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Fool! All that is, at all

lasts ever, past recall;

earth changes, but thy soul and God stand sure:

what entered into thee

that was, is, and shall be:

time’s wheel runs back or stops;

Potter and clay endure



Robert Browning



Part One

which has its beginnings in the
Strømberg Centre for Auma Therapy

November 3 031
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“Professor Merriman. Eliza. Please, come in.”

Counsellor Strømberg stood at the doorway of his office and swept a welcoming hand into the room. He was a tall, well-built man with pastel-blue eyes and shoulder-length fair hair. He nodded at Eliza as she went past, noted her look of concern, but said nothing. He shook hands with Harlan and guided him towards one of the two aumatic chairs positioned in front of the helegas screen on the far wall. A gradient of soft pink colours was playing across it. In the corner nearest to Eliza, a tall frondulus, with bell-shaped flowers of variegated colours, was suspended from the ceiling. She ran a knuckle down the twisting stem of the plant and smiled when the flowers opened a little. She came and sat down beside Harlan.

Strømberg positioned himself behind a kidney-shaped desk and placed his hand on the v:com terminal. “Lara, could you bring David in for me, please?”

A moment later another door opened. A petite young nurse in a pale yellow uniform walked in with a boy of some ten or twelve years. The fringe of his nut brown hair was almost digging into his dark blue eyes. “Mum,” he said, going straight to Eliza. She swept one half of her stunning red hair behind her ear so they could touch cheeks in the standard Co:pern:ican fashion.

“You look great,” Harlan said, patting the boy’s arm. “Have you been OK here?”

Dad, all I’ve done is sleep, David ‘said’, extending his thoughts to everyone present.

They all laughed and Strømberg said, “Thank you, Lara.”

The nurse waved to David and left the room.

Eliza gently tugged her son’s sleeve. He was still wearing the blue gown and trousers of the auma centre. They suited him rather well. “I’ve told you before, it’s polite when you’re in society to speak, not commingle.”

“Ah, that’s my doing,” Strømberg said, coming to the boy’s aid right away. “I’ve been encouraging David these past three days to use his mind to commingle or imagineer as much as he likes. It helps us to measure the full extent of his fain.”

No worries on that score, Harlan Merriman thought. His son’s ability to materialise objects just by thinking about them was unparalleled, in his experience. “So, how’s the therapy progressing? Did you discover anything – about the dreams?”

I don’t remember any dreams, David commingled.

Strømberg came in quickly again. “David is fit and well. A very intelligent and interesting young man. He’s flown through every test we’ve thrown at him and kept us all amused with his abilities. We’ll be sorry to see him leave. As you know, he’s been filmed in our sleep laboratory and we have recorded evidence of the disturbances you observed at home.”

Have you? David commingled. Sorry, I mean, “Have you?”

“Yes,” said Strømberg. “And that would support the theory that you’re…imagineering in your sleep, though why you don’t remember it is still a mystery. For that reason, David, I want to continue your therapy so that we can get this resolved properly. It won’t be here, though. I need to move you to another facility.”

“Oh,” said Eliza, who’d assumed he was coming home with them that night. The sensors embedded within her chair immediately registered a change in the auma envelope surrounding its occupant. Strømberg, looking at the readings on a monitor only he could see, moved a dial on his computer. Accordingly, Eliza’s shoulders lifted and her pretty facial muscles relaxed.

Will it be more sleep? David commingled.

“No,” said Strømberg, swinging in his chair. “This will be an altogether different adventure.”

Harlan sat forward to ask more about it but Strømberg was quick to speak again. A little too quick, Harlan thought. Had he been deliberately cut off?

What Strømberg said was this: “There are the usual tedious formalities, which will be of no interest to you, David. Why don’t you go and challenge Lara to another game of Flyng while we sort this out? She’ll be keen to get her revenge, I’m sure. You can see Mum and Dad again before they leave.”

“OK,” David said. He smiled at his parents and scooted from the room.

Eliza’s gaze trailed after him. Before anyone else could speak she said, “Listen, do you need me for this?” She waved a hand at Strømberg’s desk. “If David’s staying in therapy for now, I’d prefer to spend some time with him rather than with filing answers into a computer. Is that all right, Harlan?”

“Yes,” he said, getting a nod from the counsellor.

“Have as much time as you like,” said Strømberg, gesturing towards the door that David had gone through.

“Thank you,” she said. She pressed Harlan’s shoulder and left.

“So,” Harlan said, as the door closed behind her. “What do I have to do?”

“I want you to watch something,” Strømberg said. A note of seriousness had suddenly crept into his voice. He moved his hand across the computer’s neural interface. An image of David, asleep in a single bed, appeared upon the helegas screen. A prompt flashed once and read ‘pause’. “I’m rather pleased Eliza isn’t with us. I don’t think she would have coped with this very easily.”

Harlan narrowed his gaze. “What exactly have you filmed, Counsellor?”

“Something extraordinary,” Strømberg replied. And he switched the computer to ‘Play’.
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“The footage is brief, but dramatic,” said Strømberg. “David slept peacefully for most of the night, with no abnormal spikes in his consciousness. This segment was recorded some six hours in, close to the break of dawn.”

Harlan turned his eyes fully to the screen. For the first few frames, David lay on his back with his hands tucked under his therma:sol sheet. Then, just as if a pin had been stuck into his foot, his head twitched away from the camera and came violently back, making an audible whack against his pillow. He drew up his knees. His back arched slightly. His hands began to push the sheet away.

Suddenly, the screen flashed as if a light had popped. At the same time, David jerked up in bed with his jaws wide open and his lips curled back. Two of his teeth seemed slightly extended. His eyes, normally so placid and round, slanted sidewards and briefly changed colour from their usual deep blue to a strong shade of brown. With both hands he clawed wildly at the space in front of him, though nothing appeared to be occupying that space. And out of his throat came an uncommon noise. A roar, not unlike the sound of an engine.

