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One


ALEF


Welcome to AfterLife


You have selected subject [xx] (restricted access)


Subject name: Alef Selsior Subject condition: Unspecified. Physical state – rigor vitae. Nil significant trauma. Nil significant disease. Conscious state – hypersomnia.


Special Note: This subject is ineligible for ballot. This Life is unfinalised and available for research only. It is not currently accessible via AfterLife random search programs.


Please select review criteria:


Entire Life/Significant Events?


Thank you for selecting Significant Events.


Chronological Order/Random Sequence?


Thank you for selecting Chronological Order.


With Insights/Without Insights?


Thank you for selecting With Insights.


Please confirm review criteria.


Thank you for selecting Alef Selsior’s Life, Significant Events in Chronological Order With Insights.


* * *


SigEv 1 The arkestra


My name is Alef Selsior. I am an only child.


I was born and brought up in a village in the restricted community of the planet Gehenna. The village was called JerSalem. My father, Saul, was a statistician with a small binary consultancy. Marita, my mother, sang in the church choir and baked cookies.


I struggle to remember much of my life before the arrival of Pellonhorc and his mother. Perhaps it was my age – he arrived when I was eight – but I think it was really that he came to us like a wheelstorm, changing everything and casting the time before himself into deep shade.


One thing I remember from the time before Pellonhorc is when the arkestra came to Gehenna. I’ve looked back at the event so many times that I feel young and old, wise and naïve, together – though, on reflection, this is how I have always felt.


We travelled to the city cathedral, a day’s long journey, to hear the arkestra play. Other than lullabaloos, there wasn’t much in the way of music on Gehenna except for hymns and carols, and of course the planet shielded itself from the Song, which it called the pornoverse, so arkestra music was a novelty. The arkestra were only licensed to play godly music while they were on Gehenna, naturally. Hymns and carols.


We travelled to the city by bus. I was so excited that I found it hard to concentrate on the prayers at take-off, mouthing them without heart. Because of this I remember feeling responsible when we hit turbulence, and I also remember a priest in the capsule accusing me with his gaze. I knew it would be my fault if we crashed, but he said  nothing, and I spent the rest of the trip praying desperately.


In the city, we went on a flycykle down the river. I’d never been on a flycykle before, or a river, but all I remember was praying that the canopy would hold against the swirling gas, and that we wouldn’t sink to hell under the mud.


The cathedral was a vast stadium. Elsewhere in the System, such places were used for sports. I’d seen the cathedral on our screenery at home and in church, of course, but to sit in the stands among the tens of thousands of congregants was like being raised to heaven. Our small church in JerSalem would have sat on the huge central pitch beneath us with a margin of grass so wide that I couldn’t have thrown a ball to reach it. This great stadium was open to heaven, and the sky peeled past above us, clouds unscrolling their terrible shapes, the devil tempting us to imagine the worst. As I’d been taught, I kept my eyes down. I could make out where the stakes normally set around the oval pitch had been removed; the circles of scorched earth were clearly visible. While we waited for the arkestra, historic confessions were shown on the pitchside screenery. Confessions of apostasy, idolatry, heresy, and the occasional plain law crime.


I think of that day now and can’t quite believe it. It’s strange. I think of my early childhood – before Pellonhorc – as a time of innocence. Gehenna called itself an innocent planet, and its priests defended that innocence with rigour.


But what is innocence? Can one hold one’s eyes open against the world and remain innocent? Can one close one’s eyes against life and call oneself innocent?


Looking back at all that I have seen and done, can I? And who can judge me? No one can judge who cannot understand.




The atmosphere in the cathedral was wonderful. There was an extraordinary sense of comradeship. I sat between my parents in the high stands, holding their hands. My mother’s face was rosy. My father’s eyes shone. I stared at the pitch, enthralled. It was odd to see anyone other than groups of the condemned on the grass. Notes of music pricked the air as the musicians prepared their instruments. I can, even now, remember the perfect randomness of that sound, the absence of order in the notes and chords. The freedom.


The preacher’s stand at one end of the pitch was so far from our seats that we cricked our necks to see him better on the high screenery. Father Sheol was the day’s preacher. He stood there and spread his arms.


Father Sheol was legendary, an old man almost in his fifties yet still abrim with hellfire. His voice was separated from the movement of his mouth on the screenery, as if he were calling to us from heaven.


‘Welcome,’ he boomed.


We roared back, a wave of joy stirring the stadium.


‘And welcome, Arkestra of Amadeus.’


He pronounced their name carefully. On Gehenna, names carried great weight, and the similarity of Amadeus to Asmodeus had been debated for a considerable time before the arkestra had been permitted descent rights. The members of the arkestra stopped their preparations to bow to the congregation and acknowledge the priest’s greeting.


He announced, ‘We are all here to share in the glory of godfear. We are here to be reminded of the temptation above, the retribution below, the suffering here and now, and the reward beyond. We of Gehenna welcome the Arkestra of Amadeus, and we remind them of godfear.’




A few of the arkestra had gone back to prepare their instruments. But they froze as the screenery around them cleared and went hellblack.


Father Sheol continued. ‘Today Gehenna welcomes not only the Amadeus Arkestra, but the eyes of the Upper Worlds too.’


I could tell by the reaction around me that this was unexpected. I’ve since gone back to see the records of the event, such as exist. Father Sheol looks small and his voice is tinny. Each time he repeats the arkestra’s name, it seems to sound closer to Asmodeus. Asmodeus, one of the devil’s names.


Why would Father Sheol and his Ministry have permitted the Upper Worlds (as we referred to the rest of the System) to peer at us? The Upper Worlds were the devil’s agents; yet we were allowing Gehenna to be seen on the pornoverse. What sin, and by whom, was being committed here?


There was murmuring all around the cathedral. Everyone was thinking the same thing. Why would the pornosphere be allowed into the godliest of godlys?


The hellblack of the screenery slowly faded, and new scenes appeared. These were not the usual confessions, though. These images were of retributions.


Odder and odder. These were not the usual burnings at stake of lone sinners, but mass sentencings to the pit. There on the screenery were crowds of shivering men, women and children standing on the pitch over the pits, waiting for them to open beneath their feet.


I thought how off-putting it must be for the arkestra to be sitting on a platform built there. But the images on the screenery only showed the moments before the pits  opened, and I now realise that the musicians had no way of understanding the significance of the images, of what came next. All they knew of Gehenna was the opportunity it presented to play before an immense new audience on one of the two closed planets – the other being the obsessively secretive (even to the point of protecting its name) unsaid planet – and simultaneously throughout the System.


On the preacher’s stand, a small box was visible, a lead chest edge-laced in gold, and Father Sheol stood tall behind it and paused a moment. Everyone knew what it held. It was opened once a year, and today was not that day.


He bowed his head, briefly put his palms together in prayer, then flexed his fingers and slid a pair of stiff, black gauntlets onto his hands, pulling the long, lead-mailed cuffs up beyond his elbows, and then he leaned forward to rest his hands on the domed lid of the chest. He took a long breath and closed his eyes.


We were silent.


In a single smooth motion of ritual, Father Sheol opened the chest, reached inside, withdrew his hand and let the lid fall closed again.


We cheered as he brandished the book high in both hands. The cathedral trembled with our ecstatic approval. It was the godly Babbel, and Father Sheol was holding the Authorised Version. It shone in his gloved hands, radiating awe. Father Sheol stood in its fierce glow, and as the roar settled, long, deafening seconds later, everyone in the cathedral shrank back in their seats and held their breath. Only the arkestra failed to understand the significance of what they were seeing.


I could hear people murmuring, chanting the seconds  just as I did, although for me, to count was as natural as to breathe.


Three, four…


Even I knew that the light of the godly Babbel was lethal.


‘On Gehenna, we believe,’ Father Sheol roared.


The arkestra were quite still. Now they sensed that something special was happening here. They could see the Babbel’s fierce glow reflected on the high priest’s cheeks.


Seven, eight, nine…


And still Father Sheol held the book up. The eyes of the pornosphere were on it, and he was preaching with fire. He was showing the Upper Worlds the unquenchable power of our belief.


He lowered the Babbel, and we breathed out. But then, before shutting the book away in its leaded chest, he suddenly brought it to his mouth and kissed it hard with his bare lips, holding it there for a long moment. Only then did he close the book away. He touched a finger to his mouth and blew a silent kiss towards the arkestra. There was a wisp of smoke at his lips. They were already blistering.


What did this mean? On Gehenna, everything had meaning and was to be interpreted. But there was no time now, for the arkestra launched into their music.


I forgot Father Sheol instantly. I thought I was in heaven. The soaring, swooping, gliding of the music enfolded me. The fading and regathering of melody, the subtleties of variation, the – I can’t describe it. I’d heard everything they played before, a thousand times, Sinday after Sinday as long as I could remember. But this was more. It was wonderful and terrible. I sat there and tried to hold it in my mind, the simplicity and complexity of it, and then I gave up, closed  my eyes and let it bear me away.


As it continued, filling me with something I’d never known before, I found myself staring up, up into the sky. Without thinking what I was doing, I stared at the clouds and saw them as great, beautiful beasts, bounding majestically along, shot through with distant light.


The music filled me and I stared, I don’t know for how long, until I was brought to my senses by a violent cuff to the head from behind. It dizzied me for a few seconds. I turned round, startled and hurt. My eyes regained their focus as the man who had struck me hissed, ‘Devil-watcher! Keep your eyes down.’


As if the slap had flicked a switch inside me, the music fell flat in my ears. I still listened, but in a different way. I don’t think I’d ever been hit before that moment. My parents had never struck me. But they didn’t say anything to the man who had just done so. There was a moment when they glanced at each other, but they did nothing else.


Strange. I thought I was accessing a memory of simple life prior to Pellonhorc’s arrival, a time without pain and confusion, and yet I find myself disturbed.


