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The last item in the crate was a book-object. Steff lifted it out carefully, as she had been taught. Material artefacts were very fragile. The coding on the side of the printed bioplas crate indicated that the book-object had been near a centre of radiation. Although its radiation levels had dissipated, Steff was wearing a radiation counter, gloves and a breather. This was standard rig for trainees in the Special Resources Management programme.

The book-object was encased in a pre-Event petro-plastic slip bag with a thin blue seal. The plastic was very worn and cloudy, although Steff knew it would take thousands of years to degrade naturally. The owner of the book-object had evidently wanted to protect it. Steff made a brief voice note, her first observation.

There was no title, author name or image on the black cover. This was odd. Printed books had titles and images on the cover and the spine.

Steff unsealed the bag and reached inside. Fine red grains spilled out onto her inspection tray. This was not uncommon for mat items, reflecting the terrain Outside. Her gloves acquired a pinkish, dusty hue.

The book-object was held closed by a strip of flexible textile material attached to the back cover. This was also very unusual. Steff gently pulled aside the strip and opened the book-object, her hands trembling. Everyone wanted to find something important—for the greater good, of course, and any boasting would be strictly in those terms—but there was a secret satisfaction in being the first one to see and feel a Code One item.

Did this intriguing artefact hold new and vital secrets from the past? If Steff coded the item for recycling or deep storage, for whatever irrational, antisocial reason—a bizarre and unruly thought—would these secrets be lost forever or remain hidden? Or were decisions made by trainees vetted up the line?

Steff’s training officer, Max, would be thrilled, and not just because the book-object might hold vital data. He didn’t bother to hide his personal fascination with pre-Event mat artefacts and was always spilling unnecessary, even unregulated, information in their briefing sessions. Other trainees complained about information overload. How were they expected to work out what they needed to know and what they could forget? But Steff didn’t mind.

Another trainee had hinted that Max liked to ‘souvenir’ the odd item. Could this fascination, an asset in his assigned role, have shaded into an individualistic desire to possess objects? Steff liked Max, and if he was breaking the rules, she’d rather not have the burden of knowing.

The SRMs stuck together, even more so than other cohorts, a tight little group in the canteen they shared with other resource management teams. Being selected for SRM training marked a citizen out; they were regarded as a bit odd by their peers, almost to be avoided. No other resource management programme was run directly by the Mentargh.

Steff had looked up souvenir on her tablet. For the purposes of her work, she had quite high-level access to lexicographical resources.

A ‘souvenir’, from the French verb ‘to remember’, was a ‘physical memento of a past experience’.

Max had no experience or memory of Outside or Before, so what possible use would he have for a mat artefact, other than the individualistic pleasure of possession?

French: language of France, a country in Europe (northern hemisphere, Eurasian continent). Five known native speakers entered the Dome, now deceased.

Steff had input a query about France, then deleted it. There was no purpose to her curiosity. Too many linked queries could trigger attention. Before, people used to waste hours a day on a vast network of unregulated information called the internet, to no productive purpose.

The words inside the book-object were not printed but handwritten.

A shiver passed through Steff. An unknown human hand had formed these letters—precise and evenly formed—over thirty years ago. Writing was not merely a vehicle of abstract information; it was an actual physical trace of human thought. Nobody wrote by hand anymore. The practice had mostly ceased well before the Event.

Steff marvelled at the words. She’d been taught that nobody’s handwriting was the same; that everyone’s script was completely individual, like a fingerprint. There even used to be a pseudo-science of personality analysis based on handwriting. Max had mentioned this during the intro session on palaeography. More useless information. Other trainees had rolled their eyes.

Steff could hear the low voices of her colleagues, in the booths on either side of her, making audio notes. She had been silent for too long.

Book-object, plain cover.

On the first page was a series of numbers divided by forward slashes. Steff recognised this as an old-style date.

27/9/2052

Steff’s whole body was briefly paralysed as if snap-frozen. Anyone monitoring her bodychip at that moment would have picked up a strong emotional reaction.

The day after the Event.

Her power of movement returned. The book-object trembled in Steff’s hands.

Handwriting, she’d been told, was often chaotic and unreadable, but this script was perfectly clear, although it was obvious, even to someone who’d only read screen text, that the writer had been undergoing severe emotional agitation.

FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCKITTY FUCK FUCK

The letters were almost gouged into the dense, creamy paper. At two points, the tip of the writing implement had gone right through, creating a tiny concertina effect.

Personal record, dated 27 September 2052.

Nobody in Steff’s workteam could decide if their audio notes were monitored in real time. She glanced up towards the door of the project supervisor’s office at the far end of the room, as if expecting her to emerge and tear the book-object away.

The door remained closed.

A text item was Code One, absolutely reportable. But this didn’t mean that Steff couldn’t look. By ascertaining the content-type, she would be able to report more efficiently.

NOW I AM BECOME DEATH, THE DESTROYER OF WORLDS.