In a moment, it was done. David sank back onto his pillow with a thump that almost buried his face. The only indication of stress was a trace of saliva running down his jaw. Whatever force had animated him, had just as quickly left him be.

Strømberg paused the film. “These were the only abnormalities we captured. After this, David slept peacefully with no other conflicts.”

Harlan Merriman stood up and stepped towards the screen, tilting his head to examine David’s features. “Have you recorded morphing like this before?”

“No.”

Harlan looked puzzled. “But what could be happening within his fain to make his eyes change colour and his teeth grow like that? And what was that noise he made? It looked as if he was fighting something. How could he possibly be fighting something?”

Strømberg raised a hand. “Sit down. There’s more to see.” He reset the film clip to its beginning, but this time David was pictured from the opposite direction. “This is the view from a second camera. When I run the sequence, you’ll see exactly what you saw from camera one. But I want you to look beyond David to the window behind him. Concentrate your attention there.” He gave a command and the film replayed.

Harlan watched closely. The window next to David’s bed was darkened by a set of vertical blinds. But as the recording reached the point where the boy’s body jerked up, a series of brightly-glowing objects appeared in blotches behind the slats. The objects swelled in size then slipped through the slats in lines of coloured light. Strømberg paused the film. “Any guesses?”

“The only things I know of that move as rapidly as that are firebirds.”

“Correct,” said Strømberg. The film ran in reverse, back to the moment where the colours had materialised. “Here it is again, nine times slower than normal speed. Watch carefully.”

And Harlan did. This time as the colours slipped through the blinds it was possible to see them re-expand into the familiar long-tailed shapes of the creatures that inhabited every part of Co:pern:ica. Firebirds. Four of them. Green, cream-coloured, sky blue and red. They flew to David’s bed and hovered in the region of his flashing hands. It was then that Harlan witnessed something even more extraordinary. Just in front of David, over an area approximately two feet long, the air was rippling in a vertical line, as if the fabric of the universe was being torn apart. “In the name of Co:pern:ica, what’s that?” he muttered, and watched in fascination as the firebirds went about sealing the rift with bursts of the white-coloured fire that was sometimes seen to issue from their nostrils. When it was done, they went back the way they’d come. Only one, the green one, a kindly-looking creature with a yellow plume of feathers sprouting up between its ears, stopped to hover in front of David. As the boy fell back to his pillow, the creature touched its feet to David’s forehead and zipped away. The film ended there.

“What just happened there?” Harlan gasped.

Strømberg ran a hand through his long fair hair. “I don’t know,” he answered truthfully. “But I’m bound by the nature of my work to tell you that these pictures would be of great interest to the Higher.”

“You’re going to report him?”

“It’s my duty to note anomalies like this.”

“But he’s a child. He’s barely twelve spins old. He’ll be sent to the Dead Lands. We’ll never see him again.”

The counsellor gave a solemn nod. “This is only an initial assessment, but it’s my belief that your son is a rare ec:centric.”

Harlan buried his hands inside his pockets and let his worried gaze drift back to the screen.

The image of David remained there for a moment before Strømberg hit a button and cleared it. “He could be a danger to us all,” he said.
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“No, no, no.” Harlan turned away, shaking his head. “David is a kind, good-natured child. I’m telling you, he’s no threat to the Higher.”

Strømberg spoke to the computer. “Project 42,” he said. “Load and hold.” A violet light flashed and a few lines of text scrolled out across the screen. “And what makes you say that?”

Without turning to face him Harlan replied, “He materialises nothing more than any of us would. Yes, he can be surprising sometimes. But children often are when they’re learning to develop their fain. You don’t need me to tell you this.”

Strømberg, legs crossed, let his chair swing. “Give me an example.”

“Of his constructs?”

“Yes. Anything unusual – or surprising, as you put it.”

Harlan came and sat down again, perching on the lip of one of the aumatic chairs. Strømberg switched its correctors off. “All right. Recently he imagineered a katt. I know there’s nothing odd about that, but this katt was different from any I’ve ever seen before.”

“In what way?”

“It was imperfect.”

Strømberg lifted his fingers off the chair arm. “Go on.”

“It has a small piece missing from its left ear.”

“Has? You haven’t corrected the flaw?”

Harlan pressed his lips together and sighed. “Eliza pointed it out to him. But when she offered to help him right it or produce another katt, he refused. We assumed at first that he hadn’t understood the template properly, but it soon became clear that he’d introduced the flaw deliberately. It gave Boon – that’s what he named the katt – ‘character’, he said.”

Counsellor Strømberg raised an eyebrow. “Interesting choice of word. Have you gone into this with him?”

Harlan shook his head.

“And he does this kind of thing…how often?”

“Look, Counsellor—”

“Thorren,” said Strømberg. “I’d be happier if you called me Thorren. I think we might be seeing quite a lot of each other and formal assignations will soon become tiring.” He placed his hands on the table and adopted a calm, professional tone. “I understand that you feel you’re betraying David by giving me information like this. But the laws of my profession are quite straightforward. The Higher expect me to thoroughly investigate cases of this nature and keep an active register of innovative anomalies. They also expect an honest testimony from the subject concerned or those involved with the said subject. Honesty is beauty, and beauty is perfection. Perfection maintains the Grand Design. Anything that attempts to challenge that continuity could be damaging to our shared consciousness. This is why ec:centrics, even one as young as David, have to be monitored and, if necessary, resolved. That is the Co:pern:ican way. However, there is a great deal of flexibility in these cases and it is left to the integrity of the counsellor involved as to what action is to be taken.”

Harlan looked up.

“Everything you’ve told me,” Strømberg said, “confirms that David is aberrant. The film of his disturbed sleep patterns supports this.”

