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To the memory of my mother,
who started it all with a hobbit

Greer-Ann Saulter
1948 – 2006




0

When describing a circle one begins anywhere. Each point precedes and succeeds with no greater or less meaning; the tale they tell remains unvaried. There is neither cause nor consequence, for every moment is both. It is curious the resignation with which we declare this pattern in human affairs, and the virtue with which we credit it in nature.

But beware illusions born of too still and centred a perspective. A mere tilt of the head, a sideways step – and history unspools. The triumphs and tragedies, victories and defeats, dark and golden ages come and go and come again, each shaped by the revolution of which it is the final coordinate, shaping that for which it is the first. No two moments are exactly the same, for travelling the circuit conveys a momentum that displaces the point of return from the point of departure. Life proceeds in a spiral, pushing outward and forward, expanding and accelerating as the players whirl through their evolutions, building a vortex.

Be careful. Stand in the middle and the maelstrom will pull you in.

But you must pick the right moment to join the dance. There are events which ripple down the helix, maiming and moulding all the moments that follow. These are worth understanding.

Beginnings are important.

* * *
So our story begins, perhaps, with Dr Eli Walker, tasked with the mapping of divisions, accosted, accused and propositioned. Insulted, as he would have it, but then Dr Walker is a principled man. To himself he is a player in a morality tale, unravelling dissimulations. He knows, or thinks he knows, what the choices are. His own righteousness is in no doubt. He has the conviction of a man who fights on the side of angels.

* * *
But Dr Walker is a reactor to a reality, the effect of a cause. We might better begin with Gaela Provis Bel’Natur, struggling with corollaries as she makes her way across the city. They will lead her to a treasure beyond imagining, the discarded relic of a dismayed hegemony. Does our story flow from what she finds, or from the manner of her finding it? She could not tell you. Gaela is the very embodiment of unintended consequences. It is her boon and her doom, her grace and her gall. It exhausts her. Gaela could tell Eli a thing or two about the hard grind of duality. She would give a lot for a middle ground, some quiet grey in which to rest, and she may find it, for a while. But not for long. She has convictions of her own.

* * *
So Gaela, maybe Gaela is the starting point. Or maybe not. All beginnings are endings, after all, so perhaps we should commence with a departure. A long time ago, in a forest, a deep dark wood as befits a fairytale. A young girl, not much beyond childhood, flees between towering trunks, bearing an impossible burden, running for her life. She has emerged from earth and the great silent spaces beneath the cathedral of trees frighten her. She pauses for breath, rests her hand against rough bark. She has never felt anything like it.

A moth flutters away from her fingers, brown-grey and mottled and invisible until it moves, finding a safer vantage higher up. The girl is transfixed. She is reaching up towards it, hoping to see it fly again, when a whisper of sound reaches her, sighing on a breeze through the forest. For a moment she has almost forgotten the pursuit. She wishes she shared the moth’s gift of camouflage, or the possibility of escape in the trees. But even if she were to ascend into the canopy she knows they would find her, track her, burn the forest to retrieve or destroy her. There are men and dogs on her trail, and darker things as well. So she turns, slips away up the slope, running as fast as she can, making for the open ground she knows is there.

Knows? She does not know. She has seen a map. They did not think she would understand it and so did not trouble to hide it from her. She understands only too well that it may be old. The place she is making for may have changed. The trees may stop too soon, or not at all. There may be people, and not the ones she hopes to find. She had very little time, and has judged this her best chance. There is nothing to do now except struggle uphill, hearing more distinctly the whir of a helicopter in the distance, feeling the stitch burning fierce in her side, the low branches and brambles catching at her as the trees become smaller, newer, and the forest turns to scrub on the flat land of the plateau.

This is unexpected. The trees have been cleared, a hazard she had anticipated; but some time ago, and the new growth has not been managed. So she is not exposed as she had feared, but she is slowed down, reduced to walking pace as she pushes through the dense brush. Her pursuers are still moving at speed, and she can hear the dogs now, and the shouts of the men.

Strangely it is the helicopter she fears most, and she scans the sky. Its endless unbordered space should panic her, but instead the blue immensity overhead fills her with a strange, wild joy. She marshals it. There is no time yet to explore this feeling, and if she is captured the time will never come again. No sight of the helicopter, and its sound has become distant: it must be at its apogee as it circles the forest. For a moment she marvels at her luck, and wonders that it is not tracking the movements of her pursuers, as they are tracking her. The others must not all have been rounded up yet, she thinks, and hope surges in her. Again, she damps the emotion down. She is the only one who has any real chance, and that will be dashed in minutes if the helicopter is called in before she reaches her destination.

Which it will be the moment they realise where she has led them. She can clearly hear the other sound she had been straining for. It was a distant murmur as she came out of the trees, then a growing grumble as she pushed and strained through the dense growth, and now a rushing, tumbling roar as the bracken releases her and she stumbles out onto a narrow, grassy ledge.

She peers over the edge, down into the gorge that falls away a short stride from where she stands, then to the right and up to where the river pours out of the mountain far above her head, crashing into a valley as far again below her feet. White mist and water spray billow up to meet her. The cleft is narrow, a vein of softer rock scoured away over eons. On both sides the walls are nearly vertical, broken here and there by solitary trees that colonise the few ledges and point up at her like spears. As she leans over, the waterfall’s turbulence buffets her, wetting her face as though with tears.

No one is there to meet her. A mountain climber with ropes and anchors might hope to abseil down the side of the cliff; she has neither the skill nor the equipment. White water boils at the base of the drop, and she feels panic rising up into her throat. She takes a deep breath, then another and another, and casts a last look up at the deepening blue of the evening sky. Then she fixes her eyes down the long plunge into the gorge.

A moment later the tracking team bursts out of the forest and into the sticky embrace of the scrubland. The leader hears the faint thunder of the waterfall, checks her map and swears. She screams into her earset.

Within seconds the roar of the helicopter rivals that of the river as it heaves into view. By the time the trackers and dogs force their way through the undergrowth and onto the ledge, it is hovering above the gorge, swaying a bit in the updraughts, staying high to avoid the steep walls and buffeting currents. Its rotors almost span the width of the crevice. Retrieval specialists in orange safety suits hang out of the door, sweeping the gap with binoculars. Even from a distance their body language signals disappointment.

The air team leader spots his counterpart standing on the edge of the abyss and pulls himself back inside. She knows what he will say before her comlink crackles with the news.

The girl is gone.


1

The headache bloomed before Gaela’s eyes, a violence of reds and violets. Her knees jellied as turbulent, aggressive colours pulsed in time to the pounding in her skull. She’d felt it coming on as she left the museum, had gulped some painkillers and hoped she’d caught it early enough to at least stave off the florid accompaniment. No such luck. The meds should kick in soon, but for now she felt buried under waves of pain and almostpurple.

She often wondered what norms – or even other gems – would call her colours, and knew she would never have the answer. Hyperspectral vision coupled to an unimpaired intellect was a rarity, and hyperspectral synaesthesia was, as far as she knew, unique. She could have done without the distinction. She struggled endlessly to describe hues no one else could see.

Today they were intense enough to interfere with her carefully modulated perception of her surroundings, and she stumbled and stopped, eyes half closed. The street was lined with old, faceless buildings hard up against the pavement and she leaned against one of them gratefully. The migraine was not exactly a surprise. She’d known the likely outcome of the day’s task, a hurried evaluation of a massive private collection. The paintings were rumoured to include old masters, even some Renaissance work, but the museum had had its doubts. It was only at the last moment that someone had thought to request Gaela’s services.

Now they had a treasure trove of lost masterpieces, awaiting painstaking analysis of the ancient underdrawings, corrections and layers of paint by highly trained specialists wielding delicate instruments that could reveal to norm eyes what Gaela had seen in an instant. After hours spent checking dozens of canvases, trying to describe her findings in terms the others could understand, she had a headache. And, she reminded herself, payment and the prospect of more work. It was still far better than other things she’d had to do for a living.

But it had been an exhausting day and the early winter evening had long since deepened into night. At least there was no one around; she always chose her route carefully, preferring quiet streets where there was less passive surveillance to avoid, she was less likely to be accosted, and the visual bombardment would be less severe. She should be able to wait, unmolested, for the doublebarrelled barrage to recede.

She tipped her head back to rest against the cool masonry and gazed up at the sky. Even to her it was largely blank, washed out by the city’s glow. Peaceful. She picked out gentle rays of ultraviolet, followed them up until she could make out a few stars. She stood in the shadow of the wall and watched them wheel slowly overhead, letting her eyes rest in the invisible light, until the pain diminished to a spatter of lavender. Her earset buzzed.

‘Where are you?’ Bal, worried. She’d told him about the paintings and that she’d be late, and messaged him as she was leaving. Still, she should have been home long since. She could picture him resisting the urge to call, wanting to trust that the Declaration would keep her safe, finding things to do around the flat to distract himself, and finally grabbing his tablet in an excess of anxiety. It gave her a warm feeling.

‘Almost home.’ She swung away from the wall. ‘I had to stop for a while. Headache.’

‘You all right? Want me to come and get you?’

‘No, it’s okay. I’m feeling a bit better. Should be there in fifteen minutes or so.’

‘Dinner’s ready.’ The warm feeling spread. She could feel herself smiling, a huge happy grin that pushed the headache all the way back.

‘Great. I’m starving.’

She flicked off and picked up the pace, still smiling. Bal: what a treasure. A gem in the literal sense, a godsend if you believed in god. She remembered how they’d met, when she was still a runaway staying barely a step ahead of the Bel’Natur retrieval squads and he a newly arrived refugee from the Himalayan mines. He’d used the chaos of the transit camp to keep her safe, and she’d kept the cash coming in. Once the danger of forced repatriation and indenture had passed, they had ventured out into the city and found a new home in the Squats. For a long time their nascent community had been barely noticeable, a tiny tract of alien territory carved out of the heart of London. Now it was exploding, as gems flooded in on the back of the Declaration.

