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PROLOGUE:


SOME ASSEMBLY REQUIRED


“Consciousness Does Not Exist,” says Mehmet.


Jenna has just caught up to her lab partner as they glide along the main level-two conduit inside the Axle, his eyes betraying that his focus is not entirely fixed on his immediate environment. He is reading something on his lens.


“That sounds deep for this time of the day,” Jenna replies, by way of bidding him good morning.


“No, it’s the name of the lecture Maria Gonçalves is giving today. Really wish I could have seen that.”


“You’ll see it after you finish work. And you’ve seen a hundred. What’s special about this one?”


“I mean seen it live. She’s giving it in person.”


Okay, now she gets it.


“Seriously? Wow. When did that last happen?”


“When I was in diapers, probably.”


“Damn. Couldn’t you have swapped your shift?”


Mehmet fixes her with a withering look.


“Yeah, like that’s why I won’t be there.”


“Only the great and the good able to get tickets,” Jenna suggests.


“Tickets? You jest. Invite only. But on the plus side, they sent me my date for getting the new Gen-4 mesh. Four weeks today.”


“Way to go. I’m not even on the formal waiting list. I’m on the waiting list for the waiting list.”


“How come?”


“My own stupid fault. Dragged my heels because I wasn’t convinced it would make much of a difference, but that’s not what I’m hearing from the people who have got it.”


“No kidding,” Mehmet says, warming to the subject. “I was talking to Javier last week. He’s had his a month. He says the data retrieval is night and day’s difference. It’s like you just instantly know the information.”


“Yeah, I hear there’s far less of a watermarking effect. You don’t get that feeling like you’re peering over somebody’s shoulder at their worksheet. Guess I’m going to have to wait a while to experience it, though.”


They reach a six-way junction, both of them changing axis with a practised light tug on a handhold. Official protocol states that personnel are supposed to come to a complete stop before proceeding, but right now there’s nobody else around to bump into. That’s what she loves about working in the Axle. There never is. Compared to the wheels, it’s always practically deserted.


“Lateness appears to be a consistent theme for you at the moment,” Mehmet says. “I thought I was going to end up on my own here today.”


“Sorry. There was a problem on the static. They had a car out of commission, meaning a knock-on delay, and then the car I got from Faris was rammed.”


“Little flavour of home. When the static is busy like that, close your eyes and you could be on the subway train in New York City. Just need somebody to piss on the floor a few hours before, give it that authentic smell to recreate the full effect.”


Jenna yawns and stretches as they drift along the shaft.


“Late night?” Mehmet enquires.


“No, just feels like it’s been a long week. Late night tonight though. Gonna tear it up.”


“Got a date?”


“Only with one of those famous Sin Garden mojitos over on Mullane. Then maybe five more.”


Mehmet shakes his head, a wry smile on his face.


“What? You still think I’m crazy paying those prices?” she asks.


“No. I think it’s funny that somebody is getting a backhander purely for growing mint to supply those things.”


“Unauthorised botanical cultivation. Can’t imagine that’s what the Seguridad call a jump-seat offence.”


“No, but I’m sure some prick at the FNG would be able to tell you the exact expected yield in zucchini, or whatever, that they would otherwise be growing in that square footage of soil.”


“And what about your social life?” she asks. “I hear you’re switching phase on us.”


Mehmet looks bashful.


“Yeah, this guy I’ve been seeing. It’s getting serious. He’s on Meridian.”


“And you’re leaving all us sweet people on Atlantic for him? It really must be love.”


“I already got a lot of friends who are on Meridian phase. Been thinking of making a change for a while. This was just the final nudge, you scope me?”


Jenna fixes him with a look. He withers.


“Okay, it is love,” he admits.


“Knew it.”


“So what tests we running today?” he asks, conspicuously changing the subject.


Jenna smiles by way of acknowledgement. It will be a shame when he switches. She likes working with him.


The test chamber is now only a few metres ahead. The entrance is a bladed aperture at the end of the shaft, but inside it’s like a giant buckyball. She and Mehmet are both in synthetic pharmacology research, based out of Wheel Two. The firm they work for has a block booking on this chamber, studying the sustained effects of microgravity on certain artificial compounds.


“That’s weird,” she says, reading the security status on her lens. “The chamber is open.”


“It looks unambiguously closed to me,” Mehmet responds, confused.


“I mean it’s not locked. The team using it last can’t have closed up properly. See, these are the losers and wasters you’re about to throw your lot in with when you shift to Meridian.”


Without the security interface requesting an access code, they don’t have to stop outside. The aperture dilates in response to their proximity, so they can let their momentum carry them inside uninterrupted. Jenna executes a somersault to emphasise this fact, but as she spins upright again, she is tugged to a stop. Mehmet has grabbed the rim for purchase with one hand and taken hold of her shoulder with the other.


She looks at him by way of demanding an explanation.


Mehmet is staring into the vastness of the chamber, eyes wide: speechless, shivering, scared.


In zero-g, the gentle ballet of objects in motion can make anything look elegant.


Not this.


Glistening organs dance gently around each other in the bright expanse, like motes of dust in a shaft of sunlight. Intestines curl and twist between sections of limbs denuded of skin, muscle exposed like illustrations in an anatomy textbook. She sees an empty skull, the top sheared off. The brain has been removed, floating free amidst this carnal constellation.


Jenna is almost as much a geek as Mehmet for the work of the Neurosophy Foundation, but the one thing she never got is why they are pioneering memory erasure. She couldn’t understand why anyone would want that.


She does now.




PART ONE




AWAKENING (I)


“There will be no children.”


It is the first thought that flashes into Alice’s mind as she slowly approaches consciousness, like a diver rising towards the surface. The words are prompted by a sound: that of children’s voices, laughing and shrieking with delight. At first she thinks she is imagining them, but though her eyes are closed she knows the voices are coming from outside her head.


There will be no children. It is one of the things she remembers being told to expect about her first trip to Ciudad de Cielo – CdC – and yet she can hear them, clear as day. Is it a recording?


She opens her eyes. She can only see directly in front, the beige wall of the passenger capsule’s interior. Her head is restrained for safety inside a protective cradle, but the brace is not there purely to hold her in position. It also houses sensors monitoring her vital signs, which it streams to her lens, superimposing the data upon her field of vision.


The standard lens system comprises one contact for each eye, transferring data to and from a circular processing unit attached to the wrist. This disc also accommodates a sensor that interprets finger gestures by way of a primary control interface. The rig is completed by a sub-vocal audio relay that integrates so seamlessly with one’s hearing that Alice sometimes forgets it’s an auxiliary source. It is from this that the children’s laughter briefly issues once more before being cut off.


She has been asleep. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say she must have passed out. She does not know for how long. Alice has never felt so disoriented, so brain-scrambled. This must be what it feels like to have a hangover, she thinks, never having experienced one personally. She has consumed alcohol, but only in moderation, strictly within the recommended lower- and upper-limit parameters prescribed for maximum health benefit.


“Dr Blake?” says a voice, close by this time, not originating from the speakers.


A male face moves into view, the motion strangely fluid, as though gliding. It is further evidence of her wooziness. He seems to float into her field of vision like a figment from a dream. His hand is resting on the outer guard rail around her passenger cradle.