The next line of text was more controlled, each letter formed like print. Again, the writing implement had been pressed deeply into the paper.

The rest of the page was blank.

Without thinking what procedure she should follow, Steff simply turned to the next page.

29/9/2052

Dry. No wind. No cloud.

Steff’s mind rolled over the implications of this simple observation. The writer knew that nuclear explosions had occurred but was evidently not in the blast centre. The spread of radiation beyond the immediate zone of destruction would have been determined by weather conditions.

More dates, followed by simple meteorological observations.

And then, suddenly, lists of numbers, as if the writer had suddenly gained access to instrumentation. Steff had been taught to recognise certain units.

mSv/hr

Bq

Every second she delayed felt like a crime against the community, pure individualistic curiosity, but she kept turning the pages. Dates and more measurements, a careful log, and then blocks of text, becoming longer, as if the writer was only gradually regaining the power of expression.

The weather station won’t be safe for much longer. Refugees coming through on the freeway. P took gun from the farm. Argument with M. What the fuck. Does he want to die?

A few days later:

Military arrived. Commandeered the weather station. Can’t say who is in charge. Or won’t. Some jumped-up major.

And then:

Argument with Major T, P shot. WTF. I’m out of here. Took GC, supplies.

A bead of sweat began to work its way down one side of Steff’s face. She should’ve reported this already.

The blocks of text turned into pages, the handwriting more fluid. It was not humanly possible for Steff to read the entire book-object in the time she was stealing. She turned the pages faster and faster, glimpsing random words, more numbers.

Reaching the back inside cover, she found a slip pocket.

An image, printed on a rectangle of glossy paper, slid onto Steff’s fingers. A man and a woman, wearing brightly coloured jackets, standing against what appeared to be a green wall.

This time, the shock was like a physical blow. Steff knew—how?—that one of the two people in the photograph was the owner of the book-object and the writer of all these words and numbers. From the photo, they stared out at Steff across the lost decades, from another world.

Steff reinserted the photograph into the sleeve, closed the book-object, resecuring the elastic strip, and replaced it in its original petroplas bag. She spoke into her comms link, forcing her voice into flat neutrality.

‘Reporting now to supervisor. Object of special interest, Code One, text item.’

A few of her colleagues turned to look at her as she walked down the centre of the room. Through their masks, their expressions were unreadable. Reporting a Code One always provoked curiosity. A genuine Code One could compromise the finder. The rumour went that one girl had found such a contentious, possibly dangerous, item that she’d been taken away for intensive counselling and never seen again. But people could be transferred for all sorts of reasons, and you never knew why.

Steff tried to calm herself as she approached the door. How long had she spent looking at the book-object before reporting it? Her mind was so jangled that she had no sense of time.

The door slid open to admit her and closed silently behind her.

‘Citizen Steff. So you’ve got a Code One for me.’

The only light was from the large screen on the desk. Special Commander Claudia’s face, expressionless as ever, was briefly illuminated before she fitted her mask. Her Level XII Ideo rank glittered in small silver letters on the front of her uniform jacket.

‘Well, let’s have a look, then.’

She snapped on some gloves, walked over to Steff and took the book-object.

Steff continued to stand at attention, unsure of the protocol in such a situation.

Returning to her desk, the commander switched on a lamp and laid the book-object on an inspection tray. The overhead readout showed radiation levels and other data. She then removed the book-object from the petroplas slip bag and turned it around in her hands, inspecting its externalities from all angles, the standard procedure, before opening it. Steff’s heart missed a beat. In her excitement, she’d skipped this stage.

‘Quite a find,’ said the commander. ‘You must be excited.’

It was said that she had interrogator-level empathic skills, although she’d never been trained. It was said that she’d been overdosed on jenny during an interrogation, although the notion that Special Commander Claudia, a distant and totally in-system figure, had ever been the subject of interrogation was hard to believe. Steff knew better than to pay attention to unregulated information, but it all seemed to find its way into her subconscious and stick there, regardless.

‘I hope it’s useful.’ Steff’s throat was dry. ‘Ma’am.’

‘At ease.’ The commander glanced at her before opening the book.

The small room was so quiet that Steff could hear the turning of pages. The commander paused briefly to adjust the angle of the lamp.

‘How much of this have you read?’

Her voice was suddenly very loud.

‘Just a few pages, ma’am. I wanted to ascertain its importance before calling in a Code One. I didn’t want to waste your time—’

It was better to shut up than try to justify yourself. Steff stopped short, biting her lip beneath her mask.

‘Curiosity is a human instinct, citizen.’

‘Curiosity is a sign of individualism. I should’ve reported this immediately.’

‘Yes. But I won’t hold it against you, on this occasion.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

What was the commander implying? That in some cases individualistic curiosity was forgivable?

‘This item will need special attention. It’s more important than you can imagine, Steff. I’ll deal with it myself. Don’t mention it to anyone else, not even Max.’

Did their superiors know about Max and his souvenirs? Steff was glad of her mask.

