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PART ONE
SOLENIUS
CHAPTER ONE
FROM A DISTANCE it was beautiful. In the middle of the stark gunmetal cityscape it blossomed orange like a flower. A brief, brilliant flash against the ruined monochrome wasteland, momentarily too bright to look at, then fading again, leaving the shattered building like a jagged hand as the debris cloud mushroomed around it. All in perfect silence; but looking closely you could make out tiny dust motes of bodies plummeting hundreds of storeys to their deaths.
From the flash ballooned a vibrant crimson glow, a shell of light which partially vaporised the building’s plassteel sides and liquefied its supports, and the entire edifice began to collapse free-fall into its own footprint. The blaster bolts which had been arcing between the ground and its upper storeys trailed away, replaced by explosions of fire as two million tonnes of complex polymer swept in a pyroclastic flow through the ramshackle streets of the Solenine undercity.
“Incoming!” Jackson Stark’s face was a stop-motion picture of adrenalised coordination; mouth yelling alarm, eyes panning the rubble-strewn concourse, virtual vision scrolling vectors and exit windows in ghostly orange and blue plasma. He hurled himself horizontal, disintegrator rifle clutched in his hand. Then the pressure wave hit, sending him tumbling. Thaddeus Clay threw himself upwards, tackling him mid-air, crashing them both to the sharp ripping ground as the backs of their heads were scoured by a four-hundred-klick hurricane. Their force armour flickered and flared its coppery glow, zip cells straining in an audible whine.
Stark lay on his back, staring at the pale green sky through shreds of dispersing smoke, as though struggling to remember. Clay lay on his chest, looking directly into his face. So close he could feel his hot wet breath, his heart pumping through the p-suit vest.
It had been a routine surveillance. Unauthorised, of course. The moment the Mindscape had rippled with traces of unrest on the outskirts of Sol City, Thaddeus Clay and Jackson Stark had cloaked up and vanished from the Corporacy’s oppressive but slipshod gaze. This sort of thing they’d never have seen if they’d remained above radar like their Corporacy watchdogs had requested.
Thaddeus Clay’s biomed array confirmed he was uninjured, and he rolled to one side and focussed on the site of the attack. While it was still fresh, he thoughtcast the memory up to the Mindscape: the visuals, audio, even the sense of shock and fright as the building began to fall.
“What was it the report said? Traces of social tension and unrest? I’d say that counts, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes, sir.” Stark’s enhanced frame lifted him lightly to his feet, the repulsors shocking the debris off him in a halo of dust which drifted slowly to the ground. “I’d say we’ve got more than enough to kick some Corporacy ass.”
CLAY STORMED THROUGH the doors of Solenine Security, flashing his identity codes angrily at anyone who challenged him. Stark followed, jaw set grim and eyes fixed ahead, active sensors rippling around him. The assembled security mechanicals withdrew uncertainly like corn falling to a scythe.
Sirens sounded everywhere. “Sirs and Agents, I must ask you to desist.” A hefty organic—mostly human, but bristling with security enhancements—raised a hand the size of a dinner plate before them. Clay shot him a glance which overrode his defence routines and sent him staggering back. “Sirs! Alert...!”
The security station was in uproar. At the far side a defence detail snapped smartly to attention, and everywhere lambent green lenses turned violent red as a myriad unseen protocols jumped to readiness. The air crackled with repulsors and active sensor beams.
The Solenine intendant strode through the mayhem. His tall, thin silhouette swayed between the pods and c-stations, his height accentuated by the featureless grey-white smock the Corporacy middle ranks wore. He was speaking long before he came into earshot: “...must protest at this outrageous behaviour! This was a classified mission with a high risk factor. We have enough of a problem with social unrest without your precipitate action jeopardising—We will of course protest in the strongest possible fashion—”
Clay’s voice rose to a shout, his p-suit issuing sub-audio harmonics which sent the fainter of the intendant’s retinue quailing. “Protest all you like! What the hell are you people playing at, Schau-Sel-An? What kind of ordnance was that?”
The intendant came to a halt mere metres from Clay. The remainder of his retinue fanned out behind him, a timid audience of spies and backstabbers who eyed Clay and Stark with barely-concealed loathing.
Schau-Sel-An stared at Clay, his chest heaving. When he spoke, his voice was tight as a wire. “They were standard Pacifier-class assault synthetics, Doctor Clay, nothing more. Armed with twin gravity cannon, modified from a model provided by your Commonality—”
Clay interrupted. “Gravity cannon? You put gravity cannon on ground assault robots? Those things aren’t even cleared for atmospheric use! The casualties must have been—”
“Avoiding casualties was not our priority, Doctor Clay. We had a real and present threat to neutralise...”
“Those people were protesting...!”
“...a real and present threat, and the mission was accomplished with no losses on our side...”
Clay spat out an exasperated laugh of disbelief. Stark bristled behind him, huge fists clenching and unclenching. “I should say not... you used heavy starship weaponry against unarmed civilians. The collateral damage alone...” He cast the intendant the exomemory of the vast plume of cloud and debris which shrouded the collapsing building.
Schau-Sel-An ignored it. “The collateral damage was acceptable. I realise you do not approve of our methods, Doctor Clay, but you must understand: these are extraordinary times, and extraordinary measures are sometimes called for. Security is paramount.”
Clay turned and looked at Stark. The monitors would detect no thoughtcast traffic between them, but none was needed: a Death Squad needed no further embellishment. Intendant Schau-Sel-An’s gaze flicked from one to the other, his expression impassive.
“May I remind you you are here purely as observers, Doctor Clay. The Commonality has given us free rein with how we deal with the Unjoiners. You were in a restricted zone without authorisation; anything could have happened. You were very lucky you weren’t killed. Collateral damage is often high when we encounter resistance like this.”
Thaddeus Clay’s biomed array dialled a mild sedative, and his heart rate reduced immediately. The pounding in his head and the tendency towards irrational, rage-filled tunnel vision subsided as nano-scrubbers eradicated the adrenalin from his system. As the hive of activity that was Sol City Security Station clicked and gibbered around him, his perceptions sharpened, his sense of time slowed, and his exomemory analysed and catalogued the experience out in the undercity.
Year 194, day 47—fifteen days ago—four juveniles sanitised while engaged in terrorist operations against a food distribution centre. Year 194, day 50—twelve days ago—thirty-seven terrorist activists sanitised while rioting outside a security station. Year 194, day 52—ten days ago—a single man sanitised after attacking a security services representative in broad daylight. Subject was subsequently revealed to be unarmed, and the unlicensed parental unit of one of the thirty-seven activists. Clay cursed: his son had been thirteen...
It was happening everywhere, as bad as any Clay had seen: the systematic murder of an oppressed and rioting underclass. Small wonder the Gentility headquarters sentience had flagged this world as a culture conflict hotspot: SCI Force would have its work cut out stopping this place going straight to hell.
An alarm pinged in his sensor array. He shot a scan at Stark, eyes widening as his virtual vision flashed yellow and orange at raised adrenalin and cortisol levels, pulse rate, alpha wave emissions. He saw Stark’s pupils dilate, start to tremble.
Clay blinked out of the Mindscape and looked directly at the Solenine intendant. “Very well, Schau-Sel-An. You have my formal apology for complicating your mission. Rest assured it won’t happen again—we will take much more care in future. Much more care. I hope I make myself clear.”
Schau-Sel-An said nothing as Clay and Stark stepped into the grav lift. As they vanished out of view, the servos in Stark’s power armour fading into inaudibility, the intendant turned to one of the opaque lenses mounted in the wall.
—Patron, I would recommend we follow them, he thoughtcast. Especially the killer. SCI Force never leaves a job that easily.
SCI FORCE NEVER did. In fact, major conflagrations, collapsing buildings, and furious local administrators were usually all reliable signs that a SCI Force job was successfully underway. Out of context, the mandate of the Security and Cultural Integrity Instrumentality sounded bookish and positively benign: to ensure, by any means necessary, the cultural stability of the New Commonality of Humankind and its member worlds, and to assist newly-welcomed cultures to integrate themselves with minimal disruption. It was the coy ‘by any means necessary’ which meant the work place was less a venue for sophisticated diplomatic soirees and more one where aggressive deployment of body armour and disintegrator rifles was often the order of the day.
SCI Force was two centuries old, and Thaddeus Clay remembered all of it. After the unexpected discovery of planing—faster-than-light travel through the strange dimensions of 2-space—and the beginning of the rediscovery of its numberless lost colonies, Old Earth had seemed poised on the brink of a golden age.
They had been exciting days. For millennia, Old Earth had seeded the stars in vast, slower-than-light colony ships, their crews frozen in stasis fields; most had never been heard from again, and those that did attempt to communicate often took centuries just to send a single signal home, making any meaningful contact or commonality of civilisation impossible. Only in the Core Worlds, those habitable star systems within fifty or so light years of Old Earth, did interstellar civilisation develop. But for thousands of years the Commonality of Old Earth was an introverted, small-minded affair, obsessed with minutiae and stagnating as the changeless millennia passed.
