone else would do there, and why does it need to be there rather than someplace else? Not from selfish, personal motives, and certainly not just to try to take away from someone else.”
“That can’t work. People are inherently selfish. Greed doesn’t cease to exist because you live in a flying city. And greed isn’t rational. Sometimes you want what someone else has not because you have any use for it but just so the other person doesn’t have it.”
“And that’s the sort of attitude that wouldn’t fly here. Not only is everything put to a vote of the entire citizenry, but if you showed a pattern of selfishness that didn’t support the community directly, you’d be asked to leave and possibly have your citizenship recalled.”
“So what I’m saying, Lorraine, is that instead of waiting for them to kick me out, I’d be better off leaving town as soon as we get somewhere more hospitable. Somewhere where watching out for number one isn’t a crime.”
“Wanting to want the best for yourself isn't a crime, Sarge. It’s just not okay to be selfish at the expense of others. The point of the system, which they went over several times, is that by enriching the community you enrich your own life as a member of the community. Your working hard, and having that work not be limited to benefitting one person but allowed to benefit all, improves people’s lives. Wealth isn’t a zero-sum game, where for one person’s wealth to increase another's needs to be diminished; if we all agree to share, which is one of the foundational principles of Skythia, then whenever anyone’s wealth increases, everyone’s wealth increases. Better living conditions, better tools, better communication, better entertainment, better and better all the time.”
“I see they’ve got you fully brainwashed. Am I going to have to give you up to get out of this commie pinkhole? It can’t work. It’s never worked before, and it’s bound to collapse sooner or later. I’d just rather get out sooner rather than later.”
“Why do you think it’s bound to fail? It isn’t like anything that’s come before it, so comparisons with other cultures aren’t really valid. Logically, how could it fail?”
“It’s got the same problems any other communist state ever had; if one person doesn’t pull their weight, everyone else has to work harder to make up for it. And there’s no motivation to pull your weight, since you know your needs will be met whether you work hard or not. Why would anyone work, if they get the same as everyone else whether they do or not? What’s the incentive?”
“First of all, they’re already way past subsistence living, here. The first generation of tech that came out of the first people here, the people who built this place, has already seen to that. Hyper-effecient solar collection on most exterior surfaces provides enough energy that the entire city’s needs will be met until the sun goes out. If the robots stopped tending the hydroponics for some reason, there’d still be enough food created simply by keeping the city’s travel to within range of ley lines to produce food magically. Everything else anyone could want is built by the fabrication plants. If everyone in Skythia stopped working tomorrow, except if some sort of catastrophe destroyed every single robot capable of repairing another robot, the sun went out, and/or the ley lines suddenly didn’t radiate unlimited magical potential, everyone’s basic needs would still be met. And most of their wants, too. Some things might take a little longer than we’d like, be a little less nice, less orderly, but food, clothes, shelter, the basics would keep flowing.
“Second, the civic duties of every citizen require pretty constant engagement. You can’t not pull your weight for long. Even after reaching full citizenship status, the average citizen is employed about two years out of every four in some sort of government position. Either by appointment, election, or compulsion, everyone gets placed. If you refuse to work it’s a pretty quick vote that revokes your citizenship. The fact that the only government jobs that require more than twenty-five or thirty hours a week are elected positions like Mayor is intentional - no one wants their time to be monopolized, and if everyone is free to use the rest of their time how they please, most everything can get done with a minimum of man-hours. So, for less than ten percent of your time, over the years, you’re required to ‘pull your weight’ to retain citizenship. You can do more if you want, but that’s the minimum. And then, with the rest of your time, you can do whatever you want. That’s the whole idea. Sit around the house watching pornographic holo-vids and masturbating if that’s what you like. Go to school to learn new ideas or a new trade. Start a development project to build a new ...whatever you dream of. Make art, make holo-vids, design new buildings, create games, anything. You could spend your free ninety percent designing new weapons to kill zombies with and writing guides for zombie survival and making love to me, if you wanted. And you want to leave?”
“Yeah, well... I just don’t see how it could work, in the long run. On the other hand, I’m not sure how my life would work, without you. So I’ll stay. For now. I’ll take the civics classes, see if I can get their brainwashing to take, for you. I suppose it doesn’t really matter whether they’ll wither and die or, as I lived with predicting for so long, be consumed by zombies - I can live in a society I know can’t survive. I know how to survive, and I know it’s not worth giving you up to know I’m right, or to stand on that righteousness.”
“And maybe if you live here long enough and really see it working you’ll come to realize you weren’t right, after all.”
