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The Vassal

	"And so where do babies come from?"
            "Over there," said The Vassal, an arthritic finger pointing through the window to the sky outside the town.
            The young girl grew aware of the steely hum, of how it rustled through the pollution. Her cheeks stretched to a smile - a grin in awe. She watched a cloud creep over a square horizon.
            A mass of black, blurring like static. 
            "Your first time seeing it properly, isn't it eMa?"
           "It's so beautiful. And so colourful," the young girl replied, fixated on the swathe of pitch-black buzzing. The Vassal leaned closer, placing a palm on eMa’s back. "Do you know what it is?"
            "Ummm. Nope."
            "Those are the Carriers. Your mummy is getting a new delivery, which means-"
            "A baby sister!"
            "Haha, yes, that's right. Or perhaps a brother, remember! We must start getting back from the windows because the Carriers get very very noisy when they’re close."
            The Vassal ushered eMa back inside, to eggshell walls. The old woman tapped twice on a panel, shifting the shutters from transparent to obscured. She configured the panel, then pressed once more. Sounds - signs of life - were stifled from the floors below this stately home erected atop a high-rise estate. Lucky little eMa, she could ignore the sounds of normal people at the press of a button. All she wanted to hear were the Carriers' hums.
            The swarm drew closer, grey sky blighted with black. Distant tips of skyscrapers clouded over with particles.
            "Knee please!" said eMa.
            The Vassal popped eMa onto her pre-cushioned prosthetic leg, raising the girl's chin to the windowsill. Her smile was wide and silent. The swathe started to break into smaller murmurs, each one holding thousands of Carriers, their hum turning to a countertenor roar.
            "It's going to be that one!” eMa said, pointing at a cluster.
            “Really? I think it's going to be that one."
            "Nope. That one!" she re-pointed to another, changing her mind. 
            The two stayed perched, light on their face dimming as black fleets passed through the sky over their raised manor. There was a view of where arable land met motorway, tarmac meandering through summer-brown grass. This was wasted on their sky-facing eyes.
            The family first took to The Vassal for her red hair. A since-faded rarity, but eMa loves her for her grey. The Mother was in the kitchen, pottering. The clanks and clinks from sorting spices and scrubbing pans didn't leave the kitchen, drowned by the rumble of drones. She had told The Vassal she wasn't going to watch the humming, and was much more comfortable manifesting odd jobs from thin air. All the even jobs had already been done.
            "We should move back a bit, shouldn't we?” The Vassal warned. Windowpanes rattled in their wrought-iron grilles, threatening to crack. All sources of sunlight died, pooling the house with shadow as the humming grew. eMa clung to The Vassal, opening her mouth to talk:
           “I want the lights on!” her lips read.

           But no sound came out.

           “I CAN’T SEE YOU!” she tried to scream.

           It was as though The Humming was in her lungs, vibrating out of her mouth instead of the words she wanted.

            An uninterrupted darkness proceeded. All eMa could feel was her helper's hands over her ears. In the centre of what she once thought beautiful, she was screaming.

           
           				 One 
minute 
of 
artificial 
night.


            Power was back, and newfound daylight lit the house as though it were never absent. The baseline buzz from fridges, bulbs, air conditioning, washing machines, hot water pipes, returned. Fewer decibels than the sound of eMa's residual panic.
            "That was alright, wasn't it!"
            "Yeah... Haha," said eMa, her diaphragm twitching, "HAHA! BAHAHAHA!"
            The Vassal encouraged this catharsis by joining in with a chuckle. The two chorused laughs, eMa’s eyes shrinking where her red cheeks grew.
 	These hysterics drew Mother out of the kitchen. She added her own “Ohahahaha!” 
By then, her daughter had finished.
“Ohahaha!” The Mother continued, “Ohaha! Oh...”
  
           The Humming was over, and the family were together.

           "It used to be a lot scarier than this. In my days, we had to do everything ourselves.”
           The Vassal comes from a time where anti-shoplifting signs were commonplace next to sanitary products. Before private funding settled on a solution. A time of outlawed abortions, where her peers fled to territories that prioritised their health. 
            But what a time to be a midwife!
            With the free market expected to birth a corporate messiah, a nation waited. Inundated, building a portfolio of healthy births, The Vassal would be present in upwards of sixty deliveries each year. Then the solution arose: mass redistribution of offspring. She was happy it took weight off the backs of adoption centres, at least.

#
 
            “Who wants to go outside first?”

           The twelve-foot door opened to spotless steps, staggering down to an empty driveway. Its four-car capacity was forever unused, sixty floors above road level. 
 

           bip
 
            The Vassal held the door for eMa's head to peep out from behind her. She stared, fingers close to her mouth, at what The Humming left on her drive. 
	A mute worry, now what was over the horizon was at her doorstep.
 
            bip
 
            Eight legs, four circular wings. A hemisphere of camera eyes, shutters opening in the direction of movement. 
 
            bip
 
            The four central limbs were bent and spindly, spring-loaded to puncture cement—for clinging on the outside of tower blocks. Mother’s property managed to avoid damage. 
"You're very lucky to have flat ground, eMa,” The Vassal said, holding the foreign body an arm’s length away from her face. 
           “Hm,” said Mother.
	
