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About the Publisher

Prologue
F nar, Wess g: November 2376

Recycling won't save the Earth, and neither will prayer.

The Egbas are coming. It might be afew decades away, but they're till coming, and | know them.
They're very hospitable, they lovether kids, and they can kill millionswithout losing asecond’ s deep.

Y ou can reach shock overload pretty quickly. After the first headlines and the protests and the panic,
human beings tend to settle into gpathy if it'snot their lifethat’s on the line. News is about now and here
andme.

When we wandered into awar zone in the Cavanagh’s Star system, that was news. When we got greedy
and nuked a neutral world out here, that got plenty of attention too; and so did the fact that the wess har
blew our warship—A ctaeon—out of the sky.

But we' re twenty-five light-years away from Earth, and domestic crises edge dien warswell down the
running order now. When there' s fighting and suffering on your own doorstep, do you care that we ve
pretty well exterminated an entire alien race ourselves? Do you care if awoman spaced herself rather
than hand over the parasite she was carrying—and survived? Does it matter that the local wess har are
50 pissed off with humansthat they’ ve called in the big gunsto visit Earth and teach us alesson?

If you don’t, you probably will in thirty years time. Because that’ s roughly when the Egbas Vorhi fleet
will reach Earth, and they’ re not visiting to say they comein peace or any uplifting shit likethat. They’re
coming to punish usfor genocide. And whilethey're a it, they want to restore Earth to a state of
environmental balance. In brief: alot of humans are fucked. Most of us, probably.

They don't see us as specid, you see. That' sjust our view of the universe. It' s not widely shared.

The Egbas Vorhi fleet ison itsway, and there' s nothing we can do about it. My news desk islosing
interest by the day.

It dl fedssofar inthefuture.

But | know it snat.

Private journd of Eddie Michalat, BBChan correspondent on Wess g, Cavanagh’'s Star system: the
only independent observer, 150 trillion miles from home.

1

Y ou detonated cobalt bombs on Ouzhari in your greed to keep ¢ naatat to yourself. The bezeri who died
were collateral damage—that isyour phrasg, isit not? Now Earth will learn what collatera damage redly
means.

CURASTI,
senior Matriarch of the Egbas Vorhi,
in aresponse to the Foreign Secretary of
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the Federa European Union
Bezer' g, Cavanagh’' s Star system: continental shelf off Ouzhari idand, December 2376

Mohan Rayat gave up the reflex struggle to stop hislungsfilling with water, drowned—which was
nowhere near as painless asthey clamed—and plummeted into the crushing black depths where the light
of Cavanagh’s Star never penetrated.

Y ou bitch, Frankland.

And he wasn't dead.

Y ou sanctimonious bitch.

He was shaking uncontrollably and convulsing, but he wasn't dead.

Rayat was aware of the kaeidoscopes of colored light rippling above him in the mantles of the last
surviving bezeri. Hewas aliving corpse, aman imprisoned with hisvictims, aman who couldn’t die.

Hold on to that. Whatever the parasite does to you, you're ill aman.

He had no air supply and no suit. He could taste blood in his mouth: or maybe it was just something in the
st billowing around him. He sank down on the seabed, facing upwards, crushed by pressureand a
searing agony in his head beyond any pain he' d ever experienced. For amoment he wondered if his
aurviva wasthe result of aprima diving reflex, and not the intervention of an dien paradite.

He' d never told anyone how scared he was of water. Now he never had to fear it again.

Somehow he could till see: green, violet, blue. Coils and fractd patterns of ludicrous fairy-lights danced
overhead, the chatter of the bezeri—the few who had survived the irradiation from bombs he had
detonated.

| never meant to kill you. Y ou just happened to be in the way.

But the bezeri couldn’t hear him. He couldn’t even hear himsdlf. The slence was overwhelming, but
athough he could till reason, and he knew his eardrums were ruptured, he still expected to sensethe
sounds of his own body. It was surprising how much you noticed the albsence of your own heartbest.

His heart had stopped. He had no idea how he could still be conscious.

So Frankland must have gone through this when she stepped out the airlock: dead and not deed, aware
that her whole body had ceased to function and existed solely by the grace of amicroscopic parasite
caled ¢’ naatat that was worth destroying worlds to capture.

Y ou bitch, | beat you. | got your precious parasite in the end. Suck on that, bitch.

No sunlight: he could have been at least athousand meters down, then, bel ow the depth where light
penetrated. When slent screaming panic overtook him—screams he couldn’t force out of hisairless
lungs—he concentrated on numbersto Say sane.

| should be dead. A thousand meters... maybe one hundred atmospheres. . .ten thousand kilospascals. ..

But his mouth opened in a panting reflex anyway, because he couldn’t take in what ¢’ naatat was doing to
keep him dive at this depth. The cold burned him. He should have looked around for Lindsay Neville but
al he could think of right then was Frankland, drifting in the vacuum of space without asuit. She'd



spaced hersdlf to stop him getting hold of the ¢’ naatat she carried. And—-hbitch, bitch, bitch—it had al
been for nothing, because no matter how bad things were now, he’ d got what he’ d come for, and asmall
sane part of him rejoiced.

| beat you, you bitch. And your precious bloody Ade and your pet wess har helped medoit. | hopeyou
find out, oh shit yes| pray you do, you bitch.

It was amazing what you could hang on to when you needed to pass beyond death. God, numbers,
vengeance: whatever it took. He seized them all.

Shan Frankland had survived. And so would he—somehow.

And he could wait.

2

We ve had our environment screwed for centuries by the Americas and Europe and the Sinostates. They
shat out their crap and we paid the price. Now it’s our turn to fuck them. We can invite anyone we
pleaseinto our territory. And that includes dienswho can bomb them back into dodo country.

The Right Honorable JAMES MATSOUKIS MAP,
Pacific Rim States lead delegate to the United Nations, in private conversation with the Canadian and
I ndigenous Peoples delegates

F nar, Wess g: December 2376
“She'sgoing to fucking well skin uswhen shefindsout,” said Ade Bennett.

The soldier kept pace with Aras al the way up the steeply carved stepsto the top of the terraces, no
mean feat for ashort human mae. Araswondered if he would have managed it before his physiology was
atered by ¢’ naatat, and suspected that he would. Hewas aRoyd Marine: he prided himsdlf on his
fitness

“Wel find away to tell her,” said Aras. “ And she may not understand our reasons at first, and she'll
swear a uslike she aways does, but in time she'll cam down and lifewill go on.”

It will go on, yes. That' s the one thing a ¢’ naatat host can be sure of. But not as before.

Assoon ashe sad it, Aras knew things wouldn’t be that smple. How did you tell your isan, your wife,
your matriarch, that you' d thrown away her sacrifice? Shan Frankland had spaced hersdlf rather than let
Mohan Rayat get asample of ¢'naatat. And now Aras—or Ade, whoever felt bravest—had to tell her
that they had willingly infected the manwithiit.

And Commander Lindsay Neville.

That would probably infuriate her most of dl. The woman she called Lin had tried to be apaeimitation
of her and succeeded only in disappointing her. Aras knew Shan well enough to guessthat: if you
survived unimaginable pain and terror, drifting for monthsin space, unableto die, you didn’t easily forget
that kind of orded or forgive its necessity.

Ade paused at the top of the stepsto catch his breath, hands on hips. Stretching nearly two hundred
meters directly beneath them, the city of F nar covered the dopes of the caldera, an amphitheater of
pearl-coated terraces carved into the rock.
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“I'mthe onewho did it.” Ade wiped his nose with the back of hishand. “So I'll explainit to her.”
“No. I'm—"

“Yeah. You'reher old manand I’'m not.”

“You'll be her old man too, asyou put it.”

Ade shook his head and began walking aong the terrace to the far end of the caldera where the home
they shared was cut into the stone.

“If I don't tdll her and then | deep with her, she'll pick it up from my memories. And then she'll kill me.”
He speeded up alittle to the pace he described as ayomp. Aras had never worked out what that meant.
“Andif | tdl her first, she'll kick me out anyway. So either way—I’velost her. | might aswell faceit like
aman.”

Aras had lived with ¢’ naatat for centuries by human reckoning, and its ability to manipulate genetic
materia and keep its host alive till surprised him. It seemed able to do very nearly anything; it tinkered, it
borrowed, it scavenged, it rearranged, it remodeled, and it defended. One set of genesthat had taken its
fancy was genetic memory—alegacy from hisisenj captors when he was a prisoner of war. And, as

C naatat crossed membranes from host to host, in blood or in the act of copulation, memories surfaced in
other minds.

Sometimes the memoriesit picked up were terrible. Sometimesit simply showed you how other people
truly saw you. And sometimes they were both the same thing.

“Ade, it snot the memory transfer that you fear.”

Adedidn’t look round. He was a compact, muscular human with adistinctively upright posture. Hisrifle
bounced alittle, dung across hisback. “No, it’ strying to hideit from her, mate. | can’'t do that.”

Aras had dways been sure of hisduty until the gethes, the carrion eaters, the secular humans, had come
to Cavanagh's Star in pursuit of alost colony and commercia gain. Shan had changed hislife out of all
recognition. He wondered if he now resented her for that, but no—he had infected her. Without ¢’ naatat,
she could have gone home again; and Ade could have gone with her. Arasfound himsdf back in the
circular argument, wondering if he should have goneto live among the bezeri remnant to help them
rebuild ingtead of letting Lindsay Neville and Rayat take hisplace.

He had never had such cyclicd, dithering thoughts before. A wess har accepted reality and dedt with it,
never glancing back. Humans fantasized about aternate redlitiesto avoid the only one they could actualy
influence. He redlized he was becoming too human.

“WE I tell her together,” said Aras. Adeis my housebrother. We share genes now. WEe re committed.
“The bezeri wanted them dive. We |l explain that to her, and face the consequences.”

“You tak agood game.” The clop-clop-clop of Ade s boots echoed off the flagstone terrace. “And Il
be right there when she hands you your balls on a skewer.”

“I havenobals” said Aras.
Ade snorted. It sounded like bitter amusement. “ Neither will | after today.”

The marine was right. Shan would be more than furious; shewould fed betrayed. Loydty and honesty
seemed to matter moreto her than love.



But if they had no other choice but her, then she was confined to her own infected kind aswell. If she
rejected them, she had nobody.

Arasfelt shame—red human shame—at thinking so manipulatively. A femaewas a precious and scarce
gift, oneac naatat carrier could never have expected. He could never be alowed to father offspring and
pass on his condition; but he could at least have an isan to love and look after. Unlike him, though, Shan

Frankland didn’t fear being aone. She dreaded doing what was wrong. Loneliness done would not bind
her to him—or Ade.

Ade paused at the pearl-coated door, dipped hisrifle onto his shoulder, and listened asif he was about
to storm the house.

“She’ snot back yet.” He put his hand on the latch and pushed it open. There was no need for locks
among wess har. “ Got time to rehearse our excuses.”

They could hide nothing in the end. Shan had devel oped awess har isan’ s olfactory system, and she
could smell the pheromones of agitation, anger, fear. Shewould certainly smell something waswrong.

Atleast I'll il have abrother.

“Perhaps she'll seewhy wedid it.”

Adelad hisrifle on the shelf next to the door and hung up hisjacket. “I don't think so somehow.”
“Sheforgave you for shooting her. She forgave mefor infecting her with ¢’ naatat.”

“Let’ shope she worksin threes, then.”

They stared at each other for amoment, knowing the answer. Shan cared about consequences. She
cared about how thingsfitted into the bigger picture, and what she feared most—what the wess har
feared most—wasthat ¢ naatat would get into the wider human population somehow, with dl its
attendant disasters.

Perhaps Shan would see the contagion as Rayat’ s punishment. Aras considered the irony: Rayat had
been sent to saizeit for the FEU. Whether hereally was a Treasury agent or military intelligence didn’t
matter now. He had it. But he wasn’t going anywhere, because there was no way off Bezer’ g, not
without wess har or Eqbas assistance. It was the ultimate punishment—a cold dark eternity trapped with
your prize and no way of using it, confined with the bitter remnant of the species you helped kill.

Araswished he had Eddi€ s gift for presenting unpa atable information with selective grace. He was sure
he could make it seem like atriumph.

“Y our turn to cook dinner,” said Ade.

They stood side by side at the table, dicing evem and the last peppers that had ripened on the windowslll.
Ade aways seemed to seek refuge in dull routine, asif he could refashion and erase the brutal and
chaotic world that had made him by mimicking the uneventful lives of lesser men. Hewasvery precise
about the thickness of the dices.

“Bugger,” hesaid quietly. He examined hisfingertip, crowned with awelling blob of dark red blood. “ Cut
mysdf.”

C naatat till seemed to be a novelty to him. He licked the blood away and watched the cut asit closed
and faded, then resumed histask.



Half an hour later, Aras heard the ditinctive thud of Shan’ s footsteps gpproaching the door. He wished
that he could suppress his scent the way she did. Adelooked at him and shrugged.

“Herewego,” hesad.

The door creaked dightly before it swung open and brought in agust of cool, damp air.
“Hey, you two,” said Shan. Sheforced asmile, and that wasn't like her at dl. “1I’m home.”
F nar plain, Wess g: Eqgbas Vorhi camp

They wereleaving.

Eddie Michallat gasped to ahalt in the center of the Eqbas camp. The bronze bubble habitats clustered
on the plain were ralling together and codescing like mercury, metamorphosing from little globe-like tents
into ahuge tapered cylinder of awarship, abelt of brilliant red and blue chevron lights pulsing dong its

length.

For amoment Eddieforgot his straining lungs and stared at the technology that made him fed likea
particularly retarded amoeba fresh out of the primordid dime.

Thewarship had amost completely assembled itsalf. He looked around for the small survey vessdl that
had been the vanguard, Da Shapakti’ s ship, and noticed it wasn't there any longer. Maybe the destroyer
had swallowed and absorbed it too. How did they route the services and the controls? How did they
keep it vacuum-tight in space? He found he had a thousand questions whose answers would dmost
certainly be something dong the lines of forget it, chimp.

Esganikan Ga strode towards him. He could always ask her; it was her ship. She was the boss-woman.

The visting Eqbas wess har might have looked different to their native Wess g cousins, but the females
gtill had that same ability to make you crap yoursaf. No wonder Shan fitted in with them so well.
Esganikan’ s brilliant copper-red plume of hair bobbed as she stared down at him and cocked her head
to get a better focus, four-lobed pupils snapping from open flower to tight cross-wires and back againin
aningant, just like al the wess har. Looking any of them in the eye was ill hard. Therewasno single
point to focus upon—just the uneasy sense of being the center of their aim.

And Esganikan wastdl. Eddiefdt likealittlekid lost in atowering forest of adult legsagain.

“What do you want?’ Shelacked charm but, unlike Shan, she wasincapable of even feigning it. “We
leave soon for Bezer'g and Umeh.”

“I know.” Y ou owe me one. He d lent her his database to learn English. He wasn't sure yet of the Eqbas
approach to repaying favors, but if it was the average wess har one, it was unpredictable. “ Can you take
meto Jgeno?’

“We have a presence to maintain.”
“So can | get aridewith you?’

The Egbas matriarch—flat-faced compared to the € egant, long-muzzled wess har he' d grown used
to—glanced over her shoulder at the embarkation going on behind her. “Why?’

Eddie found himself detaching from arecent, raw memory. “Now that Minister Ual’sdead, | need to
make contacts within the government again.”



“Sodowe”

“Yes, but can | cometoo?’ Y ou had to be direct with them; they had no concept of being abrupt. Eddie
wondered if hisnaturd diplomatic touch was being corrupted by close contact with specieswho were as
outspoken asfive-year-olds. “ Please?”’

She cocked her head again. “ Be here tomorrow when we leave.”
“Thank you.”

“At your ownrisk.”

It dwayswas. “| getit.”

Esganikan turned and swept back to the ship. Eddie watched her go, till feeling sweaty and
uncomfortable from running, and reminded himself what she was—an dien, the commander of an dien
warship, awarship that was sunning in its size and technology and wasjust asmal part of amuch, much
bigger fledt.

Earth had nearly thirty years |eft to prepare for theinvasion. Thefact that the Australian government had
invited the Egbas guaranteed no happy endings. Egbas wess har were the guests who never knew when
it wastimeto go.

Eddie made hisway back to F nar at a sedate pace thistime. He was used to the higher gravity, but it
was gtill along walk acrosstherolling plain of rock and tufts of sage green vegetation to the point where
the terrain became lava buttes and the city was suddenly visible. Homes and terraces were carved into
the cliff wals of along-dead volcano. Whatever the weether, whatever thelight, it was dways beautiful,
coated in ashimmering layer of nacre. It was, as the human Christian colonists cadlled it, the City of Pearl.

The pearl happened to beinsect shit deposited by hillions of tem flies, but Eddie didn’t let the redlity spoil
his sense of wonder one hit.

Nor did helet the equally accurate word invasion sully hisirregular news reports. Twenty-five light-years
away on Earth, his BBChan colleagues had abandoned diplomatic euphemism and used it with B-movie
relish; but now the panic had died down, and humans were fighting each other again.

Okay, deep down, we al want to run the headline ALIENS INVADE EARTH. Admit it, you touri<.

So Eddie admitted it. It was ajourndist’ s fantasy story, long with IMMORTALITY DISCOVERED
and EARTH NUKES ALIENS. And he' d done thosefor redl, too. But it wasn't so mindlesdy thrilling
when you were part of the cause of it, and he fill blamed himsdlf. If he hadn’t started digging when Shan
had survived afata head-wound, ¢’ naatat’ s extraordinary restorative powerswould still have been a
secret. And alot of people would still be dive—

No.

| didn’t bring Actaeon here. That started the shooting. | didn’t make anyone nuke that bloody idand to
destroy C' naatat. All 1 didwas...

He could rationalize dl heliked, but he knew he had played ahand in helping Minister Ud defy hisown
government. And, however accidenta the shot that killed Ud, theisenj politician was till dead.

Like Shan dways said: dead’ s dead. Doesn’'t matter how or why in the end.



Eddie was so lost in thought that he tripped and |ooked around ingtinctively out of embarrassment. But
there was only alone v’ guy flapping dowly overhead and the occasiond pop as one of the many
cresturesthat lived in bubbles on the rocks ventured out to grab something smaller to eat. Wess g wasa
carefully preserved wilderness and the wess har trod so lightly on it that they were nearly invisible.

They’ re not native to this planet. They’ reinvaders of akind, too. Maybe thisis how the Egbas will
behave on Earth.

He could keep wishing, anyway.

Hewaked on, feeling conspicuous, keeping his eyes on the uneven terrain benegth hisfeet. At the pillars
of pearl-coated basdt plugs that formed anatura gateway to F nar, alittle dien seahorse waited for him.

“Eddiel” Giyadas had that wess har double-voice like akhoome singer’s. She provided her own faint
chorus even when spesking English. “Y ou’ re going to Umeh.”

“Yes, sweetheart.” He ruffled the stiff mane that ran from front to back across the top of her head and
shewaked with him. “With Ua gone, | need to get to know other peoplein the government.”

“Y ou called them people.”
“They are. Evenif they'reisen).”
“I meant that gethes usualy only call themsalves people, so you must be learning to be civilized.”

Gethes: carrion eaters. Wess har were gtrictly vegan. Eddie didn’t mind being lectured in moral evolution
by an dien child. Sometimes he preferred the company of cockroaches when he saw what humans could
do. “Yeah, | hopeso.”

“1 want to come too.”

“AsK your mother.”

“I haveto learn anisan’sduties”
“Not my cdl.”

Giyadas was the equivalent of asix-year-old, maybe. And it was too bloody dangerousfor alittlekidin
the middle of—of what? Another invason? Umeh was the dry run for Earth. What happened to the isen
homeworld now would happen to his home before too long.

“The Eqgbas containment field will protect us” shesaid.
“I’ve covered wars, swestie. Lots of them. Y ou're never safe anywherein awar zone.”
“But you'redill dive”

Her logic was gnawing and inexorable. Like ahuman child, she was persstent; but she was also subtle
and frequently two steps ahead of Eddie.

Hewasn't used to that—not even from adults. “And Ud’ s dead.”
“That’snot your fault.”

“I'm il getting the hang of the wess har concept of respongbility.”



“Y ou helped him to what he wanted to do. He chose badly—for himself, anyway. For his planet, he
chosewdl.”

Her incongruoudy adult tone aways unsettled him. “That’ strue. But what if you know someoneisdoing
something stupid, and you don’t stop them?’

Giyadas cocked her head thisway and that but didn’t look up a him. “He only harmed himsdif in the
end. He has theright to choose to do that.”

“Outcomes, eh? Always outcomes.” Wess har didn't care about motive. What was done mattered; what
was thought wasirrevant. “ Y ou’ re probably right.”

Giyadas |apsed into silence. She spoke when she had something to say or ask, and beyond that she was
content to observe. She spoke English with Eddi€’ s accent. And she would be the next leader of F nar if
and when she grew more dominant than her mother Nevyan.

It wasinevitable. They didn’t vote. It just happened, and there were never any wars about it. Eddie had a
moment of wondering whether invasion by a specieslike that was such abad idea after dl.

He reached the center of the city—one of anumber of little self-governing states scattered discreetly
across the planet—and began the punishing walk up the network of terracesthat lined the caldera.
Giyadas kept pace asif she was keegping an eye on anidiot.

“Lindsay Nevilleisdead,” she said suddenly.

Eddi€ s caf muscles were coping better with the climb these days. But he amost missed hisfooting.
“Okay,” hesad.

“And Mohan Rayat. | saw Arasand Ade return.”

So they’ d handed them over to the bezeri, or at least the few that were |eft. Eddie wondered how smart
squid executed prisoners, he also wondered whether to change the subject, but wess har didn’t dedl in
euphemism even to spare their children. Giyadas could takeit. “I expect it was quick.”

“Did you say goodbyeto her?’
That kid never missesthejugular. “No, I'm afraid | didn’t.”
“Do you wish you had?’

Yes. Shewasafriend. “What would | have said to her anyway? Servesyou right? Trust in God? What
do you say to someone who' s killed thousands of innocents?’

“I thought you might know,” said Giyadasforlornly. “I know how theisenj treated Aras when they
captured him after he had killed so many. Perhaps you might have told her to be brave.”

She was suddenly both achild again and awess har, genuindy wanting to know things. It wasn't

rhetoric. Eddie was never certain if it was naive candor or insight so profound that he didn’t quite grasp

it. He suspected it was ablend of both. At the top of the steep steps that ran up the terrace, Giyadas
dipped ahead of him and they walked in silence on pearl flagstones. Maesfollowed, femaesled. Thekid
wasfdling into adult wess har habits. So was he.

Eddi€ sview of wess har went in cycles, unfathomalble miracles one month and then dmost family the
next. Right then he felt like Uncle Eddie, and the thought crossed his mind that atrip to Umeh Station



would mean human companionship again, humansin numbers, and human women. There weretwo
femae Roya Marines based on Wess g: incongruoudy pretty, dight Ismat Qureshi, who could probably
take his head off without breaking asweat, and Susan Webster, built more on the armored vehicle scale
of things but pleasant enough company for atrained killer.

And then there were the colonists, biding their time on Mar’ an’ cas Idand, along way north of pretty,
temperate F nar. Eddie didn’t fancy his chances of romance with the devout Christians there, not even
with Sabine Mesavy.

If he went back to Earth with them, it might not be home any longer. It probably wasn't; nearly eighty
years had elgpsed.

Giyadas pushed open the door of her family’ s home and awave of cooking smells and warbling voices
spilled out. At the tablein the big communa room, Dijuas—the youngest of Nevyan’ sfour recently
acquired husbands—sat suckling hisinfant son. Two of her three other males, Lisk and Liveor, were
preparing evem for lunch, their long multijointed fingers stained yellow from the sap.

Nothing fazed Eddie now. Seahorses. Y eah, think seahorses. They had gold eyes, from citrine to topaz
to amber, with four-lobed pupils that snapped shut into crosses. He sat down next to Dijuas and reached
to stroke hisfingertip across the child' s head, eliciting an gpproving rumble from the father. The baby
looked lesslike astick insect now: he was recognizably alittle wess har male, abald one, and threetimes
as big asthe pam-sized creature that had spent most of itstimein Dijuas s gestationa pouch.

“Fulaor,” Dijuas sad carefully in his double voice, tone on tone. “Fu—la—or.”

Eddie pursed hislips and made a continuous humming sound before trying to add the second enunciated
note. He d practiced overtone singing for hours until his skull vibrated. He still couldn’t quite manageit.
The wess har larynx, or whatever passed for it, could shape sounds like human lips and tongues before it
even reached the mouth to pile on more phonics. Wess u was more of acomplex song than alanguage.

Eddietried again. “ Oooooooof ffffffffff...”

Dijuastrilled loudly and the chorus of amusement was taken up by Lisk and Livaor. They found it
hilarious. Eddie dissolved into gigglestoo. There was something touchingly childlike about the wess har
zest for life, and it was easy to forget that they aso switched instantly to amuch uglier mode and waged
total, destructive war without prisoners. Chilled or punching, as Shan Frankland described them; there
was no middle ground.

Nevyan appeared in the doorway.

She was considered short for an isan—a matriarch—but she was astall as Shan, a six-footer, and
equally fearsomein her way. Her gold tufted mane bobbed, giving her the air of a Spartan soldier, and
Giyadas watched her intently asif sudying her style. Thiswas how to be a seahorse warrior queen.

“You mustn't mock Eddie,” Nevyan said in English. She gave her maesaquick glance and—Eddie
knew, evenif didn't affect him—aquick burst of her dominance pheromone. I'm the boss. Shut up. “He
trieshard.”

“We'rejus having alaugh,” said Eddie.

God knew there were few of those around to be had lately. Every time he found something funny, or
enjoyed food, or just redlized that life was richly fascinating, he thought of dead bezeri on theirradiated
shores of Ouzhari, and Par Paral Ud, killed by his own nervous troops.



And dead Lindsay Neville. Unlike Shan, she wouldn’t return from the apparent dead and resume her
grangelife 150 trillion light years from home.

“I want to vist Umeh after Esganikan has completed her talkswith theisenj,” said Nevyan.
“I think it'll be adangerous place.”

“I’'m the senior matriarch of F nar, and | intend to meet the isenj government, dangerous or not.” Nevyan
was gtill very young, but she had dl the seasoned stedl of her mother, Megtin. “They’ re my neighbor and
my enemy. Esganikan is just passing through this system. That makes the Stuation more critica for us,
and we might well have different agendas.”

Eddie was aware of Giyadas staring up at him in expectation. She could aways smell atense debate and
it fascinated her.

“I thought you two trusted each other,” said Eddie. “ She' s one of your own.”

“We both originate from the same species, but you might have noted that Eqbas Vorhi doesn’'t conduct
itsaffairsasWess g does.”

Y eah, | know, you' re the hippy dropouts and they’ re the militarigtic right-wingers. But you still took out
an Earth warship without blinking, doll.

The Wess g wess har just wanted the humans punished and put back in their box, confined to quarters
on the speck of rock at the galaxy’ s edge, and no more: the Egbas wess har wanted to sort out Earth’s
environmental excessesaswell.

“That means| can go to Jgeno,” said Giyadas, evidently satisfied. “I want to seeit for mysdlf.”
“I made aright little reporter of you, didn’t I, doll?’

“Knowing isvery important.” Giyadas was more speculatively curious than any other wess har Eddie had
met. “ And finding out for yoursaf ismoreimportant till. Y ou taught methat | could only trust my own

w$”

Eddie worried what else he’ d taught her without redlizing it. He so worried how he had shaped her
view of humans, because she would be amatriarch hersaf before too long, one with accessto armies.

“Sometimes you can’t even rely on that,” said Eddie.

Humankind had kicked over an anthill far from home, and found that the ants were smarter, bigger and
far more technologically advanced than they could ever imagine.

And, like disturbed ants, the wess har were pissed off at the brutal intrusion. They would head for the
source of theirritation and dedl with it: and the source was Earth.

3

“Look, forget the bloody diens. That’ sthirty yearsaway. I’ m more worried about this government
surviving the next thirty months. Austrdiaand the rest of the Rim States aren’t going to pose any kind of
threat unlessthey suck in the Africans by playing the Modem card. Canada—well, | don’'t know which
way they’ll jump. Depends on what the Americas do. So leave the Foreign Office to deal with Eqbas
Vorhi.”
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Bezer'g: the Ouzhari shelf, depth unknown

Mohan Rayat fought to stop trying to breathe. He thought of space for along time, and concentrated on
al the advantages of being at crush depth for humansingtead of floating in hard vacuum in zero-g.

Hewasfar better off than Frankland had been.
I’'m oriented. I’ ve got gravity. | can move.
And|’m not done.

C'naatat had invaded his cells, and if he had any thoughts of suicide then he had no ideahow to carry it
out. He d lost any sense of how long he had been submerged, but it couldn’t have been long. A few
minutes; afew hours. Not days, not weeks, not years.

Look around. Focus on something.

What? There was no light except the bioluminescence of his captors, apparently waiting overhead. He
concentrated hard on hisarms as they rested on the satin-cold mud, spreading his fingers and raising one
hand afew centimeters, then letting it fal back. The st billowed up in dow clouds—he could taste
it—and it dimmed the bezeri’ srainbow light-talk for awhile.

But...he had moved. He was oriented and he wasn't actudly in pain. He wasn't dying: he was changing.

He could fed it. The searing cold had now been replaced by real heet, afever burning within him, and all
his reflexesto breathe and struggle for hislife had faded. They had been replaced by adesire to open his
mouth and...amost swallow. Heraised hishead alittle.

And now he could see.

But he could seein ways that he hadn’t thought possible. As he got to his knees, he found he was avare
of tall funnd structures spaced around a clear areaof seabed, extending up the dope of a submerged
cliff, dmost asonar map in hisfield of vison. Whatever he was seeing was beyond light. He felt buzzing
in his sinuses—had they repaired themsaves, or had they metamorphosed?—and an inexplicable urgeto
press histongue to the roof of his mouth.

And he could hear. The sound flooded back in asif someone had turned up the volume.

His hearing had returned, new and dien, and the chatter of the ocean’ slife rose from avague murmur to
acacophony of disorienting, directionless noise. Panic washed over him again and he fought for cam,
scrambling onto dl fours and disturbing the seabed again.

Concentrate on the next thirty seconds. Nothing more. Count. One, two, three, four, five, SX...

Something caught againgt his collar as he turned his head. He sat back on his hedls and put his handsto
histhroat; it fdt like soft strips of gponge had stuck to his skin. Something was growing in hisneck. His
fingers probed ingtinctively, urgently.

They dipped into huge gaping dits.
Gills



Oh my holy fuck gillsno no no—

He patted frantically down his chest and felt ingde his shirt to find that the ditswent down into his chest
and aigned with hisribs. For some reason he wanted to sob. He should have been glad to be dive, but
he suddenly wasn't, oh God no hewas't. He got to hisfeet, churning the mud into clouds, and the
bezeri moved in. He could pick out their bright-lit mantles, three or four meterslong with their tentacles,
the last of a population that he had decimated with cobalt-salted neutron bombs.

And now he could distinguish a human shape, but he could hardly cdll it seeing in this permanent night.

Lindsay Nevillewas asonar scan, iron filings bristling on amagnetic field, a brass-rubbing outline of the
woman she had been in the visual spectrum. She crawled across the seabed on dl fours and then stood
up, unsteady, arms spread as if expecting afall.

Surrendering to the bezeri had been her idea.

She parted her lips and he heard along groan of what sounded like expelled air, but her lungs should
have been flooded by now. They were both dive in anightmare that should have ended in aquick dezath.

1] Rwa- . .”

The sound fizzed with a bubbling note. Cavitation. Shrimp make sounds by cavitation. Hang on to the
facts, stay sane, stay in your forebrain...

He pursed hislips, more out of ingtinct than conscious thought. 1t was harder to make sound than he
imagined. Whatever rapid ¢’ naatat adaptation had given Lindsay the ability to manipulate microscopic air
bubbleswould emerge in him too. He was counting on it. He had things to say.

“Lamp,” he mouthed. Could she see him? Could she lip-read? He could.

Shehdd it up. Thelarge round signal lamp that the wess har had built to talk to the bezeri in their
language of colored light had survived the dive. That was something. At least they could communicate
with the crestures.

It was going to be hard to find something appropriate to say to them. But the more Rayat watched and
felt the changesthe ¢’ naatat parasite was making to him, the more he felt he' d been right to do whatever
it took to keep the organism out of the wrong hands.

Sterilizing Ouzhari idand hadn’t destroyed the source of ¢’ naatat. Even if that had made the degths of the
bezeri sadly unnecessary, it had also shown him how very high the stakes were. The parasite was even
more remarkable and exploitable than he' d imagined.

Thisisfor my government. Thisthing can’t be trusted to commerce, ether.

He could see Lindsay Neville clearly now. He could even see the detail of the shoulder tabs on her shirt.
She d taken off the commander’ srank insignialong ago.

Andgills

They were dightly everted, like lips down each side of her neck. He was glad he couldn’t see himsdif.
Changeslike that had to be accepted gradually, not appear shockingly in the mirror one morning.

“Wekilled them, you bastard,” Lindsay mouthed. Her wide-open eyes were like astatue' sin hisdtered
vision, agrayscaleimage devoid of pupil and color. “Wekilled them. Now we pay for that. Forever.”



Rayat thought that forever was much longer than he had in mind.
Upper terraces, F nar

Shan Frankland let the stream of water from the shower spigot play on her head and stared at the diver
of hard soap cupped in her hands.

It was the last of the bars made by the colonists of Constantine before they were evicted from Bezer' .
The scant lather smelled faintly of lavender and lemon oil; but there were no lemon treesleft now. The
biobarrier that had kept the colony enclosed in acocoon of terrestrial conditions had gone, and the dien
wilderness of Bezer' g had reclaimed theidand.

It didn’t matter. She knew how to make more soap. But it was another symbol of how Earth was
dipping further away. Nearly eighty years adrift from home, everyone she knew and served with now
dead, and her own body so fundamentally changed at the cellular level that she could survivein space
without asuit, how much further could it dip?

Shel d dmost stopped noticing the play of bioluminescencein her hands. Violet light shimmered in her
fingertips and vanished again, alegacy of one brief foray into the world of the bezeri. Aras had never
picked up the photophore genes, even after so many years of contact; she couldn’t work out why she
hed.

Y ou dipped. You dipped right acrossthe line. Y ou’ re on the wess har side now. Or maybe the Egbas.
Not human, anyway.

There was more than just 10,000 years of rapid evolutionary separation between the two kinds of
wess har. They didn’t even think the same way sometimes. But wess har identity was defined by what
you did, not what you thought.

“Bregkfagt!” Adecdled.
“Okay,” shesad. “Give meaminute.”

She soaped hersdlf. Apart from the lights and alack of body hair and alittle more muscle—and she had
always been fit—her body looked much the same asit had been when she was aregular human. She
made a point of checking daily. The claws had come and gone, and nothing truly and visibly alien had
emerged. C naatat had carried out minima tinkering: it hadn’t radically reshaped her ppearance asit had
Aras s. What went on benegath the skin, though, was another matter, and that still disturbed her at times
because she saw the color spectrum of awess har, and the images of heat in darkness, and sensed the
world in waysthat reminded her she was no longer fully human.

She' d survived in conditions that only bacteria and lichens seemed to be able to tolerate. Deep space.
What would happen at the end of time? The bloody thing kept you divefor centuries, maybe millennia

How am | going to die?

She' d never worried much about that as anormad, fragile human being, even in ajob where she risked
being shot each time she went out on the Streets.

But you got the gene bank. You did it. Evenif bloody Perault conned you, even if that wasjust aruseto
get you out here, you did it. Go dance on her grave sometime.

But shewouldn’t be going back to Earth to do any dancing. C naatat had to stay here.



Abovethe steady rain of water, she could hear Aras and Ade outside in the main room, talking in
subdued voices punctuated by the occasiona chink of glass bowls. They weren’t happy. Shedidn’t need
to hear that: she could sméll it.

Go and ded withiit.

Shan wrung the water from her hair, toweled hersdf dry, and pulled on the remnant of her uniform. The
brown riggers’ boots didn’t go with the black pants or jacket, but that was dl she had now, and nobody
out here cared if she was wearing the wrong uniform order.

Maybe Ade did. He still wore his Roya Marines’ rig, minus the badges of rank. He gave her anervous
smile and indicated the plate set out for her.

“Beans,” hesaid. “Did my best with the sauce.”

Therewas alimit to what you could achieve with soy beans, tomato pulp and the loca food crops, but
Ade had pushed the envelope. He was aresourceful if eccentric cook. The Corps had taught him how to
live off the land, so making do with alimited larder was no great chalenge.

“Great.” Shan uncovered something black and glistening with her twin-tined glassfork, an aily, dark disc
with vanes on one side. “Isthisamushroom?’

“Correct.”

The novdty distracted her briefly from the unspoken question. How did Lin diein the end?“Want to tell
me how you managed to get hold of mushrooms?’

“Shapakti,” said Ade.
“Youdidn't beat it out of him, did you?’

“No, Boss.” The Egbas biologist was wary of Ade' s aggressvely protective streak. “| just said thet if he
was going to start reviving species from the gene bank, he might find edible fungi redly interesting. He
did. It wasasurprise for you.”

Shan broke off achunk of mushroom with her fork. It smelled wonderful, and the taste surpassed the
aroma. It was amazing how uplifting familiar food could be along, long way from home.

“Fantagtic. | mean it, that’ sfantastic.” The praise didn’t prompt Ade s usud reaction of an embarrassed
grin. Hejust shrugged, il agitated. She sawed another chunk from the mushroom with the edge of the
fork and placed it in Aras'sbowl. “Y ou tried this yet? Nothing like fried mushrooms to sart the day.”

Aras jerked back hishead asif scaded. “ Fungi.”
“You'll likeit.”
“It' sfungi. lsenj amdll of it.”

She' d forgotten that, but Aras hadn’t forgotten being a prisoner of theisenj, and she' d absorbed the
memories of what they’ d done to him. Smellswere very evocative. It was enough to make him freezein
that wess har darm reaction.

“Okay, sweetheart.” She retrieved the chunk of mushroom and gave it to Ade, wondering why the smell
hadn’t triggered her memory too. Shit. “I'm sorry.”



Breakfast fell silent except for the occasiona scrape of glass on glass. How long she could she not ask
what had happened? She didn’t have a good track record on tact. Ade stared into his bowl of beans,
wearing his don’t-hit-me expression. Aras—long dark braid draped over one shoulder, still that elegant
blend of herddic beast and man—smply looked her straight in the eye, unblinking as only awess har
could be. But he said nothing.

“I thought I’ d germinate these tomato seeds,” said Shan, and rattled the container in her pocket in the
hope of getting some conversation going. “ See how they do out here.”

Adeand Aras sat edting in grim awkward silence, wafting a citrus tang of agitation. She suppressed her
own scent—a habit now—and pushed the small box across the table towards them.

She' d expected them to be subdued. They weren't like her: they didn’t get triumphant satisfaction out of
seeing the guilty punished. But they were upset. There was no other word for it.

| should have done it mysdlf.
She' d never let anyone do her dirty work before and this reminded her why. They made her fed guilty.

Aras picked up the container and turned it over in his hands. The unpatented, illega seedsthat Shan had
carried with her for years and light-years—more out of defiance and hope than certainty of settling long
enough to plant them—tumbled ingde.

“It' swinter,” said Ade, voice strained by tight throat muscles. “Funny time of year to sow them.”

Shan tried to find afocusin the patterns of sauce that nestled in the bottom of her bowl. “1 know people
back home who keep theirsgrowing al year.”

Homejust dipped out, but she was sure shefdt no painin saying it now. It wasjust alocation, nothing
more. There was no way of removing ¢ naatat from Aras s cdlls, so he had to stay here, and so she'd
stay too, and so would Ade. It wasthe way things were. They were ateam, afamily.

Sodit.

Maybe the prisoner handover was too distressing even for Arasto discuss, and wess har weren't
sgueamish. Neither was she. Ade—well, Ade had seen terrible thingsin combat and coped with it, but
hisviolent father had left him struggling when it came to hurting women. Lindsay had been his
commanding officer. It must have been hard to watch the bezeri take her, even if she’d helped Rayat
detonate the bombs.

Shan took the container out of Aras's hand and tipped the seedsinto her palm.

“Okay,” she said, patience expired. “What the fuck really happened?’

Aras and Ade both flinched at the sametime.

“We ddlivered them—" said Ade.

Arasinterrupted. “ Thisismy responsbility, not Ade's. The bezeri were dways my responsibility.”

It was another of hiswess har non sequiturs. They had their own logic, switching topicsingantly. Shan
wondered if he was establishing a pecking order as senior maein the household and putting Adein his
place.

“Look, I'm sorry if it wastraumatic. | just want to know so that I’'m not treading on eggs the whole



time.” She patted hisarm and felt him lock hismusclesin that darm reflex. “I’ [l find out anyway, won't 1?
All your other bad memories surface in me sooner or later.” She glanced a Ade. “And so will yours.”

Sooner or later. Yeah, | have to do something about that. Ade' s your old man too, remember that.

She could lean on Ade, she knew it. She could scratch away at his guilt about shooting her, about
abandoning his mother, about the bezeri, about his dead comrades, about always fedling that he let
people down; but she was determined not to fall prey to expedience, because none of it wastrue. She
couldn't doit to him.

“They're not dead,” he said suddenly.

Oh God. A switch threw somewhere and she defaulted to Superintendent Frankland, the unshockable
copper, the personathat could cope with this. “ But you handed them over. Didn’'t you?’

1] YS.”

“Well, between the anti-human pathogen that’ s been spread around Bezer’ g, and the bloody ocean, I'm
having trouble with the not dead bit.”

Oh God. Tdl meyou didn’t chicken out.

Ade held up awarning finger as Aras opened his mouth to interrupt. “ The bezeri wanted someoneto help
them rebuild so we—I gave them Neville and Rayat.”

“I'm missing something here.” No, you're not. Y ou just don’t want to think that they did something so
bloody stupid. “How?’

“Itwasmy idea,” said Ade.
Y ou might be wrong. Cam down. “What was?’
“Infecting them with ¢ naatat.”

Shan wasinured to shock after alifetimein the police force, but disgppointment in the few people she
trusted il had the power to make her somach churn. Her skin felt asif it wastightening and freezing
across her body from her scalp to her hands.

Oh shit. No, no, no.

Adewasslent, eyes wide, teetering on that edge of admission that she’ d seen far too oftenin
interrogations.

“Y ou deliberately gave them adose?’
“Yes. | did”
“Y ou gave Rayat the fucking thing?’

Shetried to takeit in. She' d sacrificed everything to keep it away from the likes of that bastard. She'd
committed suicide—or she' d stepped out the airlock, anyway. C' naatat had had other ideas. That should
have given Ade a clue about how she' d react if they just handed the frigging thing over—

“Yes” said Ade. “Both of them, Boss. I'm sorry.”



“Sorry? | fucking spaced mysdlf rather let Rayat get a chunk of me. He' s a spook, for Chrissakes. Have
you any ideawhat abastard like that can do with this stuff?’

“Boss, |—
Her pulse pounded in her ears. “Have you?’

“The bezeri wanted someone down there with them. Heisn't going anywhere. Neither isshe.”
Steady. Think, think, think. “Who else knows about this?”

“Nobody. Just us.”

“Tell me exactly what happened. Where did you leave them?’

“We took them out above the continental shelf. It' swell over five hundred meters deep. | saw them go
into the water and the bezeri came up to meet them. They’ ve got them down there.”

“’Course, with ¢’ naatat, they could just walk back to shore.” It was no good: she had to aert the Egbas
now stationed on Bezer’ g, and she had no idea how they’ d react. The wess har matriarchs had once
been on the brink of executing Arasfor infecting her. “1’ d better warn Esganikan. What the fuck were
youthinking?’

Arascut in. “Isan, thiswas my ideaand if Ade had not prevented me, | would be with the bezeri now.
They wanted me and | was ready to join them.”

It wasadap in the face. Shan leaned back alittle and fought to separate the redlity of yielding ¢’ naatat to
Rayat and Lindsay from her hurt fedings.

You'remy jurg. Wess har males are supposed to be loyal. Y ou aren’t supposed to put the bezeri’s
needs above mine.

The sdlfish, petty thought caught her unawares. Shefolded her arms.

“Terrific. It saways good to know | canrely on you.” She knew he understood sarcasm, even if most
wess har—literd, eye-wateringly honest—didn’'t grasp it. “ Thanks. Thanksalot.”

“Da Shapakti could remove your ¢ naatat and you could return to Earth with Adeif | weren’t here.”
“Doyou ever ligen to aword | say? | told you | would never abandon you.”
“Y ou did that when you spaced yourself.”

“Yeah, and | didn’t want to.” A voicein her head reminded her she was a hypocrite, because she hadn't
put Aras s needs before her duty. Keeping ¢’ naatat from Rayat overrode everything. “But you knew why
| hadtodoit.”

“And | felt | had to act for the bezeri. But both Ade and | are here now, and the bezeri are as satisfied as
they ever can be. That'sal that matters. Intentions are irrdlevant.”

That was the wess har way; action counted and motive didn’t. Apologies were worthless to them,
because events were aredity that couldn’t be erased by mitigating circumstances or genuine regret.
Dead sdead. She said it herself most days, and long before she' d even heard of Cavanagh’s Star.

“Wdll, actudly, matey, that' s not all that matters.” Shefound her attention fixed on Aras's charcod eyes,



they weredl irisand amost no sclerg, just like an animad’ s, not agold wess har cross-hair gaze at all.
Her face burned and the pressure in her earsfelt close to explosion. Ade s restless movement caught her
periphera vison. “What mattersisthat we don’t have this bloody parasite under our control any longer.
A government agent hasit. Y ou know what he'll do with it?’

“He snot—"

“Supersoldiers. Then they flog it off to the pharmacorps, because no government can resist money inthe
end. Or it gets out into the wider population by accident. Pandemic. Y ou can spread it by sex, by body
fluids, by wounds. Y ou can do the maths, Aras. Wasn't that why you quarantined Bezer’ g to sart with?
Because you saw what happened in theisenj colony there?’

“Thisisone man, trapped on Bezer'g).”

“No, thisis aspook, a very competent spook, and Lindsay Nevilletoo, and even that idiot bitch can be
trouble”

“How can they leave? How can they passit on? The bezeri never caught it from me, and | moved among
them for nearly five hundred years”

“There' sno such thing ascan't in thisuniverse, Aras. Even the bloody dead come back to life.” Shan
could fed her own voice becoming thin and compressed in her own skull. “And Rayat will find away,
trust me. | would if | werehim.”

Y ou lost the will to live when you thought | was dead. But you were ready to run away and live with the
bezeri.

Shetried to shake that thought out of her head. It was a sdlfish thought, awoman’s reaction without
condderation of anything beyond her own hurt fedlings. It wasn't professond. Shetried to dap it down.

Ade moved. She saw him reach out cautioudy, dowly. Helaid his hand on her forearm and she
concentrated on not jerking it away. His expression was the utter dejection of abeaten child.

“There s another way of looking &t it, Boss.”

“Redly?’ Shewasfond of Adeto the brink of faling in love, but right then she wanted to punch the shit
out of him. Theimpulse gppdled her. He usualy brought out the vestige of her protective urge, but she'd
vented her anger on him before. “Forgive meif | haven't spotted it.”

“Thelittle shit’s stuck on the seabed with abunch of dienswho hate him. Forever. So's she. That
probably even beets hanging them.”

If Shan had been looking for vengeance for the near extinction of the bezeri, then Ade had apoint: it was
extreme punishment, as extreme asit got. Shan wondered what changes ¢’ naatat would make to the two
of them to keep them dive in the degp ocean and knew that whatever it was, it might be alot more
traumatic than the largely invigble tinkering that the parasite had carried out on her.

And | know what it’ slike to drown. And to drift in space. Oh yes, that’ sfucking bad. Living with the
squid might be too good for Rayat.

“You'd better beright,” she said. “Because I’ m going to have to spend the rest of my life making sure
they don't passit on. Or hunt the fuckers down and fragment them.”

A well-placed detonation was the only way to disrupt ¢ naatat’ s lightning defenses of itshost organism. It



was the way the wess har ¢’ naatat troops—accidental hosts, thinking their malleable genome had picked
up just ahandy adaptation for fast healing—had ended their lives when not aging or dying became too
much to besr.

Ade managed to look her inthe eye. “I’ve let you down, haven't 17’

“Bloody right you have.” Shan stood up and walked over to the deeply hollowed stone set under the
water spigot, the nearest that wess har had to asink. She couldn’t stop hersdlf raging. “How could you
do such afrigging stupid thing? After al that’ s happened?’

“I had to make a decision there and then. We never planned to let them live.”

“Jesus, am | the only one here who can think beyond the next five minutes? | pretty well died to stop
anyone getting hold of this, but you two just hand it over, good as gold. | suppose Rayat made aredly
good case, did he? Taked you into it?’

“No, Lindsay did,” said Aras. “ This satisfied the bezeri, and stopped either of ustaking their place.
Because somebody had to help the few dtill left. Or at least give them some semblance of justice.”

Shan recdled the last time the bezeri had called for justice; a scientist had been executed over the death
of one of their young. And Aras had carried it out, whatever she' d told the Thetis camp. Even then, Shan
felt it was her responsibility. She'd been in command for far too long and it was an inextricable part of
her. She hated standing on the Sddlines.

“Either?’ she asked. “What do you mean by ether of you?’

Ade closed hiseyesfor amoment and it disturbed her. She found no satisfaction in making abrave man
cower. “Yeah, wel...it was a case of both of ustrying to do the decent thing. We. .. persuaded each
other out of it.” He paused and adopted that I-wish-1-hadn’ t-said-that expression. She redlized that she
didn’t know him aswell as she thought, and that meant she didn’t have control of the situation. Control
mattered. “| wanted you to be happy.”

“Ade, for fuck’ s sake, having you two end up as squid-men isn't going to make me happy.” Thiswas
why she didn’t trust relationships. They weakened you. She hated hersdlf for feeling wounded because
for thefirgt timein her life she had become used to being the center of aman’ sworld—two men's
worlds, infact. She wouldn't make that mistake again. “Did it occur to you that | haveto tel Esganikan?
Thisisamgor biohazard, in case you' ve forgotten.”

Shetook her jacket from the hook on thewall and fastened it, trying hard not to descend further into
diatribe and profanity, But Aras had broken the taboo of centuriesto save her life with the bloody thing in
thefirst place. Maybe the crazy god-bothering colonists were right; maybeit redlly was the ultimate
temptation of the devil, to be eradicated once and for al.

“Where are you going?’ asked Aras.

“To catch Esganikan before she leaves for Umeh. She needsto hear thisfrom me. | don’t want either of
you telling anyone about this. Okay?’

It wasn't true: she could have sent amessage to Esganikan. Egbas didn’t stand on ceremony and acall
would have done the job. But she needed to walk away, because the Superintendent Frankland part of
her was welling up and demanding to be let out to give her underlings a thorough, foul-mouthed
bollocking and maybe athump in the ear for failing her.

But that wasn't really what the Shan at the core of her felt.



That Shan was hurt. She' d believed them when they both said they were devoted to her. They'd put
something el se before her—and that was what she' d aways done hersalf to anyone who might have been
closeenoughto love.

Hypocrite, hypocrite, hypocrite.

It was hard to look your own failingsin the face. Shan closed the door behind her and set off to look at
Esganikan’ sdien disgpprova instead.

Eqbas camp, F nar plain

Esganikan Gai understood only too well that she would not be returning home to Egbas Vorhi for at least
fifty-five years by Earth reckoning.

She' d diverted her ship to Wess g to carry out a reconnaissance mission on the way back to Eqbas
Vorhi. Earth hadn’t been part of the plan.

The bulkhead of her cabin was st to trangparency so that she could look out on the plain of F nar even if
others couldn’t seein. She knelt on the deck, thinking about the time that would separate her from her
own culture and took comfort in the knowledge that a society used to spacefaring made allowances for
those in temporary exile. Humans, apparently, did not. Their world moved on and forgot those on
deployment, and found it hard to adjust to their time-frozen ways on their return.

But there were few of them, and nobody cared.

Esganikan envied Shan Frankland, who appeared to have dedlt with permanent exile by immersing in the
culturein which shefound hersdf. How did she cope with the Targassati philosophy here, the doctrine of
non-intervention in the problems of others? Shan acted decisively. She did not withdraw.

Aitass, the ussiss aide who accompanied Esganikan, sat back on her haunches and waited patiently for
ingructions. All her pack—males, juveniles, Ssters—were part of this misson. She had left nobody
behind in suspension to await her return to Eqbas Vorhi in the way afew of Esganikan’s mae crew had.

I’ve had enough of thistask. | must make Earth my last misson. | want to have my own clan.
“Connect meto the gethes,” Esganikan said quietly.
“It' stime they dlowed us direct accessto the minister,” said Aitass. “| didikethisrationing of contact.”

“ At the moment we have no choice.” Ussiss were impatient crestures. Esganikan was never sure how
they found the forbearance for deep space missions. “We go thelong route.”

“Y ou need an interpreter.”
“| speak English well enough now, if | concentrate.”
Therewas adubious pause. “Very well.”

Part of the bulkhead became opague and formed an image of the blue United Nations portal that used
the communicationslink the gethes called an ITX. A human mae appeared on the screen. Esganikan
concentrated on hisface, trying to read the eye and brow movements that she interpreted as anxiety. He
had dark skin, even darker than her own, and she could see no blood vessals as she could in the
pale-skinned variety of human. Blue veinswere visble in Shan Frankland’ swrists. The blood could be
seen pulsing through them; sometimes she seemed as trangparent as a bezeri.



“| want to speek to the Pacific Rim lead delegate,” said Esganikan, seeing no need to identify hersdlf.

There wasthe usud five-second delay caused by the light-speed relay between the I TX node and Earth.
She was used these imperfect communications. “I'll seeif Mr. Matsoukisisavailable.”

“Why can | not have adirect link to the Austrdian government? They are our hosts.”
“Md am, thisisn't something | can—"

“Gethes, we are coming. The more we discuss matters between now and then, the easier our task will
m”

The man gazed out of the screen in baffled silence for amoment. “1'll get my supervisor.”

Humans didn’t appear to be able to take decisons on their own. Theimage defaulted to the blue holding
screen and Esganikan waited. The humans need to be told what to do and follow orders might work in
their favor: they might be more cooperative in due course.

She glanced to one side of the screen. Outside the ship, asteady drizzlewasfdling. A fine haze of tiny,
fast-growing plantstinted the usually arid gold plain with dark red and purple. They appeared to have
Sprung up overnight.

“Captain,” said amae voice. Esganikan jerked her attention back to the screen where athickset gethes
with glossy, dmost black hair—like Barencoin, one of the human soldiers—sat fidgeting, clagpoing and
unclasping hishands. “1’'m sorry to keep you. We livein auniverse of bureaucras.”

We don't. And the rank confused her. She had only recently learned what a captain was. “Why can we
not talk when we wish, Matsoukis?’

Jim Matsoukis was not the man she wanted to talk to. She wanted direct accessto the Austraian
government in the form of Canh Pho, the head of state who had invited the Egbas Vorhi misson to his
territory.

“The United Nationsisingstent on keeping the ITX link avalableto dl nations, ma am.”

The gethes were mesmerized by instantaneous communications; it had lured them into their dliance with
theisen]. They loved communicating. But they never seemed to listen to responses, and they often
communicated useless and untrue information. She decided they had no real need of ITX. They smply
wasted it.

“Communication gppears to be a significant aspect of power for humans.”

“It certainly is. You're aware that military and diplomatic pressure was used to stop the Europeans
monopolizing the ITX?’

“Yes, but | fal to understand it. Suppressing information will not change what happens.”

“I think we treat information very differently here.” Matsoukislicked hislips, agitation, she assumed. “I'll
certainly take the matter up again.”

“Give methelatest environmental datayou can provide.”
“Have you got access to the United Nations databank?’

“No. What isthat?’



Matsoukis frowned. “ Out of date. I [l ensure you get ours. Theinformation is disputed in some quarters.”

Ah. Humans can never agree on facts. Everything isfiltered by their needs and expectations. “Can you
predict what your environmenta pressureswill bein thirty years? | need to ensure we bring the
appropriate countermessures.”

Matsoukis looked asif he didn't understand. 1sn't my English clear enough? She knew that ook now.
She' d seen it on the face of Eddie Michdlat, a creasing of the brow and adight head movement, both
quickly suppressed. “If you can receive data, I'll get you the latest real-time information from our
satdllites. The ones we control. Topography, climate, land use, bathymetry. Then you can judge for
yoursdlf.”

Esganikan was pleasantly surprised by histrangparency. With the information she had from the matriarchs
here and from Umeh Station, she could build her own projection of Earth’s environmenta changes.

“Y our biggest problem is till rising sealevels and temperatures.” She caled up amap of Asaand the
planet’ s southern hemigphere and reminded hersdlf that Australasiawas three mgjor land
masses—Audraia, New Zealand, and Antarctic Territory—and the Pacific Rim States seemed to mean
those plus a scattering of idands stretching amost to the Sinostates coast. She decided she was dealing
amog entirdly with theindividuad and dominant state of Austrdia “Or | should say that your diminishing
landmass requires areduced population.”

“Y es, flood and storm defenses are now taking eight percent of our GNP.” Matsoukis seemed to miss
the point, perhaps ddliberatdly. “ That’ s our nationa income. | realize you don’t have our kind of
economy. It' samechanism to alocate scarce resources among competing users—"

“Y our economy is...an ecology of resources controlled by the exchange of tokens. It must remainin
bal ance or some benefit at the expense of others. Yes, | think | understand economies. Lifeitsef isan
economy.”

Matsoukis flashed white teeth, aussiss’ sthreat. Aitass didn’t react; she was dmost used to human
gestures now. “We re under considerable pressure to withdraw our offer to allow you to land in
Audrdianterritory.”

“What form isthis pressure taking?’

“Thethreat of military action. We refairly immune to trade sanctions because we' re self-supporting in
terms of food and raw materials.”

Esganikan looked at the chart again. “Y ou are an isolated group of idands. Can your enemieslaunch an
attack at that range?’

“Yes, but we have dlies. Canada and Greater Norway. Y ou understand the strategic significance of
thet?’

Esganikan looked at the map again and rotated it to look a Earth from its northern pole. Canada
gretched halfway down the North American landmass, amost level with aplace called Washington.
Norway and itsterritories faced it across a stretch of sea. The dlieswerein easy striking distance of the
Sinostates and the FEU.

“If your enemies attack you, that will not stop uslanding,” said Esganikan. I’ ve carried out opposed
landings before. Y ou'’ Il be nothing compared to Garav. “Tell them that. Or | will.”

“They want usto withdraw the offer.”



“Y ou cannat.”
“I know. We never givein to pressure.”

“I mean that now you have invited us, we will come even if you do withdraw the offer. The needis
established.”

Matsoukis paused. His mouth was dightly open but no sound came out. Esganikan smelled someone
enter the ship, someone who projected strong jask, a very dominant isan. She concentrated on her
English skillsand put the distraction out of her mind.

“I'll—I"1l get my office to transmit the datanow, Captain Ga.”
That’snot my name. No matter. “I await it.”
“Good day, ma am.”

The screen deactivated and the blue opaque pane floated on the gold and red plain beyond the
bulkhead. Esganikan inhaed and Aitass turned her head dowly.

“Now there’ saman who' s shitting himsdlf,” said Shan Frankland. She walked across to the bulkhead,
put her hand againgt it, and made that quick compression of her lipsthat said her mind was not on the
subject she was discussing. Therewere violet and gold lightsin her fingertips and padms, Esganikan was
dtill fascinated by that. “ Do you understand how he reacted?’

“Probably,” said Esganikan. Shitting. She searched her memory. “I darmed him.”
“I don't think he’ d worked out that he can’t uninvite you. That’sabit of ashock for ahuman.”
“Have you cometo offer your ass stance?’

Shan thrust her handsin the pockets of her knee-length black coat and shrugged. She seemed at ease
with her bizarre parasite, utterly human except for the bioluminescence in her hands. “Do you need it?’

“I would never refuseit. Y our grasp of English is superior and you know your own people.”

“That’ sreassuring. But you really want Eddie Michdlat for that. HE sajourndist, so he' sno more
normd than | am, but he' salot better at dedling with subtlety.”

“Isthat arefusd?’

Shan paused. There was no hint of her scent now. Her jask—her matriarcha dominance
pheromone—had obvioudy been awarning and now she had suppressed it. Esganikan no longer took it
asdeliberate deception, but it still unnerved her.

“No,” said Shan. “ Just a suggestion. But that’ s not what I’ ve come herefor. | haveto tell you
something.”

“Tel me, then”

“I’ve got two more human ¢’ naatat cases on Bezer'g.” Still no scent, or facia expression; but the
musclesin Shan’sjaw had tightened and her shoulders were set asif she had tensed her musclesready to
attack. Her pae gray eyesblinked occasionaly. Esganikan found the single black pupils unnerving. “The
bezeri wanted someone to help them rebuild and they got Commander Neville and Dr. Rayat.”



“They are...submerged?’
“That’ swhy they needed ¢ naatat. Hard to do the job without it.”
“Areyou angry?’

“I’'m certainly not happy about it. Look, I'll make sure they don’t soread the thing, even if that means
terminating them. The bezeri never contracted it from contact with Aras, though, so they don’t gppear to
be easy to infect.”

Esganikan thought of the bioluminescence in Shan's hands, genes she had somehow picked up from the
bezeri. Humans did seem susceptible. “Who did this?’

“Irrlevant.”

Thisisn't aproblem. It's controllable. Thisissmply...interesting. “One of your jurgj’ ve? Not you. Not
after the steps you took to keep it away from the gethes.”

Shan’sjask wafted through the cabin, not strong enough to kick Esganikan’s system into ceding to her,
but emphatic enough to make her point. “Y ou leave Arasand Ade out of this. | said I'd dedl withit.”

“If I thought any of you were an environmenta risk, you would not be here now.”
Shan stopped blinking completely and her pale skin turned dightly yellow.
“Ask Chayyas how | respond to threats,” she said quietly.

Esganikan was baffled. She' d made a statement of reassurance, nothing more. She heard Aitass click
her teeth.

“That was not athreat. Y ou know we do not make thrests.” Perhaps my Englishisn't asgood as| think.
“I will warn the recovery team on Bezer’ g to maintain contamination precautions.”

Shan seemed placated, or at least the jask scent vanished and her shoulders dropped alittle. But her
expresson—or totd lack of it—Ileft Esganikan floundering for cues.

“Y ou might be able to remove ¢’ naatat from humans, if you haveto,” said Shan. “ Shapakti ran the tests.”

“But not from wess har. He said so. And that iswhy you stay here, because one of your jurg’ ve cannot
be restored to his norma condition.”

Shan tilted her head very dowly, just afraction. For amoment Esganikan wondered if she was
developing wess har pupils and needed to incline her head to focus better. But it seemed to be only a
mannerism.

“I’d never abandon him,” said Shan. She made amove towards the exit and paused at the hatchway.
“Hée' s been through enough.”

“Commendable. Will you come to Umeh tomorrow?’
“Do you need meto?’
“Y ou want to see what might take place on your former homeworld. Y ou may bring your jurgj’ve.”

Shan remained impassive, unreadable. “How long?’



“Aslong asyouwigh.”
“Okay. A few days. I'll front up tomorrow morning. | assume you' re fill going to have access here.”

Thiswas delicate politics. The F nar matriarchs didn’t want along-term Eqgbas base on Wess g.
Esganikan was withdrawing to Bezer’ g, where Shapakti’ s team had begun decontamination procedures
of theirradiated area.

“Wewill maintain contact with the colony on Mar’an’ cas, and we will visit F nar,” said Esganikan.
“Eddieiscoming to Umeh.”

“I bet he' sin afeeding frenzy,” said Shan, making no sense. “ See you tomorrow.”

Aitass watched her leave, head tracking like a.cannon turret. Esganikan waited for the data to transmit
from the Earthsde I TX node. Shewould examineit later with Shapakti and the rest of the environmental
interventionist team.

“Do you have plansfor Shan Frankland, Commander?’

“I need aneutral human to accompany us,” said Esganikan. “The Congtantine colonists have their own
agendaon return to Earth. Shan Frankland sees matters more from the universal perspective.”

“She sunwilling.”

“Everything | know of her tells me she was an isan long before she acquired wess har genes. She'll doa
matriarch’s duty when the time comes.”

“Shewon't leave her maes.”
“She can bring them with her.”
“But shefears ¢’ naatat entering Earth’s population.”

“| doubt that she understandsthe level of our biohazard precautions.” Esganikan decided she could utilize
Eddie Michdlat if it cametoit, but she far preferred Shan Frankland. She had the measure of her
commitment: she didn’t put her own species above al others. And she was asister matriarch. “ Perhaps
she doesn’'t want to return to Earth anyway.”

“Perhaps she has had her fill of responshility,” said Aitass.

Esganikan doubted it. If there was one thing she understood about Shan, it was that she couldn’t get
enough of it. She would tire of not being the decision maker. She seemed to think the universe was her

persond responghility.

If dl humans thought that way, the task ahead would be far easier. Only those who did could be alowed
to survive,
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“Y ou hiding from Frankland?’ asked Mart Barencoin.

Ade glanced up from the fan of playing cardsin his hand, conscious of the stares of the rest of his Royal
Marine detachment. The five men and women had embarked with him in Thetiswhat seemed like a
lifetime ago, when hewas dill aregular human being; they’ d been asgood asfamily.

There was Jon Becken, ablond kid in histwenties, and the two engineer-trained commandos Sue
Webster and Bulwant Singh Chaha. Martin Barencoin was agood bloke for dl his mouth, and Ismat
Qureshi, who had to cheet abit to make the minimum height and weight to pass selection, could drop a
man twice her Sze. They werea solid team. It flt asif they’ d been here forever and not just two years.

“No,” Adelied, thinking of the here and now again. “I just want to play cardswith my oppos. Got a
problem with that?”’

Barencoin shrugged and went back to studying his hand. They might have been kicked out of the Corps
but they till behaved like marines, and he was till their bloody sergeant. He could shut Barencoin up.

Theair was cool and scented with wet green scents of vegetablesthat didn’t grow on Earth. Wess har
went about their business around them, depositing produce and other itemsthey didn’t need and selecting
items|eft by others; they were totaly communa and greed didn’t seem to crosstheir minds. They took
no notice of the six human soldiers who had set up an informa mess deck in the nearest thing F nar had
toaforma public building.

Y es, they were dien. And Ade had their genesinside him now. He checked every day for changesto his
body but so far al he had devel oped was an absence of body hair and bioluminescence around his
tattoos. It made taking apissatruly surreal experience.

“You going to tell usabout it, Sarge?’ Qureshi kept her eyesfixed on her cards. “How did Commander
Nevilletakeit in theend?’

Oh shit. It. Death; or not death in this case. At least he could tell some kind of truth, but he had no idea
how hewould ever tdl them exactly what he had done.

“Cdmly,” hesad.
“And Rayat?’
“Same”

Ade thought they looked disappointed. None of them had liked Rayat from day one, and when he turned
out to be a spook their mood of told-you-so was overwhel ming. There was an unspoken assumption that
he wouldn't die well. Ade wondered if he should have told them otherwise; but that was shabby. The
bastard could takeit. Like Shan, he could face worse than desth.

Y ou were ready to take that dive, weren't you? And now you' re bloody relieved Rayat and Neville did it
for you. You'reacoward, like Dad always said.

Ade closed hiseyes asfirmly as he could, pressng down hislids for amoment to shut out the shame and
hisfather’ svoice. Qureshi laid her cards on the makeshift table of an upturned crate, starting with the ace
of spades. She seemed to have taken his expression asasign he had a crap hand.

“Twenty-one,” she said. “ Anyone stupid enough to play me again? Sue? Y ou up for it?’
“Yeah,” said Webster, and passed her hand to Chahal for shuffling. “What are we going to play for this



time?’

“I"'m out of chili sauce”
“Awww, shit.”

“It lasted three years.”

“lzzy, you can eat anything aslong as you' ve got chili sauce. How long before we can harvest the
habafieros?’

“Four months. Even with Shapakti’slighting.”

They' d sneaked afew chili plantsinto the experimenta rainforest habitat that the Eqbas biologist had
created to test the resurrection process of the gene bank. He had two blue and gold macawsin there,
real ones. They could even speak egbas u now. Shapakti didn’t mind the marines sticking afew pots of
seedlingsin the habitat because he knew they missed home comfortsjust like he did. The make-believe
forest was a nice place to retreat to—underground, sealed, and oddly full of the smells and sounds and
textures of Earth.

But | don’'t belong on Earth any more.

“What we going to do, then?’ Becken scratched the scar on his nose. “We re not much use here, apart
from gardening.”

“Got to eat,” said Qureshi. Theterrestrid cropstook time and effort, even within the biobarrier that Aras
had created for them. It was sobering when you had to grow everything you ate. “Got to get more chili
sauceonline”

“Anyone fancy asking the colonistsif they want us helping out on Mar’ an’ cas?’ Webgter,
engineer-trained, like Chahal, was till set on getting running water and hegt exchangers set up inthe
refugee camp. “We can try again.”

“The ungrateful fuckerstold usto piss off, remember?’ said Barencoin. “Y ou know, when we arrested
their mate. They'retouchy likethat.”

“They might have calmed down now they’ ve got adate for going home,” said Qureshi. “And there' sthis
Chridian forgivenessthing, right?’

“lzzy, we handed what' s-his-face over to Esganikan for execution.”
“Jonathan,” said Webster.

“Y eah, Jonathan. | think that’ s al we' ve donein three sodding years, isn't it? Arrested some bastard or
other for someone e seto deal with. Frankland, Jonathan, Neville, Rayat. Oh, but Ade managed to dot
Dr. Gavindl on hisown. That's something.”

“Sily cow shouldn’'t have got in the crossfire,” said Qureshi sourly. “Ade and | dotted someisenj too. So
you can shut it.”

Ade had never lost deep over Galvin. That surprised him. But she' d ignored the curfew and every safety
warning; somehow, she didn't fal into the category of women he should have protected, and he wasn't
surewhy.

“It'snot home,” Ade said. “Earth isn't their home. They’ ve been herefor generations.”



“Bezer'g,” sad Chahd. “Not here. Not Wess'g.”

“Okay, Bezer’' g, then.” If Adelooked outside now, he might have seen the cloud-marbled crescent of
Wess g’ stwin planet. “They dways planned to go back one day. It wastheir misson. But if we' re going
to fed like spare pricks at awedding back home, how are they going to cope?’

“I didn’t think you were going back,” said Qureshi.
“No, I'mnot.”
“Then what' sthiswe?”’

Whatever the court martial back on Earth had decided in their absence, they clung to their routine and
discipline—and identity. That was something no government could take away from them. And Ade found
it very hard not to think of himsdf aswe.

“Shan says she' sgoing to seeif she can get the court martid finding quashed,” he said. “ A pardon. Back
ingde”

“Wadl, hoo-fucking-ray.” Barencoin leaned alittle to the left so awess har could get past him with alarge
crate. He didn't glance up from close ingpection of the hand he had been dedlt. “ The Defense Ministry
ligensto her, do they?”’

“Watch your mouth. She' sthe only person who gives afuck what happensto us.” Ade bristled. That
was Shan he was talking about, hismissus, the love of hislife, the Boss: he wouldn't tolerate disrespect
from anyone. “ And when you get back home, it’ Il be the Egbaswho'll be looking out for you, not the
frigging FEU.”

They could handle anything; they were dl Extreme Environment Warfare Cadre. They’ d skydived from
orbit, camped out on ice floes, and fought in jungle and city. But being dismissed the service along with
Lindsay Nevillefor the Bezer’ g bombing was the one thing that upended them.

“It wasalawful order,” said Barencoin. “At least transporting the stuff was, so don’t go al bloody guilty
again. Thefireworkswere dl Commander Nevill€' sdoing. She never even gave us any orders about
that—and she did it hersdlf, so there was &t |east one scrap of decency in the bitch.”

“Yeah, you argued, Mart.”
“Sodidyou.”
“Should have done more than argue.”

“And then what does that make you? We ve got rules. That's why we' ve got rules, so that we don't
decide to do stuff we' ve not been asked to do by the €lected government, and turn into some fucking
uniformed mob like some bananarepublic’ sarmy storming the Parliament building.”

“Okay.”

“No, not okay. Theway it is. Thinking for yoursdlf is one thing, having an opt-out army is another. It
might look principled to you, but it’ s asking for fucking chaos.”

“Loads of people have made a stand in the past.”

“For Chrissakes, Ade, there was no stand to make. How would you have stopped Neville, and why?
Sotted her? Redly? Isthat lawful? Once you sign on theline, the overdl objectiveisn’'t your call.”



Shan thought the same as Barencoin, but Ade couldn’t hide behind. ..well, sophistry. That was what
Shan cdlled bullshit excuses. If the marines hadn’t hel ped land the devices on Bezer’ g, Lindsay Neville
wouldn't have been able to do it on her own. Nor would Rayat.

It wasthe kind of cal you could only makein hindsight. He il felt he should have madeit.

Thewess har didn’t, though. They had weird ideas about guilt and respongbility. They’d blown up
Actaeon and wiped out entire isenj colonies on Bezer’ g in retribution, but as far as they were concerned
the marines were innocent and Lindsay Neville and Mohan Rayat were guilty. Wess har didn’t think like
humans

“Y ou want the court martid finding overturned too?’ said Chahdl. “If they quash it, you' ve got to go
back, haven't you?’

“I'll settlefor resgning. | can't go anywhere” Therewas no point telling them the technicalities of
removing ¢ naatat and why—c' naatat or not—he had to stay with Shan and Aras. Hetook hisfighting
knifefrom hisbelt and drew the blade down theinsde of hisforearm, letting blood well from the cut. It
hurt like hell. He needed to do this, to show them what it did until they redlly thought it through just the
way he had night after night. “ Take agood look at thisand ask if you want adose getting loose on Earth.
"Cos| don't think you do.”

Sometimes even he needed to seeit for himself to believe what had happened to him. The marinessmply
stared, and he was aware they were looking at hisface rather than the rapidly healing wound on hisarm.

“Y eah, you' re not going anywhere, are you?’ said Barencoin. “ Just aswell you' ve got Frankland to keep
youwarm.”

| wish. I've blown it now, | reckon. She'll never let me touch her now. She' sfucking furious.
“Yeah,” said Ade.

Webster turned away and fanned out her cardsin her hand, looking unimpressed. “We ve got afew
yearsto sit out before we can head home. I’ d rather concentrate on getting through that first. I’ snot a
given”

“We could go back to Umeh,” said Chahd.
“They’rekicking off acivil war by al accounts”
“That’ swhat we do best.” Chahal inspected his cards. “War and stuff.”

Qureshi looked morein need of asquare med than ever. She was getting too thin. “Whose sde? It’ s not
our war. And what use are we going to be to them? The Eqbas have kit that makes the ESF670 |ook
likeawater pigtal.”

So that was what was gnawing at them now; they weren't the top of the military food chain any longer.
Ade consdered that. It hadn’t struck him before. He till clung to his professiona pride because it made
him who hewas, but getting kicked out didn’t dent that half as much asredlizing you weren't the best any

longer.
Morae needed boosting. He was still the bloody sergeant.

“Buck up, you buggers,” he said. “Pound for pound, a Roya can till show them how it’sdone.”



Qureshi managed a grin. Even Barencoin, the miserable bastard, seemed placated. When did Mart get so
sour? Ade laid down his cards and stood up.

“I’'mgoing for my run.”
“SQuit yoursdlf,” said Barencoin, dl disbdlief.

Adewasn't lying. Heredlly did run each day, through the center of the city and the dleysthat threaded
through the bottom of the calderaand out onto the plain itsalf. He ran every day because routine
meattered. Routine gave you discipline and structure, two lifeines he clung to.

The wess har were used to him now; they knew he ran for no purpose other than to stay fit even though
¢’ naatat didn’t need to worry about that. But today he was running to catch Shan as she returned from

visting Esganikan’s camp.