The discovery of faster-than-light travel changed everything. Suddenly distances which would have taken centuries to cross could now be travelled in weeks, and with the exploration of the galaxy a new excitement and optimism infused humankind. Starships spread out from Old Earth to contact the thousands of lost colonies and welcome them with open arms back into the bosom of humankind.
They had been horribly naive in those early years. Many of the colonies they found had lost all memory of Old Earth, and viewed the bright-eyed crusaders as invaders from the sky. And even if they did remember, thousands of years of cultural divergence meant the worlds they encountered were alien and twisted beyond recognition: divergent evolution and genurgic engineering meant some of their populations were no longer even human.
The result was chaos. Anger, confusion, and disillusionment from the Commonality, when its best intentions were thrown back in its face; fear, violence, and resistance from the colonies, in the face of this irresistibly dynamic civilisation. SCI Force was the child of that conflict: an instrumentality of the New Commonality’s fledgling interstellar government, which would manage the Rediscovery of a lost Old Earth colony and its integration into the expanding Commonality. With SCI Force, the process might take decades, even centuries; but it could shield a Rediscovered world from the cultural destruction which contact with the overwhelming Commonality often entailed. SCI Force prevented conflict; it prevented war. It preserved cultures, and safeguarded the frontiers of the Commonality from unwanted cultural contamination.
Or at least that was the theory.
“ARE YOU ALL right, Agent?”
Jackson Stark had stopped just outside the grav lift, and stood by one of the viewports, looking out over the teeming city. His knuckles gripping the handrail were white.
Thaddeus Clay waited for Stark’s thoughtcasts, a sense of the frustration, even the fear, that he felt. But there was nothing; Stark hid his thoughts and emotions behind a perception blind, his eyes flicking from side to side, as if searching for something within. “I don’t know,” he said, guardedly, as though to himself. “I remember... snatches... just images. None of it joins up... None of it makes sense.”
Clay observed him closely, forcing down the memories of their recent encounter, concentrating his attention here and now. He could almost hear Stark’s heart pounding, see the sheen of fear on his skin. Something not even a perception blind could hide.
“What triggered it this time?”
Stark shook his head. “I have no idea. I don’t think it was any one thing... The intendant was making me angry... his callous disregard for—” He broke off. “But no. That wasn’t it...”
He turned and faced Clay, helpless. “I don’t know, Doctor. It’s happening more and more. The conditioning’s breaking down, isn’t it?”
Thaddeus Clay nodded. “The block. It’s the block that’s breaking down. Your conditioning is a whole collection of responses, all jostling for dominance. But the block—the thing that stops you remembering who you were, what they did to you...” He forced some energy, some lightness into his voice. “Well, at least it means we’re making progress, if nothing else. Mm?” He smiled.
Stark was unconvinced. “Are you prepared for this, Doctor? For who I might turn into when I finally remember?” Stark stared at Clay, his eyes dark and intent, his thoughts still masked.
Memories rose unbidden to Clay’s mind, visions of shouting and gunfire, flashing lights, pain and tears. And finally death. Not this time, he thought, grimly.
“Yes,” he nodded, looking away. “I’m ready.”
THERE WAS A hole in Stark’s mind. Not even the Mindscape held a record of his memories. At the highest security clearance Thaddeus Clay could muster, for a two year period from 191 to 193 EE (Expansionary Era), Stark had made no thoughtcasts, uploaded no memories to the Mindscape, did not even register in the residency records of the thousands of worlds on the Rim. It was as though, for two years, he had ceased to exist.
There were people who could do that, of course. There were agencies in the Commonality with enough clout to close off whole areas of the Mindscape, manipulate its form and content in ways that were supposed to be impossible. Hell, he belonged to one of those agencies himself—the Security and Cultural Integrity Instrumentality was expert at these kinds of shadowy dealings. But SCI Force had no idea what had happened to Jackson Stark. And if SCI Force couldn’t find out...
CHAPTER TWO
THE HIGH REACH domiciliary was one of the many tessellated spires which surrounded the Solenius Arcology like a forest of gleaming crystal. Especially at night, when the bright cityscape shimmered and coruscated with d-beams and arch-lights, the delicate tracery of hyper-intelligence which bound the four worlds of the Solenine Cluster and the Commonality together, it was possible to forget the grey and barren bedrock and lifeless dustbowls covering most of Solenius’ non-urbanised surface, the legacy of centuries of rapacious industrialisation.
They’d left their planeship in high orbit, assigned quarters by the Corporacy on the fortieth floor. Their quaint, unsophisticated apartment looked out towards the concourses of the central arcology, glowing golden in its antique protective cocoon; many offworlders stayed here, and those from the more alien of the Cluster’s other worlds—an exhibition of the Commonality’s cultures and lifestyles, in all their divergence from the Solenine Corporate norm. There were aquatic habitats for visitors from Belomor, the Cluster’s waterworld; hive dwellings for the green-skinned Solenine from agricultural Amphalas; even apartments for biological families from beyond the Cluster’s borders. The Corporacy aggressively discouraged its own members from engaging in unrestricted sexual reproduction, preferring instead a rigorously structured in vitro programme; but, to curry the Commonality’s favour, it seemed it was willing to tolerate any obscenity, however atavistic.
The arrival of Thaddeus Clay and Jackson Stark was registered by a myriad of sensor suites, including a few approaching Commonality sophistication. Their life signs and monitor bands were traced entering the lobby, past the blank-faced helpers standing motionless by the doors, up the turbolift and down the corridor to their quarters. At the door, as they passed the threshold, a SCI Force special-ops sensor sleeve deftly intercepted their active sensor emissions, seamlessly returning ghost images which the Solenine apparatus couldn’t distinguish from the real thing. Intelligent marker routines busied themselves insinuating a fictionalised and innocuous scene of SCI Force R&R, even down to audio and video virtualities complete with non-existent conversations and bogus smiles.
The tension in the room was thick as Clay and Stark entered. There were a couple of seconds of silence as Lyra Da Luz monitored the marker routines, then nodded as the sensor sleeve confirmed.
“Okay, Stealth Field re-established,” she said, with obvious relief. “Mother of god—you guys look like crap!” She forced a grin and planted a crimson kiss on Stark’s still battered face, ignoring his coldness and avoiding Clay’s eyes. “You found what we’re looking for?”
Frowning, Stark unshouldered his disintegrator and lowered it in a corner. “Permission to stand down, sir?” the weapon asked in a fine-timbred female voice, “I need to run diagnostics and recalibrate after that fall we took.”
“That’s fine, Dizzy. At ease,” he smiled, turning away as the rifle powered down and began to rebuild lost and damaged components.
“We saw your little adventure from the observation deck.” Max Proffitt sprawled on the viewport sofa, grinning his trademark gap-toothed cynical grin and feigning a relaxation he clearly didn’t feel. He nodded up through the ceiling, theatrically stifled a yawn, leaned forwards for a beaker of roast Howzatian from the makepoint. Stark saw his fingers tremble as the rich aroma filled the room. “Hell of a show you boys put on,” he drawled. “The ship said it could even see the explosion from orbit... Very mellow, dropping buildings like that... Scaring the shit out of the natives... Hearts and minds...” His eyes ranged around the room, looking everywhere but at Lyra.
Nothing in the room was broken, observed Clay; whatever they’d been fighting about this time, they hadn’t come to blows. Or to bloodshed, at least, he reflected, eyeing the angry rash stippling Proffitt’s neck. He sipped his drink, wincing at the temperature, frowning. “Not us, Max—them. Not even a chance to surrender. It was barbaric, against all the normalisation protocols. And it wasn’t an isolated event. Look at this”—he thoughtcast the report his Mindscape implant had been collating to all of them—“Hundreds of people, thousands even, over the years. I did some digging into the pre-Rediscovery collective which Solenine had before they joined the Mindscape, and there’s records of these... Unjoiners... back even then. But then they were just eco-freaks—your standard percentage of social dropouts and non-conformists, every culture has them, yes? Even by not belonging, they still had their place. But now there are thousands; there are even rumours of Corporacy members defecting—and their numbers are growing.”
Lyra stared into her drink, reviewing the report in her virtual vision. “Rediscovery?”
Clay nodded. “Of course, Rediscovery. Isn’t it always? Some cultures can’t cope; some cultures cope too well. Some make it look like they’re coping, but in reality they’re sweeping all kinds of garbage under the carpet and trying to make it look pretty for us. Some of the horrors these people get up to make even the Venu look humane...”
“So we start there?”