The commander was still looking through the pages as she spoke. Suddenly, as if reacting to a hidden prompt, she turned the book over and opened the back cover. Steff’s heart leapt as the commander found the pocket and pulled out the photograph.

A silent atmospheric explosion filled the room. Steff almost expected the walls and ceiling to burst apart.

‘Did you look at this?’

The commander’s voice was sharp in the quivering aftermath.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Would she be taken away for intensive counselling, like that other girl? If that had even happened. Unregulated information could really mess up your head.

Steff stood braced for the consequences.

‘Leave this with me. Dismissed.’

The tension was gone. Steff took a moment to react, her legs unsteady beneath her. The commander continued to inspect the photograph under the light. As Steff saluted and turned to go, the strangest thought popped into her head: perhaps Special Commander Claudia would souvenir the photograph and only Steff would even know it had existed.




* * *




Claudia swiped herself into the Barracks Childcare Hub No. 3. Through the glass window in the lobby, she could see the children engaged in Organised Play in the courtyard amid the greenery, supervised by minders in bright yellow rig. Work was the easiest part of the day. The next bit was the hardest.

One of the minders, Tariq, spotted her and waved, and she went through into the courtyard.

‘Commander.’ He saluted in the slightly casual way of someone who spent all day with children and couldn’t quite adjust to adult behaviour.

‘Citizen Tariq.’ Claudia prepared herself for the worst, as she did every time she went to the hub. ‘How were we today?’

Tariq’s face assumed its usual awkward, apologetic expression.

‘Our little citizen had a very busy day. We did some mini-Game, to use up the excess energy, but then she had a fight with Geta over some resources. We’re not very good at sharing! At nap time she kicked Jamie and Kelly, so we had to put her in the quiet space by herself. Sometimes I think she plays up just to get in the quiet space. The other day we had to put another little citizen in with her, in the other corner, and she tried to drag him out. I had to explain to her that the quiet space wasn’t her space, even though she spends a lot of time in there. She has some real issues around individual ownership.’

Telling a Mentargh commander, even a non-operational one, that her daughter was an individualistic little shit was a hard call.

Julia was now sitting at a low table by herself, piling blocks into a tower.

‘Julia! Mummy’s here.’ Claudia wasn’t good at faking cheerfulness.

With one sweep of her arm, Julia knocked the tower down. Some of the blocks bounced into a sharing game being played by three other children, scattering the pieces. They looked around nervously, and made no protest.

‘Time to go home. Poor Tariq needs a break from your rampant individualism.’ Claudia said the last under her breath, but Tariq winced.

Julia stood up and trotted over, kicking some of the blocks out of her way. Claudia reached down and took her hand, but Julia shook her off and headed straight towards the exit.

Halfway across the courtyard of the family zone, Claudia put her hand on Julia’s shoulder to steer her. ‘We’re going to pick up some readymeals. You can choose one for Daddy.’

Around shift-change, the distro could get busy. Julia pushed ahead but Claudia held her back, smiling apologetically at the senior commander ahead of her. Tam’s baby was squashed into a sling against her chest. Her toddler was attempting to pull away from her hand, its small body leaning at a steep angle. Tam had dark furrows beneath her eyes.

‘At least we don’t have to cook,’ she said to Claudia. ‘Thank freed for mass-produced, optimised readymeals. How did they manage in the old days?’

Tam’s baby began to make the small, creaky noises that indicated bigger noise was on its way.

‘Mum, what’s that poo smell? Did the baby poo?’ said Julia. She had a very penetrating voice.

‘That’s what babies do. You smelled like that when you were a baby,’ said Claudia.

‘Yuck.’ Julia wrinkled her nose. ‘That’s disgusting.’

Claudia sighed. She and Tam smiled wanly at each other.

Ahead of them, Max and his two daughters were choosing their dinners. Max lifted up his youngest, so she could see into the display case, and listened patiently as his oldest read out the descriptions, stumbling over the nutritional terms. Max was proud of her precocity and often boasted of her latest age-cohort-busting achievements in the canteen.

‘Please, Max, save that for home,’ muttered Tam. Her baby’s creaks grew louder and she patted it gently with her free hand.

‘I need to poo,’ said Julia, very loudly. ‘Now.’

‘You’re a big girl. You can wait another five minutes.’ Claudia’s voice was sharper than she intended.

‘At least they only expect two out of us,’ said Tam. ‘I couldn’t deal with three.’

Claudia nodded. She had no intention of having even a second, although she kept such antisocial thoughts to herself.

Julia began hopping up and down and whining. This was pure show, and Claudia ignored her. The last time she’d tried this on, Claudia had threatened to put her back in nappies.

At the display case, Julia dropped the whining and elbowed another child out of her way to point out a readymeal of pea-protein balls and mixed vegetables. Claudia leaned in and took three.

‘This is for me and Daddy. You can get something else,’ said Julia.

‘I like this too,’ said Claudia.

