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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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PART 1
CASH


1

AMON’S APARTMENT

A pane of darkness descended on the room for an instant, blacking out the hazy image of a man sitting in a garden, like a curtain falling on a mid-performance stage.

These fleeting slivers of absence came and went intermittently, relentlessly, and Amon Kenzaki did his best to fight them off for as long as he could bear, in the hopes of filling his bank account. But it wasn’t easy, even for him.

For the umpteenth time, the man in the garden said: “Blinking is money. Blinking is choice. Blink less to save yourself, to save yourself, to save your moneeee—” He extended the final vowel, humming it in monotone until his voice grew crackly and he ran out of breath.

Sitting alone on a chair in his apartment, Amon was taking an online blink reduction seminar. By mastering this simple method, the promotional video had promised, students could reduce their number of blinks per minute and, with daily practice, retrain their eyelids until blinking less frequently became automatic.

The man in the garden was called “the guru.” No one seemed to care if he had another name, least of all Amon. He had richly-tanned skin and long silken hair tied in a ponytail. He sat on an emerald green rug, his legs crossed with each foot resting on the opposite thigh, his hands stacked palms down on his lap and his eyes half-closed. A gray shawl, with a pattern of lustrous, burgundy stitching looping elegantly along the edges, was wrapped diagonally over his right shoulder and around his waist. In front of him was a still, clear pond. Behind, lush ferns bowed out of porcelain flower pots the size of kegs. The pond reflected the guru’s seated form along with the garden background. The reflection and the original evenly split Amon’s visual field top to bottom, forming a symmetrical double-image like a mandala. This scene was projected for Amon on his eyescreen, a display integrated with his eyes, appearing as a semitransparent overlay on the cream-colored walls of his room. Every time he blinked it disappeared for a fraction of a second and returned.

“Find the space without space where the eyelid meets the brow,” said the guru. “There in the emptiness you will find the frugal mind, the parsimonious mind, the creditable mind.”

Amon sat motionless on a fold-up chair with his spine straight, his feet flat on the floor, and his palms resting on his thighs while listening intently to the lesson. As instructed, he focused on the top of his eyelids. The trick was to keep the eyes open until they felt dry but close them just before they started to sting. Close too early and the time until the next blink would be that much shorter. Wait too long and the body would detect strain and compensate by making the eyes more sensitive, hastening the onset of stinging in the next blink cycle and spurring a premature shut. But with consummate timing, the duration of the dry sensation could be extended to its limit, and with successful repetition, the eyes would gradually adjust, incrementally postponing stinging and lengthening the period between each blink nanosecond by nanosecond.

After a few minutes of silence, the guru repeated his mantra: “Blinking is money. Blinking is choice. Blink less to save yourself, to save yourself, to save your moneeee—” Many voices joined in unison with the guru, layering over and amplifying his voice. Unlike the other students participating from their various locations, Amon remained silent. The website audio settings made the guru’s voice loudest, and the heavily-accented Japanese he spoke stood out in the mix. It was difficult for Amon to identify what kind of accent. It might have been Indian; it might have been Chinese; it might also have been German, or a hybrid of all three. Whatever the origin, distinctive pronunciation and intonation endowed the guru with a certain exotic authority, as though coming from a distant, undefined land were a prerequisite to be an authentic master of frugality. The guru went quiet, leaving the students to chant without him. Placid intensity seemed to radiate from his tanned forehead, as though he were deeply focused on something … perhaps his eyelids.

“Blinking is money.” Amon reflected on this phrase. The wording was a bit crude, but he had to admit the statement was true. More blinking=less money. Less blinking=more money. Like every other action, blinking was a kind of intellectual property, the usage of which required payment of a licensing fee. Every time he blinked, jumped, sang, downloaded music, played hopscotch, ate a waffle, or did anything by choice, the network of sensors and chips implanted invisibly under his skin detected the corresponding muscle movement and nerve signals. This embodied computer system—his BodyBank—then transferred the action-data to GATA, which checked who owned the rights to the action-property at that moment and gave them permission to withdraw the money instantly from his account.

A single blink wasn’t all that expensive. In fact, compared to other daily actions like walking and eating, the price of each blink in the action-transaction marketplace was relatively cheap. But people were incessantly blinking, thought Amon, and the costs added up like grains of sand falling one by one through an hourglass until, before you knew it, a significant portion of creditime had been spent.

Differentiating the sensation of dryness from stinging and anticipating the critical moment before one changed to the other required a subtle awareness that took weeks to cultivate, and full habituation of the eyes took many months more. This meant a sizeable investment of creditime, but it seemed worth it to Amon. According to PennyPinch, his accounting consultant application, the cost of tuition would be paid off in one month if he could cut down by a quarter blink per minute—a conservative estimate given that the website promotional video had promised a reduction by two.

However adept he became though, blinking costs could never be brought to zero. A certain portion of every day required the use of sight—working and commuting hours at the bare minimum—during which time blinking was inevitable; and, as Amon was pained to admit, any attempt to keep his eyes constantly peeled would be overridden by reflexes that protected them from damage. Keeping the eyes closed too long—even while resting—was equally risky in its own way, as GATA might interpret this as sleeping, napping, daydreaming, or some such action even more pricey than blinking. Amon remembered an era when squinting had been the trendy alternative in cost-cutting circles, but the fee had risen over the years perhaps due to increased demand, making this approach no longer feasible. Easy shortcuts were invariably false trails when it came to budgeting. The essence of deep frugality was devoted training; meticulously honing choices in the narrow realm of volition left for Free Citizens between involuntary bodily functions and the uncontrollable world, as though walking a tightrope between the twin precipices of fate.