His features are Chinese, but less diluted than hers. He is about her age, either side of thirty. He is smiling, his tone gentle, his accent American.


“You lost consciousness. It sometimes happens during the ascent.”


Alice searches for her voice, feeling relief when it comes online.


“How long was I out?”


He smiles in a manner she interprets as intended to be reassuring.


“Precisely two hours, seventeen minutes and twenty-two seconds, but you’ve been monitored the whole time.”


“What caused it?” she asks. She knows that a precipitate loss of consciousness sits on a spectrum bookended by simple fainting and hypoxic brain injury.


Again the patient smile.


“I’m not qualified to interpret the data, but in my experience, most of the time it’s a result of cumulative exhaustion brought on by tension and anxiety over the prospect of the ascent, exacerbated if you had a long trip to reach Ocean Terminal. Don’t think of it as anything more significant than that you were tired and you fell asleep.”


It feels like more than that though, like coming around from anaesthetic or something. Some parts of her mind seem accessible, others clouded. She knows that the platform is one hundred and sixty thousand kilometres above the base. She knows that the ascent takes five hours and fifty-three minutes. She knows all manner of technical data regarding the elevator and its operations, but she has an altogether less crisp recollection of her trip prior to entering this capsule.


“How much longer is the climb?” Alice asks. She can see the current time on her lens, but the formerly animated trip data field is now blank.


“The climb ended twenty minutes ago,” he replies, amusement now taking over from reassurance in his tone. “Welcome to Heinlein Halfway Station.”


He loosens his grip on the guard rail, which is when she understands that he was not resting on it, but holding it to prevent himself from floating away.


“The other passengers have already disembarked from the capsule. The protocol states that we leave you to come around on your own. Nobody stays out for very long once we hit the top, though you were nudging at the upper end of the scale.”


He brushes his fingers against the rail, the action providing enough purchase for him to rise and drift away from her with dreamlike fluidity. It is no dream, though.


“Ladies and gentlemen, we are floating in space,” he says.


She wonders why he makes this statement of the obvious, confused further by the absence of passengers who might be the other addressees. She detects a certain self-consciousness to it too.


She searches her memory for secondary levels of significance to the words and he reads her confusion in the blankness of her response.


“It’s just something we say, a stupid tradition. Don’t know how it started, but it kinda stuck.”


Of course. The minute self-consciousness denoted that he was quoting. Like many such frivolous and pointless customs, it was observed for no greater reason than that it has been observed many times before, though its current observers could not explain its origin.


“Don’t worry if you’re feeling a little disoriented,” he assures her. “Again, it’s perfectly normal.”


Alice stares at his features. She doesn’t remember ever seeing this man before, though he must have been with her in the capsule.


No, she recalls. He wasn’t. Nobody occupies a passenger position unnecessarily. An escort leaves you at the bottom and another meets you at the top. Every inch of storage space, every gram of weight is carefully accounted for to a precisely budgeted dollar value. The elevator massively reduced the cost of reaching geostationary orbit. Cars run constantly, as many as four simultaneously at different stages of ascent and descent, totalling twenty trips per day. The weight and volume of materials being transported over any given twenty-four-hour period exceeds the cumulative payload weight and volume the human race sent into orbit in its first five decades of space exploration. But nonetheless, nobody is assigned a passenger cradle unless their travel has a demonstrable value – which is what truly confuses her as once again laughter and high-pitched squeals of delight ring through her ears.


“I can hear children.”


“Yeah, that’s a common-access feed from elsewhere on the platform. You’ll be sharing a shuttle with them to CdC. The family came up on an earlier car but they have been taking a tour of the platform before moving on.”


“A family?”


“Tourists.” He gives her a knowing look. “Every million they spend pushes us a little closer to the stars.”


Alice strains to look around, but her head is snugly secured.


“If you feel you’re good to go, I’ll disengage your restraints. You ready?”


He means is she ready for physical movement and for microgravity, but these are merely physical considerations.


“My body seems fine, but my brain feels like it is still catching up.”


“Don’t worry, that’s perfectly normal too. Do you need any pointers? Like who you are and what you’re doing here?”


She realises that this is a joke, though it is uncomfortably close to the truth.


“Probably wouldn’t hurt.”


It is coming back in waves: articles and fragments of memory washed up like flotsam that she now has to assemble into coherent objects. She hopes this is all an effect of the ascent, and therefore temporary, rather than a result of being in space. Her name is Alice Blake. She is travelling to CdC on behalf of the Federation of National Governments to replace the outgoing Principal of the Security Oversight Executive. She will be here a minimum of six months as long as she doesn’t screw up; considerably less if this woolly-headedness proves chronic.


She remembers things about her journey but she isn’t sure they are in the right order. The capsule. The elevator. A platform in the ocean.


Logic helps fill in the blanks between specifics like track between stations. There was a long flight in an airplane. Did she fly direct to Ocean Terminal? No. It was too small to land an aircraft that size. She was on a large passenger jet, a long-haul flight. There was a delay, a problem with hydraulics.


She remembers the docks, azure water all around the platform, sparkling in the hot sun as she climbed the gangway. She went there by boat, a hydrofoil. She remembers ships moored at other points on the hexagon, offloading cargo. The shouts of men on the vast floating docks working to prepare the payloads for the elevator, the complex tessellation of pallets and cases in the vast hold beneath the tiny passenger capsule.


There is a soft hum as restraints withdraw from around her body, the head brace folding up and back. She attempts to stand but finds she cannot: one final anchor point at the base of her spine is preventing her from moving.


“Yeah, before I uncouple the last safety bolt, I have to advise you to please let me know if you think you might throw up, in which case I’ll guide you to the nearest vacuum sluice. A proportion of people get nauseous in microgravity. We still don’t know why: it’s been happening since the first rocket crews, though obviously what they brought up was the right stuff.”


She doesn’t understand what he means, how twentieth-century astronauts’ vomitus could somehow be a suitable substance, though from his expression she suspects it was another joke. She does not get it, but responds with a polite smile.


“Just take it slow, see how it feels.”


Alice hears the clunk of the maglock disengaging and pushes up with her palms. She recalls her briefings on this but the result is still massively disproportionate to the effort. She rises instantly and at speed, shooting up past her escort before throwing out a hand to stave off impact with the ceiling.


Another childish giggle reverberates in her ears, but this time the source is her own throat.


As the sensation of drifting through the air registers around her body, she experiences the most intense endorphin rush. It is as though the weightlessness extends beyond the physical, a feeling of the purest pleasure, the simplest, most undiluted awareness of mere being. She is lost in the moment, everything beyond it divested of relevance. It only lasts a few seconds, but even as her body thrills, it is as though this purge reboots her mind. Everything comes rushing back in, the fragments assembling themselves into place, properly this time.


He guides her towards a circular hatch in the ceiling, a bladed aperture on a surface ninety degrees from the doorway by which she entered the capsule. It dilates in response to his proximity, granting access to an airlocked passage at the end of which is a second blade-locked circle. She is uncomfortably reminded of an automated device for chopping vegetables that sat in her parents’ kitchen, but she obliges as he glides to one side and beckons her to pass through first.