“We start there. Standard insertion protocols—I want to know where the weak points are and what kind of cascades we can trigger, stat. A list of axial memes as quickly as we can. And be careful—I don’t doubt we’re already being watched, so be stealthy. Gentility-4 said there were traces of the Transmigration Heresy in the Cluster’s Mindscape; we’ve all seen the thoughtcasts, so that’s our way in, yes? Those people weren’t administrators, intendants; they weren’t functionaries in Solenine's glorious corporate society. They were disenfranchised, desperate, angry. I’m guessing there’s going to be a lot more fresh anger we can tap into after what just happened today.”
“Uh... Doc?” The cynical voice drawled. “What d’you want me to do while y’all out having fun doing your secret agent thing?”
Stark muttered under his breath, receiving a dry thin smile from Proffitt in return. Lyra glared with undisguised contempt.
Clay rubbed his eyes, suddenly tired. “Right now, Mister Proffitt, I’d be obliged if you could stay out of trouble. You can do that? Mm?”
Proffitt flashed his gap-toothed grin. “Sure thing, Doc,” he drawled. “Whatever you say...”
THE TRANSMIGRATION HERESY was endemic on primitive colony worlds rediscovered by the Commonality. It was characterised by a logical fallacy resulting from an immature grasp of the Mindscape and the thoughtcasts it contained; that an eidolon—a synthetic intelligence—possessed of the thoughtcast memory engrams of a dead person was somehow a continuation of that person. That somehow in that eidolon the dead person lived again. Even if the thanogram thoughtcasts which dying beings cast into the Mindscape were somehow perfect and complete enough to replicate their source personality absolutely—which they weren’t—Commonality genurgy and Mindscape science had long since proved beyond doubt that individuality resided as much in the physical gestalt of a being—its body, and all the periphery that entailed—as in any pattern of information. There was no persistence of identity, and eidolons which believed otherwise contravened a rigorous set of compliances and were destroyed before they could leave the eidolon rig in which they’d been forged. Reincarnation was a lie; there could be no transmigration in the Commonality. Memories, and the pale shadow of the eidolons, were all that was left of the dead.
MAX PROFFITT STILL counted the days, though it was difficult when no one told you how many were left. At least he was still alive; the bitch hadn’t managed to stick one of her plassteel daggers between his shoulder blades yet. He guessed he had Stark to thank for that, or Clay: though he’d be damned if he’d ever show it. Never mind what insane redemption trip the SCI Force controller was on, Proffitt wanted none of it. Smile and nod, just long enough until they gave him his ship back, and then he was gone, back out to the Fringe worlds beyond the Rim where people looked up to traders and didn’t think commerce was some degenerate perversion practised by deviant throwbacks.
He was used to the hatred and disdain, though—as one of the ‘new breed’ of old-style traders grown up on the Rim, you had to be. Nope: it was the jaw-aching boredom of this whole goddamn mission which was killing him. This white-toothed do-gooder SCI Force shit was a bunch of crap: everyone knew the Commonality was an empire set on ruling the galaxy, and however nicely they dressed it up, they were coming through. Max had just hoped he could keep one step ahead of the shockwave. Fat chance.
So, another day, another fucked-up lame ex-colony struggling to survive culture shock on a galactic scale. It looked different, but it was the same old crap—you could tell by the smell. This Solenine brand of shit had some neat extras—the corporacy thing meant you had a ready-made mafia of treacherous backstabbing slimeballs fucking their countrymen in the ear for scraps from the Commonality’s table. No wonder the natives were revolting. Wouldn’t you?
In fact, this whole fucking planet mirrored Solenine society. First, the ecosystem was fucked up; centuries of over-industrialisation and rapacious exploitation had utterly destroyed the world’s natural balance. Vast tracts were barren, polluted wasteland, empty and poisoned seas. You could smell it on the wind; an acrid metallic taint that got the back of your throat and told you it was doing you no good at all. Then there were the conurbations; every scrap of reasonably flat land had been built on, again and again, for millennia, until there were strata of industrial fill many tens of metres deep below every city. The centres of those cities were marvels of brash, overwhelming arrogance; structures which had murdered their environment in their struggle for supremacy. Sol City epitomised that; the heart of the planetary capital was an endless agglomeration of super-skyscrapers and arcologies, some of them thousands of years old, inhabited by the privileged upper echelons of the Solenine Corporacy.
At the interface between arrogance and wasteland were the faceless slums where the lowest ranks of corporate society suffered in their millions. Places of crushed hope and strangled desperation, the certain knowledge that this cramped living module of oppressive mediocrity was all there ever was or would be. And outside, on and beneath the garbage-strewn streets spattered by polluted rain and swept by contaminated winds, were those who’d fallen farther still. The ones nobody talked about, and averted their eyes so as not to see.
Proffitt loved these places. Best customers in the ten thousand worlds, when they got to know him, purveyor of dreams, backstreet anaesthetist of the human soul.
He found a bar. You could dress it up with all kinds of alternative anthropological shit, but Max knew it by instinct and smell; a place people went to forget, to find vicarious warmth among strangers, to breathe on the embers of youthful hope and see them—if only for a short while—glow.
“Say... what does a body have to do to get a drink round here? Or whatever you people do to get off your faces?” Max Proffitt shouldered his way forwards to a vacated space on one of the benches, leering forwards at the barman. “I’m kinda used to quick, synthetic service, anyhow.” He winked at the low-level Corporacy type in the greasy threadbare one-piece to his right. “How ya doing, buddy?”
The bar bristled with tension. Max could have used his language chip for an accent which would have fit in with the natives, but where was the fun in that? Besides, that wasn’t the game.
“Izzat so?” said the barman, too old and tired to bother, but flashing meaningful glances at a couple of heavies by the door.
Proffitt grinned. “Them your friends, pal?” he sneered.
The barman ignored him, pouring a glass of something pale and anaemic and putting it on the bar before him. Max looked around; the faded colours, antique fittings hastily and repeatedly repaired; long years of crud sloshed into corners and covering everything with a patina of age.
“You watch your mouth about synthetics, buddy,” said a voice from down the bar. “Show a little more respect.”
“Respect? For synthetics? What the hell for?”
“I said watch your mouth, trader. Down here, synthetics are your ticket for your memories to live on after you die. If you’ve earned it. That’s serious shit, you don’t go disrespecting that. It’s an honour, pal.”
“An honour? You shitting me? Everyone stores their thoughtcasts in the Mindscape, bud, that’s just the way it is. It ain’t no honour, it’s Commonality law.”
The guy Max was speaking to stood back from the bar, eyeing him up and down. Standard blue collar type, facial scar, ugly bastard. Should go off like a rocket if pushed.
“Look, this isn’t the Commonality, pal. You gotta work to ascend. It don’t come free.”
“Ascend? What the hell are you talking about?”
Max grinned, yanking the guy’s chain, watching him jump.
“I said, watch your mouth! I don’t give a shit about where you come from. Here you gotta earn it if you want to live on when you die.”
“Aw, come on—that’s just bullshit... Nobody lives on. It’s just records of your memories, is all. You wanna upload a thanogram? Knock yourself out. Some synthetic gets programmed with your memories? That’s real nice. But, shit, it ain’t no honour... You dirtsiders gotta wise the fuck up...”
Max picked up his glass and raised it to the bar. “To desperate fucking lives and pointless deaths!” He clinked glasses with the cheap suit to his right, thoughtcasting a lewd image to him on an open channel. “That means you, too, buddy.” These natives didn’t get enough fun out of life.
Max counted to three.
“What the fuck you talking about?” shouted the suit, flaring up.
“Hold off, Jada.” A hand reached out and gently pushed him back by the chest. “Don’t even think about it. This guy’s no trader. He’s Commonality. SCI Force.”
Proffitt took a long, slow draught from his drink, eyeing the stranger through the bullseye kaleidoscope in the bottom of his glass. Female, and built. Corporacy one-piece, same as all the others, but new—a dead giveaway. Even without sensors he guessed enhancements; a passive scan confirmed his suspicion.
“’Zat true?”
Max shrugged. “Couldn’t say.”
“Leave it, Jada. This guy’s pushing for a fight, you can see that. What is it you want, SCI Force man?”
“Same as ever. Find out why you monkeys are making such a fucking mess of the place.” He turned his head to look at the woman, snarled through his gap-teeth. “That crap about ascendance sounds like a good place to start...”
He could almost see the thoughtcasts flailing back and forth from whoever this girl was working for. See the subtle modifications to her stance which were the prelude to action. He knew in a straight fight he probably couldn’t take her; even without SCI Force skill chips and combat thoughtcasts, the Solenine Corporacy had enough of its own custom genurgy to beef its muscle up to some seriously competitive levels. And these guys preferred mechanical extras to organic. Liked the cyborg look-n-feel. Fucking throwbacks.
He was hoping it wouldn’t come to that.
—THIS ONE IS not cloaked?
—No, Patron.