Without changing his upright posture, the guru picked up a handful of lavender petals from a straw basket at his left side and tossed them into the pond. The petals fluttered briefly in the air as they fell, bleached almost white in the sunlight, before landing gently in the water. Circular ripples expanded outwards from each impact point, colliding with each other and breaking into fragments of intersecting arcs that wavered on the verge of dissolution. Some petals remained floating on the elastic tension of the water’s surface, and others, located at the meeting point of multiple subtle waves, were engulfed by the gentle sloshing and sank slowly out of sight.

“Don’t give in to the craving mind, the spending mind, the bankrupt mind. Embrace the frugal mind, the parsimonious mind, the creditable mind.”

Amon had been sitting still so long there was now a kink in his neck, and his buttocks felt numb from the pressure of his own weight against the hard plastic seat, but he would not give in to the spending mind and resisted fidgeting even the slightest. Some tenets of the guru’s philosophy, like prohibitions on eating yeast and sleeping with pillows, Amon found difficult to accept. And he felt no solidarity with the anonymous students whose voices he heard, as they seemed to believe that chanting out loud was a meritorious deed that would one day reap pecuniary rewards while Amon saw such vocalization as a senseless waste of money. Instead, he preferred to recite in his mind, the only domain in existence where all actions were complimentary.

Superstitions aside, the guru’s techniques were great allies in the battle for thrift. He also offered a breath reduction course that Amon had completed the previous winter. With daily practice he had managed to bring his total monthly expenses down by 0.06 percent, a result he found very satisfying. He had also enrolled in the guru’s voiding and urination reduction courses, but withdrew when these actions were nationalized, making them a part of the public domain and no longer subject to licensing fees. Headed by the great leader Lawrence Barrow, the ruling Moderate Choice Party was pushing for nationalization of blinking, insisting it was not truly volitional but merely an autonomic physiological function. This gave Amon some hope that all the guru’s methods might one day become obsolete, allowing him to invest his creditime elsewhere. Yet fierce debate raged on with the Absolute Choice Party, which opposed such policies to increase spending and pushed instead for privatization of heartbeating. With no resolution to the wrangling in sight—

The guru whipped his right hand out and snatched at the air before him, as though sensing Amon’s wandering mind floating there and wrenching him back to attention. The ripples in the pond had dissipated, and the few petals remaining on the surface bobbed and swayed softly.

Amon tried to dissolve his discreditable thoughts and pay attention to his eyelids, but something was nagging at him, and this time it wasn’t perennial political issues. He usually took pride in his ability to focus—his concentration test score had been perfect after all, a rare achievement only matched by prodigies like Chief Executive Minister Lawrence Barrow. But today something was wrong. Extraneous thoughts crept into his mind like worms into a dark burrow. The more effort he put into blocking them out, reinforcing the cave walls, the more persistently they encroached, squirming and gnawing ravenously at whatever he paid attention to. Meanwhile, his blinks kept firing off rapidly irrespective of his intentions, like a camera shutter gone haywire.

It had been almost twelve hours since he’d contacted Rick and still there was no answer. But if I don’t hear back soon then … And what if he … a rampant swarm of fears and apprehensions disrupted his attempts to change the mental subject and direct conscious efforts back at his blinking.

Reluctantly accepting his lack of clarity, Amon did a combination of slight twitches with his right index and middle finger. The sensors in his hand recognized the command for close window and the scene of the guru disappeared. All that remained was the unmade futon at his feet, the cream wall ahead, and his action-transaction readout, a small box of text in the bottom right corner of his eye that inexorably recorded his lifetime of enacted choices and their ever-fluctuating price. Without moving his head, Amon glanced at the readout:

[image: image]

He watched as the owner of blink rapidly changed hands: first it was Xian Te, then the TTY Group, then R-Lite, all within thirty seconds. These companies were based outside Japan, so the licensing fees had to be paid in their respective foreign currency. Amon kept the money in his checking account diversified, so that his smart trading application, CleverBarter, could automatically pay his bills in the currency with the best exchange rate at that moment. But Amon had set the readout to display fees in the equivalent Japanese yen value, which he found more intuitive. The price for each execution of blinking bounced around constantly, although for the time being it never strayed far from five-hundred yen. This was actually a misleadingly low price, Amon knew. It had to be corrected for early morning economic stagnation. By the time afternoon inflation kicked in, all licensing fees would be much higher, perhaps exponentially higher depending on how badly the morning market crashes went. Amon activated PennyPinch to help him tally his blink expenses that morning. The result appeared immediately. His performance was poor: in fact, the blink frequency had been slightly above his average. Amon sighed.