She crossed the broad, brightly lit avenue that separated the back streets of the financial district from buzzier clubs and cafés, barely noticing herself twisting and angling to slip unregistered between infrared camera beams and traffic monitors. The Declaration might have brought with it a new sense of security, but with scarcely a week gone by it still felt too tenuous for her to give up the old habit. The strange, dancing gait drew a few puzzled looks, which Gaela ignored. Gems were expected to be weird. In an open, populated place like this, with her hair uncovered and no companion, a touch of harmlessly off-putting eccentricity was useful. She sidestepped between a couple waiting for a table – who politely, pointedly looked away – and the perimeter of the sweeper field in front of the neighbouring jewellery shop, and plunged into the network of alleys that ran down towards the river.

The boutiques and bistros ended abruptly. There was less surveillance now, and she walked more or less normally. Little light penetrated these narrow streets, but she was using night vision, seeing as a cat sees, navigating easily around obstacles, on the lookout for lurkers in the shadows. From a hundred yards away she spotted a couple grappling with each other, hands pulling at belts and britches as they crammed themselves into the angle of a doorway. Gaela blinked at the telltale glow, not unlike her own, as one of them fell to his knees. She looked for a similar glimmer from his partner, couldn’t find it. She hesitated a moment, then turned off into an adjacent lane.

So one was a gem and the other not, unless his gemsign was well hidden. None of her business. Such liaisons – relationships even – weren’t unheard of. Now that the Declaration had confirmed a universal humanity, there would inevitably be more. And if it was a business transaction, well, most gems had few choices. Still, it made her uncomfortable. This was not yet a safe place for a gem to linger, still less to leave himself so vulnerable.

The lane she was in ran directly towards the Squats, but she changed course again to avoid a motion sensor, the infrared beam as clear to her as a red rope stretched across her path. The authorities were evidently trying to monitor the numbers moving into the inner-city colony of the radically altered.

Worry sparked in her, coupled with a deep-seated resentment of the endless, obsessive data-gathering. There were a lot of very good reasons for newly liberated, often baffled and disorientated gems to band together; but they were in effect corralling themselves, the more easily to be counted and catalogued. Social services had been at pains to reassure them that the information would only ever be used for their benefit. The department liaison was committed, kind and clearly believed what she said to be true. Gaela wished she shared her confidence.

She came out onto another main road, as broad as the avenue she’d crossed earlier but dim and deserted, its surface pitted with age. A damp, stickily cold mist rolled up from the quayside, diffusing the glow from a few ancient streetlamps. Blocky, rectilinear buildings rose in front of her, lights twinkling from very few windows. Still, more than there had been even last night.

She glanced further up the road to where the old leisure centre squatted, dark at this late hour. Bal would have been in there today, working with the others to welcome and settle the newcomers while around them the building was slowly brought back to life. It had been the hub of a desirable area once, a development of modern apartments and communal gardens running down to the river and a short walk from offices, shops and entertainment. People had flocked to live one atop the other, competing to claim a place in the heart of the city.

Then the Syndrome rolled through like a decades-long tsunami and the survivors, disheartened by the echoing solitude of so many empty homes, dispersed into the more spacious suburbs that ringed the centre. Plans had occasionally been floated to demolish the old apartment buildings, reclaim the riverside, but for so long there had been so little money, so few people and so much else to salvage that it had become an endlessly deferred project.

Now the gems were moving in.

Gaela angled across the crumbling boulevard, aiming for the dark mouth of a side street that wound into the heart of the Squats. Even this close to home she was scanning through the electromagnetic spectra, her senses alert for any new intrusions.

Still, she might have missed the ragged bundle, tucked away as it was amongst the litter that had collected behind a grubby metal drawbox poking up from the pavement, stuffed with live cables that made it glow brightly in her specialised sight. It was a sound that made her look around: a querulous little whimper. She noticed the bundle, focused on the heat signature within, and stopped dead.

The bundle stirred, the sounds becoming more urgent and distressed as it tried to sit up. Gaela moved over to crouch in front of it, shocked to the core. She reached out, thought she should say something, found herself almost unable to speak. Her voice shook.

‘Hang … hang on, take it easy, let me help.’

She pulled away the muffling layers as what was trapped inside them scrabbled frantically to get out, trying to be gentle and reassuring even as she caught the fringe of panic, even as a rage beyond anything she could remember rose like bile in her throat.

‘Easy, easy … okay … there. You’re all right, it’s all right. Don’t be scared. You’re okay.’

But it was not okay, and she knew it as well as the little boy who emerged from the windings of blanket and binbags and looked around at the dismal street, the dirty crevice and the strange woman with glowing red hair and began to cry.




DAY ONE




2

Eli sensed someone settle into the seat opposite, but didn’t immediately look up. The train was pulling away from the platform, gathering speed for the final leg of the journey, and he supposed this traveller had just boarded. Some hint of perfume or whiff of pheromone told him it was a woman. That she had chosen a seat at an occupied table when the carriage was largely empty was, to say the least, annoying.

Eli was juggling two tablets, re-reading the Conference brief and his own draft analysis on one, writing notes on the other. He shifted his feet out of the intruder’s way and glanced up, intending only a brief nod, just enough to convey a touch of irritation and forestall any attempt at fellow-passenger small talk.

The woman was staring at him.

Her face was striking. Black-dark eyes took him in over sharply angled cheekbones, red lips and a cut-glass jaw. The hair was swept back, glossy and blonde. She was tall; he thought that when she stood she would be almost his height. She lounged against the mass-transit upholstery with the easy, powerful poise of an athlete, and was simply but expensively dressed. Her black coat would have set him back a month’s salary at least; her tiny earset coil was crystalline and almost invisible. He could not have hazarded a guess at her age.

The woman regarded him without expression. He thought her appraisal was intended to discomfort, and had to suppress the urge to shuffle his feet under the table while he parsed his new companion’s face. He was certain he’d never seen her before, would have remembered such harsh beauty, but he couldn’t shake a sense of familiarity: as though he ought to know who she was.

Looking away was impossible. The woman had created an intimacy with her stare, had taken over his space and captured his attention without a word. Eli was unnerved. He felt a need to respond to this invasion, regain a sense of territory. He also felt, instinctively, that if he spoke first he would be at a disadvantage.

He took refuge in props, his left hand holding the tablet he’d been reading at an angle which ensured only he could see its surface. He flicked the other into standby, shielding his notes from view. He left it lying on the table, leaned back in his seat and gazed at the woman with what he hoped was an air of composure.

She smiled for the first time, a crimson flicker that softened her jawline but went nowhere near her eyes.

‘Good afternoon, Dr Walker.’

He let a few seconds tick by, assessing who she might be, making her wait. The voice was as expensive and cultured as the clothing. Her attitude remained relaxed, as though she had all the time in the world. He thought of simply not responding, forcing her to plough on unassisted, but somehow couldn’t. He tried to muster an aura of scholarly dignity.

‘You have the advantage of me, Miss …?’ He let it trail off, inviting her to supply a name. She smiled again at the gambit, then ignored it.

‘I’ve been meaning to make your acquaintance. This seemed,’ she nodded at the tablets, ‘an opportune moment.’

He thought he saw an opening. ‘You favour interruptions?’ he asked, intending to sound irritated, wincing inwardly when it came out arch. She smiled widely at that, for an instant looking genuinely amused.

‘Not as a rule, no.’ She shifted in her seat, crossing long legs. ‘I am in a position to contribute to your research, which, I believe, you are intending to present shortly.’

‘My research.’

‘Indeed.’

‘If you’ll forgive me for saying so, you don’t appear to be a gem.’

That earned him a flash of annoyance. Her brows creased and lips twisted for a moment. Then the sculpted face smoothed out again.

‘I am not. But it seems to me, Dr Walker, that relying solely on gem-derived data fails to capture the entire picture. It will inevitably leave a gap in your findings; one might even say a flaw.’

‘I see.’ He felt surer of himself now; he thought he knew what this was about. ‘And you think you’re able to fill this … gap?’

‘I am.’ She folded her hands together on the table. They were long and strong, beautifully manicured and without adornment. It was interesting, Eli thought, how the lack of accessories could often be the signal of serious wealth. Something flickered at the back of his mind; a hint, an intimation of who this woman might be.

‘However, I’m aware that you have had similar opportunities before,’ she went on, ‘and have failed to take them up. I’m less clear on why.’

‘I’m not sure what opportunities you’re referring to.’

‘Oh come, Dr Walker. You’ve had access to the genetype reports of all the major firms. It’s well known that you’ve been selective in your focus.’

‘That’s your view, is it?’ The tablet he was holding had blanked to standby as well. He stacked it atop the other one, being careful to activate neither. ‘You’re mistaken. My team and I have reviewed all of the data from, as you say, all of the gemtechs. That we’ve declined to adopt their interpretations is down to our commitment to objectivity. We have in fact been anti-selective.’

‘Not true. You’ve chosen to ignore the conclusions of those who have a lot more experience in the field.’

‘We found their conclusions to be predetermined and selfserving.’

‘Then you haven’t been given sufficient information. I can remedy that.’

‘Who are you?’

The blunt question gave her pause. She regarded him for a moment before responding. He thought she wanted to make sure he understood the significance of the answer.

‘My name,’ said the woman, ‘is Zavcka Klist.’

He had already mentally floated a number of possibilities. This one had been the least likely, and the most impressive. Eli raised an eyebrow.

‘From Bel’Natur. I assume I should be flattered.’