‘She’s a real daddy’s girl, isn’t she,’ said Tam.

‘She certainly is.’ Claudia picked up some labmilk, yoghurts and a few snack items.

At the exit, the buzzer went off.

‘I’m sorry, Commander, you’ve exceeded your allowance.’ The attendant was apologetic but firm.

Trailing behind her mother, Julia had grabbed several bags of snacks and had already opened one, shovelling the crispy carb-protein pieces into her mouth. Claudia grabbed the rest of the bags away from her and dumped them in front of the attendant.

‘Are we good now?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

When the door of the family res unit shut behind her, Claudia dropped her daypack onto the bench and collapsed onto the divan-sofa. Half an hour with Julia was more trying than a whole day of work.

‘You can go to the toilet now. I thought you were desperate,’ she said to Julia.

‘I don’t need to anymore.’ The child opened up her own little daypack and pulled out her Ed tablet, settling herself at the table.

‘What are you doing?’ Claudia supposed she should care.

‘I have a game date with Ping.’

‘She’s not in your cohort.’

‘All my cohort are stupid and boring.’

They don’t want to play with you because you’re such a little bully. For a horrible moment, Claudia thought she’d said this aloud. Yet again, Sal’s advice played through her mind like a recording she relied on to behave like a normal, decent parent: You’re the adult, she’s the child.

The yoghurt and labmilk were still sitting on the countertop. They needed to go in the cool unit. Claudia shut her eyes. In a minute. Julia’s fingers pattered on her screen, interspersed with little beeps and squeaks. She thought of telling Julia to use the earbuds.

The next thing Claudia heard, which could’ve been five or ten minutes later or even longer, was the res unit door clicking open and Julia’s feet running across the floor.

‘How’s my girl?’

Luke bent down and picked up his daughter.
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The light. The brilliant, blinding light. Dazzled by its glare, they stood half-frightened, half-hypnotised, feeling its alien warmth on their cold faces. Air currents rushed around them, buffeting their bodies and filling them with a strange exhilaration. With childlike wonder they reached out, oblivious to the voices and the sound of running feet behind them.
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Nausea took over from pain, for a while, until the pain returned, as if the two were chasing each other. Her mouth was very dry and her tongue felt thick and raspy. Occasionally someone swabbed her lips, a little roughly. A cold trickling sensation ran up one arm.

When she opened her eyes, the light was very low. She was in an iso unit, tented in her bed by a semi-opaque polymer. The person attending her wore a full-face breather.

‘Am I contaminated?’

Claudia could hardly hear her own parched voice. The face behind the shield seemed kind. But that was not the point: patient care had to be, above all, efficient. Sentiment only got in the way.

Did she imagine a faint shake of the head? The med tech adjusted the IV and tapped on the monitor by the bed. Claudia tried to see the screen, but she couldn’t even lift her head, and the polymer shield blurred her view. She fell back on the pillow, defeated.

The next time she woke up, the tent had been removed. An Oldie in med rig was sitting on a wheelie stool by the bed. She wore only a face mask and gloves. A radiation monitor was clipped to her med rig.

‘Am I contaminated?’ Claudia tried again.

‘Your exposure was minimal.’ The Oldie pulled an instrument trolley towards her.

‘But what happened?’ Claudia groped for the memory.

‘Good question. And way, way above my pay grade, as we used to say. But if you were red hot, I wouldn’t be sitting here tidying up your gunshot wounds.’ The Oldie pulled the dressing off Claudia’s shoulder and seemed not to notice when she winced. ‘In another life, I did a stint in an A&E in the western suburbs, part of my training. It was a war zone. Gangs and guns. I became quite the expert. But that was a long time ago.’

Claudia’s mind was empty. It was like trying to grab steam. Images and faces slipped away as she tried to focus. Then, out of the amorphous, bewildering mass, a block of screen text emerged: a paragraph of Ideo.

‘There are no projectile weapons in the Dome. They’re too much of a risk to the shield wall’s integrity,’ she whispered, and then gasped as the Oldie probed the wound.

‘Do you believe everything they tell you? The basement of this place is stocked for a bloody war. You could hold an arms trade fair down there. H’m, pretty clean, healing up nicely.’ The Oldie applied a new dressing and shifted her attention to Claudia’s leg. ‘This one’s not so nice. You might have a bit of a limp. Sorry, suboptimal mobility for your age cohort.’

Claudia’s head spun, and she broke out in a cold sweat.

‘You look rough,’ said the Oldie, glancing up. ‘I’ll push through some anti-nausea meds in a tick. They’ve had you on blockers.’

‘I’ve been wiped?’

‘Whatever happened to you around the time of the Incident, they don’t want you to remember. But you didn’t hear that from me. With any luck, you’ll forget me as well. I talk too much for my own good.’