Amon hated sighing, but whenever he failed to be frugal, bone-deep guilt and disappointment overcame him, and the urge became irresistible. Sighing was dangerous for him. It was an expensive act that wasted his funds and amped up his guilt further, which in turn made him want to sigh again. If he wasn’t careful, he could get caught in an unending spiral of sighing about sighs about sighs that would plunge him into the pit of bankruptcy. Of course nothing approaching this had ever happened. He had never sighed more than twice in a row. Yet the downward sigh spiral was his deepest fear, something that might have manifested in his nightmares, if his sleeping life had been filled with anything other than the dream, the only dream he ever had anymore …

For some reason, he found himself wondering what it would be like to be the wall before him. The wall had no impulses to quell or desires to prioritize. No incentives to succeed, nor consequences if it didn’t. Admittedly it also had no BodyBank, and Amon could hardly envy existence without money and freedom. (He might as well have envied bankrupts!) All the same, he found himself wishing the wall would imbibe his consciousness with just a taste of its droning, dull stasis.

Soon a circular patch of skin on the center of his belly began to vibrate and the ding of a twentieth century cash register went off, his alarm telling him it was creditime to head off for work.


2

A TOKYO SUBWAY

The salarymen and office ladies were crammed together so tight on the train it was as though their bodies had fused into one; a thousand-headed beast swaying to and fro with each acceleration and deceleration, each bump or snag on the track. Vertical poles were installed near the doors, and plastic loops hung in rows from two rails running in parallel along the length of the ceiling, but many commuters were stranded out of reach from these handholds. A cluster of them leaned on Amon for support as he stood gripping an overhead rail with two hands, his body an integral strand binding the disparate fibers of this amalgamated organism.

A foot or so taller than most, Amon looked out over a dense headscape topped with trim haircuts. The supporting necks poked up from white collars drawn tight with conservatively-patterned ties and edged with dark jacket lapels. Despite their expressions of stifled discomfort and vacant denial of their surroundings, every one of these commuters, men and women alike, managed to look exquisitely good. All eyes were clear and animated, all hair was lustrous and meticulously set, all lips were moist and vibrant, all teeth straight and gleaming white, all features in just the right proportion, size and arrangement to bring out that person’s best qualities. They were so impeccably beautiful you could take any person at random, magnify their skin a hundredfold, and it would look just as glassy smooth, without bumps, misplaced hairs or even pores.

This supernaturally attractive crowd was visible to Amon by way of the ImmaNet, a global communication network that matched up the world seen by the naked eye with a veneer of graphics and information infoseen by the eyescreen integrated into every Free Citizen’s retina. Using a kind of software called digimake, it was easy to design a personalized overlay and attach it to your body, as though sketching a portrait on tracing paper, modifying it, and pasting it atop the model. When the people around Amon moved, the ImmaNet ensured their digimade appearance moved with them, the digital world inextricably bound to its naked counterpart. There were no bad hair days, no bulging veins, no sunspots or hairy moles, no red eye, yellow teeth, dangling nose-hairs or crooked smiles, no crumpled shirts, mismatched ties or poorly-fitted suits. Average faces were coded with distinction, strange faces averaged into charm, the power of digimake cleansing the metropolis of ugliness like the alchemical light of some esthetic deity.

Yet the ImmaNet was limited to only two senses—sight and hearing—and Amon’s sense of touch belied the spectacle. Nowhere could he see even a dab of fat; every office lady either voluptuous or slender, every salaryman brawny or slim. But he could feel flab and untoned muscle pressing in all around him: a squishy love handle on his side, a soft bicep on his belly, a sagging breast on the small of his back.

The air was filled with the scent of perfume, spray-on deodorant, and mild halitosis. Jets of A/C continuously blasted the top of his head, still sweaty from his walk through humid streets to the train station a few minutes earlier. This injected an almost nauseating chill into his blood, yet soothed the heat seeping from his cocoon of clammy fabric-covered flesh.

Amon had his arms upraised in front of him, his hands gripping the cold metal rail overhead. He allowed his torso to lean with the train’s juddering momentum but kept his feet firmly planted on the floor, never stepping from his spot, while he focused on his diaphragm in keeping with the breath reduction method he had mastered. To make up for his failure at blink reduction back in his apartment, it was imperative that he utilize these spare minutes in transit effectively and limit inessential actions. Amon believed in living in the now.

Breath reduction was very much like blink reduction, in that it was all about finding the golden mean. First, he made each breath long, but not so long that GATA would register it as deep breathing, a relatively expensive action. A breath was marked as “deep” after a precise amount of time (specified by the definition of the action-property) had elapsed since it was initiated. Through repeated practice, Amon had drilled this duration into his nerves until he developed a visceral intuition of exactly when to stop, so that respiration would be maximally drawn out without ever quite being deep.

At the same time, he regulated the pauses between the beginning and end of each inhalation and exhalation. Once again, the trick was balance: the pauses had to be lengthened, but never so long as to be registered as holding breath, another expensive action. Successful pausing also required subtle awareness of air hunger. Like the sensation of dryness in the eyes, the sensation of air hunger was a sign of impending reflexes that would jack up average breath frequency and safeguard homeostasis. According to the guru, the timing of the onset of air hunger varied from individual to individual and, after months of training, Amon had finally discovered his personal ideal. He could halt his lungs right up until the moment just before the action was labeled as holding breath, but by about the third or fourth consecutive breath cycle, he always detected a premonition of air hunger and knew that for the next few breaths he had to stop slightly earlier. Ever striving to calibrate his respiration into a more cost-effective pattern, he manipulated the muscles around his solar plexus, gently guiding their expansion and contraction, stoppering the faintest whispers of physiological imbalance before they could amplify into profligate nervous system echoes.

