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I seem to be running out of things to write on this page. The well of Oscar speeches about whom I would like to thank or dedicate this to has run dry. I’ve talked about all those wonderful writers I read in the past, the scientists and science article writers, the podcasters and others – all those sources of inspiration and suppliers of the grist to my mill. But let me talk about them generally. As well as being useful to me, all are positive forces – much needed in a world seemingly laden with doom. The crazy thing about this is that, by every metric, human existence has never been better than it is now. But then it is a human survival mechanism to think the worst. He who always runs from movement in the bushes thinking it’s a sabre-toothed tiger may get it wrong a hundred times, while he who thinks it is not and doesn’t run will only be wrong once. A version of thinking the worst, for me in writing, has been the dystopia of the Owner future, with its totalitarian Committee Earth. It’s a possible horrible future that would require utter totalitarian oppression to slow technological development to a crawl and drive humanity into a Malthusian nightmare. It’s a shaking bush we perhaps should not ignore. Here I return to that future, but from a different angle. I’ve done utopia, dystopia and time travel, so now it’s time to look at parallel worlds.

Enjoy!
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1

The Fenris – Past

The Fenris awoke with a surge of excitement. Curled up in gel, with pipes and data feeds entering his body at numerous points, he opened violet eyes and gained only a blurred impression of his surroundings. But then, engaging other receptors in his long skull, he found himself in a maternal cyst, in one of the long halls that must be a birthing facility – according to the knowledge already loading to his brain. This knowledge, a dry factual cataloguing of reality, swiftly laid down strata of scientific understanding and told him of his race and something of their history. Birth, millennia ago, had been an organic matter of gestation inside a female fenris. But nowadays, with their science so advanced, the optimization of a new addition to their race could be much better controlled outside the womb.

His skull continued to fill. Data was laid down in semi-organic substrates, of which so much of his body consisted, added throughout a million years of biotechnology and controlled evolution. But the data was just a lens through which he looked at the world, with the excitement of a child. Grasping his power and huge breadth of understanding, he became eager to take his place in the world. The loading continued to fill in detail about his kind, finishing with the Great Project. The audacity and high aims of this astounded him. Only on his world could something so ambitious have been attempted. Then, on checking timescales and his inception date, he realized that the experiment must have already concluded. He waited, anxious to be born into his new life to see the results.

Nothing happened.

Hours and hours passed, during which he kept pushing his concentration back to the feed to learn more, and it became clear he should not have been conscious for so long inside the cyst. Using his enhanced senses, he gazed beyond the birthing cyst as far as possible, but could detect no movement. Something was wrong. He began to squirm in the gel, to flex his limbs and stretch out one arm to the wall of the cyst, but still nothing out there responded. Finally, examining himself through the lens of that knowledge, he saw that he was way beyond the point when all his tubes and wires should have automatically disconnected. He had to do something more. Now knowing the extreme durability of his body, he began pulling out tubes. The sudden pain had him frantically searching internal control until he could shut it down and concentrate on healing processes that for him could be conscious. The gel darkened with a network of his black blood. He closed off broken capillaries, sealed entry points to his gut and other organs, closed up splits through dense muscle, and then switched over the detail to autonomics. Soon he had freed himself of all but the data and neurochem feeds into his skull. As yet, he didn’t feel confident enough to remove them, but the pipes and wires had plenty of slack, so he could free himself further in another way.

He reached out with one long arm – still far from attaining its full growth – and prodded the cyst wall again. It was tough stuff but not resistant to the sharpness of the claw he extruded from the end of his finger. With a jerk, he stabbed through it, feeling guilty about damaging the cyst. He then drew the claw down, slicing through the membrane. The gel bulged out, and the whole bubble of it, with him at the centre, slid out of the cyst, as he would have done in a natural birth. He hit the floor in a squat, the gel splashing around him then blobbing up with the pseudo-life of a Newtonian fluid. He squeezed out tears, blinked, and cleared the stuff from his eyes, then looked up at the flaccid cyst above, with the connections to his skull running up into it. He next snorted gel from his nostrils and, in a series of convulsions, expelled it from his lungs. He took his first breath.

The air had a strange taint and seemed overly warm, but how could he be sure of what it should be, with these being his first breaths? Looking along the row of cysts, his among them, he saw that all the others hung like figs dried out on their tree, yet with angular structures caught inside. Much of their gel contents had pooled on the floor below and dried out to turn crusty like scabs. Amid these lay thousands of small objects of a regular shape. Focusing his superb vision on the nearest, he recognized red insect chrysalises. Now he realized that something was very wrong. He sniffed, raised analysis through his implanted database and attached the chemical signatures to a word: putrefaction. Then he heard a droning sound. A black mist arose at the far end of the birthing chamber, and he felt the first flies landing on his skin and biting.

The Fenris brushed them away. He understood their biotech purpose was to update the biology of his kind, to inoculate him against new threats, but the dry factuality of his upload told him he couldn’t trust them to be functioning correctly. He came unsteadily to his feet, seeing the larger cloud of flies boiling towards him, and he feared how their programming might be defective. They might all want to impart their information, and thousands upon thousands of bites and the ensuing updates could very well kill him. With little choice now, he reached up and pulled the connections out of his skull. Intense pain hit. He closed this off, and then the blood vessels spilled their contents down his face. Leaving the wounds to autonomics again, he headed away from the swarm towards the clean lock door at the other end of the chamber. A touch to the central pad opened it for him – like all the devices of his world, it responded to his DNA – and he entered the lock. As the first door closed behind him, he belligerently crushed every fly he could find before opening the next door. Stepping out, his foot crunched on something and he moved aside, peering down. It was a skeleton.

He recognized the bone structure of a female of his kind. As an adult, she had of course been three times his height and her bones had a bluish cast, glinting with the nacre of inlaid bioelectrics. The oddity of her presence here was no more baffling than finding that the inocular flies had managed to penetrate the layers of security into the birthing chamber. He recognized other oddities too. Nothing remained of her but bones. Besides the death of a fenris being an improbability, the decay of a fenris body would take an age due to all the protective biotech. That the body had remained here indicated no one else had been around to clear it up either. And now he looked more closely, he could see that some of the bone had turned to powder. Horrifying speculations arose about what he might find beyond this place, and then a flash of anger. He kicked a bone, skittering it across the floor. How unfair to be faced with this as a newborn!

The dry factual drone of his knowledge, stifling his youthful mind, did not allow the anger to last. He scanned around him. This circular room had semi-organic ducts, for data and materials, growing up the walls as well as branching across the domed ceiling. The trunks and branches were dull and flaking in places, and the technology here appeared to be dead. Yet the clean lock behind had worked smoothly. Fenris technology rarely broke down; when it did, other tech swiftly repaired it – it wasn’t often that a fenris had to intervene. Returning his attention to the skeleton, he now understood the breakdown here was the reason it had been left, since cleaning biomechs should have removed it, for submission to the requisite authorities or disposal. But why was this corpse so decayed, while the decay in the birthing chamber had been more recent? Just a moment’s thought rendered the answer. Fenris were not born regularly. He’d mistakenly applied the label of ‘birthing chamber’ to the hall beyond that lock, when it was in fact a storage chamber for pre-birth fenris. The place should have been kept at absolute zero, with the likes of himself removed to another place for defrosting and birth. The system had obviously failed a long time after the death of the fenris here, letting in the flies and allowing the temperature to rise. He had survived the thawing process, while thousands of others had not. The fact the system had retained enough integrity to provide his mental loading must have been a matter of luck. His whole existence was.

The Fenris abruptly headed for the next door and found it did not react to him. Undoing its manual lock helped, but the door was stuck to its seal, so he dug his claws into the edge of that and heaved. The thing resisted until his arms were burning, then it finally opened with a tearing sound. Had he been an adult, it wouldn’t have challenged him at all. He stepped out into a long tube curling up to his left and right, oblate and twisted, with the walls lichen patterned. A map of his world arose for his inspection and, with his other senses also giving him the shape of his surroundings in a sphere a kilometre across, he perfectly located himself.

He turned right and began walking, carefully studying his immediate surroundings. There was no sign of any other dead fenris but, a few hundred metres along, blue beetle cleaner bots crawled along the walls. If there had been remains here, they’d long since been removed. He needed to know what had happened, and that need boiled up into a surge of energy. He broke into a run and felt the joy of that movement, with the map and dry knowledge providing a destination where he might find answers. After branching numerous times, the tube eventually came out onto the surface of his world, and there opened a transparent band, with a view of the outside. He slowed to a walk, annoyed by the childish exuberance that had driven him to run, and annoyed by the adult knowledge implanted in his mind. The tube ran across a metallic landscape, seemingly assembled out of numerous blocks. This was what he had expected to see, but not the great scar of wreckage before him, with collapsed structures and skeletal frameworks slewing in from the right and converging ahead.

He kept walking, until he came to a safety door and looked through its window. The tube had been severed and more tangled wreckage lay beyond. Scanning further ahead with his inner senses, he saw the continuation of the tube after a hundred metres and pressed a hand against the opening pad. He received a warning straight into his biotech, though, and quickly withdrew it. The mix of air out there was lacking in oxygen, and he didn’t know why. Another thing he really needed to find out. He hyperventilated, understanding this would be all he’d need, since the distance wasn’t too far; he had no reason to switch his body over to hypoxic. He opened the door. A blast of equalizing air pressure hit him and it was freezing cold. Breath held, he walked along the bonelike beams and slabs that were like dragon scales. A building had fallen here, collapsing the tube, while deep pits delved down into a mass of fenris structure. It had the appearance of some titanic creature twisted through hard technological wreckage, and long decayed. He paused and scanned around, lost in the intensity of this new input.

Cirrus clouds frosted the deep blue sky – white above, then darkened to yellows and browns over the sunset. He walked out to the edge of a slab and leapt onto another, peering ahead to his destination. There he saw the five-kilometre black thorn of a tower rising from a spread of giant, nodular, fungal masses. At least that still stood. Just like the tube he’d walked along, and everything that lay below, the thing had grown, guided by harder technologies. Similar biotechnology covered the entire surface of the world – an ecosystem turned to fenris utility, and only scraps of old evolved biology left. But now he had no idea how much of it remained intact.

Finally, reaching the continuation of the tube and a second safety door, he entered and breathed again. Dry knowledge raised a wave of dread, for the lack of oxygen out there seemed unlikely to be a local phenomenon. The child walked on, absorbing the wonder of a world that was new to him.

The tube finally turned up into the tower, acquiring slab steps suitable for the long stride of his kind. The Fenris climbed them, made aware again of his diminutive size, but also of the growing hunger that would feed his growth. On the way up, he passed entrances into globular chambers whose outer faces were transparent to the sky, almost like eyeballs. A few of these were shattered and closed off by doors, while others somewhere in the tower lay open, with frequent frigid breezes blowing through. He found himself panting at the lack of oxygen as the biotech in the building struggled to keep it to the optimum. The chambers grew smaller as he climbed higher, and the circumference of the tower tightened. Finally he came out into the data transmission peak.

The tall room, with its ceiling closing to a vanishing point, seemed wholly occupied by standing sheets of glass and filmier substances too, all bound together with hard, fleshy biotech. The transparent walls gave him a view across his world, where the scars of wreckage formed curious, regular curves. Here and there he saw the glint of powered lights, but also fires that must be fed by biotech-generated oxygen. Up above, stars speckled the now night-time sky, a backdrop to the giant orbital structures also hanging there. One, like an ancient combustion engine a hundred kilometres across, he recognized. It was one of the engines that had driven the Great Project. The moon rose like a city dome on the horizon, with its ring system hooked up above it.