Harlan felt his auma wane. So far, little had been said about the film. How much ‘aberrance’ did Strømberg need to condemn David to the Dead Lands, or even de:construction? Very little, Harlan suspected. And yet the thoughtful look in the counsellor’s eyes suggested that he was not about to follow standard procedures. And so it proved to be when he said, “I will need to log a report of these disturbances – but so far, the only two people who have seen what camera two has seen are you and I.”

“Are you suggesting we hide this?”

Strømberg pursed his lips. “I will report what was seen from camera one. If it comes to the attention of the Higher and they choose to send in another investigator, that will be another matter.”

“Why?” asked Harlan. “Why would you do that? Why would a distinguished auma therapist put his career at risk for the sake of my son?”

Strømberg shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said plainly (and with shining honesty, Harlan thought). “Your son intrigues me – possibly because he’s your son.”

“You’re interested in my work?”

Strømberg nodded. “Not long ago, I attended your lecture at the Ragnar Institute. I found your concept of thought frameworks very illuminating, particularly the way you hinted at the suggestion that what we imagineer on Co:pern:ica might also be happening, with slight variations, in an infinite number of parallel universes. It was the word ‘variations’ that gripped me most. It made me wonder what we’d be like if we all existed on another world, in a slightly different guise. You, me, Eliza – David.” With that, he swung his chair towards the helegas screen. “My computers were able to record a great deal of data about the rift that appeared over David’s body – co:ordinates and other physical factors. Like me, you must be wondering what it was and what caused it. As David’s counsellor, I have the authority to call in any expertise I require to resolve his case. I’m calling in you, his father. The file I recorded, along with the film, will be downloaded to a secure server at your laboratory. It’s simply labelled ‘Project 42’. In any correspondence, that’s how you’ll refer to it. I want you to analyse Project 42 and find out what happened while your son was sleeping. Report your findings to me, and only to me. Meanwhile, I’m going to be conducting some research of my own – from a different angle.”

“The firebirds?” Harlan guessed.

Strømberg nodded. “The greatest mystery on Co:pern:ica just got a little more puzzling, don’t you think? Why did these creatures that we all take for granted come to David’s aid? Because I have no doubt that they did. Did he call them? Or were they watching him, perhaps?”

“And how were they able to seal that rift?”

“Indeed,” said Strømberg. “Now, as I said earlier, I need to send David away for a while. It will seem suspicious if I don’t. Often in these cases it helps to place the subject in a completely neutral environment.”

“You’re preparing a construct for him?”

“Not a construct – a reality,” Thorren Strømberg said. “I’m sending David to a librarium.”
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“A librarium?”

Eliza’s face was so filled with shock that Harlan swiftly imagineered a rose. He put the violet-coloured flower straight into her hand and was relieved to see its auma:scents rising visibly towards her nose and mouth as they began to calm her. Bizarre, he thought, as he stroked her arm, to have seen (and felt) such a variety of emotions in the space of one hour. He put out a thought for a taxicar and one was there before he’d framed his reply. “We have no choice,” he said. “If we resist Strømberg’s therapy, he will have to refer David directly to the Higher. We’re not going to lose our son, Eliza.”

He drew her into the taxicar and spoke their destination: Pod 24, The Crescent Way. Bushley. The doors closed and the taxicar sped into the night.

Eliza dropped heavily into her seat, putting out the thought for no incidental music, film or colour. For once, she just wanted to talk. “What good can it do to send him to a place stacked high with books? He’ll be so bored his fain will just…shrivel.”

“I rather think that’s the point,” said Harlan. “Strømberg is pretty sure David’s an ec:centric. His fain is hyperactive, to the point where his constructs are turning against him. Hence the bad dreams. Strømberg believes that a spell in the librarium will calm him down. The curator is a very good man, he says.” He unfolded a piece of paper and handed it to her.

“Mr Henry?”

“He and Strømberg are related – distantly. We’re to collect David tomorrow and take him to the librarium ourselves. Mr Henry will be expecting us.”

The taxicar swished along the Bushley clearway. Through its transparent shell, Eliza could see a narrow river, lit by a series of hanging lights. She loved the river and its arched bridge made of stone. Sometimes she thought she could imagineer feathered creatures swimming in pairs on the surface of the water, maybe even bathing in its swell. But they were always just shadows, tricks of the light. The only creatures on Co:pern:ica were firebirds and katts. Neither of them, she was sure, liked to get wet. She folded the paper and handed it back. “How long will he have to stay there?”

“Until the curator is satisfied that David is resolved.”

“Will we be able to visit him?”

“No.”

Eliza brought the rose up to her mouth. Its colours had seeped into the flesh of her wrist. She squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them again, a distinct redness was forming in their corners. “How can they change what we imagineered, Harlan? David is a construct of our commingled love. If they alter him, if they dampen him down, aren’t they denying us what we wanted? Aren’t they tampering with our combined fain, just as much as his?”

Harlan switched seats so that he could face her directly. “I’m just as dismayed as you are,” he said. “But I believe that Counsellor Strømberg is acting in our best interests. He and I have agreed…” (and here he chose his words carefully, covering his thoughts about Project 42) “…to liaise closely with Mr Henry about David’s progress. Hopefully, he won’t be away from us for long. I’ll commingle with him tomorrow and make him understand that this really is just an adventure. Something we’ve all done once. And… I thought we might arrange a treat for his return.”

Eliza looked up. She read in her husband’s face what was clear in his mind. “A child? You think it’s the right time for us to apply for another?”

“Yes, I do,” Harlan said. “The girl we’ve always wanted. A sister for David.”

“Penelope,” Eliza said, brightening up.

Harlan Merriman took his wife’s hand in his and kissed it. “Penny,” he said. “I like ‘Penny’.”
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The next day, November 4, 031, Harlan and Eliza took a taxicar back to the therapy centre to pick up David. The three were then whisked away on a journey that was going to change all their lives. The only address Harlan gave was ‘the Bushley librarium’. He knew of no other and the taxicar did not require further clarification.