All over the train car interior—on the walls, windows, and handrails; the seats, bag-rack and floor; in every space visible between, above and below the tight horde of bodies—a kaleidoscope of advertainment squirmed. In an effort to ignore it, Amon stared at the back of a woman standing a few paces in front of him. She was wearing a navy blue blazer, her light brown hair falling loose to just below her shoulders. He kept his eyes fixed on a point a few centimeters beneath the tips of her hair, pretending the light and color dancing in his peripheral wasn’t there. Yet even still, he caught fleeting glimpses out of the corner of his eye. An apple with an eardrum pulsated to a silent beat; a group of women sat at a sleek white bar before dark green smoothies laughing uproariously; a penguin waddled alone through a department store with a Koku brand cigar sticking from its mouth. These myriad fragments of story and image were rendered in dynamic 3D, indistinguishable from the vistas of naked perception. They appeared within frames of different shapes and sizes that covered every inch of the surfaces, like shards of a broken mirror that had cobbled themselves together, a shuffling mosaic of jagged portals to alternate realms.

Lone tableaux and snippets of scenes leapt from their display fragments into the edges of Amon’s visual field in quick succession, like lightning flashes only half seen. Two male hands shaking firmly against a tropical ocean backdrop; a tortoise on wooden floorboards watching a form hidden beneath white sheets pump up and down; the truncated, triangular squiggles of the Kavipal logo. One after the other, they tried to grab his attention, but the attempt was in vain. Never for a moment did Amon look away from the navy blue fabric, for that would have meant wasting his money. The ImmaNet was constantly detecting the focal point of his eyes and charging him for the image rights of whatever he looked at. This would have included the woman, except she had waived the licensing fees for her back unlike the advertising agencies that managed chunks of the train, as people were generally sociable and wanted to encourage friendly attention, whereas companies were confident that their content could enthrall viewers into paying their rates and using their actions.

Such confidence was misplaced in Amon’s case, however, because he had configured his privacy settings to hide all his personal information. This allowed him to elude the powerful marketing algorithms that controlled how the InfoFlux presented itself from one instant to the next. Usually these programs displayed a different selection of content to each individual depending on their preferences, goals, vital signs, mood, age, job, gender. They then recorded the frequency and length of time each item was viewed, calculated viewing tendencies, and used the result to provide a new bundle of content the following second. This attention analysis loop ensured that material displayed to any one person was the best possible match for their desires at that moment. But since Amon kept marketers in the dark about who he was, their algorithms could only work with anonymous factors like location, date, and time of day. As a result, the majority of what he saw on that rush hour train was geared towards the “working professional,” not specifically to him. He realized that in configuring his settings this way, he was sacrificing his chance to inhabit a personally meaningful world; a world always funny to him, exciting to him, moving to him, full of wit and art and drama, and miraculous goods he never knew he wanted. But a meaningful world was a distracting world, and distractions were inimical to frugality. By increasing the chances that things in his vicinity were boring, Amon ensured that they were much easier to ignore. Admittedly, flicking his eyes away from the woman’s back to watch something—anything—would have been more interesting than the dull fabric of her blazer, but that was where willpower came in. After every exhalation, Amon checked the alignment of his eye-line in relation to her shoulders, correcting the slightest drift in any direction by bringing it back to center.

Accompanying the amorphous promosurround, a spastic audio clash—like the simultaneous playback of infinite microphones placed at every point in time and space—whispered in Amon’s ears. Every second, distinct sounds would rise out of this faint infoblather and grow in volume—a syllable, a clack, a symphonic gasp—synched with the segments pelting the fringes of his vision. In the background, he could hear the people around him mumbling, and see them twitching their hands as they entered BodyBank commands, all engaged in some online diversion. Sometimes he felt their eyes on him too.

The frequent glances and occasional stares of strangers used to make Amon uncomfortable, but he was used to it now, having learned years ago to accept that he stood out, even amongst this edited crowd. This was partly because of his stature and exotic looks. Height was something difficult to fake without heels or platform shoes, since you had to pay by the millimeter to the company that owned the right to increase it, and his facial features would have been a fortune to render graphically if he hadn’t been born this way. Going on what he’d heard about his origin, and that wasn’t much, Amon was of Persian and Japanese descent. His dark hair buzzed short, his skin light brown, he had a softly-rounded, longish nose above a thin line of moustache. Most distinguishing of all was his combination of double-folded Asian eyelids and greenish-blue eyes, kindled with an acute, almost daring glint that contrasted with his serious demeanor. Enhanced with digimake—his joined eyebrows divided and elegantly arced, the stretched pores in his cheeks left by teenage acne filled in like potholes, his slightly off-kilter front teeth reoriented, the curvature of his cheeks streamlined for greater symmetry—Amon was undeniably intriguing.

