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Too much sanity 
may be madness. 

And the maddest of all: 
To see life as it is 

And not as it should be. 
 

     Miguel de Cervantes 
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PROLOGUE  

Misrah San Gorg  
VALLETTA MALTA  

2057 
 

President Nicola Curmi steps quickly up to the podium, “Merħba, merħba. Welcome, my 
fellow citizens.”  

It’s a bright sunny April day in Valetta. The streets are buzzing with the excited chatter of 
thousands of people. They stand shoulder to shoulder, filling the old stone streets of the capi-
tal.  

Air scooters and private transports hover high above the crowd. Huge red and white Mal-
tese flags billow in the breeze. 
The air is perfumed by the salty Mediterranean, licking around the base of the grand fortified 
walls of the city. The breeze smells fresh. And full of promise.  

President Curmi’s clear voice fills Misrah San Gorg. It echoes down Triq Ir-Repubblika, 
where the people crowd together in a solid mass. All the way back to the Triton Fountain.  

“Today, the people of Malta make history. The people!”  

 

She raises her arms in a wide ‘V’ and turns from side to side as the streets erupt with cheers.  

An enormous burst of fireworks suddenly erupts over the crowd. The sound is deafening as 
it ricochets down the ancient streets of the old city.  

For those Maltese who couldn’t make the journey today, or chose to avoid the crowds, the 
scene is livecast from plas-projectors. It’s beamed to every village square, from Birz!ebbug!a in 
the south, to Għarb, at the northern tip of Gozo.  
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The giant screen behind her shows random shots of the enormous crowd packed into the 
area around the Palace of the Grand Master.  

“Today, we the people of Malta become the first nation in the world to establish a vision of 
the future. A vision that is a positive and hopeful one. A vision crafted by the people them-
selves.”  

The screen shows the text: ‘Voter turnout 78%. Highest percentage in the history of the 
country’.  

“This morning,” President Curmi continues, pointing to the screen behind her, “the people 
of Malta voted overwhelmingly to create a Firewall. The first nation on earth to ever create 
one!”  

A loud roar goes up from the crowd. Silver tinsel explodes from behind the screen and co-
vers the closest people in a sparkling shower.  

On the screen are images of people voting.  

“Within days,” President Curmi continues, trying to be heard over the cheers and whistles, 
“both Iceland and Estonia will have ironed out the details on their own Firewalls. And we will 

be working with them to establish the first International Firewall. But today... Today be-
longs to the people of Malta!”  

Fireworks explode above the crowd in a deafening chorus. Hundreds of shells explode at 
once. All but drowning out the thousands of cheering people below.  
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ANOTHER DAY  
 
11.1350.2000  

Docklands  

FIRST UNION  

2075  
!

It was a typical scuz bar. Dimly lit, reeking of stale beer and despair. You know the kind. 
Upholstered booths, worn and ripped from years of twitchy customers, muttering into their drinks. 
Their hopes and dreams ground into the carpet, like the dirt from their boots. The same dead ends. 
The same tragic—  

Brooks is looking at Hagstrom sideways and rolling his eyes, “You’re doing it again. 
Aren’t you?”  

“What?” Hagstrom is defensive. 
“That book thing. Writing that book in your head.” 
Hagstrom looks sheepish, “Just running over ideas, that’s all.”  

“Can we just go in now and do our job?” Brooks slides out of the cruiser. 
As soon as they enter the bar, they can see which one he is. The bartender jerks his head in 
the guy’s direction.  

Thanks pal, but it’s obvious. Ten years on the force you learn a few things. Besides, he is 
easy to spot. One big angry ego, scowling and barking at the other customers around him. I’d have 
called this guy in too.  

Brooks moves to the left, between some tables. Hagstrom approaches from behind. 
He’s two tables away from him, when he turns.  

“Good afternoon,” Hagstrom spreads his hands to show he holds no weapon.  

The recognition in the guy’s eyes is immediate.  
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Before he can fully turn his head, Brooks catches him in the blue beam. The man’s 
body slumps, arms dangling at his side.  

“Thanks to whoever called us,” Hagstrom pans those standing around. But no one re-
sponds.  

Typical.  

They all quickly slunk away the moment they saw the IO badges.  

Brooks has a good hold on the man. He’s perfectly controlled. His feet dangle about 
ten points off the floor, head back, mouth open. His limp body hangs suspended in the blue 
vapour.  

“Good afternoon sir. I’m 2742 Hagstrom from the Internal Office. My partner is 2951 
Brooks.”  

He looks him right in the face, “We are here on a Code 104.”  

The man jerks and twists. But the beam holds him tight. Hagstrom pulls the Lam Card 
out of his front vest pocket and reads the text: “By mandate of Code 104, of the Citizen’s 
Agreement, I am required to scan your brain. As an authorized representative of the Internal 
Office, I perform this duty in the course of my job, to protect the citizenry. Do you understand 
what I have told you?” 

The man jerks as hard as he can. But the beam holds tight. “Brooks do you have Shield 
Council on the link?”  

“Monitoring live and standing by,” he replies. The watch com clipped on the front of 
Brooks’ jacket glows blue, and the small screen shows the face of the Attendant Council 
watching the whole procedure. “Facial recon initiated,” the AC’s voice crackles from the watch 
com. “Stand by for ID.”  

Hagstrom continues, “Sir, I need you to confirm for me that you understand that I am 
here to enforce the mandate, as ordered by the citizenry. Can you nod or blink for me 
please?”  

He tries his hardest to break free.  

But the vapour holds him tight. Dangling slightly above the floor.  

“Just got his vitals.” Brooks reads from the beam screen, “Brian Green, G44717AF, age 
thirty-eight, last logged, Centre Ring housing, thirty-fourth loop.”  

“Mr. Green, can you hear me? Mr. Green?” Hagstrom peers into his eyes.  

I know he hears me, and he knows it too.  
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Stiffly, Brian Green nods his head, his eyes full of panic.  

“Thank you Mr. Green. I am now going to scan your cortex according to the Citizen’s 
Mandate.”  

Hagstrom pulls out the scanner and taps his code into it. It blinks to life, finds a link, 
and then opens its screen, blinking ready.  

“AB?” Brooks asks quietly. 

“My money is on UC,” Hagstrom holds the scanner up to Green’s forehead. “We will 
know in two clicks.”  

Brian Green’s eyes go wild, darting around crazily. But the beam holds and he cannot 
move or make a sound.  

What crystal technology.  

In a few seconds the scanner flashes green, then red, then white. Hagstrom takes it 
down and reads from the screen: “Well, oPC at fifty- eight. Haven’t seen a percentage like that 
in a while. And, well well, how about that, blocking paste.”  

Brian Green twitches wildly.  

“Blocking?” Brooks looks at Hagstrom.  

