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PART ONE

“As flies to wanton boys, are we to th’gods;
They kill us for their sport.”

Shakespeare, King Lear IV.1
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Even though distances are hard to judge in the chamber, it must be large. Many doorways open onto it, black and uninviting. The ceiling is a low dome, with a cupola, full of silver light, at its centre. Golden motes of light hover and dart high over the heads of the scattered crowd.

No two individuals are the same. Jade robes clash against rainbow stripes. White, cream and saffron seem to meld. Tall, bulky figures stand in front of shorter. Some seem to be wearing glass and metal, while others are naked, with patterned and jewelled skin. All of them stand close to the marble walls of the hall.

The marble walls are expanding and contracting almost imperceptibly.

A moment’s pause and, as if on cue, the crowd glides away from the walls, and the individuals begin to move in intricate, silent patterns across the floor. There is no sound of conversation or of feet moving on the smooth surface.

There are no shadows.

A hundred figures dressed in rainbow ribbons and gaudy silks cross from one side of the chamber to the other, intersecting the paths of others but never interfering, except for a nod here and there and an occasional frown. The Primes know their dance well.

As if on command, the dancers part and resign themselves to the walls again, posturing and preening as they retire.

A single figure moves forward and stands in the middle of the vast chamber.

He is old. Tall and lean, dressed in a simple grey robe, he stands easily in the centre of the vast space. There is something sparse about him, as if there is nothing to spare. His hair is grey.

He glances upwards. Like the first stars coming out at night, small holes begin to appear in the marble ceiling.

Through these small holes, wan grey light struggles to enter. Once through the holes it falls in tight, almost solid, shafts. The golden motes part to let them through and the light surrounds the solitary figure.

‘I stand before you in the Hall of Light and Sighs as the first born,’ he says, and his voice fills the room effortlessly. ‘I am the Speaker.’

Another figure steps from the crowd. He is wearing a dark overcoat and dark trousers. He is shorter and more solid than the Speaker. ‘As the second born, I am the Witness,’ he says. His voice is curt, almost angry. ‘Does anyone challenge our right to these roles?’

Silence.

The Speaker nods. ‘We shall continue our leadership and guidance, confident of your support.’ He pauses and surveys the glittering crowd. ‘Feel free to depart, or enjoy the Hall of Light and Sighs, its antechambers and its loggia.’

Quietly, all drift away, disappearing one by one through the many doorways. Overhead, the pinpricks of golden light mass in the centre of the chamber uncertainly, before resuming their random movement.

The Speaker turns to the Witness after watching the last leave. ‘We have a traitor among us,’ he announces calmly.

The Witness hisses between his teeth. ‘I see,’ he says after a time. ‘Not just a troublemaker?’

‘No,’ the Speaker replies. ‘The situation is more serious than that. I have a number of my Seconds investigating as we speak.’

‘Any harm done?’

‘Possibly. I am investigating.’

The Witness nods skeptically.

‘This traitor is working against our best interests,’ the Speaker says. ‘All our interests.’

The Witness frowns and brushes the sleeves of his overcoat. ‘Lots of us now, but you and I were the first.’

‘We are the oldest.’

‘How many of us Primes now? I’ve lost track.’

‘A hundred or so.’

‘And how much power is there to go around?’

The Speaker frowns. ‘I don’t understand.’

The Witness purses his lips. ‘When there’s not enough power to go around, there’s plenty of room for dissatisfaction. Good recipe for a traitor.’

‘You think that personal gain is the only motivation for treachery?’

‘It’s the obvious one.’

‘It is the easily handled one,’ says the Speaker, and he rubs the side of his nose. ‘What I worry about is the traitor who has principles. The principled traitor is more daring, more courageous, and ultimately much more dangerous.’

‘And harder to detect.’

‘I’m glad you share my concerns.’

‘But is there any proof? I haven’t heard anything.’ The Witness picks a piece of lint from his lapel and holds it in front of his eyes. He seems pleased at finding it.

‘Nor would you. Your attention is on Resources. Such an important task means you may be out of touch with the people.’

‘I see,’ says the Witness evenly. ‘And because your role is Population, you feel you have a special claim on the people?’

‘It is my role, as you point out. I do not mean to imply that it is more important than Resources.’