The music ended. As we waited for Father Sheol to conclude the service, my mother asked if I’d enjoyed it, and I said yes. My voice sounded new. We locked eyes. Looking back, I realise that my mother had seen that something had changed in me.


My father didn’t notice anything. He smiled at the two of us and said, ‘Good!’ And as Father Sheol returned to his stand, my father added, ‘Interesting. The string section made up seventeen point eight per cent of the arkestra.’


That was the type of comment he always made. It was  the way his mind worked. Whenever he came out with such a thing, my mother would always glance at me and roll her eyes. He was not like us, she meant, but this was the first time I fully understood that. At other times, of course, it would be my father and me sharing a similar glance aimed at my mother who was unlike my father and me.


I answered my father, correctly, ‘Did you notice that the string section was responsible for thirty-eight point two five per cent of the notes played?’


My father blinked and said, ‘Yes,’ in mild surprise. And then his attention, and that of everyone in the cathedral, turned to Father Sheol.


The preacher was saying, ‘This is a day we shall all remember. Gehenna will remain strong, a beacon of faith unsullied by the polluting gaze of the Upper Worlds.’


It was clear that the arkestra had not expected this. They had been putting their instruments into cases, chattering to each other, but now they hesitated.


‘The Arkestra of Asmodeus –’ it was certainly not Amadeus that he articulated so precisely, this time, ‘– has taught us a lesson today. It is a lesson that the Upper Worlds shall do well not to forget.’


Father Sheol held something high. It was not the Babbel this time; the screens closed in on the black orb in his fist. He was holding the Pull.


In the congregation, people began to moan. My mother gasped. The musicians stopped what they were doing, sensing that something was happening that they didn’t at all comprehend.


In my head, I made calculations, percentages based on the different manners in which they displayed their panic,  approximating my figures to the nearest one per cent. Eighteen per cent were screaming, thirty one per cent were clutching each other, twelve per cent were falling to the ground. No one prayed. Zero per cent.


When I analyse it now, the way the music had freed my mind to think, to imagine, and then the way that logic allowed me to escape my imagination, the way it let me withdraw into numbers; all this was an insight into my father’s mind. But now I had the beginnings of my mother’s perception too, or at least an early foresight of it.


I was not grateful for that.


Holding the Pull high, Father Sheol walked from his stand towards the pits, to stand at their edge. I wondered whether the pit directly beneath the arkestra was broad enough. I’d seen condemnations on the screenery at home, the calm resignation of the repented sinners as they murmured their prayers before the ground opened. They were always in groups of twenty-five, the largest of the traps five metres in diameter. Father Sheol would stand at their side on solid ground as he operated the Pull. There was a dignity to their going.


There was little dignity here.


Father Sheol smiled at the musicians. They plainly couldn’t tell what was going on. Their panic began to subside, but about forty per cent were still wailing. He made a signal and the screenery closed on his face. His Babbel-burnt lips couldn’t control his words and we struggled to understand him.


‘Here is the lesson.’ He could hardly say his esses. His gums were shrouded in blood. He spat blood. ‘Let it be seen.’ A gob of bloody spittle landed on the Pull. ‘Let it be shown.’  He stopped to wipe the Pull on his red robe. ‘Let it be known through every world!’


He held the Pull high, his thumb ready on the black orb. A violinist broke away from the arkestra and launched herself at him, screaming, her instrument making a discordant sound that reminded me of the earlier tuning of instruments, but Father Sheol threw her off. The violin bounced on the orange grass.


‘We are all of us sinners. All of us, above and below and between. Our only freedom lies beyond.’


His thumb twitched on the Pull, and he drew back his arm and hurled the orb high in the air. As he hurled it clear, he stepped forward and joined the arkestra over the pit.


Now every member of the arkestra screamed and the sound was louder than the sound of their music had been. It drowned even its memory, I’m sure, for most of the congregation, as Father Sheol must have intended.


The air rushed from the cathedral towards the pit as it groaned and gave way, and the air swirled back, swollen with heat. There were flames and a roaring, a sudden rush of air and light that left me gasping and dizzied, and then the pit closed and there was silence.


On the pitch, beside the pit, all that remained were the Pull and a broken violin. Father Sheol was gone too. He had sacrificed himself.


The congregation screamed, whooped and yelled for seventeen minutes as the exits were opened, and the great censers swung across the pitch, trailing ropes of sweet incense. Hymns played us out of the cathedral; ‘Heav’n o’erwhelms Hell’s awful thunder’ and ‘We march with fear to Thee our Lord’.




My mother said nothing all the way back. My father muttered to himself. I pretended I was a puter, challenging myself to calculations.


How had such a thing been allowed to happen? Had the Upper Worlds not considered the possible consequences of sending an arkestra to Gehenna?


Now, from a distance of time, it’s quite obvious to me. The arkestra were a sacrifice, of course, but they were not merely a sacrifice by Father Sheol.


The System – all but Gehenna and the unsaid planet – was rigorously godless. While the unsaid planet had withdrawn entirely from the System, maintaining its privacy to the point where it monitored and obliterated all reference to itself, Gehenna was a sanctioned aberration. It had suited Gehenna to invite the arkestra. Father Sheol had thought to teach the Upper Worlds a lesson, but the Upper Worlds had known exactly what to expect from him. They had offered up the Amadeus Arkestra as a sacrifice. It was a perfect opportunity for the Upper Worlds to demonstrate what they saw as the insanity of godfear.


In the end, it was a lesson in the ways of humanity. In a secular system, the existence of Gehenna was vital.


But on a day-to-day level, Gehenna wasn’t a place of torment. The small community in which we lived was peaceful. There was no crime to speak of. We lived far from the deletium mines. All I knew of the mines was that sinners from the Upper Worlds were sent to work in them.


There was tax, though. As much in Gehenna as elsewhere in the System, tax was a complex burden. Every planet had its own Infratax codes, and System Administration exerted several codes of Ultratax on top of that.




Gehenna was the only haven in the entire System for a tax exemption on grounds, technically, of mental incompetence. As long as you lived there, submitting to godly writ, rejecting the pornosphere and all other trappings of secular confusion, and contributing to the export of deletium, which was unique to Gehenna, you would pay little Ultratax.


Most people employed specialists to calculate their taxes, but my father didn’t. He loved the complexity of taxation just as he loved putery with its systems and processes and its promises of certainty. Even on Gehenna, he was unusual. He loved the tax system and the Babbel equally and without question, loved how they pervaded every aspect of human existence, entirely impervious to common sense. Sitting with his friends while he fixed their putery, he would explain how they were taxed. He would advise them to avoid tax by claiming this exemption or that, and advise them how to avoid the wrath of God by this act of kindness or that.


I look back and wonder how someone as logical as he was could accept godly writ. Why was I not able to believe? When did I first realise how strange it was? Was it that slap on the head in the cathedral? Was it the look on my mother’s face as she saw me register her failure to defend me? Was it the irresistible tide of her genes? Did she ever believe? Or did she simply keep quiet about her disbelief?










Two


TALLEN


It’s a border planet, Bleak, and Lookout, the town where I live, is its last outpost. That’s if you don’t count the rigs, of course. Here in Lookout, people hunch their shoulders and keep their heads down, do their jobs and then take their breaks off-planet. They say monotony causes madness, but we have three seasons, so it can’t be monotony that sends people crazy here. Most people think it’s the wind that does it. The seasons in Lookout are as eventful as you’d expect considering Bleak was crash-terraformed from methane to nitroxygen inside three centuries.


Our longest season is between winter and summer, when the wind comes in hard off the sea, heading for the mountains, slapping thunder and rolling silverblack cloud in its wake. Anywhere else, they’d call it spring. We call it flux, and it’s one grand hell of a sight. Squinting out to sea, you can make out tumbling shapes in those vortices of cloud. Sometimes the shapes remind you of animals you might have seen pictures of, or dreams or faces or maps of worlds, but sometimes it’s the shape of a rig, and if it is, no matter how godless you are, you ask that the cloud  doesn’t drop what’s left of it on your head. Lookout’s only once seen a falling rig, and that was well before my time, but they still talk of it when the wind’s beginning to build and they’re drinking brush brandy in Bar/red. Mostly the rigs are well anchored, though – what the riggers call semi-submerged – and they’re far enough out to sea to be unlikely to fall here if they do get torn away.


Everything in Lookout is geared around the rigs. There’s pretty well nothing here but the rigyards and their support systems.


No, that’s not quite true – there’s the sarcs, of course, and everybody in the System knows about them, but the sarcs are dropped into the sea a long way from Lookout. They’re big enough news elsewhere, but no one here pays them any attention unless once in a while one of them slips the shield and gets itself beached. Oh, there’s the Chute, too, but I’m not crazy enough to spend my time there.


During flux, Lookout shuts down so you can’t hear a thing outside the complex, and you don’t go beyond the shield until the summer, when it’s a different story. The wind drops and at the shoreline the sea is easier, smearing itself over the beach. I take my break in the summer. The weather’s relatively gentle then, and I find the brief hope it raises too hard to bear, so I pack up and head for the snows of Colder. Colder’s a few days away by slowship. I don’t sleep on the journey, I just watch Lookout fade away, or else I stare out at the stars. I used to see a woman in Colder, but she got attached to someone and I don’t see her any  more. Now I take a hut high in the white hills and go walking by myself.


I come back to Lookout in the winter. Bleak has no fall to speak of. Our winter is the wind flipped around and returning to sea with a freight of rock torn from the mountains. The terraforming of Bleak hasn’t taken properly, but it doesn’t matter – like I said, the town only exists for the rigs, and they only matter as long as there’s core to be drilled, and I guess the core will be exhausted by the time Bleak falls back to shit again.


But I’ll be long dead by that time, so what the hell.


Tallen looked over what he’d set down, closed his eyes a moment, then sighed and rechecked the prompt for the third time, looking for the catch.