The second aperture swishes quietly open once they are both inside and its counterpart has closed. Again he urges her upwards. She rises into a white-walled corridor, punctuated by panels of black. As she draws closer, she sees that they are not black, but transparent: there are tiny points of light in the darkness. She is looking into space. Then as she floats closer and higher, her elevation affords her a perspective directly down upon the Earth.


She gasps, quite involuntarily, looking round at him as though to say: “Are you seeing this?”


“Yeah. It never gets old.”


He looks pleased but there is something knowing about his intonation, something minutely self-conscious, like when he said “we are floating in space”.


She does not have enough experience of this individual to get a reliable reading on his microgestures and the subtler nuances of his speech. She can’t be sure, but something seems insincere, rehearsed. She searches for a comparison. It prompts a memory of a tour guide, an attendant at a theme park. And, of course, that is all he is. This is not her liaison.


Glancing up again, away from the mesmerising sight of the glowing sphere beneath, Alice looks out into the blackness and observes that the points of light she saw were not stars. They are shuttlecraft, part of a constant traffic between here and her final destination.


“Getting like a freeway out there,” her escort tells her. “Our fleet of ion shuttles are the workhorses of modern space. CdC is in an orbit seventy thousand kilometres above us, but these old faithfuls make each round trip burning less energy than it takes to drive a city block.”


He beckons her along the passage, leading her upwards at a perpendicular junction. His hair moves like he is underwater, and as it lifts she sees a thin line below the base of his skull, where no new hair will grow: the site of his mesh implant.


She skims the wall with her fingers for propulsion, adjusting the force she exerts following her initial miscalculation. The shaft plunges several storeys beneath her unsupported feet at the perpendicular junction, a drop so dizzying as to make her eerily aware of what would happen should the magic spell wear off and gravity apply as it normally does.


There is another perpendicular turn, before they pass into what a sign above the larger bladed aperture denotes the Passenger Holding Area. It is a cylindrical chamber, with an airlocked doorway to the shuttle bay dominating one side. Along the other, a row of windows looks down into the cavernous interior of the space elevator’s upper terminus, formally known as Heinlein Halfway Station.


There are seven people already inside the chamber. Instantly she recognises three of them as the other passengers who had travelled in her capsule. She hadn’t spoken much to any of them, though they were all introduced when they boarded the elevator down on Earth. Their names are Kai Roganson, Davis Ikicha and Emmanuelle Deveraux. The other four comprise the family she has been told about: a man, a woman, a girl and a younger boy. The children are spinning in the air, laughing fit to burst.


Their mother warns them to cool it down or they might be sick. A sign on the wall cautions passengers against unnecessary manoeuvres in micro-gravity. Alice is dismayed that neither entreaty appears to be having an impact.


They are small, however. Perhaps the sign is generally more concerned with the greater hazards deriving from the potential of adult collisions.


She has learned that many rules do not apply so rigidly to children, or at least that some discretion may be applied in their enforcement.


The children are wearing miniature versions of the same environment suit as was issued to everyone else. It is designed to create a perfect seal with a rebreather mask in the event of a pressure loss, but in practice it functions principally as a giant diaper, collecting and filtering secretions during what could be an eleven- or twelve-hour journey between gravity-dependent toilet facilities.


Astronaut training used to involve learning to pee through a suction tube (crucially disengaging without spillage). She learned its history by way of background prep for the mission. She thinks of the commitment and determination required simply to enter the selection process, the punishing multidisciplinary programmes and simulations that had to be mastered, the sacrifices and risks driven by an unquenchable desire to reach space.


This triggers a connection in her memory and belatedly, she gets the joke. The right stuff.


She’s had plenty of preparation and been briefed exhaustively, but none of it was about making the journey. Like everybody else in this chamber, she got here by stepping into an elevator. None of them was trained for the ascent any more than a commercial airline passenger gets flying lessons.


“Everyone, this is Dr Alice Blake, as some of you already know. Alice is here with the Federation of National Governments.”


He reprises introductions for the three she has already met, then indicates the four she has not.


“Dr Blake, this is Mr Sayid Uslam and his wife Arianne. And of course, taking advantage of the environmental conditions over there are their two children Karima and Zack. They are here on a sightseeing vacation.”


Alice puts the name and the face together. Uslam is an energy magnate, a riches-to-ultra-riches entrepreneur whose family name has run through the infrastructure of Jadid Alearabia since the days of post-oil and post-war reconstruction.


Mr Uslam nods and offers the empty smile of someone who knows Alice is not important enough for him to care who she is or why she is here. His wife doesn’t even look, instead floating closer to the children who are now bumping their heads against the glass despite signs specifically warning passengers not to touch the windows.


Alice does not believe this is one of those areas where discretion must be exercised.


“What ages are your children?” Alice asks their mother.


“Zack is six and Karima is almost eight.”


“Then presumably at least one of them can read the notices regarding contact with the glass.”


The woman’s eyes flash with barely suppressed outrage. In Alice’s experience this is often the emotional response when a person is confronted with dereliction of their responsibilities. In this instance it does not prevent her from making amends.


“Zack, Karima, don’t bump the glass or this lady here will have us thrown off the space station,” Mrs Uslam tells them.


This last seems an unnecessary level of threat, but children sometimes require exaggeration in order to make a point.


There ensues a silence in the chamber, an awkwardness that Alice has learned often follows when a person’s behavioural shortcomings have been made explicit in the company of others.


The individual most uncomfortable in the aftermath appears to be the escort, which is when it occurs to her that the one person he has not introduced is himself. People are often welcoming of a distraction at such moments, so she decides to offer one.


“Forgive me, but I don’t believe you told me your name.”


“Oh, my apologies. I’m pretty sure I did, but I’m forgetting you were a little woozy.”


He is mistaken. Her memory is functioning perfectly now, and she only ever has to be told someone’s name once.


“Also, on CdC you get used to people’s names showing up on your lens, so we can be a little lax about introductions. I’m Tony Chu. I am the Uslam family’s official guide on their trip, but up here, we’re all about efficiency so everybody doubles up on tasks to avoid any unnecessary redundancy. I’m to make sure you get to CdC and are met by your official liaison. There was a flight delay from New York, I believe?”


“Yes. I was supposed to be meeting up with a delegation before we took the hydrofoil, but I didn’t make it. I believe they are already on CdC.”


“As will you be, soon enough. You’re halfway there, after all.”


He smiles again, indicating a plaque above the shuttle bay door. This time she more quickly identifies the note of tour-guide insincerity.


The plaque reads:






Once you get to earth orbit, you’re halfway to anywhere in the solar system.


—Robert A Heinlein








“What are they doing?” asks the little girl, staring down into the expansive vault that is the core of the facility.


“They are unloading the freight compartments of the elevator car that these other passengers just arrived on,” Chu replies. “That’s why you’re having such fun floating around.”


He turns to address the adults. “We don’t have any centripetal gravity systems here on Heinlein because principally this place is about processing heavy cargo. We’ve got the strongest stevedores in human history: one person can move a forklift load with their pinkie.”


