
        
            
                
            
        

    In the Fullness of Tion
J.C. Gemmell
In The Fullness of Tion




J.C. Gemmell was born in Falkirk, Scotland, and received his B.A. in Computer Studies and a Master’s Degree in Applied Science from the University of Portsmouth. Before becoming an independent author of future fiction, he worked as an engineer for several multinational organisations. He lives with his partner and two cats on the south coast of England.


Find out more about the author at jcgemmell.com
By J.C. Gemmell




The Fornax Assassin
The Visionary
In the Fullness of Tion
Tionsphere
The Uprisers
Demiurge
Taking Zero
Copyright © 2024 J.C. Gemmell
The right of J.C. Gemmell to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
Cover artwork by Bia Andrade.

This book first published in 2024 by J.C. Gemmell.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-7397617-7-6

All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

7455-1295

jcgemmell.com
The Long Walk for Betterment
A THOUSAND MEN, probably more, bound together by the Alameda, marched towards the end of the day to find another teahouse where they could bed down and endure the cold of the night. Deep in the Nines, kilometres below the luxuries of the world’s better levels, the Alameda was one of Tion’s longest marches, said to have circumnavigated the spheres two hundred and seventy times since the Forming a millennium ago. It had started with just one man—no one knew what he had been walking away from—but now these unwanted men, cast aside by better people, formed a grand procession they fondly called the Alameda. The Pallium, the global processing service, kept them safe, guiding them from place to place and ensuring they had food and data and were always content.
The youngest were the new men, recently released into their adult lives, fifteen years old and dangerously close to being broke, their bursaries almost gone. Some instinct had prevented them from spending their last staters and losing the ability to pay for connection. Desperate, they sought solace amongst their peers, which meant an endless, unwavering walk.
Some said the march had a purpose or even a destination. No one had seen the Governor of the Alameda in years, but she promised to guide them until its end. Somewhere in Tion’s spheres was everything they needed to cease their progress, but most of the men could not comprehend how that was possible.
Each morning, after breakfast, the teahouses were always empty and had nothing left to give the Alameda. So they had to search for a new stopping place, one that had replenished its stocks, and that never happened if they loitered. Some of the oldest men mumbled about a time when everyone had been sick and could not move. They said there was no food for lunch, that supper never came, and the water was gone in less than a day. Their only option was to walk, a crippling stagger during which many men died. When the Alameda fulfilled its purpose, there would be endless food and unbuffered data, and everyone would be clean. It was a noble goal. But the Governor of the Alameda warned against complacency and told them to keep marching.
This part of Tion was the worst the men could remember. The air was damp, and their connection was intermittent at best. Ninth had become squalid, the groundplate dirty, and mildew or fungus or something unnamable slithered up the passageway. The men marched side by side, those at the edges brushing their shoulders against walls, wiping the grunge away and leaving parallel trails of almost clean surfaces for the mould to reclaim. The cold seeped into the heartiest man’s bones, and when they stopped to piss on the floor, they shivered. Boots were a man’s most prized possession, and those who walked the Alameda with watertight footwear survived. It was that simple.
Almost everyone on the march was a rightsider. These men were the outcasts, alienated by those they grew up with, unlikely to make anything of their lives. The Pallium assigned four mojis, individual characters from Earth’s ancient languages, to every citizen at conception. Who could say if the dextrosinistral letters were inherently disadvantageous? Indeed, Tion’s designers could not have intended to burden some with an unfavourable label. Nevertheless, anyone bearing these right-to-left reminders of dubious difference remained ostracised from those they were supposed to blend with. And so the men of the Alameda remained separate from the rest of the world, cast aside by their heritage, bonded by their shared background and cohesive in the march.
Ignacio Gimel-Yat-Ain-Qof was thrice-cursed, for his name carried three of the unsavoury letters. He treasured his left-sided ‘yat’, even though the letter was already long-extinct at the start of Tion’s construction. He called himself Nacho Yat, and his friends called him NY, but the older men simply called him Nacho. He stoically ignored his Aramaic stigma and marched with the others in his confusion of indifference, curiosity and recklessness.
Nacho walked with seven loyal friends. They ambled because they were not in a hurry. All were in their late teens, the oldest, almost twenty years old, a rightsider called Brodie. Two of their group were double rightsiders, but no one kept score. They were just part of the Alameda, travelling from place to place, looking ahead to their next warm meal and communal bed. Outsiders never attempted to disrupt the march; they turned away at every opportunity, unable to confront such a strong group of men. Nacho loved his brothers and would run to the end of the world to protect them. But his pledge was unnecessary because nothing interfered with their routine. That was the benefit of being part of something so important.
They had passed through a teahouse about an hour ago. Greyson liked to be near the front of the Alameda so they could eat early, maintaining that the sooner they ate, the better the food. Each man only spent a few moments seated at lunch because someone was always queuing to take his place. Things tended to improve in the evening because the thousand-strong march would spread out during the afternoon. It was warm but not uncomfortably so, and the air was dry, yet no one was thirsty: a blissfully ordinary day.
As usual, Nacho was bored. He checked his data allowance and peeked into Sodality. Beautiful people waved at him from the online community, drawing on his vanity and daring him to enter. He wanted to dive in amongst its vibrant groups, to question his reality and learn everything he could about the levels above, but he had so few staters left from his allowance and was unprepared to forgo his board and lodging despite the dazzling lure of online. His good fortune had trapped him; his good luck meant he was secure, day after day. I am so lucky, he reminded himself as he closed his connection to the Pallium.
A man waited for them, indifferent to the people who slouched by. He was older than Nacho and his friends, perhaps twenty-eight, and wearing a pristine, well-cut suit. The stranger stared at them as if daring them to stop. Nacho blinked once, twice. He was sure he had seen the man at the entrance to Sodality.
‘Hello,’ Nacho said as he stopped.
‘Hello,’ the man said. ‘I am Daksh Epsilon-Qui-Jia-Di.’
Normal, Nacho thought, not a rightsider like us. People brushed past them, jostling shoulders and muttering about their rightful place. ‘This is Brodie,’ Nacho said. ‘And Issac and Saul and Greyson and Damian. They each have one rightside moji. Viktor and Ibrahim are doubles.’
