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Chapter 1

 


Sarah had to force her mind to accept the reality of her false
surroundings. She hoped the difficulty in doing so was due to her
familiarity with the bar scene in which they sat. The music almost
overwhelmed the atmosphere of the place, but she'd based the level
on a number of memories, so was confident of its accuracy.

Glancing at Daniel, she found him staring about, bemused, taking
the occasional sip of his drink. His distraction showed in the
unconscious return of his shoulder-length black hair, which he
often reverted to when his concentration drifted, rather than the
short cut he now sported. Dark skinned and lean, his accustomed
smile held a hint of cautious amusement. He wore the clothes of the
time she'd selected for him, seeming less than comfortable in the
flamboyant colours, which she had to admit she'd chosen, in part,
to achieve that effect.

"So what do you think?" said Sarah. Her long brownish-blonde
hair lay loose over the comfortable dress, set to appear elegant no
matter how she sat.

"What?" Daniel cupped a hand to his ear, leaning towards
her.

She almost repeated herself louder, before switching to
glowering at him. Within the telepathically generated environment
their communication would also be telepathic, so the music wouldn't
interfere with his ability to hear her.

He slipped into a faint smile, and relaxed back into his seat.
His hair reverted to its proper length. "It seems… realistic."

"Good," said Sarah. "Why're you trying to make that sound like a
bad thing?"

"I'm sure if you're trying to recreate a historical scene for
academic purposes, then this is an amazing piece of work. But as a
piece of entertainment I'm not sure I'd want to spend much time
here."

She sat back with a sigh. "Here I try to treat you to a night
out as they used to spend them, and all you can do is moan."

"I'm not moaning."

"Moan, moan, moan."

"I'm just saying," said Daniel, "maybe a little less reality may
make it a little more enjoyable. Is this really the kind of thing
they listened to?"

"Absolutely. I reassembled most of the pieces myself."

"And they had it at this volume? Were they all really bad
conversationalists?"

"Pardon," said Sarah.

Ignoring her, Daniel held up his glass. "How accurately did you
reproduce the drinks? Will we become inebriated?"

"I limited that side of it. We'll just get the flavour." While
it was possible to affect the thought-form a telepath sent into
these artificial environments to a degree, it required warnings
before they entered, and most scenarios eschewed such details,
focusing on the accuracy of the environment.

"That may be why I'm not enjoying it as much as the natives
appear to, if they're getting it unfiltered." He placed the glass
on the small table before them. "But given your penchant for
historical accuracy, I wouldn't want to risk an urge to visit the
lavatories."

"Some people just have no sense of adventure," Sarah mused idly
as she glanced around at her handiwork.

"There's a sense of adventure, and then there's a self of
self-preservation, and I don't want to risk permanent mental
scarring by visiting your meticulous recreation of Pre-Scream
society's lavatorial hygiene."

"Spoilsport."

"Pedant. Can we go back to the bar we were in earlier? That was
far more conducive to pre-inebriation conversation."

"That type was usually visited first," said Sarah.

"Before their reasoning was inhibited."

"Some people just have no appreciation of history."

"I can appreciate it in its place. That place being the past.
But having it flood my senses can be overwhelming."

"So you prefer being a voyeur," said Sarah. "Just watching."

"Since experiencing some of your scenarios at close range, oh
yes."

"Art is wasted on you."

"Oh, it's art," said Daniel. "That would explain it."

Determined to ignore his friendly needling, Sarah glanced
around, soaking up the detail of the environment she'd spent so
much time recreating. She suppressed the impulse to agree with him
about the discomfort of the place. She could at least be certain
the details were correct, having spent significant time diving
among the memory fragments in the archives, saved from the minds
destroyed in the Scream.

It had been nearly a century and a half since a signal had
reached Earth from elsewhere. The histories said it had been
greeted with excitement by the scientific community, who turned
their collective attention towards deciphering the message encoded
within. While it took a few months, they eventually succeeded. To
their brief regret.