#

           The Vassal hefted the Carrier onto the dining table, its appendages spanning the width. She checked under the tablecloth, careful of scuffs. On its plinth of old oak, the three family members marvelled at the mechanism.
 
            bip
 
            "We might need that code. Just show it the email."
            "Right. I got that," the Mother replied, fumbling through the pouch of a spotless kitchen apron.
            "Phone... Phone..." she mumbled.
            "In your coat pocket, ma’am. By the door."
            "You know what, I bet I forgot to take it out of my coat!"
            eMa and The Vassal shared a knowing look.
            "Where does the baby go?"
            "It’s in there, don't worry."
            Seeing The Vassal so comfortable around this alien, eMa unfurled her fingers from her helper's garb. She let one arm loose, locking eyes with the chirping bug.
 
            bip
 
            Her head barely surfaced above the dining table, enough to see the hollow cavities between the blackness. She knows being light helps it fly, but where is the baby? She treaded the perimeter of the table, eyeing up the carrier's body. 
            Between its carbon sinews, something throbbed white. A plastic ball, netted in black. She perched her hand on the edge of the table. Shutters facing The Vassal closed, reopening with one hundred little clicks to watch the girl's fingers. She wormed her fingers closer, dragging her palm. Its cameras adjusted, watching the hand reach toward its thorax.
            "eMa!"
            She jumped, closing her arms to her chest.
            "Careful! Just... be careful. Stand here.”
 
            bip
 
            "Here we go," said The Mother, waggling her phone, "a treat!"
            She held it before the creature's eye-dome, displaying a string of symbols.
 
            bip
                        
            bip
 
            bip
 
            Its chirping stopped. Middle limbs wound outwards, splaying slowly. It sensed the surface it sat on. 
            THUNCK
            Four legs speared into the table at once, splintering oak.
            With footing secured on each side, the body raised. Now a winged quadruped, it stretched to one foot in height, drawing eMa's gaze upwards.
            "Twat," muttered The Vassal, frowning at the talons that tore through her tablecloth. 
            "Chri-Crust almighty!" said The Mother, stuttering in her startled state.
 
            bip
 
            "Oh shush"
            eMa could not understand the adults, fiddling unphased with the creature they so eagerly invited in. This was not the promised stork. She braced for another thunck.
            Two components parted in its underside, like a splitting ribcage. eMa watched from below as the contents, scaffolded in polystyrene, left a hollow body. It lowered, connected to a ninth, levered, arm, and rested in the arachnid shadow. Padded at eight corners, the container looked, to eMa, like a long egg. Within it, a membrane of creamy white.
            No one moved. Not The Mother, not The Vassal, not eMa, not the machine that chirps and births.
            Dust shimmering in lamplight was cut by The Vassal's arm, reaching for the delivery.
            It was smacked away. 
            "What the shit do you think you are doing?"
            "Sorry, Mother," conceded the old woman.
            "Yes. Quite right. Excuse my language. Close your ears, eMa. But- but know this, Vassal. This my baby, yes? It doesn't need your wrinkles on it. Don’t worry, I'll need your help in five months!"
            "And the incubation?"
            "Yes, yes. I've got the kit. It's in my room."
            "Right."
            "It's in my room.”
            Through a carved-marble hall and a hardwood door, The Vassal rattled a trolley. On it, a glass dome covered an empty basin like a cloche.
            She raised the lid—as she does when presenting The Mother her meals—to a white, plastic basin. On it were three depressions of increasing size, marked '4', '16’, and ‘38’.
 The Mother, taking time to hold the delivery close to her chest, began to walk towards the trolley.
 
            bip
 
            The three humans swivelled their heads. Not again. The Carrier dropped to the table. Inner legs shot out of their impact holes. Joints snapped together. Limbs tucked in. Pinprick eyes jittered shut.
            Then, from a panel on the back of its black carapace, a message glowed:
 
            Delivery successful. Return to origin.
 
            "That was exciting, wasn't it eMa?"
            The girl nodded.
            "Nothing to be worried about now. All over! Though, someone ought to change that tablecloth."
            "Aren't you going to let eMa see her sibling?"
            The Mother paused, de-flustering. She looked down to hopeful eyes.
            "Well, that's not... Would you like that?"
            eMa nodded again.
            The Vassal picked her up by the pits, plonking eMa on her prosthetic once more. In its groove, '16’, eMa saw the white tube again. Her cheeks reddened.
            She remembered the photos of her as a baby, in The Mother's arms.
            Will it have those funny, puffy, cheeks? Will it be crying and snotty and grotty? Will it have its thumb in its little mouth?
            The long egg unobscured with the press of a button, the cloudy membrane clearing. eMa looked at the casing, too small for a baby. It was filled with a liquid, leaving no air pockets. The surface caught glare, reflecting eMa's visage back at her. Her face, warped on a curved surface, blinked back. She moved left, the mirror image moving right, to observe what was beneath. 
           It floated. A form of deoxygenated red, translucent and pulsing zygotic blood. Its veins weren't limited by its skin and sprawled in the fluid like blue hairs. A body and a head, the same size, suspended unaware. 
            "It's..." The Mother brought up the notifications on her phone, "A boy!"
            "Mummy," she started to sob, "That's not a baby."
            Holding a pause for eMa’s discontent, The Mother spoke, "Now you've done it. Now you've done it, you sac of bones!”
           “Didn’t mean anything by it Mother. Just helping out like I’m trained.”
           “I’ve actually had enough! ‘Trained’. You should know it’s not ready for her to see. And... You’re saggy.”
            She wheeled the trolley away, the foetus tossing in its amniotic pool.
            eMa had turned her back to hide her watery eyes from The Mother. Now she had left, with the baby, eMa could ask the question she was holding back.

            "Is... Is that where mummy got me from?"

            "Yes, darling. And where she got me, too."
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