—Interesting... You’ve done well. We wonder what the agent is trying to achieve...
—If it’s not to start a fight, then I have no idea, Patron.
—No... His actions do seem... stupidly provocative, would you not say?
—I would, Patron. Provocative, and clearly designed to solicit a response. There are citizens here who are already viewing his words as a challenge to our authority. I recommend we don’t let the challenge pass.
If a disembodied voice communicating by pure thoughtcast can smile, then it did.
—Agreed. Use of violence is authorised. But do not kill him, citizen. Send him a clear message which our fellow citizens will understand. And citizen?
—Yes, Patron?
Again the scintillating smile across unfathomable traceries of data.
—Enjoy yourself.
MAX PROFFITT HATED it when he was wrong. It usually hurt. A lot. And required all manner of explanations and remedial actions afterwards. Almost as painful as the mistake itself.
He was right about one thing: mechanical enhancements. He heard rather than felt the knuckles crack as he tried a close-up jab to the solar plexus, coming up short against a subdermal adaptive weave which went rigid at the moment of impact. The woman smiled as his p-suit’s biomed array pumped his arm full of painkillers, but the sensation of badly crushed gristle still made him sick to the core.
The bar was in uproar. Its brooding tension had taken just moments to explode into a spittle-flecked raging mob. There seemed as many for him as against him, and the motley assortment of tables and benches had been rapidly swept into a makeshift amphitheatre as soon as his opponent had got her instructions to kick his ass.
A strange sense of déjà-vu swept over him. He’d never exactly been a born diplomat; memories of violent encounters on godforsaken backwaters all through the Rim flashed before his eyes. He’d fought or been beaten up by all manner of monkey-men and genetic throwbacks during his days selling snake-oil to the savages; usually he’d had the sense to place judicious two-way bets on the more outrageous bouts. Not here and not today, though: he knew from the start he was being handed his ass. Message received, whoever the fuck you are.
“So tell me,” he groaned, spitting blood onto the bar and wiping spilled drink and broken plass from his burning face, “who’d’ya have to screw to beat me up, heh? I’ll screw you for free, how’s that? Good enough counter-offer, babe?”
She smiled, inhaling hugely and high as a kite on combat boosters. “You people... really don’t get it, do you? Hah!”
Round-house. Standard defence, but without a skill chip it was hopeless; he was late, felt her foot wrap around his neck before his arms were even half way there, sending him hurtling across the debris-strewn floor into the cradle of waiting arms and eager, frenzied eyes which pushed him back into the fray.
“Ugh... Don’t get what, baby? C’mon, tell me, tell me what I don’t get, you goddamn primitive!”
He yelled the last word, throwing himself on her with all his weight. She was already set up before he got there; he felt the wind sucked out of him as her foot set firmly in his solar plexus, then she rolled, backwards, smoothly carrying him high into the air. He caught a brief, incongruous close-up of the underside of the ceiling—then a sea of raised faces gawping at him as he sailed towards the window. There it was again—that danged sense of déjà-vu.
THE SKY WAS the colour of khaki, and another dry electrical storm flickered overhead, endless rumbles tossed back and forth over the horizon. There was a smell of ozone, and Sol City’s distant skyscrapers and anti-pollution aerostats faded into indistinct silhouettes as the smog thickened. Down here on the first sub-level you could almost chew the air, thick with contaminants and particulates spewed out by Solenius’ centuries-long industrialisation. The planet’s ecosystem was shot to pieces. Not that the Corporacy would ever show you, Jackson Stark thought as he pulled his hood over his head; nothing to tarnish the wonderful glow of the Solenine miracle.
People watched him from alleys and windows, repurposed ramshackle buildings which had seen better days. Out here beyond the weather sats and Corporacy surveillance drones was dangerous territory, and his personal sensor array crackled with targeting icons and bio-readouts. His stealth and reflexes chips constantly flicked round his nervous system; he felt calm and like he was about to explode at the same time.
“You shouldn’t be here, offworlder,” a woman’s voice croaked from the shadows. “There’s no friends for you out here. If the squads don’t get you, then the trash collectors will find what the Unjoiners leave in the morning. Go back to the Corporacy zones while you still have chance.”
Even across the alleyway he could smell the intoxicants and cheap perfume—the chemical stuff, no one down here could afford implants. He slowed his pace—his PSA registered three energy weapons within thirty metres, at least one target bead hovering like an angry hornet around his head. “So you know about the squads?”
Her hacking cough broke the thick air. “Sure. Who doesn’t?”
He looked at her and saw her properly for the first time. Her ruined face, the desperation staring out of her haunted red eyes.
“How do you tolerate it?”
She coughed out a disbelieving laugh. “Tolerate? What the hell kind of word is that?”
“Why don’t you fight?”
She looked at him strangely. “Yeah? Maybe one day we will. Maybe one day this whole fucking place will just explode and we’ll all go straight to hell. Would that make you happy?”
“It would... make sense.”
“That just means you ain’t got enough to lose. Look, space man, whatever the fuck you’re doing down here, you get to leave, go back to your shining world out there somewhere when you’re done.” She waved her arm at the sky. “Down here, when you’re dead, you stay dead. There ain’t no ascendance down here. There ain’t no rejuve. That means we’ll fight, but only when we don’t got no choice no more. And it’ll be as ugly as all hell... Meantimes, we keep our heads down and out of the way.”
He looked up and down the street, his sensorview plotting potential targets and attacks. By a corner, twenty metres away, a couple of children stared blank-faced and hollow-eyed from an empty doorway.
The woman followed his gaze.
“They let you reproduce down here...?” Stark hesitated.
The woman regarded him with contempt. “That’s the Solenine way, space man. We don’t kow-tow to your precious Commonality culture down here. That in vitro shit you got the Corporacy doing is twisted.”
Stark shook his head. “That’s not it at all. The Corporacy is misunderstanding things. Sure, there are places in the Commonality where genurgic reproduction is more common than biological—the Core Worlds, for example. But biological families aren’t forbidden. Here out on the Fringe they’re still the norm...”
“Huh—whatever. Tell it to the suits.”
“Is that what the sanitation squads are doing down here? Is that what this is all about?”
“The squads? The squads don’t give a fuck, space man,” the woman spat. “They just clean up, when they come. Everything. They don’t care what we do down here. We fuck, we breed. What they going to do? Fine us? Shit...” she grimaced, bitterly, looking away. “Like I say, you keep your head down.”
Slowly, Stark nodded. “Look,” he said at length. “I’m looking for someone.”
“Yeah?” she said without interest. “That’s nice.”
“A man.”
“Ain’t gonna do you no good asking round here, don’t waste your time.”
“A man who used to belong up top—a Corporacy man who became an Unjoiner.”
She shook her head—another cloud of cheap perfume. “Bullshit. They’d have killed him as soon as he tried.”
“His name is—or was—Vanner. Det-Omisis Vanner. Does that mean anything to you?”
She didn’t even pause. “Not a thing. Listen to me: take a hike, space man. You’re done here,” she said, fading back into the shadows.
SOMEONE WAS FOLLOWING him. Max didn’t look round. His passive sensors showed him little more than a low-level signature in the infrared and other obvious spectra. No sign of a monitor band, which was... intriguing. Either a low-grade punk tempted to try his luck after the fireworks in the bar—lowlifes like that didn’t usually have implants—or the person was cloaked. Proffitt hoped it was the second—he was bored with fighting.
“That was pretty impressive back there.” The voice came from about five metres behind, no attempt to disguise. His virtual vision splashed up a rough profile: male, standard pulse rate, indeterminate age. No obvious signs of threat.
“You complimenting my fighting?”
“Of course not. I mean the spectacular ‘request for information’ you were broadcasting on all frequencies back there. Well done—you got our attention.”
Max stopped in the street, looking down at the sidewalk for a couple of moments, clenching his teeth in a private smile. A flickering pool of illumination as one of the rare streetlights started to come on. The stranger came level; Max flicked him a look.
“I did, huh?”
The man was medium height, nondescript, Corporacy standard clothing. Vague bad breath, like the aftermath of adrenalin—about the only thing you could identify him by, if pushed.
“I was wondering how those goons knew you were SCI Force.”
“I was wondering that, too.”
“Then I was wondering what SCI Force was doing picking fights in a bar.”
Max looked up at him. “Shit... And I just happened to pick your bar to do it in, is that what you’re telling me?”
“What else could it be?”
“Maybe that this town is more full of spooks and informers than ordinary Joes. Is how it’s starting to look to me.”
The man threw his head back and guffawed. “Damn right!”
He laughed, heartily, eventually subsiding via a series of chuckles into a broad grin. His eyes sparkled with merriment, never leaving Max’s face. The silence became pregnant.
Max eyed him tiredly. “So you ain’t here to kill me—and I’m guessing maybe you don’t feel much like talking either. So what is it you want, mister?”