He stopped at the pearl-coated pillars of basdt at the city boundary, running his fingertips over the
polished surfaces. Thefine drizzlewas till faling. For F nar, thiswas a cold winter, and there had even
been snow for afew days. Sometimes the place fdlt like home aslong ashe didn’t look at the dien
vegetation and wildlife, and even then he found some echoes of familiarity in them. Maybe that wasthe

legacy of Aras smemories, carried on the blood that Shan had mingled with hiswhen she head-butted
him.

Y ou shot her. Y ou helped capture her for Lindsay and Rayat. Jesus, if she can forgive you for that,
maybe she can forget you infected them.

Eventudly Shan appeared in the distance, striding in that piss-off way that defied anyoneto stand in her
path. Ade decided she must have been afearsome presence in uniform when she patrolled Reading
Metro. Shewas still bloody scary now.

Shit, he loved her. He loved her because she was scary and aways knew what to do when things went
pear-shaped. She had anice arse, too.

He wondered how angry she could get with him; she’ d kicked the shit out of Rayat, but it wasn't physica
pain he dreaded, just rgjection. Whatever it took to get back in her good books, he'd do it.

Shan didn't meet his eyes as she walked. She drew level with him, hands thrust in her pockets, and then
stopped to Sare at his hair.

“Needs cutting,” shesaid. “I never redized you had curly hair.”

Ade ran his hand sdlf-conscioudy across his head, wiping avay beads of water. He needed to take the
clipperstoit. “Sorry. Y ou told Esganikan about Bezer' 7’

“Yes. She doesn’'t seem to give atoss. Funny, isn't it? | expected her to go barmy.”

“Oh.” Shan was doing her dow burn. He preferred it when she just blew up and got it over with. He
aways thought he knew what her flash-to-bang time was. “Y ou give a shit, though, Boss.”

“Ohyeah.”
“What are you going to do?’

“Dowhat | used to do in EnHaz, | suppose—assesstherisk and contain it. Something tellsme | ought to
go and finish the job, but I’ m not sure how to carry out a detonation under weter.”



“1 meant about me and Aras.”

“Ah. That.” Shan looked carefully blank. “ Continue fedling pissed off and let down, and work out why.”
She started walking and he followed her. It was worse than a punch in the face, and he' d had afew of
those. She had her detached copper’ s voice on now, the one that he knew she used when dealing with
those who meant nothing to her. “ See, Ade, | don’t know if I'm pissed off because you did something |
spaced mysdlf to avoid doing, or because you and Aras competed to see who could run out on methe
fastest, or because you created a major environmenta hazard. When | work that out, then I’ decide
how fucking angry I’ll be.”

Ade wanted to make things smple for her. He wanted to stop her feeling obliged to take him on just
because she' d infected him by accident. He wanted her to have ahappy life at last with Aras, whether
that included him or not.

“| thought | wasin the way, Boss.”
“I'll tell you when you'rein theway. Okay?’

They walked on through the damp gleaming dleys and up the narrow steps cut into the rock. He couldn’t
bear the cold silence and tried to force a conversation.

“Boss, whatever you decideto do, I'll help you sort it.”

“I don’t know what to do. That happens sometimes. | don’'t have al the answers.”

“What would you have done differently?’

Shedidn’t even pause for breath. “ Dumped those two bastards in the water and let them drown.”

“Evenif the bezeri asked for someoneto stay with them?’ If either of us deep with her, ¢ naatat will
transfer our memories. She'll find out about Aras anyway. | might aswell get that over with, too. “They
asked Arasto stay with them weeks ago. He wasin aright state about it.”

“Oh, and he never thought to mention it to me? Fucking greet.”
“There were thingsyou didn’t tell him, remember? Like being the DNA donor for the bioweapon?’
“Y eah. Thereé snothing wrong with my recall.”

“And...” Adewasn't arguing with her, he was sure of that. She' d et the wess har use her DNA to
create the pathogen that would kill any human who set foot on Bezer' g. She' d left Arasto grieve. He
just wanted her to see how decisions got made, and that she made them the sameway. “Y ou ran out on
him, inaway.”

“I did.” Her voice dropped. “But | till didn’t hand over ¢ naatat.”

“Y eah, but you il infected me, accidentdly or not.”

“I nutted you after you emptied afrigging clip into me.”

“But motive doesn’t matter, doesit? That's the wess har way.”

“Yeah. | sucked vacuum for months thanksto you, but I'm al better now, so no harm done, eh?’

Oh shit. “Boss—’



“Just pissoff or shut up. Y ou choose.”

Shan’s coat flapped as she climbed ahead of him in silence. The caldera echoed with the thud of boots
and the occasond double warbling note of wess har fema es making thet territorid call that unnerved
him. Even Nevyan did it. It was very animad. Ade felt suddenly crushed and done.

I’ve fucked this up completely. How do | get her to even like me again?

Hefollowed her into the house. Aras was grinding soybeansto extract the milk and asmell like wet
cardboard filled the room. He looked up and then carried on with histask usng one of the hand-mills that
had once been used in Congtantine.

“I"'m going to Umeh tomorrow for afew days,” Shan said. “But I'm not sureif | want to leave you two
buggers on your own. | can’t trust you.”

“Take Ade” said Aras.
“Y ou got areason for staying here?’
Aras held up the bowl of beans. “ A great dedl of soy to process. And Black isunwell.”

Black and White were two of thelab ratsthat Aras had seized from Rayat back on Bezer' g, in the days
when hejust seemed to be an irritating scientist in need of agood hiding to make him understand what no
meant. That was two years ago: Black and White were now old and frail. Araswasfond of them. Al
animalswere peopleto him.

Shan cast aglance at the cage on the storage cabinet. “1 want your word on that.”

Arastipped the pulverized beansinto asieve and let the milky liquid run through into abowl. “I'll ill be
here when you get back.”

“If you'renot,” she said, “don’t expect me to come running after you.”

She disappeared into the room she shared with Aras and didn’t close the door. Ade could hear the snap
of fabric and the ripping sound of her grip being opened. She was packing.

He glanced at Araswith the solidarity of abrother. “ At least she hasn’t kicked us out. That' sadart.”

Aras shrugged just like a human. It was dmost possible to forget that he' d sarted life asawess har. “If
you accompany her to Umeh, it gives you some private time to copulate with her. She may well takea
less hogtile view when she' s bonded with you.”

Adewinced. There was crude, and then there was cold. Aras was gill wess har at heart, and they were
now in the odd world of wess har genetic transfer, where females and males passed DNA across
membranes and changed each other at the cdllular level. C' naatat was dmost made for wess har. But
Adedidn’t see sex likethat at all. He just wanted Shan, and the idea that she would be bonded to him
smply because they swapped genesfet grim and soulless. He wanted her to choose him. He wanted her
tolovehim.

“I'll let you know if | come back with my nutsintact,” said Ade. “That' s probably the best | can hope
for.”

“I expect ¢ naatat could grow them again,” Aras said, and Ade was—as ever—unsure if he wasjoking
or being scrupuloudy wess har-literd.



Adedidn’t have Eddi€ s gift of the gab, and Shan wasimmune to flattery anyway. He had to dedl with
her like abloke. No crap. Just thefacts. She' d eat him diveif hetried to cgole her.

The bedroom door opened. Shan stood with her fists on her hips and for amoment Ade braced for a
broadside. She' d heard them. Coppers had some uncanny natural radar. Her lips parted.

“There' sonething | want to say to you two,” she said. Her face was drained of blood, made even whiter
by the contrast with her black hair, and she’ d obvioudy been chewing over the earlier conversations.
“Loydty. You can do what the fuck you like, but there’ s one thing | demand from you two and that’s
loyalty. Y ou do not go behind my back. Y ou do not decide what' s best for me. Isthat clear?”’

Adenodded, silent. “Yes, isan,” said Aras.

She didn’t have to say she wasthe Guv’ nor. Ade was glad she was, and he knew Arasliked it that way
t00. Wess har matriarchs ran the show. A femae who could punch her own weight and then some was
norma here; but it was still both sobering and arousing to stand within striking distance of that kind of
dominance.

Shan stared at them for afew moments asif she was going to say something else, then turned and went
back into the bedroom, where she packed audibly. Given how little she carried with her, she took along
timedoingit.

“’Ras, show me how to do that soybean thing,” said Ade, looking for diverson. A Roya Marine could
do anything. He' d make soy milk and tofu and even bloody cakesif he had to. “Might aswell be useful.”

It was aslent and awkward day, and an uncommunicative evening.
That night, Shan dept on the sofa.
Bezer' g: continentd shelf, Ouzhari

Lindsay Neville fumbled with the signa lamp, knedling in the cold mud, now able to detect everything
around her for some distance.

She couldn’t call it seeing. She could detect light and she could see alot better than she should have been
ableto in these black depths, but she could aso visuaize contours and densities and movement. She had
no idea how; she had an urge to open her mouth wide, and somehow images were forming in her mind.
At first they had reminded her of grainy reproductions of carved reliefs, but now they were much sharper.
She could detect fine detall.

She could see Mohan Rayat, Sitting on the seabed and groping around him asif hewasn't surewhere he
was.

Oh my god oh my god oh my god I’ ve changed into something else and I'm not me anymore and—
Rayat put his hand to his neck.
Hehad gills.

Lindsay had to know. She knew before she touched her throat but it was still a shock when her
fingertips—cold, but not numb—fdlt soft unfamiliar spaces under her jaw.

Shefdt her lips part in areflex that would have been ayelp of shock but it never emerged. Shelet her
arm drop to her sde and found she was till clutching the signa lamp. Would she dways need it to talk to



the bezeri? Might she devel op the bioluminescence, and then the language?
| won't be human then. What am | now, anyway?
She put eternity out of her mind. Even planets died in the end, and their oceans with them.

Great billowing shapes with tentacles trailing moved towards her in pulsng movements, propeling
themselves with jets of water. They settled in asemicircle, tranducent and yet acomplex sac of dense
tissuefilled with voids of varying sizes, rippling pinpoints of colorsthrough their mantlesin dazzling
patterns.

Lindsay activated the Sgnd lamp and held it up.

At firgt she heard random chatter booming from the device asit picked up and trandated the light
patterns from the bezeri. Then she moved it so that it was facing straight a one of the creatures.

Y ou never thought what your bombswould do to us.

Lindsay’ sbrain merged the multilayered image of light and density and faint eectrica impulses. Isthis
how Shan sees things? She chose her words carefully.

“I didn’t know they contained cobalt. I'm truly sorry.”
Thelamp flared asequence of colors. There was no way of knowing how well it trandated.
We may not survive even now. There aretoo few of us.

Lindsay was aware of movement behind her. Rayat was picking hisway through the mud, trying to
baancein unfamiliar terrain and currents.

“WEll hepyou,” she said. Thelamp projected her words. “ Give usachance.”
“Givemethelamp,” said Rayat.

“Sod off. I'll do thetalking.” She focused on the bezeri again. Concentrating kept her panic under
control. It stopped her thinking about what was happening to her and what would happen for an
unimaginabletimeto come. “What do | call you?’

Y ou will retrieve our archives and help us preserve them. They are dl we have left. If wedie out, then at
least we leave some existence behind us.

Perhapsthey hadn’t understood. “ Do you use names? I’'m Lindsay Neville”
Eecenz.

It took Lindsay afew momentsto grasp what the bezeri was saying. It was trying to pronounce her
name.

“Lindsay,” she repeated.
Leeenz.
“Yes Leenz.”

Saib.



“Saib.” Lindsay repested it. “ Saib.”
| am apatriarch. My children are dead.

“My childisdead, too,” said Lindsay. David, premature David, who would have survived if Shan had
given him alittle of her dtered blood. “I can understand that much.”

How will you egt?
Rayat cut in. “C naatat will enable usto digest anything, I'm sure of that.”

Thelamp didn’t trand ate; Rayat was beyond the range of the mike. Lindsay hadn’t even thought about
the daily routine of life, and the fact she had overlooked that appalled her. She had to get agrip.

Could you starve to degth if you carried ¢’ naatat? Shan survived months drifting in space without a suit;
Lindsay didn’t want to test what ¢’ naatat could force her to survive at this depth. And as soon as she
thought of that, she remembered something that she was sure she' d never experienced.

A gorillareached out with itslesther glove of ahand, staring her in the eye, and withdrew. Then it rubbed
itspamin acircular motion over its chest followed by afist-on-pam gesture, over and over again.
Lindsay felt shame and regret so overwhelming that it made her shut her eyesinvoluntarily, but it wasn't
her memory.

It was Shan’s. Eddie had told her about it: the gorillawas asking for help, but Shan hadn’t understood
until yearslater. It haunted her.

| don’t want your memories but you' re welcome to mine. That' swhat Ade had said when he transferred
the paradite to her, making sure her blood didn’t contaminate his. Genetic memory; another little add-on
that ¢ naatat had picked up aong the way. Lindsay had no ideawhat alien memorieswould surfacein
her, and that was an extralayer of the nightmare she had to deal with.

But it was afitting punishment for bringing a species dmost to extinction. And, unlike those who had
wiped out the dodo and the tiger and the orangutan, she was now at the mercy of her victims.

Shan would havetold her that it served her bloody well right.

Saib seemed impatient. We have many records to gather. They are scattered al over thisregion. He
shimmered with pulsing violet rings of light and began to move away. Three others moved with him, onea
constant, unchanging deep blue, the other adowly changing palette of scarlet and green that lost itsred
hues as it moved further away. We haveto hurry.

Lindsay didn’t ask why. She began walking behind Saib and his companions asif shewastrudging
through deep snow, Hill trying to walk when she should have been swimming. “Come on, Rayat. Do as
you're bloody told.”

“It' sgoing to be something like raw shrimp and jelyfish,” he said.

She swayed alittle and then found hersdf striking out, lifting her legs, swvimming.
“What is?’

“Lunch”

Lindsay wondered how she was going to spend eternity trapped with Rayat. Concentrating on familiar
loathing stopped her thinking about what she was becoming, and how shewould get through the next



hour without going insane.
Jgjeno city, Ebj region, Umeh: Egbas Vorhi ship 886-001-005-6, Ebj airspace
“Shit,” said Shan.

It wasthe first time she' d seen Umeh and it was every nightmare she’ d ever had in Environmental Hazard
Enforcement. The Eqgbas ship hung about 1,000 meters above the surface of the city. Thenitsforward
bulkhead and part of the deck became suddenly transparent.

She put her hand out ingtinctively to steedy hersdf. Shefdt like she wasfdling; she' d done this before.
She' d stared down through the viewplate of an automated shuttle asit plummeted towards the surface of
Bezer' g for thefirgt time and the sensation made her nearly throw up.

For asecond, she was close to doing that again.

Tight-packed buildings spread below her. There was nothing €l se but buildings upon buildings upon
buildings, without the relief of greenery or open spaces or bodies of water. She' d seen Eddi€’ sfootage
of Jgeno but it didn’'t come close to capturing the sheer scale of the urbanization.

Home, said an uninvited feding in her chest. Home.

Shetagged it as the scrap of isenj in her that went with the genetic memory. The movement she could see
was packed bodies, ablack and brown carpet of isenj moving through the impossibly crowded streets of
the capital. That wasinsde her, somewhere.

“Shit,” she said again. Crowded cities meant high casudtiesin any disagter; unthinkably crowded ones
like Jgeno set off all her copper’ s emergency responses. She braced hersdf not to attempt to organize
things. “Remind me not to gpply for aposting here. How the hdll do they manage an environment like
that?’

At least the deck was mostly opague. Where it was wholly transparent, an Eqbas crew member gazed
down apparently unconcerned. Shan decided that she could manage that too, and stedled hersdlf to step
into the trangparent section to look down, overriding al her brain’s hardwired ins stence that she would
fdl.

Eddiejoined her in contemplating the city benegth their feet, as casud asthe Eqbas. His bee cam—the
szeof asmdl orange—settled alittle above the deck, recording silently. Shan wondered if Eddie was
putting on ashow of bravado when he was actudly shitting himsalf. Looking down on the city, shefelt
likeatourigt in Hell.

“I can remember when thiswas dl fields,” Eddie said cheerfully.

Ade chuckled. He hadn’t said aword since they embarked. Shan wondered how she could cal atruce
with him now and waited for Eddi€ s reaction.

“Who do you actualy know in the isenj government now, Eddie?’ Y ou got Ud killed, you tosser. That's
what happenswhen you play & politics. “Any favorsto cal in?’

He shrugged. If hefdt any responshility for hispart in Ud’ s desth, he was doing agood job of hidingit.
She suspected hewas. “Raass. Ud’saide.”

“Well, a least we |l get acup of coffee, then.”



“I’'m good at making contacts. Trust my charm.”

Shan could see Serrimissani and Aitass talking to Esganikan in her periphera vison. Ussiss were
scrupuloudy neutrd; they might have evolved aongside the wess har on Eqbas Vorhi, but they dso
moved across the galaxy with them, and they saw no conflict of interestsin working for theisenj on
Umeh. Neither did the wess har. Ussiss didn't take sides and wess har were completely comfortable
with that. It was apolitical and social concept that defeated most humans, and Shan was't sure she

grasped it hersdlf.

And yet they were loya. She thought of Vijiss, who wouldn’t leave her side even when she spaced
hersdlf, and wondered if they had found his body yet.

| demand loydty. But when | get it, it just makes mefed guilty.

The ship—which had no name, just a pennant code of ten digits—moved dowly towards the dome of
Umeh Station and she caught sight of agaping black crater fringed with shattered stumps of masonry. As
her eye moved out dong the blast radius, the buildings became more complete and identifiable; but the
shimmering river of movement made from living isenj was missing. Shetried to estimate the Size of the
devastated area.

“Jgeno’ santiaircraft battery, aswas,” Eddie said helpfully. “Right in the center of the city. It madethe
mistake of opening fire on Esganikan when she cameinto land last time.”

“And they’ re letting us come back?’
“Y ou wait till you see the Egbas countermeasuresin action.”

Ade knelt down on the transparent section of deck and braced his elbows oniit to get a better look. Shan
squatted down beside him. It was surprising how fast you could get used to the disorientation, especialy
when you didn’t want to lose face.

“I don’'t see anything in theway of ground defenses,” he said. “But then the wess har don’t invade, do
they?”

The matriarchs of Wess g didn't: but the Eqbas wess har did. Shan thought of the number of casudties
and the chaos that an explosion of that size would have caused. It had been along time since she' d done
that kind of police work—cordoning streets, evacuating people, searching for body parts, bagging and
tagging them—and in away she missed it. Decisions had been smple and immediate. But her choices
now wereincreasingly complex.

“Arethey too scared to fire on us?’” Will Earth be?“What' s happening?’
“You'll see” said Eddie.

Umeh Station was now almost immediately beneeth them. The faceted sections of its dome gaveit the
appearance of aglittering, wind-whipped lake in the hazy sunlight, and then two bronze blobslike molten
meta began faling dowly away from the hull towardsit.

The ship was disassembling itsdlf; it was splitting off sections and landing them. Shuttles. Shan had seen
theliquid technology of the Egbas, but watching avessdl dissolve beneath you was on the
bowel-loosening side of fascinating. She thought of the metal hull of Aras s craft that had crumbled to
harmless dust after crashing. It wasn't reassuring.

“I thought they’ d make us rapid-rope down there,” she said, findly offering Ade an olive branch. She



couldn’t stand his quiet misery. Shit, sheloved the bastard. She was actudly in love, which was new for
her and not at al like the more gradual love she’ d developed for Aras. Ade was one of the few whally
decent people she' d ever known, and an appealing mix of genuine modesty and solid, textbook
masculinity. She found she had no defenses|eft even if she couldn’t say the words. “ Sod that.”

“If we cut our dtitude.” He smiled, al eager gratitude. “I could train you, you know.”
“It'snot likel can do mysdlf any permanent damage, isit?’
“Easy. Piece of piss, Boss. Honest.”

The deck became instantly opague. Esganikan strode across to them and pointed downwards. “The
biodome is crowded. Y ou might prefer to return to the ship’s accommodation to deep.”

She ushered the three of them towards the forward bulkhead, Serrimissani and Aitass following. Shan
wasn't wholly prepared for what happened next. The deck sagged benegath her boots. Her ingtinct was
that shewasfaling, that something was going horribly wrong, but the logica part of her brain gavethe
adarmed monkey within asteadying dap that said it’ sjust the ship reforming, stupid.

And it did. It deformed and flowed into awell and then engulfed them in acapsule, liketropicd fishina
plastic bag, safe but trapped. Ade caught her elbow to steady her.

Eddie looked dightly shaken but said nothing. Shan imagined he' d had hisfair share of closecdls.
“Y ou redlize you' re probably going to run into the Thetis payload,” he said.
“Thenit'll belikeold times,” said Shan.

The last three scientists from her origina mission were in Umeh Station now. Surendra Parekh had been
executed, and Louise Galvin killed in crossfire with isenj; Sabine Mesevy had found god among the
Congtantine colonists, and Rayat was with the bezeri. That left Vani Paretti, Olivier Champciaux and the
mission’ sdoctor, KrisHugd.

They were the harmless ones, except maybe for Hugdl. If Hugel came after her again about bloody
C naatat, she' d dot the bitch thistime. Shan did her hand into the back of her belt and felt the comforting
shape of her 9mm handgun. Antique tech worked just fine.

The bronze globule of shiplet peeled away and ascended back to the main hull, leaving them standing in
front of the dome in the shadow cast by the massive ship. A wide access road—a rare open spacein
Jgeno—tinged the building. For the first time Shan wondered what reception she might get, or if anyone
would even know who shewas. Too bad. Shedidn’t give afuck. Shewaswell used to being the last
person anyone wanted to see walk through the door.

Eddie nudged her in the back. “Look.”

Above her, the piece of Egbas ship codesced with the main vessdl. Shan noticed the faint shimmer like a
heat haze distorting the cityscape. So that was the defensive barrier. It reminded her of the biobarrier that
separated the Congtantine colony from the Wess g environment.

“It’ slike being under an upturned glass,” said Eddie. “Buit at least you don't need a breather mask inside
the perimeter. I'm not sureif it makes mefed safe or trapped.”

“Safe” sad Ade, adjudting hisrifleonitsding. “Takeit from me”



The airlock opened and Shan walked through first, even ahead of Esganikan. It never occurred to her to
hang back, even though she wasn't sure where she was going. Umeh Station was hot and crowded, like

an upmarket mall full of peoplein nava uniformsor coverals. Vines covered the interior and therewasa
fountain with incongruoudy attractive foliage plantsin the main plaza area, including adwarf bananatree

with hands of fruit forming onit. Ade seemed very interested in the bananas.

Umeh Station had been designed for two hundred but now housed three hundred stranded humans, dll
that were left of the Actaeon mission. Everyone who was not here—everyone who had chosen to stay on
board the FEU warship—was dead, killed because the wess har had destroyed the ship in retaliation for
the bombing of Ouzhari and the deaths of Vijiss...and hersdlf.

Jesus Chrigt. I'm walking in here dive. And they’ re dead.

It topped the list of bizarre momentsin her career. Maybe Actaeon’s crew would find it equally weird.
And if she' d doubted they’ d know who she was, she was wrong.

Who € se could she have been?

“Herewe go,” said Eddie. He tossed the bee cam afew inchesinthe air asif hewasflipping acoin and it
floated obediently beside him. Shan was aware of Esganikan watching with faint curiosity. “Don't bite
anyon€e s head off, will you?’

The slence started afew metersfrom her and spread, the hum of voicesfading in concentric ringslike a
shockwave traveling out from a detonation. She could dmost seeit. For a copper, it wasn't an unusua

reception.
But she was a dead woman. They’ d been sure of it. So had she.

Site contractors and crew stared. Shan stared back as only she could, hands on hips, feet apart,
something she' d honed to perfection over the years. Then they suddenly appeared to have something
more pressing to do and walked away. The hum of conversation filled the dome again. Ade nudged her.
It was only then that she redlized he was standing behind her with hisriflein hishands, finger outsde the
trigger guard but leaving no doubt about his ability tofire.

“And | thought it was my friendly face” shesaid.

“Might have been, Boss” He dung therifle again. “Y ou can look like abulldog chewing awasp when
you put your mind toit.”

Shan waited for Esganikan to make amove. “Thisdoesn't strike me as an idedl place for your
headquarters.”

“Itisnot,” said Esganikan. “But it isaneutra point for theisenj, and convenient to contain for thetime
being. Ud’ sreplacement is meeting us here for discussons about the environmenta readjustment of
Umeh.”

Eddie and Ade glanced at each other and Shan knew exactly what they were thinking. For a speciesthat
had never had aneed for diplomacy, Egbas had a curious collection of terms that sounded like
euphemismsin trandation, ahabit they certainly didn’t have. They adjusted planets. They culled and they
rolled back ecosystemns and they restored, whether the dominant species on that planet wanted it or
not—especidly if they didn’'t want it.

Ua had invited them to solve Umeh' senvironmental problems knowing what he would unleash. Thiswas
the Northern Assembly’ sterritory. Therest of Umeh hadn’t been consulted.



Thiswasadry run for Earth’slikely fate. Shan decided to take careful notes.
“So who replaced Ual?” asked Eddie. “ Can’'t be Par Shomen Eit. HE stoo senior.”

“I was surprised by their choice,” said Esganikan. “But intheend, it is, asyou say, academic. She does
not speak English or egbas u. Aitass will interpret.”

“Bugger,” said Eddie. “I’d rather got used to Ud’s command of language. Poor bastard.”

Shan was starting to fed conspicuous. She was aware of afew people stopping to ook, and one of them
was very familiar. It was Olivier Champciaux, the geologist from the Thetis mission; he stopped dead and
gave her agtrange little-boy wave. Shefound hersdf haf waving back.

“Wherever we' re meeting theisen;, let’sgo and st down,” said Shan. “I hate standing around.”

She followed Esganikan’ s bobbing red plume across the dome, with the two ussiss sKittering acrossthe
smooth composite floor behind the Egbas commands. They dropped onto their rear four legsto keep up
with her. Every time Shan dipped into thinking of ussiss as oversized meerkats, they reminded her that
they had three pairs of limbs, and the fragile sense of home and normality she'd built crumbled alittle.

Esganikan had commandeered a site office, a sterile cube of composite wallswith arickety trestletable;
it hardly seemed the place for ameeting that would decide the fate of billions of isenj. Ade unfolded a
few chairs and set them around the table.

“lsenj can’'t 9t onthose, mate,” said Eddie. “Let’ sfind asmal crate or something.”
“Surred,” said Shan. “Couldn’t we manage ameeting room?’

“I think they converted dl the larger unitsto accommodation. Don't worry. |senj aren’t astouchy as
humans about protocol.”

“What isdiscussed isimportant,” said Esganikan, but she didn’t St down. Shan felt asif the matriarch
filled the room, and she wasn't used to aphysical presence that rivaed her own. “And it will not bea
long discusson.”

“Can | record it?’ asked Eddie.
“If youwigh.”

Shan wondered what he would do with thefootage. If it turned out the way sheimagined, it would hardly
make comfortable viewing. Esganikan probably knew thét.

“She'scoming,” sad Aitass.

Shan had never quite worked out if ussiss had exceptional hearing or smell, or both, but they seemed to
have an almost osmotic degree of communication. She looked towards the door and an isenj was
walking towards them like an unsteady trolley, tottering on multiple legs. She' d seen isenj before; but that
had been seconds before afirefight. She' d never sat down at atableto talk to onein acivilized fashion.

For amoment, she recalled the smell of wet leaves and fungd forest floor and agonizing pain—Aras's
pain at the hands of hisisenj captors. It was asvivid asif it had happened to her. Shetried to shake
hersdlf out of it, and then Ade caught her eye and shewondered if he wasrecdling it too. The memories
had spread between them like flu and they shared one another’ s nightmares. It was too bad that the
joyful memories hadn’t surfaced in the same way. There had to be some.



A ussiss trotted through the door, a small male with abandoleer of green beaded beltsrattling across his
shoulders. “Eddie Michdlat,” he said in his high-pitched childlike voice. “Y ou're back.”

“Hi, Rdass. Who do you work for now?’

Wi, thisis cordid. Shan watched asthe isenj trundled through the opening and stood before them.
There were no identifiable eyesto focus on and it was covered in dark quills, each tipped with abead of
brilliant blue trangparent stone. It rattled like a chanddier and it smelled of forest floor. Shan dug her nails
into her pams and noticed Ade swalow hard, eyesfixed on the creature; yes, he had the nightmare
memoriestoo.

But Shan had her own persona recollections. Thiswas the closest she had ever beento aliveisenj: the
last encounter with them had ended with around shattering her skull. Spider. Piranha. Porcupine. Her
human brain struggled for a comparison, but the small part of her that remembered what it wasto be
wess har and isenj and bezeri and God only knew what €lse via her ¢’ naatat somehow saw enemy and
comrade and stranger. It was unsettling to say the lesst.

Eddie looked uneasy.

“I introduce you to Minigter Rit,” said Ralass. “ She has been anxious to meet you—especidly you,
Eddie Michallat. Her mate was Par Para Ual.”

S

The Egbas Vorhi have invaded my world, to rescue us from our environmenta problems. My husband
invited them. Therest of Umeh's states did not. We are now close to war with our neighbors. | know
nothing about the humans stranded here, except that they call us spiders, and little more about the
Eqgbas—but | know Wess g. And | know | have to finish the process my husband started, or hisdeathis
meaningless. So | claim my ancient legd right to his office, to hisministerid role, and | will do what he
would have wanted.

RIT PAR PARAL,
widow of former Minister Udl, isenj Minister of State,
in amessage to the Northern Assembly

It took alot to reduce Eddie to speechless silence but Ual’ swidow had managed it. The word forming
on hislipswas sorry.

But she spoke no English.

“I admired your husband very much,” said Eddie. He had dmost learned to look isenj in the nearest
placethey had to eyes. “And I’ m very, very sorry that he waskilled.”

Raass paused before exchanging a high-pitched stream of sound with Minister Rit.

“She says hewas fond of you and that she thanks you for hel ping him to open negotiations with the
wess har.”

Shit. Don't make me the fucking hero here. If | hadn’t helped him, he might be dive now. “Do you mind
if I record this meeting?’

“She has no objection.”

They’ d be speaking egbas u and isenj. No matter: he could get Serrimissani to trandate the soundtrack if
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he decided to transmit the footage. Eddie had reached the stage where he recorded things anyway
whether he planned to send them down the ITX to BBChan or not. History. Y eah, evidence. Whatever.
He' d walked afineline between observing and involvement for years, crossing it first accidentally and
then knowingly, and he was now convinced that nobody could observe events without influencing them.

Quantum journalism. Quite an excuse.

Shan sat down next to Ade and smply watched. She still had that way of scanning everyonefor a
fraction of a second too long for comfort, still every inch the detective. He never forgot she' d been a
frontline copper. That was what he saw when he looked at her; not some armed drain-sniffer from
Environmental Hazard Enforcement, but awoman who' d tackled everything from riotsto fraud to
terrorism, and who didn’t give ashit what the rules said about suspects' rights. She'd crossed afew
professiona lines herself. Eddie found that more reassuring than reprehensible these days.

“Y our firgt step hasto be to reduce your population,” said Esganikan, in English.

Wi, that was something. Eddie wondered if it wasin deference to him or because she wanted him to be
able to show the meeting to the governments back home. Shetilted her head on one sidefor better focus
and it gave her the appearance of looking gently concerned, something that he suspected was far from
her actual state of mind.

“Reduce your hirthrate, your population and your consumption. Then we can move towards recreating a
diverse ecology that can sustain itself.”

Raass’ s matte-black predatory eyesflicked to Rit and back to Esganikan, showing aflash of yelow
sclera. Eddie wondered what Serrimissani thought of the other ussiss. It was hard to tell: the femaes
aways seemed pissed off with everything and everybody.

“Minigter Rit asks how that can be done, because previous attempts to curb the birthrate have failed.”

“| discussed thiswith Ud,” said Esganikan. “We have tissue samples of variousisenj genotypes and we
candevelopa...” She seemed at alossfor words. Wess har had no concept of unplanned births. “A
mass contraceptive. Delivered viathe water supply, so that dl are affected equaly.”

A rattling pause followed the matriarch’s comment. “Minigter Rit askswhat you mean by dl.”
“Y our highly organized water distribution makesit easy to administer and impossible to avoid.”
“But doesthat not render everyoneinfertile?’

“It can.” Esganikan betrayed no caution or diplomacy. “We can restrict where we distribute it, of course.
We can target it geographically, or perhaps by genetic markers.”

“What kind of genetic markers?’

“Y our land masses have effectively created four distinct idands with some genetic variations between
populations. We could attempt to target that way.”

Eddie took in the meaning and fought to keep hisreflex reaction under control. Thiswas afundamental
taboo where he came from, one step away from ethnic cleansing. He had to remind himsdlf that this
wasn't hisworld and he had no right to judge isenj or Egbas mordlity. It till made him flinch.

Shan didn’t seem as hesitant. “But how do you decide who getsit?’



“I would prefer to exempt those individual s who would be most likely not to repest the excesses of the
past,” said Esganikan. “But | suspect thereis no easly identifiable genetic marker for that.”

Eddie had to listen very carefully to the way Esganikan used language. She was precise. All

wess har—including Eqbas wess har—said exactly what they meant, and they appeared to be shaping
their use of English the sameway. She should have said least likely. But least likely was not what she
meant; she was seeking not likely. Sheintended to root out ecologica profligacy by any means, including
s ective breeding.

Now he saw the gulf between the Wess g wess har and their Eqbas origins. Eqbas intervention was
digpassonate. They culled, like herdsmen, like fish farmers, like conservationists—like humans.

They'rejust like us. Oh shit. They're exactly like us.
It was the most fundamentally terrifying thought that Eddie had ever had.
Ralass chattered with Rit. Eddie’ sgut churned.

“Minigter Rit saysthat the Northern Assembly may agreeto limiting its popul ation using your measures if
you help prevent the territory being overrun by other nations.”

What was Rit playing at? Creating breathing space for her own state? It was odd to concede that
quickly. Maybe she thought Eqbas were like wess har and didn’t negotiate anyway; she might have been
placating them to avert tota annihilation. That was probably asmart move.

Esganikan tilted her head the other way and her copper-red plume shimmered in the overhead light. “As
the Northern Assembly hasinvited usto find asolution for them, let us begin with the assumption that
your region iswilling and able to embrace new gpproachesto ecologica baance.”

“Sowhat isyour strategy?’

“To identify which states and individualswill cooperate, and which will not. To aid thosewho do. To
reduce the population in those states that obstruct the process. And to then enable the remaining
population to manage and sustain the restored environment. Thisisalong project.”

“Will you maintain apresence here?’
“If the Situation requires it and as long as we are able. We expect free access.”
Aslong aswe are able. It was an oddy human disclaimer.

The bee cam hovered. Shan, arms folded across her chest, looked asif she waswaiting for a suspect to
confess after along interrogation. Ade stared ahead of him with acompletely impassive expression that
had probably been honed by long periods standing to attention. Eddie wished he could smell moods and
emotion likewess har could.

Ralass consulted Rit. “The Northern Assembly may face sanctionsfor alowing your intervention.”
“How will you respond?’ asked Esganikan.

Chatter. “If thereisamilitary response, with force. It would be an opportunity for them to acquire more
territory and gain access to our water supply. We have the mountainous regions, and so the meltwater
and rivers. If there are less direct sanctions—we will respond by limiting water supplies.”

Eddie had seen enough wars and their aftermath to work out how many desths would result in an attack



on acity so crowded that pedestrian traffic had its own rules of speed and flow. | know what asingle
cannon round from the Eqbas can do. And there were no plains or open country in which to fight battles.
It would be city-to-city war: destructive and inevitably indiscriminate. 1senj knew that, and avoided it.

Esganikan must have known that too. She was a seasoned commander. “ L et me speek to the other
heads of date.”

“Minigter Rit asksyou to cometo her office tomorrow and she will arrange contact with the other states.”

Esganikan stood up immediately to leave. Eddie pocketed the bee cam and made amove to intercept
Rit, agraight hardwired journdist reflex that didn’t consult hisbrain.

But he found he wanted to talk to her, and not for aquote. Thiswas hisfriend’ swidow.
Hemissed U4l.

Raass watched him warily and the minister, adark quilled ovoid just like her husband and every other
isen] Eddie had ever seen, shimmered and tinkled like sapphire wind chimes.

“Do you have children?’ Eddie asked.
“The minister says she hastwo sons.”
“Tell her I'm sorry they lost their father and | know they must misshim.”

Raass interpreted. “ She saysthey have his genetic memories, and hers, and so he will always be with
them.”

For some reason that hit Eddie very hard and he felt tears prick at hiseyes. Hewasn't sureif it was
because Udl’ s sacrifice moved him, or whether it reminded him how aone he was. Rit tottered out the
door, followed by Ralass, and Eddie glanced at Shan.

“So what are you going to do with that footage?’ Shan asked. Ade, standing right behind her, put his
hand flat on her back between her shoulder blades asif he was steering her out of the door. “That' |l
loosen afew sphincters back home.”

“I hope s0,” said Eddie. “ Does anything scare you? | suppose not.”
“We'red| scared of something, Eddie.”
Ade pushed her gently. “Come on, Boss.”

Umeh Station was hardly a diverting place to spend aday, but Ade clearly had ideas. Asthe two of them
walked away, Ade did his hand down Shan’'s back and hooked his thumb into the back of her belt. They
looked at one another for abrief moment asif they’ d suddenly seen each other for thefirst time and were
dartled by the moment of revelation.

Aww. Cute. Whatever they saw in each other, it wasn't what the outside world perceived.

Eddie redized he had only Serrimissani for company, waiting beside him like apatient but ill-tempered
sheepdog. She' d looked after him during some unpleasant moments; a minder like that meant the
difference between life and death when you were reporting in awar zone.

And he' d fdt her needleteethin hisflesh, too. Ussiss were not cute.



“Weird shit, doll,” said Eddie, indicating Ade and Shan. “I know the wess har are relaxed about al that
polyandry stuff, but it fill fedsweird to me.”

“What solitary, possessive creaturesyou are,” said Serrimissani. “ Y our Species permanent aggresson
has aroot cause, it seems.”

Eddie wanted to explain to her that he didn’t actualy want to be alone, and that humans were gregarious.
But looking at the polyandrous and communa species around him, he realized he had far morein
common with the isenj than with the people closest to him—hiswess har neighbors, and Shan'sbizarre
family.

And his homeworld now had more in common with Umeh. Earth was next in line for Eqbas
environmenta adjustmen.

Umeh Station: plant and maintenance level

Umeh Station was like every military base Ade had ever seen except for the lush greenery. It didn't Strike
him as uncomfortable at al, but then a marine could make awarm bed on pack ice. It was just a matter
of theright atitude.

It was dmost luxurious here. They till had somedry rations, and Ade could be highly persuasive a
procurement when he put hismind to it. It was amazing what people would trade to copy afew movies
from his handheld once communication links were restricted.

Beneath the dome, a huge network of underground chambers housed recycling and hydroponics
chambers. It was quiet and the passages were softly lit, the sllence punctuated only by the faint hum of
pumps and drives and the gurgling and clicking of pipes processing waste. He was waiting for Shan.
She' d decided to vigit the “ crushers’—Actaeon’ s regulating branch personne—and find out how they
maintained order in an overcrowded and sealed society. She needed to be kept busy. Anidle Shan was
trouble,

“Isthat you, Boss?’ He could hear her coming; he knew her walk now. He could aso smell her, ablend
of cedarlike wood and human femae musk. C naatat had given him new layers of senses. “I redizethis
isn't five-star. But it beats trying to find accommodation up top.”

Heleaned againgt one of the soil pipesthat shunted shit from the lavatories into the separation tanks and
filtersthat turned it into nutrients for vegetables.

“Fine by me.” Shan inspected a machinery space with adoor and threw her bedroll down on the floor.
“Private enough.”

“They say people are put off by the thought of the shit moving around down here.”
“What, even the nava personne?1 mean, ships plumbing...”
“Civvies, | expect.”

“Squeamish buggers.” She seemed to have thawed alittle. “1 used to do obbo duty with a detective
sergeant who peed in his coffee flask to avoid getting out of the car.”

“Did hefinish the coffeefirg?’

“Y ou could never tdl with Baz. Or his coffee”



“Yeah, | got stuck on surveillance afew times. Had to pisswhere| was, flat on the ground.”
“Don't they bag you?’
“Do you redly want to know?’

That was what he liked about Shan. It wasn't just that he wanted her; he felt easy with her. She was blunt
and uncomplicated, and he never had to guess what she was thinking. She had that same unflinching
vulgarity ashismates.

So he could say what was on his mind. He was sure of it. Almost.
“I really am sorry about Rayat, Boss.”

“I know.”

“Y ou fed you have to do something about it.”

“If you were me, wouldn’t you want to be sure that having two more ¢’ naatat carriers on the looseisn't
going to make this Stuation any worse?’

“Yeah”
“And you' re pissed off because I’ m going to second-guess you when | said | never would?’
1] NO_”

“Look, | know you had to make the call there and then. God knows | hate armchair critics and hindsight
myself.” She unfastened her hair from the band that held it in aponytail and raked it with her fingers
before tying it back again. “1 don’t want to be at war with you, Ade. You, meand Aras. That’ sdl there
is. All there' sever going to befor abloody long, long time. We need to make thiswork.”

“Isthat a pardon, then?’

“Onething I’ velearned from the wess har isthat there’ sno point fretting about the past when you could
be sorting out the future. Outcomes. Not motive.”

“Meaning?

“I'll go and find the bezeri and see what’ s happening. If it isn’'t working out the way you and Aras
planned, I'll do what | have to do to remove the hazard.”

“Areyou going to tel Eddie?’
“That'sone complication | don’t need at the moment.”

Ade knew Shan would dispose of Rayat and Lindsay without a second thought. He began working out
how he could make a fragmentation device that would work under water. It was the kind of thing that
Izzy and Sue were good at; it might keep them occupied for awhile.

“I'll help you if youwant,” hesaid.
“Thanks”

“I know it'samess, and | know motives don't matter, but | did it because | loveyou.”



Shan nodded. “Y ou'reright. I did run out on Aras, whatever my reason.”

It was asif she hadn’t taken in what he’ d said, or decided she would ignoreit. Hefdt stupid. HeE d
inherited brief flashes of the most vivid of her memories—the awful oneswith the gorillaand theriot
shied and the bailing cold vacuum of space—and he knew that if he dept with her, he would eventudly
absorb others, and maybe even taste what she really thought of him.

What if she'sjust sorry for me? Or that she thinks |’ m usaless and she' sjust being kind?

Hewondered if she had any sense of how extraordinary shewas. All he'd picked up from her memory
was that she thought she was smarter than everyone el se and wished they’ d stop pissing her off by being
stupid. He wondered if he' d ever fdlen into that category. Therewasno sign of it, but he’ d looked.

“Sorry, Ade. | ought to be grateful.” Shan sounded genuindy regretful. “If it’ sany comfort, | treated Aras
like shit too. I’'m just not good &t receiving affection.”

“We'readl under alot of stress, Boss. Evenif youwon't admit it.” He caught her hand and held it, not
aureif she actualy understood how much heloved her. He couldn’t think of aword for what he felt other
than love; but it was one-dimensiona, inadequate, aword worn thin on ordinary women. He wanted a
word you could present to agoddess. He needed aword that would make her understand that he now
couldn’t bear to let her out of hissight and that the intensity of the emotion pressed so heavily on his chest
that sometimes he couldn’t even swallow. “ This bloody situation isamaost too much to think about
sometimes. That' swhy | just concentrate on what’ sin front of me.”

“Y eah. Interplanetary war, genocide, immortaity and Earth’s next. When you put it like that, the pucker
factor is off the scale” Shan’s gaze was fixed on his hands, clasped around hers. Then shelooked up and
smiled a him. The world-weary copper had disappeared for afew moments: he waslooking into a
trusting, open face that had never seen pain or depravity, or looked upon her own acts of dmost
indescribable violence. “ And the food' s bloody awful. That takes my mind off the rest sometimes.”

“Yesit’' samazing what you can put up with if the scran’sokay.” Her expression defaulted to her
detective mode, that intense unblinking stare. He had to let go of her hand to fumblein his shirt pocket.
“Look what | blagged off the supply officer. Fresh garlic.”

Herattled alittle pouch of four heads of pink-skinned corms. Shan looked &t it asif it was evidence and
held out her hand. He placed it in her pam.

“We plant them the minute we get back,” she said.
“I thought I’ d cook something with them.”
“When we can grow our own supply from these? | can’'t ask the colonigts for any of theirs, not now.”

“Okay. You never were onefor ingtant gratification.” The phrase felt unfamiliar in hismouth and he
wondered if he was now absorbing her speech patterns. “But I'll keep onein reserve for cooking.”

“What did you tradefor this?’
“Moviefiles”

She put on her copper’ sface again, ingtantly wary and questioning. “1 didn’t know you had a stash of
porn.”

“I don't. It'sal comedy.”



“Sorry. | should have guessed.”
“I’m agood boy, Boss.”

Ade teetered on the cliff edge again. She'd said yes ages ago. She said she’ d deep with him. Therewas
nobody else aman with ¢’ naatat could have; the parasite sporead like adose of clap. But that step from
the agreement in principle to making the first move seemed as daunting as ever.

Come on. She's seen you throw up and crap yoursdlf in atight spot and she' s even seen you starkers,
tattoos and all. Y ou even shot her, for Chrissakes. And now you' re worried she'll laugh at you?

“If it sany comfort, Ade, I'm scared too.”

| can make my life normdl. | can do al the thingsregular people do. It' Il rewrite my past. “Coppersare
telepaths, aren't they?”

“Trade secret. It'sacombination of knowing who you' re dedling with and watching the tells. Y ou know.
The body language. The little facid movements”

She thrust her handsin her pockets. No, she wasn't good at this. No better than he was, in fact.
Shit.

He reached into his belt pouch. Everything he owned now added up to hisfighting knife, hismother’s
wedding ring and his medas. An unromantic fuck in the miserable bowel s of an offworld base
surrounded by a sawage processing plant wasn't exactly how he' d planned to seduce the love of hislife,
but there was never going to be anywhere more glamorous. And it beat doing it back home with Arasin
the next room. Maybe wess har thought that kind of thing was norma, but Ade fdt it would takealong
timefor himto seeit that way.

He grabbed her hand, took the ring and did it onto her finger. It wasloose. She stared &t it.

“Jesus, Ade, isthat your mum’sring?’

“Yeah.” Oh God. That wasjust so wrong. | wanted it to be meaningful. “ Sorry. It'sthe best | can do.”
“I’mtouched.” Shedidn’'t meet hiseyes. “Redly. | am. | don’t know whét to say.”

“I know thisis pretty grim.”

“SoI'll doit for apair of boots, abit of garlic and aring, right?’

“Boss, | never—"

“Just ajoke,” shesaid. “Honestly. Just ajoke”

She laughed. She wasn't the giggly sort and Ade knew that kind of laughter from a hundred near-misses
when thefiring stopped. This should have been anice dinner in asmart restaurant and a comfortable bed:
but the waste macerator started up behind him with an e oquent shudder of drives, and he amost burst
out laughing too. His eyes stung with suppressed tears.

“In case you'reworried, | was sterilized ages ago.”

“I'm missing afew essentid partstoo.” Shan blinked afew times. “ Get on with it, then. I’ m not going to
be any better looking tomorrow.”



Oh God. How would things have turned out if I’ d done thiswhen [ first had the chance, before ¢’ naatat
was ever an issue?

“Romanceian’t dead,” said Ade. “But it’snot fedling very wdl a the moment.”

“It'snot doing too bad,” said Shan. “All things considered.”

F nar, Wess g

Ratsdidn’t livelong. Shan had warned Aras about that, but he till felt sorrow at Black’ s decline.

He held the animal on hislap, cushioned on apad of hemp fabric sdvaged from Constantine. Black had
never attempted to bite him but Arastook the precaution of wearing glovesto avoid passing on ¢’ naatat
if Black did decideto nip him. Therat’ s flanks heaved; hisribswere visible under black fur now rusty
with age, and histiny nostrils were rimmed with red stains. He had respiratory failure.

Aras had seen generations of humans die in the Congtantine colony. He had outlived them just as he had
outlived every one of hiswess har kin, and he had even outlived comrades he' d infected with ¢ naatat
before anyone realized exactly what it did. He was the only wess har host who hadn’t been fragmented in
battle or findly taken hisown life out of desperateisolation.

| outlive everyone. My firgt isan, my human friends, my wess har neighbors. And theserats.
It never got any eader.

He glanced up at the divided cage that housed the rat colony. Severd smal whiskered faces were staring
at him. Onerat had its paw flat on the softglass side of the cage, and it looked so much like ahuman
hand that Aras expected the animd to gesture to him.

Black would recover if | gave him alittle of my blood.

But it was wrong, and unnatural, and fraught with consequences; not 'least for Black, living forever while
his comrades died, deprived of mate and offspring. It was alonely life sentence. Aras had succumbed
once and taken that step to save Shan'slife. Would he have doneit again so that the bezeri could have
their penance from Lindsay and Rayat? He came close. Ade had made the choiceintheend. It wasa
decision you could take in a second and regret—or not—forever.

As soon as he could, he' d return to Bezer’ g and find the remnant of the bezeri. He had to know what
was happening there. After five hundred years, the world was still part of him.

Black gtirred and Arasran hisfingers over therat’ s head. Eventualy, Black’ s flanks stopped heaving and
he gave alittle twitch, eyes till half open. Aras could fed afluttering heartbeat and then nothing, and for a
while he pondered the line between life and death and found it harder to define than ever. When he
looked up, White—Black’ s constant companion—had thrust his muzzle through the grid of plastic that
formed the cage door.

Therat knew what had happened to hisfriend. Aras had no idea how to communicate with arat, but he
assumed they grieved, grieving being part of theinstinct of any communal anima. All crestures responded
to the death of their offspring or the comrades on whom they depended; it was a necessary reaction, the
organism’ sway of ensuring that essential bonds were maintained. Why humans thought it wasaspiritua
act peculiar to them, Aras had never understood. They had no idea about the nature of emotions and
brain chemigry a al.

| miss Shan.



She had been away lessthan aday. But she was coming back, and he reminded himself how it had felt to
think she was dead. The longing eased alittle. He wondered if he was not so much missing her as
regretting the loss of his exclusve relationship with her. But that was human. It was...jedlousy.

Y ou wanted a housebrother badly. Y ou wanted anormal wess har life again— isan, housebrothers,
children. Y ou can't have children, but you have everything else. Be grateful.

Arastook Black’ s corpsein hishands and laid it on the table. The he pulled on histunic and took his
tilgir from the hook on the wall.

The bluff outside the city was ahard climb or along walk, and Aras opted for the walk because it was
easer with toolsin hisbelt and adead rat in his pocket. At thetop of the lavacliff, the cairn of
pearl-coated rocks that Ade had built asamemoria for Shan still stood intact. Shan didn’t seem to mind
seeing it there, dthough it must have been strange to gaze upon your own headstone. Aras surveyed the
winter landscape for afew minutes, noting the fine haze of low-growing foliage that had sprung up after
the rain, and then made hisway up the long steep incline that wound itsway up to the top.

He hadn't expected to run into Nevyan at the summit.
The young matriarch knelt on her hedls, hands clasped in her 1ap as she contemplated the view.
“I didn’t know you came here,” said Aras.

Nevyan looked up at him. “1 followed Ade Bennett here once. The view is soothing. Why have you
come?’

“I have to bury someone.” Arastook Black’ s body from his pocket and cupped it in hishands. Thelittle
animd fdt heavier than he had been in life. “ One of therats has died.”

“Arethe others upset?’

“| think s0.”

“Can you comfort them?’
“I don’'t know how.”

Nevyan held out her handsto take Black while Aras drew histilgir to hack ashalow gravein thethin
layer of soil. A srebil might scavenge therat’ s body, dien though its biochemistry was. Few humans liked
theidea of digposa by predation, but it was the wess har way. Did srebil’ ve know how to dig? Aras
knew they had long, hard proboscises and single sharp claws, so they would find away.

Do | tdl Nevyan about Lindsay and Rayat?

Aras decided to ay slent. Hewasn't deceiving her or even concedling the fact. It was Smply irrdlevant;
she could do nothing, and it was no threet to her. The problem was one for Esganikan to consider and
dedl with.

“Shan surprisessme,” said Nevyan.

“How?’ Arasjudged the depth of thetiny grave, even smdler than the one he had dug on Bezer’ g for
Lindsay Neville sbaby son. “Y ou seem anxious.”

“I didn’'t expect her to share the Eqbas view of interference.”



“Shan believes she hasto act. Targassat does say that those having choices must make them.”

Nevyan turned her head dowly. She was very much Mestin's daughter, but he could see the echo of her
father in her too, even though she had the genes of al of Mestin’ shusbands. “| expected her to belike us
because she' smy friend. Perhapsthat was naive.”

“Y ou mean that you likewhat’ s like yoursdlf.”
“| thought she chose us because she agreed with us.”

Did she have that choice? | infected her. She thought she had to stay, and so did I. “It’shard to tell with
humans. They tend to comply with their socid group. That is't quite the same as consensus.”

“But she believesin ecological balance. Every decision she' s ever made has been based on that. She put
it before her own life”

Araslaid Black in the grave. The body was cool and growing rigid now. Aras wanted to know what arat
thought and how it saw the world and those who persecuted its kind, but he didn’t know how he might
discover that. He covered the body with soil and pebbles as carefully as he could and stood back to
consider the nature of deeth again.

“Shan bdievesthat waking away is not the way to ded with problems,” he said. “ She intervenes.”
“But as wess har we confront threats to oursalves and others. We do not walk away.”

“But we do as Targassat advised. We don’t seek out wrongs to put them right, we just respond to pless.
Our forebearsleft Eqbas Vorhi because they didiked interventionist policies, but we didn't actudly
improve the universe agreat ded by doing that. We just salved our consciences.”

Nevyan now smelled deeply, acidly unhappy. The warm powdery scent of contentment that she normally
exuded these days had vanished. Unlike Shan, she wasn't able to suppress her scent signals. It wasn't
surprising she was under stress; she was very young, the dominant matriarch due to an accidental burst of
dominance hormone—of jask—when she heard Shan was dead. She had inadvertently displaced her
mother in the pecking order of isan’ve, but the fact that Shan had survived couldn’t ater what had
happened. Nevyan, as Ade put it, had the bal. And she had summoned the Egbasto help deal with the
human threst.

And now shewas regretting it, Aras suspected. Events were overtaking her. It was afeding he found all
too familiar.

“Do you resent Shan?’ he asked.
“No.”
“But you' re concerned that she seemsto be friendly with Esganikan Gai.”

“| fear loang my friend again, but she will be more than dead thistime. She'll be an instrument of
enforced ideology.”

“And you want her to adopt the ideology of Targassat. Of non-intervention.” Aras enjoyed theselogic
loops. He' d spent five hundred yearsin exile, more than three hundred of them entirely on his own except
for the occasiond encounter with bezeri. HE d had plenty of timeto think himself in circles. “ Y our own
enforcement of ideology, in fact.”



“I can't fault your argument.”
“You're afraid of the Egbas and you' reworried that Shan will return to Earth with them.”
113 YS”

“Shanwon't leave me. | know that now. And she feds responsbility for the fate of her homeworld much
as| ill fed for Bezer'd. Neither of usisgood at waking away.”

“Preventing Earth being athreset is one thing. Adjudting its environment is another entirely.”
“But they requested it. Even Targassat would have agreed that the planet isin need of adjustment.”

Nevyan got to her feet and dusted down her opal escent white dhren, the traditional isan’s robe that Shan
declined to wear. “1 suspect | fed afraid because Giyadasisinterested in Shan'sideas. We' ve
maintained our position for ten thousand years and changeisdarming.”

“F nar isjust one city. And we can handle new idess.”
“Tdl me, Aras. Have | made a serious mistake?”’

Therest of Wess g took no part in relationswith aiens, dthough their military backing was there if
Nevyan cdled for it. They were asmal population—too smal to handle peacekeeping across the system
indefinitely and ded with humansonce and for all.

“| don’t think you had any other choice,” said Aras.

They set off down the dope. Life had changed out of al recognition for both of them since he had been
the custodian of the bezeri and Nevyan' s mother Mestin had been garrison commander of Bezer'd.

But neither Matriarch would be around when the consequences of the Egbas expansion into new systems
were felt. That would be many, many yearsin thefuture.

He' d il be here, though. And so would Nevyan's descendants.
Umeh Station: plant and machinery leve
The thrum of the generator was hypnotic.

Shan drifted in a pleasant drowsy haze and wondered how a piece of machinery could produce such a
soothing white noise effect. Somehow it erased dl her worries, and there were alot of them jostling for
atention latdly.

But maybeit was Ade sinfluence, the smple normdity of amae of her own species. Sherested her chin
on thetop of his head, enjoying the brushlike sensation of short hair and the scent of male skin and lemon
sogp. She couldn’t get up because hel d wrapped himself around her, and she didn’t really want to move

ayway.

“Don't fdl adeep,” shesad. “I need to go to thetoilet.”
“Not fdling adeep...”

“Are”

“I"'m comfortable,’s dl...”



“Yeah.” Hewas playing with thering on her finger, turning it dowly around her knuckle. That’s how he
copes. He focuses on normd things. If he can't find any, he createsthem. “Itis, isn't it?’

Ade reminded her that she was human. However strongly she was bonded to Aras, however enjoyable
she found hisbody, Ade was exactly what she had evolved to want; ahuman male. Everything in her that
was gill human said yes, thisisright, thisiswhat you should be doing. She found him comfortablein
every sense of the word. He stopped fidgeting with the ring and she put her hand on his biceps. Human
skin felt hotter than awess har’s, warm satin rather than cool delicate suede. She hoped she wouldn't
see Arasany differently now.

“Look at your hands,” Ade whispered.
“Uh?’
“Hands”

She opened her eyes and focused. Violet and blue lights rippled in her skin and made her fingers appear
backlit. It was only when she moved her hand that she redlized light was aso coming from the tattoo on
his upper arm. The lines of pigment seemed to float in aviolet glow. She' d seen the effect before; Ade
hed tattoos in someintriguing places.

Hetwisted hisarm to peer at it. “Why doesit do that?’

“No idea. Communicating, maybe.” Shethought of theilluminated bulkhead display in Esganikan’ s ship,
and how her hands had flared into light when she touched it asif somehow answering it. “Funny how it
gravitates towards your tattoos and not your hands.”

“What'sit saying?’
“Possbly nothing. Might just be areflex.”
“See, | asked Nevyan if ¢’ naatat could think. And she didn’t seem to want to know if it did. | do.”

Shan tried to think of her parasite as bacteria. If she arted ascribing sentience to it, then it said things
like tapeworm and fetus to her. Shedidn’t likethe idea of ether. That wasinvasion, violation,

possession.

“Oneway or the other, it makes optimal choices. And some bloody weird ones.”

Ade settled his head back on her chest. “Doesit scare you wondering what it’s going to do next?’

“It used to. Sometimesiit tries something out and then removesit. Aras said he had vestigia wings once.”
“No shit?’

“Serioudy.”

“Jesus. A glow-in-the-dark dick doesn’t seem too bad by comparison.”

“It even seemsto give you what you want, sometimes.”

“I never wanted landing lights.”

“It totally redesigned Aras. Maybe he felt more at home being human.”



“He was stuck with abunch of humans. Helikesto belong.”
“He was stuck with the bezeri, but he never turned into a squid.”

Ade appeared to ponder that for awhile. She could see him frowning dightly. C' naatat had given her
wess har vison; she saw in very low light and there were bluesin her spectrum that she had never seen
before as ahuman, aswell as ultraviolet. Sometimes she could seeinfrared. And she wasn't aware of
switching between modes. It just... happened. Shedidn’t like her body doing things without her consent.
She' d have to work out how to control it.

“How do we make thiswork?’ Ade asked.

“What?'

“When we go home. Meand Aras. You.”

Y es, she' d thought about it. Her brain said rotaand that appalled her. “How do you want it to work?”
“Sundays off?’

“Habloody ha I'm surewe |l think of something.”

“And you don’t have to suppress your scent.”

“Isthisalig?’

“Sort of. Y ou don’t need to hide what you fedl. Not with me and Aras, anyway. We can work it out for
oursalves”

“Goon.”
“And don't fed you owe me anything, Boss.”

She knew she ought to be angry with him. Something kept tapping her on the shoulder and reminding her
that he' d handed over ¢ naatat and that she had to fret about it. Another part of her brain said so
what—you'll ded withit.

Of course she owed him something. If she hadn’t head-butted him, he wouldn't have caught the bloody
thing. And he made her fedl as good about hersdlf as she ever had. She owed him alot.

“Doyou haveto cal me Boss?”
“Gw'nor?’
“I don’t want to be Superintendent Frankland when I’ m on my back, to be honest.”

“Okay, Mrs. Bennett.” Heraised his head and gave her anoisly enthusiagtic kiss. “And | bet you don’t
likethat name, ether.”

“Fineby me” shesad. Yes, it was. “No problem &t all.”

Ade made asatisfied rumblein histhroat and rolled over, pulling her into hissde. Something itched at the
back of her mind. It felt most like the Suppressed Briefing she' d been given three years ago, anamnesis
chemically locked out of reach of her conscious mind until triggered by events. Now others' headline
memories sometimes intruded on her own recollections. Aras stime as a prisoner of theisenj, Ade's



bruta father, his comrade Dave getting shot beside him and the warm splash of greasy brain tissue on his
face asif it were her own skin. It wasimpossible to know anyone better than that. Maybe that was what
was making her more tolerant of Ade and Arasright now; she lived out the worst parts of their lives.

Would I have been amore sympathetic copper if I'd lived criminas' lives? Whoa, forget that. Crime, not
motivation. Think of the victims. Dead’ s dead, raped israped, and if your assailant putsyou in acoma,
his agpology won't revive you. Outcomes, like the wess har say. Only outcomes.

So it didn’t matter what Ade or Aras had doneif ¢’ naatat was confined to Bezer’ g, and the bezeri had
what they wanted.

Why can't | actualy remember being an isenj or any of the other hosts this bloody thing has been
through?

Ade s breathing settled into the dow rhythm of deep, and the generator’ s murmur washed away the day.
Shan wondered what Eddie was up to and what Esganikan was going to do when the rest of the isen
balked at the idea of reducing their population, asthey surely would.

Bloody lights. She stared a her glowing hand in increasing defocus. The wreathed globe tattoo on Ade's
arm flickered aresponsetoit.

Could be worse.
Could be...worse.

Umeh Station vanished. She found herself having a conversation with Baz-the-Bastard, dead for
decades, an old colleague. He watched her bite the end off the soya-dog.

“Shan, you got to do it gently,” he said. “ Thisiswhy you never get lucky. No technique.”

“Pissoff,” she murmured. For some reason it was daytime Reading Metro outs de the unmarked squad
car but the interior was in semi-darkness. They were on obbo on observation duty, waiting for sgns of
activity in the house opposite, which she knew was there but still couldn’t see.

“Why didn’t you listen to me when | told you not to drive drunk?’ Y es, she knew he was long deed;; but
it was the unreadabl e readout on the dashboard display that told her she was dreaming and it wastoo
late to talk senseinto Baz. “Daft fucker. Y ou should know better.”

“You'reokay,” hesaid, ignoring her scolding. “You'll do fine”

Then the windscreen dissolved into black, open, star-speckled space and the absolute cold and vacuum
swallowed her and silenced her scream. A weight pressed on her shoulder. She thought it was Baz and
wondered how he' d managed to follow her into thevoid, just like Vijiss did.

A digtant explosion in her head jerked her awake and she found she was Sitting upright, wide awake.
“Shit,” said Ade.

He was Sitting bolt upright too. Without conversation they scrambled to their feet at the sametime and
began dressing. They both knew what an explosion sounded like. It wasn't in her dream; it had

happened.

“Better go and check that out,” said Ade. He fastened his boots and grabbed hisrifle. “ Even if Esganikan
hasit covered.”



He sprinted down the narrow passage between the banks of pipework and up the stairs, Shan right
behind him for achange. She had her 9mm in her hand and didn’t even remember drawing it; she
couldn’t imagine what use it might be in whatever situation she was about to face, but the muscle memory
born of long practice took over. When they reached the ground leve, ill dimly illuminated with the
nighttime safety lighting, acrowd had dready gathered and was looking up into the transparent bowl of
the domeitsdf.

It took Shan afew secondsto redlize what they were watching. The next flare of brilliant white light and a
muffled crack dmogt like lightning gave her aclue.

Therewas no sign of any Eqbas crew members.
Oh shit, she' sshdlling Jgeno. Esganikan’s started already.

It was Shan’ simmediate thought. Through agap in the vine that covered most of the interior roof
supports, the Eqbas ship was briefly picked out in awhite-hot halo, smoothly bronze with pulsing
chevrons of red and bluelight inalinearound its hull.

“That' smissiles” said Ade. He made for the main doors and Shan followed. “ Christ, what' sEddie
doing?’

Eddie stood at the doors, face pressed against the transparent sheet asif to get a better view. Shan
looked for his bee cam: therewasno sign of it.

“I need to go outside and have alook,” he said. “Y ou coming too?’
“Eddie, stay put,” said Shan.

“Okay, then take my bee cam, will you?" Shan was aware of something plummeting towards her from
overhead and she ducked ingtinctively. The bee cam streaked past her and came to a sudden and
unnatural halt by Eddie’ shead. He didn’t even flinch; he was used to the bloody thing, but she knew that
oneday she'dfireat it in purereflex. “1t can't get adecent shot through the top of the canopy. Needsto
be an exterior.”

“Okay.” Ade hit the airlock controls and the inner doors parted. “ Just stay where you are.”

“It'sprobably safe outsde.” Eddie looked more exasperated than alarmed. Shan now filed himin that
select group of people who ran towards trouble rather than away from it. He was one of her own. “None
of that isgoing to get through the barrier. Seen it before.”

It was only when Shan got afew meters outside and had aclear look at the night sky that she realized
what he meant. The Eqbas ship was taking hits and the detonations seemed to be dispersing around it.

“That'snot triple-A,” said Ade. “It' sair platform. Fighters. Look.”

Shan let Eddi€’ s bee cam fly free and shoved her gun in the back of her belt. Now she could pick out
streaks of light in the sky, and what had sounded like an explosion was the sound of an aircraft’ s weapon
discharging. The Eqgbas ship was on station at a much higher atitude than she' d thought, perhaps two
thousand meters. A narrow shape picked out in faint red light shot towards it and gected a stream of
white plasmathat hit an invisble barrier and sprayed in dl directions like astarburst firework. Therewas
asecond of absolute silence. Then arumble on the lower threshold of her hearing rosein pitch until it
sounded like adistant whining turbine.

Five small bolts of yelow light spread from one end of the Egbas ship and there were five scattered



detonations. She thought she saw lights streak up from the ground too, but they were swallowed in the
peppering of explosions. Where there had been vague black-on-black outlines of fighter craft, there was
now flaming, spirding debrisfaling towards her.

She ducked ingtinctively as Ade cannoned into her and the first chunk struck. His arm was pressed hard
across her back, holding her down.

It was oddly quiet now: just afaint drumming and pinging, far avay, like hall onftiles.

Shelooked at Ade for amoment, waiting for impact and then redlized there wasn't going to be one. The
Eqgbas shidd—amost invishble, totaly impervious—sent the debris skidding and ricocheting acrossthe

city.
Nothing landed on the concrete around them. Flame and glowing fragments rained down on Jgeno, just

ahundred meters away, and the smaller chunksthat hit the shield smply vaporized and the larger ones
bounced.

Shan knelt back on her heels and watched, flinching despite hersdf. Hardwired animd fear of firewas
hard to shake.

“Riot shidd,” said Ade.
“What?’
“Y ours. Petrol bombs hitting your riot shield. I’'m remembering it too. Jesuswhat a—"

He was interrupted by a muffled explosion and a column of flame rising in the city beyond. That was what
happened when fighters were shot down over acrowded city. Shan’ straining said emergency, casudties,
go and sort it, cal it in, but she checked hersdlf.

“So much for the bloody minister’ s assurances.” She straightened her jacket. All the blissful postcoita
haze had vanished, leaving her edgy and pumping adrendine. “ Stupid bastards. There won't be much of
Jgeno left inthemorning.”

“It wasn't them,” said Ade. Helooked her over asif searching for injury. “Didn’t you seethetriple-A go
up? That wasn't aimed at the ship. It wastargeting the fighters.”

“Sowho started it? What if that’ sthe Northern Assembly army staging a coup?’

The Egbas ship now looked like arather pretty bronze barrage baloon. The pulsing belt of chevrons had
dowed and was dmost gatic. Then alarge, sharply defined plume of yellow light—more of an
ovoid—emerged from the forward section of the hull and seemed to gather speed asit moved away and
then disappeared. Shan didn’t hear it strike anything.

“I dread to think what that is,” said Shan.

“Long-rangemissile” said Ade.

“What makesyou say that?’

“Jugt guessing. It swhat we might do if someone launched an air strike from aneighboring territory.”
“Jesus. Civil war.”

“Maybe. | don’'t know where their borders are. Do you know anything about isenj geopolitics?’



“No, but I think a crash courseislong overdue.”
There sawar garting. Oh my god, here we go.

Shan marveled at how easy it wasto stand under a defense shield that was as far beyond her technical
comprehension as magic and not panic when parts of the city outside were burning. Ironicdly, a
well-placed explosion could do what drowning, spacing and a bullet through the head couldn’t: it could
actualy kill her. She wondered if it had now totdly distorted her assessment of danger.

“What' s happening?’ Eddie called. He was pacing at the open airlock, clearly in two minds about
disobeying her ingtruction to stay insde.

“How do | know, for Chrissakes?’

“Can | go off camp?’

“Y eah, get your head blown off, Eddie. Go ahead, mate.”

“Look.” Ade stood staring up at the sky, hands on hips. “ They’ re shuttling down. Must be dll clear.”

Eddie strode out the doors and his bee cam dropped from the upper level of the shield to hover by his
head. Two bronze sections of ship descended and settled on the service road.

When Esganikan stepped out she smelled faintly of jask. Shan bristled at the unconscious challenge, a
matriarchal reaction to the pheromone. But it wasn't directed at her.

“What was dl that about?’ asked Shan.

Esganikan rocked her head from side to side, a dight movement that ways put Shanin mind of a
oriental dancer. She had seen Nevyan do it; wess har annoyance. Esganikan was pissed off.

“The attack came from the Maritime Fringe. They are prepared to invade Northern Assembly airspace, it
seems. That changed my plans”

“How?’ said Eddie, who seemed to think every conversation was an interview.

“If the government hereis unable to dedl with them,” said Esganikan, “we will pacify the Maritime Fringe
ourselves”

“Pacify,” Shan said carefully. “ So you redly have launched missiles, then?’

“The Fringe has amilitary base & Buyg, about a hundred kilometers from here.” Esganikan watched
Eddi€ s bee cam, and Ade watched her. She glanced up at her ship asif calculating. “1n afew minutes,
much of Buyg will no longer exis.”

F nar, Wess' g

Aras dept more deeply in his sporadic naps these days but the hammering at the door woke him
indantly.

He' d barred it. Even Shan didn't attempt to lock the door now. Sometimes he did things at the bidding of
amemory that wasn't his. When he opened the door, afemae ussiss stood staring up at him.

“What are you afraid of 7’ she demanded.



“Shan Chall prefers doors secured.” Aras held the door wide open but the ussiss remained at the
threshold. Hismind raced: had something happened to Shan? Why had they sent aussiss totell him?
“Why areyou here?’

“Wefound him. Wefound Vijiss.”

Mestin's dead ussiss aide had been located. They’ d been searching for his body for months. He d done
exactly asthe matriarch had told him: he' d stayed at Shan’ s side, looking after her on Mestin's behalf
until the bitter end. He' d followed her through the airlock to terrible death.

“I'll let Shan know,” said Aras. And that wouldn't be easy. Shefelt responsible for his death and said he
wasadlly little sod for trying to protect her, which was her way of saying that his death had upset her
greatly. “Shelll berdieved.” A thought crossed hismind. “And he' sdead, yes?”’

“No, heisdive” sadtheussss. “Why esewould | run al thisway totdl you?’

Araswas surprised: not that Vijiss had survived spacing just as Shan had done, and that the aide was
clearly infected with ¢ naatat, but that the news had not stunned him. It had merely depressed him,
because now there was one more ¢’ naatat carrier, and the parasite had spread to athird species.

It only took one imposs ble return from the dead to inure him to miracles.

6

When do you say, “Thisis how things should be” ? At what point inits history do you consider aworld to
be balanced, to be asit should be? Life evolves, and becomes extinct through meteor strike, through
naturd disasters, through al manner of eventsthat have nothing to do with the misbehavior of the
dominant species. Where do you draw the line between the imbalance caused by one species and the
natural course of events? | ask again: How do you decide what should be restored? All we can be sure
of isthat aslong aswe exist, we should be aware of those life-formswith fewer choices than oursalves,
and tread aslightly and asthoughtfully aswe are able. All dseisatificia intervention, one opinion set
above another. Thereisno single point of perfect balance.

Wess har philosopher TARGASSAT,
on thepoliciesof Egbas Vorhi

Bezer' g south of the Mountainsto the Dry Above, formerly known as the Ouzhari chain of idands

The sea around Rayat was growing lighter and greener. Sunlight was penetrating the water: they were
nearing the surface. Decompression wasn't a problem for a ¢’ naatat-infected human.

He could sense Lindsay ahead of him, keeping pace with the pumping, flashing mantles of the threemae
bezeri leading them, and she still had the damn signal lamp. If he was going to talk with the creatures then
he either had to negotiate with her, takeit from her, or hope to God that he devel oped the same
bioluminescence that Frankland had—and that he could learn to useit to communicate.

So what are you going to say to them, exactly?

There had to be away off Bezer’ g, and the one advantage he had now was that time didn’t count for
him. He could wait. No other government or corporation could lay hands on ¢’ naatat. He could hold on
to it now until they came for him—once he could get word out—or until he found an escape route.

Hisfear had started to ebb. There was nothing quite like obsessive focus to keep you going, and he
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cherished his.

Lindsay trod water to bring hersalf to ahalt and turned to face him, the signal lamp hooked over her belt.
Rayat was suddenly aware that he was now looking at her in the visua spectrum. The density and
contour images had faded.

“Comeon,” shesad. “Keep up.”

And he heard her, redly heard her. He was more certain of how he was sensing the world now. He
concentrated, trying to work out how he had changed in the time he had been submerged. How long had
they been down here? He had no watch. He was hungry, but not ravenous—so it wasn't days, unless

C' naatat overrode hunger too.

So wheredid | get the ability to sense beyond the visua spectrum? How doesthisal work?
“I’'mright here” hesaid. “What are they doing?’

“They’ retaking usto see something.”

He d hoped it was lunch. He resigned himself to watching what they ate and doing the same.
Am | using sonar? Detecting magnetic fields? Sensng chemicasin the water?

He' d had no direct contact with the bezeri. The contaminated blood had come from Adrian Bennett, and
he must have contracted it from Frankland, and Frankland had the bezeri lights. Arasdidn’t seem to have
them. Neither did the marine asfar as he knew. So how did ¢’ naatat choose which genesto express?

Aslong as he concentrated on the science, he could stay calm.

The sunlight punched shafts through the drifting red weed above them, creeting clouds of garnet and ruby,
and the bezeri stopped to hang in the water. The largest of them, the patriarch Saib, rippled with
scattered pinpoints of light. The lamp spoke in a disembodied genderless voice.

Thisisasfar aswe can go. We want you to retrieve our maps.
Lindsay aimed the lamp back. “Why can’'t you go any further?’
Thisisacontaminated area. The poison levels may be too high for us, but not for you.

Rayat wondered how they worked out the radiation levels. They didn’t seem to have any technology
except the podships that Aras mentioned. Maybe they just counted the bodies and drew their own
conclusons.

“Ther€ sacontamination clean-up team from Eqbasthere,” said Lindsay.

Saib rippled. And they are on the largest of the Mountainsto the Dry Above. But Hill the areaistoo
dangerousfor us. Do as| ask.

“Okay,” sad Lindsay. “Wherewill wefind the maps?’

Y ou will see an entrance. There are chamberswithin. Carry out as many maps as you can and bring them
back here.

Rayat interrupted. “Where are we? We must be somewhere near Christopher Idand.”