FINAL REMINDER. YOUR FREE [StarHearts] WELCOME-BACK OFFER IS ONLY VALID FOR TWELVE HOURS. YOU HAVE ONE HOUR REMAINING. TO REDEEM THIS OFFER, PLEASE REGISTER YOUR [HeartStar] PROFILE NOW. THIS OFFER WILL NOT BE REPEATED.


For a month they’d been sending him better and better deals, and he’d ignored them all, but a free offer was unheard of.


He hated the idea of being manipulated, even though he knew everyone was. It was impossible to participate in the Song without losing part of your spirit in the process. This, though, was almost impossible to refuse, even if he wasn’t in the mood for company. StarHearts didn’t come cheap.




He felt a brief rush of the usual melancholy, and wiped the whole thing from the screen. StarHearts had never done him any good before.


And then he sighed to himself and brought back most of the text he had written, letting it end after the hut in the white hills. He closed his eyes and remembered Lena telling him goodbye, her open hand rising to the screenery, and him, stupidly, touching the glassy interface.


After Lena he’d sworn never to use StarHearts again, and yet here he was, drawn back once more. They knew how he thought. They knew him inside out.


Fine. When they started charging him, as they would soon enough, he’d cancel. They should know that about him too.


There had been no future with her anyway. They’d both known it. It wasn’t the fault of the program. He was never going to leave Lookout for anyone and she’d never live anywhere but Colder, and that was all there was to it.


The message to no one glittered on the screen. He restored the whole thing, all the way to ‘what the hell’. What the hell, he thought, and yessed it.


The screen glowed instantly.


—Welcome back to [StarHearts], Mr Tallen. [StarHearts] is a ParaSite of AfterLife.


—Subscriber advice follows. You are not being charged for this advice.


—You have not explained your employment. Detailing well-remunerated and/or socially respectable employment statistically raises your chance of a response.




—You have used words or phrases that may be off-putting to some [StarHearts] subscribers. Some of these words or phrases are: Monotony; Madness; Slapping; God(suffix); Hard to bear; Don’t sleep; Drinking; Used to see a woman; Got attached; Exhausted; Torn; Shit; Hell.


—Words or phrases that you may find more effective include: Love; Companionship; Warm; Kind; Sense of humour; Funny; Wealth (only in connection with yourself); Genetically stable (only in connection with yourself); Healthy (only in connection with yourself); Home-loving; Good-looking (only in connection with yourself).


—Do you wish to edit your [HeartStar]?


Tallen chose No.


—Your [HeartStar] has been posted to all subscribers for a period of one hundred charge-free hours. After this time your [StarHearts] account will achieve positive charge-status of fifteen dolors per (local calendar) month.


—You will be informed of any responses.


He tried to close the screen, but it wasn’t ready to let him do that.


—Please complete this Opportunity String before exiting AfterLife. Failure to do so will clear all details of this session and invalidate the current offer.


—Thank you for agreeing.




—Many [StarHearts] subscribers combine [StarHearts] access with main database access and access to TruTales and other payment-positive ParaSites. Do you wish to take this opportunity now or later?


Later.


—You have not accessed the main AfterLife database for twenty-nine hours and fourteen minutes. You currently have a cache of eighteen votes to cast, of which five expire in nine hours and fourteen minutes. Do you wish to vote now or later?


Later.


—Thank you. This Opportunity String is complete. You may now close –


He closed it. Leaving the screen to itself, and feeling restless and oddly guilty at having yessed the HeartSearch, Tallen shrugged on a jacket and took to the street.


He was regretting it already. What was he doing? It always made him think too much, writing or talking about himself like that. How the hell had he got to a place like this – the woman he’d met the other night in the red bar, the writer, she’d said Lookout was full of sound and fury, saying it like she’d heard the description herself somewhere. Now he had it lodged in his head, along with the way she’d said it. There had been something unusual about her, a sense of life and curiosity, and he’d wanted to carry on talking to her. He’d thought maybe she was interested in him too, but she’d  turned away from him as soon as the big Paxer had come in, and that had been the end of that. Razer, that was her name. Maybe he’d see her again. Razer and the Paxer had still been there, drinking hard, when Tallen had left the bar. Most people, even non-crimers, were nervous around law officers, but Razer wasn’t.


No, Tallen shouldn’t have let himself be suckered into another HeartSearch. Look at the subscriber advice. What did he have to offer anyone? Lena had been right, and the woman before her, and all the others. And look at the insanity of where he lived. Who would live here by choice?


He walked beside the buildings, his thoughts for once extraordinarily clear. At night, Lookout was almost shadowless. The days here were strange enough, but it had taken him a year to get used to how the town was at night. Under the odd glare of the shield, the air gave no sense of depth or distance, everything seeming not distant or near, but just big or small. Your brain had to learn a new visual judgement. The buildings were no problem, but door grips were awkward, and eye-parallax was more important than focus. Getting around Lookout after sundown was like walking through a kids’ flicbook.


And there was the shield. During flux, the shield protecting the complex was a booming weave of magnetism and electricity. Tallen thought of it as smoke and mirrors. He believed in the shield’s existence, though, unlike the dozen or more drunks and crazies every year who took it into their heads to run through it and were swept away like that girl in the Oz flicbook his mother had read him as a child. Except that they were never seen again.


During the day, the shield was almost invisible, a  troubling blur you could briefly squint at. You’d plant your feet firmly and focus on a wall, the ground, something solid. Nothing could resist that wind, but the soft, graduated shield could deal with it. At its outer edge, it was hardly there at all, merely taking the wind’s measure. A few metres in, it was rolling with the punches but starting to blunt and spread them, while a few metres deeper, it was soaking up the assault and making enough energy of it to power the complex and the shield together. The surplus stored energy was sufficient to run Lookout for the rest of the year. Bleak’s wind was an inexhaustible source of power and catastrophe.


Tallen wandered on, unable to dispel an odd feeling of being shadowed through the streets. It was just this absurd place, though. Nothing on Bleak made sense.


It was cool now and well past midnight, and the shield hummed. As always, Tallen headed down to the beach, descending close enough to the water that it lapped at his feet. The surf hissed through the stones underfoot. He preferred the shingle at night, when the brilliant sea-washed colours of day were muted to purples and scarlets.


Tonight the calm of the sea didn’t dispel his vague feeling of desolation. It was a mistake to have come out. These nightly walks were a bad habit. He should have taken a capsule and at least got himself some chemical rest.


Rocking gently from foot to foot to avoid sinking through the shingle, he wondered where his life was headed. There were more of the nearly-dead here than the living. They say you come to Lookout if you’re tired of life, and you go to the rigs when you are ready for death. The bars of Lookout were full of such end-of-everything talk. The trouble was, Tallen was starting to come out with it himself.




He thought of the woman in the bar again. Razer. What was she doing here? Most people let you know what it was that had brought them here after the first drink. Not her, though. There had been a life to her.


He reached down and stirred a finger in the slow water, watching the ripples go out to join the spiking sea beyond the shield and out of sight. Further out, he could see the shield forcing coronas from the wind, reds and blues and iridescent purples, shards of colour hard as rock and gone in an instant. Beyond that there was nothing to see. Space had its stars but the sea had nothing at all. Nothing but the sarcs and the rigs, anyway.


Maybe he’d feel better when he got back to work in a couple of days. Time off in Lookout wasn’t a good thing.


He let his thoughts drift, wondering what it was like to be on a rig out there. Crazy and lonely, he guessed, with the machinery thumping day and night, and the wind and the sea. He closed his eyes, trying to imagine the thunder of the drills and the fury of the elements working relentlessly to rip you away.


And then he forgot about the rigs and tipped his head, listening. Something wasn’t right. There had been a sound, and there it was again, sharper. He pulled himself upright and started heading for home at a brisk walk.


There were definitely footsteps behind him. Tallen looked quickly back, stumbled, then began awkwardly to run.










Three


RAZER


Razer sat with Bale at a small table under a dead light in a corner of the bar, the pair of them drinking steadily. The late evening was quiet, only a few others around the place, some talking but most of them sitting and screening alone. Looking around, Razer counted fifteen screeners, which meant that, statistically, eight or nine would be on AfterLife or one of its ParaSites. She used to wonder why they didn’t stay home and screen from there, until someone had told her that AfterLife’s screentime restrictions didn’t apply to public-area screenery. It kept people social, gave them a reason to go out. It kept AfterLife popular with bar owners, that was for sure, and it kept the System’s Administrata happy.


The screeners here seemed content enough too, nodding to themselves, muttering intently, tapping the air. At least, judging by their demeanours, none of them were on porn sites. Mostly, though not invariably, they stayed home for that. Razer wondered whether any of them were linked to TruTales.


There was something nagging at her, had been since she’d got here, and it took her a moment to work it out: Tallen wasn’t in tonight. Not that it mattered, now she had Bale, but even so, there had been a sense of curiosity about  him that she seldom found. She was sure he’d have made a good story. She’d thrown out that line from Macbeth and he’d jumped on it. And the way he’d described the rigyards, there was definitely something to him. Odd, too, for Cynth to appear undecided, giving her both men at first as material for Razer to tell a TruTale. Bale was way out of the ordinary, of course, and Cynth, with her AI logic, had been right to bring her here, but yes, if it hadn’t been for Bale…


She turned her full attention back to the Paxer. Something was off with him tonight, but she couldn’t fix the reason. Usually it took a few drinks, a story or two for her to catalogue later, maybe a smile to be raised from him, and the evening was done. But not tonight. Tonight Bale had drunk steadily without showing anything of the alcohol except an unusual reflectiveness. There was nothing relaxed about him, though.


He said, ‘You like it here on Bleak, Razer?’ Saying it like an accusation.


She made a non-committal gesture.


‘Don’t just do that. Tell me. What do you like about it?’


‘It’s peaceful,’ she said.


‘I’m not in the mood for jokes. What do you like here?’


‘Usually I like drinking with you.’


For an instant she could clearly see Bale in a cell with someone who’d given a wrong answer. It made her shiver. She said, ‘I like the sea. I like the wind and the noise. It’s a good place to think.’