The man’s smile slowly evaporated. He chewed his lips for a while, a bad taste in his mouth. “Maybe just to know our enemy better. Get up close and find out why the hell they think they’ve a right to invade our planet.”
Max breathed steadily. The man’s pulse rate was elevated. “We ain’t invaders, pal,” he said, quietly. “We’re here to help. If you’d stop trying to whip our asses every time we try.”
“Really?” the man spat. “Funny how everything round here’s going to shit then, isn’t it? How everything got a helluva sight worse when your glorious Commonality turned up.”
Max shrugged. “Before my time. Looking round here, I’d say you’ve fucked things up pretty good on your own.”
“Would you? Would you, now? Well isn’t that fucking quaint? Is that an informed Commonality opinion? Did you believe that before it all kicked off in the bar back there, too? The word ‘irony’ mean anything to you?”
Max studied him for a moment. “Who do you work for, pal? Who’s this ‘we’? You don’t stink like the usual Corporacy suits.”
The man leaned forwards out of the gloom, his breath washing all over him. “No,” he growled. “We have a stench all our very own. One I think you might be looking for. What do you think?”
Max smiled. At last. “Lead on, pal.”
WHEN MAX CAME to he was strapped to a primitive-looking table with what looked like cargo binder. A couple of bleak white glow-strips barely pushed back the gloom. A voice crackled to life from over his shoulder.
“Who are you? What’s your mission here? You have one chance to tell us yourself—or we can do this the hard way.”
Max strained against the binders. They held tight. Sent out a distress thoughtcast—the whole place was cloaked. Shit... He let his head fall back on the table, staring at the ceiling. Some derelict building... disused factory, warehouse, whatever. At night. The undercity was full of holes like this...
Stars flashed through his mind. Gas? Stun field? His p-suit reacted quickly enough to protect against all those. The dull ache localised itself in the back of his head. The simplest solutions were often the best; they’d been waiting for him.
Max bared his teeth, straining at his bonds. “What say we try it the hard way to begin with, and I’ll let you know how it goes?”
THE ALLEYWAY WAS deep in shadow, and Stark saw their heat signatures before he saw them move. There were three of them: two had improvised melee weapons—a rudimentary mace and some kind of axe—the third had a carbine which his sensor array told him was eighty-percent likely to be functional. He dialled up his low-light vision and adrenalin a few points—he didn’t want his judgement clouded yet, but enhanced reaction times could be critical.
“I’m from the Commonality,” Stark said, simply. “I’m looking for someone.”
“He’s from the Commonality...” sneered one of them, swaying from side to side, licking his lips as he anticipated violence. “Aww... Well, boys, I guess we’d better surrender right now. Whaddya say?”
The adrenalin kicked in. The first blow came from the right—the improvised mace—which swung a trajectory his virtual vision traced and which his athletics chip anticipated easily, bending him almost backwards as his right leg jabbed upwards at the middle man’s carbine. There was a loud report—a crack off to his left as the round embedded itself in crumbling plascrete with a plume of powdered stone—and a shout of alarm as the weapon arced high into the air. His left hand caught the haft of the makeshift axe and his body pivoted round it to plant his left foot firmly in the man’s solar plexus. The carbine reached the apex of its trajectory, its former wielder just realising what had happened and looking dumbly up.
He was off-balance. Luckily neither of the other two were in any position to anticipate that—his reaction speed left them struggling to understand what had just happened. The mace still swung in its arc, dragging its wielder round with it and exposing his kidneys. Stark’s virtual vision quickly cast the dual probabilities and flashed green upwards; he steadied himself, ignoring the man’s exposed flank and drawing himself up into a balanced ready stance. At the last instant, his right hand shot out, and there was a clack as the carbine fell into it. Now he was armed.
“Stop,” said a voice in the shadows.
Stealth field! Stark swung to his right, finger slotting smoothly in front of the trigger, guessing there was a round in the chamber. The heat map in his sensor array showed a single man, unarmed, leaning against the wall. A coruscating haze field surrounded him—no proof against carbine rounds at all. The man seemed remarkably unbothered.
“Who the hell are you?” hissed Stark, adrenalin forcing breath from his throat like gas from a cylinder.
“Somebody told me you were looking for me. My name is Vanner.”
CHAPTER THREE
THROUGH THE VIEWPORT of the flyer the Solenine cityscape wheeled below him. Vast, stretching beyond the horizon, only the faint lines of barren mountains in the distance suggested there was anything on this polluted world other than endless urban sprawl.
The centre of Sol City was the Solenius Arcology, the antique, imperial building with its golden force cocoon which still expressed the brash and exuberant confidence of a culture on the rise. It had been built a thousand years ago, during Solenius’ own First Age of Space, when it had first ventured to the other worlds of the tightly-packed Cluster. But there were ruins beneath which were much older; it was theorised there had been a settlement on the site of Sol City for five thousand years, from the days of the colony ships of Old Earth.
Clay wondered what life had been like back then; the Solenine Cluster was almost a thousand light years from the Manhome system, and the Commonality of six thousand years ago, when the ships bound for Solenius had set out, was very different from the vibrant and expanding New Commonality today. Before the Mindscape, before the rise of the uplifted xenomorphs, before the universal adoption of the rejuvenation programs and the Mortality Statutes which made death no longer an accident of heredity; six thousand years ago, the Great Diaspora was already in decline, Old Earth looking more and more inwards to the small pocket of stars which would become the Core Worlds. Solenius was settled by the scions of an exhausted civilisation—the last of the great colonizations of Earth.
Small wonder the colony collapsed; by all accounts it almost failed completely. Clay pictured the newly-awakened colonists struggling to maintain their technology, as the warm, welcoming embrace of Solenius’ gentle ecosystem seduced them to a simpler existence.
The historical record on Solenius began three thousand years ago, almost two millennia after the colony ships had landed. By then, knowledge of Old Earth and their offworld origins had been all but forgotten: there were myths of sky gods and chariots of fire, but they were regarded as unsophisticated attempts by their primitive ancestors to explain their place in the world. Only the apparent physiological dissimilarities between the Solenians and most of the life forms on their world still gave them pause, and held back the development of the biosciences for millennia. Even when the Commonality rediscovered the Cluster a century ago, medicine was primitive, biotech almost non-existent; Solenines today still preferred mechanical enhancements.
At Rediscovery Solenius was a polluted desert, denuded of the once lush ecosystem which had given Solenine culture birth. Every constructible surface had been sacrificed to planet-spanning mega-cities, and its people had achieved a small-scale interstellar civilisation of their own.
The parallels with the Commonality were fascinating. Clay still remembered when he had first heard of the Solenine Consensus, the primitive pseudo-Mindscape which the Cluster had developed independent of the Commonality. Although bereft of a home-grown eidolon technology, the Consensus sims and sentinels were nevertheless highly sophisticated, capable of passing the Turing gates at all but the highest levels. The fusion of Consensus and Mindscape had provided a stimulus to Solenine economy and culture which still continued today.
“Doctor Clay, we’re coming up on the Solenius Arcology now,” said the flyer. “There’s a standing request by Intendant Kam-Esh-Tay to be notified of your arrival. Can I say hello?”
Clay looked away from the smoke from this morning’s explosion, still smudging the skyline to the northwest. He had thought of calling the ship down from orbit to act as his official courier in Sol City, but had decided it was more diplomatic to use one of the native craft. Less impressive, but also less imposing; right now he wanted information, not the silence of fear. “Of course,” he grimaced. “Thank you, flyer. Do it by the book—we’ve nothing to hide.”
THAT WASN’T STRICTLY true, of course. The Commonality had plenty to hide. So did SCI Force. So did Clay. The early days of the Expansionary Era had been a time of terrible naivety; and mistakes had come thick and fast and almost as abundant as their successes. There had even been war: Clay’s eyes and cheeks still burned at the recollection. But they had learned. That, at least, would never happen again: he would make sure of that.
The Solenine Corporacy had things to hide, of course, too. Why else was SCI Force there? Things had been going wrong for the Cluster ever since Rediscovery, and it was SCI Force’s mandate to put that right. To avoid the mistakes of the past—if only the future would let them.
INTENDANT KAM-ESH-TAY WAS a small, peevish-looking man with an unkempt and ascetic appearance which spoke of an attachment to the intellectual rather than physical world. He was nevertheless meticulously depilated, including his head, which seemed to Clay needless affectation, and he sat opposite him in a lizard-like stillness, observing coldly as they spoke.
“The ascendance meritocracy is an integral part of Solenine society, Doctor Clay, as I’m sure you’re aware,” Kam-Esh-Tay was saying, licking his lips and speaking with condescendingly patient slowness. “Each citizen participates to the best of their ability, and the most capable are richly rewarded for their contributions. In lieu of traditional biological family structures, the meritocracy sublimates humankind’s innate aggression and competitiveness, and directs it towards more socially useful ends, promoting the causes of both the Commonality and the Corporacy.”