Eliza remained silent throughout the journey, leaving Harlan to entertain David. The boy was on his feet for most of the way, imagineering an escort for them. He described to his father what he could see through the shell of the taxicar: a small fleet of golden-coloured rocket vehicles guiding them to their glorious destination. Harlan joined in the game, extending his fain to construct pilots for the vehicles – square-chinned men in astro:nautic uniforms who saluted David as they flew past, all of them wearing The Crescent Way badge.

Pity, then, Eliza thought, that their journey’s end did not match up to its stately approach. When she stepped out of the taxicar she shuddered. They were in a wilderness. A calm and pleasant wilderness of green fields speckled with white and yellow daisies that swung back and forth on the gentlest of breezes (all maintained, she imagined, on low-level diligence from the Higher). No pods or other buildings on any horizon. Just fields and sky and flowers and clouds.

And the librarium.

It rose out of the flowers like a great grey monolith. A single tall building with an uncountable number of floors. The upper floors were lost in wisps of cloud and the whole structure seemed to be bending backwards as though it had reached a critical mass and was ready to topple over at any moment. Fine red sand (or something like it) was raining down from the joints in the brickwork and being taken away in skirts on the breeze. At ground level there was just one door. It was made of wood (unusually) and was twice Harlan’s height. It was already halfway open, despite the fact that a small sign badly attached to the door frame invited visitors to R NG THE BE L. Harlan moved forward to do just that and stepped on something that had spilled out of the doorway. It was a large format book. He reached down and picked it up. It must have been thirty spins since he’d seen one. He smoothed a film of the red sand off the glossy cover and handed it to Eliza.

“The Art of Baking Cakes,” she read.

Harlan shrugged. “Welcome to the librarium.”

Eliza opened the pages and looked at several of the ancient digi:grafs. “Why do we keep this stuff? I could easily imagineer anything in this. I don’t understand what use this is to anyone.”

“Historical value,” Harlan said. He took the book from her and flipped through its pages. He showed a digi:graf of a chocolate gateau to David. The boy’s eyes lit up and he quickly imagineered a miniature version. He gave it to his mother.

Eliza smiled and de:constructed it. “Bad for your purity of vision,” she said.

“I think books are rather quaint,” said Harlan. “And they’re real, of course, not constructs.” He closed the book and laid it back in the doorway. “Our ancestors would have relied on these things.”

Eliza shook her head and looked up at the building. “Is this real, do you think?”

Harlan touched the brickwork, feeling its roughness, though that in itself was no proof of authenticity; anyone on Co:pern:ica could imagineer a brick. “Yes,” he said. “I’d be surprised if anyone had enough in their fain to put up something as large as this and still be able to maintain it.”

Eliza sighed and put her hands on David’s shoulders, pulling him back towards her a little. “Why would Strømberg send him to a relic like this?”

“Well, let’s begin the process of finding out.” This time, Harlan did press the bell. The sign above it tilted and clattered to the ground.

Surprisingly, the bell did work. But rather than making one distinct sound that would normally have soaked through the heart of the building, rooms began to light up at random, each one making a variant of a ring or a clang or a trill or a whistle (Even a buzz, Harlan thought). For the first time, he realised there were no coverings of any kind at the windows. No ultra:plex panes to keep in warmth, just a few wooden shutters half-open here and there.

“This could take for ever,” Eliza tutted as the noises went on and on and on. She crossed her arms and frowned.

All of a sudden, David pointed to a window about eight levels up. An emerald green firebird had just appeared on the sill. It made the strange rrrh-ing noise the creatures often did, popped its eyes slightly and went back into the room. The librarium ‘bell’ stopped.

For a moment, all the visitors could hear was the swish of the breeze and the gentle rustle of sand falling amongst the flowers. Then a head appeared through the window where the firebird had been. A young girl. No older than David. Her hair was the colour of night. And though a lot of it was falling in straggles from her face, half-hiding most of the defining bone structure, it was impossible not to see the wild beauty in her shining eyes.

“Yes?” she said curtly.

“We’re here to see Mr Henry,” said Harlan.

“He’s sleeping,” said the girl.

“Through that racket?” Eliza muttered.

The wild eyes immediately picked her out. “Who are you?”

Eliza tapped her foot. “I don’t think I like your impertinence,” she said, extending her fain to touch the girl’s auma and register her official displeasure.

The girl smirked and put a curl of her hair into her mouth. “None of that fain stuff’s welcome here. And Mr Henry doesn’t like people who try it. Who’s he?” She tilted her chin at David.

“He’s our son,” said Harlan. “He has an appointment. Now go and fetch Mr Henry or I’ll come in there and find him myself.”

At this, the girl hooted with laughter. “Yeah? And how many spins of Co:pern:ica have you got?”

“That’s it, we’re leaving,” Eliza said. “Harlan, get a car.” She tapped David’s shoulder.

But David stayed exactly where he was, staring up at the girl and smiling. And before his mother could speak again, the boy did something quite amazing. He imagineered a bubble on the palm of his hand and blew it gently into the air. Up it floated, to the eighth level, where it stopped and hovered right in front of the girl.

“What’s this?” she said, for the first time thrown.

From the ground, David showed her what she should do with it: prod (gently), with a finger.

The girl studied the floating sphere, fascinated by the way its flimsy outer surface seemed to change colour if she tilted her head. She frowned at David, then prodded the thing. It immediately burst. The girl gasped and put out a hand to catch what she thought was a glimmer of light. She gasped again when she saw what she’d really caught. “Water,” she said. “You made a raindrop float.”

“Harlan?” Eliza said, glancing sideways at her husband. “What just happened? How did he do that?”

“I don’t know,” Harlan whispered, though there was no denying what he had seen. His son had changed the property of a droplet of water and made it lighter than air. Somehow, he’d challenged the force of G:ravity.