‘It isn’t. We made sure it wasn’t, remember? The two most important management tasks, equally divided. The balance of power.’

‘A fair and just system. But it does leave me with areas of expertise, and so I can say that there appears to be unrest in the Underclass. Deliberately fomented unrest.’

‘Of course,’ snorts the Witness. ‘We’ve fomented unrest.’

The Speaker frowns. ‘You misunderstand. I chose to stratify society for easier management. Two unequal levels, separated from each other. An Over-class and an Underclass. Each class thereby has a clearly identifiable source of any hardship and each class inspires paradoxical loyalty from its members. My stimulated unrest is carefully focussed, targeted at such easily identified irritant factors as lack of food, shortage of living space, the obvious pressures of life. What is now surfacing is unhappiness with the accepted social strata.’

‘But that was part of your management plan. Controlled unhappiness makes harsh measures easier to implement. With another class to blame, shortages and hardships make sense. It’s someone else’s fault.’

‘The Overclass is uneasy. Despite their isolation, they are aware of the Underclass. They see. They hear.’

‘The more they see, the more grateful they are that they’re not part of the masses. It makes them more protective of their status.’

‘As they should be. As I manage them to be.’

The Witness grunts. ‘Then what’s the problem?’

‘There appears to be a campaign. Poorly organised, diffuse in its efforts. And mutterings about the New Worlds project are growing.’

A pause. ‘I don’t believe it. It’s a sound program. New Worlds is open only to the Underclass, and only through the lottery or outright purchase. The Over-class can’t leave the planet. Rank has its responsibilities, as well as its privileges. It’s the carrot and the stick approach, and it’s worked well. They can put up with being members of the Underclass if they think they have something special that the Overclass don’t have. It gives them hope of a better life than any Overclasser has.’

‘Indeed. Yet rumours are beginning float, hinting that the New Worlds program may not be all it seems. Perhaps the program needs review, integral as it is to your Resources management strategy.’

The Witness rubs his forehead. ‘There are always rumours.’

‘These rumours have some detail in their innuendo. Too much detail. They must come from a well-placed source. Treachery.’

Another pause.

‘And that’s all?’ the Witness asks tersely.

The Speaker frowns, choosing words carefully. ‘I have heard there are other problems in your area, in Resources.’

‘Supplying enough food is always a problem.’

‘But non-natural problems? I understand there are reports of the deliberate sowing of blights and rust in wheat in the Crimea. And meta-anthrax in Argentina.’

‘It’s under control.’

‘There are pressures. If there are problems with Resources, even the Overclass may begin to notice. Perhaps you need some assistance?’

‘No,’ says the Witness tersely. ‘Do you?’

‘There is more.’

‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’ The Witness studies the white cuffs of his shirt.

‘Nationalism is rising again,’ the Speaker continues, ignoring him. ‘The Underclass is rife with it. It is destabilising.’

The Witness is astonished. ‘But the nationalism trend has been downwards for some time. It’s not a productive area for managed unrest. Too volatile. Tapping into religio-ethnic differences is unpredictable.’

‘The evidence is indisputable. The Celebes, Hawaii, Malta … independence movements have stirred in places where such things have been unknown for centuries.’

‘Interesting,’ the Witness mutters. His hands are jammed in his overcoat pockets, and his chin is on his chest.

‘And something else that concerns us all,’ the Speaker adds, eyes narrow. ‘Palmer has been seen.’

The Witness almost chuckles. ‘You can’t be serious.’

‘You do not scan the news. The more exotic agencies have been reporting an erratic, but growing, number of sightings of Palmer.’

‘But he’s dead!’

‘Assuredly. And yet he is reported in Tel Aviv, Brasilia, Bristol and Sacramento.’

‘Someone’s seeing ghosts.’

‘Agreed. But this is adding to the unrest.’

‘I don’t like this.’ The Witness grimaces. ‘It’s spoiling things.’

‘Agreed. Management is more difficult with such rogue elements. They must be excised.’

‘As Palmer was.’

‘But our Adversary is one of us. With such access and knowledge it could be nothing else.’

‘All the more reason to act swiftly.’

The Speaker’s eyes are distant for a brief moment. ‘Done. I have doubled the search for our Judas.’ He smiles a predator’s smile. ‘It is well done.’