Thaddeus Clay grinned humourlessly. “And incidentally propagandising that they’re one and the same thing...”
The intendant inclined his head, as though acknowledging a clever child. “As you say. In a society such as ours, a formal structure is needed to take us towards the increasingly post-biological society which Commonality membership predicates. A move from Consensus to Corporacy to Commonality seems the most logical path.”
Thaddeus Clay blinked at the wilful perversion of Commonality ideals. “And those who aren’t ready for this ‘structure’, Intendant? You don’t feel that this state-enforced competitiveness disenfranchises the millions of your fellow citizens who aren’t as able or willing to compete?”
Kam-Esh-Tay’s face had registered the flicker of a smile at the phrase ‘fellow citizens’. “Not at all. The entire concept of ascendance—not simply the meritocratic system—is woven into our social fabric. It allows everyone to find their place in the social hierarchy, not just those at the top.”
“Are you an eidolon, Intendant?”
“Excuse me?”
There was a silence. Outside the window, the perpetual motion of the city filed past noiselessly, as rays of the slanting sun lanced between the towering spires and through the semi-polarised viewport. The intendant had become very still. He looked away, the trace of a frown creasing his bald brow. “I’m sorry, Doctor... An unexpected and... indiscreet question.”
“Is it? My apologies—a cultural difference, perhaps. Why do you consider it indiscreet?” Clay watched Kam-Esh-Tay steadily.
“Well, perhaps not indiscreet. But it’s not a question we’re accustomed to asking. It’s a... private matter.”
The intendant still hadn’t moved, frozen in a pensive posture, hands pressed together before his mouth, elbows resting on knees. Only his nostrils flared.
Was that shame Clay could see? But of what? Of being called an eidolon? Why would it be ashamed of what it was?
The intendant licked his lips, looked Clay straight in the eyes. “Can I ask why you ask, Doctor Clay?”
What gave him away, he meant... That was what this was about—he had expected Clay to think he was human.
“Nothing in your behaviour, Intendant, I assure you. Merely your attitude towards the ascendance hierarchy; it occurred to me the only person who would be so unequivocally in favour of ascendance would be one who has benefited so markedly from it.” Clay paused, calculating; he had no idea whether what he was about to say was true or not, but this was the precise moment to take that risk. Its effectiveness, if he was correct... “The thanograms used for your management eidolons are taken exclusively from the ‘winners’ in the ascendance meritocracy, aren’t they, Intendant? I’m understanding your customs correctly, yes?”
There was a silence. The intendant was still immobile, staring at Clay, yet also far away—thinking, or perhaps communicating via the Mindscape. With whom, Clay wondered...
The intendant’s impassive face broke into a smile. “Yes, that’s quite right, Doctor. That’s very astute of you. I am indeed an eidolon; I have been honoured with the memories and experiences of a winner in the ascendance meritocracy who has completed his life. I did not earn my position here; rather I inherited it from my human... predecessor. I am merely its continuation.”
“Fascinating. How does that make you feel, Intendant? I think I would feel manipulated, controlled... Isn’t there something that you, yourself, would like to do with your life, rather than tread this path which was planned out for you even before you were created?”
The intendant smiled, relaxing slightly into a more natural posture. “Not at all. This is something my predecessor loved doing, Doctor. I share his memories, his love of his work; it’s natural I should want this life, too. It’s a great honour.”
“So you keep saying.” Clay regarded the eidolon levelly; its calm, slightly unkempt exterior, composed again as though nothing untoward had happened. “Well, thank you for your time, Intendant. Our interview has been very illuminating.” He held out his hand; the intendant looked at it curiously. “An Old Earth custom,” he cast across the exomemories. “We clasp hands to bid one another good-bye.”
The intendant nodded and smiled patronisingly, and took Clay’s hand.
“Incidentally, Intendant, you do accept that your predecessor no longer exists, don’t you? That he really did die? That you and he are completely separate beings?”
Clay’s passive sensor array felt the eidolon’s palm flush with heat, its pulse rate rise. Its face remained smiling, impassive; it even managed a little laugh. “Of course, Doctor Clay. You’re joking, of course, although I must say I find your humour somewhat off-colour. I possess the memories of a dead man—that doesn’t make me that dead man any more than if I wore his clothes. Only a fool or a savage would believe otherwise, surely?”
Clay relinquished the intendant’s hand, laughing. “Yes, of course. Fools and savages. Well, I’ll bid you farewell, Intendant. Thank you again.”
Clay felt the intendant’s eyes following him down to the lobby and out onto the pedwalk. By then the cold clamminess had gone from his hand.
THE CHAMBERS WERE underground, accessed from a sub-basement beneath a burnt-out factory shell. The air was still, oppressive, damp with the ever-present metallic tang, the Mindscape silent beneath a crude yet effective cloak. A couple of cheap glow-strips bleached the colour out of everything; Vanner’s skin looked almost blue, black veins tracing his skin like spider-webs.
“You’re SCI Force,” he said, coughing heavily. It wasn’t a question.
“Affirmative.”
He nodded, looking over at Stark head to toe, appraisingly. “How many of you are there?”
“Only a few, right now. We’re the first insertion team. There’ll be others: your world is in crisis. We’ve already seen the sanitation squads...”
Vanner suddenly looked very tired. Here in the light, Stark could see the ravages his fugitive lifestyle had wrought on his body. Sagging skin, black hair flecked with grey, eyes hollow. Even his clothes—threadbare, patched—spoke of a former, better life. A man not built for this. With practised steps Vanner made his way through the cramped quarters and lowered himself onto a metal frame cot. He rubbed his face and eyes, and sighed heavily.
“But that’s not why you’re here,” he said, at last.
“What do you mean?”
His eyes flashed dangerously. “Look, Commonality man, stop fucking around. You were looking for me, now you’ve found me. Just ask what you came to ask, I don’t need your lectures or theories... People are dying here, thousands of them, every day. Every morning I wake up and thank the universe I’m still here, and try not to think about whether I’ll be alive in the evening. So stop pretending. You want to know why I ran, what I know. You’re here because of the Transmigration Heresy.”
Stark’s eyes widened involuntarily, and he cursed himself for his surprise. It was only a split-second before his chem-control dampened the reaction, but it was enough.
“Let’s just say you’ve got some loud-mouthed friends...”
Stark clenched his teeth. “Proffitt...”
“Is that his name?” Vanner gave an amused half-smile. “He’s given us about a dozen others. That’s impressive, considering the cocktail we pumped into him.”
“Is he still alive?”
“Sure. You got any good reasons I should keep him that way? Or you, for that matter?”
Jackson Stark thought for a second. “Look, Vanner, you’re right. We’re here about the Transmigration Heresy. It’s an extremely destructive meme, and we’ve good reason to believe it’s deeply embedded in Solenine culture. If we’re right, the unrest and state-sanctioned violence affecting Sol City is just the beginning. This isn’t the first time SCI Force has dealt with the Heresy; some cultures can be set back centuries once they start believing their thanograms are actually their ‘immortal souls’. SCI Force is here to stop that happening to Solenine.”
To Stark’s surprise, Vanner looked shocked. “What? That’s what you people think is going on here? That we’re fighting and dying over some cultural misunderstanding? Look, Commonality man, Solenine’s an ancient culture—we were thousands of years old when you people found us, we’re not some ignorant throwbacks in need of uplift and cultural TLC. You people need to take a good look at yourselves—you’re so goddamn assured of your own superiority, it never occurs to you that other people might be as sophisticated as you.”
Instinctively, Stark wanted to send a perception feed of the conversation back to Clay and the team, but with the monitor band cloak in place he had no connection to the Mindscape. This degree of candour was explosive; no wonder Vanner had gone to ground—the Corporacy must be looking for him everywhere.
“So educate me,” he said. “Tell me what’s going on. What made you drop your high-flying life up in paradise city and end up in this shit-hole? What could possibly be worth throwing all that away for?”
Vanner grimaced. He looked up at Stark, then around the room as though seeing it for the first time. Idly he picked up something from a ramshackle table—a child’s doll, bedraggled and torn. Looked at it with a strange half smile, then tossed it back on the table as though it was garbage.
“Tell me, Commonality man,” he said, huskily, “are there parts of your life you can’t remember?”
Stark froze, and a fugitive look came into his eyes. “What? No, of course not. Who—Why?”
Vanner raised his eyebrows briefly, smiling. “I see there are. That’s no surprise—we all have them. Your reaction is interesting, though—but we’ll have to leave that for another time. My point is we all have bits of our life which we’ve lost—childhood moments, places we’ve been, conversations we’ve had. No one likes to think they’re just the sum total of a random collection of memories, but really that’s all we are. And that collection can change—we forget things, remember things. Our memories of how things were change with time.”