But more than this, what most drew curious glances and sometimes stares was his uniform. Over his lithe torso and long but powerfully-toned limbs, he wore a gray suit with a gray shirt and a gray tie, as though tailored out of pure concrete. The letters “GATA” printed in jagged lavender font on the right breast. It was an oddly bland uniform for the most feared profession in the Free World, but the outfit made up for deficiencies in design with usefulness. From a distance it was inconspicuous, a shade of nethercolor the eye dismissed as irrelevant, a mere shadow of the city amidst the flood of images. Up close, when the spectator noticed that the gray was full body, it was immediately recognizable, instilling terror in those who took his presence as a sign their time had come. No one in the vicinity of Amon showed special deference, but they all knew what he was and Amon sensed their gut tension. A gray uniform meant Liquidators, and Liquidators meant …

An announcement politely gave the name of the next stop and the train began to slow. Amon glanced at his AT readout and had PennyPinch calculate his respiration rate. For the past several minutes it was below his average, and even approached his personal record. He was beginning to feel proud of himself for redeeming his earlier failure with blinking, when thinking about this failure reminded him of what had caused it and his mind turned again towards Rick. Anxious thoughts began to tug insistently on his focus, dragging it off his breathing.

When the image of a solar cowboy and a winged princess flickered into view, Amon turned his head up to look straight at its source, hoping that by losing himself in advertainment he might evade his worries. Emerging from a warped, asymmetrical octagon in the ceiling, the cowboy gazed at the horizon of a turquoise desert landscape as three red suns rose. He wore a leather vest over a dark green shirt, sunglasses with red transparent lenses, and a sleek blaster in a holster at each hip. The blonde-haired princess stood beside him and sprayed her bleach-white teeth with a lipstick-sized canister, the light glittering on the pink tinsel of her dress.

“I been all cross this galaxy,” drawled the cowboy. “From the Dragon Nebula to the Plasma Sea, and I’ve never seen anything sparkle like yer smile.” He looked the princess in the eyes and she smiled again, flapping her wings bashfully and giving her teeth another spray. A hyperlink for a website where the spray could be downloaded appeared in the sky above her head.

A flaming asteroid hurtled through the stars towards the turquoise planet …

He wouldn’t seriously … not today … Amon’s internal monologue interrupted. Despite his efforts to get entertained, it chattered on and on. In a last act of desperation, he tried to combine this monologue with the audio and visuals of the space opera, the sensation of cold air and warm bodies, the smell of perfume and bad breath, the feeling of eyes on him, the frustration at his failure, melding sensations and thoughts and emotions in his consciousness to create an incoherent synesthetic noise that could not interfere with the frugal task at hand. Don’t give in to the bankrupt mind! But it was no good. His attention refused to stay on his lungs.

Guilt welled up inside him and he sighed, then immediately regretted it, as the fear of a downward sigh spiral took hold. But before a second sigh came on, the train rolled to a stop, the doors opened, and Amon felt the crowd shift around him as spurts of passengers made their way off.

[image: image]

When a new load of passengers had squashed him into place and the train started forward again, Amon did a few rhythmic finger gestures to pull up his contact book. A list of names appeared as faint translucent text over the boxed headscape. He scrolled down and clicked on Rick Ferro. Ignoring his friend’s profile stills and description, Amon pulled up his map. When he saw where Rick was, his guilt and fear evaporated, and were immediately replaced by a new, stronger emotion: anger. On an abstract, bird’s-eye-view diagram of the city, a red dot blinked over one complex. It was Rick’s apartment building in Kiyosumi. He was still at home and would undoubtedly be late for work if he didn’t leave within a few seconds. The very idea was outrageous, and Amon clenched the handrail tight in his fists.

In his head, he tried to roughly calculate the cost of calling Rick, given the current level of inflation. He knew they were long overdue for a talk, but had been putting it off and putting it off and putting it off. Whenever he thought of the immense fees just for dialing and hanging up, not to mention all the speaking, he froze up. As the weeks and months passed, the problem had only worsened. Finally, the previous evening he had broken down and texted him, but it had been more than twelve hours and there was still no response. Amon didn’t like being ignored under regular circumstances, but today was an important day and he took this as an exceptional insult.

Amon had been waiting patiently long enough.

He traced a tiny circle in the air with his thumb and pointer finger. A keyboard appeared in front of him and he brought his right hand down from the pole to begin typing, his fingers striking air.

RCK. U THAIR? WI NEEED 2 TAWK.

When texting, Amon intentionally wrote in garbled Japanese, as the cost of proper writing was higher. All imaginable strings of text had been patented, with phrases in commonly used languages the most expensive, recognizable derivatives of these slightly less so, and gibberish the cheapest of all. To save money, Amon entered the wrong ideograms, omitted and reordered phonetic characters, mixed in Roman letters, and added redundant script as needed. Misspelling everything while still managing to create intelligible sentences required a certain knack, but was at least as fast as regular typing once it became habitual, and the cost of the occasional extra character was more than offset by the overall savings on words. [Scrambling grammar too could be a bargain, but Amon usually didn’t go that far, except occasionally when he wanted to make up for a particularly discreditable day.]

Amon waited a few moments, but there was no response. He couldn’t imagine what was holding Rick up. The man was supposed to be getting ready for work and all he had to do was send a quick message. Unless … anxiety gripped his bowels, and he air-typed rapidly.