‘And NY is a trip,’ Brodie interjected. He said that a lot because it made the old men laugh, although they did not know why.
‘Such a heavy burden,’ Daksh observed. He placed his hand on the corridor wall, revealing a door Nacho had not seen before. ‘Would you like to be free of such encumbrance? You could leave the Alameda behind.’
Brodie laughed again and pushed Damian, Issac and Saul back into the throng. ‘We’re not coming with you, fucker. You’re probably harvesting young meat.’
‘Perhaps I am,’ Daksh agreed, pushing the door open. ‘But it’s surely better than your endless parade.’
Nacho hesitated momentarily, his weight shifting slightly so he inevitably leant towards the colourful light spilling through the doorway. Only Damian turned to look over his shoulder as the crowd swept half of Nacho’s friends away.
‘We could catch up with them tonight,’ Ibrahim quietly said. ‘If we go now.’
Daksh stepped out of the corridor and prepared to pull the door shut. The colours intensified and danced across their featureless, drab lives. Faint sounds of music and laughter called to them, and a spicy aroma filled the air. The stranger made no further attempt to entice them.
Nacho studied his friends’ faces. ‘You won’t need to,’ he said and stepped into an alien place.
Few people were beyond the door, and those who watched as Nacho and his three friends stumbled forward, breathless and dazed, smiled automatically, as if to say, ‘Welcome, but don’t come too close.’ They wore sophisticated clothes, much like Daksh, and extravagant hats. Their skin was perfect and unblemished, and despite their apparent age, they looked youthful as they strolled through the pleasant gardens. Far above, further than Nacho had imagined possible, was a vast, open sky, piercing blue with pretty architectural clouds and the occasional bird, looping through the air. Just above the distant forest was the enormous globe of the sunstar, casting reds and pinks and oranges across the landscape, and the directed warmth was remarkable. The fine gravel path crunched underfoot but was dust-free, leaving no residue on their dishevelled boots. On either side of the path were flawless lawns with uniformly cut grass and little metal hoops that elegantly marked the boundary. Two white birds, enormous with long, graceful necks, sat a few metres away, one occasionally testing its expansive wings.
‘They need a lake to fly,’ Daksh remarked. ‘Otherwise, it’s difficult for them to take to the air.’
It didn’t seem possible these creatures could leave the ground, but Nacho found it unlikely that Tion contained open bodies of water. Earth’s seas and oceans were things of myth, and dreaming about them was dangerous. He breathed deeply, savouring the sweetness of the clean air. Ibrahim stepped onto the grass and bent over, his hands stroking its luxurious texture. ‘Where are we?’ he asked. ‘This cannot be Ninth.’
‘We have crossed into First, many kilometres above the sphere that you know. This can be home for all of you.’ Daksh loosened the intricate collar of his shirt as if to embrace the mellowness of Tion’s premier level and headed towards an elaborate gate set between charming railings.
Nacho ushered the other boys after Daksh, uncertain as to how they had come to leave everything they were behind. While it was true they had no possessions, their wealth came from camaraderie and mutual support, yet now Brodie and the others were gone. Nacho did not know how to return home, but he felt it might not matter because the Ones were glorious: he had never imagined that he might dream of such splendour, let alone one day experience it. The path underfoot transitioned to polished green glass, deeper in colour than the lawns that glistened in the morning light, and their boots left faint marks on its surface. No one else seemed to notice; however, Nacho felt ashamed that he had brought the filth of the Nines with him.
Daksh sensed his discomfort. ‘I want you to feel more presentable,’ he offered, turning left into the broad avenue beyond the gates.
It wasn’t clear what the stranger wanted from them. No one helped out of kindness; Nacho knew that. At some point, they would have to repay their debt, but whatever the price was, he reasoned it would be worth it. He cautiously peered towards the Pallium’s bright joy, almost failing to spot the notice offering free connection. He held back for a moment, glancing at his friends. Of course, each of them was already absorbed in Sodality.
Online enticed him, too, but Nacho remained steadfast. If he submitted, there would be no one to judge Daksh’s intent. Many things had changed with a step through a doorway, and Sodality would have to wait. Yet he wasn’t going to follow the stranger mindlessly, so he submitted several questions to the Pallium: where am I, what are my likely destinations, should I trust this man? Answers came back almost instantly, entirely curated by the global processing system. He had never known such responsiveness or such clarity in the answers. Nacho checked if they had come from an elucidarium, if sets of captive people had given their opinion, but no, these were pure, automated comebacks, unadulterated by human error or emotion—the pristine results of a pre-eminent service reserved from Tion’s elite. Nacho felt a rush of something unidentifiable flood through his body. He felt complete. All that might improve his position was the knowledge that he could remain in the Ones and become something spectacular, something more than a young man from the Alameda.
Daksh took them to a wellness store, where a bustling woman ushered them inside, appraising the visitors from the Depths with disdain. She gave them no opportunity to resist as her helpers disrobed the young men, but they did so respectfully and did not make them feel ashamed. They followed quietly through to a passageway and stood while warm, perfumed water sprayed from miniature, fluffy overhead clouds onto their bodies, washing the grime of their march away. Then, each passed into a separate chamber where attendants dried them with soft towels, rubbed away their calluses, and erased their scars. Finally, they lay on comfortable couches for the Pallium to assess their psyches and physiques while Sodality weighed up the appropriate clothing, delivered a few minutes later on an automated trolley. Daksh waited for them in the outermost reception, sipping from a steaming glass.
Nacho pushed his hands into his pockets, relishing the soft cleanliness of the fabric. He wanted to understand the value of their transformation, what the stranger had invested in four members of the Alameda so that he could prepare for the inevitable reparation. Again, Daksh sensed his unease and leant over to whisper his encouragement.
‘Life is a puzzle, Nacho Yat. Sometimes, it is unsolvable. Even in the Ones, people are lost. I select replacements from Tion’s many levels, and today, I chose you and your associates. It is balance.’