“Maybe. And maybe it’ll all come crashing down around us and I’ll have to be the one to lead the survivors to safety again. We’ll have to wait and see.”
“Wasn’t the point of putting a utopian society into a science fiction story to show how utopia isn’t possible,” asked Brady, as he and Lance hovered at the back of the group. “To point out how human nature, greed or corruption or whatever would make it impossible?”
“This isn’t some story, Brady,” Lance was trying to keep his voice down. “We’re in a real place. We’re not on a walking tour of the pages of a book, we’re on a walking tour of a flying city.”
“A utopian flying city. They claim to be beyond scarcity, beyond the need for money, and to have likewise created a society without normal conflicts and crimes. You went through the same orientation I did, and we’ve been attending the same civics classes together, I know it hasn’t escaped your attention that there’s got to be something wrong with this place.”
“I don’t know how it’s escaped your attention that there isn’t anything wrong here. Functioning judicial system, with actual rehabilitation for criminals so they can rejoin society more functionally and less disruptively. Comprehensible legislature, where the laws are not only possible for everyone to understand but required reading to maintain citizenship. Not to mention that everyone takes an active role in making sure that everything they do is in their best interest as a community.”
“I can’t believe it. No one would put up with it. It must be staged or faked, something.” Brady made a concerned face that Lance didn’t look at and shook his head. Lance’s attention was split between his conversation with Brady and the mind-bending architecture and functionality of Skythia, further revealed to them by their friendly tour guide. “Voting, sometimes three times a day, on every little thing? You’ve got to be kidding me!”
“Sometimes upwards of a dozen times in a single day, depending on the season, though most of it’s simple enough stuff. You used to make more serious decisions about the hundreds of emails you got during the day back at your old job. Realistically, most votes come down to little more than a sort of urgent, official email with a quick online poll attached for the average citizen on the average vote. It just becomes a regular part of everyday life to remain an active citizen, involved in the day-to-day operations of your government.”
“I know how it works, and you know that’s not what I meant!” A few people near them in the tour group made shushing noises, and others just turned and gave disapproving looks. Brady lowered his voice a notch. “That’s not what I meant, Lance. I meant that it’s all too perfect. Like the whole society is a show being put on for our benefit, and there’s some nefarious underbelly they don’t want us to see. Or worse, they don’t know it can’t really work, and their naïveté is going to end up putting the city into an inescapable death spiral - maybe even literally.”
“You’re looking for problems where they don’t exist.”
“I didn’t look for problems with the zombie survival training simulation before we went, and it turned out they were a vast conspiracy hiding the existence of real zombies from the general public. Maybe if someone had looked a little closer, Denver might not have been destroyed. Maybe if someone had been looking for problems where none appeared to exist, a million lives would have been spared.”
“That’s not nearly the same situation. The Skythian government -which is to say, the people of Skythia- isn’t hiding some vast conspiracy about oppressed wil’o’wisps forced to keep the city aloft, or enslaved children of minority species being forced to live their lives inside the fabricators, making the means of our luxurious lives with their tiny, tear-stained fingers.”
“How do you know? What makes you so sure?”
Lance gave Brady a hard look, like he was looking at a total nut job. “We toured both the levitation underworks and the engineering facility where they repair and upgrade the fabricators. This week. You saw the vast inertial lenses and the gravity drives with your own eyes. We both did. That’s what makes me so sure. And now I’m on a tour of the city which, as we both can see, has nearly every major exterior surface covered in solar collection arrays. Yes, they’re apparently more than an order of magnitude more efficient than the best ones on the market back home, but they’re still how Skythia has enough energy to give every resident a life of luxury.”
“You don’t actually believe that part, do you? There must be someone around here who doesn’t have it as good as the rich majority. Someone who wants more, or feels like they’re getting the short shrift.”
“Well, if they feel that way, all they have to do it get up and do something about it. There’s no rich or poor here, because no one owns anything. If you want something, if you want more, you can either just go out and have it fabricated or if it’s something no one has ever thought of before, you can use whatever resources you want to create it. As long as doing so doesn’t infringe on anyone else’s rights, no one will say a word. This goes for every person in Skythia, from new residents like you and me to full citizens.”
“Not everyone. What about criminals?”
“Yes, even criminals. Depending on the severity of their crimes they may have someone assigned to monitor them, but unless they try to commit another crime or unless their actions are determined to be counter to their healthy rehabilitation, they have just about the same free reign as anyone.”
