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Shan Frankland had two ways of tracking Lindsay bloody Neville: to let the Egbasfind her by scanning
the sea or by squeezing information out of Mohan Rayat and doing the job hersdlf, like she dways had.

Lindsay had to be found before she did something stupid.

| should have shot her when | had the chance and when she could still be killed. The second
chance, fuck it. And Rayat, too. Christ, I'm getting slack.

Rayat watched Shan walk around the room without moving his head. She knew when someone was
following her in their peripherd vison by the fixed stare ahead and the blink rate; but Rayat didn't blink.

He was a spook. He wastrained for this. Sod it, she'd make him blink. She was a copper, so shewas
trained for it too.

"So where do you think she's gone?" Shan asked.

Rayat didn't move amuscle. "No idea. It'sabig ocean, and Lindsay's an unpredictable woman.”
"Y ou wouldn't be shitting me, of course.”

"Would I haveturned mysdf inif | was colluding with her?'

Shan thought of afew scenarios where he might have done just that. She wouldn't trust him asfar asshe
could spitinaForce Ten. "You tdl me.”

"I've seen what this parasite can do and it scaresme."

"So havel. "C'naatat had kept her dive through a shot-shattered skull and drowning and even driftingin
the vacuum of space minusasuit. Scared? You have no idea, chum. She paused in front of him and
folded her arms: he sat at the bare table with hishandsfolded. "Y ou used to call it asymbiont. Yourea
scientist. Y ou're precise about terminology.”

"Symbionts are about mutua benefit. Parasites are about kegping you as alive as you need to befor their
benefit."”

"It wants to reproduce and find new hosts, that's for sure.”
"Soyou can't kill me easly. You know that.”
"I know. Congder it anincentivefor me."

Shan stared him in the eye until he looked away. She had no intention of giving in again to her urgeto
punch that smirk off hisface. Whatever you threw at a c'naatat hogt, it made them stronger: the organism
adapted ingtantly with a nifty work-round, cheating death with disturbing ease, and the host came out
with anew heding adaptation. No, she wasn't going to oblige Rayat by making asupersoldier out of him.
It was bad enough that he'd been infected with astrain of c'naatat that now knew how to keep her dive
in space.

The bastard had been sent to secure the organism for the European federal government. Like her, he
didn't abandon hismission just because things got awkward. She hated him with the passion you could
only muster for someone who showed you the worst aspects of yourself.

"Wel, you're not going anywhere now," said Shan. "And neither isLin."
"Vengeanceisapowerful focus."



"Not vengeance. Just stopping someone who takes decisions to change the course of the fucking universe
at the drop of ahat. Y ou know. Nuke an idand, near as damn it wipe out the bezeri, change awhole
ecology, that kind of stuff." She was getting mad now: her fistswent involuntarily to her hipsand shefdt
her jaw set. "Her and her poxy humanitarian conscience—and don't tell me she'sfound religion. That'd
just piss me off even more. It's bad enough that she thinks she knows best every time, without her
thinking she's got a hotline to God for mission tasking.”

Rayat considered Shan with abenign hint of asmile. "Take the word God out of that stream of vitriol,
and you might well be describing yoursdif."

"Nicetry," said Shan quietly. "But I'm past having pissng contests with you."
He carried on anyway. "Or your wesshar friends. Y ou al make those epic decisons so eadily.”

"I'll stick another one on thelig, then,” said Shan. For all his spook expertise a reading peopl€'s
reactions, Rayat didn't know what was in her head right then, what was preoccupying her. He didn't
know the decisions she'd had to make. "Either way, c'naatat stays here and nobody else picksup a
dose. EnHaz might be long gone, but I'm not, and I'm till on duty.”

Rayat |ooked at her with dark eyesthat might have betrayed a hint of kindness had they not been his.
She wondered how long her saf-control would stop her thrashing him the way she had before he picked
up c'naatat. She aso wondered how many of her memories—and Ade's, and Arass—were surfacing in
this smug bastard's mind. She hoped they'd be the worst ones, like stepping out of the airlock into the
void, adower way to die than most imagined.

But Rayat didn't know all the decisions she'd had to take. She'd aborted her own child. Killing Rayat and
Lindsay Neville wouldn't trouble her at dl, provided she had enough explosive power to do the job. She
wondered again why she hadn't done it already, when al it would have taken was one round in the head.

It struck her that it wasn't Lindsay Neville she needed to find. It was the Shan Frankland that she used to
be who was missing.

1

| fail to understand why gethes talk about individuals versus society. They are the same thing. The
action of every individual counts, and those individual acts of personal responsibility accumulate
to create society. Showflakes are equally blind to their role in causing avalanches.

SIYYASBUR, matriarch historian
on early encounters with human colonists on Bezer'g

Seguor Marshes near the former colony of Constantine, Bezer'gj: 2377

The sheven reared from the marshes, and suddenly it was a plastic bag dragged dripping from a polluted
river and faling back into the water with a splash.

Aras had never seen that river and held never seen Earth. But the memory was vivid, and it wasn't his.

"| hate those bloody things." Ade Bennett peered over the edge of the skiff, rifle ready. "How big do they
oe?’

"Did you live near ariver once?"
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"A river. A memory. It fedslikeyours. Plagtic wastein ariver.”

"Maybe." Ade's gaze stayed fixed on the marshes. "Might be Shan's. Weve both seen plenty of shit at
home." Heturned his head dightly, eyes dtill darting back to the sheven'slast location, ever thevigilant
soldier. "Come on, how big?’

Arass c'naatat paradite, efficiently filing recollections from other hosts, had absorbed the memory of the
river either from Ade, or from Shan, their mutual isan—their "missus,”" as Ade put it. The snapshot of the
humans filthy homeworld was shared between them by an organism that adapted, preserved and
repaired its hogt in the face of al threats except fragmentation.

"Three meters, perhaps.” Aras considered the range of sheven he had seen over the years. They lurked
just beneath the surface, emerging only to snatch prey and plunge back beneath the surface. "'l saw one
that Size a century ago, but most of them are two metersor smdler.”

"Bloody awful way to die, being digested by abit of cling-wrap."
"But you wouldn't die. C'naatat wouldn't dlow it."

"Bloody awful way to give the thing indigestion, then." Ade had aquiet persstence when it cameto
pursuing idess. "' So what would happen?Would | sort of St therein its guts until it threw up? | mean, do
they have arses? Would it shit me out?"

"You might infect it, of course, in which case you might remain withinit." It was unhappy speculation, but
nothing that Aras hadn't consdered himsdlf in the five centuries since held become ahost to the organism.
"But c'naatat seemsto favor more complex hosts than a sheven.”

"| fed so much better. Thanks."

C'naatat certainly favored humans. They were hunting an infected human now; Commander Lindsay
Neville was somewhere out there in the waters beyond this estuary, an atered woman living underwater
with the native cepha opod bezeri. Aras now wondered if Ade had been right to infect her deliberately.

You wer e seconds away from doing it yourself.

"No bezeri," said Ade.

"With so few l€ft, | doubt we would spot them now.”

"It soundslike Lindsay at least got them organized.”

"You'redill asking if you made amistake giving her c'naatat."

"I'm dill feding like an arsehole, yes™

"If you hadn't, | would be down there now."

Adesfocus on the water seemed unnaturally intense.

" Shan would have gone ballistic either way. Maybe it doesn't make any difference.”

It wasn't Ade's fault. It had almost been ajoint decision. The bezeri needed help of the kind only a
C'naatat could give, and if Ade hadn't gopped him, Araswould have been where Lindsay was now,
helping the bezeri salvage what they could of their shattered society.



" think you made the right decision. | believe Lindsay Neville hasfound a sense of responsibility and will
do asmuch as| ever could.”

"What if you'd known the bezeri had exterminated awhole bloody race? Would you have been so quick
to put your arse on the linefor them then?"

"Their ancestors committed genocide. Not this generation. Nor the generation | aided in the past.”
"Y ou smdlled bloody shocked when you found out.”

"l was"

"Do you believe Rayat, though? He's alying bastard. Maybe it's part of some ruse.”

"No," said Aras. He wanted desperately to see the bezeri again. He wanted to confront them about it. "I
believe him. It serves no purposeto tell me alie about their past, and it explainsagreat ded.”

"I'm not sure| give afuck about them any more.”
"Hindsight."
"Redlity. They're no better than us. Maybe this serves the fuckers right. Poetic justice.”

Aras had dways seen the bezeri as victims. They had been the victims of the isenj colonists, and them the
victims of the gethes, the carrion-eating humans of the Thetis misson. They were collateral damage, to
use Ade'sjargon.

"It doesn't dter what Lindsay and Rayat did to them,” said Aras. He labored patiently through human
mord logic. "Even if bezeri see no shamein genocide, their ancestors carried out the daughter, not this
generation. They didn't earn their own destruction.”

"But they aren't gpologizing for it, elther, arethey?'
"Moativeisirrdevant. Only outcomes count."
"I'm 4till too human to believe that, mate. Motive matters.”

Intent was an oddly human factor. Aras knew that very well, but sometimes he dipped back into human
thinking, and the wesshar and human perspectives on guilt and responsibility could never dign. Of al the
differences between the species, that was the one that Ade had never come to terms with. Not even
Shan had, and she was awesshar-minded human even before she absorbed the genes.

"No," said Aras. "It doesn't matter. The only thing that countsiswhat's done."”

Ade lay againgt the gunwales of the boat with hisrifle trained on the water, a grenade launcher bolted to
itsmuzzle. Lindsay Neville had waked ashore around here once; she might do so again. Her baby son
was buried here.

"We must've just missed her last time we were out thisway," he said. "1 know Shan said she wanted her
dive, but I'm gtill not sure shelll dot the bitch and have donewithiit.”

"Then we take the opportunity if we get it." The trangparent sheven, no more than one single, insatiable
digestive tract, broke the surface of the water twenty meters ahead of them, staying closeto the
shordline, whereits prey—small crawling creatures—was most likely to stray too close. Thiskind of
sheven was afreshwater predator of the rivers and marshes and avoided the saline water further down



the estuary. "I'll explain it to Shan if that happens. She canrage a me thistime.”

Ade made avague grunt. "It'snot like the Boss to be forgiving. Maybe she's got some problem withiit.”
He sounded more baffled than critical. "Maybe she can't do it to someone she knows that well."

"Y ou once pulled awegpon on Lindsay Nevilletoo, and never finished the task ether.”
"If I'd known where this was going to end, don't you think | would have?'

"No. Shewas your superior officer. Evenif shewasntamarine.

"Bullshit,” Ade said quietly, and made no sense again. "But what | cock up, | put right.”

Aras scanned the water with eyesthat saw polarized light and detected the weed and movement of small
creatures beneath the surface. Ade struggled with ahost of unfortunate events, not just the contamination
of Lindsay and Rayat—he was till grieving for the loss of achild that could never be. Arasjudged this
by hisfaint scent of anxiety at unguarded momentsthat could only come from unhappy thoughts.

"Y ou haveto forget the child,” said Aras.
"Canyou?' said Ade.
Araswasn't sure, but he wastrying.

"Shan had no choice. Y ou know what a c'naatat child would mean. It would livein isolation for an
unimaginabletime, just asl did."

"I know." Ade's blinked for asecond as he sighted up through the scope of hisrifle. "But can you forget
it?1 asked aquestion.”

"Wesshar have perfect recall.”
"For Chrissakes, Aras, you know what I'm asking."
"l mourn, yes. But | know recrimination serves no purpose.”

"I'm still upset that she got rid of it." Ade's voice dropped, wounded and bewildered. "It would have
been good to have akid with her."

"Think about the future for that child had it survived. Alone. Not like us. Y ou know it wasimpossible."

"Yeah. Anyway, what are we doing yakking away like thiswhen we're doing surveillance? Maybe we
should shut up.”

Arastook the hint and doubted it had much to do with stalking atarget. Ade took along, dow breath
and seemed to tire of looking through the scope. He eased himself onto his knees and sat back on one
hed, rifle resting in the crook of hisebow. Around them the slence was broken only by the murmur of
the water and the clicks and whirrs of living things hidden in the nearby grasses.

"l did think about it," hesaid at last. "And you'reright. But | redly wanted akid."

Araswanted a child too, perhaps more than Ade understood or Shan knew. But he was wesshar, and
S0 what was done was done, and regret was pointless. The part of him that was human tried to indulgein
what-if and if-only from timeto time, but he dismissed it. It was a corrosive, destructive habit.



Instead he concentrated on an Earth he recalled but had never seen, and that same human fragment of
him wanted to go back there with the Eqbas Vorhi task force. The wesshar part of him, the part that
knew how the Eqbas had dedlt with the isenj on Umeh, preferred not to seetheinvason at al. And it
would be aninvasion, even if the Austraians thought they were being voluntary hosts to the Egbas fleet.

It's going to be bloody, even with Earth's agreement.

He decided histime was better spent hedling the raw pain within hisown small, bizarre family than
worrying about the fate of adistant planet that had caused so much desth and destruction hereon
Bezer'g. And therewasalot of painto hedl.

Ade changed the subject and sighted up again. He froze, fixed on something, and his voice dropped to a
whisper. "Dead ahead.”

Arasfollowed the direction of Ade'sfocus. "What can you see?’

"Probably a sheven." The estuary was amaze of mudflats and inlets. "It's a bugger to spot transparent
targets.

Lindsay was now as trand ucent as the bezeri, and amphibious with it. C'naatat tackled each host asa
new project to be transformed; it never behaved quite the same way twice. They were hunting aglass
ghost.

Something sparkled in Arass periphera vision and he jerked round. But there was nothing.

Ade suddenly raised therifle, dow and steady. He indicated with an exaggerated nod to hisright and
tracked his scope. Rushes, he mouthed.

The sunlight caught something in Arass periphera vison again and he whedled round. It seemed to be
bobbing up from cover and dropping back again, too big to be a sheven, but it left the same visua
impression. He paused. Then he began paddling with long, dow strokes to ease the skiff clear of the
bank. Ade said nothing and adjusted hisaim. Therifle whirred faintly asit auto-targeted.

A gligtening trand ucent curve flashed and fell.
There was no splash. Whatever it was had fallen on dry land.
Lindsay Neville.

Ade was on one knee, finger curled againgt the trigger. Aras drew the paddle through the water and then
he saw it for amoment: aliquid curve above the grasses, not quite completely transparent, but till far
from human. Mohan Rayat ingsted that Lindsay was il in bipeda human form.

"Hold fire," said Aras, just abreath of awhisper. "It'snot her.”

Adeheld hisaim, froze for a second, and then swung therifle left asif he wastargeting again. Aras stared
asaglimpse of aformless, gelatinous shape dipped into the water, leaving an impression of sparkling
lights and opal escence.

Ade lowered the weapon and his shoulders sagged. "Whét the hell was that?*

It wasn't anything like a streamlined humanoid. And it could producelight. Sheven didn't have
bioluminescence.

But the bezeri did.



"It'sawhole new problem,” said Aras.

Yes, it was.

The Temporary City, Bezer'gj: Egbas Vorhi base

"Y ou shove that probe any further, sunshine, and you're going to be using it for a suppostory.”

Shan gtared at Da Shapakti with as much malevolent dignity as she could muster with her legs spread
apart.

"My apologies,” said the biologist. The fact that he wasn't human and had no preconceived ideas about
women didn't makeit any easier for her. It was definitely a scene for the dingbat abduction conspiracists
abum. "Unfamiliar anatomy.”

"I'll bet." It was years since Shan had undergone amanua examination: even her
don't-interfere-with-nature Pagan parents thought a scan was perfectly acceptable. "Haven't you got an
ultrasound probe? Jesus, even I've got onein my swiss, and that's an antique.”

"Ultrasound, asyou cal it, provides no cells." The Egbas biologist brushed the probe over the surface
of asheet of gd. "I want to know how your uterus regenerates.”

"Okay, give methe probe. | know the layout better than you.” It looked like a glass cocktail stirrer.
Eqbas technology was largdly transparent and baffling, but Shan didn't need to understand it to insert it.
And at least it waswarm. "I check myself every day now. No uterus. It hasn't come back.”

"I've made you angry,” said Shapakti. He froze in mid-examination, the classic darm reaction in wesshar.
"Did you haveto shout at people when you were a police officer?!

Shan gritted her teeth. Wesshar—whether they were thelocal population on Wessg or their newly
arrived Eqbas cousins—had the bizarre knack of being both childishly open and uncompromisingly
menacing. She'd been too harsh on Shapakti, the poor bugger. Like her, he wasjust along way from
home, making the best of abad job.

No. | am home. Thisiswhere Aras has to stay; thisiswhere Ade wantsto be. I've got new
priorities now.

"| did alot worse than shout, believe me," she said. Shapakti seemed to cope with her occasionally
pidgin mix of English and egbasu. "Sorry. I'm angry that Lindsay and Rayat are walking round aive when
they nearly wiped out the bezeri. At least we've got that bastard even if we haven't found her.”

"Youwant tokill him."

"They'll do for sarters.”

"Even though you now know the bezeri daughtered another racein the past?'
"Would that make a difference to you?"

"No. It was many generations ago. It wasn't thisone.”

"Okay, | admit I've got alot less sympathy for them now." 1t's nothing to do with sympathy. You think
you've been conned. You don't like anyone pulling a fast one on you. "But I'm still acopper. If |
stand back and look at the evidence, Rayat and Lin are guilty. End of story."



"Motive mattersto you."
"Intent isalarge part of human law."
"What will you do if you catch Lindsay Nevill€?'

It was agood smple question. Shapakti had atalent for those, just like Ade. "I ought to nip the problem
in the bud and kill her too."

Shan tried to think of some outcome that made sense beyond wanting to smash Rayat's smirking face.
Lindsay's solution seemed clearer cut: Lin wasn't going to hand over c'naatat any faster than Shan
would, but Shan wanted to be certain. Fragmentation. If therisk would be around forever, it wasthe
only answer.

"Rayat has asked for asylum,” said Shapaki.
"Wesshar don't do fancy legd stuff like asylum.”

"If I can remove c'naatat from him, then you would have no need to hunt down and destroy other
C'naatat hosts. Then the condition could be managed if it got into awider human population.”

Shan didn't like the sound of managed. She wanted to hear eradicated, and also wanted not to be part
of that eradication, because she dmost liked her life now. "How long am | going to lay herelike aDrury
Lanewhore, Shap?' She held out her hand, palm up, imperious. "Give me the bloody probe and I'll do

it

Shapakti hadn't seen ahuman in thiskind of detail before. He certainly hadn't examined one with
c'naatat, and he wasfully suited againg the risk of contamination. Sensible precaution: but Shan till felt
like aleper, and an embarrassed one at that. She extracted the glasswand and held it by its midsection
so that he could take the clean end in gloved fingers.

"Y ou can't removeit from wesshar, you can't remove it from ussiss, and it lookslike the thing's learned
how to stop you removing it from humans,” shesaid. Don't get me back in that loop of wondering
why | don't have another go at killing myself, if it's that dangerous. "So | think I'll hang onto a
high-yield grenade until further notice, if that's okay by you."

Esganikan Gal regarded Rayat as her prisoner to process, and processing prisoners only had one
definition for wesshar—execution. Shan didn't have a problem with that, not for Rayat anyway. She
recogni zed single-minded obsession with mission objectiveswhen she saw it. It waslikelookingina
mirror.

You bastard.

She had to be clear why shewas doing this. Shetried to separate thelogica necessity from just hating
him for nebulous, meaningless things like needing to best him or Ietting hisresilience goad her.

"Isthisit?" Shapakti consulted the datain his virin, tilting the hand-szed dab of tranducent composite to
seethe data. Shan swung her legs over the edge of the makeshift examination table and pulled on her
underpants before peering over his shoulder. He waslooking at a cutaway image of afemale human that
had come from the Congtantine colony'ssmplelibrary. "Here? In the pelvis?'

"That'sthething,” she said, trying to be patiently helpful. "About the size of afig."

"You're certain it was removed before?"



"| reckon so0. The doc made abig fuss about it. They don't usually resort to surgery, but | refused gene
therapy.”

"Why?
"l was brought up Pagan. My family wouldn't dlow anything to ater my genome.”
"And now you have avery dtered genomeindeed.”

"Dontrubitin."

"And you're sure you removed the uteruswhen it re-grew?"

Shan detached from amemory that fdlt like disembowe ment. She could hardly believe what shed done:
sheld heard dl the horror stories of how trapped people had cut through their own limbs, and now she
knew therewas aleve of desperation you reached—Iike the one shed reached floating suitlessin the
void—where the surviva reflex took over totaly and pain didn't matter.

"Yes, I'mcertain,”" shesaid.
"Did it hurt?'