‘I’m not here to flatter you, Dr Walker. I’m here to explain some things that you may be in danger of not considering fully, and to provide you with material that I think you will find compelling.’

He felt his hackles rise. This was more and more like familiar territory. The condescension, the suggestion of deep matters beyond his comprehension, the hint of a bribe. He marshalled his anger. The fact that Zavcka Klist had come in person, to catch him alone and unawares, signalled that the gemtechs were really worried. Their efforts to get him on side had become increasingly frequent and unsubtle.

He had rejected the most recent just the evening before, a slick, smooth-talking ‘businessman’ who’d set up a meeting on false pretences and spent half an hour trying to convince him that his entire approach was misguided. The man had then gone on to speculate, hypothetically of course, just how damaging such an error might be to a prominent and distinguished career, and to point out how beneficial a less uncompromising attitude could prove, before being summarily ejected from Eli’s office. It had been the third such approach in a month.

Word must have reached her. Since this most recent lobbyist had claimed to represent Recombin, it suggested that the industry’s internal espionage apparatus was functioning well. Or, he thought sourly, that they had teamed up, an enemy-of-my-enemy alliance, and sent one of their biggest hitters to bring him to heel. It was not a comfortable prospect. He wondered if she would acknowledge the incident.

‘That sounds remarkably like a proposition that was made to me yesterday.’

‘I know about the idiot from Recombin.’ She said it quickly, exasperated. ‘Your response to him was entirely understandable. What is not understandable is the notion of a new classification system for gems. There is already enough uncertainty around an appropriate, affordable social settlement. Suggesting that established designations should be revised at this point would be a mistake.’

‘My conclusions about gems are based on data, Miss Klist. Gained both from direct observation, and court order. If, as you’ve suggested, you have new information I’d be happy to consider it.’

This was tricky ground and they both knew it. The courts had long since ordered full disclosure of gemtech records, despite massive, costly and protracted opposition. Her response was careful.

‘I can provide a more detailed exploration of different behaviour modalities, based on extensive Bel’Natur research and observation,’ she said. ‘I understand that the raw statistics you’ve been working with can be … troublesome … to interpret.’

‘I haven’t found them that difficult.’

‘That’s because you haven’t understood what they represent,’ she snapped. The change of tone was startling. ‘You don’t have a comprehensive understanding of what gems are capable of – both the advantages and the risks. There are thousands of those people’ – she spat the word out as though it were bitter – ‘wandering around amongst ordinary human beings, whereabouts unknown half the time, with extraordinary capabilities and unclear intentions. They cannot simply be left alone to tuck themselves away in unmonitored enclaves as though they were all the same as each other, or the same as us. They’re not.’

‘No,’ said Eli quietly. ‘They’re not. You and your predecessors saw to that.’

She leaned forward, lips compressed, nostrils flaring. ‘We fulfilled an urgent need at the time of greatest peril for our species. We kept the human race from becoming extinct, or reverting back to some sort of medieval existence. We are the only reason any of us are here.’

‘That is undeniable. And since,’ he held up a hand to stop her cutting in, ‘since we are still here despite all the odds against us, our imperative is to have regard for all members of our species.’ He threw her a speculative look. ‘Or do you think that because you’ve changed some of them almost beyond recognition they should be removed from our consideration?’

‘The solution needs to fit the problem. Don’t misunderstand me, Dr Walker.’ Her fingers drummed the table for emphasis. ‘I don’t want their welfare to be disregarded, I don’t want them treated badly. I regret that the conduct of our industry has on occasion been less than humane. But we are where we are, and you have to understand that many – most – of the gems are simply not capable of leading a normal life. They are best suited to the environments they were engineered for, and the work they’ve been designed to do. And the point is that they can work. The social services emphasis there’s been since the Declaration is enfeebling, not empowering. Gems who are quite capable of earning a living are ending up in menial roles or becoming nonproductive wards of the state. What kind of sense does that make?’

Eli concealed his reaction with a deep breath and a thoughtful glance out of the window. He was surprised to see buildings flash past instead of fields and forests. They were well within the borders of the city, would be arriving within moments. He needed to decide how to play the rest of the conversation.

He had pissed her off with his apparent disdain for the gemtechs. Despite this she was being remarkably candid. This was surprising. Zavcka Klist’s business acumen was legendary: many observers considered her to be the real power at Bel’Natur, itself arguably the most powerful and sophisticated of the bioindustrialist conglomerates. She was not thoughtlessly having this conversation, with a man she did not yet have the measure of, in a public train carriage. It had to mean she was prepared, or preparing, to take the argument to a wider arena; testing it out on him before the Conference, inviting him to take sides, demonstrating by her presence and her boldness what he’d be up against if he made the wrong choice.

She was after something specific with this emphasis on classification and employability. He sensed a significance there. Time to dial down the antagonism, try to draw her out. He pulled his eyes back from the window, focused on her face, conjured a concerned frown onto his own.

‘Their capabilities are limited to spec.’

‘For the most part, yes.’

‘And they therefore should be understood in such terms.’

‘Just so.’ She caught herself, backtracked. ‘I don’t suggest they shouldn’t have options. No more mandatory indentureships, we understand those days are over. But they need to be channelled into appropriate roles, with appropriate management and oversight. It makes absolutely no sense for a gem with high-res memory, say, or a gillung, or an organ regenerator, with all that potential, with all that value, to end up driving taxis or sweeping streets. Or on welfare, which is frankly more likely.’

‘Who’s to decide what’s appropriate? You’re suggesting a system of … what? Support? Governance?’

‘The details will have to wait for the Conference, but you’ve identified the most important points. Whether you flinch at the thought or not, Dr Walker, the fact is we – the gemtechs – designed them, produced them, raised and trained them. For better or worse, we understand them. We’ve always known how to evaluate their abilities, and their needs. Our expertise should be used better than it has been for the past few years.’

‘Miss Klist.’ Eli rubbed his hands over his face. He felt weary suddenly, and dirty. The public-address system chimed softly. He needed to end this, but Zavcka Klist wasn’t finished.

‘Furthermore – and I cannot stress too greatly the importance of this – all gems are not equally competent. Many are simply incapable of proper socialisation – you can provide all the therapy in the world, they just don’t have the wiring for it. We know from experience that their behaviour can be unpredictable. We used to be able to prevent those problems from impacting on society in general. Then it was decided we should no longer have that influence. Fine. But what have we been replaced with? So far, nothing.’

She sat back, hands folded once more on the table, and fixed him again with that keenly observant gaze. He realised that his responses were being examined closely; as closely as if he were a gem in a testing chamber, pinned and probed and scanned for reactions, capabilities, endurance. She was waiting for something.

Eli considered his options. If he rejected her outright he’d lose the insider information she’d dangled and cauterise a potentially valuable link to the secretive gemtech hierarchy. If he appeared too ready to agree, she would suspect him of duplicity. He needed to find a response that was encouraging but noncommittal.

As he mentally reviewed the conversation it occurred to him that only half the pitch had been made.

‘Miss Klist. With respect, you’ll be aware that many of the concerns you raise have been raised before. I am not oblivious to them, and I appreciate your coming to discuss them with me personally. However my findings must be substantiated. What can you share with me that is verifiable? And quantifiable?’ He answered her keen look with one of his own.

She gave a satisfied little sigh and smiled that red smile again.

‘Take this.’

From nowhere a memtab had appeared on the tip of her finger. He reached over and she transferred it to his. He felt a slight tingle.

‘It’s keyed to you now. Once you’ve reviewed it we’ll talk again.’

‘Password?’

‘Same as your bank account.’

That was blunter than anticipated. But then this woman wore confidence like a coat.

The train slid silently into the platform. There was nothing more to be said. The other passengers were on their feet, collecting coats and climbcases, chattering into earsets.

Zavcka Klist stood up. She was as tall as he’d expected. ‘Goodbye, Dr Walker. No doubt we’ll speak soon.’

With that she turned and strode off the train.

* * *
Eli glared at the memtab, then pressed it to an intake port on one of the tablets. It slipped off his skin to bond with the machine. He slumped back against the seat and ran his hands through his hair. The tension Zavcka Klist had generated had snapped with her departure, leaving him completely drained. He looked around the carriage, wondering if anyone had noticed them. He was occasionally recognised. Even within the guarded gemtech world Zavcka Klist was notoriously publicity-shy, but anyone who knew who he was and wanted to know who he’d been talking to could no doubt find the information with a quick scan.

Oh well. Too late to worry about that now.

He stood to pull his coat and battered climbcase from the overhead rack. There was one other person still in the carriage, a scruffy, tired-looking young man at the far end who’d boarded with him in Edinburgh. He carried an ancient rucksack instead of a climbcase and was struggling to pull it on over an equally ancient jacket.

Student, Eli thought. Too much work, too little money, future uncertain. I can relate. He felt as worn out and vexed as the other man looked. He was muttering angrily, apparently to himself; Eli assumed an earset must be hidden under the shaggy brown hair. Terse notes of complaint in a thick brogue wafted up the carriage to where he was pulling on his own coat. As if suddenly aware of the attention, the passenger glanced up, caught Eli’s eye. Eli flashed a sympathetic smile at the young man, who grimaced and turned away. Eli sighed and stepped onto the platform.
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There was no sign of Zavcka Klist as he headed for the turnstiles. His carriage had been at the back of the train, and he found himself to the rear of a queue of departing passengers shepherded by a scrum of climbcases. He stayed well back, out of their way, and kept a firm grip on his own. Climbcases might be keyed to their owner, programmed to roll independently along and sound an alarm if carried outside the preset radius, but thefts were not unknown. The tablets were tucked inside his now, and Zavcka Klist wasn’t the only person who wouldn’t mind an advance look at his report.