The Oldie snapped off her gloves and dropped them onto the instrument tray along with the old dressings. Claudia watched dully as she gelled her hands, pulled on some fresh gloves and made some brisk adjustments to one of the two IV ports on the back of Claudia’s right hand. Witnessing the familiar protocols was strangely calming. Claudia had no idea what had happened to her, in the larger sense, but right now, she could follow along.

The Oldie checked the IV fluid bag.

‘You should be back on oral fluids soon. The blockers dehydrate you, on top of the blood loss. And don’t ask too many questions, they’ll only give you more. Unless you want to forget. Maybe you do. That could be the wise option.’

She stood, with a noticeable cracking of knees, picked up the instrument tray and left.




* * *




Claudia stared up at the low white ceiling. Her pain had been medicated to a low discomfort and the nausea had cleared.

She remembered being out on the Ring with Pierce and the shock of seeing the dark space where the Power Station lights should’ve been. Summoned by this shock, more memories coalesced and clarified out of the fog.

The shrill, insistent beep of their comms going off simultaneously, summoning them to base, and Pierce’s expression as he looked at her, as if she was to blame. As if he suddenly didn’t know who she was or trust her.

Is it them? They’ll kill us all.

Martin, Davina. Jim and the others in the Underground. She’d known they were planning something.

A surge of sick horror: how much had she known? Was she in some way responsible? But Luke would’ve seen it, in all their interrogations.

Those memories were very sharp and set off very different feelings.

The ride back to the Barracks, the powerbike humming beneath her as she maxed the speed, and Pierce coming up behind her.

And then, a blurring, followed by a blankness.

A segment of her life had been erased like a troublesome file. Claudia felt diminished and violated. She couldn’t be trusted with her own experiences, for the greater good.

She probed at the far edge of the memory, recalling all the details: the bike’s speedometer, the familiar buildings of the Central Zone rushing up before her, other bikes spearing towards the Barracks boom gates, the sensation of flying.

Luke’s voice: As close as we’ll ever get.

The angry, eager buzz of voices in the hangar as troopers plugged up their bikes and racked their helmets, and then, nothing at all.

Claudia kept replaying those last memories, but she couldn’t get beyond the bike hangar.




* * *




She was sitting up in bed and poking at a high-nutrition recovery meal when Luke came in.

‘Claudia.’ He approached the bed slowly. ‘I hear you’re making a good recovery.’

The sight of him set off all sorts of feelings, swirling together like the slurry of vegetal colours and lumpy protein shapes in her meal tray. She put down her spoon.

‘I was shot. With an actual gun.’

‘Do you remember what happened?’ Luke’s voice was low and neutral, as if he were asking her about a misplay in a Game match.

She looked at him levelly. ‘Of course I don’t. That’s been taken care of. All I remember is the Power Station going down. What happened after that?’

Luke spoke carefully. ‘There was a major sabotage incident by a subversive group. Officially, a Power Station malfunction. The situation was contained, but we’re still on Control Level Five. Things are still … unsettled.’

‘But why was I shot? Who shot me? Where’s Pierce? Was he shot too?’

Luke pulled the stool towards the bed and sat down, as the Oldie med tech had done. Her presence had been benign. The proximity of Luke was not. An invisible pressure seemed to bear down on her.

‘You remember that he was with you?’

She had no specific, visual memory, but she knew, on some deep physical level, that Pierce had been with her to the very last.

Luke reached out and removed the food tray, placing it on the side cabinet. His movements were measured and precise. He took her free hand in both of his. A shiver ran through her. The air around them was dense and charged.

He was silent for a few moments, as if needing to formulate the correct words and, also, to master himself. When he finally spoke, his feelings were completely closed down and impenetrable.

‘Pierce is dead.’

An appalling emptiness opened up inside her, a choking vacuum, and she struggled to breathe, resisting the information.

Luke’s grip tightened. Pain ricocheted all the way up her arm. She welcomed it.

‘Claudia. You need to be strong. A lot has happened.’

‘Why am I still alive? Why didn’t they kill me too? I’d rather be dead.’

‘But you’re not.’ He leaned in. ‘And I’m glad. I never thought it was going to be like this, believe me.’

A question formed in her head and then evaporated before she could capture it in words. He seemed to be waiting for her to ask it. The struggle made her dizzy, and she had to let go.

‘What do you know?’ This was the best she could do.

‘I know what I’m supposed to know,’ he said.

She started to cry, silently, her whole body shaking with the effort of keeping it in.
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Claudia did not recognise the woman, another Oldie, who came in and sat by her bed. She wore plain black rig, with no Ideo rank or insignia. Her hair was white and cut very short.

‘Claudia. You’re looking much better.’

She smiled. Claudia was reminded, with a pang, of Lisa.

‘Do you know what happened to me?’ Just in case, she added, ‘Ma’am.’

The Oldie’s hands were folded neatly on her lap. She was small and slightly built, but there was nothing frail in her demeanour, and she had a quiet authority that was both compelling and strangely calming.

‘You don’t remember anything?’

‘I’ve been wiped.’ Claudia didn’t mean this to sound like an accusation.