"I cut through my abdomina wall without anesthesia. Of courseit bloody well hurt." She stared a him,
waiting for alecture on abortion. She didn't need one. It had upended her more than she ever thought
possible. "It was the only way to guarantee getting past c'naatat's defenses.”

"I understand why you wanted to spare the child the lifeyou have," he said kindly. "Just as Vijiss was
unableto bear theisolation.”

Thanks. Remind me he killed himself. Y ou could aways rely on wesshar to cut the crap and plow
graight through the euphemism. They didn't understand oblique language. "It till shocksyou, | know."

"We have no unwanted offspring." Shapakti smoothed hisgel gloves over hishands. It made them look
wet, and with his multi-jointed thin fingers, the effect was one of a sea creature siranded on the shore,
"But then we have no offspring who would bear your burden, either.”

"Y ou have agreat bedside manner,” said Shan.
"It's hard to tell how upset you are because you suppress your scent.”

"Just aswdl | can." C'naatat, forever tinkering with its collection of DNA fragments from other cregtures
it had passed through, had given her awesshar scent sgnaing system. She kept her jask, her matriarcha
dominance pheromone, well under conscious contral. "1 don't want to lose my temper and end up

deposing Esganikan.”
"Thischild was Ade's"

Shetook it asarebuke for carelessness. "We'd both been sterilized and we thought it was okay to
copulate. C'naatat had other idess."

"Youthink it has ideas? That it's sentient?"

"Just afigure of speech. Bacteriatry to survive and reproduce. But, yes, it does seem to learn and react
toitshosts anxieties." Shan stepped on thinice of her own making: sheld taken the wesshar view of life
and sentience to heart. Humans had no specid rights or positionin creation. "But | don't like thinking of it



as something making decisonsfor me. Nobody doesthat.”

Shapakti tilted his head on one side in that appealingly canine wesshar gesture of intense interest. Eqbas
wesshar and their Wessg cousins might have looked different, but they both had those four-lobed pupils
that made them cock their headsto get a better focus.

"Thisisvery much a gethes habit, this need to lock yourself away in your own head,” he said. Gethes:
carrion-egters. Human eating habits gppalled wesshar. "Their thoughts are till within you."

"Y ou ought to think of me more as ahuman with afew bolt-on extras." Shan flexed her hands and

bi oluminescence danced as violet and amber lightsin her fingers. She il didn't know where those bezeri
genes had come from. " So, no uterus. But | don't know when it's going to make a comeback,
and...wdl...it'saffecting Ade."

"Y ou have no oursan now."
"Yes. No sex. Not proper sex, anyway."
"Isthat because you fear conception, or because he shunsyou for killing his child?!

Egbas were wesshar, al right. However used she was to that brusque manner, the words still stung; she
occupied hersdlf fastening her belt and fidgeting with her handgun while she swalowed aretort.

No, | don't have a smart answer. I'm just hurt.

Shapakti held both hands over a shalow meta bowl and shook them asif he was performing aconjuring
trick, and inaway hewas. hisgel gloves did from his spidery hands and coalesced into apooal of liquid.
A thought crossed her mind, one that diverted her productively from her guilt.

"Oneszefitsdl," shesad, indicating the gloves with ajerk of her thumb. "Y ou're good a making
reectiveliquid materids. That's the same tech you use for your ship'shull, isn't it?"

Shapakti did his baffled Labrador act. "Barrier and containment, yes."

There was no delicate way to put it, but wesshar had no taboos about sex anyway. "If you can make
gloves, you can make condoms.” She didn't expect him to know the English word. "That's a covering you
put over the oursan'te—to contain semind fluid.”

Shapakti trilled happily. "I understand.” He held up the virin. "I have dl human medica datahere. Only
one organ for both sanil and oursan'te.”

"Think of us asthe economy modd."
"I can makethisdevice."
"Can | try thegloves?'

He took another bowl from the nest datted shelves of histemporary surgery and held it in front of her. A
bi ol ogist—a genetic engineer—playing doctor didn't trouble her quite as much asit had afew months
ago; it made sense. He knew how to build the engine aswell asrepair it.

"Immerseyour hands," he said.

Shan sank her fingersinto aclear gel that felt like liquid on contact and crept up her handsto her wridts.
Itsinexorable progress over her skin made her jerk back, and judging by the wet sheen it had stopped



about hafway up her forearms. It wasn't an unpleasant sensation; it just felt uncontrollable, asif it had a
life of itsown. Sheldd had her fill of that kind of thing with ¢'naatat.

"How doesit know how to do that?"
"Y ou withdrew your hands."
"Fascinating."

"It'san effective barrier.”

Shan thought of the sheven, acarnivorous plastic bag, one huge enveloping gut and not much ese. "If |
hadn't pulled my hands out, would it have covered my whole body?"

IIYSII
"Jesus™

"It'ssafe, if uncomfortable. A complete barrier. Y ou would still bregthe, of course.” Shapakti made
another littletrill in histhroat. In aWessg) wesshar it was excited amusement. "But you don't need to
breathe. Y ou survived in space without a suit for many months."

She sared a the gloves, adick glaze asthin as skin, and rubbed her fingertips together. They smply felt
wet. There was no loss of sensation. It was another wesshar gizmo that would have made afortune on
Earth if they had any desire for commerce—which they didnt.

Condom. The gd wasdmost yelling it at her, and, God, how she wanted to fuck Ade properly again. So
isthat all you care about? You're no better than Lin.

Shetried to imagine how sheld sell theideaito Ade. "No thanks. | got used to breathing again. | think I'd
missit. How do you clean these things after use?"

Shapakti made the shaking gesture with both hands. " The coating will rlease itsdlf.”

Shan suppressed amenta image of Ade separating himself from the sticky embrace of the gdl. 1t wasjust
aswell he had auniform-black sense of humor. "And the contaminant?"

"How dangerousisit?'

"Just body fluids. It's not like it's going to make us any more c'naatat than we dready are.”
"Rinsethegd inwater."

"Isthat it? Nearly amillion years ahead of us, and you just rinse?'

"The best solution isthe Smplest one.”

"Yes, | do hanker for anapped flint and a pointy stick some days."

"But how will you exchange memories now, if you put abarrier between the oursan membranes?'

"We don't need to. It might be auseful trait for anisenj, but it'sapainin thearsefor the rest of us." Shan
shook the glove coating into the bowl with aflick of her hands that made her wrist joints crack, and
watched the liquid become agel that huddled in an oblate sphere like mercury at the bottom of the bowl.
"And normal wesshar don't swap memories either. It's not mandatory in ardationship.”



Shan made amenta note to carry on checking hersdf for signs of regenerated body parts anyway,
condom or not. She was a copper. She didn't put trust in what she couldn't break into components,
andyze and understand. This gdl'stechnology was as far beyond her asthe Egbassliquid spaceships,
and shedidn't do blind faith.

Locked in asmall room down the passage of this underground base—hidden out of respect for the
wildernessround it, not for security or concealment—Rayat was another lement in her life that she
couldn't trugt, athough she understood him far too well. She still wasn't sure which government
department he really worked for; but he was a spook, and that was al she needed to know.

She was damned if he was heading back home with his prize. C'naatat wasn't for sde.
"Can't your clean-up teamstrace Lindsay?' she asked.

Shapakti picked up the imaging device that Shan thought of Smply asthe glassteartray and stared into its
layerslike a haruspex seeking meaning in entrails. He had been annoyed—as annoyed as he could be,
anyway—that he couldn't remove c'naatat from human cells as he once had. The damn thing was
learning to thwart him. He made little noisesin histhroat that reminded her of an otter and she wondered
if hewasavoiding theissuein avery un-wesshar way.

But he wasn't. Hewas just preoccupied. "They've lost track of the bezeri. They seem to have vanished.”

Shan tipped the glob of gel into acontainer and put it in her pocket. "1'd better find Aras and Ade, then.
It'slike having acouple of naughty little boysto look after.”

It was ajoke but she meant more than half of it, because the two of them had become adouble act. The
housebrother bond was as powerful for Ade asit was for any wesshar, more than just the exchange of
DNA between the three of them and the biochemical bonding: Ade craved comradeship, and so did
Aras. Species and trillions of miles of space might have separated them, but they had alot in common
gpart from her—two soldiers, expendable and expended, who dreaded loneliness.

"If youfind Lindsay," said Shapakti, "will you let me take samplesfrom her?'
"Deed or dive?'

"Aliveisadwaysbetter."

"I'll seewhat | can do."

Shan walked out of the maze of corridors and chambers that formed the Temporary City, passing knots
of ussiss digplaced from Umeh by the fighting—not d most-gppeding meerkats now, but irritable,
anxious, pack-fighting animals. There was dso the Eqbas crew working on the decontamination of
Ouzhari idand, around a hundred of them in thisformer wesshar garrison. The rest of the 2,000-strong
force was split between Umeh and the surrounding camp, and they were marking time on those duties
until the rest of the Eqbas task force joined them for the journey to Earth.

Shan found a sheltered spot on the shingle beach and sat in the lee of atwenty-meter long mat of some
tufted lavender-gray succulents. Thiswaswhere Ade and Aras would land the boat. Sheld see them
coming.

Umeh is not your problem. Leave it alone.

But Umeh wastearing itsdf apart. The Eqbas were giving them ahand in making a bang-up thorough job
of it, too.



None of thisis your problem. Stop looking for more fights to keep yourself occupied.

From the beach she could see thefirst idand in the chain that ran south, about six kilometers acrossthe
channel. Sheredized she didn't actudly know thelocal namefor it; to her, it had dways been
Congtantine. That was the name of the religious colony that had lived there for nearly two centuries, and
sointhe proprietorid way of foreign empirestheidand'sidentity had been subsumed by it. The chain of
idands ran south, decreasing in size like abunch of stylized grapes—Catherine, Charity, Clare, Chad,
and Chrigtopher, named for saints who hadn't been on hand here to perform any miracles when they
wereredly needed.

Christopher had alocad name: Ouzhari. Shan wondered if it would go down in history like Hiroshimaor
Istanbul, anicon of destruction. It had been idyllic white sand and black grass set in avivid blue sea, but
the grasswas gone, and only c'naatat survived in the soil of theirradiated wasteland.

So the bezeri were as rotten and profligate as humans. They'd wiped out ariva race long before the
wesshar came to the Cavanagh system, and—according to Rayat—they didn't fed theleast bit guilty,
and they didn't deny it. They seemed bullish: proud, even. Shan redized sheld been hoping that the
unifying principle of non-human life across the galaxy would be compassion, and that Homo sapiens was
the bad apple in the galactic barrel. Deep down, though, her rational self had long suspected that
gang-banging dolphins and murdering chimpswere just evidencethat al life was brutal and opportunigtic
initsway, and that people by the wesshar definition of sentience—human or cephaopod, in-sectoid or
un-cute meerkat—were equd, both in their right to life and their complete disregard for it.

But she liked thewesshar. They killed too, but she understood their rules: vegan, cooperative, frugdl,
and utterly remorsdless. They didn't pick on the small and the weak. They swaggered up to the biggest
bully in the playground, tapped them on the shoulder, and punched them out. That was how she did
thingstoo. Shefitted in fine with the loca wesshar. She dso fitted in with the Egbas wesshar, upto a
point, and that was the part that worried her, because the cultura and ethica rift between the two
branches was big. She watched it growing bigger each day.

They all think it's perfectly okay for me to betray my duty and help eco-terrorists, though. Normal,
decent, wess har thing to do.

If only she embraced the Wessg Targassati philosophy of non-intervention aswell, she might have been
alot happier. But her gut till told her to do as the Eqgbas branch of the family did; wade into trouble to
sort things out, unasked and uninvited.

Acrossthe channel, apinpoint of reflection wreathed in abow wave of white foam was heading her way.
As shewatched, it resolved into arigid inflatable. Two figures sat forward, leaning on the gunwales, one
the dark and heavily muscled shape of a once wesshar rendered almost unrecognizable by the changes
c'naatat had made to him, the other asmaller blur of lovat green combats, ahuman male.

How will we ever get back to normal after all this?

Normal wasrelative; other people's normal had never been hers anyway, but the last few years had
shifted it much further along the spectrum. Now she wondered if she was actudly irreparably damaged
by accepting that you could suck hard vacuum or cut your guts open and still carry on asif you were
human. The only reference point of sanity that she had was two loverswho were as dtered as she was,
and probably about aswell adjusted. Their shared purdah seemed a powerful bond. Now, after the
abortion, it seemed fragile.

Yeah, maybe a bit of discussion beforehand would have been a good idea. But what if you'd talked
me into keeping it?



It could never be. It wasagirl, but Shan hung on to the neuter, the nameless, and made damn sure she
didn't start sentimentdizing. It wouldn't change athing. As she focused on Ade, she a'so made sure she
didn't wonder if the kid would have looked like him. That was the path to becoming afucking lundtic like

Lindsay.
By the time the inflatable dowed down in the shallows Shan could see that neither Ade nor Araswere
happy. If thewind had been in the right direction, she was sure she could have smelled them. Ade

jumped out of the boat asit ran up onto the beach, and lifted its outboard clear to haul up the pebblesfor
Arasto step out.

Now Shan could see why. Araswas cradling something in hisarms. It was a makeshift container of
folded platic, full of vegetation and soil.

He's rescued something. He's found some animal. He's so bloody soft.

Wesshar generaly expressed their strict vegan outlook by unsentimental avoidance of other species, but
Aras had ingsted on looking after the lab rat colony held liberated from Rayat before surrendering them
to Shapakti. He found their little paws fascinatingly like human hands. Shan got to her feet and walked
towards him, expecting to see something helpless and rare in the container, something Aras wanted to
nurture.

She peered in. It was just wet earth and vegetation coated in what looked like raw abumen.
"Whereisit?' shesad. "Cometo that, what isit?'

Ade had that studied lack of expression that said he had bad news, but his acid scent of anxiety
conveyed the real messagejust fine. "I think we need to get Shapakti to take alook.”

“Why?

Aras—far from the seahorse-like elegant wesshar he had been, now more aheradic beast overlad ona
man, magical and tragic—dlill had that tendency to tilt his heed to indicate intense interest. "1 believe there
aretrace cells on this piece of riverbank that are from a bezeri."

Shan heard riverbank and bezeri. She was no biologist, but bezeri were ocean dwellers, saltwater
animals. "What's driven them inshore? Are they beaching themsdaves?"

She expected more bad news about their numbers. They were down to the last forty or so individuals of
apopulation that had aready declined to tens of thousands before the cobalt-salted neutron devices
scoured Ouzhari and contaminated the searound it. They would never recover.

Arastilted the container. Shan reached out automatically and the lightsin her fingertips sparkled ina
complex pattern of blue and amber pinpricks. The display distracted her briefly from the wet messin the
plastic box.

"What'sin there?' she asked.
"Traces of mucus from the mantle of abezeri," said Aras. "From the banks of the estuary.”

Another dead one. They beached themsdlvesin their thousands after the fallout hit them. "The body's il
there, then.”

"No." Adefolded hisarms and stared down at the pebblesfor afew moments. He looked up, eyes wide
and wary. "It ran off."



Northern Assembly, Ebj continent, Umeh, Cavanagh's Star system: near the Maritime Fringe
border

Minigter Rit picked her way between rubble on the congtruction site and wondered when the Maritime
Fringe forceswould pour across the border again.

The Eqbas had withdrawn their ship and she didn't know if they'd be back. They'd agreed to help Umeh
restore its ecology: her husband, Par Pard Udl, had lost hislifefor asking them to intervene, and she
expected that sacrifice not to be wasted. Once invited, Eqbas didn't walk away, but they seemed to have
walked away now, asif Umeh was so far beyond their help that they'd lost interest in reshaping it.

It was ill Rit's duty to see that her husband's wishes were honored. She didn't know how to copeif they
werent.

"| expect them to come back to discuss the bioweapons,” said Rit.
Ralass, her ussss aide, half closed hiseyesin faint disapprovad. "They dways keep their word.”

"Meanwhile, then, we rebuild." Humans, her late husband used to tell her, were prone to descend into
anarchy in wartime. They abandoned their sense of community. "Are your people going to return?”

"Perhaps.” Ralass trotted on, inspecting the progress. He was one of the few ussiss who seemed not to
run with the pack. "But they seem to be settling into life on Wessg. Whatever happens, that's home. We
evolved with the wesshar, regardless of what other partnerships we might form. Never forget that.”

Buildings dong the route of the Maritime Fringe's abortive advance stood smashed to the first and
second floors, their colored fascias blackened and peeling. Most of the fallen masonry had been cleared,
at least the length of the road ahead. The dead had been taken away and cremated long before. Joists
and scaffold crisscrossed Rit'sfield of view like aweb.

Nothing in her genetic memory, no voice or recollection of her many ancestors, could tell her what move
to make now. Isenj rarely fought among themsalves. It had taken an externa threst—the wesshar and
their cousins from Egbas Vorhi—to tip them into brief, destructive skirmishes, and then—then they
paused, bewildered, and looked around at what they had done, and tried to repair it.

"Wedill haveatreg" said Raass.

Y es, they till had atree. In the crater gouged by an explosion, a dalf was growing in the exposed soil,
soil that hadn't seen thelight of day for centuries until the brief battle—if the rout of the Fringe armored
column could be called that—ipped foundations out of the ground. Long fegthery projections,
tranducent gold in the hazy sun, had unfurled from three dim stalks at the treg's head.

Esganikan Ga said it wasimportant that the utter serility of Umeh should be broken by aliving tree
planted in that rarest of things, a patch of bare soil. Sheingsted onit.

The humans called it apark, except parks had more trees and a variety of other plants. The dalf would
have been better off staying on Tagr Var, whereit came from; but Esganikan, in that wesshar way of
hers, carried on regardless and imposed a park upon the Northern Assembly.

Rit remembered trees, or at least her ancestors did; that meant they were significant memories. Rit's
ancestral memory aso recalled atime when the wesshar were Smply newcomersto the system, settlers
with impossibly advanced technology who were happy to settle on Asht's uninhabited twin planet and
trouble nobody.



"How did we live in peace with wesshar for more than nine thousand years,” said Rit, "and then end up
fighting so bitterly?'

"Because the bezeri asked them to intervene to throw you off Bezer'd." Raass dodged aloader sagging
under theweight of chunks of shattered rubble. "Had they been Eqbas wesshar, they would have
stopped you colonizing Asht to begin with."

Thiswas the concept that gave Rit the most trouble, thisideathat wesshar felt obligated to render
ald—and carry on rendering it even when they were no longer wanted. She searched her inherited
memories and found no hint that any of her forebears had understood that. All they had known was that
wesshar didn't attack Umeh. That had left Umeh unprepared for the aggressively interventionist Eqbas
Vorhi.

"How do humans cope?' she asked Ralass.

The ussiss aide reached out and touched the dalf'sfronds carefully asif expecting pain from them. "With
parks?'

"With having to learn everything anew in each generation.”
"They dont," said Rdass. "They make the same mistakes each time."

"No wonder they're so possessive about information. It's hard won for them.” They did learn, though.
They didn't seem at dl surprised by the Eqbas. "What are they doing now?"

"They seem happy to have an outgoing I TX link to Earth, even if they have to queue to make their
transmissions and even though they have nothing to say.”

It took one authorization from Rit to lift the block on outgoing messages. Her ministry could have doneit
sooner, but they hadn't, and now it had been done that day, after requests had been countersigned and
permissions passed down the line. The humans thought there was some strategy to it. But they had smply
been forgotten in the unfolding crisis. They didn't seem used to being asmdl detail in the galaxy.

"| see no point continuing the embargo,” said Rit. "There's no harm that they can do, now that they're
leaving."

"And now that the problem isn't humans provoking wesshar any longer. Minister, what will you do about
the Eqbas?’

"I have to reach an understanding with them, of course.”
"Shomen Eit saysthisis now an infrastructure matter, and so hisrespongbility.”

The park and the restoration was—strictly speaking—the preserve of Shomen Eit too. Rit, whose
ministry handled dien relations, was making a statement by being here a al, even if she had planted the
tree because it was, technicdly, dien.

And that statement was that she was moving into Shomen Eit'sfiefdom.

My husband died for this. He wanted Umeh to be restored. And all Eit wants is more power for
the Assembly. | can't let it stop at that.

"Until herdievesmeof my pogt,” said Rit, measuring every word, "then | carry on doing my duty to the
date.”



Two isenj who had been inspecting the dalf paused to stare at her. For amoment she thought they might
speak to her: unlike human politicians, isenj didn't fear their e ectorate enough to want constant protection
from them. But they smply acknowledged her office with arattle of quills, stared at the tree for amoment
longer, and then moved away.

She waited for them to pass. "Whereis our army now?"

