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Exiles feed on empty dreams of hope. I know it. I was one.

—AESCHYLUS, Agamemnon



BOOK ONE
OBSERVATION SHADOW

Halfway around the world in North America there grows a creosote bush that began its life from a seed almost twelve thousand years ago. The creosote is not a single, continuous organism, but rather a clonal colony. The original stem splits and fragments over centuries into genetically identical segments, a ring of living tissue replacing the original stem once it dies.

After millennia, that creosote is now a ring of living plant tissue fifty feet in diameter, tapped into both its own living roots and the pathways its ancient roots carved into the soil over millennia.

But when the seeds of the creosote grew, they sprouted in places where the root systems of ice-age trees once led to deep water. When you look down onto the circles of the creosote forest you are looking not only at creatures who took root before the Mayan pyramids were built—you are also looking at a map of the ice-age forest that was there before the creosote came. A “ghost forest”—an extinct pattern inside which the present has grown.

Our human systems are trapped in these same extinct patterns. The tsar is dead. Long live the tsar.

—ZOYA ALEKSEYEVNA VELIKANOVA, The Forever Argument
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Zoya

The Federation

The axe cleaved the log in two. The cut halves tumbled off the block and fell among the other hacked arcs of wood on the dark earth.

Until this fifth season of her exile, Zoya had cut her own wood. She was proud of her ability to sink the splitting maul through the pith.

But this season, every blow she struck was off-angle. She struggled for an hour.

Finally her assistant interrupted:

“Zoya Alekseyevna, I do not like your vitals. Please stop. Let me do it for you.”

Her muscles felt the same. Everything felt the same.

Maybe her will had failed her.

That was what she feared most. Chopping wood wasn’t about strength or accuracy. You willed the axe through the pith of the wood. The physical action was a muscular extension of that, nothing more.

Now Zoya sat in her canvas chair and watched her robot assistant chop wood. There was nothing mechanical about its actions. The way it adjusted its stance and grip between blows, the way it balanced each new round on the block. The word that came to mind was “intelligence.” The intelligence of the body. The effortless, accurate intelligence of a child jumping rope. It did not have will, did it? And yet, although each round of wood was different, the blow it struck was perfect every time. What the robot had, its perfect calculation, seemed better than human will. Or, at least, more efficient.

The woodcutting area was near the edge of the clearing. The sun came through the silver birch trees. It scattered coins of light onto the robot’s burnished arms, onto the cut wood, raw as morning flesh.

Maybe to grow old well you had to allow others to take over your work. You had to know when your work had come to an end.

Zoya was trying.

She watched the scattered light on the robot’s surface. She listened to the syncopation of the maul whunking through the rounds of wood, the clop of cleaved wood falling among the other wedges and half rounds.

The breeze was as warm as the air it moved. No winter to fear, yet.

She listened to the shudder of the arrowhead-shaped leaves of the birches, twisting on their petioles.

Then she saw the ghost.

It walked among the pale lines of the birch trees, deep in shadow.

A human figure against the stark tree trunks. But as it came, she could see the white bark of the birches cutting down through its body.

The ghost came steadily, a shadow among the chalk-line trunks, passing without obscuring them.

Here it comes. Not death, which I would have welcomed—but my mind’s unraveling.

Then she covered her left eye. The ghost became solid as any person. It was twenty meters from the clearing.

She covered her right eye. The ghost was gone completely, removed from the world with not even a shimmer left behind to say it had been there.

But still there. She could hear its tread through the decomposing leaves. She could sense the silence of birds around it, tracking its movement through the taiga.

Zoya covered her left eye again. A woman emerged into the clearing. Her drab military backpack matched the tones of the rest of her outfit.

The woman placed a finger across her lips.

Both eyes open now, Zoya saw the woman as a translucent figure against the forest’s edge. The sun came down through her. The leaves turned in the breeze beyond her glassy flesh.

Zoya stood up from her chair. “When you finish with the wood,” she said to the robot, “stack it. Then gather mushrooms and check the hives.”

“It will be done,” the robot replied.

Zoya and the woman the robot could not sense crossed the clearing to the little log cabin at its center.

