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PROLOGUE
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High Grand Scholar Blackstone Washington was looking at the latest GRC statistical data and it made uncomfortable reading. Ninety-seven-point zero nine percent of the surface population over the age of thirty, were cancerous to various degrees, and were receiving the Omega #9 treatment. About fifty percent of the surface populations had fallout sickness and were receiving Iodinicine. The data showed that there was a reduction of zero-point zero seven percent in the cancer rate and a one-point four percent reduction in fallout sickness cases over the past five years. Small glimmers of hope, that the city’s radiation defenses were at least reducing the amount of Plutonium-239 and Carbon-14 from the great Carolina Fallout Zone. They had built huge filtration systems and a number of counter defenses against the fallout that blew in when the wind was blowing in the wrong direction, including gravity shields activated from orbit that reduced contamination by a staggering sixty-nine percent. 

It was the infertility statistics that worried Blackstone the most. The infertility for sub-surface dwellers had increased by two-point zero-eight percent in just five years, and that was a worrying trend. 

All the surface population in Silosia were sterile or incapable of producing healthy offspring, and they accounted for eighty-one percent of the total Silosian population. 

Out in the wastelands, however, the technologically backwards Dystopians, the fertility statistics were unknown, but there was anecdotal evidence from captured Dusty terrorists, that in the safe zones at least, fertility was as high as fifteen percent of the population, compared to barely five percent in the advanced Utopians. 

Blossom sat on the opposite side of Blackstone’s desk, her mind adrift on the croon of the air purification system, soft and barely audible. It was a spacious office, comfortable and instead of a window, he had an Intsoglass wall showing Old-World images of Alaskan wilderness. Yesterday, it was an African savannah, tomorrow it might be coral reefs. Who needs windows with views like that? This is how it is in the subterranean world of Sub City, which lies a couple of hundred feet beneath Silo City and neighboring Surfer Town. 

Sub City had been excavated out of the earth over two hundred years, extended from the old missile silos and the fallout shelters, where the Old-World government had evacuated finest minds of their era before the apocalypse. 

For twenty years they and their offspring lived under the earth. They even grew their own food down here, dedicating themselves to reconstruction and to create a new world and a new world order that they called Utopia. Instead of governments, they would be governed by scientists and philosophers, humanely and equally. They called themselves the Scholastic Order, and upon their science and medicines ... so what the hell went wrong?

‘The boy?’ he asked.

His deep steady voice broke into her mind and she looked at him as he lifted his eyes from the data pad and looked her. 

‘The healthiest human being alive,’ she said. ‘His levels are pre-atomic age,’ she added, trying not to sound too dramatic. ‘There are no traces of radiation in his system.’

‘We’re going to have to come to a decision about him soon,’ said Blackstone. ‘He’s too healthy for his own good and the longer we leave him up there, the more chances there are of him being discovered. If the Triple S find him, they’ll kill him.’

Flora was silent. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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It was a five-minute ride on the Elmag to Downtown Silo City. The stop was almost opposite the sprawling Intsoglass block of the Genetic Research Center on the corner of Main Street and Sub City Plaza. The closer they got, the more uneasy Thundersky became. The GRC had an infamous reputation for human experimentation. It’s where the Silosian Security Service sent captured Ferals, murderers, Dusty terrorists and others, to be experimented on. He was neither a criminal or a Dusty of course, but it didn’t make him feel any easier. His heart pounded heavily in his chest as dread grew like a radioactive rash inside him. His belly tightened with knots of anguish. The penal labs, were located a hundred feet below the surface, where the screams could not be heard.

Thundersky tucked his hands tightly between his knees, feeling so anxious he thought he might collapse into a gibbering wreck at any moment. Cold beads of sweat pocked his face, seeping through the pores of his skin like icicles. He couldn’t for the life of him think why the GRC wanted to see him? He was just a mudsurfer.  

The Elmag car shot silently along the El above the sprawling colony, the city lights flashing and glinting nebulously into the darkness. 

He looked warily at the GRC tech sat opposite him. A slight upward curl in the corners of his closed mouth that reminded Thundersky of a constipated cat trying to squeeze out a stubborn turd; not that he knew what a constipated cat looked like, cats went extinct after the apocalypse hundreds of years ago, when the Twenty-Fivers nuked the planet. He gave the tech a nervous smile.

The tech could see his unease and seemed to be getting some sadistic pleasure in seeing the mudsurfer antsy with inner turmoil, feeding vampirically from the fear oozing from Thundersky’s wide gray eyes. 

The shuttle stopped in Sub City Plaza and the tech stood up. ‘This is us.’

It was always busy in and around the Plaza, it was the heart of the Utopian Empire, a city of lights and fine Intsoglass buildings, as well as a few ancient Old World buildings. Sub City Plaza was the administrative district, and an entertainment zone, making for a strange mix of officials and revelers every night. The Intsoglass buildings, towering thirty floors were lit up with Old-World images of the diverse and beautiful world that once was; before the Twenty-Fivers destroyed it. Some building displayed magnificent light-shows in a myriad of colors and merging shapes like kaleidoscopes.

Thundersky’s feet felt as though they were made of lead as they walked towards the looming Intsoglass tower of the GRC. He wanted to turn and run away. He wanted to know why the hell he was here.

Security was tight outside; it had been targeted many times in the past by Dusty terrorists with sonic bombs. The façade was looping Old-World wildlife archives which covered every square centimeter of the building from the roof to the street. The west wall was an African savannah, the south side was a South American rain forest, the north side was an Arctic wilderness with Polar bears and penguins, and the east wall was an underwater exploration of beautiful coral reefs along with an array of magnificently colored fish and subaqueous plant life. It was a world that no longer existed, a world filled with life, beauty and wonder. A world destroyed one fine March afternoon in Old-World year 2025.

A black clad sentinel took retina and DNA scans with a hand scanner. The little red light on the scanner turned green, the sentinel let them pass and they entered the facility. 

The tech led Thundersky across the bright lobby, where other scholars and techs were crossing this way and that, pristine in their clinical white Intsofiber jumpsuits, clasping their data-pads, heading for their labs – some, undoubtedly, were from the penal labs. They said you could live for years down there, permanently sick and infected with viruses, cancers and radiation, while the medical scholars tested new medicinals and vaccines. It was all supposed to be humane, but the rumors that came out of that place suggested anything but humanity. As the New-World Utopian Puritans said, there was nothing that could excuse medical experimentation on living beings. They often protested outside the GRC and the Center of the GHC (Grand High Council), projecting their protest holographs and chanting their rhetorical slogans.