Alice glances into the cargo bay. She counts six shuttle docks, three either side of an octagonal chamber.


“The freight is broken down into smaller loads and sent to different destinations around CdC.”


“Are any of them androids?” asks the little boy.


“Remember, sweetie, we spoke about this already,” his mother reminds him; not for the first time if the weariness in her tone is anything to go by.


“We have some of the most advanced automated systems known to man,” Chu replies with professionally cheery indulgence. “But if you mean robots or cyborgs like in the simworlds you may have seen, then I’m afraid not.”


The kid looks crestfallen, like he had been hoping his spoilsport mom was lying or misinformed.


Chu reads it and responds with cheerful mock-incredulity.


“You saying space isn’t cool enough?”


The boy blushes, shaking his head bashfully.


Alice thinks of the stuttering history of AI, the intoxication of the early days when a few leaps in progress made people believe this was the beginning of an exponential acceleration. In fact, the sum of what those leaps achieved was merely to educate scientists as to the true complexity of what they were trying to comprehend.


Someone once described it as like building a tower to the moon. Every year they congratulated themselves on how much higher the tower was, but they weren’t getting much closer to their target. In fact, the higher they built, the more they were able to appreciate its true distance. To Alice, the significance of this could not be underlined more firmly than by the fact that she has just ascended a tower to space, an engineering feat that proved considerably easier to achieve than the artificial replication of human intelligence.


“There are no androids here,” the kid’s mother affirms. “And when we get to CdC, there will be no androids there either.”


Her tone is final, but her words remind Alice that she was assured there would be no children.


As the shuttle-bay lights come on, indicating the arrival of their transport, it is a timely reminder that she has no more first-hand knowledge than this child regarding what awaits her when she finally reaches Ciudad de Cielo, the City in the Sky.




AWAKENING (II)


Jesus.


A near-empty bottle of Scotch on the night stand, a faint tang of vomit from the fold-away john. A headache like artillery fire, pounding explosions of light and pain. Knuckles bloody on both hands, dried blacker than the skin beneath. A faint memory of punching somebody, no recollection of who. And, of course, a hooker passed out naked on the bed alongside her.


Yep, must be Tuesday. Or Thursday. Whatever.


Nikki fumbles for the button and turns on a light, confirming that she’s in her own place, so at least she doesn’t have a walk of shame to deal with. Less happily this means she’s got to get rid of the hooker, which is complicated by the fact that this wasn’t a paid gig.


“Hey, wakey-wakey,” she says, giving the sleeping figure a shake. With her face turned away, Nikki can’t see who it is. Probably Donna, going by the short crop. She remembers talking to Donna in Sin Garden.


“Come on, sleeping beauty. Time’s up. Off you fuck.”


The girl stirs and rolls around on to her side. It’s not Donna. It’s Candy, but with a new haircut. That’s what she calls herself when she’s dancing or turning tricks. Her real name is Candace. She’s a sous-chef at one of the fancy restaurants over on Wheel Two. Everybody here’s got two jobs, and those are just the official ones.


Nikki remembers now. She talked to Donna but it was about business. Donna owes her money. She wonders if Candy stepped in by way of distraction. No. She met Candy in the Vault. But who did she punch, and where? Shit, it’s all so blurry.


She drank so much last night, except according to the clock, last night is not last night. She’s only been asleep a couple of hours. The hangover is kicking in but technically she’s still drunk. Wouldn’t take too much to get a buzz back on, except she has work to do.


She didn’t really mean to sleep at all. As far as she can work out, the last time she woke up in this bed was only about eight hours ago, though she really, really can’t remember shit beyond that.


She has to get dressed. She reaches for the floordrobe and grabs the garments she discarded in an eager hurry not so long ago.


“You gotta be someplace?” Candy asks blearily. “I thought you were on Pacific phase.”


“Only for my day job.”


“Shit. Well, I’m on Meridian and I’ve been working eighteen hours straight. Can’t I crash here a while?”


Nikki thinks about it. Either way she’s going to be rid of Candy in about five minutes, so she might as well bank a favour.


“Okay. But that don’t include refrigerator privileges, all right?”


Candy sighs.


“You okay, Nikki?” she asks. There’s concern in her voice, which makes Nikki’s hackles rise.


“The fuck is it to you?”


“Just asking. You were in a weird mood before you fell asleep. You were crying. You want to talk about it?”


“I thought the reason people paid hookers was so they didn’t have to talk to them after they fucked.”


Candy sits up in bed, wide awake now. Pissed.


“Oh, you’re gonna pay me for last night, is that what you’re saying? Because I thought it was something else.”


Nikki shrugs.


“Whatever it was, it don’t make you my goddamn confidante, like I’m gonna share my emotional burdens with you.”


“You were happy enough to share plenty of other things just a few hours ago,” Candy replies, voice all coy and sing-song.


“Yeah, well, don’t flatter yourself. Pussy is like fried chicken from Monty’s Late-Nite Take-Out. I only feel like eating it when I’m drunk.”


Candy looks pityingly at her. Candy. The hooker.


“That line would only work if you ever fucked somebody sober. I work the Vault, remember? I seen the number of guys you leave with. Seems to me when you’re drunk you got just as much an appetite for cock as for chicken.”


Nikki knows she’s got no come-back for that.


“I guess we’re all lonely up here,” she offers, pulling a shirt over her head. “Even a cold-hearted bitch needs to feel somebody likes her now and again.”


Candy shakes her head.


“They don’t like you, Nikki. It just seems that way because they don’t hate you as much as you do.”




FUTURE INVESTMENT


After the g-forces and the sheer counter-intuitive strangeness of the elevator ascent, the shuttle flight is remarkable in presenting so little sense of movement. It is silent and smooth, the distances covered making progress almost impossible to register via visual cues. It is, consequently, a little boring. Alice has no idea what time it is in New York, the last place she started a day by waking up in bed, or in the Pacific archipelago where Ocean Terminal is situated; she only knows that it no longer matters. She is tired but not sleepy, unable to concentrate on her work for the squeals inside the passenger cabin and the constant threat of collision with a small human missile.


The cabin is kitted with sim-tech options for the amusement and distraction of those lacking the discipline to apply themselves more constructively throughout the journey, but nothing to compete with the novelty of microgravity. An overhead panel warns passengers that they should remain seated and secured at all times, and before launch the pilot made an announcement to similar effect. Nonetheless, as soon as Mr Uslam enquired as to whether his children might be permitted to regard this “more as advice than instruction”, Tony Chu was quick to acquiesce.


It is a small form of corruption, unacknowledged by either party. Often the very wealthy do not even need to spend their money in order to purchase special treatment.


Each of the other passengers has been kicked or thumped at least once as the children swim and swoop back and forth between the facing rows of jump seats, yet Alice appears to be the only one prepared to register her displeasure.


“They’re just kids,” says Deveraux, in response to Alice’s sigh of exasperation at the latest near-miss.


Alice does not understand the relevance of the point she is attempting to make. Children should not be exempt from safety considerations merely on the grounds of their age; indeed, the necessity of obeying such instructions should be driven home to them at every opportunity during these formative years.


Tony senses the rise in tension and intervenes by attempting to broker conversation between the adult passengers.