Inside, the cabin was cool and pleasant. It smelled of cedar. Light fell in trapezoids across clean floorboards. A whitewashed pechka dominated the room: stove and hearth, source of warmth and bread. The sound of the axe was inaudible once the door was closed.

“Tea?” Zoya asked.

“Yes, thank you.” The woman looked around at the embroidered curtains, the polished surfaces, the gleaming samovar in its niche in the pechka’s side.

“You are wondering if I embroidered all this. I did not. It is the robot’s work. Sit.” Zoya indicated a small table, its white tablecloth edged in a red and black pattern.

Zoya watched the woman’s gaze settle on a small bookshelf.

“The classics, mostly,” said Zoya. “Tolstoy, Turgenev, Pushkin—whom I still cannot stand. If you are looking for my book, it isn’t there. It is forbidden even to me.”

Zoya served the tea. They both sat down.

“I’m not frightened,” Zoya said after a few moments.

The woman brought the cup of tea a few centimeters from her lips, blew across its surface. “What do you mean?”

“In Byzantium, they would blind the fallen emperors, strand them on an island, exile them to a monastery. They would do everything they could to stop short of regicide. But it was never enough. Their very existence nagged. The strangling cord is the only way the tyrant can live in peace, then or now. This state grew within Byzantium’s mold. The President cannot let me live. It is not in his nature.”

“I’m—”

“Don’t protest. Drink your tea. I am not frightened. Quite the opposite. I am ready. The President has murdered everyone I loved. Everyone who fought alongside me. I am the only one left. Do you know what that is like? To be the only one left? To wait for the bullet, the drone, the poison—and have it never come? It is worse than death.”

Zoya let honey run into her cup from a spoon. “I thought you were a ghost. That I was losing my mind. That is what I have been afraid of most of all. That the President exiled me here so the isolation would tear my mind apart. But then I understood—you are real, but my digital eye cannot see you. Only my human eye can. The President did blind me: with a rubber bullet, in that protest decades ago, when I was still young. Just like in Byzantium. But he only half finished the job.”

Zoya did feel calm. Her work was unfinished, yes. But in the end all work was unfinished. She paused, expecting the woman to speak, but the woman placed her cup of tea down on the table and waited.

“What is the mechanism?” Zoya asked. “How do you make yourself invisible to them?”

The woman drew a cylinder from her pocket. A green light glowed at its tip. “It is called a Birnam device. It maps the disturbance you create in the world and emulates the data that would exist in your absence. It doesn’t make you invisible—it replaces you with what would be there if you were not. Like our own minds replace the blind spot in our vision with what should be there. But only machines are vulnerable to it. An acetylene torch against the electronic cage they put us in.”

“Extraordinary.”

The woman put the device back in her pocket. “I have read your book so many times, Zoya Alekseyevna: ‘There is no solution to disagreement,’” she recited. “‘There is no technology that can overcome it, no leader that can repress it. There is only the eternal flow of argument …’”

“I have forgotten more of my book than I remember,” Zoya said.

“That is one of my favorite passages,” the woman said. “I have memorized so many of them. We all have.”

“You aren’t here to kill me.”

“You seem disappointed.”

No winter to fear, yet.

Except the one in the mind.

Winter, when the snow lay heavy in the clearing. When nothing but narrow paths ran through it—miniature mountain passes, cut between drifted peaks. When the world shrank until it was only her, in the dimness of the cabin, alone with her thoughts, and the robot, sitting in its wooden chair, working on a piece of embroidery.

“Tell me a story,” she would say. And the robot would—but the stories it told were flat and characterless, even if on their surface they might seem the same as human stories. Its stories did nothing but make her feel more alone.

Was it as simple as that? Did she wish for death because she could not face another winter alone?

She had felt relieved, knowing her last moments had come.

Now that relief was gone. What did she feel? Afraid? No. Exhausted.

“It was an irony,” Zoya said, “when the President imprisoned me here, in the taiga. Here, where I spent my early days on scientific expeditions. Where I believed I was forging an identity as a naturalist, not an activist. But exiling me here, and then not allowing me to wander the forest, was a particular cruelty. The taiga is scope and drama: summer rains that drown areas the size of France, late-spring snow that falls on places no human has ever seen. The grand struggle for existence. I cannot see it. And even if I were free to roam, it would be no good to me now. It has been stained.”