He had not shared his personal, intimate name with the stranger. But perhaps Daksh had access to resources Nacho could not comprehend. Maybe Daksh’s access was not bound by any confidentiality agreements. It was possible that the rules applied to the levels below did not apply here or that the penalties for breaking them were ultimately so negligible to the wealthy elite that they passed unnoticed. And Daksh’s explanation seemed entirely unlikely. There were countless billions of people in Tion’s spheres. It was impossible that the stranger had chosen them; moreover, that anyone would reach eight kilometres into the world’s Depths to select four unremarkable men. ‘You intend to leave us here?’ Nacho asked, indicating the general vicinity of the wellness store.
‘Indeed. Kilometre One will be your home, but you must prove yourself worthy to remain. Your predecessors were from First Topsky, the ultimate pinnacle of our glorious existence. Far above my station, Ignacio Gimel-Yat-Ain-Qof. You are very fortunate.’
‘Will we be given staters?’ Nacho enquired, considering the fees required to approve their up-levelling. He picked at his jacket’s lapel. ‘We can hardly survive here without.’
‘Be anxious for nothing,’ Daksh advised, beckoning Viktor, Greyson and Ibrahim to join them. ‘You are legitimate citizens of the Ones and must not concern yourselves with distasteful matters like funding. I have taken care of your needs. But you must ascend to your new home in Topsky,’ he shared a location with them. ‘A journey which members of the Alameda will find easy, pleasurable even.’ He thanked the proprietor and headed for the door, the four men following him almost eagerly.
Nacho wanted to be content. He wanted to be like his brothers: accepting their good fortune and trusting the stranger. His clothes felt good against his buffed skin; he had not been as comfortable since he had left the simplicity of his childhood behind. He checked his balance, and the Pallium dutifully informed him he had sufficient staters in his account not to warrant a total. His connection was strong, and Sodality brightly awaited him. As they left the store, Nacho breathed in the air, enjoying its too-perfect freshness. The avenue was lined with bountiful fruit trees, and sophisticated people meandered from shop to café to spa, immersed in their routines. Everything in the Ones was flawless, and Nacho was captivated, caught, and therefore cautious. He was responsible for the others; he had to discover the catch. Until he did, this could never be his home.
Routeing information popped into his eyesight, packaged with Daksh’s certificate. Surprisingly, it recommended a long walk over many days, taking no advantage of First’s many conveniences and luxuries. Nacho did not question its validity. If this were the march they needed to take to achieve the promised greatness, he would try to be content. He strode ahead to demonstrate his independence and trustworthiness, with Ibrahim and Viktor flanking his shoulders. They climbed a few steps up a wooden walkway. Nacho had never seen such a thing, a precious commodity used in such a simple way. It was an extravagance he struggled to interpret, a notion so ridiculous it made him smile. Their new boots clicked on the boards, in a syncopated rhythm that brought Nacho a little burst of joy: one-Two-three—four-Five-six; one-Two-three—four-Five-six. Even the simplicity of footsteps was spectacular in this place. His heart soared, and he reached out with his arms to draw his friends together—one-Two-three.
Grayson and the stranger were not there.
The global processor welcomed his connection but refused to let him call Daksh.
Viktor and Ibrahim may not have realised their payment had commenced, but Nacho knew better. He pulled them close, squeezing tight, before releasing their shoulders and turning to face them. ‘Grayson isn’t feeling well. He has ascension sickness.’ Ibrahim raised an eyebrow. ‘Too much free stuff, you know. Daksh is taking him there directly.’
‘Where?’ Ibrahim asked.
‘Home.’
Viktor shook his head. ‘Our home is a long way from here, NY.’
‘Our new home. Here in the Ones. You’re a First now, Viktor. We all are.’ But Nacho knew they didn’t belong yet. He could not find Daksh in any of the Pallium’s directories. Even his logs claimed his only interactions had been in the wellness store; he had not directly engaged with anyone else from this level. Could the Pallium lie? Was it possible that the global processor traded in falsehoods? Or deliberately withheld information? People said it was more human than the sum of everyone who had ever lived in Tion, but Nacho did not know what that meant. He manifested their routeing so the others could see it. ‘We have a few hours ahead of us, and then we’re staying here,’ he pointed at a spot in the air between them. ‘In the fanciest guest house any of us have seen. And we can order clothes for tomorrow, whatever we want. Are you ready?’
They both nodded. They looked like boys barely approaching their adulthood.
The birds continued to loop through the sky, occasionally calling to each other. Slender trees swayed in the light breeze, their silver trunks meeting the ground a few metres below the walkway. Two butterflies sat on the wooden handrail, testing their wings in the morning sunstar light. As Ibrahim ran his hand along the rail, they stopped moving before fluttering into the air. These were things they were not prepared to experience, things from the stories read to them while they had waited to reach adulthood. The peacefulness was magnificent and menacing.
While Nacho knew they had stepped up from the Nines, he had no idea where the Alameda might be. The Pallium was evasive, and the people immersed in Sodality were inconsistent; their responses ranged between two hundred vertical degrees and a specific point Nacho was sure he had never visited; on the horizontal, they offered a smattering of points circumnavigating Tion. Nacho did not know how to return to the march. All he had was Daksh’s promise, a place to aim for, even if it wasn’t his home. A personal march. Would Grayson be there? As he ushered the other young men along the wooden path, he wondered why Daksh would take Grayson rather than Ibrahim or Viktor. We are all the same, Nacho mused. And then he remembered what set Grayson apart. A single right-handed moji: ‘jeem’. More relatable because he was less than the others; they were doubles. And, of course, Nacho himself was a triple, ostracised by anyone not part of the Alameda. He could never fit into the Ones.
The day continued to delight his senses despite the churning in his belly. He checked their routeing for somewhere to stop for lunch, to rest. Just as Daksh had promised, they had more staters than were required to enter any of the establishments; other than his disappearance, the stranger had done nothing to threaten the group. Except one of them was missing. Nacho desperately tried to believe Grayson was waiting at their new home.
A remarkably plain woman, perhaps thirty years old, observed them while they picked their way through lunch. The food was a complex medley of flavours and textures; even the colours were unsettling. Viktor decided he could not stomach the variety and returned his plate, requesting a hunk of bread and a mug of the sticky sauce served with his meal. The woman did nothing to suppress her smile, clearly aware they were not indigenous diners.