“I’m not sure how much you all got to talk before your ascent, but Dr Blake is with the FNG and will be working with the Security Oversight Executive, is that right?”


They had exchanged polite small-talk on the ocean platform but Alice had not volunteered any information regarding her new job. This was due to having been warned that CdC personnel could be prickly about the issue of federal oversight, or “undersight” as they preferred to call it, in reference to the FNG being based on Earth.


It would not have been top of her list for an ice-breaking gambit. She wonders if Tony chose it deliberately, what private resentments are concealed beneath his professional smile.


“It’s really just a fact-finding and observation brief,” she says, aware that nobody here has clearance to be told what her true role will be. They are unlikely to guess, either. People tend to underestimate Alice’s age by at least five years, and that is not the only reason they would be surprised by her seniority. She stopped being bothered by it long ago; these days she appreciates how she can make it work for her. Her remit will be to root out corruption, and in her experience people are far less circumspect about such things when they don’t believe you have any power.


“You’re here so the FNG can tell the Seguridad how to do their job,” says Ikicha, his back stiffening. “Fact is, the governments down below should be learning from how security does things up here, not the other way around. This is as close to a city without crime as mankind has ever seen.”


Davis Ikicha is a senior engineer working on the ramjet engine project. Seated next to him is Emmanuelle Deveraux, a physicist attached to the laser propulsion team. Professionally speaking, she is his rival, but it is clear that it is Alice who is perceived as their enemy.


“There is no such thing as a city without crime, Davis,” she says, fixing Alice with an insincere smile. “Or, at least I’m sure the doctor will be able to find some so that the FNG has a pretext for sticking its nose in and replacing the Seguridad with its own law enforcement agency. They’ve been looking for a reason to do that since this place began.”


With the Uslams conspicuously oblivious to their fellow passengers, Alice casts a glance opposite towards Kai Roganson, who said little on the ocean platform and volunteered nothing regarding his own position on CdC. He does not contribute to the discussion regarding Alice’s perceived role, but it is clear he is paying attention and he wants her to know as much. His eyes glow pink as he stares directly at her.


The rec light in a lens originally functioned as an automatic notification to let people know they were being recorded, but it was quickly hacked and bypassed to the point of being redundant, particularly given how many people were recording close to permanently. These days, if somebody flashes the rec light, it is by way of reminding you that your actions are being committed to data. It is usually a polite warning, but in this case Alice interprets it as a gesture of passive-aggressive intimidation.


“Believe me, nobody is more enthusiastic than me about what we are doing on CdC,” she insists brightly. “I am here as a wholehearted believer in the Arca project.”


“Yeah,” replies Ikicha coolly. “The FNG always say that. Right before they choke off funding to something.”


She knows this is an argument she cannot win. A tense silence might ordinarily have ensued, but there is too much noise from the kids for this to be the case.


Alice detects an upwards shift in the pitch of their squeals as something new piques their excitement.


“Daddy, Daddy,” the little girl shouts. “I think I see it.”


Unfortunately, nobody else can while the kids are obstructing the windows, a state of affairs that finally prompts a command from their father.


It proves too much to hope that they will strap themselves into their seats, but at least they hover in one place for a few blessed moments, long enough for everyone to get a look at their destination.


It is still just a grey shape against the black, but it is large enough to be distinct from the white dots that are stars or other shuttles.


“We’re going to a real spaceship,” the little boy declares boastfully.


“We’re not going to a spaceship,” his sister corrects him. “The CdC is a space station.”


“Daddy said it was a spaceship,” he counters aggressively. He clearly doesn’t like big sis having the upper hand.


“No, Zack, darling,” says his mother, with the urgency of putting out a fire before it really gets blazing. “I’m sure Daddy said they are building a spaceship.”


He still looks pissed, like he doesn’t appreciate the suggestion he picked it up wrong. Mom shifts tactics and moves to distract.


“Why don’t you ask these people who work there? I’m sure they could tell you everything about it.”


The kid turns to look at them.


“Are they building a spaceship?” he asks everyone and nobody in particular.


“Yes,” answers Deveraux. “The CdC is the space station where we are building lots of spaceships, testing out their designs and learning step by step. It is a very long process towards ultimately building a super-spaceship which will be called the Arca Estrella. It is going to take our explorers across the galaxy in search of new planets we might one day call home.”


Deveraux’s tone is assured, someone used to talking to young children. Perhaps she has had some herself, though they would have to be grown up by now; the CdC is not a place for home-makers but for people committed to their work.


“Why?” the boy asks.


Deveraux laughs, sharing a look with Ikicha.


“Good question,” he says.


“We’re building it because our Earth won’t last for ever,” Deveraux answers. “One day the sun will expand to a hundred times its size and gobble us up, so we need to be someplace else before that happens.”


The boy looks appalled, genuinely afraid.


“When?”


“Not for a few hundred million years,” she assures him, but it doesn’t appear to offer the kid any comfort.


“The sun is going to explode? Our planet is going to be gobbled up?”


Tears form in his eyes. He looks to his parents like he’s appealing for them to say it ain’t so.


“Don’t worry, Zack,” his father tells him. “Listen to the lady. She is talking about hundreds of millions of years from now.”


The boy’s lip is quivering. Alice knows how he feels, having gone through the same thing when she was around that age. He is too young to grasp the distinction between the vast timescale Deveraux is talking about and his own lifespan. The only thing he is taking in is that the world he takes for granted will one day be gone. It is his first encounter with his own mortality, which is why it won’t help to explain that he will not be around to worry about the death of his native solar system.


His sister’s expression is more thoughtful. She has run the numbers and come up with a different query, one that a great many people have been asking throughout the decades since this undertaking began.


“If we will be safe on Earth for millions of years, why are we doing this now?”


“Another good question,” Ikicha observes. “As the people Dr Blake works for might ask, why should we be spending colossal amounts of money, pouring so much of our time and resources into reaching another planet when we still have so many problems to solve on the world where we already live?”


Alice says nothing. She doesn’t mind being misrepresented, for if this is all Ikicha sees, her true self will remain camouflaged.


The little girl gives her a thoughtful glance as though impressed by the point Ikicha is making on her behalf. A good straw man should seem impressive though, so that its creator looks all the stronger knocking it down, which he proceeds to do.


“But what if the first men had all said to themselves, if it’s safe in here, why leave the cave? If it’s safe on our little patch of land, why cross the river? If it’s safe in our little country, why cross the sea?”


“Every time we explore further, we make a bigger world for ourselves. A better world,” Deveraux says warmly.


Karima looks sold. The Ikicha-Deveraux double act works nicely, and Alice is content to have played her silent losing role if a valuable lesson has been learned.


“So where is this new world, this new planet?” asks Zack, an explorer’s curiosity overcoming his first encounter with inevitable death. “When can we go there?”


“The Arca Estrella will take a very long time to build,” Deveraux answers. “We don’t even know what form it will eventually take: we are learning as we go. Merely building CdC to its current state has taken decades. But even once the Arca is finally launched, it will take many more decades, maybe centuries to find a new planet where humans can settle down. That is why it’s such a vast project: people will live their whole lives on board without ever getting off. Some will be born there and die there. It will be their children or even great-great-grandchildren who reach the new world.”