DIJU FERGAYT? 2DEH IZ EVALUAYSHON DEH. AZ YER FREND & YER BAWSS, AYM BAYGIN U. PLEEZ B AWN TAIM!

After a few breaths and blinks, Amon fired off several more texts and tried facephoning him, but it just kept ringing and ringing. Having run out of options, he opened his favorite decision forum—Career Calibration—for advice on what to do next, and posted a brief query describing his conundrum:


HAI AWL,

MAI BAYST FREND & AI HAV BEEEN WERKING 2GETHER FER SEVIN YEERZ. WWE ALWAYZ GAWT ALAWNG GRAYT, & WERKT WAYL AZ AA TEEM. BUUT NAUW AIV BEEEN PRAMOTED & POOT EEN CHARRGE UV HEEM, & REESENTLY HEEZ BEEEN LAYT FER WERK & WAYSTING TAIM @ THA AWFIS. SINSE AIM HIZ BAWS, HIZ SLAKKING WIIL EEMPACT MAI PERFFORMANS EEVOWLUAYSHON.

2DEH IZ THA DEH WEE GAYT AUWR REZULTS & AI WAWNTED 2 MAYK SHUR HEEZ AWN TAIM, SOE AI TAYXTED HEEM LAAST NAIT & KALLED HEEM DIS MORNIN BAAT HI HAZNT RESPAWNDED. AI CHEKKED HIZ LOKAYSHON AWN THA MAAP & EEF HII DUZNT LEEV NAOW, HIIL DEHFINATELY BII LAYT. FER HIZ SAYK & MINNE, WAT SHOOD AI DOO NAYXT?

THAYNKS AZ ALWAYZ,

AMAWN



Responses began to pour in immediately:


WHY NOT THREATEN TO FIRE HIM! NO FRIEND WOULD JEOPARDIZE HIS FRIEND’S JOB LIKE THAT …

IT SOUNDS LIKE HE’S A CLOSE FRIEND OF YOURS. I THINK HE’LL REALIZE IT HIMSELF. WHY NOT WAIT FOR A SHORT WHILE AND …



Since signing up for Career Calibration several years ago, Amon had been regularly paring down his list of friends. Only those who gave consistently useful advice could comment on his posts. Even still, he had thousands of friends and there were immediately hundreds of responses. With no time to read them all before his stop, he activated SiftAssist. This application outsourced his comments to sift teams who scanned them for redundancy using specialized search engines, summarizing and categorizing each post according to content. In their haste to skim numerous orders in a limited time frame, the poorly paid sifters frequently glossed over nuanced turns of phrase, ignored crucial passages, erroneously grouped unrelated text, and totally missed sarcasm. But when confronted with a garbage heap of noise, they did a halfway-decent job of picking out the scraps of signal. Within seconds, the application had boiled all the comments down to six pieces of advice, which he reposted on the forum to see what his decision friends would recommend. In an instant their votes had been tallied:

1. Manifest in front of him right now and tell him to hurry 38%

2. Ask your boss to transfer him to another section 23%

3. Threaten to assign him menial jobs if he doesn’t fly straight 19%

4. Ask to be transferred to another section 12%

5. Let things take their course and focus on improving your results 7%

6. Other (kill your friend, quit your job, drink it off, etc.) 1%

Despite the popularity of option 1, Amon was reluctant to carry it out, and decided to consider the other alternatives before making his choice. He quickly eliminated option 2. Requesting a transfer would imply to the upper management that Rick was slacking. Amon was upset, but he wasn’t about to go and get his friend fired—not yet anyways. Next he eliminated option 4. Transferring would mean abandoning his new position as Identity Executioner, since there was only one in each squad. Given Rick’s personality, Amon knew option 3 would fire up his rebellious tendencies and rebound him deeper into truancy. The path of least resistance approach, option 5, was too risky and he promptly blocked the users who made suggestions grouped under option 6, which were too radical or absurd.

When he was done eliminating the other options, he reflected on 1 more carefully. At first he didn’t like it. In addition to being expensive, it would require violating Rick’s privacy, and that was something he really didn’t want to do.

Amon knew if he clicked on one of the commuters in his vicinity, the amount of information that popped up would vary. While most Free Citizens were willing to share certain details with marketers, sharing with strangers was a different story. Some people might allow Amon access to their name and city of residence, others added hobbies and a personality description, and the occasional exhibitionist might share their nude photos, fetishes, costume of choice, and similar quirks. But Amon took his right to anonymity seriously, knowing full well how valuable personal information was on the phishing blackmarket, and refused to disclose even the bare minimum. Complete strangers who browsed his public profile would find it empty. He allowed them to access his premium profile for a fee, but it displayed only his name. His acquaintance profile additionally listed his favorite music and most-frequented websites, but also required payment. To avoid alienating potential connections, his professional profile was complimentary, but contained only his job title, qualifications, and a speech about his goals.