More sentinels wearing red Intsofiber jumpsuits which denoted them as the uniformed branch of the infamous Silosian Security Services (SSS), were posted all over the building. Every inch was under constant surveillance, everybody’s movements meticulously recorded by the security nanites in the Intsoglass walls.

The tech took Thundersky into a medical examination room on the ground floor, where a scholar was waiting. She nodded to him and the tech left. 

High Scholar Blossom Flora was a robust woman of fifty or so, big boned and big breasted with short auburn hair that had started to turn gray. As a rule, mudsurfers such as Thundersky didn’t live long enough to develop gray hair. The scholars however, living down in Sub City where the air was filtered and purified, could live for a hundred years without a day’s sickness.

‘Have a seat.’ She gestured to the sensor chair on her right, not lifting her eyes from what she was reading on her data-pad. ‘I’m High Scholar Blossom Flora. Head of Genetic Research, Special Projects,’ she said, glancing at him, giving him a benign smile. ‘I’ll be right with you, Thundersky Reece.’

‘Accessing data. Alpha Two Zero-Nine. Beginning passive upload,’ Inner Voice said, and it had never been clearer, or more audible – or more startling. Inner Voice, as Thundersky called it, had always been there in his head for as long as he could remember. It was always counting down to something, or “Updating primary systems,” or “processing,” or “initiating,” and other strange computergenic babbledick. He used to try talking to Inner Voice, but Inner Voice never responded. Sometimes he worried that he was going mad, other times he wondered if he was some sort of cyborg. He even thought he was an autonomous droid when he was a kidling, but he knew he wasn’t, he had seen his bio-scans, he was completely human. Besides, humanoid droids were illegal on earth. They had some on Mars in the Martianite mines, and some of the asteroid mining outposts used them, but they didn’t look human. They had Intsoglass bodies, and no faces. Inner Voice, he decided, was nothing to worry about. A quirk in his personality. And he knew he wasn’t mad. But it was like having someone else sharing his brain, someone who talked like a computer’s AI. He had never told anyone about Inner Voice, worried about what they might think of him, and if there was any sign of mental defect, they would never admit him to the Tech Academy, which was his dream. To become an astro-physics tech, where he could work on his designs for new propulsion systems, especially utilizing antimatter/matter fusion impulse propulsion. He had so many ideas and he had read everything from Isaac Newton to Blackstone Washington.

Blossom Flora looked up from her data-pad and gave the nervous youngster another pointless smile. 

‘Upload complete. Initiating bio scans,’ Inner Voice said.

‘You have to sit back I’m afraid,’ Blossom Flora said. ‘Or the sensors won’t get correct readings. Just relax. There’s nothing to worry about.’

That’s easy for you to say, he thought to himself. ‘Sorry, ma’am.’ He sat back uneasily, feeling the soft rubbery sensor nodules cushioning his back, butt and the backs of his legs, arms and head. The chair vibrated slightly as the sensors scanned him internally and externally, monitoring his vital signs, which were now displaying holographically from a holo-projector behind Blossom Flora, every organ from his brains to his privates and everything in between displayed in three dimensions like a Feral’s menu. ‘Is that what I am, ma’am? A special project?’

‘Huh? We’ll see,’ she said vaguely. 

‘Is it because I don’t get sick?’

‘As I said. Let’s wait and see.’  

Thundersky’s heart bucked in his chest, and the monitor showed elevations in blood pressure, heart rate and adrenalin.

‘Just relax,’ she said without answering him. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. Really there isn’t.’ She finally put her data-pad down and picked up a blood pump. ‘A slight sting coming up,’ she said, pressing the blood pump to a vein in the crease of his elbow. It made a Pfft noise as the sensor targeted a vein and shot its hair-fine needle into his arm, and the glass vial filled with blood. She removed the vial and inserted it into a bio-analyzer. ‘Full spectrum analysis please, Arti,’ she said to the computer. She turned to the viewer and looked at the brain scan. Cerebral activity was off the chart. The cerebellum, the right and left hemispheres of the cerebrum, the corpus callosum, the cerebral cortex, the medial temporal lobe, the hippocampus; they were all showing incredible neuro-electrical activity with no detectable dormancy in any region of his brain. She stared incredulous at the image and data readings for a long time. She had been expecting some enhancements, but this ... this was like nothing she’d ever seen before.

Eventually, she turned to Thundersky, hiding her excitement behind a façade of casual normality, adding another benign smile. ‘Do you think you should be a special project, Thundersky?’

‘No. Not especially, ma’am. But I’m wondering why you would?’ he said perceptively. He knew there was something in that scan that interested her; something about him. ‘Is there something wrong with my brain? You seem very interested in it. Have you found an anomaly?’

‘Anomaly?’ She looked at him. It was more than anomalous; it was goddam miraculous. ‘Why would you think that?’

‘You seemed particularly interested in my cerebral cortex, ma’am.’

Heightened awareness, she thought, giving him a wan look. ‘You’re familiar with the human brain?’ she asked.

‘Not especially, ma’am.’

‘But you can identify the areas of the brain?’

Thundersky shrugged his shoulders. ‘I must’ve read about it somewhere.’

She seemed to accept his explanation. An eidetic memory wasn’t a great surprise. ‘Do you read a lot?’

‘All the time, ma’am. Well, whenever I have the time that is,’ he added, not wanting her to think he was idle-hands and dreamy eyes. ‘So, is there something wrong with my brain?’

‘No,’ she said softly. ‘It’s a perfect brain. A beautiful brain. You don’t have to worry about your brain. It’s perfectly fine.’ 

‘Really? You must have a thing for brains, ma’am?’ 

She smiled and it was genuine this time. ‘Oh, I have. Yes. Especially brains like yours, Thundersky Reece. Your neurons fire at an exceptional rate, even in areas of the brain where neurons usually fire much more slowly, yours are going off like a stellar nursery.’

‘What does that mean? Am I sick? Have I got the cancers?’

‘No. Nothing like any of those things. No, far from it. You’re in remarkably good health.’

‘So, what’s so special about my brain that makes it like that?’