‘I am Mary Mo-Ghha-Ngo-Chi,’ she said, offering her hand as she moved between tables. ‘I read people, amongst other things.’
Nacho dutifully shook her hand, reciting his companions’ full names as he made introductions. ‘We are just passing through.’ It was a phrase that defined him, cutting to the essence of the Alameda.
Mary turned his hand over in hers before pulling a white handkerchief from her purse and laying it on the table, taking out a small vial of balm and dripping some into her palm. She retook his hand and started to rub the thick oil into his. The others watched intently, enjoying the unusual aroma that permeated the room, minty, herbal, something more. Mary deliberately massaged one finger at a time, examining the lines and marks on each digit before moving her attention to the back of his hand. Their eyes occasionally met, and Nacho felt a little embarrassed. She switched to his left hand, rubbing intently. It was the most intimate experience of his life, and his insuppressible smile was infectious. Viktor and Ibrahim unashamedly waited for Mary to turn her attention to them. Throughout the entire process, no one said a word.
After Mary had wiped the residual balm from her hand and popped her accoutrements into her bag, she called the waiter over, requesting a tea with an unfamiliar name. He gave her a peculiar look. ‘Your presence in the Ones,’ she said to Nacho, ‘will cause a commotion, I’m sure. Rightsiders are somewhat of a rarity in this level.’ Mary gazed studiously at him. ‘Especially you. What is your intention?’
‘We are on our way home,’ he maintained. ‘To rejoin a friend who wasn’t strong enough for the journey.’
‘I fear your friend is lost,’ Mary said. ‘Was he a rightsider too? I suppose he will be fully engaged by now.’ She did not elaborate on her response, took a single sip of her tea and asked for her jacket. ‘If you need me and genuinely have no other option, just call.’
Nacho watched as she left the restaurant, worrying about their onward journey.
The waiter returned and shook the back of his chair. ‘You have to leave now. We have nothing for people like you. If you want my advice, say what you are before placing an order.’ He jostled Nacho’s chair again. ‘Get out, freaks.’ The waiter raised his fist in a gesture that belied his place in Tion’s spheres and glowered as Nacho and his friends filed out.
Opposite the row of fancy eateries was an expansive park filled with shrubs and trees in every shade of green and yellow and red imaginable. A long series of ornate ponds and intricate fountains separated the cobblestone road from the gardens. Couples strolled arm in arm as if they had no concerns in their privileged lives. Perhaps they did not. Nacho was sure none of them had ever been called a freak. He really wanted to be more than Nacho Yat.
As the tight group of aliens walked along the uneven road, Nacho dived into Sodality, posing a simple but specific question. The response was conflicting and unhelpful.
Tion Unique Identifiers are tamperproof.
TUIDs are as much a commodity as anything else.
Unusual identifiers make unusual nights out.
K1 rightsiders are routinely reassigned at conception.
Mess with your identifier, and you’ll be cached for sure.
TUID switching is as common as people in the Greater Numbers.
I will help you out for a small fee.
Do I want more help? Nacho asked himself. If their value was in their unusualness, a change in his identifier might resolve his social dysfunction but make him worthless to Daksh, assuming the stranger was trading in rightsiders. Am I special? Nacho asked. Or am I just an aberration?
Viktor and Ibrahim had withdrawn into online, their footsteps an automated response. Nacho knew better than to join them but wanted to be sure they were all correct. He used their credentials to observe them in Sodality. They had both returned to the Alameda, marching alongside Brodie, Issac, Saul and Damian. Ahead of them, waiting in the shade of a concrete pillar, sat Grayson, kicking his feet in the breeze. The members of the Alameda laughed with each other as they marched, indifferent to the grime and heat and smells of the Nines. It was their home. This was where they belonged. Somewhere deep inside himself, Nacho wanted to join them. But, like his friends, he knew it was only a representation of the march; their entry into Sodality was not a step between worlds. He could not reconcile the events of the past few hours. Nacho closed his virtual eyes and returned to reality.
There was something clammy in his hand, damp, pliable. He opened his eyes as he walked, staring at Ibrahim’s bare arm. It was so pale that it was almost white. Ibrahim walked with the stubbornness of someone on autopilot, yet his face was not relaxed, as was normal. It was twisted into an anguished grimace.
Viktor was gone.
Nacho shook Ibrahim, trying to recall him from Sodality while he shouted into the aether for Daksh. Neither of them responded. A slight noise eased from Ibrahim’s mouth, not quite a word, more of a sob. Nacho stopped walking and looked into his dull eyes. There was an angry scratch on his cheek and a bruise forming on his lower arm. ‘Ibrahim,’ Nacho breathed, but his friend was not present. Had he attempted to save Viktor from whoever had taken him? Had he managed to be simultaneously aware and immersed?
And why didn’t I notice? Nacho could do nothing but blame himself. And still, he had no recourse but to continue following Daksh’s routeing, lest he risked losing his stater allowance and becoming unjoined in the Ones. He assumed any disconnected people lurking in the world’s premier level were automatically expelled—or disposed of. He tried to contact Mary, but she would not accept his call.
The chunky arrows in his eyesight told him to leave the road and cut across the open grass, heading away from the buildings and towards an expansive coppice. Nacho had never seen so many slender trees clustered together before, nor had he walked on ground that comprised soil and damp leaves. Everything was unfamiliar. Ibrahim stumbled occasionally, which was unexpected because the Pallium should easily manage his steps. A sharp snap sounded somewhere behind them, a brittle twig giving way under someone’s weight. Enough to provide Nacho with sufficient warning. A tall woman dressed in black surged towards them and grabbed Ibrahim’s arm. She shouted something in a language Nacho did not understand and jabbed Ibrahim sharply in the stomach, pushing him to the ground while brandishing a knife in Nacho’s direction. She shouted again, then lowered her voice to hiss at Nacho, ‘Back off.’ Her accent was thick, almost unintelligible, but her intent was clear. She would take Ibrahim, and he could do nothing to stop her.