“Yep. Residue on his forehead.” 
“Well that’s that,” Brooks rotates the beam and starts to levitate the man towards the door.  

“Brian Green,” Hagstrom reads from the back of the laminate, as he follows them out 
of the bar, “you have been determined by scanning to have a non-completing prefrontal cor-
tex. You further show residue from an illegal blocking agent, that interferes with scanning.”  

Brian Green twitches and fights the beam.  

“We have therefore determined,” Hagstrom continues to read, “that you pose a threat 
to the safety and security of the citizenry.”  

Green’s mouth moves like he is chewing, but no sound comes out.  

“By order of Mandate 104 we are taking you to IO. Upon arrival at the Internal Office 
you will formally be made aware of your situation and options. Mr. Green, do you understand 
what I have just told you?”  

Brooks carefully and steadily guides him into the open back of the cruiser. 

He turns on the beam inside of the holding chamber, and transfers the man over to it. 
The cross straps quickly wrap around Brian Green’s body securing him to the seat.  
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Hagstrom leans in and looks Brian Green in the eyes, “I need a nod or a blink, Sir.”  

He blinks.  

Hagstrom closes the doors on the back and joins Brooks in the cockpit.  

“G44717AF, Centre Ring housing,” Brooks is just finishing up with the Attendant Shield 
Council.  

“Confirmed. I’ll start the paperwork,” the Council’s voice crackles from the watch com 
on Brooks’ jacket, “See you at the dock. Shield out.” Brooks fires up the cruiser and it rises 
slowly and smoothly from the parking lot. 
He punches in the code for IO and the cruiser turns on its wing and accelerates over the roof 
tops.  

Hagstrom flicks out his VirCom.  

Now, where was I? Oh yeah. Lizi.  

“Hey pal,” he turns to Brooks, “can you process this one? I need to get to the school. 
Looks like my daw has kicked up a fit or something.”  

“Yeah man, sure, no worries,” Brooks waves his hand. “Where do you want to get 
dropped?”  

“I’ll ride with you back to IO. I left my rider in the lot there. If you could just take this 
guy through for me? Would be crystal.”  

“Yeah man, I got it.” 

Within a few minutes they reach City Point and Brooks guides the cruiser into an In-
take Dock.  

Hagstrom slides out and hoofs it over to his rider in the back lot. He slides inside, tap-
ping the screen for Lizi’s school. 
The rider lifts up and moves smoothly out of the lot.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



!

! ""!

 

 

 

 

 

DAW 
 
84.4460.20 

Eastern Sixth Form Campus Cruiser Lot 

Neopolis 
FIRST UNION 

2075 
 

“Where’s my mom?” 

 

By the time he gets to Eastern Sixth Form Lizi is sitting on the sidewalk out front. Feet 
in the gutter, scowling. 

She does not look happy to see him. She throws herself into the back seat like a sack of 
wood. 

“In meetings I suppose?” she scowls. 

“Your mom is on call for The Firewall.” 

She grunts, head turned, face against the window. 

“You’re welcome,” he whispers to the windshield. 

 

And that’s the same position she is in when they touch down at home. 
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TELL THE TRUTH  
 

707.127 

Hopewell Commons 
Neopolis 

FIRST UNION 
2075 
 

Lizi can’t get out of the rider fast enough. 

Whatever. This phase usually doesn’t last long. 

 

Hagstrom grabs a short pour, and heads out back. He plunks down on the edge of the 
deck to watch the sunset. 

 

After a few moments Lizi saunters out and drops into the slouch bag behind him. So 
she can avoid eye contact. 

 

“So,” he ventures, “what happened in school today?” 

“I hate Magi. She’s such an ‘Under’!” 

“Lizi, you know I don’t like it when you use that word.” 
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“Why not? Isn’t that what you do, Hagstrom? Snagging Unders? Making the world safe 
for all of us ‘Fullers’?” 

“Lizi…” He doesn’t bother finishing.  

Been there, tried that. 

He sips his pour, “I’m sure it must be hard for you—” 

“You don’t know what it’s like for me. And stop trying to be my dad.” 

Gotta work on my ‘Dad’ voice. 

 

“So, what happened at school?” 

She blows out a long breath, “Magi said you kill people for a living. You’re a murderer.” 

 

Tā mā de. Not this again. 

 

“And she’s such a shā bī Goddie. She judges me all the time.” 

“Lizi, you know that swearing in Chinese is still swearing.” 

“If/else! You say Chinese all the time.” 

 

Yeah, I guess we all do. 

 

“Span class, Hagstrom, all Goddies are Unders.” 

“I thought you and Magi were friends?” 

“That was like so ago, like way ago.” 

“OK. So why did I get a call?” 
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“I called my mom,” she spits. 

“And she called me. So, what happened?” 

“I kinda smacked Magi. A little.” 

“Lizi!” 

“Well she’s a shā bī!” 

Oh boy. 

Hagstrom pulls off his boots and socks, and pushes his feet into the permagrass, feel-
ing it cool against his toes. 

Lizi pulls her knees up to her chest and rocks back and forth.  

“Do you kill Unders? Hagstrom?” 

“No, Lizi, I don’t kill anyone.” 

“But you catch Unders. And deliver them to people who kill them.” 

 

He turns. Her eyes are red, her face puffy. And the scowl—the ever present per-
mascowl of the modern teenager. 

Tā mā de. Here we go. 

“Years ago, before you were born, people who were abused as kids used to get elected 
into public office.” 

“You mean after they received counsel? Right?” 

“No, Lizi. Pre-counsel. People with unresolved anger and fear.” 

“Năo cán! And no one stopped this?” 

 

“Lizi, it’s not that simple. Ask your friend Kai how difficult it was for her to expose what 
happened to her. And ask for help. And you suffered neglect when your dad left—” 
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She cuts him off quickly, “Yeah. We don’t need to talk about all that.” 

Hagstrom looks at her with a raised eyebrow. 

  

She looks away quickly, “Never mind all that. What happens to them? After you deliver 
them?” 

“The AP gets counsel and help. Because every citizen— “ 

“Not the abused,” she cuts him off, “the Unders.” 

“They get banished.” 

“Not killed?” 

“No. Lizi, not killed. The Firewall strips them of their birth record, assets and citizenship, 
and flies them off to the country of their choice.” 

“Well, that doesn’t sound so bad.” 

 

“Well,” he drums his fingers on the deck. 

“What?” Her eyes drill into him. 

“We don’t have agreements in place with all of the other Unions.” 

“So what happens to the Unders when they land?” she’s scanning his face for lies. 

“Some places don’t want our Bans. They see them as rejects. And they don’t want any-
one’s rejects.” 

“So?” she leans in not letting him look away. 

“The Bans can get taken into slavery. Work slaves, sex slaves, or just killed immediately.” 