Yet Amon had nothing to hide from Rick. He had given him full access to his entire inner profile and Rick had returned the gesture in kind. They could view each other’s LifeStream, blogs, fingerprints, blood type, allergies, retina pattern, DNA—you name it, they shared it. Such deep reciprocal trust was a rare treasure in the Free World, where information was advantage, and Amon didn’t want to abuse it. To carry out option 1, he would have to use the spatial location listed in Rick’s inner profile, disclosed in good faith, and manifest his perspective into his home. But Rick wasn’t responding to messages, which meant he didn’t want to be found. If Amon barged in to scold him for being late at a time like this, Rick might take it as an imposing and presumptuous abuse of their intimacy. Factor in the costs of the ensuing communication, and it was looking downright crazy. But the more Amon thought about it, the more he came to see 1 as the only viable plan; figuring that if his many decision friends hadn’t thought of something better, it probably didn’t exist.

The train slowed down with a jerk as it approached the next stop, sending Amon lurching forward in step with the bodies around him. The weight of the crowd leaning from behind pushed him right onto his toes. In that instant, he imagined himself toppling over, sinking to the floor, and being trampled under thousands of dress shoes, but quickly the momentum swung back and he regained his balance. At times like these, the spots on his body where others pressed against him felt like octopus suckers draining away his funds, and Amon was grateful that train companies subsidized licensing fees for touching to give passengers riding incentive. Although most Tokyo professionals did their jobs online from their apartments, the mall, the golf course, the salon—wherever they happened to be—some still had to commute to work for various reasons, and with the population of the metropolis being as dense as it was, this was enough to ensure the trains were filled way beyond capacity. Amon had been required to go in to the office ever since he started out at GATA seven years earlier, since the comparatively strict security systems only gave network access to those present inside, and when he was squashed in like this, he almost wished he could work from home like the others. But he dismissed this desire by reminding himself about the increasingly competitive worksphere, and the way it was demanding ever more commitment from telework employees. With accounting revisions urgently needed at 3 a.m., sales strategy brainstorms held on the toilet, and hourly quality control seminars interrupting vacations, corporate duties had invaded their lives so thoroughly that the distinction between private and work time hardly existed anymore. Many specialists said that this was a major factor behind the rising prevalence of mental disorders and suicides, and while the disorders were fine because pharmaceutical companies had a range of lucrative cures that would feed the economy, the suicides were considered a serious issue. All told, Amon preferred the crowds and their touching costs to such occupational hazards, and could only do his best to cope.

Reopening the map, he zoomed in on the red dot. A simplified outline of the apartment layout came into view: a living room, kitchen, bedroom, and veranda. The dot was located at Rick’s front door. Amon copied the coordinates into his manifestation app of choice—Teleport Surprise—and clicked to engage.

[image: image]

Amon shifted his whole audio and visual feed to a graphical copy of his body that now stood in Rick’s apartment: he could feel his clammy skin on the swaying warm flesh in the cold A/C’d air and smell the perfumed human stink, but couldn’t hear or see any of it.

Teleport Surprise had plunked him into the living room with his back to the entrance. Walls of dark brown clay rose up from a floor covered in rugs of tightly-matted reeds. Above, a ceiling of the same clay sloped diagonally upwards to a sunroof in the dead center. Windows stretched across the far end, with curtains of brownish fur from some animal of cold climes—like grizzly or wolverine—drawn aside. Outside he could see a river lined with trees and crossed by golden bridges like rings over a blue finger. In the middle of the room was a wide sofa of purple leather covered in a dull green pattern of spear-hunting figures. A huge aloe vera plant reared its vigorously ramified branches over the sofa-back, and miniature palms in slim glass vases stood on each side, their roots soaking in a clear red liquid like diluted pomegranite juice. On the left, a fireplace of smooth, silver-gray rock holding two charred logs opened from the wall. On the right, through a crack in an open door, a haphazard tangle of sheets and pillows hung suspended in a king-size hammock of shimmering silk threads.

Amon had heard that Rick recently moved from the grimy bowels of Ueno to verdant Kiyosumi, but had never before seen his new apartment. He was both stunned and appalled by the wild, sumptuous decor. There was no way Rick could afford such extravagance on their Liquidator’s salary, less so with his job on the line.

Amon bent his pinky to turn his perspective towards the front door and started in surprise, the force of his movement jostling the passengers around him. Instead of Rick there was a bundle of hair, clothing, and intertwined limbs. It was two people—not one—and Amon’s surprise quickly changed to horror when he realized what their bodies were doing: they were hugging.

Rick had his right arm around a woman’s shoulders, his left forearm vertically cradling the back of her head. She was a head shorter than him, and he crouched down to nestle his face into the nape of her neck, tufts of his tousled hair pointing straight at Amon. The woman, whose back was to Amon, had one arm wrapped behind Rick’s chest and the other behind his waist. Amon couldn’t see her face, buried as it was into Rick’s torso, but he noticed her hair: a remarkable shimmering brown. Something stirred in his memory.

Rick and the woman had yet to notice the figment of Amon standing there, and he decided to wait a few moments, hoping they would extricate from each other.

The train stopped. Amon felt bodies brush past, then space opened up around him, and a force pushed from one direction (that he guessed was of the doors) before everyone molded back into place. Still Rick and the woman clung, and listening closely, Amon could hear across the living room their deep, quivering breaths and a low-pitched mmm that made his spine crawl.