When deciphered, and fully comprehended, the message had
unlocked psionic potential within its victims, awakening telepathic
powers they couldn't control. Hidden within the weaponized message
lay a command to spread it to every other mind in range. It took
hours for the mental virus to sweep the globe, growing as the
anguish of those already infected echoed through the minds of all
newly awakened telepaths, forming a growing tidal wave of agony
which proved unendurable to most. The majority of the human race
died that day, with only a few stragglers surviving, their greatly
reduced species now telepathically capable.

Society itself had been slow to recover, as the scattered
survivors had to overcome their shock and learn to endure each
other's presence. But necessity forced them together for survival,
and they adapted to the changes.

They couldn't afford to lose the knowledge from before the
Scream, and fragments of the minds they'd touched during the
disaster drifted within their memories. Gathering these, they had
to develop a new technology in order to store them without relying
on their own memories. Few lost individuals left enough fragments
to reform whole personalities, those who did being placed within
the Ghost Bank. The remaining fragments stayed within the
archive.

Few now visited it, all its essential knowledge long ago tapped
dry by industrious research, leaving it open to those few who
wished to investigate how life had been back then. Its fragmentary
nature made it difficult to navigate, and of little use for casual
sightseeing. But Sarah had discovered a talent for navigating such
terrain, and developed an interest in recovering fragments of
memory to recreate scenes such as the one their minds currently
occupied.

The shared mindspaces, such as the one hosting this scenario,
lay within society's brainbanks, artificial brain matter holding
data too vast for a single mind to contain, or which was considered
a communal resource.

"Okay," said Sarah, with an extended sigh. "Let's go and see
yours."

"Well if you're going to be like that about it I'm not sure I
want to show you," said Daniel, his nose rising in mock
aloofness.

"Okay, we'll stay here the rest of the night."

"Come on then," he grabbed her hand, and their surroundings
shifted, Sarah making note of a few changes she should make to the
scenario.

Their surroundings coalesced into a rooftop, overlooking a
cityscape amalgamated from the memories of numerous cities. Even
having been the one to recover the fragments he'd worked with,
Sarah couldn't help feeling overwhelmed by the scope of the
settlement surrounding them. And the height of the buildings, as a
glance over the edge found her staring a good six stories towards a
far too distant ground.

She stepped back, leaving Daniel to take in the vista greeting
them, a genuine smile creasing his face.

The cities had been abandoned soon after society had begun its
recovery. Clearing them of the dead would have been a mammoth task
with the few hundred, or at most a thousand or so, who'd
congregated near each. So new settlements had been established,
five large enclaves around the world, with smaller settlements
situated near valuable resources. The settlements had the
occasional building reach three floors, at the most, and she'd only
ever been on the rooftop of one when Daniel dragged her up to take
in the view.

He turned to her with an expectant smile. "So, what do you
think?" His avatar now wore the more accustomed dull green of the
military, but a looser style than they used. A t-shirt and
trousers, with tough-looking, but light, running shoes.

"It's… expansive," she managed. "And high."

"It is, isn't it."

"Please tell me you're not planning to do the running and
jumping off buildings right now." She looked hopeful. "I'm hoping
this visit is only to have a look around."

"Hey I played along with your nightclub of sensory torture,
didn't I?"

"You could have jumped off the tables without fear of falling
far." She ventured another cautious peek towards the distant
ground. Even knowing she couldn't suffer any real damage here, the
experience of falling didn't appeal.

"C'mon, it's fun. Besides, I thought you'd have approved of
keeping an old art like free running alive."

"I do, as long as I don't have to be the one applying CPR to its
withered remains."

"I've laid out a simple path, just try and keep up." He turned
and started towards the edge of the neighbouring building.

Sarah started to complain that she wasn't dressed for it when
she realized she now wore the same kind of running clothes Daniel
did. Overwhelmed by the metropolis, she hadn't noticed the scenario
dressing her when they'd arrived. It was fair, she supposed, since
she'd dressed him for the previous simulation, but that didn’t stop
her feeling slightly irked. Sighing, she moved after him.