“Atleast cdl it Ouzhari, you bastard,” said Lindsay.
That isnot our namefor it.

“What isit, then?’

The Smdlest Mountain to the Dry Above.

“Thank you,” said Rayat. “Very decriptive.”

Saib and his companions hung back while Lindsay made her way through the submerged reef. Rayat
followed her. Arethere predators down here? He knew he wouldn't wander into acave in aterrestrial
seawithout checking on the size and appetite of the loca wildlife. What happened if the niche equivaent
of ashark here contracted ¢’ naatat? Risks occurred to him now that had never crossed his mind before,
and the parasite began to look rather different.

You'll just haveto be bloody careful, won't you?

The entrance was as obvious as the bezeri had said. It was ten meters high, and instead of being anatural
cave as Rayat had expected it was an excavated opening flanked by carved stone inlaid with colored
materid. Had the bezeri made this? They were capable of impressive construction, then. He followed
Lindsay ingde and as his eyes adjusted to the gloom he saw shelveslining the walls, most of them
stacked with smdl| flat sheets of what looked like glass.

And he could taste something unpleasant. It was like inhaing abad smell, except that it was passing
through his mouth and he had an urgeto spit it out.

“There must be thousands,” said Lindsay. She edged forward and then stopped in her tracks. “Oh
God...”

“What?’

“Oh God, bodies.” She looked down. She must have trodden on them. He could only see vague outlines,
S0 that was the source of the foul taste. “Oh no...”

“Hey, get agrip. Steady.”
“Do meafavor and shut up, will you? Don't you fed any sense of remorsefor this?’
“I do, actudly. But | don’t regard your ritua wailing as a productive use of energy.”

“Y ou know, | think Shan had the right idea when she kicked the crap out of you. Shame she didn’t finish
thejob.”

“But shedidn’'t. And now you' re stuck with me.”

Lindsay turned back to the shelves and drifted aong them, picking out plates of what appeared to be
resin. They were about thirty centimeters across with beveled edges.

“They'reglass” shesad. “They' resand.”

Rayat didn’t understand her at first but when he took one of the objects from the nearest shelf he found
that shewasright; they felt like lightweight glasswith alayer of colored sand sandwiched between them.
The sand was arranged in intricate designs, some of which looked like charts and others which seemed to
be abstract symbols. Rayat took as many as he could carry and made hisway back to Saib.



“Extraordinary,” said Rayat.

Saib smply hung there. Without the signa lamp, there was no possibility of conversation. Rayat laid the
maps on the seabed in front of the bezeri patriarch.

“What arethey?’

Saib’smantlerippled with swirls of blue and gold light like awhed rotating. Rayat watched. Damn,
didn’'t ¢’ naatat have anything that would help him understand this creasture? He looked at his own hands
and longed to see some glimmer of light in them just like that bitch Frankland had. If the geneswerein
her, then they would bein him now. He wanted those lights. He wanted them badly.

“Try this” said Lindsay, laying astack of maps on the mud. She held the sgnd lamp in range but she
didn’t rdinquish her hold on it. She had to put it down sooner or later. And what powered it? It was
going to run out eventudly.

But Rayat could wait. Hetried again.
“What are these?’

Maps and histories, said Saib.

“How do you make glass?’

These arelayers of azin shell. They are ancient, the oldest of our records. Clans and territories, dl their
names and deeds.

“Y ou commemorate them.”

Without these records, thereis nothing to show we have ever existed. They may yet be al that remains of
us.

“Wedo thesamething.” Rayat thought of dl the memorias on Earth, the painstaking records of genocide
and cenotaphs and gravestones. Y es, names mattered. “I understand.”

Now you will answer my questions. What isthis contagion? Why wasit worth more than our lives?
“Because it’sdangerous. It would end up destroying whole worlds.”
Our world isdestroyed. And the contagion till exists. We died for nothing.

Rayat wanted to say that the end had been achieved, that Bezer’ € was now quarantined, and that
C naatat was now effectively safein the hands of the FEU; but it wouldn’t have made sense to a bezeri.
Hewasn't sureright then that it made senseto him.

He picked up one of the azin shells and wondered how they managed to make the sed watertight and
place the colored sand so accurately. The shades were graduated so finely that they appeared dmost like
apainting; the maps clear and crisp, with vividly colored symbolsand lines. The next one he examined
was avery accurate representation of the underwater landscape.

Rayat recognized it. He recognized the type of weed and the dark red things clinging to the rocks that
might have been plants or shellfish or anything in between.

So they seetheworld pretty well as| can seeit.



Rayat experienced a disturbing and profound sense of connection. His scap tightened and he found
himsdf looking into the bezeri’ s mantle to seek eyes. Terrestria cephaopods had eyes, eyes made the
sameway asahuman’'s,

Oh God. It was hard to tell in a cresture that was almost transparent and full of swirling lights. Oh God |
have to stop thinking thisway.

Rayat’ s next thought was that thiswas aremnant of Shan Frankland’ s memories, her unsettling ability to
blur the line between the value of man and cockroach, the same worldview that the wess har shared.
And ¢ naatat had brought with it elements of every host it had passed through.

She' sinmy bloody head. Bitch. The bitchisin my brain. | don’t even know which thoughts are my own
anymore. Bitch, bitch, bitch.

He found he was gripping the azin shell map far too tightly and he dackened hisgrip, struggling to keep
cam. If hedidn’'t have hisinner core of certainty, he had nothing—and he would never last down here.

But he couldn’t die; he'd end up insane.

It wasthefirgt timein hislife as an intelligence agent that he d come adrift from the interna anchor that he
had learned to seize when he was done and terrified and in pain. Y ou had to have that core. Without it,
you broke.

He concentrated on hisfear and reminded himself that if Frankland could survive in space—and that had
to befar, far worse—then he could handle an existence like this. Humans had evolved from the sea
He' d smply come homefor awhile.

The bezeri examined the maps with dow, elegant care. One of them picked up two shell sheetsinits
tentacles and appeared to gaze at them, and Saib reached out and stroked one almost lovingly.

Our map makers are gone, said Saib. We arethe last of the clans. We shal be gone when the last of us
dies, because we have found no others.

“You vesurvived thisfar,” said Lindsay. “'Y ou have enough of a population to start over. Humans nearly
died out completely too. We bounced back.”

Sometimes Rayat just wanted to dap her. “We declined to afew thousand,” he said wearily. “You're
thinking of cheetahs. They’ re the ones who got down to single figures.”

“But they still bred.” Lindsay stood her ground. “God, dl the things ¢’ naatat can change, but it letsyou
carry on taking. Now tdl meit’s smart. Just shut up, will you?’

Saib rippled with deep blue light so saturated that it almost became black.
But heisright. We cannot produce young ones among ourselves.
“Why?" asked Lindsay.

Most of usare old. We escaped the contamination because we did not go to the spawning grounds near
Ouzhari.

“Are none of you young enough to reproduce?’

A few. But they are dl of onefamily. They cannot breed. It isunthinkable.



Rayat hadn’t even thought about the bezeri when he decided to salt the tactical neutron bombswith
cobalt. He knew next to nothing about the species. Therewas acertain irony in the fact that Surendra
Parekh had been executed for causing the desth of just one of them, but his actions had led to the deaths
of thousands—and here he was hel ping the survivorsfile their archives, like amurderer alowed to work
inthe prison library for good behavior.

Saib gathered up a stack of azin shell mapsin two of histentacles and held them against his body.
We have many mapsto collect, from many locations. If nothing else, we will have our history.

Rayat thought of terrestrial octopuses opening jars and solving puzzles, and his solid view of the universe
began to tilt and tear like a quake zone. He wondered if Earth’ s squid had histories, and if he had smply
never seen the obvious.

Jgeno, Umeh

In daylight, the scale of the damage to Jgeno was visible even from the ground. Eddie opened the airlock
and stood outside Umeh Station, surprised at the relative quiet.

“Off you go.” Hetook the bee cam from his pocket and flicked it into the air, sending it out on itsown
beyond the defense shidd. “ Urban damage, bodies, emergency measures. Go get it.”

He prayed that the isenj weren't jumpy enough to shoot it down. It was only the Size of atennisball but
he didn’t know if their systems could detect it. He didn’'t even know if it could pass through the Egbas
defense shield that formed anetwork of invisible corridors linking the ship to Umeh Station and parts of
Jgeno itsAf.

Y eah, I’'m trapped under an upturned glass. Like aspider.

Eddie couldn’t shake the andogy. Spiders seemed to form asizeable chunk of hismental imagery at the
moment. 1senj were spiders with piranha mouths, and he was a spider too, a soft pink one, and he wasn't
sure who was outside the glass or within it, and whether the glasswas atrap or ahaven.

But there was one sgnificant improvement in his Situation: and that was anegotiated timedot onthe ITX,
thanks to Esganikan, or—to be more specific—thanksto the efforts of the Austrdlians at the UN. He
could guarantee getting hold of the BBChan news desk at least once aday. In Jgjeno, that meant sunrise
for thetime being. It was nauseatingly early and his somach churned with fatigue.

Silly bagtards. Anyone in the FEU with three brain cdlls should have redlized that he was the only neutral
out here and attempted to sweet-talk him into aspot of informa intelligence gathering. It wouldn't have
been thefirg time. But they hadn’t even tried. He had his price ready if they ever did; unlimited ITX
access.

He opened the ITX link that Livaor had managed to build into his handheld and comforted himsdf with
the knowledge that he could at least conduct his businessin private now—or &t least asprivate asa
shared comms link could ever be. None of the speciesin the Cavanagh’s Star system had any concept of
SECrecy or encryption.

“’Morning, Mick.” Eddie doubted if the duty news editor dept much these days. He was gray-faced and
unshaven. “Y ou doing double shifts?’

“Might aswell makethe most of it.” Behind Mick, the newsroom looked asiif the cleaning staff hadn’t
been around for awhile. Cups and other detritus littered the desks. “1'll beretired by the time the Egbas
show up. Dead, even.”



“Y ou're dways so upbesat.”
“Have you been watching the output at al?’
“I’ve been abit busy with an air raid.”

Mick rolled over his comment, oblivious. “We had another hurricane. We lost backup power for six
hours and the roof came off the staff restaurant.”

“Okay, you win. That trumps my persona disaster.” It was afew weeks before Christmas back home.
The climate had shifted an awful lot since he'd left Earth. “L ook, things are going pear-shaped. Areyou
up to speed with the geopalitics here?’

“I have a hard time keeping up with the Earth Sde of things at the moment, mate.”

“Wall, it looks like we' ve got ared shooting war. One of the neighboring states took exception to the
Egbas arriving in Jgjeno and sent fightersinto Northern Assembly airspace to take a crack at them.”

“And?
“I’ve got the footage. And in retdiation the Eqbas wiped atown off the map. Buyg.”
“Y ou got footage of that?’

“No, just the dogfight over Jgeno, but—"

“Oh.” Mick’s persona amazement threshold seemed to have racked up afew notches overnight. Alien
dogfightsin the skies of exatic distant planets weren’t big enough to shift his needle now. “Okay, send it
downtheline”

It wasachalenge. “If | can get some footage of Buyg...”
“Great.”

“Mick, areyou listening? The Eqbas are heading our way in afew yearsand it’ Il be sobering to show the
viewer what they can do.”

“We had anti-European riots over that last Eqbas piece weran.”
“Areyou being leaned on by the Foreign Office again?’

“Not anymore. It'sjust that we' ve got an immediate killer westher story with adomestic body count and
something that might happen in thirty yearsisway down the menu today.”

“Point taken,” said Eddie, teeth gritted. Sod you, mate. But it had taken decades for the mediato get
excited about climate change, too, and by then it wastoo late: the seeds of inevitability were sown early.
The Eqgbas were coming. Nothing would divert them. “L ook, the new Defense Secretary is going to want
to seethis. Y ou might be ableto trade it for afavor sometime.”

Eddie had done this before; he' d shared footage of wess har vessaswith the FEU. Somehow they felt
they were getting something useful beyond awarning, but he doubted it after what he' d seen last night. It
wasjust areminder that they had thirty yearsto catch up technologicaly on amillion-year-old civilization.

Mick’s mind obvioudy wasn't set on receive today. “ Are you okay, Eddie? Generdly, | mean.”



“Wadll, if I'm not, you can’'t exactly send acar for me, can you?’
“Just checking. Manager’ sduty of careand dl that.”

“I’'mfine” I'm scared and I’ m lonely and I’'m excited and | wouldn’t want to be anywhere el seright
now. “Don’'t worry about me. I'm alocal celeb. They even give me decent coffee. Do you want this
footage or not?’

“Check in tomorrow. Jan’ son duty.”

Eddie closed the link and marveled at how short the attention span of anews editor could be. But the
isenj war was 150 trillion miles away, and its consequences decades in the future, and the problems of
Europe were happening to Mick right now.

Eddie would have made the same call.

He recalled the bee cam and tracked it al the way back to the dome, watching what it could seeviahis
handheld. He caught aglimpse of blackened buildings. The cam was programmed to search for specific
shots, matching them againgt typical templates—large areas of certain colors and shapes—so it wasa
relief to find that bomb damage |ooked the same across the galaxy. The cam knew what to go for.

But it wasn't bomb damage. It was the destruction caused by amilitary vessel exploding and sending
debris, hot metal and undischarged ordnance ripping through aheavily populated city.

It was an academic point. It was apolitician’s point.

The bee cam appeared in the distance, adull gray sphere streaking head-on towards him through the
heat haze tunnel of the defense shidd, looking disturbingly like an incoming missiletraling turbulence. It
dowed and he caught it in a practiced move.

“Wedl hdd, that man,” said awoman’'svoice.

It was Sofia Cargill from Actaeon, alieutenant who was now the ranking officer in Umeh Station. The
senior officers had died when Nevyan had launched the attack on the ship: Lindsay was dismissed the
sarvicefor her actions on Bezer'g. That left Cargill, aconspicuoudy young, sturdy redhead who had
accepted respong bility without amurmur.

“I'm up for thefirgt eeven if we can make enough roomto play agame,” said Eddie.

“Thelads are talking about clearing some spacein thedome.” “Lads’ wasaunisex term they all used.
Cargill stood at the airlock and squinted against therising sun, Ceret, a star the isenj called Nir, and
humans, in their erasing way, called Cavanagh’s Star. The politics of names fascinated Eddie. He opted
to call it Nir for the time being. “ So what' s happening out there?’

“ Aftermath.” He thumbed the bee cam’ s controls and tilted his handhdd for her to look at the screen.
“But it just bounced off us”

“Bloody hell.”
“Better to have the Egbas on side than not.”

“I hate Sitting here not knowing what’ sgoing on.”

“I'd lielow and say nothing, love. Leaveit to Shan and Esganikan.”



“Not much choice”

“Anyway, you' ve got more to worry about—keeping that domein order.”
“Only for afew more months.”

“Something you're not telling, me?’

Cargill shrugged. “No secret. Thetis picks us up in ten months and fifteen days. We turned her back by
remote.”

“Oh, that. Y ou’ re going home, then?” Thetis, the ship that had brought him to Bezer’ g, was much dower
than Actaeon, which had been built nearly fifty yearslater. “Bit of adisappointment for the ussss and
isenj embarked in her when they wake up.”

“They decided to cancedl the Earth trip anyway. We re evacuating—well, some of us.”

“But it’ll take seventy-five yearsto get back. Y ou know what home is going to be like then, after the
Egbas have finished with it?” Eddie cal culated, boggled by rdative velocities and light-years. “ They'll il
get there more than forty years before Thetis.”

“Might be better.”
“Might beworse”

“Whatever itis, it'll al beover.” Cargill looked remarkably cheerful. It seemed to be the navy way of
coping. “ Seventy-five years, twenty-five. We' Il deep through thelot, and it’s a case of ten months here
or nearly five. A lot of people have opted to go sooner rather than later.” She rubbed her eyes. “Andit'll
relieve the pressure on the station’ s systems. Good compromise dl round.”

It removed leverage, too. But Eddie suspected the public didn’t give a shit what happened to afew
hundred FEU and Sinostates citizens out here. They were old news. They were along way from practical
assistance: aminimum of twenty-five years, in fact.

“I’'mgoing for awalk,” said Eddie.
“Y ou be careful, then,” said Cargill, and Eddie regretted that she was not histype.

He began waking down the invisble corridor, crossing the service road that ringed Umeh Station like a
moat, and glanced up to check that the incongruoudy pretty Eqbas vessdl was till on station above him.
It gleamed bronze in the early morning sun, alittle lower than it had hovered last night when it batted
away incoming missileslike a casud pre-game badminton knockabout. Jgeno looked unnaturaly
deserted.

Thelast time he' d walked donein this city, he d nearly been killed in the crush. There weretraffic rules
for pedestrians here, and very few vehicles. That was ameasure of the crowding. He paused on the
perimeter that shimmered faintly like avery clean sheet of glassin front of him, only visble asahint of
substance at certain angles.

Eddie dipped on histrangparent breather mask and reached out cautioudy. He wasn't sure what he'd
touch. But hisfingers penetrated the barrier with adight resistance, like pressing through weter.

“Ah, sod it.” He stepped through.

When he crossed the first block and turned the corner, he found himsalf among crowds of isenj; not as



tight-packed as he had seen before, but busy and moving fast enough for him to have to match their pace
and stick to the pedestrian traffic rules.

Isenj had quills. That made him careful, too. But he had walked much more dangerous streets on Earth,
feeling somehow safer than he really was because he had a camera and atabard marked MEDIA.

He stood at least a head taller than everyone e se, looking down on dark heads. 1senj were subtly
different shades of chocolate and umber and charcoa, and the clicking and whirring
sounds—conversation, or just movement?—made him strain to hear patterns and understand them. Their
scent of damp wood and the continuous movement only served to reinforce theimpression of aliving,
dark forest floor dive with insects.

Eddie went with the flow of pedestrians, mindful not to make a sudden change of direction thistime, and
recorded afew landmarksto help him find hisway back. A run of burned-out buildings and adeep
crater that ran fifteen meters at an angle across the road told him exactly where lagt night’ s debris had
landed. In the blackened rubble, water still fountained from aburst pipe, surrounded by isenj clutching
tools.

Could the Eqgbas protect the whole of Jgeno? Would they even want to? He hadn’t worked out their
mindset yet. If they were anything like their wess har cousins, he suspected he might get afew unpleasant
SUrprises.

Thisisnot your species, and it' s not your morality. Stop judging them. Y ou intruded here.

Ahead of him, isen] started moving to the sides of the road, crowding together with sporadic shill
sounds, but the pace remained constant. He couldn’t see why they were parting. Then herisked aglance
behind him—no smple feat while trying to keep pace—and saw the top of an official isenj ground car
just visible above the carpet of dark velvet heads.

The vehicle managed to make progress. As the sea of isen] parted, Eddie was suddenly aware that the
road surface wasn't auniform color, but covered in intricate, vivid designs like the onesthat covered
many of the buildings. Just as he was wondering if it was some kind of traffic Ssgn or merely decoration,
the vehicledrew level with him and he heard, “Eddie!”

It dmost stopped him in histracks, or it would have doneif isenj hadn’t started crushing into the back of
hislegs. Shit. Hetried to step clear and get to the cleared space in the road, but he lost his balance.
Hands grabbed hisjacket and he wasjerked off hisfeet and into the car so hard that his shins scraped
aong the running board and he swore loudly.

“Daft sod,” said Ade, and hauled him into agitting position. “What are you doing off-camp without an
escort?’

Eddie rubbed hisleg ruefully. Shan and amasked Serrimissani stared down at him, somehow with
matched expressions of disgpprova despite the huge species gulf. It was the narrowed eyesthat did it:
two stroppy women.

“l can handleit, Ade”
“Not on my watch.”
“1"ve been an embed before. | know the drill.”

“Yeah, and I’ ve scraped people into body bags before.” Ade' s expression was more intense than angry.
Eddie noted that he was wearing gloves. “I don’t want anything happening to you, mate. | haven’'t got a



clue who regards us as targets and who doesn't, and neither have you.”

Y es, they were mates, Eddie, Ade and Aras. They’ d shared a house after Shan's apparent death. They
were hisfriends, thelast |eft dive in the universe. And he hadn’t worried much about catching ¢’ naatat.
Funny, that. Every time he shaved with asmple razor told him hewas still morta.

“Sorry.” Eddiefelt supid. “You didn’'t come out just to find me, did you?
“WEe re seeing the ministers, remember?’ said Shan. “ Esganikan’s making her own way there.”

Eddie fdt suitably chastened and turned to Serrimissani. An isenj ground car wasn't designed for humans,
athough the ussss seemed happy with their saddle-like seets. “ And what' s your interest in this, doll?’

“To report back to Nevyan.” Serrimissani never showed signs of athaw but he counted her asafriend
too. The femaestended to be aloof. “ To decideif F nar should beinvolved in restoring Umeh, asit
affectsthe security of awess har protectorate.”

Eddie wondered if F nar had minded bearing the burden of looking after Bezer' . He hadn’t yet worked
out how one city took on interplanetary responsibilities. There was plenty about the mutua aid and
communality of wess har society that was dill invisibleto him.

But parts of Jgeno werefamiliar country.

The ground car stopped outside the ministerid building where he had first had coffee—for want of a
better word—with Ual. Inside, the pa e aquamarine stone walls and echoing floors were both familiar and
sad.

Ang.

A quill with its decorative corundum bead had fdlen to thefloor.

RAing.

He heard it asif it were happening now. Ud had handed it to him, thinking he wanted the sapphire beed,

but it was the isenj quill that was the prize—the source of DNA to help the wess har create an
isenj-targeted pathogen to stop them from ever settling on Bezer’ g again.

You dimebdl, Michdlat.

Ua had known and still forgave him. The minister said it saved him from being forced to meke a
dangerous decision, but Eddie didn’t fed any better about it.

Rit appeared in the doorway of the adjoining chamber with Ralass at her side, far too like her dead
husband for Eddi€' s comfort.

“The cabinet iswaiting,” said Ralass, and for onceit didn’t sound asif he wasinterpreting for Rit.

There were eight isenj in the adjoining chamber, some with beaded quills and some without. They'd
settled on the floor rather than on the dais-like seats Eddie had expected to see, and Esganikan sat
looking alittle uncomfortable on adab of black stone. Like al wess har, Egbas preferred knedling and
gtting back on their hedls.

“Y ou may record the meeting,” said Ralass.

Eddie sat cross-legged on the floor againgt the nearest wall, fedling like akid in aschool gymnasium.



Shan and Ade sat down without hesitation, arms clasped around knees. It made them look oddly
innocent.

“I am Par Shomen Eit,” said theisen in the center of the group. He spoke English. In fact, he spoke
English just as Ual had done, sucking air through a gap and somehow articulating sound like a
laryngectomy patient. It was painful to listen to, but the wordswereintdligible. “My responghility is
infrastructure and supplies. Par Nir Bedoi governs home affairs, and Par Pard Rit dealswith
off-worlders”

Only inacrowded, resource-limited world like Umeh would a utilities minister have the whip hand. The
Northern Assembly had no head of state, just a cabinet committee dominated by Eit.

“The Maritime Fringe has breached our airgpace to fire upon you,” said Eit. “ And now that you have
retdiated by attacking Buyg, they hold us responsible for harboring you and so have formally declared
war on us”

Esganikan studied him, head cocked like a baffled dog. “ And what is your response?’
“We moved troops down to our southern border and attacked their defense ingtalations overnight.”

Whoa, thought Eddie. | hope that’s bloody audible on the bee cam. Isenj had no news media. How the
hell was he expected to find out about these things? It was like covering the battle of Trafalgar by
standing at Greenwich and waiting for someone to row ashore weeks later with a dispatch.

“Thiswill not affect our timetable,” said Esganikan. “But it might hasten the process of population
reduction.”

Shit.
Rdass ligened intently to Rit. “ The minister asks whether that isours or theirs.”

“Inthe end, it makes no difference.” Diplomacy wasn't exactly Esganikan’s strong suit. She said exactly
what she thought, like al wess har. “ But we would prefer this planet to be populated by the responsible
and the environmentaly frugd. So thoseisenj who cooperate will receive our help.”

Eddie found he was clenching his handstightly into white-knuckled fists, utterly embarrassed. Shan didn’t
show any reaction.

“Minigter Rit asksif that extends to helping us defend the border. Land has dways been an issue
between the Northern Assembly and the Maritime Fringe, and they seek every opportunity to encroach,
athough never by violent means before now.”

“Defenseisvery resource-intensve,” said Esganikan.

“We need your help.” Ralass had that disembodied tone of al interpreters. Therewas no “we” about it
for her. “What are your plans?’

“It seems clear that our original plan to limit the population by mass contraceptive measures has been
overtaken by events.”

“What does that mean?’ asked Eit.

“Y ou have awar. We cannot restore your planet while fighting. So you must bring thewar to an end.”
She took something from the folds of her green and gray tunic, ahand-sized block that looked like abar



of transparent soap. Lightsflickered within it. “ There are no species other than isenj living in their
territory, am | correct?’

“None, except the food crops they grow.”
“Do you fed your forces could subdue the Maritime Fringe?’
“If we did, we would have done so dready. We require military support from you.”

Esganikan paused and did the head-tilting ritua that could have been anything from curiosity to suspicion.
She was studying Eit. “I will not commit ground troops here. Aerid bombardment, perhaps.”

“I was thinking of weapons that are unique to the wess har. Targeted bioweapons.”

Sometimes Eddie had the sense of being present at pivotal moments; sometimes he thought that he might
look back on them and identify them as such, not knowing them for what they were a thetime. It wasa
journaligt’ s privilege. And sometimes he saw them anyway, and was unsettled by them. He glanced at
Shan, but she was watching the exchange with only the occasiond blink, asif concentrating on every
gyllable. Shewasn't used to hearing isenj articulating sound like that: he was. But Adelooked asif he had
no trouble understanding, because hisjaw muscles twitched. He knew what was coming. On the level
playing field of the unknown, Ade sintelligence was suddenly visible,

“Drastic;” sid Esganikan mildly.

“No more drastic than targeted contraception. And you can do this, can you not? If you can tailor
something to a specific genome for those purposes, then the same must apply to bioweapons.”

“The pathogen would need containment within your borders, or it would drift into the Maritime Fringe' s
legitimate territory.”

“I did not mean it asadeterrent.” Eit had definitdy shifted from “we’ to “I” even if the Northern
Assembly had no individua head of gate. It wasn't adip of the tonguein an unfamiliar language. “I mean
as aweapon. To be used across their border.”

“Y ou plan to annihilate your enemiesin their homes, yes?”’

“Beforethey annihilate us”

“Annihilation will take sometimeif they continueto fight street by street.”
Esganikan waited, silent. Rit said nothing in response to Raass’ sinterpretation.

“The Maritime Fringe bdieves the Jgeno government is risking isenj sovereignty and hasgiveninto
wess har aggression,” Eit said at last. “It has pledged to attack Wess g, reclam Asht, and end wess har
dominance once and for al.”

“Isanation cgpable of that if it strugglesto deal with its own neighbor?’

“Our own citizens are divided over your presence here. If thisgovernment fell, and aless sympathetic
onetook our place, then they would probably aly with the Fringe and the rest of the nations and make a
more concerted attempt at reclaiming Asht than they did nearly two years ago. And we cannot defend
Umeh Station.”

S0, save us, or the wicked enemy will attack you next. Eddie was unpleasantly impressed by Eit's
maneuvering, but he couldn’t see any wess har responding to blackmail or scaretactics. Eit seemed to



think that Esganikan cared what happened to the humans here: the legendary isenj memory had let him
down badly, then. Esganikan wasn’t wired to respond to manipulation and she was immune to pleading.
Eddie watched the exchange and had to kegp reminding himself that he was watching a cabinet minister
openly bidding for agenocida weapon without the dightest hint of embarrassment.

Esganikan obliged and lived up to Eddi€’ swess har stereotype.

“If any isen] attack us, wewill retdiate. And they will al die.” That fluting tone aways sounded
reasonable, and thistime it was agreat sound-bite. “If isenj manage to land on Bezer' g, they will
certainly die, because of the pathogen seeded across the planet for that specific deterrent purpose. They
are no threat to us”

Eddie tried to reconcile the rel uctance to fight on the ground with the confidence he' d just heard. But Eit
didn't look like hewas giving up yet.

“We asked you to help us. We invited you here.”

“We agreed to help you restore your ecology. We did not agree to fight for your territorial ambitions, or
anybody else's. Wewill, however, pacify any who attack us.”

“How do you expect any nation to voluntarily reduce its population now? The Maritime Fringe has
focused other governments on your presence asthe mgor threat facing Umeh.”

“Then reduction can only take place by force.”

“Weinvited you, and so we are your dlies, but we might not win a conventiona war.” Eit paused for
effect. Ah. He picked that up from Udl. Eddie desperately missed the dead minister’ s benign influence
right then. “Would alies not make your task easier?| believe wess har care only about outcomes, not
intention or motive.”

“If we did agree to giving you bioweagpons, we would need to assess which genome variations we could
exploit. And this takes time—in which you may yet be invaded. In the meantime, | would like to spesk to
the Maritime Fringe leedership.”

“We dtill have diplomatic channdls,” said Eit. “What do you plan to say to the Fringe?’

“That if any isenj in that territory want to co-operate with the restoration of your planet, we will assst
them.” Esganikan looked down at the trangparent chunk in her hand asif she was receiving messages. “If
they resist, they will become part of the consequences of restoration.”

Eddie wondered how even aforce the Size of Esganikan’s—and a ship that could separate into different
assetswas aforcein itself—could subdue aregion. But he' d seen the whole planet’ sinfrastructure. It
was precarioudy balanced wherever helooked. It was wholly managed, artificialy managed, because the
environment was shot to hell. Maybe afew strikesin the right places could do far more damage here than
on aworld with more room to maneuver and recover.

Earth’ s governments really needed to start taking notes. Eddie wasn't even sure where to start.

“| shdl vigt the Maritime Fringe,” said Esganikan. “ Some things are better demonstrated that spoken.”
Mar'an’ casidand, Pgjati coast, Wess g

“So you came back,” said Deborah Garrod.



She stood on the beach with the wind whipping through her hair, arms folded tight across her chest. Aras
pulled the boat up onto the shingle and decided it was time he used his human influence to temper what
hesad.

“I want to seeif the colony can sustain itsdlf through the winter.” Pgjat was dmost asfar north ashis
birthplace, lussan on the Bard Plain, afar less clement place than F nar. “ Perhaps you should reconsider
themarines offer of help. They're very capable.”

Deborah beckoned him to follow her. The last time he' d visited, the colonists had greeted him with a hail
of stones.

“I think it might be too soon,” she said. “ They're il upset about Jonathan.”

She didn't mention Josh, so Aras decided not to mention afew hundred thousand dead bezeri. He
regretted having to kill hislifelong friend. But he didn’t regret the execution, and that was ahard thing for
ahuman to understand.

The refugee camp on Mar’ an’ cas was a sea of tents made of patterned blue Pgjati fabric. Composite
crop tunnels and patches of tilled soil filled the space that was't taken up by accommodation. Theidand
was inhospitable, and even more so compared with the quality of life that the colonists had made for
themselvesin Congtantine back on Bezer'g.

But | created the biobarrier and the terrestria conditions within it that helped you grow crops. | |abored
with you and excavated the underground settlement where you lived. | even helped build your church. |
made its stained-glasswindows. Y ou were my family.

Deborah seemed less hodtile towards him for executing her husband Josh than the rest of the colonists
who had been forced to flee Constantine. Aras hoped shefinaly understood why he had to do it, but he
suspected it had more to do with her acceptance of the thing they called God' swill. It seemed to bea
self-comforting reaction to tragedy. If thisgod redly intended the bezeri to die to cause the coloniststo
return to Earth with the gene bank, then Aras doubted the deity’ s claim of omnipotence. Influencing
humans to manage their own world properly and avoid the need for atwenty-five light-year exile seemed
amore obvious course of action.

Perhaps God—if God existed—enjoyed sadistic games.

Ordinary wess har didn’'t grasp divinity. Arasvery nearly did, but every time he thought he had the
measure of forgiveness and atonement, humans would do something that set him back to square one

again.

The coloniststreated him as one of them for five generations. Now he walked through the camp and
none of them acknowledged him, although some stared.

Perhapsthey were staring at Deborah, widowed by him and yet walking at hisside asif nothing had
happened.

She stopped in her tracks. She was asmall woman, much shorter than Shan and much less strongly built.
Eddie described her as*“orientd”; humans came in many varied forms. She dropped her armsto her
sSides and turned to face a couple who were rinsing clothesin abowl outside their tent, John and
Catherine: Aras knew them well. He d made glass pensfor them.

“If I'veforgiven Aras,” said Deborah, “then so can you. Don't forget what we are.” She was aware she
had quite an audience: she turned around dowly, addressing every colonist within hearing distance. There



were no doors to shut out the sound in acamp of tents. “Do you hear me? Let’s put an end to this.
Without Aras, none of uswould be here today and we' d have lost the gene bank. We re going hometo
restore Earth and that’ sthanks to him.”

Araswasn't embarrassed. It wasn't awess har reaction. He wasn't ashamed of what he' d done. He was
smply bewildered. He had wanted to kill when he thought Shan was dead. He wanted revenge; no, he'd
wanted balance. Pure revenge was a human emotion. But here was Deborah Garrod putting aside her
human desire to see someone punished for her husband’ s degth, and looking at...outcomes. Like a

wess har.

Deborah seemed to resent the silence. “1 want you to find it in your heart to forgive him.” She looked
around. “Thisiswhat our faith isabout. Thisiswhereit gets hard. Going without afew comfortsisn't a
test. Neither is being persecuted. Putting aside persona hatred—that’ sthe test.”

Aras could smdll the reaction of the colonists closest to him. Their scents of agitation and discomfort
carried on thewind; what she had said had hit them hard. Aras wished he understood the complexities of
faith. But he understood, at least, that Deborah Garrod had stepped without hesitation into the role that
Josh had |eft asthe colony’ sleader, naturaly and without effort.

“Y ou said you would never understand why | did it,” he said.

“I think 1 understand why al these events had to happen, though,” said Deborah. “ And that’ s close
enough for meto carry on with what | haveto do.”

Aras understood matriarchs. It was the natural order of things. Deborah seemed to think she had made
her point to the colonists, and walked on. The Garrods' tent was in the center of the camp and she was
heading in that direction.

“So some bezeri survived,” she said.
“Fewer than Sixty.”

“We pray for them.”

“Will my presence upset James?’

Josh' steenage son had been bitter and angry about hisfather’ s execution. Hislittle Sster Rachel only
seemed to understand that her father was't coming back—in thislife, anyway. Ther faithin
noncorporea existence was somehow both literal and symboalic. It kept them happy and restrained in
their actions, so Aras saw no harmin the delusion.

“James and | have spent alot of timetaking,” said Deborah. “I won't pretend it’ sbeen easy. But he's
reached some degree of understanding.”

“And Rachd ?’

“She misses Josh, and she missesyou.”

“Haveyou told her what | did?’

“Of course not. One day | will, though, so that she understands.”

Despite generations spent among humans—more time than he had even spent among hisown
kind—Aras till found it odd that human children couldn’t absorb redity in the same way aswess har



youngsters. Giyadas could reason much as Nevyan could; she was smply aware of fewer things, and as
she experienced them, she absorbed them. Human children existed in astate of semi-sentience for years.

Deborah’ s tent was strewn with branches painted red and green. A candle stood on a saucer, itsflame
guttering occasondly asadraft caught it. It was nearly Christmas and Aras knew how much time they
spent preparing for the rdigious festival. They took it serioudly. It was somekind of birthday event,
athough Shan inssted it was just a Pagan midwinter ceremony dressed up in anew theology like many
others. Arasdidn’t mind. It wasdl untruth to him.

“Rachel painted al these branches,” said Deborah.

“Whereisshe?’ Aras missed the child. She' d dways drawn picturesfor him, strangely stylized and
wholly inaccurate, and he wondered if that was how she perceived the world. “Where' s James?’

“WEe ve sat up aschoolroom in one of the horticulture tunndls. It solves afew heating problems.” She
handed Aras a cup and poured some liquid into it. The scent of sage teafilled the tent and briefly
overpowered the smdlls of the camp—_garlic, sewage and burning. “ James teachesin the mornings and
works on the cropsfor the rest of the day.”

“And you' ve taken over the leadership.”

“Not intentionaly.”

“I don’t recal women leading the community before.”
“That dways confused you, didn’t it?’

“My society isrun by matriarchs, just asthe Egbas and the ussiss are.” He sipped thetea. “Will you do
things differently? What do you intend to do when you return to Earth? | know you' Il be planning.”

Deborah looked lost for amoment. “We're discussing that.”
((Amt?!

“WEe ve served our purpose when we return the gene bank to Earth and the Eqbas begin restoring the
environment. All we can doiscarry onliving arespectful lifein the service of God.”

Aras groped for afocusin that. We ve served our purpose. Life without purpose darmed him. “But how
will you live?’

“Aswe velived here” Deborah reached for an old data device, the kind that they no longer used on
Earth. It was even older in design than Shan’s swiss. She displayed amap on itssmall screen. “| believe
we |l end up in Augtralia. We ve been wondering where we might settle. At least we speak the same
language, more or less”

“Earth has changed agreat ded since your ancestors | eft.”
“Y es, we know. That'swhy we' re going back.”

The colonists seemed to take upheavd relatively camly. A few had resisted the evacuation of
Congtantine, but it was just two families, and they’ d succumbed to the pathogen that the wess har had
released on the planet to make it uninhabitable for humans. Aras was sure this had something to do with
the colonists' unproven belief in amore desirable life beyond degth. 1t was astrange gamble.

“You have agresat ded of catching up to do.”



“Ah, so has Earth,” said Deborah. “1t’ Il be atime of huge change for everyone.”

Arasfought with his curiogity for amoment. HE d never seen awhole ecology restored before. At the
back of hismind, fragments of Shan’s memories of Earth nudged him and told him he wanted to seethe
planet and the changes the Egbas would make. He felt a passionate respongbility; and athough it was an
emotion transferred from Shan’s memory, it was till powerful, so closeto his sense of stewardship of
Bezer'g that it fdt like hisown.

He thought of the macaws that Shapakti had restored from the gene bank.
“The Egbas have re-created some species.”

Deborah’ sface relaxed and for amoment she looked much as she had been three years ago, before the
gethes had arrived in Thetis and the chain of destructive events had begun. “1t worked?’

“Did youthink it wouldn't?’

“I shouldn’t have doubted. But it was dways possible that we hadn’t maintained the storage conditions
properly.” She seemed distracted from her loss for amoment. “What did they re-create?’

“Blue and gold macaws.”
“Oh.”

“They' re extraordinary. They’re o vivid.” Arasfdt that sense of amazement again at seeing lifefrom
Earth that was utterly unlike gethes, independent of humans and with its own way of life. “They use
human language aswell astheir own.”

Deborah’ s eyesfilled with tears but she smiled. She seemed to be at that tipping point of intense emotion
where humans elther laughed or cried, and sometimes did both.

“Josh would have been so excited.” She clasped her left fist in her hand. All these humans had seen of
their homeworld wasfood crops, afew pollinating insects and rats. Earth’ s ecology was as alien to them
asit wasto Aras. and according to Eddie there were no wild macawsleft on Earth. “May | see them?’

Arasdidn’'t fed guilty, athough he would dways regret that Josh had to die. He missed him. And
Deborah was afriend, and not responsible for what Josh had done. So making her alittle happier was
not guilt. “Of course,” hesaid. “I'll talk to Shapakti.”

“It'sred, it it? 1t sredly happening.”
“Yes It'sred.”
“Without the Eqbas, could we have carried out that degree of restoration?’

Arasthought of gethes and their technology, and their politica will to change their greedy, destructive
habits. “No,” hesaid. “1 doubt it.”

“Then the intervention of the Eqbas was essentia.”
Whereisthisleading?*“1 would say s0.”

Deborah’' sface was fine boned and her eyes were dark and danted. Her point of focus now seemed to
be to one sde of him, on nothing at dl.



“This helps me make sense of Josh' sactions...and yours.”
“Why?" No, don't ask. Y ou won't understand.

“If Christopher Idand hadn’t been bombed, the Egbas would never have come here. It s part of a
purpose.”

Araswasright. He didn’t understand. He drained his cup, fighting hard against hiswess har ingtinct to
explain that she was wrong and that there was no greater planin all this. Humans were superb at pattern
recognition and prediction. They were so good at it, in fact, that they saw patterns where none existed
and imposed them for comfort, to convince themselves of some benign plan unknown to them that would
explain one day why lifewas so painful. They were il content not to know that imagined purpose. And
sometimes they were led by the recognition of patternsthat proved to be utterly wrong and totaly
dediructive.

A coping mechanism. An evolutionary quirk, not aperception of redlity.

Araswanted to tell her that events happened because they were consequences of other actions and that
only causdity connected everything. Some humans seemed not to know where they werein linear time.
But he knew Deborah believed that God intervened and placed eventsin order to offer humans choices
and consequences as incentives.

“It’' sfortunate that the Egbas have expertise in genetic manipulation,” he said carefully.

“But you left Egbas Vorhi ten thousand years ago. They would never have cometo this system, would
they?”

“That' strue.” And delusond. But if this hel ped gethes make restrained choices. . .did it matter how they
reached them? Outcomes. Motive was irrdevant. He ventured into her framework of logic. “ The
destruction of Ouzhari was acatalyst. If you want Earth restored sooner rather than later, the involvement
of Eqbas Vorhi isthe best way | know to achieveit. And your God isn’t omnipotent after al, perhaps he
recognized aneed to enligt their intervention.”

If that helped her dedl with Josh's degth, that wasfine too. Arasdidn’t require that gethes thought as he
did. He just wanted them to act in aresponsible and civilized manner. How they managed that was up to
them.

Deborah’ sdiscomfort at hisdoubt in her God was visble, though. She changed tack. “Tell me, how did
Lindsay Neville cope at the end? She seemed to find some peacein prayer.”

There was no point in deceiving Deborah, and for dl hisrecent practice, Araswas il aliteral wess har
with no fear of the consequences of knowledge.

“She'sdive” sad Aras. “And s0isDr. Rayat.”

Deborah’ sexpression was atota blank and her lips parted alittle. Aras waited for her to speak again.
Shejust stared a him. Eventually hefilled the silence.

“The bezeri wanted someoneto live among them and help them,” he said. “Lindsay and Rayat seemed
appropriate, and ¢’ naatat enabled themto do it.”

“Y ou contaminated them.”

“Yes.” Araswaited for her to ask why Josh had to die but they were spared. He had his explanation



ready, including the shockingly altered life they would lead, which would no doubt fit her ideas about
eterna damnation. He didn’t need to mention Vijiss aswell. “1t was deliberate.”

She closed her eyesfor amoment. “I’'m glad you didn’t do that to Josh.”

It surprised him. Sometimes he didn’t know humans aswell as he thought. But Deborah thought Josh
was now with God, which was where they al wanted to bein theend. Aras hadn't felt that at al when he
believed Shan was dead. She was smply gone, and the world had been too painful to bear without her.

“If 1 acquired some food supplies, would you accept them?’ he asked.
“That’ skind of you, Aras”

“And contact me when you want to visit the macaws.” He took Shan's swiss from his pocket. He hadn’t
returned it to her yet. “1 can receive your messages.”

There was nothing more to say. They looked at one another and Aras found he had no more questions.
He turned to go, disappointed that he hadn’'t seen Rachdl, and ducked to get out of the tent.

“I'll walk you back to the boat,” said Deborah.
“No need.” Theworst he could face was abuse. “ And let me know if you want help from the marines.”

Aras strode down the foot-worn path between the tents as the fabric snapped and whipped in the wind.
He knew every one of the colonistsin the camp; now he had fdlen from grace with them, and it bothered
him not because he wanted their approva but because he didn’t like to be reminded of how fragile
humans' affectionswere. Wess har didn't have feuds or abandon their families. Attachments were for
life

Y ou're dill worried that Shan’ sthe same. Y ou' re sill worried that she' |l do what humans do and choose
between you and Ade, instead of accepting you both like ared isan should.

Aras shuman side, scavenged by his ¢’ naatat from viruses and bacteriaand skin cdlls, was alittle
nagging voice of doubt. He ignored it. Shan was, he knew, as good as her word. She would never
abandon him again.

“Aras.” Thevoice canefrom behind him. “Arad”

Movement caught his periphera vison. Hewouldn't let the colonists hatred touch him. That wastheir
problem to ded with: he made himsdf immune, thinking of Shan and Ade.

“Arad”

The man’stone was urgent. Aras turned. It was John, John for whom he had once made glass pens, John
who had earlier turned his back on him. Hiswife stood beside him.

“We'resorry, Aras,” said John. “And we' re sorry for what happened to the bezeri. Go careful, my
friend.”

Deborah’ swords had hit their target. Humans were at least capable of change with sufficient motivation.
Aras suspected it was more to find favor with their god, the one who said they had to forgive, than out of
agenuine change of heart.

But that was motive. And mative didn’'t matter.



These had been hisfriends. He liked them, and he felt better when they weren’t hostile towards him.

“Y ou too, John,” said Aras. “You too.”

v

So the Federa European Union accuses Audtraiaof breaching UN treaties by unilateraly inviting the
Eqgbas Vorhi missontoitsterritories. Isthisthe same FEU that issued aunilatera invitation to theisen)
delegation less than two years ago? And would the FEU explain the difference? Perhapsit’ sthat
superpowers can flout internationd treaties with impunity. Let mejust say this. Any act of economic or
military aggresson against our Mudim brothersand sstersin Audtralia, New Zedland, Audtralian
Antarcticaor any of the Pacific Rim States will be treated as ahostile act againgt us, too.

JEAN ARLENE,
President, African Assembly
inaninterview

Bezer' g: near Ouzhari idand
Lindsay stared at the squirming trand ucent tubes clutched in one of Saib’ stentacles.
| haveto get through this.

Shewas ravenous. That was ¢’ naatat, she knew: dl that cdlular remodeling expended alot of energy.
Shefdt hot, even though the water was cold, and her body demanded calories. And she could adapt to
anything. And that meant. ..she could eat anything.

Oh God.

Saib shimmered with radid streaks of violet and gold and the lamp’ s audio boomed. Y ou must learn to
trap your own. Y ou might prefer the weed.

Lindsay was sure she would. Rayat reached past her and grabbed one of the tubes. “What isit?’ he sad,
and hesitated for a second before shoving it into his mouth and chewing hard.

She was sure he' d vomit up. His eyes screwed up for areflex second as he gagged on the thing but he
kept it down.

Rayat dways had to win, even againgt tubes.
It grows on the rocks, said Saib. It is perhaps aweed but it acts like an animad. 1t moves between rocks.

“Fine” sad Rayat. “Becauseif | don’t eat something solid then ¢ naatat is going to make mefilter krill or
mud or something. | want to keep chewing, thanks.”

Lindsay steeled hersdlf and reached for atube. Do it fast. It flt horribly cold and gelatinousin her mouth
but it tasted of nothing. Somehow that was the worst part. She swallowed hard and struggled against her
gag reflex.

“How much of thisdo we need to eat?’ she asked.
“Eat when you' re hungry and stop when you' re not.”

“Thanks, doctor. Great. | might never have worked that out on my own.”


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\matriarch.html

But he was right. Her ingtinct told her to eat as much as she could when she found food. Whether it was
her human hypothdamustdling her to gorge in an emergency or ¢ naatat making the decisionsfor her,
she decided to obey it. Clustered on the rocks were writhing trand ucent gold tubes like the ones Saib
had gathered. She made her way over to them—and it was becoming far more natura to movein the
water now, acombination of swimming and touching down on the seabed every few meters—and
reached out.

She expected them to shrink from her hand like anemones. But they scattered.

She lunged at them and managed to grab a handful. Plants, shetold hersdlf. Plants, plants, plants. She
crammed them into her mouth and shut out every conscious thought that said food had to be dead and
cooked.

She' d eaten oysters once and vomited.
“I'll stick to chasing weed,” said Rayat. “Until | develop the ability to move efficiently in water.”
“Y ou reckon you will?’

He nodded emphaticaly. “Y ou can see how thisthing works. It fits you to survivein your environment. It
wantsyou to stay aive, becauseit depends on you in some way. It optimizesyou.”

“It survivesin soil. Why doesit need us?’

Rayat was a pharmacologi<t, a scientist. He would be useful at last. “Lots of parasites need ahost for
certain phases of their life cycle. Some even need hosts for transport, nothing else.”

“Maybe| shouldn't think about this”

“Maybe you should. | want ¢’ naatat to give me those damn lights so | can talk to the bezeri without the
lamp. It probably won't last forever.”

“ Shan picked up the bioluminescence. She couldn’t spesk the language, though.”
“Did sheever try?’

“I don’t know.”

“How exactly did she acquireit?”’

“Noidea”

Saib moved, shooting a powerful jet of water and sending silt pluming in clouds. Hurry. If you do not
want to eat, then work. Fetch more maps. The podship will come soon.

Rayat held his hand out for the signd lamp. Lindsay paused for amoment and then decided that if he
tried to keep it, Saib would probably take it from him anyway. The bezeri needed to communicate with
them too.

Sheput it in hishand. “Go ahead.”
Rayat aimed thelamp a Saib. “How can | get some cdllsfrom you?’

| do not understand.



“I want to be able to use light like you do. | need some cellsfrom you, but | mustn’t break your skinor |
might infect you.” Rayat was|ooking over Saib’'s mantle, searching at a careful distance. “Can you scrape
off any kin?’

Saib didn't respond. He hung in the water motionless for amoment, and then gathered up histentacles
tight to his body and shot off with a powerful jet of gected water. He disappeared into the darkness. The
two remaining bezeri waited.

“Okay, you' ve pissed him off now.” Lindsay kicked up into the water and siwam for the repository again.
“Comeon, let’ s shift those maps.”

It was hard work. Lindsay wanted it to be. She' d brought these creatures to the brink of extinction,
through her own stupidity, and she didn’t deserve a second of respite. And the harder it was, the less she

thought.

Lindsay wondered for amoment how long her clothing would surviveimmersion in satwater. At least she
didn’t have to worry about hygiene and latrines any longer. The things she found comfort in now
astounded her.

How long have we been down here now?

She had a sense of it being the first day, maybe the second. Her watch had stopped. Her hunger didn’t
mark time by telling her when she had missed regular medls: it was constant.

Ignoretime. Just keep moving.

She stacked up the azin shell maps and records, passing Rayat in aslent relay. It must have taken an
hour, maybe two—maybe three. The podship Saib had referred to turned out to be afive-meter
tranducent gel sac that maneuvered by pulsing jets of water. At first Lindsay wondered if it wasaliving
cregture. But it had a hatch that opened, a hatch with unnaturally straight edges, and a bezeri emerged
from it to gather up the shell documents and place them in the craft.

The next time she returned to the cache of shells, she found Saib waiting with something in histentacles.
Rayat settled on the Silt beside her, staring.

Saib was carrying asmall body.
My kin, he said. Hislight display pulsed deep blue, dmost purpleinitsintensity. Heis recently deed.

Lindsay had no ideawhether kin meant son or nephew or grandson; but she knew exactly how Saib felt.
She could 4till taste the pain of David' sdeath, such an unfairly short life after months of carrying him.
Without the numbing influence of the mood enhancers she d been taking, the grief was now rushing back
tofill the voids, triggered by seeing that small body.

Let’ s get the poor thing tidied up. Lindsay could hear Shan’ s voice even now. Lindsay wasingtantly back
in the Thetis camp on Congtantine, standing over the dissected corpse of an infant bezeri after Shan had
punched Surendra Parekh to the floor for disobeying the order not to take organic samples. It had been
the start of the chain of dowly unfolding disasters.

Takewhat you need, said Saib. Will helive oninyou?
“Let'ssee” sad Rayat.

There was no bioluminescence in the body. But that didn’t mean the cellswere usdess. It wasworth a



try. And if Rayat could develop the lights faster, then Lindsay wanted them too.

Saib laid the body on arock and Rayat fumbled in his pockets, growing more impatient. Then hefound a
piece of plastic—atag of some kind—and scraped it dong theinsde of hiswrist.

“Don't look,” hesaid to Saib.

Rayat kept scraping until he drew blood. Lindsay hoped there weren't predators with the senses of
sharksin these waters.

“Okay,” hesaid. “Let’stry it with the body. The photophores are between the skin and the mantle
musclein terrestria squid. Y ou know how complex they can be? Lenses, reflectors, even color filters.
Amazing”

Lindsay gathered up the child’ sbody—achild, alife like David's, whatever the species—and was
aurprised by how heavy it felt. Rayat hesitated before hacking into the mantle and scooping out chunks.
Then he braced hisarm and gouged into his own skin, working in the bezeri’ stissue like apaste. That
was the problem with ¢’ naatat: it healed wounds amost ingtantly so it was hard to keep the blood
flowing. Rayat pounded away at hisarm making little grunts of effort for aperiod thet felt likelong
minutes. It was hard to tell. He opened up three wounds. By the time he stopped, there wasn’t amark on
hisskin.

“My turn,” said Lindsay. She held out her arm.
“Yousure?

“Of courseI’m bloody sure. This might be the only chance we get to try this.” She stared a him. Oh my
God I’'m living under water and I’ m trying to devel op bioluminescence and | have to stop thinking about
this—* Oww—"

Rayat stabbed into her arm. The edge of the plastic was blunt and it hurt like hell, shocking her out of her
thoughts. Did it matter that he was working photocytesinto her bloodstream? Wouldn't any tissue do the
job? Maybe he knew something she didn’t. It was as good an ideaas any.

“Okay.” Rayat picked up the lamp and turned to Saib. “How do you dispose of your dead?’
Under stones.

“Isthis place appropriate?’ Rayat laid the child’ s body down on the seabed in a space between outcrops
of rock. Then he gathered some stones. “I’ll do it.”

Saib said nothing, but he coiled one tentacle around arock. The other bezeri followed him. Lindsay
joined inthe buria party and they covered the body a stone at atime, forming a cairn between the
outcrops.

| will makeamemorid later, said Saib.

Y es, they carved stone: Lindsay remembered that. They had memorias at the high-water line on
Congtantine, single carefully-shaped stones with inscriptions commemorating podship pilots who had
breached the barrier to the Dry Above, aplace as remarkable to the bezeri as space once wasto
humans.

“Y ou do have some decency inyou, then,” said Lindsay.



“Onething you need to learn about mongters,” said Rayat, “is that we' re not monochrome. Saintsaren't,
ether.”

He swam back to the repository. Lindsay paused to grab some red weed and chewed it. It tasted like
wet sdty leather, but it was better than chasing plants that might have been worms.

Shelooked up towards the sunlight, filtering through the water in shafts like awoodcut from afamily
bible. That was an image she couldn’t shake now, not since she' d seen it on Christopher Idand. And she
knew where she was, she was close enough to Christopher—Ouzhari—to find Constantine, or what was
left of it.

She wanted to see David' s grave. She wanted to mourn properly for her child. Aras had made aglass
headstone that threw brilliantly colored light on the grave in the sunshine.

Shewould find it. She knew she would.

But she had time, and these aging bezeri didn’t. She had to do her duty first. She had to ook for more
urvivors.

Umeh: Maritime Fringe airgpace
“They don't piss about, do they?’ said Shan.

Ade stared down between his boots at afire-blackened, shattered landscape that had been part of a
Maritime Fringe city called Buyg. Shan was back to being the detached copper again, and he wondered
if the kind of violence she was used to seeing before she went to EnHaz made it easier to deal with this
war. It was hard to tell. She'd just switched off; it was more than just her scent signas. She' d battened
down dl the hatches. Even her eye contact felt like astranger’s.

The devastation extended as far as he could see from the transparent deck of the Eqbas ship. He was
amost used to waking on nothing now: aslong as he concentrated he felt perfectly safe. But the minute
helet it dip from conscious thought, the primitive part of his brain took over and he jerked back asif he
wasfdling into a deep, deep pit. Eddie seemed to have solved the problem by knedling on dl foursand
resting on hisfolded arms. Maybe he was just getting a better 1ook, though. Sometimes helooked asif he
had no sense of danger a dl, asif he shut down smply to cope.

Weall do it sooner or later.
“I'mglad Lin'sdead,” said Eddie. “I don’t think she' d cope with knowing she sarted al this.”

Ade decided not to even breathe. Shan didn’t meet hiseyes. “ Y eah.” Then she glanced at Esganikan and
warbled in egbas u. Adetook aguessthat shewasteling her Eddie didn’t know Lindsay was dive, and
to keep her mouth shut about it. Judging by Esganikan’ s rapid head-tilting, she had.

Eddie could never leave anything done. “How did she go in the end?’

“Cadm,” said Ade. He had that down pat now.

“Raya?

“Same”

“Did she say anything?’

“Eddie, shut the fuck up about her, will you?’ Jesus, everyone wanted to know how people died.



Sometimes it was better not to. It definitely was thistime. Change the subject. “Wasthat asingle
missle?’

Ade avoided Eddi€ seyes but he glimpsed his startled expression. Esganikan took no notice of the spat
and seemed engrossed in studying amist of small lights that shimmered in the bulkheed.

She prodded one and the display changed. “Y es, with twenty dispersing warheads.”
“And how many do you carry?’
“Fifty,” she said. “But we make more on deployment.”

Make more. Ade wasn't used to that. It skewed his sense of logistics and supply chains, chains that
could be broken to cripple an enemy. He was glad he wasn't fighting them.

“I bet that got their attention.” It was hard to get a sense of scale because the buildings—or at least the
stumps of them—had no familiar ratiosthat he could latch onto. “What' s our dtitude?’

Esganikan paused for asecond. It dwaystook her alittle longer to convert to Earth metric. “ Twenty
thousand meters.”

Shan stood with her feet dightly apart asif bracing for impact, looking down, turning the ring around on
her finger. She didn’t seem used to wearing rings; Ade had never seen her wear any jewdry. But she
hadn’t taken it off yet, and that was reassuring.

“Lookslower,” said Ade.

The ship suddenly seemed to drop. Buyg loomed much larger, closer. Shan' sintake of bresth was
audible and she put her hand on the nearest bulkhead. Ade' s gut flipped and Eddie jerked back onto his
hedls. The ussiss nearby didn’'t move amuscle: Ade dways kept an eye on them.

“Shit,” said Eddie. “What wasthat?’
“Magnification of theimage” said Esganikan wesrily.
The deck behaved dmogt like alens, then. Ade sbrain had told him he wasfalling.

Shan seemed reassured. “ Thisis the same technology as that electron microscope sheet you had on
Ouzhari, in'tit?’

“Theimage projectionissmilar,” said Esganikan. “But that was a particle-force scope.”

It meant little to Ade. Shan raised an eyebrow. “If you ever want to raise capital when you get to Earth,
auction that tech.”

“Do we need to?’ asked Esganikan.
1] NO-”
“Good. Giving technology inappropriate to the user causes problems, | find.”

Adewas garting to form a picture of how they handled knowledge. They didn’t have secrets. They
didn’'t shove information down anyone sthroat, either, but they had no concept of confidentidity and they
didn’'t encrypt their comms. But even if you knew they were coming, therewas sod dl you could do
about it. Stealth was redundant when you had overwhelming force.



Even aship like thiswasn’t enough to hammer aplanet on its own, though. That was interesting.
“So would you tell humans how to make one of those particle things?” asked Ade.

“Wewould answer questions.” Esganikan seemed totally unwary of interrogation. “ There would be no
reason not to.”

“But you wouldn't givethem the kit.”

“Probably not.”

“So what if they asked you how to make one of those dispersing missiles?”
“Wewould ask if they could makeit.”

“And?

“If we decided they could, we would refuseto tell them.” Esganikan cocked her head and her vivid red
plume bobbed. Eddie wasright: she reminded him of a parrot, as capable of taking a chunk out of you as
Shapakti’s macaws. “No, Sergeant, we are not as secretive as you, but neither are we stupid.”

Adefdt hisface burn. Shan put her hand on his back, reassuring and protective. He liked that. So she
hadn’t switched off completely after dl. “He sgot apoint. Y our relaxed attitude to security concernsme
sometimes, too.”

“It ssufficient.”

Eddie, ill on his hands and knees on the trangparent deck, chuckled to himsdlf. “Y ou missed your
vocation, Ade. Theart of palitical semantics”

“I learned weasd-speak from you, mate.” Y eah, | know what semantics means. Eddie knew better than
to patronize him, but Ade was still conscious of being undereducated. But at least he' d diverted Eddie
from the subject of Lindsay Neville.

Esganikan pointed down through the deck. “ The blast areais nine square kilometers and the firestorm
damage extendsto twice that.”

“Jesus. Not nukes, though.” She' d already said they didn’t usethem. “I mean, it snot like | can tell what
you werefiring last night—"

“The nearest equivaent appearsto be your fuel-air device. Destruction without persistent contaminants.”
“Dependswhat your fud is”

“The explosveisnearly al combusted. And nontoxic. Thereislittle we can do to stop debrisbeing
g ected into the atmosphere, but this can be cleaned up too.”

Shan snorted. “Waell, it looks pretty bloody toxic from here. If you tried that on Earth you' d release so
many pollutants from the built environment that you’ d poison the place anyway.”

“That may well occur here, of course. Bioremediation will be necessary anyway.”
Ade made anoteto ook up bioremediation later. He could guess for the time being.

“Y ou getting dl this, Eddie?’ Shan squatted down and fixed the journalist with her listen-to-me stare,



oblivious of the bee cam. She seemed to ignore it now, and Ade remembered what Eddie said about
people eventudly becoming far too comfortable with afly on thewall. “What do you think the folks back
home will make of this, en?’

“It ought to have ahighly laxative effect,” said Eddie. “But it’s not back home, and it'snot now. Andit's
not happening to them.”

“Thisisnot our usua mode of operation.” Esganikan seemed alittle offended. “But there' sno other
gpeciesor natural environment here that we need to avoid harming.”

“Y ou're going to be asucker for the fluffy bunny shield, then,” said Eddie. “ Or the strategically placed
tree”

Esganikan appeared to understand bunny. “ That’ s why we prefer speci es-specific measures. Y our
distaste for some weapons and not others seemsamost irrationa.”

Shesad it mildly, asif explaining to aparticularly dim child. Ade thought biowegpons sounded tidier.
He' d seen the aftermath of enough fuel-air bombs and other conventional ordnance with huge
overpressures, it was ugly. But, like Shan dways said, dead was dead, and shoving aknifein someone
was pretty ugly too if you were on the sharp end of it.

Thiswasn't hiswar. He couldn’t stop it happening. It made him think of things he wanted to keep out of
his mind, memories he wished would just leave him aone, and so he switched off.

The ship moved towards the coast. Ade had worked out that the illuminated display on the bulkhead was
achart and he started to marry up the colors and symbols with ground features; the meandering yellow
line was the coast. The Maritime Fringe seemed to be precisdly that, a corridor al aong the southern
edge of the continent. No wonder they were paranoid. They looked asif they had their backsto the
ocean, ringed on three borders by the Northern Assembly.

The ship passed over undamaged city made up of buildings without end that were light gray, cream and
ochre. They ran right up to the edge of arusty coastline and adirty pink-tinged sea.

Esganikan clicked audibly. Ade wasn't sureif that was annoyance or regret. “ They had more land before
theice caps receded.”

“That soundsfamiliar.”

“And as on your world, they found the climate change could be unpredictably rapid. It saddens me that
we see this repeated so often.”

They were along way into Maritime Fringe airspace now and nobody had opened fire on them. Maybe
the Fringe had learned itslesson last night. But Ade was sure they hadn’t, because people who felt that
threatened tended to carry on lashing out. And isenj were definitely people. Once you looked past the
quills and the absence of eyes, the English-gpeaking oneswere very...human.

Esganikan was much more dien.

She turned to one of the bridge crew, who sat in niches asiif they were dozing, glancing &t lightsin the
bulkhead. Adetried to find parallels with the ships he knew; maybe if an Eqbas had walked into the
citadd of an FEU vessel they would have thought the crew was watching entertainment asthey stared
unmoving at bright fast-changing displays. Esganikan warbled in egbas u in her double-voice, just like
Nevyan's, and one of the crew began touching lights on the bulkhead with long multijointed fingers.
Sometimes he could see they were cousins of the Wess g wess har, and sometimes they looked totaly



different, asif they had no common roots. He wondered how they looked to Nevyan.

“Hayin, open communications with the Maritime Fringe government,” said Esganikan, leaning over a
crewman at his station. She beckoned to Aitass. “Interpret for me.”

Hayin handed avirin to Aitass, who settled back on her haunches and held the communication devicein
front of her. Shan looked asif she was concentrating hard.

“Airb,” said Hayin, nodding.

“Minigter Pirb,” Esganikan said carefully, in English. “Minister Pirb, thisis Esganikan Gai, commander of
the Eqbas Vorhi adjustment mission, and | require your cooperation.”

Adewondered if the English was for Eddi€e’ s benefit again, but maybe she just wanted to be fluent by the
time she had to have the same surrender-or-else conversation with Earth. They were good at picking up
languages. He was certain that she could have spoken the isenj language if she’ d had theright throat to
make the sounds.

The sound of isenj rattles and whirrsfilled the bridge. Aitass turned her head dowly to the commander as
if choosing her words carefully.

“Pirb says heis Presdent, and that he cannot cooperate with an invading army.”

“Tell him that any of his citizenswho want to cooperate with the new environmenta measures should
present themselves at the border with the Northern Alliance for ingtructions.”

“Hetelsyou to remove your ship from hisairspace, and that you have a minute to withdraw.”

Esganikan seemed utterly relaxed and unmoved. Ade had been around wess har long enough to read
their body language—the freeze reaction when startled—and now he knew their scent sgnals. No,
Esganikan redlly didn’t give adamn. She had her objective and shewas going to stick to it. Sometimes
her kiss-my-arse attitude was so much like Shan’ sthat he dmost liked her.

“Tdl President Pirb,” shesaid, “that if he attemptsto carry out histhresat to attack Wess g and Bezer' g,
I will respond inkind. Tel him, too, that | am not aWess g wess har, and my definition of balanceisnot
asliberd astheirs. | will destroy hiscities, and kill hiscitizens, and those of hisdliesif they attempt to
threaten our kin.”

Esganikan wastotally cam. There were people who made threats, and people who made promises, but
Esganikan wasjust telling Pirb what was going to happen. 1t was much more chilling. Ade felt asurge of
familiar adrendine and caught Shan’seye. Shedidn’t even raise her eyebrows.

But there was no answer from Pirb. Esganikan didn’t seem concerned and exchanged conversation with
crew at another station on the bridge. Lights danced across the port bulkhead and on the chart. “ Aitass,
areany ussiss gill operating vessdlswithin the Ebj region?’

“No. After the attack on this ship they suspended commercia duties here” Ussiss took athreat to one
of them asathrest to al. Ade approved of that degree of camaraderie. “But al ussiss acrossthe planet
are stopping work.”

Esganikan kept her eyes on those bulkhead lights. Ade was still looking down at the terrain benegth his
feet when abrilliant white light and atrail of vapor stresked up tofill hisfield of view and explodedina
blinding sheet asif it wasfilling the bridge.



Incoming—

Hisinginct wasto throw himsdf flat. He crashed into Shan, cracking histemple against her head and all
he could see for seconds was adark green disk across everything while his seared retinatried to cope
with the overload of light.

“Jesus Chrigt.” Shan sat up awkwardly and rubbed her head. “ That’ s not funny.”

Eddie nodded, gpparently calm. “1t’ snat, isit? 1’ ve seen incoming before, and it makes me nearly shit
mysdf every time.”

Esganikan gestured to them to get up. Ade wasn't sureif she was amused or baffled, but none of the
Eqgbaslooked asif they’ d reacted to the attack. “Y ou know that the defense shield will hold. The missile
exploded fifty meters beneath us.”

“Y eah, but we're pretty basic moddls,” said Adeirritably. “We ve got reflexes. We normaly say missle
incoming brace brace brace, just so nobody has a nasty surprise like that one.”

“Thetarget light wasilluminated.” Esganikan indicated the bulkhead array. “ Pay atention next time.
Thereisclearly no point talking further with Pirb, so now we withdraw.”

Only an Eqgbas could make withdraw sound so ominous.

Shan got to her feet and made a conspicuous point of standing right in the middle of the transparent
section of deck. Warbling chatter passed between two of the Egbas crew at bulkhead consoles. Streaks
of light flared beneath the deck like tracer rounds and Ade watched the ground lift visibly with the chain
of explosons, flame and gray cloudsrisng until al he could see was a billowing carpet benesth his boots.

“Y ou okay, Boss?’ He caught Shan’sarm again.

“Fine.” The shock just seemed to make her more aggressive and determined to force hersdlf into ashow
of strength. She had to be the bloody a phafemae. She had no scent at al now. “Esganikan, what did
you just do?’

“Returned fire. What would you do under the circumstances?’
“Jesus, how big achunk have you taken out?’

The Egbas commander tilted her head asif caculating. “ The entire ground battery and roughly a
thousand meters around it.”

“But they can’t damage your ship.”
“They fire upon us. Wefire back. We will continue to suppress attacks.”

“But athousand meters coversalot of civilianstoo. Y ou' re going to trigger asurge of refugees. They'll
self-evacuate across the border, and that’ s bad enough where | come from, let donein aplacethis
crowded. Did you think about that?’

“Your priority asapolice officer was probably to ensure that as many of them survived as possible. Mine
isnot. My task isto restore the ecology of this planet asfar as anyone can, given that al non-food
species have been driven to extinction, and that is not atask for the squeamish.”

Esganikan gazed at Shan, unmoved. Shan stood stony-faced, fistson hips. It hadn’t crossed Ade' s mind
that she might have aproblem with collaterd damage: she certainly had no trouble killing people. She



could use her figts, too. Violence was far from her last resort, and frequently her first. He had enough of
her memories now to proveit.

“You'reright,” Shan sad. “Thisisn't my business. I'll say out of it.”

“I meant no offense.”

Shan held up her hands in acceptance. There was till an edgeto her voice. “No problem.”
“Do you want to observe further?’

She shook her head and glanced down through the transparent deck. “1’ ve seen what | came for. We'll
head back to Wess' g.”

“I'dliketo stay,” said Eddie.
“Yeah, you do that,” said Shan.

There was an awkward silence and then the ship turned dowly, skewing the image in the deck through
90 degrees and Esganikan trooped off with Aitass, followed by the bee cam and Eddie.

“Good cal.” Ade caught her hand and squeezed it for a second, just long enough to remind her that he
was hers without embarrassing her in public. “It's some other bastard’ s watch now.”

“I can't afford to get in aruck with her. If that bloody dominance pheromone kicksin and she cedesto
me, I’'mintrouble”

It was messy politics between creatures neither of them fully understood. “War’ sdirty, Boss.”

“Yeah. Don't think | underestimate the difference between us.” She blinked rapidly, hit by either
reglization or embarrassment: he wasn't sure which. “Remember I'm just a copper.”

“When are you going to tell Eddie about Lin and Rayat?’

“Not yet. | think Nevyan needs to know firgt, and that’ s going to be hard enough.”
“I think word will get around.”

“I know. It' s hard to decide which pile of shit to tacklefirgt, redlly.”

“And we ought to cdl Arasand let him know we re okay. He frets.”

“I'll doit.” Shantook the virin out of her pocket. She held it awkwardly. It redly waslike abar of
trangparent soap; operating it needed finger placement on apar with guitar fretwork. “I missmy swiss.
Firgt thing I’'m going to do isto get it back off Arasand have Livaor modify it for meso | can useit on
the I TX. Hedid it for Eddie, so he can doit for me.” She seemed to be making an effort not to look at
him. “I’m not good bystander materid.”

“You can't run the universe”

“I' know, | know...,” Shan fumbled with thevirin and held it in front of her in both hands asif it was going
to lungefor her throat. “But | can’t remember atimewhen | was't respongble for putting thingsright.”

“Firgt thingsfirst, Boss. Let’sget our own housein order.”

“That’ swhat I’ m doing now.”



The lights shimmered ingde the virin and Shan’s hands reacted, pulsing violet light back. Ade couldn’t
shake the impression that the bioluminescence was trying to communicate. Aras s voice was projected
from nowhere.

“Areyou safe?’ he asked.

“Of course we're safe, sweetheart. Just wanted to let you know we' re on our way back. Seen enough
here. The shooting’ s Started.”

“I have newsfor you.”
Shan seemed focused on the virin'slights. “I’ ve got asurprise for you, too. Garlic—"
“Vijiss hasbeenfound dive”

Shan stared at the play of violet light in sllence, expressionless. It was one of those pieces of good news
that looked greet on first glance and then came horribly unravel ed when you thought about them carefully.

“Ohfuck,” said Ade.
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F nar: clan home of Mestin, former senior matriarch, mother of Nevyan
“Whereishe?’ said Shan.

“Thisway,” said Megtin. “| thought you would want to be notified.”
“You bet. It'smy fault he ended up like this.”

“I was the one who told him to stay with you.”

“Why does everyone want to get into aguilt contest with me?” Shan followed her down the warren of
passages cut into the rock. “ Sorry. Trying times.”

The flagstones were polished smooth like the foyer of an upmarket hotel, bathed in gold light from a
system that gathered sunlight and channdled it deep into the tunnels cut into the caldera: another piece of
desirable wess har tech that would have made them wesdlthy had they wanted to sdll it to Earth.

They didn’'t. Commerce wasn't part of the way they thought.

Shan took a deep breath at the entrance to the chamber. It was like every raid she had staged, every
door she had smashed down to make arrests, every closed porta that threatened to hold nightmares
behind it. But wess har didn’'t have doors, and al she had to do was stedl herself to enter and seea

creature in the same terrible tate that she’ d been in when Nevyan recovered her from space. Mestin
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gestured for her to go in, then walked away.

Vijiss looked like alittle dead animal that had been hit by avehicle and left to decompose and dry out a
the 9de of the road. There was absolutely no flesh on him; hewas just minutely pleated light brown skin
ghrink-wrapped onto bone. A tube hung from the corner of his mouth. From timeto time his eyes
fluttered open and their matte black surface smply added to the impression of roadkill. C' naatat had
used every screp of tissueit could spare to maintain life in hibernation in the most hogtile of environments
and the result was something akin to mummification.

Jesus, thought Shan. | looked like that once.

adults and their young. Ussiss had adigtinctive scent, like feathers. Their claws made skittering sounds
on the sone asthey milled about outside, and they were anxious: they wanted him home, but they feared
C' naatat more.

If he had amate, no femae had come forward. Shan had little idea of the family lives of ussiss and she
wondered why she’ d never asked.

“Y ou poor little bugger,” said Shan. Would he remember drifting in space like she did? Therewas no
telling how aussiss experienced ¢’ naatat because the parasite seemed to have a new plan of
improvementsfor every host it colonized. It was certainly imaginative. “ Can you hear me, Vijiss?’

He dtirred but didn’t wake. A faint scent of powdery musk and fruit alerted her: Nevyan was coming,
and Shan decided it was as good atime as any to try to repair the growing rift.

Y ou saved me, Nev. You didn’t give up looking for me when everyone el se thought | was dead. Damn,
if you'renot my friend, whois?

Nevyan sat down beside her by the makeshift bed. Wess har preferred to deep in acoves, aremnant of
their warren-dwelling origins. “I insisted on returning as soon as we found you. But Serrimissani wanted
to carry onlooking for him anyway. Shewasright.”

Shan knew guilt al too well. But it was rare for awess har because they dedlt in outcomes, not
should-have-beens. “He sdive now. Y ou couldn’t have known he had ¢’ naatat.”

“I hope heforgivesme.”
It was aremarkably human sentiment and Shan wondered if Nevyan meant it the same way.

“Three months, Sx months...you’ ve no rea sense of time out there.” Shan hoped that wastrue of Vijiss.
“Y ou’ re not even sure who or what you are.”

And what had Vijiss come back to? Aras and Ade had been at her bedside when she regained
consciousness—both ¢’ naatat like her, with no fear of holding her or deeping with her. Shereturned to a
lifethat was possibly ahell of alot better than the one she would have had on Earth. But Vijiss wasthe
only one of hiskind—just as Aras had once been. And she knew what that isolation had doneto him.

“Still,” she said, continuing her thoughtsdoud, “1 know what he' sgoing through and I'll give him
whatever support he needs to get through this.”