Raass checked the latest deployment on his data cube. " Those who've remained loyal to the Assembly
are dill surrounding the administration buildings, and there are units holding out ong the border.”

"What would you do?"
"Miniger, I'm not amilitary tactician.”
"I meant politicaly.”

Raass had those same spherical eyesasdl the fur-things—wesshar, Eqbas, human—except they had
none of that disturbing wet glaze that made them look like interna organs protruding through wounds.
They were matte black. Even the changing patterns of dectrica activity in the cdls didn't give Rit much
idea of where those eyes were focused. She had met her first ussiss when she cameto Jgeno asachild,
and she dill sought some pattern in their eyeslike she did in the receptors of her own kind. She never
found it. She dwaysfdt there was something unsaid when she spoke with ussiss.

"I'm not hereto advise" said Ralass carefully. "Not about direction. Execution, yes. But the direction can
only come from you and your colleagues.”

"Shomen Eit must be displaced.”

Rit paused and waited for areaction. Ralass's head bobbed asif he didn't quite understand what sheldd
sad. Hedid, of course: it was just that no isenj minister would even suggest acoup. Isenj werelargely
cooperative, their ambitions held in check by shared memories and the orderly society they inherited from
their colony-dwelling ancestors. Rit could recall that ancient sense of purpose for the common good, the
sense of knowing where shefitted into the greater scheme and what she had to do.

But thisact wasfor that greater good of the colony. Defending the colony transcended the need for
narrow bureaucratic order. She had to do it.

"The dectionsare fill ayear awvay." Raass'sflat tone betrayed his reluctance to discuss the unthinkable.
"Timefor any number of crises before then."

"] didn't mean that we should wait for dections.”" But therewasno "we" for usssd, not on Umeh at least.
"Y ou were born and raised here, Ralass. Do you not fed any sense of astakein thissociety?"

He blinked. It made him look like the soft, smooth humans again, whose eyes were in constant
movement. "Thisisdill not my world. And we can only involve oursaves so far in your affairs. We serve
whilewe can remain neutrd.”

So sheld be removing Shomen Eit on her own, then. She turned her back on the dalf and made her way
back to the groundcar, till uncertain of how much support she might get from her cabinet colleagues.
Rdasd trotted behind her, hisslence telling her that he found her machinations distasteful. Right then it
seemed not the prospect of further war that was the greatest threat to her children, but her own
government—her own colleagues—seeing the Egbas intervention solely asachanceto emergeasa

globa power.



A global power on a dying planet. A poor prize.

"Thereésno room for old politics,” she said. The driver couldn't hear them in the sedled cab. "My husband
wanted change, and change well have."

"You'll never get Bedoi's support for this. Y ou need Bedoi to carry the whole cabinet. Y ou know you
do."

"Maybel'll havethe army’s.”

Ralass didn't protest. It was, as he said, not hisworld. Rit had no grasp of what it meant to know no
other home and yet not fedl part of it. But ussiss, like humans and wesshar, had no genetic memory, and
s0 they couldn't possibly have atrue sense of home and heritage.

"Yourenot agenerd,” Ralass sad.

"My ancestors were conquerors.” She wondered if anyone had the skills needed to fight acivil war, a
rare thing indeed among isen]. She searched her ancient memories again, seeking something to guide or
inspire her. "All | need is Shomen Eit'sinfluence to be removed, and aweapon that another's skills can
deploy. None of us know how to use a bioweapon except the wesshar. So | have as good a chance as
anyone ese of using it to advantage.”

"Y ou accept the desths of some of your own citizens are inevitable, then.”

Bioagents were awesshar specidity: even the Wessg wesshar could do that, despite their lack of
interest in pursuing technology and their talk of respecting the "natura” world. They could even target the
pathogens by smdll variations between different isenj genotypes. Rit knew that, but she wondered how
reliable the wegpons might be, and if it might not be aruseto wipethem dl ouit.

No, wesshar weren't humans. If they were set on destroying isenj, they would have done it without a
moment's hesitation. Deception wasn't aweapon they needed to use. She could at least trust them.

"Y ou know the stakes," said Rit. "Our population will soon reach the point where even the managed
environment will collapse and therell be millions of desths anyway. Better to manage that in a controlled
way—or do you subscribeto thisview of Tass... Tassdti..."

"Targassat," said Ralass. "That only outcomes matter? All wesshar think that, not just Targassat. Yes, |
believe| do think that aswell. But you sound asif youretrying to convince yoursdlf, Minister.”

| am, because I'm out of my depth. But | know we can't carry on as we are and survive. How
suddenly these tipping points come upon us.

"I'm amply choosing the manner of their dying."
Raass narrowed hiseyesagain. ™Y ou and the cabinet.”

The groundcar edged forward. The streets here weren't astightly packed with pedestrians as the capital,
and the driver made better progress.

Rit looked at Raass with renewed curiosity: why did ussissi adopt the culture of another species o
thoroughly, and yet not that of the world where they were raised? Did they have their own languages and
beliefs? What did it mean, then, to be ussiss? She couldn't grasp asense of alegiance and belonging so
devoid of place or genes. But Ralass was|loyal in the sense that he wouldn't betray her. That wasall.



"The human and the wesshar who have c'naatat,” she said. "Isit true they have isenj genes?'

"I hear they have." Raass glanced out the hatch of the groundcar and leaned through it to Stare up at the
sky. "And isenj memories.”

It was a shocking revelation, but c'naatat was a strange symbiont. "Whose?"
"Whoever captured Aras Sar lussan in the wars.”

That wasfive centuries ago. Thiswesshar, thisfreak of nature, had isenj memories—but direct ones,
undiluted by forty or more generations, and he wasn't just any wesshar but the destroyer of Mjat, a
higtoricd figure of hatefor dl isenj. Thiswar crimind had a direct memory, a parental memory, one
generation removed and no doubt vivid and detailed. Did it change the way he saw isenj now? Did he
fed anything that hisfellow wesshar didn't?

She wanted to meet him. She wondered if her dead husband had. " So the humans have inherited the
memory from him, and so thetwo | saw, the soldier and the matriarch, they dso..."

Rit trailed off. Ralass seemed distracted by something, cocking his head to one side.
"Stop—" he said.

Ussiss had excdlent hearing. He was straining to hear something. Seconds later, afaint whistling sound
became loud and ingstent, and the noise of the crowd elther side of the car legpt from alow continuous
whirring to afew high-pitched shrieks, silenced dmost ingtantly by an explosion that left Rit numb and
tasting sdinein her mouth.

Snapping sounds crackled around her, her hearing S0 overloaded that it |eft ataste in her mouth. She was
looking up at the inner canopy of the ground car. It was canted at an angle, but she couldn't work out if it
was the vehicle or she who wastipped on one side.

The ground shook and she tasted more deafening sounds. Screams were drowned by low-frequency
thuds. Ralass's face was suddenly right in hers, lips drawn back to revea an unbroken reef of white,
spiked teeth.

"Miniger—"
"We're under attack."
"Canyou hear me, Miniger?'

Rit was convinced she was spesking and couldn't understand why Ralass couldn't hear her. Perhaps
ussiss were deafened by loud noises, like humans. Sherealized the snapping was the sound of her own
quills, broken as she was thrown around the interior of the groundcar. Two goldstone beads rolled
acrossthefloor of the vehicle asit lurched into anew position, and she could see clouds of smoke with
particesrailing inthem.

"What isit?' sheasked. "What isit?"
Radass was barely audible now.

"Were under attack, Minister. The Maritime Fringe haslaunched missiles"
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He's not the God of answers; he's the God of questions. He uses the events of history to
interrogate us and ask how we will live and deal with them.

Franciscan monk
gpesking after the earthquake that damaged
theBadlicaof . Francisof Assd in 1997

The Temporary City, Bezer'gj: Egbas Vorhi ship 886-001-005-6, in disassembled mode

Esganikan Gai liked the bulkhead of her cabin set to transparency, for the reassurance of the unspoiled
wilderness of Bezer'd aglance away. Watching the output from the Umeh observation remotesfifty
million miles away was somehow uniquely claustrophobic.

It was a so disgppointing: the isenj had started fighting again.

She watched the live images on the screen set in the bulkhead like awaking nightmare intruding on a
peaceful day, aporta into what the humans caled Hell. At high magnification, the sprawl of construction
from one coast of the Ebj continent to the other was peppered and illuminated by detonations. Smoke
spread like blooms south of Jgeno, the Northern Assembly's capital.

Aitass trotted into the cabin and paused to stare a the image of Umeh. "They still seem unable to make
up their minds whether to fight or not.”

"They're unaccustomed to civil war," said Esganikan. "Their genetic memoriesare mainly of being a
colonia power."

"Who did they fight?"
"Thelocal wesshar. Y ou know that."

"I meant who ese. If they were acolonid power, if they established instant communications relays across
gar systems, then do they have other colonies? Why haven't we come across them before?!

Esganikan consdered the ideathat there might be more isenj out there, breeding to destruction and
pillaging environments. Eqbas had as good an idea as anyone could about the spread of speciesin this
arm of the galaxy; but even after millennia, they hadn't charted every world. Life wasn't rare, and space
wasved.

"Perhaps, like humans, their colonia ambition ison amore domestic scale.” She couldn't cover every
eventuaity. She fought to keep her focus. "But if they have coloniesbeyond Tasir Var, they haven't ever
cometo their homeworld'said.”

"Umeh makesyou indecisive, doesn't it?"

Esganikan didn't need reminding. "Except for their potentid to threaten Wessg, it doesn't matter if the
isen) species survives or not. And that makesit difficult to evauate the benefit of intervention.”

It dso didn't matter which image of Umeh the orbiting remotes were relaying. Whichever of Umeh'sfour
idand continents Esganikan observed, they looked the same except, at close quarters, in the detall of the
architecture: coast-to-coast cityscapes and desperately overcrowded conditions. Umeh's ecology was
wholly artificid. Theisenj had consumed and destroyed everything else that shared their planet except for
microscopic lifein the oceans. Left to its own devices, it was adying world anyway.

Does it matter if they kill each other? Doesit matter if | help themdo it? They'll die sooner or



later, along with their world.

"I wish I'd never agreed to help the isenj restore the planet,” said Esganikan. "But | did agree, so | have
to see thisthrough somehow. Do you think the Northern Assembly will use biowegponsif we give them

the capacity?'

Aitass madealittle dubious chattering noise. "They'll try it once."
"Onceisdl it takes™"

"Perhaps |eaving the weapons with the local wesshar might be a better idea.”

"If the matriarchs of F'nar were prepared to use those countermeasures, they'd have done it by now.
They have their own biological weapon capability. They've dready seeded this planet with anti-isen]
pathogens.”

"Generic ones, commander. They never had the tissue samples to create more targeted weapons.”
"They've never attacked Umeh o they didn't need them. They only fought isenj in disputed territory."

The wesshar had arrived in this system ten thousand years ago. If they'd looked at their isenj neighbors
then, and identified them asthe threat they clearly were, things might have been very different. Insteed
they waited until afew hundred years ago, and intervened when the bezeri begged for aid. Too little; and
far toolate.

That's the problemwith Targassat's ideology. Don't interfere. Turn a blind eye. And thisis what
happens.

Shan Frankland would have caled them bloody hippies. Apparently it meant the samething.

"I'm waiting for Curas Ti to respond,” said Esganikan. "1 need to know exactly what resources she can
now commit to Earth.”

Aitass didn't say the obvious, that the matriarch of Surang, Curas Ti, should have worked that out by
now. Earth mattered. Earth was more than the homeworld of humanswho needed controlling: Earth had
biodiversity to lose. Species there became extinct in decades, and it would take twenty-five yearsto
reach the planet.

Esganikan drummed her fingers on the console and the grim picture of the Ebj continent switched to
another orbita image, thistime afar more familiar one: Surang, her home city on Egbas Vorhi five
light-years away.

Yes, shemissed it.

It was alandscape of discreet but artificia canyons and cliffs studded with terraced homes and communal
buildings where the business of government and manufacture took place. Compared to the deliberately
concedled architecture of Wesseg, where the local wesshar strove to blend in with the landscape, it
looked intrusive. Thiswasthe world that the followers of Targassat |eft thousands of years before,
regjecting the responsibility that wesshar had always accepted as an ancient race: the duty to teach,
enable and—if necessary—impose environmenta stability on other worlds.

But we came to your aid when you asked us to deal with the humans. We were heading home, and
we've been away a long time. Now you don't even want us on Wess'gj.



Esganikan shook hersalf out of her growing resentment of her cousins. "1'd like aquick and
graightforward solution." She was thinking once again of how many yearsit might be before she could
return to Surang and start afamily of her own. "But there won't be one.”

How did | get drawn into this? Why did | not just let the isenj drown on their own filth?

Another screen activated in the bulkhead, spreading from a pinpoint to form arectangle ameter across.
Curas Ti's adviser on dien ecology, Sarmatakian Ve, seemed harassed. The backdrop behind her wasa
room that Esganikan recognized, dominated by awall that was asingleimage of world's westher
systems: the climate-modding center, in Upper Girim.

"IsCuras Ti freeto talk to me yet?" she asked.

"We have a pressing problem at the moment,” said Sarmatakian. "We need to divert part of the fleet
we've dlocated to Hac Demil.”

"Hac Demil has been stable for centuries.”

"Thisisanatural disaster. A magma explosion. They've asked for our aid to restore the atmosphere, but
it'll ill take monthsto reach them."

Unplanned and urgent: Esganikan understood the priority, but that till left her with one more world to
restore that wasn't on the schedule. They hadn't even anticipated the need to intervene on Earth. "What
resources can you give me to support this mission, then? Umeh can't manage its own problems now."

"Y ou should have thought of that before committing troopsto it."
"Theisen] asked for help, just asHac Demil did."
"Hac Demil has arestored ecology and thousands of species. Umehisvirtualy erile.”

"The planet isdying. Now they're at war because we intervened. If we start refusing to help the willing,
what does that make us? And much as | regret the decision, how can | withdraw completely now?”

Sarmatakian didn't appear impressed. It was hard to be sure of her mood without scent signals, but her
head jiggled in visbleirritation. "The planet won't die. They will. Another kind of lifewill evolveand
reclam Umeh intime, asit does on every other world."

The adviser had never quite seen eyeto eye with traditiona Eqbas policy on selecting an optimum datum
line for aplanet's restoration. Esganikan strongly suspected her of being afollower of Targassat's theory
of non-intervention, and that would have seemed extraordinarily archaic had she not been surrounded by
Targassati wesshar on Wess.

You can't have the power we have and not use it for the greater good. You can't look the other
way and pretend that matters will resolve themselves, because those least able to defend
themselves will always succumb to the dominant and irresponsible.

Nobody said it would be easy. Life never was.
"What can you give me, then?"

Sarmatakian hesitated for asecond. "'l have a standing offer from the overseers of Garav that they'll
commit troops to support us.”

"They're...extreme."



"Many find us extreme. | redlize you have unhappy memories of Garav."
"The dacrity with which they embraced environmenta baance after the war came as a shock."

"Converts can be more zea ous than those who convert them. But Garav forces say they can be on Umeh
inweeks, so congder the offer.”

"Zedlous" It was oneword for it: the intervention on Garav was a painstaking, difficult operation that cost
lives. The ecology was too delicate and complex for Egbas forces to pound down resistance with brute
force as they might on Umeh. Esganikan's commander had gambled and led ground troops. It had been
the right thing to do but it had left her dead and Esganikan in command in a split-second burst of jask.

"How many?
"A hundred thousand, perhaps."

Esganikan bristled. "Did you approach them?"

"They're aware of events because we remain in touch with them. They offered.”

The Garav forces had experience of living in avastly atered world and seeing the benefits. They called
themselves Skavu: the newly awake. Esganikan didn't trust zedl. She preferred stable pragmatism.

But if they could dedl with Umeh, she could concentrate on Earth. "How many ships can you commit to
Earth now?"

"Two moreif we can recruit afull crew."

Six shipswere dready in trangit to rendezvous with Esganikan: forty thousand personnd. "We need more
than that to pacify aplanet of billions without unnecessary destruction. We need more environmental
specidids, too."

"Y ou can't have more. There are no more. Not at the moment.”

Sarmatakian wasn't asoldier: shewas ascientist. Esganikan was getting tired of explaining what
resources were needed to do the job. Maybe it was time Sarmatakian spent some time on the sharp
end, as Shan Frankland caledit.

"Then | might have to accept Garav troops for Umeh.”
"They're keento help. I'll stand them by."

Esganikan closed the link and turned to Aitass. " The gethes find our consensus odd. If only they could
See usnow.”

"They wouldn't see thisaslack of consensus.”
"Thisisthe problem with remote working. No scent. No jask to help us agree on matters.”
" S0, you're content to have the Skavu in this system?”

Aitass knew aswell as anyone what the Skavu were. But like dl her kind, she walked the fine line of
neutrality, culturally anchored to the wesshar but somehow able to work with other races on adozen
worlds. Humans seemed completely bemused by that. Everyone, asfar asthey were concerned, had to
take sides. The neutral couldn't be trusted. It wastypica of aspeciesthat regarded information asa
commodity.



Esganikan's gaze shifted to the Bezer'g grasdand beyond the hull. " The Skavu are utterly inflexible, but
they're efficient. | would have preferred an dternative, but timeisn't on our side.”

"Perhaps they're just what the isenj need. However heavy-handed they are, theré's not much more
damage that they could cause. A case of two extremes meeting each other.”

"Two extremes don't make balance."

A patch on the deck of her cabin became transparent as she touched the bulkhead controls, giving her an
aerid view south of Jgeno.

The recent fighting had left patches of reconstruction work like the stumps of decaying teeth. It was
impossible to attack a section of such a crowded, complex environment without the effects being felt like
shock waves dl round.

Maybe she could make someinroads without needing to call in the Skavu. "It'stime | saw theisen;
minigersagan.”

"They ill ask for accessto biowegpons.”

"| find their method of warfare confusing. They never seem to finish anything. They smply peck away a
each other now and again.”

"If you look at their higtory," said Aitass, "they might have squabbles, but destruction israrely their way
of settling disputes. They have to be facing catastrophe before that reaction setsin.”

"They are facing catastrophe. Perhapsiit's happening too dowly for them to notice.”

Esganikan adjusted the magnification with aflick of her fingers so that the remote brought the cityscape
hundreds of meters closer. She could see movement in some of the canyonlike streets that looked like a
muddide—the heads of thousands of isenj, dark and velvety, moving in orderly procession according to
strict pedestrian traffic rules because they were so crowded. The infrastructure was findy baanced:
they'd destroyed the ecology of their planet and everything was now carefully managed and engineered.

Y es, isen] were brilliant engineers. And the trouble with brilliant engineerswasthat they dwaysfet they
could fix thingsin the end, even when the situation was beyond them.

Esganikan touched the controls and the bulkhead became opague again. "Call Shomen Eit. | can't wait
any longer for him to decide when he wantsto talk about the transfer of bioweapons. Arrange atimefor
usto meet.” The minister spoke English now, the one postive thing the gethes had contributed to the
Stuation: they had acommon language, dien though it was. She could have called Shomen Eit hersdlf, but
it was usudly Aitass'sroleto interpret, and bored ussissi troubled her. "We've never walked away from
areguest to restore a planet. Theisenj can only save themsalves by reducing their population. Thereésno
other option, and they know it."

Earth wasthe priority. She had to keep that in mind. Earth had biodiversity—thousands, even millions, of
different types of peopleto save, from insectsto large carnivores. Gethes might not have seen their
fellow Earth species as people, but that was alesson they would haveto learnintime.

There was a skittering noise dong the passage: aussiss in ahurry, asmal one. Aitass turned. It was one
of her male youngsters. He dropped down onto hisfour rear legsto approach her, head lowered, clearly
very excited about something.

"Hiliss's baby's herel" He dmost bounced. "Come and see!”



Aitass gave him aquick nip on the ear that might have been more annoyance than playful matriarchd
gparring with ajuvenile of her pack. Ussiss took their family with them when they traveled. Eqbas didn't.
Only ahandful of her crew even had families: thetime dilation involved in missons made it asngle-satus
navy by necessity. The males maintained the integrity of their DNA by medication rather than the natural
way by oursan. They too wanted to go back home and start their lives.

It was no way to live. Service lifewas a great sacrifice. The one benefit—a dubious one—was that the
compressed passage of time on board ship and the frequent periods of suspension meant an apparently
extended life. Theinvasion and restoration of Garav was generations ago: for Esganikan, it was only ten
years. It gave misson personnd aunique perspective.

I might even know how Shan Frankland feelsin due course, seeing all | knew long dead.
"l haveto go," Aitass said, gppearing softened by the news. "It's Hiliss'sfirst. She'svery pleased.”