He'd already leapt down to the next building, around five feet
lower than the one she still occupied, using an aerial post to
control his descent. He vaulted across some kind of chimney, and
then ran along the side of a wall, pulling himself up to a balcony
on the next building.

With another sigh, Sarah grabbed the edge of the roof to lower
herself down to the next one, picking her path around the
obstructions littering the way.

While she wouldn't do this out of choice, these meetings were
the only time she got to see Daniel now. Being trained as an
Administrator, her internship meant she'd stayed in the German
enclave after the others had been assigned to other ones.

Their skills were assessed at a young age, so their training
could be geared towards their strengths. Sarah had been selected as
an Administrator, like her father. Daniel had been selected for the
military, so he'd been shipped off at nineteen, a little under a
year ago.

Society relocated them to other settlements when they became
adults, to avoid the danger of the limited gene pool becoming too
stale. Controlled breeding had been considered early on, but
dismissed by general consensus, although the brain trusts did warn
couples who were too genetically similar.

Amplifiers in braintech stations allowed telepaths to
communicate with each other worldwide, rather than the mile or so
they could manage under their own power. But the differing time
zones governed their free time to stay in touch. So her contact
with the others had lapsed over the last year, with Vivienne having
moved to the Russian enclave, and Sandra and Marcus to the Japan
one. Due to time zones and workloads, Daniel was the only one she'd
been able to stay in touch with, and when she moved to America in a
couple of months the time difference would probably put an end to
that.

Her determination to make the most of their time together began
to fade as she regarded the balcony she needed to climb. She was
aware of the skill set the scenario had included in her head, which
would let her match his movements, but regarded it with distaste.
She'd humoured him enough. Glancing around, she couldn't spot him
from her current location, but heard movement ahead, just beyond
the next building.

Choosing a rooftop on the opposite side of the street, she
shifted herself there, and quickly spotted Daniel, leaping a ten
foot gap between a pair of buildings. Shifting again, she appeared
on the roof ahead of him.

"How much more of this are you intending?" she asked.

"That's cheating," he said as he slowed, barely even breathing
hard, although psychosomatic exertion should tire them out.

"I'm exercising my mind."

"It's less enjoyable that way."

"I'll find my joy without the virtual-death-defying leaps if you
don't mind."

"Grouch," he smiled.

"Pathological thrill junkie," she smiled back.

She started to say more, but the artificial reality suddenly
crackled and went blank around her, starting her out of the
meditative trance as she lay in her darkened room.

Her father had turned on the psi-shielding. Built into all
bedrooms, psi-shielding prevented a telepath's mind from straying
while they slept, where it could, without conscious control,
interfere with nearby minds.

He obviously considered it time for her to be sleeping. She
suppressed her irritation.

Blue, she thought out loud.

Yes, her ACTOR replied with a tone of artificial
weariness, his avatar appearing in her consciousness.

Every child was provided an Artificial Construct Thoughtform, or
ACTOR, when born, to control their mental abilities until they
could to do so themselves. The ACTOR helped train them in how to
use their telepathy, as well as taking responsibility for some of
their tuition, and then became more of a confidant and advisor as
they became adults. Its personality grew to compliment their own,
either as they wanted it to be, or as they needed it.

Formerly a friend, and occasional co-conspirator, Blue had
become more serious in recent years, exhibiting a sympathetic, if
long-suffering, patience with her. Possibly it was irritation at
her having renamed him Blue, after her habit as a child of dressing
him all in blue. He stood, in her mind, dressed in a smart dark
blue uniform, waiting patiently with a look which said he fully
agreed with her father's decision, for reasons he would detail at
length if given the opportunity.

Please t-mail Daniel my apologies, telling him my father
decided to shield me for the night.

Done, said Blue. While the psi-shield prevented her
from communicating outside the room, ACTORs could navigate around
it to send messages. Will there be anything else before you get
some sleep in preparation for tomorrow's test? His tone
implied his preference.

Can you sabotage the psi-shield control outside the
room?

Can I or will I?

Fairly certain I know the answer to the second, said
Sarah.