The boy frowns, sussing that this means it won’t be his next vacation destination. His sister looks unsatisfied too.


“But if nobody alive now will be around when the ship reaches another planet, why are they doing it? I mean, what’s in it for them?”


Deveraux looks to Mr and Mrs Uslam and wins a knowing smile for her efforts.


“Parents do these things for their children, and for the children of the future – even a thousand years in the future. You wouldn’t be flying in space right now but for the efforts of all the people who worked on problems that they knew would never be solved in their lifetimes. Do you understand?”


She nods solemnly, the pleasure of microgravity suddenly taking on a greater significance than if Deveraux had put some dizzying dollar value on it.


Meantime, the CdC is close enough for Alice to make out its shape. It looks a lot like a barbell: two great wheels either end, rotating around a long, narrow central structure known as the Axle. This part is mostly cylindrical, a labyrinthine zero-g complex the equivalent height to a five-storey building, and once comprised the entirety of CdC before the first wheel was constructed. From this distance she can’t visually discern which is Wheel One and which is Wheel Two, but she knows the latter’s construction benefited from decades’ worth of experience (i.e. mistakes) accrued on its predecessor. Consequently Wheel Two is the more affluent habitat, where the rich and connected live and the Quadriga companies all have their HQs. Between them, they accommodate a hundred thousand people. Each of the wheels has four spokes connecting to a central hub that rotates around the Axle. On the outside, the wheels are flat, grey and uniform. On the inside, they look like somebody cut a long rectangular strip from a city and rolled it until the two ends met in the middle. This far out Alice can only see the indistinct twinkling of lights, but she knows that if you look directly up through the canopy, you will see the rooftops on the other side. The canopy itself is one of the engineering advances that made CdC possible, a super-strong transparent nanocarbon that lets through certain light frequencies but crucially blocks radiation.


Other shuttles appear like dots on a diagram, their flight lanes pointing to the destination. They fly back and forth twenty-four hours, the constant delivery of materials and supplies.


Parallel to the Axle, a pair of slim arms connect to a platform two-thirds the length of this central core, forming the “dry dock” jetty that tenders the many test vessels in various stages of construction. It looks so still, so peaceful, but Alice knows she wouldn’t be bound for it if that were true.


“In the original plan,” Chu informs them, “a construction platform was intended to move back and forth along the Arca as it was put together. This was back when they said the project was going to take twenty years. Now the CdC dwarfs the structures it was intended to build. Mothers do tend to swell when they are pregnant, after all, and it’s not all the bump.”


As they approach close enough for Alice to make out the skeletal forms of partially assembled craft, the sight triggers the memory of a dead lizard she saw when she was seven. It was alive when she first encountered it, being tortured by some older boys who had caught it by the edge of a pool. Alice had run away, disturbed by the eager pleasure of their cruelty, and it had gone from her mind until she happened upon its sad corpse near the same spot a couple of days later. It was part flesh, part skeleton, missing sections where the ants had stripped it. The test vessels are similarly incomplete, her mind having to fill in the blanks in order to imagine what they might eventually look like.


The flashback is unwelcome, almost obscenely inappropriate, and she wonders what perverse function of the subconscious vomited it forth at this time. As Deveraux just explained, the Arca represents the noblest of aspirations and the most selfless of endeavours: nothing less than the apex of human civilisation and the pinnacle of human achievement.


Perhaps this memory has surfaced now as a warning against complacency, reminding her that civilisation as a process is not irreversible. Even as we build the Arca Estrella, our primal state still lurks dormant beneath the surface, ready to rise if we are not vigilant.




CHAOS AND ETERNAL NIGHT


Nikki pulls on a jacket as she descends the cramped staircase, brushing her elbows against the walls. The air temperature seldom fluctuates between twenty-two and twenty-three degrees, but she’s not wearing it to keep warm. It’s to cover up what she’s got strapped underneath.


She slips out the back entrance and stops to grab a shot from a vending panel. She knows it will chemically neutralise the effects of the alcohol on her system far more effectively, but if she had the choice she’d still sooner have a double espresso than this shit.


She throws it back and winces at the sickly flavour. Tastes like medicine and guilt.


Twenty seconds later she’s turned the corner and is walking down Mullane. The streets and passageways around here are all narrow, the buildings crowding in on either side. If you look straight up you can just about glimpse the canopy, but you’re only going to see a sliver of black.


The earliest parts of Seedee are all like this. The apartments are little more than pods, the ceilings eight feet high apart from inside some of the ground-floor public areas. The streets here on Wheel One are all named after early astronauts, indicating that this was one of the first phases of Seedee’s construction. Before it was part of Wheel One, it was the first large-scale art-grav area ever built, whirling around the central trunk on the end of an arm to generate the centripetal forces that kept its inhabitants on the ground. Out here amidst such endless emptiness, ironically space remains a precious commodity.


The accommodation was state-of-the-art for the time, living spaces you could walk around in, eat and drink in, piss in. To the pioneers of those days seventy years ago – the scientists and engineers used to the zero-gravity space-station conditions that preceded it – this was luxury living.


As material fabrication and construction technology evolved, the spinning arm got a counter-balanced partner, then two more, then they filled in the blanks until there was a wheel. One wheel became two, and while space remained at a premium, the living habitats had long since stopped being built to reflect the common cause and comparatively equal status of the people living there. There’s always more room for those with more money. It’s no longer the scientists and engineers and architects who live in this neighbourhood, though they still come back here for their fun.


It’s busy on Mullane right now, because it’s night-time.


That’s a joke. On Mullane, it’s always night-time.


There are three time zones on Seedee, eight hours apart, but they’re not separated by distance. Medical research proved that folks working shift systems were cutting a decade from their life expectancy, particularly where overnight work was part of the deal. When they said “these night shifts are killing me,” they were speaking more literally than they knew. So on Seedee, you don’t work a shift pattern, you live a phase: Atlantic, Meridian or Pacific. Your days and nights have a regular, normal rhythm of work, rest and play.


Leastways, that’s how it goes for respectable folks. Nikki not so much.


Mullane Street’s economy is based around a state of permanent night. When it rolls around two a.m. Pacific and it’s time to hit the hay, the folks on Meridian phase are just getting ready for some R&R.


Ciudad del Cielo boasts some of the most advanced entertainment and leisure technology mankind has produced. As well as the full-immersion sim-tech chambers, you can play sports in motion pods that track your physical movement and map it perfectly to generated environments. You can play a round of golf at Augusta or go up against a friend on the Centre Court at Wimbledon. You can even free climb the Grand Canyon thanks to the fluid terrain-generation systems in the 360-degree spheres.


And that shit is always popular, sure, but up on Seedee they soon discovered that the more advanced the tech we surround ourselves with, the more the Caveman Principle kicks in. You can design a ship to take you to the stars, but you gotta feed the beast that’s building it, and not just with the highest quality fabricated protein and the Quadriga’s Officially Licensed Ale.