The ussiss disappeared down the passage, Aitass trailing the excited youngster. Esganikan thought it
was crudly bad timing. Thelast thing she needed was areminder that she had to put off having her own
family for many moreyears.

| have to complete the Earth adjustment mission first. | can't go home until 1've done my duty.
What kind of isan shirks her duty? Can do, mugt do.

She was running out of time. Even Earth wasn't in quite the same hurry that she was. She switched back
to the remotée's view of Umeh to remind hersdlf that the Northern Assembly and the Maritime Fringe
weren't quite one sprawl of building any longer. There was a space, naked soil, the fabric of theliving
planet asit had been: abomb crater that had exposed earth that hadn't seen light in centuries.

They'd planted atreethere. It was what the carrion-egting humans, the gethes, called apark. Thetree
had to be imported from Umeh's moon of Tasir Var, but it wasared tree, and it was growing.

Nothing else had grown on Umeh in living memory except food plants seded in enclosed hydroponic
houses and fungus vats.

It was agtart. Some things might happen late, but they happened in the end. She hoped her life would
mirror the tree's.

Bezer'gj: Nazel, theidand called Chad by the gethes

Lindsay Neville was getting impatient with Saib. The bezeri eder lurched aong the shoreline, occasondly
trailling atentaclein the water asif he didn't believe he could survive out of it.

She stepped in front of him so he could see her bioluminescence. Lights sgnaswere gtrictly line of sight,
and she had to treat him like adeaf man, making sure he could see her before she communicated.

Light signaling was second nature to her now. She could even add atoneto it: thistimeit was
exasperation, staccato pulses of red between the patterns of meaning. You're not going to die, Saib. |
gave you the parasite.

Saib was perpetually sullen. Shewondered if held been ahappier creature before the bombing. If we
can't die, then why can't we return to the sea? What difference does it make?

You can die if someone detonates an explosive next to you. Lindsay had taken everything from them
when she let Rayat con her into deploying cobalt-salted bombs. The one thing she could give them was
the ability to defend themselves from terrestria creatures. Take control of the land and secure your



future. The isenj nearly wiped you out. So did we. Don't let that happen to you again.

Saib paused, sparkling with pinpoints of gold and green light. It was his equivaent of muttering to
himsdf. We, he said. We. Look at yourself. Heinched aong the shore like atrand ucent e ephant sedl,
casting some of histentaclesforward to pull hisbulk and pushing behind him with the others. What are
you now? What are we?

It was like the congtant niggling low-level argument with Rayat. Survivors, she said. And you agreed to
it. | didn't drag you ashore, either.

There were forty-four bezeri |eft dive. C'naatat wasdl that could preserve them. The only ones left of
breeding age were from one family, and they'd been resigned to extinction until Rayat literally walked out
of hisimprisonment and Lindsay decided that she might embrace something that looked like ahigher
purpose. It had taken alot of effort to infect them with her own tissue, but shed doneit.

The altered wesshar was out hunting, said Saib. | saw him.

You mean Aras? Wesshar don't hunt. She decided they'd need to learn new words like vegan. They
don't eat flesh or use other creatures.

The human soldier was with him, Saib said. He had a weapon.

So they were looking for someone. Maybe it was Rayat. Shan would have shoved a grenade down his
throat in a heartbest.

Was it Ade Bennett? Lindsay asked. The one who brought me to you?
Yes. | thought they had seen me, so | returned to the water.

Lindsay stopped and blocked Saib's path. C'naatat might have made her unrecognizably amphibious,
but she till felt that jolt of darm. Did they see you or not?

| don't believe they did.

If they see you moving ashore, they'll know you carry the parasite.

And then what will they do? Saib's tone was pure contempt. Punish us? Kill us?
Lindsay thought of Aras, and then Shan. Maybe.

Saib shimmered amber. It was the light pattern the signal lamp had never managed to trandate, but
Lindsay understood it clearly now as a specia kind of anger. He was arespected elder, suddenly without
authority and being chalenged not only by afemae but an dien—and an dien chimera, at that.

He inched towards her but stopped when she stood her ground. You worry too much. Wess'har have
always tried to protect us. They won't attempt to kill us.

Shan Frankland will, though, said Lindsay.
Saib seemed unconcerned. She said she would defend us.

They redly didn't understand the woman. They had no idea. She drowned in the empty part of the Dry
Above to keep the parasite from spreading, Lindsay explained. Did he understand spacing? He
certainly understood drowning in air. If she can face taking her own life, taking yours won't be a
problem, will it?



Saib dways had to have the last word. You might not understand her as well as you think.

|ce water ran down Lindsay's back. She had a brief, awful thought that some previous host of ¢'naatat
was telepathic. She couldn't cope with that, shereally couldn't. She's fanatical, Saib. You have no idea.

Saib didn't ssem convinced. She pledged to protect us. She hardly knew us, so she had no other
reason other than inner voices that drive her.

It was an astute assessment for asquid.

Lindsay stepped back to let Saib lumber on dong the beach. She fell in behind him, watching the
wobbles and shock waves in his mantle and wondering how long it would be before c'naatat adapted
him fully for terrestrid life. Whatever the parasite was, it had intervened to save her and Rayat from being
crushed and drowned on the ocean bed; and it had taken seconds to cal up unknown fragments of DNA
to do the impossible and protect Shan from cold hard space. Turning a squid into an ambulant land
anima wouldn't gretchit a dl.

But c'naatat was unpredictable. She knew that now. She looked through her own hands—gel atine,
water, smeared glass—and wondered why she was still shaped like abipeda human and not some
amalgam of forms. Araswas like the regular wesshar once, they said, one of those long, lean, gold

seahorses; now you could mistake him for alarge human at aquick glancein poor light.

But Shan and Ade till looked much the same. Whatever c'naatat did, it responded to avoice Lindsay
couldn't hesar.

She stopped and put her fingersto her neck. Ridges like keloid scars ran from under her earsand jaw to
her collarbone—or at least where it had been—and down her rib cage.

Gills. Shehad gills. Lately the redlization would occasiondly hit her anew, shocking her for amoment.

It was okay. She could handle this. She could cope. She would make hersalf cope. Humans started out
with gills during gestation; no big ded, nothing dien at al. Shetook along dow bresth and concentrated
on the next second at hand, no further in the future than that, until she had control of herself again.

Inaway, it was easer turning into a cephaopod than living with being Lindsay Neville, destroyer of
bezeri and mother of adead child. Therewaslifeinit. From abenchmark of death she could use
c'naatat to create new life, of akind.

Rayat despises us for our past genocide, said Saib. She could see hislight sgnasfrom any angle. And
you don't.

No, shedidn't. You didn't slaughter the birzula personally.
Saib paused. | don't feel sorry that my ancestors did.

Lindsay found that harder to handle. She heard Shan's voicetelling her not to apply her human mordity,
shabby thing that it was, to alien cultures. Humans had no examplesto set the galaxy.

And | helped Rayat detonate cobalt devices, shesaid. | didn't intend for any bezeri to die, just to
stop anyone getting hold of the parasite. But | was responsible. Thisis how terrible crimesare
committed.

Saib gave alittle shudder that reverberated through hisbulk. Rayat said the wess'har will hate us for
killing all the birzula and hunting our prey to extinction.



Lindsay had no ideawhere Rayat was, and the bezeri no longer seemed to care. They'd wanted both of
them for punishment—desth, inevitably—but they settled on servitude. Then they seemed to lose interest
in vengeance and tolerated their two human prisoners as servants. She couldn't square that attitude with
an intelligent speciesthat had destroyed another in a ddliberate, unapol ogetic act of genocide. But, as
Shan dways sad, diensdidn't think like humans. It was hard enough to fathom or predict the actions of
her own kind, let oneintelligent squid.

Saib teetered at the edge of the water. Lindsay moved to one side of him and gave him anudge to steer
him back to land.

If you don't try harder, you'll be confined to the sea forever.
Salb grumbled gold again. We're from the sea. Is that so bad?

The parasite can make you fit for any environment. Give it a chance. See what change can bring
youl.

Can we have mates again? Saib asked.
Lindsay shrugged. You can certainly try.

My femal€e's long dead.

Then take another, Saib. See what happens.

Saib seemed to consider theidea. Perhaps he didn't fancy any of the remaining elderly females. He must
have had some inclination to try anew way of life, or he wouldn't have agreed to be infected with
c'naatat; but maybe he didn't redly understand what it did, even if held seen Lindsay and Rayat change
from air-breething, vulnerable humansto aquatic creatures that could survive in degp ocean and egt any
food in ameatter of seconds, minutes, hours. C'naatat wasingtant evolution.

Where has Rayat gone? asked Saib.

Lindsay wondered if the bezeri could work out the redl threat from Earth. He's trying to get back home.
He wants to give the parasite to our government.

To make soldiers that can't die?

Either Rayat had discussed c'naatat's potential, or Saib was an astute tactician. More or less, sad
Lindsay.

Very dangerous.

Rayat was dangeroustoo. It's called c'naatat. It lives on Ouzhari, nowhere else. We tried to destroy
it to stop humans getting hold of it.

But you got hold of it. You have it.
Saib, | asked for it, so | could serve you as punishment.
The old bezeri shimmered. Your regret makes you weak.

Rayat referred to the bezeri as Nazi squid, and when Saib made comments like that then Lindsay could
see exactly what he meant. When the first Earth mission had killed one of the bezeri infants and faced
retdiation from the wesshar, shed seen them as helpless victims. She knew now that they'd been as



bruta and exploitative in their own context as any human society.
But that didn't make her innocent. And it didn't give her any purpose for her interminable future.

"You haveto learn to speak,” Lindsay said aoud. She found she had to make a conscious effort to suck
inair; soeech was a habit you could lose when your body had changed so radicaly. Her bioluminescence
mirrored her words. " Sound's more efficient than light on land. | know you can do it. Y ou made the
sound leenz under water."

Saib was as stubborn asthey came. Hereally was agrumpy old man, but she took heart in hiswillingness
to beinfected with c'naatat. Bezeri were creatures of extreme habit. It was their unshakeable fixation
with their pawning grounds and territories round Ouzhari that put most of them in the fallout zone when
the bombs were detonated.

It was aso what had led them to total war with the birzula over hunting territories. Bezer'e wasabig
world with big oceans; but the bezeri wouldn't move. Their azin shell maps werether history. Their
mindset was al about place.

And Saib was as hard to shift asany of hiskind.
"Come on, you cantankerous old sod,” shesaid. "Try."

Hisbulk shook like an angry jelly. The sound that emerged was more of a belch than aword, but it was
clear enough: "L eenz-eeeee.”

"Thereyou go," she said, and didn't trandate into lightsthistime.

Shewaked on, trying not to think about how she remained upright and rigid when she could see only
opague structureslike cartilage in her forearms and legs. If the bezeri came ashore, though, what would
they do? They had no history of technology of the kind that relied on whedls and heat and metd. They
made stone implements. They bred organic vessals from plants. They wrote in sand pictures or etched
symbolsin stone and shell.

They were Pdeolithic. They needed to undergo awholeindustria revolution—or grab the trappings of
another civilization and makeit their own.

And they'd found no other survivors.

Saib didn't like to be seento givein too easily. He muttered again, sparkling orange light. We can hidein
the sea.

"The seadidn't save you from me, old man."
"L eeeenz-ececeeee.”
"Clever. Kegpit up."

He shuffled, scattering pebbles. Any other huge sea creature would have struggled to move and found its
organsfailing without the supporting buoyancy of weter, but c'naatat seemed to be taking care of that.

Lindsay was as adrift as he was now. She had nothing except her belt and afew tools: no data, no
knowledge, and no skills beyond the basic surviva techniques she learned as anavy pilot. Shewas newly
reduced to aprimitive, just like the bezeri.

Perhaps the Eqbas would help. But as soon as the bezeri asked for knowledge of land-based



technology, it would be clear to them what had happened. And Lindsay had no way of knowing how
they'd react to the newsthat c'naatat had spread into new hosts.

Nobody knew, not even Rayat. If he/d walked ashore, he'd have headed for the Egbas as his best
chance of escape. Would he guessthat she would infect the bezeri? He did al he could to avoid it
himsdf. Maybe he hadn't been lying. Maybe heredly did think the parasite was adisaster waiting to
happen if it ever got off the planet. In the end, he was just like Shan: they were both cold, obsessive,
soulless bastards. Lindsay was better off without him.

"Home," Saib said doud. The sound was rasping, like ahuman'svocd fry. "Home."

"Y ou want to go home?' Well, c'naatat was getting into gear with something, then: language. "Or areyou
askingif thisishome?'

Whatever Saib meant, the answer defeated him. He shook visibly. Gold and scarlet light burst from his
mantle in neon-bright outrage and frustration, and he lumbered into the shallows, thrashing tentaclesin the
water. She knew dl the nuances now. She waded after him and did into the sea. Her lungs didn't protest
any longer. Her gills parted, open gashes of red mouths, and the sea fet like soothing relief asit engulfed
her.

You've got time, shesgnaed. Time is one problem you don't have now. Take it easy.

Back in his preferred dement, Saib shot into deeper water and picked up speed, pumping water behind
him. If he didn't make the transition as the dominant elder, none of the otherswould.

You can train usto be an army, then.

Ah, so he was thinking it through. He just didn't want to lose face.

| believe | can, Lindsay said.

The Dry Above is a better place to fight, isit?

Yes. She had hisinterest now. Because your biggest threats will be land animals like humans.

Lindsay saw afuture Bezer'g that wasn't adisputed territory for wesshar, isen] and humansto fight over.
She wondered if she was going insane. Who needed most to be on dry land—them, or her? But she had
avision now, and she was going to use that to put thingsright.

All sheld done was bring two native Bezer'qg life-formstogether, c'naatat and bezeri. It wasn't the same
asinfecting ahuman never meant to be here. And Shan Frankland wasn't so rigorous about eradicating
c'naatat from the human population when it cameto her precious Ade, either: shelet himlive. The
knowledge that the bitch had some areasin her life that weren't governed by her inflexible brand of
justice gave Lindsay some sour comfort.

Saib persgted, pausing to drift with the current, tentaclestrailing. But why can't we just go deep? Who
would find us? Who could kill us?

You still have to eat, said Lindsay. The isenj killed their own oceans. If they get a foothold on this
planet again, they'll kill yourstoo. They almost did before, remember?

She knew that Saib remembered, dl right. Or at least he recalled the azin shell maps with their exquisite
designs of colored sand that recounted the time the isen] had claimed Bezer'g and caught c'naatat. They
bred. They bred in their millions, and they didn't die until Aras and histroops destroyed them: male,



female, young, old, soldier, civilian, no quarter given. Shan had fadlen for awar crimind. Lindsay wasn't
sureif that wasironic or inevitable.

Millions of usdied, said Saib. Filthy isenj. Filthy polluters. We called the wess'har to drive them
away.

For amoment, Lindsay had an uncharitable thought that the bezeri might have been in decline anyway
because of their ruthless hunting. Perhaps the isenj only accelerated the process. It was odd how her
picture shifted smply from discovering their history.

Did the wesshar know what theisenj had done? She assumed they didn't.

Daylight faded into soft green light above her and the sounds of the ocean and its relentlessweight
enveloped her again.

Dominate the land, Saib. Lindsay thought of dl she could teach them: every scrap of her navd training
required hardware and technology of the kind the bezeri couldn't make. And there was none on Bezer'gj
to plunder now, not even the human colonists mothballed ship. The wesshar restoration process had
reduced nearly every artifact to its component elements. That's the only way you'll get control of your
future. Hold the Dry Above.

You dream, said Saib.

Lindsay's spirits sank further with each meter she moved away from the sunlight above. Her own ability
to cope with the last few weeks under water stunned her and she tried not to think about it too closdly in
case redlity crowded in on her again and it all came unraveled in screaming, water-choked hysteria. As
long as she didn't think her resolve had come from Shan's borrowed genes, she wasfine: that was her
ultimate fear. She didn't want those memories and attitudes smuggled in with c'naatat through Ade
Bennett's blood. She needed her courage to be her own. It was al she had I ft.

Shan must have struggled for sanity like thiswhen she was floating in space.
Lindsay seized that. If Shan could takeit, then so could she.

Get your people together, Saib, Lindsay said. Tell them that they have to get used to the Dry
Above.

The Temporary City, Bezer'gj: biohazard lab
"Thisistoo fucking weird for me."

Shan hovered at Shapakti's elbow, and for amoment Ade saw the detective she must have beenin her
police days:. harrying thelab for forensics, grimly impatient, working something through in her mind that
showed in the twitch of musclein her jaw.

Hehad to say it. It was aboil to be lanced: you infected Lindsay and Rayat, and now look what's
happened. Just when he thought Shan had forgiven him, he was back in the shit again. "So...what if it is
an atered bezeri, Boss?'

"Noidea," she said wearily. "How do you track a creature that can go anywhere? And what do we do
when we find them—shoot them? And what if it'sa sheven instead? Jesus H. Christ. What afucking
mess"

Ade glanced at Aras, who stood quietly in the corner of the laboratory watching Shapakti with his head



dightly to one sdelike hewaslost in thought. Arasraised his eyesfrom the bench Shapakti wasworking
at and met Ade's stare. He shrugged—just amicro-movement of the muscles, nothing more. Then he
lowered hishead afraction. | don't know and | wish | did. Ade understood right away; they were so
well attuned now that he didn't haveto ask.

"Aras, | need an answer," said Shan.

"Towhat question?'

"If the bezeri are infected, what options do we have?'

"If you're asking if infected bezeri represent arisk that | would fed justified in removing, | don't know."

Ade thought about the bezeri's recently reveded history—overfishing and genocide, very human sinsthat
he understood pretty well—and knew what was going through Shan's mind. It was going through his
too. They'll doit again.

"They don't have ahistory of being environmentaly responsible,” Shan said quietly. Shapakti peered
down at the glasstray, head cocking left and right. Shan wasn't giving him alot of room. "Not agood
dart, isit?"

"A few weeks ago," said Aras, "you wanted to save them."

"A few weeks ago, they weren't bloody c'naatat.” She was sarting to get that shutdown look, turning
back into a Superintendent Frankland about to break bad news, talking to necessary strangers. "And |
didn't know they had form for being environmenta vandals.”

Her next request would be for agrenade that could frag afour-meter heap of gel. Ade knew it.

"Look," said Shapakti. He could switch to English with more ease than Ade could manage wessu.
"Observethecdls”

When the biologigt tilted the tray alittle, Ade could seethat it was actualy an image like amicroscope
display. It looked liketiny radia hairbrushes scattered between a mass of tangled wires and misshapen

lumps.

"Shit," said Shan. " Shit."

"What isit, Boss? Isthat c'naatat ?"

"Itis, isntit?" Shan was saring at the digplay, not at Shapakti. "That's what you showed me on Ouzhari.”

Ade alowed himsdf amoment of distraction. Hed expected to be underwhelmed when hefindly saw
C'naatat, but he wasn'. It astounded him. As Shapakti increased the magnification, it unwound into
brusheswithin brusheslike afractd. It wasinfinite. It waslikelooking at agdaxy and seeing it bresk up
into stars and worlds.

"But what's the host?' asked Aras. He didn't seem amazed. Maybe held seen it before. "Isit bezeri or
sheven?'

Shan stepped back from leaning over Shapakti, shaking her head, mouth set in that position that showed
sheld thrust her lower jaw forward. It usualy preceded clenched fists, a sudden turn on her hedl and a
fast march towards the nearest door. Ade edged dowly towards the exit to head her off as casualy ashe
could.



"I don't know which isworse, immortal predators or bezeri," she said. "That explainsthe lights. Y ou think
Lindsay came ashore and a sheven grabbed her?

"It's bezeri," said Shapakti. Hetilted the transparent tray and theimage enlarged severd times. Iconsthat
Ade couldn't begin to identify appeared in arow on the right-hand side and Shapakti tapped at them with
long spider fingers, summoning up more cell-like images. Ade hadn't even seen him insert any samples. It
was incompreheng ble technology. "There are distinctly bezeri festures aswell as c'naatat, isenj and
humen.”

"No sheven?' said Shan, asif that would make matters worse than they aready were. She wasright,
though: it would. Those bloody things were everywhere aready, and giving them extra superpowerswas
bound to end in tears. "Y ou sure? Because the last thing we need is them chomping on wildlife here and
oreading it further.”

"It'sandive organism,” said Aras. "But it hasn't Sporead here. It hasn't infected native carnivores, and if it
could do that easily then I'd have seen evidence of it by now among flying specieslike the gabtails.”

"Bezeri are carnivores. Omnivores, anyway."