The Witness looks up at the cupola. The pearl-grey light is shifting subtly. ‘You really do enjoy this sort of thing, don’t you?’

‘Your meaning?’

‘All this stuff. All this show.’

‘The Hall of Light and Sighs? I felt it was useful, a touch of ritual to bind us together.’

‘But how necessary is it? I know I feel heavy when I have to take on this form. There’s something gross about this sort of solidity.’

‘Consider it a reminder of our past and where we came from.’

The Witness smiles wryly. ‘Some things are best forgotten.’

A pause, and both figures stand motionless for a time.

‘I have another reason for wanting you here.’ The Speaker smiles bleakly, his smooth face barely moving.

‘Yes?’

‘I wish to challenge you to a Game.’

The Witness’s eyes widen. ‘A Game? I thought we were beyond that. I haven’t played the Game for an age or two.’

‘It is still being played by some of our colleagues. Without the finesse or imagination of when we began it in the early days, of course.’

‘Of course.’

‘Ah, the constructs we built! The scenarios!’

‘Old stuff.’ The Witness makes a short, chopping gesture with his hand. ‘Gone.’

‘I challenge you,’ repeats the Speaker, carefully.

The Speaker and the Witness stand and lock gazes. The room stops moving, seeming to hold its breath.

‘I see,’ the Witness says, and the moment is over. The room begins its rhythm again, and there is a soft movement of air. ‘I wondered when this would come.’

The Speaker shakes his head. ‘A friendly wager, nothing more.’

‘I see.’

‘I wish to unite management of Population and Resources. I am prepared to wager my position on the outcome of a Game.’

‘You want to create a single, pre-eminent position, above all the Primes? We’ve always avoided centralised power like that.’

‘It could be justified in the interests of efficiency.’

‘And if I refuse?’

‘You cannot. We decided long ago that a properly constructed challenge could not be refused.’

The Speaker stands motionless for a time, then he nods. ‘The other Primes are now aware of the challenge. They are waiting for your acceptance.’

The Witness studies the Speaker for a moment. ‘I accept.’

The Speaker smiles coldly. ‘Good. I’m sure we shall have an avid audience, watching the two old masters at work.’

‘I’m going to demolish you.’

‘I’m glad you’re confident. It makes for a good Game.’ He pauses, then nods. ‘Come with me. I have something to show you.’

The Speaker takes a few steps, and gestures to a doorway that had not been there a moment before. The Witness shrugs and follows.

They enter a white room, a hard-edged box. In the middle is a brown lumpen mass, larger than a person.

The Witness walks around the thing, hands in pockets. ‘Clay,’ he announces.

‘Yes. I have taken to sculpture.’

‘You?’ The Witness begins to laugh, but cuts himself off short.

‘It pleases me.’

‘But there’s nothing here. It’s just a mess.’

‘I work slowly. It’s part of the appeal.’

The Witness stops his circuit and looks sharply at the Speaker. ‘And the Game?’

‘You need it as much as I do.’

‘Don’t count on it.’

‘Forgive me. I see it as a diversion.’ The Speaker breaks off and watches the Witness as he touches the clay. ‘It was fun once. The thrill of creation.’ The Witness sighs. ‘It’s had its day.’

‘Let me take the first turn,’ the Speaker says. ‘A simple chase. Unseen villains. Shadows. Danger.’

The Witness runs his finger along the clay. It leaves a shallow groove. ‘Wheels within wheels,’ he murmurs, then looks up. ‘The Game’s started, hasn’t it?’

The Speaker smiles coldly. ‘It never really ended.’
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Caliban hated jail. Twice had been two times too many, and this third time grated.

There was something about being confined that he loathed. He didn’t like staying in one place for too long. When he did, it hurt. If his surroundings became too familiar, this pain forced him to move on. He saw himself as a confirmed wanderer.

He kicked the wall, but his boots barely scuffed the pale-yellow ceramic surface. He sat on the floor in the corner, and tried to hold the cell in his mind. Bunk. Basin. Toilet. Spy-eyes. Light panel. Vandal-proof computer terminal, with no moving parts.

He stood in front of the stainless steel mirror and took stock. Tallish, lean, long muscles under the T-shirt, smooth head—and no hair. Grey eyes. Hard face. Hard person? Hard to say. Late teens? Hard to say.