Several platforms had merged into an apron where departing passengers pushed past him to get to their trains as the arrivals queued up to go through the turnstiles. Eli, lost in thought as he waited his turn to shuffle forward and place his identity pass on the scanner, started at a harsh buzzing from one of the turnstiles. A petite, remarkably pretty woman stood on his side of the barrier, the rejected pass in her hand, as she stared at the flashing light on the machine.

She looked vaguely familiar, but unlike the sense of almost-recognition he’d had with Zavcka Klist, Eli knew that what he was identifying here was a type, not an individual. It was something about her littleness and delicacy of bone structure, her excessive prettiness and the shyness with which she carried it. She stood out in a way that had become rare since the Syndrome. Even Klist did not exceed the usual height-weight-attractiveness ratios nearly as much as this woman. Yet there was something incoherent about her, some subtle counteraction to her beauty. He was no follower of fashion, but he sensed that something about her appearance was wrong.

He was struck by her hair. It was shoulder length and stylishly cut, but the dull, matt-black colour was at odds with her modish grooming and fashionable clothes. Eli felt a glimmer of satisfaction at identifying the disguise. He considered whether it was a wig or a dye job, decided on dye. A wig might slip, and besides if this woman had decided to take such a risk she’d have chosen a better wig. No, she’d dyed her hair, poured on layers and layers of light-barring pigments and fixatives to block the telltale gem glow. He wondered what colour it really was. A gentle rose pink maybe, or pale lilac.

For the briefest moment she raised her eyes to the man who was waiting for her on the other side of the barrier. He looked at least twenty years older, and better at hiding his discomfiture. His hair was receding and grey, and he wore the kind of well-cut, conservative suit that made Eli think of a banker. He had a confident, well-cared-for air. Someone used to money and privilege, universal rights and automatic respect. Definitely not a gem.

‘Must be due for renewal,’ the man said, in a voice intended to carry. Although he was looking at the black-haired woman, Eli thought the comment was meant for the turnstile guards. The one on the bodyscanner was watching the woman keenly. Those adjacent to her in the crowd took in her looks and her unease, and edged away. The woman bit her lip as she carefully lowered the pass onto the scanner again. This time a soft, welcoming tone accompanied a steady green light as the barrier gates hissed open. The woman stepped through and prodded her slim climbcase into the luggage scanner.

Intrigued, Eli sidestepped into the queue for the same turnstile to watch what happened. He was certain the woman was a gem, travelling on a forged – or stolen – norm pass. It was a serious violation, and on the face of it an irrational one. Gem travel had not been restricted since the Declaration – not yet anyway – and she would have been allowed through on her own pass.

But then she would have been recorded as having arrived in London. He could think of two reasons she might wish to avoid that. One was common to any criminal, gem or norm, who wanted to cover their tracks as they moved from city to city. The other was specific to gems who simply wanted to disappear, fall off the index of the underclass and slip into norm society. If their appearance allowed them to pass, the cleanest break with their old life was to register in a new location under their new identity.

He thought the latter was more likely in this case. There was something about the woman that seemed inconsistent with a city-hopping professional crook. Her nervousness and her companion both suggested someone unused to this kind of endeavour. He wondered if the man was a lover, a well-heeled gent past his prime but with the means and nous to attract a beautiful companion who would be grateful for the life he could offer. Such cases were not unknown; were not even restricted to the rich. It was very much at odds, he thought, with Zavcka Klist’s analysis.

The climbcase hissed swiftly through the automatic sensors, and paused rather longer at the visualisation monitor. Eli could see a guard bending down to peer at the screen. He knew this was a waste of time: the chemical sensors and hazard-recognition software were much more perceptive than human faculties. The same was true of the bodyscanners. The guards were really there to deal with the people and luggage that the machines flagged up, not to identify problems themselves. Until a year ago they had had very limited authority to intervene once the equipment had signalled acceptance, but this had been extended as part of the hodgepodge of post-Declaration protocols. Approval by the scanners of papers, person and possessions no longer guaranteed swift passage.

Which was why Eli wanted to see what would happen if – as he suspected – the woman did not set off the bodyscanner. She stepped up to and through it with a bit more confidence, and stood on the exit mat waiting for the light to turn green. No physical abnormalities then, no strange internal anatomy. The guard glanced at the monitor, then peered around it to give her a long look. Eli thought he was manually overriding the lights to keep her on the mat. He was focused on her hair. She stood perfectly still, barely breathing, still biting her lip, not lifting her eyes from the ground.

A mistake, that, thought Eli. It would be more natural to glance over at him, see what’s taking so long. He found he was holding his breath too, waiting for the guard to press a button that would make the lights flash red, to stand up and ask the woman to step aside and follow me, please. She seemed resigned to it. He could see her companion draw himself up in readiness.

Then the lights flashed green and the guard said, ‘Congratulations, madam. Welcome to London.’ The woman did look over at him then, flashed a grateful smile as she stepped off the mat and went to collect her climbcase. She linked arms with the waiting man and they hurried for the exit, climbcase trundling along to keep up.

Eli was dumbfounded. Congratulations? What for? Sneaking in? It confirmed his conviction that the guard had figured her for a gem. If he had – if he even suspected that a traveller had presented a false identity – he was supposed to pull her out of the queue for further checks. When it was his turn he watched the guard keenly as he slapped his pass down, put his case onto the belt and stepped through the scanner. The lights went green immediately. Eli stayed on the mat. The guard looked up and Eli caught his eye, raised a quizzical eyebrow. The guard looked puzzled, said, ‘Welcome to London, sir,’ as Eli stepped off.

‘Thank you,’ said Eli. He paused, leaned confidentially towards the guard. ‘Um … that lady who went through a moment ago. The pretty one in the purple coat.’ The guard’s gaze sharpened. ‘She took some time, didn’t she? I thought the scanner was broken.’ He smiled pleasantly.

The guard looked at him thoughtfully.

‘It can take a little longer than it used to,’ he said. ‘The scanners have to check for so many things now. Can’t be too careful.’ He gave Eli a bland, impersonal smile right back. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’

‘Not a problem.’ Eli grabbed his case and headed out, feeling none the wiser. Had the guard decided to overlook the woman because he felt sorry for gems in general? Or her in particular? She had the kind of vulnerable, fragile beauty that brought out the protective instinct in men. Or had he too clocked her companion, and decided if she was being escorted by that kind of money it would be more trouble than it was worth to get in their way? Maybe he just didn’t want to face the paperwork. Eli grinned at the thought.

Bureaucracy strikes again. Maybe. Or maybe he was paid off.

That was an equally plausible explanation. He had a mind to try to catch another glimpse of the couple, and had almost reached the street when someone grabbed his sleeve and shouted.

‘Eli! Eli! Bloody hell, man, have you gone deaf?’

He swung around, looked into a round, red face a bit below his own.

‘Rob? Good lord. Sorry, I was miles away.’ He looked ahead to the doors. No chance of catching up, they’d be long gone by now. He looked back at Robert Trench: old friend, classmate, colleague. They shook hands.

‘Good to see you. What are you doing here? Not heading north surely?’

‘The week of the Conference? No, I’m meeting you. Or trying to. Where were you tearing off to?’

‘Nowhere. Thought I saw something interesting. Not important.’ Eli collected himself. ‘You’re here for me? Thanks. I didn’t know I was being met. Why?’

* * *
Rob was steering them away from the entrance to the Underground, which Eli would normally have taken, and towards the car park. He kept glancing around, a bit nervously, Eli thought.

‘I couldn’t get you on your ‘set and you weren’t responding to messages …’

‘Oh, sorry. Forgot it was off.’ Eli flicked his earset back to standby. ‘Press calls have been driving me crazy, I wanted to get some work done. But then I had to let the tablets go down as well.’

They were clear of the station crowd now, and he finally released the climbcase, letting it roll along beside him. Rob frowned at it.

‘You been holding on to that for a reason?’

‘I was approached. On the train,’ Eli said. ‘Made me nervous …’

* * *
He stopped. Rob had rocked back on his heels, looking at the ceiling, sucking air in through his teeth. It was an old gesture, something he did when upset.

‘On the train. Fucking figures. What happened—? Wait. Tell me in the car.’ He opened the storage hatch and Eli prodded the climbcase in. ‘I was trying to get hold of you to warn you, because we thought you were going to be met here, when you arrived.’

Eli mulled this over as they got in. Once they had pulled away into traffic he asked, ‘Who did you think was going to meet me at the station? Because you won’t believe who pitched up on public transport.’

‘Who?’

‘You first.’

‘Well, word got around about the bloke you chucked out yesterday. Our head of events was at a Conference planning meeting this morning at which some of the gemtechs were also present, and she let it be known she didn’t think much of them for constantly trying to pressure the one person whose job it is to provide a purely empirical analysis. Lots of snickers of course, but the Bel’Natur rep said he was sure that there’d be no more misunderstandings by the time Dr Walker got to St Pancras. Something about it bugged her, and then we couldn’t reach you, so I thought someone might try to pull some sort of a stunt at the station.’

Rob paused for breath. Eli grinned at him.

‘So you came to rescue me? Thanks. I’m starting to feel properly important.’

‘Don’t mention it, and for fuck’s sake don’t underestimate them, Eli. The shit is really hitting the fan this week. The gemtechs are petrified that your report might knock them back even harder than they’ve been knocked back already. Gempro are really hacked off they’re not kings of the world any more; they just haven’t been able to stop fighting amongst themselves long enough to figure out what to do about it. Recombin were set to take the lead in human gemtech until a couple of years ago, and they still cannot believe that business is gone forever. And then there’s Bel’Natur. They’ve played it quietest and cleverest so far, but the rumour is they’re planning to present some sort of proposal, which they would no doubt like you to endorse. Don’t ask me what, they’re keeping their cards very close to their chest.’