He walked through the room, the glass sheets sliding out of his path, until he reached a console. This doughnut of material held a pseudo-matter interface at its centre, which seemed to shimmer in and out of reality, but the hand-shaped imprint in the middle of it remained perfectly stable. The Fenris reached down, painfully aware of how his small hand wouldn’t fit it. Now he’d find out what had happened to his world, and to his people. And about the Great Project.

In the far past, his kind had gone to their moon and explored it thoroughly. They went on to explore their solar system and took their shots at the stars. Interstellar exploration continued, but their race then divided into two factions: those who had their eyes on the stars, and those who began to examine, and gain access to, the seeming infinitude of worlds parallel to their own. They discovered the multiverse. The latter remained in the vicinity of their world and retained much of their biological and mental history, in their forms and their technology. The former changed beyond easy conception, adapting to vacuum and the vast reaches of time that interstellar travel involved. The Fenris was of the multiverse kind.

In the multiverse, the fenris explored worlds that seemed to be shadows of theirs – or reflections in mirrors, facing in towards their own world. These stretched into infinity, with infinitesimal differences between each accumulating, until they became utterly alien places, occupied by alien cultures or no cultures at all. Oddly, those on the nearest reflections had also discovered the multiverse, but no effort had been made to explore it beyond that. His kind made contact with their mirrored kind on those closest worlds and began technological and material exchanges. Some conflicts ensued too, but his kind always seemed to come out on top. Their shadows appeared to lack substance, will and energy.

So they held dominion over many worlds and discovered flaws in the reflecting, shadow world model too. Drastic changes, or twists, in their laws of physics became apparent, and the symmetry of it all seemed to have broken. Overall it was as if, stretching out from their world, reality steadily degraded. Dirty mirrors, one researcher called it. Their growing understanding of the multiverse and these worlds then raised something concerning, and ultimately depressing: reality returned to its original form.

If they made changes in closer worlds, over periods of months and years those changes dissolved, swept away. The world concerned would return to being a weak reflection of their own. The theoreticians got to work on this, while the mathematicians and other scientists shaped and proved their model. Their own world they described as nodal; it was the only one on which drastic changes could be enacted, then these would be reflected. Any drastic changes on shadow worlds eventually came to nothing. Their ‘nodal’ world was, in essence, the only one where true free will existed. Why? There was no ‘why’, just the reality. To test this, they caused an atomic blast on a shadow world, destroying an island. Much was the furore on that world about the incident. Then the fenris tracked the changes over the ensuing months: the disappearance of information about it, the rapid drop of radioactivity on the island, and the return of its life and shape. Five years later, no one on that world had any memory of the incident. During this time the nodal fenris also brought shadow fenris to their world and it soon became evident they were sickening, growing increasingly confused and thin, until they started dying and fading completely. It seemed at first that they couldn’t exist in the harsh clarity of the nodal world. Only later did the nodal fenris discover these individuals alive again, back on their shadow worlds, some with vague memories of travelling and others with none at all.

The shadow worlds weren’t real and nobody there had any choices or ability to decide their future. The nodal world stood as the central model they followed poorly. This stabbed at something deep within the fenris concerning free will. It had arisen a million years in their past, during tens of thousands of years of authoritarian rule, when they’d lived under regimes with every thought and action monitored and controlled. Hideous wars and slaughter, and the adaptation of their own biology, had arisen to release them from that. Now it seemed they were the unwilling autocrats, and their every action dictated those of an infinitude of shadows. And so, because they were the ones who could bring about change, the Great Project was conceived, becoming the focus of their race.

What if the shadow, reflected worlds could be unlinked from their nodal world? What if they could be freed to navigate their own course? The fenris turned their powerful science to the task of severing these chains. Making engines that would feed off the power of their sun, and a million other suns, they aimed to dice up the parallels in their multiverse network. They would fold reality around those other worlds and free their brethren from this unintentional dominion. Some raised concerns and pointed to those places in the multiverse where parallel worlds ceased to be reflections, and where the laws of physics appeared broken. Could these be the detritus of previous attempts to do the same? Their concerns were ignored by the bulk of the race, though, and the objectors took what they needed and headed out to their interstellar kin. The great engines were rigged for this task, while a particular fenris was gestated in a womb cyst, and grew to the point where he could be stored. This was where he’d been just before the engines were turned on. And now he was born.

I am the Fenris.

The truth of that statement tore at his insides, while his second-hand knowledge didn’t give him the experience to know how to grieve, as he watched the rest of the history play out. The engines came on, and he saw their sun, as well as the many others, wink out of their existence. The sky turned black but the fenris survived with their technology intact. They found themselves caught in their own cyst of reality, much like the cyst he’d been frozen inside, even as their atmosphere itself froze and snowed down over them. Survival for perhaps millions of years remained assured, for they could burn the matter of their world to that end. But what then? With an expiration point to their existence in sight, and their world closed off from the greater multiverse, they fell into despair. Many began to die – mostly through choice and deliberate neglect. However, a small clique of scientists worked on something radical that would require sacrificing a massive amount of energy to entropy. They began to alter the engines in orbit to create a pseudo-matter tool that would be able to penetrate their enclosed reality.

Fenris continued to die, with many now sacrificing their resources to this new project. Four thousand years passed, while much of the life, biotech and even atmosphere of their world expired, and the race diminished. Finally, the engines were ready for the next step. But remaining fenris, clinging to life, baulked at turning the things on again. Autocracy arrived in the form of a science council, an echo of their despised history of societal repression. War ensued in an agreed form but, as the council began to lose, it acted independently and turned the engines on anyway. It was sacrificial and suicidal, because the plan had been to put the remaining population into hibernation. The Fenris observed the engines reach out a claw to penetrate the reality cyst around his world, and he shuddered at how this reflected his own birth. The massive drain sucked life and energy out of the world, freezing fenris where they stood, or fought, and dropped them to the ground dead. Massive feedback loops wrought destruction, as did the fall of some of the engines, with world technology failing. Then, like a wonder, the sun rose, but it was over the death of a race. Remaining technology, and the world, absorbed energy from this new continuum and began to rebuild, with many failures along the way. It was one of those failures that had allowed him to be born.

‘I am Fenris,’ he said out loud. And this was indeed the case. He could find no trace of any other living member of his kind on his world. He was now the entirety of his race.

Irene – Present

As Irene arrived in the sprawl, the stink immediately hit her: excrement, body odour, the putrefaction leaking from ill-named macerators and composting tanks, which mainly functioned to grind down human corpses. The disgust wrinkling her nostrils fled in seconds, to be replaced by a weird nostalgia for her childhood spent here in the New York Sprawl. She paused to touch her right ear and inspect the blood on her finger. She felt tired in ways that went beyond the physical, drained of the energy it had taken to get her here, and slightly nauseated. She could do it again, this journey between worlds, but knew that afterwards she’d be even more drained, with more blood leaking out of her, and biological alerts she only understood on a visceral level rising to her inner perception. But had it been easier this time? Was it getting any better? Further thought was cut off as someone bumped into her, reminding her that the people all around were no longer shadows.

Her hand snapped down, grabbing another that had already undone the Velcro sealing of one pocket in her long coat. She held it tightly and gazed down on the thief.

‘You weren’t here. Then you were!’ the girl exclaimed.

Irene studied her: clothing part paperwear, but with nigh-indestructible monofilament trousers, jacket and slippers that had probably been passed down over generations. The girl looked healthy and surprisingly clean, her black hair cropped close to her head and lightly dusted with the purple of louse powder. She gazed at Irene with startlingly blue eyes. It reminded Irene of a time when she had been put out to thieve, quickly losing all innocence.

‘And your first instinct was to see what you could steal?’ Irene asked.

‘You’re a mutant,’ the girl said, by way of delaying the expected beating, or killing. Human life had become cheap in the sprawls, with policing focused on being a barrier between Zero Assets like this girl, and the more important Societal Assets, who contributed to this sick society. It was a social model the USA had adopted years ago under the direction of the international Committee. One consequence was that the deaths of ZAs were now simply viewed as a sanitary problem by those above them. The streets did have their own enforcement, but usually at the level of family, criminal gangs and the very occasional attempts by some to form a charitable and altruistic network.

Irene scanned around her. A few of those in the milling crowds had halted to watch, something interesting in their dull struggle for survival. Others were beginning to gather; they’d seen a thief being caught and expected some bloody entertainment. More importantly, the one who’d caught her seemed to be an unusual mutant. Irene stood exceedingly tall, at nigh-on two metres, and her features were extended on a long face. Upon checking herself in a mirror, Irene had also discovered she’d acquired strikingly violet eyes. Her clothing bespoke some degree of wealth, for the military long coat was a rare acquisition, while the baggy camo monofilament trousers were tucked into boots that looked not in the slightest bit worn. She must be a crime lord, a family matriarch or one of those slumming SAs of the more violent kind who sought out prey amid the horde.

‘Go.’ She released the girl’s hand and pushed her away, then pulled up the hood of her coat for concealment and headed off with a long, vigorous stride. Occasionally glancing back, she saw some people following but, being tired, hungry and weak, they soon lost interest. Scanning her surroundings again, she took in the high tenements, the armoured blocks of distribution centres and the composting silos. There were no shops here, since no one in the middle of a ZA area had the social credit to buy anything. However, she did see some market stalls for the trade of second-hand goods and occasional produce grown on the tops of the tenements.

Cams were in evidence, usually on thin, unbreakable posts, or high up on buildings. These ran with just low-level crowd-control AI, and only a few had readerguns, which was why she had chosen this point of arrival. Such areas, interlinked throughout the sprawl here, were effectively internment camps. The smarter AI watched the SA areas and the monolithic buildings of the Federal Bureaucracy. Most of the readerguns, razorbirds, police, Inspectorate and other mechanisms of control resided in and around there too. Strategically positioned to keep out the dross.

Irene moved into an alley just as crowded as the main streets, then backed up against a wall. She raised one long hand on which the fingernails seemed to be turning into claws, and pulled up her sleeve. This revealed the Chinese military-grade, bulletproof padding beneath, going over her forearm and down to the wrist. Her partner Chenghu, using equipment stolen in China from his previous place of employment, had reprogrammed the ID chip in her forearm, since – with her recent physical changes – she wouldn’t have matched its original stored profile. Any return here would have become very difficult for her otherwise, as soon as one of those smarter AIs spotted the disparity. Not that she was adverse to difficulty, of course.

Now the chip confirmed her biometric identity, a readergun wouldn’t automatically slam its usual three mercury slugs into her chest. She turned her arm over and studied the screen inset in the padding. A map had already established, along with a locator dot for her target, but she didn’t need it. The weird internal sense her biotech had given her was like having holographic vision of her surroundings in a sphere half a kilometre across, and she recognized her location. She set out again, pushing through crowds and slapping away seeking hands.

‘Why shouldn’t I just jump straight in there?’ she’d asked Chenghu when she had first proposed this. He had demurred.

‘Because we don’t want them to know anything about us. It has to look just like a normal resistance attack.’ He’d grimaced, rubbing at his arm where she’d dug out a bullet, the wound now swiftly healing. His last visit to China for the equipment had not been without cost. ‘AIs would see your arrival, analyse the threat, and strategies would be prepared. That’d be dangerous for us the next time, should we have any reason to go back there.’