“Well...” Brady was thinking hard now, not really taking in the building towering impossibly over him in such a way that to look straight up was to see the optical illusion of a statuesque woman in silhouette, but from other perspectives in town it and nearby buildings merely appeared to curve in strange and interesting places along their ascents. “Well, what about the robots? They don’t have rights, do they?”
“Now that’s an interesting question, and something that occurred to me almost as soon as I heard they had intelligent, autonomous robots, here. I looked that up on my own, and read all about the robots situation in Skythia.”
“You... You looked it up on your own?” Brady had thought he would have stumped Lance with that one; they wouldn’t be getting to robots in their civics course for another week or two.
“Yeah. It fascinates me. I’m a big fan of Asimov’s examinations of the possible repercussions of the introduction of robots in society, plus I wanted to know if they were using some version of the Three Laws. It turns out they are. So you’re pretty safe from a robot uprising, in a direct threat way, but more than that, robots can be granted a special provisional citizenship status. Any robot or artificial intelligence in Skythia that petitions for it and passes a basic test similar to the one we’ll get at the end of our civics course is granted provisional citizenship. It’s somewhere between being just a resident, like we are, and acting citizenship, which we get while doing our civil service requirements. They can even vote, and all their votes are recorded -though not counted toward outcomes directly- and made public. They can petition the government, they can submit suggestions for new laws or revisions to existing laws, same as any acting or full citizen. When they reach end-of-life, or are made obsolete by a newer model, or if they petition successfully, they can choose what happens to them, as citizens.”
“So, wait,” Brady interrupted, “if the AI keeping the city level and in the air petitions the government, it could just up and leave its job? What would happen to the city then?”
“Well, in order for that particular AI to have such a petition succeed, it would need to show that its function would go on being fulfilled after it left. Either that it had programmed a replacement, or that it was making a copy of itself and it and its copy would take shifts at work and off work, or that it had created a new technology for keeping the city up that didn’t require around the clock monitoring by an advanced AI. Otherwise the vote would never pass.”
“Oh.”
“That actually happened, in a way, with the first generation of incinerators. There used to be an individual AI in control of each plasma incinerator, and only certain goods could be accepted, and only a certain capacity... Anyway, the AIs got their citizenship, and then began working in their off hours on improving themselves. Reducing the amount of work they had to do to get the same amount done at first, on a computational basis, then putting those extra cycles to use enhancing incineration, and now the entire system of incinerators is networked, controlled by a single intelligence -they take turns- and can handle anything you could want to destroy, while outputting both net positive energy and your choice of over a dozen elemental gasses. It took them a while, and there was some political resistance at first, but now most of the original incinerators’ AIs are either retired or doing amazing performance art with controlled streams of plasma and flames. I went to one of their shows last Tuesday when you wanted to stay in.”
“So you’re saying that not even the robots are oppressed.”
“Right. They don’t have the full rights and freedoms of humans, but, depending on their physical capabilities, it can come pretty close. Theoretically, if someone built a robot and designed an AI without any intentions of putting it in a serving role, it could gain citizenship and full freedom immediately, and live almost the same sort of life as you and I do.”
“Except its votes wouldn’t count.”
“Not as such, though if it were motivated to, and intelligent enough, it could get special dispensation to serve in any of the major branches of Skythian government. If properly qualified, a robot might serve as a judge or a legislator or even as mayor. In the same way, it would have protected rights, and if you thought a particular robot or AI was not contributing to Skythia or was doing harm, it would have to go through the normal petition and a full citizens’ vote before it could be expelled from the city.”
“I don’t know whether to feel vindicated in that we found a class of people within Skythia who don’t have full rights, or frightened that robots might displace humans entirely.”
“Neither is really a concern here, especially the humans part. There are more elves now living in Skythia than post-service robots and other digital life forms, and if you count all the other minority species residents and citizens together, they make up more than the elves and robots combined. Weren’t you paying attention when they went over demographics?”
“I haven’t seen any...” and then Brady noticed, as though he hadn’t looked at her once since the tour had started nearly an hour earlier, that the tour guide had blue skin, pointed ears, and a bald head. She was a Kwytzwik. She was even wearing the traditional Cha’shyk Rěal around her torso, even though the Ka Kwytź had declared it was no longer necessary to wear outside of Temple. Why hadn’t he noticed sooner? “Uhh... Never mind.” He didn’t want to say any more, suddenly noticing elves, wisps, and other species all around.
“You’ve really got to start paying more attention to the world outside your own thoughts, Brady. You haven’t seen any minority species? What’s wrong with you?”
“I have no idea.”
“Are you going to have your eyes open now? Should we take the tour over again? They’re about to leave.”
