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To Everyone Fighting The Mandate










DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Selected personnel of the Labour Colony on Imno 27g, informally known as ‘Kiln’. Under the authority of Earth’s Governmental Mandate:


Staff


Commandant Terolan


Doctor Nimell Primatt – Bioscience team leader


‘Feep, Foop and Fop’ – Bioscience researchers


Vessikhan – Archaeology team leader


Ylse Rasmussen – former Science team leader


Mox Calwren – engineer


Suiye – Security lieutenant


Labour


Doctor Helena Croan – Dig Support team leader


Professor Arton Daghdev – Dig Support


Ilmus Itrin – Dig Support


Parrides Okostor – Dig Support


Marquaine Ell – Dig Support, intended 
(Acceptable Wastage)


Clemmish Berudha – General Labour


Armiette Graisle – General Labour


Alaxi – General Labour


Vertegio Keev – Excursions team leader


Greely – Excursions


Hakira – Excursions


Yeremy – Excursions


Okritch – Excursions


Shoer – General Labour


Frith – General Labour


Booth – Maintenance










PART 1


LIBERTÉ










1.


They say never start a story with a waking, but when you’ve been hard asleep for thirty years it’s difficult to know where else to begin.


Start with a waking, end with a wake, maybe.


Hard asleep is, I am informed, the technical term. Hard, because you’re shut down, dried out, frozen for the trip from star to star. They have it down to a fine art – takes eleven minutes, like clockwork. A whole ship full of miscreants who are desiccated down to something that can . . . well, I was about to say survive indefinitely, but that’s not how it goes, of course. You don’t survive. You die, but in a very specific flash-frozen way that allows for you to be restarted again more or less where you left off at the other end. After all the shunting about that would kill any body – the permanent, non-recoverable kind of kill – who wasn’t withered down.


They pump you full of stuff that reinflates you to more or less your previous dimensions – you’ll note there’s a lot of more or less in this process. It is an exact science, just not one that cares about the exact you. Your thought processes don’t quite pick up where they left off. Short-term memory isn’t preserved; more recent mental pathways don’t make the cut. Start with a waking, therefore, because in that instant it’s all you’ve got, until you can establish some connection to older memories. You know who you are, but you don’t know where you are or how you got there. Which sounds terrifying but then let me tell you what you’re waking up into: actual hell. The roaring of colossal structural damage as the ship breaks up all around you. The jostling jolt as the little translucent bubble of plastic you’re travelling in is jarred loose and begins to tumble. A cacophony of vibration coming through the curved surface to you: the death throes of the vessel which has carried you all this way, out into the void, and is now fragmenting. There’s a world below that you know nothing about, not in your head right then. And above you are only the killing fields of space. The fact there’s a below and an above shows that the planet’s already won that particular battle over your soul and you’re falling. The oldest fear of monkey humanity, the one which makes a baby’s rubbery hands clench without thought. Such a fall from grace as never mankind nor monkey imagined.


All around you, through the celluloid walls of your prison, you see the others too. Because it can’t be hell without fellow sinners to suffer amongst. Each in their own bubble sheared away from the disintegrating ship. Faces contorted in terror: screaming, hammering on the walls, eyes like wells, mouths like the gates of tombs. You’ll forgive the overwrought descriptions. I am an ecologist, not a poet, but mere biology does not suffice to do justice to the appalling sight of half a hundred human beings all revivified at once, and none of them understanding why, even as you don’t understand why, and the vessel coming apart in the wrack, and the world below, the hungry maw of its gravity well. Oh God! The recollection of it makes me sick to my gut. And of all things, in the midst of that chaos, to remember I am an ecologist. Out in space where there isn’t even an ecology. Was there ever a less useful piece of self-knowledge?


Some of us haven’t reawakened. I see at least two bubbles whirl past me in which the occupant remains a dried-out cadaver, the systems failed. Acceptable Wastage is the technical term, and that’s another unwelcome concept to suddenly have remembrance of. For there are always some who don’t wake up at the far end. They tell you it’s the inevitable encroachment of entropy over so long a journey. Maybe it is. Or maybe those who don’t wake up are the most egregious troublemakers. It’s hard to recognize anyone when their skin is stuck to their skull without the interposition of familiar flesh, but I think I see my old colleague Marquaine Ell go whirling past. She’s been shipped all the way out here from Earth, even at the minimal expense they’ve boiled the process down to, yet they might as well have just thrown her into the incinerator for the same effect.


With the reminder of that minimal expense comes another piece of knowledge. Another couple of my neurons renewing a severed acquaintance, bringing understanding that’s relevant but unwelcome. That this is intentional. It’s no traumatic wreck of the Hesperus. Not a bug but a feature. Sending people into space used to be expensive, and for people anyone cares about it still is. You’re encouraged to keep them reliably alive in transit, with actual medical care and life support and sporadic wakings to check on their oh-so-delicate physical and mental wellbeing. And, saliently, you’re encouraged to arrange a means by which to bring them back home again, their tour of duty done. Big expensive ships that can do complicated things like refuel, slow down, speed up, turn around.


But if all you want to do is deliver some felons to a labour camp on a remote planet, because it’s literally cheaper and easier than sending machines to do the same work, then you don’t ever have to worry about them coming back. Because they won’t. It’s a life sentence, one-way trip. More unwelcome revelations fall into my head, even as my head, along with the rest of me, falls into the pull of Imno 27g.


I should be beating my newly revivified fists against the inside of my bubble, except it’s whirling round and round, having dropped out of the disintegrating ship, and the world below is growing in size. The void has become a sky, yellow-blue. Can you have a yellow-blue? Not on Earth, but this is Imno’s sky. Blue for the oxygen the planet’s biosphere has pumped into the atmosphere as a by-product of its metabolic pathways, just like on Earth. Yellow for the diffuse clouds of aerial plankton. Or they’re yellow-black, actually, because of their dark photosynthetic surfaces. Blue-yellow-black should not be a colour, and of all things it should not be the colour of the sky.


We fall. At some point the chutes open: filmy transparent plastic, already biodegrading from the moment it contacts atmosphere. Like the ship, it’s designed to last the minimum possible period of time to do its job. The ship, that unnamed plastic piece of trash which was printed as a single piece in Earth’s orbit, no more than a one-shot engine and a pod to hold us all like peas. An egg-case, perhaps. Designed to carry its corpse-cargo across space to one of the current ‘Planets Under Activity’, as the Mandate’s Expansion department terms it. To carry us to Imno 27g, then break apart in the upper atmosphere. Fragmenting into pieces even as the one-shot medical units resuscitate its cargo from cadaver to screaming lost souls tumbling to our doom. While some of us don’t get the wake-up, others who do won’t survive the descent. Doom is what we’re all going to, sure enough, but it’s less drawn-out for some than for others. My bones jar as my chute deploys, and while I see others similarly wrenched from the teeth of the ground, I also see the handful whose chutes have failed drop away. Still screaming, as they remember just enough to know they’re about to die all over again.