‘Only partially.’ The Oldie spoke briskly, as if Claudia had said something whiny and childish. ‘You were on a high dose, but effects vary according to the individual. You were caught up in some very … complex events, and the memory has been suppressed for your own good.’

‘Will I get my memories back?’ Claudia tried to make this a neutral question, purged of any inappropriate demand or desire.

‘As I said, effects vary. You were given a strong dose. Anyway, most people prefer to forget unpleasant things. That’s how we survive, psychologically, and move on, rather than poking around trauma, trying to come to terms with it. That stupid idea was going out of fashion even before the Event. Why would you want to remember, if those memories undermine your efficient functioning?’

Claudia lowered her eyes. Was she supposed to thank the woman for not wiping her completely?

‘I didn’t know what was going to happen.’ She spoke very carefully. The painkillers dampened her reactions, but all her instincts were on full alert.

‘I know you didn’t,’ said the Oldie. ‘I’m Ellis. I’m a senior member of the Directorate. I was in place here before the Event. I managed the security of the NovaGaia complex for the MNT Group. I believe Professor Winston shared all kinds of unregulated information. She was a lonely old woman, and she talked too much.’

A senior member of the Directorate.

Both Claudia’s hands were cannulated. She resisted clawing her fingers into the thin fabric of the anti-bac med quilt.

‘I was interrogated by Commander Luke. He knows everything that I know.’

‘Yes, he’s very good. Very efficient,’ said Ellis. ‘He discovered that you knew about the regeneration problem.’

‘You know about it?’ Claudia struggled with the implications of this.

‘I’ve known about the regeneration problem since before the Event.’ Ellis sighed. ‘As security director, I worked closely with Professor Liu-Martinez. Amelia didn’t like questions, or doubts. Part of my job was to get rid of people who didn’t report the results that she wanted. A memory wipe was part of the termination process, all in the contract, but when push came to shove, people were very possessive about their memories. An unpleasant process, but if you chose to take a job in a sovereign zone, you couldn’t whinge about your human rights. My concern was security, not science, but after wiping some top brains, it was pretty clear to me that Amelia’s grand project had serious flaws. And here I am, dealing with the consequences, thirty bloody years later.’

‘And the Directorate knows all this too?’ Claudia didn’t know the protocols for meeting a director, but Ellis seemed disposed to share information, for whatever reasons.

‘There is an awareness of our infrastructural limits. For obvious reasons, this is highly sensitive information. But not everyone has accepted these facts or interprets them in the same way.’ Ellis spoke very matter-of-factly. ‘High-level opinions have been fiercely divided for a while now. But the Incident brought to light vital information that cannot be ignored. It allows us to pursue new efficiencies.’

The light. The brilliant, blinding light.

Claudia grasped at the memory, but it slipped away, hiding in some dark part of her mind she couldn’t access.

‘You knew that I knew, and you didn’t wipe me completely?’

‘It was interesting to observe what you did with that information. Your attempts to share it with your former friends didn’t go down well, I gather.’

‘They thought I was crazy. Anyway, they didn’t trust me, once I was recruited.’

‘As we expected. Lloyd’s instincts were impeccable on that score,’ said Ellis. ‘Some of my colleagues wanted to do a full wipe. We had quite a debate. I won. I usually do, one way or another.’

She smiled coldly. ‘Everything is changing, Claudia, and you have your own part to play. Commodore Lloyd recruited you because of your insight. He judged well.’

‘Thank you. Ma’am.’ The mention of Commodore Lloyd provoked formless questions and inexplicable emotions.

‘Regrettably, the commodore is now in special custody,’ said Ellis. ‘It was his job to protect the Dome. He failed us all. I don’t tolerate failure at any level. That’s how we’ve survived this long.’

‘Was it his fault that Pierce died? Ma’am.’

Ellis sighed. ‘The wastage of a trained combat officer is regrettable. Lloyd has a lot to answer for. But that’s not your concern. Don’t let me regret saving your memories, Claudia.’

‘No, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.’

‘I saved them because they make you useful, not because I’m a nice person. Don’t get me wrong,’ said Ellis. ‘In view of your particular abilities and information profile, you’ve been given a special assignment. Extremely sensitive. I’m here to brief you personally.’

When Ellis had finished, Claudia said, ‘I will contribute to the communal good in whatever way is required.’

Her hand lifted in automatic salute, but the tug of cannulas stopped her midway.

Ellis stood. ‘You may have flashbacks. It’s not helpful to dwell on them. Let them pass. Only remember what you need to remember. Forget the rest. It’s not useful.’

When the door closed behind Ellis, Claudia took some long, slow breaths. Members of the Directorate were invisible, even in the Barracks. She’d never seen, let alone met, a director.

Except for the man with the glass-blue eyes who’d stared right through her. Just as quickly, the memory vanished, leaving only a sense of deep unease and exposure.
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When she was finally discharged from the med facility, it was Tia who came to sign her out. She came over to the bed and gave Claudia a careful, lingering, one-sided hug.