A clatter of feet on stairs made the professor look towards the door. The girl heaved it open, cussing as she spilled a whole stack of books into the foyer behind her. She stepped outside wearing a jet-black dress which splayed out in large puffy pleats around her knees and a pair of black and white kicker boots, one of which was unlaced. She went right up to David and looked him in the eye. The two were, as it happened, precisely the same height. “Speak,” she said.

Eliza tutted at the girl’s arrogance. “He doesn’t like to,” she said. “He prefers to commingle.”

“Not allowed here,” the girl said to David, shaking her head and making her feral hair cascade right across her shoulders. “Mr Henry likes words. Tell me your name.”

“David,” he said.

Both parents raised an eyebrow.

The girl smiled. She looked at her wetted hand and used it to take David by his. “I’m Rosa,” she said. “This is my librarium, and you can come in.”
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“Your librarium?” Harlan said.

Rosa bobbed her head. “OK,” she drawled, “spare me the pedantry.” (Which made Harlan laugh and Eliza frown.) “It might as well be mine.” She crouched down and picked a daisy. “I’ve been here for eight or nine spins at least.”

“Nine spins?” said Eliza, sounding alarmed. (A ‘spin’ was a term used to describe the flat rotation of Co:pern:ica round its fire star. Sometimes people called it a ‘year’.)

Harlan touched her arm. “Why were you brought here, Rosa?”

“My family didn’t want me,” she said with a shrug. She threw the flower aside and took David’s hand. “Come on, I’ve got lots to show you.” They were almost through the librarium door when Eliza called out, “David?”

He turned and let go of Rosa’s hand. Although displays of affection were uncommon on Co:pern:ica, he nevertheless came back and put his arms around his mother.

“You won’t forget us?” she said, unsure of how to hold him.

David gave her a puzzled look. “It’s an adventure, isn’t it?” He turned to his father.

Harlan was looking at the discarded daisy, lying in the grass, its life juice steadily seeping away. If this place had been a construct, the Higher would have fixed the daisy by now. He glanced up at the silent building and nodded. “Yes, a proper adventure,” he muttered. And with that he waved goodbye to his son, drew Eliza into the taxicar and took her away.

“Hey. New boy.” Rosa was at one of the ground floor windows. She had her elbows on the sill and her chin in her hands. “Cover your eyes and count to ten.”

“Why?”

“After ten, you can come in and find me. And remember, you’re not allowed to extend your fain. If you do, I’ll know and I’ll punish you.”

“Erm, how?”

The dark eyes rolled. “I won’t talk to you for three whole days.”

And this is a bad thing? David thought, extending his fain so she might commingle if she wanted to.

She stuck out her tongue. Yes, she replied.

So you can commingle, then?

“Yes, but it’s not allowed,” she said. “It hurts me, anyway. And I won’t do it again or Mr Henry will be cross. Eyes. Cover. The full ten, OK? Runcey will be watching. He’s my best friend. He’ll know if you cheat.” She pointed to the firebird in the next window along. It was sitting with its green wings folded back and a slightly faraway look on its face.

David shrugged and covered his eyes.

After a not-so-generous ‘ten’, he looked up and saw that Rosa and the firebird were both gone. Quickly, he ran inside the librarium, where he soon discovered that speed of movement was of little advantage and actually a positive hazard. Books of all sizes and colours, some glossy-backed, some dull and plain, some open, some not, were stacked and strewn in piles of varying height (including singly) across the floor of the foyer and again up the dark, uneven-looking stairs. Picking his way through them, he turned to his right and headed for the room he thought Rosa had spoken from. She wasn’t there, but the scene was exactly the same as in the foyer, except the walls were also laden with books, so many that the shelves were bowing with their weight. As he stumbled across the room, almost losing his footing on something called Flamenco Guitar Made Easy, David found himself on the threshold of two more doorways, at right-angles to each other. He took the one he thought would lead him deeper into the building, convinced that Rosa would be hiding in the heart of it. She wasn’t. In total, he visited eleven more rooms. And the only difference between any of them was that some had windows and some did not. And in one he found a chair that rocked, and in another an old-fashioned easel. In the twelfth room he thought to glance out of the window and realised, to his surprise, that the daisy horizon was shrinking. In other words he’d actually been going upwards, though he’d had no sense whatsoever of climbing.

“Fed up yet?”

He whipped round. There she was. Leaning against a doorway, grinning.

“I thought I’d be kind,” she said, looking at her fingernails. “It takes for ever if you don’t know what you’re doing. The librarium is kind of…spatially arranged. I’ll teach you if you’re going to be here for a while. Did you find a bathroom?”

David shook his head.

“Clothing closet?” she asked a little hopefully, clearly not happy with the trousers, shirt and tie he was wearing.

“Just books,” David said. “Hundreds of them.”

“Two million, four hundred and eighty-two thousand and sixty-three to be precise.” She grinned like a katt.

David nodded. It was a tall, tall building. “What do you do here?”

“Store books,” she said with a shrug. “It’s my job to put them in order. I’ll show you.” She stepped into the room, picked up a book from a heap on the floor and examined its spine. “We do them by author. Duncan,” she read out. “This can go before…” she scanned the shelves, “…Essinger.” She reached up on tiptoes and attempted to push the book into a space too small for it. So she created a space instead. “This Ringrose shouldn’t be here,” she said, and pulled the book before the Essinger out of its slot, replacing it with her Duncan. The Ringrose she simply dropped onto the floor. “I’ll do that one another time. I wonder if Mr Henry is going to ask you to order them, too. You do know your alph, don’t you?” And circling David with her hands behind her back she chanted, “A B C D E F—”

“G,” David said.

He looked up and saw the firebird prick its ears. Along its iridescent neck, several of its feathers shimmered blood-red and orange.

Rosa came to a halt in front of David. Her pupils dilated as she tilted her head and looked into his eyes. “Why were you sent here?”

“To have an adventure,” David said, desperately wanting to add, in thought, You heard what my father said outside. But he obeyed the librarium rules and felt that the building had warmed to him because of it.