‘Back off,’ the woman warned again, her knife nicking Nacho’s cheek. He raised his hand to his face, an automatic response, just as she anticipated. She kicked him squarely in the groin, and his world imploded; he saw nothing, could think nothing. He knew she had Ibrahim and was leaving with him, yet he was impotent.
Run. Get up. Do something. Pain is momentary. Move.
Nacho rolled onto his side, his face flat against the soft leaves carpeting the ground. Pain is momentary! He tucked his knees into his chest, breathed in, out; his hands folded between his legs. Get up! The Pallium showed his surroundings, an out-of-body view of himself lying amongst the young trees. There was no sign of the woman, no clues as to where she had taken Ibrahim. Move! He turned, pushed himself up onto his knees, rocked his weight back onto his ankles. Do something!
Nacho clambered to his feet but did not know where to go. He was sweating slightly and felt nauseous as he staggered towards the cobblestone road. He couldn’t return to the Nines without his friends; he wasn’t about to abandon them. He had to find Daksh and confront him for taking Ibrahim and Viktor and Greyson. To do something to bring them back.
The Pallium refused to share the stranger’s location, but Nacho had staters to spare and was prepared to use them. He called up a directory in his eyesight, swiping to one side the services he thought might be helpful. Nacho sent dozens of messages to prospective vendors who claimed to be able to find the most elusive of people. He discarded the first few responses, suspecting they were too quick to be considered; he wanted to deal with a person, not a process. A message from Ramon Dzhe-Eight-Ef-Zhar claiming to be able to find anyone in any of the spheres, even offliners. Something about fusing surveillance imagery, social references and what he called ‘old fashioned sleuthing’. He charged a hundred and twenty staters an hour (more than Nacho had ever seen in the Nines), and his average response time was just under two hours. Nacho wasn’t stupid enough to agree to his up-front rate and negotiated hard for the location of both Daksh and Mary. ‘I will wait here,’ he declared and headed to a bench overlooking the ponds.
The adrenaline he needed before began to pool in his stomach. Nacho wanted to run, to move forward in a meaningful way because the urgency he required was excitedly waiting for him. But he had to be patient, had to wait for Ramon to be true to his word. He had to recuperate, to rest.
Nacho summoned Daksh’s routeing and started walking towards the location he had, hours earlier, thought of as his new home. It was the only place that had meaning for him in all the Ones. If his friends weren’t there, he did not know where else to look. He would have to descend into the Depths to rejoin the Alameda and face the consequences of losing three of his brothers. He let his mind drift as he moved forward.
A chime: a data package from Ramon—two pseudo-identifiers encoded to his TUID. Nacho thanked the investigator and headed to the next unoccupied bench.
‘Mary, I’ve lost everything.’
‘Have you lost your staters?’
‘No.’
‘Then you’ve lost nothing. You don’t need me.’
The call dropped, and her spoofed identifier dissolved in his eyesight. He gripped the cool edges of the seat, not wanting to make his next call but knowing he had little other choice.
‘Daksh. Return my friends.’
‘I do not have them. Rightsiders are a precious commodity in K1. Greyson has already reached his reserve for an evening’s companionship.’
‘How much?’
‘Five hundred.’
‘Fuck.’
‘Seven or eight for the doubles, probably.’
‘And you’re not the broker?’
‘They are independent workers, Nacho.’
‘Why would they do it? You gave them staters.’
‘I cut them off when they left you.’
‘You fuck.’
‘I have to protect my investors. Otherwise, their captors would have uncontrolled access to their funds.’
‘They are people, Daksh. Not commodities.’
‘They will be safe because of their intrinsic worth.’
Nacho felt his anger bite. ‘They’ll eventually come for me. Because I’m a triple rightsider.’
‘Not if you agree to be one of our escorts. If you sign with us, we will have exclusive rights to your TUID, and no one else could capitalise on you.’
‘Why didn’t you sign the others?’ But Nacho knew the reason. They were simply less valuable. There had to be a way he could find them.
‘I answered your call to discuss your options,’ Daksh said.
‘Give me a moment.’ Nacho gazed along the boulevard, watching the shoppers amble from picturesque café to boutique store. The residents of the Ones shared a single, undeniable trait: inexhaustible funds. Without a constant supply of staters, no one could survive Tion’s premier level, and he had already realised his wealth was temporary. Daksh would not give him unlimited means; eventually, he would have to pay his way. All he had was his heritage, irrespective of his experiences in the Nines, and if that were his only saleable asset, then he would have to make it count and rescue his friends. Only then could they return to the Alameda.
‘You don’t have to remain in the Ones,’ Daksh observed. ‘I can open a door to Ninth, and you can go home.’
‘I won’t leave them behind.’
‘It’s not up to you. They have contracts of their own.’ A string of authoritative text danced before Nacho’s eyes. He easily picked out their names: Grayson, Viktor, Ibrahim.
‘I think they didn’t want to sign,’ he countered. ‘And nor do I.’
‘But you have limited options,’ Daksh observed. ‘I will meet you in half an hour, and you can tell me your answer.’
Nacho considered paying Ramon to locate his missing brothers so he could call them and plan their escape. But their TUIDs were not protected: the identifiers themselves made them special. So they had to be suppressed, inaccessible without a subscription. As a former associate, he doubted he could ever contact them.
Unless he changed his unique identifier: I will help you for a small fee. For the first time, Nacho contemplated the meaning of sacrifice. What was he prepared to give up to benefit his brothers from the Alameda? One minor change might grant the opportunity to locate them, to pose as a prospective client, but the same change would rid him of his value and, therefore, the staters that flowed so conveniently into his account. He might be able to find his friends but would not have the wherewithal to afford their services. I will not abandon them, he resolved.
There were several restaurants within a short walk, but only one bar. When he asked for recommendations, the Sodality consensus was drinking without a meal in the Ones was vulgar in some way, and therefore, his choice of establishment might betray his roots. But Nacho didn’t care: he somehow knew he needed a drink, and Daksh would just have to demean himself. He ordered a citrus ale and chose a table away from the door. The beer was sharp and not what he wanted.
Daksh seemed far more calculated when he joined Nacho. He was a few minutes late and called the barman over, paying extra for table service, but ordered a cheap red wine. ‘What will it be?’ he asked.