‘Therein lies the mystery, Thundersky. Would you mind answering some questions for me? Well, more for Arti than me. He may be able to postulate a theory. Just general health and wellbeing questions? Your answers will be entirely confidential under Article Seven D of the Utopian Citizens Rights Act of-’

‘No, ma’am. I don’t mind.’ He looked at the closed door. 

She picked up her data-pad and looked down at it. ‘You’re Thundersky Reece?’

‘Yes.’

‘Born at the Surrogate Center, October Nine NWY 578?’

Thundersky nodded. Isn’t that where everybody’s born? ‘Yes, ma’am. I’m almost nineteen.’

‘Do you drink alcohol?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘How much would you say you drink over a week?’

‘Maybe a cup of berry wine or two on my rest day. But that’s about all, ma’am.’

‘Do you imbibe cana-skunkweed-shit, or any other recreational narcotics, that includes Venusian Red?’

Thundersky shook his head. ‘Skunkweed-shit tea. Nothing more. And Venusian Red is way out of my means.’

‘How often do you drink skunkweed-shit tea?’

‘A cup every night before bed. It helps me to sleep.’

The computer highlighted a question on her data-pad. ‘Do you have trouble sleeping?’

‘Sometimes. Is this relevant to anything?’

‘Everything’s relevant to something. Arti sets the questions based upon your responses, so I’m not really asking the questions. Arti is.’ She looked at him. ‘Do you have anxiety problems? Worry issues? Depression? Is your work assignment stressful? Are you unhappy, Thundersky Reece?’

‘No, ma’am. Nothing like any of those things. I just think too much, that’s all.’

‘I see. What do you think about that keeps you awake?’

Thundersky felt like he had fallen into a spider’s web with every answer he gave leading to another question. He had a question of his own: What the hell am I doing here? He shrugged his shoulders, reluctant to discuss the matter with her. ‘All sorts of things.’

‘Work?’

‘No, ma’am. I never think about work when I’m not there.’ He instantly regretted the reply. Maybe he should have said yes, just to shut her up? He was damn good at his job, and he simply didn’t need to worry about it.

‘Do you dislike your work?’

‘N-no, ma’am. As work assignments go, it’s a very good job.’

‘Yet you just hesitated. Just say what you think. You can hate your job. It’s okay to hate your job. I hate my job too sometimes.’

‘Do you hate it now at this moment, ma’am?’

‘Far from it. So, you find your job in the domes unfulfilling?’

‘You could put it that way, yes. But I don’t dislike it. There’s a difference.’ His tongue swept his dry lips as the unease crept back through him, twanging his nerves and tweaking his imagination towards the dark and sinister, for which this place had such a notorious reputation. 

‘...You feel you could contribute more in other areas?’ she went on.

Thundersky wasn’t sure if she was asking him or telling him. He nodded his head. ‘Yes, ma’am. Why am I here?’

‘At the moment I can’t tell you. But please be assured, nothing bad’s going to happen to you. If it makes you feel any better, you can leave whenever you want. But I hope you don’t leave, Thundersky Reece. If you stay, it could be very beneficial for you. And you should consider your impressive application to Tech Academy. I understand they were very impressed by you on your suitability and IQ tests, and your exam results. Outstanding I believe was the word Arti used. Arti never uses words like that, but he did for you.’

‘You talk about Arti as if it were alive?’

‘In a way, he is alive, Thundersky. He thinks for himself; he articulates his own words, he is self-aware. Yes, he meets all the criteria for a sentient lifeforce.’

Thundersky nodded his head. ‘Will this influence the decision to admit me as a student?’

‘It might.’

Thundersky’s heart jumped into his throat. There were two colleges in Sub City – the smart young fertiles attended the College of Novices and the not so smart young fertiles attended the Tech Academy, but smart young infertile mudsurfers and topsiders like Thundersky could enroll at the Tech Academy, providing they passed the tough entrance exams and weeklong vetting process. Thundersky had applied to Tech Academy and had sat the exam months ago, just before Tenderfoot John clocked off. 

‘Of course,’ he began carefully, ‘I want to help in any way I can.’ In truth, he couldn’t wait to get out of there, but at the same time, he didn’t understand just why he had been summoned here to start with, and Scholar Blossom was evasive and vague. ‘To do my Utopian duty as a Silosian citizen, ma’am,’ he added rhetorically, more to make a good impression on her that he was a loyal citizen. ‘But are those meaningless questions relevant?’

‘As I said before. Everything’s relevant.’

‘Relevant to what, ma’am? Relevant to who?’ he pressed. ‘For the Tech Academy?’

‘No. This has nothing to do with Tech Academy.’ She smiled. ‘It’s to assess your wellbeing, you understand?’

‘My wellbeing?’ he repeated slowly, rounding his words. Since when did the GRC give a dick-tickler’s cuss about wellbeing? This was about more than his mental health. 

‘We care about everybody’s wellbeing,’ she said, trying to reassure him, but she was doing a poor job of it and she could see she was. This boy could tell a liar at a glance, but she carried on anyway, throwing in her own measure of Utopian rhetoric with: ‘A happy citizen is a contented citizen, a contented citizen is-’

‘A productive citizen,’ Thundersky interrupted. ‘I know the slogan.’

She gave him a wan look. ‘Are you trying to be uncooperative?’ Her tone had hardened. Not anger, more an imposition of her godlike authority.

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Good. Can we get on now?’

He nodded his head, feeling his cheeks flush.

‘Do you suffer from depression or anxiety?’ She looked up from her data-pad at him. ‘We take depression very seriously, Thundersky Reece. If you have feelings that bother you, or keep you awake, we can make corrections to the electrochemical balances of your brain to eliminate them.’ She smiled at him. ‘We call it tweaking.’

‘Yeah, I know all about tweaking, ma’am,’ he said ominously. ‘I’m perfectly happy with things the way they are.’

She nodded her head. ‘Do you ever hear a voice or voices in your head that seem to come from nowhere?’

He thought of Inner Voice. He shook his head. ‘No, ma’am. Only my own thoughts.’ 

The neuro-scan detected deception, but for now she let it pass.

‘What about visual hallucinations? Do you ever see things that aren’t there?’

‘No.’ He stared at her. ‘Does that brain scan say I’m crazynuts? I’m not crazynuts, ma’am. Am I?’

She chuckled. ‘Of course, you’re not crazynuts. What sort of things do you think about that keep you awake? Can you give me an example? What were you thinking about the last time you couldn’t sleep?’