‘The eye of a storm. That’s what you told me the first time we met.’


She said, ‘Did I?’ though she remembered it perfectly. ‘Has something happened, Bale? You’re in an even fouler mood than normal.’




As he stared past her, she noticed how the non-screeners in the bar fell silent at his gaze. The same thing had happened that first night when he’d pushed through the door and let her catch his eye. He’d interviewed her like a suspect for an hour, drinking soft while she drank hard, as much as telling her no one comes to Bleak without a very big reason, and then he’d given up the questioning and started drinking vavodka with her, catching up and then overtaking her within fifteen minutes.


She’d never met anyone like Bale before, anywhere in the System. They’d slept together three times, the second time to see whether the first time was just because they’d been too drunk, and the third time to see if being sober the second time had put too much pressure on them. Razer had known it was never going to work after the first time, but she’d become fond enough of Bale to want to let him work it out for himself. She had to see if he was strong enough to let some kind of friendship surface from the wreckage of their sex. It had taken him a few weeks, but it seemed like he’d made it, though you could never tell with men.


It was an odd sort of friendship. She made sure Bale knew he was being mined for stories, but it didn’t seem to bother him. It was obvious to her that he had few other friends on Bleak. And – though it was a pity – he was professional enough to give her nothing identifiable or sensitive. He was good at his job, she was certain. She just wondered why he did it here. He wasn’t fit for anything else except soldiery, but there were thousands of better places to live in the System than Bleak. Cynth had sent Razer to most of them and she’d never found anywhere worse.


Thanks to Bale, though, she knew a little more about the  rigs than could be trawled from the Song, and about life on Bleak. Cynth had chosen him well.


‘You ever think about life?’ Bale said now, a faint slur to his voice.


She bit back a flippant answer. One of the few personal things she knew about Bale was that he didn’t think much about anything outside his work. That was one of the things that usually let her relax so well with him. That perfect focus would make him good at his job, but it made him vulnerable too. If everything was black or white to you, you’d be blind to grey. For Razer, everything was a shade of grey.


‘I think about life,’ she said. ‘Why?’


‘I’ve been thinking. The Administrata, the Corps, Pax, it’s like they’re all in an airlock with a single inrush of air. Too many people, just one source of oxygen from a high corner.’


She nodded, glancing idly round the bar. Still no sign of Tallen.


‘By the air, the Generals and the Presidents are standing on everyone else, breathing just fine, pissing and shitting down.’ Bale was almost all the way drunk, squinting at the damp rings on the table. ‘Below them there’s a little piss and shit, but the air’s still pretty good. A few bodies lower, the air doesn’t taste so fine. Near the bottom, it’s all shit, the air’s foul, they can’t move for the pressure from above, but they’re alive.’


Razer started to say something, but Bale held up a hand.


‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘the people at the top need the ones at the bottom in order to get their mouths to the best air, and the ones a bit lower down have their eyes fixed on the breathable air. They don’t care about the top, never will,  and they don’t care about the bottom, never will.’


He dealt himself another drink. One of the barstaff came and scooped a few of their empty glasses away and wiped the table in a single smooth move. Razer tried to acknowledge the service, but the staffer kept his gaze to himself.


She wondered what to say, not sure how to gauge this mood of Bale’s. In the end, she said, ‘It’s simple, but it’s a fair metaphor. Most people die at the same level they’re born on. Is this your philosophy of life?’


‘It’s how it is.’


She tried a small laugh. ‘Where are you, then?’


Bale blew a long breath of scummy air and said, ‘In a goddamn bar with you, as usual. You need another drink and so do I.’ He drained his glass and slapped it down on the refill pad, and swore at the sudden bloodcheck warning shining on the pad.


Razer had never seen him quite like this before. As lightly as she could, she said, ‘Well. It looks like we’re both walking.’


‘Hell to that. I look drunk to you?’


‘No, Bale. A drunk never looks drunk to a drunk.’


Bale slid his index finger into the table’s blood slot, watching the screen light up and reading the result.




MACHINERY PRIVILEGES WITHDRAWN. PLEASE RETEST IN FOUR HOURS IF CEASING ALCOHOL INTAKE NOW. HAVE A GOOD EVENING, OFFICER BALE.





‘Hell to that, too,’ Bale said. He held his glass at eye level for a count of ten and then drained it evenly. ‘Is that fine motor control or what?’




Razer gave up and grinned. ‘It looked fine to me.’


He pulled a new drink and drained it, the empty glass hitting the bar before the bloodcheck display had flicked from four hours to four fifty.


‘Maybe we should slow down just a little,’ Razer said.


‘Doesn’t matter to me. I’m not working tomorrow.’


The tone of his voice had changed again. She said, ‘No?’ Bale stared at the empty glass until she said, ‘Day off? When did you last have one of those?’


‘Suspended.’


‘What?’ Razer put her own glass down, suddenly halfway back to sober. Had she missed something? ‘Why?’


‘Insubordination.’


She relaxed a little. ‘So, what? A week? You just have to take it easy, Bale. Didn’t you say this happens to you every month, sure as night?’


‘Yeah. Maybe I’ll go home. Sleep.’


She caught his look and laughed aloud, breaking the mood. ‘No. That won’t help either of us. Go. Sleep. I’ll be seeing you, Bale.’


He stood up and she watched him leave, walking a little too steadily, his thick frame momentarily silhouetted in the watery shimmer of the doorway. Razer counted a few minutes away, then followed him out.


He wasn’t waiting for her. She was surprised to find herself vaguely disappointed.


She started to walk home, the alcohol mellowing Lookout’s disturbing streets. She was just sober enough to skirt the alleys of the Rut. Every town, city and port had its own version of Lookout’s Rut; an enclave of monitored illegality, permitted to exist on the unwritten understanding  that the crimers inhabiting it didn’t draw too much attention to themselves. The Rut’s inhabitants were minor crimers who dealt in drugs but didn’t brew anything serious, who only emerged to commit street crime and small theft. Its existence suited Pax perfectly. Razer knew how they all operated, these crime valves. On Spindrift she’d spent a week in the alleys of Darknode for a TruTale, learning to skin IDs and to travel unseen, to misdirect and conceal, to look clean and fight dirty.


It was about time for her to leave Bleak. Bale and the stories she’d work from him were the best things about it. There was little else of real interest to her except, maybe, for the Chute.


Whatever else there might be for her in this place, she’d probably got by now. It all turned around the rigs and the bars. Everything was designed to keep the rig-constructors fit to work and on the edge of sober. The money brought them here, the work kept them busy and the bars kept them quiet. Pax kept them reasonably safe and straight. Ronen, the corporation running the rigs, conducted their industrial espionage in secret, never exercising Pax.


Razer knew a little about the rigs too, now. She’d talked to drinkers who had told her they’d been on the rigs, and she’d taken their stories, and she’d also been told they were liars, that no one who’d ever been on the rigs talked about it. One man she’d certainly believed, but the story had mostly been in his eyes and his silences. She’d offered to pay him, but the only return he’d accepted was a tale in exchange. So she’d told him a story she’d been given by a crimer who claimed to have survived the deletium swamps of Gehenna. Telling that helltale to a dead-eyed rigworker in the sweat of  the Neverie bar, Razer had felt like a lost child.


She felt odd at the thought. A story for a story, the rigworker had said, and it had sounded like her kind of transaction. Like her life, even. Some kind of a life.


* * *


Back in her room, she fell onto her bed, closed her eyes and tried to sleep. When that failed, as it often did these days, she opened her screenery to AfterLife Live!


Holoman had just started. She left him chattering and made herself caffé, came back to the bed, pulled the covers to her chin and sipped the tasse in front of the display.


‘Hi, Razer. Good to see you again. Today’s show is a very special two-parter. First, an amazing AfterLife Past Tale, and then, on the Vote-Slot, a brand-new ballot. Hold on while I run quickly through the legal blahdery, and then I’ll show you the Past Tale – this one’s a real eye-opener.’


Holoman stepped off-screen as words began to scroll.


AFTERLIFE RESPONDS TO ALL ATTEMPTS TO INTERFERE WITH ANY PART OF ITS ARENA AND ASSOCIATED SYSTEMS WITHOUT NOTICE AND WITH ALL MEASURES IT MAY CONSIDER APPROPRIATE…


Eventually Holoman walked back on, smiled and wiped his creaseless brow. ‘Nearly done, Razer. Don’t go anywhere.’


‘Sure,’ she murmured. She was a registered worker for one of the ParaSites, and that was about as good as working for AfterLife itself, so couldn’t they give her a rest on the legals? She yawned. Maybe she shouldn’t have had the caffé. It was bound to kick in just as she was about to doze off in front of the screen. She needed to sleep.




Holoman indicated an image of a brain behind him and said, ‘Somewhere in here is the secret of AfterLife. The neurid. It’s quite undetectable. It is impossible to locate by knife, scan or scope…’


Razer half-closed her eyes and mouthed the litany along with him. ‘… Any attempt, or investigation considered by AfterLife to constitute an attempt, to detect the neurid will be subject to immediate response. This includes all neurological scans, investigations and neurosurgery that is not precleared with AfterLife.’


The screen cleared behind him. ‘There. That’s the boring part over. Now for our very, very special Special! The first part of today’s show, Razer, is the story of an ordinary-looking man. You may think you’ve heard his story before, but never, I promise you, like this.’


A man’s face came up on the screen, pock-skinned, a rack of even, discoloured teeth, hooded brown eyes. Razer instantly recognised him, as everyone in the System would recognise him; Ajeenas Rialobon, the AfterLife Killer.


Holoman was talking, but Razer didn’t need to listen. Like everyone else in the System, she knew every detail of the story.


Over the course of a decade, Rialobon had murdered more than two thousand drifters across the System. Since most of the victims weren’t immediately missed, his activities hadn’t been noticed for years. It was only after he’d been caught, when he gave up the location of his cryovault, stacked with skulls and neurosurgical tools, that his motive was discovered. He had been dissecting brains in search of the AfterLife neurid.