"But they only caught it through a human vector in the marine environment. | rarely guess, Shan Chail,
but if | didn't infect them by accident in five hundred years, then this may well be the result of adeiberate
act, the same way that Rayat and Lindsay acquired bezeri characteritics.”

It was just the thing to make Shan blow a gasket. But she seitled for going white and angry instead. "If |
find she's pissed around with the ecosystems here, | might lose my legendary patience.”

Shapakti looked up for amoment. "But you have none."

"I know. It'shumor."

"Oh." Shapakti pondered, head cocked. "Do you think she'sfoolish enough to infect them deliberately?'
It begged the obvious answer. Shan gaveit: Ade winced.

"Two out of three c'naatat hostsin thisroom have donejust that," she said, "and they're both alot
smarter and alot more disciplined than Lindsay fucking Neville.

"Intent makes no difference.
"Oh, it does. It makesme angrier.”

Shapakti switched topics with surprising tact, or maybe it was just that wesshar habit of darting from one
topic to the next. "There are many structuresin the cells that correspond to nothing | have on record.
Theremight well be sheven dementsin thisand many other things. But | can say that thisisvery smilar
to the bezeri material we've gathered.”

Shan stood with fists on hips, seeming to have forgotten the door. "Okay, let's scope the worst nuclear
accident here. We've got c'naatat bezeri materia ashore. That's two new problems—bezeri
contaminated with c'naatat, and bezeri ashore.”

"Bezeri dwaysdid come ashore,” Arassaid quietly. "They used podshipsto explore the beaches. Y ou've
seen the memorid to thefirst of them who did thisand died in the attempt. They can survive out of water
for abrief time, if you recall what happened to the beached infant Surendra Parekh found.”



Ade did, and Shan did too. Ade wondered if held look back on that incident one day and seeit asthe
point at which human-wesshar relationsreally went to rat shit. Silly cow, Parekh: she thought the
beached bezeri was dead. It certainly was after sheld finished with it.

Shan didn't deviate. "Y eah, but they didn't bloody walk ashore and stroll around with apicnic lunch, did
they?'Y ou said you saw alarge gelatinous shape moving around in the marshes and going back into the
waeter."

"Yes, isan. Something has changed.”

"I'll say. Waking bezeri. C'naatat bezeri."

Shan turned for the door. Aderisked stepping in front of her.
"Where you off to, then, Boss?'

She looked himin the eye, dl hogtile out-of-my-way ice. Then her expression softened asif shed
suddenly recognized him in acrowd of strangersand wasglad of it.

"If you ask Rayat if he knowsthetime, hell just say yes." She edged forward half apace, impatient. |
want another chat with him just in case there's something he forgot to tell me.”

"Il giveyou ahand."
"Ade, I'm not exactly new to interrogations.”
"| just don't want you getting upset.”

Sheamost smiled, but put her left hand firmly on his elbow to steer him aside. "Y ou're too nice for your
own good sometimes, you know that?"

Ade knew that. But he dso knew he had hisfather in him, and that—given the opportunity—he could
make Rayat wish that he could die. He let Shan pass and watched her stride down the passageway,
longing for her to drop the act and show how broken she redlly was by what sheld had to do.

She had to be grieving. He needed to comfort her, to feel some kind of bloody use for achange. When
shewas out of Sight and he turned his attention back to the lab, Aras was Saring at the specimen
captured in thetray, oblivious.

"Infection control isadifficult thing," said Shapakti, jerking Ade back to the here and now. "If we assume
theworgt, then—"

Arasdidn't take his eyes off thetray. " Shan Chail will dways assumethewors.”

"Thentheworst,” said Shapakti, "isthat the bezeri become infected and that they spread c'naatat, and
eventudly destroy the ecology of the planet. But there arefew of them, and it may well be possible to
stop the spread.”

Araswasn't prone to outbursts. Apart from his raging grief when Shan died, he was dmost mild
mannered in that oddly bipolar wesshar way, patient to the point of being dull and then flipping without
warning into aruthlesskiller. Ade knew. Hed tracked isenj troopswith him: and wesshar redly didn't
take prisoners.

"What hasit dl beenfor?' Aras asked. There was an dmogt infrasonic rumblein hisvoice, right on the
threshold of Ade's hearing. "Thelast five centuries, what hasit all been for? What do | have to do



now, kill them? After defending them for so many years?'

Heturned so sharply that hislong dark braid whipped around almost horizontally as he stormed ouit.
Adesinginct wasto go after him. Shapakti held out arestraining arm but stopped short of grabbing Ade.

"It'ssnowballing." Adewasn't sure what he would say to Aras when he caught up with him. Yeah, you
went into exile for them, and we kicked off a war over them, and you executed your best friend

because of them—and now we might have to kill them. It wasdl turning to shit and Ade knew held
played his part in getting it there. "How do we stop this, Shapakti? Y ou got any ideas?’

The biologist seemed mesmerized by his specimens. In another chamber, the two macaws he'd recrested
from the gene bank started screeching a each other, their flapping wings making fut-fut-fut sounds.
"When we can define what we want to stop, Ade Bennett, then we can proceed,” said Shapakti. "But
that also depends on what the bezeri do next.”

"Itll endintears.

"Wha?'

"Jugt asaying."
"It may endin culling.”

A wesshar could use theword cull without any connotation of an animd at the top of thefood chain
pulling agun on one at the bottom that was just abit too inconvenient for itstastes. It still meant dead.
Arasfaced the progpect of seeing the bezeri wiped out again, really wiped out.

It must have been abloody nightmare to think about that after all held been through for so very, very
long. Ade debated who needed him most right then, and decided that out of the two of them, Shan was
probably coping better.

Adewent in search of Aras.

3

—_—

We have complete choice asindividuals: the only decisions we can take are our own. And yet so
many species use the state of being an individual as an excuse for inaction, helplessness and
irresponsibility. No situation is so overwhelming that action is pointless.

TARGASSAT OF SURANG,
on taking action

F'nar, Wess'gj: February 2377

Every world that Eddie Michallat knew was dready full of crazy bitches, and nobody needed another
one.

He watched the news from Earth with one hand pressed to his mouth. He hadn't even noticed he'd done
it. On the screen onthewall, part of the stoneitself, awoman called Helen Marchant urged governments
to intervene with troops to stop the clearance of replanted forests for agricultura use.

"Stupid cow," he muttered.

"Why is cow an insult?' asked Giyadas. She was a child, but young wesshar seemed smply to be
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undersized adults hungrily absorbing data. She was catching up fast. " Supid should suffice.”
"Isthismy daily lecture on speciessm, doll?"
"I'minterested."

Eddie ruffled her mane, tufted hair that ran in astiff brush from front to back across her little seahorse
skull like a Spartan's plume. "I'm just being rude about her, that'sdl.”

"So by comparison with what you think of as an inferior species, you insult her. And you also make her
not human, and so not worthy of respect.”

"Thank you, Jeremy Bentham."
"Isthat an insult too?"

"No." Eddie laughed; these days Giyadas was his only source of humor. He dipped his handheld out of
his pocket and fingered in Bentham. "Read that." Damn, shewas just akid, wesshar or not, and
sometimes he worried that he was burdening her with too much adult crap—adult human crap. "Try
some felicific calculus.”

Giyadas read intently, long muzzle tipped down so that her chin dmost rested on her chest. Thisdien
child could read his language, but he hadn't ahopein hell of reading hers or even speaking it: he couldn't
manage the overtones that gave wessu itstwo distinct and smultaneous voices. It rendered himilliterate.
For ajourndit, that was as near to hell as he might ever come. Giyadas viewed hisignorance with a
grave patience that bordered on pity.

And Helen Marchant carried on caling for war to save the forests.
"She is mad, you know, doll.”
" She only wants what the Egbas have done for generations. Thisisnot mad to us."

Marchant was a clever nutter, then. Sheld once persuaded an antiterrorist officer called Shan Frankland
to become an ally of her eco-guerillamovement. Knowing Shan, that must have taken some doing. Eddie
didn't underestimate Marchant one bloody bit.

Giyadas studied the handhel d's cream matte surface asit filled with text and images. She looked up, head
cocked to one side, crosswire pupilsflaring into four teardrop lobes. Eddie didn't find those bright citrine
eyesquite so dien now.

"This Bentham shares many of Targassat'sviews," shesad.
"Y es, hewas one of the greet libera reformers.”
"How could he be?'

Giyadas was the equivaent of maybe aseven year old human kid now. Eddie still measured hiswords,
and got them badly wrong every time. "Wdll, a the time, people didn't see the world that way. Women
and anyone who wasn't white didn't have rights, the rich ruled, and animal rights were unheard of ."

"I meant that he said those things nearly six hundred years ago by your caendar and little has changed
among the gethes since. So heis not areformer. Intent is nothing. Only action matters.”

I'm debating utilitarianism with an alien child 25 light-years from home, and she's winning.



Wesshar logic was hard. "That's true, sweetheart.”
"Gethes don't learn, do they, Eddie?’

"We never seemto." The wess har can take out one of our war ships with ten-thousand-year-old
tech. The Egbas can scour whole planets. "And we don't have long to change that.”

"Areyoudl right, Eddie?'
Yeah, I'mfine for a man who's watching galactic war unfolding. "Never better, doll."
"Weknow thisis hard for you. Y ou're doing very well for ahuman.”

Talking squid. Talking meerkats. Talking spiders. Seahorse aliens with two voices and two dicks.
And they're the normal ones compared to Shan and her menagerie.

"I try," said Eddie, and gestured to her for his handheld. "For amonkey boy, I'm not doing so bad.”

The two crazy bitches, Shan and Helen, should have been dead by now, of course, and they
weren't—Helen Marchant because she'd been on ice for the best part of seventy years, and Shan
because her c'naatat parasite wouldn't let her die. Jesus, it was so easy to think that now. But once hed
Seen oneimmortd, hed seenthem all.

Marchant—small-boned, bobbed light brown hair—wasin full flood, addressing araly on population
control.

"WEell go to war over ail, over water, over fish stocks and over any religious or palitical ideology you
careto name." She had that quietly reasonable tone and benign, rarely blinking gaze of dl redly
dangerous demagogues. "But we won't fight to preserve the planet. It's dl weve got—and that has to be
worth military action.”

Eddie responded with the frustration of ajournaist who hadn't had acrack at aripeinterviewee. "You're
going to get al the military intervention you want, doll,” he muttered. "In about twenty-nine years, when
the Egbas show up with afrigging task force."

But Helen Marchant was talking about here and now—asiit applied to Earth, anyway—and she was
urging the Pecific Rim States to intervene to stop clearance of restored forests for human use.

Earth, short of land and swamped by inexorably rising seas, needed the space for people, which it was
still producing at abrisk rate despite dl the evidence that it was abad idea. The wesshar—whether the
militarized Eqbas or the agrarian Wessg variety—didn't give a shit about humans. Marchant would get
onwith them just fine, if shewas il dive when they reached Earth. They could purge the planet
together.

"Why don't you interview her?' asked Giyadas.

Marchant was 25 light-years away. It was definitely acase of doing it down the line. "Because everyone
else has. What could | add?’

"Y ou know alot more than she does. Y ou could ask her better questions.”

"You redly have got ajourno's brain in thet little head of yours, haven't you?' Giyadas wasferocioudy
smart. Perhaps all wesshar kids were, but he didn't have that much contact with the rest of them, and he
chose—yes, dmogt like a doting dad—to think of her as exceptiond. "Besides, | can't cdl her up any



timel want to. The UN isdtill controlling accessto the ITX link."
"Controlling who hears things doesn't change what's said. Gethes need to learn that.”

"Wll, seeing as we had to scrape up chunks of Actaeon last time we pissed off the wesshar, everyone's
understandably cautious.”

"Do you missyour friends?'

Damn, hed amost forgotten Actaeon. Sometimes the memory ambushed him. Barry Yung, Macolm
Okurt. They were nice blokes one minute and dead nava officers the next. The wesshar had avery
clean sense of reprisa. Actaeon, the best technology that Earth could manage, was fragmented by three
missileswhose design was ten thousand years old.

Our best istheir equivalent of a stone axe.

"| didn't know them well enough to really missthem,” said Eddie. "But | remember them, and | ill think
it'sabad thing to die so far from home."

"| agree." Giyadas ran spidery, multijointed fingers across the soft fabric keyboard and screen that made
up Eddi€'s edit suite on the road. "Everyone should return to the cycle of lifein the place where they were
born."

"Good point...Giyadas, what are you doing with that?'
"Making arecord.”

Shewasn't playing with hiskit. Shewas editing. Shereally was. He was fascinated to see what she
might make of the footage the bee cam had recorded on Umeh.

"What have you done, then, doll? Show me."

She held the screen between her fingertips asif she was showing off clean linen. Eddie leaned forward
and touched theicon to roll the footage. It was the attack on the Maritime Fringe armored column asit
rolled over the border into the Northern Assembly, jarringly digointed and—he thought—full of flash
frames. It ran for exactly one minute. It was one short clip after the next with no gpparent judgment
exercised on shots or sequences. It was chronological, though, so she could certainly follow atime code.

"That's very good,” he said. Well, shed mastered the technology even if the visua grammar |eft alot to
be desired. Not bad for alittle kid. "Want me to show you how we'd do it?"

"Likethis?' shesad.

Giyadas laid the screen back down on the table and began working her fingertips over the surface again
at high speed. She was utterly fixed on it. Her pupils snapped open and closed, flower to crosshairs and
back again, and her head tilted to get the best focus. She seemed al movement; wesshar were usually
remarkable for their lack of fidgeting. Their controlled motion could look glacia to ahuman, even more
so0 when they went into that freeze reaction when startled. Eventually she paused.

"Thisishow humans seetheworld," she said gravely. "Look. Am | right, Eddie?"
It certainly wasn't how Eddie would have cut it.

Sheld spliced together aperfectly lyrical sequence that showed none of the carnage—the body parts and
isen) rushing for cover—but only the aerid shots, explosions and billowing clouds of dust and flame. At



first he thought she'd spotted that some images wouldn't be shown because they were too graphic. It was
asengtivity that came into fashion and waned again from timeto time. He hadn't explained it to her; but
she'd seen enough somehow to know that what made it to air was afraction of what was shot.

"Y es, we have to be selective sometimes,” he said. Was there anything about her other than her size that
made her different from an adult wesshar? He was damned if he could seeit. "Blood and guts upset the
viewers"

"Y ou don't understand.” It was acomment, not arebuke. "1 meant that gethes don't see beingsinvolved
in these acts. When you look at something, you remove al that doesn't affect you. Y ou see what you
need and fed, nothing else. Y ou see nobody s

Giyadas had away of dapping him down without intending to. She had that external perspective that he
believed dl journalists needed, while he now struggled to maintain his own professond distance ashe
veered between intensdy partisan fedings and brief forays back into detachment. But Giyadasredlly
could stand outside humanity: shewasan dien.

Eddie paused and took the verdict like aman. He was used to it. "Do we do anything right, doll?*

"I don't know if you're wrong or right, only that you're different, and you don't behave the way we do,
and we choose not to do what you do."

"Isthere any point to Esganikan restoring Earth, then, if humans can't behaveright?' At timesavoicetold
him he was insane to attach any importance to the world view of achild, but most of the time the other
inner voice said that this was the raw wesshar heart, and abloody good guide to their attitudes. The
adultswould have said exactly the same thing; unfiltered, undiplomatic, and blisteringly honest. He
thought of the isenj and Esganikan's view of them as numbersto be reduced. "I know the Egbas aren't
quite the same as you, but they're ill wesshar. Would you wipe us out?"

"Not dl of you."

"That's niceto know."

"The woman you called the cow seesthe world as we do. Shan does too. There seem to be many.”
"How would you choose? Who's guilty? Who's not?*

Giyadastilted her head to one Sde very dowly asif trying to work something out. "Who lives
extravagantly with no thought of balance? Who kills other beings without provocation? Who eats
carion?'

"Probably afew billion people.”
"Then they'll answer to the Eqbas. Aswell asthose who let the gethes contaminate Ouzhari.”

Eddie awaysfdt like akid edging across afrozen pond at this stage, desperate for the adventure but
dreading what might happen. "They might be very old people by the time the Eqbas get there. Isit worth
punishing them?'

"What difference does age make?'

No Satute of limitation on war crimes, then: that was much the same as human mordity. Hefdt adight
cracking and the threat of breath-stopping icy water. "Okay, Rayat and Lindsay set the cobalt bombs.
Why are the people who authorized it guilty too? Wesshar logic saysthat they didn't carry out the act.



Intent doesn't maiter.”

"Does Rayat have orders? Like Ade? Orders he has to follow?'
Eddie considered what he knew of spooks. "Yes. Moreor less."
"Then the person giving the orders knew that, and so is quilty.”

Eddie pondered the thought process. Hed moved from cracking ice to a maze from which he might not
find hisway out. Wesshar seemed to regard those given orders as mere buttons to be pushed, and yet

they aso regarded following bad orders—orders they considered immora—as worse than giving them,
because of the redemptive chance to refuse, and prevent the act.

And yet they didn't hold the Roya Marines responsible for helping Lindsay transport the bombsto
Bezer'g. They hadn't taken part in setting them, and—Barencoin had told him—they'd reminded her that
nuking Ouzhari wasn't within the rules of engagement.

Giyadas stared at him, pupils snapping. Eddie stared back, not quite seeing her.

Then it dawned on him: responsibility was about proximity. It wasn't just about breaking the chain of
events.

"S0, the government that had Actaeon carry nuclear wegpons wasn't responsible.”

She considered that for a second. "No. Where would thisend if it was? All humanswould be
responsible. And all humans don't have the ability to prevent this. Therésawaysalineto draw.”

"Do you understand why we don't get it?"
"l know you don't think like us"
"WEere going to haveto learn.”

"We might try to think like you, too," said Giyadas. "But as we've made up our minds about what we
think istheright way for usto behave, that would be no use.”

She gave him avery adult nod and walked off, every inch the matriarch she would be one day. Just when
he thought held nailed the wesshar mindset, there was onefind twist that jerked it out of hisreach again.
Faceit, Monkey Boy, we're always going to be wrong unless we behave like they do. They didn't
even agree with the Eqbas sde of the family some of the time. He could see that Earth's diplomats were
going to crash and burn on thefirst day.

Shan thought alot like awesshar long before sheld been pumped full of their DNA, even if shedidn't
hold with their line on guilt. No wonder she liked it here. Shewasn't an dien like sheld been on Earth. He
sat back in the makeshift seat he'd built out of crates and suddenly understood why Shan had spent so
much time building a sofa 150 trillion light-years from home. He scrolled back to the first package
Giyadas had edited, running hisfingertip over the reactive pigment embedded in the smartfabric, and
replayed the sequence.

It was amoving screen print, just like the marines chameleon camouflage battledress that detected the
terrain and mimicked it. Once, the technology had provided trivia but fascinating shirtsthet played
movies. Like the organic computers grown into the marines pams, and the implants that gave them
head-up displaysin ther eyes, it was dl technology from the entertainment industry.



Asarewe all: adistant diversion for the folks back home, aliensin your living room.
Eddie watched.

The sequence was a glimpse into the wesshar mind. Giyadas had cut the shots together scrupuloudly:
every angle, every scene, every separate shot was included in some form, even if it was wobbly and
canted. It was arepresentative sample of what the Egbas fighter's on-board cam had recorded during the
bombing run. The steady shots had been cut proportionaly too: effectively, nothing had been omitted.
Wesshar had alitera eye. They saw theworld asit was.

"We'refucked," he said adoud. "Fucked, fucked, fucked."

Eddie got up and walked through the maze of interconnecting passages that made up Nevyan's home and
led to the terraced walkway circling the caldera that housed Fnar. The wesshar's warren-dwelling
heritage was visblein the way they'd cut into the natural landscape, lining the bow! of the dead volcano
with row upon row of terraces and tunneled homes. That alone was spectacular enough; but the most
extraordinary aspect of the city was the uniform coating of nacre that covered every smooth surface.
Ashlars, paths, doors and the roofs of the small buildingsin the basin were al covered in the natural pearl
fecd depositslad by the surprisingly drab tem fliesthat swarmed in hot wesather.

It was, as Shan put it, only insect shit. But it was exquisite and magical, and there was never aday that
Eddie didn't find it mesmerizing. The city changed congtantly asthe light varied: it wasaniconic view, a
studio backdrop, a souvenir shot, the essence of Fnar. Just as Surang on Egbas Vorhi was abillowing
cityscape of snuous, dmost organic-looking buildings like an outcrop of exotic fungi, Fnar wasa
wedding cake in anear desert.

Shit, | even see in headlines. Another gulf.