‘Not any more.’

‘They sent someone?’

‘Zavcka Klist.’

Rob stared at him. ‘No. No way.’

‘I’m telling you.’

‘That’s … bloody hell. Are you serious? What did she say?’

Eli sighed, stretched his legs as far as he could in the compact passenger seat, and told him more or less how the conversation had gone. Rob listened intently.

‘So they’ve got some kind of solution that gets the gems back to work.’

Eli nodded.

‘And cements the segregation between them and us.’

‘So it seems.’

‘Sounds like the good old days.’ Rob’s voice dripped sarcasm.

‘Doesn’t it just. But it won’t be anything that crude. That’s what Recombin want, to erase the Declaration and just turn back the clock. It’ll never happen. Bel’Natur are smarter.’ Eli paused. ‘She’s smarter. She was all about moving forward. Gemtechs should work for the good of society, gemtechs understand gems best, gems need structure and guidance.’

Rob had programmed in their destination and let the car go to autopilot. He was gazing out of the window, pensive.

‘The thing is – and you know how much I hate to say this – but it’s going to be tough to argue with that. A lot of gems do have jobs, of course – some businesses can hardly operate without them – and their labour is cheaper now that the gemtechs are out of the loop. But most of them are still completely dependent on the state or their friends for support. No one really understands how this brave new post-Declaration world is supposed to work. Norms are scared it’s going to mean them paying a lot more taxes.’

‘You deal with both sides. What do people want? What do the politicians expect to get out of the Conference?’

‘Well.’ Robert Trench took a moment to organise his thoughts. ‘Even those who weren’t wild about the changes are resigned now to gems being designated an artificial subspecies with rights and protections and so forth, but everyone wants clarity on how the Declaration should be applied. Most are open to the idea of autonomous housing estates or even villages, but they’re less sure about, shall we say, more personal mixing. The truth is a lot of norms, especially young people, get a kick out of being around gems. They’ve added a lot of colour to daily life, no pun intended. But the rest want to know where they stand, how they’re supposed to behave, what kinds of separations should be established. It’s been twelve thousand years since there was more than one strand to the human race, and no one knows what the rules should be.’

‘And the gems?’

Rob looked at him, eyebrows raised. ‘You’re asking me?’

‘I’m an academic. I have reams of data and I know what it tells me, but I want to know what you think.’

‘I think the gems want clarity too. They’ve got used to this new way of life really quickly, but the ones who are most clued up realise that it’s just a transitional stage, and they’re worried about what happens next. Bracing themselves for the backlash, almost. One of the things that strikes me is how good they are at sticking together. Ninety per cent of the gems in London live in the Squats, they take care of their own with some help from social services, and they don’t come out any more than they have to. I don’t think most norms appreciate how much resentment there is. The gems know now just how different their lives were to ours, and how much money the gemtechs used to make off them, and how long we stood by and let it happen, and it pisses them off. Understandably.’

‘So you don’t think they want to integrate.’

Rob turned bodily around in his seat and fixed Eli with a long, thoughtful look.

‘I wouldn’t say that. It varies. Some have assimilated really well – which not all norms, or gems for that matter, are happy about – and I think many others would like to. But again, we don’t always realise how alien we are to someone who’s only ever known the inside of gemtech crèches and dorms. And the barriers are even greater on our side, because we find them too alien. We struggle with their diversity. Not everyone obviously.’ He waved vaguely at himself and Eli, then swept a hand to take in the world outside the car. ‘But many people. Most.’

‘So you’ve got a norm public who resent the cost of maintaining a non-working gem population, gems who resent the fact that enormous wealth was generated off them with neither consent nor compensation, and people on both sides who find the other weird and scary.’

‘That’s it in a nutshell. And the resentment is starting to boil over.’

‘I’ve seen the newstreams,’ said Eli quietly. ‘The harassment is increasing.’

‘It is. It’s really picked up the past couple of weeks, and it’s not just name-calling and a couple of shoves any more. It’s horrible because many of the gems are so passive, they’ve no idea what they’ve done wrong; half the time they haven’t done anything wrong except cross the path of some yobbo who thinks whatever problem he’s got is their fault. For which they get the crap beaten out of them. But sometimes they fight back.’ Rob drew a deep breath. ‘Occasionally they even start it. And you know what that means.’

Eli did, had been among the first to understand the correlation. A gem who was prepared to fight was one who hadn’t had all aggressive tendencies engineered away. Combat capability was intrinsic to a number of core evolutionary characteristics, including the instinct for self-preservation and the stamina required for tough, dangerous physical activity. So gems who were up for a brawl were often strong and fast and pain-resistant. But not always smart.

‘What do the police think?’

‘They’re worried. They’re particularly worried about this week and the Conference. They think things are escalating fast. They’re dealing with a rise in incidents, but they tell me there’s been an even bigger spike in chatter on the socialstreams. It suggests there are way more than the cops can verify.’

Eli closed his eyes, swallowed past the knot in his stomach. He’d been commissioned to work quickly, in the hope of outrunning just this sort of backlash. But it was all happening too fast.

‘That’ll play right into Bel’Natur’s hands. No wonder Klist was so sure of herself.’

‘They’ll get more of a hearing than the public realises, way more than they deserve. The economy’s been flat for a couple of years now. The pension funds are getting desperate: if the gemtechs don’t pick up soon a lot of them will go bust. We hear there’s starting to be a black market, what with all the engineers and technicians who’ve been laid off. The political view is, the gemtechs need to be brought in from the cold.’

‘Do the gems understand that?’

‘Most of them don’t. They don’t realise how long a year is in politics. But the ones who really engage with us do get it. There was an argument that the gemtechs shouldn’t be allowed at the Conference at all, and they lost that early.’

‘So they know they’re up against it.’ Eli sighed, thought about all the ramifications, all the problems. The gems versus the gemtechs in the colosseum of the Conference floor felt like a very unequal contest. ‘I was surprised by their choice of representative. I thought it would be someone with a familiar ability, or at least a less obvious …’ he trailed off, feeling awkward and guilty.

‘Disability?’

‘Yes. We’re so unused to difference – let alone weakness or illness – since the Syndrome. If it’s a strategy it may backfire.’

‘It isn’t and it won’t. Aryel Morningstar is extraordinary. You haven’t met her?’

Eli shook his head, frowning. ‘No, I’ve just seen her profile on the streams. But that’s one of the things that wasn’t explained. One of many things. Morningstar. I’ve never heard of it.’

‘No one knows where she’s from, I think not even the other gems. There is no Morningstar Corporation, not that that means much. The gems aren’t keen on using their parent gemtech as a surname, as you know, and there’s nothing now to stop them choosing another. But I asked her about the name once and she said it was given to her.’ Rob shrugged. ‘It doesn’t really matter. The selection was never in doubt, Aryel’s been their de facto leader ever since they began to colonise the Squats. And despite her appearance, she is the exception to what I was saying before. She’s very easy to be around, she understands the issues incredibly well, she’s smart, she’s charming, she’s very well educated—’

‘Seriously?’

‘Very seriously. She can quote Shakespeare by the sonnet, she’ll go toe to toe with you on Darwin, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she knew how to write computer code and wrangle particle physics. Someone gave her a proper classical education.’

‘For what?’ Eli rolled his eyes. ‘You know what I mean. It makes for a nice change, but what’s her ability?’

‘I don’t think she has one. There was a rumour making the rounds at one point that she wasn’t a gem at all, that her deformity was faked, but that died away pretty quickly. Everyone started grabbing water glasses after meetings for DNA analysis and ended up proving themselves wrong. I heard her genome looks like nothing on earth, the technicians couldn’t make head or tail of it.’ Rob sighed. ‘The prevailing theory now is that she must have come out of one of the black-ops bionics trials, and we know what a disaster they were. It would explain why she doesn’t show up on any of the gemtech datastreams, and why she avoids bioscanners. She says they don’t get along well with the way she’s made up.’

‘She must have had to go through some.’

‘Not necessarily. The compulsory high-res scans are mostly at major transit points.’ He jerked a thumb back over his shoulder, roughly in the direction of the train station now far behind them. ‘She got issued her papers here in London, so presumably she’s been here all along, or was brought in under gemtech licence before the Declaration. There are the usual Remnant mutterings, of course, but I can’t see it in her case. They’re too far away, and you couldn’t imagine her pulling off any kind of daring escape.’

‘What about within the city? She must have to travel around a lot. Meeting with you for one thing.’

‘Public buildings are low-res and optional, as long as you go through the hazmat sniffers. I’m told that whenever they’ve given her a hard time about skipping the visuals, neither the machines nor the people could make sense of what they were seeing anyway. Too much distortion.’

‘And she never uncovers herself?’

‘Never ever. I mean, would you? Poor soul.’ Rob sighed again, heavily. ‘All she’ll say is that she was a failed experiment.’

‘Well, she’s got company there.’

‘Indeed.’ Rob was back to looking out of the window. ‘I’m surprised she hasn’t been in touch with you. The gems are as anxious about the report as the gemtechs.’

‘That’s occurred to me too. But she hasn’t.’

‘I know she’d like to meet you.’

Eli stared at him.

‘She mentioned it a week or so ago. I thought it was her way of letting me know in advance she was going to make contact – it’s important to her that the gems aren’t thought of as underhanded. But now I think—’ Rob threw back his head and laughed. ‘Blimey, she’s clever, she is. Now I think she said it so I’d repeat it, so in effect the only person it’s coming from is me.’

Eli chuckled appreciatively. ‘Very subtle. And your recommendation?’