He saw many things, but nothing to explain his monumental bad luck.

No matter how he tried, he couldn’t get used to the sheer misfortune of being swept .up off the street. ‘There’s good luck, and there’s bad luck. Then there’s my luck,’ he muttered.

His first time, a few years ago, was a typical virgin crime. Caught streetselling cheap break-and-enter programs. ‘Late starter,’ the charge sergeant commented.

‘I’m only three years old at heart,’ Caliban had answered mildly, and the sergeant stared at him as if he were a talking dog.

Caliban wondered if he’d stepped on somebody’s toes. Lots of people didn’t like competition, and the police were only too happy to help. They saw it as a public service.

Second time was worse: nabbed tampering with AutoCensus inputs. He felt that unless he was doing his little bit to help the system destroy itself, he wasn’t doing his best. The AutoCensus irritated him, despite the fact that most of the Underclass were accustomed to punching in their personal data at the end of each month. To most people it was as regular as breathing, but to Caliban it was more like a periodic outbreak of hives.

He thumped his heel into the floor. The surface was slightly yielding, but tough. The red record light woke on the spy-eye, and Caliban stared at it glumly. Luck. It was just bad luck, this time.

Routine, random sweeps of the Underclass was the police force’s latest new idea. So like most new ideas, it was being flogged to death. Caliban knew that the sweeps were increasing in frequency, and kept out of trouble. It was one of the things he did on an almost instinctive level. Protective colouration, low profile, keep moving. These things were simply part of his life, second nature.

He always dressed up: good boots and leather jacket. It didn’t matter what was underneath. The jacket was like a sign. ‘Non-street life’ it announced, as Caliban tried to look like an Overclass citizen slumming it on the street. There were enough of that type around for it to be possible. Despite what they said, there were always Overclassers willing to skip the lines.

But the police took the losers who looked like losers first. The usual suspects. Caliban avoided that tag, and busied himself with fiddling, hindering, subverting and suborning. And surviving.

Mostly surviving.

Yet somehow he’d been nabbed. Just buying a handful of satay sticks from a street vendor near the Spencer Street station was enough. He’d always known his stomach was going to get him into trouble one day, but resisting the smell of the spicy grease was like trying to avoid breathing.

His first hint of danger came when two saffron Orthodox Buddhists pointed up the street, then hitched up their robes and scuttled off. Perceptibly, the motion of the crowd turned one way, then the other, and suddenly everyone was trying to melt into the ground or between buildings, like water from a cracked swimming pool.

Caliban quickly looked up and down the street and saw the barriers in place at either end of the block, with the monstrous riot trucks backed up, gaping hungrily. Police were moving methodically, swinging shock-sticks. The rising and falling of the sticks had a slow and’ ghastly rhythm. For one frozen, bizarre moment, before he went to ground, Caliban could think only of marching girls and baton twirling.

Through the legs and feet, he searched for a way out. Muffled shouts were thick in the air, and he heard the hiss and sizzle of a grill being up-ended into the gutter. A cloud of steam billowed, followed by a shrill stream of curses.

He scuttled under the stall and flattened himself against a boarded-up tailor’s shop. His fingers scrabbled over the rough wood as the screams started.

He’d nearly wrenched off one plank when the shock-stick hit him.

[image: image]

Caliban’s feet were hurting, even though he’d given up kicking the cell. Modern penology had provided a padded Tension Release wall, but somehow it wasn’t the same.

The door chimed its carefully non-threatening tone. ‘Caliban?’ The voice was calm, soothing and totally artificial. He winced and sat up. ‘Move to the back of the cell. Keep one hand on the basin at all times.’ He stood and eyed the ceiling warily. A slot running the width of the room slid back and bars dropped to the floor, raising dust, and turning Caliban’s section of the cell into a neat holding pen.

The door rolled open and a tall guard strolled in, shock-stick ready. With him was an Overclass citizen, dark suit, gold ID bracelet, no soul.

Caliban had the Underclasser’s natural mistrust of the well dressed. They took. They had everything but they still took. This one was well fed but lean. Good quality food and the time to exercise, Caliban guessed. The good life.

The Overclass citizen glanced at the guard, who nodded. Caliban wiped his hands on his trouser legs as his visitor took a step closer to the bars. Caliban looked at his eyes, but there was no-one home. They were empty and blank, as if he were running on autopilot.