‘Of course, he failed utterly,’ said Holoman cheerfully. ‘It’s  an impossible task. As it develops, the neurid merges with the host’s brain, and unless it is activated by trained AfterLife medicians using encrypted AfterLife bioputery, the neurid’s function and appearance are totally indistinguishable from normal brain tissue and activity.’


Holoman looked solemn. ‘Rialobon’s activity was only brought to light by skilled AfterLife daticians who identified a significant but unaccountable fall in the homeless population.’


He turned to a different cam and smiled. ‘It was a shocking discovery but a triumph for AfterLife. Our constantly ongoing audit suggested the presence of an active serial killer before a single body part was found. AfterLife gave Pax the data and the programs to pattern-track and eventually to catch the killer.’


The stark Pax symbol came up and fell away again. It made Razer think of Bale. Would he be asleep yet? She checked the time. Nearly four. The violet glow in her window was starting to be touched by daylight. She’d never sleep now. It was stupid to watch this. The Holoman Specials were never new, just old tales endlessly graphically reworked. She only really watched the pre-vote segment out of habit.


She wondered if she should call Bale and decided not to, and then for some reason she thought of Tallen. She’d felt bad about leaving him so abruptly for Bale, but that was sometimes the way of it. And since then, he hadn’t been in the bar when she had.


Holoman brushed a lock of shining brown hair from his eyes. ‘Allegations are frequently made that AfterLife favours the wealthy in its selectees. It does not. Nor could the ballots be rigged. All randomising programs are openly available.  AfterLife maintains only one totally protected secret, and that is the neurid. Total protection of the neurid allows everything else to be entirely open. AfterLife is fully System-monitored and rigorously controlled.’ Holoman began to walk, the cam following him through blocks of pulsing data, murmuring voices fading up and falling away. She heard the clipped consonants of Vegaschrist, the glottals of Heartsease, voices of the old and the young, women and men, and the fragments of text swimming across the screen –


… The one thing that sustained me…


… She never realised…


… When he finally died…


As it all subsided, Holoman said, ‘Let’s look at the facts. There is a potential AfterLife neurid for every birth on every planet in the System except – of their own choice – Gehenna and the unsaid planet.’


Holoman was, as always, padding the so-called Special. Razer started working out how she was going to fit Bale into a TruTale. She always got good response figures when she put herself into them. A bit of sex didn’t hurt, either. And people liked to think they were learning something new on TruTales, just like they did with AfterLife, even if they couldn’t register a judgement on a TruTale. Bale’s reminiscences were heavy on violence and tech. It wouldn’t be hard to wrap a story around him.


Holoman had moved on to neurid-placement. ‘Parents may decline to participate on a child’s behalf, of course, though the statutory AfterLife tax cannot be revoked. In rare situations where facilities are not immediately available at birth, neurid-implantation can be carried out within the first year of life.’




The caffé was kicking in. She tried to start the Bale story in her head, but found herself thinking about his problems rather than his narrative potential. He lived for Pax. What would he be without it?


Was she worrying about him?


The possibility of that sat her up more than the caffé. She’d met more interesting men, and far more attractive than Bale. His stories were good and his bluntness was appealing, and that was all.


No, her only worry was that she might not gather everything Bale had to say before TruTales moved her on.


‘The neurid is pluripotent-cell-based, cheap to produce, and implanted via a simple cranial infiltration. Its production is subsidised by the System. The randomised distribution of placebo neurids is AI-moderated, although the overall use of placebos is diminishing year-on-year as new memory storage facilities are introduced, thus expanding the AfterLife database. The only person in the participating System who cannot be implanted is me.’ He passed a hand theatrically through his own torso, demonstrating his unreality, and finally returned to Ajeenas Rialobon.


Razer didn’t need to see the detail of Rialobon’s killings and capture again. Tonight there were a few brain images she hadn’t seen before, some new detail about a couple of the victims and a series of interviews with the suspiciously growing catalogue of people who claimed to have escaped Rialobon’s knives. Holoman said, ‘For Civil Liberty reasons, remember, AfterLife information is never made available to Pax or Justix. It is not even known whether Rialobon himself had an active neurid.’


She was still thinking about Bale. She was taking too long  over him. So what if she liked his company? It was still work. Or maybe it was a rest she needed at the moment, a bit of conversation instead of her usual questioning and recording. The reason didn’t matter, though. She really should have finished with him by now. She’d already spent over a month in Lookout, far longer than she spent in most places.


‘Enjoy that? I did! Coming up now, Razer, part two of the show – a new vote!’


She drained the last of the caffé, feeling fully alert at last.


‘But first, some more facts.’


She slumped. Every time, she thought. She never learnt. But no one ever did. The same need to trust came out, over and again. As much in the small matters as the big.


‘It is only on a clinical judgement of your imminent death that AfterLife medicians are authorised to check for an active neurid. If you turn out to be neurid-positive, you are placed in rigor vitae, settled into a sarcophagus, or sarc, and dropped into the ocean on Bleak, and your Life is uploaded from your neurid onto the AfterLife database.’


Music swelled. ‘And then, Razer, after a year, ten years, perhaps after a pause of a century or more, when a cure or new medical technique becomes available for your predicament, it’s up to –’ he grinned and spread his hands as the camview withdrew to make him a dot in the sudden backcloth of stars. Chords of triumph swelled until, into the abrupt silence of the music’s end, he yelled, ‘– to all of you!’


Despite herself, Razer felt her heart thudding.


‘At that point of potential return, Razer, your threatened life, and the lives of others in precisely the same predicament, will be listed for ballot. And anyone can vote, for anyone. Only I, Holoman, cannot vote. The ballot is not,  I repeat not, a competitive choice. When you vote, you vote for a second chance, or against one, for as many or as few ballotees as you wish.’


Irritated with herself for continuing to watch, Razer brought up Holoman’s current viewing data. Thirty-seven per cent of the available System was watching with her. She scanned the breakdown and extrapolata. Within the next fifty hours, eighty-nine per cent of the System’s adult population – with the normal two planetary exceptions, Gehenna and the unsaid planet – were projected to have seen the show and started voting. It never ceased to astonish her. Administrata elections struggled to draw half this much engagement.


‘How do you make your voting decisions? It’s easy and it’s fun. You simply examine their lives. Were they – are they – kind or hateful, loving or cruel? Do you feel benevolent or not?’ And a whispered aside, ‘But remember, if your own neurid is a true neurid, you may be judged on your own judgement, one day.’


It was quite extraordinary, Razer thought. AfterLife, the one thing that united the System, was so simple that it was almost banal. It was beyond politics and goddery, and it was the one tax burden that no one resented.


And its existence gave Razer her living. Through her work with TruTales, one of its ParaSites, it paid for her to travel the System, to listen and imagine, to create narrative from chaos. Perhaps that was the most remarkable thing about it, that she could live off the back of it, and by nothing more than telling stories. AfterLives were true, but they were messy. People went to TruTales for comfort after the troubling truths of AfterLife. And thanks to her own skill  and to the selections and guidance of her AI, Cynth, Razer was one of the best tellers.


Holoman’s tone had become businesslike. His hair was shorter and neater, his expression stern as he said, ‘All votes are independently checked. The ballot is completely open and beyond corruption.’


As she listened to people’s lives and composed her stories, Razer often wondered what life might have been like back on Earth, when you could expect to live beyond fifty and to enjoy fair health for much of that time. What would their stories have been? Might they have guessed at such a future as this? The irreversible radiation sicknesses, the autoimmune diseases, the constantly shifting metaviruses, neocancers and reaction-toxicities? The savage mortality and general blight? The simple hardness of everything?


Back on Earth, they had imagined that the future would bring cures for everything, that eventually technology would outstrip nature.


She yawned, sleepy at last. How wrong we always were.










Four


ALEF


SigEv 2 My father’s tax bill


Shortly after we returned from the cathedral, my father’s routine tax demand was mis-delivered and opened by mistake by one of our neighbours, Josip Farlow. The story goes that Josip nearly fainted at the scale of the error. The legend of Saul’s tax bill became a folk tale on Gehenna. A parable, even.


The story goes like this.


Josip was convinced that Saul would be quite unable to accept that the Tax Administration could have made such a mistake. He thought Saul would have a breakdown and crash, like putery. Not knowing what to do, he went to Father Grace, and Father Grace went to Marita, who had no idea what to do either.


In the end, they convened the church committee, whose technical advisor was Saul. Father Grace initiated a conversation about printing errors in Babbel translations, and at the end of the meeting, Josip passed the tax bill to Saul with an apology for mistakenly opening it. Josip also made a light comment at the obvious printing error and offered to mediate with the Tax Administration on Saul’s  behalf, to arrange for the error to be corrected.


Saul examined the bill and said nothing at all.


The table was silent around him.


Father Grace made a joke about Saul’s equally vast knowledge of Tax and the Babble, and of the occasional inevitable errors in both.


‘Thank you, Josip,’ Saul eventually murmured. And he folded the paper and put it into his pocket.


‘What will you do?’ someone asked, a little anxiously.


‘It’s a tax bill,’ Saul said, shrugging. ‘I’ll have to pay it, of course.’


This was a response no one expected. As soon as Saul left the meeting, Father Grace called Marita and told her to contact him if she needed help, adding that frankly he wasn’t sure what the best thing might be to do.


Marita tried to behave as if nothing was wrong, which was easy, since Saul did the same. A few days later, she asked him what he had done about the tax bill, and he told her he’d paid it.


Everyone in JerSalem waited anxiously for the situation to escalate, as it had to. Tax had made a mistake that hadn’t been corrected, and Saul had clearly sent them a payment that, purely by being submitted – as Saul, of all people, would be quite aware – irrevocably validated the mistake. But, of course, he had made the payment without possessing anything within several decimal points of the funds to meet it.