Hewafive light-years from the Eqbas homeworld and twenty-five from his own. He thought of Surang,
and wondered how he could ever go back to Earth now when there were so many new thingsto be seen
and discovered closer to—

Home. Yes, home.
The thought didn't shock him half as much as he expected.
The Temporary City, Bezer'gj

Shan stood opposite Rayat. She folded her arms, feet dightly spread, the width of the table between
them.

"Okay, Superintendent.” Rayat was annoyingly cam, but if he thought he was going to provoke her, he
had another thing coming. "Decided my fate yet? Experimental subject for the removd of c'naatat, or
grenade practice?

"Don't piss me about,” she said. She never thought she could tire of anger, but she very nearly had. "l
don't suppose you recall seeing any infected bezeri during your stay down below, do you?'

She caught awhiff of acid. Rayat had reacted; it was the scent equivaent of asurprised flinch. He might
have been posed for a poker match, but he didn't know how to control his skin chemigtry like Shan did.
Whatever scrap of her held inherited with c'naatat, he hadn't mastered that one yet.

"| takeit you found one, then."



"Possibly.”

"l took alot of care not to contaminate them. The only tissue contact either Lindsay or | had waswith a
cadaver."

"Youresure.

"| introduced some of its mantle tissue into open wounds to encourage c'naatat to develop
bioluminescence for sgnaing.” Rayat held out his hand to Shan asif offering to shakeit: green light
danced under the skin. Shan had her facia muscleslocked into I-don-t-give-a-shit, but her hands
responded whether she wanted them to or not. Green light sparkled in her fingers, making them look
backlit asthey rested on her deeve. She glanced at them and they stopped. It troubled her that she didn't
know why they did it or how she could control it consstently. "How did you get your lights,
Superintendent?’

That was amystery too. She hated mysteries. "Free with a dose of seawater, | expect.”

"Extraordinary, bezeri sgnding. Photophores and light-producing cells combined. Bright colorsevenin
daylight. Y ou can imagine the gpplications in bioengineering—"

"That's fascinating, but we've got abezeri strolling around on dry land now." She managed to resist the
bait. Hewas dipping if hethought he could rile her by pressing the old EnHaz buttons. " Anything you
want to tell me?'

"Well, Superintendent, if it's strolling, it's probably Lindsay Neville."
"Arassaid it was large and shapeless asfar as he could see”
"She'slet hersdf goalittle”

"Look, maybe you get ahard on from verba fencing, sunshine, but it doesn't do athing for me. What
happened?’

Shan didn't move amuscle, and she didn't blink. She counted to Six before Rayat leaned back dightly
and looked away, but it might have been amaneuver rather than a concession. Rayat was as much of a
gamesman asshewas.

"Last timel saw Lin, shewas gtill humanoid in shape, but composed of gelatinoustissue,” he said.
"Human-shaped bezeri."

"How come you'e still a Rayat-shaped arsehole?"

"You know c'naatat doesn't produce the same result twice. Look at you and your...family, for astart.”
He gave theimpression of being genuindy fascinated by it. "Are you aware of toxoplasma gondii ?
Protozoan that aters rodent behavior and makes them easier prey so it can continue its reproductive
cyclein predators.”

"l am," Shan said. "And, yes, I'vewondered if c'naatat influencesme. Wedl have. So Linwantsto bea
bezeri. Or c'naatat wants bezeri to take up hiking. Or maybe both. Right now all | want to do isto
gauge the size of the problem. Y ou say therés forty-four bezeri |eft, one complete family and the rest too
old to breed. Right?"

"Correct."



"So many of those are now carrying c'naatat ?"
"When | got out, none of them were.”

Shan leaned afraction closer. "Aras has had contact with bezeri for centuries, and they never picked it up
from him, and they never got it from me, either, so they're not easy to infect. So what's Lindsay been up
to?"

"She seemsto fed she hasto betheir savior to atonefor killing so many of them. Their numberswon't
ever recover now. They have no breeding population.”

"Oh, | cando Lindsay logic."

"Socanl, das"

" She's saving them the permanent way, isn't she?'

"Maybe she hasn't infected them dl.”

"Lindsay likes her listlsand rotas. Shelll havelined them up and doled it out &t roll cal.”

"Therisk probably isn't as serious asit looks," said Rayat, clasping his hands and resting them on the
table. "They weren't abreeding colony, Superintendent. One family with fertile members, and they don't
inbreed.”

Shan hesitated for apainful split-second that Rayat couldn't see. She wouldn't bank on the infertile ones
gaying that way. She certainly hadn't. "They're dill arisk.”

"They aren't about to disperse acrossthe galaxy. They're very territorid for astart. There might be arisk
to the ecology here, but the problem's quarantined.”

"Good to see your gpproach to risk assessment hasn't changed since Ouzhari.”
"But | don't know what happensif c'naatat carriers are confined to an environment indefinitely.”

Shan knew, or at least Arasdid. It waswhy he and his troops wiped out the isenj colonies here. The
combination of the natura isenj breeding rate and a zero desth rate had been an environmental disaster.
With the bezeri's penchant for hunting to extinction, the critica thing wasto make sure they didn't multiply
into billions

And only a few weeks ago, you were still hoping you'd find more of them so they could breed and
repopulate. Life's fucking ironic.

"Areyou listening, Superintendent...?"
"I don't have any police rank now, actualy."
"That seemsto make no difference.”

"I'd gppedl to your sense of responghility if | thought you had one, and hope you'd help me avert another
dissgter.”

"I don't want thisto spread any more than you do, Shan." Shan. Jesus, he was trying to be chummy. She
hated people using her first name unless she bloody well said they could. "And I'm not playing games
now. If c'naatat can bereversed a will, then it's even more dangerous because it's fully exploitable with



no apparent downside. So it stays here. The Eqbas can removeit, can't they?"

"Never tried alive subject,” said Shan. She didn't believe in miraculous conversions. She'd seen way too
many that corresponded with a prisoner's desire to get out of the shit she was about to unload on them.
"S0 I'll make decisions based on what | know."

She never stopped to ask if it was her responsibility; everything just was.
"I wouldn't have deployed ERDs on Ouzhari if | hadn't been serious about asset denial.”

"You tak agood game, Rayat, but you missed out the bit where you busted agut to try to get asample
back to Earth."

"Initialy. But | know what it can do now. And | don't likeit."
"Y ou Hill went back to Congtantine to seeif there was an intact ship.”
"Yes. But I'm stuck here now. Likeyou."

Smarmy bastard. It wasjust another feint to get in position to ship a ¢c'naatat sample back to his FEU
bosses. Thetis was due back in afew months to evacuate personnd from Umeh Station, and if he didn't
have his eye on aticket home that way, then he redlly was going soft.

"Onemoretime." Shan was sure she could begt it out of him eventualy, but maybe there was nothing in
there after al. "How would you describe Lindsay's state of mind when it cameto c'naatat?'

Rayat looked genuinely thoughtful. "The squid messiah, as Eddie might say. Don't worry, she's not
working withme."

Shan knew that. Lindsay had no motive for getting the damn thing back to Earth. She waswallowing in
guilt and repentance, and maybe even acting out what she would have wanted for her dead kid.

"She came ashore to get afew keegpsakes from her kid's grave, though.”
Rayat either shared Shan's concern or was acting brilliantly. "Y ou think shelll come back for therest.”

"Perhaps." If the Egbas couldn't follow traces of the bezeri in the ocean it meant they'd gone deep, or
moved on—~but bezeri didn't move on. They clung tenacioudy to their territory. They killed to keepit,
too. "Something came ashore here, anyway."

"Y ou know you might have to hunt them down and destroy them.”
"Isthisgoing to be some attempt &t justification?”

"No, just wargaming. If they spread it, how do you track it? And when you track it, how do you destroy
it?'

"That'smy problem,” said Shan.

Inside her jacket, in apocket that nestled just under her |eft breast, she kept her last grenade. It wasa
guaranteed way out if she ever needed it. It was a so the best weapon she had to take out a ¢'naatat

host. Rayat wasn't worth hanging on to for scraps of information, and this was the best—and possibly
|last—chance she'd get she remove one more problem.

He's not your prisoner.



He's no threat right now.
You could cause a roof collapse.

Shan glanced around the small chamber, applied alittle rudimentary physics, and decided to chanceit. A
voicein her rationd brain said none of that crap mattered and that Rayat was a complication she should
have dedlt with along time ago.

"Timel got onwithit," shesad. "Goodbye."

It struck her as odd how that personatook over without argument. The Shan Frankland who shut the
door behind her and took out the grenade for priming was a creature of rationa caculation without a hint
of dread, doubt or guilt, and it wasn't thefirst time sheld taken the decison to eradicate apaininthearse
without the process of law. It wouldn't be the last, either: she knew that. The grenade, alittle curved dab
of drab composite with acap like an antique lighter, sat in her palm asif it had aways been there. She
flipped the cap up with her thumbnail to set the blast pattern. The pin was athin strip that swung through
ninety degrees, and once it was pulled clear and the pressure on the cap was released, two sections
inside pulled apart, broke a sac of reactive gel, and started the impossibly short chain of a detonation.

Pin, door open, throw, close. Or wasit door open, pin, throw, close?

Shit, sheld never drilled for this. One quick demonstration from Ade, and that wasit. How hard could it
be? She grasped the strip and eased it to the correct angle, thumb holding the cap closed again. Her left
hand fdlt for the door. In her right palm, the small grenade felt reassuringly heavy.

It'll be a mess. I'll have to clean up. Can't let anyone uncontaminated risk it.
She'd done worse.
One, two, three...

The faint scent hit her just as she began to lean her weight againgt the door, and it stopped her for a
fraction of amoment. That heartbeat was enough for someone alot heavier than her—Esganikan—to
shove her away from the door, and hard.

The grenade skidded acrossthefloor.
She had five seconds.

It might have been her own training or it might have been Ade's, but she flung hersdlf full length dong the
flagstones to grab the grenade and snap the cap tight shut in one hand. Her heart pounded. She counted.
Thistime, sheredly wanted to live. She did.

...three, four, five.

Nothing happened. Shan exhaded and eased hersdf onto her knees with her Ieft arm, her right hand
clamped tight around the grenade. The pin was afiddly bastard to reinsert. She did it back to its closed
position and wondered if the thing was stable now. She'd have to ask Ade. Shit.

"Givethat tome," said Esganikan. She held out her hand imperioudy. "1 want Rayat kept dive.”
"Fissoff," said Shan. She got to her feet. "'l should have done this ages ago.”
"Shapakti said you would do this"



" Shapakti's going to get what's coming to him for grassng me up, then, isn't he?'

If Esganikan wanted to take the grenade from her, shed haveto fight her for it. The two matriarchs stood
facing each other, angry and wary. Shan could smell it, the faint scent of tropicd fruit. Thelast thing she
needed now was to oust Esganikan from her position by accident. It was ajob she didn't want.

Don't react. No jask. Don't. Don't...

"I want to continue the tests." Esganikan loomed over Shan. "Especidly now we have infected bezeri.
We need to be able to removeit.”

"And that makesit atactica wegpon, not a guaranteed own-goal. Rayat was right about that." Rayat was
right about alot of things. "It's Rayat'smisson to secureit.”

"So you make a habit of this game with grenades.”

Shan had pulled apin before, but that was different. That was to make Chayyas see sense and not
punish Arasfor infecting her. Thistime—this was vermin control. "Maybe you should too. You'll regret
not finishing off that bastard. Let me do usdl afavor.”

"l want him dive"
"You cantes it on me."

"Removing c'naatat might kill the host. | need you divetoo. | knew you would try this, and | forbid you
totry again."

Forbid was a challenge Shan would never normaly refuse. She tensed to punch Esganikan out of the
way, but there was enough common sense lft in the Superintendent Frankland personafor it to pin down
the angry anima called Shan and tell it that she absolutely could not provoke a jask reaction by going for
Esganikan.

You can't depose her. You can't plunge her mission into chaos, do you hear me?

"Good timing, then." Shan felt her shoulders sag and the ache of disspating adrendine working through
her muscles. She hated that unspent fight reflex flooding her system. 1t would leave her edgy for hours.
"So Shapakti told you where | was going.”

"] asked him."

Less than a minute. | shouldn't have wasted time talking. "So what are you going to do about the
bezeni?'

"Evauate the risk, which means tracking them." Esganikan put one hand on the door to Rayat's holding
cdl. Wesshar didn't lock doors and they'd had to improvise with abolt at Shan'sinsstence. "And if we
judge them arisk, well remove them. If they show no signs of making a seriousimpact on the
environment, then we leave them be—as we do you and your males.”

In ahuman it would have been abitchdap. In an Eqgbas, it was smply an explanation. But the fact that
she, Ade and Aras were seen no differently to a bezeri was areminder that brought her up short: not just
because it was sobering to remember she was a biohazard, but that she'd done the unthinkable and
separated hersdlf from...the animals.

That's not me. | never thought that way. | never have.



Perhapsit was abezeri voicein her, or even anisenj one. Shedidn't liketo hear it." | can't do much
without your teamsto help metrack them.”

"Y ou need do nothing. The most useful thing you can do for usisto use your unique asset of being a
human police officer.”

"What, rattle afew door handles?"

"Y our networks on Earth. Y ou can activate the humans most likely to cooperate with the adjustment of
Eath."

"I'm nearly eighty years adrift. | don't have alist. Helen Marchant should be doing that for you."
"She saysthat you're the most powerful icon for them. Y ou recovered the gene bank. Y ou're the—"
"Then get abumper sticker. That workstoo."

"What?"

"Doesn't matter." Thiswaswhat Shan had dreaded in her EnHaz days:. the lure of vanity, the progpect of
heroism muddying the waters of her motivation. Please, please, if there's one wess'har trait you can
give me, you bloody thing, it's not caring about motive. "I can't do this. | can't be amartyr.”

"In the years between now and our arrival on Earth, humans motivated by you can prepare the ground
and make the adjustment much, much easier.”

"For you?'
"For Earth.”
"Since when did you discover public reations?’

"I work with what humans are, and humans are persuadable with nebulous things. They can do great
thingswith ingpiration. The Christian colony crossed star systemsto save terrestria species on no more
motivation than the belief in asupernatura being.”

The Eqgbas had discovered something of spin, and that was avery un-wesshar thing. "Y ou've been
hanging around with Eddie alittle too much.”

Esganikan's hand pushed againgt the cell door. She was going inside, and that made Shan uneasy
because she wouldn't be around to keep an eye on Rayat. "Y ou can help.”

"I'll think about it," said Shan.

She thought. She thought as she walked away, forcing herself to bresthe evenly. C'naatat hadn't seenfit
to smooth out her adrenaline reactions and she still occasiondly stopped breathing, alegacy of her
months floating in vacuum. Ade hated her doing that and would nudge her to make her bresthe again, like
he was making sure she wasn't dead and that she really had come back to him. It disturbed her, too: she
distracted herself wondering what the parasite did to oxygenate her tissues in those periods. But the
thoughts that Esganikan put in her mind were ingstent.

| don't want tiesto Earth. | have to forget it. I've done my job and this is my home now, and,
Jesus, have | got enough problems to occupy me here.

If she succumbed to the Saint Shan ruse, then how did she explain away Eddie's report on her nobly



British I-might-be-some-time walk out the airlock? How could she be adead saint and till give pep talks
to the faithful? What had that stupid bitch Marchant told people dready?

C'naatat wasacrazy sory, and like dl reports of redlity, people generdly believed what they wanted to
believe and ignored what didn't fit. Perhaps she'd been dismissed asamyth aready.

| never ignore what doesn't fit. My whole working life has been about looking for it.

It was one more reminder that she didn't fit on Earth. She found she was aready picking her way through
apatch of tufted lavender grass afew hundred meters from the Temporary City, too preoccupied to
notice how far she'd walked. Scattered across the land, the disassembled bubbles of bronze and blue
metal habitats that would coal esce into a compete warship on command looked like exotic puffballs.

But it was norma now. This was nhorma. Her ménage a trois was norma, and her dien friendswere
normal. Even c'naatat was now normal. Earth was not.

Shan took in the unspoiled wilderness and knew exactly why Umeh needed to change or die. It wasn't
logical thought, because there were no laws of the universe that said grass and biodiversity were
inherently better than concrete and one lonely species, but she believed it. And you had to believe
something, to make amora choice, or you'd be nothing.

And having choice, must make it.
Sheld made hers, and Marchant could find another saint. Or abumper sticker.
Shoreling, five kilometers from the Temporary City

Araslet out anirritated hiss. It was atypica wesshar sound and it surprised him: for amoment hewasa
human standing outside watching himself and wondering whét this cresture was. He waded into the water
waist-deep and searched, irrationaly angry at betraya.

Thisisn't me. Thisisn't wesshar.

The sensation wasfleeting. He considered the fact that he might be changing again, edging closer to being
human, but there was none of the characterigtic raised temperature that accompanied the pesk of
C'naatat's genetic rearrangement.

C'naatat had done along and thorough job of remodeling him, apart from hisway of seeing the world.
Araswasn't usualy aware of it, but Adetold him he wasjust as"bloody rude and crude’ as any norma
wesshar. But alasting sense of betraya was a human thing, one held tasted al too recently when Josh
Garrod—friend, amost family—had done the unthinkable.

It doesn't matter. The why doesn't matter. Deal with the now.

But the bezeri hadn't told him about their past crimes, and while hiswesshar heart said only actions
mattered, his human eement was bitterly hurt by the deception. The bezeri had never been hisfriendslike
the humans of Congtantine, but held certainly been their guardian, and had he known what he was
guarding, then his actions might have been different.

It was thousands of years ago. It was long before wesshar came to this system. You can't punish
their descendants for thoughts.

They were here, he knew it. The bezeri had always been fond of thisbay; it was hisregular landing place
from Constantine on histripsto the garrison a the Temporary City, the spot where bezeri pilots would



pick him up in their podships and take him across the Strait. He waded around, looking for familiar lights
risng up to meet him. He could see nothing.

And Ade had given hissigna lamp to Lindsay. Evenif Arasfound abezeri, he couldn't talk with them.
He had no bioluminescence; he didn't even have the random flickering in his handslike Shan had.

But Mohan Rayat could spesk in lights. The gethes who nearly wiped them out could talk to them, and
he couldn't. Shan cdled thiskind of thing irony. It tipped Aras over an edge he hadn't known was there.

He hammered hisfists on the surface of the water, thrashing foam into the air. "Come and face me! We
died for you!" he screamed. "My brothers. My friends. Everyone | loved. We fought for you, and
you're everything we despise. | killed Josh for you. Come and face me—"

Arasfdt his breath sobbing from his chest asif it was another life escaping. It was grief. He knew grief:
held raged briefly like thiswhen Shan was taken from him, and it felt every bit as physicaly agonizing and
unbearable asthose terrible days. And he couldn't stop it. It erupted, and with the grief came a spewing
torrent of other unbearable emotions that he could hardly identify and that threatened to choke him
unconscious. He found himself sinking down into the water onto his knees, and he was back in aworld
that herardly visited, aworld that now only reminded him of having his head held under water by hisisenj

captors.
You spread c'naatat among wess har. Who are you really angry with?

The bezeri weren't who he'd thought they were. It shouldn't have mattered. But it did, and he couldn't
stop it mattering. The sea pressed on him and carried distant sounds. He could see well eveninthe
depths, but he found he was staring into avoid that suddenly seemed as empty and hostile as space.

He scrambled upright, struggling against awave as his head broke the surface again and he was back in
thin, noisy air. He shivered as he flopped down on the beach and sat with the water draining out of his
dothing.

The crunch of pebbles behind him made him inhale involuntarily to check the scent ontheair. Ade. He
didn't turn around and sat contemplating hisfolly and ill-defined betrayd.

"Jesus, mate, you're soaking." Ade squatted down beside him and stared into hisface, forcing him to
look himin the eye. "What happened?”

"I'mwaiting for the bezeri."
"To...shoot them?'
Hed thought about it. "To tak to them.”

Ade swallowed asif embarrassed. The lump at the front of histhroat bobbed up and down. ™Y ou might
havealong wait."

"I haven't goneinsane.
"l didn't—"
"Y ou have the tone of someone reasoning with the unstable.”

"Sorry. But you don't have asignal lamp, do you?| gaveit to Lindsay. So you can't understand each
other."



"Rayat said they were Sarting to understand English.”
"But how would they reply, though?"

Aras had no idea. Emotionsrarely overtook him but they had now. He wasraging, and he knew it. Ade
amply waited with him, squatting back on his heds and findly stting down with hisknees pulled up to his
chest, asamsfolded around them.

"Y ou'reright, they know were here" said Ade. "They dwaysdid.”

Aras kept his gaze on the water. He was at the right angle to see the shalows, and after awhile he saw
what he first thought was reflection on the sea, and then redlized was speckled blue light.

It was abezeri, alarge one, and it moved closer inshore.