So it's a technical question about my abilities then? Or are
you looking for an excuse not to go to sleep?

You used to be such a compliant imaginary friend, she
mused.

No, said Blue. You just used to be easier to
fool.

She stuck out a virtual tongue. Why does he have to treat me
like a child?

Blue's expression softened a touch. He's probably making use
of the time you have left together, while he still has a
child.

I was hoping for something more along the lines of you
taking my side.

On what experiential evidence would this expectation be
based?

With a sigh, Sarah thought goodnight, and dismissed
Blue.

Not that she expected to find sleep anytime soon. She felt a
similar loathing to leave her father. They’d grown distant since
her mother's death over five years before, her father becoming more
reserved and formal, even with her, the pain of the loss still
evident in his eyes. But apart from the idea of moving to a
completely new home, the idea of leaving him without closing the
gap between them felt wrong, although the few attempts they'd made
to reconnect had never quite worked.

So she lay considering the upcoming changes she'd face with
continuing unease, ignoring the faint hum of the psi-shield.










Chapter 2

 


The sun had barely cleared the horizon, but the day had already
started heating up as Daniel ran his morning route.

He worked in one of the smaller settlements, based in Africa,
where the weather provided a reliable source of power for the
nearby solar farm, one of the location's main resources.

The African settlement only had around three hundred
inhabitants, which included the technicians overseeing the farms,
and the military contingent in which Daniel served.

Situated near a water source, the area had some vegetation,
certainly more than some of the surrounding lands, but even that
remained dusty at times, dulling the vibrant colours which
enlivened the place after rain. The surroundings offered majestic
landscapes, though, with wide vistas available from nearby
hills.

His route took him up such a small rise a short way outside the
settlement, from the peak of which he could look out over the
landscape of solar panels humming faintly as they began the day's
work. The sun behind him, he didn't have to worry about it glaring
off the panels, but later in the day it would be blinding, hence
the farm being built out of sight of the settlement and associated
buildings. Although, technically, since the planning had ensured
the panels lay in the optimum position, it was the settlement which
had been planned out of sight of the farm.

The circular trail he followed led him out of sight of the
shimmering fields, up another small rise, passing the power
transfer tower. It served to broadcast the energy gathered from the
farm which wasn't used locally towards the Tesla Web, an array of
satellites above the inhabited sections of Earth which allowed the
broadcasting of power from places like the solar farm to other
settlements. The three storey circular tower was the same creamy
white as the prefabricated housing of the settlement, and stretched
over forty foot wide.

Next in line stood the amplifier tower, of the same design but
maybe half the diameter of the power transfer tower. This held the
braintech which allowed access to the global communications
network.

His destination stood as a visual anomaly among the uniform
constructions which composed most of his waking world. The
observatory predated the Scream, its stone walls showing a few
signs of age, but not as much as might be expected. Its presence
had played no small part in the decision to establish a settlement
here.

From their limited contact with extraterrestrial races, they'd
learned of the species who'd sent the message. The nomadic Vtharn
pillaged technology from other civilizations, usually disposing of
them before getting anywhere close, and targeting pre-space-faring
species. The telepathic bomb had been used before, usually wiping
out its target entirely, while also sending a signal which led the
Vtharn to wherever it had been triggered, a planet which must have
achieved a degree of technological advancement in order to decipher
the message.

So the military had responsibility for scanning space to keep
watch for the Vtharn. Both visually and psychically, with those
whose talents gave their telepathic abilities greater range than
normal, such as Daniel, scanning the solar system. The observatory
held specialized braintech which amplified their range to useful
levels.

Slowing as he approached, Daniel tried to catch his breath.

This short on breath? You must be getting old, Manu
thought at him. He could feel his ACTOR's smile even though he
hadn't manifested an image in Daniel's mind. He preferred to remain
invisible, but sadly not inaudible.

It was simply the dismay of not having heard your voice in a
few minutes, said Daniel.

So it's not due to you sitting about all day?

Doing my job, you mean?

Is staring into space really a job?