Hence it’s always busy down on Mullane, people rolling in and out of the bars, the diners and the constantly changing roster of other establishments catering to every appetite. Night clubs, people still call them, though the night part seems kinda redundant under the circumstances, especially when there’s so much variety that could be denoted by a wider range of prefix: dance clubs, strip clubs, fight clubs, sex clubs.


Used to be they stopped building past a certain height because the gravity gets less the higher you go. Then they realised there was no reason to stop. Over in W2 the rich keep high-rise cabins for when they want the benefits of sleeping in microgravity. Round here, they rent the upper levels of the highest structures by the hour for float-fucking.


The place looks like it’s thriving but nothing’s easy here. Margins are tight, business is competitive, so you always need an angle, a niche market to corner or a taste you can cater to better than the joint across the street. But most importantly, you need to stay on the right side of influential individuals. Or at least not on their wrong side.


That’s why Nikki is here right now. Everybody’s got at least two jobs and this is one of hers. Nikki Fixx, they call her.


She’s a mediator.


She heads into Sin Garden, the thump of dance beats like a cardiac rhythm permanently pulsing to keep the drink and the money flowing. She was in here maybe seven or eight hours ago, but Lo-Jack wasn’t around. One of the bar staff said he had switched phase because of a woman he was seeing, some straight-peg chemical engineer who lives on W2 and has no idea how he spends his hours while she works her Pacific-phase day job. It sounded just about plausible but Nikki had let it be known she would come back to make sure the guy wasn’t ducking her.


She catches his eye as she moves through the crowd, his brow rising like he’s the one who’s been trying to reach her. Lo-Jack finishes making a mojito for the customer at the bar. He’s not going to interrupt such an important process, one of the joint’s biggest draws. Every bar owner on Mullane has a line on real booze, but Lo-Jack also has a line on real mint leaves, backhanding some botanist who has access to the biodomes along the outside of the Axle. They’re growing all kinds of stuff there, experimenting with sustainable crops that remain unaffected by gravity.


The customer sips her mojito and grins approvingly. Nikki pegs her for an accountant or a bureaucrat with the Quadriga or the FNG, out taking a walk on the wild side. Her two friends are sticking to Qola, saving their money for other thrills. Lo-Jack’s signature cocktail will be the best drink the girl has ever had. She’d get a better mojito at any decent joint down below, but this has a taste she’s never tried before: something naughty.


Lo-Jack gives Nikki a nod and they talk at the end of the bar, a spot that’s comparatively quiet because it’s underneath a speaker rather than in front of one.


“I was hoping you would drop by,” he says.


Sure you were, Nikki thinks.


He offers her a shot but she declines. She needs to be straight while she’s working; today, at least. Not for this shit, but there’s something happening later on that she’ll need her reflexes sharp for.


“Had some flathead from the FNG in here, carrying out an official inspection. Said I need to submit a complete inventory with all receipts and permits. The prick is standing right there, eyeballing bottles of stuff for which he knows there is no fuckin’ permits, and for which there sure as shit ain’t ever gonna be any receipts, telling me if I don’t file within seventy-two hours, they’ll be back here to confiscate. The hell is that about, Nikki? This some kind of shakedown? Ain’t this precisely the kind of shit I’m paying you for?”


“He leave a name?”


Lo-Jack taps two fingers against his palm and sends across the data-sig the guy left. It animates on Nikki’s lens like a business card. Quadriga or FNG, the suits love that old-school shit.


Luis Gadro, it says. Federation of National Governments. Department of Franchise, Licensing and Trade. Like Lo-Jack said, flathead.


“I’ll see that it’s dealt with. But you musta known this was coming, soon as we heard there’s been another FNG restructuring. We’ve been through it a dozen times before. They bring up some new blood from below, young hot-shots keen to make an impression. I see it as my duty as a citizen of some standing in the community to give such eager new arrivals an education regarding how things really work away from terra firma.”


“Might not be that simple. Word is there’s some new FNG undersight fuhrer coming in to replace Hoffman. Gonna be running a new broom through Seguridad. Could make things tricky, don’t you think?”


Nikki has heard the same. It’s not been giving her sleepless nights. It’s just politics between the Quadriga and the FNG: nothing that will affect the lowly souls who operate down here in the gutter.


“A new sheriff in town?” she says. “Glad to hear it. That’s what this place needs. Somebody who’ll go through this rotten place like an enema and clear out all the corruption. So anyway, where’s my fuckin’ money?”


Lo-Jack gives her a look of outrage and surprise. He oversells it. Nikki doesn’t like his chances of keeping many secrets from this chemical engineer he’s banging.


“What, you want money when I got this threat hanging over me? When you ain’t delivering on your end?”


“You think you’re paying me to grease the wheels with the flat-heads, Lo-Jack? Keep your licence clean? Tell me, that psycho asshole Julio’s people been in here lately, trashing the joint, starting fights? Making the paying customers think they’d be safer dancing someplace where they don’t mop up the blood along with the spilt Qola at closing?”


“We never close,” he replies wearily. “But no, Nikki, you know they ain’t.”


“Then you also know why that is. So pony up.”


Lo-Jack sighs and reaches under the counter. He hands over the payment, prepaid chargeable tokens sealed in an opaque vacuum wrap: untraceable, Seedee’s closest thing to used bills. It’s the length and width of a pack of playing cards, though about a quarter the depth. Looks right but she’ll count it later.


She’s on her way towards the street again when she feels a tap on the shoulder. Her hand reaches instinctively inside her jacket as she turns, but she has already recognised the voice. It’s Garret, a boyishly skinny hooker who trades off a cherubic face that looks at least a decade younger than the truth.


“Nikki,” he says. “You got a sec?”


“For you, beautiful, usually. But not always. What’s up?”


“Got stiffed last night, like night-time Atlantic. Guy got the sugar then refused to pay. Said he didn’t realise it was a rental deal, and by that I mean he made out like he couldn’t understand the concept because, shit, that would be illegal and he’d have to report me.”


“You get a name?”


“No, it was protected. But I always lens my clients.”


Garret transfers the image. A moment later Nikki is looking at a grab of some smug prick who’s just oozing FNG entitlement.


“I asked around and it isn’t the first time he’s pulled this shit to get some free action.”


“I’ll find him,” she says. “What you due?”


“Two hundred.”


Nikki eyes him with open scorn.


“You’re pretty, Garret, but nobody ever paid you two hundred. Come on, don’t waste my time.”


He shrugs.


“Okay, one twenty.”


“You’ll get it. Minus commission. Call it a hundred.”


“Deal,” he says.


They shake on it, the pressure of his grip enough to cause a twinge in her right hand.


She looks again at the marks on her knuckles. She definitely hit somebody but it still isn’t coming back. She’s pretty sure it didn’t happen between her last waking up alone on Atlantic morning-time and passing out drunk with Candy a few hours ago. The marks and the ache suggest it’s older than that, but what’s really troubling her is she can’t remember what happened before she last went to bed alone.


“Hey, I’m a little blurry about the past twenty-four hours,” she says to Garret. “Been hammering it pretty hard, I guess. Did you see me in here recently? I hit anybody?”


“Not while I was around. I saw you talking to Donna. She told me you were looking for Giselle.”