I don’t die from not waking up, and I don’t die falling from the edge of the atmosphere either. I’m not written off on the ledgers as Acceptable Wastage. They have to work out very carefully the precise level of expense that’s necessary, and the precise percentage of failed deliveries – meaning dead people – this entails. Because who wants to spend a single cent more than you have to when you’re shipping convicts off to die in a distant world’s work camp? People who’ve gone against the system and are now going to pay their dues permanently, for the rest of their lives. People like me. I hear the figures later: twenty per cent Acceptable Wastage. If that sounds like an absurd loss of investment, then you don’t know the history of people shipping other people against their will from place to place.


They put manoeuvring jets on the pods. Little plastic things. One shot. As I fall – it seems to take so long! – I see them fire. Each one discharges its blast of bottled gas and destroys itself in the process. If that allows me to land where I’m supposed to, then good. If I end up somewhere distant from the work camp then they aren’t going to waste the work-hours it would take to retrieve me. I’ll die trapped in my bubble or outside it, because Imno 27g is full of things that will kill you. Especially alone and with only half your head together. Not that there has ever been anything in my head that would help me survive on this alien world.


But that doesn’t happen to me either. I come down with everyone else, those of us not covered under the Wastage provisions, around the same place, where they’re waiting for us. The camp’s commandant has sent out the heavy mob, just in case we somehow managed to form a revolutionary subcommittee on the way down. On seeing the riot armour and guns – the ‘minimally lethal’ public order pieces I (now) recall from Earth, which only kill you an acceptable proportion of the time – I remember there had been a revolutionary subcommittee I was part of. Not, obviously, on the ship, because we’d all been flash-frozen corpses. And not on the way down, because we’d been far too busy screaming. But back on Earth, before they’d infiltrated our network, tracked our contacts, arrested everyone we knew for a discounted friends-and-family betrayal, I had actually been part of the problem, so I’d earned this. Back on Earth I had been stubbornly proud of the fact, too. In the prison attached to the space port, in the cramped orbital quarters, I had known that, yes, I was going to be deported to the camps, but at least I’d tried to do my bit, even a lowly academic like me.


Right now, after plummeting to this doom, then seeing the death-squad-slash-welcoming-committee, I regret it all. If a political officer magically manifested, offering a pardon if I signed a confession, I’d reach for the pen. Much unlike the song, I regret every one of my life choices that has led me to this point. It’s a moment of weakness.


My bubble deflates around me. I have a fraught minute of fighting it off to stop the clammy plastic suffocating me before they cut me out. They have a special tool for doing this, like a heated knife. I gain a shallow, shiny slash along my thigh to testify to their general lack of care wielding it. One more person becomes Wastage when they’re the last to be cut free and by then it’s too late. All within tolerance, you understand. And that’s it. We’re down. I look up into an alien sky.










2.


I want to be still, but they won’t let me. We stumble and sway and try to make words happen with numb, clumsy tongues. The heavy mob grab us and shake us, shoving us about. Not so much physically moving us as just Lesson One in How Things Are Going To Be from now on. A heavy hand on my shoulder, a little formal handshake that makes my teeth rattle. And all the time I’m scanning the faces of my fellow damned souls. My mind keeps skipping and I can’t even remember why, but then it comes back to me. Marquaine. Marquaine was on the same ship. Was part of the same consignment of expendables. My friend, my colleague, my fellow hell-raiser and political delinquent. It can’t have been her face I saw, dried to her skull and whirling away into the abyss up there. That can’t be the end of such a brilliant mind, a celebrated career, a friend. I stagger into the others, gabbling, slurring. I paw at them, but every face is a stranger. She’s not here. She died like we all did, back in Earth’s orbit when they desiccated us, and her promised resurrection never came.


Marquaine Ell had been in the next cell to me, in the port holding facility, and we’d been able to talk through the wall. There’d been a knack to it, once you worked out that the scratched point in the wall hid a bubble in the structure that carried sound through. The whole place wasn’t much better constructed than the fragmentation barge they were going to ship us out on. If you put your ear and jaw to that one point in the wall where the scratches were, you could hear the person in the neighbouring cell if they put their mouth to the matching point on their side. The scratches were there from prisoners before us who’d found this out and had the fellowship to think of those who would come after. To save us fumbling about for the right spot. After all, it wasn’t as if anyone in those cells would be there for long. I think about them now: some prisoner on the very cusp of being shipped off on the barges, perhaps about to become Acceptable Wastage in turn, finding some way of marking the wall just to help a person they’d never meet and would never know. Just because of the one thing they’d very definitely have in common with that successor: being enemies of the Mandate, enough to be deported off-world.


Marquaine was in the next cell to me both physically and ideologically. We were perpetrators of sibling unorthodoxies, even though she hadn’t, to my knowledge, become involved with the harder-edged layers of resistance I had. The subcommittees and everything that entailed. That was me, the soft-handed academic, deciding to stick it to the Mandate. Trying to be more than an armchair agitator. And yet we were put in neighbouring accommodation waiting for the barges. That, more than anything else, told me I’d been taken up just for my scholastic misdemeanours and the other stuff had never made it into my file.


We had both been rising stars in the same field, and were about the same age. There’d been a conference, up on one of the big luxury orbitals, where Marquaine and I, and another colleague, Ilmus Itrin, had been inseparable: the Three Musketeers. We’d talked out-of-doctrine science over the fancy tea set they’d printed out for us, loudly enough to twitch the ears of our respective faculties down on Earth. The grasp of the Academic Mandate had seemed loose right then, and we believed in the freedom of knowledge and the inevitable triumph of reason. As the rigid scientific orthodoxy looked like it was finally in full retreat, we were spinning out all sorts of ideas in our fields. Xenobiology was the hot topic, after all. Humans had set foot on other worlds, and on some of those worlds there had been life of a sort. It seemed inevitable that the next probe would yield the Big Discovery we all knew must be out there.


Ten years before that, when I was a student, it had all been very different. Orthodoxy was like a hand at your throat. If we had anything to say that didn’t fit within the narrow spaces between those clenched fingers it was whispered in secret. Unredacted textbooks got passed hand to hand like the samizdat novels that they were constantly arresting people for printing. The first discovery of extraterrestrial life had thrown Academic Mandate into a spin. What if we inadvertently discovered a reality that didn’t match the dogma? Horrors! Except, over time, it all fell within tolerance. The looked-for upheaval to our understanding of the universe never happened. No aliens turned up to break our laws of physics, or demonstrate there was a better way to run your civilization than the way our authoritarian overlords did. So over the years, it felt like the grasp of orthodoxy relaxed. Enough for Marquaine, Ilmus and me to say the unspeakable over good coffee and printed strawberries, up at the Nineteenth Conference on the Further Prospects of Life. With Mandate officials one table over, hunching their shoulders and pretending not to hear. They were yesterday’s men, we knew. We were the future.