“Wait, how did we get back here?”
“Maybe the tour should wait for another day. You walked there and back again without even realizing it. Let me know when you’re done fantasizing your doom and gloom theories about Skythia, and we’ll take a couple of tours where you’ll be able to see how beautiful it is for the first time.”
“I really have no idea how I missed the entire tour. Or the non-human residents. Have I been asleep this entire time?”
“It’s been almost three weeks since we got off that dangling commerce center, Brady. You’d better be pretty well rested if you’ve been sleeping the entire time. I know that surviving Denver was pretty tough. Tough on all of us. But if you’re still this out of it, maybe you should look into seeing someone.”
“Seeing someone?”
“Like a counselor. Or a psychiatrist. I hear there are some really good ones living here. Some of the people we rescued from Denver were practically catatonic before, and are already better off than you seem to be. Well, at least from what I’ve heard. They aren’t suffering paranoid delusions about arch conspiracies, anyway.”
“I don’t feel crazy. I just...” Brady’s voice trailed off. Lance let him be quiet, tried not to visibly notice the tears beginning to well up in his friend’s eyes. Brady sniffled a bit. “Sometimes it feels like I must have died back there. That the zombies must have got me, or maybe something worse happened, but all of this,” he gestured around at the foreign architecture and the elves and the Kwytzwik tour guide and all of it, “it’s just so different. So perfect, but also so much like a messed up dream. You’re telling me this place is perfect, a utopia, even for robots and minorities, and that we’re allowed to be a part of it. No admission fee, no qualifications, they give you free classes to teach you how to pass the easy entrance exam, and then they're just ‘Here you are, welcome to paradise,’ and it feels wrong. Like I don’t deserve it. Or like this is Heaven and we’re dead. Or... I don’t know. Maybe I do need counseling.”
“At the very least, you need someone to talk to. I know this is the first you’ve mentioned any of this to me, so maybe I’m not the best choice, but if you don’t find a counselor, please at least find a sympathetic ear.”
“It isn’t you, Paul.”
He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He hoped it wasn’t as bad as it seemed, as bad as the clichéd statement tended to end up meaning. “Things have been going so well. Or I thought they were,” his fears and doubts now creeping deeper, from his voice down into his gut. “What’s wrong, Mary? What did I do?”
“I told you, it isn’t you. It isn’t something you’ve done. I just need more space, right now, more time alone. It isn’t the end of the world, Paul. It isn’t even the end of us, of what we have together. All I’m saying is I think we should each have our own places, right now.” Mary did her best to sound reassuring, and never broke physical contact with him. A light touch to the elbow, a squeeze of the hand, letting him know she wasn’t letting go. “We could probably find places in the same neighborhood, or the same building, if you want, but something about living on my own in the temporary quarters they assigned just feels right for me, right now.”
“You don’t like spending time with me? You’re distancing yourself from me, what is this, Mary?” Paul was only marginally aware of how lonely and desperate he sounded. How helpless he had become since the primary focus of so much of his life had come and gone, and with it much of his drive, focus, and self-confidence.
“I do like spending time with you, Paul. I still want to see you most every day. I still want to be near you. I’m not leaving Skythia, and it’s not exactly a huge place.” Mary wasn’t sure she would be able to find the right words to calm him down. He had been getting more and more clingy as time had passed, which she didn’t mind, but it seemed to parallel a descent into emotional instability. “We’re still in the same civics classes, and I’m still planning to apprentice for the legislature as soon as we finish that, so we’ll both be working at the same place for a while, too.”
Paul couldn’t help himself from hearing everything as being worse than it was. She was speaking calmly, reassuringly, and saying all the right things, but it sounded like the end for him, it sounded like the first step on the road to their separation, it sounded like she was telling him he was a horrible person she couldn’t stand to be with. Her words simply didn’t enter his mind with the meaning she intended, through no fault of her own. “I can’t...” Paul was having trouble finding air to breathe. “You...” The walls felt to him like they were drawing nearer and nearer and spinning around him even as they crushed down on him. “We...” Paul caved in on himself, slumped down, passed out before he could form a complete sentence, and would have slipped right out of his seat and onto the floor if Mary hadn’t been there holding on to him.
“Help!” She cried out, hoping the emergency monitoring systems she’d been told about were as steadfast and persistent as she’d been informed. “We need a doctor! Someone help, I think--” Her words were interrupted by the sound of the door chimes. Mary signalled the door to open.