Stark stared at the man, unmoving, still unsure he could control himself. Damn! His biomed array brought his system into better equilibrium, and he breathed more easily.
“Imagine what would happen if all your memories were wiped, Commonality man. Can you imagine that? Not just a random handful—all of them. That’s the end of you—nothing left to thoughtcast to the Mindscape when you die, no eidolon ever going to live with your memories and remember who you were. All gone. That’s how they punish people here. There’s nothing left; it’s as though you never lived.”
“Mindwipe’s illegal in the Commonality. Humankind’s experiences must be preserved, as much as we can. That’s the law.”
“Then you should tell them, shouldn’t you? ’Cause it’s happening here, every day. Thousands of people, just disappearing into nothingness, their memories, knowledge, experience—gone. And the rich, the privileged—they get to live on. You think that’s fair?” He blinked rapidly, his hands trembling.
“They were going to Mindwipe you?”
Vanner spat, looked away. “Subversion, they called it. Subversion! Damn my fool mouth. I got one official warning from my subsection chief for saying maybe it wasn’t fair that only the rich should ascend. That maybe anyone’s memories should be available for eidolons to use, no matter who they were. Drop it, the chief said. So I kept quiet. Then the Corporacy psykes started sniffing around. I was profiled and put on the subversive list. I didn’t think—I just ran. No preparation, just never got off the transit tube that night. Saved my life.”
Stark had heard similar stories from the Commonality Core. It was common enough—the nail that sticks out gets hammered down. But not Mindwipe—re-education, maybe. But not murder.
“I still don’t understand. Mindwipe’s illegal, but either way that’s the Corporacy’s response to the social unrest Solenine’s experiencing, not its cause. Look—most people can still thoughtcast their memories to the Mindscape, right? Thanogram-thoughtcast all their memories when they die. And they’ll propagate through to the Commonality Mindscape eventually. I know it doesn’t have the same status as your ascendance, but it’s the same thing... Just because some Corporacy eidolon might end up with those memories—that’s neither here nor there.”
Vanner clenched his fists, bared his teeth. “Open your eyes, man! It’s not the same thing, not at all. Ascendance isn’t some social status thing—it’s real! Don’t you get it? Look—you people in the Commonality, you get to live forever, right? You don’t die.”
“Everything dies,” Stark said, flatly. “We have longevity, not immortality.”
“That’s not what I meant. Look—how old are you?”
“Sixty.”
Vanner spat out a laugh. “There you are! You’re old enough to be my father, and you look young enough to be my son. Things are different here. We don’t have your rejuvenation treatments, we don’t use them. We have ascendance instead. If you ascend when you die, your entire thanogram is transferred to a synthetic body, and you live on. If you’ve enough money. That’s how we do longevity. That’s what’s happening here.”
“The Transmigration Heresy—” Stark began.
“—is just a name!” interrupted Vanner, waving his hand. “I know all your arguments. You people can call it what you like, you can say transmigration is a lie, that our ascended eidolons are deluded, it doesn’t matter. Maybe the Corporacy has made some kind of breakthrough, maybe there’s some kind of difference in the Mindscape here. But until you take your Commonality superiority complex blinkers off, you’re gonna get nowhere here. Can’t you see what people are fighting for? It’s our right to live forever too!”
“But it isn’t real. It is just a delusion.”
“So you say. But it’s what everyone here wants—not just the rich.”
This wasn’t getting them anywhere. Stark could see the absolute conviction in Vanner’s eyes. “Do you have any proof of what you’re saying?”
Vanner curled his lip. “Not any more. I don’t have the clearance.”
“We do,” said Stark, simply.
“Then check the mortality records. When someone down here dies, they stay dead. But not if you’re rich. If you’ve got enough money, even that can be fixed. And don’t give me your ‘it’s a lie’ bullshit. Do you think the rich and powerful would be pouring their money into something that was just a fairy story? It’s real, Commonality man. Go get the proof.”
THE MINDSCAPE IMPLANT was the defining technology of the New Commonality of Humankind. More than faster-than-light travel, more than genurgy and the longevity techniques which let people achieve life spans of many centuries, it was the Mindscape implant which truly defined what it meant to be human in the Second Age of Space.
It was more like a parasitic organism than a mechanical implant; introduced into the corpus callosum when a child achieved biological maturity, it rapidly insinuated nanocell fibres throughout the entire human brain, effectively translating neural signals into radio transmissions which could be broadcast beyond the human body, and receiving and re-translating the same. All Commonality worlds were bathed in signals from a global array of Mindscape relay satellites which connected every implanted mind together.
Every Mindscape implant emitted a simple carrier signal—the monitor band. It allowed an active implant to be automatically hooked up to a Mindscape network. It also allowed every implanted subject to be detected—although monitor band cloaks were routinely used by special services and those with less reputable, clandestine trades.
This whole goddamn hideout must have been cloaked; Max Proffitt knew his own implant was still working—he could feel it in his mind—but outside his own head he was receiving no signal at all from the Mindscape network he knew bathed the entire world. Whoever these people were, they did not want to be found. And if they couldn’t be found, nor could he.
The woman brought him food again, but this time at least he could eat it. The first time the drugs were still purging themselves from his system, and everything that touched his stomach sent him retching in pain. Fucking primitives... In this age of technopsi and thoughtcasts, these savages were still using chemicals...
Max eyed the woman appraisingly. Red hair seemed to be a Solenine trait, and he liked red hair. The grav here was a little below standard, making for tall and slim without being skinny. Her body had a rich, warm odour, too, and her clothes were lived in, more like you’d expect in the outback than an undercity. He felt his body stir; he was definitely getting better.
“Hey, babe,” he grinned through cracked lips. “What say you and me blow this joint and go have ourselves some fun?” He let his eyes wander lasciviously.
The red head just stared, leaning against the wall, arms folded. “You have to eat,” she said in lightly-accented Universal. “You need your strength.”
He forced a smile. “Really? Building me up for another session?”
She shrugged. “Maybe.”
At least that meant they weren’t going to kill him. Not immediately, anyway. Part of him was glad he didn’t have the suicide switch Clay and Stark’s special-ops Mindscape implants had, but he sure as fuck didn’t want any more of those chemicals. He forced a spoonful of the anonymous beige mush down. At least it was hot.
“Hey, this ain’t half bad,” he said, between spoonfuls. “Somebody make this?”
“Sure.”
Max nodded, rolling the food round his mouth, staring at her. “No makepoint, huh? Must be rough for you people down here.”
She looked away, as if bored. “What do you care?”
“I dunno. You’d be surprised. Enough to come here, try and work out what the fuck’s going on...”
The look she gave him was suddenly vulnerable, and she regretted it instantly. “Just eat. No talking.”
Max shrugged, ladling in a few more spoonfuls. Scraped the bottom of the bowl, looked up at her expectantly.
“You want some more?”
“Please.”
She brought more, placed it in front of him. This time, there was some kind of pastry balanced on the edge of the bowl, frosted with seasoning; delicate and incongruous in this grimy subterranean hellhole. Max suddenly found himself blinking rapidly... The past day—and now this.
“Thanks,” he said, huskily.
He wanted to tell her about hope, that this would all be over, that there’d be better days. But he didn’t. He could see how she looked at him: they both knew the score. Never talk to a soldier about the future; no one likes to be reminded of what can never be. He ate in silence.
He started as the door opened and two men came in. The first was tall, heavy-set, with an age-grizzled face and wearing a Corporacy coverall which had seen better days. The other was a clean-shaven soldier type in a Commonality p-suit under an undercity hooded coat—who looked like he definitely didn’t belong. Max looked... did a double-take.
“Jackson? What the fuck are you doing here...? With these guys?” He struggled to his feet, pulling at the bonds holding him to the table.
Stark’s expression was grim as he saw Max’s condition. “Not here, Max. Later.” He turned to the other man. “Vanner?”
The man nodded to the red-headed girl. “Uncuff him.”
“You’re letting him go?” she asked, incredulously.
“I am,” he replied, flatly. “It’s my call.”
She stood dumbstruck, then moved slowly towards Max and unlocked the bindings around his wrists. She couldn’t meet his eyes; shock blanched her features.
Vanner squared up against Stark. “About what we said earlier...”
“Understood. We’ll follow up, and assuming your leads pan out, we’ll be in touch. Thank you for trusting us. I... I know how difficult that can be.”
Vanner nodded. “Be careful out there. Your lives will be in extreme danger.”
“I doubt if the Corporacy would move openly against the Commonality.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Corporacy security forces are cracking down indiscriminately—and your interference is only inflaming the situation. I get the feeling the Corporacy doesn’t value your company as much as you think it does.”
Stark watched Max wincing at the returning circulation as he hobbled round the room. “Is there anywhere we can get out of here without being seen? Somewhere near a pedwalk or transit tube?”