‘A compromise,’ Nacho suggested. ‘You chose me because I’m a triple and because outrightsiders are too unstable, too unpredictable. Even I know that a genuine quadruple rightsider would be too big a risk for your operation. Yet how much would people pay to have dinner with someone so rare and unpredictable?’
‘A great deal,’ Daksh suggested, his eyes bright. ‘Do you know of someone?’
‘In a way.’ He shared the memory of his earlier question to Sodality. ‘I am prepared to give up my only normal moji and become an outright rightsider.’
‘Modification of TUIDs is not allowed.’
‘But you can make the arrangements,’ Nacho breathed. ‘Think of what a prize I would be. But it has to be today.’
Daksh pushed his forefinger against the stubble under his bottom lip, pressing the flesh against his teeth as he thought. ‘Very well. We will perform the surgery here; there’s no benefit in going to a coextension store to have the work done. I believe I have the right splicer for the job.’ He sipped his wine and set the glass to one side.
Names have always defined people. In the days before Tion, Earth’s many cultures used them to set individuals apart. Often, a unique tag coupled with a hereditary brand (or sometimes a parental tag); different cultures ordered these to their taste, some even inherited from both parents (often varied by the recipient’s gender). Yet, the Forming of Tion and the construction of the first gestorium made parents obsolete, and the world’s theoretical population limit meant legacy names could never be sufficiently unique. In the beginning, the Pallium selected one hundred and seventy-eight characters from Earth’s many languages. Four of these mojis yield a billion combinations and, when coupled with a primary tag, ensure that no two of Tion’s inhabitants would share a unique identifier.
A virtual ‘press to accept’ button appeared close to Nacho’s right hand. He wavered momentarily, glancing into Daksh’s eyes to reevaluate the stranger’s integrity, but found nothing. Nacho half-pressed the button, requesting options, and chose to forgo psychic anaesthesia. He needed to feel it happen.
The numerical odds of having at least one right-to-left moji were intended to be fifty-fifty, yet prohibited TUID trading caused a significant decline over the centuries. Ain, alef, ayin, beh, bet, dalet, gimel, hah, he, het, jeem, kaf, keheh, lamed, maksura, mem, nun, qof, resh, sad, shin, tah, tav, tet, tsadi, vav, waw and zayin—twenty-eight potential stains on a person’s life. Ignacio Gimel-Yat-Ain-Qof had three of them, and now he was set to receive a fourth. He did not care which moji the splicer might give him.
Nacho felt a wave of exhaustion crash him away from the bar. It smothered him whilst leaving him aware. The first cut to his psyche was hot and precise; it sang with the potential to destroy. The splicer’s work was preparatory, giving a taste of the pain that would inevitably follow. Nacho tried to relax, even though his subconscious was already compliant. The splicer cut again, isolating his identity’s single left-handed character, and then, with some awful virtual tool, she grabbed his precious moji and ripped it from his life. The agony was appalling as everything fell into the darkest void.
Ignacio Gimel-Maksura-Ain-Qof did not recognise himself. He did not understand the cadence of his unique identifier. He was nothing like the man who had followed a stranger out of the Nines; he felt unfettered, as if that last shred of normalcy had shackled him somehow. He could be anything he needed to be; he could be whomever he wanted to be. Nacho was an outrightsider, and he felt powerful. And then he felt afraid. He opened his eyes.
Daksh must have moved him after the procedure. The room’s decor was a tasteful deep blue, with a high, off-white ceiling and fancy embellishments where the two met. A luxurious, chocolate-brown carpet covered the floor, and the couch was remarkably comfortable. But the paint had flaked away from the walls, and the carpet appeared worn. The room looked forgotten, disused, and like it did not belong in the Ones. Nacho checked his location, and to his surprise, he was very close to Topsky, the most affluent part of Tion’s most sought-after level. It appeared the Pallium had forced him awake, and he had an imminent appointment with one of Daksh’s clients. He had enough time.
First, a check on his history. His new identifier yielded no responses older than an hour—to others, it appeared he had expensively suppressed his TUID from the public record. Good. He paid his staters to look for Greyson, Viktor and Ibrahim. All three were taking bookings well into the future: premieres, dinners, more intimate moments. Nacho leafed through representations of their right-sidedness; they appeared charming, interesting, exciting even. Each had a perfectly appealing portfolio; each looked like they were supposed to be happy. He paid more, more than he could have imagined in the Nines and promoted his way to the front of each of his friend’s queues, proposing a four-way date with people like him. He felt his brothers’ excitement as they realised who he was, but then the Pallium summarily rejected his offer. There was no profit in bringing four rightsiders together without a bona fide, regular client.
It didn’t matter because they knew he had found them. Next, a favour. He curated his intentions into a data package and called Mary Mo-Ghha-Ngo-Chi, tagging his interruption with a plausible explanation.
‘Why did you do such a thing?’ she enquired.
‘To be something more than I was.’
‘Bullshit. You wanted to increase your value. Clever, I suppose.’
Nacho sent her the package. ‘Only if it works.’ He waited for her to decide in the silence of the call.
‘You risk much, Ignacio. But I will help you, but it will cost.’
‘I will give you whatever you want.’
Mary chuckled. ‘A bold offer, which I accept. Although it makes you a fool.’
‘I am an outrightsider. We are all fools.
Nacho settled back on the couch, waiting for the appointments to come in. He intended to go to every function, to be the freak his clients desired, and to provide Daksh with the commission he rightly deserved. Mary would make the necessary arrangements, and he looked forward to seeing her when the time came. The hours in between would mean nothing. Nacho smiled and requested suitable clothes for his first client and that someone refurbish his suite before he returned.
Eleven days later, he received an exciting call from Daksh: the most expensive escort fee ever agreed—four rightsiders with nine deliciously wicked mojis between them, all for the pleasure of a single client: Mary Mo-Ghha-Ngo-Chi. Nacho gave no thought to the fee she had paid because she could have all his staters after he was gone. He hoped it would be enough to satisfy his bargain.