‘Is that you should do as you think best, of course. However if I were asked to comment in my official capacity, I would have to say that given the grossly inappropriate overtures you’ve had from the gemtechs, it would only be fair for you to give equal time to the other side.’
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Zavcka Klist walked the perimeter of Bel’Natur corporate headquarters, footsteps echoing between hard floors and high ceilings. To her left a gently curving glass wall allowed a panoramic view of the city below, five centuries’ worth of architectural styles punctuated here and there by clumps of green, and, in the middle distance, the grey glint of the river. On her right the wall consisted of a massive, intricately grained wooden panel that precisely paralleled the arc of glass. There were no breaks or joins in the wood except at the four doors, spaced evenly around the circular tower, that gave access into the heart of the executive suite.

She could have gone directly there, along a plushly carpeted corridor that ran from the lift to the boardroom, but she preferred this route with all its reminders. She had a theory that their current challenges might have been avoided had her associates made a habit of pacing out the circumference of their citadel.

She paused by one of the doors, looking south towards the river. Her view was interrupted by another skyscraper, a steel-coloured splinter that sprang up from a traffic-encircled plinth to which several roads ran. She could see tiny figures congregating on a terrace near the top of the structure, shielded from the wind by huge fins that projected out along the lines of the building. Beyond it and at the very limits of her vision, there was a finger-like smudge of green where a century of human abandonment had allowed trees to march down one of the tributaries of the Thames, terminating in an encampment where the smaller river emptied into the large one. Closer but partly obscured, the brown lumps of the Squats clustered like carbuncles on the riverbank.

Zavcka headed inside, bypassing her own office. She stopped at another door, pressed a forefinger to an identipad set into more unbroken wood panelling, spoke her name and stepped through the door as it hissed open.

The man in the room was standing at an antique glass-and-chrome bar cabinet, pouring amber liquid into a goblet. He raised the bottle at her with a questioning look. She shook her head, seated herself in one of the baby-soft leather armchairs arranged around a small conference table. The man joined her and she cocked an eyebrow at the glass.

‘Bit early.’

‘I’ll take a scrubber later.’ Felix Carrington sipped his drink and regarded her over the rim of the glass. ‘I hope your morning went better than mine.’

‘It went as expected. I’ve given him the report.’

‘He’ll have seen similar stuff before.’

‘Not quite like this.’

Felix nodded, let it go. He always felt just slightly off-balance around Zavcka Klist. He knew that she could have manoeuvred her way into the top job several times over the past few years, and for reasons known only to herself had chosen not to. Instead she had supported him, first to get the post and then to keep it in the face of the bitter recriminations that had surrounded the Declaration.

She had been among the first to see, several years ago now, where the growing calls for review of the industry could lead. When her warnings went unheeded she had declined to wage the internal war which would have forced the issue and probably delivered her his job, and instead had changed tactics, knocking heads and twisting arms to get more resources pumped into the agricultural and forestry divisions. Those who had derided her for doomsaying joked that she had become more interested in making paste than mining diamonds, even as her profits soared.

Then the bottom had fallen out of human gemtech, and no one was laughing any more. Bel’Natur had long-term contracts in cows, corn and coppices, and better cash flow than any of its rivals. In that moment she had become the authority on how to predict, survive and recover from disaster. Now when she proposed a course of action no one argued. He was uncomfortably aware that to a great extent the future of the firm – both its reputation and its riches – depended on the success of her scheme.

She was looking at him with a smile somewhere between affinity and amusement.

‘What’s got you so cross?’

‘Conference details. You won’t believe how many gems they’re letting in. I’m going to have to sit on a panel with that … troll.’

Zavcka had got hold of a draft and committed the delegates and programme to memory days before. She had also briefed Felix repeatedly on the threat posed by Aryel Morningstar. She mentally counted to ten.

‘Felix, you have got to start taking her seriously. She’s not there as a token and she’s not a lightweight. They like her. She arouses their sympathy. You have to appear to share that, or this isn’t going to work.’

‘I still think it would be simpler if you were the one up there. It’s your proposal after all, you know it inside out. You’re better at dealing with them than I am. And,’ with a burst of hearty generosity, ‘if it works you should get the credit.’

And the blame if it doesn’t.

But she was shaking her head. ‘We’ve been over this. It has to come from the most senior source, the CEO of Bel’Natur. Anything else will look less than fully committed. I’ll be there to back you up, you can throw anything difficult to me and I’ll handle it. But it has to be fronted by you.’

He glared at her and nodded sharply, tossing back the last of the drink and swallowing down a surge of anger with it. You can throw anything difficult to me, I’ll handle it. As though he would be less capable than her. Even though he had just suggested as much himself, it piqued him that she should so easily assume a greater level of competence.

‘It’s going to be a tough sell if the damn gems don’t cooperate.’

‘They will.’

‘So the rest of the plan is …?’

‘Already under way.’

‘You’re sure it’s necessary?’

‘The correct incentives need to be in place, Felix.’

He nodded again, his stomach sinking as it always did when he tried to trip her up in some detail of her meticulous planning. The woman was infuriatingly efficient. He ran through a mental list of projects and priorities that she was responsible for, noting with irritation that it was both long and remarkably well in hand. Near the bottom he found something.

‘While we’re on the subject – sort of – any word on that prototype?’

‘No. We’re still looking for Henderson, along with the police, NSPCC and every investigative journalist in Europe.’

‘If the press get wind of it …’

‘There’s a good chance Henderson’s sold or cached it by now. The question is where.’

‘I can’t believe we had our hands on something like that and just let it slip away.’

‘The priority then was crisis management; we had to cauterise all links to Henderson and the lab. The timing was just bad luck. Nobody knew the Declaration was coming. And you have to remember, Felix, that if we’d been associated with Henderson the reputational damage would have been catastrophic.’

He nodded, knowing this was true. Henderson’s methods were questionable, even though his results were excellent. Still, the media had made an inordinate amount of fuss.

‘And we still have no idea where it came from?’

She frowned. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t say we have no idea. Henderson’s report suggested two possibilities; it’s just that, as he noted himself, neither of them is particularly plausible. Either some obscure firm, which we haven’t been able to identify, managed to generate a supposedly impossible ability and disguise the engineering and lose the sample—’

‘That’s what the quote-unquote parents said, isn’t it? Before they scarpered.’

‘Yes, although they had no satisfactory explanation for how they came to be implanted with it. But the other possibility is even less likely. Henderson dismissed it out of hand.’

‘Wasn’t worth mentioning, then or now. But they must have known more than they said, seeing as they were the donors. Maybe they had a deal with one of the smaller firms that went out of business early.’

Zavcka refrained from pointing out the holes in this theory. ‘As I said, neither explanation is satisfactory, but it doesn’t really matter at this point. The priority is locating the prototype. If Henderson’s sold it on I should pick up some industry chatter eventually. But he wouldn’t have got top value for it, not then. I think it’s more likely he’s taken it underground.’

‘Well, we’ve got to find it. The potential is huge, especially if this plan of yours works.’

Yes, she thought. The potential for complete fucking disaster is monumental.

Aloud she said, ‘I know. I’ve got searches running on the streams as well as in the field.’

‘Is anyone else looking?’

‘Doesn’t seem so. Which is comforting, means they haven’t got wind of it.’

He nodded a grudging acknowledgement and suppressed the urge to pour another drink. The one he’d just finished was hitting nicely, smoothing off the edges. He remembered something that just might come as a surprise to Zavcka Klist.

‘Back to the Conference. The United Churches are in.’

They hadn’t been on her draft list, and given her recent forays into the sector she was surprised not to have heard. All Felix got was a raised eyebrow. ‘That’s odd.’

‘I’ll tell you what’s even odder.’ He allowed himself a little smirk of satisfaction at finally knowing something she didn’t. ‘That Morningstar monster asked for them.’

* * *
On the public terrace of Newhope Tower two men stood hunched against the cold, gazing towards the black glass of the Bel’Natur building. Behind them the meeting was breaking up, the cleric shaking hands and issuing last-minute exhortations to his departing flock. Those who worked in the building headed inside, making for the interior lifts that would redistribute them along the thousand-foot rise of the tower. Others queued for the pair of glass pods that ran down its grey surface to street level. A few wandered over to stand with the waiting men. By the time the cleric joined them, around a dozen men and women stood in a ring. The chatter hushed as he stepped into the circle, pulling on gloves and looking expectantly from face to face.

One of the initial pair was the first to speak. ‘Thanks for that, Preacher. Inspirational.’

His companion added, ‘It’s clearer and clearer. No doubt what’s required.’

A third: ‘Yeah, there’s been a lot of talk, not enough action.’

Murmurs of agreement sounded around the circle. Another speaker chimed in, ‘No more standing on the sidelines. They need to hear from us, loud and clear.’

The murmurs grew louder. A few people clapped. Others joined in. It grew and ran around the circle. The preacher stood nodding his head, letting the applause build, before he raised his hands to quiet them.

‘Brothers and sisters, you are the hope and the promise of this cursed age we’re living through. We’ve been given an opportunity here, an opportunity to let our voices be heard, to lift this blight from the lives of decent men and women. The day is almost at hand, my friends, for the instruments of the Lord to reveal His will to the unbelievers and the misbelievers, and the abominations most of all. We must cast out the evil among us, as evil was cast down from Heaven itself. I pray you have the strength and the courage to do what must be done. I will come amongst you again when it is time.’

He returned their applause with his gloved hands, stepped back from the circle, bowed his head, then turned and walked briskly towards the lifts.

* * *
Gabriel was playing with his blocks, selecting carefully from the brightly coloured shapes spread out around him on the living-room floor. If he got the balance just right the static charge built into the toys held the pieces together and he could branch off his original structure, build twigs and flowers and tendrils. His current creation stretched above his head as he sat on the floor. He chose a blue polygon and added it to a knobby, multicoloured frond that bobbed just at eye level.