“By what?”

“By a lifetime of human politics,” Zoya said. “All I see are allegories everywhere for human behavior. I want to stop comparing the plants and animals to us, but I can’t. And those comparisons are not fair to them. But if you are not here to kill me, then what is this? A visit? You came to see what is left of me, after all these years alone?”

“No, Zoya Alekseyevna. No.” The woman covered Zoya’s hand. Like a granddaughter would.

My book has been with her for so long. My words are etched in her. She feels she knows me.

It was the first human touch Zoya had felt in five years. She clasped the woman’s hand in return.

“We need you again, Zoya Alekseyevna.”

Something woke in Zoya at those words. Yes—there it was. She had survived these years in exile because of this. Because she had known—hadn’t she?—that she would be needed again. That she would have a purpose again. She would be of use again.

“We need you,” the woman said again, “but we cannot free you. So I have come to duplicate you.”
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Lilia

The Federation

“Citizen, can you come with me?”

The man wore the gray uniform of a people’s safety warden.

Lilia followed him to the convenience annex. It was a booth so small that no more than one person could sit in it. A bamboo-paper cup of tea rested in a plastic holder on a narrow counter. Faces scrolled on the screens surrounding the swivel chair at the booth’s center—faces in green-framed boxes, face after face of the people passing on the sidewalks for blocks around. In the corner of each screen rotated a golden icon of the President’s face.

Hovering in the center of one of the displays was her own face, frozen in blank non-thought as she exited the convenience store. It had a yellow frame around it. A halo of other images also surrounded it—video stills of her waiting for a crossing light, of her walking down the sidewalk.

“Your name is Lilia Vitalyevna Rybakova.”

“Yes.”

“This is your personal identification number.”

“Yes.”

The warden held out a hand. “Your terminal.”

He placed her terminal on the scanpad. It pulsed green: no forbidden apps, no contraband code.

The people’s safety warden touched Lilia’s image on the screen, tracing a shortcut glyph. An aerial view of the neighborhood came up, a grid of streets overlaid by circles. One circle was bright against the rest. A yellow dot outside its edge indicated her position. “You are in violation of your conditional release,” the warden said. “You have strayed from your circumference.”

“That can’t be right. This is my regular store … I came here yesterday.”

“Yes,” he said. “I register that. Your circumference was reduced since then.”

“For what? I haven’t done anything.”

The warden swiped another glyph on the screen, bringing up the multifactor rainbow of her social credit score. Next to it, a red arrow pointed down: –30 on the positive influence on others bar.

“I don’t even understand what that could be.”

The warden shrugged. “Perhaps you not understanding is the problem.”

At home, Lilia put groceries away in the refrigerator. When she took the flour from the polymesh shopping bag and placed it on the counter, a small black dot crawled away from it. Then another.

She lifted the paper sack. It was riddled with insect holes. Infested.

Great, she thought. She had long ago learned not to say sarcastic things aloud. And of course, now I can’t even return it.

“Papa?”

Vitaly was in the living room. The mandatory feedscreen muttered away, reduced to its lowest legal volume. Onscreen the President shook hands in a white and gold room. On the wall behind him was his portrait. His icon rotated in the corner of the screen.

Lilia called that a “three-in-one.” Never aloud, of course.

Vitaly was asleep. The bottle of painkillers sat next to him on the tray table.

Thirty points gone from her social credit score. How had it happened?

“I can’t go to church today. The standing is killing me. The pain in my hip is too much.”

“Stay home, then.”

Yes—that must be it. “Stay home, then.” Ten points a word.

Standing for more than an hour sent pain through the side of his body. It was difficult for him to bear without extra painkillers. But the painkillers affected his judgment. The last time he took them before church, he had almost laughed during the service, when a child stumbled out of place and got smacked in the butt with the thurible.

His stifled laughter had (hopefully) gone unnoticed—but such things couldn’t be risked. So, the week afterward Vitaly had skipped the painkillers. He’d stood there in the cave of the church, pale as the martyrs frescoed into the plaster of the walls, a nauseated medieval green, gritting his teeth and crossing himself, beads of sweat rolling down his pain-creased face.

Stay home, then.

She could have said nothing.

No—fifteen points for silence, probably. Or maybe even the same thirty points. Who knows? Maybe more.