‘Sorry I didn’t come by before. Things have been really intense and weird. I wasn’t even told you were here.’

Claudia received the hug passively, a little confused. Tia wasn’t the affectionate type.

‘What did they tell you?’

‘That you and Pierce were caught up in some high-level shit at the time of the Incident and that you sustained serious non-standard injuries.’

‘Pierce is dead.’ Claudia had to clench back the grief.

Tia closed her eyes for a moment, as if repressing her own emotions.

‘I know. It’s … awful. He was a valuable junior officer. It’s a huge human resource loss for the Barracks and the wider community. Freeding subversives!’

‘Tia, what happened? If you know anything, please tell me!’ Claudia couldn’t help herself.

‘I was told that you were both following orders. He was trained for combat situations. You weren’t.’

‘In a Level Six situation, we shouldn’t have been on duty together. We have completely different functionalities! It doesn’t make any sense.’

Trying to remember was like head-butting a concrete wall.

‘We’ve all been given blockers for a reason. You need to heal. Don’t fight the process!’ Tia’s usual brisk tone returned. ‘As Mentargh, we follow orders and deal with whatever shit turns up and do our best for the common good. You did what you were told to do at the time. Now you need to hold your shit together. Trooper, is your shit together?’

Tia’s gaze was intense but lacked the penetrating quality of Luke’s.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘We’ll be told what we need to know, when we need to know, if we ever need to know. In the meantime, don’t ask questions.’ Tia patted the fresh uniform pack that she’d dropped on the end of the bed, standard non-combat blacks. ‘Now, let’s get you out of hospital rig.’

‘I’m going back to the Barracks?’

‘Well, of course,’ said Tia. ‘Where else would you go?’

She watched keenly as Claudia swung her feet onto the floor and stood, carefully, one hand pressed on the bed for support. It was important to regain full independence, and Claudia did not expect any help from Tia. Her movements were slow and stiff. A dark, raised scar was forming on her injured thigh.

As she worked on her trousers, Tia looked her up and down like a medscan machine.

‘I looked at your med file. Permanent muscle damage. Gunshot wounds, for freed’s sake.’ She shook her head.

‘They had to haul in some Oldie med tech to deal with it,’ said Claudia.

Western suburbs A&E, gangs and guns, war zone. She’d been replaying the Oldie’s words, imprinting them in her memory. Losing her memories was an amputation, and she didn’t want to lose anything more of herself.

‘They said you’re doing well in physio. You won’t play the Game again, but we both know you can live with that,’ said Tia.

Her trousers finally on, Claudia had to sit back on the bed to recover.

‘What’s your assignment now?’ She didn’t say now that Commodore Lloyd is in special custody.

‘I’m back on full-time med duties, with supplementary training. Makes life less complicated. I’m pretty happy with that. Whatever I was doing before, with the commodore, it’s best I don’t remember,’ said Tia. ‘By the way, we now have two commodores. Duncan and Mei. A compromise between different Directorate factions. A necessary arrangement, after what happened.’

‘Different factions? How do you know all this?’ Claudia sat on the chair by the bed to put on her shoes.

‘I’ve lived in the Barracks all my life,’ said Tia. ‘The more you know, the less you should say. Ears open, mouth shut. That’s what my de facto dad always said. Be a one-way information system. He was a Survivor, and he’d survived other places before the Dome that weren’t so different.’

‘There were places like the Dome Before?’

‘There were societies based on similar principles,’ said Tia. ‘A pushback against the shit-tide of anarchy. My de facto dad talked a lot, and I didn’t understand most of it. I was just a kid.’

Claudia left the pale green med gown in a crumpled heap on the bed for recycling. The rig she’d been wearing at the time of the Incident had no doubt gone into the recycling system, soaked in her blood. At the time of the Incident, following orders, she’d gone into what had turned out to be a combat zone and been shot. Her previous, erased, self knew what had happened. It was like having a twin she couldn’t talk to.

Was there a process for extracting blood, with its valuable minerals and fluid, from textile and channelling it into the bio-matter stream, or was outbleed simply wasted, written off? Eighty-four percent regeneration, that’s what Neil had said.

At least she remembered that. She was still in possession of the self that had existed before the Incident. That self was useful.

Tia looked her over. ‘You need a haircut. Or you could tie it back.’

Her own hair, which was thick and black, hung very straight, stopping just above her shoulders.

Claudia had always kept her hair short because it was easier. Only girls like Ally fussed over their hair. The thought of Ally filled Claudia with rage, a white-hot spasm that shocked her by its violence. This wasn’t about Ally and Pierce, which was an old, settled fact; this was something else.

‘You’d look nice with longer hair,’ said Tia. ‘You could ask at a fixer kiosk for some stretchy off-cuts. The one near the Transit station always has a little box on the counter.’