“Nī mèi!” her mouth drops open. 

“Yeah.” 

She looks down at her shoes. 
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“Lizi, the point is, look at what we’ve gained. We’ve stopped corruption. We’ve made 
serious reductions in bullying, child abuse, and fraud. It’s better this way.” 

 

She pulls her legs up, and tucks her knees under her chin. Wrapping her arms around 
her legs she slowly rocks back and forth. 

“You just kick them out,” she whispers. 

“The Firewall kicks them out.” 

Rocking slowly. 

 

“So you let someone else do your dirty work for you.” 
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WINSTON 
 

84.4460.100 

Eastern Sixth Form Campus Library 
Neopolis 

FIRST UNION 
2075 
 

Lizi pulls her cape hood down to her nose so no one can see her face.  

She opens the sound file, and adjusts the volume. 

A thin metallic voice says: “Sound File. First Union Firewall Archive.  

Original File. OldYear 2016. 

Control Copy. Archives. Firewall Business. History. 

Save. Qqp, ranmem. Save, lock. 

Aquire.” 

 

There is a crackling noise. And then: 

 

“This is Radio Safe Net, Belgium. Good morning. This is Georges Lemaître. Talking with Mr. 
Winston Smith. He’s a writer. Originally from the UK. And now living in sunny Arizona. Good morn-
ing Winston.” 
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“Good morning Georges from Apache Junction.”  

“Winston sent me an email with a manuscript. OS2020. It’s a concept, right? Are you com-
fortable with that term Winston?” 

“Sure, concept. Option.” 

“So, Winston sent me this OS2020 and the first time I read it I thought, ‘Who is this guy and 
what is this crazy fiction?’ Sorry Winston, just being honest here.” 

“Yes, no worries. That’s a pretty common first reaction.” 

“So I started reading sections of OS2020 on air, and the response has been incredible. I put 
it up on our website as a free download, and today, let’s see, yes. Today we have passed two thou-
sand downloads! Two thousand!” 

“That’s amazing. It’s nice to find receptive ears.” 

“So, Winston, for those of our listeners who have not had a chance to look at your manu-
script, give us an overview.” 

 

“Absolutely. OS2020 changes two important parts of our government: First, who qualifies 
to get on a ballot, and second, how to immediately remove elected officials if they fail us.” 

 

“OK. So, first—qualifications?” 

“The people we have in elected public offices are chosen by a junior-high school style popu-
larity contest.” 

“I would agree with that.” 

“We have the least amount of qualifications for the most important jobs in the country. 
There’s no experience in anything required. And not even a civics test to see if you know how the 
government actually works.” 

“That’s true! Sad, but true.” 

“Georges, If you want to get hired as a shipping manager for a company, you have to show 
more qualifications than you need to show to run for public office in most countries.” 
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“I never thought about that.” 

“Second: we don’t do periodic reviews. If, after a year, the management reviews your work, 
and it looks like you're not doing the job, then you can get fired. We don’t do that with elected offi-
cials.” 

“You’re right. They do that in every job. Even mine.” 

”If you’re a shipping manager, and you don’t show the ability to get the right things on the 
right trucks then you can get fired within your first year. Or, at the end of a standard probationary 
period. Say, 3 months.” 

“Exactly!” 

“But elected officials? Oh goodness no. They get to stumble along, being really bad at their 
job, until their time is up. Only other elected officials can remove them. But their own party will 
block it. So, they get to stay in office. And if they break things and hurt citizens, we just have to put 
up with them. That would never happen in a business.” 

“None of us 'intelligent’ human beings thought to put periodical reviews into our constitu-
tions. Did we?” 

 

“And the people in power aren’t gonna to put it in now. They’re gonna cover their own ass-
es at any cost. They’re gonna insulate themselves from being evaluated, and possibly removed.” 

“You got that right.” 

“And we the people have no way to change that.” 

“No way. All you can do is vote them out.” 

“Next time. We’ve got to wait until the next election, to vote them out. Meanwhile, we have 
to put up with them for a full term and watch them bugger god-knows-what.” 

“So Winston, what’s the answer?” 

 

“Two things. First, we need to change the way we hire public servants. At a minimum. Put 
out a call for resumes. Reject applicants who have no experience or education that would qualify 
them.” 
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“Yeah, it’s easy to just say you’re qualified and get on a ballot these days.” 

“And, apparently, the angrier you get at people who claim you aren’t qualified, the more 
likely you are to attract the attention of angry adults who were abused, and their vote can elect 
you.” 

“Not based on qualifications, just by acting angry and arrogant.” 

“Sadly, it’s what passes for strength and confidence these days.” 

“No kidding.” 

“The more important the job, the higher the bar must be set. That’s just common sense. 
You need more qualifications to get hired as a janitor at a high school than you need to run for 
public office.” 

“That is very true. Sad, but true.” 

 

“But most importantly, we need a mechanism.” 

“Mechanism?” 

 

“That’s the second part. A mechanism to immediately remove these public servants if they 
threaten the safety and security of the people, the economy or the country.” 

“And how do we do that? What is your ‘mechanism’?” 

“I call it The Firewall.” 

“Oh, right, right, right. The quorum of average citizens.” 

“Yes. Let the people have a mechanism to shut down destructive behavior before it causes 
serious or permanent damage.” 

 

“A Firewall.” 

“It’s a mechanism. A mechanism we don’t have right now.” 
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Someone taps her shoulder.  

Lizi looks up to see Kai squinting at her, “You hibernating?” 

Lizi grins, “Just listening to that cack for Nearthunder’s class. You smooth today?” 

“Yeah… I’m smooth. Smooth as a I can be. On any given day. What’s the cack today, Z?” 

“More history boredom.” 

“Is it the Radio Safe Net, Belgium? The one with OS2020?” 

“Yeah. Dull as toast.” 

“I liked that file. Apparently, this is why we have the OS we have now. And so we’re 
supposed to learn where it came from and why.” 

“You’re such a model student, K. So smooth.” 

Kai drops her head and gives Lizi one of her trademark smiles. “You are a much better 
student than me. You just don’t like people to know it.” 

 

“What I don’t want, is any more boring junk I gotta listen to.” 
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INTERVENTION 
 

15.2400.1000 

City Point 
FIRST UNION 

2075 
 

“It was a typical scuz bar. You know the kind of place: poorly lit, reeking of stale beer 
and despair— “ 

“Seriously? Hags?” Brooks interrupts shaking his head. 

“What? What? It’s my book,” Hagstrom shrugs his shoulders. 

 

Brooks sighs and slides out of the cruiser. 

Hagstrom get out and taps the screen of the tablet, “She’s…”  he swings around and 
nods towards a large block of flats. “She’s in there.” 

 

They start walking towards the block of flats. 