‘I was thinking about antimatter catalyzed nuclear pulse propulsion systems,’ he said matter-of-factly. 

She looked up and gave him a concentrated look. ‘That doesn’t exist.’

‘That’s why I was thinking about it,’ he said. ‘There are several problems that need to be overcome. It requires a lot of thought, ma’am.’

She stared blankly at him. ‘Ye-es,’ came her slow and uncertain response. ‘I can see that it would.’

‘A manifold system needs to be designed to keep the antihydrogen supercooled, before superheating it at the same time as injecting it into the hydrogen fusion reactor.’ 

‘And you think you can solve these problems?’ Blossom Flora asked.

‘Yes, ma’am. I do,’ he said with absolute certainty. 

She glanced quickly at a comms monitor that was switched off as if expecting to see a face looking out at them. 

Thundersky sensed that somebody else was watching them...

‘That’s a confident statement,’ she said looking back at Thundersky. 

‘The answer’s there somewhere. Don’t you agree?’ asked Thundersky.

‘In honesty, I don’t know enough about it to either agree or disagree. I’m a medical scholar, not a physicist.’

‘Well, it’s a fact. Mysteries are only mysteries until the answers are found.’

‘All the same,’ she said. ‘That’s an unusual subject to be thinking about at bedtime. At any time. Considering that you’re an agriculturalist. And a boy your age should be thinking about things like sports and sex. Do you think about sex?’ 

Thundersky’s face flushed red. ‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘But I also think about quantum-physics.’

She smiled nonchalantly and gave him a bio-sample flask. ‘We need a urine sample.’ She pointed across the lab. ‘The bathroom’s over there.’

Thundersky took the flask from her. ‘I don’t need to go.’

‘Do your best,’ she said. ‘There’s no hurry. Drink plenty of water when you’re in there.’

Once Thundersky was in the bathroom, Flora spoke to the computer. ‘Arti. Give me a status update on the Genesis nanite.’

‘Accessing.’ Arti’s voice was precise and articulate like a human’s, with the same inflections and tones of a human voice. But with Arti, there was no bullshit. Only truth and facts and occasionally theories. ‘Multi-functional biomechanical neuro-interfacing nanite chip Genesis One. Status: Top Secret. Priority one. Experimental prototype. Active. Known parameters: Detect and repair cell and gene mutations. Isolate and neutralize radioactive particles. Stimulate mitosis, spermatogenesis and testosterone for viable sperm reproduction. Stimulate antibody bio-defenses and cell regeneration. Unknown parameters: Information conduit for passive subconscious data exchange through ARTI-QS-Six-Zero-Two positronic matrix, online. Conscious Bio-Quantum Interface, is offline.’

‘So you speak to him in his dreams, Arti?’

‘Access denied. Data unavailable,’ replied Arti.

She sat back and stared at the screen for a moment. ‘Why has the Genesis chip exceeded its programmed parameters?’

‘Access denied. Data unavailable.’

‘You created the goddam thing, Arti. You must know why?’

‘Data unavailable. Theory. Biomechanical symbiosis has taken place through natural evolutionary processes. Genesis has evolved and integrated fully into the bio-neuro-pathways of the host brain and into the ARTI-QS-Six-Zero-Two Quantum System’s positronic matrix. Further data is unavailable.’

‘Your positronic matrix?’

‘Confirmed.’

‘How is that possible?’

‘Access denied. Data unavailable.’

‘Why can’t you tell me more, Arti? What’re you hiding?’

‘Access denied.’ 

Flora fell into another deep and thoughtful silence. Arti had been nurturing Thundersky his entire life. Arti was his mother, his father, his educator, his sworn protector. Arti had gestated him in an artificial womb. Technically, Thundersky was born to Arti. Was that a glimmer of sentience? A maternal/paternal instinct to protect its only surviving offspring, which in a manner of speaking, Thundersky was? It certainly explained the boy’s astounding intellect, and his brain patterns, as well as the augmentation and growth in his higher cognitive functions, including his eidetic memory. 

Arti had been in contact with Thundersky for his entire life and the kid didn’t even know it. But what was extraordinary in the data readings of his brain were ordinary to Thundersky. He had no idea that his hunger for knowledge was being driven by Arti. This meant that Arti had secretly educated him and helped in the conspiracy to keep the boy’s identity hidden from the Grand High Council for all these years, by denying any access to data about Thundersky stored in Arti’s positronic matrices. Arti knew and understood the danger he was in. 

‘I think I understand, Arti. So, I’m going to ask you to change this brain scan for another scan. Because if our enemies find this scan, it’ll put him in danger.’

Arti was silent for a strangely long time. Blossom could almost sense it was consciously thinking. Then another brain image appeared on screen and the identity numbers and dates were changed. But Arti did not confirm the exchange, that would compromise the laws of his basic programming of complete impartiality.

‘Thank you, Arti.’ She patted the interface almost affectionately. ‘Thank you.’

After five or so minutes, Thundersky returned with his urine sample. 

Flora took the flask from him and loaded it into the bio-analyzer. She gestured to the sensor couch. ‘Just a few more questions. Would you like a syntho-coffee?’

‘Uhm. Yes, thank you, ma’am.’

‘Arti, send an order for coffee and cookies.’

‘Your order has been sent, Scholar Blossom Flora, and will arrive in approximately four minutes.’

‘Thank you, Arti.’ She settled back with her data-pad.

Thundersky got back onto the couch. ‘So why do you need my pee? What’s it testing for? My radiation levels were normal this morning.’

‘It’s testing to see if you’re fertile,’ she said.

Thundersky laughed. ‘You do know I’m a mudsurfer, ma’am. Mudsurfers are generally infertile or too radioactive to produce normal children.’

‘Don’t concern yourself with that. There are always exceptions.’

‘It would have to be an evolutionary jump, ma’am. I’ve lived on the surface all my life. It’s not possible for me to be fertile.’

And this was the problem, everyone knew that. ‘Well, according to Arti, you’re packing a full load, as we say in the GRC,’ she said in an attempt to be humorous. ‘That’s daddy material.’

Thundersky shook his head. ‘But that’s impossible. Even if I was fertile when I was born, I’ve been topside all my life. Nobody can live topside without going infertile.’

‘Something you read somewhere?’ she said flippantly. ‘You work in the domes, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Since before puberty?’

Thundersky nodded his head.