It made sense, but she didn’t particularly believe him. She reckoned this had been another of his not-so-subtle moves to try to dissuade her from going altogether. She could have argued him down, asserting her dominance. But in the end, she’d agreed because she relished the prospect of testing herself alone, and the other way also seemed too easy to be satisfying.

In yet another alley, she noted two large men coming in behind her and felt a surge of anxiety. Then the realization hit her, one that had been coming more and more often now. She was no longer a young woman who needed to be fearful of masculine strength. Her travels across the multiverse had certainly made her recognize that. And her internal perception of the changes she’d undergone took this even further. She knew how fast she was, and she had a physical confidence she’d never felt before. No normal man was a match for her – the only one she might have had something to fear from in that respect was the similarly biotech-advanced Chenghu. She’d found other ways to control him. She turned to face the two amid the crowd here, but they just moved on past her, talking low. It seemed her enhanced senses also brought some degree of paranoia. Watching them go, she felt a momentary disappointment before moving on.

The crowds began to thin as she strode from the tenements into a slightly more salubrious area. This was still in ZA territory but exchanges with SAs had raised some ZAs to a higher, though not government-recognized, status. She frowned at that. The ZAs here improved their lives by providing services to the SAs. This usually entailed the only thing they had any ownership of, or at least nominal control over: their bodies. And too often the bodies of their children. She suppressed a stab of anger, knowing that her loving family had been preparing a place for her here, to become an SA whore.

She surveyed the better buildings, with windows still in place, reinforced doors and security systems. She even saw a street-cleaning robot, which, a mile back, would soon have ended up in pieces to be traded. The people here were better dressed too, with some SA clothing in evidence. Thugs lingered about the entrances to many buildings, lit signs above them flickering to advertise the wares within. Occasionally she identified someone who looked too clean and healthy, despite the downgrade of their clothing. Usually heavyset individuals walked around them, with suspicious bulges under their coats. SAs out on the town for entertainment.

Irene paused to study the scene. Using her enhanced senses – her holosense – she glimpsed those wares in action behind the doors, and then withdrew. So much was broken here that it all appeared beyond repair. Eighteen billion people lived on this Earth, most of them in utter poverty because of the political system becoming entrenched in ever more countries. This system took away reasons to strive, to be better, and considered the majority of the populace an infestation that needed to be controlled, or exterminated. Scum floated to the top in countries like this too and seemed to be coagulating into a whole across the world. The state bureaucracies were the worst of it – now nepotistic and almost on a different course of evolution from those below them. She could kill one piece of that scum, but the rest would just flow into the space it occupied. So why bother? She was, as Chenghu had argued, out of it now.

She almost turned away then, but Garrick came to her mind once more. The man had been an SA street political officer who’d risen through the ranks in the New York Sprawl. He had been in control – a city sector governor – when Irene was brought in. She raised a hand and touched the faded scars on her face. He’d taken a special interest in her and had been there watching, and directing, her treatment. To her he represented everything that was wrong with this world. She felt she had to do something about him – not so much because it would improve things here, but just because she needed it. She continued on her way.

The dividing line between ZA sprawl and SA territory soon became evident. The street widened and the buildings on either side could be characterized as apartment blocks rather than tenements. Scattered outside them, beside the pavements, were actual personal transport vehicles. And, mostly well dressed, the people moved along those uncrowded pavements with a purposeful air, stopping to peer into shopfronts. Flashes of green in side streets seemed to pull at the eyes, for trees and even some patches of grass grew here from exposed soil.

However, tension was laced throughout this place. SAs, though wealthier than ZAs, with social credit to spend and luxuries available to them, still didn’t live anywhere near the level of their forebears before the Committee began imposing its will across the world. Also, precisely because they were ‘societal assets’, the state kept an even closer eye on them. A lot of the human watchers – armed security or Inspectorate officers – patrolled here because of its proximity to the ZA sprawl but, up on the buildings and posts, the usual cams now protruded predominantly over the barrels of readerguns. Higher still, Irene could see what looked like rows of roosting metal seagulls. These razorbirds could fly down at any moment and punish infractions. Generally there was only one punishment.

As she moved in, Irene pulled back her hood, since concealing one’s face was one of those infractions. She noted some ZAs in the area being checked out by two Inspectorate officers in impact armour and carrying squat machine guns. The ZAs were then turned away. Glancing at her arm screen, she saw it indicate the cams were checking her out too. Like the Inspectorate officers, she wouldn’t die from any readergun shots, for her riot gear lay concealed under her bulky clothing, as did her weapons. The cams, ranging across parts of the human spectrum beyond standard vision, would have detected these. But since Chenghu had given her the identity of a ZA Inspectorate officer, as well as matching her chip to her biometrics, they should be accepted. She’d know soon enough if his reprogramming was any good. Quite likely anomalies about her would eventually bring her to the attention of an AI. But she intended to be close enough to her target for that not to matter.

She continued through the streets, following the memorized course, then checking it as she drew closer. Ahead lay even heavier security, since within this SA area stood the monolithic towers of the Bureaucracy. No visible barrier blocked her progress except for a red line across the road. Beyond this point no ZAs were permitted, and only SAs who worked there or had received special permissions in their ID chips were allowed in. Readerguns and flocks of razorbirds had multiplied. She halted and scanned around, finally fixed on a suitable vehicle and walked over to it.

The four-person Lectromax ran on plastic grip wheels and its shape resembled a cut-out tongue. Walking over, she reached into her pocket and took out a chipstick, pressing the button on the end of it. Another thing courtesy of the resources Chenghu had managed to steal. It seemed that Chinese military, inducted into the Inspectorate, knew all the holes in security. She checked her arm screen, seeing the chipstick connecting there, all the routines coming up, then touched a simple car icon. By the time she’d reached the vehicle, the locks had already clicked open. She casually took off her coat and climbed inside as if she owned the car, dumping the coat on the seat beside her. Inserting the stick brought the dashboard alive in front of her. Now things were going to start getting gnarly, as Chenghu was fond of saying.

She pulled on her armoured gloves and attached them to the suit at her wrists. A glance down at the weapon on its stick pad on her front, then at her sidearm, as well as her collection of grenades, gave her a reassurance she didn’t need. She hesitated, then with a nod to Chenghu’s caution, detached the collapsed helmet from above her belt, expanded it on its sliders, and put it on too.

She grabbed the wheel and floored the accelerator. The software of the chipstick had already removed all limiters and any possibility of surrounding computer systems seizing control of the car. Its purpose was to provide officers with transport when they needed it. She pulled away from the kerb in a cloud of road composite dust and plastic fragments, grip wheels shrieking. It would have been more sensible to drive away sedately until reaching her destination, or until security forces reacted, but her adrenalin and aggression were up, something that seemed to have become a feature of her life since her change. As she approached the red line, she belatedly remembered to lock her helmet down onto her riot gear.

A hundred metres beyond the line, the security forces finally reacted. Readergun slugs began to slap into the car. The low-impact ammunition – designed to kill just the target and not anyone standing nearby – only put passing dents in the composite bodywork, though, or splashed then fell away from the toughened glass windows. In that moment Irene remembered Chenghu telling her of a new policy that’d been instituted: in China mercury slugs were being phased out as environmentally unfriendly, to be replaced by high-penetration rounds. What did it matter if they killed more than the intended targets? Earth was over-supplied with human beings.

She screeched around one corner, a crowd of SAs jumping out of her path. Two didn’t quite make it and with leaden thuds went cartwheeling through the air. She felt a stab of guilt, quickly ameliorated by the fact they were part of the system. Two more corners and something flashed in front of her. The apparently chromed seagull hit the screen and punched through it, spreading cracks across all that remained. It clipped her shoulder, tearing up the impact fibres of her riot suit, and landed on the back seat. Steering one-handed again, she drew her sidearm, remembering perfectly Chenghu’s instruction on how to use it, and shot the razorbird, three slugs punching through its body. But the thing had been wrecked anyway.

Next to come: solid rounds. Probably from some Inspectorate weapon mounted on the building ahead. These took out the rest of the screen, shredded the passenger seat and thumped into her chest. The impacts failed to penetrate her armour but their force tore the seat back out of its mountings. Lucky her arms were so long. She steered towards the building’s lobby, heading for the steps leading up to the glass front. As the car hit them, it shuddered, losing its front end underneath, but this served to bounce it up so it hit the armoured glass frontage. The glass, perfectly designed to stop most rounds, didn’t break, but sheets of it did crash out of their frames, which bent and broke under the impact. She was in, at least partially.

Part of the frames blocked the car door, so she threw herself out through where the front screen had been, conveniently blasted clear by the Inspectorate. Forward-rolling off the bonnet, she came down on her feet, snapping marble smoke grenades from her bandolier and scattering them, while delighting in her physical competence. They began to detonate and rapidly filled the place with thick white smoke. This had no effect on her; with her visor closed and her holosense it might well have not been there at all. She next tossed some of her other grenades, blowing craters in the tiled floor, fragmenting a desk and tearing out the side of a security-scanning arch. Two officers appeared in the spreading smoke, their shots wild but still dangerous. She ran at them, and in one smooth motion pulled her machine pistol from its stick pad, then fired a full clip at them. They spun away in blooms of impact fibre and she crashed into them, knocking them sprawling. As Chenghu had instructed, she put in a new clip. She fired a short burst at one of them, shattering his unprotected head, then came down on the other with one knee and pushed the weapon into his face.

‘Where is Garrick?’

He stared at her in bewilderment, so she shoved the barrel in his right eye. He shrieked and babbled, ‘Third floor!’ She backed off, then smashed the weapon across his head. Still not accustomed to her own strength, she realized as she stepped away that she’d broken his skull. No matter, he was Inspectorate. She focused upwards on the third floor, everything becoming clear and her target located. Across the lobby lay the stairs and she dashed up them, knowing the lifts would be shut down. She’d already known Garrick’s apartment was on the third floor, but hadn’t been certain whether he’d even be here. A gamble Chenghu had been quite critical about.

Three floors up, she exited the stairs into a corridor. Inspectorate were ahead. She rolled some grenades and crashed through a door as the floor splintered upwards. An office filled with bureaucrats at desks and consoles faced her – grey and insipid creatures of another race. She tossed a grenade at a wall and followed it, crashing through the remaining old plasterboard and expanded-plastic beams. Another room was the same, then another. Here she ignored the wall and went out through the door, corpses scattered in the corridor before her. No more resistance now; she’d come in too fast for them. She began kicking open doors, firing bursts at anyone in the corridors, scattering grenades and chaos. A decorated private door loomed ahead and she ran straight at it, shoulder first. It burst open and she staggered on entering, then focused immediately on the single individual in there.

‘Garrick,’ she said.

The man was turned towards a wall, an arms cache open before him, his finger up against the fone in his ear. He looked both startled and offended, and Irene could see little to distinguish him from those in the offices she’d passed through. Yet still the memories were there, and the old pain. She strode across as the man grabbed for a gun. Garrick managed three shots before Irene had him up off the floor by the throat, his gun thumping to the carpet. He could now see her through her visor.

‘You,’ he said, eyes growing wide. Did he even remember her name?

‘Yes, me.’