Now I’m in the future and it’s not what we thought. That iron hand was just shifting its grip. Maybe relaxing to see which parts of its contents would wriggle the most, so it could apply properly targeted pressure.


Let nobody tell you the Mandate isn’t patient. Here I am, thirty years from Earth, and it’s still all part of the long-term plan. They gave us enough rope, and the purges only started after every loudmouth malcontent had been given a chance to identify themselves. Or else for the Internal Investigations office to flip enough people to ensure that even the close-mouthed dissidents were accounted for too, on someone’s little list. They actually missed me the first time, when they picked up Ilmus and most of the others in my small circuit. Me and Marquaine and a handful of other survivors were left, like isolated teeth in a jaw jollied up by the police in the interrogation suite. We wept for the decimated faculty, for the great minds who had been spirited away. In private, we mopped our brows and were thankful it wasn’t us. And we dared to believe that Internal Investigations was fallible. Maybe there were even sympathizers amongst their ranks. Why couldn’t we infiltrate them for a change? Except it wasn’t like that. They were just giving us more rope in case we could fashion them some additional nooses. So we went into hiding. We wore new identities as effective as fright wigs and false noses held on with string. We tried to work out who’d sold our friends to Investigations. We wouldn’t make it so easy for them, we told each other. We’d spot the spooks and the informers. We wouldn’t break.


But everyone breaks, and there are far too many informers to spot them all. They got me before Marquaine, and in our neighbouring cells at the port holding facility she never asked me if I’d sold her out, in the end. If she broke. She didn’t want to hear the answer. I was the last person on Earth she was going to talk to besides the deportation staff. So we danced around it and spoke of other matters. Earth matters. The last chance for a lot of things.


And now I have seen every surviving face and none of them is hers. My glimpse up above in the wrack of the barge was exactly what I thought. She’s dead. Or rather, she never came back to life. One of the most incisive minds of our time has become no more than Acceptable Wastage. And I, all unworthy, am still alive on an alien world.


Here’s a brief primer for the incurious.


Humanity had journeyed to eleven exoplanets at the point in time when they packed me off. As in, actually set foot on them. Unmanned missions had been to . . . I think the last count was seventy-eight. The sixty-seven lacking that human footprint were either still under committee review, relegated to automated exploitation, or simply canned as not being worth another look. There’s a lot of rock in the near reaches of the galaxy. Of those eleven we’d been to, nine had produced life of their own, while the other two were rich in mineral deposits and situated problematically enough that a human hand on the tiller was necessary. And how glad I am, even though I’ve just seen How I Might Have Died played out in a variety of ways, that I haven’t been assigned to any of those. Shipped out to be a cog in a mining operation on an airless toxic rock somewhere. Not that the presence of life necessarily means air or a lack of toxins.


Life, though. Nine worlds with life of some kind, out of seventy-eight surveyed. That might sound disappointing to you, but to a xeno-ecologist like me it’s fantastically exciting. My predecessors in the field were very worried the number might turn out to be zero out of seventy-eight, or out of any number you cared to mention. That would have been appalling. We’d have all been out of a job for starters.


Six of the nine living worlds have nothing on a macro-cellular scale. And I’m not talking about cells necessarily, not like Earth has. But the life on these is composed of individual units too small to see with the naked eye, perhaps forming colonies or randomly aggregate communities like coloured crusts at the edges of deep-sea vents. Or building lumpy, unimpressive reefs that are basically just stacked graveyards of past minuscule generations. So, three worlds out of seventy-eight had actually produced life on a scale familiar to a child of Earth. Again, it’ll sound disappointing to you, but it’s bloody amazing to me. Three, out of only seventy-eight. The galaxy abounds with life!


I hadn’t visited any of those worlds until now. Because there were two lists of academics who were chosen to go on a trip to the outer worlds. One was composed of individuals in good ideological standing with the Academic Mandate, and I have never kissed enough ass or compromised enough scientific principles to be on that. The other list was composed of those who had transgressed, danced their way through the show trials without actually being executed, and then been deported on the one-way fragmentation barges. Which I have in fact just had my solitary ride on.


It could have been worse, I decide, as I stand here and get my first look at this new world.


Quite aside from the possibility of mining rocks or studying alien germs for the rest of my abridged life, I understand that another of the three worlds, Imno 11c, or ‘Swelter’, has a mean temperature of eighty-four degrees centigrade in the temperate zone, and is geologically active enough that the air’s mostly smoke. The life there, by all accounts complex and fascinating, exists in slow migration along deep-sea vents, in a lethargic ecology powered by geothermal energy. It’s basically snails all the way down, or at least blobby mollusc-looking things with shells made from the heavy metals the critters need to get out of their systems to avoid being fatally poisoned. Getting fatally poisoned is, I am led to believe, the second most common cause of death amongst the labour camp workers on Swelter, after catastrophic pressure-crushing accidents, because the seas are very deep and water is very heavy.


In contrast, the relevant moon of the third planet, Kaleb 3p, or ‘Tartrap’, is really fucking cold. And dying from being really fucking cold is, I understand, de rigueur there. It orbits a gas giant out in the far reaches of that overpopulated system and only tidal heating from its parent planet prevents it from freezing solid. It has seas of liquid hydrocarbons and a complex ecosystem built up of exotic chemosynthesis. Everything there is very big and very slow, so much so that we don’t know how most of the species actually produce little big slow aliens because none of them have got round to it in the several decades since human researchers arrived there. In contrast, Imno 27g, my new home, is a paradise.


It does not feel like a paradise, not to any of us. We stand there, still in the crinkly paper one-pieces they put us in when they froze us and shipped us out. The clothes, if that’s even the word for them, are already falling apart. We end up holding disintegrating handfuls in front of our relevant bits, pinning the wretched garments together at shoulder and hip like we’re at the galaxy’s cheapest toga party. It’s cold too. I know, intellectually, that it’s morning and 27g has a serious diurnal temperature swing that means we’d be sweating buckets by noon and then freezing by dusk. And the air smells of burning. I also know, intellectually, that this is from by-products of the local photosynthetic pathways. The fact that we can smell what the air is like is already one up on either Swelter or Tarpit, because if you take a deep breath of the atmosphere on either of those you’ll end up dead in short order. So I am very, very lucky indeed. I have seventy-seven potential problems but being on Imno 27g isn’t one of them.