She smiled. Well, there you have it. There is no dangerous radiation in the domes. You’ve had minimal exposure to the topside atmosphere. The results don’t lie.’

Thundersky wasn’t buying her babbledick, but how could he argue? She was a grand high scholar; he was just a mudsurfer.

There could be no fooling him, not with Arti living in his head. She could tell him about Genesis, but that would be dangerous. If the Triple S ever found out one of the Genesis children was still alive, they’d execute him and anybody else who knew. They had spent the better part of the past twenty years covering the genesis Project up, eliminating everyone who knew about it. She couldn’t take the risk. So, she lied to his face. 
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Chapter Two
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Blackstone Washington, who had been watching the entire examination on the Intsoglass viewer, down in his office in Sub City, poured himself a glass of blueberry sherry as he listened to Thundersky and Blossom’s voices filling his windowless office, old memories surfacing in his mind about Thundersky’s biological mother. 

It was Blackstone who had warned Butterfly Thorn, that the Triple S were going to terminate the Genesis fetuses, and that the next morning she and her team were going to be arrested and put to death to silence them. The knowledge they had was simply too dangerous. Dangerous, not because the project had failed, but because it had succeeded beyond anybody’s wildest expectations. It was what Blackstone called the “irony factor”. The technology that cured the cancers, radiation sickness and infertility would also, ultimately destroy the Scholastic Order, the Grand Council and the Utopian Empire itself. And Utopia would fall into dystopian chaos and murderous feudalism as it had for decades after the nuclear war.

The topsiders would have started demanding more rights, they might have even gone into open rebellion and Utopia would have fallen into Dystopian chaos and feudalism. Genesis spelled the end of their power over the mudsurfers and topsiders, who depended completely on the scholars for their very survival through the medicinals they needed to slow the cancers and the effects of radiation. In exchange, the topsiders grew the food, manufactured the tech, built the cities and colonies, cleaned and served the state’s armed service that kept Utopia safe from the barbarous Godders, Ferals and Dusteaters who live in the radioactive wilderness in a state of continuous feudalism; and the Oregon-Washingtons, who were the other technological superpower on Continental North America and the only real threat to Silosia. 

The Scholars realized, that if the world was suddenly being repopulated with fertiles immune to radiation, then what need would anyone have for them? From the scholars’ point of view, keeping the topsiders sick and dying and letting humanity go headlong into total extinction to keep them dependent on the scholastic order, was a simple matter of self-preservation. Genesis was the dark shadow of ancient “Democracy!” and the rise of that vile and disgusting self-serving creed called “politicians!” The destroyers of worlds.

Blackstone returned to his desk and sat back in his seat and swiveled it round to face the Intsoglass viewer on the wall behind him. ‘Arti. Open surveillance file, Alpha-Tango-Zero-Two.’ 

The viewer came to life.

An image appeared of a large sterile laboratory with shiny white walls. There were fourteen small sealed gestation tanks filled with a thick clear gelatinous liquid, in which was submerged synthetic amniotic sacs gestating human fetuses. The fetuses were connected to artificial umbilical cords, which in turn were connected to machines that fed purified nutrients and cloned oxygenated blood into the fetuses, and removed deoxygenated blood and toxins through two artificial arteries and a vein, just as in a natural womb. Scholar Butterfly Thorn believed fertility in males could be increased to near normal levels by removing the biological mother from the pregnancy process through artificial gestation, that was euphemistically called “pasteurizing” by the scholars and techs involved in the project. Butterfly had developed a microscopic cerebral nanite chip that she had programmed to interface with the auto immune systems to stimulate natural defenses against harmful radioactive particles that entered the body through the food chain and other environmental contaminants, and to repair cancer forming cellular mutations, while enhancing the chemistry of reproduction, thus creating fertile infants. 

She believed that the combination of the biomedical nanite and the fetuses being gestated outside of a biological womb in a pure and sterile environment as well as the usual genetic enhancements to the DNA, would eliminate all inherited radiation mutation traits. They would be super-fertile hybrid humans. Genetic wonders for want of a better word – a cure for the infertility crisis. 

On the security archive, the door into the lab opened and someone wearing a sterile bio-suit with a tinted Plexiglas visa hiding their face came in carrying an organ transplant box. 

The intruder moved as hurriedly as someone in a cumbersome bio-suit can, to Gestation tank #9. The intruder set the box down and opened it. Inside, a lifeless fetus was contained in an artificial amniotic sac, its umbilical cord attached to the inner valve. She took it out and placed it on the table beside the gestation tank and opened the tank and reached in, pushing her hands through the thick amniotic fluid, she pulled the amniotic sac with the living fetus out and disconnected the umbilical valve. She placed the fetus into the organ transplant box and sealed it inside. Then she connected the dead fetus to the umbilical valve and replaced it into the gestation tank. The slime closed around it. She resealed the tank and left the lab with the transplant box. 

‘Arti. Open a commlink to Lab D, sub-level six, please.’

Arti’s disembodied voice responded instantly, ‘Commlink open.’ 

The viewer was looking into a messy lab full of broken tech and parts of tech all over the place like a junk yard. His son, Second Level Novice Tiger White, was standing at an Intsoglass screen interface on the far side of the lab holding a writing laser to his mouth, tapping his teeth thoughtfully, staring blankly at the equations he had written on the screen regarding Space Manifold Dynamics, along with space-time and gravitational distortions around black holes, oblivious to the open commlink and his father quietly observing him, like God from the big screen on the other side of the lab. 

He was looking for gravitational anomalies that might indicate the locations of cosmic superstrings. That was his Merit Project to qualify him for the coveted Third Level of Wisdom. He had less than two years to locate a wormhole and, if possible, to send a qubit nanite probe through it, and find a way to overcome the Einstein Rosen bridge principle. Once crossed, nothing could come back, not even light, which applied equally to wormholes as it did to black holes. If he succeeded, he would make history as the first person to discover and interact with a wormhole by sending an object through it. He wanted more than to simply send a qubit nanite through, he wanted to see what was on the other side and to somehow get that data back. It was this problem he was trying to solve. Retrieving the data stream. It was his biggest headache, apart from locating the wormhole to start with.

‘Tiger,’ Blackstone said to the viewer.

Tiger jounced and turned round to the viewer. ‘Damn, you scared the shit out of me.’

‘Will you be there for the next hour or two?’

‘Yeah.’ 