Brooks is still shaking his head, “When are you going to write this cacking book, Hags? 
When?” 

“I gotta sound it out. You know. See if it sounds authentic.” 

“Yeah, yeah, that’s what you always say. It sounds, it sounds like a really bad Mickey 
Spillane knockoff.” 
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“I like Mickey Spillane,” Hagstrom mumbles. 

 

“Agents,” the voice of the Attendant Council crackles from Brooks’ WatchCom, “can we 
please focus on the intervention?” 

“Sorry, sorry,” Hagstrom wags his head. 

“All right, Mickey,” Brooks smirks, “who are we here to see?” 

“Erm, a lady in number fourteen, block eight. Belo Horizonte” 

They quickly locate Block 8 and climb the stairs to the second level. 

 

Scanning both ways down the hallway, Brooks approaches the door of number 14. 

Hagstrom follows a few meters behind him, pressing up against the wall with his blue 
beam armed and ready. 

Brooks knocks loudly, “Belo Horizonte?” 

The small SecuriScreen next to the door blinks on, and a thin beam of light quickly 
scans from ceiling to floor. It creates a three-dimensional image on the inside screen for the 
tenant to see.  

 

“You boys from IO?” the voice crackles from the inside. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Brooks turns his arm so his badge is up for the SecuriScreen to scan. 

 

After a moment, “Upstairs. Maybe number twenty. Or twenty-one. Just follow the 
screams.” 

 

Belo Horizonte doesn’t open the door. That’s pretty typical in this area. But Brooks has 
all her information downloaded onto his scanner from Central. Once a complaint or tip is 
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lodged, the source is identified and checked. Backgrounds are run. The agents have all the in-
formation they need before they arrive. 

Hagstrom shifts across the hallway from wall to wall, a few meters away. Constantly 
scanning left and right with his tablet. And through the ceiling and walls for heat signatures. 

“Can you confirm your complaint for me, please,” Brooks looks straight into the Secur-
iScreen.” 

 

“Like I told that dispatcher lady, she yells a lot up there. I don’t know if she’s alone. But 
she yells crazy stuff. She’s an under. You boys go up there and kill her for me. Will you? Don’t 
need that kind of defects around here.” 

Brooks shakes his head, “Ma’am, we don’t kill people. And they’re not defective— “ 

“I just know what I know!” she interrupts. “You take care of it. Now! You boys just get 
along. Scoot!” 

The SecuriScreen clicks off. 

They look at each other and shake their heads. 

Slowly they move down the hallway to the stairs. Hagstrom goes first with a wide 
sweeping scan. The blue trace lines crawl and ripple over the contours of the hallway and 
stairs as they move. 

Faint outlines of heat signatures move around on the screen—the other tenants in 
their flats. 

Brooks pauses at the top of the stairs as they approach Flat number 19. 

Brooks rings the bell. 

 

No answer. 

But the heat signature shows a person in there.  

Shifting from foot to foot. 
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Don’t want to get involved, huh? 

He crosses the hallway and rings the bell on number 18. 

 

“Who?” the voice crackles over the SecuriScreen. 

Brooks holds his badge up to the screen as it scans it. 

“You here about the defect? The witch is in number twenty. Screams all the time. Y’all 
get that mess out of here. And make sure I get my reward.” 

“Sir, we don’t give rewards,” Brooks sighs. “Wherever you heard that—“ 

 

“Figures,” the voice cuts me off, “Cheap ass OS. Working for the people, my ass. I didn’t 
vote for them.”  

“Sir,” Brooks sighs again, “if you don’t want us to work for you, then we can leave right 
now. And do nothing about the situation.” 

Silence. The screen blinks off. 

Thought so. 

 

Brooks circles around and positions himself a couple of meters away from the door to 
number 20. He presses flat to the wall and slides down into a crouching position, aiming his 
beam up at the door. 

 

Hagstrom approaches the door. The SecuriScreen is already glowing.  

Whoever is in there is watching them. 

 

Hagstrom turns on the recorder on his tablet.  
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Immediately it pings. He taps on the door and holds his badge up to the SecuriScreen, 
“Hello? Can we talk to you for a moment, please?” 

Silence. 

He knocks again. 

“I know who you are,” the voice sounded anxious. “You’re outer skins don’t fool me. 
Wolves! Wolves in sheep’s clothing!” 

 

The agents look at each other and raise their eyebrows.  

All the personal details of the current resident of number 20 have just downloaded on-
to Brooks’ scanner. And Hagstrom’s tablet. 

They both quickly read the details. 

The Counsel confirms she has the download too. 

 

“Anne Chamberlin? Is it all right if I call you Anne? If we could just talk to you for a 
moment? No one is going to hurt you. If we could just— “ 

“You’re in league with the Devil! I will not be taken!” 

 

The Counsel voice crackles: “No history scans of DC. Probability seventy-eight percent 
AB. Vocal pattern not typical of Non-Completion.” 

  

Hagstrom fishes the Lam Card out of his front jacket pocket. Brooks stands up and 
moves behind him and to the left. His blue beam locked on the door to number 20. 

Hagstrom looks directly into the screen, “Anne? No one is going to harm you. We are 
here to help. We are here to get you the help you need. So that no one can harm you.” 

“That’s what they all say,” the voice shook. “And then they do it again! They always do!” 

 



!

! #(!

“Anne? We are here to help. We can get you to a safe place where no one can harm 
you. Do you understand?” 

Sobbing from the inside. 

“Anne? I need you to trust us. We are here to help you and protect you. We can take 
you to counsel. They will listen to your fears and help you. You don’t need to face this alone.” 

Silence. 

 

“Anne? We will not leave you. We will not go away.”  

Sobbing. 

 

Hagstrom sighs. “We are authorized by Mandate 104 to enter your domicile in order to 
protect you and your neighbors. We will not hurt you. Do you understand?” 

Sobbing. 

“Anne? Will you voluntarily open the door please?” 

“No! You can’t take me! Noooooo!” the blood curdling scream distorts through the Se-
curiScreen’s tiny speaker, almost blowing it out. Despite the thick walls of the block, it echoes 
loudly in the hall. 

 

“Anne?” he knocks again. 

“Noooooo! They can’t win! They can’t do it again!!! Nooooo!” 

She sounds like a wounded cat. Wailing for its life. 

“Attendant Council this is 2742 Hagstrom of The Internal Office requesting permission 
to enter the domicile of record.”  

 

A pause, then, “77163 Shield Counsel, permission is approved.” 
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“Anne? We’re going to enter your domicile now. Do you understand? We’re coming in 
to help you. You do not need to be afraid.” 

Sounds of scuffling and furniture falling inside. 

Brooks turns his scanner to the ViewPort setting. It sweeps the flat inside for weapons 
and explosives. 