Caliban shivered. He felt as if he were a specimen.

‘I have Caliban’s records here, and it says he’s been in twice before.’

Caliban blinked. ‘Hello?’ he said. ‘Have I just stepped out for a while or something?’ The Overclasser ignored him.

‘He has no family, no registered address, has committed a number of crimes for which we couldn’t be bothered prosecuting him, and he is old enough to be totally set in his ways with no chance of change.’ The Overclasser moved one finger in delicate circles on the cover of his terminal, and shut it decisively. ‘I’d say he is a definite Candidate. It’s almost as if he has been working towards it all his life.’

It was only then that he looked Caliban in the face.

Caliban held him there. For a long instant, he looked into the hollow man, and saw nothing. No compassion, no empathy, no regret. The Overclasser was a void. He made no effort to engage Caliban on any human level.

It was silent in the cell, apart from his own heart beating. He could smell the outsider, the peculiar almost-sandalwood of those who’d had their sweat glands modified.

‘Candidate?’ Caliban said, shaking his head. He felt as if he’d just dragged himself out of icy water.

‘For the Game. Surely you’ve considered it, known that habitual criminals would be offered the chance to play? Don’t you want to become a member of the Overclass?’

‘You’re actually asking me whether I’ve considered certain death as a way of breaking out of my neighbourhood, right? You see it as a good career move?’

‘A joke. I know a joke when I hear one.’ The Over-classer’s face twitched grotesquely, in what could have been called a smile only by a puppet-maker. ‘But seriously now, you have a choice. Either you undergo imprisonment and rehabilitation, or you volunteer for the Game. I take it you don’t have the money for a New Worlds Immigration ticket?’

‘Not even for a New Worlds Lottery ticket.’

‘Too bad. That’s the only other way out of the Underclass.’

Caliban grimaced. ‘Why are you so certain that the Underclass is something I want to get out of?’

The elegant face twitched. ‘Need I answer that? Food, living space, money … three good reasons to start with. I could go on, but why bother? Just look at you.’

Caliban resisted the impulse to look down. He was about to ask why the Overclasser was bothering to talk to him, when his mind went blank.

The Game.

It was as if the words were written in blazing letters inside his skull.

The Game.

It was as if the words were chiselled onto his forehead.

The Game.

At once, he felt a need as vital as the need to breath. He had to be a part of the Game. OK, so only a few were successful, only a few won and were elevated to the Overclass.

He knew people who’d volunteered for the Game and had never been heard of again.

He knew all that, and yet he wanted it.

The Game.

‘Yes,’ he croaked through a constricted throat. ‘I want to play. I want the Game.’

‘Oh, it’s not as easy as that,’ grinned the Overclasser. ‘This is only pre-selection. First you have to be chosen.’

The guard telescoped his shock-stick and Caliban fell into blackness.
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Caliban’s muscles ached from the convulsive effects of the shock-stick. His mouth tasted as if he’d been chewing on a wetsuit for a couple of hours.

He kept his eyes closed, warily.

‘We know you’re awake,’ a voice said. The voice was light, and seemed to be on the point of laughing. It had an odd timbre, as though it were a composite of many voices, blurred around the edges and dead in the middle.

It was the sort of voice in front of which Caliban didn’t want to be helpless.

‘Come now! I may only be a minor, monitoring Second, but I do know enough to be sure you are awake. Alpha readings, eye movement, ear canal response and otolith angle, all of them indicate only one thing.’

He opened his eyes.

‘There now, that wasn’t so bad, was it Cal? I may call you Cal, mayn’t I?’

He found himself in a pool of light. Otherwise, the room was dark. He wasn’t encouraged by the realisation that he was strapped to a medical bed of some type: thick, washable padding, plenty of restraints. No, indeed. Enjoy every minute of the experience. It may not last long.

When Caliban swallowed his throat was raw. ‘Drink,’ he croaked. ‘Water.’

‘Of course! We can’t have you inconvenienced while in my care, can we? Think what it would do to my record.’

An articulated arm detached itself from the gloom outside his sanctuary of light. Noiselessly, it swung over and held a paper cup of water to his lips. He drank warily, but even though the water was warm and flat, he finished it all. The white rubber waldo smelled of strong disinfectant.