“I think there’ salimit to how much support ahuman can giveaussiss,” said Nevyan.

“Yeah”



“Wefed him exactly as Adefed you, with atube.”
“That'sdl you cando.”

“Areyou going to tel me how thingswent on Umeh?’
“How do you think they went, Nev?’

“I can’'t smell your scent. | assume they went badly.”
“Let’sjust say | found it sobering.”

Nevyan put her hand on Shan's deeve and tugged gently. Shan followed her outside, wanting to say

way.
“What will happen to him, Shan Chall?’

“He'll recover.” She dipped effortlessy into her Superintendent Frankland persona, adept at breaking
bad newsto next of kin. “Y ou know what ¢ naatat is. | won't pretend it' s easy to dedl with. But I've
managed it, and so will he. HE sdive. That'sdl that matters.”

Liar. How could shetrot out platitudes so easily?
“But heis my son. Does this mean he cannot father young? That he cannot mate?’
The answer was out before she could stop it. “ Yes. I'm afraid it does.”

Doesit? Redlly, doesit? Y es, or else everything you' ve doneisfor nothing.

and it stunned her for amoment; ussiss had none of the visual clues she used to gauge ahuman’s age.
Shit, he'sjust akid. She' d thought of him as an elder statesman of some kind, a diplomat: but he wasn't.
For some reason his lost future crushed her.

She wanted to be optimistic and say that Shapakti might be able to do for Vijiss what he couldn’t do for
Aras, and remove ¢ naatat from ussiss cells. But if he couldn’t, it was acruel fase hope. She swalowed
hard.

Damn, | didn’t even tell Nevyan about that. It was my own private dilemma. It' || have to Say that way.
“I'msorry,” shesaid.

Nevyan waited until they reached the terrace before resuming conversation. It was hard to know where
to begin. And Nevyan, just like Vijiss, wasfar younger than she seemed, too, dedling competently with
stuations for which shewas hardly equipped. There was nothing like seeing an old head on young
shouldersfor making you fed inadequate.

“When wefound you dive, it was a causefor rgoicing,” said Nevyan. “Now wefind Vijiss, and it sa
source of unhappiness.”

“Ask Aras how well | reacted when | found | wasinfected.” Shan thrust her hands deep in her pockets
and stared out into the pearl bowl of the city. On this cloudy late afternoon it looked more like newly
polished pewter. “And | got used toit.”



“With jurg’ ve. With maeswho bonded with you.”

“What are you saying? That we make Vijiss alittle ¢’ naatat friend and it' sal okay?’
“No. That wouldn’t be the answer.”

“ Aras coped with being done for centuries. Somehow, Vijiss will too.”
“Let’sresume our talk about the Egbas.”

Shan decided now was as good atime as any to blurt it out and get it over with. “No, let’s stay on the
subject of ¢ naatat for afew more minutes. It'snot just Vijiss. The bezeri wanted assi stance so we gave
them Lin and Rayat. And to make sure they survived to do the job, we gave them adose.”

Nevyan's scent of agitation was suddenly as strong asif she' d sprayed grapefruit oil in the air. She stood
absolutely il in that wess har darm reaction.

“After dl that happened to you, dl that you did, you infected them willingly?’
13 YS”
113 We.”

“Yes.” Shanwasaware of her reflex of bracing her shoulders and dropping her armsto her sides when
she was cornered. Shefound shewas doing it now. “Wedid.”

Nevyan cocked her head to one side. Shan stared back at her, waiting for all hell to break loose. Grest
way to mend fences. Thiskid' sared friend, remember?

“I am...surprised that you took that decision so easily and without discussion.”

Wess har dways said what they meant and had no concept of tact or kind little lies. Shan wasn't sureif
Nevyan's show of unwess har diplomacy was actudly shock. It didn’t matter. What was done was
done.

“But | did,” said Shan. She hated hersdlf for defaulting to the don’ t-argue-with-me Shan in an ingtant.
“And I'll dedl with it. Esganikan’s aware of what’ s happened. So you don’t need to worry about it,
okay?’

They stared at one another for afew more silent seconds.

“I'm il disappointed,” Nevyan said at last. “ And | will remain disappointed. How did Esganikan react,
snceyou told her before you told me?’

“She' sresponsible for Bezer’  now. She needed to know.”
“That wasn't arebuke.”

“Okay, shedidn’t seem bothered.”

“And yet you find something in common with the Egbas.”
“Yes. Yes | do”

Nevyan fixed her with that topaz stare, pupils snapping flower-cross-flower. Shan didn’t notice wess har
pupils these days any more than she noticed Ade’ sor Aras's, but now they seemed suddenly so alien for



afew seconds that she found herself wondering whose eyes she was seeing this through. It was almost
like the moments of brief consciousness when she was drifting in space, waking and seeing but not
knowing who or what shewas.

“Shan, do you want to see the Egbas invade your world? Is that what you want?’
“Thisismy world.”

“Now you know why | wanted the Eqbasto leave Wess g. It wasn't easy asking them to move their
camp to Bezer’ g after | summoned them, but we admit when we' re wrong and seek better outcomes.
Why don’t you see that the Eqbas are wrong to interfere with Earth?’

Nevyan was ignoring the problem aslong asit wasn't in F nar’ s backyard. Shan couldn’t stop hersdlf.
“Whoa there, you wanted the human threat contained. Y ou wanted baance for the destruction on
Bezer'g. That'sinterference.”

“But proportionate. The balancing of those responsible.”

“Those responsible will dl be dead or senile by the time we get there. Working by your rules of guilt, the
stupid bastards who equipped Actaeon with cobalt and neutron ordnance aren’t even responsible. That
leaves Rayat, Lin and one spook minder back at base who authorized Rayat to deploy nukes, and
anyone who failsto use their authority to bring the guilty to justice. So you go twenty-five light-yearsto
sort out fewer than perhaps twenty people?’

Nevyan's pupilswere a perfect black poppy on agold field. She was utterly ill. “We?’

“Figure of speech.” Yes, it was. Wasn't it? Ussiss trotted past them on the terrace, making their way
back to the settlement just outside F nar. Shan waited for them to be out of earshot; it wouldn’t do for
them to see her arguing with the senior matriarch of F nar.

“Generdization. Wess har. That’ swhat | mean by we. Here swhat | see. We fucked a chunk of

Bezer' g and the bezeri with it. C naatat is something humanswill dways want, no matter how harditis
to get at, and if we got here once, we' |l get here twice sooner or later. Add the fact that we' ve screwed
our own planet, and that some people back home want radical intervention, then | think the Eqbas have
medetheright cal.”

“You' rewess har. You live Targassat’ s philosophy.”
“Egbas are wess har too.”
“If they don’t act as we do, then regardless of their genes, they are not us.”

It wasironic that the wess har view of identity seemed so liberd—that you were what you did, nothing
more—and yet was S0 beset by orthodoxy. Shan reminded herself that she had to choose which mindset
to think in at any given moment, wess har or human, because the two didn’t mix. They never would.

“Nev, let’sjust say that they have aview of right and wrong, and they liveit,” she sad. “What' sthe point
of believing something if you don't act onit? Y ou do.”

“Intervention for the sake of it isnot justified.”
“Y ou summoned them.”

“And theisenj needed only to be confined.”



“Ud invited themin just like you did. What are you doing, imposing your definition of gppropriate
response? What did your ancestors do when they redlized the bezeri were asking for help to kick out the
isenj? 'Y ou responded. With force. Y ou defended Bezer’ g for five centuries—with force. Y ou're not
native to this system, so how does walking into someone else’ s system with anew rule book fit
Targassat’ steaching? Where' stheline?’

“| seealine, though, and | draw it.”
“Judt tell mewhereyour lineis, then.”

“Intervening in aworld where there are no people being exploited.” When wess har said people, they
meant any species, al species; there was no digtinction for them between man and animd, intelligent or
otherwise. Shan had never been sure what the opposite might be of intelligent life. “ Theisenj only cause
themsalves problems—except when they stray off their world.”

Shan fet abut forming. “I don’t imagine the aquatic life that’ s sill dive on Umeh would agree with you.”
“| agreethat theline' s often hard to see.”

“Here smy problem with it. There was diversity on Umeh once. They wiped it out. So, according to this
logic, adl you haveto do isknock off anything divethat’ slikely to cal for help, and the Targassat Satute
of limitations kicksin—bang, you' re only hurting your own kind now, so we leaveyoutoit.”

“I never said thiswas easy or absolute. Only that | feel uncomfortable with the way the Egbas do things,
and that | wouldn’t do them.”

“Y ou still haven't said what you don’t want meto do if we reto remain friends.”
“Thisian't an ultimatum.”
“Just tell me. I've never known awess har afraid to speak their mind.”

“| fear for the eroson of this society’ sfounding principles, and that thiswill escalate. | don’t want to seea
friend become an instrument of that.”

Nevyan had a point about culture shock. The wess har life here was quite specificaly agrarian, andina
contrived way: it was ablend of high technology—still way beyond humankind' sfor al its antiquity—and
deliberate smplicity. They could have used machinesto plant, tend and harvest crops, and they could
have had elaborate cities and roads and factories, but they opted for manual [abor, minimd facilitiesand
snking everything they could below ground level. It wasn't redl. She' d once thought it was like Marie
Antoinette' s shepherdess act, but that the wess har redly did rely on their agriculture to survive. Shan
had never seen any automation beyond the nanite-maintained fighter craft and the underground transport
system. If she hadn’t seen that and the ITX commslinks, she' d have thought this was a pre-industria
civilization. She hadn’'t even seen adoctor or ahospital or a street-cleaning team.

“I'm not leaving,” Shan said. “ So I’ m not going to be invading anyone and getting them to clean up their
act the hard way. Does that reassure you?’

Nevyan smelled periloudy close to the edge of confrontation but she stopped short. Shan detected the
faintest hint of ripe mango, the jask pheromone of dominance, but it didn’t develop further, and she
wondered what it would be like to face the full strength of it and be triggered into subservience. Am |
wess har enough to experienceit? She was certainly wess har enough to out-jask the matriarch Chayyas
by accident, and that was why Nevyan wasin this spot now.



It smy fault. | screwed the pecking order of the matriarchs by throwing my hormona weight around.
Accident or not, thisismy doing.

“I need your support, Shan, not your hostility.” Nevyan stepped back afew paces and her head-tilting
indicated she was more bewildered than angry. “Y ou know you have misgivings.”

“Yeah, and I’'m going to do what Targassat suggested and keep my bloody nose out of it.” What did she
know about Targassat? Not alot. I solationist, minimum-impact lifestyle, big on persona responsibility. It
was the definition of the last bit that gave her dl the problems. “I just observed. Jesus Chrigt, what do
you expect meto do? Tak Esganikan out of it? Out of what, exactly? Tell her to leave Umeh done?
Forget about Earth?’

“Aslong astheisen are confined to Umeh, they are no threst.”

“Aslong asthey have population pressures, they’ Il want to colonize.” Shan turned to walk away, crushed
to be losing something that she never thought she even needed—afriend. Where was the matriarcha
consensus now? “ And what about Earth? | was tasked with bringing the gene bank home. Forget that |
was set up, forget that they never planned on me actually doing it—I did what | was tasked to do. Now |
want Earth put back right. That’sonething | can trust the Egbas to do that my own speciescan't.”

“Y ou could take control of this.”

“I don't want control.”

“We made her cede before.”

“Oh no, not that. No jask.”

“Combined, neither of us hasto take her position. It'sjust persuasion.”

“No. Sorry, Nev, but no. Look, I’ ve got to get back home. We'll talk later.”

Shan waked away, not actually sure that she should go home yet. She was a seething mass of conflict.
Rayat and Lindsay wereloose on Bezer' g, Vijiss had just come back from hell, Nevyan waslocked in
an all-too-human ideological struggle with the Eqgbas, and al Shan wanted to do right then was lock the
door and curl up with Arasand Ade. It was needy. She couldn’t go home needy. She had
responsbilities. She had to get a grip before she opened that door.

Shapakti might be ableto sort Vijiss. I'll ask him. I'll take atissue sample. He can have ago a removing
C' naatat, and then the poor little sod can—

A distant how! of pain stopped her and raised the hairs on her nape. F nar was anatural amphitheater
honeycombed with passages; sound was carried and magnified. The sound was pure animal, awailing,
inarticulate scream of disiress.

Vijiss had regained consciousness.

Sheturned on her hed and broke into afast walk, the standoff with Nevyan forgotten. The two of them
pushed through the ussiss at the doorway. Under stress, ussiss turned into one single chittering, anxious
anima, mirroring each other’ s movements, teeth bared, and Shan found hersdlf instantly wary of them.
But they kept well back from Vijiss. The warning about infection had been heeded.

Why did every bastard have the sense to avoid ¢’ naatat except humans?



him, ready to pull back. Shit, | bit Ade's hand when | was coming around, didn’t I”? The terrified howl
had been replaced by rapid, panicky bresthing punctuated by little whimpers.

“It' sme,” shewhispered. “Vijiss, it's Shan. Can you hear me?’

He creaked. She could describeit no other way. He turned his head towards her and the dry ak-ak-ak
sound from his mouth was like cane bending and breaking. He was shaking with the effort.

Jesus, | looked like that. Lessthan acorpse.

Hewasin this state because he wouldn't abandon her, and she remembered—as she remembered most
days—that she hadn’t helped a gorilla desperately in need of her aid. She had no excuse now that she
didn’t understand what was required. Vijiss needed her, and there was no waking away from this.

Putit right.

Shan fought down her revulsion and did something she had rarely doneto anyonein her entirellife. She
folded Vijiss in her asams and cuddled him like afrightened child. Nobody else here dared: and nobody
elsein creation had experienced what he had. Only her.

“WEe Il get you through this,” she said. Hisfinely pleated skin looked like short fur and felt like corduroy
dretched over aframe so frail that she dmost lifted him without meaning to. “I’ll get you throughiit.”

Stupid little sod: he should have let her go, should have let her step out that airlock alone, should have—
But he hadn’t, and she would dedl with it, because it was the right thing to do.

Umeh: Northern Assembly airgpace

“What you watch?’

Hayin wasn't quite the linguist his commander was, and Eddie wondered if he could trade language
lessonsfor future favors. A ship’'s comms officer was ahandy pal to have for aman who aways needed
an ITX link to Earth.

Eddie gestured at the trangparent section in the bulkhead where it joined the deck. A haze of smoke was
visblein the distance across the Maritime Fringe s border. “Funny how al warslook the same.”

“Why funny?

“Another word for odd. Not amusing.” No bloody laughs here, that was for sure: he had the same sense
of predatory voyeurism as when he’ d watched wars from hotels across borders on Earth. There was
something disorienting about Spping abeer while artillery flashed and boomed afew milesaway. The
only thing missing was the beer and the genuine danger. “What' s happening?’

“Isenj fight overnight. Many die on both sides. Y ou want see better?” Hayin tapped the bulkhead with his
idery fingertips asif he was drumming idly on atable. The bulkhead thinned to transparency level with
Eddi€ seyes. “See? Thiscreatesvisblefied.”

It was avery good view of the horizon. The sky, amber with smog, faded into gold as Nir set. Tal
buildings, packed like pineforests, created a slhouette of spikes and domes and asymmetric roofs. Hayin
tapped again and the image magnified timesten.

“Amazing,” said Eddie, meaning the optics.



“They become mad,” said Hayin. “ Calm to cope with crowding, but any trouble—then they tip.” He
made a gesture with hisfingers, splaying them like an opening flower. Eddietook it asamime of an
explogion: it was the equivalent of human finger-snapping. “ They are unused to fight, too.”

And you are too, mate. The Egbas hadn't taken a casudty yet and Eddie got the impression they never
would. Vast superiority of that kind cushioned you againgt the redity of destruction. Asymmetric force
didn’t even come close.

“How do you fed when you see degth on that scale?’” How-do-you-fed questions were professiond
anathema, but there was no other way to phraseit for Hayin that wouldn’t be aleading question. Eddie
wanted to understand him, not get agood quote out of him. “What do you think when you seeisen

dying?”
Hayin did the rapid head-tilting of awess har contemplating afascinating object. “I regret they get like
this. | regret they not stop breeding sooner. Sad, but lifeissad. All worlds, dl die”

“Sorry?’ Jesus, did they wipe out populations? Try plain English. *Y ou mean you kill everyone?’

“No. Lifeends. Lifeendsfor dl, oneday.” Hisamost-flat brown face—not a al like thelong-muzzled
local wess har—seemed to relax into a humanly satisfied expression. “Even ¢ naatat. They end too,
yes?

Hewas alaugh aminute, thisone, just like Shan. “They can bekilled. But it’ snot easy.”
“Useful,” said Hayin. “ There new ones now. Maybe too many.”
“Shan’ sno risk, mate, believe me. Y ou must know that by now. Nor Ade.”

“Not Ade.” Hayin froze and |ooked baffled for amoment. Maybe the syntax was too complex for him.
But when they froze, something had caught them off guard. Eddie waited for him to carry on, but he
samply went back to his station without another word.

Ahwell. Y ou must sound bloody strange to him too.

Eddie wandered down the length of the ship, trying to orient himsalf the same way as he had on board
Actaeon. It was hard. The bulkheads werefilled with displays he couldn't read, shifting panels of colored
light that sometimes seemed set in the materid of the hull and sometimes floated above the surface. The
lack of solidity disoriented him. Warships were supposed to be gray and functiona and full of straight
lines, not a cross between ahall of mirrors and anightclub.

That was how it felt. He had the andogy nailed down now. A fluid, shifting illuson, and he was probably
missing alot of the detail because his eyes were just the regular human trichromat kind.

Eddie took his bearings as best he could; there was no guarantee that the features he memorized would
gtill be there on the way back. The Egbas ability to manipulate matter and energy was beyond his
comprehension. Any ship that could melt and reform into separate vessalswas the product of awholly
different mind.

He could now hear Aitass so he followed the sound. She spoke egbas u compl ete with the overtone that
he' d tried to reproduce for so long: higher pitched than the Egbas around her, but an equally complex
descant to her own voice. Wasthere a separate ussiss language? He' d only heard them speak the
language of the speciesthey worked alongside, and they seemed to absorb that effortlesdy. Hisorigind
view of them as smart, co-evolved companion animals like dogs had vanished.



Hewasn’t sure what an animal was any longer. If push came to shove, he wasn't even sure that he could
define aplant, either.

Esganikan knelt on the deck of her cabin surrounded by tranducent hand-sized dabs of material, and
Aitass was peering at one of them asif mesmerized by the display of green lights. When Eddie leaned
into the open hatchway alittle—it till surprised him when he felt the hard, solid, warm materid of the
frame—he could see that some of the dabs actualy held images of maps and charts. He assumed they
were of Umeh.

“Commander,” said Eddie. “1 waswondering if you could spare sometimeto talk to me.”
Esganikan bobbed her plume. “Now?’

Aitasd’ s matte black stare tracked him. The charming image of the a most-meerkat gave way to the
redlity of an aggressive pack animal with disconcertingly dead eyes. Somehow the eyes bothered him
more now than the array of close-packed teeth.

“Whenever's convenient for you.”

“Now.”

Shedidn’t seem to be one for making appointments. Everything was now for her.
Threst is now.

That was one of their phrases; it made more sense the more time he spent with them. Suddenly it struck
him that he knew more about aiens than any human alive except Shan and maybe Ade, and that was
quite something for aman with adegree in anthropology. 1t would have been awonderful thing to ram
down Graham Wiley’ sthroat, but the snobbish bastard was dmost certainly dead now. Hefdt like
digging him up to make the point.

See, you tosser, | did it. It was worth the one-way ticket after al. Shove that up your syndicated arse.

“Okay,” said Eddie. He just wanted to talk, not record. He made a point of taking out the bee cam and
placing it back in his pocket but Esganikan seemed never to care whether she was being recorded or not.
“Isyour gpproach to dedling with the Maritime Fringe indicative of your strategy for Earth?’

“Not inal respects,” said Esganikan.
Phew. “ So how doesit differ?’

“Earth gill hasamixed ecology. It dso has humanswho actively work to maintain environmenta balance.
Wewill be much more selective if we need to obtain cooperation.”

“What do you mean by sdlective? Biowegpons?’

“Not necessarily. The Northern Assembly wants usto give them biowegponsto target their enemies. If
we use a pathogen that specific, it will not take account of an individud isenj’ s state of mind. But | seeno
isenj that are militant greens, asyou cal them.”

Eddie should have been used to this by now. But old taboos died hard. “We have long-standing bans on
the use of biologica wegpons on Earth for mord reasons.”

Esganikan looked fascinated; Eddie could tell by the dow sidewaystilt of her head. It was always abad
ideato use theword moral in any cross-cultura conversation, let one onewith ared dien, and he'd



been brought up short by ussiss and wess har about mora relativity too many times. Just when humans
thought they had adopted moral absol utes, the bloody wess har pulled the rug out from under them.
Eddie could dready fed it moving now.

“Y our proscription only involves your own kind. Y ou have no ban on using biological agents against
other species when they become too numerous.”

Herewe go. “No. Y ou know we don’t.”
“And you helped secureisen] tissue samplesto create the pathogen now deployed on Bezer'g.”

That was different. It wasto save Bezer’ g from invasion. Eddie wanted to blurt that out, but he couldn’t.
He had no ideanow if it was any different: he was starting to lose al sense of what was right and wrong
because he' d seen the wess har point of view once too often.

“I' know you're only stating facts and not rebuking me,” said Eddie.

“No, that was arebuke.” Her echo of avoicewaslevel and unemotiond. “Did | not makeit clear?|
think you have inconsstent standards.”

“Double standards.”
“When the task force reaches Earth, we want to talk to those with one standard.”

Y es, sherealy meant task force. She had all the military jargon down pat, she was a soldier. He looked
into her eyes; she had the same peta-like lobes of pupils as Giyadas except the cruciform iriswas more
deep olive green than gold. There was something utterly focused about her that reminded him so much of
Shan that it scared him. They’ d both come to environmental enforcement from tough jobs; they were
both ruthless and uncompromising. There seemed to be auniversal type of hard-arsed female that
transcended species, and for amoment Eddie thought that someone had got the phrase earth-mother
horribly wrong. Thiswasn't the embodiment of maternd fertility and the source of dl life, but the
implacable ruthlessness of nature itself, a mother who devoured her weskling young without pity.

Females scared the shit out of him. He was trapped in auniverse of matriarchs at the mercy of warrior
queens.

“Areyou going to show the Australian PM what you' ve done here?’ asked Eddie. “I'd liketo seehis
reection to civilian casudties”

“You recorded it. It isno secret.”

Wess har don't bluff. They don’t understand it. They’reliterd. But it wasjust the kind of saber-rattling
any human government would indulge in, and journdists were a convenient vector for that message; both
sdeswalked the line between using and being used.

“How much contact have you had with him so far?”’

Esganikan rumbled faintly in her throat. “Not as much as| want.”
“Wadll, if you show him images of degp-fried isenj, he sgoing to panic.”
“And what do humans do when they panic?’

“They overreact. They can get aggressive.” I’'mtrying to be hdpful. “They don't dwaysgivein.”



“Y ou have observed what happens when isenj overreact.”
“Y ou're very confident about your ability to deal with Earth on amilitary leve.”

“We know your current capabilities and unless your mindset and skillsater out of al recognitionin the
next thirty years, then you have neither the engineering capability, infrastructure or the politica will to
match our technology by then.”

Eddie maintained eye contact. Wess g wess har respected that, so he assumed Egbas did too. Like her
cousins, Esganikan might smply have been spesking literdly; or she might have been warning him. Either
way, she had grasped English and agrest dedl of subtlety about human semanticsin afrighteningly short
time

“Persona question, ma am,” he said. “Areyou typical for an Egbas, or are you what we'd call a
high-flier? Someone who has exceptiond taent.”

She' d beimmuneto flattery. She'd takeit astheliteral question it was and give him a straight answer. He
wanted to know if she was norma for an Egbas, athough he suspected he dready knew the answer.

“| was selected for strategic skills,” shesaid. “1 am suited to thiswork so it ismy obligation to do it.”

“Ah.” Just like the F nar matriarchs, power was thrust upon those with the skills. Ambition wasn't one of
their failings—not ambition for power, anyway. It was dmost conscription. “Y ou and Shan havealot in
common, then. She was drafted too. So, do you want my footage—my images—to show Canh Pho?’

“We recorded all our actions here. We keep records.”
Boy, that soundsfamiliar. “What next?’

“Wedecideif giving biologica countermeasuresto the Northern Assembly will achieve anything
positive”
Eddie wondered how he would report that. He was talking about an automatic war crimes rap.

What am |? If someone asked me what | was, who I’ d defend, whose side I’ m on now—what would |
say?

Hefeared for Earth. No, he feared for Europe, and just the corner of it that was hishome. The rest might
aswdl have been another planet, like Umeh.

Maybe biologica wegponswould rekindle News Desk’ sinterest in the Situation out here. Eddie thought
of therioting and conflict that followed hisfirst revelation that an Eqbas task force was coming, and
wondered if the latest devel opment would do far worse.

He gtill wasn't certain if that made it hisfault. His mind went back to Hayin for some reason, and it
occurred to him that it wasthe first time he' d seen any wess har clam up on him.

Odd, that. Very odd.
F nar

Ade opened his eyes and was briefly aware of smooth hair against his mouth. After a couple of moments
he redlized he was il curled up againgt Shan' s back, face buried in her hair, hisknees dotted neatly into
theangle of hers.



It was till wonderfully strange and new. He didn't move, and listened half-awake for any sound of
activity in the main room: there was no sign of Arasyet. Ade dipped hisarm alittle further round Shan's
waist and luxuriated in the fresh redlization that he had awoman, awife, an utterly reliable and loyd and
unpredictably physica soul-mate.

Mine. She' smine. Aras'sclaim on her didn’t spoil the gentlefilter of blissone bit. She' sdiveand she's
mine

That was all that mattered. The world was going to rat shit again, but he was working hard on not letting
it touch him.

He drew his head back dowly, far enough to look at her back. If he drew hisfingersdown...yes, it

worked again: the bioluminescence pulsed zebra-stripes of rainbow light in waves radiating from her
spine. And she smelled delicious. It was ascent of ripetropicd fruit, cedar and a pleasant musk. He
wondered if the fruit component was what the matriarchs referred to as jask. It certainly made them
scared of her. But it had adifferent effect on him, and it wasn't fear, not at dl.

Shan sirred.

“Dirty bugger,” she murmured, and pressed her backside further into hislap. “ Sergeant Todger’ s up
ealy, | see”

“Hi baby.” She didn’t sound disapproving. “Y ou’ ve got lights down your back now. Did you know
that?’

“Jesus. That'snew.” She made avague effort to look over her shoulder but settled back into the pillow
with agrunt. “I can go to fancy dress parties as an airport runway.”

“It' sthe same pattern as Aras s stripes.”

“Sometimes | think ¢ naatat gets bored and starts messing around for alaugh.” She sghed asif she'd
remembered something, and of course she had. “Oh God. Poor bloody Vijiss.”

“Yeah”

Ade kept wondering exactly how ¢’ naatat made its choices. It hadn’t synchronized their deep patterns.
“Does Aras dways wander around dl night?’

“Y ou’ ve shared this house with him for the best part of ayear. Didn’t you notice before?’

“Not redlly.” Ade dipped his hand over hers and checked she was ill wearing thering. “I’ m usualy out
likealight the second | hit the pillow.”

“Wess har don’t deep like we do. They keep taking naps. Wakes me up every time.”

“I understand their deeping arrangements alot better now.”

“Y eah, the bedroom furniture business wouldn’t make much money here. Look, about Vijiss—"
“How far back doesthis memory thing go?’

“Jesus, Ade, you' vereally picked up that wess har habit of jumping from subject to subject.”

“Sorry. I've got your memories and some of Aras's. Shouldn't | be getting isenj ones? And what about
the other hosts before that?’



“Youwant to think likeanisenj?’
“Why not?’ Hewas curious. “Do you?’

“I don’t know. When | was coming round from the coma, | had some weird flashes of memory that |
couldn’t even identify by species.” Shetwisted her head to look at him and studied hisface asif she
hadn’t seen him before. “1 don’t get it much now.”

“Y our memories are pretty repetitive.”
“Thanks, Ade. I’'m adisturbed girl.”

Ade often saw the sheet of liquid flame cascading down ariot shield right in front of hiseyes, that, and
the gorillamaking the hand signa's, and the pedling blue door she kicked open, and a persistent sense of
desperately trying to do something. He didn’'t know what yet. “Y ou had a shitty job.”

“Weadl did.”
“I loved being in the Corps. Whatever happened, | ill loved it.”
“It upset you getting kicked out.”

“’Courseit did.” Being aRoyd Marine had been hislife, hisonly family and solace since he was Sixteen
yearsold. “Not fair on the detachment. | want the verdict quashed, Boss.”

“I know, sweetheart. | hope Esganikan can get some diplomatic pressure applied. It was supposed to
appease the wess har but they don’t need appeasing now. Not by the detachment, anyway.”

“Thanks.” Thiswas one of the reasons he adored her. She knew what comradeship and honor meant in
waysthat aregular civviedidn’t. She'd been in uniform and taken lives and been shot, and when the past
crowded in on him, she was one of the handful of people he knew who understood what thet really
meant and what it did to you. “Nobody will even remember who we were, but | want the history books
togetitright.”

“Y ou're asweet naive boy, Ade Bennett. Go and talk to Eddie about truth sometime.”
He rested hisforehead against the nape of her neck and basked in the comfort for awhile.
“How do you think Vijiss’s going to cope, then?’

“Dunno. It'shard at first. Chrigt, | remember going off on one when | found Aras had infected me
without asking.” She meshed her fingerswith his and squeezed dightly. “I never asked how you coped,
did1?

“It wasthe least of my problemsat thetime.”
“Y ou take everything in your stride, don't you?’
“Paid to. Well, was, anyway.”

“Maybe you can help Vijiss morethan | can. Or Aras. He had alot of practice at being donetoo.” She
paused. “Ade, how did | get from being EnHaz and hating anything to do with gene mangling and bastard
scientists to being okay with bioweapons?’

“Circumstances.”



“Meansjudifying ends?’
“Life snot as clear-cut aswethink, isit?’
“I dwaysthought | had a solid sense of right and wrong.”

“Y ou went native with eco-terrorists you should have busted. | reckon that shows an appreciation of
gray aress.”

“You know | carried on using them in EnHaz, don’t you? Handy for unofficial enforcement when |
couldn’t get chargesto stick on acompany. Come hometo anice roaring fire. That kind of stuff.”

“Y ou were abad girl, weren't you?’ He knew just how bad sometimes. It was disturbing to be briefly in
the head of someone who was doing the punching when your own memories were about being beaten.
“But don't blame yoursdf about Vijiss.”

“Well, that makes six ¢ naatat now.”
“Shit. Clocking up the numbers, aren’t we?’
“It'sokay. I’'m not going to start another fight.”

Ade bit back an gpology. That just wound her up: his efforts were better spent on making sure she had
nothing to worry about on Bezer’ . He molded himself around her again and buried hisfacein her hair.

“S0...do you mind if we have aproper Chrismas?’

“Y ou don’t need my permisson.”

“But Pagans don’t observeit.”

“I'mavery lapsed Pagan and | like eating to excess as much as anyone.”

“Y’know, | dways dreaded Christmas. Dad was alot worse when he was drunk. They say suicide rates
and domestic violence are worse at Christmas because families get cooped up together. Bloody truein
our house. Fucking awful.”

“Thenwell try and have agood one.”

Asaboy, Ade had dways planned his escape just to stay sane. When he was old enough to leave home,
he' d join the Marines and get as far from his dad as he could. He'd meet anice girl, and they’ d have kids
who'd never haveto lie about how they got the burn marks on their hands, or spend the night degping in
the bus station because they were too scared to go home.

He' d met the girls; but they never stayed. And he never had the kidsto give the childhood he' d never
had. But he' d findly found hisnice girl, even if shewas very different from hisboyhood fantasies, and it
didn’t matter one bit that there was now absolutely nothing norma about hislife or hers.

He had awife and he had abrother. And that was enough for any man.

9

Our future lieswith the Egbas. If we cooperate with them, we become the dominant force on Umeh. We
don’t have the military capability to achieve that oursalves. What do we want? To dideinexorably
towards the collapse of the infrastructure of the whole planet, with no guarantee that the Northern
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Assembly will survive the chaos that follows, or to embrace change and become the new world order?
MINISTER PAR NIR BEDOI

Bezer' g: near Ouzhari

Sand cagtles. They're sand castles.

It was Rayat’ sfirst thought when he saw the bezeri settlement. The buildings were cones, columns and
domes, clustered together like an asymmetric jelly mold. They looked asif a Sngle wave would sveep
them away. Colored stoneswere set into grooves and depressionsin the walls.

And the settlement was deserted.

Hefollowed thefaint, pulsng green light in Saib’s mantle. There was no sound coming from the sgna
lamp and he took their green light to be wordless noise, asif the bezeri were humming to themsalves. But
it might just have been the equivaent of a heartbest.

Rayat was starting to notice pattern in the light sequences. The intensity seemed to convey emphasislike
volumein sound. Saib swam ahead of him in rhythmic, explosive bursts, propelled by ajet of water, his
green light more noticeable as he dipped into shadow from filtered sunlight and back again. The bezeri
appeared to be comfortable swimming at any depth, just like cephalopods on Earth, but it seemed they
choseto live nearer the surface in the shallows around the landmasses.

Maybe they could have avoided the fallout from Ouzhari if they’ d chosen to live degper and further from
the shordine. But, like humans, they lived in placeswhere it wasn’t dways safe.

Lindsay swam parald with Rayat, hair billowing just likeit did in zero-g. HE d given up conversation with
her for the time being. He felt feverish even in cold water. He was sure the sea around him would boil
sooner or |ater.

| haveto deep tonight. And | haveto edt.

Eating. He' d steded himsdlf to that. His instinct—somebody’ singtinct, anyway—took over. He swam
through fanlike white growths on the rocks and caught a ribbon of it between hisfingers. If it was the one
thing that ¢’ naatat couldn’t handle, it was too bad. Maybe Lindsay would note that it killed him and
identify it asaway of stopping the parasite from spreading if it ever did fal into the wrong hands. She
wasn't wholly incompetent: just impossibly subjective.

So whose hands are the wrong hands?

Rayat didn’t know if that was his own thought or that bitch Frankland's. He broke off a piece of the
white ribbon and chewed it. He was now an anima on the brink between surviva and death, and it was
wonderfully focusing in theway it shut down dl hislong-term planning. Can | eat this? 1t tasted metdlic
and sdty.

Hisbody said yes.

He snapped off more of the white growths and swam on to catch up with Saib and the other bezeri. He d
never been an animal before. There had been brief moments of pain and danger in hislifewhen he'd
glimpsed hisprima sdlf for afew seconds at atime, even minutes, but thisfdt indefinite and the way he
might be forever if he didn’t kegp hismind sharp.

They passed more molded mud villages. The groups of sandcastle buildings became a strip and then what



could only be described as a city with buildings curved around rocks and s opes, some of them stacked
one on top of the other. If you swam, you needed no horizontal roads. There was none of the decay in
the water that he' d tasted near the map repository.

Rayat made hisway towards Lindsay and gestured for the lamp. Her eyes had that flat, dead look that a
barrier of water crested but she showed no dissent and handed him the device.

“Saib?’ He caught up with the patriarch and moved in front of him, treading weter. “ Saib, tell me about
thisplace. What isit?’

A city we once lived in before the isenj came and killed uswith their pollution.
“How long has it been abandoned?’
For generations. There were many millions of us once, spread acrossthis part of the world.

Tens of thousands had died after the detonation of cobalt devices on Christopher Idand. That gave Rayat
agood idea of how fragile bezeri biochemistry was, and how long it took them to recover their
population numbersfrom the last disaster. They hadn’t; they’ d still been struggling back to strength after
the isenj occupation when the bombs detonated. Five centuries, and that was all they could manage—a
few hundred thousand. Now there were around fifty, the few of breeding age al from onefamily.

They were doomed to extinction. They had passed the point of recovery.

“When things are norma, how many young do you produce?’ It wasabrutaly zoologica way of putting
it, and he hoped it didn’t come across as dismissve. “How fast do you breed?’

One child every sx, seven years. Our eggs mature for many seasons. We must be thirty years or more
before we can reproduce.

“Y eah, think about that, you bastard,” said Lindsay.

Bezeri had very littlein their favor in surviva terms. Againg the fast-breeding isenj, they were the
universe' slosers.

Rayat thought of the impact that ¢’ naatat would have on Earth. Y ou did right. Y ou didn’t have much
choice. Yes, hedill believed that.

It was the nature of hisjob. Collateral damage was inevitable and it didn’t take away the need to get the
job done. Rayat handed back the lamp and Saib directed him into one of the mud cones.

Concrete might have been a better description than mud. When heran his hand down the walls, they
were smooth and hard, dotted with inlaid colored stone and fragments of shell. The floor wasn't packed
st but the same hard materia. He grounded himself and walked onit.

He was s0 engrossed in wondering how they’ d made these structures that he amost didn’'t see the three
bezeri huddled in an acove until one uncoiled and its bioluminescence flared in apulsing pattern like
chaser lights. He flinched ingtinctively. Saib glided between them and wrapped his tentacles around one
of them. The exchange of lightswas a conversation that Rayat couldn’t understand.

Hewasn't looking at cephal opods now: he waslooking at people.
Get out of my head, Frankland. Get out, you bitch.

But it wasn't afragment of her memory; it was his own painful revelaion, and it was different. He could



fed it. HE d met diens. He d encountered four intelligent species and seen many more dien life-formsin
this system. But each time hisrational mind had noted them and their characteristics, he’ d never had that
pang of recognition, that viscerd redlization that there was someonejust like him inside them.

Rayat had too many questions now. He needed desperately to communi cate without using the lamp. He
had to. The more he knew, the better his chances of getting home.

Lindsay squeezed through the opening and settled beside him. She had afirm grip on the device and
didn’t look ready to surrender it.

“Okay, you' ve got the talking stick,” said Rayat. The room had openings at apparently random pointsin
thewalls, some st high off the ground and he assumed they were connecting doors. Bezeri livein freefdl,
dummy; they swim. Think zero-g spaceship architecture. “Who are they? | need names.”

Shafts of aguamarine light pierced the gloom of the chamber. Rayat |ooked up; the roof of the building
was dotted with inserts of the same transparent shell that sandwiched the sand maps. He was getting a
sense of how bezeri lived and what they liked. They liked light. But they could function at extreme
depths, and they had bioluminescence, so they didn’'t need light. It spoke to him of beings that wanted to
explore, and he knew that was as much an emotiona reaction as a scientific one.

Rayat concentrated on everything but emotion. He wanted his scientific rationaity, or hisanimd surviva
ingtincts, he didn’t want regret or empathy or any of the other unreliable, weakening e ements of being
human to make histime down here any harder than it had to be.

“Take the bloody thing, then.” Lindsay thrust thelamp at him. “1 need to eat.” She backed out of the
chamber. Saib uncurled atentacle in her direction. “ Just going outside to find some seaweed, okay?1’'m
not running away. I’ ve got nowhere to go.”

Rayat took the lamp. “Rye-aht,” he said. “ Rayat.” Nobody called him Mohan; he' d dways been just
Rayat. He couldn’t remember the last person who had caled him by hisfirst name, let done Mo. For
some reason that crushed him for afew seconds. “My nameis Rayat.”

“Ooorrrrrrrr,” said one of the bezeri in astream of bubbles. “Oooorrrrrrasaaaa. ...”
A talking squid. And I’m not even surprised.

If bezeri could manipulate air and water in their body cavity, maybe he' d learn to use light—if he
developed bioluminescence. They rippled with rainbows, living liquid opas, and the lamp’ strandation
systemstook over.

| am PFili, amother. Sheis Seem, mother of mothers. Heis Kedt, father of fathers.
“Where areyour children?’
Dead. All of them.

Rayat laid the lamp aside as Saib deposited armfuls of azin mapsin front of Fili and the others. They
seemed far more interested in fondling the mapsthan in his questions. Their light patterns changed into
repetitive concentric circles of violet, ruby and gold that welled up from bright central pointsal over their
mantles. It was a pattern he hadn’t seen before.

Their maps weretheir past. They werelooking at their history. For amoment Rayat imagined browsing
through a picture album of relatives long dead and had a brief, awful glimpseinto what the bezeri might
bethinking.



He shook it off. Y ou came here to secure ¢’ naatat for the FEU and to stop any other government getting
hold of it. That’sdl: nothing ese. Don't forget that. Sentimentality was dangerous.

The bezeri appeared to have forgotten him. He did down the smooth wall and rested his head on his
folded arms, knees drawn up, and the moment he closed his eyes, redlity crowded in on him again and he
was drowning.

Hejerked his eyes open again and found he had braced both hands on the floor of the chamber. The
more he looked at hisright hand, the more disoriented he felt.

It didn’t look the same any longer. Something was't quite right. He thought for a brief elated moment
that he saw a colored spark, but it was something more bizarre even than that. The faint play of light
came from thefloor.

His hand was becoming trand ucent.

“I wanted lights” hesaid. “Lights”

Maybe ¢’ naatat could hear him. There was no harm trying.
F nar, Wess g: experimenta rainforest habitat

Shan had to hand it to Deborah Garrod. For awoman whose husband had been decapitated, she was
being very polite to his executioner.

Araswalked beside her, pointing out objects of interest on the plain asthey approached F nar. The
transport could have taken them Straight to the city, but Shan knew why Aras had opted to walk the last
two kilometers. He wanted to see Deborah’ s face when she caught sight of F nar.

The City of Pearl left humans stunned. Shan wasn't stegped in Christian mythology, but it had left her
reding thefirst time she saw it; she could only guess what impact it had on people who thought their
heaven looked like that.

Deborah inhded sharply and put both hands to her mouth.

“It' sexquidte,” she said. She paused for amoment, eyes closed. Shan assumed she was praying. It
didn’t seem theright timeto tell her the nacre coating wasinsect shit. “I had no idea.”

“Y ou should see it on anice summer evening.” Shan walked on, handsin pockets. Araswaked
alongside Deborah. Her two kids hadn’t come with her. Shan' s last encounter with the teenaged son,
James, had involved damming him against awall and backhanding him to get him to tell her what hisdad
was doing, so maybe that wasjust aswell. Dad' s just hel ping Commander Neville bomb Ouzhari.
Thanks, kid. “How does everyone fed about going back to Earth?’

“Apprehensive, but happy.”
“It' san dien planet for you. Big upheavd.”
“A sense of fulfillment, though. For both of us. Thiswas your misson too.”

“Yes” | only thought it was. That’ swhat you get for trying to stitch me up, Perault. “Well, when you see
themacaws, it’'ll putit al in perspective.”

Shan wanted to get it over with. Somehow it fdt like taking ardative to identify abody, and shewas
more concerned with getting back to visit Vijiss to check on his progress.



Shedidn’t mention him to Deborah. It couldn’t remain a secret forever, but the longer it took for the
colonigts or Eddieto find out, the more time she had to maneuver. Twenty-five light-yearswasn't
distance enough to reassure her that ¢’ naatat was out of reach of Earth.

Deborah dowed down as she drew closer to the F nar, and when the sun came out from behind thick
cloud and illuminated the top leve of the terracesin fierce white light she stopped again. Shan and Aras
walited, slent. Then Deborah gathered hersalf and walked on.

Da Shapakti waswaiting for them at the top of the flight of stepsthat led down into the tunnels benegath
the city. He kept rolling his head dightly, a preening gesture dmost like the re-created macaws he was so
proud of: he' d even delayed his departure for Bezer’  so that he could show off the birdsto Deborah.

Deborah peered down into the stairwell. “ Just like Constantine. Everything’ s underground.”

Shan hung back to let Shapakti lead the way. The enclosed rainforest environment that he' d crested was
nestled between the dimly lit hangar bays of fighter craft, built thousands of years ago and maintained by
nanotech, and still capable of taking out a FEU warship like Actaeon. The more intrusive aspects of city
life—the utilities, generators, storage and manufacturing facilities—were housed down here. F nar might
have been |ess rigorous about making minimum visua impact on the natural |andscape than the stricter
Targassati wess har further north, but it till kept itsindustrial sde carefully concedled. Evena
meticuloudy agrarian society needed some ugly technology. It was the only hidden aspect of this
trangparent culture that Shan had seen.

Shapakti opened the double airlock that seded the terrestrial environment. Warm, humid air rolled out
and Deborah inhaded audibly as she stepped through the portal. Shan knew how shefelt. The
oxygen-rich ar and smdll of Earth, of familiar things, was dmost shocking.

But Deborah had never smelled the air of Earth, and she was the fourth generation of settlers habituated
to lower oxygen levels on Bezer’ g. She wasn't remembering. She wasimagining.

“You grew al thisfrom the gene bank?’ she asked.

Shapakti held out his arm and the two macaws plummeted like raptors from their favored roost afew
meters above him to land on it, squabbling over the best position. They were more than bright: they were
luminous. Shan saw them in ultraviolet, asthey saw themselves, with dl their vivid patches.

Deborah gasped, even though she saw only in ahuman’s narrow spectrum.

“These birds, yes,” said Shapakti. His English was perfectly clear despite the overtone. “1 get the plants
from Umeh Station, aready growing. | accelerate their development.”

Deborah had never struck Shan as a demonstrative woman. Asaguest in the Garrods' house, Shan had
catalogued her asthe stoic sensible type, afrontier woman in every sense, adispenser of teaand first aid
when disaster struck. But now she burst into tears and stood staring at the macaws, one hand to her
mouth. The birds shrieked at her.

Shan felt apang of embarrassment and for amoment she envied Deborah her loss of contral. | had no
idea how much emotion these people invested in the gene bank. But they think they’re doing it for God,
don't they? That must ring the bell for them, all right. But where Deborah saw pearls and the fruition of
dreams, Shan saw insect shit and just the beginning of along struggle—one she wasn't going to be part
of.

“What are you going to do with them?’ Deborah asked.



“Take them back to Earth,” said Shapaki.

“How many species are you going to revive before you reach Earth?’
“Few. Only plants. The macaws are experimental.”

“But you think you can do it?’

“We restore ecosystems. We do this”

“Yeah, | think Shapakti knowswhat he' sdoing.” Shan gave the macaws awide berth in case they took a
peck at her. C naatat made her wary of every possible accidental contact. “Now al the Egbas have to
do is get the Earth governments to behave and | et them do the restoration. That’ s going to be the
interesting bit.”

Deborah raised her chin afraction. “There sno point my telling you to havefaith, isthere?’
“I've got faith in Shapakti.”
“| shdl never see Earth,” he said. “My mission ends here. | go home.”

He didn’'t seem disappointed. Shan knew he missed hisfamily; he had an image of his home on the
bulkhead of hisship, alittleindication of homesckness that was touchingly. ..human. Poor sod. But once
you'’ d restored one world, maybe you' d restored them al. Even miraclespdled intime.

Deborah wiped her eyes with the hedl of her hand. “ Josh would have been so happy to seethis.”

Arasdidn’t react. Shan couldn’'t smell any agitation. He seemed to be checking out the dimensions of the
tropica hothouse, no doubt sizing it up for terrestrid crops.

Deborah held her arm out and one of the macaws studied it for amoment before edging onto her hand a
sep at atime. Aras paused in hisingpection of the raised beds of soil to watch. There was no sound
either from macaw or woman. It eyed her, head cocked on one sidein adisturbingly wess har way.

“Uk’din’i che” it said, dmost with an overtone. Feed me. It rustled vivid turquoise feathers. Deborah
laughed, but the tearswere till welling in her eyes.

“So what are you feeding them?’ asked Shan.
“Synthesized nutrient pellets. When we relocate to Bezer' g, | will grow fruit and seedsfor them.”

“How much of the habitat are you removing?’ Shan kept a careful eye on the parrot. “We could grow
crops here.”

“Y our marines have aready planted some. Look.” Shapakti reached into the raised bed and indicated
amall plantseach with apair of ovate glossy leaves. “| will avoid disturbing the seedlingswhen | remove
thefoliage plants”

Arasurrred. It was a sound like someone riffling through awad of paper sheets, and he only did it when
he was relaxed and happy. Shan hadn’'t heard him do it for along time; it was agood sign. Having Ade
around as a housebrother and the prospect of interesting new crops seemed to settle him down. Aras
was, a heart, as much of apragmetist as she was. For thefirst time shefdt that—uwith effort—her life
might settle down too and become like anyone elsg's, except for the fact she waslight-years from Earth,
living with two genetic chimeras and pretty well indestructible. But it was alot more normal than her
previous existence.



As so0n as she sorted the problems in hand—those two bastards on Bezer’ g, and Vijiss—she' d count
her blessings as carefully as she could, and not look an inch beyond them.

“Bananas,” said Aras. “And grapes.”
“Not many grapesliketropica conditions.”
“I didn’t redlize you were so informed about grapes.”

“I'mamineof information,” said Shan. Her father had wanted to swap city lifefor asmalholding, but the
only soil he got was a conventiona burid. It was the best she could do. “ And most of the horticultura
stuff was useless up to now.”

Deborah il stared at the macaw. “Y ou' re not going back to Earth with us either, are you?’
“No,” said Shan. “My home' s here now.”
“ After coming so far and giving up so much?’

“Y ou forget one small detail.” Therewas no point telling her that ¢’ naatat could probably be removed
from humans but not from wess har. It couldn’t be removed from her mind, and that was where she had
been changed most. The months she spent drifting in space, sporadicaly conscious, hardened further by
every momentary redlization that she was done beyond imagining with only her inner anima coreto rely
upon, had |eft her astranger to herself at times. And then there was Aras. She promised she wouldn’t
abandon him, and her word was everything. “I think it's best that ¢’ naatat stays here.”

If you're not going back to Earth, then what are you going to do for Wess g? What' s going to become
of Umeh?

The macaw appeared to decide that Deborah wasn't a source of food and swaggered back aong her
arm to climb onto Shapakti’s. Deborah let her hand drop to her side. “What happensto you at the end of
time, Shan?’

Don't. Stop it. “Who says ¢ naatat hosts live that long?’
“What if they do?’
“I'll have some interesting sngpshots, then, won't 17’

Shapakti interrupted, showing extraordinary tact for an Eqbas. “Let me show Deborah how | achieve
these things. You go.”

Shan took it as a hint to leave; maybe Shapakti was as sensitive to her discomfort as Aras. The parrots
took off from the scientist’ sarm in aflurry of bright feethers and settled on abranch again.

Shan watched them and then took note of the small tree benesth. The leaves were green and glossy,
rather like giant bay leaves, and the spikes of smal cream flowers reminded her of bay laurd.

“What' sthat plant?’ Shan asked, hoping for some kind of aromatic bay. Herbs mattered. They were
right up therewith chili and garlicin thefamiliar food league.

“Dwarf avocado,” said Shapaki.

The thought of anew and exotic addition to the menu temporarily erased any nagging worries about how
C naatat hogsfindly met their maker. “I'll definitely visit you on Bezer' g, then. Can | take acutting



laer?
“I leavethistreefor you.”

“Thank you.” Vijisd. Ask him now. “One more thing—would you mind taking alook & atissue sample
for me sometime?’

“Whichtime?’
Be specific. “When areyou leaving for Bezer'g?’
“Perhaps two more days.”

“I'll bring it to you.” She managed asmile and didn’t expect one back. Like Aras, al wess har struggled
to mimic that digtinctly smian expression. “You're astar, Shapakti. Thanks.”

He understood the meaning if not the phrase, because he urrred just like Aras—praised, pleased—and
beckoned Deborah to follow him deeper into the forest habitat that extended thirty metersinto the
tunnds

“I don't know if Ade even likes avocado, but | bloody well do.” Shan walked back up the tunnelswith
Arasand climbed the stepstowards red daylight. “And they produce lovely green ail. Think of it. Soap.
Sdad dressing. Fry-ups.”

“ Shapakti’ stissue sample.”

“So, | wasthinking of dispensing with speech completely and just relying on telepathy,” said Shan. “Am |
that bloody obvious?’

“Y ou once told me that police are very good at getting people to do thingsfor them. Y ou appear to have
two modes of doing that—Violence and exaggerated charm.”

1] Otjdl.”

“And | know your preoccupations. | have your memories.” Arastook her hand gingerly in hisasthey
walked. “Y ou need to clear your decks, as Ade would say.”

Hishand was cool and the skin like fine suede. Something wess har in her felt solidly happy inhding his
sandawood scent. | hate unfinished business hanging around. We have three ¢’ naatat now outside our
control.”

“Isthat how you think of Vijiss, isan? Something to be controlled?”

“Okay, so I'm acallous bitch, but why did you quarantine Bezer’ g for centuriesif you didn’'t seeit the
sameway?’

“And what about you?’
“I have no sense of guilt about his condition asyou have.”
“Just answer the bloody question.”

“I think he' sacomplication, and | believe hewill be very unhappy.”



Shan inhaled the sweet sandalwood musk that surrounded Aras and felt inexplicably good when she
should have been digtracted by worry. She squeezed his arm, wondering if this was actually biochemical
bonding and not love. Seeping with Ade had placated her, too. Maybe it didn’t matter: the love and
bonding were the same thing in the end. Aras had struck a chord in her long before he' d infected her.

Infected. It'safunny word to use to describe someone saving your life.

Shan couldn’t pretend to understand the biochemistry of oursan. But she' d seen Nevyan take on an
entirefamily of maesand their offspring out of duty when their isan died, and become utterly devoted to
them in amatter of days. Oursan—and Shan till thought of it as sex, even if it wasn't
reproductive—redlly did bond wess har, maesto females and so maesto their housebrothers. They had
no concept of infidelity and the urge never crossed their minds, and without the constant genetic repair of
oursan, males sickened and died.

C'naatat put her odd little clan beyond that. But the ingtinct remained.
“Hey, I'm sorry about Black,” she said. “But hewasvery old for arat. He had agood life.”

“Did he? What'sagood lifefor arat? It was an unnatural one asfar as| understand, not at al how rats
liveinthewild.”

“Wadll, we d know al about unnatural, wouldn't we? And so will Vijiss. So let’s see what Shapakti can
do.”

Shan hung on to her weird life even though she knew how to endit. | tried once. But here shewas, living
with ¢’ naatat when there was no absolute need to because she knew how to end it. They al did. If
Shapatki couldn’t remove ¢’ naatet, there was always one way |eft.

You're used toit, you stupid cow. And now you enjoy it, don't you? Hey, look! | was serious, | tried to
once, | faled. Can | live now? Please?

Arasurrred again. If shewas distracted from the growing ¢’ naatat roll cdl, then he was no longer
devagtated by the near extinction of the bezeri or killing Josh Garrod. Life went on, the life you liked and
would hang on to grimly until you couldn’t hang on any longer.

But I'm not like that. | stepped out the airlock. I'm above dl that—aren't 1?
“Ussss arenot gethes,” said Aras. “They have no wish to misuse ¢’ naatat.”

“That ill leavesVijiss. What if he changesalat, like you did? What if he expresses human genes, or
wess har ones? Everything that wasin me?’

“Hel livewithit, as| did.”

There was apoint at the top of the terraces, at the highest point the stairways reached, where she could
look down and enjoy F nar laid out benesth her like an iridescent bowl. Whatever the wegather, whatever
thelight, it was dways absorbing. Shan stopped now and took in the view. Bezer’ g, Wess g’ stwin,
was visble as a huge but faint crescent moon.

“Jesus, it' sasteep climb, isn't it? No wonder my arseismy best feature.” Arasdidn’t laugh. She often
expected him to be more human than he was. “I hope | never take thisview for granted.”

But her eyeswerefixed on Bezer' . And shewas't thinking of the exquisitely aien skyscape, or even
recalling ayear spent there: she found she was now thinking of bloody Lindsay Neville, the stupid



destructive sefish little cow, and that bastard Rayat.

| can't rest until | seefor mysdlf. | can’t forget them and get on with my life until I know they’ re never
going to bearisk.

Aras sighed. He could read her like amap. But he didn’t scold her.

“I'm pleased that you walked away from Umeh,” he said. “Y ou’ ve accepted that some things are not
yoursto resolve.”

But some il are. Just one or two, or even three, when they happen on my watch.

“The problemisthat | don’t know what resolved means anymore, sweetheart.” She turned her back on
Bezer' g and longed for the days when an arrest, acharge that stuck, and agood stiff sentence meant the
case was closed and she could move on.

“We mustn't forget to tell Ade about the avocados,” Aras said. “Food delightshim.”

Ade had that solid sense of proportion common to al sergeants. So did Aras. But Shan found it much
harder to lower her sghtsto the here and now. She thought of Bezer’ g, and knew that sooner or later,
the need to settle matters would overwhelm her.

Northern Assembly border with the Maritime Fringe, Umeh: Eqgbas Vorhi ship 886-001-005-6
Isenj were harder to fathom than Esganikan had thought.

Benesath her, pals of smoke drifted south from aclearly defined corridor of burned-out towers and
buildings. There was no artillery activity: nobody opened fire on them. It waslike the aftermath of a
battle, not the start of awar.

Esganikan nodded at Hayin to open the communications link with Eit. It was convenient to use aneutra
language like English and Aitass no longer appeared offended by being bypassed asinterpreter. She
samply observed. “What is hgppening, Minister?’

“We gppear to have alocd difficulty.”
“Definedifficulty.”
“Theloca population is cooperating with Fringe troops.”

Eddie had been ditting quietly in an dcove, fiddling with his bee cam, his small mobile recording device.
Esganikan was suddenly curious about bees. “ Shit,” Eddie said.

Esganikan took that as surprise. “Minigter, are your troops repelling the Maritime Fringe invasion?’
“They are not responding to our ordersto do s0.”
“So your army isin revolt, and your citizens are aiding your enemy.”

| thought a nonviolent method might be preferable. | waswrong. And | have no need to commit ground
troops.

“My priority isto keep order insgde our own borders with those troopswho remain loya.”

“| thought that isenj were cooperative,” said Esganikan. “I believed that your crowded conditions



encouraged order and consensus. That means they should do astheir government has asked.”

Eit didn’'t answer. Theimage of him displayed on the bulkhead was of no useto her, because she
couldn’t deduce anything from his expresson—if he had one. His scent would have told her nothing
anyway. She glanced a Aitass, rocking her head in dlent irritation.

In her periphera vison, Esganikan saw Eddie stand up and walk dowly towards her. His bee cam
hovered a his shoulder.

“I fear acoup,” sad Eit. “Our invitation to you created huge riftswithin the administration at every levd,
national and loca. When Minister Ud first suggested it, there was uproar and violence that cost him his
life. | admit | was among those who saw it as an act of treason.”

“But you changed your mind.”

Therewas no clear objective for Esganikan here. She' d responded to the isenj gpped for intervention,
exactly as her duty required; but when it cameto their internd disputes, al her guiddines deserted her.
There were no other land speciesto consider, and the remnant of aguatic life would probably be better
off if theisen] were eradicated completely. There was no target for her act of balance; and no group she
could single out and hold responsible for Umeh's current condition. It was outside her experience.

She regretted agreeing to intervene. Even biowegpons wouldn't solve the Assembly’ sinterna dissent.
But complete annihilation seemed wrong.

“I must consider this, Minigter,” she said. “ Be aware that genomes tend not to stop at borders. If we
agreeto give you apathogen, you might have many casuaties among your own citizens. As Eddie
Michdla would say, that would play badly to the eectorate.”

Eit' squillswere definitely raised alittle. “Then | await your decison—as|long as this government
urvives”

Hayin closed the link and the bulkhead screen flipped to transparency. The comms team resumed
listening to the audio chatter of the isenj networks—neighbor caling neighbor, city caling city—and
appeared fascinated. The ussiss crew interpreted: the information was largely irrelevant gossip and panic,
but thiswas anew species for the Eqbas, and they were curious.

“You' rewess har,” said Eddie. “ The average isenj doesn't give adamn what their government tells them
to do, because you' re the ancient enemy embedded in their genetic memory, and you' ve invaded asfar
asthey’re concerned.”

“And yet the Assembly cabinet can ssomach our presence. Eit can, anyway. Some of the others seem
indecisve”

“Wadll, there weren’t many who thought like Par Pard Ud either,” said Eddie. The human probably
understood isenj better than any wess har: the two species thought in smilar ways and seemed to enjoy
each other’ s company. “Maybeit’ sonly Eit that’ s holding it together. And athough isenj aren’t as
blatantly dishonest aswe are, they'refast learners”

“Asarewe,” said Esganikan. And we need to learn to lie, Hayin. Foolish dip. “If they want asustainable
environment that does not require increasing climate management each year, then they must cut their
population by three-quarters. Until they accept that, | cannot restore this planet. The fact that Shomen Eit
appears to be dragging his cabinet colleagues into a power grab—that is the phrase, yes?—does not
dter that.”



Eddielicked hislips, agitated. He had atalent for taking over discussions. Esganikan would normally
have silenced a presumptuous male with a cuff around the ear, but he was a useful source of insight.

“And now you' ve started, you haveto finish, don't you?’

“No,” said Esganikan. “We can withdraw completely, although werardly do. Thisisawhoally atificia
environment. | remain concerned about whatever marine life remains, but theisenj are now only harming
themsdves. Earthismy priority.”

“You'dwalk out now, after thewar’'s started?’
“They choosetofight.”
“Areyou going to give them the bioweapons?’

That depended on the definition of give. “We are not omnipotent. Thisisjust one ship, and pathogens
require far fewer resources than bombarding the planet.”

“What abloody mess.” Eddie didn’t seem to grasp her point.

Esganikan turned to Aitass. She was aware of the whole crew watching her. “Do we have ussiss in
Umeh Station at the moment?’

“ YS,”

“Offer them evacuation. In fact, offer dl ussiss evacuation from Umeh if they are unhappy with the
gtuation.”

“What about Umeh Station?” asked Eddie.

“We are not your defense force. Y ou chose to build abase there.” Where did he expect her to find room
for evacuees with specific dien food requirements? Ussiss could go to Wess g. But she couldn’t unload
more than three hundred gethes on F nar without asking, and she knew that Mar’ an’ cas couldn’t provide

food for them anyway: and no wess har city could, either. Human biochemistry was unequipped to
handle wess har food. “ There is nowhere that can accommodate them al.”

Eddielooked at his bee cam and then reached out to retrieve it. She couldn’t imagine what was going
through his mind: perhaps he felt he had been denied drameatic pictures that he needed. He might have
feared for hisfelow humansin Umeh Station. He was certainly agitated.

“It’ sinteresting to see that you get in over your heads sometimes,” he said, and began walking away.
“Y ou might want to read some Earth history about what happens when you start awar between two
factions and then leavethem to dug it out.”

“There are many degths,” said Esganikan. “1 know.”
“And that’ s part of your population reduction policy?’

Esganikan understood the tone of human rebukes now. She fdt atingle of irritation, and the crew inhaled
discreetly and watched, waiting.

“Every army of occupation has to withdraw sooner or later, Eddie. Thereisnever anided time, and as
long as one person with old grievances remains, there will be an aftermath.”

“Hence your scorched earth policy.”



“Theisen] have choices. Thisissmple causdity.” He hasto learn. Heisn't stupid. But gethessmply
don’t seethe obvious. “They can chooseto live differently, and they can also choose not to fight. All of
us can make choices. Y ou cannot want one thing but do another, and still expect the Situation to resolve.”

Eddie looked thoughtful, in dight defocus. Then he shook hishead asif disagresing with himsalf and left
the bridge.

Aitass watched him go and the bridge crew emitted acommund hiss.

“Earthisgoing to be fascinating,” said Hayin. “Humans don't connect their actions with what befdls
them. Don't they percaivetimeaslinear?’

“They do,” said Aitass. “They just don’t see why they should do anything individualy to change their
future to the one they want. All eight billion of them.”

Hayin and afew of the bridge crew looked utterly bewildered.

Theisenj were much smpler to understand in most respects. They knew what they wanted: they smply
didn’'t have room to carry on doing it without escaping their planet and its moon. Something had to give,
and that, Esganikan reminded herself, was the reason for being here: to ensure they never became a
threat to Wess g and Bezer' g asthey had in the past.

She amost wished they would launch that threatened attack. The solution would have been very much
smpler then. Even Egbas Vorhi had rules of engagement, athough Eddie seemed not to notice. They
were not hisrules, and so they didn’t count.

“Set acoursefor Tivskur,” shesad. “I'd like a closer look.”

“The reconnai ssance remotes are detecting seagoing vessalsin harbor with drives operating,” said Hayin.
“Tivskur appearsto be preparing its navy.”

Umeh’ s nearest continental neighbor also had plans, then. Maybe it would go to the aid of the Maritime
Fringe: Esganikan was still uncertain of the politics of the four landmasses that made up the surface of the
planet, but if they were readying ships then an Eqbas vessel wasn't their target. Did Jgjeno know what
was happening? Did she have aduty to tdll Eit?

Would it change anything?

She was supposed to be able to operate independently, guided by the broad and unchanging principles
of balance. But she wanted to excel. She wanted to be able to finish her term of service and go home
with honor and salf-respect intact. She wanted jurg’ ve and children at last. If she didn’'t do her duty and
maintain balance and order, she had no right to contentment.

And she would have failed her crew. They had endured along separation from hometoo, afew of the
males even leaving families behind in suspension, medicated to maintain their hedlth, arare and desperate
thing. She was the commander and that made her their acting matriarch, with al the expectation of
competence that went withit.

The ship climbed and pushed through cloud. From this height, Umeh could have been any planet covered
largely by ocean. It was only from orbit or beneath the cloud layer that the dying seas and land dmost
entirely obliterated by building were visble as patterns of pink and gray and rust. The surveillance
remotes penetrated the layer from orbit and relayed images of a continent that could just as easily have
been Ebj, the continent dominated by the Northern Assembly.



Therewas no natural landscape in Tivskur to indicate how far north they had flown. 1t was smply a
different coastline. Its capital, according to the F nar archive, was Tivsk; and the outskirts of the
city—how did they know where one settlement ended and the next began?—had been hit by debrisfrom
the gethes' warship Actaeon, destroyed in orbit on the orders of that nervouslittle matriarch who |ooked
to Shan Frankland for direction.

Nevyan. Nevyan Tan Mestin. She had no idea how lucky she was to opt out of the duty of balance and
never leave home. She even had a clan of four males, al with children, and she was barely an adullt.
Esganikan envied her anew.

I’'m failing. Nevyan asked usto remove our camp from Wess g. Umeh is collapsing into war. So | have
to get Earth right. | can’t go home and have afamily until | do my duty.

The ship dropped back through the clouds and Esganikan stared through the transparent deck at the long
finger of harbor that cut deep into the eastern coast. She pondered Targassat’ s words about the futility of
selecting the point of equilibrium for any planet. It was agood argument. But taken to itslogical
concluson—like thetiming of troop withdrawa—it meant sitting back and doing nothing while species
died and never had achance. Therewasasingle point in time at which to act, or not act: and inaction had
its consequences too.

Esganikan had discovered a human caled Charles Darwin in the gethes' archivesthat were duplicated in
F nar, and aview based on his findings that had become arevered ideology among scientists. Darwinism
said that only the best-fitted survived. Y es, that was bound to be a popular philosophy for a speciesthat
clamed it couldn’t help the disgraceful thingsthat it did; humansfet that their nature was wonderful, bold,
soaring, and free, and that their rapacious Side was just a price to be paid—although not by them,
generdly. Gethestook refugein the gpparently inevitable nature of their superiority. They couldn’t help
but be on top. Somehow, though, they managed to ignore the fact that being the dominant specieson
Earth meant that absol utely nothing about their position was inevitable or beyond their control.

Those having choices must make them.

Targassat taught that, too. She was amost incons stent isan. What might she and this Darwin have
discussed if they could have met?

Esganikan had made her choices as every Eqgbas had for millennia. She wasn't ashamed of them.
Bezer'g
Every time Lindsay woke now, she wanted to scream.

It took afew secondsfor her to remember that she wasn't drowning but surviving. That bothered her:
humans had aswimming reflex and dl the sgnsthat they remembered their primeval aguetic origins. Her
brain should have dedlt with the new redlity.

How long have we been here?

It wasn't months, she was sure of that now, or even weeks. They’ d settled near enough to the surface
with their bezeri captorsto seethe daily cycle of light and dark. And the lamp was gill working. She
examined it and wondered about its power source. With its hemispherica caseand itsflat lens, it
reminded her of the headlamp of an ancient car.

But she hadn’t had many conversationswith Saib and the remnant of his people. They’ d gathered in the
deserted ruins, aragtag community of the elderly and asingle family, fifty or soindividudsinal including



afew very young infants.

They couldn’t rebuild their speciesfrom this; it might have been kinder if they’d al died. Now they would
watch their civilization—their entire race—disgppear in the dow fullness of time.

She couldn’t let that happen.
“I’'m going to get some more maps,” shesad.

Saib shimmered. Y ou should clear the repository today. We believe we have found more records south
of here. But we must examine and put in order what we have retrieved so far.

She glanced at Rayat and laid the lamp down. “H€ Il help you sort them.”

The bezeri appeared to trust her to go off on her own now. It wasn't asif she had anywhereto run.
She' d expected abuse and torment, but the bezeri were far more concerned with gathering their history
around them than exacting revenge on her. Perhaps they thought they had their vengeance. Every time
she ate weed or reminded hersdlf that she was stuck herefor therest of her infinite life with aman she
loathed, she knew they had.

In the repository, she examined the faced stone and the intricate detail of the carved images. Animas she
didn’t recognize and plants that she did chased up the wallsto the vaulted celling. Bezeri had the same
ability as human artists to reproduce exact images, and everything she saw reminded her that she had
helped destroy the remnant of an ancient and fragile civilization.

She gathered the last of the maps and took off her shirt to make atemporary bag, knotting the deeves
and fastening the front. The weight dowed her down. She resorted to walking along the seabed in a
bouncing mation.

| can handlethis. | can survive and | can do something for these people.

Gathering their maps wasn't much in the scheme of things. Maybe she could locate other bezeri
communities so that they could breed. Most bezeri had gathered in the ancient spawning grounds around
Ouzhari. But thissmall group hadn’t gone; she found it hard to believe there weren't otherslike them.

Egbas based here had found Saib and his group. Maybe they could find morein time.

Bezeri were vulnerable to land-living species. they had no technology that could stand up to the hard
metal and ordnance of agpacefaring, terrestrid civilization.

So that’smy job. That's my mission. Save them—somehow. Whatever it takes.

Lindsay needed afocus, and now she had it. When she got back to the settlement, Rayat was squatting
over apile of shel mapsin one of the cone-shaped houses and examining them with Rili.

Then sheredized his attention wasn't fixed on the maps but on his own hands. She'd rardly seen him
look shaken; but he did now.

He was examining his hands with rapid, frantic movements, flipping them over pam to back to palm
again, and hisgill ditswere opening asif he was panting.

Oh shit. Gills. I've got gillstoo.
Shelooked at her own hands: nothing, and no lights. She settled beside Rayat and grabbed hisfingers.



“Oh my God, you're turning transparent.” She could see the purple and red snaking branches of blood
vessals near the surface of his skin, and the hint of pale bone. “Like them.”

Rayat’ s eyeswere wide and horrified. But he pressed hislipstogether in athin hard lineand hisgills
flared. “Very scientific anayss, Commander. | can dwaysrely onyou for arationa view.”

Lindsay knew she would now be checking herself every few minutesfor signsof tranducency. Why is
that so much worse than gills or echolocation or whatever other weird adaptations ¢’ naatat’ s giving you
right now? It was worse, because she could seeit. Without amirror, her other changes were visible only
in the expression on Rayat’ sface.

Shan never changed, of course. Shan just became more of Shan than she' d been before. Suddenly
Lindsay both envied and hated her with renewed venom for her absolute iron certainty in herself and the
way the world should have been.

Lindsay had to find that certainty, too.

Saib drifted towards them and hung there with his lights on what Lindsay now thought of astick-over—a
steady speckling of green. She waited for the lamp to trand ate but there was nothing. Then he drifted
away again, mantle pumping dowly like bellows.

“I’'m going to look for food,” said Rayat.

Lindsay grabbed the lamp and followed him outside. She sat in thefiltered light and picked fronds off a
rock to chew them. Rayat tried them too. Pili swam towards them and appeared to watch.

They will poison you, she said, shimmering arainbow of urgent colors.
“Wecan'tdie” said Lindsay. “Haven't you noticed?’

It wasthefirg time she d redlized that bezeri had individud levels of intelligence, exactly like humans.
Wess har seemed uniformly intelligent and....superior. Pili hadn’t quite worked out what was happening;
but then she' d never seen humans before, and a human confronted with a bezeri would have no idea
what degree of adaptation was normal for them, ether.

Lindsay felt an odd kinship, and wondered if it was the bezeri tissue worked into her open wound, or a
genuine moment of epiphany.

Or maybeit' s because | know how it feesto lose achild.

She chewed on the fronds, concentrating on the satisfying texture, and found she was working out the
bearing and distance to Congtantine. She was thinking of David' s grave and its stained-glass headstone.

| canvigt it now.

She never questioned that she could emerge from the sea and that her lungs would take over again. She
wondered if she was placing too much faith in ¢ naatat.

No, Shan survived space without a suit. Y ou can be amphibious easily enough.
“Are we going to adapt the same way, do you think?’ she asked Rayat.
“How do you mean?’

“Shan didn’'t end up looking like Aras. Nor did Ade. It'snot asif thisthing worksto atemplate.”



Rayat didn’'t answer. Hejust looked at hishands. Pili picked up amap and examined it lovingly, running
tentacles over the smooth surface. Therewould be alot of timetofill, and Lindsay wondered when she
would eventualy become used to her new existence.

For amoment she saw endless black void with aspeckling of white hot starsand felt asif shewasfdling
forever. The spit second of boiling pain wasincredible. She put her hand to her mouth.

It took her afew momentsto work out what it was, and that it wasn’t arandom image but a
memory—Shan’ smemory.

Lindsay wondered how much of her acceptance of her situation was Shan's grim obsession, and who
else’ smemories and characteristics would emerge.

Even my bloody courage might not be my own. I’m never going to be out of her shadow. When she said
| envied her guts, she knew that’d est away a mefor therest of my life.

Rayat laughed. For amoment Lindsay wondered if shewasthinking aoud. But he waslaughing at
something ese.

Somehow his speech had sounded normal to her underwater, but the laugh was booming and unnaturd.
She turned, wondering if hewas cracking up at last. But hisface was dl delight and triumph. She hated
that expression. It bore no resemblance to anorma human being’ s happiness.

“Look,” said Rayat. He held out both tranducent hands as if demonstrating steadiness and sobriety.
“Look. Lights. I"'ve got bloody bioluminescence!”

His handsflickered blue and violet like alighting fixture about to bresk down. Fili watched. Thelamp
spoke.

What are you saying? Pili asked.
“Noides,” said Rayat. “How do | control this?’

Rili was dlent. The other bezeri emerged from the cone house to watch. Lindsay waited for some
expresson of surprisefrom them.

Saib moved into the range of thelamp. | don’t know. We smply speak.

Lindsay examined her own hands, bitterly disappointed that she had neither lights nor transparency.
Rayat stared at the lamp and turned it to look at the display.

He put hishand flat onthelens.
“Thisisates,” hesad dowly. “This...is...a...tes.”

The lamp flickered into color. Rayat counted up to ten and then began reciting Tennyson's“ The
Kraken.”

There hath he lain for ages, and will lie
Battering upon huge seawormsin his deep,
Until the latter fire shall heet the deep;

Then once by men and angelsto be seen,



Inroaring he shall rise and on the surface die.

It was adepressing choice. Lindsay fought an urge to punch him. “Are you going to keep that up dl
day?’

“I’'m encouraging the formation of neura pathways,” he said. “How do bezeri kidslearn to tak?
Probably by imitation. Whatever makes me light up might react the same way.”

Lindsay hoped he wasright but said nothing. She wanted bioluminescence too. She wanted to
understand the bezeri, just as she wanted there to be new bezeri infants who would learn to speak by
imitating their parents kaleidoscope displays.

It was aforlorn hope but she held on to it. Shewould find survivors and rebuild the bezeri, and somehow
train them to defend themsalves—or she would find nothing, and spend her days|ooking after astore of
dead and beautiful mapsthat would be al that was|eft of aunique civilization she had hel ped destroy.