Daksh insisted on fussing about him while he prepared for his appointment. While Nacho did not care what he looked like, this stranger—his keeper—said it was imperative that his appearance reflected his value and that the others appeared the same. All Nacho cared about was having the things he valued to hand. He loved his three brothers and intended to return them to the Alameda. Yet he wasn’t prepared to leave without halting the trade in rightsiders. It would take more than disruption of Daksh’s schemes; he had a better idea.
The dining club was opulent but oppressive. There were few other patrons, hidden from direct view by paper-thin screens, verdant plants and curious statuettes. The discreet staff were all dressed in muted reds and gold, blending into the lavish decor each time they paused between tasks. The crisp and tangy air had a peculiar, welcoming odour. The maître d’ escorted Nacho to a round table in a secluded corner. Mary and his friends and were already there. He nodded as he settled into his seat, keenly aware that Daksh and millions of others would be watching intently.
By mutual consent, each rightsider pretended he did not know the others while their client simpered at their tales of being different. The truth was their only dissimilarity was a label; they had always been the same as they were now. Except for Nacho. He knew something had changed. ‘A toast,’ he suggested. ‘To Mary and her normalcy. Tonight, we will show her the true meaning of diversity.’
Mary held her glass to one side and smiled. ‘It seems I am the outsider tonight. You boys outnumber me, and for this moment, I feel something of your heritage.’
Greyson laughed, his light voice wavering as he spoke. ‘I am a simple rightsider, closer to you than I am to the others. Perhaps we should form an alliance.’
‘Indeed,’ Mary agreed. ‘But not between the two of us. I propose something more robust, more lasting.’ She visualised her offer.
‘How do you know about the Alameda?’ Ibrahim asked, his voice low.
‘I have an interest in many things,’ she said.
Nacho took a deep breath; aware it was time. ‘But first, we should explore our differences,’ he looked at each of them, ‘and our similarities.’
Mary feigned surprise. ‘How can I be anything like you, outrightsider?’
He leant over and held out his hand, summoning the data package he had carefully curated. To the countless watchers, it seemed like a collection of vignettes from his client’s unforgettable moments, and for each example posted in full sight, he produced a match from his associates’ memories. ‘Look,’ he declared. ‘Everything you have is the same as everything we have. It might be fancier, it might be more extravagant, but it is fundamentally the same. Everything you feel is everything we feel. Here is the proof that rightsiders are as normal as you are.’
Mary played her part. She parried his comments, rebuked his assertions and lambasted his argument—and Sodality’s interest soared. Just as engagement started to plateau, as Nacho had predicted, she dealt the final blow to Daksh’s enterprise. ‘You are unlike me, outrightsider; you are dull and have nothing to offer. Rightsiders are a waste of my attention and a waste of my staters.’ But Mary knew her words were not enough, following up her proclamation with a series of posts to Sodality emphasising her disdain. And then she excelled herself, declaring that Daksh and others like him were swindling unsuspecting Firsts with their assertion that rightsiders were somehow interesting. ‘I won’t allow it to happen to anyone else,’ she declared, summoning the club’s security team. ‘Remove these charlatans!’ Mary pointed at a freestanding door in the middle of the room. It had not been there before.
Nacho needed no encouragement. He almost leapt from his seat, grabbing Viktor and Greyson’s hands, trusting that Ibrahim would follow. Two of the glasses crashed over as the white tablecloth caught against his leg as he jostled out, spilling champagne across the table. Laughing, he rushed across the floor, reaching for the door handle and glancing towards the ceiling, knowing that Daksh was watching.
‘Outrightsider,’ someone shouted, but Nacho did not wait. Everything beyond the door was black as he pushed his friends into the Nines. ‘Screw you, Daksh,’ he shouted and stepped through.
The people lining the corridor wore simple, beige clothes, little more than strips of cloth wrapped around their bodies. Very few had shoes, and their feet were universally dirty. The air was terrible, something Nacho had somehow forgotten. It tasted of decay. An atomised mist around their heads obscured the mirky light, sometimes visibly swirling as they walked through, and it was hot. It felt familiar, like home. And no one paid them any attention.
As agreed, Mary had retrieved his staters so that his balance was no more than it had been before. He glanced at his friends. Their faces were clean, and their clothes alien to Ninth, but they looked happy and at home. He wormed his arm around Viktor’s waist, and Greyson linked his arms too, so they were four content members of the Alameda hurrying to rejoin the march. Nacho knew they didn’t need staters or finery. They needed one another. Daksh could never take that away.
They didn’t stop for lunch, and it took the rest of the afternoon to catch up with the march. But they did not linger at the edge of the Alameda. They wanted to find Brodie and the others.
Ahead was the tearoom, where people queued for supper and a bed. Yet as they picked their way past their brethren, a silence descended on the enclosed thoroughfare. ‘Outrightsider,’ the men whispered, some pointing at Nacho. ‘One in a thousand.’ And then, ‘The only one in our march.’
They stared at him, moving towards him, surrounding him until Nacho could not walk away. He did not want to be unique, a person of interest, someone whom other men would happily revere. Nacho had intended to leave that life in the Ones.
‘Summon the Governor,’ one of the men proclaimed. ‘The Governor of the Alameda!’ The whispering gave way to an excited chatter and, without any encouragement, applause, cheers, and finally chanting, ‘Governor, Governor.’
A peal of bells and the air was suddenly fresh, the light brighter and connectivity broader than anyone could remember. The voices hushed as the Pallium announced her unique identifier.
‘Men of the Alameda,’ she proclaimed from her podium. ‘A joyous occasion indeed. Welcome Ignacio Gimel-Maksura-Ain-Qof to our family. It is my great pleasure to be the Alameda’s forty-eighth ward and to provide your routeing and sustenance. But Ignacio will be your champion. He will protect you from exploitation and despair. That is his rightful role as your outrightsider.’
‘Ignacio, Ignacio,’ the men chanted.
And then, coarse hands were tugging at his clothes, lifting him towards the skyplate and holding him aloft. He saw his friends joining the adulation just as the life he had coveted in the Ones faded away. But what he had to look forward to would be nothing like the march he loved. Whatever he had hoped to recover from his past, she had removed. Mary Mo-Ghha-Ngo-Chi, Governor of the Alameda.