When he finished, the arm whined softly, then crumpled the cup, spilling a drop onto Caliban’s shirtfront. The drop lingered there, then worked its way through to his skin, where it sat for a moment. It made Caliban think of rain and the outside world.

‘Now, Cal. Perhaps we can proceed.’

‘Let me guess,’ he said to the air. ‘You’re an Artificial Intelligence, right?’

There was pride in the voice as it answered. ‘Indeed! I am but a humble supernumerary in the vast scheme of things, a simple Medical Monitor AI, but yes, I do possess consciousness and free will as defined. I am a Second.’

Caliban had never met an AI. That was the privilege of a few in the Overclass. AIs had independent status, and the Prime Intelligences managed the vast international conglomerate corporations and banking houses, dealing with business on a level of abstraction far beyond that of humankind.

Generally, they ran the world.

On the streets Caliban had little interaction with the world of megafinance or transnational government. He was aware that much of the business of government had been handed over to the vast Intelligences, the only ones capable of monitoring the minutiae of human affairs. The most efficient managers of all time, they were called.

Besides, he had an inbuilt distrust of machine intelligence. Much of his time was spent on interfering with the works of the world, and this usually meant crossing at least one AI. They made him uneasy, with their inscrutable motives and unanswerable decisions. He’d always felt humanity had sold itself out—and had lost something in the process.

‘Now, Cal,’ the AI continued. ‘You understand that you are now officially lost to the world. Or is that unofficially? Never mind. What it means is you now don’t appear in any database anywhere. The jail has lost record of you, the police files have been corrupted, your citizen profile has vanished. So now you don’t exist. Are you with me so far?’

Caliban closed his eyes. It was the only gesture that seemed left to him. He felt as if the cosmic conspiracy had turned its attention his way. Again.

‘Well, I take it you’re following along, as best you can. The idea is that we are seeing if you are acceptable. For the Game, the Primes need people who are cunning, mentally tough and expendable. Naturally. And with so many unimportant people slipping through society and simply disappearing, what is a few extra? It really makes sense if you look at it like that, doesn’t it Cal? Call them the grease that keeps the wheels of society turning.’

‘Sacrifice,’ Caliban muttered.

‘Now, Cal.’ The Second managed to sound pained. ‘It’s simply the efficient use of an abundant resource. And think of the good that will come of it! With happy Primes running the world, we’ve had an end to international strife, an end to grubby scrabbling for resources. It’s become a veritable paradise out there!’

Caliban didn’t bother to argue. It’d be like telling a kid there was no Santa Claus. Reality was what you made of it. He knew one world and the vast, impersonal machine Intelligences knew a different one. Each made a reality from it. Everyone used a different map, trying not to get lost. Trying to make a way through unknown territory.

Caliban decided it was time to trade in his map—it had only landed him in trouble. Cartography had never been his strongest point.

‘Paradise, Cal,’ enthused the AI. ‘And you’ll be helping to ensure that it continues!’

‘Sorry. Just can’t get worked up about it. Something about facing certain death does that to me.’

As the AI replied, Caliban wondered if you could actually hear a shrug. ‘Your enthusiasm isn’t necessary, Cal. Just your mind.’

Caliban didn’t respond.

‘Interface, Cal. Imagine it! A meeting ground! They’ll draw on your memories, experiences and dreams to create a world to play with, a whole new land! Shared Creation! You’ll be participating in the great Game!’ The AI paused, as if barely containing its enthusiasm. ‘Three individuals struggling against each other, striving to win! The two Primes setting scenarios and trials for you to overcome, trying to outdo each other in originality and scope. And you, fighting to survive!’

The prospect didn’t fill Caliban with joy. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Whatever you say.’

The only answer was a metallic click, and then Caliban felt the restraints withdraw.

‘Hello?’ he said. ‘Anyone there?’

Sitting up, he looked around. The room was dark, but he could see it was barely big enough for the bed onto which he had been strapped. Benches of surgical instuments lay ominously close by, and mysterious readout screens looked mutely at him. The walls, floors and ceilings had the giveaway thin tracery of a room completely scanned by sensors, and jointed mechanical arms hung in the recesses. These ranged from one large enough to lift a piano, to a peculiar arm that branched and rebranched, getting ever smaller, until at last it was a rippling fineness, hard for the eye to follow. Micromanipulators, Caliban guessed. No expense spared.