None. 

Hagstrom holds his tablet up to the lock on the door. A small thin beam projects out of 
the back of the tablet scanning the lock. The screen blinks green, and the door lock unlatches. 

“Anne? We’re coming in now,” he pushes the door open just a fraction. 

It’s pitch-black inside. 

“Anne?” he puts his hand out and pushes on the door. It won’t open. It gives a little, 
then bounces back. 

What the… 

 

He reaches in carefully, and feels smooth polymer just inside the door. He shines the 
tablet light into the thin opening. There is a black polymer sheet stretched across the door. He 
pushes on it a little bit harder, and the polymer sheet gives, revealing a thin slice of the view 
inside of the flat. 

“Anne? Please don’t be afraid. We are only here to help.” 

The wailing continues, reverberating off the walls. 

Yeah. I’d have called this in too. 

The scanner shows the occupant cowering against the far wall behind a pile of broken 
furniture.  

 

“Anne?” he pushes on the polymer until enough of the sheet falls away, allowing the 
door to open wide enough to enter. 
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He slips in.  

The wailing gets louder, “Nooooooo!!” 

Brooks braces himself in the doorway. Holding the door open with his foot, he turns 
his beam to ‘hold’. The lowest setting. And focuses it on the pile of furniture. 

Hagstrom quickly scans around the room. No other life forms. No weapons. 

The flat is dark. One weak sickly green lamp illuminates the space. The windows, doors 
and ventilation ports have been covered with polymer. 

It stinks of urine. And bags of garbage slump against the walls. 

 

Anne Chamberlin whimpers and fidgets behind the pile of broken furniture. 

“Anne? We are here to help. Can you please— “ 

 

Suddenly she stands up. Brandishing a wooden cross in her hands, she holds it out to-
wards them like a shield. 

Her long scraggly hair sticks out in all directions. Her torn clothes drape from her thin 
frame. She smells of feces and decaying flesh. 

Wŏ cào. I see why your neighbor called you a witch. When was the last time you had a 
wash and a decent meal? 

 

“You come back! You always come back! You don’t stop!!” Her shrieks bounce off the 
grimy walls of the flat.  

 

Hagstrom holds his hand out, “We are not here to hurt you. “ 

“Devils!” she screams, “I call down legions of angels and archangels!” She shakes the 
wooden cross. “Thou shall not!” she wails. 

“Now?” asks Brooks. 
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Hagstrom reluctantly nods.  

The soft blue beam catches Anne Chamberlin and bathes her in its glow. Her body 
goes limp. The wooden cross clatters to the floor. Her face breaks into a blissful smile. Like 
they all do.  

Brooks lifts her up with the beam, and moves her from behind the furniture, until she 
hangs suspended in the vapor in front of them. 

“Anne Chamberlin?” Hagstrom smiles at her, “You’re gonna feel a lot safer now. We’re 
gonna take you to The Screen. They have people to listen to you and help you. You’re safe 
now.” 

 

Her eyes roll and dip, a broad smile on her face.  

“Some days I wish you’d put that hold beam on me, Brooks. Make me calm like that. 
Especially when my daw is razzing me.” 

“Any time you want, buddy,” he chuckles. “Any time you want.” 

Hagstrom holds his scanner up to Anne’s forehead and presses scan.  

In a few seconds the scanner flashes green, then red, then green. 

 

He takes it down and look at the scan. 

 

“AB?” Brooks glances at him. 

He nods, “PC at ninety-one." 

“Come along now Anne,” Brooks guides her towards the door. “We’re going to get you 
cleaned up and nice hot meal. And some people are going to help you keep those demons 
away. So, they never come back.” 

“She’ll feel a lot better in a few days,” Hagstrom takes in the dark depressing flat. 
“She’ll get someone to listen to her. Maybe for the first time.” 
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“AB,” Brooks nods. “I like these calls. Help, them get their life back.” 

 

As they levitate her towards the stairs, the SecuriScreen for number 18 crackles on 
again, “Shoot her! She’s a witch! Throw her in a ditch. Cacking defects!” 

 

Brooks looks sideways at the door as he passes, “I’d say there’s a couple more in this 
block who could stand a little counsel,” he mutters quietly. 

“Copy that,” whispers Hagstrom. 
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RIGHT AND WRONG 
 

Boulevard Shopping District 

City Point 
FIRST UNION 

2075 
 

Katija guides the cruiser into an empty berth on the avenue.  

“So where is this place you want to go?” 

 

Lizi points to a brightly lit shop further down the square. 

 

“So Hagstrom says you were asking about his job?” 

“I want to know what happens to the defectives.” 

“They’re not defective, Lizi. They have a biological mutation. Like people with red hair. 
Or brown eyes. It’s not their fault.” 

 

She scrunches her shoulders, “Hagstrom said there was a Union that shot Bans and 
buried them in big ditch.” 

“Yes, First Eastern. They scanned and shot their own citizens on the spot. But then the 
International Firewall discovered they had programmed their scanners to target minorities.” 
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”Cào,” she shakes her head, “not because they were defective?” 

“No, Lizi. They are not defective. And nothing gives anyone the right to simply kill 
people and bulldoze them into a ditch.”  

 

Katija and Lizi get out of the cruiser and it locks behind them. The GPS location pings 
on Katija’s com. 

 

They cross the avenue between the black and white stanchions, and the air buffers 
slow the traffic around them to give them time to cross. 

 

“The people who made those decisions,” Katija continues, “were all brought to trial. 
They were scanned. Turns out that many of them were candidates for banishment themselves. 
You should look at that trial some time.” 

 

Katija stops and puts her hand on Lizi’s shoulder, “Research all the facts first, Lizi. Before 
you make a judgment.” 

“Yeah. I guess you’re right.” 

“You guess?” Katija narrows her eyes.  

 

Lizi is distracted by the portal of a shoe shop. 

Katija joins her, scanning the assortment for anything that catches her eye. Nothing 
does. 

“Lizi,” she continues, “this is always the biggest question with every Mandate vote: 
What do we do with those who have underdeveloped cortices? And we’ve tried many things. 
Infusion. Hydro-flate. Transplant.” 

 



!

! $%!

They move along down the square. 

“The reality is, Lizi, once a part of your brain has stopped developing, you can’t force it 
to develop more.” 

“Ha,” she snorts. 

 

They arrive at the shop with all the colorful clothing fluttering behind the portal. 

 

Katija turns to her daughter, “Every union worked on this. They built camps for them. 
They had their own island for several years. But they would always organize and then cause 
problems.” 

“Yeah, I guess they would.” 

“And still cost millions a year to house and feed. Finally, the people just had enough.” 

“So you kick them out.” 

“That’s the current mandate.” 

Lizi looks down at her boots and shakes her head. 

