
The Song Fishers

Incoming!

The crackling tannoy and the accompanying siren slit the city’s cauldron of debris.

John Nirvana instantly slid beneath two burnt-out vehicle doors. He did this with practised expertise; not even incurring a rabid scratch as he flattened the scant flesh on his bones, beneath the twisted, steel and plastic flanks. Such relics covered Strawberry Fields like a shadow. 

John knelt on two obsolete motherboards, his knees protected from their metallic pricks by thick rubber leggings made from an old tyre. He smoothed out the bent cigarette he had found lying around the pocket of some semi-suited corpse and waited. As he nursed the near butt back to horizontal health, he thought it an oddly delicate gesture, considering he might be facing the sharp breath of engulfing flames any minute, tearing through cartilage and bone, leaving him behind as one more scorched relic of broken earth. 

The missile was getting closer. He could hear its song begin to resonate. He waited for the rocket to sing its banshee mockery across the shivering rust of home, seeking them out. He hoped Telstar had his casting arm on.

John stopped nursing his plague ciggy back to a life it probably didn’t want. He suddenly cocked an ear: the music was sweet. It was balanced and rich in tone but it was not only the sweetness of the voice, which sent a shiver through his veins: the song was not from the download archive: it had been created.  
As the pure, melodic consonants and vowels fell into his ears, Jon’s arms were washed with a rash of goose pimples. He almost cried. Every act of imagination which might remain in this brutalised scrap yard, every physical connection, flesh to sky to scorched, rusting earth, shivered. The sound was beautiful. It lent a benign quality even to the puddles of rust at his feet.

The final soprano lilt cut the air and it felt to John as if the song spoke only to himself. It was a curious sensation; it gave a fleeting, roller coaster lurch to his stomach to hear himself identified by voice outside of his own life:

“Johnny, remember me…”
With this final, bitter sweet sarcasm the nose cone dipped and the sharp end of the ballistic payload sank its song towards the earth. The final coup de grace, as the lyric inserted itself into apartment pods on the horizon and tore out the block as if pulling civilisation up by its hair. 

High above the hunger lands of twisted metal, the download agents would be monitoring progress, ensuring one more hacker had been sent to their final file transfer protocol in the sky. Johnny checked the reading on his bio-patch: one bar had instantly vanished from the reading just under the skin of his wrist. The missile had found its target. One down; only a handful of them to go.

A wave of dust ran across the shivering wasteland of metal and burnt plastic where John sheltered. Particles mingled with the sweat on his back, making it itch. Then came the final rain of disintegrated debris and who knew what particles of human flesh. These objects bounced across the everlasting scrap yard with a discordant beat.

When the last shiver of destruction had passed, John finally stood. He looked towards the torn up block of apartment pods on the horizon, the remaining skeletal structure rising out of a thick, brown mushroom cloud. He looked back to the caves of twisted metal where he lived. The landscape looked like it had been made from the vibrations of some death wish long ago. 

Nevertheless, this is where the occupants of that apartment block should have been. There was only one way to reclaim the songs: nobody could survive a genuine download attempt anymore. You could hack maybe, interrupt a signal, trace the odd server if you thought copyright agents might be close, and needed to track their movements but to catch the songs wholesale you had to join the fishers of missiles, who were seeking their lyrics and taking back their language, from the carbon coated death wish of the skies.

John would have dusted himself down if there was anything left of him worth cleaning. He had once seen his eyes in a broken pane of glass resting in a puddle. He could make out they were blue. Permanent layers of brown dust covered the rest of him but some blonde hair peeped through the mud cloud that was John Nirvana. An angular, boyish face, maybe. It had been difficult to tell. He had been surprised to realise he was tall and slim - he had considered himself fat. Perhaps he had seen too many skeletons lying around for comparison. He had a slight limp, one heel being a shade smaller than the other, from when a childhood missile blast had sought the souls of his feet as home for shrapnel.

As John approached, bandy rubber leggings limping through the remaining dust of the blast, he saw Telstar. Telstar stood astride the larger of the two reels. Neither spoke. John wanted to empathise: ‘missed one’ but feared it might sound like an insult. 

Telstar was tall, features all angles like scrap metal poking from under the remnants of his ancient bullet proof vest. Often he would hang his head down, as he did now, covering his face with dreads to protect his eyes from insidious particles and dust. A fisherman needs good eyes.

Tel gritted his teeth against the last of the fallout, which wanted to find the back of his throat. Finally it cleared enough for speech. He looked towards the concrete skeleton where the apartment block had stood:

“Some days you just can‘t get your casting arm in”.

Tel lived a few levels down from gallows humour. Gallows humour is what they all had at the cut of the umbilical. Tel’s grown up jokes were more like a precipice in hell: not so funny but with a definite edge to teeter over. John liked him for this. A precipice in hell was where they were and in a land of no roads, just lines of garbage torn apart by incoming, you needed somebody with a good sense of direction.

John picked up the end rig which lay at the end of Tel’s steel line. He tried to make it clear that he admired the knot used to bind the steel line to the final, titanium hook. He could see a band of black above the final hook length, where the directional blasts emitted from the missile’s anus had scorched the line as it had shot over the trail of flame. Overlong by a meagre metre. Unlucky, at a distance of five hundred feet. They might have landed the first big one of the day.

