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Slaves of our Servants
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“Excuse me!” Jacob stepped in
front of a young woman who was heading away from the jostling
docks.

The woman’s eyes moved
awkwardly, following the lines on his face. “You’re not from
Portsmouth, are you?”

“No, I’ve just arrived here.”
Jacob held out his scrap of paper. “Can you tell me where this
is?”

The woman seemed to have
trouble looking away from Jacob in order to read the address. He
could sense disgust under her tense expression, and a kind of
self-consciousness, as though she feared she might inadvertently
bring up a taboo subject. After an uncomfortable moment, she bent
her head down to the writing. “That’s the Baroness’s place.”



“I was told I could buy Elixir
there.”

As soon as he said it she
looked away in embarrassment, as though he’d brought up the taboo
subject she’d been so eager to avoid. “Yes. It’s the big
powerplant. Up that street.” She pointed. “Right turn, at the
end.”

The woman disappeared into the
current of pedestrians. He glanced back twice, but he didn’t see
her again. Jacob had never seen this many people in one place
before. He supposed if nobody here got old and died, it was no
wonder it was so crowded. Young-looking people barged past as the
woman moved away. He tried to ignore the double takes and the
rubberneckers and pushed forward alongside the rusting rail at the
edge of the dock.

A thick raft of edible algae
grew in the sea. Jacob’s vision for distant objects was still good;
it was only on things close to him that his eyesight was starting
to fail. In several places he saw metal poles protruding from
plastic pontoons in the water, joined together in enormous
misshapen circles. He supposed these drifting corrals held the
porpoises, a delicacy he’d been told was farmed here. Beyond the
docks, an offshore wind farm stood guard over the harbour, ranks of
sun-bleached sentinels, their vanes turning like a multitude of
wrong clocks.

Jacob had seen pictures of
Portsmouth, but he’d never really given any consideration to what
it might be like in reality. The smell of smoke and sewage and the
taste of salt on his lips drowned his senses.

Jacob closed his eyes against
the overwhelming sensations of the port and thought of the wheat
fields at home, and the rippling golden sea they would be in the
coastal breeze of August right now. The sounds of insects in the
midday sun came back to him, the scent of dry stalks, and the
sticky smell of the apple trees in the orchard, just a faint odour
of earth remaining from the hole he’d dug to lay his mother to rest
beside his father.

Not for the first time, he
asked himself if coming here had been wise.

He continued on the street he’d
been directed to, looking up to the fortification built on the
headland. The empty apertures of cannons lurked inside the blank
square holes in its walls, defending the city from the sea and, he
supposed, from people who might take its Elixir.

Far from the dock he made out
the tall disc-topped cone of the city’s Ivory Tower, on a
dun-coloured hill behind the haze that hung over the city. Rumours
of these towers had reached even his farm. It was said that in them
there still existed functioning computers, and men and women who
understood them.

He tried to think of Rosie
coming here, twenty-four years ago now. And yet it seemed only
yesterday she had left. Nothing at home had changed. His family had
still been bringing in the harvest, year on year. And he’d carried
on and his mother had made his meals for him and his father had
driven the tractor.

But now Jacob’s parents were
dead, and there was nothing left for him at home but the silent
farmhouse and the empty fields.

As he made the left turn, he
saw the powerstation at the edge of the land. Smoke rolled from its
tall stacks. The smell of sewage was becoming more and more
apparent.

Only as he drew closer to the
powerplant did the size of it become apparent. He craned his neck
up to study the twisted mass of conduits winding from the
precipices of the building. The thick pipes that entered the side
of the plant from the city seemed to be what was causing the
effluence smell. High metal fenceposts strung with barbed wire
outlined the perimeter.

A blank door stood in the one
place where the wire parted. Jacob stepped up to it and
knocked.

A panel in the door scraped
back, and he found himself looking into the eyes of a man.

“I need to speak to the
Baroness,” Jacob explained. “I’ve come here to buy Elixir.”

The panel closed. After a
moment, it reopened. “She says she’ll see you.” The man opened the
door.

Behind the door was a short
lobby. The doorman directed him up a flight of stairs. He found
himself on a landing, where the grunting and shouting of a man and
a woman penetrated from behind one of the closed doors.

The door at the end of the
landing opened and a tall woman with black hair emerged, dressed in
a long coat of deep red silk patterned with gold thread.

“You want to buy Elixir?” she
said.

“Yes,” said Jacob, distracted
by the noises coming from behind one of the doors.

“Male or female?”

“What?” Considering the noises,
Jacob wondered if she’d understood him correctly.

“Male or female,” the Baroness
repeated.

“I don’t understand.”

The Baroness scowled. “Where
are you from?”

“Cornwall,” said Jacob.

“I see.” The woman’s face
twisted, but she continued in a calm voice. “Elixir comes in male
and female concoctions. You being a male, taking female Elixir
would have a temporary hormonal effect that most men would consider
to be undesirable. However, some men do come here and specifically
ask for female Elixir. So which one do you want?”

“Male, I suppose.”

“Right.” The Baroness turned,
opening another door and beckoning for Jacob to follow.

The first thing Jacob noticed
in the room was a sickly, sweaty smell and an immense fleshy thing
sprawling on a bed. Staring directly at it, he realised that it was
human, but he could not ascertain which sex, for it was hairless
and although naked, apart from gold-coloured manacles biting into
the thick flesh of the wrists and ankles, the genitals were hidden
by fat hanging from the stomach. Slab-like, androgynous breasts
sagged either side of the chest. A tattooed line of black,
extending halfway down the nose bridge, delineated where the
eyebrows would have been.

He quickly averted his gaze as
the eyes of the enormous person opened, the head leaning forward
into the restrictive collar of flesh around the neck.

A scrawny albino man with
blind-blue eyes and pure white hair sat in a silk dressing gown on
the other side of the room, beside a man whose whole body was
covered with tattoos. Two identical boys — no, adults: eunuchs —
sat behind the obese individual.
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