 

“Lizi, there hasn’t been a war for over forty years. Crime rates have never been lower.” 

She scowls, “And everyone is okeydokey with this?” 

“No, Lizi. Everyone is not okeydokey with this. The Mandate is voted on every seven 
years. On the last vote it barely passed the two-thirds majority. So, there are a lot of people 
who are totally not okeydokey with this.” 

“Like Magi, and her DimCap parents.” 

“Borderline. I told you, they’re borderline. You just have to accept that.” 

She shakes her head. 
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“Besides, there are so many levels of approval. Hagstrom can’t scan anyone under 
twenty-five years old.  The scan pattern history has to be reviewed by the Firewall. GeneBase 
has to do their testing. You know this. That’s what I do all day in the lab. It’s not a fast or sim-
ple process.” 

“Yeah. I guess.” 

Katija stops in mid-sentence. Her head jerks around and she looks hard at Lizi’s face. 

She firmly takes Lizi by the shoulders, and leans in, peering intently into her daw’s eyes. 

“Moms?” Lizi tries to pull away. 

 

Then, suddenly, Katija snaps out of it. Like coming out of a trance. 

 

She strokes her daw’s shoulders. 

“Oh my beautiful daughter. My beautiful, beautiful Lizi.” 

“Moms, you’re all qíguài. If/else.” 

 

Katija shakes her head with a quick jerk. As though she’s dismissing a thought.  

She puts her arm around Lizi’s shoulders, “Now let’s go see this amazing shop. And 
buy some pretty things to wear.” 
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QUANTUM 
 

Metro Central Station 

Centralia West 
FIRST UNION 

2075 
 

Hyper Bean caff hub is bustling today. Clouds of steam waft up from the espresso ma-
chines, and bathe the air in the sweet bold smell of dark Jamaican heaven. 

Cyrus has plenty of time.  

 

Not much to do the office today. There's plenty of time to work on those— 

“How’s it going?” a voice from behind him breaks his thoughts. 

Cyrus turns slightly and studies the face of the stranger behind him. 

I’ve seen this guy before. Usually, same time as me. 

 

“Not bad,” Cyrus replies. “Just java time again,” he shrugs. 

 

The line moves forward one person. 
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“Yes. I see you here all the time,” the guy responds. “You must like their coffee. 

“It’s good. It’s good. I see you here too. Great minds think alike?” Cyrus smiles. 

“Or great taste buds,” the guy laughs. 

The line moves again and it’s Cyrus’ time to order. 

Then he moves down to the next window and waits for his order. 

Cyrus takes his coffee and moves over to the side table to put sugar in it. The stranger 
walks up next to him.  

“Jacob,” the guy holds out his hand. “Just to put a face to a name.” 

Cyrus shakes it quickly. “Alexander,” he smiles. 

“Nice to meet you Alexander.”  

Cyrus heads for the door. Quickly. But not too obvious that he wants to get away from 
this guy.  

Something in his tone of voice. The way he looks at me… 

 

“Looks like rain,” Jacob nods as they both exit the caff hub together. 

Cyrus turns away quickly and heads for the street. 

 

“Have a great day, Cyrus,” Jacob says from behind him. 

 

Cyrus stops. Spins around. “I told you, my name is Alexander,” he squints. 

Jacob walks up to him. Uncomfortably close. And in a voice quiet enough for nobody 
to overhear, “Actually it’s Cyrus. Alexander is your middle name. 

 

“Are you sure?” Cyrus smirks. 
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“You are Cyrus Alexander Latimer. You created a quantum radar beam that can read 
through encryption from a satellite. You can read a secure quantum communication.” 

 

Cyrus’ ears burn. 

How could he possibly know that? Nobody knows about that. 

“I think you have mistaken me for…” 

“No mistake. Did you ever find any real estate on a satellite to house it?” 

“I think you have the wrong…” 

“Would you like to have your own quantum satellite.” 

Ha!” Cyrus snorts. “Who wouldn’t want their own satellite. You know how much that 
costs?” 

“Ballpark. But you would need to tell me the exact specifications you need to run your 
beam.” 

 

“And who are you?” Cyrus feels panic rising. 

The Shield? IO? Jesus! 

 

“I’m a guy who could give you a series of numbers to a bank account in the Cayman Is-
lands, holding ten million dollars. And you and your good wife Aoife could leave tonight and 
start a new life.  

He knows who I am! 

 

“Let’s go over here for a moment.” 

Jacob walks over to the edge of the park. Away from the caff hub and the traffic. 
Where no one can hear them. 
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Cyrus follows. A little dazed by this conversation.  

 

How much does this guy know? 

“You want to buy my research, Jacob?” 

“I will. Gladly. But I’d rather give you the a million as, say, a hiring bonus. And then 
work with you to build and launch the satellite.” 

“And why would you want to do that?” 

“Because I have a few little jobs I’d like to do. And I need someone with your experi-
ence and talent to help me do them.” 

“Illegal jobs, no doubt.” 

“Depends on your definition of illegal. Is it illegal to hack someone’s encrypted com-
munication with his bank? And steal five grand? I hope you didn’t transfer that to your per-
sonal account? Your bank is not very stable.” 

Oh crap. It’s that guy. 

The look on Cyrus’ face must have been obvious. 

“Yes. I’m that Jacob Jacobson.” 

 

Cyrus’ eyes dart around looking for an exit. 

 

“You stole five G’s from me,” Jacob sounds very calm, given the situation. “Smart. 
Who's going to notice such a small amount? But hey, my lawyer steals that from me every 
time I call him. Ha! But once I got over you stealing from me, I was more impressed with your 
skills. And now you know I’m not IO. Don’t worry, Cyrus. I’m not going to turn you in. I worked 
too hard to find you. I’d rather join forces. Obviously, since you hacked my financials, you 
know what I’m worth. 

Yeah. Billions! Jesus. How did this guy find me? 
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“And please forgive me,” Jacob smiles, “if I misquote you, but the front-end of a quan-
tum communication system is basically an analog optical system connected to the channel. 
Anyone can listen in. Isn’t that what you believe?” 

I never said that to anyone! 

 

“But you need a satellite. To hold your beam. A very powerful satellite. And secure. Be-
cause no one owns space. It would need to be able to work unnoticed. And defend itself if 
someone tried to take it down. Am I getting warm on any of this?” 

 

Cyrus’ mouth opens but nothing comes out. 

 

“And,” Jacob continues, “the satellite would need to have a legitimate purpose. Oth-
erwise, every Union is going to try to shoot it down claiming it’s a spy satellite. Am I right? 
Have you figured out how to work that?” 

“Well, no. That’s a…” 

 

Jacob leans in towards him, “I may have an answer there.” 

 

“I still haven’t—” Cyrus starts. 

“I have connections to Indian Space.” 