(For the avoidance of doubt, and for the slow students at the back, Imno is the Astro-discovery Mandate program that revisited this star system. It was the 27th one the program renamed under the new conventions, and this world I have just put my feet on is the sixth out from the star. We don’t call it that, of course. We call it Kiln, and back on Earth I assumed this referred to the temperature fluctuations, but I was wrong. Kiln had a secret that nobody back at Mandate HQ had been telling. It’s easy enough to bottle up information after all, when it takes thirty years for word to get back to Earth, and there’s only one state-controlled channel.)


Our bubbles have burst around a cleared field, artificially flattened and still with machine tracks all over it. The welcoming committee are keen to get us into the camp proper – we can see the familiar chainlink and hard-plate walls of it rising into a grimy plastic dome, a real taste of home. The deportation camp Marquaine and I were held in was made of just the same stuff. I do my best to take a look beyond, because it’s an alien world and, fine, it’s the alien world I’m going to die on, but you have to be curious, surely. Right then I assume they’re going to just have me digging holes and cleaning privies, never to emerge again, so I want to see the Great Outdoors at least once.


There’s a forest. They’ve cleared a hundred metres of space between it and the camp’s walls, but I catch a glimpse of it before they hustle us inside. They’re not exactly trees and not exactly plants, honestly, but the basic physics of solar collection produce a convergence with those, even if they’ve started with very different building blocks. And the essential stuff of Kiln’s biology is carbon-hydrogen-oxygen, as well as those familiar building blocks like amino acids, which can form entirely of their own accord without any actual life present at all. Life on Swelter and even Tarpit has an overlap with Earth, and Kiln even more so. But still very alien. Incompatible. Reaching the same ends by different means. The ‘trees’ look like chonky vases crowned with a great rosette of black petals, twenty metres across in some cases. There’s no dendritic structure at all – no branching from bough to branch to twig, the pattern that repeats ad infinitum in Earth biology, from trees to the passageways of the lungs. Here there are just those big bulbous tuber trunks and the extravagant whorl of enormous leaf-petal-sail things that are the photosynthetic surfaces. They’re almost black, eating as much light as they can, not even greenness escaping them. The swollen trunks are yellow-orange, only slightly different in colour to the dusty burnt-looking ground. We see no motile life in that first brief snatch of Kiln, though it is out there. The cleared ground keeps it at bay, at least during the day, at least long enough for us to walk across it. Then they get us inside the camp’s fence, kicking the laggards and beating us with gun butts. Most of the others are only too glad just to get under cover, away from the alienness. It’s me who dawdles, staring. It’s me who takes the blows on my back and shoulders. Not even properly professional brutality; there’s almost an edge of hysteria to it. There’s a distinct sense of hurry, with plenty of mirror-visor helms glancing at the treeline.


They next herd us into an enclosed chamber just within the gates, leaving us there and gassing the fuck out of us. Something eye-watering and acrid sears my throat and stings my skin. It goes on for a good three minutes, which I know because I’ll go through it plenty more times, and eventually I just count the seconds. Everyone is given a solid lungful of the stuff. When it’s done, one of my fellows, a woman, is on the ground wheezing, gasping, clutching at her throat. She’s dead even before our guards come back in, or else they were politely waiting for her to die before they returned. Just to save themselves the trouble of not helping her in person, rather than not helping her remotely. It was an allergic reaction. I’m told about half a per cent of people can’t take the decontamination. So at least my odds were pretty good when it came to this particular death.


I mean, honestly, I’ve survived so much by now, I should be feeling immortal.


But I’m not feeling immortal. I don’t think I ever felt quite so mortal in my life. I remember how it had been in the justice camp, waiting for my trial. I was so bloody defiant. The principled scholar in opposition to the fascist regime. Let them do their worst! I would stand on the scaffold and spit in their eye. Except it hadn’t been the scaffold. My execution is going to take place over years of privation, light years from home. Whatever the minutiae of the desiccation process, I suspect in most cases defiance doesn’t survive rehydration.


They finally let us out of the airlock, the decontamination chamber, and we see what’s under the camp’s dome.


The usual, of course. The local earth bonded into mockcrete and shaped into low, unlovely buildings. I can instantly tell you which is the labourer dorm, which is the workshop and infirmary – or maybe the infirmary-slash-research facility (it’s always reassuring when the science needs sick people on hand as a ready resource, yes indeed). I see the expected network of gantries, towers and upper residences, where the staff and guards live, and from which privileged vantage point they can look, spit and, if need be, shoot down at we lesser beings. They’ll have the communications and control up there, their link to the satellites and whatever orbital infrastructure’s in place for Kiln. They’ll have the lifeline to Earth. After all, they’re due to go back someday unlike us. But all of this is just home cooking from my perspective, and not what I’m interested in. Because the camp buildings make a ring, and what they make a ring around are . . .


For a brief moment I think the central structure is made up of dead trees, because the walls of it are of the same rounded shape. My second assessment is that they’re fossils, based on the stony-looking spires rising past those broken-vase structures – spires like upright leaves with regular projections, now weathered and broken off. Gigantic fossils of an earlier age of this alien world. There’s only so long I can kid myself, though. Only so long I can keep these prodigies trapped within the realm of bio-ecology.


These have been made. They are buildings, or the ruins of them. Kiln once boasted a civilization, and the shape of some of these ruins looks enough like the pottery ovens of old Earth to give the planet its name. We’ve not just found another iteration of life here, we’ve found other minds. And three complex ecologies out of seventy-eight worlds is one thing, but one other intelligent species in the whole universe cracks all our assumptions wide open. For a moment I forget that I’m a prisoner because my mind has just been freed.


The guards muscle in before I can assess it further, and march me off to go before the commandant. I haven’t been in the camp five minutes and already it seems I’m in trouble.










3.


I’m still clutching my paper rags to my privates as they shunt me up the gantry stairs, which is a recipe for barked shins and grazed knees and leaves me precious little modesty by the time I get to the top. As though they’ve driven me up there just so I can exhibit my wretched physique to all and sundry. I’m trying to ask questions, which they’re not interested in answering, unless you count physical violence. Which, in my experience to date, has a certain finality as a conversational gambit.


‘What did I do?’ I demand, and by the second time it’s more pleading and begging. There aren’t many good reasons to be hauled off to see the big man. And I can’t see why they’d need to make an example of someone right now, given all the varied examples that our delivery method provided us with, but that’s the only thing I can think of. They’re going to dangle me from the scaffolding just to make sure everyone else is sufficiently educated as to the way things are run around here. A final irony, the career academic ending his life as a lesson.


When I’m shoved into the complex of buildings up there, I frantically reassess my expectations. Torture, perhaps, or a little recreational beating. Maybe it’s in the guards’ contracts that they get one out of each shipment for their personal diversion. After all, their lives must be short of entertainment otherwise. I look for the thumbscrews and the electrodes, the big truncheons and the easily washed-down floor.


The lead guard cuffs me about the head and then rips the last of my tatters away. I brace myself for the latest, maybe the final piece of oppression I’m to receive from these faithful servants of the Mandate.