None of this was lost on Rosa. “You sense it, don’t you?” A hint of excitement glittered in her eyes. She looked to her right, drawing David’s attention to a shelf just above eye level, one of the few that still had a little space on it. Its books had tilted sideways. Only one, at the open end, was standing upright and free. But only for a moment. David saw it wobble, then lean and fall against the book beside it. Nothing had touched it, and he had certainly not imagineered it, and there was not enough wind in the room to cause it. “How…?” he asked. But by then Rosa had switched her gaze again, beyond him, to the open window.

“Hhh!” she gasped. “Rain!”

She was there in two secs. Her feet picked out the spaces between the books so fast that she crossed the floor like a ghost.

“Come and look!” she beckoned him, bouncing on her toes.

David joined her. They were at least twelve floors up, looking west of the taxicar route but still seeing nothing more than green grass and daisies. A rainbow was arcing through the cloudy sky.

“They love this,” she said.

“The flowers?”

“Mmm.”

And though it was hard to tell from this height, David thought he could sense them stretching their stems and widening their petals. Their colours had changed. From yellow to pink, from white to pale blue. Here and there, orange. He put his hand through the window and turned it, enjoying the caress of the raindrops on his skin. “The rain brings everything together,” she whispered.

David glanced at her, not sure what she meant. “What made the book fall over?” he asked.

She turned to him and placed her hand on his heart. As the wetness seeped into his shirt she said, “Before we had fain, before we were able to imagineer, we built worlds in our heads with words, David. Those words are all here, in these books, in these rooms. The words moved the book. This building is alive.”
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“Hmph, well everything is alive, child.”

Rosa and David turned to see a tall and slightly frail old man, putting a book onto a shelf on the far side of the room. He was dressed in very simple clothing: loose baggy trousers, a shirt with the cuffs rolled back, and a waistcoat that had a thread or two undone at the button holes. His hair, what there was of it, rose in faint grey wisps around his ears. Liverish-coloured spots could be seen on his scalp. He seemed kindly enough, though the overlarge, black-rimmed spex he wore added a note of austerity to his face. And one of his teeth was chipped.

“This is Mr Henry,” Rosa said to David.

“Mmm,” went Mr Henry, and continued with his lecture. “Nothing in the universe is ever still, you see. But some things appear more still than others. Everything has auma, from a humble splint of wood to the raindrops falling past that window. Auma is life. And life is never static. It changes and evolves. It grows. You must be David?”

“Yes,” said the boy.

“Welcome to the librarium. Rosa has shown you how to get around?”

“Not really. Can someone tell me where the bathroom is, please?”

Mr Henry extended a hand in the direction of the room next door. “Through there, perhaps?”

David aimed a worried look at Rosa. “I came in that way. I didn’t see a toilet.”

“Okay, I cheated a bit,” she blushed. “You’re allowed to use your fain to sense your way around. You have to tune your auma to the building to do it. If you want a bathroom, for instance, you put the thought out and the librarium will guide you through the quickest route to one. I’ve found nine so far, but I think they move around. Go on,” she nudged him sideways, “before you wet your pants. Oh, and find something a bit more interesting to wear. You look a bit…retro, if you know what I mean?”

“All right, that’s quite enough teasing,” said Mr Henry. He brushed a little dust off David’s shoulder. “Join us in my study when you’re done.”

“Your study? Where is that?”

Rosa tapped her head.

Think it. Right.

“Runcey will go with you, till you’re used to it,” she said.

David looked at the perky little firebird. It spread its wings and fluttered to a shelf by the door.

“And be polite,” Rosa said, following Mr Henry out of the room. “The librarium doesn’t like it if you’re disrespectful.”

David rested his hand on the nearest row of books. Bathroom, he thought, adding please into the mix. He let his auma dissolve into the books and immediately felt the slightest of tugs, as if the molecules in the skin of his chest had been magnetised to those in the air in front of him. The librarium had recognised his request and responded. He strode forward through the door Mr Henry had pointed to and felt Runcey’s soft claws alight on his shoulder. Confident he wasn’t going to need the bird’s guidance, he marched through two more doors, up a flight of stairs, down a dark and tilting corridor and stepped into – a broom cupboard.

Rrrh! went Runcey. The creature landed on an upturned bucket, shaking its head in a gesture of despair. It spread its wings in a kind of meditative arc.

“You’re telling me to think more clearly?”

Runcey did not seem to understand this. But in a further attempt to be helpful, he rummaged through several books (even here, amongst the brooms, they had found a ledge or two) flipping them open and tossing them aside until he found one with an illustration. He showed this to David and circled a wing over it.

“You want me to make a picture? In my head?”

Rrrh! went the bird.

David smiled. He understood now where he’d gone wrong. He’d been sloppy in his intent. The librarium must have heard ‘broom’ instead of ‘bathroom’. So he closed his eyes and carefully refined his thoughts, picturing a tub and a cistern and a sink. Within twenty seconds, he was there.

He applied the same tech:nique to ‘wardrobe’ and burst through a door into a closet full of shirts and sweaters (making Runcey wince). But he was learning quickly, and by the time he’d strolled into Mr Henry’s study, wearing blue denim jeans, kicker boots like Rosa’s and a plain khaki combat jacket over a smart maroon T-shirt, he’d also found a bedroom (a hammock slung between two bookshelves) and a room with kitchen implements hooked onto a wall. He was, he thought, beginning to get the hang of it.

“Wow,” said Rosa, sitting cross-legged on a large cushion. “Look at you. All ready for action or what?”

David had been quietly wondering about this, his course of action, his grand adventure. He ignored Rosa’s jibes and spoke up boldly. “Mr Henry, I really like the librarium. But what am I actually doing here? When does my adventure begin?”

Mr Henry thought about the question carefully. He poked around in the drawers of a desk and found several blunt-nosed pens of different colours. He took them to a flipchart and exposed a large sheet of plain white paper.