“Thank you, Miss, let me just ease him onto this stretcher,” the medical team had been at her door before she’d finished asking for help, and was at Paul’s side in barely another instant. There were three of them, two medibots that appeared to be more like augmented humans than humanoid robots, and the one who had spoken. She was tall, sleight of frame, pale skinned and fast without seeming rushed. She didn’t look like the average elven resident of Skythia, though. Perhaps it was the stark white of her uniform creating a strange contrast, but Mary thought her skin had a touch of color to it she couldn’t quite place, somewhere between the faint pale blue of the sky and the deceptive green tinge of the sea. Mary was aware that Skythia was a fully multicultural city, but had been fairly insulated from non-humans in her time there. It didn’t help that seeing this strange doctor swoop into her home only to suddenly behave so intimately toward her partner brought up the strong sensation of a surfacing memory and then the strange yet increasingly familiar mental queasiness of not being able to recall her own past, all while in the midst of an uncertain present moment. Lost in the labyrinth of her own mind’s attempts to associate with and resurrect what it was unable to deliver to her, Mary missed part of the doctor’s ongoing chatter. “...vital signs automatically alerted us, so that as soon as his panic attack had begun we were on our way. According to these readouts, it appears his heart rate is already stabilizing and his ventilation has normalized, and... Yes, the full scan shows the problem is not -strictly speaking- physiological. I’m adding several good psychologists and psychiatrists to your socnet now... Just be sure he talks to one of them about this incident, or it could look bad when he applies for citizenship. Ralph,” she indicated one of the medibots, “will stay here until Paul is fully conscious, and then will take the stretcher with him when he leaves. Ralph is more than capable of answering any of your questions. I’ve got to be going, it looks like a possible stroke on level nine.”
Before Mary could even utter her thanks, the doctor was already out the door with one of the medibots, a replacement for Ralph meeting her practically mid-stride as they all rushed to the elevators. Mary nearly felt like fainting, herself, after that unexpected and overwhelming tumult of information and assistance. She looked at Ralph, who seemed to be content to stand silently by, watching the infostream from the stretcher’s scanning system without a word or a look. “Will he... Will he be alright?”
Ralph’s grey face looked up at her, and she saw genuine compassion there, felt already that Ralph had a better bedside manner than the live doctor he’d accompanied. “Yes, Mary, he’ll be fine. He’s been feeling pretty anxious, lately. It was only a matter of time before something like this happened.”
“This is my fault...” Mary could feel her eyes begin to dampen.
“No, dear, but you can help him.” Ralph’s body language was at least as reassuring as Mary’s had been toward Paul only a few minutes earlier, but a gentle touch and a caring tone went much further to calm Mary’s nerves than they had Paul’s. “He needs your support, and he needs to talk to a professional about what’s going on. Be strong for him, Mary, and help him to take care of himself.” Ralph looked briefly at the stretcher’s visible display -more for show, since Ralph received all the data wirelessly and directly into his consciousness- and then back to Mary. “He’s waking.”
“Hey, didn’t I see you on the ground, back in Denver? Were you part of the rescue operation, or were you with us during... With the, uhh... zombies?”
“I went down with the rescuers, I guess.” Paul didn’t feel like a hero, and said so. “Though I think most of the rescuing happened before Skythia ever got to Denver. Are you...” Paul wasn’t sure how to ask about his role tactfully, considering how the subject of zombies had nearly gone unspoken. “Were you from Denver, originally?”
“No, I was with the Sergeant’s group. The last training class, actually. We only got half the normal training, on account of the outbreak in Denver. Though I guess that surviving that must count for something.” Brady thought back to that time before the world had turned upside down. He tried to remember what life had been like before he’d lost his grip on reality. “I suppose I would've been heading back to work around the same time you all hit the ground back there. Funny how things take unexpected turns sometimes, isn’t it?”
Paul tried to decide whether it was a good idea to let this young man know that if it hadn’t been for the zombie outbreak, he might not have ever existed at all, and quickly realized that considering the setting it was better left unsaid. “Sure is. I’m Paul, by the way.” He reached out to shake the other man’s hand, “and you are?”
“Brady.” They shook each other’s hands with convincing surety. “Pleased to meet you.”
“And just so you don’t think I’m... Well, anyway, I’ve only been on this flying city a few more days than you have. I was on the last plane to arrive before the uhh...” Paul’s tongue caught itself fast enough to continue avoiding the subject he’d spent a lifetime talking about to save his life only to find out he didn’t know how to live without it, “...zombie outbreak. I’m in the same civics classes as some of the survivors.”
Brady looked around the office, cocked his head to indicate it, “You having trouble adapting to this place, too?”