He felt Papa look in on him from the kitchen, nod approvingly and step back to check on something in the oven. He didn’t look up. Papa was really good about letting him be, making sure Gabriel knew he was there but not interfering. They were relaxed with each other. Mama would always ask if he wanted something, get down on the floor to play with him or ruffle his hair as she passed. She worried he might not feel right if she didn’t, but really it was more for her than him. He could feel how happy she got when she held him in her arms, gave him a bath or read him a story. They both took care of him, but her need for it was more urgent and anxious than Papa’s.

Gabriel didn’t mind. Mama’s fierce love could be overwhelming, but it made him tingle with happiness. She was home a lot less so most of the time it was just him and Papa, in whose calm, steady affection it was easy to feel safe.

He knew they both worried about him, but they didn’t get scared the way his old parents had. He had a vague memory of the way the people he used to call Mummy and Daddy had flinched and tightened up their minds when he came into the room.

Everything else about them had almost completely faded away. He thought there might have been another place between that long-ago past and the bright present with Mama and Papa, but he wasn’t sure. There was a black space in his head, a yawning gulf of nothingness that lapped right up to the edge of his awareness, and everything on the far side of it was faint and fading. He couldn’t remember much from before Mama had pulled him out of the rubbish and brought him home.

He was certain, though, that the flat was unlike wherever he’d lived before. It felt smaller and warmer, full of mismatched pieces and gentle colours. From the beginning, no one had minded if he stretched out on the rug to play, or crawled under a table and just sat for a while. No one minded that he knew things he hadn’t been told; no one was afraid of him, or wanted him to be afraid of them.

He guessed it was because being different was so ordinary here. Sometimes he got Mama to talk about all the invisible stuff around them so he could understand what was going on behind her eyes, and he would sit on her lap while they made up names for things, and she laughed and laughed. When she had a headache it made him feel a bit ill too, and they would go and lie down on her and Papa’s big bed, and when they woke up everything was fine.

He liked it when Aunty Aryel came to visit, although she was so busy now she didn’t drop by as much as she used to. He could recall the very first time he saw her, even though he was so scared he couldn’t remember how to talk, and he felt thirsty and sick and aching, and the waves of outrage and bafflement from Mama and Papa kept making it worse. She had come back to see him again and again. She said he had something called trauma, and that was why he couldn’t remember his name or what had happened, even days later when he had worked out how to talk again. She had calmed them down, and him too, because she was so different he forgot to be afraid, so he could focus.

They had figured each other out pretty quickly in the end. He remembered the look she got when she was kneeling in front of him, staring at him with so much concern, wondering why he was frowning back at her and if she was frightening him. Then she saw him understand, his eyes widening as the picture of her came clear in his head. The huge wash of anxiety that flooded out of her, about the bad things that could happen if he said anything, made him put a finger to his lips and shake his head so she knew not to worry.

She had smiled and hugged him and told Mama and Papa that she thought he was going to be okay, but he was very special and it would be better if the people looking for him didn’t find him. They could keep him, and be a family, and their friends would help make sure that as far as the world was concerned, nothing had changed.

‘If,’ she said, looking down at him and stroking his strange hair, ‘that’s what you want, little one. Is it?’

Gabriel was fairly sure that no one in his four years of life had ever asked him what he wanted. He nodded so hard that all the grown-ups laughed, and Mama had picked him up and hugged him so tight he could barely breathe, and Papa had put his arms around them both. He still felt the pulses of worry coming from Aryel even as she smiled at them, but she was thinking how to take care of him, not what to do about him.

After a while his old name had drifted back to him across the void, but he didn’t tell them. He liked the new one better.
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The Syndrome arrived in the first decades of the twenty-first century, slipping unnoticed into virtually every human community on the planet. It revealed itself gradually, via a slow increase in neurological disease among the young. In the West it was generally diagnosed as a particularly pernicious and difficult form of epilepsy, presenting shortly after puberty, refusing to be outgrown and causing more and more damage until the patient was wheelchair-bound and catatonic, usually before their thirtieth birthday.

In rapidly developing countries it was variously identified as brain damage due to high pollution levels, a neurological reaction to industrial poison, or mental illness caused by parental absence as families creaked under the strain of upward mobility. It was slowest to take hold in the most deprived regions of Africa, but even where mobile webtech was only just beginning to shift populations out of abject poverty neighbours saw it strike down the children of the most successful, and ascribed the new madness to the jealous application of witchcraft. The variation in presumed causes and apparent characteristics, and errors in prognosis and estimates of prevalence, delayed its identification as a unique, globally distributed disorder for almost twenty years.

The first researchers to aggregate the data identified a number of commonalities. It struck boys and girls equally, generally between the ages of twelve and fifteen. Initial symptoms ranged from a momentary neural freeze, during which all cognitive functions appeared to shut down, through to violent seizures. In some individuals these episodes happened often and in some they were rare, but regardless of their nature and frequency the condition of each patient gradually deteriorated.

When the number of people in their early twenties seeking treatment for the first time shot up, rising by orders of magnitude in every country year on year, the authorities realised that the true extent of the illness had been hugely underestimated. Most children had had the mild and infrequent combination; it had neither been reported nor recognised as a problem, since all their friends had it too.

No single cause could be identified. For some time scientists in the developing world insisted that affluence had to be a factor, since it manifested almost exclusively among the betteroff, better educated. The Americans, Europeans and Australians disagreed, noting that while the wealthy were more likely to seek early treatment, they saw less of a correlation between actual illness and household income. The Africans and Asians replied that by their standards, even the developed world’s poorest patients were rich.

As the search grew ever more frantic and fractious, neural damage accumulated. The most severely affected began dying fifteen to twenty years after they had first become ill, and needed constant care during the last years of their lives. Those who had appeared to have a more mild form of the Syndrome got at most another five to ten years. The rate of new cases continued to increase exponentially. The statisticians crunched the numbers and reported that the human race was likely to be within a few decades of extinction.

The breakthrough came later that same year as mass suicides, quack cures and religious revivals swept the globe. A cross-disciplinary team from the medical, academic and business sectors had left the search for a smoking gun to others, and concentrated on the patterns left by the bullets. They analysed terabytes of data about the victims, their friends, families, homes, lifestyles, and the recent history of their communities. The conclusion they arrived at had been mooted early and dismissed. This time the evidence, though technically circumstantial, was irrefutable.

The incidence of the Syndrome mapped perfectly onto the worldwide growth of what the previous century had dubbed information technology. It occurred where children had, from infancy, been exposed not only to a plethora of computing and communications devices, but to the immense load of interactions, analysis and responses they demanded, and the radio frequencies over which they travelled. Its distribution through the socioeconomic strata of every nation state matched the degree, not just of exposure, but of immersion.

There was an outcry. Previous studies to examine whether wireless communications could damage the human nervous system had reported no danger. Cognitive and behavioural tests had indicated that too much time dedicated to gaming and social media could cause eye strain, carpal tunnel syndrome and a lack of attention to personal hygiene, but did no other harm. Nevertheless the correlations were clear. The final proof lay in the evidence that it was only those groups who had had no exposure to the full weight of the technologies – such as the American Amish, some monastic communities and the remaining Amazonian hunter-gatherer tribes – who had no cases of the Syndrome.

For a week the world turned itself off. Hundreds of millions of devices were destroyed. Server banks were blown up, corporate headquarters were burned down, ministers of technology and captains of industry were assassinated. The global economy crashed. Nothing moved. Food ran out in the shops, water stopped flowing from taps. Those who still used vehicles powered by petroleum travelled on empty roads, only to discover that the pumps they needed to refuel for the return journey were inoperable.

The few who stayed plugged in pleaded for calm, pointing out that a calamity that had been half a century in the making was unlikely to be exacerbated by a few more weeks or months while the findings were tested and the planet worked out what to do. Governments dug out ancient public-address systems and repeated the message, begging their populations to log in at least enough to receive instructions; and to stop throwing their computers into the sea lest they poison the oceans too.

Gradually the hysteria abated and people drifted back, denouncing the addiction even as they indulged it. Digital networks had become the most essential component of normal life, the default means of communication. They needed the systems that were killing them, so they could tell each other how scared they were to die.

The scientists got to work and quickly confirmed the findings. No one aspect of the networked world was responsible, but all of them, all together, all of the time, amounted to a greater cognitive load than human beings had evolved to process. The Syndrome was believed to begin at the sub-molecular, perhaps even quantum level, at the very earliest stages of cell division. As the child grew, structural damage built up in the delicate neural pathways. It accelerated as they acquired language and literacy, and began to interact with the digital interfaces that surrounded them.

It had long been held, and hailed as a triumph, that the explosion both in artificial processing power and in the content it enabled had facilitated a massive and frictionless increase in intellectual productivity. The machines did the work of transmission, organisation and storage, and humans were free to be creative with the inputs and clever with the outputs; to connect, communicate, and multitask across a vast array of platforms.

Now the researchers understood that the burden on the primary biological processing device – the human brain – had been exploding at virtually the same rate, but without any corresponding increase in capacity. The elasticity of human cognitive potential, the vast redundancies built into the neural architecture, had appeared able to keep up. But a tipping point had been reached.

There were, observed the then President of the United States, three options: to give up all of the technologies and interactions that were the connective tissue of the modern world and return to a pre-networked state, never again allowing development down this particular path; to continue as they were, mitigating the damage where possible and trying to ensure there would be at least some survivors, but essentially accepting lengthy illness, early death and the twilight of the human race; or to find a cure.