And what is your job, now my education is complete?

Your education is never complete, said Manu. I
shall simply be more subtle with my lessons.

Any more subtle and I fear they'd be as insubstantial as
your body. His breath recovered, Daniel made his way into the
observatory, exchanging nods with Andre, who stood on duty wearing
the uniform Daniel was able to avoid due to his role.

He suppressed a shiver as the air conditioning, geared up for
the day ahead, showered his sweat-soaked body with cold air. He
moved through to the military facilities built on the side of the
original structure, showered, and changed into the slack clothes
designed to allow them to lie in comfort, free from
distractions.

Returning to the main building, he made his way to the room set
aside for the four soldiers scanning this section of the sky, at
least two of whom had to be on duty at any one time.

Taking his place in one of the vacant reclining seats, Daniel
eased into the necessary meditative state. This was the one time
when he could be sure Manu would remain silent, if only
briefly.

Relaxed, he stretched his mind towards the braintech devices
nearby, pictured himself wearing the amplification signal like a
suit, then sent his mind towards his assigned quadrant.

Nothing, unsurprisingly, met his probe, just the familiar
ghostly hum. He ran his focused mind across the quadrant in
standard search, again finding nothing. Relaxing his mind, he
widened his view, taking in the entire area and settling down to
keep watch. The braintech provided a simulated view of what space
looked like in that direction, although it was a static programmed
view rather than live, so attention to the task was required no
matter how mundane it became.

Nothing, again, said Manu, his silence ended now the
active part of Daniel's duty was done.

Disappointing isn't it.

So what shall we do to pass the time? I know. I spy, with my
non-existent eye…

Space.

You didn't even let me finish, complained Manu. You
can't know it was even going to be S.

It would either be space, nothing, or one of the stars in
this direction, which you know I don't know the names of.

I could educate you as to their names.

No, thank you, said Daniel.

Anyway, you can't know that for sure it would have been one
of those. It could have been something else.

Such as?

Void, said Manu. Or vacuum.

How can you see a vacuum? said Daniel. I mean a
void, okay, maybe, but vacuum is just…

Fine I won't do that one then. It's your go.

No thanks.

Daniel, you know I only do this to keep you alert, and your
mind on the job.

So it has nothing to do with your own boredom, said
Daniel.

I can multitask.

So can you be quiet and do nothing?

That may be beyond even my extensive capabilities.

Please try.

With a sigh which shuddered through Daniel's mind, Manu's
presence eased away, although Daniel had no doubt his ACTOR would
continue observing his alertness, stepping in should it become
necessary.

He felt awake enough, though, his background mind still focusing
on Sarah's imminent relocation, and the certainty of their
communications diminishing. Time zones would make meeting up
difficult to arrange, so they'd probably be limited to t-mails, and
those with decreasing frequency, as his contact with the others had
diminished over the past months as their new lives took up more and
more of their time. So Sarah felt like his last link to home in
some ways.

He had friends here, but it felt different, as though he were
losing a part of himself he'd never regain. But everyone must feel
like that when assigned to a new settlement.

His thoughts continued to circle when he felt an anomaly near
the edge of his view a short while later. Probably just a blip in
his mind, or one of the random fluctuations which sometimes
occurred.  A scientist had explained them, and with the
appropriate download he'd actually understood the explanation at
one point. Briefly. Still, at least it offered a respite from the
monotony, a brief surge of excitement.

He approached it slowly and with care. They knew of other
telepathically-capable races out there, so protocols demanded a
gentle probing of unidentified visitors, so as not to cause
offence. Not that they'd actually had many visitors, and Daniel
doubted such contact would happen anytime soon.

Manu's presence came closer, observing, but remained silent.

As his mind focused, Daniel felt a surge of adrenaline on
detecting a number of minds in the area. Actual minds, rather than
some kind of glitch, although they felt different from human minds.
But definitely minds, with a degree of consciousness on par with
human-level. Which could mean only one thing.

Daniel? Manu said in a cautious tone.

Yes.

I spy with my non-existent eye, something beginning with
A.