She felt the sharp anticipation of imminent vengeance, but would there be satisfaction? She wondered about her justifications to Chenghu too. Would there be justice either? No, she’d be breaking just one cog in a machine overly supplied with them. With a feeling of disgust, she turned and threw him at the window. Garrick hit hard, horizontally, then peeled off and dropped to the floor. He continued moving weakly, with blood running out of his nostrils and staining his suit elsewhere. His skull had acquired a flat spot on one side. Irene stared, dumbfounded by her strength, but then realizing the adrenalin had ramped it up even further. She shrugged herself into motion and walked over, picking him up and angrily slamming him against the window again, until the armoured glass popped out. She then dropped him down towards where Inspectorate trucks had pulled up below, with soldiers spilling out of them. She didn’t dare linger, so she headed straight for the door and out.

‘The sewerage system,’ Chenghu had said, when they’d discussed her strategy for escape. Irene grimaced as she ran for the lift, hearing shouts from the stairs below of ‘Clear!’ Now certain of her strength, she tore open the doors, grabbed the lift runners and went down so fast she could almost have been falling. She then blew her way through the lift on the ground floor, dropping through human debris, and ripped open further doors into the basement. Her exact perception of her surroundings led her to an inspection hatch amid the laminar power storage stacks. At the next hatch below it, she undid the catch and, bracing herself, pushed her feet down against the thing. Sewer water, laden with ground-up remains, rose up and engulfed her. She forced herself inside the sewer and swam with the diminished flow beyond, understanding that she’d now reached a suitable jaunting location to make her escape from this world.

She had accomplished her vengeance and she had accomplished nothing. It all felt empty. As she swam on, she acknowledged some small satisfaction that the bureaucratic enclave above would soon be flooded with shit, but even that soon diminished on realizing it was just one of millions of such places.

Chenghu – Present

Irene stood with one foot up on the low wall that rimmed the top of the building they were on. Like Chenghu, she had comfortable clothes on – in her case jeans, a white vest top, leather biker boots and jacket. She should have appeared sexy, but having grown nearly as tall and long-boned as him, she did not have so much sexual appeal now. Anyway, the sex hadn’t been so frequent after he argued against her returning to this place, and his need for it seemed to be diminishing too, though he acknowledged that her hold on him remained.

She gazed at him with violet up-slanting eyes in a long face, below a shiny cap of black hair tied into a thick plait at the back. Her hand was raised, pointing out across the sprawl with one clawed finger.

‘It’s amazing they have the energy,’ she said drily.

‘They always have the energy,’ he replied. ‘Believe me, I’ve been down in that enough times.’ And haven’t you? he wanted to ask.

She nodded contemplatively. ‘Usually the starved and downtrodden are easily controlled, herded and led to the slaughter. Historically this has always been what happened. Maybe ZA and SA evolution has diverged, with the ZAs selected towards strength.’

‘Indeed,’ he replied, knowing she was trying to be all intellectual to cover her discomfort. And detaching herself from the ZAs, as though she hadn’t once been one of them.

They were on the roof of a tenement. No one else was here, for the guards below had locked the hatches and were standing ready to fend off any interlopers from the streets. The roof was a precious place, with its greenhouses and walled vegetable plots. Here lay the kind of wealth ZAs could well understand. And, of course, no one normal could get to the roof without going through the guards . . .

From this position they were able to see numerous streets branching away, crammed with people. The handwritten placards bobbing around made events below seem out of another age. Except everything had been scaled up. Millions of people, all across the sprawl, were converging on the wide street called Laagerstrass, heading towards the major SA and bureaucratic enclave at the far end. Irene knew it all too well, of course, since she’d walked along it two weeks ago to find, as she said, unsatisfactory vengeance. And she wanted to do more.

‘Why did you suggest we come here?’ she asked.

‘Because you say you want to cut off the head of the snake, but you need to see why that might not be such a good idea,’ Chenghu replied.

She shot him a hard look. ‘You’ve got the data still? It’s confirmed.’

‘Yes, it’s confirmed: a major meeting of all the heads of state under the aegis of the Multinational Development Committee early next year. All those involved in the global transition will be there.’

‘A boot stamping on humanity’s face forever,’ said Irene bitterly, looking over the crowds. After a moment she turned back to him. ‘Not a good idea?’ she said disbelievingly.

‘The Bureaucracy here, just like in China, is an end in itself,’ said Chenghu. ‘Its only purpose, and efficiency, is in the employment of bureaucrats and their protection.’

‘I’m aware of that.’

Chenghu had prepared himself for a predictably angry reaction from her. It had surprised him how deeply he’d thought on all this, and the things he’d researched via gang resources in China. But what surprised him more was the ruthlessness with which he was now applying this knowledge. He had known what would happen here, gathering information on it too, and now it was playing out. It was so useful to be able to go just about anywhere, as he and Irene could.

‘You killed Garrick, who was a major sprawl sector governor,’ he said. ‘And you killed others there who were key workers. By breaking the sewerage system and flooding the place with shit, you also rendered it unusable and effectively made one node in the bureaucratic network defunct. Other nodes could have taken up the slack if the attitude of the Bureaucracy wasn’t so “not my problem”.’ He paused and pointed at the riot. ‘Look. We have the herd – or perhaps flock would be more apposite in this case – and now come the shepherds.’

Chenghu shuddered as he studied the crowds. Yes, there they were. The robots strode along on spider legs but with a body form that resembled mechanical Cthulhus. Initial manufacture of the things had started only last year in his home territory, in big automated factories, and the design had been sent to all countries who were bending their knee to the Committee. They moved ahead of armoured vans coming in from some side streets, and they grabbed up rioters in sticky tentacles, dropping them into large net bags. Each of these, when full, they then deposited on the road, where Inspectorate officers from the vans decohered the nets and used shock sticks to force the captives into the vans. The shepherds strode on, extruding new bags.

‘Not in shredding mode yet,’ said Irene harshly, ‘but it’s inevitable.’

He’d hoped for a different reaction to this horror.

‘Get to the point,’ she added snappily.

Chenghu sighed and continued: ‘This system failure because of one bureaucratic node being knocked out meant others began snatching food supplies that had been under Garrick’s control. Personnel fled the disaster here too, and a scum of corruption moved in. The food ran out just four hours after you killed Garrick, and the water supply shut down two days ago.’

‘Hence this riot.’

‘This is a fragile place. Whatever you do has severe consequences.’

‘And that’s your point?’ Irene enquired. ‘Lesson learned.’

Chenghu felt his insides sinking. He really didn’t want to do this, but it was time for him to be brave with her at last.

‘No,’ he said, stepping in closer to her. ‘You have not.’

He reached out to the world around him, as well as those lying beyond. He’d had more time to understand the biotechnology inside him and his powers to move from world to world. She was catching up with him quickly, though, so perhaps this was his one opportunity. With an effort of will, he mentally took hold of her material form and grounded it in place here, with him. While he maintained the link she could go nowhere. She sensed it, looking puzzled as she took her foot off the building’s rim, then became angry as she turned towards him.

‘Neat trick,’ she said.

‘You need to see this,’ he said, ‘and with the senses you now have, you can see it all.’

She shrugged, as if it didn’t matter, put her foot back on the rim and returned her attention to the food riot. He wasn’t fooled; he knew he’d pay for this later. As he returned his attention to the riot too, he could feel the strain of maintaining his mental grip on her, sweat breaking out on his forehead. He wouldn’t be able to hold this for long.

Far ahead he could just see the entrance into the SA area. Inspectorate troops gathered there behind armoured cars slowly rolling out. These vehicles raised flat matt squares across their front ends as the first protesters came into range. The effect was immediate, with the crowd shuddering to a halt and then melting back like wax under a blowtorch. The analogy was apposite, since the pain inducers would make the people feel as if they were burning. The sound reached Irene and Chenghu a moment later – an odd composite hissing, like the buzzing from a wasps’ nest tuned up a notch or two to a higher frequency. This was what the concerted screaming of tens of thousands of people sounded like. Rioters surged into side streets, to then be confronted by shepherds and more inducers.

‘Only the small side streets are open,’ Irene said flatly. ‘As I’m sure you’ll be aware from your role as a riot cop, the crush will kill hundreds of thousands. And it’ll take some time for what the Federal government see as a human abscess to drain.’

‘Nice analogy,’ said Chenghu bitterly. It seemed he just wasn’t getting through to her.

They watched the crowds surging and the continued arrests for an hour. Chenghu said nothing more, but Irene was relentless in detailing what was happening down there. It was as if she was saying the things he should be saying, and simply didn’t care. Another change in the riot came when a surge overran an Inspectorate position – the human mass so unstoppable there it even turned over a heavy armoured car. Chenghu winced at that, knowing those closest to the car must have been turned to a slurry of broken bones and torn flesh. The order was given, and armoured cars in other streets began to fold out guns either side of their inducers. Firing commenced, pushing the millions there into an even tighter crush and mounding up the dead and dying. When a sufficient ‘space’ had been made, the Inspectorate cars and personnel finally began to withdraw. Meanwhile, the shepherds strode in, now switched to shredding mode. They snatched people up, pulling them apart like soft fruit and discarding the remains. Thereafter, with the larger streets clear of Inspectorate, the crowds dispersed rapidly.

Chenghu watched it all with leaden horror. He understood perfectly that under Committee advice the Federal government had passed a law classifying street protest as insurrection, punishable by death. That all those millions down there had not been exterminated wasn’t because of any merciful motives but simple logistics. Clearing up and disposing of millions of corpses would have been a formidable task. He had little doubt that this response had been carefully calculated so the death toll wouldn’t go beyond the processing capacity of the macerators in the area. This processing had to be done within a set decay time, to ensure the stink wouldn’t reach any SA areas.

‘Are we done now?’ Irene finally asked.

‘Yes, I think so,’ Chenghu replied.

‘You made your point,’ she continued, waving a hand at the scene. ‘This cannot continue and, if it cannot be stopped, better that it all burn.’

Chenghu slumped, defeated, releasing his hold on her.
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The Fenris – Past

He had spent enough time in the data transmission tower reviewing history, searching his world, the moon and the orbitals above for some sign he wasn’t alone, yet found nothing. In the few birthing and storage chambers, he uncovered only decay and inocular flies. The technology of the world was at least steadily repairing itself, though. Those areas where entropy had killed the biotech were large but steadily shrinking wounds scattered around the planet, along with the remains of his kind. So what now for him? He couldn’t decide. His existence seemed to have become pointless; the exuberance of the child had shrunk under the dry load of knowledge. He felt lost and desperately alone under this weight.

And what of the other fenris in the multiverse?

This nodal world had been denuded of his kind, so surely that would be reflected in the parallels of it? Unless, of course, the Great Project had been a success and those other worlds had attained independent existence, evolving on their own terms. Or had all those worlds ended up in cysts, as had his own? Perhaps with the differences and the degradation of reflections, those worlds had escaped their cysts in a similar manner and fenris still existed there. His optimism grew.

He’d only be able to find answers to these questions through the big engines that lay above, in orbit. Though he possessed the full genetic inheritance of his kind in his biology and biotech, and as such would be a world walker, he couldn’t yet travel to other parallel worlds. This ability would only occur once he was fully grown, sometime after puberty, a hundred or more years from now.

He sighed out a breath as the reality grounded him. He was still an organic, growing creature and the demands of his body began to make themselves known. He was tired, hungry and thirsty, and the need to act on these raised him out of all this grey history.

He sent final instructions to the machinery around him, removed his hand from the interface and turned, having initiated full-contact sensory armour. He would continue to gather information, monitor ongoing repairs and intervene where necessary, but for now he had to move. Though his kind might be dead, he still existed. He was his kind! He stepped away, towards one of the glass sheets, now rippling in anticipation. As he moved into it, it folded around him, forming glassy armour. This segmented and adjusted to his body and issued sensory spikes. Once settled in it, he finally walked out of the upper peak of the tower, making his way steadily back down, noting as he went the crunch of dry and long-dead inocular flies under his feet.