She should have argued with her father, tried to convince him he should go to church, but communicated somehow that she didn’t mean it.

But maybe even that wouldn’t have been enough.

Perhaps you not understanding is the problem.

There weren’t any stores within her reduced radius. If they needed flour, Vitaly would now have to limp out to get it. If his social credit score was still high enough. They could not rely on the charity of neighbors: few would risk their own social credit to help a neighbor, not knowing how the authorities would view their assistance.

She wasn’t sure he’d make it. His hip joint was failing. He was far down the line for a replacement.

The church was right around the corner, though. Maybe they could live on nothing more than incense and the platitudes half sung in Father Christophoros’s baritone. Maybe they could live on the communion wafers they had to choke down every Sunday.

Maybe they could miracle some bread out of Father Christophoros’s sonorous, baritone bullshit.

Speaking of bread—she went back into the kitchen. The ruined flour would have to be thrown away. Or could they even afford to throw it away? Would they have to eat it, bugs and all? Had it come to that?

The bag had a large hole in its corner, and flour had spilled out.

The flour was moving on the counter, swarmed by black dots.

Nausea surged through her.

Then words formed, the black dots pushing the flour into shape.

control expression

She was already doing so. It was one of the things her country taught a person to do first.

The lines of text appeared, nudged into shape by the swarm of tiny bots, then smeared away. Each phrase was replaced by a new line, one after another.

birnam device in flour sack

when ready

depress tip to use

tan lada niva across from playground

must be today

take nothing

remember not all surveillance electronic

if caught

birnam device is death sentence

After smearing the last line away, the black dots streamed into the sink and down the drain.

They could read her pulse with the cameras, of course. Read it via the change of blood flow to her skin, invisible to the naked eye. But an elevated pulse could be caused by almost anything—they knew she had been told, minutes before, that her circumference had been reduced. She might be thinking about that. That would account for the nausea she had experienced as well. The cameras would see nausea.

She opened the refrigerator, pretending to take inventory.

Where were the cameras? Yes—the bag of flour, and the text that had been written, was in a blind spot.

A Birnam device. The programmers she’d worked with in London, where she had been studying until six months ago (had it been that short a time? Six months, and a lifetime), had called them “portable holes.” None of them had ever seen one. They cost, it was rumored, a few million pounds each.

Who would take that kind of risk on her?

And of course, having one here was a death sentence.

A death sentence, or a way out.

A choice.

But given to her by whom?

She crossed the tiny kitchen and looked out the window, giving herself time to think.

The city stretched off into the distance, composed of unlike fragments: an onion dome, the gray skeleton of an office tower rising over rotting red-tile roofs, a scabrous line of apartment blocks. There was a hideous ten-story building they used to call the “dinosaur.” Clad in prefabricated green tile panels, it lay like the peeling corpse of a brontosaurus near the central park.

The city looked almost the same as it had twenty years ago. Except for the intrusion of a blue-glass tower and a newer block of apartments reserved for apparatchiks, clad in dull white plastimarble, the view was no different from the view of her childhood.

From here, you couldn’t see the convenience annexes gridded through the streets. You couldn’t see the invisible loops limiting the movements of those on “conditional release.” Those circles were the city’s true geography. Overlapping orbits of limitation.

In London, they had said half the Federation’s citizens were on conditional release. Of course, those numbers were the guesswork of international NGOs and “foreign agents” pushed into permanent exile decades ago.

Guesswork, but probably accurate enough.

Sometimes, walking down the street, she imagined she could tell who the people on conditional release were. They were the ones minding their steps a little more. They were the ones checking their terminals a bit too often, watching the map of their perimeter to make sure they didn’t stray over the edge.

You were always about to stray. You always walked right up to the edge of your circle. At the zoo, as a child, Lilia remembered watching the polar bears pace back and forth in front of the glass. They gouged barren streaks in the grass of their enclosures. The boundary line. And the other animals—the tigers, the monkeys, the lions—they did it too.

They were marking the edge of where they could be. The edge of their terrain. I can go this far. Here, but no farther.

The instinct of any animal. And what I want is to go farther.