“It isn’t just Skythia, there’s...” Paul was thinking fast as he could to continue not saying anything that might give any idea what he wasn’t talking about, “well, something I spent my whole life looking forward to came and went, and the anticipation...”
“You got so caught up in looking forward to it that when it happened it was a real let down? That happens to me all the time.”
“Like that, but bigger, somehow. Like if you had been looking forward to your twenty first birthday for thirty years, and you wake up one morning and you’re twenty-one and you don’t remember your birthday and now that you think of it you didn’t really like alcohol after all. Or like you saved your allowance all through your childhood, through your teen years, just putting every penny into a giant piggy bank, for decades, until finally the day came and you put the entire savings on the line to pay for a sixty second ride on the world’s greatest roller coaster. Except you blacked out from excitement before the ride started and now you don’t have your money, you don’t even have your memory of the event, and you feel like you wasted your whole life for nothing.”
“Is that why you’re here?”
“Well, partially. I’ve been having trouble adjusting to...” Paul hadn’t really taken the time to try to put into words what he’d been having trouble with, exactly, he just knew that passing out from being too anxious because your girlfriend doesn’t want to co-habitate wasn’t exactly a sign of premium mental health. “...to not living in constant anticipation, I guess. I don’t know how to be. It’s like I’ve lost my footing in the world and I don’t know how to make decisions or set goals or just ... be a person any more.”
“You don’t know what to believe in, any more.” Brady hadn’t had the same exact experience as Paul, but could immediately relate to his feeling of being out of place, unsure of the world. “Like a crisis of faith, right?”
“A little. It wasn’t exactly like losing my religion, but close enough that the words probably fit.”
“I know it’s not perfectly true, but I think I know how you feel. That’s why I’m here, too. I haven’t been coping well. It’s not just Skythia for me, it’s more than that, but I can’t really pin it down. My life just feels so ... distant, somehow. Or the reality I’m now surrounded by seems so dreamlike, and I feel as though I’m not the dreamer, but instead am some detail of the dream that will fade quickly when the dreamer awakens. Sometimes I feel like I’m already fading, and then something will rouse my attention and I’ll realize I missed something. An entire class, a conversation, heck, I missed an entire walking tour yesterday and the very attractive tour guide entirely.”
“Sounds pretty bad. My life feels like anything but a dream. Last night I had a panic attack over nothing. I’ve been freaking out about the littlest things lately, when I used to be on top of world-changing events. I’m here at the recommendation of a medibot named Ralph.”
“Oh? You’ve met one of the robots?”
Paul didn’t point out that the reception system in the psychiatrist’s office -which Brady had spoken to directly when he’d come in- was merely a virtual talking head representing an AI resident of Skythia. “Yes, quite a few, actually. They’re pretty much everywhere, same as everyone else. Ralph seemed nice. Very understanding, very helpful. He showed me a couple of breathing techniques I could use if I felt another panic attack coming on, and recommended this psychiatrist from the list the primary doctor had provided.”
“The robot could breathe?”
“You know, I...” Paul’s eyes looked off into the unfocused distance as he thought back. “I guess I hadn’t considered that, last night. He certainly seemed to be breathing. Looked right. Sounded right. I guess I was too embarrassed to have fainted in front of Mary and too worried about whether there was something seriously wrong with me that it didn’t occur to me to wonder whether Ralph was actually breathing in and out or not. He probably was, though I don’t know enough about robot design and engineering to say whether or not it was to any purpose.”
“It sounds like it had a very important purpose, Paul. It was breathing to help calm you down, to make you feel better, and more confident of your ability to survive another panic attack. I used to work with someone who got bad panic attacks sometimes, and believe me when I tell you that Ralph gave you just about the best advice in the world. We take breathing for granted, but when it comes down to it, it’s really life or death. A few good, deep breaths can mean the difference between just having a tough day and being carted off in an ambulance... Or whatever they do around here when someone gets sick.”
“Apparently, they make house calls. From what I’m told, preemptive house calls. I either missed that part of the orientation -twice- or I haven’t got there yet in civics, because I apparently did not know that the city constantly monitors every citizen’s health and bodily functions as a matter of course. So things like strokes, heart attacks, and even accidents like a fall or a bad cut can be treated in time for the treatment to do some good. Mary said that a medical response team was at the door before she could even finish shouting for help.”
“I don’t know whether to be amazed or horrified by that. Which my friend Lance is getting just about sick of me saying about things here in Skythia. There’s just so much about this place that goes against everything I’ve been taught my whole life, and maybe because I still feel so out of it, I don’t know how to process all of it.”