The titanium hook was not as blunt an instrument as it appeared to be. On hooking the steel cylinder, usually just below the guidance system under the dorsal fin, it released an electronic impulse and disarmed it. 

“Fuckers are creating songs. Breaking their own rules. For fuck’s sake; they’re trying to throw us off guard, draw us out into the open…”
“Perhaps a little too much back-up line on the reel”.

He heaved up an old bandsaw. Molten sparks stung his hands as they shaved twenty yards or so off the steel rope.

John strapped himself into an old operator’s swivel chair and set the enormous cable wind in motion, metal on metal screeching occasionally as line reeled in across wreckage. He examined the line for kinks as he did so -  ensuring everything was correct for bagging the next specimen which foraged across their column of sky. 

As he finished preparing tomorrow’s tackle, dusk dropped its wash of steel gray across the rats of Strawberry Fields. The songs never landed at night: it was a tacit agreement that nobody ever downloaded at night so that no missiles would come. At night they nursed wounds, sank back into rusting repose, while copyright agents sipped post-annihilation cocktails beneath the bright lights of connurbations in a distant, bluer sky.

The tribe slowly emerged from their warped metal caves to pay tribute to the dead. Strong shoes made of old tires and copper wire rode the tide of debris. Even Grandma Halliday emerged from an old shipping container preceded by a permanent cough. A prefab door creaked open to reveal a tunnel formed of sewage pipes - their surfaces tarnished to a perverted rainbow by acidic rain. Sal Supergrass and half a dozen other fishermen peeped out, checked the sky for nasty musical surprises and joined the gang. The last child had died some years ago. It was when their numbers had dwindled to such a degree, they had used mutual blood transfusion to synch their bio patch details. When one died, all noted the loss, a portion of the readout slickly deleted under a translucent patch of skin.

They munched on nuked, mutant frogs. Nobody spoke at first. It was a time for meditation; to pay respects to new dead and to their own purpose - to reinforce in the face of their starkly muted destinies, what little creed they had. 

Anybody in Strawberry Fields knew the story from the moment they could speak. Before the cities had been ravaged by the Conglommerates, a future agent of EMI had been high in a London park. Caught in a mosh pit, the tide of which surged and bounced to the crafted rage of one ageing Iggy Pop, rejuved on who knew what.

And that A&I corporate suit had experienced a vision. Industrial crystal-meth did that. He saw that throughout history the people responded most to that which could hit the mountain tops; shake the land by its throat. And to do that you had two choices: a fucking loud PA system and the roar of an unstoppable crowd, moved even to politics sometimes, by words and music. Or you had weaponry to shave the tops and fringes of the land. The two were opposed. Unless you combined them. Consumed one into the other to take the balance of control. 

Over the next decades the Conglommerates gathered round the demonic vision like ravers round a strobe light and took all the music for themselves - programmed all of it into the missiles as one globalised ‘fuck you’, which pounded anybody who dared to hack the mainframe and download. 

So Johnny Nirvana and his brethren fished for missiles, reclaiming tracks to add to their list of tainted triumphs. A war of principal that they would never win. But you know what they say: when you’ve got to fish, you just have to fish.

After the last, cracked pair of lips had smacked over the last remnant of warped frog flesh, John dreamt that night. His dream was flesh and skin. The skin of the lips from which a song travelled, ducking and weaving under a cumulus nimbus from an unknown past. A rash of response to the lilting notes across the small of his back. Satellite static in his ears. Electricity in his hands as he reached for a face he could not see. And then a long descent into rusting shock absorbers, burnt out train carriage relics and in his arms,  no longer anything but torn, wire fencing. Save one tiny light...

He had slept in and it was mid morning so he ran towards the large reels and operating chairs which held their steel lines. He was late for the first time in his life. Tel was already struggling, taking final, awkward steps with a 70 pounder. Tel angrily dumped the disgorged catch at John’s feet.

“You should have been at the unhooking mat. You know the score John: one on the disgorger, one on the forceps and that way it doesn’t go off in your fucking face”.

John had never failed Tel before: had always looked up to him. Now he could only hold up his wrist, in explanation. Tel stopped his harangue and walked over, looking concerned. But nobody had copped it without Tel’s knowledge. No sneaking silent rocket had been sent in the night to eradicate one more patch. Instead, John’s bio-patch was pulsating with another light. 

They both looked towards the ruined apartment pods which had been devastated the day before. Had the hacker flatlined then survived? But Tel could see with his own eyes in his own dirty head: no further light had appeared on his own bio-patch. This extra life was not one of them. It existed elsewhere. Tel paced, edgy as if some unseen figure might suddenly reveal themselves from the nearest pile of jagged metal on the horizon.

“It’s a trap. Fuckers are trying to flush us out”. 

John Nirvana could only stare past Tel towards the remains of the block which had taken yesterday’s blast. 

“For fuck’s sake, John”! Tel kicked the missile cone in anger and crouched to nurse a bruised toe. 

Neither noticed ‘Ma Halliday approaching, negotiating rusting fuesalges and old, dented wheels.

“Let him go, Telstar”.

John remembered the woman's voice from yesterday's catch. He knew right there and then that nothing would keep him from taking ’Ma Halliday’s seriously bad advice.