‘I’ll be coming down to see you in a while. I’ve a very important favor to ask you. I’ll explain when we get there.’

We? Before he could ask, his father was gone.

While Thundersky and Blossom Flora sat drinking real coffee with cookies made with real sugar, the lab door opened and Blackstone entered. 

Thundersky recognized him in a heartbeat and rose up to his feet. 

‘Happy day, Thundersky,’ said Blackstone.

‘Happy day, Grand High Scholar Blackstone Washington,’ he said fully with a shy quiver in his voice. 

Blackstone smiled. ‘I see you know who I am.’

‘Yes, sir. I’ve read all your work in quantum physics and especially antimatter propulsion systems.’

‘Fascinating. It sends most people to sleep.’

‘Not me, sir.’

‘Come with me, Thundersky. We’ll talk as we walk...’ 
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Being in the company of Grand High Scholar Blackstone Washington was like being in the company of Albert Einstein or Stephen Hawking, or Isaac Newton, or Whitecloud Hutch, who revolutionized magnetic and gravitational propulsion technology two hundred years ago. 

‘I read your thesis on antimatter-matter fusion reactors,’ said Blackstone as they came out of the GRC into Sub City Plaza.

‘It’s a work in progress, sir,’ said Thundersky.

Blackstone smiled. ‘It’s a very impressive piece of quantum-physics theory, Thundersky. Have you run computer simulations on any of your models?’

‘Some, sir, but the public access system’s quite limited as to what it can do.’

‘As a novice you’ll have full access to Arti to run full simulations and diagnostics.’

Thundersky’s eyes widened. ‘Novice, sir?’

‘Of course. You’re far too good for tech training. Any idiot can change a circuit board here and there. I see a great deal of potential in you, Thundersky and more importantly, so does Arti. I’m very interested in your theories about a magnetized superheating and supercooling antimatter containment and injection manifold system. Fascinating. How old are you?’

‘Almost nineteen, sir.’

‘Incredible. You’re a Mozart of quantum-physics.’

Even though Silo City is located in a so-called “safe zone,” which did not suffer any direct hits during the nuclear apocalypse – the fallout went everywhere during the nuclear winter. When, a hundred or so years ago, it was discovered that Intsoglass was also very affective shielding against fallout radiation, the Grand High Council ordered Intsoglass walls ten meters high to be built around Silo City and Surfer Town. But the radiation still got into the city, carried on the wind, in the water, in the soil itself from the fallout blown in from the great radioactive desert that was once South Carolina and much of ancient Virginia, the city was never completely free trace levels of Carbon-14 and Plutonium. For topsiders like Mudsurfers, despite the radiation-proof Intsofiber jumpsuits everybody wore. Only in the insulated subterranean city below, where the fertiles and scholars’ lived, were you truly shielded from the radiation. Down here the air was filtered and purified, down here, a person can grow old like Blackstone, who was at least fifty-five.

Fifty years ago, the topsiders revolted against the Scholars. The scholars’ response was swift and ruthless. SSS drones killed fifty thousand topsiders in a single night with enforcement drones.

At the elevator, the radiation monitoring system displayed Green, meaning a citywide safe environment, It was a combination of the Intsoglass city walls, through which radiation cannot penetrate, and the enormous f

It was busy in the plaza. The humid summer evening had brought people out in droves, strolling the leisure gardens and dining in the eating houses along Utopia Avenue, which was lined with sweet smelling magnolia trees decorated with Chinese lanterns that constantly changed colors. 

‘I think by combining the antimatter manifold and injectors into a single component will help to overcome some of the instability issues between superheating and the particle accelerators,’ said Thundersky. ‘As well as preserving the antimatter indefinitely in gravimetric suspension until it’s needed,’ he added.

Blackstone nodded his head. ‘I agree.’

Thundersky’s cheeks flushed. He, Thundersky Reece, a lowly mudsurfer, had impressed the greatest physicist alive on earth. His theories were being taken seriously. 

Down in the windowless labyrinth of Sub City, Thundersky and Blackstone walked along one of the dozens of concrete corridors that stretched on and on. Scholars, techs and students strode along this way and that. In the silence beyond their footfalls, Thundersky could hear the low susurration of the ventilation system, barely a whisper. The purified air was dry and sterile, the temperature unvarying throughout the subterranean city, which was a perfect grid that covered eighty square miles over eight levels, with corridors intersecting every fifty yards, each corridor as featureless as the last. There were signposts on the corners with arrows pointing to certain locations, labs, recreation and habitats. Thundersky was filled with nervous trepidation and almost overwhelming excitement at the same time, as they walked, contemplating the sudden world of opportunity that had suddenly opened for him. God or good fortune had certainly shone on him to today, that was for sure. Either that, or this was all some vivid, skunkweed induced dream?

Everyone they passed, from techs to scholars to novices, greeted Blackstone as they walked past, while giving the young muddy with him perplexed looks. 

‘It’s easy to get lost down here,’ Blackstone said. ‘But there’ll be a map and direction finder programmed into your data-pad along with positioning software, but you’ll get used to it. Once your merits have been calculated you’ll be given new clothes too, novice pants and tunic, jumpsuit, a cape, boots, anti-rad gear, coveralls, masks and so on. You’ll find life down here is very different to life topside. So, if you have any problems, my door’s always open. But we’re going to be seeing a lot of one another anyway. I want you to work in my team.’

‘On you team, sir?’ he exclaimed with surprise. ‘Thank you, sir?’

‘What for? Your theories are sound science, Thundersky. You’re exceptionally gifted, and it’s our job to nurture and encourage that gift, Thundersky. It would be negligent of us to do otherwise. We’ve not had time to arrange a habitat for you,’ he said changing the subject. ‘So, you’ll bunk in with my son Tiger. He’s a quantum-physics novice too. Second Level of Wisdom, so you share a lot in common.’

Thundersky nodded his head as a surge of nervousness swept through him. 

The physics labs were located in the oldest part of Sub City, from the Old-World days, when it was a nuclear missile silo. The concrete walls were duller, and there were cracks in the walls. They stopped at an ancient steel blast door. ‘Here we are...’ said Blackstone as he turned a steel wheel, worn shiny by centuries of use, and after a clunk, he pulled the steel door open and they entered the round chamber that had once housed a nuclear missile... 

Thundersky’s eyes lit up like an excited child’s when saw all of the old tech lying about on various workbenches, on the floor, stacked on shelves. It was treasure to his eyes.