“Maybe you’re out of it because you haven’t been able to process it.”
“Sure, and if this psychiatrist ever gets to us, maybe I’ll have a professional be able to tell me which one it is.” Paul just shrugged. They’d both picked this psychiatrist partially because she was accepting new patients and partially because she accepted walk-ins two days a week, with that morning being one of them. Brady shrugged back. Talking to Paul seemed engaging enough that he didn’t feel too worried about how long it would be, or really whether he got in to see the doctor that day at all. “Still, to know that they’d detected your panic attack coming on before you did, and dispatched a medical team to be sure you were alright? What about your privacy?”
Paul tapped through a few items on his handheld display, pulled up the brochure he’d been given, and directed a copy to Brady’s handheld. “Here’s the brochure they gave me. Apparently, when it is not a case of a pre-existing medical condition, or where your doctor is unavailable and can’t transfer medical records, or similar situations, the medical team is dispatched without any particulars until consent is given to enter a private residence. In cases where the only person present in a private space is incapacitated, pre-consent -which you may not yet realize you’ve already given, when you signed off after orientation- is used to give the medics access to both your private space and your medical info. For medical emergencies in public spaces, there’s no hold on relevant medical data. It’s a lot like the policies about recordings - your health is part of what’s being recorded, and information about your health will be released either with your consent, the consent of someone present at the time, or if it is deemed medically necessary.”
Brady had been scanning through the more-detailed account of the policies in the brochure on his handheld while Paul spoke. “All of this just blows my mind. There are artificial intelligences who are registered as special witnesses currently monitoring all my vital signs and my general physical health, and if something goes wrong medical professionals will be sent to me. Sometimes even before I know anything is wrong.”
“In many cases, you’ll be contacted through normal channels as soon as a problem is detected, at the same time medics are being contacted. For heart attacks, I guess most people don’t start experiencing symptoms they recognize as anything unusual or requiring medical intervention for twenty minutes and up to six hours, and by then most of the damage is already done. One in four heart attack sufferers experience no symptoms at all, sometimes until weeks or months later from their reduced heart function. Skythia knows within seconds that there’s a problem, you’re notified, you give consent for medics to access your medical data, you’re given instructions -things like sit down, try to relax, take deep breaths, et cetera, medics are on their way- and doctors are sent to you with the right drugs on hand and the right information. Did you get to the part on heart attacks?” Brady nodded, reading along. “I guess there’s a drug cocktail they can administer that stops the heart attack and prevents irreversible damage if administered within the first hour, and in Skythia the average time to get the drug is under three minutes.”
“And according to this brochure they then follow up with lifestyle coaching for you and your friends and family, so that your general health can be improved pro-actively and future problems can be avoided,” Brady read directly from his handheld. “This all sounds very invasive. Like the government and some computer program is making decisions about my life for me.”
“The lifestyle coaching is all optional, at will stuff, and is actually recommended for all Skythians,” Paul responded, failing to realize as he explained it that he was a prime candidate for the program. “It’s part of their comprehensive wellness and preventive care system. Since Skythia is all about the greatest good for all, they’ve got policies like this all over. Working together so everyone is as healthy and as happy as possible. Everyone well informed about how to eat well and keep fit, how to build better relationships and stronger communities, how to avoid and resolve conflicts and embrace each individual’s personal choices. It’s intentional and endemic. Offices like this one exist by and large for people like us - new residents. Most people either drink the kool-aid, take the courses, and learn to get along and be healthy, or they decide that Skythia doesn’t fit and they leave. Apparently, all that stuff works.”
“Or maybe Skythians self-select for those traits, which you half-described as happening, and for people for whom that stuff works. Perhaps Skythia self-selects for people who want their decisions made for them by something greater or higher than themselves, and the entire populace is codependent and unable to either self-direct or protect their own interests and privacy.”
“That’s a pretty cynical statement. I’d like to think that as much time and thought and effort they put into taking a very active role in the day to day operation of their government and citizenship that that isn’t the case.”
“You mean the direct democracy thing? I have my doubts about that.”
“I’ve been here a little longer, I’ve even been present when the mayor put together some propositions for emergency decisions. It’s exactly what it seems. Haven’t you done any practice voting?”
“Yeah, in class, but... You know the mayor?”
“Sure. I had to get his personal sign-off to join the group that was going down to Denver. Everyone else who went into quarantine with you was a full citizen. If not for my relationship with Colm, I may never have met Mary.”
“Wait, Mary? With red hair? The Mary you’ve been mentioning is the one who was with us in Denver?”
“Yeah, why? Did you know her?”