Thefirst option wasn't her ideaof heaven, but the latter was certainly closeto hell. In the uncertain gray
lands of fragilefaith, Lindsay Neville prayed just as Deborah Garrod had shown her, desperate to hear
an answering voice.

Umeh Station, Jgjeno: afew days before Christmas
Therewere just over five hundred ussiss in Jgeno and they traveled light.

Eddie watched them boarding the little droplets of ship-stuff and ascending to the main hull of the Eqbas
vessel. The bee cam covered every angle while he sat on the curbstone that bordered the access road,
pretending it was a sunny day on Earth. The shadow of Esganikan’s ship diced across the biodome and
the surrounding isenj neighborhood, as e oquent an icon of invading menace as any historic B movie
could have created.

He thought about Lindsay. Hetried to recal hislast wordsto her, and he had afeding that they were
aong the lines of wess har not forgiving or forgetting. He definitely didn’t say goodbye. He could forget
about her for days, and then suddenly she' d be on his mind, making him fedl bereaved and guilty.

| ought to ask Hayin what he meant by too many c' naatat. Not exactly aplague.
“So, going home for Chrigmas?”’

Eddie turned a afamiliar voice he hadn’t heard for awhile. KrisHugd, the doctor from the Thetis
mission, ambled out of the main doors and sat down beside him. Her knees cracked darmingly.

“Y ou ought to see adoctor, doll,” said Eddie.

“Quacks. Can't trust’em.” She wastrying to make eye contact: hetried to avoid it. Hewasin hisown
head, thinking, and he didn’t want interruptions. “Not going to St it out here?”’

“I need to go back to Wess g.” He missed Giyadas. The kid was always pleased to see him, never
bored by his stories, seldom less than fascinating. “ Thingsto do.”

“Why don’t they evacuate us?’
“Where would they take you?’

“Wherethe colonists are.”



“They can barely feed themsalves. Y ou' re better off here.”
“But can't they |eave the defense shidld in place?’
“Generated by the ship.”

“Wadll, if the fighting reaches here, we' re finished. No protection apart from rifles and hand weapons. The
dome' s hardened, though. Designed for al hogtile planetary environments. | hope that included angry
netives”

“Make sure you keep the warranty...”
“I’'m scared, Eddie. | don't scare easily.”

“I've been shitting mysdlf nonstop for the last few years Kris. Eventudly you just run out of shit. Try it.”
He stood up and held his hand out for the bee cam, and it plummeted back to him like atrained falcon.
“Thefighting’sdl on the border, and it’s not about humans. Isenj have genetic memory so they haven't
forgotten the wess har wars in any sense of the word. We' re asideshow.”

“Sowhat’ sactualy happening?’

Eddie stared at the bee cam in hispam. “Civil disobedience. Revolution. The citizens on both sides of the
border want the wess ar out. It’ s bloody knee-jerk with them, and isenj have more knees than us.”

He wondered if Esganikan had decided to pull back to let things cam down but didn’t want to look soft
infront of him or her crew. But wess har didn’t have any concept of saving face. Shewas doing it for the
reasons she stated: she could do nothing useful here.

“We ill don’t have commslinkswith Earth, you know,” said Hugd. “ Transmissionsin, but nothing out.
Except through you.”

“Ah. Herewe go.”

“Y ou haven't told anyone back home that Shan survived, have you?’

“| did the back-from-the-dead story once. Then she makes a habit of it. News Desk gets bored.”
“For Chrissakes, Eddie.”

“No, it doesn’t matter any more. We ve all forgotten what started it. The conflicts have moved on to
bigger stuff—who controls Umeh, and who controls Earth.”

“Y ou reckon that’ sa bigger dedl than immortaity?’

“Indefinitely extended life. C' naatat can be killed.” He had no plansto mention how. “Yeah, | do.”
“That meansit’ s potentidly controllable.”

“Y ou don't give up, do you?’

“If any of us had been the giving up kind, we d never have spent seventy-five yearsin the freezer getting
here”

Eddie rolled the thought around in hisbrain. Shit, he really had become blasé about ¢ naetat: how could
he criticize’ Desk for yawning a more dien war footage when he' d burned out on immortality? He



couldn’t even fed anxiety for KrisHugel because he was back in war mode and switched off to
everything except the narrow focus of dusive adrendine.

“Kris, if the Egbas don't like what they see when they reach Earth, ¢’ naatat’ sgoing to beirrdevant.” He
leaned over and patted her head emphatically. “ These people redefined regime change.”

“Can you get usout of here?’
“What?’
“Me, Vani and Olivier.”

Ohyes. he'd dl but forgotten them. Vani Paretti and Olivier Champciaux, two of the scientists from the
origina Thetis mission, were stranded here too. The rest of the payload, asthe marines called the
research team, were either dead or working on aded with God among the colonists. Eddie imagined
Nevyan'sreaction if hewalked back into F nar with amicrobiologist, a geologist and away-too-curious
medic.

“I can't,” he said, knowing that he probably could. “ Sorry.”
“We were crew, Eddie. We went through alot together.”

Eddie wasn't a crew-minded man but he thought of al the people he couldn’t take back to Wess g, like
Cargill and the civilian engineers. If hetook one, he' d haveto take dl of them, or else spend the rest of
histime battling guilt about those left behind.

“| can’'t take humans back to Wess g uninvited,” helied, remembering doing exactly that with the Roya
Marines. “You re gethes asfar asthey’ re concerned. Carrion eaters. And there’ sno carrion or much
elsethere that you can edt.”

“Okay. Great.”

“You know Lindsay’s dead, don't you? And Rayat. Wess har don’t do prisons. They do executions.
Likel said, you're safer here. Keep your head down and I’ ll see you after Christmas.”

It was as meaningless athing as he' d ever said, but that was how it escaped his mouth. Hugel just stared,
and he walked back into the biodome just to end the conversation. But thiswas how he'd lived his
life—avigtor to disasters and violence with afirst classticket home. He d been stranded afew times
too; jailed, bailed out by BBChan, stuck behind borders, abandoned by minders. Hugel was facing no
worse then he had. Tough shit.

But | can leave.

Hefdt bad about it and made a conscious effort to stop what he thought of as*“fixing.” When something
unpleasant happened, he could fed the image boring into his memory, noting al the inconsequentid things
around at that very moment and marking them asatrigger for full recal of itsdf. The moment had ared
physical sensation; he was convinced he could fed the neurd pathways snapping together. No no no. He
had agame for stopping it happening, too. He' d see or hear the utterly unconnected things—an orange
coverdl, asack trolley, the sound of afountain—and try to stop the bond forming. No no no.

It rarely worked. Now he practiced overload instead, recalling the awful moment over and over until he
wassick of it and it lost some of its ability to make his ssomach pump acid. Right then he thought of
Lindsay and couldn’t imagine affable Ade Bennett pushing her into the seato die, done and terrified.



Digraction. There was dways a coffee to be had if he asked nicely in the main refectory area. He might
even get areal one and not the synthesi zed flavoring processed on site. He set coursefor it. He needed
to get that image out of hismind.

“Our man on the scene, en?’” Cargill was ahead of him in the queue for the drinks dispenser. “Don'’'t
forget we don’t have comms back to Earth—or anything else outgoing for that matter. We re not getting
any information except what the ussiss say. Maybe you ought to file areport back to BBChan so they
can transmit it back to us”

Theisenj had blocked outgoing ITX rdays—not his, it ssemed—when they feared loose human lips
would cause the wess har to sink isenj ships. Like any sdlf-respecting human government, they were dow
to open them again. “ The spider boys are ripping chunks out of each other,” Eddie said quietly. “The
Eqgbas decided not to fight aground war because they couldn’t think of agood reason for it.”

“Jesus. And they’re going to invade Earth?’
“’Sright.”
“About fucking time. We could do with paliticians like that.”

Cargill guffawed, apparently unconcerned. Eddie wished that he fancied her. He d work on it if 1zzy
Qureshi wasn't interested. She extracted two coffees—synthetic—from the dispenser and pressed one
cup into his hand.

Eddie had a sudden urge to test atheory.
“Sofia, do you want to leave the station? Evacuate to Wess g7

She dropped her chin dightly and looked up at him. “Where you going to put three hundred and
sixty-one bodies? And feed them?’

“I meant you.”

She stopped blinking. “ Thanks, but it sort of goes with the uniform, staying with the doomed ship and all
that. If you could get the civvies moved, though, that would be handy.”

“Can’'t do bigger numbers.” He wasn't sure he could do any, and he wasn't sureif he was just testing
now. But one or two individuals wouldn’t salve his conscience, and staying around out of some
misplaced sense of solidarity wasjust as self-indulgent. He had ajob to do: so did she. “ Just asking. Just
incase”

“Am | reading you right, Eddie?’
“Forget it. I’'m rambling. Someone made me fed guilty for not taking them back to Wess g with me.”

“If they' re essentid personnd, they bloody stay put.” She lowered her voice. “Nobody in uniform leaves
hereuntil al civvies are evacuated. That’ sthe navy way.”

Shelooked a him asif expecting aname, but he shook his head. Y eah, Umeh Station needed dl its
medics. “When you put it likethat, | fed alot better.”

“Wouldn't mind seeing that pearl city before Thetis shows up, though,” said Cargill. “ Shameto comedl
thisway and not see the Sghts”

Eddie made amental pledge to grant her wish. He collected his bag and walked back to the staging area



where the ussiss were embarking for F nar. Cargill hadn’t even been tempted. Leaving was out of the
guestion, and he knew she' d be the last out.

He wedged the bag between hisfeet, clagped his handsin front of him and waited in asea of grim-faced
chest-high meerkats. When they stood still like that, all looking the same way, al perfectly ill, it was
impaossible not to see them that way.

Heamost smiled. Cargill had reset his switch. It was good to know that order and a certain nobility
survived in an outpost so isolated that cannibalism wouldn't have surprised him. Kris, who he' d quite
liked in asuperficid way, had falen ingantly from grace smply by asking him for away out. In hismentd
filing cabinet, there were people who had a certain qudity—Cargill, the marine detachment, Shan—and
people who did not, and they might aswell have been two different speciesfor al the attitudes they
shared.

Maybe they redly were different. The wess har definitely seemed to think so.

Eddi€ sturn cameto embark. He stood watching a bubble of blue liquid composite with adozen Umeh
ussiss who appeared never to have seen metamorphosing vessals before, and wondered whether
Lindsay met her fate like Shan, or likeKris.

He suspected Ade would never tell him, and nor would Aras.

10

Y ou know in your ancestra memoriestheat thisistrue: the Northern Assembly is not the enemy. Our foe
is, and aways has been, the wess har. They invaded this system and imposed their laws on it. They took
our territory on Asht. Turn your arms againgt the Eqgbas, brothers and sisters, and reclam Asht. If your
government stands idle, depose them. And when we have reclaimed Asht, we will root out the contagion
onWess qg.

President PIRB of the Maritime Fringe,
appeding to Northern Assembly troops and citizens
to oppose the arrangement with Eqbas Vorhi by force

Ussss settlement, outside F nar
The eggshell domes of the ussiss settlement just outside F nar had lost their Fabergé look.

They were never meant to be permanent, asummer’ s decoration at most. Their brilliant colorsand
intricate designs had faded to the wesather-beaten shades of ancient stucco and the hemispheres amost
merged with the soil. Others had dready crumbled back into fragments like pottery shards. Shan was
reminded of the bubble domes of Constantine again, Aras sre-creation of discreet Wess g architecture
on Bezer’ g. She wondered how much it hurt to see a colony you shaped over generations reduced to
dust by your own hand.

She glanced down. “Are you sure you' re okay?’

Vijiss tottered unsteadily at her side. Eventudly he gave up walking bipeddly and dropped down onto
four of hissix legs, bring him to below waist-height. Shan dowed down again and debated whether to
samply pick him up and carry him. There till was nothing much to pick up except skin and bone.

“I have been unable to wak for many months,” he said. Ussiss had oddly childlike voices at the best of
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recovery.”
“Sitting down and egting plenty doesthat too.”

Vijiss didn’'t respond. He panted occasionaly and sometimes dowed so much that Shan smply stood
il and waited for him. The half-hour stroll from Mestin's home to the settlement had stretched into a
dow hour but he was determined to walk unaided into hishomevillage.

“I never said thanks,” said Shan.

“For what, Shan Chail 7’

“For staying with me. Even when....it killed you. More or less.”

“Youweremy responshbility,” hesad. “Mestin Chail said | wasto look after you.”
“I'msorry. | redly am.”

“You'reasredricted as| am. Don't be.”

A few meerkat faces appeared at the portals of the egg domes and watched them approach. They
synchronized their movements and the effect in Shan’ s periphera vision was like watching awave
breaking. Vijiss straightened up onto hishindlegs asif determined to put on abrave face.

Last timel came herewith him, they just stared & me.

Shan waved, abrief display of the palm of her hand, and waited. “ Remember, anytime you fed it'stoo
much, I'll take you back to Mestin’splace.” She glanced down at him, anxiousto help: snceshe'd
realized how young hewas, shefelt doubly guilty. | never even asked. | never treated him as a person.
“A dep at atime. Don’'t overdo it. | know how it feds”

More ussiss came out into the central clearing of the eggshell village. When they were excited or
agitated, they matched their movements perfectly and there was avery red sense of deding with one
entity; Shan never lost Sight of the fact that they probably attacked that way, too. Vijiss swayed dightly
asif hetoo wastrying to mimic that movement.

A large, dominant female—all the femaeswere larger than the males—broke from the group and trotted
forward, the tan beaded belt across one shoulder dapping against her bright yellow robe. She stopped in
front of Shan and Sared a Vijiss.

“If wedidn’t know thiswas possible, we would be more shocked,” she said. “Are you infectious?’

They didn’'t believe in abunch of flowers and abasket of fruit for the conval escent patient, that much was
clear. Shan concentrated on restraint: ussiss could detect jask aswell asany wess har. Vijiss craned his
neck to scan the small crowd.

“Binissati, whereisshe? Whereis Tdissari?”’
“She believed you were dead. She went to Pgjat to find another.”

Shan knew bugger al about ussiss culture even now, but she knew a Dear John when she heard one.
Vijiss’s head drooped alittle. She didn’t know he had afemae.

“I cameto greet you dl,” he said. It was amost awhisper. “But | am tired. | will come back later.” He
looked up at Shan, hiseyesblack voidslike ablind, pleading dog's. “We should return now.”



Binissati narrowed her eyes. “ Are you planning to return here for good?’

“Wherewill | liveif | do?’ Vijiss leaned forward dightly, just afraction, and Binissati drew back. Shan
winced. That display of caution sedled Vijiss’ s status: leper. “I will come again when | fed stronger.”

“I want him back in bed and getting somerest.” Shan found hersdf dmost squaring up to the ussiss
matriarch. Y ou calous bitch. Where was his mother?“ I’ [l bring him back when | fed hel sfit.”

and strode away. I’ m evacuating him. Thisiswhat coppers do. He' |l understand. She' d dways seen
ussiss ascloseand clannish, but Vijiss had hardly been welcomed home. They hadn’t even asked how
he was. Clannish didn’t dways mean inclusive. Where was his mother? Shan was certain now that she'd
recognize her.

Shit, however scared the wess har had been of ¢’ naatat, they’ d never treated her like an unwelcome
freak. Theirswas physica caution, nothing more. Ussiss weren't likewess har a dl. Therewasa
joylessness about them that she occasondly glimpsed in the females.

Takes one to know one, of course.

Vijiss made no protest as she carried him. As soon asthey got closeto F nar, she set him down and
kept acareful eye on him, ready to grab him if he ssumbled. Sometimesthe lack of a private vehicle
sysemin F nar wasapain in the arse. He was making a brave show of trying to walk straight, but his
muscles were barely more than threads at the moment and he' d worn himself out on the walk. She knew
that feding too well. C' naatat had abruta list of prioritiesfor keeping abody aive in space without a suit:
it mined fat, then muscle, then organsto keep the brain intact for aslong asit could. When it began to
restoration process, leg muscle preceded organ tissue and then fat was the last to reappear.

| looked like afucking lab specimen. Mummified, Eddie said. Nothing but skin and ribcage.

“Sorry.” For amoment she wasn't even sure which language she was speaking. “ They're dl in shock.
They'll settledown.”

“She'sgone,” said Vijiss.

Shan tried to remember the female sname. Tdissari. That wasit. “When they brought me back, it wasn't
exactly abundle of laughs ether.”

“But you had Ade and Aras, and they could touch you.”

“It’ snot that easy to transmit. Wess har are susceptible, but—"

“Touch has many meanings.” Vijiss struggled to hisfeet and stretched astall ashe could on hishind legs,
looking like he intended to walk back into F nar with his dignity intact. “1 meant mating. We were
intended for each other when | came of age. What will become of me? How can | ever return to my
pack when | have no role? When they’ re afraid to come near me?’

There was absolutely nothing she could do for him but maybe Shapakti could. Don't get his hopes up.
“Timeto eat. Let’ sget you back to Mestin's place, shal we?’ Somehow, she had to take asample
discreetly. Ussiss weren't furred, for al their illuson of having ashort coat, and abucca swab was going
to be tough to explain away.

| could just giveit to him straight. Tell him.



Vijiss looked in the direction of the village and lifted his muzzle to sniff audibly at the breeze. The sniff
turned into staccato panting, and then helet out along, thin wail that grew into awild keening note. Shan
didn’t need to know anything about ussiss to redlize that he was grief-stricken. He took afew steps and
tipped forward onto al fours.

“That'sit,” shesaid. Hisdignity could take aback seat. She picked him up in her ams and cradled him.
“Home”

Shan took off her jacket and bundled him init to give him alittle privacy, but there were few wess har
out and about in F nar today to see them: it was too chilly. When she reached Mestin’ s home high on the
terraces she pressed her backside against the pearl-coated door to forceit open. But it wouldn’t yield.
Sheturned around to give it akick with her boot—not her forced entry kick, just apush—Dbut it swung
open with more force than she expected and Sevaor, one of Mestin’ s hushands, stood staring.

“It was abit too much for him,” shesaid. “Heneedsarest.”

It was agood opportunity. Sevaor stood back to let her carry Vijiss down the passages back to his
room and shelaid the ussiss on the bed. It was smplicity itself to feed him the flatbread waiting on the
bedsi de table and then wipe his mouth carefully with a piece of cloth. He even coughed obligingly. He
produced plenty of spit.

| was alway's pretty bloody good at getting DNA outside rules of evidence.

Shan folded the cloth carefully and placed it in her breast pocket insde afold of hemp paper. Megtin
intercepted her on the way ouit.

“How did the clan greet him?’ she asked.
“They didn't,” said Shan. “They didn’t roll out thered carpet at al.”

She was hafway to Shapakti’ s underground rain forest before she redlized that she' d kicked open a
door without triggering memories of al the doors she had smashed open in her police career to find vile
thingsinside, things that haunted the moments before she fell adegp and that never went away, and that
aways came to mind when she saw doors.

It was thefirgt time that no memories had triggered. It wasasmall but significant victory. She fumbled for
the sdlivasamplein her pocket and hoped—but not prayed, never that—for good news for Vijiss too.

Bezer' g Bezeri camp
Rayat knew the power of obsession and it was dll that stood between him and purgatory.

He willed his hands to do something—anything. The lights they emitted seemed random, responding to
thelamp in achaotic flurry of color. If there was any communication taking place, it wasn't going viahis
conscious brain. Frugtration nearly overwhelmed him. His hands suddenly burned with yellow and amber
pulses.

You areangry, said Saib.
| didn’t think they could read human expressions. “How can you tell?’
Y our incoherent sgnals.

“Like ababy screaming,” said Lindsay quietly. “If you can’t talk, you vent your frustration any way you



can.”

Therevelation was blinding and dmost joyful. I'm having atantrum. I’ m having atantrum with lights. That
meant the photophores were somehow connecting to hisbrain, to his speech centers. I'm ababy again.
Oh God.

“Lin, let me keep thelamp for awhile, will you?" He hated asking her for any concessions. She had alot
more stedl in her backbone than he d given her credit for, but she gill thought she wasin command in
some petty managerial way. Okay, whatever it takes, sweetheart. I’ [| humor you. “I’m making headway
here. Once I’ ve cracked it, then | might know how to activateit in you.”

Lindsay examined her hands. They remained steadfastly unilluminated. “Why can't | shakethe feding that
you're manipulaing me agan?’

It was possible to plant an ideain her mind and nurtureit. He' d talked her into helping him bomb
Ouzhari. He d set her thinking about acquiring ¢ naatat long before she took the decision to ask Ade
Bennett to contaminate her. It required restraint and subtlety, because she wasn't stupid, but if hewas
patient he could persuade her, and she never seemed to learn.

All hewanted was to hang on to the sgnaling lamp for afew hours and seeif his bioluminescence could
be taught to speak. There could be bezeri memories of language in him now, and he might be ableto
reinforce them.

Saib coiled atentacle around the lamp and rocked it vigorously back and forth asif he was shaking atin
of paint, creating eddiesin the sea around them. Rayat wondered if he was making a protest of some
kind. But the bezeri set the lamp down again.

Thelamp must be moved to keep it dive, he said.

Rayat struggled to make sense of thewords. “Y ou shakeit? Why?’

So the lights continue.

“I getit.” Clever buggers, the wess har. “It charges mechanicaly. How do you know that?’
Many talked of thevists by Arasand how he used this.

“At least we don’t have to worry about power cells,” said Lindsay. She held one hand up to thefiltered
light asif checking something. “Why doesn’t ¢’ naatat have a consistent pattern?”

“I don't know. Try not talking and seeiif that forcesit to do something.”

Lindsay turned her head dowly, hair billowing likeamaevolent version of Botticdlli’sVenus. “ Funny,
aen'tyou?’

“I’'mserious. If you can exposeit to new environments and force it to adapt you for survivad, then sllence
might just make it express the photophores.”

She looked if she was weighing the theory and was about to spit it back at him. But she just shrugged
and settled on arock to watch the lamp.

Rayat spent the next hour holding his hand in front of the lamp while he repeated basic words—shell,
azin, sea, weed, rock. There had to be smple signasfor those. The bezeri drifted back and forth with
shell maps, pausing occasionaly to check his progress. Pili edged into acrevice asif shewas settling into



an armchair and watched him.

Rayat could see her eyes now. They were more opaque than the rest of the mantle, round and dightly
domed. Therewas agreet ded to be said for convergent evolution; life set about solving engineering
problems and did it pretty consistently. He hoped ¢ naatat took the hint. Then he noticed the shadow of
something teardrop-shaped set lower in Fili’ s mantle, and when he thought about terrestria

cepha opods—the best parallel he could imagine—he remembered they had letha beaks.

Bezeri were carnivorous. He marveled that a hunting species could a so have villages, written records and
vehidles. Intdligence manifested itsdlf in remarkably uniform ways.

Hungry, hethought. Hungry.

It wasthe kind of animal-level message that any organism could express. He concentrated on it. He
imagined food. His hands still seemed to be shimmering a random, trying out colors and patterns, and if
they could manage to express his frustration then they could form more specific concepts. He was certain
of it.

It wasjust amatter of time.

“I’'m going to have alook around,” said Rayat, and got up. Saib, passing with maps clutched to his
mantle, paused in front of him. “I said, I’m going to have alook around and seewhat else | can egt. I'm
not trying to escape.”

Y ou could find land, and we could not follow you far into the Dry Above, said Saib.

It was an observation; Rayat wondered if he would have made it, becauseit also sounded like a
suggestion. Did Saib know how ¢’ naatat adapted its host? Or was he just making the assumption that if
humans could survive in the ocean depths, then they could switch back to breathing air again?

Either way, the bezeri wasright. But Rayat didn’t want to aienate him. Swapping an existence down here
for one on land might not have been a better move, because at the moment the only crestures he could
learn from were down here. And he needed to know more before he could formulate a plan for getting
off Bezer’' g and back to Earth.

The same thought seemed to be going through Lindsay’ s mind. She gave him an unblinking Stare.
“Don’'t even think about it,” she said.

But she had no way of implementing her vague threet. There was nothing she could do to him, or heto
her. All they could do was bitch at each other.

“If | find akebab shop, I'll fetch you one,” he said. “Want hot sauce with it?’
“Sod off,” shesaid.

Rayat set off towards the repository. The storelay in the direction of Ouzhari. If he got his bearingsfrom
there, he could work out where Constantine was, because he' d studied the map of the chain of idands
when he was on board Actaeon for so long that he could re-create theimage in his head at will.
Ouzhari—Christopher Idand, the Small Mountain to the Dry Above, whatever name it wore—wasthe
southernmost idand of achain of six named for saints, Congtantine, the one that had given its nameto the
colony, and Catherine, Charity, Clare, Chad, and Christopher. It was somewhere between ninety and
one hundred kilometersto Congtantine.



Rayat swam, distracted by the sporadic lightsin his hands each time he used hisarms.

The colony had a mothballed ship—also caled Christopher—and one more shuttle somewhere: they’d
taken one to trangport Shan Frankland when she was captured. The wess har had rel eased naniteswithin
the colony to break down every artifact and manufactured substance to its component minerds, but there
was alway's the chance that the ship or something el se spaceworthy had been laid up outside the warren
of tunnels and had survived intact. And there were smal seagoing boats, too; he and Lindsay had used
one. They'd left it on the shore.

It was adim chance. Even dim chances had to be taken.
| swear I'll get home somehow. I ve comethisfar and | can go alot further. | won't be beaten.

Maybeif he said it to himsdf often enough he' d believeit. Right then his body was going through the
motions and he crammed his head full of numbers and plans and lists again to stop the little voice insde
that kept telling him thiswas astrange, cold dien seaand he had no lifeherea all.

Rayat passed different weeds and growths and paused occasiondly to sample them. They grew more
gparse as he swam and that told him he might be getting closer to the blast zone. The seabed began to
dope and he could see the feet of submerged mountain ranges.

Y es. The Mountainsto the Dry Above. It was easy to see the world through bezeri eyes now.

The seaaround him became paer and brighter with the gradient. There was a bright sunny day above
him, and that was where he should have been—on dry land. He was so close to Ouzhari now that the
temptation to make for the shore and wade up the beach was a most overwhelming.

It still ahot zone, you idiot. Cobalt-salted neutron devices, remember?

It wouldn’t kill him. If Frankland could survive hard radiation in space, astroll dong an irradiated beach
would present him with no problems. But he might take the contamination back with him when he
returned to the bezeri. He had no way of measuring his exposure. And he needed them dive.

No. You don't, actualy. Admit it. Y ou just want them to survive.

He paused and decided not to go any further. He knew where he was, and he also knew the Egbas had
embarked on aclean-up mission here.

And you'vegot time. That'sthe one thing you' ve got plenty of.

Aslong as he planned to go back and live with the bezeri, he had to steer clear of contamination. But
once he made thefina decision to run for it, that would't matter.

And he didn’t have to walk on Ouzhari and pretend he felt no remorse. He could make hisway straight

to Congtantine aslong as he got his bearings. The bezeri were obviously good at making maps, and that
meant they could show him how to interpret their charts. He'd know where to go and how long it would
take him, so now he could plan.

It sadim chance. There might be nothing left on Congtantine. But the alternative isturning into God
knowswhat down herefor...

How long? He had no idea. He had to stop thinking in those terms.
He looked up, distracted by shadows and movement. Above him he could see dark shapes silhouetted



by the sunlight and they were traveling at a steady speed that suggested a powered craft. But he couldn’t
seethe outline of avessdl. He waslooking at the foreshortened view of abiped standing on what looked
like asheet of glass.

It had to be the Egbas. He knew they were operating here; and they had extraordinary technology. The
glassraft paused over him, and for amoment he thought something had been poured into the sea. A
column extended from the underside of the raft dmost like gin being poured into water, swirling with
barely visble variationsin dengty. He felt the change more than he saw it.

Have they detected me?

He had no ideaif they knew he was here anyway. He waited, motionless, and the raft picked up speed
and moved on.

Rayat took a dow meandering route back to the bezeri settlement and stopped to collect samples of
vegetation, chewing fragments experimentaly before shoving them inside hisshirt. Look a me. | cando
this. | haven't freeked out yet. The intelligence services had trained him to be resilient but nothing could
have prepared him for this. So he was doing fine. He would win.

When he got back to the settlement, Lindsay was surrounded by asmall group of bezeri, dl clustered
around the signa lamp and pulsing light. He watched too. She looked up.

“Look,” shesaid.

She held up her hands, pam out, and then rotated them dowly. Therewas aflicker of violet light.
“Welcometo the squid club,” said Rayat. “But can you control it yet?’

“Canyou?’

Rayat concentrated and tried to shut everything out of hismind except his hands and hisimmediate
thoughts. He d been trained to visudize to control pain and to focus himsdf in tight spots so hefell back
into the techniques he' d learned. He could still dow hisbresthing, even with gills.

Food.

He smply thought of food. He saw achunk of warm bread; he could smdll it and taste it.
Food.

He heard the word in his head.

Helooked at his pams. For amoment he felt asif he wasreciting the sdaat, hands cupped in front of him
in private prayer, but he hadn’t been to the mosgue since hewas akid. God hadn’t played apart in his
life but observing prayer times kept his grandfather happy when he visited.

It was along time ago. Hisfamily never knew what heredly did for aliving, but his mother had been
proud of the part she knew about. My son, the scientist.

My son, the spy.

But Rayat now lived in an age of explicable miracles. In hispamsadistinct pattern of green, red and blue
dots of light swirled about a common center. Saib drew up his tentaclesin a sudden whoosh of water and
the sgnd lamp boomed.



Y ou ask for food.
Saib understood the lights.

“Alhamdu lillah,” said Rayat. He didn’t redlize he till knew thewords. All praisebeto Allah. “It'sa
gat.”

No, it wasamiracle. And it wasn't diminished by the fact that he had a good idea how it had happened,
and that he would one day be able to demonstrate exactly how his neural pathways connected his speech
centersto dien photophores and enabled him to talk with cephaopods.

Being ascientist and aspy didn’t stop you being amazed by the universe.
Eqgbas Vorhi ship 886-001-005-6, Northern Assembly airspace: hangar zone

Esganikan and the detached combat specidist Ki Joluti kept one focus on theimages from the
surveillance remotes and one on their calculations. The Maritime Fringe forces were on their way across
the Northern Assembly border, pushing towards Jgeno.

There were fewer than she expected, but they made their way on foot and in vehicles aong the narrow
canyons of roads that led north towards the capital. The head of the column was aready in Northern
Assembly territory: thetail was back in Fringeterritory. From one angle they dlittered like amuddy river
intorrentia flood. Ahead of them by akilometer or so, refugees made their way out of the area.

There was no sign of resistance. Some of the Northern Assembly army had fallen back to defend the
capital and some had defected.

“They could launch an air attack on Jgeno again,” said Joluti. “What' syour view on why they haven't?’

“They want to gather popular support from Assembly citizens asthey go, not kill them. Numbers arethe
wespon they need.” Esganikan watched as afighter tailored for Umeh's aimosphere extruded itself from
the hangar deck and began forming into a copper and blue ovoid. Eddie had gone home too soon: he
would have been very excited to record the process. “ They’ re not aviolent species.”

“I think that they don't have the resources to sustain both an attack on Jgjeno and launch againgt
Bezer'g, s0 | speculate that they’ re saving what assetsthey have for us.”

Esganikan didn’t understand why isenj would commit forcesto battles they knew they would lose. It
seemed dmost areflex: not unlike the gethes' great admiration for hopelesdy outnumbered last stands, in
fact. Losing well seemed to matter more than winning. Esganikan believed in successful outcomes, and
heroism was only motive. She made amenta note to talk to Shan’sjurg, the human soldier Ade, about
theritual of human warfare. He seemed very competent. They said hewas ahero, and an officid one a
that, and so he would be best placed to explainiit.

She glanced at the surveillance remotes’ output again. The Maritime Fringe forces were within seventy
kilometers of Jgeno and it wastime to act. She opened alink to Eit with her virin.

“Do you want meto act? Y our army failed to doitsjob, which isto carry out your lawful orders. The
Fringe forces are within hours of your offices.”

Eit made a sound like abox being shaken. Theimage floating in the virin was small but she saw his beads
rattle dramaticaly, amber onesthistime. “ The dected government of the Northern Assembly is about to
be removed by force by aforeign power. Y es, Commander, if you were inclined to act to defend us,
now would be avery good timeindeed.”



Esganikan thought she understood sarcasm when she heard it. The humans used it copioudy. “ There will
be collateral damage.”

“% m it.”

It would probably have madelittle differenceif she'd spelled it out, but like humans, theisenj dedlt in
euphemism. They said that Eqbas did too, but she hadn’t noticed.

“Thetarget isthe Fringe column and the armor accompanying it. We begin immediately. Order your
remaining troopsto stay clear.” Sheturned to Joluti. “ Battle stations, my friend.”

Even for Esganikan, the sight of her ship preparing for combat was till an impressive experience. The
squadrons of fighters had now formed fully on the hangar deck and pil ots gathered from around the ship
to dip into the cockpits. The ship’s resources were diverted to reassembling the materials suspended in
the massive hull and shaping them into the particular template that was needed at that moment. Metas
and composites linked and built into airframes and ordnance; the rest of the ship reshaped into different
vessal's and separated, some becoming forward air control positions, some becoming escort vessels.

It wasn't just aship. It was acollection of building blocks for any number of assetsthat could be
reconfigured at will and deployed anywhere. An Eqbas warship was afleet and an air group in itself.
Even its ordnance was formed from the materias present in its liquescent, nanite-directed structure.

Some worlds that had seen the gpplication of Eqbas technology thought the ships were organic, even
sentient. But the only organic toolsin Esganikan’s armory were the specialized bacteriathat carried out
bioremediation, devouring pollutants and making toxins and metals harmless. Egbas drew theline at
harming living creatures, likeal wess har.

“Getheswant ¢ naatat,” said Esganikan. “ And yet they overlook the technology we have which would be
more useful to them?’

Joluti checked the gate boards: the squadron wasready. “ They’ I have difficulty ignoring these if we need
to usethem on Earth.”

The steadily rising note of the drives almost drowned out his voice as the transparent deck shield roseto
protect the hangar from the backdraft. Two hundred fighters dipped out the gperturein the ship’ssternin
an orderly sequence. However routine the technology, the thrill of seeing them deploy never palled.
Esganikan enjoyed her job. It had a purpose and alasting value. At least a part of the galaxy was better
forit.

“I’d watch this up forward,” she said.

She walked back up the long center axis of the ship to the bridge, noting features that had been
temporarily diverted to become other assets for the attack. Modeling clay. That was what one of the
human soldiers had called it. He said it would amaze the fuck out of the people back home. Barencoin's
English was different and fascinating, and quite unlike Eddi€ s.

The bulkheads of the bridge were now devoted to observation screens. Joluti directed the squadron as
air group commander, and Esganikan needed only to watch. It was unhappy viewing; nobody could take
pleasure in death, although she heard talk that some gethes did.

The bridge awaysfdl slent at timeslikethis. It wasimportant that the crew saw the consequences of the
warfare they unleashed, so that their rdlative invulnerability never let them lose Sght of what they made

happen.



Lights and targets on tracking screens had their advantages because they removed data that complicated
decisions and added othersthat couldn’t be seen: a cloud-shrouded, complex city could be stripped
down to gridsand icons, and invisible detail like buried utilities could be superimposed. But when there
was no need for precision, then the crew had to seethe red detail of war so they never forgot that it
wasn't agame or atraining exercise.

“Pay attention, please,” said Esganikan. “And remember that we don't take thisaction lightly.”

Three remotes had been linked to provide aclose agrid perspective and ahigh-level icon view of the
progress of the Maritime Fringe column. The advance was plit into three lines because there was no
single road wide enough to take both the armored division—truncated flat pyramidlike ground cars,
rectangular in plan with tubby artillery pieces mounted on top—and troops on foot. The roads ran almost
pardld: isenj, logica engineersthat they were, built on dightly angled grids that reminded Esganikan of
someinsects hive-building templates.

She estimated there were two thousand vehicles moving in the centra road at less than ten kilometersan
hour, adeliberately steady procession. Perhaps they thought Jgeno would surrender. If it did, she
wondered if she should abandon the mission asalost cause.

WEe ve never come across aplanet in this state of balance before. If it weren't for the oceans, and the
fact that some do want change, | think now that I’ d leave them to their fate.

Her options and reasoning were clearer in her mind now.

“Oh. Oh.” Churutd, avery young isan about the same age as Nevyan Tan Mestin, reacted to the sudden
change of perspective from the aerid remotesto ahead-on view of crammed buildings from the cockpit
of afighter. “I can fed the crowding. How can they livelike that?’

“They think they have no choice,” said Hayin.

There was a sudden synchronised ripple in the column to the lft of the screen asif dl theisenj troops
had looked up at the same time. The movement appeared as an uneven wave: they’ d spotted the first
fighter. But there was nowhere to run. The view switched to afighter at the rear and Esganikan saw the
tails ahead breaking into three lines. Severa of the armored units swung to train wegpons on the aircraft,
but the pilots were fast, and shielded, and aready wreaking havoc on an army that was trapped in three
narrow canyons of roads.

At this speed Esganikan found it hard to tell which view she was seeing. The images chopped and
switched from speed-smeared walls streaking past on both sides to blinding white flashes and balls of
risng flame and black smoke. There was no sound: the images were as slent asthe bridge crew.

It was seconds. Just seconds. The squadron ripped into the columns of troops and vehicleslike aknife,

The lead image tilted to become open yellow-tinged sky asthe fighter climbed. The rest of the squadron
was hidden by smoke, and only the navigation sensors and the plot display Joluti was managing showed
the full picture of theraid as aschematic on acamly neutrd chart.

At one point one fighter providing a viewpoint—and there were many—banked to give Esganikan a
moment’ s glimpse of a shattered street framed by abreak in the palls of smoke: armored cars at odd
angles, some overturned, otherswith their turrets blown off to reveal the cockpit ingde: flameslicking out
of buildings, and bodies.

She only spotted a packed patch of corpses, but she had seen enough fighting to extrapolate from that to



thefull scale of carnage. No, shedidn’t take this casudly at dl. She glanced at the repeater pand
showing the battle chart that Joluti controlled. The attack concentrated on the head and the tail of the
column, the textbook method of stopping an armored advance. The armor behind the lead section
couldn’t move forward and it couldn’t reverse past the burning wrecks of the rearguard: it couldn’t turn
around either, although some units might manage to work their way between buildings.

Shedidn’t look at the routes where the troops on foot had packed in ranks. She knew what that would
look like, more or less. And she could calculate the casudtiesin the buildings that flanked the routes, but
shedidn’t—not yet.

A singletight-packed city where the nationa boundaries were smply deep conduits and high walls meant
high casualties. She was rdlieved that she wasfighting thisfrom the air and not trying to subdue the area
house-to-house on the ground.

Now she' d seen enough. She left the bridge crew staring at the screens and made her way back aft to
the hangar deck. Aitass trailed after her in silence. Joluti indicated agroup of icons clustered on the
tracking screen moving away at high speed from the ten kilometers of destruction.

“Two targets we would be advised to take out immediately,” he said. “Vessdstracked from Tivskur are
landing troops at two points of the Fringe coast.”

If the Egbas—and the Northern Assembly—hadn’t been at war with Tivskur before, they would be
nOW.

“Let’ sgive Shomen Eit an overview of the situation,” said Esganikan. “If he hasn't worked it out from his
own intelligence people”

She fought every engagement asif sherisked losing. She never took an enemy for granted. The smoke
took hoursto clear from the streets, and the main section of the ship took up station over the areato
survey it. She' d seen worse, but only once.

“It's probably best that Eddie Michallat wasn't on board to seethis,” said Aitass.
“I was going to give him images,” said Esganikan.
“Would he understand them?”

Esganikan tried to imagine how a human, with his rules and concept of what wasfair in war, would come
to terms with obliteration on that scale. Humans aways had wars somewhere in their world, hetold her.
Perhaps their rules were why they never settled anything.

“We have no secrets, apparently.” Esganikan stared through the transparent section of the bridge deck.
Beneath her, agroup of fighterslooped back to return to the hangar. There was a shallow crater about a
hundred meters wide at a crossroads, probably where an armored vehicle and its ordnance had taken a
direct hit. “Hefinds our openness odd.”

She could see bare soil in the crater; she was sure of it. She came from aworld where open space made
up mogt of the planet, but here there was dmost none, and she felt the emergence of thislittle scrap of the
naturd planet for thefirst timein probably centuries was alandmark moment.

“Look, 'Tass,” shesaid, and pointed. The ussiss dropped onto her four hind legs to peer down to the
ground. Esganikan tapped the bulkhead to magnify the image. The trangparent hull now brought the
ground to fifty metersinstead of five thousand. She found her eyes drawn to the chassis of agroundcar
with half abody ill sitting in the driving seet asif the whole top haf of both vehicle and driver had been



diced horizontally.

Soil. Earth. Esganikan pulled her attention back to the commonplace that had suddenly become exctic
here.

“They Hill have nativetreeson Tasir Var.” Smoke was il rising from lumps of rubble but the dark
velvety patches were definitely soil. Whatever had been blown up hadn’t had deep foundations. “ Detach
avessd and seeif we can acquire one to plant here. We can remediate this Site as soon as we secure the
area”

“Why dart here?’ said Hayin.

“It creates an open space. Show theisen) something they haven't seen for generations, a patch of soil
with aliving tree growing init that isn't solely for their benefit. Something they haveto learn to share their
world with onits own terms. We Il see how they react and if they can be motivated by seeing things that
areachievable”

Hayin jiggled his head in dissent, but he despatched a section of ship to Umeh’smoon. Theisenj there
were far more cooperative, but then they had a much more pleasant lifestyle and far more to gain—and
lose.

“I’ve never heard of thisbefore,” Hayin muttered. “ Haphazard restoration.”

“Itisnew,” said Esganikan. “1 learned it from the gethes. It'san area of plants where nobody can build,
something pleasant and unspoiled for those who live in Serilecities. They cdl it apark.”

11
If you believe everything you read, then better not read.

Japanese proverb

F nar, Wess g

Shan sat and stared at the ESF670 rifle on the table.

It was an interesting piece of kit. It did alot of different things, but shewasn't sureif it did any of them

redly well. She knew her handgun better than she’ d known some men; and it was alot more reliable. But
the kind of target she now had in mind needed alot more than stopping power.

C' naatat needed fragmentation.
“Shit,” she muttered. “ Shit.”

Her only experience of a670 was waiting one shaving of a second too long on the brink of blowing a
holein Lindsay Neville s head and getting taken down hersdlf. Did Ade open fire, or Mart Barencoin?
She dill wasn't sure, and even if she used it spitefully against Ade in arguments, shefelt no rea anger or
betrayd at being shot. It was drilled reflex rather than deliberate violence; God knew she' d doneit often
enough hersdlf, and it was—c' naatat excepted—why she was dive today.

The 670 had agrenade launcher, and high yield grenades fragmented very well indeed. But if she
couldn’'t get Lindsay or Rayat out of the water, then she needed an explosive harpoon. And that was
beyond her right then.
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Shewas Hill trying to clip the launcher attachment onto the barrel when the door swung open and Ade
strodein, breathless from his morning run. He leaned on the table, charmingly disheveled. Sweat welded
hislovat T-shirt to him and he wiped adrop from his nose with the back of his hand.

“It’ s not waterproof, Boss.”
Shan leaned back and fixed Adewith aglare. “Have | got no fucking private thoughts |eft?’

“I promised you I’ d sort some kit out for you, remember? Besides, | don’t need to absorb your
memoriesto know what you' re thinking.” Ade peded off hisshirt and began washing it inthe sink. His
routinerarely varied. “ Does it bother you?’

“What, every bastard knowing what | think?”
“Not every bastard. Me.”

“No. Actudly, it doesn’'t. Not at dl. But | know you’ re humoring me. Stop pissing me about and let me
get onwithit.”

Ade rubbed the misshapen bar of soap on his shirt with dow ddiberation. He ran in boots and sometimes
even with his Bergen loaded, with full fighting order asthey cdled it; it wasamad Roya Marineskind of
thing and sometimes their indstence on ferocious training and discipline made her fed inadequate, which
was no mean feet. Right then she felt ashamed of her amateur transparency and short temper.

“Sorry. I’ve got to go to Bezer’ g sooner or later. Y ou know | have.”

“Wadl, you can immerse the 670, but then you might aswell just lob the grenade in as an underwater
charge. Explosive harpoon, that' swhat you really need.”

“I know.”

“Fresh out.”

“Y ou'retaking the piss now, aren’'t you?’
“I'mjudt thinking it through with you.”

Don't take it out on him. Y ou were the one who took your eye off the bdl. “1 haveto tie up theloose
ends. Once | neutraize the risks we can get on with our lives.”

“Boss, what are you going to do if the bezeri say they need them down there?”

She' d thought about that. 1t tested her ethica logic to the limit. The copper in her said to finish the job,
but if the wess har weren't subject to her mordity, then the bezeri definitely weren’t. Shan found herself
congtantly locked in aloop that said ¢’ naatat was bloody dangerous and would lead to terrible
CONSequences.

But for whom? Humans.

Rayat was evidence enough. Government departments wanting to contral it, pharmacorps gagging to
exploit it: and every last fucker on earth never wanting to die. But so far she hadn’t found another species
that didn’t dread it or treat it with wary indifference—just like theisenj, whose colony on Bezer'g had
picked up the parasite by accident.

“Thewar was over genocide,” she said. “Never ¢’ naatat. The bezeri cdled in Aras and histroopsto



wipe out theisenj for killing them with pollution. The isenj wanted Arastried for war crimes and they
wanted their territory back. But they didn’t want ¢’ naatat. None of them.”

“Yeah. Lookslikeit' susthat’ s the problem.”

“Does stopping humans getting hold of it and shitting everything up with it outweigh the wishes of the
bezeri?’

“Why are you asking me?’
“Because you dways have a different take on things.”

Adewrung the water from his shirt asif he was strangling it and shook it out with awhiplash snap. “On
their turf, it stheir business”

“But the complication’s Rayat.”
“Last time| looked, he couldn’t fly.”

“Let’snot rule out anything, shal we? Thisisahighly resourceful spook with ¢’ naatat we' re talking
dmljt.”

Ade pegged his shirt on the rail above the heating vent and disappeared into the washroom. The bath
itself was more or less a sheep-dip but the toilet wasthe real dedl, aguamarine glass, custom-made to
human plan by an obliging wess har when Shan smply couldn’t stand trying to use awess har latrine any
longer. A vent halfway up thewall took some using for anyone with human anatomy. Ade emerged
fagtening hisfly.

“I know you'reright,” he said. He sat down astride the bench next to her, frowning dightly. Hiseyes
weren't the mid-brown she had once thought but deep honey-gold flecked with chocolate and olive; she
couldn’t imagine why she had ever thought of him asforgettable. “But work this through with me, will
you?”

“I just hate uncertainty.”

“What about Vijiss?’

“What about him?’

“Do wefrag him too? And then what about us? Where doesit siop? Maybe it never will.”

Ade had atalent for asking truly demanding questions. He cut the crap and asked the basic Suff,
copper’ s stuff: inaway, achild’s questions. She admired both the clarity and the courage needed to ask
them. “ Okay, perhaps Shapakti can remove ¢ naatat from Vijiss.”

Ade sgazeflickered over her face. “Here sthe dedl. I'll sort something to do the job if you promise me
not to go yomping off on some haf-arsed crusade without me.” He paused. “And Aras. And that you
ask the bezeri what they want, ’ costhisis about them.”

For amoment Shan had that out-of-body moment when she looked down on herself as a stranger and
saw an obsessed woman planning a cold-blooded assassination. Isthat me? Isthat what | an? She
wanted to be sure why she was doing this, even if motive wasirrelevant.

“Okay,” shesaid. “Ded. Y ou reckon aharpoon will do it?’



“Depends on the charge, | suppose.”

“What injuries do you get with underwater explosions?’

“Lots. Ruptured guts and stuff, but that won't even dow down ac’ naatat, will it?’
“Right.”

“Look, | said I’d sort something out for you, didn’t I’

“Doesit bother you that I'm planning to liquefy Lin and Rayat?”’

Ade pursed hislips. “If it did, that wouldn't stop you.”

“I’m that much of asdlfish cow, am 1?7’

“I"d never call you sdfish. Ingppropriately independent, maybe.”

Sheforced alaugh. It ung her alittle because like dl painful revelaions, it wastrue. “Didn’'t take me
long to fal from waking on water to just being the missus, did it?” Adelooked suddenly mortified. She
redlized how vulnerable he till wasin relationships: even now he walked aknife edge, trying not to
provoke his dead, hated dad and never quite knowing what would earn him agood hiding. He seemed to
treat hiswomen with the same fearful reverence. “I’m sorry. | dways snap at you. About time you saw
mefor what | am, though.”

“Oh, | seeyou just fine. So, how about a bit of training before Aras gets back?’

“Okay.” Ade liked doing things as a couple. She doubted if he' d ever had awoman whose idea of
shared fun was combat training. “ But let’ stry not to bresk anything. And no ten kay runs.”

“How about knives? Know how to use one?”

Shan shrugged. “1 know how to disarm someone armed with ablade, if that’ s what you mean. Basic
traning.”

“No, | mean useit asawegpon.”

She reached down the back of her belt and took out her 9mm. “What, when | can blow someone's
brains out with thisfrom anice safe distance?’

“But what if you needed to do the job quietly?’
“Slencer.”

“Comeon.” He gestured to the door, instantly the experienced sergeant sorting out anew junior officer.
“Out on the terrace, Boss.”

It kept him happy, and for dl she knew she might even need the kills one day. Ade bounced hisknifein
his hand a couple of times by the ribbed handle; it was atimeless design, a keen edge both sides of a
plain, tapering blade that was designed to kill and not much else.

Shan considered the knife and Ade' s expression. The combination of the little boy desperate for
gpprova and the sheer killing power of acommando disarmed her every time. The reaction told her
something about her origina speciesthat wasn't flattering, but there was no mystery in what she' d found
so ingtantly attractive; he looked good, he looked fit, and he would look out for her.



“Now, class,” he said. “Just because we can’'t be killed, doesn’t mean we can be careless. Okay?’
“I’ve had afew blades stuck in me before. So your dagger—"
“Fighting knife, Boss. Not adagger.”

“Okay. Fighting knife.” She stood with her armsloose a her sides, not sure how an elite commando
went about teaching someoneto kill, and fedling that little fizz of adrendine that went with preparing to
square up to someone. “ Have you doneit? Have you ever killed someone with that thing?”

“Yes.” Now hiseyesweren't quite fixed on hers but focused dightly past her. He was remembering.
“Three. Two textbook. One not.”

Stabbing someone was't aquick way to kill them, not unless you got agood deep dice acrossthe
trachea and took out the jugular or carotid, and then it was messy. She' d investigated too many
gabbings. “I’m not judging you, Ade.”

“Y ou have to be decisive or they make too much bloody noise.” Hewasn't aviolent man. Hewas just
prepared to do the job, and she admired that. She didn’t want him plagued by yet more nightmares just
because a squeamish society expected him to do its dirty work.

“Okay, grips and stance.” He demonstrated with the knife, flicking between styles.
“Reverse...ice-pick...fencer...and hammer. There' sonly one correct answer asfar as we' re concerned,
and that’s hammer. Then we' |l do stances—"

“What about walking up behind the bloke and cutting histhroat? Shoving the blade in the base of the
skull and—"

“Y ou get the basicsright first and then you can try the figure skating.” He' d snapped back into role asthe
ingtructor sergeant. Thiswas another Ade, the man who redly, redly knew his business, aman at the top
of ahard game, not the heroic victim that Shan saw him asalittle too often. “And forget dl that police
shitewith your free hand out in front. Thisistokill or disable, not arrest.” He dapped the knifein her
hand and fumbled in his pouch bt for something. It turned out to be a pocket knife. “Okay, shield
hand—free hand—close to your vita bitsand knife held like so.”

And it was an education. Shan had dedlt with alot of bastards carrying knivesin her career, but if they'd
been marines her career might have been alot shorter. It wasjust aswell that most of the lowlife she
came across had learned their technique from the vids.

| can't cause permanent damage. Neither can he.

Stab wounds fdlt like a punch. She knew that. She had along knife scar in her calf from aman she'd
brought down with her baton in ariot. It was odd: she had no sensation of being punctured, just hit.

“Comeon,” said Ade, beckoning with hisfree hand. “ Do your worg.”

She' d never get past hisguard to historso. Face. Facid injuries demordize. She went for it. He jerked
back and—oh shit—she spun around to grab his blade with her free hand as he aimed for her torso. She
hung on to it for grim death; hetried to drag it from her. Then he dackened hishold on it and stepped
well back. If he' d been trying, she was sure the blade would have been embedded somewhere serious
by now.

“Youdodl right for acivvie.” Hetook her hand and looked at the wound. It stung. Blood welled briefly
inalinethe width of her left pam and the cut faded to apink line. “Well done. Right ingtincts. You



okay?’

“They trained usthat it was better to have a cut hand than ablade in your guts. Fine aslong as you keep
atight grip.”

“Just remember to keep your hand in front of your vitd bits. It snot called your shield hand for nothing.”
“Can| try agan?’

“I don't like seeing you hurt.”

“It sonly pan.”

“That'smy line”

Shan didn’t like seeing Ade hurt, either. She fought her inginct to win—blind, indiscriminate and
sometimes embarrassing—and concentrated on him. She was so engrossed in learning something new
that she didn't catch Aras s scent as he walked onto the terrace. She didn’t even hear him. She certainly
hadn’t smelled Shapakti. The two maes stood staring at the spectacle.

“Isthisagame?’ Aras stood wiping his hands on acloth. The mud suggested he' d pulled some root
vegetables. Shapakti did the sengible thing and watched. “If so, it’sfoolish.”

Ade s shoulders were set and he exuded a delicious scent of sandalwood, just like Aras; it wasthefirst
time Shan had detected a hint of challenge between them. Nevyan'shusbands did it al thetime,
establishing congtantly shifting pecking orders. “ Just teaching Shan the finer points of fighting knives.”

“Put the knives away. Shapakti wantsto talk toisan.”

Arasdidn’t like knives. Shapakti’ s gaze darted from Shan to Ade and back again and she redlized that
any wess har could smdll that she was aroused. Shewasn't sure if she wasturned on or just ready for a
fight, and maybe the two were one and the same. But she felt good at an anima level, good enough to be
ableto forget Bezer' g for amoment. Ade grinned, ablush starting to color his cheeks.

But Shapakti was the bucket of cold water thrown over two amorous dogs.
“I have been busy,” he said. “| gpologizefor thedday.”
“It' sokay.” Busy on Esganikans s biowegpons, no doubt. “Any luck?’

“I have attempted a number of procedures with the ussiss sample.” He clasped hishandsin front of him
in agesture that looked like prayer but was just acomfortable neutral position for wess har. “1 failed to
separate the parasite from the host cdlls.”

“Ah”

“That doesn't meanit’ simpossible”

“Just that you haven't doneiit yet.”

“Yes. But the only cdlls|’ve performed separation upon so far are from thefirst sample. Y ours”
“Why? Gender? Species?’

“I’'m hesitant to express my speculation, because it sounds odd.”



“If I were Eddie, I’ d be beating it out of you by now. He hates atease.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I meant that I’ d rather hear it and make allowances for its being atheory.”
“I believe ¢ naatat might have learned.”

Shapakti looked asif he expected disbdief. Ade shrugged. “We know that. Look how fast it moves.
Next time it comes across the same problem, it sortsit faster. Remember when you werefirst shot in the
head, Boss?’

“Y eah. It patched me up alot faster the next time.”
“Wdll, then.”

“All organisms adapt to survive,” said Shapakti. “But ¢ naatat may have learned how not to be removed.
And that intrigues me. | need to carry out more research.”

“I'll seeif | can get you a couple more samples.” Shan’s brief diverson was over. “ Aquaticaly adapted
ones”

It was bad newsfor Vijiss. It was reassuring newsin an odd way for her, though. It meant that removal
was a choice she might never have to make now.

Something else was nagging &t her, like a Suppressed Briefing, but that box of psychopharmaceutical
tricks was out of her system for good now.

She' d forgotten it, whatever it was. There were bigger things on her mind.

Bezer'g

Thediurna cycle had become meaninglessfor Lindsay in amatter of days.

Shewondered if it was her own determination to forget what she’ d been, smply to be able to cope, or if

C' naatat was making subtler changesto her. Thelightsin her hands spurred her on. And she had aclear
focus now; she was determined to help the bezeri survive. She had to find others.

Saib gave the impression that he respected her zed. He let her wander off aoneto explore the
surrounding area after warning her to stay clear of the hard-shelled carnivores that patrolled the nearby
reef. They looked like haf-meter long whelk shells occupied by creatures with jointed tails and clawed
front feet dmost like terrestria raptors. If they approached too close, loud noises were enough to scare
them off; they showed no stomach for tackling anything aslarge as a human, especialy anoisy one.

A rattle seemed like agood idea. There was plenty of raw materid. Lindsay searched for flat shells, and
then sat down on an outcrop of textured lemon stone—a cora, perhaps—to string them together with
strips of fibrous weed. Sherattled them like castanets, and the tumbling noise of asmall avadanchewas

idying.
What are you making? asked Rili.
“A rattle to scare off the thingswith the claws.”

Rili shot off in ajet of water. Lindsay wondered if the signal lamp had misinterpreted something. The lack
of resentment among the bezeri bewildered her more than anything, because for dl their appearance of



wanting balance, of wanting the same harsh justice that had ended in Parekh’ s execution, they remained
civil; modtly digtant, yes, but sometimes quite friendly. And nobody who' d helped bring them to extinction
deserved friendship.

Rili regppeared with something held in atightly coiled tentacle. She unfurled the arm and deposited a
glossy black T-shaped object in Lindsay’ s lap.

For when the noise does not work. | made this.

It was a polished stone hammer. Lindsay hefted it in her hand and ran afingertip dong the
amogt-invisible joint where the handle dotted into the head: athin band of areflective substance circled
the end of the grip. Bezeri had no fire and no metals, and Lindsay had started to see them not as stone
age technologists but as a cold manufacture society. They could certainly work stone and manipulate
organic materials well enough to create a sophisticated array of goods.

They had to survive. They weretoo important to let dip into extinction.
“Thank you.”

Leenz, if you hit them on the back, even the most aggressiveirs flee.
“I'll remember that.”

Lindsay had formed animage of Fili asadightly dotty grandmother, none too bright, but now it occurred
to her that she could be anything: a sculptor, amason, even an engineer. She enjoyed the moment of
revelation. Even this odd friendship that was more of a polite cease-fire boosted her motivation.

Irs taste bad unlessyou are very hungry indeed, said Fili.

Lindsay smiled out of smian habit and redlized it meant nothing to a cephaopod. If she developed
bi oluminescence—when she devel oped it—a bezeri smile would be near the top of her sgnasto learn.

Shedidn’'t want to find out how irs tasted. It was bad enough getting used to defecating under water, but
her body seemed to be adapting her for that, too. When she findlly decided to discard her clothes, life
would become much smpler.

Rayat was engrossed in signaing with Keet, holding up his hands so that the bezeri could seethe signdls.
The old mae appeared to be happy to teach him the language, and judging by Rayat’s occasiona grin
they were making some progress. Why weren't the bezeri venting their rage and grief on the two
individuals responsiblefor their misery? Lindsay knew how she d react. She' d want vengeance. Shewas
aureof it.

But humans often developed odd dliances, hostage and captor, prisoner and guard. Maybe that was
happening here. And how much energy could you devoteto actively hating someoneif you had to live
aongside them in desperate conditions?

“Saib, do you have any information on where your people were when it happened?’ It. She couldn’t
quite say it yet. She wondered what nuking looked like in lights. It. Neutron and cobalt irradiation might
have defied trandation anyway. “1 know most of them would have been around Ouzhari, but are there
any other places some might have gone?’

The spawning weeks are important to us. Everyone goesto the small mountain, except those who areill
or too weak.



“I’d like to search for more survivors.”
Do you think we will forgive you if you succeed? There are none. We would detect them.

Shewas il reliant on the lamp to understand Saib. Rayat was along way ahead of her in using
bioluminescence. “I don't think | can beforgiven. But | can try to be useful ”

Y ou said your child died.
“Yes. Hewas born too early.”
Did you makeamemorid for him?

She dmost had no wordsto frame her answer that wouldn't have involved along explanation about
friends who became enemies. She opted for literd smplicity. “A wess har made onefor him. On
Congtantine.” She struggled for adescription in English. “ The Largest Mountain to the Dry Above.”

So far from your home.

Did Saib mean the grave or her? David would have been two: walking, talking, exploring the world.
Lindsay had managed to keep the pain under control with medication, but she didn’t have any to numb
her now. It wasn't so much pain asfear of letting hersalf speculate on what David might be like today had
he lived. Somehow that hurt more than the fact that he was dead. She would be destroyed, she knew, if
shelet hersdf think too much about what he was not. It wasthe loss of alifetime, not just alife, aloss of
not only his potentia but dl of herstoo.

Y es, she was pretty sure she knew what the bezeri were going through. She had no future; al that she
had ever loved was dead; and she had no familiar society around her. Shewasliving therr lives. It was
both punishment and educetion.

“Yes” shesaid. “Far from our home planet. But I'm here, and my child's here, and that will haveto be
enough.”

Saib hung motionlessin front of her for awnhile, flickering with faint green pinpoints of light.
Why did you come so far to be here?
“Itwasmy job,” shesaid.

But that explained nothing. She remembered thinking it would enhance her career prospects no end when
shefindly got home, even if she’ d been out of circulation for 150 years by then. It never occurred to her
that she might never go home and yet gill bedive.

Saib disgppeared into the mud buildings, reminding her of awoman gathering up long skirtsand running
into the distance. The town’s Size emphasized how very few bezeri there were left. She joined Rayat and
watched the exchange of lights between him and Keet.

“Y ou can have the lamp back now,” she said.

“Don't needit,” said Rayat. “| makefaster progressif | can’'t useit. It samost asif the frustration speeds
up the neuron growth.” He looked away from Keet for amoment, seeming distracted by anidea. “I
wonder if ¢’ naatat responds to stress hormones? Smooths things over?’

“Ifitdid,” said Lindsay, “I’d enjoy eating raw seaweed right now. And | don’t.”



Shedidn't fed specificaly angry towards him right then. She just felt tired somewhere in the depths of her
soul.

“How can you miss someone you only knew for afew weeks?’ Assoon as she said it, she regretted
exposing her vulnerability. Rayat didn’t have any compassion and he wasn't her buddy. “ Forget it.
Doesn't matter.”

“Who, exactly?’

“David.”

Rayat flickered a pattern of blue and red lights back at Keet. She thought he wasignoring her.
“Nearly ten months,” Rayat said suddenly. “That's how long you knew him.”

It was such aconciliatory comment that it stunned her. Sometimes Rayat exposed the man within and for
afleeting moment she saw someone who did adirty job whose grim detail he could never discusswith
anyone. It had either destroyed his capacity for trust, or he had noneto start with and being aspy had
been anaturd career choicefor him.

Either way, she could never imagine him having fediings. Like Shan, he was an efficient machinefor
getting the job done. And she couldn’t love machines.

Shewondered if thiswasthefirst glimmer of compassion, or just another of his careful, patient, Byzantine
strategies to achieve something. But maybe he was just scared, lonely and racked by remorse. Perhaps
¢’ naatat had changed more than his physiology.

“Nice hammer, by theway,” said Rayat. “Very pre-Columbian. Mind your fingers.”

Lindsay drifted acrossthe silt plain and moved between rocks, blsck stone hammer in one hand and
feding oddly primeva. She paused in asubmerged canyon where the sunlight hung in a perfectly vertica
shaft through the water like apastdl tourmdine crysta. There was something uplifting about it, dmost a
reassurance that she wasn't confined here.

Possibilities were replacing inevitable misery. The Eqbas stationed here had the monitoring technology to
comb the ocean for other survivors. If she made contact, the Eqbas might help her. With more survivors,
she could help the species rebuild: and she could train them to defend themsalves. She was an officer,
dismissed or not. She could give them a defense force, which was more than they ever seemed to have
hed in their history.

Lindsay consdered how the Egbas might react to astray ¢’ naatat with ahistory of war crimes, and
somehow she doubted she' d befeted like Aras. It didn't matter. For the moment she had alittle bit of

hope.
F nar, Wess g: Mid-December

“Jesus, Ade,” said Shan. She peeled off her jacket, accompanied by adraft of cold air. “ Santa’ s grotto
or what?’

Ade thought he’ d done a pretty good job of decorating the house. Shredded strips of hisfoil surviva
blanket hung from the walls and the tub of lavender that usualy stood on the terrace was now in the
corner nearest the sofa festooned with tiny hemp paper chains. Helooked at her expression and felt
ingantly, totally and irredeemably stupid.



“| just wanted...”
He had no idea how to finish the sentence.

Her surprise mdted into an embarrassed grin, which was unusud initsdf. “It' slovely. Redly, itis. I'm
just amazed that you managed to come up with dl this” Her glancefell onthetable. “Isthat a cake?’

“Yeah,” hesad.

He' d had no idea before today how to bake and he had almaost no ingredients that matched what it said
in the recipe, but he was set on having a Christmas cake, areal one. Aras occupied himsdlf feeding the
rat colony and offered no comment.

Shan leaned on the table and placed a careful fingertip on the cake. “ Still warm,” shesaid. “I’d estimate
time of death astwo or three hours ago, but somerigor’ saready set in.” Then she grinned and gave him
aplayful shovewith her hip. “Bloody clever. You'reredly into this, aren’t you?’

“I thought it would be fun.”

“It' sgreat. What about icing?’

“Noidea”

“Tofu maybe. A kind of whipped cream frogting.”
“I’m never going to hear the end of thisfrom Mart.”

“Big roughy-toughy Bootie baking cakes, en?” She sniffed it. “Can they eat it? | mean, isit dl safefor
humans?’

“Aras checked out the ingredients.”
“What if we can score some alcohol from Umeh Station? Then you could soak it.”
“Mainae?’

“Stab someholesinit and pour itin, if | recal correctly.” Women didn’t have cooking genes, then. If
they did, Shan must have been on leave when they handed them out. She looked at Aras. “What do you
reckon, sweetheart? Does this do anything for you?’

Aras, gloved as aprecaution, held acouple of ratsin hisarms. They redly had taken to him. Sometimes
he made that rumbling noise deep in histhroat, the one that wess har dads used to get their kidsto deep,
and the rats gazed mesmerized at him until he stopped. It had that effect on humans, too. He placed them
back in their cage with atidbit.

“I’ve seen more than a hundred and fifty Chrismasfedtivals,” said Aras. | believe you need lightstoo.”

“Doesthat mean you' re getting into the spirit of the thing, then, Ras?’ Ade wanted everyoneto have a
good time: no arguments, no disappointments and no sense of dread. He was aware of how desperate
that was, and he knew where the urge came from. But it didn’t makeit any lessimportant or exciting. A
normal, happy, stable family gathering: something everyone € se seemed to have and that seemed distant
and magica when hewas akid. No hiding from Dad, no avoiding the other kids at school because he'd
have to explain his bruises. no listening to them looking forward to the holidays and talking about
experiencesthat were as dien to him then as the isenj were now.



Araslooked thoughtful, head on one side like adog. His dark braid flopped forward over his shoulder as
he leaned forward to join the cake ingpection. “If you mean that abiologically impossible act gives me
hope for noncorporeal existence, no.”

“Bah, humbug,” said Shan, and burst out laughing. She wasin an unusualy good mood; Ade had never
heard her laugh so much. Shewasn't demondrative. He liked that word. “ Sod Tiny Tim, eh?’

“I enjoy communal celebration,” Arassaid tiffly. “1 just prefer to be clear about its purpose.”

“Well, we're dill dive, we' ve got food, and we' ve got each other.” Shan picked acrumb off the cake
and chewed. “Not bad at al, Ade.”

“I wasthinking of asking theladsover. Can1?
“Y ou don't haveto ask my permission.”

“Y our home”

“Aras shouse”

Aras shrugged. It was one of the things that made him look very human. “Thisis our home. | despair at
your fixation with ownership.”

“Maybe we can get Eddieto front up, too,” said Shan. “And Vijiss, if he suptoit. Yeah, let’ shavea
few laughs. God knows we need some. What' sthe dcohol situation?’

“Brewing,” said Aras. “ Ade has planned ahead. And | think | shal make lights.”
Shan flexed her fingers. “I’ ve got my own.”

“Sohavel,” said Ade.

“Let’ssee you hang that on Chrissmastree, smart-arse.”

Thingswereimproving, definitely. Ade savored the glimpse of thelife that everyone elsetook for granted.
Araswent in search of lighting equipment at the Exchange of Surplus Things and Shan picked another
crumb from the edge of the cake.

“He sgoing to rig million-lux arc lights, isn't he?” said Ade, moving the cake to higher ground for itsown
sdfety. “ Captain Overkill ridesagain.”

Shan amiled. “How do you want meto play this?’
“What do you mean?’

She shrugged. “Y our mates haven't seen ustogether socidly since we became an item. How do you
want meto behavein front of them?’

13 &rry?l
“Professond distance or al over you?’

“They know we're shagging.” Oh God, | didn’t mean it to come out like that. He checked discreetly to
seeshewas dill wearing thering. “That we're...”

“Wdll, then?’



Adetook her hand and squeezed gently. “All over me, please. And thanks for checking.” Shewas
perfect: she understood every anxiety a bloke might have. “I'll deck Mart if he says anything out of
order.”

“It’ sthe thought that counts.”

His stomach knotted and that luscious weight settled on his chest, making him caich his bresth. He loved
her to digtraction. Being with her was effortless: there was no mystery to her, no game with hidden rules
to work out. He felt secure despite her occasiona anger.

“I wasreally worried you' d be embarrassed to be seen with me.”

Shan shook her head with an exasperated snort. He knew when she was having difficulty broaching a
subject and she was close to that now. “ Shit, Ade, | love you. What makes you think I’ m ashamed of
you?”

She' d never said it before: love. He knew she didn't like saying the word. 1t caught him off guard and he
found his mouth working independently of hisbrain. “I’'m just so ordinary.”

“Oh, yeah. | forgot that. Everyone freefalls from space and shoots aliens. When are you going to do
something different?’ She edged up to him on the bench and gave him aferocious hug. “Ade, you'll never
be ordinary aslong asyou' ve got aholein your arse. Y ou're acommando, for fuck’ ssake. I’ ll smack
anyone who even looks at you the wrong way, okay?’

That was dl he needed to hear. Being stranded twenty-five light-years from Earth among warring aliens
with some paragite living in his guts was nothing, absolutely nothing. He was home now; and he had never
been home before. When he thought she was dead, he' d made himsdf stop thinking about what might
have been, but now he could stand on that edge and imagine what he would have lost. There was no
other word for it: he mourned her at last. It was afrightening, bittersweet, unbearable panic. Hethrew his
arms around her and pressed hisface into her neck, feding like he' d just been reunited with her after a
long absence.

“What's up, sweetheart?” she said.
“Just feding normd,” hesaid. “And | don’t take norma for granted.”

He thought of what lovely kids they could have had—fierce and clever daughters, loyd and protective
sons—and put the idea out of his head.
Bezer'g

Rayat rgjoiced in the smple pleasure of learning anew skill. He couldn’t recdll thelast time he'd had such
uncomplicated joy; but talking in light was probably on a par with learning to walk, if only he could
remember how that had felt.

Share? he asked. He offered a handful of what he thought of as glasswormsto Kest.

Y ou are not what | expected, said the patriarch. | expected you would try to kill us again. We heard
about the infant too. Theisenj killed us accidentally. Y ou sought us out to kill us.

Infant? He probably meant the juvenile bezeri that Parekh had thought was dead. She found it beached;
she dissected it. She ended up in abody bag because she ignored the warning not to take organic
samples. So humanswere not only genocidd, they were child-killers. It was atough image to improve.



| can’t put thisright, said Rayat. And sorry won't help.

Keet dipped the worms up into his mantle. There was abeak in afold of the flesh at the front, not within
thering of tentacles asit would be on aterrestrial squid. Somehow the arrangement seemed more likea
mouth and made him that much more.... human.

Saib says Leenz saysthe same thing. Sorry does not help. She grievesfor her child buried here. Thereis
no sorry that can stop the grief.

Rayat watched but he couldn’t see the progress of the wormsinto Keet' s digestive system. Lindsay was
doing her mourning late. That was the trouble with mood enhancers; you had to stop taking them sooner
or later, and the redity that had driven you to them was gill waiting patiently, drumming itsfingers, happy
to pick up the conversation of misery again.

How did people complete the grieving cycle?

Seeing where their loved one had died was important.

So was seeing the grave.

David Neville s grave was on Congtantine, and Rayat needed to go there.

It was an opportunity. He felt both satisfaction at its convenience and the dight worry that he’ d aready
blown his credibility with Lindsay the last time he maneuvered her into doing hisbidding. Shewas
remarkably malleable. Most people were, once you worked out their motivation. He d talked her into
taking nuclear wegponsto Bezer’ ¢ and he' d talked her into acquiring ¢’ naatat, and she knew it. Now all
he wanted to do was have alegitimate excuse for visiting Congtantine; a pretty harmless act for her to
colludein, but she was twice bitten. She might refuse thistime.

He d try anyway. He had to. He turned to see where she was.

Lindsay had taken an interest in the maps and Pili held them in front of her, caressing the smooth surface
of the shdll with onetentacle asif pointing lovingly to familiar features. Rayat could make out wordsin the
lightsthat shimmered in her mantle: my clan, my home, our hunting grounds.

And thistown had aname. He couldn’t trandate it into English; he could have used the signal lamp, but

suddenly he didn’t want to. He wanted to understand one bezeri word as a bezeri did, smply by fegling
the resonance of that pattern in hismind. At adeeper level the word became town; he left it at that and

savored the pattern and color and movement.

Town.

The rest of the bezeri came out of hiding now and moved around the settlement. The more Rayat
explored it, the moreit looked like russet clay jars thrown on a potter’ swhed and then piled up while still
soft S0 that they sagged together in arandom honeycomb. And now that he' d started to find positive
elementsin life underwater, he started to appreciate the beauty of his new environment. It was the blues
and pinks and violetsthat struck him most. The carniva colors dmost glowed; they painted everything
from weed and cora-like growthsto asurprisngly wide variety of animals.

There were no large predators, according to Keet. The biggest seemed to be what Lindsay called the
killer whelks, irs. One of them edged into the settlement on its own, skittering ong the Silt on itsfront
claws and gouging awake behind it with itslong tall. It looked more comica than menacing. But Rayat
could imagine what a pack of them might be able to do. He swam up to it and it shied away from him,
propelling itself off the seabed with spurts of water jetted out beneeth it. Then it paused on an outcrop,



testing the water with afringe of bright orange projections asif it was playing an invisible piano.

“They don't have alot of bottle,” said Lindsay. “Y ou can scare them off with abit of noise.” She shook
her rattle hard. The whelk took off likeamissle. “ See? They’ re dl mouth and trousers.”

“Odd that there aren’t any big predators.”
“Thewheksfrom hell are big enough.”

“But water supports big bodies. There ought to be something that fills the niche of sharksand orcas.
Evenwhales.” Rayat thought of the land animals of Bezer' g, or at least the creatures he' d seen on
Congantine. “Maybe amarine verson of the sheven.”

“Gredt,” said Lindsay. “They’d befun.”
“I'll ask Keet.”
“I don’'t like the idea of a carnivorous plastic bag at the best of times, let done awhae-sized one.”

Lindsay was amost chatty. Bezer’ g had a number of speciesthat were no more than transparent sheets
of digestive materia that enveloped their prey; dyats could fly, and sheven lived in the bogs and streams.
Y es, theideaof abigger marine verson was unsettling. Being engulfed and digested was aterrifying

thought.
“Perhaps the bezeri will teach usto pilot those podships one day,” said Rayat.

Lindsay’ stone hardened alittle. He could hear it even under water. “1 didn’t think we planned to do any
traveing.”

“Faceit, you re going to want to visit David' s grave sooner or later.” He planted the ideaa most without
thinking. But he was certain it must have crossed her mind. “ And it’samost a hundred kay to
Congtantine. That' s abloody long swim, and you don’t know what’ s out there.”