That was the hidden city. The real city: the city of circles. Some were larger than others, encompassing most of the city. Others were the size of a neighborhood. Some were no larger than a city block. Smaller and smaller, like flecks of foam on a wave. Overlapping with one another, or inside one another. Within each noose the little dot traced its arc along the border.

If the buildings disappeared, if the city were a grassy field, the people walking their circles would rut their edges right into the soil itself. Their imprisonment would be visible to satellites as an arced calligraphy paced into the ground.

She found herself thinking, again, of London. The London in her mind was a university quad dusted with snow. The sound of church bells from an unseen cathedral. She was there, with her terminal tucked under her arm and her breath a cold crystal cloud, hurrying. Going somewhere. Other students hurried here and there under a sunset sky, cutting paths through snow stained the color of the sunset clouds.

London was not like that all the time—not nearly. Almost never. But it had been like that for a moment. And it always felt like that to her, in her memories of it, now that it was a place she could never return to.

Or could she? Was it possible that the Birnam device, the message carved out of flour by that swarm of insect nanobots, was the opening of a door—the beginning of a return?

Her home was not here. Her home was in London. She had felt that as soon as she stepped off the plane here. Her father was here, but her home no longer was. She had come to say goodbye forever.

And then—this. Her freedom had been so fragile. Cut from paper. All it took to make it disappear was a visit to her father.

She had left Palmer at the airport, thinking she would hardly have time to miss him. She would be back in two weeks.

She’d waved goodbye to him while the security tube angled its blades of light over her. Nothing but a twitch of her finger while the machine blatted at her to stay still.

One last visit to her father, and she could commit to freedom completely.

She had barely stepped off the plane when she felt the hand on her shoulder.

She sat in a plastic chair in a police station, still fantasizing about her “rights.” Rights she’d left back there, along with her new life.

They broke her terminal’s encryption in five hours. She had thought it was perfect. They had found a vulnerability in her system that was more perfect. A zero-day vulnerability that had probably been built into every terminal in the world, waiting for this moment to trap her.

The only illicit thing on her terminal was a secure chat app she used to communicate with Palmer. Her only link to him. She had risked it, because she felt—what? That there had to be something, a thread at least, left to connect them. That she might, otherwise, become lost forever. She had promised herself she would message him no more than once a day. Every few days, even. As little as possible, to avoid detection.

A minuscule risk, she told herself. A way of assuring herself that she would come back from behind the Federation’s firewall. Home was London, and Palmer, and she needed that link.

A lifeline.

A forbidden Western app.

At the moment of her arrest, she remembered a passage from The Forever Argument:

From that moment, we understood that the state was everywhere. The state did not need to anticipate us: it was always with us. It shaped the mistakes we would make, and it was there to take us into its prisons when we made them.

When they put her in the back of the van, she thought it would be the Public-Private Enterprise Camps, the PPECs, for sure. Or worse.

But the van sat in a parking lot until a people’s safety warden opened the back door, handed her scrubbed terminal to her, and told her she would be placed on “conditional release.” Details uploaded to her terminal, including the exact limits to her freedom of movement, expression, and entertainment. He read off the applicable codex. Thank you, and have a good day.

The van dropped her at her home address and sped away to process the next citizen.

She had known, walking up the steps, entering the half-light of the stairwell she had run up and down so many thousand times as a child, that she would never see her life in London again. Never see Palmer again.

And when her father opened the door, and she saw the look of horror on his face at seeing her back here, she knew how enormous the mistake she had made was.

She had destroyed everything, and there was no way back. No possible way to make amends.

Standing in her kitchen, Lilia picked up the mesh shopping bag. She reached into the burst bag of flour. The Birnam device was there.

But where could she disappear? She knew: Near the garbage cans behind the building, there was a blind spot. The children who played in the courtyard had found it. It was where they gathered for their more secret games.

The children always knew where there were no cameras.

She slung the mesh bag over her shoulder.

She did not say goodbye to her father. She could not. On any other day she would not wake him to say goodbye, if she were only going out for groceries. This had to look like any other day.

Near the rear of the building, Lilia Vitalyevna Rybakova walked out of the range of camera 0275-0q37858, passing into what technicians termed an “observation shadow.” Three seconds later, judging by her pace, she should have come back into view, picked up by camera 0275-0q37878.

She never did.
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