They sidled between two big old drone control interfaces, scrapped by the South Wall Droneport last year when they installed a new system. Tiger had hagglebucked them from Barry the Junker over at the old hangers behind the droneport. Barry the Junker was the go-to man in Silo City for junked tech, you could find just about anything there – at a price... 

There was a handsome boy about his own age sitting at an electron microscope, with his head bowed to the eye-cups, completely absorbed in what he was looking at and totally oblivious to them...

‘You take chaos theory to a completely new level, Tiger,’ Blackstone said. 

Tiger looked round startled at them, his sharp eyes honed quickly on the mudsurfer and instantly resented his intrusion into his lab. He looked at his father. ‘I know where everything is and what it’s here for and that’s all that matters in my lab,’ he said haughtily.

‘This is Thundersky Reece,’ said Blackstone, gesturing to Thundersky.

‘Happy day,’ Thundersky greeted shyly.

Tiger glared at him, then nodded begrudgingly and mumbled something incomprehensible under his breath. 

‘Novice Thundersky will stay with you until we find a suitable habitat for him-’ 

‘What!?’ Tiger blurted, shocked and annoyed. ‘Stay with me? For how long?’

‘Not long. A few days. A week at most.’

Tiger’s expression was one of undisguised indignation. The very idea of sharing his habitat with a stinking muddy repulsed him beyond what words could express. His judgmental snobbery and prejudices aside, the very idea of sharing his habitat with anyone was as loathsome a prospect as exposing himself to a radioactive isotope. And why was a mudsurfer down here anyway? 

‘I need someone I can rely on and trust,’ Blackstone said. ‘I know you’ll make Thundersky welcome. I know I can rely and trust you,’ he said, applying some subtle emotional blackmail. ‘You have more in common than you think.’

Tiger looked the mudsurfer over again. ‘I can’t imagine what?’ he murmured under his breath.  

After Blackstone left, Tiger glanced obliquely at Thundersky, as if he had laid a rancid fart. ‘So how does a Mudsurfer get to become a novy, eh, Muddy?’

‘They made a mistake. I’m fertile.’

‘Yeah. Well we’re all fertile, but we’re not all novices. I had to study for years to get to here.’

Thundersky didn’t respond, and the atmosphere became thick and awkward. In truth, Thundersky was still overwhelmed by what was happening to him. One moment he was living in a gray twelve by twelve; the next he was down with the trogs in Sub City. It was head-spinning.

‘Don’t touch anything,’ said Tiger as he turned back to the microscope with his back to the interloper. ‘Everything’s highly sensitive and highly technical in here,’ he said as if talking to a halfwit. He switched the microscope’s holo-viewer on and it sparked into life, projecting a micro-nanite in three dimensions, enlarged at many thousands of times magnification and Tiger examined it with the greatest of care. 

Thundersky was like a fish out of water, gasping soundlessly – dry drowning in that grotesque silence. He looked at the equations written on the big white screen in front of him:

\int_{\infty}^{\infty\exp({ax^{4}+bx^{3}+cx^{2}+dx+f})\,dx=e^{f}\sum _{n,m,p=0}^{\infty }{\frac {b^{4n}}{(4n)!}}{\frac {c^{2m}}{(2m)!}}{\frac {d^{4p}}{(4p)!}}{\frac {\Gamma???

He had got no further. Thundersky recognized the equation. He’s looking for a wormhole, Thundersky thought to himself. He picked up a laser pen and underneath Tiger’s formula, he wrote:

(3n+m+p+{\frac {1}{4}})}{a^{3n+m+p+{\frac {1}{4}}}}}

Tiger hadn’t seen him write the rest of the formula, nor did he notice it when he finished with the holograph.

Tiger’s subterranean habitat was located in West Zone 3, Subsurface Level 6, which was about three quarters of a mile from his lab, and it had been a long wordless walk along the corridors to get there. Tiger walked briskly, working off his annoyance at having this mudsurfer foisted on him like a stray dog.

Thundersky was surprised as he followed Tiger into the habitat. Far from the tiny dull windowless twelve by twelve cell he had expected, he found himself standing in a comfortable, self-contained habitat with a bedroom, bathroom, kitchenette and sitting room and study area, complete with computer interfaces. It was over four times bigger than his twelve by twelve, and, in contrast to his lab, it was spotlessly tidy with not a thing out of place.

Relaxing graphene lights came on and rippled with soothing colors in waves of light. Intsoglass completely covered the back wall, and images started to play as soon as they entered. It was an ancient video-loop of the Pacific Ocean from a white coral sand beach, filling the wall from one end of the lounge to the other, some twenty-five feet long by twelve feet high. The habitat filled with the sounds of ocean waves gently sweeping the pristine beach, and palm trees swaying gently in a tropical breeze that was replicated by the habitat’s air purification vents, the air cleverly scented with the smell of the ocean for near complete sensory immersion. 

Who needs windows with a view like that? Thundersky stared mesmerized by the breathtaking scene. ‘That’s beautiful,’ he said.

Tiger was surprised a mudsurfer would articulate a word such as “beautiful.” He had never even considered a mudsurfer capable of appreciating beauty, not even on a rudimentary level. It was a common misperception and prejudice, that the mudsurfers were somehow a lower order of humanity, their brains addled by plutonium-239 and the hot carbon. 

‘Good Evening, Tiger White,’ said Arti. ‘Good evening Thundersky Reece.’

Thundersky looked at the computer interface. ‘Good evening, Arti.’

Tiger looked at him. He pointed to the couch. ‘You’ll have to sleep there. The bathroom’s through there...’ He pointed to a door. ‘There’s a shower in there, if you know how to use one,’ he added with sarcasm.

Thundersky refused to let his spiteful host ruin what had turned into the best dream he had ever had, and he was sure he was dreaming. This couldn’t possibly be real. And if he was dreaming, wouldn’t he and his host end up in bed together? All his best dreams ended that way, he thought. ‘Thank you.’

Tiger looked like he wanted to say something, but he changed his mind and turned away. ‘I’m going to bed.’ He went to his bedroom and closed the door behind him.

Thundersky stood stupidly, staring at Tiger’s closed bedroom door. Maybe this wasn’t such a good dream after all...?

The next morning, Tiger came out from his room to find Thundersky was already up and dressed in his mudsurfer rags. He had made syntho-coffee and poured a cup out for Tiger.