His new route took him close to the birthing and storage halls from which he’d issued and he paused, reviewing the programming around him and searching for actions to take. The entropic surge had killed organic connections between the halls, and other surrounding biotech, but hard technological links remained. They’d managed to maintain integrity, which was why data had downloaded to him, and why the clean lock had worked. It was the dead organic seals finally failing that had allowed the flies in and the temperature to rise. Incorporating further stored data, he learned the sad fate of sixteen fenris along the line he’d occupied in the storage chamber. The horror of those closest to him scraping at the walls of their cysts with claws not yet grown sharp enough to penetrate, then the hard technology making a logical, mechanistic decision to redirect limited resources to him – to save only what was possible. He swallowed drily, feeling bitter at this unwanted load of further knowledge.

Next, searching his surroundings for what else still worked, he ordered tendrils of growth from the surrounding biotech, so he could make reconnections. Then he ordered in flying cleaners to remove the population of inocular flies, slapping at one that landed on his face. They seemed to be everywhere.

He moved on.

The nearest food hub was dead, as were the thousands of flies that crunched under his feet as he walked through. He tracked repairs around him and made further adjustments, then checked the hard memory as he walked. The entropic effects had killed off nearly all the biotech of this world a thousand years ago. And it had taken that time for the few functional cells and patches to spread out again, restoring what he now saw. Sixty per cent of it had returned, but laden with faults, and with some iterations of the technology completely missing. He paused and then, before heading to the next food hub, took a new course to bring himself to the door of an abode.

The door resisted him – still set to private for the individual who’d lived within. Via his armour, he accessed coding to rub out the lock, then, as an afterthought, encoded that as a viral instruction to retransmit around the world. Now no further doors, unless broken, would resist him. A touch to the tilted ellipsoid opened it, its surface sliding into the wall like a nictitating membrane. Beyond lay a series of interconnected chambers spread in a volume half a kilometre across. Snakelike manipulators coiled out from the walls to observe him, with interfaces closely resembling fenris eyes, for much of the biotech around him contained the genetics of the past resident here. On realizing this, he grasped the possibility of resurrection. Obviously some small part of the erstwhile residents had survived the entropy wave. But that was something for the future.

In a small room resembling the insides of a mammal blown out like a balloon, he tugged a slick pipe from one wall and waited. After a moment, water began to pour out. He held it to his mouth and took in a little but didn’t swallow. Using his sophisticated sense of taste that extended almost to the point of being a laboratory, he detected the various minerals, salts and trace organics. Nothing raised an alert, so he gulped it down greedily, filling himself up. His whole dehydrated body responded to the point where his armour had to expand to incorporate it. Afterwards he went on to a cuplike growth from another wall and urinated copiously, with a penis whose design had never been changed. He looked down at the undeveloped thing, knowing that though procreation might have changed drastically, sexual recreation among his kind had not. This was something that wouldn’t affect him for a hundred and fifty years anyway, so he put thoughts of it aside. His dark green urine stank and he detected the accumulated toxins leaving him. His body could reprocess them should there be a need, but expelling them was still the easiest method. He drank again and again, then relieved himself again and again, until the urine ran clear.

Moving on from the abode, his thoughts felt much clearer and he had a surge of optimism about the future. He would never know his kin, for they were gone and he must accept that, but around him at least some of them remained, in the form of information both genetic and hard stored. There was also the genetics of his own body. Through birthing facilities, and alteration of stored databases, he’d be able to raise clones with a suitable variety. The possibilities began opening up as a landscape before him, as endless as they’d been before the cyst enclosed this world – he felt powerful, effective. He broke into a run again, burning up a burst of energy and enthusiasm.

When he reached the next food hub, he slowed to a walk, weariness returning, his mood dampened and his world vast and empty around him once more.

He could have tried some of the biotech mechanisms in the abode to produce food for him, but this hub was the destination he’d decided on. The spherical chamber had entrances all around. Its walls seemed to be a jungle of trees and apparently fungal forms. Had gravity tech been working here, they would have grown inwards to the central light. But with the effects of planetary gravity having dropped the radiation sphere to the lower cusp a hundred metres away from him, where it lay cracked and emitting only a dull glow, the plants now grew downwards. Their colours were still riotous, however, and he could see food was available here.

The rings of communal eating areas sat amid all this growth, and one lay nearby. He ignored it and walked down a slope, coming to some tilted-over grey trees offering sprays of red nodules the size of his fist. He plucked the ripest and sniffed it, then touched his tongue to it. Detecting no toxins, he took a bite and chewed with an almost painful rush of saliva. Meat: densely woven proteins in their huge variety. The fruit dripped liquid, like red blood of a past fenris age. Unable to stop himself, he consumed ten of the things in quick succession. Further along, he next pulled down long beans from a vine and took a lot more time inspecting them, even linking to surrounding scanning systems for further data and history about them. Finally reassured, he crunched them up, filling with fibre and a variety of substances his fenris biotech needed. Old biology then reasserted itself as his newly born digestive system rebelled.

It took him some days, marked by the rise and fall of light, which was broadcast through pipes all around him, before he could eat again without ill effect. He left the mess to the cleaning robots and the ever-seeking plant roots in this food hub.

The space elevator, which he needed to go up in to get to the great engines in orbit, first revealed itself as a line scoring up from the horizon. But it was only visible when the sun glinted off it, so, as the day progressed, it disappeared. The Fenris, having run all the way, breathed a sigh of excitement and relief on seeing it still standing, then felt a stab of annoyance at the data for being correct. From first consciousness, the data loading to his mind had presented him with harsh, unpleasant realities that stifled and suppressed him, but he shouldn’t be angry at it. This was an easy observation to make; not so easy to adhere to, though.

Now exploring this knowledge, he understood that even though the elevator was still there, it didn’t mean it would be working properly. He searched out options and realized he could test the ground-based version of it beforehand. This train would also take him to the entrance of the elevator more quickly than walking or running.

Tubes spiralled down through the massed biotech city, into the underlying rock. He tracked one of these steadily down, until it opened out into a cavern kilometres long and wide. A larger tube ran through the centre of this cavern, with ribbon walkways snaking up to it. The thing looked like the hollow stem of some giant plant, eaten away in long oval sections to expose a silvered interior. The various walkways joined up to the lips of these hollows. He scanned along to find the red bullet of the hypertrain stretched across three of the openings, then chose the corresponding walkway and headed up. On reaching the lip, he turned to look, in awe, at the vastness of it all. Though he had no memory of this place, he imagined how it would have been when the world was populated. Gravity technology, which seemed to be working only in some places now, would have been in operation here. The walkways were just a matter of choice, and the air would have been filled with people floating to their destinations or in general-purpose transports too, which could travel under the sea, in the open air and out in space. But those he now saw smashed and mounded up at the bottom of the cavern. He turned away from this bitter reality, walked across twenty metres of floor that was like polished wood – in fact it was polished wood of a kind – and came to the skin of the train.

He reached out a hand and pressed the red surface. After a brief hesitation, it parted from his point of contact to let him inside. He kept checking on the systems around him as he stepped in, gleaning diagnostics and looking out for any signs of danger. Gravity tech still seemed functional in the enclosing stem. This was of course the case for the space elevator ahead too, because without such tech it would have become millions of tonnes of coiled-up dead biotech, crashed into the world city. He wondered about the living systems in the tech around him. They seemed to have re-established well, which could have been because the entropy effect, coming in from space, had been blunted by all the material lying above this cavern. But that didn’t account for the elevator still standing. He sent a signal for the train to get moving, while also probing data ahead, trying to understand what had happened here.

‘Dead biotech,’ he said out loud as he sorted through this data. The transport system, though it contained biotech, mostly consisted of what it had grown already. Like the woody floor he’d walked over, and the continuing substance of this one stem, stretching for thousands of kilometres through the rock. Perhaps he needed to spend some time at the place ahead checking things, initiating regrowth and repairs, running maintenance checks and more besides before he took the elevator to the stars. The idea held zero appeal.

The train surged into motion. It too was a general-purpose vehicle, which, if removed from its tubes, could travel independently in any environment. But it ran faster here, and more energy-efficiently. He moved over to one of the rests, sat back with his legs out at an angle, and his back sinking into the support. It closed around him and he fought it reflexively, until he understood its purpose. The thing was a safety measure, for the remote possibility the inertial damping fields failed within. A moment later he realized how much he needed this feature.

The surge of acceleration pressed him back hard, the support closing round him further. His breath went out and he could feel his torso crushing down, almost to the point of breaking. His vision grew dark and he consciously closed up his veins and arteries to keep the blood supply to his skull. The train took a turn, which, without the support, would have put him through the side of the thing. A subsequent four alterations of course had the same effect and, at one point, he felt a rib crack and his spine crunch. He began to suffocate and slid organ support over to full hypoxic function, still maintaining consciousness. Deceleration finally ensued, the stuff wrapped around him stretching out and out until it snapped and he tumbled forwards, slamming into the support positions ahead. The quarter-hour journey had seemed much longer. The train halted and he dropped to the floor, took a breath and dilated those veins and arteries not ripped, then assessed his broken bones.

‘Inertial damping does not seem to be working,’ he said out loud.

There was no one to hear what he felt to be quite a good attempt at humour. The void into which he’d spoken remained so, and might never change . . .

He stood up, angry at himself as he shut off afferent nerves. Running a program through the muscles of his back, he straightened up his spine too. He directed healing blood, laden with organic tech, to the numerous cracks in his bones. The only full break he had was his left ulna. Grabbing his wrist, he pulled and twisted, aligning the break, then sent the arm’s muscle into a solid spasm around it. Autonomously, his body also redirected a vein to bring more blood to the damage. With that arm hanging stiff, he went over to the door and out. This had been a salutary reminder of the extent of the malfunctions around him. If he didn’t take care, they could kill him.

Walking slowly and cautiously, checking all around with his enhanced senses and running diagnostics in the surrounding systems, he headed through oblate tunnels. These led into the base station. Here he entered a vast pyramidal space where the giant ligaments of the elevator, which were rooted deep down in the bedrock, extended up to the peak. At the centre stood a conglomeration of stems, like those of the transport system that’d tried to kill him. He moved along one of the ribbons threading through all this, still constantly checking for faults. Inertial damping was down here, too. Running the coding through his mind, he tried to ascertain why it had failed, since it was a hard system and not something organic that had been killed off by entropy and was now regrowing. He went so deep that he halted and sat down, concentrating fully on the data and excluding the outside world. He eventually began to get answers.

Many of the hard tech systems had survived but were not unaffected by entropy. It had sucked out their energy too, crashing electron-stored data. Much had been restored afterwards from hard storage, but it was not all back, and this was the case with the computers controlling inertial damping. Why was this the case? He realized another of those mechanistic choices had been made by the computing – like the one that had directed resources to help him live when those beside him died in the storage hall. All of this steady restoration, which had been going on for a thousand years, took energy. And the constant, massive drain on the zero-point collectors scattered about the planet meant the systems only dealt with essentials first. Inertial damping, since it simply hadn’t been used in that time, had been ignored. But then he noticed that systems were responding to him, for even now it had started to be brought back up to function in the transport network.

‘So you know I’m here now,’ he muttered. He looked at the emptiness around him and grimaced at his need to talk aloud.