Aras scrambled to hisfeet and walked down the dope of shingle. Ade followed him, reeking of agitation.
He seemed to hate arguments but had no trouble fighting wars, and the shared memory reminded Aras
that rows between his parents led to hisfather beating his mother, and then Ade and his brother. He was
conditioned to dread argument.

Aras stood ankle-deep in the water, staring down at the bezeri, wondering if it could hear well enough,
let done understand him.

"You never told me," said Aras. Heraised hisvoice.
"Y ou—never—told—me—you—xkilled—everything—e 2"

Thelights danced, till blue, then suffused with green.

Aras plunged into the shalows so he was a ongside the huge gel mantle, and the bezeri backed off a
meter.

"Do you understand me? Do you?'
Adewaded in after him. "Aras, steady on—"

"Get back, Ade." Aras pushed him away. He started shouting and felt no embarrassment. "Can you hear
me, bezeri? Are you the same as your ancestors? Do you regret killing the birzula, hunting everything you
could find? You destroyed your world. You didit."

Thelights froze for amoment, and the surface of the water broke as a column of gel reared up, draining
foam. The bezeri literdly stood on the sand of the shalows. The part above the water wastaler than
Aras. Yes, this creatures had changed. That meant only onething.

"Shit, thet's big," said Ade.

Aras stood his ground. He was so angry he didn't care what it did to him. He couldn't die, and neither
could the bezeri.

"l wasted liveson you!" Arasydled. It wasn't true: theisenj had gtill needed stopping, bezeri or none. "It
wasfor nothing..."

A stoma opened in the glassy mantle and Aras heard an intake of air, awet durping sound like ahuman
siffing loudly.

"This...our world."



The sound was like hearing imagined voicesin awind, enough to recognize but till flegting. Ade had a
tight grip on Arassarm asif to pull him back.

"Y our ancestors—"
"We...not sorry...thanks..."

The stoma shut in awet dap, and the bezeri flopped back into the water, splashing Aras asit spunin the
shallows and shot out towards the ocean with a powerful jet of expelled water that nearly knocked him
off hisfedt.

Ade kept him upright, afierce two-handed grip on hisarm. "Easy, mate."
"It can speak.”

"C'naatat. Well, that provesit."

"It regrets nothing. It learned nothing."

"I know. | know." Ade was dragging him back to the shore, with that same patient, soothing tone he used
when Aras was sobbing and grieving for Shan. "Doesn't matter, mate, it doesn't matter at al now."

They stumbled up the beach. Aras turned and looked back at the sea and then sank down on his knees.
Ade grabbed hisface in both hands and made him look up.

"Aras, look a me"
"And Josh—"

"Aras, shut up and listen, mate." Ade changed before him: avoice that had to be listened to, eyes
impossible to avoid, the embodiment of certainty. "Not wasted. None of it. Theisenj had to go. Josh had
to pay. Therés moreto this planet than the bezeri. Y ou didn't waste asingle life, believe meyou didn't,
and I've been there, remember. I've lost my mates, I've lost men under me, and | know the difference
between pissing away their lives and having to spend them. Got it?"

They'd swapped memories. Aras knew what Ade had seen and done. "Why doesit fed so terrible, after
dl theseyears?'

"Aras, | asked if you understood.” Ade gave him alittle shake, hands still clamped to each side of his
head. " Say it."

"It...it was not wasted. We had to act.”
"Y ou had to protect the planet.”
"I did."

"Good." Ade let go and then hugged him fiercely. "It's been a shitty year al round. Too much all at once,
mate, that's al. Shan, the bombing, the war, now this." Adewas so utterly reassuring that Aras et himsalf
believe him. Ade knew. "Let's go home. Fuck the bezeri, and fuck everything.”

"Thisisdill my—"

"Y ou did afive-hundred-year tour of duty. | think that's enough for anyone." Ade stood up and actualy
hauled Arasto hisfeet. He wasn't a big man even by human standards—Shan was taller—but he could



somehow shift Aras. "Come on. Let's catch up with Shan. That's what matters, the three of us.”

Araswalked back towards the Temporary City with him, not speaking, but seeing Adein the new light:
asasergeant, not just asoldier, but a man who could hold a squad together and get them through the
unimaginable. Aras had been asoldier too. The bond with Ade was precious to him in more ways than
hed imagined. He gtill seethed inside, but Ade had taken the edge off his agony and now he felt foolish at
his outburst.

"I should have had better control,” said Aras. "'l apologize.”

"I'vedoneworse," said Ade. "And shit myself, aswell. Besides, you got someintel out of it. We know
the bastards have metamorphosed.”

Bagtards. The bezeri had now been relegated into the catchal of the unwelcome dong with Rayat, the
FEU and at least some of theisenj. Ade knew how to compartmentalize the world to cope with it.

Araswould do that too, then. He was no longer the bezeri's adly. And until he heard them say that they
regretted their past, and that their future would be different, then he couldn't rule out being their enemy.

The Temporary City, Bezer'gj: holding cell
"I heard," said Rayat, armsfolded. "Why don't you just let her do it?

Esganikan looked him over, trying to see what it was that made the usually controlled Shan Frankland
descend into rage when she saw him. There might have been scents and minute gestures that irritated a
human female, but Esganikan couldn't tell. Rayat smply appeared to her to be calm and almost amused.
That might have been the trigger. He wasn't showing deference.

"Isthat a bluff?" asked Esganikan.
Rayat's brow puckered briefly. "No, just that it'sinevitable.”

"Y ou've given up this plan to acquire c'naatat for your government to use.” She sniffed the air. Hewas
pungent with human sweet, underlaid with that sharp scent that might have been fear or anger. Human
scent signaling was far more blurred than awesshar's. "Thisisaradicd change.”

"I've seen how dangerousit is, and | can work out what weld do withit," Rayat said wearily, asif hed
repeated it too many timesto Shan.

"Y ou could have done that before you became infected.”

Rayat looked up a her, eyeswide and finely lined at the corners. His hair was streaked with gray. Shan
said he was younger than she was, but he didn't look it. "It was something to be quarantined for safety
then," he said sharply. "Once you can removeit, it becomes aviable wegpon. That's the difference. And
you're working on removing it, aren't you?"

"Weare. You know this."

"My apologies. That wasrhetorical." He pushed hisfingersthrough hishair and gave hishead alittle
shake. "C'naatat hasits downside in its current state. Y ou can use it to keep people dive and make
them adapt to any environment. Fantastic. Miracle cure, ameansto survivein hostile
environments—medicine and the military would welcomeit. But it's also an incurable disease that spreads
relatively easly in humans and that would create population chaos. Nobody dies. | could givealong list
of dl the disastersinherent in agrowing and pretty well immortal population, but | don't haveto, do 1?



The wonder cure hasits curse. An incentive not to useit. Take the curse away, and it becomes usable
with the deceptive appearance of no consequences.”

Esganikan listened patiently. She made adjustments for human motivation and saw his point. Humans
didn't accept that it would aways be a curse for them. They would fedl they could get away with it, as
Shan put it, that the problem would be someone el <g's.

"Areyou pleading for mercy in some oblique way?"

"Thisiswhy you irradiated Ouzhari. Asset denid.”

"Removing temptation, yes. But forget mercy. Y ou know what | am?"
"A spook."

"Y ou understand the psychology of my profession.”

"That you accept risk of death.”

"That'soneway of putting it.”

Esganikan had been warned: he was a dimy bastard, Shan said, and would attempt to manipul ate her
into doing hisbidding. Shetilted her head alittle further to see every pore and hair on hisface, to search
forlies

"Do you want to go home, Rayat?"

Helet out abreath. "Of course | do. Everyone does, don't they? Y ou do too. Thisisn't homefor any of
[B"

Itisn't. It'll be yearsbefore | see mine again. ™Y ou can't go home until we can remove the organism.
That could be avery long timeindeed. Areyou ready for that? Isthat why you say | should let Shan kill
you instead? Like the wesshar troops who took their own lives rather than go on?"

Esganikan wished she hadn't sent Shan away. The woman could read the signals from Rayat: she
couldn't. He raised his eyebrows and hislips parted, but it meant nothing to her. She'd never seen the
expression on Shan's face and so she couldn't match it to astate of mind.

And Shan had warned her he could feign emotions anyway. Normal humans did that agreet ded, soa
C'naatat- infected human might even be ableto feign scents. Shan could suppress herstotaly.

"The good thing about c'naatat,” Rayat said dowly, "isthat at least you can wait for the cure. Thething it
buysyouistime."

Esganikan felt those words were different. She weighed them carefully and saw the germ of anidea.

"Shapakti isadiligent researcher,” shesaid. Time. | never thought | was greedy, but time... "Hell
make progress, | know. He managed to remove it from human cells once, but the organism adapts.”

Rayat |ooked suddenly interested. "I have my theories."

"Youreascientist by training. Shan told me so0. Y ou might help him."



"Thelab rat puts on the white coat, eh?' He made alittle snorting noise, gazing in defocus towards the
light shaft. "Good old Frankland. I'm a pharmacologigt, actually. Easier to train ascientist asaspy than to
train aspy to passhimsdf off asascientist.”

"Yesor no?'

"Wes"

"Youredly do believeit'stoo dangerous for any human to possess.”

"At every level. Wesshar might have the mord fiber to use it sengbly, but humans generdly don't.”

Esganikan looked into hisface for afew more moments but Rayat said nothing further. He didn't even
appear uncomfortable a her gaze: no licking of lips, no blinking, no little twitching movements. She
thought of Shan's advice on resisting Rayat's manipulation, and decided that so far she had only given him
adtay of execution, and something to keep him occupied while Shapakti worked on a cons stent and
non-lethal method of removing c'naatat.

| don't want to slaughter the bezeri. And | also want to be certain that they're environmentally
irresponsible before | have to.

Shedidn't enjoy killing. If humans thought that wesshar killed without caring, they were wrong.
But dead, as Shan put it, was dead.

Esganikan walked back aong the passage that doped gently up to the exit, catching the faint remnant of
Shan's scent on the air: no emotiond state, just that waxy human smell blended with wesshar female
musk and awoody freshness. Shan kept her anger to herself.

Wesshar could use ¢'naatat wisdly, and humans couldn't.
C'naatat bought Rayat time.

He was manipulating her. Hewastrying to flatter her, and to get her to take him home, where he could
deiver hisprize.

Hewouldn't go home, then. Sheld make sure of that. But if he thought he had insinuated hiswishesinto
her mind, he'd taken her for a stupid mallesble gethes.

All he had given her wereideas. She wouldn't give him away home,
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Pacific Rm UN delegate Jim Matsoukis has called for those responsible for authorizing the
bombing of Bezer'g to stand trial for war crimes. The Federal European Union denies sanctioning
the attack and says those responsible were handed over to the wesshar.

Matsoukis attacked the denial as"not just a lie, but a lie that'll have repercussions for everyone
on the planet.” He added: "If the wesshar authorities are still calling for us to punish whoever
authorized the bombing from this end, then they know something we don't. And why deploy a ship
with cobalt bombs unless there was an acceptance that the FEU might use them?"
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FEU space vessels routinely carry nuclear ordnance including ERDs—"neutron” bombs—and
cobalt devices for emergency sterilization of biohazardsin orbital laboratories. Cobalt is banned
for weapons use by international treaty.

BBChan update, February 2, 2377

Chad Island, known in the bezeri language as Nazel

"l don't care,” said Lindsay.

"I hurt," said Saib.

"Hurt is better than dead. Kegp moving. Where's have you been, Keet?!

Chad was an idand of stony coastline with rock pools like the shores of Congtantine, not a textbook idyll
like Ouzhari, its southernmost cousin in the chain. There were no icing-sugar beaches giving way to dunes
tufted with glossy black grass. it wasasiver gray idand that looked less magica and more plainly grubby
when Cavanagh's Sta—Ceret, Nir, whatever—dipped behind clouds. Lindsay tried to imagine the
geology that created the variety of shordlines as she coaxed Saib and Keet inland and further away from
the sea. They inched up the exposed sand between the outcrops of rock, diding through gapswith an
audible wet sound like someone pedling off plastic gloves.

"Seeing the Aras," said Kest.
"What?'
"l see Aras. | tell him, not sorry.”

Lindsay stopped dead, furious. "I told you to steer clear of the Egbas camp. You idiot. Don't do it
again." Therewas nothing Aras or anyone else could do about the bezeri now, but shefet advertisng
their changed physiology was a bad move anyway. Y ou took the lamp? Whereisit?'

"No, | spesk!”

Brilliant. That'll get back to Shan in no time. Ah well. "Y ou Stay away from the mainland and the
Eqbas patrols unless| say otherwise. Understand?”

Keet Igpsed into silence, and as he moved he looked uncannily like asulky teenager scuffing hishedsin
protest.

"No change," he said.

"Y ou don't want to change, or you can't change?" She stopped and confronted them, still mirroring her
gpoken wordsin light signads. Learn, damn you. It was areal spesk-and-show lesson. The two elderly
bezeri settled in hegps of tranducent mantle and exhaed like air escaping from atire. "L ook, | canlive
under water. And you're moving across dry land and you're talking. Y ou're making sounds. C'naatat
will do whatever you need it to do to keep you dive.”

"Want to," said Keet sullenly.

"Take back this planet. Defend it.”
"With forty?"

"Forty'sdl you need if you'reimmortd."



She turned and walked towards the fringe of brilliant yellow and amber maossy bushes that marked the
edge of the beach. The moss formed mounds that were waist high in places and |ooked soft and
insubstantia until her arm brushed against one and it scratched her.

Doesn't matter. You're indestructible—more or less.
"Hurt too," said Keet behind her.

But they il followed her, through the rigid moss bushes and into heathland dotted with coppices of
chocolate brown stubby trees with trailing branches that appeared to grow back into the soil. The ground
benesath her feet flt dightly spongy. She paused, remembering the bogs on Congtantine with their shifting
organic roads, mats of vegetation afloat on quicksand and congtantly, dangeroudy changing.
Indestructible or not, she didn't fancy testing her new powers of recovery in liquid mud populated by
God only knew what kind of crestures.

"Go careful," she said. "Follow where | tread.”

Saib made that deflating tire noise again. "'l see redness.”
What?"

"Hot moving redness.”

Lindsay cameto acareful halt. Shefelt she was on arolling deck, which might have been her imagination,
but if she was on saturated ground then she was going to be wary. She turned to look at them: Saib had
settled back on the ground in an awkward way that reminded her of an eephant, two tentacles braced on
the ground in front of him likeforelegs.

"Something you can seethat | can't?" She had plenty of their visud enhancements but maybe she didn't
havethemdl. "What isit?"

"In the heart."

She was getting used to their idiom now. The lamp hadn't shown the subtle detail of the bezeri language,
and now shewondered if shewas experiencing it or if they were dready dipping into ablend of al the
linguistic conceptsthat previous hosts had donated via c'naatat.

"Your heart," shesaid carefully. ™Y our mind. Y our brain?'
"Not now, and not mine." said Saib. "Long before. Whereisit?'
Long before. Memory. And not his memory, obvioudy: someone esg's. Hot moving redness. Fire.

There was no getting away from Shan Frankland. Saib was rdliving her memory of facing ariot and
having apetrol bomb—not petral, but the name had survived—smashing againgt her riot shidddina
cascade of flames. She'd talked about it: that, and the gorilla. The bloody woman could agonize over
abandoning a caged gorillabut had no problem turning her back on adying baby. My son. The fact that
Shan had been right not to save hislifewith c'naatat didn't make it hurt any less. And the bitter irony of
her own actions wasn't |lost on her.

"It'sfire," she said. Aquatic creatures had no concept of it, of course, but maybe they'd seen smoking hot
vents on the sea bed. "That's genetic memory kicking in. You'll have dl kinds of memoriesthat aren't
yours. It'sacharacteritic of theisen)."



"Areisen dwaysangry?'

"Not that | noticed.” Lindsay began to think about an amagam of areactionary, genociddly inclined Saib
and afigsfirg-questions-later Shan. It wasn't pretty. "That'd be Shan Frankland again.”

But maybe that was what the bezeri needed, a dose of ruthless pragmatism that went beyond sdlf. Shan
got things done. She'd changed the course of entireworlds, for good or ill. And the last of the bezeri
needed that obsessive focus badly if they weren't to become the gaactic equivalent of unicorns.

They're immortal, barring detonations. Why the hell make them do all this? And what happens if
they start breeding again?

"ThisFrankland,” said Saib, dmost chewing the syllables. "Explain who isinmy mind.”
"Y our people saw her. The one who brought the dead child back to you.”
"The one who failed to keep her promiseto defend us.”

For some reason that stung Lindsay. She had no ideaif it was speciesloyalty kicking in or if therewasa
bit of Shan too near the surface in her now. "All she had to defend you from was me."

Saib sad nothing. Keet made aloud noise like afart and heaved himself into a strange loping movement,
propelling himself dong by throwing two tentacles forward and then swinging his bulk between them like
aman on crutches. He didn't seem remotely afraid of the unknown terrain and even if he didn't know
where he was going, he was moving with purpose. That was encouraging.

His tentacles seemed to be changing and becoming capable of rigidity. That was c'naatat in action. He
was evolving before her eyes, as she had before his. I'm used to this. Wher€'sit all going to end?
What am | going to become? She had amoment of heart-stopping clarity and the sense of lossamost
overwhelmed her. Raw surviva was awonderfully erasing, focusing thing but she didn't have that to
distract her any longer—and she never would again.

She centered herself on agoal. It had awaysworked before. 1t had to work now.

"Hereswhat you do," she said. Keet was moving faster now and she had to break into atrot to keep up
with him. Each time he grounded between swings his trand ucent bulk shook likerolls of blubber. ™Y ou
rebuild your civilization ashore. Y ou build it here, and you concentrate on devel oping technology to
defend yourselves. That'swhy | brought you ashore.”

"Yes, s0 easy,” said Saib from behind her. The steady thud-thud-thud of his movementswas dower. He
was keeping pace with her. "From nothing, we invent. Forty of us, none of us scientists, none of usland
engineers”

"Y ou're speaking, and you're speaking English. That's two things you couldn't do amonth ago.”
"Whet shall we est here?'

"And you're getting fluent.”

"What isto eat?'

"Everything. C'naatat can help you digest anything at dl. Y ou saw melive on seaweed." Saib didn't need
sympathy: he needed to get agrip. "My species made the trangtion from the seato the land once.
Without bloody c¢'naatat, too, so stop whining."



They were hunters. They'd hunted other aguatic Speciesto extinction. Lindsay didn't know what animas
lived on Chad that would take their fancy, but the bezeri were as bad as humans when it cameto
exploiting their planet. And she knew the wesshar and their Egbas cousins well enough by now to know
that they wouldn't take the bezeri's near extinction asapleain mitigation if they wiped out any more
species. They'd "badance" them. It sounded like aeuphemism, but it wasliteral. Y ou killed: so you died.
Maybe adose of Shan, and Aras, in them would temper that. Maybe they'd avoid being "bal anced.”

"Eqbaswill protect us." Keet loped between the trees and a shaft of bright sunlight caught him,
illuminating hisflesh. For amoment he was alump of ice studded with debris, and then his color changed
completely, instantly, inexplicably to an opague mottled brown like camouflage. He blended into the
landscape, hislightssilent, until he burst into avivid green display of pure panic.

He was screaming. Under stress, he defaulted to light signds. Lindsay ran up to him.

"C'naatat doesthat," she said, voice cam, lights a soothing violet. She wondered if the camo could now
adapt to any environment like the chameleon battledress the Roya Marineswore. "Take it easy.
However it makesits decisons, it's decided you need camo for awhile.”

"l amnot mg," said Keet. "1 am not me! "

They'd taken the decision. They'd agreed to be infected, and she was certain they'd understood the full
implications. If they hadn't, it was too late now. It'swas irrevocable. And she had no explosives, no
certainty of ending it for any of them if they decided immortality wasn't all it was cracked up to be.

"Youll beokay," said Lindsay. But will I? "It gets easier. |'ve seen it. Shan was okay, Araswas
okay—you remember Aras, don't you?'

"I remember what Aras remembers,” said Saib. He edged forward, sounding like water dopping around
atank. Keet was dumped in a heap, tentacles twitching, a beached cephaopod again, not abrave
pioneer. Saib stretched out atranducent limb and placed it on his comrade's mantle. In seconds the flesh
became the same mottled brown. "He remembers us. | know how we appear to him. And otherslike us
once changed color."

Saib used the past tense. Lindsay wanted to be sure that wasn't just adip in an unfamiliar language.
"Y ou mean the birzula. The ones you wiped out.”
"Yes. Much like us. But color changers.”