“You have connections to INDS?” 

“No. Not INDS. NDNS.” 

“Diné? 

“Who else?” Jacob smiles. “Now. Let’s talk about block currency.” 
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UNCOMFORTABLE 
 

84.4460.60 

Eastern Sixth Form Campus 
Neopolis 

FIRST UNION 
2075 
 

“I watch these people on the TV news. They keep asking, ‘Why are they acting like this?’ It’s 
so obvious.” 

“Winston, you’re talking about childhood trauma again?” 

 

A groan murmurs through the class room. 

Lecturer Neva Nearthunder turns to the students, “Settle down now.” 

“This is like ancient history,” whines Jaeb, the red-headed boy who always sits in the 
front. “Why we gotta hear all this again?”  

Lecturer Nearthunder pauses the audio file and turns to the class. 

 

“First of all, M. Southmile, this is the first time we have listened to this particular audio 
file. And secondly, our focus today is on why we screen out candidates for public office who 
are carrying unresolved issues from childhood trauma.” 

Lizi and Kai are making funny faces to each other in the back.  
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“Jaeb has issues,” Lizi mouths to Kai. 

Kai nods approvingly. 

 

“Is there something our Dynamic Duo wanted share with the whole class?” Nearthun-
der is staring straight at them. “Or is this just another private conversation between the two of 
you again?” 

Lizi turns red. “I was just agreeing with you,” she shrugs, trying to get out of the spot-
light. 

“And what, specifically, were you agreeing with me about? M Katijasdaw?” 

 

Lizi clears her throat, hunches her shoulders forwards, “Just—you know—about re-
membering the past. And stuff.” 

 

Lizi glances at Kai. Kai’s face in buried in her book. 

Way to back me up, bitch. 

 

“And, more specifically,” Nearthunder isn’t letting her go, “What is important about the 
subject of today’s audio history file? As it pertains to our current structure of government?” 

 

Lizi snickers, then catches herself. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard it yet,” she smirks. 

“Exactly,” Nearthunder smiles. “So, if it’s quite alright with you, M Katijasdaw, can the 
whole class now actually hear the audio file?” 

 

Lizi turns even redder. If that’s possible. She hunches her shoulders and slumps into 
her seat, as some of her classmates stare at her and make faces. 
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Nearthunder clicks the audio file back on, “This audio file is from oldyear 2016. It is a 
recording of an internet podcast from the Netherlands. And the host is Georges Lemaître. His 
guests are Winston Smith, the author of OS2020, and a licensed clinical psychologist Doctor 
Lindora Washington. Let’s have a listen.”  

 

She casts her eyes briefly back towards the still scowling Lizi. 

 

The podcast resumes: 

 “Yes, Georges, abused children in adult bodies.” 

“Ahh—“ 

“They need to see pain in someone eyes, to medicate the pain they feel.” 

“Dr. Washington, I see you nodding your head there.” 

 

Scowler is raising his hand. Scowling. As usual.  

Nearthunder stops the audio file. “Yes, M Wilson?” 

“Why do we have to go over it and over it?” He crosses his arms throws himself back in 
his seat. 

“We have to talk about it, in order to understand why we have the systems that we 
have today. Where they came from. Why they are important. Are you uncomfortable talking 
about the history of your union?” 

“No!” Wilson scowls. “It’s just the… stuff,” he waves his hand. 

“Abuse?” Nearthunder raises her eyebrows. “Are you uncomfortable talking about 
childhood trauma?” 

 

“No!” Wilson flares, his eyes narrow, his lips tight. “I’m not scared of anybody!” 

“I see,” Nearthunder nods with a flat expression. 
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Wilson glances around him and sinks his head even lower between his shoulders. 

Kai raises her hand. 

Lizi looks sideways at her with an alarmed expression. 

 

“M Clearview? Did you have something to add?” Nearthunder nods. 

“Being uncomfortable talking about this stuff is why the last empire collapsed,” Kai 
smiles. 

“We will have several opportunities to explore that collapse in our future studies,” Ne-
arthunder replies. “But for now, can we continue?” 

 

Dr. Washington is speaking now: 

“Trying to medicate pain, generates denial in these adults. They construct a reality around 
themselves that reinforces what they want to believe. Not what is true.” 

“And what do they want to believe?” 

“That complete strangers are trying to hurt them. They imagine enemies where they don’t 
exist.” 

“Ahh.” 

“Even when this artificial reality fails, they can’t admit it. Because the voice of their abuser 
rings in their heads, ’See. I told you that you were stupid.’ And that, is the one thing they cannot 
hear.” 

“So they double down.” 

“Yes,” Dr. Washington continues, “emotional trauma is cumulative and progressive. It con-
stantly finds new ways to assert itself.” 

 

“This sounds crazy.” 

“This is not insane behavior. This is normal behavior.” 
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“Normal?” 

“Normal for anyone who suffered abuse.” 

 

“And people who imagine enemies that don’t exist,” Winston adds, “have no place in any 
public office.” 

 

Nearthunder stops the audio file.  

 

“So this is our question for today. Under the current OS, all candidates for public office 
are screened, to determine if they are carrying unresolved anger or fear. If they are, then they 
are banned from getting on a ballot. Is this right or wrong? Good or bad? Write down your 
thoughts and we will discuss.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



!

! %'!

 

 

 

 

 

FIRST HAND 
 
IO Processing Center 

Western Gate 

FIRST UNION 

2075 
 

“Are the responsible Agents present?” 

 

“2742 Hagstrom Vik from IO,” Hagstrom stands. 

“2951 Brooks Winslow from IO,” he stands. 

 

The Senior Screen Officer nods her head towards them. 

They sit down. 

The man in the docket wears a standard red jumpsuit. 

The blue restraining beam is not activated. 

He sits quietly. 

 

It’s a large circular room, sparsely furnished.  
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The outer wall is covered with dark blue fabric stretched in panels over soundproofing 
material. 

A bench seat runs around the entire outer wall. Punctuated only by the openings of 
three apertures.  

 

A ring of lights recessed into the ceiling illuminate the man in the docket from all an-
gles. 

The only other lights in the room shine on a long thin table in front of the docket po-
dium. And the five people seated there. 

Next to the end of the table is a much smaller table where the Senior Officer stands 
with her tablet. 

 

“Let’s get started.”  The Senior puts down her tablet and turns to the five people seat-
ed in front of the man. 

 

“Members of the Union Firewall, this is case M-77516-LL. The person in front of you is 
Finn Abelsmon. Two days ago, the Firewall voted for immediate and permanent banishment 
of this individual from the Union. Will you confirm that please?” 