The whole planetary complexity was too difficult for him to parse, so he focused instead on his immediate vicinity and pushed over some virtual switches. The restoration immediately extended to the space elevator, and it felt as if his surroundings had grown taut. A buzzing sound, like the inocular flies, reached his ears. Coming partially back to his senses, he saw light tubes opening and shifting to bring more clarity here. He watched hemispherical robots climbing the ligaments and an orbital train coming down in the stem of the elevator. Focusing in again, he studied the diagnostics being offered, and the levers of control. He nodded, stood up and walked back, then jumped down a couple of metres to another ribbon. There he winced at his impetuousness, for he’d forgotten about his broken bones; cracks half-healed opened up again. He turned his afferent nervous system back on and suffered the pain, since its evolutionary purpose was to be a reminder of such damage.

He headed over to the elevator’s train. Once more, he pressed his hand against a red surface and it parted before him. He paused and stepped back. He wanted to go up above, and could control the ascent now, but without inertial damping it would have to be a slow acceleration and an easy deceleration. This meant it would take many hours to reach the Geostation, his first stop before going on to an engine. He turned away to go and find a food hub, and any other supplies he might need. As much as it often ran contrary to his emotions, he couldn’t ignore the second-hand knowledge loaded to his mind.

Ottanger

Ottanger had known there was a high chance of it happening at some point. It didn’t matter how much he kept himself prepared and alert, what contacts and resources he had available, plain dumb bad luck would surely screw him over. However, in this case, he realized he hadn’t been as alert as usual. The operation to restore his face to how it had been before he’d left here, the New York Sprawl, hadn’t been too bad – returning the slight points to his ears and adjusting other facial features had been simple cosmetics. In fact, the gang surgeon had told him it was almost as if he’d been relieving stresses, with his face pushing to go back to its previous shape. Ottanger had nodded agreement to that. This return to his initial form had nearly led to his arrest over the other side of the sprawl. Removing his stolen chip and implanting his old one just stung a bit. However, the chemicals used to deactivate the dyes in his skin and his eyes had left him feeling sick and very much out of sorts. Perhaps, if he’d felt otherwise, he would’ve spotted the signs and not have let himself be caught up in the flood of protesting humanity rapidly turning into a riot.

The internment camp they were being taken to sat within the city, since the mayor had decided croplands too valuable to be cleared to accommodate the camp. Ottanger recognized the gates as the van drew to a halt and reversed towards them. He still had hopes of survival, of some game to run, but they diminished as those gates opened and the van went inside. The guards, clad in combat suits and wielding shock sticks, pulled open the van doors and shouted at them.

‘Out! Out now! Form a line and move to the door!’

Like them all, he couldn’t move very fast. His clothing was gummed with shepherd glue and his body bruised head to foot. He should consider himself lucky to be among the first to be captured during the riot, since the shepherds went into shredding mode just minutes later, grabbing up rioters and turning them into broken offal. Stavanger, a gang enforcer sprawled next to him in the temporary compound, had wondered why they didn’t do that right from the start.

‘Interrogation,’ he’d replied. ‘And shredding leaves a mess that has to be cleaned up. In the camp, that mess goes straight into the sewers or composters.’

With his hands zip-tied behind his back, he staggered from the van after the others, but obviously too slowly. A shock stick caught him on the side of his neck. The surge felt as if it broke vertebrae, then pain filled his skull and one side of his body. He fell, managing to turn a little so he didn’t smash his face straight into the concrete, but it felt as if he’d cracked his shoulder bone. He knew at once why he’d been chosen. He was bigger than the average ZA and his mutation singled him out too. When the guard proceeded to kick him, he just wanted to curl up into a ball, but he knew the kicking wouldn’t stop. He either got up or died here on the concrete. Or, even worse, he lay here until incapable of moving and the guard got bored, whereupon he’d be dragged off, still alive, for processing. Here, final processing for prisoners was through a macerator, with the resultant mess going into the sewers or composting tanks, as he’d told Stavanger.

He lurched to his feet, his body a slab of pain, and staggered through the door after the others. And the brutality didn’t let up. It was calculated, of course: keep them scared, weak and hurting, and all they did was try to be the one who received the least punishment. No thoughts of rebelling, of turning on the guards. Eventually the guards lined them up facing the doors into cells – the luxury here being one cell each – prior to interrogation. A guard walked down, detaching their zip-ties, then with a clonk the door locks disengaged. The guard walked back, shoving them into their cells in turn. Ottanger fell through onto his knees as the cell door closed and locked behind him. When he finally tried to stand up, he realized he’d been lucky to fall in here, else he would have smacked his head on the lintel on the way in. He could only stand with his head cricked over.

He studied his surroundings.

The cell was two metres square and less than that high. A stinking drain hole sat in one corner. Of course, the whole thing was tiled in white, and of course he could see it all clearly because of the bright lights inset in the ceiling, walls and floor. He went over to the drain hole and, with shaking fingers, managed to undo his trousers. When he pissed it didn’t surprise him to see blood in his urine. He knew he wouldn’t be taking a shit in the hole, since the recent lack of food had affected him just as much as those who’d been rioting about it. After urinating, he walked over to the nearest light and inspected it. It had small black squares either side of it and the same, when he looked, for all the others. Cams, of course – they wouldn’t want to go to all the trouble of capturing him only for him to find some way of killing himself in here.

He sat with his back against the wall, then after a moment lay on his side, wincing. Fight or flight slowly unclenched its fist from around his guts, and a wash of terrible weariness came over him. His eyes began to close and with that, the lights began to dim around him. A fraction of a moment later a siren sounded and it seemed that some knackered engine had started up behind the wall, then the lights came on, painfully bright. He pulled himself upright and the lights dimmed back to their original intensity, while the sounds died. He grimaced, aware some low-level AI system was monitoring him, or a guard. It wouldn’t stop, he knew. Every time he drifted into sleep the noise and the lights would come on – they always started with sleep deprivation.

How long it lasted he had no idea; he ceased counting the times they woke him. He felt sick and so very, very weary when the door finally opened and two guards came in. He tried to stand but they shocked him until he lay shuddering, then they dragged him out. The floor of the corridor beyond was purposely designed with rough serrations to tear off a prisoner’s shirt and lacerate the skin on his back. They dragged him into a larger room, sat him in a chair bolted to the floor, strapping his arms and legs in place. Ahead of him was a desk and behind it a ’crat clad in a grey suit, with a narrow red tie. He thought this person a man, but realized when she spoke she was a mannish woman, with a barrel body and short-cropped grey hair. The former confirmed her status as an SA – a Societal Asset. No one in the ZA class – the Zero Assets like himself – would have found enough to eat to actually build up a layer of fat.

‘You will answer my questions succinctly and politely,’ she said, lifting a tablet, glancing at it, then putting it aside. It doubtless had the questions on the screen per bureaucratic diktat, but she probably knew them by heart now. ‘Failure to answer will be punished.’

He looked around. The guards were gone so it wouldn’t be a beating, and they hadn’t attached power leads so it wouldn’t be that. He then looked up at the matt square inset in the ceiling directly above him. A pain inducer, then.

‘Why did you take part in the civil disorder on –’ she paused in bored irritation to check the tablet, then continued – ‘on Laagerstrass?’

‘I didn’t take part,’ he said. ‘The riot started and I couldn’t get out through the crush.’

The pain hit him in a wave, travelling down from the top of his head to his feet. It felt as if he had been set on fire. He screamed and found his bowels were not as empty as he’d supposed. When it faded, he sat there rigid, the heat draining away to leave him shivering.

‘Answer the question,’ she said.

His guilt was already a given and he had no doubt his disposal scheduled. The horror of this so-called interrogation was its pointless bureaucratic box-ticking. They didn’t expect to learn anything important from him, and he’d been sure he could be strong enough so they wouldn’t. But he had never actually experienced an inducer outside of a protest, and that was bad enough. This was pain of a higher order, and he knew he would do all he could to avoid it. He really hoped they asked no truly pertinent questions.

‘I took part in the riot because I was hungry. We hadn’t had our rations for two weeks,’ he replied, and then flinched.

‘Who else took part in the riot that you know?’ she asked. ‘You must list at least ten names.’

He stared at her. He didn’t know ten people who had taken part. He’d been there with only two others. Stavanger and Cross, the two gang enforcers accompanying him to his stash of smuggled ammo, which was to pay for his surgery. They hadn’t escaped – he’d seen Cross being shredded and Stavanger was in the temporary compound with him before here. Those two names he could give, but there were simply no more.

‘I was there alone,’ he said. Lack of fairness and justice were simply a reality of life and the reason he’d joined the resistance to do what he could to fight. Here they raised a sick feeling inside, and his sudden bravery in such circumstances utterly baffled him.

The pain hit again and this time it went on for longer. He came out of it with a further bowel movement and then vomited a mouthful of sour bile. He couldn’t close his mouth, nor spit the stuff out, and began to choke until he brought his chin down on his chest and it ran out. He coughed as his head came back upright, then couldn’t stop coughing. She watched him in irritation.

‘Names!’ she demanded.

He gave the two he knew and then, utterly disgusted with himself and in terror of the inducer coming on again, scrabbled for more. He told her the names of neighbours who had caused his sister Jane problems – a family of four. Then, hating himself for that, and in a fit of stupid rebellion, pronounced the names of local bureaucrats and a street political officer. She took a brief moment to check her pad, the names doubtless having been entered by his voice and files automatically coming up.

‘Well, aren’t you a foolish ZA?’ she commented.

Again, the pain. He came out of it after a nightmare age, feeling sucked of all moisture and somewhat of sanity. He couldn’t scream any more because it felt as if something had broken in his throat. The ’crat stared at him, shook her head and pursed her lips. She glanced at the tablet and sighed. Something suddenly occurred to him. Though he had access to information outside of public knowledge, he didn’t know how things actually ran inside such places as this – few came out to tell the tale. He didn’t know how he would be killed and wondered about the length of her list. Quite likely he would die in this chair. That was probably how everyone brought here for interrogation died.

‘Now I want you to tell me of any knowledge you have of dissident activity,’ she said.

Terror rose up in him. They’d used a cell set up in his resistance group and switched identities. He didn’t necessarily know any names, but he did know locations, activities. He gritted his teeth and delved deep inside for reserves of will. I want you to kill me now, he thought. But on top of that came the dry, horrible knowledge that he would break – everyone did.

‘You will give me details and names, and more questions will—’ She stopped and looked up, frowning. A red light had come on up on the wall. Picking up her tablet, she banished the questions and then checked something. Her face turned pale and she abruptly stood up.

‘This interrogation is terminated.’ Tucking her tablet under her arm, she rounded the desk and headed out.

Ottanger slumped there, baffled. The abrupt termination of the interrogation must have come from an order higher up. This meant he’d somehow come to the attention of that person higher up, which was normally a bad thing. Panic tried to clench his guts but just couldn’t get a grip and waned away. How could things be any worse than they’d already been here, and with what was inevitably to come afterwards?

The door opened and one of the guards came in. He unstrapped Ottanger’s left arm, handed him a bottle of water, then held out a couple of pills. That’s it, he thought, they’d been trying to give him hope by apparently ending the interrogation, and now intended to break that hope with drugs and sickness. But he wanted the water really badly, so he drank it, then turned his head away from the pills.

‘Fucking take them,’ said the guard.

‘What are they?’

‘They’ll make you feel better,’ the guard replied.

‘Yeah, right.’

The first guard stared at him in surprise as another came in. They strapped his arm down again, forced his head back and his mouth open and put the pills into it, followed by water. They were obviously long experienced with this kind of thing and he eventually swallowed. One of the guards moved to unstrap his arm again.