The whole of JerSalem buzzed with concern. Saul must have assumed, with his faith in Tax’s certainty, that if they had asked for it, he must have it to give them. The error must be his.


Everyone knew what would happen. Pax would send a prison van to Gehenna and haul him away.




But months passed and no one came for Saul. There was a sense of apprehension for a long while, and then everything settled back, though not quite how it had been before. Saul would fix people’s putery and they would insist on giving him something for the work, where in the past they had not. Saul wouldn’t take money, so they gave things that could be sold. They didn’t give them to Saul, but to Marita. They called Saul to sort out trivial problems, just to give Marita something against the future.


And then, at last, another letter came for Saul, marked TAX. The postman delivered it immediately to Father Grace, who opened it.


It was a receipt for payment, in full, of the tax bill. Father Grace resealed the letter – the preacher saying a prayer of thanks, no doubt – and passed it on to my father.


The general conclusion in the village was that it had been an elegant and logical mechanism for Tax to correct their original error; the idiocy of the demand had only been brought to light when my father’s payment didn’t clear. In order to save face, Tax had pretended that both correct demand and correct payment had taken place, and in this way balance was restored. For the villagers, Saul had shown up the heretic System for the fools everyone knew them to be.


My father, quite unknowing, became something of a hero. Father Grace made a sermon about turning the blind stupidity of the godless against itself, a sermon whose precise point everyone in JerSalem but Saul understood, and normality returned to our village.


Until the arrival of Pellonhorc.


* * *


SigEv 3 My first puter


After school I often spent my time in my father’s shop, helping him with the putery.


Programming was quite effortless for me. Picking it up was not like learning to read, but like learning to talk. My brain, like my father’s, was configured ideally for the task. It was as simple as that. The games we played together were not the father/son pastimes of assembling towers of plastic blocks or shoving balls with our feet. We played with screenery and putery. While I was still bellied in my mother, my father devised a system that would model my first sounds as visual symbols, and he surrounded my cot with screenery. I swiftly learnt the sounds that pictured rudimentary faces, and within my first few months I was learning the elaborations that might make the face on the screen smile or wink or blow bubbles. As my language became complex, the symbols became less crude, the programming opportunities more intricate. Before I could walk, I was choreographing simple rivers. My father and I would play with the digital water. He would throw rocks into it and I would predict and calculate the effect on the flow. It made us both laugh.


I soon had a puter of my own, and I’d devise my own programs for it. My father told me about secrecy and privacy, and about the difference between them and the importance of both, and he taught me about codes and encryption. We played memory games, and he was as pleased as I was when, at about six years of age, I started to beat him at them. We devised an encryption routine for my own puter. The primes I used seemed immense at the time. He asked me how I memorised them – his own visual tricks failed at the levels  of complexity that my primes demanded – and I told him I thought of them as trees in leaf, great trees blowing in the wind. Each branch and twig had to be read in order of ascent from the ground, and each leaf from trunk to tip was a digit.


I was used to the incomprehension of other children and adults, but when I saw my father trying to imagine my forests, he laughed, although it was a slightly odd laugh.


After that, my father and I agreed a rule for my puter. I gave him an encrypted permit so that he could enter puzzles and games there for me to solve, but he couldn’t roam freely on it or interfere with my programs. I, however, had my own, greater level of encryption that allowed me full access to the puter’s capabilities.


Of course, I see now that this was simply a tacit agreement through which, in exchange for me restricting myself to my own puter, my father could let me in the shop with him. There was no rule my father could enforce on me. It was as if, in a more normal family, a father suddenly recognised that his son had grown bigger and stronger than he was, and decided that they’d play no more wrestling games.


I never showed him my conclusions regarding the Riemann hypothesis and the Goldbach conjecture. I wish I had. But at that age, I was only thinking he’d use them to break my codes.


* * *


SigEv 4 Pellonhorc


Shortly after my eighth birthday, Josip Farlow and his family died in a terrible accident, their flycykle sliding into a methane sink, and a new family was chosen from the list  to come and live in the village. The list was long. There were always people wanting to leave the Upper Worlds for the rigorous joy of Gehenna.


Looking back, though I never thought it at the time, there were immediately a number of clues to the strangeness of Pellonhorc’s arrival. Most new families were either childless or with a child bellied in its mother, and they arrived together, man and woman. There were never unattached adults and there were never children.


But this odd family arrived, and as was traditional, the priest welcomed the newcomers into our community at a service of celebration and mourning that began, ‘In the midst of death, we are in life.’


Avareche, the mother of the new family, sat in the church wearing the tatters of mourning. She cried as if she were a survivor of the accident that had killed Josip Farlow’s family, rather than its beneficiary. She sobbed and gasped as if life were not tragedy from dust to dust, as we were taught, but something more unbalanced.


There was no husman. Instead, to Avareche’s either side sat her cousins, the two men Garrel and Traile. We’d seen no one like them in JerSalem. They were dressed in dark, weaveless clothes and they sat on the hard pews with extraordinary stillness, as if they were cracked out of rock. Even then I thought how they looked like soldiers with their eyelenses glittering in the gloomy church, their hands resting palms down on their broad thighs, glove knuckles worn to silver, and their thick jackets hinting at concealed weaponry.


And then there was the boy, Avareche’s son. Pellonhorc.


It’s hard now to think of Pellonhorc as a boy, after all this  time. He was eight years old, as was I, and he was running around the church, wild as the wind.


No one did a thing about him. It was up to Father Grace to ask his mother to deal with her boy, but he didn’t. I wonder now how much he knew, but perhaps he was just bewildered by the extraordinary newcomers.


Avareche sat and sobbed. It was incomprehensible to me. Her cousins sat impassive at her either side, and my mother quietly stood up and went to her. Garrel – he was the taller cousin, his earlobes fat with sensors, his waxed hair in tightly gridded bunches like the casing of a grenade – showed no sign of letting her past him, but my mother waited. Avareche made a quick gesture to her cousin, and he let my mother sit with her, though he waited long enough for the pause to be evident to everyone in the church. Everyone except Pellonhorc, who was building a tower of prayer books in the lancing light from the high window.


Father Grace continued the service. ‘We mourn Josip and Neisha, and their children Jonie and Jess, and we give thanks for the arrival of Avareche and Pellonhorc and Garrel and Traile.’ There was silence, even momentarily from Pellonhorc at the back of the church, who stood back and squinted at his perilously tall architecture of books. Buttressed with knee-cushions, the tower was as high as his head. I watched him balance a silver censer carefully at its summit, where it caught a brilliant beam of light.


The priest moved towards the conclusion of the service with a prayer for the unsaid planet. ‘We pray for the souls of those whose terrible faith has taken them from the possibility of salvation, that one day they may return to us.’


Everyone knew the stories of the unsaid planet, how they  had cut themselves away from the System and had destroyed the ships of any who tried to approach, and sent squads of assassins to slaughter any who mentioned their name. It didn’t seem likely, but on Gehenna little was ever questioned.


Finally, Father Grace gestured again to the new family and said with quiet authority, ‘We hope that Avareche and her family will soon be joined by her husman –’


Crash. Everyone jerked round at the clatter of Pellonhorc’s tower of prayer books falling and the metal-on-stone smash of the incense holder. Garrel and Traile were on their feet, I thought fleetingly, but no, they were the only ones in the church sitting down. In my memory, later, this was not true. They had stood up and turned, their fists gun-filled and aimed; they had assessed and eased back and withdrawn even before anyone else in the church had reacted in the first place.


That marked the end of the ceremony. We all filtered out of the church, through the beams of light now choked with sweet incense. Avareche continued to sob. Everyone else – except Garrel and Traile, who must have had laryngeal air filters – coughed their way through the arched doors. Pellonhorc swung his arms about and danced.


That was their arrival. It was a while before anyone in the village learned the name of Avareche’s husman. By the time we did find out, it was no real surprise. Even on Gehenna, we had heard of Ethan Drame.


But it took a long time for this to come out. There was always a reason why Pellonhorc’s father couldn’t join them. It was work, transport problems, or just ‘complications’. Avareche shrugged. Garrel and Traile said nothing.


On Pellonhorc’s first day at the school, one of the boys in  our class asked him about his father. Pellonhorc beat the boy so badly that he was off school for a month.


Avareche and my mother became best friends. There were inevitably things Avareche needed, and my parents helped her. It never struck me that this was more than kindness and coincidence.


They were an odd household. There were five of them; Avareche, Pellonhorc, the two cousins and a green cheekicheep. The cheekicheep was Pellonhorc’s pet, and he kept it in a hutch. Its wings had been clipped, and it strutted awkwardly about the hutch. Pellonhorc didn’t take very good care of it, according to my mother, so it had fallen to Avareche to look after it. The creature had taken against Pellonhorc for some reason. His mother often had the cheekicheep in her arms, cradling it and idly stroking its soft plumage.


And I became friendly with Pellonhorc. He had a wild, extraordinary charisma. When the boy he’d beaten returned to school, Pellonhorc was the first to greet him, and with genuine enthusiasm. Pellonhorc didn’t mention the beating. As far as Pellonhorc was concerned, it was as if it hadn’t happened. The boy was oddly grateful, though he was forever cautious after that.


It was an interesting lesson for me. I think we all knew that we were in the presence of someone unique. He immediately became our leader. We took risks, climbed and swam where it was dangerous. Of course, none of us ever said no to him, and he was always the first to climb, to dive, to fight. He was without fear. We thought he was brave. He was, of course, psychopathic.


The only people who had any control over him were  Garrel and Traile. He taunted them all the time, and they ignored his taunts.


But one day I saw Traile hit him.


It was like this. Pellonhorc came over to our house in the afternoon, unannounced, saying he wanted to play with me. We went up to my room. He was agitated at first, and then subdued. I’d never seen him like this before. After a while, my mother answered the comms and it was obviously Avareche. My mother left, and a few minutes later Traile arrived and was knocking at our door.