David’s mouth fell open in surprise. Was the old man actually going to write something? In these days of :coms, no one ever did that.

But Mr Henry, as Rosa had rightly said, liked words. Without further ado he inscribed one in bright red capitals on the lower part of the paper: ORDER.

“Order?” queried David.

Mr Henry circled it (twice). “Essential in a librarium, boy.”

“I already put the books in order,” Rosa piped.

“Hmm,” said Mr Henry. “But it’s time to move onto another level, child. We’re double-handed now. Have to make use of the new pair of hands.” He drew a curved arrow away from ‘order’ and wrote a new word, in blue this time: GENRE. “Who knows what that means?”

Rosa’s hand shot up like a daisy stalk. “It means a type of something.”

“Quite,” said Mr Henry. “Imagine the greater order we would have if we put the books together not just by author but by type.”

Rosa’s big brown eyes almost popped from her head.

“Won’t that take a long time?” asked David.

“Oh yes,” said Mr Henry. “A very long time.”

“But won’t we get…erm, bored?” David said. Boredom was a concept so alien on Co:pern:ica that he’d struggled for a second or two to find the word.

But Mr Henry understood the concept well. “Not if you both do this,” he said. And he drew another line to another circled word.

“Read?” said David.

Mr Henry smiled. “Read the books, David. Read them as you go.”

“All of them?” asked Rosa. She didn’t seem fazed.

“Any that appeal to you,” Mr Henry said.

“But won’t that take even longer?” asked David.

Mr Henry smiled again and completed the triangle on his chart. “Think of the worlds you will enter, David. Think of the knowledge you will gain, the enjoyment to be had. This is your adventure – to soak up the librarium and see what you become.”

“Is this what my father wants of me?”

Mr Henry lifted his chin and stared at the boy for a long, long moment. “This is what the librarium wants of you,” he said. “You may begin.”
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Two days after leaving his son at the Bushley librarium, Harlan Merriman received a high-priority e:com to his office at the Ragnar Institute for Realism in Phys:ics. The sender was Thorren Strømberg. The message was short:



Harlan. Here is the data from Project 42. I will be interested to know what your analysis reveals. I can be contacted at any time through the usual channels. I need hardly remind you of the sensitivity of this information. Use all security measures you deem necessary to protect it. By the way, I received a message from the curator of the librarium to say that David is settling in well. No further sleep disorders reported. Will keep you updated. Best regards, TS.



Harlan sent back a message of acknowledgement, before copying all the files to an encrypted micro:pen. Then, dimming the office lights, he sat back in his chair and ran the films again.

He was on his second playthrough of the view from camera two when a voice behind him said, “Goodness, is that David?”

Harlan stopped the film at once. A younger man, a little overweight for his height, but with an open, pleasant disposition, was standing just inside the office door. He was dressed in black trousers and a plain white shirt. His name was Bernard Brotherton, Harlan’s tech:nical assistant.

“I’m sorry, Professor, should I leave?” He had guessed from the look on Harlan’s face that he had walked in on something quite private.

Harlan shook his head. “No, Bernard. Come in. I want to show you something.” He ran both films again.

Bernard was practically speechless. “That’s extraordinary,” he said, so stunned by what he’d seen that he’d only managed to place a knee on the seat of the chair next to his boss.

Harlan said, “I need to be sure I can trust you, Bernard.”

Bernard shook his head in slight confusion. The blue of the computer’s helegas screen glinted off the bald patch spreading through his hair. “Trust?” he queried.

“I know it’s a concept we’ve largely forgotten about. But this is not the kind of thing you see every day. David’s been experiencing severe sleep problems. He’s been diagnosed ec:centric. His counsellor has sent him to a librarium for observation. Outside of official sources, I don’t want this known.”

“But they’ve given you the films?”

Harlan explained what he’d been asked to do. “I want to run this through SETH.”

Bernard rubbed his chin for a moment, taking off several flakes of skin. He reached for the computer’s neural pad and advanced the film, pausing it when the rift appeared. “That certainly looks like a spatial enigma. But isn’t it equally possible that David has imagineered all of this, even the facial changes? We’ve all heard stories about how potent the dream state can be.” Before Harlan could offer a reply, Bernard let the film run on for twenty secs and pointed to the screen to support his argument. “It’s the firebirds that make me think it’s a construct. Why would they come and fix everything? We all love them and have our fanciful theories about them, but there isn’t a single piece of research that points to them having the level of intelligence necessary to seal a rift like that.”

“But to some degree that’s the problem,” said Harlan. “The definition of ec:centricity is the ability to imagineer outside the framework of the Higher’s Grand Design. The very fact that David visualises firebirds rescuing him from an unknown threat indicates he’s reaching way beyond the limits of the Co:pern:ican Stencilla. I want to believe you’re right, Bernard, because if you’re not, what we’re seeing on these films is real.” He swung his chair sideways and spoke a few words of command to the computer. Several strings of code ran out across the screen. “These files were recorded by David’s counsellor. They contain the pro:dimensional co:ordinates of what you saw in the films. I want you to load them into the SETH program, using every probability filter available. It might be several days before we have a result, but I’m pretty sure SETH will confirm that what we’re investigating is a time horizon.”

Bernard closed his eyes momentarily. His face, in this state, resembled the full moon. He sat back and placed one hand behind his head, clutching at hairs that were no longer present. “And then?”

A :com light flickered on the wall in front of them. A video message from Eliza Merriman. Harlan placed it on hold. “We’ll deal with that when we know.” He handed Bernard the encrypted pen. “Everything you need is on there.”

Bernard nodded. “I’ll get onto it right away.”

“Good man,” said Harlan, and clapped him on the shoulder. The tech:nician left the room.

“Eliza,” Harlan said. Her face appeared in the small :com window.

“Sorry to interrupt you at work, but I thought you’d like to know that I’ve made an appointment with an Aunt. She wants to come over tonight. Is that all right?”