‘No,’ said the other. ‘He’ll try to make himself puke.’

They departed and he sat there waiting for the horrible, inevitable effects, but instead a bit of a buzz gradually came and his aches and pains faded. He found himself welling up and tried to clamp down on that. They really were giving him hope, almost certainly with the intent of subsequently destroying it.

Much later the door opened again, and the first guard returned with a bowl and spoon. He unstrapped Ottanger’s left arm once more and dumped the bowl in his lap. As the smell hit his nostrils, his mouth filled with saliva. He stared down at the steaming bowl of porridge and the tears welled again. This was so unfair. Why couldn’t they just torture him to death and be done with it? He couldn’t stop himself, despite fears the food might be laced with an emetic, and probably something to burn his insides. Anyway, he had long ago learned that his mutation enabled him to handle the most severe food poisoning, so perhaps he’d be okay. Grabbing the spoon, he scooped up a mouthful; the pleasure of it was better than some drugs he’d been able to obtain. He swallowed, but the stuff felt like lead and he gagged a little. Experienced with hunger, he then ate very slowly, only small portions at a time. By the time he looked up from the empty bowl, another ’crat was sitting at the desk. He hadn’t even seen the man come in.

‘Your name is Ottanger Smith?’

He nodded mutely.

‘You have been difficult to track down,’ the man said blandly.

Ottanger did the mute nod again, but his mind started racing. His sister Jane had told him about some SA department, involved in genomic testing, seeking them out. He’d dismissed it as related to the sampling and tests they’d undergone periodically because of their odd mutation. Now he wondered if there was something more sinister behind it – if they knew about his allegiances.

‘Your parents were Ruth Ansen and Simael Smith?’

Again the nod.

‘You were born on 1 February 2249 in . . .’ The questions went on and on. He couldn’t see the point of them because surely all this was on record and, of course, detailed in the chip implanted in his forearm. At one point he didn’t want to answer, and instinctively looked up at the square in the ceiling above him.

‘The pain inducer has been turned off,’ said the man. ‘We seek confirmation of who you are.’ The man gestured to someone behind Ottanger, and a lab-coated technician moved in beside him, rolled up his sleeve and stabbed a needle into his arm. Ottanger eyed the device attached to the man’s fone. It was a genetic tester. They were making absolutely sure he was Ottanger Smith because they knew dissidents could swap out their chips with others, sometimes with those of murdered ’crats so they could access Federal systems. Had they done this just twenty hours ago, they’d have found his DNA didn’t match his chip profile, which had been that of a mulching-site manager who unfortunately fell into one of his own machines. The technician studied his fone for a moment, then nodded at the man behind the desk.

‘Very well,’ said the ’crat. ‘You can take him.’

Another man moved forwards, clad in the same kind of white coat as the technician. But the coat hung open to reveal, poking out of the pockets, various implements that didn’t look at all ‘regulation’. Ottanger recognized ‘senior researcher’ at once. The man bent over him as the technician now came back in, pushing a wheelchair.

‘Who are you? What do you want?’ he asked, amazed at his temerity.

‘I am Savarack and you are going to have such adventures,’ the man replied.

They’d fitted a docilator before moving him, to keep him compliant. A guard had held his head steady and he’d felt an injection go into the back of his neck while Savarack had talked. His neck had gone numb, and he watched the technician sliding the object out of a packet and bending it into a rough curve. It then slotted onto the back of his neck with a crunch and the feeling of something penetrating. Next they’d unstrapped him and lifted him out of the chair, for he couldn’t move his limbs, and dumped him in the wheelchair. They wheeled him through the nightmare realm of the camp into a small courtyard, then up into the back of a van.

In the back sat two guards, but their combat suits were khaki and their weapons of the rather more lethal kind. They studied him for a moment, then continued their conversation as the van drove away from the internment camp. They were military, Ottanger realized, soldiers he’d never seen anywhere other than on a screen. He didn’t pay attention to what they were saying. Though he felt numb and beaten, he was just glad to be leaving the camp by road, rather than through the sewer.

Time passed in irregular segments between dozes, and an acknowledgement of feeling returning to his limbs. The van stopping for a short time brought him back, and he glimpsed wild land and trees out of the back, then one set, and another, of security gates closing in a double fence. When they wheeled him out of the van, he looked back beyond the fence, astounded to see so much open land not being used for crops. Inside they took him to a room, but there were no white tiles in sight.

‘Food will arrive shortly,’ said Savarack, looming in and out of focus in front of him. ‘Get yourself cleaned up and well again. The first trial will begin in three days.’

The man and all the others then left him alone. He looked around and saw the kind of space a family would be lucky to occupy. After testing his limbs and finally gathering the will, he managed to ease himself out of the wheelchair. He tottered over to the single bed and sat on it, studying the two comfortable chairs either side of a coffee table, then the chair and small desk with fold-down console by the wall, below a screen set to mirror function. He couldn’t quite believe it all, and that feeling increased as strength returned and he managed to explore further, opening a single door to find a shower room.

The doctor arrived pushing a trolley, a guard accompanying her, just after he had finished washing. He’d dried himself and was staring at the clean clothing and underwear in the cupboard. The woman gave him an assessing look as the guard took away the wheelchair, then pulled the computer chair into the middle of the floor.

‘Sit here,’ she said.

He felt no inclination to disobey, and with that sensed a hint of the docilator’s capabilities. She ran a scanner over him, then gave him a series of injections, dressed his wounds, bound up his shoulder and ribs, treated the fungal infection on his feet, and finally squirted something into his ear, which had been leaking a steady stream of pus for many months.

‘That will do for now,’ she said. ‘You mostly need food and rest – I’ll check in on you tomorrow.’

‘What do they want me for?’ he asked.

She just gave him a look and departed.

Food arrived next on another trolley, the smell hitting him even as the door opened. It consisted of boiled vegetables and fruit juice, but he wondered if his stomach could handle even that. He ate very slowly, experiencing flavours and textures that were a rare treat in the ZA world. He did manage to eat it all, but his stomach started up its concert of groans even as he finished, and he spent much of the ensuing time sitting on the toilet, shitting fluid. While there, he reached up and touched the device attached to the back of his neck.

He’d been informed by Senior Researcher Savarack, as they had pressed it in place, that nanowires connected it to his spine, so it wouldn’t be a good idea to try pulling it off. That had been a lie, of course, since they worked by induction, but Ottanger wasn’t supposed to know that. Not that he’d felt any inclination to pull it off once they turned it on. He’d expected it to continue making him feel stupid, hazy – like someone on the drugs they sometimes put into ZA rations – but now he had a feeling of clarity. Though perhaps that came from the rest in the van, medications and food.

He thought about fighting and escaping, and dismissed the idea. Why would he want to fight against his situation now, when it made him better off than the billions of ZAs on the planet? His thoughts then segued into his time with the rebels, and how he had grown tired of the fight, returning to his original identity for a reason. Every action the rebels took, every blow against the government, just seemed to end up with innocents being hurt and the screw wound tighter. The very idea of rebellion had come to seem risible, with the Committee now all but ruling the entire world. No one had a way out, there was no halcyon place, and they truly lived in the time of a boot stamping on a face forever. Or was all of this a rationalization for giving up, for cowardice?

The three days passed. The doctor gave him a drink to settle a stomach that had never been so full. She also gave him a course of treatments to rid his body of various parasites he didn’t even know he had, as well as numerous supplements to make up for a severe lack in him. She became more talkative during the subsequent visits.

‘You’re picking up very quickly,’ she said. ‘I take it as proof of the Morlock theory.’

This was apparently a joke, but he didn’t understand it and gazed at her in bafflement.

‘It’s from an old science fiction book by a writer called H. G. Wells. He visualized future humanity as diverging into two different species. And some theorize that this is actually happening. ZA lifestyle is harsh, with little food and little in the way of medical treatments. For a hundred and fifty years ZAs have been dying young, quite often before producing offspring, while SAs have much softer lifestyles, with medical treatments, and live longer. It’s also the case that the offspring of SAs usually end up as SAs themselves through nepotism in the Bureaucracy and nurture in other parts of society – like mine.’ She shrugged.

‘I still don’t understand,’ he said.

She grimaced at him. ‘Your education is lacking. Can you read?’

He suddenly felt just a little sharper, and annoyed. ‘All ZAs can read the warning signs and government instructions. It would be a bad survival characteristic not to be able to.’

A hint of a smirk appeared on her face. She continued, ‘The upshot is simply this: even though ZAs still die young, it’s proposed that they are now physically and mentally tougher due to plain selection pressure.’

‘All the weak ones have died before reproducing,’ he said. ‘Equally, all the weak SAs get to breed.’

‘Precisely.’

He frowned, remembering things from screentime deemed safe and educational. ‘But surely a century and a half is not enough time for evolution?’

‘One wouldn’t think so, but the theory is predicated on the basis of the entire world being overloaded with more mutagens than was ever the case in prehistory. Cancers are still the main cause of ZA deaths, and then of course there are the mutations.’

‘Like me,’ he said.

‘Like you and more besides.’

He nodded. Extra fingers and toes were never unexpected, but he specifically remembered Double-eye on their block, before the police took the man away. Double-eye had had skin like a lizard and his eye sockets each held two eyes, one above the other.

‘Cancer is really the main cause of death?’ he asked.

‘Yes, it is.’

‘I thought it was the Committee.’

This ended the conversation abruptly and he watched her head out of the door. An odd smile twisted his mouth, as he realized the docilator didn’t have so strong a grip on him now as when they’d first put it on. Resistance had returned to being an option.

They fetched him on the third day and he found himself walking to the laboratory between the two soldiers who’d been in the van with him. He knew his comment to the doctor had been a bad slip-up, and one he didn’t want to make again, though he acknowledged his mouth would probably overrule him. He had it good here, and other possibilities might open out from it, though he kept suppressing the thought. Damn it, he would keep his mouth shut, only opening it in such a way as might be of benefit. At least that was what he told himself. He studied the lab.

The huge room had work surfaces around the edges loaded with equipment. More benches with computers and further kit stood in from these, while in the centre, on a raised platform, stood a glass sphere three metres across. A door opened into this, and inside was a chair that made his skin creep. It was padded, but also had straps and a variety of devices attached. It looked like sophisticated torture to him. He noted numerous leads running from the chair to the computers on the inner benches, while in front of the sphere were two rows of four chairs. Whatever happened to the individual in the chair would have an audience. He didn’t need to speculate much about who would be in the chair.

‘You can go,’ said Savarack to the guards.

‘You behave yourself,’ said one of them to Ottanger, before they both departed.

Savarack sat at one of his workbenches, hands inserted into gloves, into an isolation booth – the kind of thing seen in thrillers about lethal viruses spreading into the world. Ottanger walked up quietly and stood at his shoulder to watch. Inside the booth were two bowls, one containing black objects and the other white. Peering closer, he saw they were the empty halves of pill capsules. With great care, Savarack picked up a black end in his right hand, then with tweezers in the other, took something out of one glass tube and inserted it in the capsule end. Next, putting down the tweezers, he picked up a white capsule half and pressed it into the black, finally placing the finished pill in a tray on one side. Ottanger peered closer as Savarack assembled another capsule.

‘They’re flies,’ Ottanger said.