Unfortunately, this is from the part Nikki does remember. It’s coming back clearer, too. It’s Giselle who owes money. Okay, Donna owes too, but not as much. And Donna owes less now, because she gave Nikki some valuable info about Giselle.


“She’s got a little secret,” Donna said.


“A secret she told you?”


“No. A secret I sussed for myself. One that keeps getting harder to cover up.”


She accompanied this with a subtle gesture, curving her open hand around her belly.


You don’t get pregnant on Seedee. It’s a working environment like no other and so the employment terms reflect that. You gotta have insurance: men and women. Paternity is easy to establish in the case of a dispute. If you want to keep the kid, you need to go home, and that’s expensive, hence the insurance. The space elevator and the ion shuttles have colossally reduced the price per kilo of putting people into orbit, but it’s still an exorbitantly expensive business. That’s why the minimum stay is a year unless you’ve got the funds. Most people don’t got the funds. Hence the insurance. And a lot of people don’t got the funds for that either: people like cleaners and cooks and waitresses moonlighting as hookers because it pays three times their other jobs combined.


If you’re pregnant without insurance, abortion is mandatory. They’re nice about it, Nikki’s heard, and the treatment is top notch. You just show up and they’ll have you processed in a matter of hours, quality after-care too, but it’s not an elective procedure.


“How’d that happen?”


“You want a diagram?” Donna replied.


“You know what I mean.”


“No idea. Like it matters.”


“So what’s the problem?”


“Whisper I heard is she wants to keep it.”


“Giselle is behind and ducking me because she’s saving for a ticket?”


“I couldn’t say,” Donna told her, giving Nikki a butter-wouldn’t-melt look, like she didn’t just sell out a sister-in-trade for a hundred off her own arrears.


“Don’t imagine she’s planning to settle her tab before she boards that shuttle, neither,” Nikki mused.


Donna’s face had turned harsh.


“Yeah, and why should she? Selling her ass up here just to end up broke because it took all her money to get home again?”


“I don’t make the rules, kid.”


“No, Nikki, you don’t. Because if you did, you’d need to care about something other than where your next pay-off is coming from.”




THE SELF DELUSION


“Free will is an illusion, one created by our minds to make us feel better about how little control we truly have over our actions.”


A wave passes through the audience, everybody sitting up a little straighter as the words hit home. Intellectual curiosity becomes spiked with a measure of fear as is always the case when something unpalatable issues from the mouth of an incontestable authority.


Alice is sitting near the front of the lecture theatre, within metres of where Professor Maria Gonçalves stands onstage. Her posture is surprisingly meek, like some comfortably obscure academic unused to addressing more than a handful of people at a time. This could not be further from the truth, though perhaps it is reflective of how Professor Gonçalves’s lectures are usually conducted to camera rather than before a live audience. This would also explain why her gestures are modest and intimate, her head seldom rising to meet the gazes of all but the first few rows.


She looks older and tinier in the flesh than Alice was expecting, but then she reminds herself that the woman is pushing ninety years old, and many of the lectures she has seen were recorded as many as three decades ago. Her hair seems whiter than on-screen, her skin darker. Her voice is unmistakable though: quiet but authoritative, her accent an unusual blend of regional remnants smoothed away by decades off-planet.


Among the exclusive privileges afforded by being on CdC, the opportunity to see and hear this living legend of neuroscience in the flesh is up there with floating in microgravity. It is not merely a luxury of being in space, but of Alice’s status amid the incoming FNG delegation, part of the Quadriga’s efforts to roll out the red carpet.


It is also, she suspects, so that certain individuals know where she is, having been carefully chaperoned since she got here. She is currently flanked by Andros Boutsikari, the head of the Seguridad, and Wolfgang Hoffman, the man Alice is here to replace as Principal of the FNG’s Security Oversight Executive.


“Back in the twentieth century, Dr Benjamin Libet conducted an experiment the consequence of which took us decades to comprehend. It could be argued that we are still digesting it even now. He wired volunteers to an EEG, placed them in front of a clock and asked them to record the precise time when they decided to move a finger. The EEG allowed him to record, to several decimal points of accuracy, when the brain made its decision. What the resulting scans showed was that the brain decided to act three hundred milliseconds before the subject became aware of it. He demonstrated that while the subjects thought they were making a conscious decision to lift a finger, in truth their brains had already ruled on the issue a third of a second ago.


“I want you all to let that sink in for a moment, to truly contemplate the implications. Such as the possibility that I could turn all of you here into my robot slaves. Damn, did I say that out aloud?”


There is a ripple of laughter throughout the auditorium. It punctures the tension, though Gonçalves completely fumbles the line. Alice thinks it sounded scripted, conspicuously for being out of cadence with the rest of her delivery. Some staffer with a grounding in PR perhaps wrote it for her. Not only is Gonçalves unaccustomed to speaking in front of a large live audience, she is also unused to tailoring her content for mass consumption. Just about everybody on the planet knows her name and is aware of the impact of her work, but most people who have heard her speak before will have done so in a purely academic context, watching playback of talks filmed in her lab here on CdC.


Alice has not only seen several volumes of such videos, but has read Gonçalves at length. She strongly doubts that the rest of today’s audience fully appreciate what a privilege they are enjoying, though they will have gladly inferred that it is an honour, as that would be befitting their status. The room is full of senior FNG delegates and Quadriga execs, and though the latter might be only feigning interest in the scientific content of the lecture, Alice has little doubt they could tell her what Gonçalves’s work at the Neurosophy Foundation is worth to them per quarter.


The Quadriga is the consortium of four mega-corporations, formed to pursue the Arca project. Its internal relationships are infinitely complex and sensitive, as is the consortium’s relationship with the Federation of National Governments. Alice knows people who have literally written PhDs on both.


“Of course, I’m not really here to tell you that free will is an illusion,” she goes on. “No. In fact, the truth is more disturbing. It is consciousness itself that is an illusion. When our brains make a decision, our minds create a narrative after the fact, but that process of retrospectively fabricating a continuous narrative is going on at every moment, fooling us into believing we are experiencing the world objectively through our own singular perspective.


“If I may draw upon a comparison that should make sense to most of you here today, people complain about the Quadriga having a Byzantine command structure where it’s seldom apparent who is in charge of what.”


There is another ripple of laughter, this time polite rather than genuine, though to Alice this line sounded more like Gonçalves’s own thoughts.


“Believe me, it’s a paradigm of unified purpose compared to the brain. Multiple competing systems are permanently striving for attention, each of them with its own command centre urgently processing information to offer up in support of its case. It’s been described as a maelstrom, a raging chaos of simultaneous processes and events. As one such command centre temporarily attains primacy over all the rest, the brain retrospectively rationalises the outcome and constructs a narrative to give the impression that a solitary unified entity was at the helm the whole time. In short, consciousness is a lie your brain tells you to make you think you know what you’re doing.”


None of this is new to Alice. It’s kind of a dumbed-down stump speech tailored to the corporate audience. She finds it disappointing to witness some people’s surprise, evidently never having heard this stuff before. Nonetheless their response smacks of curious amusement rather than being intellectually engaged, as though the speaker is sharing mere colourful factoids for their entertainment.
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