She stared at him. It must have been sunny on the surface; the colors around him were vivid and
Lindsay’ s uniform pants |ooked navy blue again rather than black.

“Since when did you worry about my welfare?’

“You think | want to live on my own down here? Fascinating asthe bezeri are, I’ d prefer to have human
company, evenif it tendsto get alittlewhiny at times.” Therewas no point in looking too friendly. She'd
get suspicious. “Lin, we re stuck here. Let’stry to get on.”

Too late. She had that wary ook, head tilted back alittle. “Why didn’t you refuse ¢’ naatat?’

“Because | didn’t want to die. It' sa pretty consstent motive in organisms. If you recall correctly, we
were about to be tipped off araft into the middle of the ocean a thetime.”

“Yegh”
“Andwhy did youinsst | come aong to do the undead thing, then?’
“It wastime you paid for what you did.”

“Wéll, then we both know why we re here, then. Let’ s cut the crap and concentrate on being
productive.”



They looked at one another in silence—both sound and light—and then Lindsay dropped her head. It
was odd to watch someon€e' s body language under water; it was asif they were moving in air, but
dowed down and exaggerated.

“You'reright,” shesaid. “I do want to see David sgrave, if there' sanything left of it.”

“The naniteswere probably confined to the areawithin the bioscreen. It'll still be there, probably.” What
wasit liketo lose akid? Rayat looked for the worst experience he could recal, his greatest pain, and
tried to superimpose his grandfather’ s desth on the situation. Think how shethinks. Fedl how shefeds.
That was how you got to know atarget and deal with them, by thinking asthey did. Lindsay needed to
fed David' s death wasn't her fault. “1f you' d had atermination, you' d fed just asbad. At least you gave
him achance”

“Wall, you seem to be making progress with Keet. I'll leave you to get around to the subject of how we
vigt Condantine.”

We.

So far, so good. She needed support. Damn, sometimes he felt he did, too. He thought of patting her on
the shoulder but reconsidered, and went back to sit with Keet and exchange illuminated words while the
other bezeri went through the stack of azin shell records.

One of them had two sheets of shell and a collection of small potsthe size of cups. She coated one dice
of shell with something sticky, soread from one tentacle, and then sprinkled sand in very finelineswith
another arm. As Rayat watched, a sand image grew before his eyes.

So that’ s how they do it.

The bezeri’ s precison astonished him. But thiswas how they had written in ancient times, and thisone
gill had the skill. She was making arecord; maybe she wastalying the retrieved maps, listing them. Or
maybe she was recording how alien air-breathers came to the Dry Above and destroyed them and all

hope.

Rayat didn’'t want to ask. He just watched, mesmerized by seeing an intelligent squid create adocument
asachild might have glued glitter to agreetings card. When the shell sheet was covered in symbols and
color, the bezeri wiped the sticky substance around the edge of the shell and pressed the two layerstight
together.

Rayat till thought the price had to be paid, but he genuinely regretted wiping out aspecieslikethis one.
He withdrew to the rocksto collect food, and wondered again why there were no other large animasin
this part of the ocean.

F nar, Wess g: Nevyan'shome
Nevyan'slibrary had become Eddi€ s edit suite.

It was quiet, it had acomms screen set in thewall, and she' d let him keep atable and chair in there. The
jury-rigged furniture was square-built and very unwess har, but made out of old vegetable crateshe’'d
hammered together, so it was recycled and therefore admirable according to Giyadas.

Shewas very pleased to have him back. She sat with him for hours, smply absorbing whatever it was
she absorbed to be able to stun him with her perception.

It was acomfortable den; with the lighting dimmed, and his various screens, cams and keyboards spread



out, it felt just like editing footage back home. All he needed was abig mug of coffee and astack of pizza
and he could have forgotten he was 150 trillion miles from Earth. When the marines from the detachment
dropped in for achat, sometimes with beer, the place dmost had area buzz. He missed working in an
office. Y ou could work from anywhere in the galaxy, and he' d proved it, but he was one of those people
who liked a crowd around him. There was only so much monkey that technology could take out of you.

Heimagined a pizza and wondered how he was going to cut the rushes from Esganikan’ s attempt at
diplomacy into something fresh enough to tempt ajaded news editor’ s paate.

“Eddie.” Giyadas stood at hiselbow. “Eddie, | have something for you.”
“Pizza, doll? With extramozzardl|a?’

“Thet's cheese”

“yes”

“Coagulated excretions.”

“Don't ever get ajob waiting on tables, will you? Y ou're not cut out for it.” He gave her ahug and she
seemed not to mind. “What isit, then?’

She reached forward and touched the screen to activate another I TX feed. “ Esganikan sends this. She
says she' s sorry you weren't there and she hopes thisis enough.” Eddie was used to Egbas recordings
now. Hetried to work out the orientation of the static image and decided it was an aerid view and
needed rotating 90 degrees right. He tapped the icons on the control strip and the image flipped and

beganto play.
“Oh ghit,” hesaid.

It was the ten seconds of perfectly steady on-board footage from what had to be afighter’s cockpit that
most disturbed him. It showed nothing graphic. The craft was making a straight run down aroad flanked
by typical isenj high-rises, solid and continuous as canyon walls, and the dark river flowing between them
resolved into masses of isenj troops. But athough he didn’t see any missile strike in those ten seconds,
his memory and imagination filled the gapsin advance. He knew what was coming.

The fact that isenj blood was straw-yellow plasma and their body parts were hard to recognizein the
debris didn’t save him from that jolt when the unidentifiable image he was |ooking & snapped suddenly
into something called person. He fdt that same awful combination of revulsion and reluctance to look
away. For asecond, he saw Minigter Ud’ sthin blood on his clothes again. The columns of troops and
vehicles had nowhere to run: they couldn’t even turn. Had the footage been of a human war, BBChan
would never have tranamitted it.

Giyadas said nothing. It crossed Eddi€’ s mind several minutestoo late that akid shouldn’t see that kind
of footage, but she waswess har. They had strong ssomachs.

He had one of those once, too.

“Y our bastard news editor won't be angry with you now,” said Giyadas primly. Oh yes, she absorbed
everything hesad. *Y ou missed nothing.”

Helooked down at her, certain he' d protect her like she was his own, and hoped he' d never see her
vague resemblance to an Eqbas.



“No,” hesad. “Yougotital.
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FEU Defense Minister Margit Huber today refused to comment on alegations that she wanted to stage a
military dtrike againg Audtraliaover the Egbas crissto “ effect regime change.” Civil serviceunionsclam

aleaked memo showsthat Sinostates president May Yi Jun threatened to withdraw FEU accessto Sino

airspace and basesif it went ahead. An aide now faces charges connected to leaking information.

BBChan 557, December 24 2376
Eqbas ship 886-001-005-6; in detached fleet mode, Northern Assembly airspace south of Jgeno

President Pirb repeated his call to arms as the Eqbas fighters pounded his military bases. Esganikan
couldn’t understand it, but Aitass trandated the audio message that was being relayed acrossthe
messaging system in each of Umeh’ s four landmasses.

“Herepeats hispleafor other nations to commit forcesto attacking Wess g and reclaming Bezer'g).”
One of her clan wandered onto the bridge and gave her abowl of fried fruits: it had been along watch. “I
wonder if he knows hisrange and limits.”

“Inwhich order of priority?’
“It varies each time he repeatsiit. Either way, it' sacademic.”

The gethes had got it right with mass media. Esganikan wished for anisenj verson of Eddie, with news
programming she could tap into for the Sate of play across Umeh quickly and easly. 1senj preferred their
complex network of persond links, only some of which bothered to useimages. The nearest they had to
mediawas the collective gossp of loosely defined groups.

“Where exactly does Umeh space begin?’ asked Hayin.

“Wherel say it does.” Esganikan stood with her hands clasped in front of her. She found hersdlf trying
Shan’ s resting stance with hands on hips, but it was uncomfortable for wess har shoulders. “No isen)j
vessel needsto go beyond Tasir Var. Beyond that, if they head towards Wess g space, open fire. Tell
them so. They're confined.”

It wasn'tif. It waswhen. She knew it; isenj liked gestures.

Joluti kept an eye on the displays that monitored the locations of the detached ship components. A
squadron of fighterswas formed in the hangar, ready to intercept isenj long-range craft heading
off-world, and asmall shuttle wasinbound from Bezer' g and Tasir Var. It carried atree.

“How many variants of the pathogen was Shapakti able to create?’ asked Joluti.
“Seven digtinct srains”
“Guesswork.”

“Without a complete genome record, how can we know who lives where? | senj must interbreed to some

“They do redize they’ll have to accept the risk of deaths among their own people, don’t they?”

“I've explained that to them.”
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“A sad fatefor the civilization that spread an entangled photon network.” Joluti reached out and grabbed
achunk of vegetable from Aitass’ sbowl. “To be reduced to this.”

“It must be hard to live with faded glory when your ancestors memories are part of you. | imagineit
makesfor bitter persondities.”

“And delusiond ones, perhaps.”

“Why?

“Intheir minds—in their genetic memory—they’ re still apowerful imperid army that took on the
wess har and dmost won. In the flesh, they don't gppear to have had any substantia military experience
in many generations.”

It was atelling comment. The military capacity of Umeh surprised Esganikan by itsinadequacy. 1senj did
something Eddie caled “taking agood game’: their threats were more impressive than their actions. She
redlized she wasfighting the equivaent of police and civil emergency teams on Earth. Isenj weren't a
particularly aggressve species, and the Northern Assembly didn’'t even have a specific minister with sole
respongbility for defense, asthe gethesdways did.

And the isenj were no longer the galactic engineers who built and deployed the communi cations networks
that the gethes called I TX: they didn’t even have the resources to maintain them across light years now.
The glory days of their civilization were over, eroded by environmenta pressures and theincreasing need
to manage every aspect of their climate. They were dready long in decline. But—likether faith in their
military prowess—their genetic memories were those of acolonia power who believed its engineering
skills could solve any problem. That illusion was probably the basis of their undoing.

If Eddie Michdlat wanted to demonstrate to Earth what would happen toiit if it didn’t mend itsways, it
wasn't Eqbas military strength he needed to show: it was the decline of the isenj themsalves.

Joluti took hisvirin and stared into its layers. “1TX was superior to our technology in many ways at the
time. They must fed bitter to think we benefited so much fromiit.”

“Knowledge can never be owned for long.”

“Eddie thinks we' re too open about our military capacity,” said Aitass.
“Then perhaps he should stop reporting onit, if it troubles him.”

“What if the gethes were to acquire countermeasures?’

Esganikan’ s confidence was based on the knowledge that Earth’ s technology was acivilization’ s history
behind her own. They probably knew that too. Perhaps they were hoping that if they tried to repel the
Eqgbas task force rather than cooperate, then a computer virus, terrestria bacteriaor even asimple
element like water would strike down her personnel: they seemed to bdlieve these things, or at least
fantasize about them in their mythsto comfort themselves that they were specid and that fate would
aways spare them.

“It would be atechnical advance on an unprecedented scale,” said Esganikan. “But we have the
blueprint, asthey cadl it, for nearly dl life on their planet, including their own species.” Sheglanced a a
remote surveillance image of the remnant of Tivskur's shattered fleet, half-submerged inits harbor. “And
they do not have ours.”

The survelllance remotes continued to show space-capable vessels from the Sil and Tivskur continents



gathering on Pareg. The build-up was far smaler than she expected, no more than three thousand
fighters: alarge nation’sair force, not a planet’s combined forces.

“I never expected them to be so inadequate,” said Joluti. “But even if they had the resources, | doubt if
they could usethem effectively.”

“I hear the Wess g matriarchs never attacked Umeh even at the height of thewars.” Esganikan could
imagine their polite, non-interventionist agreement. “ And the isenj never targeted Wess g.”

“Bezer’ § was dwaysthe disputed territory.”
“That explainswhy they’ re not equipped for planetary defense.”

“We could destroy mogt of the aircraft on the ground,” Joluti looked hopeful. “Do | have your
permission? There' s something distasteful about knowing their inadequacy and waiting for them to make
amovethat justifies our action. Let’send it now.”

“How long before the shuttle isinboard?’
“Hdf an hour, no more.”
“Very well. Put theair group on dert.”

Joluti was right. There was something tragic about it. Theisenj have been |eft in peace to decline and die.
Esganikan wouldn't have felt uneasy and could have concentrated on planning the Earth mission.

But Par Para Ud had asked for her help. If oneisenj could change, it was worth the fight.
Library, Nevyan's clan home, F nar

“They ether think it’s the Second Coming or the end of theworld,” said Barencoin. “ That’ sthe trouble
with diensvisting Earth. Every dingbat and loony this side of the Black Stump isgoing to be out in
force”

He durped histea and watched the BBChan feed on the ITX with Eddie. Some evangelist group was
hailing the Egbas visit as the beginning of the time of judgment, awakeup call to repent. The story was
buried with the novelty features like water-skiing squirrel s and people who set records for eating glass.

Eddie wondered when to show Barencoin the footage from the Egbasraid.

“Maybeit isthe end of theworld,” said Eddie. “Y ou know the isenj in Jgeno want the Egbasto give
them biowegpons to use against their neighbors, don’t you?’

“I losetrack of the NBC ordnance these days, mate. There’ s so much shit around this system.”
“Doesn’'t it bother you? Tailored biologica weapons? Target-by-genome?’

“What, like on Bezer' ? Courtesy of Eddie Michdlat?’

“Thet’ sdefensve.”

“Oh, that' sdl right, then.” Barencoin flipped hisknife from hisbelt. “ So’sthis. And | can only use my
powersfor good. Christ, you fucking civvies. Y ou can't create aweapon and use rules as the safety
Cad,].”



“They’ d have acquired isenj DNA in time anyway, without my help.”

“We had no businessinterfering on Bezer’g.” Barencoin replaced hisknife. “ And no businesstelling
dienshow to run their affairs when we can't even run our own.”

“Okay, Mr. fucking Isolationist,” said Eddie. Hislanguage got steadily worse in the company of marines.
“WEe ve got more than three hundred people till in Jgeno.”

“Agreed. We should be over there. Just in case.”
“Five marines and afew billion isenj. What do you think it is, Rorke s Drift?’
“Six. And isenj don’t have a problem with humans.”

“Collaterd damage. They don’t have to have a problem. And Shan will have something to say about it if
you try to get Ade over there.”

“Yeah, | thought she might.” Barencoin looked defocused, asif caculating. “1 bet the ladies here could
lend us aground-to-air defense system.”

“Anyway, you lot were fired, remember?’

“That' sjust technicdities.”

“Could Mar’ an’ cas cope with just the civvies? That’ sjust over ahundred.”
“What about the naval personnel? Don't blue suits matter?’

“I'mjust thinking aoud. By the time we work out how to find enough food for them there could be
fighting in Jgeno anyway.”

Barencoin didn’'t answer. He looked a thresat at the best of times, avery big man who never looked
clean-shaven however often he used arazor. The news footage absorbed him for afew moments.

“Let’ swatch themain topics,” he said, and Eddie didn’'t argue.

However abrasive Barencoin could be, Eddie admired and liked him. He il did the job, fired or not,
and took his responsihilities serioudy even when stripped of his status and honor. Eddie stifled the reflex
that made him want to garrote politicians with rusty razor-wire.

“What do you fancy doing when you get back to Earth?” asked Eddie.
“What, if it snot asmoking pile of dag by then, you mean?’
“Assuming thet, yes.”

“I haveaMadter'sin international law and my first degree was palitics. | don’t fancy doing either for a
living”

“Sorry?

Eddie s shock must have been visible. Barencoin'sjaw clenched alittle. “I’ m just amindless grunt right?’
“No, I never—"

“Liar.”



“I just didn’t have you down for alawyer.” But it wastrue: he really was shocked that Barencoin had an
academic background. He d taken his smartnessfor rat cunning. “Y ou'reabit...direct.”

“Anyway, being dismissed the service doesn't |ook great on your gpplication, doesit?’

Eddie suspected there’ d be alot of security work for specia forces troops with no place to go in about
thirty years time. The FEU forces dready had enough trouble keeping their personnel, faced with the
lure of better pay outside for the same risk of getting your head shot off, or worse. He had a sudden
image of Barencoin in somevileforeignjail and it upset him. He deserved better. They al did.

“I wish | could be some help, Mart.”
“You'renot my mum.”
“Mediaaways needs security minders oversess.”

“Wall, got timeto think, haven't we? Five years to do some distance learning course. Flower arranging,
maybe.”

“Want to eva uate some reconnai ssance footage for me?’

“Isthislikeyour little job of getting usto snatch Rayat and Neville from theisenj?’
“Not redly. | just need to show someone.”

“Okay.”

Eddie loaded the file and leaned back to let Barencoin watch the uncut footage from Esganikan’s
operation.

The marine scared him. If any of them were capable of random violence, it was him; just like Shan, he
had nasty bastard written al over him and it would come as no surpriseif he punched you in the face
from a cold start. He watched the recording with an occasiond tilt of the head as the cockpit view
skewed, and didn’t turn ahair.

“Those things can really move,” he said asit finished. “ So, what else do you want to know?”
“Doesthat disturb you?’

“No. Should it?’

“Itgottome.”

“How many conflicts have you covered, mate?’

“Hve Sxif you count this”

“Then you must have spent your timein the hotel bar. Because that’ swhat it' s aways like. Except
they’ ve got better kit than us. Lots better.”

113 Okw.”
“What do you think happens when there’ s an air strike on ground troops?”’

“Inacivilian area.”



“Oh, yeah, | forgot. We' ve never done that, have we? Jesus, Eddie.”

Barencoin was an elite commando and it was hisjob to get it done before someone did it to him. Eddie
found himsdf increasaingly adrift in aworld where physica aggression was part of hisown community’s
rules and not just something he reported in disapproving terms.

“The Eqbas scare me.”
Barencoin snorted. “Esganikan just loves you. Y ou' re Egbas Vorhi’ s favorite spokesman.”

Spokesman. Eddie aways had afeding it was true, but he wanted at least to be in denia rather than
suppressing the ingtinct to blush and nod. Mart was definitely far from agrunt.

“I'mediting thistofilelater.”
“Have you looked &t the Stuation developing back home?”
“I'll say. On the hour, usudly.”

“The Aussies and the Canadians can’t wait to gang up on the FEU. The African Assembly’spitchingin
and nobody knows what the Sinostates are going to do. The veggies are fighting the meset-eaters.
Somehow, | don't think they’ |l notice Attack of the Parrot WWoman.”

Eddie did his maths again about the return to Earth, and it was the numbersthat always made his ssomach
churn. Twenty-five yearswas along, long time, and fifty was unthinkable: and that was how long the
round trip to Earth would take, plus however long it took for the Eqbas to complete their restoration—an
unknown period that might be anything from a short and catastrophic war to a permanent occupation.

There was no guarantee that it would be around trip at all. The prospect of permanence on Earth scared
him now, standing on aba cony somewhere back home and looking up at the stars, and trying to pick out
where he had lived, and where hisfriends were.

He dreaded waving goodbye to Giyadas and leaving Wess g knowing that if he came back, she'd bea
grandmother. Nevyan would still be dive: wess har lived to agood age, longer than humans, but it wasa
lifetime’ s separation.

Barencoin stared at the news output, arms folded across his chest. Eddie wondered how it felt to have
only auniform to wear, and for that uniform not to be yours any longer. Everyone who' d made the
journey from Earth—whether in Thetis or Actaeon—was now permanently displaced not only from
location but from their culture.

“I"'ll missF nar,” said Eddie. “1 like wess har—the ones here, that is.”

“You got afew yearsto go here yet, if you' re heading back with the Egqbas. What' s brought this on?
Wangled aprivate flight or something?”

“Y’know, if | could trangport back to Earth ingtantly right now, I’m not sure| could fit back in.”
“I’'m worried about you, Eddie. Y ou used to be gung ho and up for anything.”

“Yegh”

“What changed?’

“Me” hesaid. “Because | used to be able to choose when dangerous adventure was over. If | could get



transport, | could go back to anice, safe home. But there isn’t a safe home anywhere now. And I’ ve
reached the stage where I’m not sureif | should get morally outraged over biologica weapons. If that's
not fucked, | don't know what is.”

Barencoin leaned over him, voice dropping to awhisper. “1 got one more bit of bad newsto bresk to
you, then, mate. There€' sno hamster heaven either.”

Barencoin could dways make him laugh. The marine probably despised him, but he hid it well.
“Mart, if we have awar with the Eqbas, would you fight againgt them?’

Barencoin shrugged. “If | did, it wouldn't be for long.” He walked to the door. “Beer and smdll egts
tonight at Frankland Towers, okay? Bethere. Befestive”

“I'will.”

Eddie spent awhiletrying to work out why there was so much conflict over Augtrdid sinvitation to the
Eqbas and yet his reports were dipping further down BBChan'slist of priorities. It waslike the warnings
of environmental disaster over the centuries. somehow they were of more use as an excuse for an
internationa brawl than as awarning to do something before it wastoo late,

And it had been too late.

After apoint, nobody wanted to hear unending bad news. And that was the only kind of news he had to
offer.

F nar: December 24, 2376
Eddielooked like shit.

“You need adrink,” said Shan. He dumped past her as she opened the door and there was no
smart-arse greeting or any sign of the old Eddie who aways had to reduce everything to one-liners. His
face was etched. There was no other word for it. Lines she' d never seen before formed afine net around
hiseyes.

“I brought one. A large one.”

He reached ingde hisjacket and pulled out aclear industrial container of equaly clear liquid and handed
it to her. About two liters, she estimated: she popped the cap and sniffed. It seared her snuseslike
deaning fluid.

“Shdl | just put astraw init for you?’ Sheturned to Aras and tilted the bottle in mute request for aglass.
“| take it that this anesthetic is connected to what you wanted to talk about.”

“It’sbeen an educationa couple of weeks.”

Aras held out two heavy glass cups, clear degp amber with swirls of purplein them. Shan doppedina
respectable amount of the unidentified spirit and thrust it into Eddie€’ s hand. She poured alittle for herself
anyway, pointlessthough it was.

“Y ou should eat something first,” said Aras. “1t won't reduce the toxicity of the product, but it might
make you fed more comfortable.”

“He never quite got the hang of hospitality training,” said Shan, but Eddie didn’t laugh. She exchanged a
discreet oh-dear ook with Aras. Heinhaed by way of comment and went back to join Becken and



Qureshi, who were laying out food on the table with al the bowls and plates at a precise distance from
each other.

“Thewhole gang' s here, then.” Eddie hung his coat on the nail by the door one-handed with dl the
unconscious familiarity of aman who'd lived here while she wastemporarily dead. “How are
you...three?’

“We'refine. You? Okay, bad. | know.”

Hetook apull at the glass. Shan couldn't tel from the smell what it had been distilled from and it
probably didn’t matter: Eddie could do one thing denied her by ¢ naatat, and that was to get as pissed as
ahandcart. She' d dwaystaken adim view of getting drunk, but the fact it was now beyond her dways
made her alittlewistful.

“If I blurt dl thisout it' sgoing to screw the evening. “I’ll tell you later.” Helooked around. “Well, thisis
fedive”

“Ade s handiwork.”

Barencoin interrupted by fetching Eddie a plate piled with chunks of cake and flatbreads. “It looks like
pita,” hesad. “But it doesn't tagte like it. And there sabowl of something suspicioudy like dip onthe
table, but it’ s beans menaced by abit of garlic. Oh, and beer. Get stuck in, and for Chrissakes cheer up,
you miserable sod.”

“It'ssuch aconvivia time of year,” said Shan. She steered Eddie over to the door that opened onto the
rear terrace, bottle under one arm. However cold the wess har thought it was, the weather was mild by
human standards, mild enough for abarbecue later. Adeinssted; he' d built that bloody barbecue and he
was going to get themost out of it if it killed him. Eddie cradled hisglassand stared &t it in away that
suggested he wasn't seeing the glowing embers on ajury-rigged trestle of pipes and metal sheet but
something ese entirely.

“Okay, spill your guts before that stuff destroys too many neurons.”

Eddie transferred hisglassto hisleft hand and fumbled in his pocket to extract his handheld. “ That’ sthe
rushes. Cued up.”

“Rushes of what?’ Shan pressed the pad one-handed, clutching her glassin the other. “ Oh.”

Eddie said nothing. She watched. The images were long sequences of steady shots from ahigh aerid
position. It had to be Umeh, but some of the more conspicuous buildings were adifferent style of
architecture; it might have been from the Maritime Fringe, although she hadn’t seen many intact buildings
on her brief vigt. It definitely wasn't Jgeno, though.

The agrid shots were interspersed with much faster, more chaotic images at low level across gray water
and over pae canyon citiesthat looked like afly-through smulation. It was only when the point-of-view
appeared to do aloop to the right that she redlized it was the output from an aircraft recce camera. The
craft must have been retracing its flight path because it was passing over towering palls of black smoke
and flame. Something white-hot flared to the left hand side—port, Ade would tell her, it' s bloody
port—and the ahead view wobbled briefly. Had the craft taken ahit? It was till flying Sraight at
somach-churning speed.

Shewasingantly in acockpit, flying through flame that had burned five centuries before, about to smash
her face againgt the controls. She' d relived this severd times: she was seeing through Aras seyesashe



crashed on an idand caled Ouzhari. She shook the memory aside and concentrated. There was more
random footage: vehicles exploded in afirecracker sequence on the ground while tiny scuttling figures that
had to be isenj scattered in dl directionsand didn’t get far.

Shan could watch anything. Coppers often had to sit down and sift through footage that was afew miles
beyond anightmare. After theinitia revulsion you could put your shock back in itsbox and suddenly dl
you saw was detail, the detail you needed to investigate a crime; movement, injury, spatter pattern,
distinguishing festures, background that would pin down time or place or vehicle or witness, and any of
the scraps of knowledge that made up the jigsaw of nailing some bastard.

Shan imagined that Eddie had grown used to doing the same. Maybe he hadn’'t. Maybe it was all linked
to the trauma of having Ua shot dead standing right next to him, blood spatter and al. Ade' s memory
was headlined by an incident like that: Dave Pharoah’ s brains splashing hisface at Ankara. If it could
mark aveteran Royal Marine, it could mark anyone.

Eddie' s swalowing was audible as he stared out over the calderawith hisback to her. Shan pressed the
key again and the carnage froze on the little screen, aghastly vidgame. “ So what did | just see?’

“Esganikan and chums removing an isenj army and assorted civilian bystanders.” His glasswas half
empty now. “The Fringe and Tivskur have decided to gang up and launch astrike on Bezer'g.”

“They must be fucking suicidd. They know what the wess har will do.”
“Likethelast time”

“They haven't got anything like a credible spacegoing force. They can barely manage enough craft to
bomb each other.”

“Maybe genetic memory makes you think you' re better than you are.” Eddie held out hisglassfor a
top-up. “What happensif | send that to Earth?’

“Gut fed? Won't make the four AM update.” Shan felt disoriented, part of her now having flashbacks of
agony and being pulled from a burning cockpit, and part of her running screaming from white flamerolling
at her likeabdl. The fragment of isenj in her was reacting: that disturbed her more than developing claws
or wings. “It'sjugt dienskilling aliens. About as relevant to the folks back home as awildlife show.”

Eddie turned and looked dightly bewildered. “ Okay, carry on and look at the cut package. Imagine
you' re Sitting eating your cornflakes tomorrow and that pops up on the screen.”

Shan pressed the key again. Thiswas the edited piece; it opened with ashot of Esganikan’s ship blacking
out the sky over Jgeno. Eddi€ s voiceover began: “It' sascene from aB-movie: agigantic dien

gpaceship looms above acity...”

There was nothing inaccurate in the report asfar as she could tell. He made it clear that the Eqbas were
effectively guests of the Jgeno cabinet. He had fabricated nothing: twisted nothing. Eddie never did. He d
even cut in some of theisenj archive footage of previoudy “adjusted” planets, the materid that Ual had
given him and that had so darmed the Northern Assembly parliamentary mesting.

But it fill set her teeth on edge.
“Want afrank answer?’ she asked.

“Why do people like you aways ask that?’



“All right, the Eqbas ship as aharbinger of doom has ahigh shock value but it's...mideading. Bit too
War of the Worlds.”

“Tell me how.”

“You might aswell have said that it' sall the Eqbas sfault. | think the B-movieline setsthe tone.”
“Youthink | should cut that bit.”

“I don't think anything. It'snot my job. | just told you how it made mefed.”

“Isit scaremongering?’

“Overdl...wdl, if you'reasking if it givesthe viewer atrueflavor of the Egbas M.O. then I’ d haveto say
y@”

“So, given thelevel of sphincter pucker on Earth right now, what with the tension between the
Audrdasan sates and the FEU, would you transmit that piece?’

Oh, so that wasit. Eddie waslosing his nerve again. He saw the direct connection between what he
reported and what happened 150 trillion miles away, and he was scared he' d kick off afull-scaewar
thistime, not just riots.

She sympathized. The truth was noble and lovely, but it had consequences just as much aslies and stony
slence. No, your hushand didn’t suffer. He died instantly. No pain. Wouldn't have known athing about
it. She’ d lied kindly more than once when she was breaking bad newsto families. Aslong asthe truth
didn’t need to come out for an investigation, no harm was done.

“Comeon, Eddie, get agrip.” She hadn’t seen him quite like this before, not just agonizing aoud but
asking advice. “If you haven't worked out your persona limits by now, quit. Y ou either send every
bloody scrap of information you' ve got, or you don’'t. Once you omit bits, you shapeit. You can't fart
around about where the line gets drawn. Evidence. It’ s evidence.”

Eddie, still staring out over F nar into the gathering light-speckled dusk, managed to wag hisindex finger
a nothing in particular with hisglassin the same hand.

“See, Shan, that’ sthe problem,” he said. “I’m paid to define that line. I’ m paid to interpret without
digtorting. To make things clear for the viewer.”

“No chance of that,” she said. “Is showing thisto the public going to make any difference to what
happens when the Egbas show up? No. Will it make humans behave any better? | doubt it. Doesiit
matter when you send it, then? No. Just Sit on it like you' ve done before. Maybe the decision becomes
clear, and maybe it doesn’t. But either way you' re not solely responsible for what' s going to happen
downtheline. If there’ sonething I’ ve learned from wess har, it’ sthat everyonein the chain of
consequences has a chance to stop something happening.”

“That' srich coming from you, Shazza.”
He had to be abit drunk to call her that. “Okay, then, learn from my mistakes.”

“I have real trouble working out whether the wess har arewrong or we are. Ethicaly, | mean. Sometimes
they make so much sense, and then | seethem roll in like the Mongol hordesand | just don’t know
wha’ sright and wrong any longer.”



“Y ou can’'t mix the two philosophies,” said Shan. “It’ sliketrying to work in Imperid and metric. Y ou can
do one or the other and it’ sfine, but try mixing them and everything goes wrong. Take guilt and
respongbility. The wess har logic on who' s guilty makes perfect senseto mewhen I’'minit. Then | step
into the human moral framework and that makes sense too. But | can’t mix the two. It doesn’t work.”

Eddie spped. “Likethe way they fight.”

“What, that they just decide what they’ re going to do without any sense of maneuvering the other sde
into conceding?’

“Yegh.”
“Culturdly psychopathic in human terms.”
“But ordered and predictablein their own.”

“Human psychopaths make perfect sense until they mix with the mgority of humanswho work on
escalating threat warnings and consider other peopl€’ sreactions.” A pool of yelow light spilled onto the
terrace: someone had opened the rear door. “ God knows | met enough of them as a copper.”

“Isthat why you're so good with dliens? That you' re used to dedling with nutters?’

“No, it' s because I'm as fucking mad asthey are.” She sipped the bathtub eau de vie; no, she couldn’t
even guess what it was made from. She concentrated on the placebo effect. Change the subject. “It was
nice of you to fetch the booze, Eddie. Thanks.”

“See? Scientists do come in handy sometimes. If only for making moonshine.”
“Yeah. Just don't tell me what they made it from. I’ ve seen the recycling facilities, remember.”

Eddie didn’t seem soothed. In fact, he seemed more agitated. They’ d lived in one another’ s pockets for
two years, and he was nowhere near as good at poker as he thought—not in front of a seasoned police
officer who aso had awess har olfactory advantage, anyway. He was working up to something bigger.

“I need to ask you aredly hard question now,” he said.
“Harder than asking meif you should drop another bombshell on the people of Earth? Jesus, Eddie...”
“What happened to Lin? | suppose | should ask about Rayat, too, but the twat deserved what he got.”

Oh, shit. Why was he back on that? She hoped he’ d forgotten, or at least moved on. It was a naive
hope. Like her, Eddie needed to close hiscases. “Like Lin didn’t?’

“Shewas astupid cow, | know that. Tactical nukes are fine but cobdt isano-no. Yeah, that sort of puts
her in the twat league too.”

“Areyou asking how she died again? Come on—"

“Yes and I'm asking if shedied.”

Shit. That was straight out of the blue. “ And why do you think she didn’t?’
“Did Ade back out of handing her over?’

“Still not withyou.” Ohyes, | am.



“He overreacted when | mentioned her. | just can’t see him handing her over. Aras, maybe.”
Shan hoped her face was blank. “Leaveit, Eddie. Don't Sart.”
“Don’t piss me about, Shan. |'s she dead?”’

Shan didn’t have the guilt now about lying to him. But shewasn't sureif heredly did know the answer,
and thenif shelied she'd lose dl credibility. She' d never lied to him before; she' d ducked the question as
only acopper could, but an outright lie...no, she hadn’t. As Aras had told her in the early days, before
they redlly knew one another, she wasn't cut out for lies.,

“Ask yoursdf this” Shan sad carefully. “1f you find out, will you want to ded with the answer?’
“She'sdive, isnt she? They didn't do it, did they?”

Shan smply stared back at him. She could do that; she was even better than him at the sillent routine,
waiting to see who would blink first. She'd stared down alot of suspects during interrogations. Some got
so mad about it that they took aswing at her, which was dways amistake that she dedlt with robustly.

“Thisiswhereit getsawkward,” said Eddie.

Oh God, Eddie, just keep drinking and shut up, will you. “Y ou tdl me.”
“She'snotinF nar. Or Mar’an’ cas. I'm pretty surel’d hear about it if shewas.”
“Thisisn't Twenty Questions.”

“So whereisshe?’

“What did | say, Eddie?’

Hisface went oddly blank for asecond, and she knew that look: it was sudden revelation, like he'd put a
few pieces of the puzzle together with asatisfying snap. “ She'son Bezer’' g isv't she? And if she'snot
dead, and there sthe pathogen, then—oh, that’ swhat Hayin meant, isn't it?’

She put down her glass on the balustrade and stood square on to Eddie, alittle too close for his comfort.

And shewas acouple of inchestaler. That dways had asautary effect on men. She was back to being
Superintendent Frankland for amoment, and never far from that persona at the best of times.

“Eddie, you stop right now. Okay?’ She kept her voicelow. “You' remy friend, and I'll never forget
what you did for Araswhen | wasn't around, but if you go down this path then I’ [l have to stop you. And
| stop people hard.”

Eddie didn’t flinch but she saw his pupils dilate and he smelled scared. She didn’t think he was afraid of
her. He was afraid of what he now knew.

“Oh shit,” hesaid. “Oh shit, it' strue, isn't it? Her and Rayat?’

“Arewe clear on this, Eddie? No speculation, no stories, nothing. We' ve just had a chat about
consequences, haven't we? | don’t have to draw you a picture, not after last time.”

“Hey, | know what | did. | regret even asking questions. If | hadn't talked to Kris Hugd, the rumor about
you would never have developed theway it did. And the bezeri would still be here, and Actaeon. That's
alot of desthsfor meto livewith. So I’'m not going to file any more ¢ naatat stories.”



“But you can’t unknow things. They eat away at you. Better not to know in thefirst place.”
“Wadll, right now, | don’'t know anything.”

“That'sagood placeto be. Stay there.”

“Jugt answer this, if 1—"

“No.” Shan kept her voice hushed. “No. Okay?’

Eddie never gave up. She admired that more than he' d ever know. “If | did anything irresponsible, you'd
do alot more than smash my cam, wouldn’'t you?’

“I’ddowhat | had to.”
“You'd put around through me.”
“For Chrissakes, Eddie...”

“Shit, what else could | expect from someone who spaced themsalves to stop Rayat getting the bloody
thing?’

“Look, let’ sforget we had this conversation.” Shan picked up her glass again and reached for the bottle
to top up his. “Y ou know you need to.”

“Jesus, you must be redlly pissed off about it after what you went through. How the hell did it happen?’

Don't remind me. Don't rub it in. “How what happened?’ She knew how to say what in away that shut
people up. Shedidn’t blink. “See, Eddie, if | told you anything then I’ d have to trust you. And | recall
asking you to trust me and wak away from a story about two years ago on Bezer’ g. When you thought
| wasamule for abiotech company. Remember? When you put two and two together and came up with
ax?

“And don’t you think | regret it?” Eddie had a heart and a conscience, and it was now pretty easy to get
aclear shot a both. “How do you think | felt when you killed yourself? After dl I'd sad?’

“I don't want your guilt. | just want you to understand what happens when someonetellsyou that it's
better not to know and it’ s actudly true.”

“Seg” hesad. “You edit al thetime.”

Tooright. If shetold him, she'd have to watch him for the rest of hislife, and even then she' d worry that
he' d passed on the information. Neither of them said it, but they both knew the unsaid subject was
C' nadtat.

Eddiedidn’t look so hard-arsed now. Tired and drawn, he seemed to have aged more than afew years,
high gravity, limited food and—there was no other way to put it—stress that few humans had ever
experienced had dl taken their toll.

“Oh, bdlstoit,” he sighed, and tipped the eau de vie down histhroat in one gulp, screwing his eyes shut
for asecond or two. “I just want to know she' s okay.”

“Truthis, Eddie, | don’'t know. | redlly don’t. Now let’ s change the subject.”

Ade s persond radar never failed. He strode out the open door with atray of lumps on skewers—evem,



probably—and laid them on the barbecue, at once both friendly and making it clear that he was
interrupting. He was anatural sergeant. He sorted things. He looked after her. Except for Aras, nobody
else had ever been that protective towards her, and sheliked it even if shedidn’'t need it.

“ pooper,” said Ade. “ Come on, mate, stop talking shop. Make yoursdlf useful and get everyonea

Eddiejust looked at him, and Ade stared back. Shan prepared to step in: but Eddi€’ s question—and he
definitely had one—dried on hislips. “Okay, Ade,” hesad, voice artificialy calm. She could hear the
effort.

“Mart wantsto play charades when everyone stanked up,” said Ade. “It' saways funnier when you're
pissed.”

Eddie either took the hint or he redlly did want to forget what he thought he knew. Shan watched him
disappear into the house.

“Thanks.” She gave Ade aquick kiss on the cheek. “Very diplomatic.”
“What' s his problem?'Y ou looked bloody furiouswith him.”

“He sworked out that Lin and Rayat aren’t dead, and he’ s not stupid. Process of elimination and a bit of
journo maths, as he cdlsit, and bang—he' sreached the right conclusion.”

“Shit. Ishe going to keep his mouth shut? Maybe | need to relieve him of his cam becauseif he shad a
bit too much of the old firewater, and he decidestofile...”

“Ade, I’ ve picturized him. He knowswhat’ || happen if heletsthat dip out on air.”
“I'll educate himiif you like.”

“No, leaveit. But maybe | ought to crimp hisITX link.” For how long? Y ou can’'t erase hisbrain. You're
going to haveto trust him. Shit, shit, shit. “Anyway, it smy problemand I’ll dedl withit.”

Adelooked asif he was going to say something. He didn’t. But Shan heard it anyway; he thought it was
dl hisfault.

It was. But she was|ooking for reasons not to feel betrayed by him, because sheloved him and hewas a
good, decent man. She' d never alowed herself to look beyond the crime to the crimina before. Shewas
very conscious of how unwess har that feeling was, and this bore no resemblance to the ferocious sense
of salf-sufficient completeness shel d felt after surviving raw, cold space for so long.

| don’t need any bastard. Not Ade, not Aras, nobody.

But it was a better life with people you loved than without them. If that was weakness, she'd haveto
accept it.

Eddie resppeared with atray of beer, flanked by the marines and Aras, who was carrying alarge efte
fiber drum. Shan met Eddi€ s eyes, unblinking, and the silent warning was heeded.

“Youredly did put sometimeinto this, Ade,” said Eddie. “Nicejob, mate. Thanks.” He recovered his
glass and checked its absence of contents. “Cheers. Merry Christmas.”

Aras shook the drum and it rattled invitingly. “A dow process, but thisis sweet potato diced and roasted
to acrigp asyou suggested.”



The marinesturned to the box of crigpswith military focus. Y ou could never overestimate the

mora e-boosting power of familiar food—or its close gpproximation—along way from home. It even
distracted Shan for amoment, but the moment didn’t last. She thought of Lindsay and Rayat again and
what Eddie might let dip.

“Bloody brilliant,” said Becken. He dug into the crisps. “1’m so impressed that I’ [l do the dishes.”

Eddie didn’t raise the subject of Lindsay again that evening. Shan concentrated on behaving asif shewas
having agood time, which she wasn't, because she didn’t know how to. But it mattered to Ade that she
looked asif she was, because he needed anormd family Chrissmasfor thefirst timein hislifeand she
was determined to giveit to him.

Normd.

It wasn't the planet or the alien neighbors or even ¢’ naatat now that were abnormdl. It was being anisan,
amatriarch, and having to find anew reason for being.

What if I’'m hanging on to the policing role here and worrying about Lin and Rayat because | don’t know
how to do anything else? Am | creating crisesto keep mysdlf busy?

They drank the beer and ate far too much. Ade wasright: Barencoin was very funny with afew drinks
ingde him and the charades degenerated into the kind of vulgar mime session that felt just like being back
at the police socid club, al raucous laughter and barracking. Shan wondered how the marines coped
with celibacy, or if she'd missed something and there were relationships within the detachment. She'd
never seen the dightest sign of that. They couldn’t till be taking suppressants. Perhaps they might have
been better off back at Umeh Station after dl; they might have had a better socid life.

Ade got up to take histurn at charades and Aras dipped into the spot he’ d vacated beside Shan on the
sofa

“You'refretting,” he whispered. “Y ou mustn’t worry. Eddie won't betray you and Bezer’ g is beyond the
resch of humans.”

“You'reabloody telepath,” she said.
“Y ou have dways been transparent, and | have far better hearing than you imagine.”

She watched the game, hoping she wouldn’t have to get up and perform. Ade gestured, acting out a
book and tapped three fingers againgt his arm. The detachment watched in silence, utterly focused
despite afull tank of beer.

“The Mahabharat,” said Barencoin, swilling his beer around the bottom of hisglass.
“Smart-arse,” said Ade. “Three syllables. Can't you count, you dinlo?’
“You'vegot alot of mouth for ablokewith aneon dick.”

The detachment roared with laughter, even Ade. Shan felt apang of regret that Ade' s condition put a
permanent barrier between him and his comrades, shefelt she' d robbed him of something precious.
Bondsin uniform could be closer than family. But at least they could till enjoy that brutal humor. She
cringed at the thought of what Barencoin might say about her.

And they didn’'t know Lin and Rayat were ftill dive, either, or that Ade had infected them. She
wondered what Barencoin would make of it.



The beer and the eau de vie were soothing everyone who could be soothed by acohol and for afew
hours, inawarm and dimly lit room, redity was confined to another place. The laughter blurred into a
restful white noise. She found hersalf wedged between Aras and Ade on the sofa, conscious of the
differencein their body temperatures and sinking in adelicious haze of sandalwood-scented wess har
male musk, while Sue Webster demondtrated an extraordinary ability to mime thetitles of pornographic
vids. It made Shan laugh; she was suddenly aware that she didn’t laugh much, even now.

See, you can do this. Y ou can relax.

But she couldn’t take part of her mind off considering what it might take to make a fragmentation device
that operated under water. The Egbas team would have to help her locate Lin, too. This needed

planning.

She was conscious of someone staring at her. She glanced up and Eddie gave her asad smile. He
seemed to beforcing it. Maybe some of histhoughts were where hers were.

“Merry Chrisgmas,” shesad.

“Youtoo, doll,” said Eddie. He raised his glass hafheartedly. “Here sto knowing where to draw the
line”

If he’d know how hard shefound it to find that line sometimes, he' d never have believed her. Shan
savored the extraordinarily reassuring sensation of being settled between her jurg’ ve, certain of their
loydlty if nothing ese. Yeah, that’ s changed. I’ m starting to trust them unconditionaly. Either I'm getting
sane or I’m going soft.

There was a scrabbling outside the door. Chahal 1ooked up. “Let the bloody dog in, someone,” he said,
and they dl laughed.

Qureshi hauled hersdlf to her feet accompanied by barracking and did the catch on the door. Serrimissani
shot into theroom as if she’ d been booted up the backside.

“Hi, doll,” said Eddie. “Comein and play charades.”

“When we have dedlt with the matter in hand, then you can explain what that is.” Serrimissani could chop
Eddieto szewith adit-eyed glare. They seemed to enjoy the double-act of flippancy met by
disapprova. “ Shan Chail, the Eqbas Vorhi attacked a combined isenj air force on the ground. Most
vesselswere destroyed. | think we can regard them as confined to Umeh for the time being.”

“I expected that,” said Shan. “A bit preemptive, but it was going to happen sooner or later. Hasthis
come from Esganikan?’

“Yes. She'sreturning to Bezer' g.”
“So what’ s she doing about the bioweapons?’
“She’ sasked for a meseting with the Northern Assembly cabinet to discussthem.”

“Boy, she' sgetting dl pissy and formd, isn't she?’ Out of the corner of her eye, Shan saw Ade hang his
head for a second and straighten up again. “Okay, thank you.”

Shan didn’'t know how to ask aussiss in for adrink and Serrimissani dipped off without aword. She
closed the door and turned back to aroom of grim-faced marines. Eddie was rubbing his forehead.



Barencoin folded hisarms and elbowed Ade. “Thefirst person to say, ‘It'll al be over by Christmas,
Sarge’ gets my boot up their arse.”

A nice, norma Christmas;, maybe next year, maybe never. This one would have to do for now.
Eqgbas Vorhi ship 886-001-005-6: en route for Bezer' g
Eit was dow off the mark to respond to Esganikan’ srequest for ameeting. But she could wait.

She went to her day cabin just off the bridge and knelt down for afew moments' rest, taking advantage
of thelull to watch the link to Surang set in the bulkheed.

Being able to see her homeworld and snatch views of it from the globa network of imagers gave her a
sense of peace. Surang was basking in asummer day; Jpay wasin darkness, the idands of its natural
harbor picked out in pinpoints of colored light.

Earth did this, too.

She switched to the Earth ITX node and watched the output that Eddi€ s organi zation generated. There
were many channdls, but they seemed irrelevant, and the one he called the Filthy Enemy—hisemployer’s
rival—seemed to be the most absorbing even if it was repetitive. Humans fought wars, their leaders
argued and were disgraced; and their climate punished them with ever fiercer sormsand floods and
droughts, the symptoms of abadly managed planet.

That wasn't news: it was predictable. It wasfairly typicd of the kinds of world the Eqbas visited. The
bulletins were dominated by spectacular images of aferocioustropical storm that was whipping whole
trees out of the ground and sending them tumbling. It should have been aterrible thing: but the landscape
was lush, wet and green. It wasdive.

It was these images juxtaposed with the last few days' fighting that gave Esganikan some comfort. Earth
was everything that Umeh wasn't. It might have been badly damaged, but it looked diverse and full of
potentid.

Earth was perfect for Egbasintervention. The benefitsto al species would be enormous, even if
individua humans, with their belief of their unique worth to auniversethat didn’t even know they existed,
would suffer in the short term.

Culling. They even had aword for it, and thought it humane and beneficid aslong asit happened to other
gpecies and not to their own. She knew that much about them aready.

Hayin had shown her how to find the feed from the cameras that watched the coastline of Audtrdia. She
switched to see alate afternoon and a storm brewing beyond massive flood defenses. She switched to
the output from the capita city, aplace cdled Kamberra, and theimage was a pleasant one of alake
with humans wandering along its margin. They were dressed in brightly colored clothing and it looked as
if it wasavery hot day; the heat haze shimmered visibly.

She quite liked the gppearance of Audtrdia. Even thered arid heartland looked beautiful, clean and wild
inaway that the city of Umeh beneath her was smply not. The Austrdians had started to build their cities
underground, too.

Humans could change. And, unlike Umeh, millions of humans wanted it to happen; knowing that would
get her through the hard times ahead for Umeh.



13

Spacefaring societies have their limitations. Wethink of them asinfinitely powerful, able to solve anything,
magters of their destiny if only they apply enough will. Theisenj are auseful lesson for us. They had
gpaceflight and an unimaginably sophisticated artificia ecology; they were, and il are, superb engineers
and one of the pioneers of ITX. But they took on amuch more advanced civilization, and rode out like
the Polish cavary facing German tanks. Because the wess har had never attacked their world, they
concentrated their military assetsinto easy targets. And they forgot that no amount of engineering can
triumph over the formula of consumption againgt available resources. Intheend, it'seasier to let the
planet doiit.

EDDIE MICHALLAT sCongantine Diaries
Bezer' g: December 26, 2376
The podship was afar smpler vessd than Rayat had imagined.

He eased through the hatch and found himsdlf dipping involuntarily into ahorizonta position asif hewas
settling into the cockpit of an old sports car, legs outstretched. 1t was built for bezeri so there was plenty
of legroom but not much clearance above his head. And he could see through the trand ucent bulkheads
asif hewasinaplagtic bag.

Trangparency began to overwhelm him. In the last two years, it had become thefirgt thing he noticed, and
he saw it everywhere; from the tranducent dyats and bezeri to the wess har use of glassfor building,
from the clear composite dome of Umeh Station to the dmost-invisible but very real barriers both the
wess har and Egbas could deploy, everything here was awindow. He hated it. He felt exposed: heliked
solidity. And he hated the hint of tranducency that had spread from his hands and up hisarms and
threatened to dter the tissue of hiswhole body. It seemed to have stopped. C' naatat had almost
responded to his anxiety.

Hewasn't done. Lindsay’ s flesh had become much more insubstantia in appearance than his—and she
had devel oped lights.

She no longer looked human. He could see her moving outside the vessel and for amoment he wasn't
aureif hewaslooking at abezeri or not because the outline was hazy and only the strong
bioluminescencewasvishble.

“How can they manufacture thingslike this?” asked Lindsay. She thrust her head through the hatch. She
could ill manipulate sound well enough to peak. “ This hasto be something they breed.”

“That isn't what | need to hear right now.”

She was il bipeda, four-limbed, and far from a cephaopod, but it was as if somebody had taken a
lump of gel and made ahuman shape out of it in an art class. He could see the liquid pulsing outlines of
magjor organs, like staring into the sheer depths of ajelyfish. The change had been shockingly rapid. He
wondered how the marines would have reacted if they could see her now.

It didn’t matter. He' d reached atruce with her, and atolerable but cold relationship with the bezeri.
What el se you could expect from the people you aimost wiped out, he couldn’t imagine. It
was...tolerable, no more.

Rayat lay back and considered the deckhead above him. The hatch was to protect the occupant rather
than to keep the water out, and he found something strangely disorienting about a submarine that was
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designed to fill with water. He raised his hand and the controls—just two gently domed areas the Size of
amelon on each sde of him—shimmered into life. He still wasn't sureif thiswasjust organic technology
or something alive in some way. He made an effort to put the thought out of his head; there were too
many digestive connotations and for amoment he had a brief flare of panic that made him want to svim
for the surface and find air. That was becoming much less frequent now.

Rayat composed himsdlf, concentrating on what kept him human; memories, articulated speech, afuture
back on dry land one day. | haven't turned into asquid. | can turn back into aman. | can become
anything | need to beto do thejob. And hisjob wasto get home with his prize intact and exclusive.

Sab drifted dongside like aghog, hislights visible through the ship’s membranes.

“How do you do it?’ Rayat caled, mirroring hiswordswith light sgnals. He had to keep talking to stay in
touch with his humanity. It struck him that using light and sound smultaneoudy had given him akind of
overtonejust like the wess har, abeit one that was partly inaudible. “How do you make these?’

We grow them, Saib said. They are seed casesthat propel themselves great distances when exposed to
light. They respond to our lights because we have bred them sdlectively over the years. We have bred
their propulsion jets to more powerful and their size to be greater, too.

Lindsay turned to him and lights pulsed through her in response. Very clever. Arethey actualy dive?
They no longer live. Theresponseto light isamechanica reaction.

Saib did into the hatch. Like an octopus, he seemed able to squeeze through any gap that could
accommodeate his rigid mouth-parts. He flowed into the vessdl.

“May we go to Congtantine now?’ Rayat asked.
Y ou wish to see Leenz' sdead child’ smemorid.

“Yes, | would. And | want to see what' s become of the colony and the camp, and if there’ s anything | eft
to salvage.” Wdll, that much wastrue; hejust didn’t mention aspace-worthy vessd. “Isthere anything
you want usto do on the way? We could make contact with the Egbas mission and seeif they’ ve located
any more survivors.”

Saib had been unwilling to let them venture further north than Ouzhari. Rayat made a point of coming
back earlier than agreed and bringing food with him; he wanted Saib and the othersto trust him. They
amogt did. But whatever they felt about Lindsay, they believed her sincerity. She' d thrown hersdlf into
helping them with davelike devotion. She’' d make sure he didn’t try to escape.

He d haveto play this carefully. A recce, no more. He couldn’t show hishand in front of Lindsay, either.
She was determined that he' d stay here and serve his sentence.

They' refinished, he thought. If | redlly believed | could do something to help them survive, I'd doit.

Saib withdrew from the cockpit like a cork being pulled from abottle. Return in three cycles. Bring back
whatever you seefit, but news of survivorswill be preferred. Now practice.

Lindsay dipped besde him, amost becoming one gelatinous cregture with the pod. “1 can do this,” she
sad.

“Y ou were apilot once, weren't you?’



Not that it gives me any advantage flying this, she sgnaded. But I'm used to orienting mysdif.
“Can we gtick to audio?’
Tiny bubbleslike astream of champagne issued from her nose. “ Sorry.”

She placed her palm against one of the light receptors and the pod lurched afew meters. Saib billowed
likeasail, caught by the rear jet, and shimmered with an irritated display of amber and lemon light. Then
Lindsay seemed to get the hang of it and the pod lifted and skimmed low acrossthe silt. In afew minutes
they were out in open water and threading through the rocks to the north.

“You redly want to fit in with them,” said Rayat.
“I think 1 owe them something, yes.”
“Apart from thefirst few days, they didn’t need usat dl, did they?’

“I think they wanted prisoners and then they weren't entirely sure what to do with us. We'reall so certain
we know what we'll do when we get hold of our enemies, but it’s not aways so smple. Even for bezexi.”

“They’re not geared up for punishment. Execution, maybe.”
“What' s hgppening to us must seem like punishment to them.”
“Seemslikeit to me, too.”

“Thet' stheidea.”

“Areyou rdigious?’

“Why do you ask?’ said Lindsay.

“Mortification of the soul.”

“I’m not into that. I’ ve prayed. Anyone who' s been under fire managesto find aprayer just in case
someon€e sligening. Even athelsts”

“Just wondering.” Rayat didn’t enjoy traveling in aprone position. He d never been agood passenger; he
alwayswanted to steer. “1 know Deborah Garrod gave you some spiritua support.”

“How about you?’

“Only when my granddad was looking. No virginswaiting for mein paradise. | could never work out the
demographics of that.”

“What a cute kid you must have been.”

“| dwaysfound comfort in redlity. Not teddy bears.”
“Isthat what made you such a bastard?’

“Yes. That and the fact that someone hasto do it.”

They teetered on the edge of humor. It seemed easier for her to cloak it in abuse; she was that kind of
woman. She never wanted to climb down from her outrage, asif she enjoyed the exercise of free anger
so much that she was afraid she’ d never be alowed to do it again. She was an inverted image of



Frankland, who seemed scared thet if shelet her rageloose she' d never regain control of it. Lindsay
wanted desperately to be like that bitch, whether she admitted it or not. It told Rayat alot about
Lindsay’ srelationship with her mother.

Conversation died. Rayat wished for acrysta clear window so he could stare at the astonishing array of
lifethat he knew had to be out there somewhere. It was dl tantalizing smears of color and movement.
Either life here was more resistant to cobalt than he' d thought, or the spread of the fallout had been
limited—or the Egbas were cleaning up the area at arate close to miraculous.

Don't use that word. Stick with the science. Learn.

“Where are we now?’ Lindsay asked.

“| was under the impression that you were the nava officer.”

“You've got the charts. I’ ve till got acompass, for what it’ sworth. Let’ stry working together.”

“All stop, then.” Rayat peered at the sand within the azin shell, then eased the soft hatch open and did out
to get his bearings, comparing the landscape to the sand images. “ The seabed ooks about right.”

“We' re dtill heading north.”
“Y ou could surface”

“Won't help. | don’t remember the landmarks from last time. And my watch shattered, so we can’'t do
the old submariner’ strick and time between festures, and | don’t know what speed thisthing is making

anyway.”

It was easy to forget that Lindsay Neville was actuadly Commander Neville—fired or not—and that
she' d had to satisfy the FEU navy of her seamanship skills before being trusted with warships. Eventually
the seaiin front of them grew darker and acliff loomed and filled their field of view.

Thiswaswhy the bezeri called idands Mountainsto the Dry Above. From this perspective, it was exactly
what they were.

“I think thisisit,” said Lindsay. Shetook the podship into aclimb, holding paralld with the dope, and it
porpoised on the surface, faling back to float with just afraction of its bulk above water. Rayat could see
the fierce sunlight. He redlized how much his perception had changed in amatter of amonth. Yes, hewas
sure it was about a month now.

“Okay,” shesad.
“What?’
“I’m going to beach this. | hopel get it right, or it’sabloody long swim back.”

Neither of them said they were worried about breathing air again. Neither of them mentioned David's
grave, ether.

“Get onwithit, then,” said Rayat.

Lindsay dropped her shoulders asif limbering up for something and then her lightsflared. The pod
responded and shot forward like a speedboat, silent except for the weird hammering of the jets' bubbles
under the hull.



“Good God, woman—"
“Shut up.”

“ Steady on—"

The darkness ahead—a blurred dice of black and gray and amber—expanded rapidly and suddenly the
impact beneath him lifted him bodily and dammed him against the deckhead like hewaslanding on a
trampoline facedown. His teeth smashed together and he tasted blood. He was totally disoriented.

Youcan'tdie.

You'll hed.

Shut up.

He didn’t know what podships used for brakes. He found out.
Friction.

“Oh God...” Lindsay groaned.

But the podship was stationary even if the water insde was il attempting to move forward, making the
bulkheads bulge and pulse as it dopped back and forth.

Water. Bloody good impact bag.

Hewaited until dl movement around him died down. They were till in abulb full of weter.
“Who'sfird?’ hesaid.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Okay, me.” Rayat put his hands against the soft catches—little interlocking projections—that held the
hatch closed. “ Y ou redlize that once we readapt to air, we have to drown al over again, don’'t you?’

“Oh, for God'ssake, just doit,” she snapped.

He counted to three and pushed. The hatch opened with afaint ripping sound like a zipper and water
spilled out, but his head was sill submerged. There was nothing to do now but to just Sit up and put his
head above the water.

And bregthe.
It was agony.

Rayat drowned in oxygen and nitrogen and carbon dioxide and traces of other gases. Bezer'g’s
atmosphere had once been inhospitably short of oxygen by Earth standards, but now there was far too
much and he couldn’t get it into hislungs. He could hear his gills dapping asthey opened and closed in
frantic attemptsto glean oxygen from thedry air.

He drew along agonized scream of bresth and his chest felt asif it was exploding. Ribs cresked: lungs
blossomed. Hefdt every single cdll changing and tearing loose.

Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God.



Hefdl out of the pod and his face hit pebbles, cold wet pebbles. Water poured out of his mouth and he
coughed and choked. And he was suddenly heavy. He could hardly move.

And then heat seared through him.

Y ou think thisis bad? Think what space waslike for Frankland. Body fluids boiling. Lungs rupturing.
Desiccation and cryogenic freezing, al at once, fully conscious.

He hated thinking of her but it wasinevitable. For adl he knew, her memories were surfacing in hisbrain
and thiswasn't what was happening to him at dl, just her nightmare intruding for afew moments.

Lindsay might well have been scrambling clear of the podship too. He didn't know and he didn’t care,
because hewas...afish.

Rayat swore—yes, he sworeto God, to Allah, that when he got back to Earth he would never take up
angling because now he knew what it wasto be afish plucked out of water and left to drown helplessly
inar.

People who wouldn'’t dream of drowning apuppy in abarrd of water think nothing of killing afish the
same dow way.

Wasthat his own thought? It could have been Shan's. Or Aras's, cometo that. Rayat never had those
kinds of thoughts before. He lay on his back, staring up at the blue sky and scudding white clouds, heavy
and wet and gasping, and he was aman again, amammd that breathed air.

C'naatat was terrifying, magnificent, beyond hisimagination. His mind raced with possibilitiesfor it. And
as soon as he conceived them, the dread chilled his ssomach.

No, this couldn’t ever be trusted. He was more certain than ever that he would do whatever it took to
keep thisout of the wrong hands. It was more than hismission. It was his duty.

“That was...worse...than I’d imagined,” said avoice he barely recognized.

Lindsay Neville was sanding over him. She sounded very different in air. Shewas aghost: the sunlight
penetrated her like a stained-glass window |eft to grow filthy in aneglected church, her photophores and
reflectors providing brilliant splashes of color.

“If wefindamirror,” hesaid, “try not to look.”
F nar, Wess g

The steady influx of ussiss evacuated from Umeh had madelittle difference to F nar. Shan was surprised
how effortlessy they blended into both the city and the landscape. Where did you hide hundreds of
stroppy chest-high meerkats?

They mdted into the little settlements hdf-buried in the plain. Some stayed in F nar: afew went to
Bezer’' g with the Egbas.

Shan walked aong the terraces to Nevyan' s home, twisting Ade sring on her finger and savoring the
dow surprise of managing to fed comfortable with two males. Neither Eddie nor the marines had said a
word about it. But she knew damn well that there had to be some prurient interest and comments she
never wanted to hesr.

It didn’'t fed weird or kinky or even thrilling. It was norma. She wasn't sure whether that was because



Araswasn't human, and so didn’t count as an extra, forbidden man in the part of her brain that told her
monogamy was right and anything else was wrong, or because she wasn't human any longer.

Either way, she was comfortable and so was Ade. Aras—she had never doubted that Araswould settle
into amarriage like that because he' d wanted a housebrother so badly. No, Aras was happy. He urrred
alot, that oddly appedling little variation on the paterna purring that wess har males did when they were
pleased with life, like ahuman humming tunelessly. Marriage: Jesus, that was the weird bit. Humans
needed events and markersin their life events. Ade needed to put that ring on her hand and she' d needed
to wear it, and that caught her by surprise.

Shefdt guilty about that. She felt weak because she enjoyed thinking of hersaf as someone swife, and
wondered if she’d ever admit that even to Ade. They were happy now, as happy as three fucked-up,
exiled, badly damaged people ever could be. She' d make sureit stayed that way. It was part of her
sl f-imposed thergpy to steer her away from tackling anything—world-saving, crime-busting, avenging,
the bigger the risk the better—rather than face the fact that she was a piss-poor excuse for ahuman
being most days.

She rapped on Nevyan' s door with her knuckles, counted to ten and pushed it open.
“I’'mglad you came,” said Nevyan.

Giyadas st at the table beside her, every inch the work-shadowing student matriarch, mane bobbing as
she cocked her head. Shan wondered if she'd ever get to know the three sonsin Nevyan's adopted
family: they dways seemed to be out working or learning in the communa schoolroom beneeth the city.

Nevyan smdlled agitated. Shan swung her leg over the bench and sat astrideit, facing her. “What can |
do for you, Nev?’

“The Eqbas are handing over bioagentsto the Northern Assembly.”

“I heard they were going to discussit.” Shan was aware of Giyadas staring intently at her, so she
suppressed her scent dowly and tapered it off to nothing. “1 seem to recall we did that too. DNA donor
number one here.” Jesus, if you couldn’t trust Eqbas to know what they were doing with biohazards,
there was no hope for anybody. Then her next careless comment simply hijacked her and she marveled
that she could say it and mean it. “What' s the problem with that?”

Wheat' s the problem with biological weapons? Did | say that? Well, dead’ s dead. Don't be so bloody
prissy.

“I hope they’ ve made sure they can’t reverse-engineer it.”

“Do you want to talk about regret, Nev? If so, I'll join you.” Shan held up her handsto indicate she
wasn't up for afight. Without ascent cue, it was probably hard for Nevyan to tell from her voice these
days. “I don’t know how | got from EnHaz to being Biobomb Woman. | told mysdlf you were the good
guysand that | could trust you to use science responsibly.”

“Asl| trusted the Eqbas.”
“Havethey actudly betrayed your trust yet?’

“No. No, they’ vejust done thingsthat | would never do mysdlf, and | have no rational argument beyond
thefact that | think they’ ve gonetoo far with theisen].”

“Once you start messing with this Suff it’ sredlly hard to work out where the line lies between far enough



and too far.”

“I can seethat line,” said Giyadas. “One requiresthe isenj to do something wrong for them to be killed.
The other doesn't.”

Shan paused for amoment. It was sobering to argue mora relativism with achild, especidly onewho
actualy understood it better than most human adults.

She hoped she wasn't going to find hersalf outgunned at the end of the debate, because the core of her
self-respect was that everyone else was lessintellectualy able than she was. Thick bastards, most
people. She'd found it hard at first in F nar because—unlike on Earth—she was't feared, and she
wasn't stronger, and she wasn't more ruthless, and she wasn't smarter: she was pretty average by
wess har stlandards, except for her aggression and capacity for taking massive risks.

Well, that’ stoo bad. If thekid's smarter than you, you learn something. Dedl withiit.
“Okay,” sad Shan. “Thewess har view isthat theisenj have no right to be on Bezer'g.”

“Yes.” Giyadas had cocked her head to theright, fascinated. Her pupils werefully dilated. “They're
despoilers. Polluters.”

“But they were there before you. They’ d had a colony there for sometime.”

“But they killed bezeri by their irresponsible increase in numbers and their pollution and the bezeri asked
for our intervention.”

“So Aras and the army wiped them out and restored the planet. So how isthat different to the Egbas
responding to the isenj request for help?’

“We were not asked to intervene by those suffering.”

“I think Esganikan asked me onceif | waited for amurderer to ask for justice for hisvictim before |
would arrest him. What if the victim can’t ask you?’

Giyadas consdered the statement carefully. Shan had a sudden, powerful sense of being as fascinated by
the kid asthe kid seemed to be with her. She was watching the devel opment of amind of astonishing
capacity; what Giyadas would be like as an adult was frightening. The sheer eation of fencing with her
verbaly and of being closeto defeat didn’'t demordlize her, as she' d expected, but made her want to
encourage the child, nurture that mind, look after her...

Oh, fuck.

Shan didn’'t have amaterna bonein her body. But she suspected thiswas an indgght into what parents
fdt. It was massvely seductive.

Nevyan watched, scent neutral. Giyadas appeared to finish ruminating. “ It happened before we arrived
here. How far back do we look to decide if aspeciesisin need of balancing?’

“Wrong' swrong. Why does time make a difference?’
“Nobody asked usto intervene there.”

“Okay, Targassat taught that Egbas V orhi was wrong to forceits view of abalanced environment on
other worlds, and that your ancestors couldn’t take it on themsalvesto police the galaxy.” Shan thought it
was interesting that the nearest wess har had to areligion was the thoughts of an economist. Targassat



had been an analyst of resources on Egbas VVorhi 10,000 years ago. “But she dlso said that if you have a
choice, you have to makeit, and those with most choice have most responsibility.”

“Responshility for restraint. Just because the Egbas can make aworld do what they want, it doesn’t
mean they have to. Because how do we know that the people on that world want what we think they
want, or what we think is best?

“What about creatures who can't ask? Nonhuman animals on Earth? The gene bank. Wess har and
Eqbas agree on that.”

“No people...no anima wantsto die or be used or to suffer pain.” Giyadas struggled with the word:
wess har had no concept of adivision between species like humans did, and no word for animals except
people. 1t seems obvious that we should help them.”

“Okay, but what about plants? Plants on Earth try hard to avoid being eaten. They defend themselves
with poisons and spines, so they probably don’t want to be eaten. But we al eat plants here. Where's
theline now?’

Giyadas chewed that over visibly. “We haveto edt to live. We don’'t have to et other people.”
“Some animals have to egt others”

“Gethes don’t. We don't. We make the choice because we have one.”

“S0, thelineis necessity?”

“Theline” said Giyadas, “is hecessary.” Shan thought for amoment that the child had just sumbled over
an unfamiliar word and then redlized where she was heading. Shefet asif someone had poured ice down
her neck. “Because if we don’'t place aline somewhere, then anything is acceptable. There' san excuse
for any excess. We draw aline so that we' |l aways be able to see there should be one.”

Shan sat back and amost forgot she wasn't in achair. Without even thinking, she applauded. Giyadas
and Nevyan stared at her clapping hands.

“Amazing,” she said. The child had put Shan’smora gyro back in balance. Giyadas had reminded her
what she’' d dways lived by. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

Shan had never actuadly liked a child before. The kids she' d known always needed a good kicking to
point out the error of their ways. They werelittle evil versons of adultswho got away with murder
because somewhining liar of alawyer said that kids needed to be given a chance to change. But they
would never change, and she knew it.

And now she was sitting with akid who she actually felt affection for, affection that—whether she wanted
to faceit or not—was materna in itsintensty.

Giyadas was gtill staring at her, head so far on one side that it looked comical. Nevyan seemed lesstaken
with the diverson and fixed Shan with her hard citrine Stare.

“Do you fed Esganikan has the Stuation under control ?’
Shan dhrugged. “ She' sgiven theisenj agood hammering.”

“I knew little of the World Before when | asked for their aid, and | admit that | was expecting—qgreeater
power.”



“Wdll, one ship blatting a continent is pretty good going. It got my attention for agtart.”

“Have you asked her how many resources Egbas Vorhi is committing to the Earth adjustment mission?
How many vessds?’

“Not redly.” Now that’ sabloody oversight: how did I missthat one?“If she said ten ships, how would |
know if that’ senough? 1 don’t know thefirst thing about their cgpability, other than it' s overwhelmingly
impressive and it looks like magic to humans.”

“| fed the Umeh readjustment is needlesdy destructive because she has insufficient resources to do the
job properly, by degrees.”

Nevyan often surprised Shan as much as Giyadas did. She was a strategist, of course; wess har females
were. They were the planners, the ones who saw the big picture. Nevyan had learned alot being at
Mestin'ssdein the Bezer' g garrison.

“Wall, she said asmuch.” Shan wondered if she was defending Esganikan because there was no caseto
answer or because she was afraid Nevyan might be right. Shan wanted the Eqgbas to be omni potent too.
“Therewas no way she was going to mount aground offensve. Don't forget she was diverted from
another mission, like Shapakti’steam. They weren't equipped or tasked for this. And they’ ve met
resistance, so they fight back. What else do you expect?’

Giyadas was watching intently. Shan was careful not to set abad example: the kid learned like blotting
paper.

Nevyan rocked her head from side to side in mild annoyance. “Thisismy point. If the Eqbas don't
commit enough ships, then the same thing might happen to Earth.”

“It'snot like Umeh. It'sbiologicaly diverse. They know that. Esganikan said s0.”

“But if they miscalculate, the consequences will be enormous. Even with bioweapons, the destruction that
might cause could make matters worse for Earth, not better. If you can’t subdue humans, and you wipe
them out in aconflict, what happensto al the processes that must be maintained to remain safe, like your
power stations? Why did you want a duplicate of the gene bank held in reserveif that thought hadn’t
occurred to you?’

Ah. Good point. “Because I’ m a copper, and | don't trust any bastard.”

“Umeh has not gone as planned. While | fed no pity for isenj, | do fear for Earth if the World Before
findsitsalf under-resourced. They do not retreat.”

Shan fdt the ice effect again. She' d become used to seeing the Egbas asinvincible. But there was no
such thing. Shan began to see Targassat’ sfears, at least from an economist’s point of view. It wasa
massive commitment to occupy aworld twenty-five light-years away from backup.

“Y ou have good relations with her,” said Nevyan. “| think you should ask to discussthis before we dlow
Esganikan to take the gene bank, even if thereisaduplicate now.”

“Okay. We Il go and see her, then. On Bezer'g. I'll cdl her.”

A good reason to go to Bezer’ g. Shan thought the timing was perfect. Her satisfaction made her fed
guilty, because her private war with Rayat and Neville was becoming obsessve. Shewasjust like
Esganikan: charging in, and imposing her view of what was best.



Y eah, and | know my own kind, and what’ Il happen if thisbloody thing ever getsloose, andit’ll only take
onelittledip, onesmdl chance...

“Targassat' s objection to policing other worlds was partly based on the difficulty of exit strategies without
the total annihilation of the dominant species,” said Giyadas, aminiature professor. Shan was speechless.
Did wess har kids ever mess up the place with finger paints?“While they remain, they hate. It requires
extermination or constant management.”

It was sobering to hear a child define your own planet’ s geopolitical history without even knowing it.

But Shan was utterly smitten. No wonder Eddie doted on the kid. Now that the shock of identifying a
materna urge had begun to subside, she saw it as a pleasant but dightly sad thing; but she' d never
wanted kids anyway. Giyadas was aone-off, an dien novelty. It didn’t mean she was getting broody at
all. Shit, shewasway too old for that kind of crap anyway. If she had ahormonal reaction, it wasasa
grandmother, and everyone knew grandmothers loved kids because they didn’t have to look after the
little bastards.

Grandmother. That’s a cheering thought. Thank God Ade doesn't seethat in me.
“How about taking Vijiss with us?’ said Shan. “1 haven't seen himin days. How ishe?’

“He staysin my mother’ s home. He' svery distressed, especialy now that other ussiss have cometo
F nar. Hefed s very excluded.”

“All the more reason to get him to come with us.” Poor little sod: she should have been spending more
time with him. She’ d promised to be there but events had overtaken her. “ It takes some getting used to,
C'naatat.” It wastimeto tell Nevyan in case the same solution had crossed her mind. “For what it's

“Hecan dothis?

It was dl coming out now. What the hdll. “He removed it from some of my cells, but it didn’t work for
Ares”

Nevyan didn’t freeze but her flaring pupils betrayed her intense curiosity. “Y ou consdered reverting
back?’

“Shapakti tried it out of curiosity. Once he said he could do it, | had to think about Aras's chanceto bea
father.” Shan paused, remembering, and wondered why she had ever been angry with Aras or Ade when
they were everything to her. “An antidote to ¢’ naatat would have changed the course of eventsin this
sysemtoo.”

“You put Arasfird. | waswrong to think Esganikan had changed you, wasn't 177

“Hey, we don’t know the remova works on alive subject and I'm buggered if I'm volunteering.”
“But you would have let him go if it had been possible, even to another isan.”

“Yesh”

“That would be distressing for you.”

“Yeah.” Shan was squirming now. Even with Nevyan, who'd seen her at her best and her very worg, the
whole love thing embarrassed her to the point of pain. “But if he wanted kids, he could have gone with



my blessing.”

She wanted the floor to swallow her. It was everything she was used to suppressing. Nevyan drew
Giyadas to he—an adopted child, Shan reminded hersalf—and exuded the powdery vanilla-like musk of
matriarchal contentmen.

“Y ou set my isanket agood example, my friend,” said Nevyan. “Asyou dso set me.”

Things were getting back to normal, one by one. Mending fences with afriend was anew experience for
Shan, and being ableto tick one criss off her list gave her fresh resolve for the rest of her tasks. She
contemplated the meeting with Esganikan with renewed confidence.

14

It'svery odd to have dreams of fire and burning buildings when you wake up and find yoursdf in fifty
meters of water. They’ re someone es€ s memories.

So far we' ve lost ten more bezeri. They were old and frail, and | can't help thinking they lost dll
hope, as unscientific asthat is. There are only forty-four left now.