* * *


Stepping out into the Barracks quadrangle, Claudia was struck by how normal everything seemed. The siren had gone for the first afternoon shift and people were leaving the cafeteria block and heading towards the admin or training blocks. Two troopers in bike leathers waved at Tia on their way to the hangar. A stream of troopers in both grey and black were heading over to the stadium to watch a Game.

‘We’ve been having extra Games,’ said Tia. ‘People need to decompress. We were on Control Level Six for fifteen cycles. Total lockdown. We were all stimmed up and on double shifts. Some people couldn’t handle it.’ She sounded a little scornful.

‘What’s the condition now?’ Claudia used her neutral, operational voice.

‘Down to Level Four. But things are still tense. Extra patrols out in the suburbs. At least you won’t need to deal with that.’

The suburbs was the MT term for the rest of the Dome outside the Barracks. It was vaguely derogatory, although nobody knew why.

‘We made a lot of arrests right after the Incident, a massive sweep,’ Tia went on. ‘Anyone with any antisocial tendencies, the whole list of homebrewers, plastic bankers, table-game hackers, dodgy fixers, freelance chemists, system ghosts, entrepreneurs, independent creatives. The kind of people we usually leave alone because they serve a social function. Management knew they weren’t involved, but we had to put on a good show. And it never hurts to shake people up. Seeing the Power Station offline shook everyone the freed up. Sometimes the equilibrium needs to be rebooted.’

Instinctively, Claudia knew this was the sort of thing Commodore Lloyd might have said, and that he’d said it to Tia, his former assistant.

Sometimes we need to have a real conversation.

For a second, she was back in his dim, claustrophobic office, Lloyd’s pale, fine-grained face close to her own, faintly luminous under a light shaft. Ideology was a necessary overlay to reality, which most people couldn’t handle, a way of socially managing an impossibly harsh situation. He’d personally recruited her because she had insight. Had Tia also been selected on this basis?

Claudia’s life before the Mentargh now seemed a time of strange innocence. She’d known more about Ideology in the abstract than about how things really worked.

Tell me, how do things really work?

Her discovery of Jemima’s empty unit and that conversation with Luke, when Elliot and his partner had brought her to the Barracks, flashed through her mind. Memories were popping up randomly, at the slightest trigger, throwing up images, voices, feelings, as if her brain were a tablet someone had tried to hack and scrambled instead. Was her mind trying to reassert itself after all the blockers or was it adjusting to the empty spaces?

This memory led to Luke. She hadn’t seen him since his visit to the medbay, bringing the awful, eviscerating news. Every time Claudia remembered that Pierce was dead, it was like she was hearing it for the first time all over again, although her body was becoming more used to the shock each time. She braced herself and took a few deep breaths. She was not going to cry in the middle of the Barracks quadrangle.

‘A Power Station malfunction … do the civilians believe that?’ she asked.

‘Why wouldn’t they?’ said Tia. ‘Everything was locked down tight, and there were no public comms that night, no alternative information. We’ve processed people who had visuals on the action. You think you’ve had a high dose of blockers. There are people who remember nothing at all.’

‘You mean, they were wiped just for being witnesses?’

‘What’s the greater good: social equilibrium or some disturbed individual asking questions about what really happened and upsetting other people? And it was a Power Station malfunction: those deathwishers powered it right down. So people know the truth. Just not the details.’

Tia spoke so reasonably that Claudia’s question seemed pernickety. Unnecessary; in fact, inefficient.

A few people in the junior accommodation block greeted Claudia in the lobby.

‘Good to see you back!’ said one, patting Claudia’s shoulder.

As they headed down the narrow corridor to her res unit, Claudia saw a familiar face ahead.

‘Hey, you!’ Sal was just coming out of her own unit, dressed for the Game. ‘Haven’t seen you in yonks!’

Claudia struggled to remember when she last saw Sal. Was Sal referring to a shared experience? An electric nerve memory prickled through Claudia, an echo of anticipation and excitement. Not a beat party, something bigger, serious. Had she and Sal been on duty together the night of the Incident?

‘She took some punishment, but she’s back on her feet now,’ said Tia.

Sal gave Claudia a big hug, making her wince. ‘I’m so sorry about Pierce,’ she whispered. And then, in her usual cheery, loud voice: ‘Let’s catch up later. Gotta go, I’m late already! So inefficient!’

Inefficient could be used jokingly, but Sal wasn’t the type.

The ventilation in Claudia’s unit was on full and the bedding had been stripped. On the morning of the Incident, she’d woken up with Pierce. Her physical memory of this was so powerful that she collapsed onto the edge of the bunk.

‘We’ll pick up some fresh bedding from the distro.’ Tia said this casually, but she was watching Claudia closely.

Claudia wanted to press her face into the mattress. The smell of Pierce was the last thing she might have had left, but it had been cleaned away as efficiently as a stain or spillage. His strong, healthy body would’ve already been composted and absorbed into the communal biome. As an MT trooper, he’d made the final contribution while she was lying in the med facility, drugged out of her head.

At
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