He shrugged, lifted his bare feet over the side and stood up. The room swam for an instant and he held onto the cool metal frame of the bed. He felt like someone had stuck a shock-stick in his ear and stirred it around a little.

He waited for the AI to ask what he was doing.

Nothing.

One step and Caliban was at the door, but then his fists clenched as he saw a digital lock instead of a handle. He nodded and rubbed his chin, thinking, planning.

When he took the micromanipulator from its rack, he waited for the alarm. ‘OK,’ he muttered. ‘Go for it.’ He knew a chance when he saw one, and he was ready to make the most of it.

It took only a few seconds for him to strip the casing from the upper section of the precision-made arm. He grinned narrowly as he worked. He could do this blindfolded. And had, plenty of times.

He used the prong of his belt buckle to work the jump switches in the micromanipulator, and soon had the hang of it. He could control the microscopically fine digits of the arm. Roughly, but it was enough—more than enough—to trip the digital lock.

Caliban flung the micromanipulator on the floor as the door popped open. ‘Thanks for the hand,’ he said, as he stood in the doorway, and winced at his own appalling joke.

He held onto the door and stood a while, thinking. No boots, no jacket, no future. He shrugged. Things could only get better.

Barefoot and brazen, he strode into the corridor.
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Caliban felt relaxed and almost jaunty. He knew it was only a matter of time before he showed up on some random surveillance sweep, and this certainty took some of the worry out of being at large.

The place was institutional. It smelled like a hospital: clean on the surface, but something rotten underneath. The walls were neutral—beige, cream, and ivory. Handleless doors faced the walkway. Caliban tried each one as he passed, but he’d lost the knack.

The corridor was long and straight, but the lights were dim. Was it night outside? If he could find an emergency exit, a fire escape or something, he might be able to slip out and lose himself in the dark.

At the end of the corridor loomed a door larger than those he’d tried. It seemed to reach right to the ceiling.

He swallowed nervously, and searched inside himself for calm. In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king, he thought. And the man with two eyes is very well positioned, future-wise. As long as the king doesn’t find out.

He looked back. He could barely make out the door from which he’d started. It was open, and he could see light spilling from it, pooling on the floor outside. It looked as if the moon had melted onto the earth.

When he reached the end of the corridor, he found more than he expected: two doors, towering three or four metres over his head. They were wooden: mountain ash or blackwood, he couldn’t tell in the dim light. Caliban let his hand linger on their surface, smooth with the talcum powder dustiness of carefully polished timber. There was no handle.

He stood back, and rubbed his hands on his jeans. He reached out and probed the fine crack between the doors. There wasn’t even room for a fingernail.

Breaking and entering was one of Caliban’s skills. He studied design, materials and systems, security arrays, with the idea that if he knew about them, he could slip around them. He studied with passion, too, seeing security systems as tools of the enemy. Those with, wanting to keep it away from those without.

He dispensed advice, to anyone willing to listen, about methods of avoiding the often paranoid defences of the Overclassers and the system. His contacts included those who could advise him on the more obscure mysteries of computer defences: the Edge Riders and the Matrix Jockeys.

Some of them had even met Primes.

He once asked Spiroula about it. She smiled blindly, crookedly. ‘It was a joke.’

‘Joke?’

‘Some of them, they have a sense of humour, right? They like to play.’ She sighed and groped for her cat. It saw her hand and avoided it. ‘I was lucky that Maeve was there and guessed something was wrong. She got the interface jack out, and I fell back here, eyes burnt out, screaming …’

‘Where from? Where’d you come back from?’

She smiled a frozen winter smile, bleak and arid. Caliban saw her hands were fluttering from nervous system damage. She had mismatched earrings. ‘It was bad, Cal. Nightmare stuff. I was in a theme park, right? But body parts, everywhere. Rides on bones and skulls and meat. Screaming, I was. Could’ve still been … I could still be there …’

Caliban shuddered, but reached out to stroke her thick, black hair. She clutched his hand. ‘You there, Cal? You there?’

He shook his head to get rid of the memory. Spiroula. She died not long after that. Maeve told him, but she wouldn’t tell him how. Later he discovered she’d torn out her interface socket, and with it, part of her brain.