MOHAN RAYAT,
from personal records etched on an azin shell tablet

Bezer'g

Rayat found he could walk faster than Lindsay. Once they’ d oriented themselves he set off dong the
beach with her trailing alittle behind him, a glassfigure of awoman with asolid belt around her waist. If
he looked at her a certain way, the belt appeared to be making its own way to Congtantine.

Now that they were back on land she seemed to represent al hisfears: he didn’t want to end up like that,
disgppearing from humanity.

“Why are you going thisway?’ Half squid or not, she could till manage to gripe like her old sdf. “If we
go up that cliff, we re due south of Congtantine. That' swherethe graveis.”

“I want to avoid running into the Eqgbas patrols.”
“Do you think they know about us?’

“Does Shan?’ Oh, that'd stick in her craw. It d choke her. Sometimes hate was a better driver in
adversity than the prospect of happiness. Look on the really black side: there' s dways someone more
pissed off than yoursdlf. “We know Ade and Aras know, so to speak. Araswill tell the Egbasif he's
the...man | think heis. He'd warn them to steer clear. He wouldn't want anyone €l se contaminated.”

“Y es, but the Eqbas are capable of shelling us. Fragmentation, | think Shan said.”
“Afraid to die?Y ou got used to immortdity pretty damn fast.”

“Work to do,” said Lindsay.

Metoo, he thought.

The beach route took them to the west of the Congtantine Site. It wasn't abig idand, perhapslessthan
four hundred square kilometers: if you made an effort, you could walk around the coastlinein aday, and
definitely in two. He' d hung on to his shoesfor this. The excuse that underwater rocks were too sharp for
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him to walk on seemed to adequately explain to both Saib and Lindsay hisinsistence on keeping them.

It waswhy he' d kept his clothing, too, and it was holding up to immersion pretty well. But it was also the
last remnant of privacy he had other than histhoughts, and even those were contaminated by the
memories of others.

By the time they ventured from the shore to the interior, scrambling over dunes of brown sand interrupted
by tussocks of blue-gray grass, the sun was overhead. Lindsay consulted her compass. She'd hung a
collection of toolson her belt, including arock hammer: her primitive compass was proving its worth too.
Simple kit sometimes had its advantages over sophisticated technology.

“Thisway,” she said. “Congtantine' s about an hour’ swak. Find the Site, then turn south and we' Il reach
the gravein about another haf hour.”

The grave. She seemed to be detaching from everything, talking like an officer and not a bereaved
mother. Rayat understood.

“| want to stop off at the colony ste,” he said.
“Souvenirs?’

“If there’ sanything useful |eft there that we can haul back, yes. A bag might be useful. Did you bring a
bag?’

Lindsay fumbled in her belt. It had alittle tack-zipped pouch. She drew out abal of gossamer and shook
it like wet laundry so that it sngpped out into a string bag of glassy filaments.

“Don't tell me how to go shopping,” she said. “Pili makesthese.”
“Could have given me one when we were collecting the bloody maps, couldn’t you?’
“Only discovered them a couple of daysago.”

He hoped shewasn't lying. Thelast thing he needed was to sustain an exhausting and counterproductive
feud a atimelikethis.

He d thought it was a hot summer day, but it was his ¢’ naatat burning extra caoriesto feed its adaptation
activity. Thelandscape told him it was early spring; he could see short trees like cycads with newly
unfurling orange leavesthat said autumn fruit to hisbrain and reminded him just how disorienting an dien
world could be. A transparent sheet of—

Blue plagtic. Blue. He knew what it was. it was an alyat, another of the carnivorous sheets of membrane
that roamed the planet, aflying onethistime, but it had dways|ooked colorlessto him before. Now he

saw it as blue, vivid peacock blue and dappled with faint patterns. His eyes had changed. Somehow that
dartled him, even though it paled to insignificance alongside the vast changes ¢’ naatat was making to him

every day.
“Thetrouble with buried cities,” said Lindsay, taking no notice of the ayat, “isthat you can't find them.”

They’ d dways been able to see evidence of Congtantineif they looked hard enough. Small domes of
glass—barely visble, lessthan ameter tall—dotted the landscape like blisters and channeled light into the
subterranean colony. But the nanites seemed to have done their work in amatter of months. There was
nathing.



“Right spot?’
“ think 0.”

For the next hour they scuffed around the short violet-gray grass that had overgrown the land since the
biobarrier was shut down. Eventudly, Rayat nearly fdll into agaping hole big enough to swalow atruck;
the entrance to the colony. He couldn’t believe it had been so hard to spot.

“Herewe go,” hesad.

The last time either of them had been here was when they captured Shan, or at least when the marines
had. It seemed avery long time ago: but it was just months. The tunnels could have collapsed by now.
The nanites the wess har had introduced to break down al traces of human settlement and artifact had
been devouring the braces and props even while they were down there hunting Shan. He needed to
search the warren. He needed to find the mothballed ships, Christopher and its remaining shuttle: one
shuttle had been airworthy just months ago, because they’ d used it to escape to Umeh. The nanites might
not have reached them, or they might have found them too big amedl to digest. There was achance. His
job wasto exploit every last opportunity.

“I’m going down there,” he said. *'Y ou go ahead and find the grave. Meet me back here. Can you find
thisagan?’

Lindsay was checking her compass and |ooking around the landscape. He read her body movements
because he couldn’t quite see her eyes. “ Getting my bearings” shesaid. “Yes, | can. But I'll wait dl the
same, thanks. | don’t think we should separate.”

Smart-arse. She thought she was being canny; she thought he would sneak off and take the podship, or
approach the Eqbas, or whatever. It was areflex action of mistrust. If she' d thought it through, she'd
have redlized that there was nowhere he could go and no way she could be stranded on theidand.

But if she' d thought about it enough, she' d have remembered the spacecraft.

“I'll try not to taketoo long,” he said, and started down the overgrown ramp. “I’ll bring back anything |
cancary.”

“Tools,” shesaid. “Tools and waterproof textiles.”
Being asquid clarified your priorities.

The underground colony had once been bathed in light and it had been easy to forget that it was
excavated into the rock unless you looked up to the top of St. Francis spire—a church, a Norman-style
church here of dl places—and saw not sky but avaulted celling. Rayat’ s eyes compensated for the
darkness by feeding him images of dengty differentias and surfaces mapped by sound and magnetic
sgnature. There was no color, but there was astonishing detail.

The cavernsand gdlerieswerelargely intact. All structuresthat hadn’t been cut from the stone had
vanished, and there were piles of fallen masonry here and there where something had been robbed of its
supports by the nanites. The carvings, arches and round windows were untouched. And there wasthe
church of St. Francis: no doors, no glass bells, no gilding on the notice board on the front. It looked for
al theworld like a building that had been carefully bombed into ruin and then scrubbed clean of scorch
marks.

GOVERNMENT WORK IS GOD’ SWORK.



Theinscription was il crigp and visible on the stconework. They said it was part of the origind
tympanum constructed by the advance mission of automated bots long before the colonists arrived to
take up residence. It had been built on Ouzhari: Aras had moved it here and this was where the colonists
had come.

Whose god? Whaose government? It had been an arrogant colonia claim of the British Rg five hundred
years ago, but governments had never stopped citing God astheir authority, including those who' d once
been the colonized. Humans never learned. Shan wasright, the bitch.

Rayat didn’'t go inside the church. He checked occasionally in houses and storerooms as he went, finding
nothing, but thiswas asideshow. He was after transport. He lost track of time, partly because he had no
urgeto urinate; ¢ naatat seemed to want to retain as much of hisbody fluids asit could while hewason
land. Hefollowed the route he remembered from last time. There was a shuttle down here.

Eventudly he reached a series of chambers whose cellings were progressively higher, and then he
stepped through into brilliant light that confused his adapted eyes for a second. He looked up; therewas
no celling and hewaslooking at sky again, seeing in the visua spectrum. The weather covering had gone.
But thiswas a hangar.

Y es, thiswasit. Thiswaswhere he' d come. Thiswas where Ade Bennett had found the shuttle last time.
He carried on to the next connecting doorway.

The roof was blown back when we lifted. Thefact that it's not there now doesn’t mean the nanites got it.
We realong way from the hub of the colony. They might not have penetrated thisfar.

He stepped through and the light ahead seemed much lessintense. Intact hangar roof. Oh God, yes,
pleaselet it bethere...

Rayat found himsdf staring at the dust-caked but distinctive gunmeta gray hull of spacecraft more than
two hundred years old. No, there were two of them: beyond this one, he could see amuch smdler

shape, ashuttle. Thiswas Christopher, the origina colony ship, and it was enormous—Dbigger than three
through-deck carriers. How the hell did they excavate a structure to house this? The wess har were more
beneficent than Rayat had imagined.

He had no idea how to gain access. He didn’t even know how to start the drives. He' d bloody well
worry about that when he needed to. Right now, he needed to get in.

He sprinted down the port side of the vessels, scanning frantically for aramp access. They were set too
high; he couldn’t find agantry or even aladder. Helooped around the stern of Christopher to check the
starboard side.

But he needn’t have worried about access.
The entire side of the ship had dissolved.

Not ripped, not blown apart, not even rusted: the whole starboard hull was just not there. He was staring
into avast shell—no transverse bulkheads, no decks—that faded into gloom. It was atunnel, not escape.
It was the carcass of awhae picked clean by scavengers.

He heard himself gulp air and sob once.

That wasdl he dlowed himsdf. Hewasn't giving up now. He stepped over adune of gray dust and ran
the length of the ship looking for something, anything he could make use of: if he couldn’t fly out of here,
he could find some commskit and get amessage out, link into the ITX somehow, cal base and tell them



what had happened.
And what are they going to do about it, then? Send a cab?

Y es, they could. Extraction might be decades away, even centuries, but he could wait that out now. The
nanites couldn’t have eaten the lot. They’ d | eft the port side, hadn’t they? There was achance.

His eyes gave up searching as he went deeper into the hull, and he dipped back into echolocation and
senses taken from the lightless depths of the ocean. But there was nothing. The ship was empty in away
that no wreck had ever been. Christopher was a blown, broken eggshell.

Rayat made hisway back up the ship, suddenly conscious that he was coughing. He put hishand to his
neck and found his gills had clamped shut. The air was thick with dust that he' d kicked up by moving
around, and he' d defaulted automaticaly to breathing through his nose again. When he looked up &t the
hangar roof that had given him such hope because it appeared intact, he saw that it was smply festooned
with thick vines and runners that had somehow made amesh across the huge void. Almogt dl the
manufactured structure was gone.

Therewas dill the shuttle, though.
Stupid bastard. It' s gone too, you know it is.

He walked the length of the shuttle. It seemed intact and he knew how to open the hatches on one of
those, so he reached out and took the yellow and black recessed bar of the manual overridein both
hands, bracing to jerk it up and out.

But as he squeezed tight, his handsfilled with powder. He clutched striped talcum. He shook the dust
from hishandsin adisgusted reflex and as hisfingers caught the frame around the hatch, the whole
sructure crumbled like a sandcastle. The collgpse continued dong the length of the shuttle leaving him
staring across agap at the starboard bulkhead.

There was nothing insde, the absol ute scoured nothing of determined invisible destroyers.
“Shit.” He stood with his hands on his hips, head down, crushed. * Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!”
Hisvoice echoed. And he did something he hadn’t done in along, long time: he began crying.

The walk back to the surface felt twice aslong. On the way he made afew half-hearted searchesfor
things to scavenge. But the nanites had already swept through. He composed himsdlf at the entrance, not
wanting to look anidiot in front of Lindsay, and walked back to her as casudly as he could. Shewas
gitting on the grass cross-legged, aweird life-sized ornament.

He should have been thinking of dternatives, of other plansto implement. Instead he just nursed numb
defest. It would pass. But not yet.

“You look pissed off,” she said. She stood up. “No joy?’
“Nothing,” he said. “Bloody nothing.”

“It wasalong shot anyway.” Lindsay began walking south. “I’m bracing mysdif to find the gravestone
egten, too. But | need to see”

David Neville, thirty-one days old, lay in agrave outside the colony boundary in the unspoiled
wilderness. Aras had made him a headstone of stained glass because Lindsay didn’t want the body |eft



for the rockvelvetsin the same way the colonists disposed of their dead, and Araswas a skilled
glassmaker who saw no harm in marking the grave.

They reached the top of ahummock. Lindsay pointed. “Oh my God, it' still there.”
She brokeinto astrangerolling run. Did she still have bones? Rayat jogged after her.

It was amazing how bright the colors were even at a couple of hundred meters. The dab was beyond the
reach of the nanites and the glass shapes|ooked as piercingly vivid asgemsin sunlight. Araswasa
magter craftsman.

Rayat didn’t know what to do with bereaved people so he stood at a discreet distance while Lindsay
knelt down and placed her hands on the grave, caressing the ground and then the
headstone—headglass—itsdlf. He wasn't in ahurry. He sat down to avoid skylining himsdlf in case
Eqbas troops had orders to solve the human ¢ naatat problem the hard way, and occupied himsalf by
racking his brainsfor aPlan B. It displaced his embarrassment too.

Y ou really ought to fed some sympathy for the poor bitch.

Eventually she sat back on her hedls. It was odd how she didn’t look naked; there were none of the
hard-wired visua cuesin ajelyfish shaped like ahuman femade.

“I have to take something back,” she said.
Oh no. Thiswas getting uncomfortable now.
“Lin, tell meyou're not thinking of . ..exhuming the body, are you?’

“No.” If shewas crying, he couldn’t seeit. Could she lacrimate any longer? She sounded asif shewas,
but it was hard to tell in atrangparent woman. “Aslong as|’m here, he stays heretoo. | just want
something to take back below with me, something to remember him by.” She stood up and unhooked the
stone hammer from her belt. “ Sorry, Aras. Y ou did abeautiful job.”

She grasped the hammer in both hands and swung it, an excessive amount of force to break glass. But
thiswas wess har glass and it was tough enough to make the church bellsin St. Francis. The colored
panes flew apart, scattering in arainbow storm. Two thirds of the panel—peridot and emerad terrestrial
grass, topaz daffodil, ruby poppy, amethyst chirte—remained standing. Lindsay bent down and gathered
up the other pieces. None of them had broken: it was the leading that had yielded to the hammer blow,
releasing pink and red fragments of roses.

“That'll last under water,” she said. She separated out the pink petals and folded them in a sheet of clear
membrane that might have been aflat piece of weed. “That' Il do. Let'sgo.”

Rayat wished the metal of Christopher or one of its shuttles had lasted quite aswell. He followed her
back to the shore for the long walk back to the podship, bereft and wholly without a Plan B.

Temporary City, near Congtantineidand, Bezer’' g January 1, 2377
The good thing about vigting Bezer'  was that the anti-human pathogen made it off-limitsto Eddie.

Adewasfond of the bloke but there were things that were best kept away from him. It wasn't that he
couldn’t be trusted: he hadn’t gone public on Lindsay and Rayat, and he hadn’t even mentioned their
names since that Christmas Eve session. But, like Shan said, once you knew things, it couldn’t be
undone. Even if you never mentioned them, you still knew them and they ate and nagged and clawed at



you, sometimes until they drove you to do something about them. It wasn't fair on Eddie to expose him
to the possibility of new storiesthat he couldn’t tell or live with.

Ade scanned the horizon. “ Thistakes me back.”

He folded his arms and superimposed a memory—his own, nobody €l se' s—on the landscape. HeE'd
looked for bezeri survivors among the corpses washed up on the Ouzhari beaches: he' d tracked isen
infiltrators on Congtantine with Aras, and he found out that wess har didn’t take prisoners, quite literdly.
Their military code of conduct was nothing like his. But he saw nothing wrong in what they did. Thiswas
their society and they could play by their own rules, and if he said he' d never wanted to dot some
bastard there and then instead of taking them prisoner, he' d have been lying. Arasdid okay. Ade had no
complaints

Shan and Aras contempl ated the heathland with him. *'Y ou can go exploring while Nev and | do the
busi ness with Esganikan,” said Shan. Shejerked her head in the direction of the discreetly
plant-shrouded entrance to the half-buried Eqbas garrison. Only the occasiona solid outline of ablue
blob of shiplet gave the game away. “No need to Sit in unless you want to.”

“| want to,” said Aras.

Ade got theimpression that Shan wasfinding it hard to get used to taking her men around with her. “I
think we ought to have anicewalk,” he said. “Frankly, Boss, I'll be bored shitless, and anyway, |
haven't had my run today.” He gave Aras what he hoped was a meaningful look. “Come on, mate. Let's
thin out.”

He st off at abrisk walk and then broke into arun, hisrifle shuddering on his back at each pace. He
knew theterrain: he remembered it better than he thought, and it might have been Aras' s memory of the
place he was drawing on. He' d been around herefor five hundred years, after all. A steady
thud-thud-thud behind him told him that Araswas close on his hedls. After acouple of hundred meters he
dowed to astop and Aras paused with him.

“She needs a bit of space, ’Ras.” Ade watched the Eqbas troops wandering around the blue heathland
liketourigts. “We' d put her off.”

“I would have liked to have heard what Esganikan had to say about devel oping a bioagent for theisen;.”
“Shanwill tell us”
“And | want to know if Esganikan encourages her to return to Earth.”

“Jesus, mate, she said sheisn’t going, okay? It' s over. She's done what she cameto do, and we' re all
hors de combat now.”

“What does that mean?’

So Aras s knowledge wasn't encyclopedic. “Meanswe re out of the game. Not our fucking problem any
more.”

“1 would liketo vist Congtantine”

Wess har jumped from one subject to the next without warning. Ade was used to it. He changed gear
with equal speed now. “Let’ sblag araft off the Egbas, then.”

“You missthesea”



“I’'mamarine. Can't take that out of me.” Ade had seen more land engagements than anything, but he
liked ships and boats. He certainly missed the exhilaration of skimming up ariver or dipping into an
enemy harbor in arigid inflatable with the spray peppering hisface. There was something about quiet
speed across the face of the water that was more thrilling than flight or freefall. “Comeon, let’sgo and
charm avessd out of our chums over there”

“If you spoke wess u or egbas u, you could do the charming.”
“I"'mtoo thick to learn alanguage.”
“Y ou talk complete bollocks sometimes.”

Ade burgt out laughing. He was never sureif Araswas playing the naive dien or having alaugh too. No,
you' rethe dien here, not him. They trotted over to agroup of Egbas and Araswarbled a them. A few
minutes |ater they hauled out awhite cube on straps, about thirty centimeters square, and dumped it in
Aras sarms.

“Boat on arope,” said Ade. “ Just add water. Bloody handy.”

“Niluy-ghur.” Aras repeated it carefully asthey jogged towards the shoreline carrying the cube between
them like a picnic basket. “Nee-loor-ee-khoor.”

“I can’t do two voices”

“Try.”

“Can't”

“Try or I'll beangry a your lack of interest in culture.”

Adedidn’t even know where to sart. He hated looking stupid. He was totally confident in his soldiering
skills and what his body could do but he was going to screw this up and Araswould know hewas a
thick useless bagtard after al. Hefound he waslicking hislips nervoudy. He broke the sedl on the
raft—nee-loor-ee-khoor, nee-loor-ee-khoor—and dropped it into the shallows, hanging onto one of the
strapsto stop it making a getaway.

The cube unfurled and flattened into a clear sheet asit settled on thewater. A column rose out of it likea
snail extending eyestalks. The edge—he couldn’t cdll it a gunwal e—extended to form a solid platform
with the shingle so they could just walk on board. It was brilliant; Ade was as mesmerized by it ashe'd
been with hisfirst handheld as akid. It had been stolen property, and his dad smashed it against the wall
in adrunken rage as usud, but he still remembered the sense of amazement for the short time he had it.

Araslet him take the con. *Y ou're thinking about your father,” he said.
That shook Ade. Hefdt suddenly naked. “Y ou' re not telepathic, are you?”

“No, but you dways ook the same way when you think about him. Hatred and fear. Y ou never have that
expression at any other time.”

“No shit?’
“If that' sarequest for verification, yes. It strue.”

Ade contemplated the fact that he was an open book to Aras and that his dad <till haunted him. The
raft—nee-loor-ee-khoor—skimmed towards Constantine at what must have been fifty knots and yet



there was no sensation of wind or spray or even movement: it was like he wasin asmulator. Shame. He
liked the raw experience of awess har powered craft, which was pretty well an old inflatable Raider
except for the controls, with aproper solid hull where you couldn’t see the water and weed churningin
someweird air pocket beneath your feet.

Theraft wasjust like the see-through deck of Esganikan’s ship. He settled for adifferent kind of thrill.
Arasnudged him.

“Sayit”

Adetook abreath. “ Nee-loor-ee-khoor.” It was just asingle tone, his only voice. “Nee-loor-ee-khoor.”
“Hum.”

“What?’

“Hum. Onenote.”

Adefdt likeacomplete pillock but he did it anyway.

“Now say the word and keep humming.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Hewas going to crash and burn. “Nee-loor-ee-khoor.”

The sensation made hisears ring and for amoment he wasn't sure what was happening. He did it again.
He could hear—no, fed an overtone. He giggled helplesdy.

“Youcanlearn,” Arassaid grimly. “You just fear you won't be as excellent at language asyou are at
warfare. You don't enjoy being average.”

Being average was dl Ade had ever thought he might aspire to. He was happy that he managed that, and
when the Corps had shown him he could excd, hefell in love with the approval it showered upon him.

Y eah, maybe Araswasright. He could hardly stop grinning as he kept up the overtone al the way to
Congtantine.

Arasnudged him in the back. “I think it' s urgent that you learn some new words, if only for my sanity.”

Adetried to beach the raft but it clung doggedly to the shoreline and gave every sign of waiting for their
return. He wanted to learn more words now and impress Shan, and by the time they reached the site of
Congtantine colony, he could manage afew basic phrases. He was too embarrassed to ask Arasto teach
him the one he most wanted to learn.

Araswent unerringly to the entrance to the buried colony, now almost hidden by grass. “I want to have a
look around.”

“Mindif | stay here?” Ade’'smemory of the complex was unhappy, one of emptying hisclip into Shanto
drop her. It wasn't the kind of thing aman wanted to recall about the woman he loved. “ Seen enough.”

“I know,” said Aras. “I’ ve experienced your flashbacks of the event.”

C’ naatat could give you complete understanding of another person. Sometimesit made Ade fed invaded,
but occasondly it was acomfort. Hedidn't have to articulate difficult things. The worst stuff did hima
favor and explained itsdlf in Shan’sor Aras smind.

“Good,” he said.



He stretched out on the grass, completely at ease with the fact that it was a dusty blue, and practiced
wess u unselfconscioudy. Part of hismind rambled through past events and things he was planning while
he surrendered himsdlf to the resonance vibrating through his skull.

Umeh Station. Best thing we can do is help them evacuate. I'll be okay, but Barkers and Izzy and...fuck
it, why should they bother? Bastard government.

He sat up and rummaged in the pouches on his bdlt. He gtill had his camo kit so he opened thetin and
looked in the smal mirror to check that he till didn’t need to shave. C' naatat had taken adidike to body
hair for some reason. It had its advantages. Then he waslooking at someone he didn’t know, like
catching hisreflection of ashop window and wondering who the hell it was. The sensation didn’'t go

avay.

For severa seconds he was looking at himself through Shan’ s eyes—yeah, it was her, he knew it—and
wasn't seeing ordinary Ade Bennett at all, but some bloke he would have given anything to be: capable,
respected, attractive, desired, and heroic.

And loved.

Ade snapped the camo tin shut and felt asif someone had walked over hisgrave. It scared him because
itwasdienin every sense, but it aso left him feding securein away he never had in hislife; he knew,
absolutdy knew, how Shan felt about him without the filter of wondering if shereally meant it. He found
himsdlf gtting with the fingertips of both hands resting on hislips, shocked by the intengity.

“There snothing left down there” said Aras.

Ade nearly leapt to hisfeet. “ Jesus, don’'t creep up on me like that—"

“I gpologize. Areyou dl right?’

“Just gartled.”

“l builtit.”

“What?'

“I built Congtantine. | built it with my hands, dongside them. And now it's empty and dead.”

Poor sod: Ade wondered what five hundred years of londinesswas like. He got to hisfeet and gave
Arasarough hug. That took him by surprise too. He never did that.

“It'sokay, mate,” he said, and dropped hisarmsto his sides, embarrassed. “It wasn't for nothing. Y ou
kept the gene bank going, and the colony would have been dead in the first year without—"

“Lagt time touched you, you dammed me againgt thewall.” Aras stonewas mild, not at al accusing.
“Thisisunusud.”

Adedidn’'t have an answer. He didn't have to think too hard to work out the connection with his dad,
and Aras probably didn’t either. “I’ ve been seeing my shrink,” he said, and laughed it off. “ Anywhere
else you want to go?’

Arasdidn’'t blink. “David Neville sgrave”

There wasn't any answer to that, either. They set off in sillence, and Adefelt they’ d reached a. ... profound
understanding with one another. Well, that’s not aword | would have used ayear ago. Maybe it wasn't



just overtones and seeing yoursdlf through your lover’ seyesthat ¢ naatat sneaked into your head while
you weren't looking.

The grave was marked with a colored glass headstone like the windows Aras had made for St. Francis
church. In bright sun, you could seeit along way off. Aras pointed.

“Something' swrong,” hesaid.

Even from this distance Ade could see that the stained-glass headstone had been smashed. On closer
ingpection he found the upper third had been broken away cleanly, leaving the leading twisted and empty.
Therest of the dab was untouched. There was no debris on the ground, not a scrap.

“Badtards,” said Ade.

Aras stared down at the grave. “Why would anyone do that?’
“Peopledoit dl thetime back home. Mindlesstwats.”

“Egbas would never do this”

“Well, it didn’t break in high wind, mate. Someon€' s ripped this gpart.”
“I'm...bewildered.”

Adewas angry and upset for his housebrother, and disturbed by the desecration of agrave. Losing akid
was even worse than wanting them and not having them; Lindsay might have been astupid cow and a
bezeri killer, but he could Hill fed pity for that part of her, the grieving mother.

“WEell, she’ snot hereto seeit, so maybe we can fix it up. Out of respect.” Ade turned to walk back.
“Let meask my little chum Shapakti. HE Il find out for me, one way or another.”

Araswas upset. Ade could smell his agitation al the way back acrossthe dtrait to the Temporary City,
and he was reminded that wess har experienced powerful emotions, however cam or calousthey
appeared to outsiders.

He had wess har in his head aswell as Shan and things he didn’t even have namesfor, thanksto his
parasite. Ade knew thingsin away nobody but another ¢’ naatat could know.

Temporary City, Bezer’ g, command and control center

The ussiss in the Temporary City milled around the chambers, making Shan think pack and not team
again, and she made apoint of keeping clear. She’ d been on the brink of an attack by challenging ussiss
before, and thiswasn't the time to prove how hard she was; but they were adifferent kind of creature
now, and her initia assessment of them as savage rather than cute was being verified. Theteethwerea
clear advert for their ferocity but she noticed something she hadn’t seen before. The finely pleated skin
that made them look like corduroy toys had changed. The thousands of little ridges were now prominent,
more like razors. The sooner they felt reassured enough to return to Umeh, the better shewould likeit.

It was good to be back here. Even the Temporary City held some memoriesfor her, but she wanted to
walk on the blue plains again and recal atime when she thought her commitment was ayear here and
then she' d head home.

Sheturned to Esganikan. Nevyan maintained astony expression, head jiggling occasionaly, and she
smeled irritated. At least hear her out.



Shan opted to talk in egbas u. “Don’t you think that giving the isenj abiological weapon isasking for
trouble?’

Conventional pressure didn’t work on wess har, whether Targassati or Egbas. There were no insecurities
to play on and nothing they wanted to hide.

“Inwhat way?’ Esganikan asked.

“Arethey going to reverse engineer it and develop an antidote to the bioagent here? If they get good &t i,
they could devel op a counter-wess har verson.”

“They have no expertisein genetic warfare and no chance of developing it. Their bioagents are desgned
tokill their neighbors.”

“You'revery confident.”

“If they could manage it, they’ d have attempted it by now. They had access to tissue samples from your
jurgl many years ago, | understand.” Esganikan wasn't being a smart-arse. Shan had to remind hersdf of
that. Shewasjust sating facts. “Nearly al of their resources are devoted to Smply maintaining a
survivable environment so research of that kind is beyond them, even if they had a core of
expertise—which they don’t. And the pathogens are nonpersistent. They don’t have the dormancy that
the bioagent here has.”

“Soit'sablack box for them.”

“| don’t understand.”

“They can useit but they don’t know how it works, and they can’'t open it to find out.”
“Exadtly.”

“And are you going to have a meeting with the Jgeno cabinet about this? Can we come?’ The good thing
about Esganikan was that her default setting, while not naive, was yes-why-not. It was a striking reminder
of the gulf between their cultures. Shan’ sfirst reaction would have been to ask why.

“I think that would be especidly useful for Nevyan,” said Esganikan. “These are her reformed
neighbors”

“Y ou'rerather optimistic about rapid changein theisenj mindset,” said Nevyan, suddenly her old self
again, earnest and unafraid. “In fiveyears time, the main task force arrives and you embark for Earth
leaving usto ded with whatever comes out of Umeh. They'll be bitter and resentful. If al goeswdl they
might even rebuild their fleet. Where doesthat leave us?’

“WEe Il maintain apermanent base here.”

Shan caught awhiff of jask risng from Nevyan and she reached out to jog her arm. Don’t. A couple of
Eqbas crew paused to ook at them.

“That' snew,” said Shan. “When did you decide to make it permanent?’

“Curas Ti fedsthat Bezer’ g isaunique environment that needs protection. There are fill bezeri and
when Ouzhari isremediated, they might well let ushelp them.”

“How many arethere?’



“The numbers have falen, judging by the tracesin the water samples. Possibly forty or so.”
“What happened to the others?’
“We don't know.”

It was wrong, Shan knew, but she had a personal task and thiswas as good a time as any to broach the
subject. “ And have you evidence that Lindsay Neville and Mohan Rayat are still with them?’

“The Ouzhari remediation team saw Rayat in the shallows recently and we find traces of human DNA
and excretain our sampling.”

“So you can locate them?”’
“Usudly. Within afew thousand meters”

Nevyan, Umeh and afuture with Eqbas neighbors were tota ly forgotten as Shan wondered what form
Linand Rayat had taken. Shit, she might not even recognize them now: she hadn’t thought enough about
that. She could take araft out and hunt them but they might be the first aquatic life she passed and she
wouldn’t know it.

But there were more ways of hunting them than by sight.

“Just checking,” said Shan. “I want to be ableto visit this place when | need to. Isthere any problem
with that?’

“None. Shapakti is keen to tak to you on Earth habitats and the gene bank.”

“I'll make thisaregular run, then.” Shan glanced & Nevyan. “Let us know when the meeting is scheduled
with Eit”

Nevyan and Shan waked around the perimeter of the Temporary City and recdled old timesthat were
only ayear ago. There were no dyats flying but Shan spotted the outline of astabtall whedling highona
thermd; thiswas dtill abeautiful wildernesstull of extraordinary wildlife and the bombing of Ouzhari
hadn’t reached far beyond the southernmost idands.

And they were walking on land that had been restored. It was easy to forget that. This had been Umeh
overspill before Aras and the Wess g army had done here exactly what Esganikan had very nearly done
to large parts of Umeh. The mora |oop was hard to untangle; only the motive—that most fragile of
concepts between human and wess har—was different.

But it wasn't the timeto tell Nevyan that, and Shan liked having friends a the moment. She shook asdea
vaguely disoriented fedling like the start of aillness and wondered what the hell they put in the Eqbas
snack she'd eaten.

“It'1l work out fine, Nev.”
“Satement or wish?’
“Bit of both.”

“Y our preoccupation with Rayat and Lindsay isvisbleto say theleast.” Shelooked into Shan'sface,
blinking with concern. “Y ou let it keep you awake too many nights. Even ac' naatat needsrest.”

The grassran into a shingle beach that fell away sharply, creeting alow cliff. Shan and Nevyan watched



the water for awhile. There was atime when standing here and swinging asignal lamp would bring bezeri
to the surface, and even summon apilot in a podship.

The sealooked asit dways had, but something had vanished from it forever. The only lightsto be seen
now were coming from Shan’s own hands. She moved to the very edge of the cliff and stared out to seq,
ignoring how hopelesdy vast the search areawas.

They were out there somewhere, the last of the bezeri she' d failed to protect and the two humans who dl
but wiped them out.

“I'mcoming,” shesad. “I'll find you.”

15

Humans greatest asset isrecognizing patterns. It gives them predictive minds, which isagreat surviva
advantage. Unfortunately, it also makes them prone to see only what they want to see, and the patterns
they are used to, and not what isactudly in front of them. It makesit hard for them to analyze anything
dispassionately: they are both the center of their world and the lens through which they seeit.

Matriarch Historian S'YYASBUR
Bezer'g: January 2377

Lindsay laid the glass petals on adab of sonein her bezeri cone house and arranged them asthey’d
been before, a perfect rose.

It had been worth the double agony of adapting to air and then enduring the few minutes of drowning
again. Thetrangtion back to being aguatic had been much quicker. If she ever wanted to visit land again,
she knew her body would do that faster, too.

She might even make hersdlf fully amphibious, although she wasn't sure yet what use that might be.
Rili drifted behind her. What' sthat?

Lindsay held one piece of glass up to the shaft of sunlight that pierced the roof of the chamber. It marked
the grave where my sonisburied. I'll make amemoria to him down here, without the body.

Rili flickered violet agreement patterns. It’sgood to have something to help you remember.

Rayat would probably tell her it was a shrine and that she was afool. But maybe that was aharsh
judgment. He seemed very subdued: the visit to Constantine had set him back just when she thought he
was doing agood job of accepting hisfate. But it wasn't supposed to be fun. It was partly his
punishment, and partly to help the bezeri.

Shelaid the glass petal back on the dab in the space left for it, re-creating awhole rose, and wondered
whether shewould use her ¢’ naatat if David were dying in her arms now. She' d been dternately sure that
she would and sure that she wouldn'’t, and now she was sure again that she would. It didn’t make it right
or ecologically responsible: it would probably have brought him misery eventudly, either asafresk and a
source of samplesfor the pharmacorps or the military, or asaman who couldn’t have children of his
own, or even alover.

But he was her child, and always would be. She knew she’ d both save him and regret it.

She went in search of Rayat.
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Shefound himin the old assembly chamber that the bezeri were now using as astorage facility for the
maps. They were finding them in many places, and dthough the bezeri had been asmdl population
clustered in alimited part of the ocean, they had certainly preserved alot of history.

Rayat was sitting on ashell stool, staring at ashell map. He had athin instrument in one hand like astylus.
“Areyou reading or writing?’ she asked.

He preferred to talk the old-fashioned way and seemed afraid to become like her and surrender to the
metamorphoss. The host’ s reaction to the changes their ¢’ naatat brought about redlly did ssem to
influenceit; it wasamogt asif it waslistening to your wishes. Rayat seemed to think it was some
sophisticated feedback system involving stress and pleasure hormones. Either way, ¢ naatat seemed
uncomfortably like agenie, and equaly hard to put back inits bottle.

Be careful what you wishfor.

“I'mreading,” he said. “I actualy understand this now. Pictograms. It' s not exactly The Rise and Fal, but
they’ ve catalogued millennia here. Extraordinary. They love keeping records.”

“| guessed.”

Rayat seemed totally caught up init. Whatever had upset him when he went back to the ruins of the
colony had been forgotten for the time being.

“Look,” hesaid. Heheld up the map. “Thisisn’t just achart. It records what happened when theisen;
arrived. They were here for years before they overran the place.”

“That’ swhat happens when you keep doubling numbers.”

“This stuff goes back...oh, | reckon fifty thousand years. Theisenj don't show up in the records until
about five thousand years ago.” He held up the map. “ See that pictogram?’ It looked like ablack
agerisk. “That's how they depict the spiny ones.”

Lindsay’ s somach could still churn, metamorphosed or not. She' d hel p wipe out a speciesthat had been
making records for longer than humankind. It made her feel even more of amongter. “Oh God.”

“Want meto teach you to read this?’
13 Okwlﬂ

“Yeah, | know. It doesn’'t make mefed any better either. But at least their culture can be preserved if we
try to learn what we can.”

Rayat was dways up to something. Lindsay knew shewould find out what it was the hard way, but he
had avalid point. She could, if nothing else, ensure the bezeri weren't totally erased if thelast one died
out. She was determined that neither would happen. Rayat began pointing out the recurring pictograms
indicating clans, life events, places and seasons. The pictogram for the annual spawning—which seemed
to produce nothing like the numbers of offspring of terrestria squid—reminded her of an air force
roundel, blue and red with a pearlescent center.

“I think I’m going to start with the oldest ones and work forward,” said Rayat.

Lindsay settled down with apile of the shellsto struggle through her mapslike akid, clutching a piece of
weed for asnack, and the sheer bizarre irony of it made her want to weep athough shedidn’'t seemto



have the glandsfor that any longer. They sat in watery silence for an hour or more. She was starting to
get afed for thetime cycles now; her body knew something that her human mind couldn’t detect.

“Oh,” sid Rayat.
“What?"
“L ook.”

He drifted acrossto her and held out amore intricate azin shell record whose symbols seemed to suggest
that their recording styles changed over the years. It waslike looking a amedieval manuscript againgt
text on smartpaper. It was also exceptiona ly beautiful, ariot of color even now.

“What am | looking &?’

She' d played this guessing game with him before back on Actaeon, when he showed her the origind
telemetry from the Christopher mission and where the ship had originaly landed: Ouzhari. It usualy meant
he was about to make a shocking point.

“This” hesad. “What doesit look like to you?’

She stared at the sand image, trying out her full range of perception from the visua spectrum to density
changes. “A big lump.”

“Not bad, not bad at dl.” He traced the outlines with hislittle finger as he read them out. “ This symbol
means big, but this means food, and this means hunt. And thisisan anima or very largefish, for want of a
more taxonomically correct term.”

“Just cut to the chase. | don’t mind being marked down asthe dim kid at the back.”

“| wondered what had happened to the big animas down here. No whale equivaent, no shark
equivalent. Not that I’ ve seen the whole ocean, but it's quite striking that there' s nothing around here
bigger than those killer whelks, asyou cdl them.”

“They died off too? Theisenj pollution?’

“No,” said Rayat. He had that look of detached fascination on hisface. Thelightsin his hands shimmered
and pulsed with each sound he made like some base line decoder at ahigh-school dance. “ The bezeri
hunted them. | think they hunted them to extinction.”

F nar, Wess g: January 2377
Shan stood by the window looking onto the city, chewing her thumbnail and seeming logt in thought.

“lsan, come back to bed,” Aras whispered. He worried about her. She hadn’t dept since they |eft for
Bezer’ g and even with ¢ naatat, she could still look tired and drawn. “There' s nothing you can do about
Vijiss right now.”

“You'reafineonetotak. You don't deep through ether.”
“I’'mwess har. Y ou know we don’'t deep like that.”
“I’'m sorry. Did | disturb Ade?’

“He' sadeep. He degpswell whatever happens.”



“Soldiers can degp anywhere and eat anything. Good habit to have, | reckon.” She stepped back from
the window and opened the cupboard very carefully. “Might aswell have a cup of tea. Solves anything, a
cup of tea”

Arastook the jar of dried leavesfrom her hand and motioned her to Sit down at the table. Thiswas his
job: aproper jurg provided food and kept house and raised children. He could do two out of three, and
that made him happy. Shefolded her arms on the table and let her chin rest on them.

“Poor sod,” she said quietly. “What' s he going to do? He sthe only one of hiskind. | have you.”
“I wasthe only one of my kind for quite sometime.”

“Sweetheart, I’'m sorry. That was thoughtless of me. Well, you know better than anyone what he'll go
through.”

Arasknew dal too well. It was no surprise that every other wess har who had ¢’ naatat—and who hadn’t
been killed outright by explosion during the war with the isenj—had taken their own life. It was agony to
see everyone you cared for age and die, especialy if your culture emphasized the natural cycle of lifeand
desth.

Five centuriesin exile, most of them alone. No wonder | was happy to see the human colonists and be
accepted by them. They thought | was amiracle sent by their god at first.

“Did 1 tell you my firgt isan killed hersdf?’
“Medtintold me. | must have put you through hell when | spaced mysdlf. | redly am sorry.”

“But you're back now. And you love me, and you love Ade, and we' re happy asafamily.” He strained
theliquid from the tealeaves and poured it into cups, then sat next to her onthe bench. “Thepainis
forgotten.”

“Which makesit even harder for meto imagine how Vijiss isgoing to cope. Ussiss aretota pack
animas”

“People”
“| count humans as animas. No offense meant.”

“| agreethat he'll probably find it very hard to bear.” He eased her arms out of their folded position and
wrapped her fingers around the cup. She dways seemed to like alittle extrafussing. “I’'m not surewhich
isworse. Being unable to have oursan, or knowing everyone you care for will die before you do. An
eternity of bereavement.”

Shan sipped the tea. “ So, they fired you as the resident stand-up comedian, then?’
“I cantell how distressed you are by the speed at which you descend into tasteless jokes.”
“Sorry.”

responsiblefor hisisolation must be hard.”

“Hey, I’'m the one who got al the breaks. Don’'t pity me.” Sheleaned againgt him and kissed him. Her
mouth was warm and fragrant from the tea. “And drifting in space minus asuit is pure unadulterated
fucking hell. | fill have nightmares”



“Anyone e sewould have goneinsane.”

“Who'sto say | didn’'t? Maybe he has.”

“We can help him adjust.”

“I"'mup for that. Areyou? Don't take on my debts. | need to sort my own shit.”

“Thereyou go again. Please, don’t shut us out. Part of the joy of being afamily isto support one
another.”

She looked away for amoment. “ Okay. | know I’ ve got a nasty mouth on me and | lose my rag way too
often, but | think the world of you. Y ou know that, don’t you?’

“Of course | do.”
“And | know | spend alot of timewith Ade. | don’'t want you to fed I’ ve pushed you aside.”

“He' syour new jurg. That'snorma. And | don’t feel neglected, because | have abrother, and that'sa
very preciousthing too.”

The more Aras basked in his newly stable marriage, the more he could taste the misery that Vijiss had to
face in the years to come. The temptation would be to infect a mate to ease the londliness.

But | did that. | saved Shan from death because | couldn’t bear being aone any longer and | couldn’t
facelosing her in particular. | didn’t even give her achoice.

“Nobody should be forced to face an infinite life on their own,” said Shan. “He could only have caught
the bloody thing from me when hewasinjured. Theleast | can do isbetherefor him now.”

“He il hasto face having no mate.”
“Don’t remind me”

“I recall you were the one who said you needed nobody. Y ou seem very positive about relationships

“I ill don’t need anybody.” Shan inspected the contents of her cup. She didn’'t smell quiteright. He
knew she couldn’t beill, but it still concerned him that she was under siress. “I’d survive. | know exactly
what | can survive now. But given the choice, I’ d rather be with two blokeswho | love. Evenif do you
drive me bloody mad sometimes.”

“Ah, I'm abloke now. The ultimate approval.” He wrapped hisarms around her. Wess har didn’t kiss
but he had enjoyed |earning the gethes habit and he felt he was competent at it. “Come on. Finish your
tea, and deep.”

“Only if you come back to bed aswell. No wandering around looking for jobsto do.”
“Yes, isan.”

“One day, someone’ sgoing to call me Shan.” She stood up and grimaced. “ Jesus, my stomach’s playing
up. | hate Eqbasfood.”

“Itwon't kill you.”



“Exactly. Just fedsthat way.”

Ade didn’t wake up but he murmured in his deep as Shan edged into bed and nestled against his back.
Communa deeping took some getting used to: Aras enjoyed the extrawarmth, but wess har only had
sngleacovesto dozeinfor brief periods. And neither oursan nor reproduction had anything to do with
beds anyway. Humans seemed unable to separate beds and sex. They even used oneword asa
euphemism for the other.

Odd creatures, humans.

Aras was happy with them, though. Hetried to curb his restlessness and laid his head against Shan's
shoulder, contemplating the strangeness of being with two creatures who wanted him there beside them
even though they were not conscious. Perhaps, one day, his ¢’ naatat would take the hint and tinker with
his deep pattern to makeit fit thers.

Poor Vijiss. Thiswill be beyond you now.

There was one positive aspect about the bittersweet discovery of the ussiss’s survival, though. It
appeared to have taken Shan’s mind off Lindsay Neville and Mohan Rayat for the time being.

Araswondered how Lindsay would react if she knew her son’s gravestone had been smashed.

| worked hard on that glass. It mattered very much to her that it was perfect, even though David couldn’t
seeit.

Like Shan and Ade, adeep and not redlly knowing I’'m here. Thingsthat can't be seen gill matter to
someone.

Who would want to smash the headstone?

The end for theisen] has started sooner than any of usimagined, and | fed no regret.
Should 1?

Aras sank into agradud, delicious, and very human deep.

F nar: Megtin’shome

“Vijiss went out early thismorning,” said Medtin. “He thinks we haven't spotted him, but he spendsthe
day up on theridge overlooking the ussss village.”

Shan stood at Mestin's door and wished that all this had happened at tidy, separate times. Vijiss was
one dramatoo many, and she’' d done exactly what she did so many timesin her past: she dropped the
persond ball—the one that mattered most—to get the job done. Umeh would have burned with her or
without her, and Esganikan redlly didn’t need her help at dl. But Vijiss did. And she hadn’t been there
for him when she' d promised to be.

“I'vejust got back from Bezer’g,” she said. Feeble, pathetic excuse. “| realy should spend moretime
withhim.”

“He doesn't carefor anyone' s company at the moment, not even mine.” Mestin stood back to invite her
in but Shan shook her head. “Had you been here dl day and every day, he still wouldn't have responded.
None of us can reach him.”

“I’'vegot to at least seehim.”



“I understand. Bring him back if you can.”

The ussss villagewasfull of temporary refugees from Umeh and Shan could hear the noiselong before
she caught sight of the eggshedll domes of the part-buried houses. If she stuck to the long route, she could
walk up to theridge dmost unseen from the top. She was hafway up the incline when she saw Vijiss
skylined at thetop of theridge. He waslying flat exactly like adog, chin lowered on his hands, and
gtaring out over the village. Y ou didn't have to be aussss psychiatrist to work that one out.

Shan wondered about the wisdom of interrupting him. But she had to. She took exaggeratedly noisy
paces towards him and saw his earstwitch; but he didn’t move.

“How you doing?’ she said, and lay down beside him, propped on her elbows.

“I'm recovered.”

“Anything | can do?’

“It'senough that you worry about me.”

So worried that | neglected you, yeah. 1 can guess why you come up here, but | might be wrong.”

Vijiss said nothing for severad minutes. Then his head jerked asif he’ d seen something and he lifted
himsdlf a couple of inchesinto a crouch. Shan followed hisline of sght asbest she could and hewas
looking down at aknot of ussiss, mae and femae, doing that strange weaving motion dmost likea
dance, mirroring each other’ s movements for no apparent reason.

“Tdissari,” hesad. “ And her new mate.”

She' d guessed right. One of them—Shan had no idea which—was once hislove and now she was
someone ese's. Shewouldn’t wait for the dead: not unreasonable, but no less painful for theredity. And
she’ d brought her new male home with her, another turn of apainful screw.

But it was more than hisfema e that he missed. He was cut off from his pack. And a stranger from Pgjat
had taken his place.

“I'msorry,” said Shan. “Doesit give you comfort at least being able to see her and your clan?’
“No,” hesaid. “But | don’t know what elseto do, because | see them wherever | go anyway.”

Shan had burned out her rage at being infected in days, but the doubts and disorientation had taken
monthsto settle. It was dtill early daysfor Vijiss. “Comeon,” shesaid. “Let’sgo back to Nevyan'sand
see Giyadas. Change of scene.”

He settled down for afew moments asif he hadn't heard her and then he eased himself onto hishind
legs. It was adtart. They waked dowly back to F nar and climbed the terracesto Nevyan'slevel in
slence. If anyone should have known what small talk to make with a ¢’ naatat, it was her, but sllence
seemed the best option. At least he was walking with her.

“Ligk’saways got something ready to est on the stove,” she said asthey walked the last hundred
meters. “You can dwaysget amed a Nev's. In fact—"

Shan saw Eddie step out of the door of Nevyan's home and he saw her. There was nothing remotely
odd about that because he lodged there, but she redlized she hadn't told him Vijiss was dive. Shit.
Maybe Nevyan had. She' d been so anxious to keep the news about Rayat and Lin quiet that she'd



sopped tdling Eddie anything.
Eddie paused and did a double-take.
No, Nevyan hadn’t told him.

To Eddi€ s credit, his reaction was one of ddight—feigned or otherwise—but he was obvioudy shocked
and he speeded up his pace. “Oh my God it’ syou!” he said.

Vijiss frozefor afew seconds, then spun around and bolted up the terrace in aflat run like agreyhound.
Shan called after him but he vanished in the warren of dleysand tunnds, and she didn’t fed up to chasing
him.

“Shit,” she hissed.
“What did | do?’ Eddiefloundered. “Chrigt, itishim, isn't it? Why didn’'t you tell me? He sgot it too?”’

“You're so used to us undead by now.” It struck her that he wasn't as appalled as he had been about Lin
and Rayat: maybe Vijiss wasjust afriend after all.

“Hey, | didn’'t know, okay? How was | to know he' d shoot off like that? What' swrong, anyway?’

“Let’sjust say he' snot taking his new ¢ naatat statusterribly well.” She hoped he was heading for
Mestin's home. He couldn’t come to any harm now, but being out on a chilly damp day wasthe last
demordising thing he needed. “His pack can’t have contact with him for the usual reasons, and hisgirl
didn’'t wait for him, so that’ s pretty well pariah statusfor aussiss.”

“Ohfuck.”

“A doctor writes.”

“If I can do anything—"
“It'sokay. He' Il come back.”
“Let me know, okay?’

Eddie hestated asif waiting for orders, and then disappeared in the direction of the Exchange of Surplus
Things, probably to drink with the marines. Nevyan came out onto the terrace to see what was
happening; F nar had superb acoudtics, especially when you didn’t want them. She beckoned to Shan to
comein and they found aquiet corner in her library amid Eddi€’ s editing equipment.

“I"d love aday when something goesright for achange,” said Shan. 1 should havetold Eddie. And |
have no ideawhat spooked Vijiss, other than it can’t be fun being anovelty freak when you're that
depressed.”

“He snot making progress.”

“What has he got to make progress for? Arasis probably best placed to understand the isolation, but
who wantsto hear that it' sthe first five hundred years that are the worst, and then maybe you mest the
right girl?’

“Araswouldn’t put it that way.”

“No. | know.” Shan put her head in her hands and braced her elbows on her knees for afew moments.



Shefdtirritable and restless. “1 haven't heard from Esganikan, by theway. | thought we were—"
“Shan, you seem different.”
“I'm not my usua perky optimitic sdif, I’ll give you that.”

“No, it'smorethan that.” Nevyan inhaled audibly. Her pupils blossomed and she cocked her head, then
froze.

Something had not only surprised her, but stunned her.
“Why did you not tell me?’ shesaid.
“Tdl youwhat?’

Shan fdtill. She' d been asphyxiated, and frozen dry, and drowned, and smashed, and torn by
high-cdiber rounds, but she hadn't felt ill inavery, very long time. It was agenerd feding of discomfort
and uneese. It disoriented her. C naatat didn’t get sick. They didn’t feel unwdll. 1t didn’t happen.

“You've conceived,” Nevyan said.

“Don’'t be stupid. | had the plumbing removed along time ago.”
“What doesthat mean?’

“I had my reproductive organ removed. It'salong story.”

It wasimpossible. She’ d had a hysterectomy twenty years ago. Ade had been Sterilized; and Aras had
confined himsealf to oursan. Reproduction was a separate act for wess har, a separate organ, a separate
biology. “Just can’t be.”

“Y ou have the scent. | can amdl it.” Nevyan sniffed again. “It’ sdightly different, but then you' re not
wholly wess har. But you are carrying an embryo.”

Shan’ s mouith filled with sdiva. Nevyan' s voice was coming from adistance, oddly muffled. “ Just one
problem there. No uterus, and Ade' s been sterilized too. And | don't have to draw you a picture about
Aras. Wrong sanil. Ain’'t possible”

Shan redlized she was denying thisrather too strenuoudy. The pulse pounded in her ears.

Something at the back of her mind said she’ d ignored something far too obvious. C' naatat had kept her
aivein space, and under water, and with achunk of her skull blown away. It could do anything it
pleased.

It could remodd anything it took a shineto. It could aso remodel Ade.

And...it tended to respond to its host. Shan recalled her powerful maternal protectiveness towards
Giyadas. It had been an dmost overwheming sensation.

“Shit,” shesaid. It was the worst thing she could imagine. She was as close to panic as she' d been when
she stepped out the airlock into colder-than-cold airless space. “ Shit.”

She was pregnant. And ac’ naatat just couldn’t allow that to happen.

16
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Memorid cairn, F nar plain
Shan sat next to her own grave and realized that Ade had picked a perfect spot for it.

The view from the top of the butte was spectacular. Spring was afew weeks away but there was aready
acarpet of fresh growth—gold, red, sage green—in sheltered pockets. The sun caught the polished pearl
coating on the carefully congtructed pyramid of rocks beside her and madeit instantly magicdl, like giant
amond dragées. She' d never liked them: they aways looked more delicious than they tasted. Coated,
hidden, dishonest things like that always disappointed.

Am | wrong?

She had no right to be pregnant and she had to do something about it. Nevyan had promised to say
nothing while she worked out how she was going to break thisto Ade and Aras.

Both of them had reasons for passing on their ¢’ naatat deliberately, and she was sure shewouldn’t have
taken the same decisions. Shit, she knew shewouldn't. She' d spaced hersdlf to stop Rayat getting his
handson it. Y ou never knew what you' d do in atight spot until you werein it, but there was no spot
tighter than that, and she' d doneit.

But that certainty wasillusory. She' d never been faced with the same choice involving someone she
loved. It redly wastougher than killing yoursdf.

Doesn't make any bloody difference. Y ou’ ve got to take an objective view.

If ¢' naatat was that much of arisk, then why hadn’t she destroyed dl of them? She was il dive because
Aras had saved her by infecting her, and just by being aive now she had accepted that. That meant she
only decided to kill the hosts she didn’t have fedingsfor, plus hersaf of course, becausethat wasal part
of her bloody stupid |ook-how-noble-I-am approach.

And Ade wondered why she was so hard on hersdlf. But it was the question that wouldn't go away.

Make your fucking mind up. Either thisthing is so dangerousthat you wipeit out, period, dl of it,
now—or it’snot. Where syour principle?

And that was the thin end of the wedge. She knew the only logica answer was that they should dl be
eradicated. But she had no idea how she would bring hersdlf to kill Ade—poor loya Ade, whose only
mistake had been to volunteer for the mission and meet her—and Aras, who had endured unimaginable
isolation for centuries. They didn’'t deserveto die.

Outcomes, outcomes, outcomes. Motive doesn't matter. Motive doesn’t change the consequences.
Loving someoneisn't areason not to take the decision.

Taking alover’ slife was more unimaginable than taking your own. She remembered having to arrest an
elderly manwho' d killed histermindly ill wife, and how she thought she was being the compassionate



copper by making the charges disappear for him. Shefound out that he' d killed himsdlf afew days|ater;
shewasfird at the suicide scene, in fact. Tidy paperwork, and atragedy topped and tailed.

She' d compromised over ¢’ naatat dready. That meant she could compromise over the child. It was hard
to think of it in those terms, though. Thetrail of logic led her further into amonstrous flow chart that
didn’t appear to have an end, killing and guilt, until shefinished hersdf off; or not killing, and a constant
biohazard risk and more miserable lives—and guilt. Love made you do expedient things. She knew she
mistrusted it for areason.

And there were no mord absolutes. She just made up afew uncrossable linesto keep her sane, just as
Giyadas—clever, wonderful, wise kid—said you had to.

Okay, so you don’'t have the balsto finish off Ade and Aras. So what if you do have the kid?

Shan got up and walked around the butte for awhile, circling the flat section where the cairn stood.
There wasasmaller pile of rocks, just ahandful of pearls, that marked the spot where Aras had buried
Black, therat. Shan stared at the two memorialsin defocus and tried to apply the logic of speciestoit.
Aras hadn't saved therat, but he had saved her, and that made no sensein wess har terms either,
because dl lifewas equal.

I’'m amistake, alapsein Aras s judgment. | shouldn't be here.

She knew what was at the core of this. She was moraly adrift after being so damned surethat abracing
spell in vacuum had sorted her priorities and cleared her mind, putting her beyond dl pain and uncertainty
because nothing could be worse than spacing yoursdlf and not being ableto die. She' d faced oblivion,
caled God a usdless, incompetent fucker, and come through irrevocably changed. But she was wrong.
She' d gone back to being ared person with the same set of dilemmas she' d always had. She was flesh
and blood.

No, she had to be clear about motive before she acted. Motive did matter. Motive stopped you looking
at the outcomes dispassionately. She needed to see clearly firgt.

Maybe ¢’ naatat was influencing her, though. That waswhat Aras had said once: just like toxoplasma
gondii affecting its host’ s behavior to make the most of its own chances of reproduction. Shan hated the
idea of amicroorganism making her think it wasn't so bad to have afew more ¢’ naatat around the place.
Wéll, it hadn’t been able to stop her stepping out that airlock. Her mind was her own, not the parasites .
She stared at her hands and the array of lights seemed no more than a party trick. The flashesdidn’'t
mean athing; ¢ naatat scavenged the photophore genes because it could. It probably didn’t have aplan
in mind. It was no different to humans or amoebae in that respect.

So what’ sredly pissing you off about being pregnant?

Shedidn’'t want achild at al, but Ade and Aras would have liked nothing better. She knew that. She aso
knew how she' d judged Lindsay’ s unplanned pregnancy: if you redlly couldn’t face having akid, then you
didn’'t open your legs, and if you did, then you had to live with the consequences. Even
Lindsay—knocked up when she was drunk, the irresponsible cow—had accepted that and turned down
atermination.

Okay, so you havethekid. Y ou don’t have to do the maternal thing. Ade and Aras are just gagging to be
dads.

Shan stared out across the plain and defocused again, reducing the complex landscape to ablurred gold
tapestry. Shetried to imagine growing up as ac naatat; and now she knew why the parasite and the host



were both given the same term by the wess har, because it defined you.
Theword meant unending.

How fast did a ¢’ naatat fetus develop?

How did you tdll akid that they were never going to die?

And what happened when the kid redlized there were no otherslike them, and that they’ d never havea
lover or children of their own?

They could never have anormd life unless more ¢’ naatat hosts were created. Here syour little friend,
sweetheart. I’ ve made you anew oneto play with. Jesus, it would be condemning them not only to a
lonely existence, but a permanent one that locked them in a continua emotiond childhood, wherethe
only people like them would betheir parents. Y ou couldn’t stand by and not be tempted to make just a
few more hosts so they had the chances of happiness that you had.

And then where did it stop?

There would be generations, each facing the same dilemma: do we stop this here and now? Shapakti said
he might be able to remove ¢’ naatat from humans, but she couldn’t have aface doing that, knowing she'd
watch her child die of old age—and that they would watch, norma and morta and probably
resentful—while shelived on.

Shan sguatted by the cairn to see if her warrant card was still wedged between the stones and then took
abrisk walk back down the dope and across the plain to the patch of fields where Ade and Aras were
working.

Takearunat it, just likeyou did at the airlock. Just tell them. Maybe they’ Il seeit more clearly than you.
She never used to agonize over decisionslikethis.

Aras straightened up at her gpproach. “Isan, we have asurprise for you.” He never quite managed a
human smile, but he beamed wonderfully, and it was disarming. “ Ade, show her.”

Not haf the surprise I’ ve got for you. “What isit?’
“Potatoes,” Adesaid. “They grew redly fast.”

He held out his hand, palm up, with afew soil-caked tubers about the size of eggs. There was something
inexplicably exciting about crops.

It'syour child, Ade. It can't be Aras's. Thisis between you and me. “No mint,” she said. “But who
needs mint with them anyway?’

“What' swrong?’ asked Aras. “Y ou’ ve shut down your scent. Y ou said you wouldn’t do that with us.”
“Sorry.” They might aswell have been telepathic after dl. “Habit.”

Therewas dways afraction of asecond that wasthe right time to say something difficult, and when it
passed it became impossible again. Shan had aways cut to the chase. Now she struggled. She

floundered between sorting out her own mistakes and debating what rights Aras and Ade had in this.
They both looked at her, so transparently focused on her welfare that she hated hersdlf with renewed

vigor.



Y es, Arastoo. His genes are as much a part of thisthing as Ade's.

“I’ve had afew nasty surpriseslately,” shesaid. “I’ll sort mysdlf out in afew days. Look, give methose
spuds and I’ 1l take them back to the house.”

“We' ve got enough for potato salad and afew chips,” said Ade. “1 know new potatoes make poor
chips, but...well, chips.”

He grinned. He was artless and sincere, and she longed for the certain, old days when everyone she met
was a bastard to be nicked and not to be trusted. She’ d break his heart.

“I loveyou,” shesad. “Both of you. | don’'t say it enough.”

That was dl she could take right then. She turned and walked at race speed back to the city, where she
couldn’t get behind her own door fast enough to punch the wall in the washroom over and over again
until she broke bones and her knuckles were raw and bleeding. She wanted to bleed because ¢’ naatat
always stopped the flow, and she was determined to beat the fucking thing just once, just once.

It hurt like hell and that was fine. She put her pamsflat against thewall and | et her head hang while she
caught sobbing breaths. Her blood was vivid and ugly againgt the pale stone, far harder to clean off than
she expected, but her hands were aready whole again asif nothing had ever touched her.

She' d never be ableto abort thisfetus. C' naatat wouldn't let her.

It struck her that the last thing she had considered was what the child might have wanted if it could
choose.

Bezer' g Bezeri settlement

Rayat was dmost grateful for the revelation that there had once been other large aquatic speciesin the
oceans of Bezer'g.

It took hismind off the fact that he had no immediate way of getting off the planet. Tough. Thewhole
point isnot to crack. Thisis about time. Time—you'’ ve got time, more than you can even count. He' d
come up with unexpected solutions in desperate Situations so many timesin the past that he had every
confidence that he could do it again, and again, and again. He didn’t have adeadline. Andif his
government had one, he neither knew it nor could he do anything about it. Thetrick of endurance wasto
concentrate on getting through the next moment and not look at the daunting length of the road ahead.

But the history of the bezeri wasn't just an artificid diverson to hang on to his sanity.

It mattered. For some reason, it mattered. If the bezeri had hunted another speciesto extinction, then
what he' d done to them took on awhole new mora perspective. It aso changed the context of what the
isenj had done here. And that. . .that would put the wess har in avery different position too. Hewas
pretty sure he knew how they thought now.

“Hoist by your own petard,” he said.
Lindsay, till and glassy, looked up from the azin shell map. “Me?’
“Them.”

“Don't gloat. We don't know thisfor sure. Only that some species disappeared. Like that hasn't
happened on Earth.”



“Likewe didn't make it happen on Earth.”
“Doesit make adifference?’
“Yes. It makesthe bezeri far lessblameess”

“Mohan, that’ s like saying Auschwitz or Rwanda or Nepa were justified because wekilled the last
tiger.”

Nobody had caled him Mohan for years. It startled him. He amost wondered who she wastalking to. “I
didn't say justified. Only less black and white.” He looked at the long row of mapsthat he' d stacked like
dishes on adraining board and decided to drill down. There were at least athousand now. “Help me out
with this, will you? | want to find the point at which these large animal's disappeared. These mapsrun
from oldest to most recent. Start sampling them at intervals from your end until you see this pictogram.”
He pointed to the symbol for the large animal, avivid blue ovd striped with yellow lines. He wondered
what created the blue color: |apis deposits? The ovas were on every one of the most ancient mapshe'd
seen so far. “I'll do the same from the earliest end. Get cracking.”

Rayat’ s spiritslifted. He liked tracking down information, hunting facts. Oh yes, he understood what
drove Eddie Michallat. Therewas ablind exhilaration in it and it dmost didn’t matter what you found as
long as you found it. Somehow the same mindset operated in him, and Eddie, and Shan Frankland.
Spies, journalists, detectives; dl hunters, dl proneto feeding frenzies.

Y ou could only truly hate others for showing you the things you recognized in yoursdif.

They worked in silence except for the scrape and clack of azin shll plates asthey gradually moved
towards each other dong the line of records. He forgot time. Eventualy, with his scomach growling for
food, he pulled asheet at aten-record interval and the blue ovals were nowhere to be seen.

“Got it,” he said. Lindsay stopped. “They're gone by this period, | think.”

She moved towards him and started pulling records at shorter intervas, and then checked every oneina
run of twenty. She shook her head; that much of her was till very human, Rayat thought.

“Nothing like that from thispoint on,” shesaid. “1 haven't checked them dl, but it doesn't ook asif they
regppeared. | mean, they might be—oh, extraplanetary for want of a better word, like the wess har.”

“Either way,” said Rayat, “they were herefor avery long time, and then they weren’t, and their presence
islinked every timeto the pictogram for hunt.”

“Let’spinit down on thetimeline, then.”

They attacked the task with renewed vigor. Eventudly, Rayat pulled arecord with ablue ovd, and
Lindsay pulled the one ahead of it, and there were no more pictogramslikeit.

“Here stheend of theling” she said. “What' sthe date?’

Rayat was il tackling the detail of thetimeline. The shdll plates were marked with indentations that had
probably been added afterwards at a point where the bezeri had adopted akind of numerical dating
system. But it was long before the wess har arrived in the system, and long before the isenj colonized the
planet; he took aguess at between 15,000 and 30,000 years ago.

“I'll ask Saibto check it for me,” said Rayat, and put the shell record carefully insde his shirt. “And there
are some pictograms| gtill can’t understand. Timeto ask afew questions.”



Lindsay might have smiled at him. It was hard to tell with the increasing transparency of her face.
“Eddie would be proud of you,” shesaid. “If he even knowsyou'redive.”
F nar, Wess' g

Eddie leaned around the open door and knocked on it anyway. He always approached Shan with due
caution.

“Hi,” hesad. “Holy shit. Why didn’'t you tell me Vijiss wasaive?No, you' reright. Stupid question. Like
you wouldn't tell meif Lin or Rayat had adose of ¢’ naatat too.”

Shan had never been a pretty woman but she usually appeared luminoudly fit, and her strong coloring and
psychotic fixed gray gaze made her at least striking. But now she just looked ill. No, stupid, she sucks
vacuum for an encore. |1l doesn't happen to her. He invited himsdlf in and noted that she was scrubbing
potatoes.

“So now you know he' sdive, what are you going to do?’ she asked.

She gave him abaeful look but something told him it was meant for someone else. He just happened to
beinthelinedf fire.

“Sameas| did when you survived. Say nothing. Don't you think I’ ve learned my lesson?’

“Y ou'reforever polishing your conscience about what you should and shouldn’t report, Eddie,” she said.
“How do | know when you're going to get al ethical about ¢’ naatat?’

“At least tell mel’m not going mad and that | was right about the other two.”

She paused. It looked asif she really wanted to concentrate on those potatoes and he was interrupting.
“There was agood reason for it.”

“You’ d never have let that happen on your watch.”
“I think you better stop right there.”

Aras? Ade? They were the only two carriers who could have doled it out. Jesus, he was glad he wasn't
intheir shoes. But she' d seemed pretty affectionate with them; he couldn’t begin to piece thistogether,
and he shouldn’t have tried, but old ingtinct made him yearn to pursueiit.

It was astory. Stories made him tick. He fell into trying to coax it out of her without even thinking; and
that wasn't the best gpproach with Shan. She asked the questions. Her police days might have been
over, but she d never |eft the interrogation room.

“It'sVijisg, isn'tit?’ Hethought about offering to help her with the potatoes, but that wouldn't have
worked ether. “1 know how badly you felt about him. But he did the big gesture of his own freewill. Not
your fault.”

“You're not thick, Eddie. Y ou know how serious the implications are of having another ¢’ naatat on the
books.”

“Thewhole bloody ussiss colony isgoing to bein atight spot.”

“Y ou dways manage to make me fed better, you know that?” she said wearily. “Can you just fuck off
for awhile?’



“Who pissed in your corn flakes thismorning?’
“Sorry. | decided | was getting too nice lately so I’'m brushing up my bastard skills.”
“You sureyou're okay?’

“I'll live. Look, Vijiss isapack anima who can't ever be part of apack again. His clan won't go near
him. They’'re upset, he' s upset, the whole fucking ussiss mob isupset. | promised I’ d be there for him
and you know what? There€’ s nothing a human femae can do to help aussiss kid who'saleper.”

“Kid?’

“He sonly just past the juvenile stage. | didn't redize that either.”
“Ohhit.”

“Yesh”

“Maybe he'll change like Arasdid.”

Shan turned very dowly. It was pure menace, and not for effect. He knew her well enough to see that
savage violence when it was being tightly reined in: her face was amask and her pupils set wide. Her
eyeswere such apae gray that the sudden dilation to black changed her whole face.

“I don't like wherethat line of logic isheading,” she said. The quieter her voice, the more scary shewas.
“So it stops. Now.”

Good old Shan, good old honest and courageous Shan: but she could be the Shan you' d run and hide
from, and hate too. Eddie felt his adrendine start to pump. Maybe she'd had afight with Aras. Ade
wouldn't say aword out of lineto her; he thought the sun shone out of her arse. So it had to be Aras. But
they’ d kiss, make up and be dl over each other againin no time.

Eddie shifted tack. “Comeon, let’sgo and find Vijiss.”

Shan turned back to the sink and stared at the wet potatoes asiif willing them to bake spontaneoudly.
“Okay.”

Eddie gave up trying to make smdl talk while they walked to Mestin's home on the opposite side of the
cadera. Shan dways knocked: wess har found it hilarious for some reason. Sevaor opened the door and
made an exaggerated come-in gesture.

“Vijiss?' hesad.
“Ishe okay?’
“No.”
“Canweseehim?

“Ask him.” It wasn't as abrupt asit sounded. Sevaor’s English was limited, but it was polite of him to try
to speak it in front of Eddie. “He does not talk to me.”

Shan walked past Sevaor, and Eddie followed her down winding passages. Vijiss was curled up in aball
on the floor. There was no bed, just atypical acove set inthewall: Eddie wondered how wess har
managed not to roll out of those holeswhen they fell adeep. Once their chambers reminded him of



submarines lined with cramped bunks, but they seemed more like catacombs now.

“Hey, fdla,” Shan said. She squatted down and shook his shoulder. “It’s okay. Want to talk? How' d
you liketo stay with usfor awhile?’

The ussiss opened hiseyes. They redly did look like roadkill now. “ Shan Chall.”

Sheleaned over and did something that only another ¢’ naatat could risk with impunity. She nuzzled his
sharp little meerkat face and even kissed his head. “1 am so, so sorry. It must be hard seeing her like that.
Whatever it takesto get you through this, I'll do it. Whatever.”

Eddie had never seen Shan display emotion quite that openly. He' d chipped theice on the pond afew
times and seen the angry bitch beneath, but sometimes he aso caught a glimpse of atruly broken woman
who' d seen too much and yet till kept going. Sometimes, though, she was actually affectionate in away
he found amost embarrassing, and he wasn't surewhy.

“Let medie” said Vijiss. Hisvoicewasawhisper.

“No, mate, we' re not going to let you die.” Shan straightened up. “ Y ou' re like us now. Now, | know that

means—

“You should have let me die.” Hewas very clear. He uncoiled himsdlf and sat back on his haunches.
“Everything diesin time. Everything should diein time. They should have destroyed me. It' swrong. It's
wrong.”

“Vij, come on home with me. Nobody knowswhat you' re going through better than Aras. He was on his
own for centuries and he came through it.”

“But he hasyou, and Ade.”
“Yegh”

“Ussss can't livedone. Ever. And | can have no children now. Y ou think you' re helping, but you're
not.” He didn’t meet her eyes. “Please, leave me. We can tdk later.”

If Vijiss had pat at her, Shan couldn’t have looked more crushed. Eddie wondered if she'd have felt so
guilt-ridden about a human. Two legswas usudly bad asfar as Shan was concerned. He caught her
deeve and steered her away.

Shan paused and looked back at Vijiss as sheleft the room. “1 won't pester you, but you know where |
am. Anytime, okay?’

They ambled along the terrace back to her home. She thrust her hands deep in her pockets and said
nothing.

“I thought they’ d be more supportive of him,” said Eddie.

“I don't understand them yet.”

“They don't tolerate difference well.”

“Funny how wess har do.”

“Just because they evolved together doesn’t make them identical.”



“Nah.”

“Areyou going to be okay, doll?’
“Funny thing to ask ac’ naatat.”
“You'renot yoursdf.”

“Shitty week dl round. I'll survive.”

Shedidn’t ask Eddie to stay for lunch. He saw her safely indde—aweird thing, fretting over an
immorta’ s welfare—and went back to the haven of his makeshift sudio in Nevyan’ stunnel-warren
home.

Three more ¢’ naatat, then. Thiswas what Shan had dreaded: one, then three, then six, and where would
itend?

And one of them was Mohan Rayat. That was something worth worrying about.
Bezer' g: Bezeri sttlement

Whatever mistakes the bezeri had made in their past didn’t make Lindsay fed any lessresponsiblefor
bringing them to the brink of extinction.

The last bezeri—forty-four now—uwere contemplating their dow decline and watching their speciesfade
from the universe, atermindly ill patient forced to see thelook on his doctor’ sface. Should have used a
bigger device and done aquick job. She waited while Saib examined the azin shell record.

Rayat |ooked triumphant. She hoped it was Ssmply that he enjoyed being aclever boy and finding things
out. Somehow theideathat he thought it served the bezeri right was sickening.

“What doesit mean, Saib?’ he asked. Hislights flashed and pulsed smultaneoudy with his speech like
someone signing for adeaf person asthey spoke. “Am | right about the dates?’

Salb’ stentacles caressed the shell record, lifting it to the light and pulling it close to his eyes. Eighteen
thousand years ago. | could be more specific but | would need to consult another record to be certain.

“And what doesit mean?’

Explan.

“The blue ovas are another species, aren't they?’
Birzula

“What happened to them?’

They weredl killed, every last one of them.

Lindsay respected Saib’slack of euphemism. She waited for Rayat to frame his next question. So far, he
was managing not to lead.

“Who killed them?’
Wedid.



“Ah...s0if this pictogram means hunt, then | take it you hunted them to extinction.” He paused and
Lindsay fdt it might befor effect, and the only person who could be affected by human speech trickswas
her. Bastard. “ They were your prey.”

Saib suddenly became arippling cascade of red and violet. They were not our prey. They encroached on
our hunting grounds and we found lessto eat every year. They weretoo big, dirty and dishonest and
stupid. We hunted them down and daughtered them al so that they would never take our food again.

Rayat actually leaned backwards alittle asif he was taking a step away from the angry bezeri. Lindsay
was stunned. She stepped in front of Saib, her lights pulsing.

Y ou wiped them out ddliberately, she said.

Yes.

Do you fed regret? She certainly did.

Never.

Isthat because it was long before your time?

No. It was because they were inferior.

The answers were not what she expected. Rayat found his composure again.

“Saib, what happened to the other large animalsin the ocean?’ he asked. “We hunted alot of ours.
Whales, creatureslikethat. Did al yours become extinct?’

Thefood ran out.

Lindsay’ simage of the harmless bezeri struggling to survive againgt the cardessness of invading isenj and
then the brutdity of her own decision had taken ahdll of ablow.

She needed to rethink things. Her tidy logic of cause and effect, crime and punishment, good and evil,
had been shaken out of order. She needed to look at the pieces again. She swam back to the storage
chamber and found herself cutting as cleanly through the water as a sedl, without the dightest conscious
effort. She settled down among the stacks of shell records and | et the shock take her.

After afew minutes the entrance darkened and Rayat drifted dowly towards her. He cameto rest against
theintricately carved wall that she suddenly realized was an image glorifying the triumph of the bezeri
over therivd birzula

“Wel done, Commander,” he said. His expression had shifted afraction from triumph—yes, heloved to
nail down astory every bit as much as Eddie—to bitterness. “How doesit fed to ride to the rescue of
the Nazis?”