 

The Firewall member in the middle of the five rises and reads: “Whereas, The Firewall 
of The First Union has declared the person of Finn Abelsmon to be Civiliter Mortuus. Whereas, 
banishment has been agreed by unanimous vote. Whereas, The First Union Firewall does 
hereby issue the order of immediate and permanent banishment of the person, case number 
M-77516-LL. Therefore, The First Union Firewall does hereby authorize the Screen to execute 
this order.” 

She sits back down. 

The Senior turns back towards the docket. 

“Very well, let’s proceed.” 
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Finn Abelsmon looks down at his shoes and slowly shakes his head. 

“You’ve had your routine body scans in preparation for banishment.” 

The Senior scrolls on her tablet. 

 

“It was all just bad judgment,” Ablesmon says quietly. 

“M Ablesmon, you’ve had your trial. The Firewall has made their decision,” the Senior 
looks him squarely in the face. 

“I never thought—I didn’t mean—all those things I said. I was just trying to get votes.” 

Brooks elbows Hagstrom in the ribs. Hagstrom ignores it. 

 

“Yes. You are—were—a Minister in the OS. And you were scanned and evaluated be-
fore you even got on the ballot. So, your behavior was deliberate, premeditated and without 
regard to the safety and security of the citizens.” 

“I was just trying to get votes,” he croaks weakly. 

“M Ablesmon,” the Senior Agent reads from the report, “you did knowingly and will-
ingly spread anti-immigrant fear and anger in the process of campaigning for your office. 
Your rhetoric was directly responsible for acts of violence towards immigrants in your district.” 

Ablesmon nods. 

“As a result, you were referred to the Firewall for consideration. After investigations, 
you were determined to be a threat to the safety and security of the citizens. Subsequently 
you received a unanimous decision by the Firewall that you be immediately and permanently 
banished from the First Union. Do you understand what I have explained to you?” 

 

Ablesmon nods weakly staring at the floor. 

 

“I need a verbal confirmation please.” 
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“Yes. I understand,” he croaks. 

“Have you made a decision on where you wish to be banished to?” 

He shakes his head. 

“Do you have a decision now?” 

He shakes his head again, “Does it really matter?” 

 

The Senior looks at the Firewall members. 

The Firewall member in the middle of the five rises, “M Ablesmon, according to Fire-
wall code, if a banishment destination has not been personally chosen, then you forfeit the 
choice to the First Union Firewall. Do you understand this?” 

He shrugs, “Does it really really matter?” 

The lead Firewall representative sits back down and confers with the other members 
briefly. They scroll through a screen on their table. They all look at the screen and one by one 
they nod. The lead Firewall member looks up at the Senior Officer. 

 

“Members of the First Union Firewall, have you made a decision on a banishment des-
tination?” 

“Yes we have,” they answer in unison. 

 

The Senior turns to the man in the docket, “M Ablesmon, I ask you again, will you 
choose a destination to be banished to?” 

He shakes his head. 

“I need a verbal confirmation.” 

“I’m ruined anyway. What does it matter?” 
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The Senior turns to the Firewall members, “Will you accept that as a confirmation that 
Finn Abelsmon, case number M-77516-LL, forfeits his choice of a banishment destination over 
to the First Union Firewall?” 

The Firewall members confer. 

“Yes we do.” 

 

“M Ablesmon, one last chance, do you forfeit your choice of a destination to the First 
Union Firewall?” 

“I don’t care,” he shakes his head staring at his shoes. 

 

She turns back to the Firewall members, “Members of the First Union Firewall will you 
now assemble the processing documentation?” 

The Firewall lead member nods. 

 

She turns back to the docket, “M Ablesmon, you are hereby banished from the First 
Union for as long as you shall live. Do you understand that if you cross back into The First Un-
ion territory anywhere, you will be killed on sight? Do you understand this?” 

 

He sighs deeply, “Yes.” 

 

The Senior turns towards the five Firewall members, “Will you accept that as a confir-
mation that he understands the consequences of returning to the First Union?” 

 

The Firewall members talk quietly between themselves for a moment. 

Then the one in the center speaks, “Yes. We accept that he understands the conse-
quences.” 



!

! &"!

“Very well. Then thank you for your service to the Union. We shall now get the docu-
ments prepared and the authorization reports.” 

The Firewall member in the center stands, “Thank you for your service to the Union.” 

She nods, then turns towards Hagstrom and Brooks, “Agents, if you would like to do 
the transfer order now? And you can remove your charge from the docket?” 

“Absolutely,” Hagstrom nods. 

“Well, that’s that,” Brooks whispers under his breath. 

 

The Firewall members shuffle out and the Senior sits down at her table and starts to 
process the banishment. 

 

Hagstrom and Brooks approach the docket.  

Brooks takes out his blue beam and looks at the former Minister, “And now you are go-
ing to find out. First hand.” 

M Ablesmon look questioningly at him. 

Brooks leans forward slightly, “What it’s like to show up on someone else’s border with 
no paperwork. No money, no job, nothing.” 

 

The color drains out of the former Minister’s face. 

 

“You get to experience firsthand what it feels like, to be a refugee. An illegal immi-
grant.” 
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2075 
 

Lizi taps on the edge of the plasma screen, sending ripples across its surface, “Wŏ cào! 
This is so blurry.” 

 

“Is this an extract?” 

“No, it’s original.” 

“Why is it so blurry?” 

“It says it’s the original paper file from the author.” 

“Paper? Old school.” 

“Way old school.” 

 

Lizi and Kai hunch together and squeeze forward into the library cubicle so no one can 
hear them. Especially the LibMon who keeps scowling their way every few minutes. 

“So, why we gotta look at all this old junk anyway,” Lizi scowls. 
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“Because it’s history, Z. We’re doing a history certificate. Remember? If you don’t like 
history then why are you doing this course?” 

 Lizi shrugs and looks away. “‘Cause you said it would be interesting.” 

“You did it because of me?” 

“You’re my friend. You know. And stuff.” 

“But, Lizi, If you don’t want to be here—” 

“I wanna be here,” Lizi cuts her off. “I just— that woman…” 

“The lecturer? M Nearthunder?” 

“She’s năo cán,” Lizi smirks. 

“Năo cán?” 

“Deficient brain.” 

They both giggle behind their hands 

The LibMon clears her throat. Lizi and Kai turn and she is glowering at them. 

They turn back into their cubicle and hunch forward out of sight. 

“LibMon is gōng gòng qì chē.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Public bus. Everyone gets a ride.” 

They scrunch tighter into their cubicle, hands over their mouths. Their bodies shaking 
in silent laughter. 

Kai taps the screen and opens the cover of the DigiScan, “So what was the big deal 
about this ‘OS2020’ thing? I mean this is all like old dead news.” 

 

“This was like the first time anyone tried to deal with the Unders.” 
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“When? Like a hundred years?” 

“Not even.”  

They both stare at a blurry scan on the screen. 
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