Caliban rested his forehead on the doors, and was surprised when he felt them give a little. He pushed, and they opened.

A few metres away stood two nondescript doors. Both had signs, neatly lettered in hard-edged black script.

EARTH said one, and NEW WORLDS the other.
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Caliban stood motionless in front of the two doors, thinking about games.

Rock, scissors, paper. Rock smashes scissors, scissors cut paper, paper covers rock. He had to guess what his opponent was going to hold out. Strategies. Then he’d know how to win. Second guessing. Games within games.

Caliban rolled the possibilities around in his mind. If he chose rock, they could choose paper. In that case he should choose scissors, but they might follow that and hold out rock, so he should choose paper—so maybe he should tell them to stick it and go and do something worthwhile instead.

All he had to do was choose between a door offering old cesspit Earth, and a door promising everyone’s dream. Who said choices were never black and white?

New Worlds. He’d never been attracted to the scheme, but most of the Underclass had. Leave a decrepit world and move to paradise, said the advertising. All you had to do was sever all connection with Old Earth, leave everything behind, no letters, no cards, no regrets. A clean, fresh start.

The advertising was unavoidable: news reports on new planets opening up for colonisation, documentaries about the good life on peaceful worlds, interviews with the governing councils of the New Worlds arks. The Promised Land. Many Promised Lands. It was a plump juicy carrot dangled in front of the noses of the hungry and overcrowded.

But it was only for a few. It was there for everyone, but only if you could afford it. And not many could.

That was why the monthly New Worlds Lottery was central to the lives of the Underclass. The prizes were a few thousand tickets to participate in the New Worlds program, giving the masses a chance to join in. All five or six billion of them.

To many, the knowledge that they had a chance meant they were already part of the grand enterprise, part of humanity’s next evolutionary step. It was enough for most of the population, who otherwise led sterile, senseless lives. And they had the perverse pleasure of knowing that the Overclass were banned from the New Worlds project. They were too valuable, the story went. Couldn’t be spared.

Caliban knew an Edge Rider once, one of the best. Laydown Sally could use her console and ride the far edges of the data stream, cresting where the autonomic systems of the AIs worked. He’d heard about her for a long time before he met her at a market, when he was trying to buy some safe fruit. She laughed when he asked her for a favour, and turned back to the melons.

He watched her progress after that, listened to gossip, talked to people. While she quickly became a legend for her gutsiness, she also made enemies, because she made Scrooge look like a philanthropist.

Laydown Sally wanted out. New Worlds.

She took lottery tickets. Almost everyone did. But she wanted to make sure. She was going to buy a passage.

Caliban had never met anyone who’d actually bought a passage. The price varied, but it was always too much. A fair-sized company could be bought for less, rumour had it.

But Sally accumulated. She bet, she won, she played finance games, she hoarded, she speculated. She took any edge offered, cut most corners around. She was a legend.

After a while, people on the streets forgot her greed, forgot the way she burned anyone who dealt with her. She became a strange sort of hero. The whole Underclass urged her on. She became a focus for all their hopes and dreams. They knew they were never going to make it, so they hoped she might.

A vast collective push developed, a shared cheering-on as she built up her pile. She pulled out of the Net once her stake was made, and never went back. Instead, she plunged into making her stake grow.

The word went around one day that Laydown Sally had done it. Caliban was at a coffee bar, reading a day-old newsfax when he heard the rumour. Old men whispered loudly enough for Caliban to hear, but he asked anyway. Sally, he was told, had got enough and was on her way to the New Worlds office.

Caliban was curious. So were thousands of others. Sally was walking to the city from Station Street, and Caliban joined the crowd.

It was a carnival by the time they got to Clifton Hill. The trains were running that day, but Sally hadn’t spent money on transport in ten years, and wasn’t about to start now. She kept walking.

The crowd was a few thousand by the time she got to Brunswick Street, but Caliban noticed the way that no matter how lively the crowd became, and how much the infectious revelry affected the people, Sally always walked alone at the front of the mob. It was as if there was a force field around her. No-one approached within arm’s length. No-one spoke to her. Grim and utterly focussed, she marched up the hill towards the city, past the ruins of Gertrude Street without a glance at the shanty town, down by the remains of the old Parliament Building, and into Collins Street.
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