Nacho wondered if he could ever be happy.
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Glossary
abeyance: supposed place for separated psyches that are not cached in the Pallium
Alameda, the: K9 marching community
Amos Da-Sha-Lamda-Rr: K3 assize
Ashton Ini-Rha-Digamma-Nun: K1 museum director
assize: behaviour regulation worker
Basuku Hie-Five-Khar-Sampi: K6 grass worker
Betty-Lou Tau-One-Epsilon-Heta: K1 socialite
Bladebörnin: K12 gladiatorial team
Brodie Tsa-Beh-Fi-Psi: K9 member of the Alameda
cache: licensed euthanasia with online psych representation
cacher: a cached individual
cacherie: euthanasia store
cachier: euthanasia worker
Cadek Omicron-Kssa-De-Gim: K6 grass worker
Celeste Shcha-Epsilon-Mu-Hie: K12 gladiator
Chance Hie-Yo-Yat-Jia: K9 trader
clearfibre: plastic alternative, manufactured from grass farm waste
Clement Xi-Eth-Ko-Ee: K7 street urchin
coextension: modification of a person’s psyche
Colombina: K4 gamer
Cyril Tsv-Nn-Upsilon-Nun: K3 publisher (also Etruscus)
Daksh Epsilon-Qui-Jia-Di: K1 trafficker
Damian Omicron-Dza-Beh-Xi: K9 member of the Alameda
Definitive Sitting, the: sitting responsible for all assize sittings
demarcator: inter-level assize, border agent
Depths, the: levels Five through Nine
Diah Ne-Che-Jia-Ue: K6 grass worker
dupe: functioning copy of a person’s psyche
elucidarium: group of workers who can be purchased to complete tasks (pl. elucidaria)
Endah Yat-Ghha-Xi-Two: K6 grass worker
epitome: quantum representation of a persona managed by the Pallium
Forming, the: the building of Tion
four forms (of contest): spectator entertainments comprising field athletics, combative fighting, racing and sexual events
Freja Mo-Rho-Ef-J: K5 elucidarian
gestorium: people factory or nursery (pl. gestoria)
ghost, ghoster, ghosting: refer to rehosting
Greater Numbers, the: levels Ten through Fifteen
Greyson Psi-U-Mo-Jeem: K9 member of the Alameda
Helmer Jeem-Oo-Dla-Baluda: K1 bonded servant
Ibrahim Lamed-S-Thorn-Gimel: K9 member of the Alameda
Ignacio Gimel-Yat-Ain-Qof: K9 member of the Alameda
Issac Mem-Po-Delta-Fi: K9 member of the Alameda
Joyo Heta-Mo-Eta-Kssa: K6 grass worker
Justin One-Vayanna-Dla-Eta: K1 socialite
kay: one of Tion’s levels, each a kilometre high
Keyla Yayanna-Ban-Gamma-Sigma: K9 souteneur
Kobe: K3 terminer
Kwarta Resh-Ef-Epsilon-El: K6 grass worker
Lacuna, the: transport conduits
Leo Gamma-Jhan-Baluda-Nu: K3 assize (cached)
levels: separate tionsphere zones, from One to Eighteen, subdivided into tiers, refer to spheres
Low Numbers, the: levels One through Four
Lucille Ue-Zeta-Zhar-Zhar: K3 assize
Mary Mo-Ghha-Ngo-Chi: K1 businessman
mediary: an entire psyche suppressing the entire persona of some other person, the process used in caching and rehosting
Michiko Wo-Ta-Phi-Phi: K5 concierge
moji: characters from left-to-right and right-to-left scripts used in TUIDs and other tagging (‘character’, Japanese: 文字)
Nakisha Kappa-Mu-Seven-Pha: K18 hoofoo merchant
newed: someone who has recently attained adulthood
Orson Za-Sigma-Gamma-Kappa: K3 insurgent
oyer: process for accusing assizes of misconduct
Pallium, the: global processing service
Panca Visarga-V-Jhan-V: K6 grass worker
Pantalone: K4 gamer
pe-to-pe: refer to point-to-point
Philip Ban-Ban-Wo-Gim: K7 hoofoo merchant
Piers Hie-Qui-Bo-Koppa: K1 café proprietor
point-to-point: quantum transportation of people or goods
pointport: point-to-point station with one or more terminals
Pretermissions, the: levels Sixteen through Eighteen
Pulcinella: K4 gamer
Rafaela Zha-Ue-Thorn-Tau: K3 viroarchivist
rehosting: overlaying a psyche on an alternate body; a mediary, refer to ghosting
Rumputraksasa: a grass monster
Ryleigh Tje-Che-Va-Ban: K1 collector
Sandrone: K4 gamer
Saul To-Alef-Baluda-Ma: K9 member of the Alameda
Scaramuccia: K4 gamer
Sekhmet Baluda-Fa-Nun-Feh: K5 concierge
Sheema Do-Ghha-Cil-Thorn: K1 businessman
sim: derogatory term for a cached individual
sitting: interface between the Pallium and assize community, refer to Definitive Sitting
spheres: refer to levels
spider: fixing machine, a robot
splice: refer to coextension
splicer: coextension practitioner
Tamani Tsadi-N-Five-Lamda: K6 grass worker
terminer: Pallial process responsible for administering assizes
three-to-one: enforced caching submitted by three people for matched staters
Tino Schwa-Yayanna-Rho-Tlu: K3 information engineer
tithon: a person who cannot be killed
topsky: the uppermost tier in a level
Tri Sha-No-Q-Phi: K6 grass worker
Tristan Qua-Theta-J-Mo: K4 waiter
TUID: Tion unique identifier, comprising a name and four mojis
unjoined: someone does not have a Pallial connection
uprisers: people who force their way up through the levels without authorisation
Uzithoram Tsha-Lje-Xi-Tsha: K8 media producer
ve: virtual (prefix)
Verdana Lje-Lla-Lje-Sigma: K6 grass worker
Viktor Resh-Kha-Zhar-Tsadi: K9 member of the Alameda
viroarchivist: historian with an interest in pre-Forming virology and other disease agents
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