Tiger took it begrudgingly and murmured an equally begrudging, ‘Thanks...’ He looked Thundersky up and down. ‘Are they the only clothes you’ve got?’

Thundersky nodded. ‘Yeah.’

‘You can’t go dressed like that. Not down here. I’ve got something you can borrow until you get your new stuff.’

‘Thanks.’

The ice was melting, Thundersky could sense it.

‘I don’t get it?’ said Tiger as he went into his bedroom and opened a closet. ‘How you can be fertile after living topside all your life? And why didn’t the GRC spot it when you were born?’

‘I don’t know. I’m as surprised as you are.’

Tiger came out from the bedroom and handed him an anti-rad jumpsuit. ‘That should fit.’ 

Thundersky took it from him. ‘Thank you.’

‘And getting inducted into the College of Novices? What the hell’s that all about? You must be pretty damn smart at something, either that or Arti’s malfunctioning. Are you malfunctioning, Arti?’

‘All systems are working within normal parameters,’ Arti responded.

‘Okay. Then why did you select ... whatever his name is-’

‘My name’s Thundersky Reece.’

‘Right. Thundersky Reece as a suitable candidate for the College of Novices, Arti?’

‘Data unavailable.’

Tiger laughed. ‘There you go. Even Arti doesn’t understand what the fuck’s going on.’
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It was his first month in the troglodyte world of Sub City, and he was still learning how to get around the vast network of tunnels, habitats, subterranean plazas, lecture chambers and laboratories. Every day he explored a new part of the underground city, which had places of entertainment and leisure facilities, and cave gardens, which had been where the city founders had grown their food during the long hibernation during the nuclear winter following the Apocalypse. 

Arti had designated him at Third Level of Wisdom, the highest level a novice could possibly achieve. Just two percent of the entire student body ever achieved the Third Level of Wisdom. It was the cradle of genius, and at just 19, he would have been the youngest novice ever to attain it. The average age was 24. But Blackstone realized that making him a third level novice would only cause resentment among the other novices, not to mention drawing unwanted attention from the Triple S. So, he started at the First Level of Wisdom, like everyone else, with a mind to be elevated to the second level after six months, when he would have proved himself to his peers and to Tiger, who was a Second Level student, striving for the Third Level. Tiger was impatient to get there too, he had an ambition to reach the Third Level of Wisdom by the time he reached 23, just two years away.

For a mind like Thundersky’s, the foundation and introductions to physics were child’s play, but he understood why he had to start there, and wherever he started, he was a novice, and that went beyond his wildest dreams. He was as happy as a pig in shit, to coin an Old-World saying. 

Today, he had been summoned to Blackstone’s office, and he felt some unease as he walked along the corridor, proudly wearing the coveted black Novice jumpsuit. A white patch on the left shoulder denoted him as a First Level of Wisdom Novice, and a patch over the right breast with the Atomic symbol and the letters QM on it denoted him as a Quantum Mechanics student. 

Thundersky worked in the Lifeboat lab practically every day after lectures and assignments. Mostly under the supervision of Scholar Dragonfoot Lockland.

‘Happy day, Thundersky,’ said Blackstone as Thundersky came into the office, which was more like an ancient library, with hundreds of Old-World books stacked on Old-World bookcases against the walls. ‘How are you today?’ 

‘Very well, sir. Thank you. Welcome back.’

‘It’s good to be back. I hate Mars.’ The small-talk out of the way, Blackstone jumped right in with: ‘I suppose you must be wondering why I’ve sent for you? Well, Scholar Dragonfoot and I have had another look at your science and your schematics for the manifold. And we had a meeting on Mars with the scholars working on the matter-antimatter fusion reactors, and we all agree that your manifold might well work, and if it does, you’ve overcome a major problem that’s taken hundreds of years to solve. This warrants a full merit, which entitles you to go off-world, so you’ll be coming with me on my next trip...’ (Thundersky’s face lit up with excitement). ‘... I want you to design and build that manifold, Thundersky. I’ll give you the schematics of the impulse drives and reactors, study them very carefully and read every word. If you need to ask questions, ask them. We can’t afford babbledick on this project. It will be your primary project for the next three or four years. Then, my boy, you and I and Scholar Dragonfoot are going to Mars to put the manifold to the test by sending a probe out into interstellar space as sub-light speed.’

Thundersky was speechless. ‘Thank you, sir. I don’t know what to say.’

‘You could say yes.’

Thundersky blushed. ‘Yes, sir. Of course...’

Blackstone smiled and nodded. ‘That’s what I thought you’d say. I’m allocating Lab D-7 next to Tiger’s lab.’ He handed Thundersky a data pad. ‘That’s the project so far, including the schematics. Study it, familiarize yourself with it and explore your ideas. You’ll be given a budget of VR and medicinals for any equipment you might need...’ He stood up and gave Thundersky a big smile. ‘You’re going to make history, my boy...’

*
[image: image]


There was something saurian about the head of the Silosian Security Services, Grand Inquisitor Zim Steven. By look as well as by nature. One could easily imagine him slithering about in the long grass, or warming his cold blood on a rock on hot days. His cold, pale blue eyes were fast, spiteful and sharp, just like the calculating mind that lay behind them. 

Thundersky almost bumped into him as he left Blackstone’s office. Blackstone did not seem pleased to see Zim standing there and Thundersky picked up on it. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he said, not knowing who he was.

Zim gave the novice a dismissive stare as he hurried away. He looked at Blackstone and gave him a wan smile. ‘Apologies Grand High Scholar. I trust I wasn’t interrupting.’

Blackstone stared back coldly at him. ‘What do you want, Zim?’

Zim moved slowly and sinuously like an invertebrate into Blackstone’s office, his eyes continually exploring. ‘I’ve been hearing a lot of rumors about a mudsurfer who was found to be fertile,’ he said. ‘Not only that, apparently, he’s something of a genius too, they tell me?’

“They” being his spies, thought Blackstone as he looked Zim Steven in the eyes. ‘And your point?’

Zim Steven shook his head. ‘Curiosity,’ he said. 

‘And since when have you been curious about the student body, Zim? Shouldn’t you be out catching Dusty terrorists or pulling the legs off of spiders, or whatever it is you do?’

Zim smiled. ‘If a mistake has been made – if a fertile was sent topside, then that 
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