“Sure. I take it you have personal m-band cloaks? Good—use them. If you lead the Corporacy back here...” He trailed off—it didn’t need saying. “I’ll have someone show you the way. Good luck, Agent, all of you. I can see you believe in what you’re doing. I hope you can do something before this all goes to hell.”
“You don’t rate our chances?”
Vanner shook his head.
Stark stared into space for a moment, deep in thought. “No,” he said at last. “Nor do I.”
A DUST STORM was blowing in as they left the deserted alley near the transit tube station. The weather control didn’t extend this far, and overhead the neon-shot decontamination aerostats were heading back to shelter, ahead of the increasing wind. A few people in hoods and dust-masks struggled against the blasting gale, and the ground shook as the maglevs thundered past. Somewhere in the distance a siren wailed.
Max spat thick brown phlegm. It pooled in a biotic mess, dampening the spattered dust. “What the fuck was that back there?” he said, wiping his mouth. “We sleeping with the enemy now?”
“Are you okay?”
“I’ll live. A bit shaken, is all. Tell the truth, I think that Vanner guy was right—they went gentle on me, compared to Corporacy interrogators. Mostly drugs and shit. I’ve had worse.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t get to you earlier.”
Max stopped in the lee of a tenement block, leaning heavily against the wall, looking around at the shabby desperate streets, the garbage-strewn sprawl, the massive towers of shining opulence filling the sky on the horizon. He could almost taste the tension. “You know, this planet is fucked. It’s gonna blow, so high...”
Stark followed his gaze. “I’m getting that feeling myself.”
“They were okay. Those guys. Considering what they had to do. You sure we’re on the right side?”
Stark darted him a glance. “We’re not on any side yet. Not until we get some better intel. Since when do you care, anyway? I thought you were just a civilian. Along for the ride.”
Max shrugged, looked away. For once, some of his cock-sure carefree drawl seemed to have left him. “I dunno. I saw some shit back there, today, made me think, is all. People don’t oughta live like that on a world like this, not when there’s enough for everyone just a few kilometres away.” He looked at the blaze of light from the arcology again, then at the clouds speeding by above. “I seen times on the Fringe, when poverty and hardship was like natural, unavoidable. This is different: this shit’s engineered. I can see why they’re pissed off.” He looked at Stark suspiciously. “Don’t go telling people I’m suddenly giving a shit, though, right? You know who I mean.”
Stark smiled, pulling his hood closer around his face and stepping round the corner back into the storm. “Don’t worry,” he called above the gale. “Your secret’s safe with me.”
IT WAS NIGHT by the time the transit tube deposited them by the Solenius Arcology, and Sol City blazed with light. Weather control kept the dust storm at bay, but that didn’t stop the golden ceiling of clouds roiling and reflecting the city lights high above. A sky that tore past like a river in flood.
There were few people around as they entered the domiciliary. A hundred floors above, maintenance synthetics busied themselves in the forest of spires, and here and there aerostats drifted slowly over the city like great stately herbivores, grazing on the filthy air.
“Where the hell were you?” cried Lyra as they entered the hab. She caught sight of Max. “Mother of god...”
“We found the Heresy.” Stark threw himself heavily into a chair, suddenly exhausted, and gradually filtered some light relaxants into his bloodstream; lowered the monitor band cloak. With a pulse, his Mindscape implant came back online.
—Are you all right? Clay cast on a private channel.
—I’m fine, replied Stark. A certain sense of déjà-vu, but nothing disruptive. I’m fine.
Clay nodded, imperceptibly.
Max looked at Lyra, who glared back, shocked at his appearance. He took a small flask from his pocket, took a long draught, winced as it sloshed around the still-open welts in his mouth. Let her stew for a while, he thought; he owed her no explanations.
“‘We’?” Clay looked from Stark to Proffitt, took in the red marks on Max’s temples. “Never mind,” he whispered. “Just tell me what happened.”
“Det-Omisis Vanner is a believer. The fugitive ex-Corporacy suit? He believes all of it, transmigration, the whole thing. He says the Corporacy has found a way to transfer actual consciousness from organics to synthetics with no loss of identity. Not eidolons—actual identity transfer.”
“The Heresy in a nutshell. That’s what they all say.”
Stark nodded, impassively. “I tried telling him it was impossible. He didn’t believe me. Said it was a breakthrough the upper ranks of the Corporacy were keeping to themselves, and the Unjoiners wanted it too.”
Clay pursed his lips. “Impossible’s a dangerous word. Don’t forget until two centuries ago faster-than-light travel was impossible, yes? Now look where we are.”
“But not something on this scale, no?” interrupted Lyra. “The Commonality wouldn’t keep a secret like this if it might be true?”
Max scoffed. “Don’t be so goddamn sure.” He took another swig from his flask.
“But the Custodians—” Lyra protested.
“—The Custodians always act in the Commonality’s best interests, by definition,” Clay interrupted, speaking rapidly, his eyes flashing with warning. “Maybe not always yours and mine, but it’s not our job to second guess them. Let’s not get carried away here. It’s thanks to them our civilisation endures, that we’ve had ten millennia of stability, mm? Let’s move on. Now—do you think this Vanner was part of some larger group? Do you think these Unjoiners exist as some kind of organised force, or is it just a blanket term the Corporacy uses for the whole underclass?”
“The ones I saw were organised,” interjected Max. “Not a whole lot of resources, but dedicated. Decent folks, too...” He shrugged, trailing off, aware of Lyra’s eyes on him. Clay regarded him thoughtfully, a little surprised.
“Doctor, Max is right. You should have seen this Vanner. His conviction. There’s something going on here, something bigger than we’re seeing—maybe an organisation, a structure, hidden inside the Unjoiner underclass. Vanner said he had contacts, that he wasn’t the only one. He said that thousands of people knew about transmigration.”
“Or think they know. Keep focussed, everyone. That’s a lot of believers. It’s the same pattern—that’s where our problem is. If there’s an organisation we can subvert, that makes things a little easier. We need to know more.”
Lyra frowned. “Doctor—what happens if everyone believes it anyway? What’s the difference?”
“What do you mean?”
“What happens if everyone in this Cluster believes they can live on as eidolons after they die? They don’t even ask if it’s true or not: they just believe it is? And only the rich, those high up in the Corporacy, get this... immortality? What then? We’ve got an entire planet going to hell out there...”
Thaddeus Clay nodded grimly. “Then we’re going to have a war on our hands.”
VANNER’S EYES SHONE. He stood by the blind, staring at the desolate cityscape.
“You think these people are for real?”
Vanner hardly dared breathe. One hand beat out a half-heard timpani on the window sill. His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. “I don’t know. So much is... undefined. These people are experts—they give so little away. The one who came—I don’t think even he knows who he really is or what he’s doing. But I think we’ve made contact with a force which is... truly valuable. Which could change everything.” He held his hand up, as though it held something terribly fragile.
“This is an appalling risk, Vanner...”
Vanner turned, his eyes flashing angrily. “Well, why not? Do you want to carry on like this forever? Hiding? Waiting? Seeing our best people hunted down, tortured”—he couldn’t bring himself to say it—“killed? Until there’s nothing left, and they come for us, and the war is over?”
The woman shook her head, smiling cynically. “War...”
“Well it is a war!” Vanner struck his fist against the wall. “Have you seen Bormas since our last contact? I haven’t. Our people are vanishing, Raya, one by one. We’re leaking like a sieve—the Corporacy is getting clever. Or getting help.”
Raya grimaced. “Make your mind up. Is your glorious Commonality with us or against us?”
Vanner narrowed his eyes, chewing on his bottom lip, thinking. As their numbers dwindled, it got harder and harder to trust. Raya, Bormas, Dyleen... the Corporacy’s tendrils were everywhere, impossible to see, to guess. That was part of the poison, too—the separation between people where there had never been one. How could they live like this? Was this what the Corporacy had done to them all?
Raya was frowning. “Are you all right, boss?”
He swept his hand over his face, blinking rapidly. “Sorry. Just thinking about how it used to be...”
Her face softened. She stepped up to him, held her hand to his cheek. He felt its cool dryness against his skin. “You look tired,” she said.
He closed his eyes. Yes, he was tired. Tired of all this. He reached up and took her hand in his, held it to his lips. “We have to trust each other, Raya. It’s all we have.” He was scared to meet her eyes.
She nodded, seriously, her eyes full of concern. “’Course we do. We all do. We’ll get through this, Det. We’ll make a life for ourselves, some day, when all this is over.”
Vanner looked at her, suddenly pensive, then slowly released her hand. Blinked, cleared his throat, collected himself.
“I need you to do something, Raya. Something dangerous.” She nodded, wordless. “There’s no one else I can trust. We have to let everyone know about these people. I need you to get a message out to the Resistance.”
She smiled, breathing heavily. “Just give me the names,” she said.
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