The Mandate’s business is control. If the Mandate didn’t want to go to space, it’s not as though there’d be some interstellar underground railroad ferrying dissidents out of their jurisdiction. If the Mandate didn’t care about extrasolar life then it could destroy and bury the data from the probes which had gone to Swelter, Tartrap and Kiln and the rest. It’s not like your friendly local revolutionary subcommittee would launch its own competing space research program using bottle rockets and string.


So: cover up all evidence of extraterrestrial life, then. Say it’s all star stuff but none of it organized in a particularly energetic way, so everyone can go back to their textbooks and forget about little green men, thank you very much. Except, of course, the Mandate never has the degree of control it wants. Word gets out. It always does. Little cells of interfering academics like yours truly would end up poring over the details and know that Something was Out There that the Mandate didn’t want us to know about. Simply uncovering that much would be a morale-boosting victory for us and, from that statement, I think you can truly see how trivial we all were, in the greater scheme of things.


Perhaps because the bureaucrats and tame scholars of the Mandate were equally trivial in their outlook, they wanted to deny us even that miserable triumph and so didn’t cover anything up at all. The data arrived and was duly released. Life in the universe! Worthy of study! We academics raised our voices in a clamour, demanding action. Or, rather, we didn’t because, by the time the announcement was made, action was already under way. Every world out there with life was getting a labour camp and a science team, along with mining concerns and the like, exploiting concentrations of rare elements. It’s only really the rare elements, you understand. There’s no point in bulk shipping the common stuff over a distance of light years. It costs too much to ever make back your stake and you may as well just do something similar within the solar system.


Cost is, of course, the problem. You might ask why the restrictive, oh-so-narrow-minded Mandate is spending its valuable resources shipping people like me off to Kiln to go look at aliens. And, yes, the simple threat of Behave or we’ll deport you to an alien world by the absolute cheapest and nastiest way has some use as a stick to threaten people with, but it’s not as though the Mandate is particularly short of sticks. Why look at aliens at all?


Because, as I said, the Mandate’s business is control.


I don’t mean that they’re worried about a Kilnish invasion fleet, or they want to turn the snails of Swelter into colonial slaves, or anything like that. I mean philosophically. The Mandate was very keen on building a detailed model of the universe. From subatomic to universal, they wanted a textbook explaining how it all fits together. And that sounds suspiciously creditable, to an impressionable scholar. The Mandate is big on academia. Plenty of scholars live happily in their ivory towers, writing papers politely refining one another’s critiques. Big on the arts, big on the sciences, especially big on humanities and philosophy. What’s not to like?


From my point of view, what’s not to like is how they have their methodology absolutely backwards. The Neo-Cientifico doctrine looks powerfully sound on the face of it – all that investigation, and understanding our place in the universe through detailed study of those other worlds. But after a while you work out that they’re starting with our place in the universe, and the goal of all that work is to draw some nice straight lines from what we’ve found to what it means. And woe betide you if that’s not where the points on your graph are leading.


Trivial, like I say. And our academic quibbles, those of people like Ilmus and Marquaine and me, are all equally trivial. But such trivialities got us all deported into space the cheapest way and Marquaine didn’t survive the trip.


Except . . . what I just saw today. The ruins on Kiln. That was a bit more than trying to prove the undersea life of Swelter was equivalent to this or that stage of Earth’s prehistory, or show how the sluggish metabolic pathways of Tartrap fit the ideas enshrined by past luminaries of biochemistry. The stakes went up after what they’d found on Kiln, and I realize now they really can redact the data if they try hard enough, because not a whimper of it had found its way to our debating rooms back on Earth.


In that room, the brutal servants of the Mandate give me new clothes to replace the flaking paper envelope they sent me into space with. Real clothes, weirdly antiquated. Not that Mandate styles vary much over time, given how much they value conformity, but the height of the stiff collar, the way the cuffs clip about my wrists like manacles, rather than buttoning back, is old-fashioned. The overlap of the jacket, fastening all the way across the left breast, almost under the armpit, is that faux-military style of two generations ago. The way formal clothes looked when they’d sent Commandant Terolan and his expedition out here. An unintentional statement about the ideology of space travel.


Earth is crowded. The solar colonies are at economic capacity. Yet you’ll notice that when I was talking about why to send us out here to study, I didn’t even mention sending us out here to live. It isn’t deportation to ‘the colonies’ out beyond the solar system. Just the labour camps, serving specific industrial or studious purposes. There are colonies, but only within the solar system, and even then, tightly limited and regulated. Keeping someone alive on half-habitable Mars is expensive. Keeping someone alive on Titan, or in the sky factories above Venus, is murderously expensive. Why not colonize the exoplanets, most especially halfway-congenial Kiln? Places where we can walk under the sky without instantly freezing, burning or suffering explosive decompression? Surely the Mandate, global superstate that it is, wants its space empire?


Let the clothes tell the story. Here on Kiln, the Mandate is a century out of date. I imagine Commandant Terolan sitting up there in the antique uniform of his day, a man on the far side of middle age who’ll be getting on the boat in ten, fifteen years to go home for a state-sanctioned retirement. Going home to an Earth he won’t recognize despite the Mandate’s best attempts to halt time and control progress. Even the ‘perfect state of governance’ shifts in a thousand little ways. Thirty years have passed on Earth since they sentenced and sent me away. If there was a revolt here on Kiln it would take thirty years for word of it to get back home and another thirty, plus mustering and prep time, to send a response. In which time who knows what would have happened at either end of that ridiculous thread of whispers? The Mandate isn’t interested in spreading humanity throughout the galaxy, not even to our nearest neighbouring stars. Clenching their fist around the solar system is enough of a test of their authority; freezing time by redacting history and monitoring every little act and reaction. Allow people to set up in living, breathing colonies across the vast interstellar gulfs and you’ve de facto lost control of them. You’ve created not dependants but rivals. And so the work camp on Kiln – like all of its siblings on other worlds – is something different. Nowhere anyone’s going to call home. Something locked down and militarized and given over to a ruthless ideologue the Mandate knows they can rely on. I picture him, brutal, slab-faced, not a new thought in his head save those that come in by official decree. A monster given sovereignty over monsters, who in turn have sovereignty over we prisoners. In my new outfit, I am braced to enter the lair of the beast. The guards give me no choice about it, shoving me onwards. And so I enter the presence of Commandant Terolan.


He doesn’t look so bad, honestly. Balding, sideburned, a style as oddly quaint as the outfits we’re both in. Sitting there at the far end of a plastic table as his flunky serves us dinner. Actual dinner, spun out of an actual food printer, just like Momma used to make. Raising his white cup with a twinkle, he invites me to join him in the traditional toast, ‘The Continuing Mandate of Humanity!’ And I do join him, of course. I can be anyone’s hypocrite if it gets me fed.