17

Unlesswe want to maintain a permanent garrison on Earth—and that will stretch us greetly, given the
distance—we |l need to identify gethes who can be taught to run their own affairs sustainably. From what
you tell me of the Constantine colony, they seem very well suited for this. | think you should consider
giving them governmenta responsibilities when you reach Kamberra; Deborah Garrod strikes me asan
ided isan for therole.

What are Chrigtians, by the way? If they share this belief in an invisible guardian, they should work
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F nar, Wess g

If you were pregnant, you couldn’t get any more pregnant than you aready were. But Shan didn’t go to
bed that night.

How do | tdl them?

She couldn’t faceit. If shetold Ade or Aras—especialy Ade—then it would be not so much sharing a
problem as dragging him into hers. She spent the night on the sofa, and hoped they thought she was
fretting about Vijiss.

And it was aproblem. Whatever she did would have an unhappy outcome sooner or later. Therewasno

chance of her miscarrying: ¢’ naatat didn’t make that kind of mistake. It wanted itshost to live. If it had
learned to resist being removed from the hogt, then it wasn't going to givein easily.

Shelay staring up at the ceiling and missing the days when atruly pitch-black night on Bezer’ g could
summon up alight display from her optic nerve. That had been before she contracted ¢’ naetat. The
constant noise of wess har in their warren homes reminded her of living too closeto abar with the
congtant nocturna chorus of drunks. But eventualy she dozed off.

Something touched her face and she sat bolt upright, smacking her forehead into something hard, heart
pounding.

“Shit,” Adewhispered. Her low-light vison and infrared picked him out: he had hishand to his nose.
13 &rry_”

Poor bugger: he'd tried to kiss her. At least she hadn’t pulled her gun, not that any damage would be
lagting. “’ S okay. Did | break anything?’

“Nah.” He knelt down next to the sofaand stroked her hair. “Isit me? What have | done?’
“Not you, love. Not Aras either. Go back to bed.”
“Something’ swrong. Comeon. Tdl Adeadl about it.”

“What' s not wrong? War, invasion, Vijisd, genocide, the full Armageddon tour. If you see four blokes on
horseback, tell them to fuck off.”

“I don’'t even know whereto start,” he whispered. “But I’ m here.”

It just made it worse. Ade was aman who deserved to be afather; he' d be good at it. She had to tell
him because this could only be his child, however impossible the whole thing looked. Aras, likeall

wess har males, would seeit as histoo. The continual exchange of genesgave him ared stakeinit. If
they only hadn’t dl been ¢’ naatat, she' d have accepted the Situation without a second thought and made
the best of it for Ade’' s sake. She was too old and too pissed off with the world and too far from good
mother materid to do it well, but she' d accept it.

If only. It wasn't a phrase she used often.



But it was the equivaent of threein the morning and her courage failed her. She' d work up to it, but not
now.

“I'll never be angry with you again,” shesaid. “You' reabloody saint. Don't let meforget it.”

She noted that Aras hadn’t attempted to coax her off the sofa. It wasn't that he didn’t care. Wess har
malesjust knew whento leaveisantoit.

Shan lay awake for another hour trying not to hear the sounds of wess har leading lives denied to her.
Given what she had that the rest of creation didn’'t—especidly Vijiss—she fdt petty and ungrateful. But
her mind, which had once been uneasy at surrendering her body to the occupation of an unseen and
unknown colony, wasin turmoil at the presence of ared, definable, utterly unknown lifein her. No
primeva bond was there. No wondrous transformation or communion had taken place. Shewasjust a
woman who was pregnant despite her plans and precautions, and that brought her down to the level of

Lindsay Neville.

She dozed off again. It was dmost light when she opened her eyes and Aras s gardening toolswere
gone. He and Ade dways made an early start on the crops; creatures of routine, just like her. She got up
and prepared hersdlf for adifficult day.

But difficult camein many forms, and she was far from the only person with problems.
Giyadas turned up at the door and remembered to knock, even though it was open.
“Shan, haveyou seen Vijiss ?’

OnWess g, smdl children could wander cities safely on their own. The community wastheir parent, and
they were miniature adults anyway. Shan felt aknot of proud affection formin her chest and then the
redlization that she was gestating one of these, an dien thing known as a child, crashed back down on her
and killed the sensation.

“No, sweetheart,” said Shan. “He didn’t want to see me. I’'m staying clear until he wantsto talk.”
“He svery unhappy.”

“Perhaps he’ sgone to see his clan.” Some chance.

“No, | checked.”

“Ah.” A note of concern had crept in. “ Are you searching for him?’

“Yes Wedl are. He got up thismorning and left, and we haven't seen him since.”

| did that kind of thing. Shan remembered being so fucked up by theidea of her condition that she'd
sometimes withdraw to a deserted spot to mull it over for afew hours. It was on for months. Aras often
pulled her out of it.

| did that kind of thing. She’ d dso dedlt with alot of mispers, missing persons, one of those bland little
police termsthat actually meant abducted, murdered, drowned, had enough of the job, can’t cope with
thekids, sick of life. So she knew how to organize a search.

“Tell youwhat, I'll comeand help,” said Shan.

It was what she needed. She found herself done most morningswhile Aras and Ade were tending the
crops or whatever housebrothers did when she wasn't around. She usualy liked her own company, but



shedidn’'t want it right now.

I”'m pregnant. At my age. Minus a uterus, by a bloke who' s been sterilized. Nobody can accuse me of
being careless.

Giyadas sniffed as Shan pulled on her jacket and reached behind her back—jpure muscle memory and
old habit, nothing more—to check her gun was secure in the back of her belt.

“You'recarrying an isanket,” said Giyadas. She sniffed again, head cocking left and right. “Why haven't
you told us?’

After the stunned split-second had passed, Shan crashed into atrap of identification. Isanket. A little girl:
Adge s daughter. The knowledge crushed her and for afew moments she wasn't sure how she would pull
back her shoulders again and carry on asnormd.

She suppressed her scent again. She dways did when she went out. So wess har females could smell a
pregnant sister up close, and now she knew they could even spot the gender of the fetus: but then females
were rare, outnumbered four or five to one by males, and it was probably useful for anisanto be ableto
spot asister with that kind of cargo.

“Giyadas, thisisimportant.” Shan squatted down level with the kid and reminded hersdlf that she had the
subtlety and intellect of an adult. “1 don’'t want anyone to know. Only Nevyan knows, and | haven't told
Ade and Arasyet. Please don’t mention thisto anyone. Y ou know what the implications are for people
likeme”

“Yes. I'll say nothing. | understand.”
Y es, wess har kids did. They even understood secretive, deceitful, inconsstent gethes like her.
“Thank you.”

With the cocktail of genes she' d picked up from Aras and Ade via ¢’ naatat—which seemed to be
perfectly designed for transmission back and forth through oursan—she might have been carrying alittle
femaethat would bejust like Giyadas.

Asif | need thisto be any harder than it already is.
“Off you go,” said Shan ushering Giyadas ahead of her. “We Il find him. Don’t worry.”

Don't worry.

It wasthe kind of terrain that wasapain in the arseif you were doing a door-to-door search. F nar was
amaze of tunnels and alleys, but there were no woods or bodies of water to comb, so Shan took a
section dong the western edge of the broken caldera, Giyadas at her sde.

It felt comfortable.
Don't get used to this.

It ambushed her. She' d dways been repelled by human kids, not just unmoved. Alien infants—like
animds, like anything that wasn't the self-obsessed, destructive, lying, violent apology for a
monkey—dipped under her radar. They were clean. She could cope with a Giyadas Mark 11. This
wasn't the end of the world. She had no idea how she' d dedl with it, or how any of them would handle



the problems, eternd problems, that went with it, but if it had to happen then it could be dedlt with.

It wastidy coppers tak: Who' s dealing? Whose case was this, who had the files, who did she have to
liaise with about thisincident? All were ditilled down to who' s dedling. Language, even in her thoughts,
helped put some cool distance into the process.

She showed Giyadas the ropes. She taught her how to check in with the search team and how to look
for things that might not be seen from certain angles, and how to be systematic so you didn’t miss
anything. It was probably obviousto awess har, but it felt natural and rewarding to do it anyway. It was
enjoyable.

Her swiss chirped. Sincethe ITX had been fitted, she could link to wess har networks, and shefdt alot
morein control. It was Mestin.

“Shan Chail, we vefound him.”

Her somach flipped. Her mind defaulted to securing the scene for forensics and informing next of kin.
She assumed dead. “Alive?’

“But he' sin the armory below and he has—"

Everything should diein time. Y ou didn’t need to be a detective to work that out. “He s holed up, hasn't
he? He' s going to do something stupid.”

“I| shdl tak tohim.”
“Y ou keep him talking, niceand cam, and Il beright there.”

Shan broke into ajog, Giyadas a her side, and she found now that she could even run down the steep
sepsthat linked one leve of terraces to those below. She' d falen down steps afew timesin her regular
human days when shewasin pursuit on foot. Come to that, some of her prisoners had a habit of falling
down gtairs, too. She missed the clean certainty of those days: guilty and not guilty, law-abiding and
villan.

Theless attractive indudtrial sde of F nar—the workshops, utility plant and warehousing—lay buried in
tunnelsthat ran for kilometers beneath the caldera. Shan reached the chambers that housed F nar’ svery

old but thoroughly efficient defense hardware and saw therewas asmal group of isan’ ve with Mestin
and Sevaor.

Mestin wastrilling very softly. Shan could hear her telling Vijiss on the other side of the blast-proof
safety doorsthat he would be cared for and that he had nothing to fear.

The negotiation was taking place over her virin.
“I know | have nothing to fear. | am perfectly calm.”

Giyadas went to her grandmother’ s sde. Shan had acompletely random thought; asal Nevyan'sfamily
was adopted when their isan died, then there were other grandmothers, genetic ones, ten of them out
there somewhere. Then she snapped back to the present. She held out her hand for the virin.

“Medtin, can | talk tohim?”’

The matriarch cocked her head. “Y ou understand better than | do how he feds at this moment.”



“Probably,” said Shan. “But apart from the fact that | got him into thismess, I’'m also trained to ded with
suicide attempts.”

By sx-legged alien meerkats? Y ou stupid bitch. Listen to yoursdf. Y ou'rejust trying to save the day
again. You're addicted to it. Anything rather than face your own problem.

Mestin handed her the virin and shetook it anyway. She could have used the swiss. But it paid to use
one dedicated channd, without interruptions. People who were close to killing themselves could be
gpooked by multiple voices bresking in. It was receiving audio only.

Onevoice. Onereassuring voice: onefriend.

“It's Shan, mate.” She listened for cluesfrom the ambient sound. Best voice, okay? All cam. Suddenly
her pregnancy seemed unimportant. “Want to talk?’

Pause. A click and arustle. “If | talk, thiswill be harder for me.”

“Nobody wantsto make it harder, Vijiss. But if | say | know what you' re going through, you know
that’ strue. Don’t you?’

“ YS”

“I know what you’ ve been through, too. Y ou and me. We re the only oneswho know what it’slike. And
I’mfine now.”

“I'mglad. I'mnot fine.” Click, rustle. “I know you want to help, but I’ ve given this much thought and |
know what Targassat would counsdl.”

Some ussiss were actively Targassati in outlook. They didn’t just fit in with wess har society, they
embraced it. And Shan knew Targassat well enough—by reading her essays, anyway—to know that she
wouldn’t have welcomed ¢’ naatat. It was anathema. It was imbal ance and excess.

“Vijisd, you've got awegpon in there of some sort?’
“Thisisanarmory.”

“Y eah, but shooting yoursalf won't work. Ade emptied aclip into me. No permanent damage. So maybe
it stimeto have atalk about it out here. Trust me, it looks alot better if you take a bit of time and get
usedtoit.”

“I have afragmentation device. | learned what would kill and not kill us by seeing you shot, on more than
one occason, actudly.”

He' d been there when Shan had pulled the pin on agrenade and held the catch down to force Chayyas
to release Aras. Shit, she' d taught him how to kill himsalf properly.

She switched tack. “ Y eah, but you'll just injure yoursdlf with that and get pissed off if you don’t placeit
right. Look, it's not going to do the job. Put it down and let me tell you about Shapakti.”

She could do this. It was abasic copper’ stask. Tak them down. Get them of the roof. Put the gun
down. There’ snothing so bad that it can’t be sorted out, son.

“Who's Shapakti ?’

Got him. “He' san Egbas scientist | know. We can deal with that. The Egbas can even remove ¢’ naatat



from some species. One day they’ |l find away of doing that for you.” Liar, liar, liar.
“And if they cannot?’
“We reyour friends. We'll take care of you.”

Hewas horribly calm. He' d worked this out. God knows he' d had enough time to think about it and
nothing else; and it was one thing to calm a person on the knife edge where they still weren't sureif they
were ready to die or not, but quite another to persuade someone who wasn't panicking.

“Shan Chall, thisisthe way ¢ naatat will spread—a concession here, aconcession there. | will be one
more potentia vector. How many more? First there was only Aras. How many now?’

Oh God. | know he' sright. Rayat and Lindsay. Who' s next? My child. Vijiss was as good as milesfrom
her. She couldn’t even grab him, or blow the blast doors and take the decision out of hishands.

Hands. Jesus holy shit | called them hands for once and not paws and—

“Y ou never thought you were akind person,” Vijiss said softly. “But you are. And you mustn’'t blame
yourself for what was an accident.”

“Vijiss—"
He hadn’t taken any notice when she stood at the airlock and told him not to follow her.
He never did listen to her.

Thelinefdl slent and she hoped it was just a pause before he carried on talking, but thelight in the virin
had gone out. A muffled boom shook the doors and allittle dust rained down from the roof of the lobby.

Vijiss never spoke another word.

18

These people want an artificid world, not anatural one. Our people have dways lived by hunting and
managing our natural resources with restraint and respect. 1’ san insult for the anima welfare lobby to
seek to impose anew world order of vegetarianism on indigenous peoples, especidly asit’stheir host
culture that seemsto be the one that’ s had the most adverse impact on globa ecology. Stuffing yoursalf
with soybeans doesn't give you the mord high ground. Thisisatheme park mentdity.

IRNIQ SATAA,

indigenous person and Canadian Peoples’ spokesman,

in response to suggestions that anima welfare groups and
vegetarians would lobby Egbas Vorhi to end the

useof food animals

Maritime Fringe/Northern Assembly border, Umeh: crossroads bomb site
“It'sbeen yearssince | covered atree-planting,” said Eddie. “ And never in abomb crater.”

Crater was overdating the case, but the patch of cleared land was definitely concave if you looked t it
carefully. The bee cam made a sedate circling movement around the perimeter like acircus horse,
pausing at the end of the lap to take static shots. The only thing missing was the great and the good of
loca society, jostling for their moment of screen time. Theisen) who had gathered to watch were thereto
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see, not to be seen. The fighting had died down: there were skirmishes on the border, but the uneasy
cease-firewas holding.

Minister Rit had never planted atree before. She fumbled with the spade, which was more like an apple

corer, and eventualy Eddie did it for her. He found the image unpleasant in away he couldn’t pin down;

a subjugated people playing happy for the media, except the isenj weren't subjugated, and Rit wanted to
do it, and there was no media opportunity in it for anyone except him.

“Minigter Rit thanksyou,” said Ralass. “ She adds that Ua would have been amused by the spectacle.”
“Y ou should expand thisinto apark and nameit after him.”
When you' ve cleared afew moreisenj out of theway, of course.

Esganikan ingsted on being there. Eddie thought it was insengtive given how the land had been cleared,
but she was fixed on her mission and she wanted isen] to seeatreein red soil, and focus on what their
restored and remediated and Eqbas-approved planet could look like.

The explosion had ripped out paving and exposed dark chocolate soil. Somehow Eddie expected it to be
light ochre, an unhedthy pallor befitting anaturd world that hadn’t seen sunlight in along, long time. The
isen were fascinated by it, and some of them scraped it with their footpads or lowered themselvesto
reach down and crumbleit between their hands. Food plants grew in nutrient-laden water; the thousand
different fungi that isenj cultivated grew in vats and on barklike medium. Earth was anovelty and they
seemed to relish getting their hands dirty.

They have hands. Sod zoologica accuracy. | have hands, so they do too.

“They say they recdll this” said Ralass. Theisenj were excited, chirping and amost squealing asthey
tottered around on bare soil. Whatever it meant to them, it was far more than any human dependent on
word of mouth or memoirs could ever understand. If they could recall past military gloriesfrom their
ancestors, then they could also remember what it felt like to cultivate soil; and this was more than human
nogtagia. It wasreliving the experiences of their ancestors, asvivid and persond asit had been for the
long-dead.

Eddie saw their attachment to their coloniesin anew light. This might have been how it felt to stland on
Bezer' g, and recall atime when it was called Asht, before the first wess har had arrived in the Cavanagh
system. If afamiliar smell or song could catapult a human into the past, he wondered how much more
intense genetic memory was for anisen;.

Shan said it was like being that person for afew moments. Eddie could see it was both blessing and
curse.

“I'velearned something,” he said.
“They areredlient people”

“Damn, you'd haveto be.” The bee cam followed him like abeggar. “Now you' ve planted it, who's
going to look after it?’

Isenj didn’t have agood record on horticulture. Ralass indicated an isenj festooned in dark pink beads
who was taking akeen interest in the leaves. There seemed to be a queue forming.

Eddie wanted an aerid shot, a pull-out from the tree that gradualy took in the wide shot and showed that
the impromptu mini-arboretum wasin the middle of a battle wasted neighborhood. It took two attempts



but the bee cam returned with arather poignant shot that made Eddie wonder if he was overdoing the
symbolism.

He had no idea of the death toll. He could calculate the area devastated, and the population density, and
come up with numbers—ahundred thousand, fifty million, abillion; but like dl Satistics, thet told him far
less than the shattered buildings or eerily untouched but empty Streets scented with decaying bodies.

It redly wasn't much of atree at dl. Botanists might have argued about its taxonomy, but it looked more
like a cycad than anything, and as far as Eddie was concerned, any long-lived plant was atree.

He thought of the dead. “Wasit worth it for atree?’

Esganikan’ s pupils were black flowers and her head wastilted to take in the scene in as much detail as
possible.

“Ask thetree” shesad.
F nar Wess g: Nevyan'shome

Eddie leaned back asfar ashe dared in hisrickety square box of a chair and watched the transmissions
for awhile: Europe, Pacific Rim, Sinostates, Americas. There used to be acam feed from Mars Orbital,
but it was gone now.

When he paged the data, it showed him a report—ten years old—saying that the station had been shut
down in a cost-cutting exercise because the pharmacorps who were its main users refused to pay the
rental.

“Bdls,” hesad. He d never seen Mars Orbita, even though he' d passed through there on Thetis. He'd
been chilled down at thetime. It gave him apang of regret.

But it wastimeto talk to Jan, duty news editor in Mick’ s absence. Herolled the bee cam acrossthe
table like asnooker bl and it righted itself to focus on him.

It must have been about two AM in the newsroom. Jan was clearly anight person because she looked
chirpily dert, and that wasn't hard when you were a child—which was what twenty-something seemed to
Eddieright then. A few years on’ Desk would knock that out of her.

“Hi, Eddie,” she said. “ Sorry we ve not been running your stuff, but it won't be wasted.”

He ill hated the few seconds of delay whilethe sgna crawled between the ingtantaneous I TX node and
thefinal light-speed relay to Earth. Hey, you used to think delays were normal, remember? Don't take
ITX for granted. “It' snot like I’ m going anywhere.”

“What have you got for us?’

“I"d run through my possibles but | don’t think you' re going to want them, are you?’
“Everyone s gone off the hurricanes now. Back on to the new cold war.”

“FEU and...?

“...everyone. Except the Americas are staying silent. We re waiting for the Sinostatesto formaly
condemn FEU pressure on Australiaand the rest of the Austrdlasian states have put their reserve forces
on standby. Statement expected soon.”



“Agenda?’
“What, apart from objecting to dienslanding in the front garden?’

“Jan, there’ s nothing anyone can do about that. If they think they can, they’ re dangeroudy stupid. If
they’ ve worked that out, the leverage is about resources or trade territory or accessto Antarctica. Sod
dl todowith diens”

“I'm not suretheir threat analysistiesin with yours.”

“Didn’t I send you some images down the line? Y ou know, the Eqbas Vorhi boot-boys on tour? Coming
to astar system near you?’ He rubbed hisforehead. Did they think he was making this up? He hadn’t
even sent her dl the pictures. If she' d seen the recent Stuff ... . but isenj getting killed wouldn't, bring it
home. “And | sent you abig piece about the civil war on Umeh just to illustrate what’ s coming down the
road. Jan, they erase cities. Y ou have no idea. | showed you the pictures. What part of blown off the
map does the government not understand?’

“Probably the bit that saysit won't happen on their watch.” She was tapping a screen to one side of her.
“And maybe the bit that says surely something will turn up before then.”

“They’ll need fucking Captain Atlantis, then. With an upgrade to his superpowers.”
“Okay, give me adoomsday piece.”

“Ohyesah. Like tha’ sgoing to help the stuation.”

“WEe re not about helping, we re about informing.”

Silly little cow. | was doorstepping ministers before your mother was born. “ Thank you for clarifying
thet.”

“Tell youwhat | would be interested in, though, Eddie. We ve got this row brewing between the Greens
and the indigenous peoples about life after the Egbas arrive. They both stand to gain from environmental
restoration, but they’ re fighting over eating mest.”

“Wow, the cookery dot.” No, it was apivota point: because Earth didn’'t seem to realize how serious
wess har and their cousins were about not eating your neighbors. The attitude to species was at the core
of the conflict. “ Okay. Maybe an interview with Esganikan Gai, the misson commander.”

“Didn’'t you have the undead eco-terrorist cop on your patch?’
“Frankland?’
“I'm assuming they don’'t comein multiples”

“Yes” Shit, shit, shit. | can’'t tell them she' sdive. | did the story saying she spaced hersdlf and how
fucking brave shewas. | filed it before | knew she' d survived, or I d never have mentioned her ¢’ naatat
at dl. Shit. “What did you havein mind?’

“Her name cropped up afew timesin the last few weeks. Some Greens regard her asamartyr to the

“ She spaced hersdf.” That wasinarguable. “1t doesn’'t get much more heroic than that.”

“Wadll, it might make anice piece. | mean, | looked at the archive. The Green legend isthat she went



native when she was a counterterrorist officer, helped some militant tree-huggers evade arrest, and took
thefdl for it. Better to be busted for incompetence than criminal charges, | suppose.”

Now, how many people knew that? Green Rage must have kept notes. And she'll kill meif | usethat
name.

“So| heard.”
“Isit true?’

“It fitsher M.O., but she would never confirm that on the record—or off it.” He swallowed. “1 got to
know her pretty well and she struck me as the most competent copper I’ d ever met.”

“Red martyr, then.”

“Very committed, our Shazza” Y ou have noidea. “Y ou want to step out an airlock and see what
martyrdom feelslike? And she...was very adept at not answering questions.”

“What if | can get a Green to stand up the story?’
“It’'Il mean nothing without documentation. It happened more than eighty years ago.”
“She' sdead. Sheisn't going to sueyou.”

| swore I’ d never say she helped out Green Rage. Does it matter now? Maybe not, except that |
promised her.

Eddie rubbed hisforehead. “I can do apiece on her. She...I liked her. For dl the nasty violent side of
her, she had astreak of redlly unshakeable decency. She became very committed to the wess har too.”

“How about the colonists, the Chrigtians? Did she find God?’

“If shedid, it'sonly because he never paid his parking fines.” Where was Jan going with this? He hated
news editors who tried to fit the story to the gap in the news agenda. She looked like awoman who
wanted a god-bothering, god-fearing angle on a story that was actualy about humans being on borrowed
time. Yes, like Barencoin had said, the Second Coming: the religious crazies were cranking up on Earth,
doing abit of wailing about the Eqbas and Armageddon or Judgment Day or salvation, according to
tagte. Fuck you, lady, | don’t do infotainment. “ Tell you what. Let me get you an interview with
Commander Gai, and maybe even Curas Ti, the...well, Eqbas defense minister for want of a better
word. Tel you what—Iet me send you anice little package, saying behold what the Egbas did to other
planets, and what they’ re doing now on Umeh, and what’ s heading your way in thirty years. Y ou' d better
break out thetoilet tissue, because it’ sfucking scary. And you had that materia and didn’t runiit.”

Jan stared back at him, flipping her stylus over and over between her fingersasif shewastwirling a
baton. It smply reinforced hisview of her—perhaps unfairly—as a perky, girlielittle cheerleader. It was
ashame he couldn’t let Shan loose on her, because she' d have disemboweled the kid with her first sour
word.

“It' sgoing to have consequences.”
Uh-oh. Chicken, chicken, chicken. Loss of bottleimminent. “Y ou still being monitored by the minisiry?
“Not since the UN took over the ITX accessfrom them.”

“Wouldn't make any difference. Y ou can't hide thisfor long.”



“We had some seriousriots after the last piece you filed on Eqbas Vorhi.”

“Whoa, I’'m responsible? Maybe | am, and | know it could happen again, but what do | do? L et
everyonethink it’'ll belike that old movie? The one with the robot where the dien stops the world?’

“The Day The Earth Stood Still.”

“Whatever. I’ ve seen thisfirsthand. I’ ve been in an Egbas warship when it took out acity. It snot a
specia effect. People need to know that.”

Jan seemed to be losing her nerve. Eddie was suddenly aware that he was leaning forward, arms braced
on the table as he sared at the bee cam’ sred focus light. Why am | doing it? Nobody on Earth cando a
bloody thing about this. It'll just cause panic. Why can't | get thisstraight in my heed like | used to? He
had an urgeto discussit with Shan firgt.

He could till tell her. He had to. She needed to know he wasn't blabbing about Lindsay and Rayat. He
could repair some of the damage he felt he' d done, or at least not make matters worse.

Jan stopped twirling her stylus. “Okay. Let’sdo it. We can package it with the Greens saying ecological
judgment day isat hand, and that Inuit guy arguing with the mesat-is-murder lobby.”

“Lovdy,” said Eddie. “Would you like abit on atree planting too?’

Her face was set hard now; unamused, and with that ook that said she was trying to work out how to
assert her authority over an older and unimpressable seen-it-all hack. “ Pardon?’

“Umeh got itsfird tree. They cut down the people and planted trees. Y ou have to admit that’ s achange
from chopping down forest to make room for people. First tree in an open space for centuries.”

Shelooked wary. “Okay.” Long pause. “ Are you okay, Eddie?’

“I'mdoing fine,” he said. “ Can you find out something for me? Is Graham Wiley 4till dive? Used to have
abig science’ cast when | |eft Earth. I’ d love to know.”

Jan nodded, looking relieved. She was expecting something harder. “Will do.”

Eddie wondered if the Eqbas had aparalld with thiskind of predigested, cartoonized, smplified
schematic of politica complexity. He knew they didn’t. He had no ideahow he would explainit to
Esganikan, or Curas Ti if she' d spare him thetime.

Herolled the bee cam in his handslike aworry ball and longed for clarity of purpose and ambition for the
future.

But there was one lonely tree on Umeh now. That had to count for something.
F nar plain, Wess g

Vijiss had known theright thing to do dl dong. He shamed her: and shame galvanized you if you set
yoursdf arigid, inevitable moral code.

Shan didn’t head for the butte thistime. Everyone knew that if shewasn't in the city, then she'd bethere.
She headed further out into the plain where there were more outcrops of rock honeycombed with caves
and fissures. She was|ooking for somewhereto hidefor atime.

C’ naatat wouldn't surrender the fetus to drugs, and if it could keep her aivein cold space, it could do



anything. Fragmentation was al she could count on.
Keeping the grenades had been agood idea.

Every girl needed agrenade. And she had her swiss, asturdy metal box, and a backpack stuffed with
fabric, dressings and a sharp blade.

Y ou did this before, remember? Y ou go to ground. Y ou lay up somewhere and turn feral.

When she suspected Aras had infected her with ¢ naatat back on Bezer' g, she’ d found ahide out in the
wilds and cut her hand to seeif shewould heal fast and clean. She did. She' d wanted to rip Aras apart
for doing it to her without telling her. She' d ended up raging at him and even yanking him across the room
by hishair in her grief for arobbed existence.

Now he' d have every right to do the same to her, and so would Ade. She was going to abort the child
she carried; Ade' s daughter, laced with agood proportion of Aras's genesaswell. And she hadn’t told
ather of them.

Okay, who went off in arage when they found out about Lin and Rayat? Y ou did, you hypocritica bitch.
If Ade or Arasforgivesyou after this, you haveto change.

She made a conscious decision to stop thinking of the fetus as a daughter, there and then. She Stripped it
of identity to get the job done. If shedidn’t do that right now, she'd end up giving it aname and then it
would al be so much, much harder.

Shan knew she split into two personas at timeslike this, and the one that had the upper hand was
Detective Superintendent Frankland, unshockable and robotic, the kind of copper who relished using fist
and baton, and who ate her sandwiches watching postmortems while other officersthrew up or fainted.
She was granite: nobody could even scratch her.

The personathat the Superintendent was hauling along by its collar for anicelittle chat in a soundproofed
cdll was awoman caled Shan who dreaded the pain awaiting her, was guilt-racked by the pain she
would cause two good, kind men, and wasn't sure she could live with herself afterwards.

Thereally useful thing about paying attention at postmortems was that you got to know where organs
were almost as well as a surgeon. And she knew what they |ooked like when the deceased wereflat on
their back. Soft organs spread and settled. Besides, if she pressed hard enough with her fingers, she
could now fed the uterus, abrand new onethat ¢’ naatat decided she was missing.

| should have known. | should have seen it coming.

Speed mattered. If she dithered, she' d chicken out. She found a sheltered spot; the crevice in the rock
went back about three meters and was big enough to hidein. And there were pieces of rock she could
make use of.

There |l be abit of blood, but you have to get amove on to stop the thing healing you up too fast.

She' d run through the sequence in her mind so many timesin the last few hoursthat she'd reduced it to a
few strokes, like being asurgeon in the old days.

No anesthesia. Speed, speed, speed. Don't lose your nerve. You can't die. You can't get it wrong and
|ose the patient.

She spread a piece of felted efte on the floor of the cave and stripped off her pants. Speed. Don’t even



think. Seein 3-D. Top of the uterusis near the navel. Don't think my navel, my uterus. Top of pubic
bone: here.

One, two, three.

It was true what they said about suicides: they made afew experimenta cuts before the big one. She
flinched at the first and then went dl out. The truly odd thing was that the pain went from off the scale,
enough to stop her breathing for a second, to a distant screaming there-but-not-there near-nothing.
What'sit called? Latin for anesthesia by injury. Fuck you, ¢’ naatat, you can't close thiswound oh my
God | never knew it was so hard to cut flesh and it samessand it’s so S0 S0 bloody hard and | daren’t
let go now—

Screaming had dways been beyond her. She could hear herself going ah-ah-ah in panting shock and her
hand held something far smaler than sheimagined, an organ the size of afist. Shelet it drop and ingtinct
made her curl up inatight ball with her armsfolded tight to her belly.

“You bastard usdless thing,” she sobbed. “All because | looked at Giyadas, and you thought you were
doing meafavor? Don’'t do it again, don’t, don’t, don't...”

C naatat might have been listening. It wasworth atry.

The pain flooded back like sound when you opened awindow and the moment was pure animal
madness. After awhile—two minutes, two hours, who gave ashit anyway—she sat up afraid to look.
She' d seen enough crime scenes. Superintendent Frankland told her to get agrip and get on withiit.
Therewas surprisingly little blood around for an abdomind incision by an amateur because ¢’ naatat was
very practiced at stopping blood loss.

| won't even have scars. |an't that ironic?

Shedidn’t ook at the piece of meet that had once been her. She didn’t want to think what might bein
there, either. She set the delay on the grenade, put it in the box with her conscience and piled dabs of
loose stone on top.

Directsthe blast downwards, containsit, concentratesit. Makes certain. Y ou’ ve seen enough bomb
injuriesto know that you don’t aways end up with a pile of hamburger.

Shan walked out of the cave and got clear. Five, four, three, two...

If anyone heard, that was too bad. She waited for the dust and smoke to clear and checked the
aftermath; a decent blaze was devouring the stained efte and the box was shrapnel. Shewaited for it to
burn itself out and checked again.

Job done.
Shewaked home.
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Y ou have clearance to land at the Temporary City. Da Shapakti’ s survey team reports that the bezeri
remnant has settled to the south of Ouzhari and will help you locate them if you need assistance. Please
return the niluy-ghur on completion of your task.

Message from ESGANIKAN GAI, Temporary City,
to Shan Frankland
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Bezer'q: Bezeri settlement
“Funny how the mord high ground tendsto flatten out at timeslikethis, isn'tit?’ said Rayat.

It wasincreasingly hard to spot the subtleties of expression on Lindsay’ s face now, but her light display
seemed to be taking its place. If ¢’ naatat was stimulated by the brain chemistry of itshost to carry out its
remodeling jobs, as he suspected, then Lindsay had chosen an interesting species with which tofit in.

He refused to believe ¢’ naatat granted wishes. Hisride home hadn’t arrived, anyway.

“Their views might be repdlent, but that doesn’t make them guilty of a genocide that happened thousands
of yearsago,” shesad.

“But they till approveof it.”

“They know nothing about it except what they’ ve read in their records, and neither do we.” She was
suffused with afine shade of roya blue now: that meant she was sad rather than angry, despite the noises
shewas making. “And it still doesn’t make them respongble for what their ancestors did, and it certainly
doesn't justify what we did here. If they met a birzulanow, they’d...anyway, you can educate people out
of those prejudices. Racia attitudes on Earth changed over centuries, so why not here?’

“Well, Professor, Earth history doesn’t appear to be your subject, doesit? What aload of crap. Humans
are asbigoted asthey’ ve ever been. It shard wired. It' s part of the triba bonding ingtinct.”

“You're so arrogant.”

“I’ve s0 been on the recelving end of bigotry. Remember my name?’

“I think thisis called passive-aggressive behavior. Perhaps even martyrdom.”

“Y ou're going to redly missthat mouth of yourswhen it evolves away completely.”

The argument was pointless. Whatever motivated Lindsay to be here wasn't what motivated him. All he
knew now was that he wanted to go home, that he felt liberated somehow, and that he was suddenly
very anxiousto find Aras Sar lussan and tell him just how his precious bezeri had become the only
sentient species on Bezer'g.

Why?

Hefdt that wess har would change as aresult of what they knew. He didn’t see denial as one of their
falings. He supposed he didn’t want the bezeri to get away with it, whatever it had been.

“Do you fed duped?’ he asked.

“Let’'ssay | don't fed comfortable,” said Lindsay. “But | helped kill bezeri, so | ill owethem. A whole
speciescan't beevil.”
“I wish peoplewould talk in terms of risk instead of religious concepts.”

“There are forty-four of them left. That'sdl. Their genocide doesn’t excuse ours.”

Rayat had forgotten how well sound traveled in water. Saib and Keet appeared at the entrance to the
chamber, red and green and curious. Without the trandation lamp, they didn’t have a clue what the
argument was about. All they knew was that Lindsay was blue and upset. There was agreet ded to be
sad for being bilingual, Rayat decided.



Why have you stopped collating records?

“WEe re arguing about responsbility,” said Rayat.
Itisyour job.

“Not that kind of respongbility.”

| do not understand.

Rayat wondered if it was the scale of the trauma he was going through, but he felt he was abandoning all
his professona control. An impulsiveintelligence agent tended to have ashort career.

“I"'m trying to work out how you can play the victims of the isenj when you did the same thing to another
species—except you did it deliberately, and recorded it as an event in your glorious past.” Something
welled up out of him from nowhere. Wasit hisemotion or someone se's?“| hopeyou rot in hell,
actually. | wasted remorse on you. Y ou're the very last of your kind, and you deserve oblivion.”

Rot trandated, but he wasn't sure that hell had any meaning. But survivors like these knew what wishing
them decomposition meant.

Saib hung there for amoment. Keet edged backwards. From their unlit silent reaction, Rayat guessed
that his outburst was beyond their experience. It certainly would have been if the only off-worlderswho
spoke to them were the wess har.

“Did you ever tell Aras Sar lussan about your track record in war crimes?’ No, that was beyond them.
Hedidn't actudly have alight sgnd for war crimes. “ Did you tell him your peoplekilled off their
neighbors?’

We never discussed our history beyond the time when the wess har came to the system.

“Wdl, we Cro-Magnons don’t usudly have a public guiltfest about the Neanderthds, either,” said
Lindsay. But that wasfor him, not for them. “ And we Hill killed the bezeri. We owe them. | owe them.”

None of these concepts could possibly make sense to the bezeri. But Rayat felt better for venting.
“I’'mgoing,” he said suddenly.

The announcement surprised even him. His carefully planned, scrupuloudy rational self had taken a
break. They couldn’t kill him: and he didn’t owe them anything. He was walking out of here, or at least
going above water where he could stay human and sane until help came. It was astonishing how humans
complied with their jallers and would stay put even when they could leave.

Weal follow each other, and if we can't find anyoneto fit in with we' |l go looking for them. Monkey,
monkey, monkey.

He pushed past Saib, and found that the bezeri patriarch was as solid and as heavy asahorse. He hadn’t
actudly touched one of them before.

Y ou will come back.
“Of course| will.” Rayat swam dowly at first and then picked up speed.

“Y ou’ ve got nowhereto go, you bastard,” Lindsay called after him. “Nobody’ s coming for you, and the
Egbas will frag you when they catch you.”



Shedidn’t chase him. Not even the bezeri attempted to stop him. There really was nowhereto go.
Rayat wasn't going to let that stop him.

After awhile he touched bottom and straightened up. It was ardatively short walk to Ouzhari—not a
swim, awalk, because he was a human being—and he knew the Egbas were still working in the area. All
he had to do was st on the shore until they showed up again, and give them an interesting history lesson.

Hewas going to breathe air again.

And hedidn't fed guilty any longer. It was only the absence of it now that made him realize how heavily it
had weighed on him when he gave himsdlf thetimeto walow init.

Hefindly felt the offshore current and began rising up the dope that ended in white sand that he had
blackened with cobalt bombs, and reached inside his shirt to check that the azin shell records were till
there.

F nar, Wess g

“I'm happy to do it for you, Boss.” Ade leaned on the doorframe, arms folded, and not entirely
convinced that he hadn’t done anything wrong. “ Are you redly going through with this?’

He dipped hisarms around her waist and pressed his pelvis againgt her. He was till at the stage of the
relationship where he found sex an irresistible novelty—and she' d been deegping on the sofafor the last
week.

She rubbed the back of his hand and eased herself away from him. A week ago she couldn’t leave him
aone. Something had happened. Aras thought she wastaking Vijiss’ s suicide badly, but Ade knew he'd
failed her somehow. She was being extrakind, not angry. But shewouldn't |et either of them touch her.

“Just tell me what' swrong. Please?’

Shan took out ashirt and folded it again adightly different way. She' d packed her grip threetimesand
didn’t seem to be aware she'd doneit.

“Nothing you' ve done, Ade. Absolutely nothing.” At last she fastened the bag and stood staring down
through it, unseeing, with her fistson her hips. “Actualy, sweetheart, would you cometo Bezer' g with
me? Both of you. | redly don’t want to be on my own at the moment.”

He brightened immediatdly. He was back in favor again. “ Anything. Absolutely anything. Just say the
word.”

“I'vegot to finish the job. Rayat and Lin. If | don’t...well, it makes amockery of Vijiss. Not thet it'sthe
main motive, but he shamed me.”

“Arasand | candoit. You don't haveto.”
“Oh, | do. | do.”
“I"'m not that stupid, you know.”

Her head jerked up. C naatat didn’t do athing to disguise that ook in her eyes, her focus on a point of
nothing afew meters behind him. He d seen that on plenty of his mates after combat. “1 need to talk to
you and Aras. And | know that afterwards you' re both going to question what the hell you seein me.”
She nodded towards the door. “Go and call him in, and make a pot of tea. Please.”



Ade smouth dried ingtantly and histhroat, ssomach and thigh musclesfilled with cold water. It was
different to physica danger: it was worse, because there was no way of firing back at it or running. Aras,
frozen in apprehension, sat next to him on the sofaand Shan stood with her backside propped on the
edge of the table, arms not so much folded across her chest as hugging hersdlf.

They waited.

“Shdl | blurt thisout?’ she said. “ Okay, you' ve spotted that | haven't been very physica with you two
thelast week or so. Thing is, I’'ve—" She stopped and punctuated what she seemed to be thinking with
little emphatic stabs of her clenched fist, gaze fixed on thewall. “I found | was pregnant but I’ m not
pregnant any longer. And I’ m sorry, but | couldn’t see another solution.”

It took afew secondsfor Ade' s brain to process the words. What do | say? How can that have
happened? Isit—was it—Aras' s?

Arasdidn’t move amuscle and he stared at Shan the way he aways did.

“Please, | know you' re going to hate me for not talking to you about it.” Her voice switched suddenly
into the Shan she dways used to be, briefing the payload, putting Rayat in his place, taking no shit.
“Hypocrite, after what | said about you two not consulting me? Y es. Guilty asfuck, because | know both
of you would be willing dads? Y es. How do we go on now? No idea. Y our turn.”

Arasfound hisvoicefirg. “Thischild was Ade' s, yes?’

“Can’'t beyours, Aras. Wrong dick.” When she dipped into total callous cop-speak, Ade knew she was
struggling to maintain control. “I should have known. Chrig, if thisthing can kegp me divein vacuum,
then rebuilding auterusis going to be a piece of pissfor it. Or Ade' s plumbing, cometo that.”

Ade swdlowed. It wasfar too early for him to begin to takeit in emotionaly so he moved onto logistics.
He had avague idea how terminations were carried out; but he couldn’t imagine how Shan had managed
it. C naatat didn’t yield to drugs.

It didn’t yield to anesthetic, either.

If she had cried or asked for sympathy, he would have known the motions to go through. But she didn't.
It was like dealing with awounded oppo. He dipped into jollying her dong, pretending thingswould be
al right, just as he was praying they would be.

“I'msorry, love” hesaid. “I’'m so sorry. Thisisal my fault.”

“Nah.” She shook her head. She sounded as casud asif she was disagreeing about a soccer game. She
put her hand to her mouth for a brief moment and then jerked herself back into the unshockabl e copper
agan. “It wasthe only option. Redly. It was. Vijiss wasright.”

Her voice was coming from along way away now. Ade fought to stay expressionless. “It's okay, Boss. |
understand. Areyou dl right?’ Tell me. Tell mewhat you did to yoursdf. “Oh God | wish you'd told me.
Oh God.”

“It'sdone,” said Aras. “Y ou don’'t have to explain why, because | know. And | would still have loved to
have achild. And | can’'t hate you for that.”

“Okay,” shesaid. “ And we need to avoid arecurrence. So I’ m going to see if Shapakti has any idess.
He sthe ¢’ naatat biologist now. So until then, maybeit’s better that we just hold hands. Okay? Do you
understand what | mean?’



It waslike listening to awash-up after an exercise: thingsthey did right, things they needed to do better
next time, and what would definitely not be tolerated in the future. Ade preferred it that way because it
enabled him to keep his professiona head on, but the Ade beneath remembered longing for kids and
killing the thought as soon asit formed. Hefelt he' d made this happen by wishing. He began wondering
what was happening in hisown body. C naatat suddenly seemed like an dien.

“Why didn’'t you tell me? Or Aras?’
“Puts the burden on you. My problem.”

“Don’'t you trust us? Don’'t you know me by now?” Me. No, he meant me. Hewasn't Aras. Aras could
ded with hisown hurt. “Y ou shut me out. Y ou make mefed like | ran out on you without knowingit. I'd
never do that, not again.”

Shedidn’t trust him. Shedidn’t think he was up to the decision. Hewanted akid and he' d dmost had
one and now he didn’t have one anymore. It was worse than accepting he never would. He hurt; Shan
had hurt him. He knew it wasimpossble. He made aphysical effort to think rationaly.

“Okay, if things had been different, I’ d have wanted nothing more,” he said. “And whileit wasakid it
would have been wonderful, and then it would grow up and need someone to love but not have anyone,
ever. | know that. | understand that.”

“But that doesn’t stop it hurting you.”

“Oryou.”

“| didn’t want akid.”

Aras had been quiet and till, his agitation scent no worse than if they’ d had aminor tusse over dishes.

“Wess har can’t have unplanned conceptions,” he said. “It’'snot how our bodieswork. The idea of
having achild you don't want isdiento me.”

“God, | knew you' d never forgive mefor this”
“Forgivenessian’t relevant. | gave you no choice about being ¢ naatat. Thisisaconsegquence of my
decison.”

“For Chrissakes, let’ s not start on some sodding interminable academic debate about guilt and causality,
shdl we?’ Shan was suddenly very white-faced, pupilsdilated. “1 took aknifeto mysdlf. | used a
grenade. | took alifethat hadn't asked for it. | robbed you two of achild. And it's going to hang over
thismarriage like the tink of shit for along time. | get it wrong and other people pay the price.”

Ade couldn’t bear it. “No. It was abloody awful choice between something quick and painful and
something permanently painful. I’ d have done the sameif I’ d had the guts”

No, Ade knew he wouldn't. But he till knew why she did it, and he thought she was mindlesdy braveto
go through the pain, and he wanted to scream at her for shutting him out and not letting him do what a
husband should. He couldn’t pin down one fixed emotion now.

“Wasn't guts,” shesad. “It was shame. And fear. And now | havetotell Nevyan.”

But it hurt. He hung on to the fact that he still had Shan. He had her back, back from desth, and he was
never going to let grief over achild that could never have been get in theway of that. He was determined



not to givein to the screaming voice that said something had been taken away from him, and that he
should rage @ her.

Therest of the day was like awake, with the topic never mentioned but the loss dmost coloring the air
around them. Shan tinkered with the grenade harpoon that the wess har had rigged for her to use to hunt
down Rayat and Lindsay: Ade managed to detach totaly into hisweaponsingtructor state of mind for an
hour or two. It helped. Arasjoined in. Somehow dl their voices had changed, and they were getting to
know strangers again.

Even the teatasted unfamiliar.
Shan practiced rel oading the chamber late into the night.

“| promise” she said, “that one day we re going to have alife so norma and boring and devoid of crisis
that we' |l haveto take up knitting to stay sane.”

She had an early night and dept in the cupboard of aroom that was once his. Aras made flatbreadsin
digtracted silence.

“I thought | knew her,” said Ade. “1 mean, we share memories, right? Y ou can’'t know someone any
better than having their memory. | thought she' d tel me everything.”

Aras dapped the bread on the hot range. The disks of dough puffed into cushions. “I know her mind too,
and she' s done things without telling me. She donated her DNA to make a bioweapon, one that might
even be used on Earth now, and yet she’ s strongly opposed to such unnatura science. She' san
uncomplicated woman negotiating acomplex world in which shefinds fewer certainties every day.”

“But she knows us. She should know we would have been there for her.”

“She knows hersdf, and she knows that would have made her decision harder. She dso thinks we need
protecting from unpleasantness. While maotiveisirrelevant in outcomes, it’s certainly rlevant in
understanding someone.”

“| don't want to be angry with her.”
“Thendon’t be”
“What about you?’

“I grieve. And | would have doneasshedid. I'll find it hard to look at her sometimes because of what
night have been, because shewas ready to let me go if ¢'naatat could be removed from me, just so |
might father achild.”

“It'shard not to think of it asmy kid.”
“Our kid.”

Ade had some way to go before he felt like awess har instead of just not being surprised by their
attitudes and practices. But hewould work at it. He tried to get to deep that night wondering if hewould
have had a son or adaughter, and imagining the child growing up and facing alifein isolation; hunted or
shunned, cdlibate, outliving everyone, and where the only people who were like them had alover, and
they never could.

Vijiss had reached the same conclusion. My kid—our kid would have faced the same. Remember thet if



you dtart to resent Shan for this.
She'd said it was time he saw her for what she was: not agoddess at al.

Maybe the kid could have had ¢’ naatat removed. But nobody knew if Shapakti could redly do it outside
aflak in hislab.

Okay.

It didn’t occur to him until he was close to nodding off that he had no idea whether the child would even
have looked human.

20

Audtrdiahas confirmed it will go ahead with its pledge to provide facilitiesfor avigting dien fleet duein
2407. The FEU Foreign Minister said troops stationed along the Sinostates border would remain there
until the unilateral hosting offer was referred to the UN for what he called “an inclusive global debate.”
The Sinogtates saysits mutua aid agreement with the FEU will remain suspended until troops are
withdrawn.

Meanwhile, environmenta groups meeting in Calgary have called for an indefinite moratorium on dl
leisureair travel in abid to reduce further degradation of the atmosphere. The FEU and the Americas
described the ban as* unworkable” and claimed it would threaten nearly ahundred million jobsin service
industries worldwide. Canada has dready banned nonessentid flights from its airgpace.

The Business Agendanewsin brief, BBCHan 4622
Ouzhari, Bezer'g

The Eqgbas could have been any human biohaz team as they worked on the beach, features shrouded in
loose pdegray suits.

Rayat burst gasping from the water and lay struggling for air asthey laid asde their tools and clustered
around him. They must have known who and what he was. They made no attempt to touch him, et lone
hep.

He counted up to thirty to keep himself from panicking. It'll passsoon. The painin hischest wasn't as
bad as he remembered; his body was|earning. He coughed up mucus and water and lay flat on his back
asthey watched, headstilting and bobbing as his gills closed and hislungsfilled with air again.

Rayat rolled onto his sde. The sand was fine and mostly white, and it was only when he redlized that
what he thought was black grass was the charred remains of organic material that what he’' d done hit
home.

| killed theidand. But | still didn't kill off ¢’ naetat.

He eased himsdlf into a sitting position. The clean-up team seemed to be taking great interest in the
bioluminescencein hishands.

“Any of you speak English?’ he asked, not expecting aresponse. He wasn't sureif they could even hear
him through the layers of protective fabric. Keegp it smple. “I request asylum. | have something to show
you.”

Of course: they didn’t understand arequest for asylum. They had a much less complicated take on law
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and civil rights. And hewas acrimina asfar asthey were concerned, one who wouldn’t get acal to his
lawyer.

“You can only be Doctor Rayat.” The voice had that double tone likethewess har. “I believe | saw you
afew monthsago.”

Rayat hadn’t expected that; but he was running out of things that could shock or amaze him now. “I am.
So you know | carry ' naatat.”

“I may be ableto help you,” said the voice. The Egbasflicked the filter back from hisvisor, reveding a
rectangle of dull mid-brown skin and copper eyes. “I have done research. | am Da Shapakti.”

“Sorry?’
Shapakti looked him up and down. “I am ascientist.”
“I had no ideaiit wasreversible”

“In humans, perhaps. Not so easy for wess har.”

Rayat suddenly had to rethink his universe. His whole mission had been about acquiring the parasite and
denying it to other governments.

A superweapon with an antidote.
That changes everything.

His mind went through aleapfrog sequence: unique asset—unable to acquire—deny asset to
others—acquire asset—seek to find route to deliver asset to command—identify countermeasure to
oSt

So what did he struggle to get back to the FEU government, ¢’ naatat or the meansto neutraizeit? Or
both? His task had now doubled in complexity. It wasn't asif it had been an easy one to begin with.

Shapakti encased him in aplagtic bag that redlly did make him fed like hewas being digested by a
sheven. It was adecontamination device: he' d walked on the surface of Ouzhari unprotected, and
athough the radiation couldn’t kill him and the cobalt levelswere dready falling a extraordinary rates, he
was arisk to othersif they didn’t clean him up.

The plastic bag clung to the side of the Eqbas ship, adull blue torpedo-shaped vessel with red and blue
chevrons pulsing aong its sides and the occasiona wash of something like aviolet coronal discharge that
swept the hull a regular intervas. Then he found himsalf sucked through the hull itsalf and hewas
gtanding on adeck in aconfusing maze of flimsy haf-visble bulkheads and lights, surrounded by asmell
of chemicals and something not unlike yeast extract.

Rayat was completdly disoriented. Hetried to focus by reaching indgde his shirt and taking out the azin
shell mapsthat showed the bezeri’ swar crimes.

“You need to seethis,” said Rayat. “I have proof that the bezeri carried out the extermination of another
intelligent specieson this planet.”

Shapakti—minus his hazmat suit now—took the maps and gazed at them asif they were works of art,
which they were.

“WEe rereturning to the Temporary City,” he said. “ Araswill be very interested to see these, having been



closest to the bezeri.”
“He sthere now, ishe?’
“He arrived yesterday with Ade and Shan Frankland.”

Shapakti held the maps under abrighter light and looked lost in admiration. He might just have been
trying to read the symbols, of course.

Rayat was suddenly uneasy. “Why are they here?’

“ Shan said she was going to hunt you down and kill you,” said Shapakti. “ And now we have only to find
Lindsay Nevillefor her. We have you dready.”

Temporary City, Bezer'g

Shan was back to normal. Her face was pure hard-set murder and Ade made sure he kept the grenade
launcher wdll out of her reach.

“If you were looking for alift back to Earth, arsehole, you' re out of luck,” she said.

Rayat looked like aman rescued from araft after weeks at sea, minus the cracked skin and exposure
burns. He was ragged and exhausted: and he looked faintly tranducent. Ade was reminded briefly of
horror movies where characters dematerialized. Someone seemed to have interrupted Rayat halfway
through the process.

“I’'m just completing my misson,” he said. “Like you completed yours. Although now I’'m not entirely
sure how to interpret it in the light of new data, and I'm not sureif | can safely ask for guidance on that
from the Grid now.”

They werewaiting on Aras. It was aregular little ¢’ naatat tea party: only Lindsay was missing. Araswas
poring over the azin shell maps and his scent was getting stronger and more acidic by the minute.

“Y ou okay, mate?’
Arasraised hishead. “How did | never see these? Why did | not know these existed?’
“Arethey genuine, then?’ asked Shan.

“Yes.” Arassagged visbly. The poor sod had dedicated five centuriesto protecting Bezer’ ¢ and now
he’ d been told—by a spook—that the species he nursed back from the brink of their last extinction had
amurky past on apar with any nation on Earth. “Why did | not know about this?’

“Samereason | don't know what' sin the Bodleian Library,” said Shan. “Never had reason to look, and
| wouldn’t know where to look without a good reason anyway.”

Wess har had avery clean, clear view of the universe. Humans might have shrugged off agenocida past
asjust part of growing up as anation, but wess har never would. That made them more dien than their
two voices and two dicks and weirdly pretty seahorse heads.

“They’re no better than theisenj in their way,” said Rayat. “ And theisenj didn’t set out to daughter
anyone, not that wess har care about motive. The bezeri did, and they sill seem to think it wasokay.” He
gave Shan alittle haf-amile. “Not that I’ m imposing my cultural morality on them, of course.”

“Welivein agdaxy of right bastards, then, don’'t we?’ Shan said. “I’ll never be out of work.”



Rayat redlly looked asif he understood her for a second. “Nor me.”

Ade watched the exchange between them and didn’t like the brief comradeship. It vanished again asfast
asit had sprung up. Shan didn’t look quite as incensed as she had before, though. But she was smart
enough to outmaneuver Rayat if he was playing one of hisgamesagain.

“Okay, what happens now?’ he asked.

“| was going to execute you,” Shan said calmly. “But now I’'m going to let Shapakti play with you and
seeif he can extract ¢ naatat from your cdlls and leave you standing. Y ou' re the first human specimen
I’ve been prepared to try that on.”

“Ah, the anti-vivisectionist, aren’'t you?’

“I liketo think of this as thergpeutic intervention with arisk factor for the patient.” Shan didn’t blink but
Ade could read her at amuch more subtle levd. “I'm getting better at negotiating the gray areas of life
and death now.”

“Wall, let’ s get cracking, shdl we?’

The bastard never showed fear, Ade had to give him that. He wondered if the spook ever crapped
himself or threw up like he did. He doubted it.

“Fird, let’ sfind Little Miss Perfect,” said Shan. “1 know your game and it’ s actudly not that much
different to mine. But she' safucking wild card.”

“Weadl throw in our lot with some tribe or other—even you, Superintendent. She just picked agroup of
Nazi squid because shefdt guilty. A sort of Stockholm syndrome.”

“Just take meto her.” Shan stuck her head out the door and warbled in egbas u, then stepped back into
the room and fastened her jacket. “Y ou don’'t have atribe. Except maybe spooks. Or do you?’

Rayat opened his mouth asif to say something and stopped dead, looking asif he' d heard someone say
something, someone who was't there. Ade had never seen him do that before. He had no ideawhat
went onin his head just then, but if he was acting, he was the best.

Spooks were, of course.
“What happensif | survivethe extraction?” asked Rayat, al cool detachment again.

“I haven’'t made my mind up,” said Shan, checking her 9mm like she' d missed dotting bad bastards, as
shecdled them. “I'm such agirlie”

Ade let her have the grenade launcher back once they were settled in the Eqgbas submersible and diving
for the seabed. Ade wondered why Rayat wasn't more set on stealing Eqbas ship technology, because it
was alot more use than ¢’ naatat: the bloody stuff they used could shapeitsdlf into spacecraft, raftsand
submarines.

He leaned back, closed his eyes, and concentrated.
“Nee-loor-ee-khoor.” Y es, he could do it, both tones, two voices. “ Nee-loor-ee-khoor.”
Shan grinned a him, lips parted in surprise. It wasthefirgt time he' d seen her look happy inawhile.

“Clever boy,” shesaid, dmost in awhisper. “Very clever boy.”



Bezeari settlement, south of Ouzhari

The submersible made afew passes over the bezeri village but there was nobody visible. Rayat knew
there were usudly twenty or more ederly bezeri who stayed there while the younger oneswent out to
gather food. Maybe something had driven them inside. Whatever it was, it certainly hadn’t been alarge
predator.

“Y ou’ re not going to piss me about over this, are you?’ said Shan. She shouldered the launcher. Rayat
wasn't sure if he was disturbed or impressed by the fact that whatever weapon she handled, she looked
likeit suited her. “ Just get the bitch out in the open.”

“S0 you shoot her, but | get to bethelab rat asareward.”
“I'm getting soft lately. Yes”

Rayat liked the idea of staying dive. What he didn’t like now was not being sure what hismission
was—or more to the point, how he should interpret it. Things changed, but you hung on to your objective
to stay sane and focused; thiskind of work was not for quitters.

Histask had been to investigate rumors of “invulnerability,” secure ¢’ nagtat, and prevent itsfaling into
anyone' s hands except the FEU government. That included European businesses, even the friendly
helpful oneswho supplied the government. The ¢’ naatat mission was asset denid.

If | take thisback home, | need to take the technology to remove it too.

If I succeed with that, then there' s a source of the parasite and a meansto removeit. And that makesit a
viable tactical weapon, not astrategic one; it makesit more commercially viable for other uses, too.

Everyone would have wanted a dose, until the consequences hit home.
But everyone would definitely want it if it could be controlled.

Rayat had kicked theideaaround in the last few hours and hislogic had told him what hisgut first
thought: that this made ¢’ naatat a bigger threat for Earth, not alesser one. He was clear what hismission
was now, and he took duty serioudy. His duty wasto keep the thing here.

Asst denidl.

It had taken some time coming, but now Shan, Lindsay, Aras, Ade and himsdlf all had asingle
objective—to stop ¢’ naatat being exploited anywhere el se.

If he could do that as aregular human, he wasn't sure. But at least he was now clear that the last thing he
should do was to go home carrying the parasite.

The hatch opened and he swam out of the flooded airlock.
“Saib!” hecdled. “Lindsay! I’'m back.”

He swam from chamber to chamber, finding nobody, coming back to where the submersible was waiting
on station so they could see that he hadn’'t made arun for it.

But the settlement was deserted. The records were gone. The only evidence that the last bezeri had ever
been there was apile of carefully broken shellsthat had once housed the things that Lindsay caled killer
whelks.



The hatch opened to readmit him and drained down, leaving him feding suddenly heavy and hot.

“They’ve cleared out,” he said. “ And that’ s not like them. They’ re not exactly nomadic. And Lindsay’s
gonetoo.”

“Maybe she'll be back later,” said Shan. “Perhaps we should lay up and wait.”

“No, she' sdone arunner with them.” He had an ideawhat she might do, but he had no ideawhere she
might have goneto doit. “1 know. | know, because she' staken the bits of stained glass that she removed
from her son’sgravestone.”

Rayat decided he hated standing around in wet clothing. If they wanted to turn him back into anormal
man, hedidn’t mind at al now.

Temporary City, Bezer' g: Eqbas commander’ s day cabin
Esganikan was waiting for Shan when she got back.

“The bitch has disappeared,” said Shan. There was no egbas u for “bitch.” “We re going to have to
comb the entire planet for her now.”

“Itisn't urgent.” Esganikan seemed more preoccupied with the Earth mission. Her day cabin was spread
with images and virin' ve projecting numbers onto the wals. “I need to carry out moreintensve liaison
with the Australians now. Are you prepared to help?’

Shan couldn’t get Lindsay out of her mind. That was good, becauseit didn’t leave room for remorse
about aborting the child. It just gave her an extraingght into how awoman like Lindsay—awoman
who'd lost akid—might think. It made her a better copper. She could aways make good use of

persond pain.

“I loveto be helpful,” she said. “ And fabuloudly tlented as| think | am, I'm not adiplomat, and I’m not
asoldier. So, no. Sorry. Maybe you need Mohan Rayat, if he survives Shapakti’ s procedure.”

Esganikan cocked her head. She didn’t seem to take the dightest notice of the word no. “ Thisiswhat
I’ve learned over the years, Shan. Restoring bal ance with the cooperation of the existing dominant
speciesis better than having to eradicate them totally.”

“I"d never have thought of that,” said Shan. “ Silly me.”

Esganikan ignored the jibe. She probably didn’t understand. It didn’t quite trandate in egbas u. “Earthis
adelicate operation because the ecology is till complex.”

“Fry al the humans and you take out other species with them.”
13 YS”

“Y ou committed your forcesto this mission. Y ou should have thought through what resources that was
going to teke.”

“I know my own trade, asyou might say. | know what this takes.”
“Okay, sorry. Out of order.”

“There are many sympathetic humansin dl nations. The onesyou cal Greens”



“Ohyeah.”
“Y ou can hdp me mobilize them.”

For amoment Shan thought that Esganikan just wanted alist of contacts and afew suggestions. Y eah,
here sthe addressfor Troops of Gaia. I’'m abit out of touch, but they’ re okay. And give Earthwatch a
cdl whileyou'reat it.

But the word was mobilize.
“How, exactly?’

Esganikan was either proof that Egbas had fundamental behaviora differences with wess har or else she
hed learned afew sharp monkey-boy moves. She wafted alittle agitation. Her head dropped dightly. It
was a placatory gesture, ajunior matriarch to an alpha, and for amoment Shan checked herself with a
discreet sniff to make sure she hadn’t emitted jask and taken the lead role.

“They regard you asanicon,” said Esganikan. “Y ou can unite them.”

“Nobody told me about being any fucking icon.” Shan didn't like that one bit. It was the temptation and
weakness she had dways avoided. Once she gave in to wanting to be seen asthe hero, she could no
longer trust her own motives. And motives till mattered to her—her own did, anyway. “I’ ve been gone
for nigh on a century, not that many knew what | got up to even back then. Who gives atoss about me
now?’

“Eddie Michadlat’ s reports on your sacrifice and endeavors proved inspirationa.”

“Remind meto punch the bastard sometime.” She liked Eddie. But sometimes he was a complication she
didn’'t need. “1 don't want aPR man. Anyway, I'm dead. He never told them | survived.”

“Itisn’'t Eddie who hastold the current generation of Greens about your actions.”

Esganikan made the bulkhead of her cabin dissolve into transparency and stared into the blue and amber
haze of short grassesthat covered much of Congtantine idand. It wasjust as Shan had seen it more than
three years before when she was an amazed visitor who had been plucked from her daily existence at a
moment’ s notice and sent twenty-five light-years from home. But there was no biobarrier now, and the
Bezer' g wilderness has reclaimed the territory the humans had carved out. Except for the deep caverns
gill in the ground, there wasllittle Sgn that the gethes had ever been there.

“I hate mythology,” said Shan. “And | don’t trust history.”

Esganikan seemed hesitant, asif she knew whatever she said next would irritate Shan. Maybe she was
scared of pushing her into unleashing jask too, not because she wanted to keep her status but because
she knew Shan couldn’t do her job. Shan knew that too. Perhaps that was the cause of the deferential

gestures.

“Somebody you know has asked to spesk to you,” Esganikan said dowly. She held out the virin and
squeezed it to activate the controls. “ She left this message and would like you to contact her.”

“I’'m dead. Nobody knows I’'m aive.” Oh shit. Eddie, I'm going to kill you, you mouthy little bastard.
Y ou promised. “ So nobody’ s leaving any messages. What' sthisredly about?’

“I told someoneyou were dive,” Esganikan said. “I didn’t explain how. | just said technology made it
possible. Lying isquite hard, | find. I told someonein the Austraian liaison team, an environmentaist.



Isn't it interesting that you have a separate word to describe someone who cares about balance? That
means anyone who isn't an environmentalist is probably adespoiler, yes?’

Theimplications of that logic werefiled ingtantly while Shan wrestled with amore urgent and amore
persona problem. And who the hell knows me now, anyway? Shan ran through her short and superficia
list of names at the UN, the FEU and the Austrdian government that might want to talk to her. She knew
of them, but she’ d never spoken to them. Dead women didn'’t.

“Okay,” shesad. Shit, whenwill | ever learn?“Giveit here”

Esganikan’ svirin was dightly warm, like aliving thing. Shan clasped it as Nevyan had taught her, lining up
human fingers that weren't designed to operate avirin like awess har’ s could. As shelooked down &t it,
itstrangparency became an image, aface shedidn’t recognize a dl, awoman with gray hair and agaunt
face. The message spooled.

“Shan Frankland. Good Lord, Shan, it’s been along time, hasn’t it? | never expected to seeyou again. |
can't tdll you how pleased we dl are that you recovered the gene bank. Y ou’re an inspiration to the
movement. Thisisquite extraordinary.”

The voice. Shan knew the voice. She knew it, and she wasn't sure how. She shut her eyesto
concentrate.

“It' stime you came home, Shan. Y ou' ve earned it. Whatever Eugenie€’ s motives, you never lost sght of
what you had to do. Y ou saved an ecosystem. Y ou' re saving the planet.”

Eugenie Peraullt.
Oh shit.

Shan knew the voice now. Her scalp tightened and her mouth filled with sdivaas Bezer' ¢ and itsvivid
grasdand and the day cabin smply disappeared from her vision like a superfast zoom and she was | eft
listening to the pounding pulsein her own head.

It was Helen Marchant. And she should have been long dead by now.
But so should .

She looked about sixty; Helen Marchant, eco-terrorist and sister of Foreign Minister Eugenie Peraullt, the
politician who shanghaied Shan out here.

Helen bloody Marchant. Helen, who she' d kept out of the line of fire when Op Green rage went
pear-shaped; Helen, the only person who had ever redly manipulated her, the woman who recruited her
to the Green cause.

Evenif Eugenie Perault hadn't marooned Shan to keep the scandadous family link quiet, Helen was il
the individua who had set her life on an unimaginable course, and Shan wasn't sure how she felt about
that.

Right now, she was too shocked to work that out.

“Y ou fucking bitch,” Shan said aloud, even though Helen Marchant couldn’t hear her. “Don't you play
the messiah card with me.”

21
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Shan Frankland went apeshit about Esganikan revealing that she’'d survived. | got thefedling at thetime
that there was alot more than just having her cover blown that pissed her off, though. There wasthe
shock that Helen Marchant had been cryo’ ed down with aterminal condition and then revived when they
had atreatment. That would, | suppose, freak even atough bitch like Shan. But if I’d known at thetime
what she' d had to do to hersdlf, I’ d have been alot gentler with her. The trouble with keeping up the
appearance of being a psychopathic ice maiden isthat nobody alowsfor the fact that one day you might
want to st down and grieve for achild.

EDDIE MICHALLAT,
private Congtantine journas

F nar, Wess g

Aras decided the crops could do without him for one day and Ade had foregone his morning run. Neither
of them wanted to let Shan out of their Sght. She disappeared into the washroom with her swiss and shut
the door.

“Oh shit,” said Ade. “I hate it when she does that.”

She could cometo no harm. But they waited anyway, listening for worrying noises, trying to concentrate
on breskfast. She emerged fastening her pants.

“What?’" Shelooked at both of them and shoved the swissin her pocket. “Can’'t | have apee now?
Look, | check my abdomen daily now with the ultrasound probe on the swissin case parts of me start
growing back again.”

“Boss, it'sno big dedl.”

“Bloody well isfor me.” She sat down and began shoveling food mechanicdly. “1’ m checking everything
infuture”

“Let me have achat with Shapakti. HE |l think of something.”

Arasfdtinvisble again but it wasinevitable that Shan would gtill be focused on Adefor awhile. It wasa
new bond, afascinating novelty for them. And then it had been snatched from them in the most painful

way.

“I'mfine” she said abruptly, not looking up from the platein front of her. “I'm just pissed off. I'm not
suicidal. I'm not scarred for life. I’'m going to be fine. So stop hovering.”

Ade exchanged glances with Aras and rubbed Shan’ s spineidly with one hand while she ate. Therewas
no point asking her what was troubling her because she had, as she put it so elegantly, afucking big list to
pick from.

But Aras knew what was uppermost in her mind, or at least the new complication that was jostling for
attention: the woman from her past called Helen Marchant.

“Y our sense of duty will dwaysdriveyou,” said Aras.

“No, | won't be set up by Marchant’ slittle dynasty again.” Ah, hewas right, then. Shan pinched thetip
of her nose, agesture he had only seen her use when she was under extreme stress. For some reason
that tiny gesture was more conspicuous than any of her cursing. “Been there, done that, bought the
one-way ticket.”



“I"ve never known you be reluctant to make ahard decison. But I'm afraid thiswill wear down your
resolve.”

“Bollocks. I am not the El-fucking-Cid of the Green movement. No bastard’ s going to strap my corpse
to my horse and send me out front.”

Arasdidn’t understand that. But Ade managed a humorlesslaugh.
“I meanit,” shesad. “All betsare off. I’ ve had agutful.”

She sounded asif she wastalking hersaf out of something. Nobody could make Shan do anything she
didn’t want to, but the dightest hint that she might be dacking aways provoked an odd blend of anger
and self-doubt that catgpulted her in extreme action. It bewildered him that awoman of such immense
discipline and reckless courage could be manipulated by pressing one button, as Eddie cdled it.
Esganikan knew where that button was, and so did Marchant. Arasfelt immediate and defensive hatred,
atruly primeva urgeto protect her. Shewas hisisan, but she till sometimestriggered the reactionsin him
that a child would, and he reacted paternaly.

“I think you should leave Esganikan to dedl with her own misson,” said Aras. “Her influence on you has
not been positive”

“That' swhat Nevyan says.”
“It'strue,” said Ade.

Shan stopped chewing. For amoment Aras braced for alecture on how she could choose her own
associates, but instead she looked suddenly crushed.

“How can | walk away now? I’ ve seen what’ s happened to Umeh and I’ m scared for Earth. But |
shouldn’t be. The Eqgbas are supposed to bewhat | think Earth needs.”

“And you think Esganikan’ s going to listen to you? Boss, you think you' re extreme, but the Egbas are off
the scale. Listen to Nevyan.” Since the abortion, Ade had trodden afine line between thinly disguised
hurt and a desperate need to make things right with Shan. The sudden halt to their sexud relationship only
made matters worse, and it seemed to be Shan who was most upset by it. “Y ou're adifferent person
with the wess har. Y ou felt safe with them. Jesus, | do too. For fuck’ s sake walk away from them and
concentrate on us.”

It waswhat Araswanted to say but felt was too sdfish and narrow in the light of events. But they’ d
started seeing things on too broad a canvas.

Shan had not yet smply learned to be. She had to do. She now had the chance of settling old scores,
though, and turning the tables on those who thought they had exiled her on a spurious mission. She could
also pay the debt she owed along-dead gorillawhose sign language she had failed to understand, and
whose pleafor help she had not heard. It was a seductive package of lures that would keep her focused
until they were expended, and then she would be hunting for purpose again.

“Y ou have more than four yearsto think about it,” said Aras. “ And thingswill become clearer. You don't
need to do anything now.”

“Don’t, mate.” Ade svoice had an edge and he emitted alittle aggressive musk to make his point. “If she
doesn't tell Esganikan to shove her mission, then | will.”

It was the kind of presumption that usually drew areaction from Shan, but she looked at Ade with sad



longing.
“I’mgoing to do that,” she said. “Before| do anything elsel regret.”
It was hard to tell which event she meant. Asshe'd said, it wasavery long li<.

“Comeon, eat up.” She swung her legs over the bench and stood up. “Lotsto do today. Timeto get the
hemp planted and then we can have plenty of il for frying and making soap.”

She il had her pistol tucked into the back of her belt while she attacked the soil with a spade.

Superintendent Frankland had not yet retired. Esganikan could probably seethat as clearly as Arasand
Adedid.

Bezer'g
Bezeri were fanaticaly attached to place. Lindsay should haveredized it.

It should have screamed at her; they had awhole planet to spawn in but they stuck doggedly to the
shallows around the Ouzhari coast. And it meant they were Sitting targetsfor the cobalt falout.

Their history was recorded on azin shell maps and their maps were recorded in azin shell records. They
were onein the same; their maps werethar history, indivisblein every sense. And transparent.

And they had aplanet full of hunting grounds to choose. But they embarked on agenocidd war with
another species because territory was sacrosanct. For creatures that could squeeze through any gap like
an octopus, they were extraordinarily inflexible.

But thissmdl band of bezeri—thelast of their kind—hadn’t committed any of the crimes of their
ancedtors, if those were crimes at dl. Lindsay was finding moral judgment hard these days. There were
just forty-four left, and most were old and frail, and their population could never recover. They would be
gone forever soon.

And that was her fault. That was ajudgment she could make.

She hadn’t been sure what she could do for them that would even begin to atone for genocide, whether
accidentd or rigoroudy planned. Now she wondered why it had taken her so long to see the obvious.

The sea darkened as she swam closer to land with Saib and Keet behind her in a convoy of
bioluminescence, and she didn’'t have to look back to know that K eet was grumbling violet and gold
about the unfamiliarity of it al. It wasanew territory, and his ancient bezeri fixations said that he didn’t
like change one bit, especidly change of place.

But change was necessary. She' d persuaded Saib. They had to make atruly massive change—of place,
of culture, of everything—if they wereto have achance of surviving as a species.

Beaching hersdf was easy now. Thefirg time she had surfaced after developing gills had been agony. It
got easier after that; ¢’ naatat learned fast and now when she moved from air to water and back again, it
was no more to her than adjusting to bright light after a darkened room.

Lindsay was amphibious.

She touched bottom with her foot to wade up the gently doping shore and stand on anew landmass a
long way from the chain of idands that had dominated bezeri history for millennia. Theland animal in her
admired the rounded hills, backlit in the distance by the recent sunset. She turned around to the seaand



cdledto Saib and Keetinlights.
Comeon. You've comethisfar.
Thisismadness, said Keet.

Leenz has proven it can be done. Saib till thought he was the bossfélla, the old fascist. We must trust
her.

She nearly wiped us out once and now she tries to complete the task.

Lindsay had never thought it would be easy to change their minds as easily as she could change their
bodies.
Doit. Please, just doit.

The two bezeri floated motionlessin the shalows for afew minutes. Then the dome of Saib’s mantle
broke the surface of the water just asthefirst bezeri had beached themselvesto get a better look at the
Dry Above. They were stepping into space, just as Shan did, but for the opposite reason. They were
taking the biggest risk of dl to survive.

Comeon. It sscary, | know. Lindsay beckoned yellow. Come on. Trust me.

Saib lashed three tentacles forward like an angler casting aline and dug the tipsinto the beach. He hauled
himsdlf clear of the water and began crying in green-lit pain and panic.

Bezeri could survive out of water for abrief period. But Saib and Keet had al the time in the world now.
All they had to do was accept change. C naatat could do the rest. It went with the new territory.
“Leeenzzz...” Saib sad, bregthing air for thefirst time.

Clever boy, said Lindsay, fluent in light. Clever boy.
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