“You can’t clone a creature just so you can wrestle it to death.”
“Why not? They clone animals to slaughter them for food.”
“That’s not the same thing, Sarge! Most of the cloned meat isn’t even an entire animal - they just grow huge slabs of pure muscle, kept alive artificially. No nerve fiber, so no cruelty. No pain. Tearing a live creature apart with your bare hands isn’t nearly the same thing.”
“Not all the meat comes from pure muscle. I went over to the Kobe beef farm; those are real, live beef cows, and they’re slaughtered in the normal way, and butchered according to tradition, which is more about tearing the thing apart than what I’m proposing. With any success, each animal I wrestle will either be subdued by restricting blood flow to the brain, in a sort of sleeper hold, or have its neck cleanly broken, which would be as instant and painless as what they do with the live beef.”
“Killing an animal for pleasure and killing an animal for food are simply not in the same ethical ballpark, Sarge. There’s no justification for pleasure killing.”
“There would be in the ring. It would be self defense. You think a sabertooth tiger is just going to bowl over and let me kill it? That’s the point, Lorraine. I need a challenge. It would be it or me, life or death. They wouldn’t let me bring any zombies on board. What am I supposed to do with myself?”
“Why don’t you use a simulator, wrestle virtual monsters? Or open some other sort of training camp, teach people survivalism. You could even do virtual zombies. After what happened in Denver, I’m sure there’d be demand.”
“Simulations just aren’t the same! There’s no real risk involved. No real challenge without real stakes. No one’s going to learn how to fend off zombies if they train with simulated zombies; there’s no fear that your next wrong move will be your last, and when the day comes that you’re face to face with a real zombie, with a real threat to your life, you know there’s going to be real fear. You were there, you saw it, you felt it, if you don’t learn to survive and operate in the midst of that crippling level of fear, terror itself will be your real killer. I know I didn’t put you through my full training program, but that’s the main focus, the primary teaching point: Learn to overcome -or at least to push your way through- paralyzing fear of imminent death.”
“Maybe you could get them to add Denver back to the regular route of the city’s journey. Train people with simulations here in Skythia, then when we get to Denver, people who pass the preliminary course go down and face real zombies. You teach them to survive, you’ll be doing what you love, what you’re passionate about, they’ll learn to overcome their fears and to survive catastrophic, life-threatening situations, and over time Denver’s zombie problem would be cleaned up.”
“Not to mention, no saber tooth tigers or giant spiders would be harmed... Don’t think you can distract me that easily, Lorraine.”
“I’m not trying to distract you, I’m trying to suggest alternatives that I think would pass a public vote and still have a chance of keeping you from crawling the walls.”
“And I’m trying to find my place in Skythia. How does someone like me fit into a place like this? They have so much technology, so much information, so many capabilities, and what are they doing with it? I looked it up after we visited the zoo - they can clone hundreds of extinct species, they can, and they do -once each- just to be sure the code is good and the animal is healthy. Then they put it down painlessly and recycle its body. They never clone another. To me, that’s a waste. What’s the point of resurrecting the most dangerous and powerful killers to walk the Earth if you aren’t going to see what they can do? That’s like cloning Mozart and putting him down before he’s old enough to write any music, or cloning Merlin and killing him before he’s old enough to do any magic. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Merlin’s still alive, Sarge.”
“That’s not the point, and you know it!”
“I know, I know, but you’re drawing comparisons between humans and animals. Between extinct species and specific dead people. That’s not really a strong argument. We don’t clone Ted Bundy and Charles Manson and release the clones into society and see if we can catch them before they kill again. The cloning, the genetic archive, is created to preserve the Earth’s rich history and biodiversity.”
“All I’m suggesting is that these tools, technology, and data can be put to other uses. That cloning can be put to uses other than growing meat that feels no pain and creating an archive of all life on Earth. I’m suggesting that Skythia, whether it wants to or not, has a new class of resident living in it, who wants to use the tools at my disposal in ways they never thought of before. I thought that was what they strived for here, even among the boring researchers- to come up with new ideas, new ways of doing things, new ways of looking at things, all that.”
“Yes, but ethical ways. Moral ways. Not new ways to kill and maim and destroy life.”
“Now you’re contradicting yourself, Lorraine. You’ve told me more than once I could design high-tech weapons full time, if I wanted to. As long as I don’t use them to hurt anyone here, the development of advanced weaponry was accepted. Part of that whole philosophy that lets everyone do whatever they want as long as it doesn’t infringe on the rights of other residents. Isn’t that the morality of Skythia?”
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