‘You may ask the question,’ Commandant Terolan says, as I drink. I watch him warily, because maybe this is one of those loyalty tests so beloved of middle managers who want to play the petty tyrant over their underlings. Maybe the question is, in fact, forbidden, and I may not ask it. Recognizing that fact would show my compliance with orthodoxy, or otherwise I’m a dissident. Given I’ve been shipped out here for unorthodoxy and dissidence then maybe that makes me, what? Dissident squared? A dissident’s dissident? The man who cleans the privies, anyway, or goes in to fix the nuclear reactor wearing a paper apron as protection.


So I don’t ask until, ‘Ask,’ he prompts. All genuine civilized charm as he sips from his delicate cup.


It’s not as if the question hasn’t been burning in me ever since I saw that strange structure, and eventually I can’t keep it in, even if I want to. The words pour out of me thusly: ‘Who built those ruins?’


‘Good,’ Terolan agrees. ‘Who. Not what. Orthodoxically correct. I was hoping I could find a use for you here, Professor Daghdev.’ He’s obviously listened to the pronunciation audio that came with my permanent record, eliding the middle ‘g’ the way everyone in the prison service hadn’t, on the rare occasions they’d even cared I had a name.


‘I know you, of course. It’s a small field,’ Terolan says. As I was only a student when they sent him out here, he must mean he receives the Approved Academica with each fresh delivery from home, and has been keeping tabs on the xenoscience sections. Not exactly surprising for a man sitting on what he has here. I have a mad moment when I wonder if my entire arrest was triggered at his behest, just to put me at his service. But no. I earned my sentence. Besides, he’d have had to have sent the order back when I was sitting my first exams. We were both no strangers to longevity treatments, but nobody’s that patient. The camp did have a standing order out, though, I discover later, for any academic of appropriate credentials who fell into the prison service. An order that had been sent from Kiln back when the first research chief here started going off the rails, which had arrived on Earth just in time for my fall from grace. Maybe that also meant a few borderline cases, the mildest of the unorthodox, like my friend Ilmus, had been nudged over the boundary into ‘deportation’ just because there was an explicit request for them. Someone back home probably got a nice little bonus for every scholar they sent on a one-way space mission.


‘Eat,’ Terolan invites. I’ve just reached the ‘very, very hungry’ stage of post-revivification, so I do. It’s good. The camp commandant and his senior staff eat as well on Kiln as the faculty did back at the Panoptic Academy.


‘Earth proteins, I take it?’ It’s partly an attempt at a joke, ho ho, partly a genuine worry after I’ve already peristalsed my first mouthful.


‘We experimented with the alternative,’ Terolan tells me. ‘Unsuccessfully. I can show you the results if you like.’ The twinkle is still there but it’s frozen, become a sharp-edged shard of glass. I’m being reminded of our relative stations, just in case the sharing of bread gives me any delusions of companionship. ‘Professor,’ he goes on, the iron fist back in its glove without obvious transition, ‘I would appreciate your professional opinion and assistance with the quandary this world presents us. You are in a position to render a considerable service to human science and knowledge. If that was ever important to you.’


‘It was,’ I get out, around a mouthful. ‘It is.’


‘Not so important that you didn’t get yourself sent here,’ Terolan says, as his man comes over to top up his cup. He swills it, peering in with a divinatory air. ‘The food is reclaimed biomass,’ he says. ‘It’s all so maddeningly close, and yet you couldn’t eat it as it is. There’s no going out to bag an alien for the pot. Except . . . eventually you could, and that . . . becomes problematic. No . . .’ A reverie comes over him that excludes me. A tantalizing trail of half-spoken breadcrumbs that peter out maddeningly in the middle of the forest, leaving me . . . where?


At the mercy of the wolves, is where, but the twinkle has returned to his gaze again and I understand it’s at least four parts an act. He wants me to be curious and to be worried, and to be his. Luring me into collaboration with him by the hooks of my profession, as well as my understanding that my fortunes are entirely his to hoist or cut loose.


‘You know what they call this place, of course.’


‘Imno twenty-seven gee,’ I pronounce fastidiously. The proper, formal name. No dissidence here, no sir.


‘And?’


I shrug inwardly. Who am I kidding, exactly? ‘Kiln.’


‘Kiln,’ agrees the commandant. ‘And something was baked here, Professor. There are dozens of these settlements, or monuments, or shrines, across this part of the planet. Small, similar but not identical. Evidence of a widespread common culture. They were built by a process we can’t quite understand, but most definitely raised artificially, no natural phenomena. The work of sapience. There are records of past study and doubtless you’ll be granted access. You’ve seen what we have out there, and you’re thinking . . . actually, why don’t you tell me? What are your first impressions, Professor Daghdev?’


I blink lazily over it to give myself thinking time. Sounding out my inner scholar and trying to work out what those impressions are, and then whether I want to be candid about them with this man. But they’re so meagre they’re not worth dissembling over.


‘It looks simple. Small scale. So it must have been small groups or very small builders.’ I’m thinking some level of early-human development as an analogue – pre-agricultural maybe, or just in the transition. Or I’m thinking termites.


‘What if I told you there was drainage, signs of higher- and lower-status chambers based on interior space. Evidence of a stratified civilization with all that must inevitably require – surely law, philosophy, consideration of their place in the universe?’


I nod cautiously. Because big and small chambers, drainage, even air conditioning for when it gets hot, are all termite things too. Wouldn’t it be a grand joke if everyone was writing erudite sociology papers on what turned out to be a glorified colony insect, or Kiln’s nearest equivalent. Commandant Terolan reads it in my face and smiles condescendingly.


‘Quite,’ he says. ‘And if I told you they had a power network, except we don’t know what it was actually powering.’


‘Source?’


‘Solar.’


Life cracked solar power on Earth billions of years before we made the first artificial panel, and I nod cautiously again but don’t say anything smart in case it cuts dinner short before the dessert trolley is wheeled in. Once more Terolan reads me, sure enough, and his smile widens.


‘There’s writing too, Professor Daghdev. Not translatable, obviously, but writing, decoration, art. For the first time, evidence of true thought evolved on another planet, in another solar system entirely. The greatest discovery humanity has ever made, waiting to be announced across the Mandate the moment we actually have something more than weak speculation to announce. Because where are they now? Our best guess is nobody’s lived here for a thousand years, but there’s no sign of war or deliberate destruction. The only damage can be put down to time or our own study methods.’


My heart, my mind, they race! Writing? I don’t believe it. A lot of things can look like writing, especially if you’re desperate enough to find it. There are fossils called graptolites so named because they look like alien cursive scrawled in the ancient rock. I maintain my veneer of diplomacy, wondering if he’s baiting me. ‘There are a lot of reasons a settlement can be abandoned. Or a whole region.’