In his lifetime, Amon had enjoyed heaps of porn, acclimatizing him to harshly exultant panting, passionate moans, and vulgar pillowtalk. Yet the humming of Rick and his partner had an unfamiliar resonance, suggesting not lust but a kind of tenderness. To Amon’s ears, it seemed to carry dangerous overtones, like a time-bomb counting down with the eerie jingle of a wind-up music box. All actions concerned with dating were expensive: the purchase of bouquets, the writing of romantic poetry, dinners by candlelight. They were so expensive, in fact, that many lovers only met online; website marriage being a common practice amongst the middle class and long distance artificial insemination popular amongst the wealthy. On special occasions when face-to-face meetings did happen, Amon thought it foolish to waste creditime on holding hands, snuggling, kissing, and other behavior with a poor cost-to-stimulation ratio. He understood the need for foreplay, but it was prudent to limit minimally arousing acts so as to reserve funding for frequent, satisfying consummation … and this hug was going on far too long. He could almost smell the odor of sexual frustration and monetary irresponsibility drifting through the room (even though his olfactory senses were elsewhere, amongst the perfumed human stink).

RCK! Amon typed, but there was no reaction. Amon tried again. RCK. PLEEZ!!! Still nothing. Rick’s message alert must have been set to silent, meaning there was nothing Amon could do. Unless that is, he sent a message through his work account and bypassed the block. Sensing the awkward timing, Amon was tempted to leave the lovebirds alone and return his perspective to the train. That would be the polite thing to do. But this compassionate impulse was overwhelmed by a rising panic, like acidic light congealing in his veins. Backing off now, said a frantic inner voice, would mean leaving Rick in his spacious (read “extravagant”) new apartment to hug forever (already about one minute and thirty seconds by Amon’s count) when he was already running late for the billionth time (on evaluation day no less). If Rick wasn’t punctual, Amon might lose the respect of GATA’s upper executives. He might lose bonuses and promotions. Lose his job. His dream. Everything.

RCK. KIIP YER HANZ TUE YERSAYLF. EETS TAIM FER WERK! Amon sent an official text with an emergency tag. He had wanted to be diplomatic, but the months of pent up tension had exploded. Rick’s shoulder muscles bristled like a startled cat. He disengaged his arms from the woman and raised his head from her neck to meet Amon’s gaze.

Like Amon, Rick wore the Liquidator uniform of concrete gray. Built like a cone stood on its tip, he always kept his long, slim legs placed close together, his hips went out slightly wider, and his muscled shoulders were the broadest of all. His hair was golden-brown, bangs swept to the right over his forehead and the sides stylishly disheveled; his long chin slightly pointed with a cute little dab of fat on the end like the pads on a cat’s paw; his nose thin and longish; his eyebrows thick and straight; the white skin of his cheeks tinged with a healthy flush. Overall he was handsome, but his looks were marred somewhat by a brooding depth in his light brown eyes, always seeming to hint at some half-forgotten tragedy. Reacting to Rick’s abrupt withdrawal, the woman tilted her head to look in his eyes, rippling her remarkable, shimmering hair.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. Her voice, like her hair, was uncannily familiar.

AMON? texted Rick, his eyes wide and twitching with alert. WHAT ARE YOU DOING?

U EEGNORED MAI MAYSAJ LAYST NAIT & DIDNT PIKK UUP 2DEH. WAI R U STIL HEER EEN YER APPARTMAYNT? WBLOJ!* DU U HAYV-

Amon’s airtyping was cut short when the woman let go of Rick, turned around and their eyes met.

He couldn’t believe it was her after all these years. The petite physique: her breasts small but upright and shapely; her waist, almost tiny enough to hold in one hand, looking fragile yet endowed with a powerful core. The sharp, refined jaw-line and nose; the vivid, papaya-pink lips; the incisive dark-brown eyes that seemed to peer into the essence of each moment. And her hair … her one-of-a-kind hair, like mahogany laced with hot mercury; bangs making a line above her eyebrows; the rest, falling all the way to her midriff, parted back to front by her shoulders.

“Mayuko?” he said, forgetting to text.

Mayuko wore a dress with a black and white pattern of warped, squiggly checkers like a cubist painting. From a necklace of fine silver links, a circle of black beads with a white rose in the center hung to her bosom. To Amon’s surprise, he had access to her inner profile just as in the old days, and could see beneath her graphical makeup to the flaws of her naked face. She looked tired in a way he had never seen in her before. The early divots of frown lines were beginning to form between her eyebrows, she had pale rings under her eyes, and there was a slight sag to her cheeks as though weighed down with resignation.

“Amon …” she said, a complex look of sadness, wonder, and disbelief in her eyes.“How strange …”

“So you finally took up my invitation to come for a visit,” said Rick. “What do you think of my new place?” He gestured around with his pointed chin. His tone was indignant, but his usually flushed cheeks were almost crimson.

Mayuko stared at Amon and blinked slowly, her eyelids apparently hindered by that same resignation, and Amon stared blankly back.

Just then he felt a tingling sensation in his legs and a hoarse male voice shouted, “Your stop!” in his ear. He flicked his fingers to clear away Rick’s apartment. His attention prompter—Mindfulator—had detected the arrival of his stop and delivered a mild current of electricity to his legs along with an audio warning.

Amon quickly shouldered his way to the doors, stepped onto the platform, and trudged in line up the moving lane of an escalator.

When he pulled up Rick’s apartment again, they were gone.

* We’ll both lose our jobs.
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