Those who did not believe one could be found in time, or feared its consequences more than the Syndrome itself, left cities and civilisation behind and became those relics of a bygone age that we know today as the Remnants. While they slipped away into the last wild places of the world, medical research facilities shelved whatever else they were working on, or found a way to redirect it. Every country committed its financial resources and political will to the problem. Any remaining restrictions on research methodologies or avenues of inquiry were lifted. Most religions found they were able to incorporate whatever adjustments their credos required in order to support the mission. Those that didn’t were told to shut up, and their congregations deserted them in droves.

Without a cooperative global effort the solution might never have been found. As the children of the world sickened and died, a genetics team in Canada identified a series of complex sequence adjustments that conferred resistance to the initial destabilisation. A lab in India figured out how to incorporate them into the genome at the zygote stage. The British established a process for retaining the viability of the engineered embryo, and the Chinese government ordered accelerated testing on a massive scale. While they were busy confirming that the technique did indeed result in immunity, which appeared to be heritable and to have no negative side effects, the Brazilians found a way of scaling up in-vitro fertilisation facilities to industrial levels.

The genetic modification technique worked only if applied at the pre-embryonic stage. Within ten years natural conception was almost unheard of; several countries outlawed it. A cure for those who already had the Syndrome was never found. The death toll mounted, and the cost of caring for the sick soared. Young women were encouraged – or required – to start early and bear as many Syndrome-safe children as possible.

The burden of caring for those children as their parents became incapacitated formed yet another component of the continuing crisis. Multigenerational households in which grandparents cared for their sick children and healthy grandchildren became commonplace. This exacerbated the already severe labour shortage and ongoing economic decline.

A way had to be found to get people back to work. As children grew up they began to take on the care of their parents, and the last generation of healthy adults – the grandparents – could become economically active again. But they were much older now, and governments stared into the yawning productivity gap and shuddered. It looked as though the depression might last a century or more.

So they did not intervene as businesses turned to surrogacy. Parentless girls in particular were offered payment for undergoing more implantations, enticed by the prospect that their children would become their carers, and would lead happy and healthy lives after they were gone.

The practice, once established, became endemic and was broadened to the gestation of more extensively engineered embryos. The techniques that had been perfected in order to respond to the initial emergency were being applied to a far wider range of characteristics, creating humans uniquely suited to the under-served needs of the market. That these babies were removed from their surrogate mothers at birth, in many cases leaving her cradling a Syndrome-safe but otherwise normal sibling with whom they had shared her womb, caused no complaint. In the uncompromising calculus of care, One for You – One for Us was a bargain.

In fact experimentation on a vast scale was being conducted on human genetic material. The conferring of immunity against other afflictions, physical and mental, was just the start and was included with Syndrome protection as a matter of course. Quite apart from any humanitarian considerations, there were no resources available to deal with frailty; the new generations of humanity needed to start and stay healthy.

There were other priorities as well. Food production had crashed along with population levels, and needed to be restored quickly lest starvation replace the Syndrome as the new scourge of humanity. Away from the cities, unharvested grain and other food crops had naturalised, livestock had escaped and proliferated and fish stocks were flourishing. The challenge was getting them out of the wild and into the mouths of hungry children. Workers who had the strength and stamina for hard labour, could tolerate heat, cold and hunger and were unconcerned with compensation, career prospects or indeed any considerations of personal safety or comfort were desperately needed.

That formed the brief for the first generation of genetically modified humans – GMHs, or gems as they quickly came to be known. Raised in crèches, they were put to work very young, housed separately from the populations they served and remained functionally illiterate. Intelligence levels were generally low, as much due to upbringing as engineering, and of little consequence. Gems were a necessary measure, a stopgap until there were enough normals to take over. Encountering gems in the wild lands they were sent to reclaim, Remnant communities were among the first to criticise the two-tier society they saw developing back in the civilised world; but as outcasts themselves, they commanded little attention and were lightly regarded. That they were suspected of encouraging and harbouring runaways did not help.

Children grew up, the labour swap progressed, and the original gemtypes were reassigned. There were huge numbers of abandoned, crumbling buildings which needed to be made safe; there were trees to be felled, reservoirs to be repaired, mines to be reopened. The gems took on the menial work of demolition, clearance and waste disposal.

As society stabilised and slowly began to recover, genetic engineering objectives became more focused. After over half a century of crisis, natural procreation could resume. The vast scientific and technical capacity that had rescued the human race found itself in danger of becoming redundant. Those bright minds looked out on a landscape of need and saw opportunity. They redeployed to commercial production.

The original gems had been crude, brute-force labourers, but their impact on both science and society had been immense. The bioengineering conglomerates, the gemtechs, had learned more from the unconstrained experimentation of their manufacture than they ever could have from the focused fight against the Syndrome. The public were accustomed to gems being the default resource for work deemed difficult or dangerous; indeed, having grown up with the arrangement, the Syndrome orphans found it in no way strange.

The way was clear for specialist gems to be created: gems with hyper-developed senses of smell and taste for toxic waste detection, gems with the strength, lung capacity and altitude tolerance for mountaintop mining, gems who could breathe underwater, gems with paranormal speed and dexterity for the new consumer-product assembly lines, gems whose bodies synthesised drugs or grew organs and tissue for transplant. Gem females became the new surrogate mothers, often having no other purpose.

From the beginning many gems had been marked by unmistakable anatomic differences: a contrast made more sharp by the complete absence from post-Syndrome norm populations of deformity, disability or even the traditional variations in body size. While ever more extreme and outlandish experiments continued to alter the human form, the engineering of a clear visual identifier for the gems who had no other obvious physical modification quickly became a rigidly observed industry standard. These alternative gemsigns have most often been in the form of brightly coloured, phosphorescent hair. Some gemtechs have even become known for signature hues: Recombin Blue, Gempro Green, Bel’Natur Red.

The recovery turned into a boom. Gemtech fired a renaissance in industrial processes, scientific discovery and artistic expression. New players entered the market, exploiting the entire spectrum of living matter; flora, fauna and bacteria quickly outstripped human gems both in scale and economic significance. But the oldest, richest and most prestigious companies were those that still practised their art on the human double helix, turning out ever more exotic and expensive products.

It was the very uniqueness, the individuality, of those products that began to trouble the norms. A growing sense of affinity was augmented by the fact that, because their extraordinary abilities increasingly had a sensory or cognitive basis, they could not be dissociated from intellectual capacity. Even those whose special characteristics were physical rather than mental were now working in environments which required sophisticated interactions with equipment, norms and each other. Simply put, gems had to be smart to be useful.

Being smart meant they were able to assess their own circumstances, note the discrepancies between themselves and the rest of humanity, and demand redress. Being smart made it much more difficult to dismiss them as subnormals incapable of appreciating the full richness of human experience. Being smart made it easier for normals to empathise with them, and for gems to understand the importance of encouraging that empathy to develop.

Gems began to work collectively, withholding labour and forcing confrontations. The ability to learn, analyse and communicate that had made them marketable now enabled them to form alliances, identify sympathisers and smuggle their stories onto the socialstream networks. Some escaped entirely, using their specialised skills and senses to circumvent gemtech security, and found outside the sealed factories and locked dormitories a society growing increasingly uneasy with itself.

A steady stream of revelations about the true conditions to which gems were subjected horrified the public. Pressure groups sprang up. Governments demanded access and explanation. Gemtech reports on errors, accidents and deaths were reviewed and found to be finely detailed with respect to the implications for bioengineering, but otherwise cursory. In the newly resurgent universities, students compared them to eighteenth-century insurance reports of Middle Passage losses, put their heads in their hands and wept.

Supporters of the status quo, led by the gemtechs, pointed out that since gems had not evolved naturally but had been created for a specific purpose, they could have no reasonable objection to the uses to which their creators intended they should be put. The gems and their allies reacted with fury. The religions woke up, recollected their core dogma, and indignantly reminded faithful and faithless alike that whatever else they might believe, they were in error if they presumed to possess the authority of God.



Eli thumbed the tablet off and squeezed his eyes shut. Zavcka Klist’s ‘different behaviour modalities’ replayed in the darkness behind his lids. He found he was shaking.

He wondered for a moment if the vids embedded in the otherwise drily academic language of the report had been tampered with, the horrific scenes artificially generated, but knew it was a false hope. She was much too smart to make such an easily detectable mistake. Likewise she would not now have given him information that should have been turned over a year ago. He was certain he would find that what he had just witnessed had been neatly tabulated and included in some obscurely indexed datastream. Without the video of course.

He could give her a very hard time for that, report it to the courts, accuse Bel’Natur of burying a potential risk to public safety when it would have counted against them and revealing it only when they thought they could turn it to advantage. It was perfectly true and maybe he would. But the stone was back in his stomach again, and he knew that he was having these thoughts to distract himself.

Ruthless though she might be, Zavcka Klist wasn’t really the problem. What she had shown him was.

He paced the hotel room, trying to think while he ran a diagnostic on the vids. It confirmed what he already knew. He needed a way to work through the material, an explanation, some context. As if in response, his earset buzzed. Some instinct for caution made him walk over to look at the tablet instead of simply flicking his ‘set to receive. The memtab had included her personal comcode, which now flashed to identify the incoming transmission.

He stared at it in disbelief for a moment, then resumed his pacing, letting the earset buzz away into silence. So she’d built an alert into the report, intending to tackle him again as soon as he’d viewed it. While the images were fresh in his mind.

The manipulation was so blatant it gave him purchase. He’d speak to Zavcka Klist, but not now and not first.

He picked up his other tablet and called Robert Trench’s comcode. It buzzed twice before Rob’s slightly sleepy face filled the screen.

‘Rob. Sorry, I know it’s late.’

‘Not very. You look terrible.’

‘Yeah. Just finished going through the Klist stuff.’

‘And?’

‘I want to meet with Aryel Morningstar.’
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