He nods as though I’ve passed another test. ‘Geo survey suggests the planet was wetter back then, that we’re in a relative ice age right now, with the polar oceans frozen over, the forests shrunken. But this . . . We’ve compiled a bestiary of the life on this world, and you’ll get to see those files too, of course. It’s only a fraction of what’s out there, but it’s . . . nothing that might have built this. A whole world, yet nothing that could look you in the eye and know you. Nothing that isn’t just a beast, even if it’s an alien beast. Where did they go, Professor? We haven’t even found the remains of anything that could have built these places. No precursors. No stone flakes and axes. Nothing that could ever have evolved into a sapient builder species, or devolved from it. We haven’t found the tools they used either, and in that absence we can’t even understand how. Do you understand me?’


He’s standing now, making the table creak where he leans on it. I look into his pouchy face and see an unexpected earnestness. They’d sent out a Mandate man, but a scientist, too. When Commandant Terolan takes the slow boat back to Earth he wants to have findings to present, a solution to Kiln’s mysterious, vanished civilization.


‘I am very glad you survived transit,’ he tells me. ‘I’d hoped there would be two of you here with me. The other didn’t make it, which is always unfortunate. The journey to Kiln is dangerous.’ Spoken with the assurance of someone for whom it hadn’t been. The other had been my friend, colleague and comrade, and these mealy words from Terolan are Marquaine Ell’s eulogy. She deserved better. ‘Kiln is dangerous too,’ he adds as an afterthought. ‘The turnover amongst the regular labour force is high. Contamination is a constant problem.’ Back home that means coming into contact with dangerous ideas. Out here I understand a more biological connotation.


‘You’re threatening me.’ I’ve finished the meal by now, drained my cup, and feel I can roll the die a little.


‘Professor Daghdev,’ the commandant tells me, ‘you are a convicted dissident and heterodox thinker. You have been sent to the extrasolar camps. Because they know, back home, what our situation here is, you were diverted to one of the least lethal destinations within human reach. But Kiln will still kill you, sooner or later. It kills them all, the Labour. It’s what the Labour is for. It’s what you’re for. But in recognition of the assistance you can provide, I am offering you the opportunity for it to be later.’ He claps his hands and his people appear to clear the table. The guards are there to clear me off too, hoisting me out of the chair. A flunky takes the chair even as my backside leaves it and I decide they will feed it into the incinerator so not a trace of me might remain to trouble the commandant. Perhaps they’ll scrub me from the air, too.


‘I hope that we will have many conversations in the future,’ Terolan tells me. ‘I look forward to hearing your theories once you have had a chance to study both the ruins here, and the local ecology. An unparalleled opportunity to practise your discipline. How your colleagues back home must envy you.’ Again that damnable twinkle, inviting me to chuckle genially as the guards virtually hold my feet off the ground. Ignoring the fact that those colleagues I had who were loyal enough not to be shipped out in the fragmentation barges are retired or even dead of old age by now. ‘For now, I will have my people show you to the labour dormitories and the life that the less privileged here enjoy. I find that tends to focus people a great deal. A few days’ thinking time. Obviously a proud and idealistic opponent of everything the Mandate stands for would require that.’ He stares me right in the eye, pretending to tremble a little at the terrifying academic with his dangerous theories. ‘I won’t even ask you to formally recant your heterodoxies, Professor. That will simply sit implicit between us once you become a contributing member of our community here.’


They take me out of his rooms, down from the elevated reaches where the masters of the camp live. They remove the clothes they’d given me, strip me naked, then beat me a little when I try instinctively to resist them. Just a little, nothing that would disable. A very precise and courteous brutality, like an hors d’oeuvre of broken glass served on a silver tray. They next give me a coarse one-piece jumpsuit of artificial fibre over paper underwear. One guard has a syringe-bolt-gun affair and they tag me, shooting a metal bolt in over one collarbone in a sudden and incapacitating spike of pain. The collar of my jumpsuit buttons neatly to it, as though the whole thing is simply to dissuade me from running naked into the woods should the urge take me. It’s a tracker, I understand. My clothes and my implanted tag, constantly talking to the camp’s admin system, telling them where I am and what my vital signs are doing. Right then, with the pain and the shock, they’re spiking hard enough that I hope I’m giving some monitoring snoop an aneurism.










4.


Ah, the life of a privileged academic! I’m not being ironic here, given I’ve just had a metal bolt shot into my collarbone. I’m thinking about the actual life I actually had, not long, but also several decades, ago. Before the first big purge.


There are some old fortune-telling cards that turn up every so often in backroom junk sales, or passed hand to hand between collectors of occult and banned artefacts. Not the sort of thing you’d expect a hard-line Cientifico like me to have seen, but when you dabble with radicals you meet all sorts. Plenty of different and utterly opposed groups have an interest in bucking against the Mandate back home. Every so often circles coincide. The subcommittees overlap to plan some joint operation or share resources. It almost never works. You spend so long staring at your own people for signs of faltering, how can you be expected to trust some pack of fetish-fondling spiritualists? I remember leafing through a deck of those cards, though. Didn’t think much of it at the time, save that the art was very fine – they were antique, or at least lovingly reproduced from an earlier age of more baroque tastes.


There was this one card that recurred to me later, when I understood how things had actually been every day of my dissident life. A carefree youth with a dog, dancing about on the edge of a cliff and utterly clueless about it. That was us, we academics playing at revolutionaries. Putting forward our unorthodoxies because everyone knew the Mandate didn’t care enough to slap us down. Pushing the envelope of acceptable thought with our purely theoretical treasons, pretending they were important while we knew the Mandate knew we were only boffins farting about, and who really cared outside the pages of the journals? Except it turned out they were important. When we told each other excitedly this was our way to loosen the Mandate’s intellectual grasp from within, someone was listening and taking names. When we told each other we were serious revolutionaries, some of us actually were, sliding into practical action while maintaining the veneer of a weekend dissident.


And then suddenly there were boots kicking in doors, forcing some of us to flee, while others didn’t get the chance. The brute squads swooped in with their jackboots and dawn raids. Marquaine and I, tipped off before we could get far enough down the list, abandoned our tenured rooms, our books and our institutions, and went on the run. Throwing ourselves on the mercy of all those contacts we’d previously disdained because our genteel academic revolution had been the only right way to do things. And, of course, they caught us anyway, because here I am on Kiln, but we dodged the first wave of arrests and deportations, winning ourselves almost an entire extra year on Earth.