Savarack glanced round. ‘Yes, we call them bot flies, though that’s decidedly wrong and there’s already a fly with that name. These are related to the tsetse fly, though only vaguely so. The biotech they hold is extreme, and the hard nanotechnology occupies much of their bodies. In our terms, they seem half-machine.’ He grinned and added, ‘Cyborg flies!’

‘Okay,’ said Ottanger. He didn’t know what to say, but he felt sure biotech and nanotech hadn’t been so advanced the last time he read about it. But then, the likelihood of government broadcasts keeping the ZA population up to date with such things was remote.

‘You make them?’ he asked.

‘If only that were the case,’ Savarack replied. ‘Someone released them into the world.’ He shrugged. ‘We don’t know who. But we do know that something in them keys into particular genes, which is why we have to use them only with the people who carry those genes.’

Ottanger just stood there with questions buzzing around his mind. He simply had no idea what the man was talking about, but he also didn’t know what questions might be safe to ask. Savarack might seem quite mild and talkative, but Ottanger knew well enough that asking the wrong question could result in him in a punishment cell, or even back at the internment camp.

‘Particular genes?’ he dared.

Now other people were coming into the lab: white-coated technicians taking chairs in front of computer screens, a group of heavily armed soldiers spreading themselves strategically around the room, as well as military officers and a variety of ’crats in groups, heading to the audience chairs while they talked.

‘Like the genes of both your paternal grandparents and, unusually, your father’s wife,’ Savarack replied. ‘Which is why we have high hopes for you.’ He retracted his hands from the gloves and stood up. ‘Come with me.’

Ottanger followed him over to what he presumed were the brass and the bigwigs, and stood back, trying to look as inoffensive as possible.

‘Here is Ottanger Smith, our latest candidate – Subject Zeta,’ said Savarack.

‘Well, let’s hope you have better luck with him than with Epsilon,’ said an attractive and lush but prim-looking woman. She had black hair tied back tightly and a sensible ’crat jacket and skirt that struggled to conceal something primal. ‘Though interesting, that incident was disastrous.’

Ottanger absorbed this information and thought about his own place in the Greek alphabet here. He really wanted to know about those other subjects, and he especially wanted to know what had been ‘interesting’ and ‘disastrous’ about what had happened to Subject Epsilon. But, as ever, he was in no position to ask.

‘Dangers of translocation,’ said an army officer. ‘I do hope you’re sure of your parameters, Savarack.’

‘As sure as I can be,’ the researcher replied. ‘There are dangers inherent here. You could, of course, all be safely in your offices or elsewhere.’

‘Screw you, Savarack,’ said a short, balding man.

The officer grunted in annoyance, looked around at the others, then said, ‘The nearer to power the nearer the danger.’

Somebody else laughed as the small crowd moved in around Ottanger. He noted that no comments had been directed actually towards him, and few of them looked him in the eye. The balding man prodded his arm, then took his finger away and inspected it as if it might be dirty. ‘Much the same as the others. Are there any notable differences otherwise?’

‘It’s mostly at the genetic level,’ Savarack told him. ‘And not much of it is active until the nanites and organelles key into that. However, his speed of recovery from his previous life is similar to that of the others, so I’m hopeful.’

Compared to you Morlocks, Ottanger thought.

Others touched him too, as if this was somehow necessary, and he was a lucky charm. The lush woman put her hand on his chest and, as she turned to speak to Savarack, kept it there and gently rubbed. She seemed unaware of doing it – like someone idly petting a cat.

‘But in this case I understand the genetics are stronger?’ she enquired.

‘Yes, his grandparents through to his father, obviously, and his mother also carried the genes.’ Savarack frowned. ‘Or at least the visible characteristics.’

‘Like the ears,’ someone interjected, to which another responded with a giggle.

The woman took her hand away and was then one of the few, along with Savarack and the military officer, who looked him in the eyes. She stepped back.

‘Will you be using the suit?’ she asked next.

Savarack shook his head. ‘It’s not quite ready yet and, anyway, we need this translocation assessment before I’m prepared to risk wrecking it.’ He looked around then continued, ‘Now, if you would take your seats. It’s time to get him ready.’ He beckoned and two technicians came over, one taking Ottanger by the arm and leading him to the sphere.

‘Doesn’t say much, does he?’ said the woman behind him.

‘But I gather he listens very well,’ said Savarack.

They guided him into the sphere and made him strip down to his underpants. Once he was seated in the chair, he expected them to secure the straps, but they didn’t. Instead they began sticking monitor patches on him, and placed on his head a skullcap containing a complicated mass of wiring, as well as inserting needles into various veins. Other items of computer and scanning hardware attached to his skin. He felt his scalp going numb, but not enough that he couldn’t feel the hundreds of needles penetrating. By the time they’d finished, he had gone from feeling naked to overdressed in technology. The two then headed out, still without securing those straps, which he judged must be a good sign. Savarack stepped inside next.

‘Put this in your ear.’ The man held out a small fone. Careful not to dislodge the equipment, Ottanger raised his hand, took the thing and inserted it. From his pocket, Savarack then brought out another device, which looked like a piece of a harmonica. Only now did Ottanger notice he was wearing surgical gloves.

Savarack clicked open a lid on the device, placed one of the black and white pills inside it, the white facing outwards, then closed the lid again with another click.

‘When I tell you, you press this button on the side to puncture the end of the capsule. There’s no need for more than one puncture because the . . . substance is exceedingly strong. Next you put this inhalator to your mouth, take one long and hard deep breath, and hold that in your lungs for twenty seconds.’

‘Okay,’ said Ottanger, not wanting to nod and spill the skullcap. Savarack handed the device over. As Ottanger took it, he couldn’t stop himself asking, ‘And then what happens?’

‘That, dear boy, is precisely what we are trying to find out.’

Savarack turned away and headed out of the sphere, going over to take a seat behind an array of consoles and screens on one of the benches. He put on a com headset as the technicians closed the door to the sphere.

‘System check,’ said Savarack, his voice coming through Ottanger’s fone. ‘Are we all online?’

Ottanger didn’t hear the replies but saw the nods, so presumably they were. The lights dimmed then came back up again. The wiring on his body produced a subliminal fizzing and he wondered about his chances of being electrocuted.

‘Okay, Smith, use the inhalator now.’ Ottanger just looked at it, warily.
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The Fenris – Past

The ascent in the space elevator took eight hours, during which the Fenris ate from a stock of food and drank from a spherical bottle of water, while gazing out with renewed wonder at his world. The elevator car had a toilet, but he concentrated on switching his body to a higher energy state, utilizing what it had previously designated as waste. Slow deceleration reoriented the floor, giving him a false perception of gravity until the last few kilometres, during which it steadily waned. Before leaving the car, he finished all the food and water, not knowing what he would find in the Geostation. As he consumed the last morsels, it gladdened him to find all the cracks in his bones had healed, while the ulna break had stabilized. He’d also grown slightly, his sensory armour having to adjust its fit.

He took a long, slow breath, enthusiasm building, then propelled himself over to the door. When he probed ahead, he detected activity now reaching up here from the computing of the world. A great deal wasn’t online, however, and the Geostation sat cold and airless. Turning quickly to head to the other end of the car, he found a compartment, and there pulled out a long black cylinder. He touched it to the front of his armour. A request appeared as luminous icons in his visual cortex and he granted it. The cylinder then opened out, revealing screwed-up metallic black fabric that began to crawl out and across his chest. This emergency spacesuit engaged with his armour, blending with it, and continued to spread, providing him with gloves and boots, and a covering over his face and skull that ballooned out and grew transparent. He checked its status and found it firm. Its nodules contained metallized oxygen he could use for a hundred hours, while in that time it could recycle at least fifty per cent of his carbon dioxide. It should be more than enough for his explorations here.

He pushed against the car wall and it hesitated before parting. A safety protocol was apparently checking he was suited up first. When it finally opened, the pressure differential blew him forwards, and he had to catch the edge of the door to stop sailing into the arrivals sphere. After pausing there for a second, he initiated controls. He directed his attention towards one of the numerous tunnel entrances around the sphere, and the suit used some of his already stored carbon dioxide to propel him that way.

Entering the maze of tunnels, cyst rooms, gantry work and halls, he found areas where grav still worked, but he tended to avoid them because they held up his progress. He did slow when he saw the corpses, though. Fenris in armoured spacesuits, with edged and spiked weapons scattered around them. Most had decayed down to their bones, but some had mummified. Here then were remains of that long-ago war between them all, over whether to fire up the engines again to escape their enclosed universe. Looking at them, he felt torn. Through the lens of his inherited knowledge, it seemed inconceivable to him that they had come to this. Yet the eyes of the child saw the sacrifice of people fighting and dying for what they believed in – it was foolish to think this inconceivable with the evidence before him. That inherited knowledge drily informed him that for evil to prevail, the first step was denial of its possibility, and this seemed a concession. He nodded an acknowledgement as he gazed upon one mummified form, but refused to accept what had happened here as evil. He turned away from the unresolved internal conflict and looked beyond, to the future, telling the system to store viable DNA from these corpses before recycling them. He then copied the instruction and routed it down the space elevator to spread on the planet below.

He moved on.

Finally, he came to some viewing blisters positioned in the circumference of the Geostation. But he was still troubled. The knowledge loaded to his mind had given him a black and white division between right and wrong, which, if he’d been born normally into his culture, would perhaps have served him well. Yet here he’d seen where things had become grey. This perception felt very adult to him as he gazed down the length of the elevator, to where it seemed to turn into a needle point, spearing down like an inoculation into the planet lying below. He then put the conflict aside once more and studied his world, with its landmasses seemingly formed of millions of opalescent squares. He saw the blurred edges where those same city slabs dipped into the oceans and covered most of what lay below. He could make out other objects scattered across the oceans in a variety of shapes: sea farms and harvesters of the biotech life there. Here in its totality was a world that could easily and comfortably support billions, and he suddenly felt certain it was his job to ensure its resurrection. Was this arrogance? No. A fenris child he might be, but he was powerful and controlled an immense technology and its resources!

He transferred his attention to the great engines sitting in a higher orbit from the Geostation, his mood rising and shadows dispersing from his mind. The even distribution of the engines around the world had been disrupted, and some of them had simply gone missing. He still couldn’t access their data as yet, so he checked via the long route, to telescope arrays down on the planet. This showed him that of the original eight hundred and twenty engines, just over six hundred remained. He eyed the nearest one, then turned to the controls of the blister he was in. A simple mental instruction had the back hemisphere sliding up and mating with the front hemisphere of the blister. It then detached from the station easily and drifted out into vacuum. Like most fenris technology, this was general-purpose and could serve as a vehicle to travel through any environment. A blast from invisible thrusters, for the thing was made for all-round view, sent it out towards that engine.

He surveyed the engine as he approached. It resembled the kind that the fenris had put in their transport in ancient, pre-biotech ages, with its long block to contain pistons, driven by organic fuel, and its fatter section below to hold the linking and driving mechanisms from those pistons. A variety of pipes and other attachments were tangled over its surface too. But it was also eight kilometres long and had an entirely different function. This engine could open holes through the interfaces between parallel worlds, allowing the transport of massive materials through them, as well as the inspection of those worlds. It had functions that went beyond that too: manipulation of space–time in other ways, the creation of wormholes and even the compression of matter to create singularities. These engines had been a bulwark of fenris science for hundreds of thousands of years. And yet, one key part of their function, which had been incredibly energy hungry, had eventually been transferred into fenris DNA and related biotech. What had once been a massive project to open up paths to the parallel worlds, he would be able to do simply with an effort of will . . . once he was fully grown and at last became a world walker.
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