Manu?

Yes, Daniel.

Alert control.

Manu's presence faded slightly as he delivered the message, then
returned but remained silent for Daniel to work.

The target vessel seemed to be moving at a fair pace, but had a
while before it would reach Earth, still being on the outer edge of
the system. Judging by what he could gauge of its speed, he'd guess
it would take at least a week, probably longer. Its course seemed
to him to be heading towards Earth, though the telescopes would be
better able to judge that.

He gradually approached with his mind, detecting no hint of
shielding, or of any form of telepathic communication between the
ship's inhabitants. Sliding in closer, he estimated he'd passed
inside the ship's hull, but didn't sense any rise in alertness
levels of the surrounding minds, so they didn't appear have psionic
defences.

Letting his mind spread around them, Daniel made a rough count
of just under a hundred or so minds. Not exactly an attack force.
Or enough to be looters on the scale the Vtharn supposedly
were.

He felt other minds closing behind him, watching his progress.
An edge of nervousness tinged their presence which he imagined must
mirror his.

Selecting a mind at random, he moved in, making contact with
slow delicacy, ready to retreat at the slightest flicker of
awareness. Probing its outer layer drew no change in its emotional
state, as much as he could read of it. Its responses may be
different to human, so he focused on detecting fluctuations rather
than interpreting. Unless its species had no emotional reactions to
psychic intrusion, it should suffice.

The structure differed notably from that of a human mind, or a
telepathic human mind anyway. Strands poked out randomly, its
surface bumpy and uneven, similar to a child's mind before it
learned to control itself. The texture felt different, too,
rougher, but that could be due to the difference in species. Animal
minds exhibited similar differences.

With his surface inspection seeming to go unnoticed, Daniel
prepared to probe deeper. Locating a gap, he slipped inside, moving
slowly into the mind while keeping watch on the impulses flickering
around him, getting used to the flow. He had to grow accustomed to
the new structure before he could try intercepting them.

Advancing with care, maintaining his tether in case he needed to
withdraw quickly, he made his way towards the centre of the mind,
where the activity increased. Not to the level he'd expect in a
telepath, but more than animals normally showed.

In common with all minds, so far as they knew, the main activity
took place in the centre, where thoughts zipped back and forth in
rapid succession. Radiating out from this, thoughts slowed before
congregating into clumps of static memory, linked to other clumps
by faint strands. The more commonly accessed stuff lay near the
centre, elements of them occasionally darting out into the active
thoughts, while longer term memories remained further out. The
spectrum of colour exhibited allowed the state of the mind, and the
emotions, to be read, but that could be difficult enough to
interpret with human minds. With alien minds the colours could well
mean something entirely different.

Glancing away from the activity in the centre, he searched the
slower activity just outside. The more active elements would be
focused on the target's current task, but those may not be of much
immediate use. He looked for less active parts, still near the
centre, linked to ideas of what they were here to do, rather than
the immediate task.

Choosing one strand, Daniel eased himself into it, again with
delicacy. It creaked with what his mind interpreted as noise, and
amorphous images flickered by every now and then.

The thought processes were alien, unsurprisingly, and while he
could probably decipher them given time, he couldn't really afford
that time at the moment. He summoned Manu with the barest of mental
nods, and the ACTOR's presence faded up next to him, working the
information, quickly filtering it into something Daniel could
comprehend.

It seemed to be some sort of relationship memory, a dislike of
his boss or something like that, and apparently of little use.

Slipping out, he moved on to the next one. This turned out
easier to decipher, and when he had, Daniel wished he could erase
his own memories.

The next proved of more use, as he interpreted an impression
that they'd been summoned here. A bit further in, the idea
coalesced into a familiar pattern, and he had the confirmation he
needed.

Withdrawing with equal care from the mind, he waited until clear
of the ship before sending a confirmation to the waiting minds.

The Vtharn had arrived.
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thief-city, and one of the few to ever escape it. When a friend
dies, he returns to learn what can kill a god, even one reduced to
selling miracles on the Street of Lost Gods.
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