For all that year we wondered who it had been. Because that’s how it always goes. Someone is taken in, and steamed in the interrogation suite until they crack. They give over the names, exaggerate the crimes, what was said and done, because by then they’re desperate to have something to sell, to buy their life back. Or else someone had been through that transformative process long before, conducted secretly enough that none of their fellows ever knew they’d been turned. Someone in those meetings, listening to every bold word of treason. A poison in the heart of the subcommittee. Or there were several someones. You hear stories of when seven out of ten people turned out to be on the Mandate payroll in one form or another, including the leaders. All that effort just to trap a few witless fools who’d never have strayed if not for the prearranged inducements of professional traitors. After Marquaine and I escaped the first cull, of course everyone we turned to was thinking the same thing, when they actually took our calls. Was it you? Are you unsound? And the moment you ask that question about anyone, then the answer always becomes Yes. Nobody trusts you. Your ongoing good fortune itself becomes incriminating.


So the various reactions I meet when they chuck me in the Labour Block aren’t really surprising.


Ideally I’d have wanted a closer look at those central ruins before my comeuppance, but now is not the time for me to recommence my career as a serious academic! Now is the time I’m hunched about the crippling pain of the bolt, while a pair of Terolan’s bully boys half shove, half carry me across the compound. From under the dome, the sky appears more brown-grey than blue-yellow-black, I note inanely. The light is weird, but not as weird as it was outside. It’s more like Earth’s sun through the smoggy air of the industrial districts I went to ground in. Ah, home!


I have a blurred view of those big kiln-like structures looming over us – three storeys high at least, with the broken-off, fronded vanes even higher between them. I gibber something about looking at them, but it’s not really scientific enquiry that motivates me. Just a desperate thought that if they stop hauling me around so energetically maybe it wouldn’t hurt as much. And I have a presentiment of what I’ll run into the moment they leave me alone with my peers. Because like I say, I’m used to the looks you get the moment you catch a break. On the run, amongst the gutter dissidents, you do your best to look as wretched as possible. Not because someone stronger will take anything you have if you flaunt it, though that happens, but because everyone’s eyes will say Who did you sell to buy that?


I’ve just been to dinner with the commandant. They very publicly took me from the line to give me this special treatment. Terolan wasn’t just buying me with a drink and a snack, he was making sure I was spoiled goods for anyone else. I know I’m going to get a kicking the moment the guards leave me alone, and make absolutely zero friends amongst the Labour. That was his intent as much as the carrot-and-stick routine. If he wants his tame scholars to help him solve Kiln’s academic quandary, then he doesn’t want to share them with anyone else.


I’m making such a fuss that my escort is forced to pause a few seconds beside the ruin. More to change their grip than to indulge me. I stare up at the impossible things. These alien works. Built. Incontestably, intelligently built. Supplied with power too, Terolan said. A network of communities (were they?) spread over the planet. A civilization (was it?) reduced now to just dry relics like this.


Think about human history. We’ve gone up and down more than once. Drought and cooling events hit Earth’s past too. It’s easy to see how a thronging society can collapse if you’ve expanded to agricultural capacity in the warm period, then a little ice age comes along and you’ve got the same number of people but only a quarter of the food. Except it isn’t as though humanity became extinct after the Bronze Age Collapse. We muddled on, just fewer of us, in less complex societies, for a while. And even in those places where everyone bailed on the region and went elsewhere, we weren’t tidy-minded enough to clear away all our own bones and tools and things to frustrate future archaeologists.


So where were the remains of the kiln-makers of Kiln?


I admit, given they’ve just bolted a staple through my clavicle, most of this erudite speculation comes post facto, but I like to think at least the germ of the question is there in my pain-racked brain at that moment.


The Labour Block is a low, flat-roofed building, with one side of it made from clear plastic so nobody has privacy and the sun’s your alarm clock. There are cameras inside, too, but I’m used to living under surveillance. Welcome to the Mandate! I’m absolutely certain the inmates know exactly which corners and edges aren’t visible, and how keen the audio receptors are, all that. Not even for the purposes of holding a good revolutionary subcommittee but just for basic, everyday living.


Inside, the centre of the space is taken up with hard plastic slabs assembled as tables. Later I’ll discover there’s a whole changeover routine morning and evening, and those slabs also serve as the beds once you slot them into their wall mounts. I’m dumped down next to one of these mounts, just a moulded slot in the wall. There’re about three hundred of them, lining the long space of the Labour Block. My new home.


The badge they plug in over my particular niche, as well as the bolt they drove into me, identify me as 2275. By this time the pain has dulled enough for my mind to think through the unpleasant implications of that label.


They don’t reuse numbers, I divine, and they have a maximum operating capacity of three hundred in this, the sole labour dormitory. And I’m very aware they don’t ever send the Labour home; there’s no end to someone’s sentence after they deport you to the extrasolar labour program. I have a brief, bleak moment of wondering where the graveyard is for those who’ve been used up before me to further the Mandate’s researches here on Kiln. Then I reassess the logistics of deep-space supply and understand I’ve not been bleak enough. Nobody is going to bury the dead on Kiln. One corner of the Labour Block is a reclamation unit, to make sure none of those useful Earth-made molecules go to waste. Organic chemistry is incredibly versatile, after all. The majority of the elements in your body are the same as in the plastics that come out of an all-commodities printer. The clothes and plates, the chairs and blunt cutlery, it’s all at least partly reclaimed people. As is the food. A narrow spur of the dorm interior runs down the unit’s side with slots so we can feed scraps and used goods in. The big slots for bodies are on the outside, not to spare our feelings but just for practicality.


Later I’ll understand that, putting our society’s hideous pragmatism aside, there’s another reason nobody has dug out a little cemetery plot outside the dome, with headstones and dates and ‘Taken from us so young’. The incompatibility between Kiln and Earth biology is a bridgeable gap. It reaches for us. It would have uses for our dead.


I notice there are surprisingly few people in the Labour Block right now. Except of course it’s towards the end of a work day so people are working, while the main body of my admissions class are being shown the ropes of their new professions. I’ve missed induction. I don’t fit. It seems I have a precious hour or so of rattling around the dorm before Kiln closes on my every hour like a vice. I try to spend it lying on the floor in agony but the score or so of people who are there come over to look at me, and possibly give me the aforementioned kicking early.


‘He’s for Excursions?’ asks one of them. That sounds jolly, I think I might like an excursion. Straw hat, bucket and spade on the sunny beaches of Kiln. Maybe life here won’t be so bad after all. I’m quite disappointed when one of the guards grunts, ‘He’s Dig Support.’ That sounds like actual work.


I don’t particularly notice the guards leaving, but when they’re gone, I’m left with the muttering. I know it without having to look at any of the mutterers. It’s distrust, distilled down to the sound of human voices. I hoick myself up until I’m in a sitting position with my back to the wall, the better to ward off the blows. The score of my fellow Labour are standing round me, a loose and distant crescent, not the boots-incoming close knot I might have expected. They look lean, tough and ugly. They are people who have survived Kiln thus far, which is as much of a survivor as you can ever get, what with two thousand dead since the camp first set up.
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