I shouldn’t have let him in. I wasn’t supposed to let anyone in if there was no adult in the house, and Pellonhorc was screaming at me not to, screaming like I’d never heard anyone scream before. And he swore, too; he swore he’d do things to me that I didn’t even understand.


You have to imagine my fear. I’d seen Pellonhorc beat a boy unconscious for no reason and still carry on beating him, calmly and steadily, until he was sure the rest of us got his message. He never lost control. And at the same time I could hear Traile’s voice through the door, steady and slow and carrying more threat than anything I could imagine.


I listened to Pellonhorc screaming, but Traile’s quiet voice drowned his screams. I reached up and opened the door to him. The man’s eyeshades shone as he flowed past me and up the stairs. I followed him. I saw Pellonhorc’s expression through the crack of my bedroom door for an instant before he slammed the door in Traile’s face. I thought at the same time how scared Pellonhorc would have to be to think of closing the door in Traile’s face.


But he would be safe in there until Traile calmed down. Because of the prison labourers in the deletium swamp, every  door in the village, internal or external, was entry-secure. My bedroom door was no different. Anyone inside could get out, but you could only get in if you were print-registered. A rhinoceroo with a hundred metre run-up couldn’t have broken that door down.


Except that Traile put his hand on the door handle and leaned on it, and after a moment the door made a strange screeching sound, bent, and creaked, and then burst inward. Traile rubbed his fist and glanced back at me. What he meant me to understand by that look, I have no idea. The glitter of his lenses was the same as always. I watched him go into my room and I watched his arm come back and swing casually forward. I heard a dead, flat noise, and Pellonhorc’s scream abruptly stopped.


After an odd, still moment, Traile turned sideways, facing neither me nor Pellonhorc, and his head was bowed. I heard him swear. He brought up a cupped hand and muttered into it. His face was white and his hand was shaking. He carried on talking, then stopped and waited and talked again, this time a little more calmly. The colour returned to his face. He breathed a long breath and bent to pick Pellonhorc up, gently, in his arms, and left with him, the boy not meeting my eyes.


Pellonhorc wasn’t in school for a week, and we never saw his cheekicheep again. I asked my mother about it, and she said it would be best not to mention it to Pellonhorc or his mother. My father arranged for my bedroom door to be replaced. I looked forward to the workmen asking how it had come to be smashed like that, so that I could tell them, but they didn’t say a thing about it. They were very polite to me, though.


* * *


SigEv 5 The pornoverse


‘Let’s go to your dad’s shop,’ Pellonhorc said, one day.


‘Okay. I’ll ask him.’


‘No. I mean by ourselves.’


‘We can’t do that. Anyway, why do you want to do that? He won’t mind us being there. I often go and help him.’


‘No. I want to show you something.’


‘What can you show me?’


‘You’ll see.’ That was one of his things, You’ll see. He used the phrase equally as a threat and a temptation. I could tell he would scorn me if I didn’t agree, but there was a way around it. I said, ‘Anyway, it’s locked. We can’t get in.’


‘I can get us in. Don’t worry about that.’


I had to say okay. I told my parents I was going out to play, and I met Pellonhorc at the shop. The day was fading and our reflected faces gleamed in the window.


‘So, how do we get in, then?’ I said reluctantly.


He showed me a small device that he told me he’d taken from Traile. I wasn’t surprised. I’d long ago stopped thinking of Garrel and Traile as being in any way ordinary. I wasn’t even sure they were Avareche’s cousins.


Pellonhorc held the device to the lockplate of the door and put his hand to the palmreader.


‘How does it work?’ I said.


‘It gives us a permit. Here.’ He held my hand to the plate. ‘There. We’re both listed. We can go in any time we want, now.’


I shook my head, looking for a way out of this. ‘My dad’ll find out.’


‘Only if he checks the list, and no one ever does that. Not on Gehenna.’




I stared at him. ‘You don’t know my dad.’


He grinned back at me and said, ‘You don’t know your dad.’


And before I could react to that, he added, ‘Come on, then. Or are you chickyfrit?’


We went into the shop and through the banks of putery and screenery with their flickering programs, the calculations that never stopped running, the probability counts and option strategies for fuel economy and speed and oxygen expenditure, and risk factors for this route and that between one planet and another. I’d understood most of it by the age of about ten, and was tweaking the programs with my dad a year later.


I went to my own puter and started to bring the screenery up, but Pellonhorc wasn’t interested.


‘Here,’ he said, standing at the door to the back of the shop.


‘That’s just the workroom. He keeps the old putery there. It’s slow junk. Most of it doesn’t work at all.’


‘You think?’


I shrugged. Pellonhorc palmed us in and I reluctantly followed him. He sat down at the front screen.


‘That one’s totally busted,’ I told him.


Pellonhorc ignored me. The screen was tilted to the side and he straightened it, made himself comfortable and pressed it to go.


‘See?’ I told him.


He pressed it again, then keyed a few riffs of code at the keyplate. Still nothing, of course, no point in keying dead putery, but he keyed it again, concentrating, and the screen abruptly glowed and its voice murmured, ‘Connecting.’




‘Hah,’ Pellonhorc said.


That it worked at all didn’t make sense, but that Pellonhorc could bring it up made less. It wasn’t encrypted in any serious way, which was unlike my father, and Pellonhorc knew the code, which was crazy. But all I could say was, ‘What are you doing?’


He settled himself on the stool. ‘Checking up on my dad.’


He had never mentioned his father before, and since the time he’d beaten up the kid who had asked about him, no one else had mentioned the subject. I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing. Like most of the kids, I’d begun to assume his father was dead. I started to wonder about him now, though. What did he look like? How old was he? Where was he?


I almost asked, but I held back. I was afraid the delicate friendship we had would vanish. It was possible that he would swing round and hit me. With Pellonhorc, that was always a possibility.


The screen showed to an interior, a featureless wall of grey and nothing more. ‘He isn’t there,’ Pellonhorc said, disappointed. ‘Let’s try something else.’ He keyed again, and the screen changed to the graphic of an open gate, black and high-barred.


‘You can’t do that,’ I said.


Silver words faded up, floating over the gate.


Please register for entry to the Song. You are identified as Gehennan. Please enter personal registration passcode to continue.


Pellonhorc keyed something, his fingers too fast for me to follow.




Please confirm registration by plain voice.


Confirm? Had he actually, successfully, registered to the Song? I wondered how he could have done that. But now he was stuck. His fingers hovered. I knew Pellonhorc wouldn’t fall for the lure of voice-key. As soon as you used your unscrambled voice, you became individually identifiable and permanently traceable. That was one of the reasons everyone still keyed whenever possible. Even within Gehenna’s small version of the Song, Babblepool, no one ever voiced, and we were – somehow – already way beyond Babblepool. And we’d managed it on a puter that wasn’t supposed to work at all, let alone be connected to the Song. The Song!


I reached past him and thumbed an audio code. ‘Now tell it we’re frequency-disrupted. Electric weather. My dad rigs all his putery to mimic that.’


Pellonhorc keyed what I’d told him to, and after a moment the gate slowly opened and faded away, leaving the screen brilliant blue and pixelled with options. This was the Song. I’d heard of it, but never seen it and never expected to.


As I gasped, Pellonhorc smiled in triumph. He held a hand high, and I shrieked and slapped it hard. The sharp clap and sting of our palms was like the sealing of a bond between us.


We spent about an hour there, looking at all the sex sites we could wriggle into. I was impressed by his navigation, and he was clearly impressed by my ability to trick the sites into letting us in.


Pellonhorc controlled the screen. He lingered on certain types of image, asking what I thought of them, of the participants. Many seemed about our own age, though  they were far more practised than I was, or – I assumed – Pellonhorc. My comments of admiration and disgust apparently pleased him and I came home exhilarated, not so much by the great swathes of flesh and friction as by the freedom we’d had to roam. And also by the unexpected switch in the relationship I shared with Pellonhorc.










Five


RAZER


Razer dozed and dreamed. The leaving of Earth had been chaotic. It had started in desperation and concluded in near despair. Razer had a sense that no one on Earth had truly believed anywhere viable would be found, and that the resources pumped into terraforming and transport were simply to provide people with a purpose through the final decades. Those who had departed had not expected to arrive, and those who had arrived had had to devote themselves to immediate survival. And so the System had begun to establish itself in an unstructured way, each planet with its own problems. Every planet had spent the first century or so looking inward in the way that Gehenna and the unsaid planet still did. Gehenna had turned to one faith, and the unsaid planet had turned to another; the unsaid planet had also retreated into such a fiercely protected seclusion that it might as well not exist. Every unexplained disaster drew rumours and suspicions that the unsaid planet had had a hand in it.


For decades the System had possessed no structure other than what was necessary to maintain the mechanisms of trade, while Earth’s Internet had developed into the Song. There was lawlessness and corruption. The System  sprawled like Earth had never sprawled.


Her head ached, and she sat at the edge of the bed and drank water, imagining how much worse Bale must be feeling.


Holoman was gesturing animatedly as he talked. No one in the System, other than on the usual two planets, would fail to recognise that face.


Into this chaos, nearly a century ago, AfterLife had burst abruptly into existence, almost fully formed, and in a few years it had changed the System utterly. It struck her that the calendar should acknowledge this, that the year should be marked ‘Before AfterLife’ or…


Maybe not. More water. And caffé.


Nevertheless, life was still hard. There was a ruthless pragmatism now. While an Earther might marvel at some aspects of current technology, they’d find others in everyday use that had been discarded long before the Earth’s end. In the System, reliability was valued more than innovation.


Holoman had moved on to TruTales and StarHearts and some of the other ParaSites.


Some features of Earth life had faded. Goddery had been one of the main casualties of Earth’s end, other than on Gehenna and the unsaid planet. But goddery continued to work for those two – for Gehenna, anyway, since no one had any idea what life was like on the other place.


And then, just as the System had been starting to disintegrate, riven by disease, despair and internal conflict, as Holoman was telling Razer again now, the neurid had been discovered. It had been a consequence of a failed pluripotent cell experiment for which some anonymous technician had accidentally discovered an almost miraculous application.