“That was quick,” Harlan replied. “Is it the same one we had for David?”

“No. I did ask for Aunt Agnes, but she wasn’t available. They assure me this one is very efficient.”

“Good,” said Harlan, looking pleased. “I’m hoping David will be out of the librarium very soon, so efficiency is exactly what we need if we’re going to surprise him with a little sister.” He smiled and imagineered a picture of their son with a baby in his arms. Eliza smiled back. “What’s her name, this Aunt, in case she gets there before I arrive?”

“Gwyneth,” said Eliza. “Her name is Aunt Gwyneth.”
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By the time Harlan Merriman had returned home that night, the Aunt Eliza had spoken of was already at the pod. They were in the gardenaria with Boon, admiring Eliza’s latest construct: a rockery, which she’d populated with a dazzling array of small green plants, many with intricate leaf structures. It was a beautiful composition. A real feat of imagineering. Something which could not fail to impress even the harshest of Aunts. As he watched them chatting from the kitchen window, Harlan saw the Aunt crouch down beside a group of plants near to the ground. This was some achievement, for the woman was dressed in a tight-fitting two-piece suit, and the skirt was all but clamping her knees together. He watched her shoo Boon away, then circle her hand over the place where the katt had been sitting. Eliza’s placid gaze changed in an instant. She was clearly unhappy about what the Aunt had done. But by the time the woman had raised herself, Eliza had fixed a gracious smile to her face. Quick to realise she could use his support, Harlan loaded up a tray with three tall glasses and filled them with a sparkling white juice. Then he strolled into the gardenaria, speaking a greeting. The Aunt turned to face him. She was older than he’d been expecting, with a sharpness in her eyes that their first Aunt, Agnes, had not possessed. Next to the Higher itself, the Aunts were the most powerful group on Co:pern:ica. This one bore her authority like a mask. It was etched deep into the lines of her face. Even her silver peppered hair, pulled into a bundle at the base of her neck (a recognised trademark of her profession) looked so brittle it would crack if it was touched. He felt her fain probing his, and knew that he must not resist. She was, by the nature of her business, allowed to do this and Harlan, although he did not approve of this most invasive manner of commingling, gave himself up to her. She could not read his mind, but she could measure his general auma in an instant. It was important for her to sense that he was happy in her presence. Any show of disrespect might influence her decision to grant them permission to imagineer the daughter they wanted. And that would break Eliza’s heart.

“Harlan,” Eliza said, “this is Aunt Gwyneth.”

He bowed his head and offered up the tray. “Thank you for agreeing such an early appointment. A drink, Aunt Gwyneth? We find this whiteberry construct very refreshing.”

The woman lifted her chin and looked, almost suspiciously, at the glasses. “I do not like anything fizzy.”

“Well, I can—” Harlan began, but Eliza held up a hand and said, “We’ve already had a herbal tea, Harlan. Aunt Gwyneth has been here for a little while.”

“Oh, I see. Forgive me,” he said. “I was, erm, caught up with something at work.”

“You lecture in Realism, I understand?” The woman’s fain reached out again, like fingertips pressing at the flesh around his ears.

“That is one aspect of what I do,” said Harlan. And feeling somehow vulnerable with both hands occupied, he de:constructed the tray of drinks and said, “Shall we go inside?”

Aunt Gwyneth turned on her stocky little heels. “I prefer the gardenaria. I like the freshness of the air.”

Eliza saw an opportunity to gather ground in this. “Harlan, look what Aunt Gwyneth has done. She’s added a new construct to the rockery.”

Harlan glanced down. “Is that…fungus?” he said. Growing out between the rocks were three short stalks with large grey caps.

“Very knowledgeable, Professor,” Aunt Gwyneth said, purring at the same low level as Boon. (The katt by now had padded away and was playing with a piece of tweedy fluff that he’d managed to imagineer – the same blue colour, Harlan noticed, as Aunt Gwyneth’s suit.) “Fungal constructs are quite a rarity these days.”

Rarity? thought Harlan, trying hard to keep his fain at bay. “I thought they’d been—”

“Limited?”

“Yes.”

“Not to us.”

Harlan gave a respectful nod. Aunts had a vast catalogue of constructs to call upon, though how anything with the poor nutritional value of mushrooms (was that what they were called?) could be helpful to anyone was beyond him. He looked up at Aunt Gwyneth and sensed she was revelling in a minor victory. Her fatuous smile reminded him of a finger drawn across a steamed-up mirror.

“So, may we talk about the prospect of a daughter?” He moved forward and took Eliza’s hand. “We’ve completed our application to the Higher and believe we are favourably placed to bring a new child onto Co:pern:ica. We have her image and her auma traits fixed. We merely ask for your guidance and approval, to help us bring together this happy—”

“Tell me about your son,” said the Aunt, cutting him off without a glance. She was staring instead at two orange-coloured firebirds, which were perched in Eliza’s cherrylea tree, hiding themselves in the thick of the leaves.

“Oh. Well, David…” Eliza began, but this was just the topic she and Harlan had been fearing, and she found herself unable to go on.

Harlan patted her hand. A gesture which suggested that he should do the talking. Drawing down calm into his auma, he said, “We imagineered David over twelve spins ago. He’s been a model son.”

“It says in my report that he’s ec:centric, Professor.”

Harlan laced his fingers together. The woman was thorough. He must choose his words with care. “It’s…true that he’s been exhibiting some minor sleep disturbances, but—”

“When did these terrors begin?”

“Well, I’d hardly describe them as—”

“It is not your place to teach me what I know! Answer the question, Professor.”

“Some months ago,” he said, curbing the desire to snap. Was this a test? Was this woman deliberately trying to provoke him?

“And how does he describe the dreams?”

“He doesn’t. He appears to forget everything by the morning. We’re not sure why.”

The Aunt closed her eyes. “Who is his counsellor?”

“Thorren Strømberg.”

The corners of the woman’s mouth twitched into a sneer.
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