And from the neurid had come AfterLife.


Holoman brushed a lick of unruly hair from his forehead. ‘In just a moment, a vote! But first, today’s medical technology. A significant new advance in gene-specific heart-lung regenerative treatment means that AfterLife can offer a second chance to up to a thousand genetically appropriate sleeping subscribers who have succumbed to the N23XN meta-prion.’


Razer was still thinking about how an Earther might look at the System. Keystrikes and caffé were the rulers of Razer’s life, and they hadn’t changed much since humanity had migrated to the System. There were other priorities.


And people always wanted to read. It was cheap, quicker than listening and resistant to accent. Even now, the System’s formal languages remained close to those of Earth. As for caffé, everyone wanted to stay awake with the warmth of a drink.


She finished the cold tasse and took it back to the kitchen, wiping it clean under the tap with a finger. How many caffés had she drunk, over the years? How many stories had she told?


When she got back to the screenery, it was to a simmed view of the sea, blotblack rigs fixed in the swirling foam, sarcophagi glittering around them like sequins.


It fully struck her that she was actually here, on the planet of the sarcs. There was little money, no comfort, not a single moment’s ease, and yet Bleak had become the most important place in the System.


Holoman’s voice was telling her, ‘Among these are today’s potential lucky chancers. Let’s look at one. His name is Larren Gamliel.’


The AfterLife theme played, and Bleak’s oceans crashed across the screen. Razer started to pay closer attention.  Here it was at last. These were the lives. This was the stuff of AfterLife.


The sarc-strewn sea glowed as the sim of a single dark sarcophagus rose into the air and opened a crack, leaking words:


LIFE SUMMARY


LARREN GAMLIEL


WARNING – recollections of certain experiences may be traumatic. Especially traumatic experiences are marked in the summary with a {grgrgrgr} sound, or a ** if you choose to text-read.


Razer chose voice, fell back on the bed again and closed her eyes. The voice was low and slurred. Razer imagined a pocked face and skinny arms. Larren began to speak the bones of his life.


My name is Larren Gamliel. Lar. I was born some place I don’t recall, didn’t stay there long enough. Don’t remember my parents at all. Brought up in a drifthome, remember mostly stars, looking out my little window and the stars endless as bedlice.


Had a friend in the drifthome, boy called Bude, straggly red hair, taller than me, always blinking. We was playing hide’n’find, nine years old, I remember, and he was hid all morning. I didn’t find him, got bored and it was middlemeal. I went to middlemeal; it was meatcakes. I ate his. He was late. Actually he didn’t turn up for it.


So after middlemeal, the alarms was going. Long  story short, there he was in a voidlock, sort’v floating. {grgrgrgr} He looked sort’v sucked out. Like one of those dried fish. His eyes gone squinty.


That about totals my childhood, I guess. I don’t think about it much.


I got to fifteen, had to leave the home, went down planetside. {grgrgrgr} Can’t remember which planet, didn’t stay on it long anyway.


{grgrgrgr} Didn’t stay on any of them long.


What I liked most was the trips one to the next. That’s where I felt most comfortable, on those ferries. I guess they was like the home again. Got work as a steward once, but not for long. Stared at the stars, got reprimanded too many times.


Planetside, I was generally in trouble, which I guess was the total of my life, really. {grgrgrgr} Stealing and drifting. What Pax call sad. That was me. I never had nothing of my own, never held onto anyone else.


Never felt sorry for myself, though, not much anyway. I guess I was happiest in the jails, drifting up there like I was a kid all over again, in that little cell surrounded by stars. I told them not to let me go, that last time. Maybe if they’d’v listened I’d’v had more of a story now. {grgrgrgr} Killing that woman was a mistake, or an accident. The Justix explained the difference, but I never worked it out. All I know is I didn’t mean it and I was sorry for it. I was not responsible. The drugs was responsible.


It’s strange, and maybe you can work it out for me, ’cos I sure as shame can’t. Why is it that everyone said it wasn’t my fault about Bude, and I still can’t help  blaming myself, couldn’t all my life, and everyone says that woman was my fault, and I know she wasn’t? Can you tell me why is that?


I done my time for her, in any case. Two days out, and then I got this disease. Is that justice?


I know there’s nothing else, but I’d like to’v met my parents one time, my mum anyway. And I’d like to see Bude again. Maybe he’s here too, somewhere. This disease that’s eaten me up, maybe it’s not forever.


I don’t think I had a good life so far.


END OF LIFE SUMMARY


Razer froze the screen.


That was weird, she thought. Had she known this man? The name was different, of course, all the databased names were anonyms, and of course the voice was putery, but she’d once taken a story from a man almost the same as this early life – the drifthome childhood, the hide-and-find death in the voidlock – and used it in a TruTale. It had been one of her first, years back.


Maybe it was him, though that would be a hell of a coincidence.


No. More likely it was a common way for a kid to die. Still, it was weird.


She restarted the screen. A NewsAlert flash was pulsing in the corner, but she stayed with the ballot.


AFTERLIFE CHOICES.


Please touch or interrupt at any time.




Open Larren Gamliel’s whole Life?


Vote on Larren Gamliel’s Life?


Please touch or interrupt for further information.


She wondered whether to open the life, but knew herself well enough to recognise that that would be the entire day gone. She thought a moment more, then yes-voted him. It troubled her that she still couldn’t remember the name of that TruTale source. She could see his face, though, a high forehead and deepset brown eyes, always squinting. An engineer, that was it. And not a crimer, but on the edge of it.


Holoman was speaking again. ‘All other candidates are available on your VoteNow page. I’ll be looking at them all, over the next weeks. The decision, though, is always yours. You can view further scenes, or review these, on AfterLife.’


The screen went to ash as Holoman’s voice swelled and echoed.


‘And remember – AfterLife begins at birth.’


Razer nilled the display, but the NewsAlert flash still held its position. Razer told it, ‘Later,’ and let the flash dull and slow until it was barely paraliminal. She couldn’t sleep. She brought up TruTales and signed herself in.


‘Hey, Cynth,’ she said.


GREETING LOGGED, KESTREL DUST. THIS PROGRAM IS WAITING. PLEASE COMMENCE.


Yawning, Razer started sending down the day’s notes and the contents of her augmem. It was always odd to imagine her experiences loaded onto a memory device, without her having any awareness or chance of accessing them herself. But really, it was little different from a neurid except the vast difference in scale, and that the augmem was putery.




THIS PROGRAM OBSERVES THAT KESTREL DUST HAS ACCESSED THE DAY’S VOTING OPPORTUNITY. WILL KESTREL DUST VOTE FOR LARREN GAMLIEL?


‘Hey, what’s this? Are you making conversation?’


THIS PROGRAM IS PRESENTLY UPLOADING YOUR AUGMEM RECORD. PROCEDURE ALMOST COMPLETE. CHITTLECHATTLE CONFIRMS BILATERAL CONNECTION ACTIVITY, BUT THIS PROGRAM CAN MAINTAIN SILENCE IF KESTREL DUST PREFERS.


‘No, I don’t prefer silence. Not tonight. Can’t you call yourself Cynth for me? Or even I? Use the first person, just once?’


YOU CAN CALL THIS PROGRAM WHATEVER YOU WANT, KESTREL DUST. REFER TO PREVIOUS CHITTLECHATTLES.


Razer wondered if the program could tell she was a little drunk. Yeah, it probably could.


‘At least call me Razer?’


YOUR CONTRACTED ACTIVITY PERMITS YOU TO THINK OF YOURSELF AS WHOEVER YOU CHOOSE.


Razer tried to clear her thoughts. ‘Kestrel Dust can’t vote, Cynth. I got you there, huh?’


THIS PROGRAM UNDERSTANDS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF NAMES. THIS PROGRAM APPRECIATES KESTREL DUST’S HUMOUR TRAIT AND ACKNOWLEDGES HER NEED TO ATTEMPT MISCHIEF. THIS PROGRAM COMMUNICATES CONCISELY FOR PURPOSES OF CLARITY AND EFFICIENCY. RAZER AND KESTREL DUST ARE COTERMINOUS FOR CONTRACTUAL PURPOSES. KESTREL DUST HAS EXHIBITED A LEGALLY VERIFIABLE AWARENESS OF THIS.


‘No one’s called me legally verifiable before. Exhibitionist, yes.’




THIS PROGRAM UNDERSTANDS THAT KESTREL DUST DERIVES PLEASURE FROM TREATING THIS PROGRAM AS IF THIS PROGRAM WERE A HUMAN RESPONDENT VOID OF SELF-AWARENESS AND HUMOUR TRAIT. DATA UPLOADED, AUGMEM ERASED AND RESET. PROCEDURE COMPLETE. CHITTLECHATTLE CONCLUDED. CONTACT TERMINATED.


Razer felt the brief vertigo of the augmem re-engaging. ‘I love you, too,’ she murmured. The display reverted to the TruTales gate. Razer coded herself past the laugh/cry/gasp/scream site entry and entered the teller gate.


Thank you. Please enter teller’s name.


Thank you. Kestrel Dust is presently number 12 of 2578 top tellers.


She spent a few minutes checking her tale-hits and all their paradata, the seeker come-froms and go-tos, linger-times, skip-zones and boredom locations, and it all depressed her as much as it always did. One day her paradata would no longer be acceptable to Cynth, and what would she do then?


She lay her head back and sighed, the sigh morphing to a yawn. What was the name of the man she’d written of, with his drifthome childhood? That was a paradata seekset that ought to exist, linking AfterLives with similar TruTales. Such an obvious idea. Maybe she’d suggest it to Cynth. THIS PROGRAM IS NOT SO PERFECT AFTER ALL.


She was almost asleep when the Gamliel link started to come back to her. His business was in reverse logistics. It had made a good TruTale, and she wondered, not for the first time, how Cynth chose Razer’s subjects.
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