It wasthe kind of thing Rayat could have explained to her. She knew enough about photophoresto
understand they weren't all that different from the chromatophores that made terrestrid—no, Earth
—squid change color.

Shewaslooking a a genuinely terrestria squid now; a cephaopod that had walked ashore and
become—however reuctantly—aland anima. That should have stunned her. It didn't.

"What's upsetting you?' she asked Keet. Saib seemed resigned to the changes, sitting in aBuddha-like
heap without atrace of bioluminescence. He was now totally mottled brown and opague. "Isit that your
body's changing or that you're like the race you killed?!

It was probably too complex aquestion for Keet; she wasn't sure how she would have answered it
hersdf. Helevered himsdf up and sivung off in the direction of aclearing, looking for al the world asif he
had moved that way al hislife. No wonder he was scared. She'd been scared, too, when her body and
even her mind didn't fedl or look like her own any longer.



If you thought about c'naatat too much, it was worse than being dead. Y ou were atenant in your own
body. Y ou could be kicked out at any time.

But not if you're Shan bloody Frankland.

Lindsay tried to center herself and conjure up that degree of certainty—of blinkered arrogance—that
enabled Shan Frankland to take c'naatat in her stride and make it serve her. It wasin her somewhere.
The parasite had passed through Aras, and Ade, and Shan, picking up genetic material dong the way.
Something of al of them—memory too—was there within her for the taking, and if she could forcethe
bloody thing to express the genes for photophores to give her bioluminescence, then she could wring
some extrawillpower out of it too.

Lindsay and her entourage of evolving squid followed the course of a stream inland. 1t wasn't the image
of aglittering nava career that shed dreamed of as ayoung cadet.

Keet stopped. Saib shook to ahalt next to him. They were now in aclearing fringed by taler trees,
bulbous purple-brown columns dmost like fungi but with afine mesh of drooping branches coated in
glistening dark red leaves. They were sticky to her touch. When she withdrew her hand, a soft resin
pulled out in thin weblike strings and | eft her smelling of sickly-sweet decay. Unseen life rustled and
moved in the undergrowth and when she glanced up, astabtail was circling high overhead, pursued at a
distance by aflock of some small flying crestures she hadn't seen before.

"We can never go back," said Saib.

"Actudly, you can go back." She hoped shewasright, but she had no real idea of how c'naatat
behaved in different species. Did anyone? No, not even the wesshar, and they'd had more experience of
it than anyone. "Because the parasite will keep changing you. If you want to go back into the seg, fine.

Y ou'll adapt right back to it. But you're going to give this your best shot.”

Shetried hard to stay in her own head and not dip into the externd view, perhaps the combined views of
the others known and unknown within her that she wasfinding al too easy now. A gel woman,
bioluminescent and amphibious, chatting to walking, talking squid. That was her redlity. She fought down
panic. Shan wouldn't panic. Shan would organize them. Sheld give them tasks. Sheld galvanize them.

"You start here," said Lindsay. "It's as good a place as any to build atown.”

She was asking an aguatic civilization to move to anew environment and start over again from the
hunter-gatherer level.

It wasthat or hide in the sea and hope nobody €l se invaded. There was only one way to defend the
planet against off-worlders, and that was on land. Y ou couldn't build weapons underwater. Y ou had to
engage aterrestrid enemy on their own terms.

Defend the planet. Whose thoughts were those?
"We cdl this place the Unwanted Dry Above," said Saib.
"Nothing like apostive approach, isthere?"

"Wewill ask if otherswant to make the journey." Saib understood sarcasm well enough, but he dso
knew how to ignoreit. "If others want this disease.”

"I'll ask them." It was harder to contaminate someone than sheld thought. Blood, or whatever passed for
it in her circulation now, was hard to extract when you healed dmost instantly, so sheld steled herself to



dicing more chunks out of her skin and pressing it into cutsin their mantles. "Can you contaminate each
other?Y ou can spread it by copulation. It would be easier.”

Saib and Keet never said aword or flashed asignd. But they were staring at her, asmuch asa
cephaopod could.

It struck her that Shan would never have said that.
"If any of you are partners, that is," she added.

If you're going to live among them forever, you have to treat them the way you treat humans.
You're still thinking of them as animals.

"Welay eggs, when young," Saib said &t last. "We spawn—when young."
"Okay," Lindsay sad. "WEell do it the hard way, then."

It paid not to think what an insane situation she was in. She wondered where Rayat was now. If held run
into the Egbas, they'd have filleted him aready. But it was probably better than falling into Shan's hands.

She hated to admit it, but she missed his encyclopedic knowledge, and—spy or not, arrogant bastard or
not—she missed him, because shewas till human at her core. If there was anything else to hang on to,
she hadn't identified it yet—but without another human around, she would have to.

Saib gtretched out a marbled brown tentacle and it lightened into shades of clear amber pinpricked with
gold lights. He seemed to be marveling at it.

"Too lateto save my child," hesaid.
"Too late to save mine, too," said Lindsay.
Jejeno: cabinet rooms, now the crisis center for the Northern Assembly government

"If the Egbas crippled the Maritime Fringe, then they didn't cripple them enough.” Minister Shomen Eit
held court in the cabinet room, slhouetted againgt the long window with palls of black smoke beyond
him, aporta into another world. The artillery barrage was getting closer. "Are you quite well, colleague?’

Rit, till shaken and battered from the blast, was determined she would be quite well evenif it killed her.
She knew what she had to do now. Minister Nir Bedoi was the only other cabinet member who had
managed to get to the offices. The city wasin chaos. It took very little to disrupt and pardyze acity as
impossibly crowded as Jgeno, and the Maritime Fringe and its dlies had launched ground-to-air missiles
that had struck at least saven of the tallest residentia towersin the heart of the city. There was nowhere
to run. The emergency rdief teamswerefinding it impossible to move around.

"I'm bruised.” Rit's broken quill shafts gave her an odd crawling sensation in her skin. Ralass, closeto her
dde, watched Shomen Eit with baleful concentration. "I'll survive."

"Where are your sons?' asked Eit.
"OnTadr Var. | left them therefor safety and I'm glad | did.”

Eit missed them: Luot and Shimev, dl she had of her late husband. They had his genetic memories, and
shedidn't, so now their lives became more important than hers because what mattered, what defined
isenj, was the continuation of the memory line, and they had both hersand Ud's.



Shewanted aradically different future for them from the moment sheld stood studying the dalf, thetree
that should never have been. It triggered truly ancient memories. Remembering was a complex act for
isenj, layer upon layer of events arranged in ahierarchy of importance coexisting with the day-to-day
recdl stored in the secondary brain. She recalled what mattered most to her bloodline, across millennia.
Memory defined apeople.

And now sherecdled trees.

"The Fringe clearly managed to sdlvage agreet ded of armament,” said Shomen Eit. "The Egbas aren't
thorough.”

"They destroyed enough to stop the rest of Umeh threatening Wess, colleague,” said Rit. "The Egbas
will finish what they sarted.”

And finish you.

Bedoi, who had been watching the aftermath of the missile strikesin the city from the window, turned
sharply and set his beads rattling. "They've abandoned us. And three-quarters of our defense forces have
deserted or joined the Fringe. Now we're at the mercy of any nation that wantsto overrun us."

"Whois‘us?' Eit moved from screen to screen in the crisis center and from his ever-so-dightly raised
quills he looked like aleader who feared defeat. "Thisisn't our nation at war. Thisisits government
utterly isolated and its population divided while invaders swarm across out borders, and are even
welcomed. Thisisanarchy.”

Rit's memory had suddenly become not just recalled images but also emotions. She wasin acomblike
grid of chambers, moving towards a brilliant white light and then tumbling down asteep incline and
righting hersalf before rushing with many others towards a tapering column of packed earth, deep brown
and peppered with small openings. She was enraged. She wanted resol ution. She wanted destruction.
Whatever was in that mound was athrest to everything she valued.

In her memory, she rushed to overrun and wipe out arival colony of proto-isenj in aworld of open
gpaces and vibrant plant life.

In the here and now, she resolved to act to protect her young. Even knowing that thiswas a primeva
swarming reflex to defend the colony at times of crids, she dlowed it to Steer her, just asit Seered the
troops attacking Jejeno and the civilians who turned their backs on their government to sdewith an

enemy.

Surviva advantage. That wasal it was, the usualy orderly and formal isenj tipping suddenly into violent
chaosto reestablish an equilibrium.

"| think we should negotiate a settlement,” said Bedoi.

"If they want one." Shomen Eit wouldn't stay away from the window. It was a strange, impotent display
of anxiety when the most important data on the state of the city was on screensaround him in tidy
collated displays, not in the vista beyond. "We dlowed the Egbas to land, and so there's nothing to

negotiate.”

"We can gill negotiate,” said Bedoi. "Agree we made a mistake. Offer to help rebuild acredible fleet.”
He had aways been torn between total war on the wesshar and accepting their assstance, Ua had told
Rit. It wasvisble now. "If our way of life needs adragtic change, maybe it'sto ded with the wesshar
once and for al, by concentrating on regaining the military power we once had."



Rit said nothing. If you were aminister whose office came from exploiting an ancient law that let you take
your husband's duties, nobody expected glittering Strategic debate from you anyway.

Shomen Eit considered Bedoi for afew moments and seemed suddenly impatient with him. "The only
target they haveisthose of usin government, colleague, because the population that surviveswill join
them anyway. Then they'll embark on anoble, suicida and very, very short war against the wesshar and
Egbas—after they've rebuilt afew fighters. No, this requires something more intelligent. But | agree that
theradica change is needed—we should have followed our ingtincts. Let's see what we haveto offer
them interms of matérid."

"That means diverting resources from environmental management. Itl cost heath—Ilives"
"So will dlowing the Eqbasto remodd our world the way they seefit.”

"Y ou're the one who asked them for targeted biological weagpons.”

"Perhaps that's another capacity we need to develop for oursalves.”

Rit felt the push from her ancestor, the rattling quills unheard for eons urging her to protect the colony.
Thetrangtion from dutiful wife to politician with her own agendawas effortless and immediate.

"Raass," shesad. "'l can't do anything more here. Seeif we can find aroute back to my chambers.

Shomen Eit turned on her sharply, beadsrattling and shimmering. ™Y ou're walking out when you should
be coordinating the defense of this nation?”

"l can do nothing here” But | can do plenty elsewhere.
"Your husbhand had a sense of duty.”

"It killed him, too." Rit ressted the bait. "And it's apoor excuse for an argument to remind methat I'm a
widow and that | only hold his office through aloopholein the law.”

She gestured to Ralass and moved towards the door, imbued with a confidence that had nothing to do
with her own lifé's experience and everything to do with an ancestral memory of an dphawarrior ina
primitive colony mound who knew what had to be done to save the future.

The street-by-street fighting had now spilled over the Northern Assembly border. Siow going,
hand-to-hand fighting in a shattered, tight-packed maze of streets: she had time. She had to act now.

"Y ou betray this government by abandoning your position,” said Eit.

Rit wondered if he was going to attempt to bar her way, but he didn't. Ralass must have thought so too,
because his lips were pulled back in that precursor to a serious threat she'd seen once or twice before.
Likeisenj, ussiss had acapacity for suddenly snapping in extreme Situations and plunging into violence.

They said ussiss always became one united creature, a superbly coordinated mob when they attacked,
but Rit had never seen it, and her memory told her that none of her ancestors had seen it either.

The doors closed behind her. In the long stone-lined corridor outside, shellfire seemed distant. The
clerica gaff were dill at their posts, collating information being sent back from utilities and hospita's, and
they didn't need a cabinet minister to implement adisaster plan. 1senj were orderly. They were planners
and engineers. They could dways stave off acrigs.

And that is our weakness. Sometimes, the crisis has to happen to restore sanity. Sometimes, we



have to start over.

"What are you planning?' asked Ralass. He wasthe last ussiss €ft in the building asfar as she could tell.
"Cdl Egganikan Ga "

"Without consulting your cabinet colleagues?!

"Yes. And without consulting them again, I'm aso asking her to invade Umeh.”

Ralass's beaded bdlts, strung over one shoulder, dapped and cracked as he walked. Rit wondered if the
ussiss penchant for beading had come from contact with isenj culture. If it was, it wasthe only dement
they'd borrowed. He said nothing for afew paces and then dowed to a halt.

"Y ou remind me so much of Minigter Ud," he said. "But be sure you've thought this through, and not
amply continuing aflawed plan out of love and duty.”

"l have," she said, and thought of her sons and what she had to do. "Now find me aquiet and secure
placewherel can cal Esganikan Ga."

Raass made no comment, neutral and unjudgmental again, and trotted off down the passage with his
claws skittering on the polished pale blue stone. There was no stone like thisleft for quarrying, just the
composite recovered from endless rebuilding over millennia. In Rit's ancestral memory—now painfully
raw and fresh, kicked into higher conscious levels of her recall by the criss—she was suddenly aware of
how fast, how geometrically overcrowding had accelerated so that one year Jgjeno seemed a busy city
and the next it was noticeably oppressive. It was long before she was born.

| know what | think. Thisisn't my instinct to kill to protect food sources for my young. Thisis
rational, thisis seeking a new solution because none of the others work.

Rit made her way down the passage to a chamber where staff were coordinating rescue teams. They
acknowledged her with clicks and whistles and went straight back to their tasks.

She gpproached one of them ditting at a desk with aplanning map in front of him that covered the whole
desk.

"l have arequest for you," she said quietly.
"Yes Miniger?'

Rit reached out to the schematic of the south side of the city and tapped it until the scale changed and the
southern border with the Maritime Fringe appeared. Then she focused on the junction of roads that had
been obliterated by an explosion in a previous attack, and that was now a park.

" Speak to the emergency authority inthisarea,” she said. "And make sure they protect the dalf tree
there

"Atree..."
"A tree" shesaid. "And one dearly bought.”
F'nar, Wessg: agricultural zone

"...and the genera asks him what hisambition is, and the squaddie says, ‘ To get the brush before those
other two bastards, sir.™



Jon Becken straightened up from his spade to receive his gpplause, onearm held wide and asilly grin on
hisface. The Roya Marines detachment—five of them, if Shan didn't count Ade—roared with laughter
and went on hoeing the soil between the rows of onions. If they didn't grow it, they didn't et it; life here
was uncomplicated, but the marineswere trained to live off the land, so vegetable gardening represented
an easier break.

Shan and Nevyan strolled between irregularly shaped crop bed, carefully designed to harmonize with the
wild landscape. They were contained in anearly invisble biobarrier to maintain an Earthlike growing
environment.

"I didn't hear therest of the joke," said Nevyan.

Shan shrugged, thinking of Aras. "Just aswell."

"So why did you leave Bezer'g so soon?"

"Therés something | haven't told you.”

Nevyan emitted afaint whiff of acid irritation. ™Y ou used to be open with me, my friend.”

Yes, | did. "Lindsay'sinfected the bezeri with c'naatat. There's something wandering around on land and
Shapakti's taken alook at the cellsit left. And one of the bezeri seemsto have acquired the power of

Speech.”

Nevyan froze for amoment and Shan found herself afew paces ahead of her. She stopped and turned.
"Speech," said Nevyan.

"Yes, apparently it told Arasit wasn't sorry for the bezeri's record.”

"Thisisappdling."

"Nev, | tried to go after Lin, but I'm dependent on Esganikan for transport, resources, everything.”

Wesshar didn't bother to control their tempers, but Nevyan amost tried. "Dealing with infected isenj on
Bezer'g was hard enough. Now we have to dedl with c'naatat hosts who could be anywhere on land or
mll

Deal with. So Nevyan had defaulted to worst scenario too. The bezeri had fallen from gracein an
ingtant, and it had nothing to do with their shameful past.

"We might not haveto eradicate them.”
"Youmeankill. Say kill."

Shan had thought it over athousand timesin the last al-too-brief days, searching for the clear line that
divided black from white. "Okay, if they don't breed, they're just atragic anomaly. If they breed or
spread c'naatat, they're aproblem.”

"C'naatat never spread accidentally among Bezer'g native species. When non-native life arrived, it
Spread.”

Large, mobile hosts. Aras had said that once. C'naatat liked them. Like any organism, it sought the
best vector for reproduction. Spacefaring aliens were as good asit got.



"It likes difference,” said Shan. That wasn't very scientific, but shetook aguessthat c'naatat assessed
potential hosts and latched on to what it didn't recognize asthelocals. "It likes novdty. It'sacollector of
foreign DNA. Look at me, or Aras."

Shan held out her hands and they rippled with bezeri light. Nevyan reeked of agitation. "1 don't care what
Esganikan wants. | have to assessthis.”

"That means taking ateam back to Bezer'gj, and the bezeri don't want you there now."

"The bezeri may no longer bein the best position to judge,” said Nevyan, "and none of the other
life-forms under threat from them can ask usfor help asthey oncedid.”

Shan watched the delicate fence between Targassat's philosophy of non-interference and the old Egbas
doctrine of policing collapsing before her eyes. She searched for her own line, and failed. And having a
choice, must make it. Targassat had made hers, and Shan would too.

"If they're not breeding now," said Shan, "there's no telling what changes will occur inthe future. | think
we have to wipe them out.”

The suggestion of genocide dipped out as easily as any decision shed ever made. Shan fdt it lock into
her memory as amoment she would be ableto recal in photographic detail for therest of her life; she
was staring dmost unseeing at the marinesin their dusty lovat green T-shirts and combat trousers, their
conversation amurmur on a breeze heady with coconut-scented weeds and pungent onion, and she
knew that any of those smells or sghts or sounds would trigger thismoment in her again. It wouldn't bea

happy memory.

Isit because | seethe bezeri asanimals? Would | do thisif | believed they were people? Isthis
even my thinking at all?

For awoman whose self-awareness was as solid and brutal asa stedl bar, genetic memory was acrudly
unsettling trait. But her rationd brain said, Yes, stop it now, stop it before it gets worse than you can
imagine. Araswasthinking it too.

Nevyan held her hands clasped in front of her. "We could ignore this. The bezeri will never trouble us.
But others may yet arrive to trouble them, asthe gethes did.”

Genieslikethe promise of eternd life didn't get shoved back into bottlesthat easily. Nevyan wasright: it
wasn't just the ecology of Bezer'g. It wasthe lure and value of c'naatat too. Therewasamost an
inevitability that other off-worlders would come after it, just like humans had.

"But if wekill them, I'm gtill around. So are Arasand Ade. I'm the root cause of dl this contagion.”
"And youre my friend," said Nevyan.

Shan groped for the line again and couldn't find it. She felt nobody expected her to, either, asif spacing
hersdlf was so unutterably noblethat it relieved her of dl future obligation to do the right thing. It didn't. It
just showed her how easly it could be done again if she really wanted to.

Shedidnt.

Fnar was beautiful. The whole planet was magicd, and this was her home, and she didn't want to die.
The bezeri must have felt the same way. As choiceswent, it stank, and Shan knew she could no more
reconcile theredity of contralling c'naatat with the moraity of who should have been forced to surrender
it than she could reconcile human and wesshar ethics.



"Shit," she saidl.
"And Raya?"

"Word association, eh?' Even now, Nevyan could gtill make her smile. " Shapakti'susing himto find a
way of removing c'naatat and leaving the hog dive."

"If that could be done, it would relieve us of the burden of destroying the bezeri."

"And make it aviable wegpon. At the moment, it'sstill carrying aWARNING: MAY CAUSE
GLOBAL DISASTER dticker."

"We have no way of knowing if it can be done, and when, and in thet time—"

"Arewe talking each other into genocide, Nev?"

"That might be your word for it."

"Weve dtill got someway to go. We haveto find them firgt, then work out how wekill what wefind."

| killed people | felt were a problemto society, and had otherskill them. I've been here before. It's
only a matter of numbers.

Motive didn't matter. Outcomes, dways outcomes. Shan's moradity hadn't shifted. Sheld just started
aoplying it morewiddy.

She stood in silence with Nevyan and watched the marines for awhile, then turned and walked dowly
back towards the pearl city and alate lunch with an increasingly distressed Aras, and an Ade who was
definitely—and touchingly—playing the morae-boosting sergeant to him.

Nevyan's sense of burden was tangible. She was till just akid, not redlly ready for al thiscrap. Was
anyone?

Shan wondered how things would have turned out if she had told Eugenie Perault to stuff her mission and
gone home. She had no way of knowing if anyone €se would have made the Situation unfold differently,
and she was past the stage of thinking she wasthe only person fit for thejob.

"There's never going to be areturn to normd, isthere?' she said.

Nevyan dug her hand into the front pocket of her dhren. "Lifeisin constant change, but we rarely notice
it"

Shetook out her virin, the communications device that Shan had never redlly got the hang of . It was
pulsing with color and images that Shan couldn't see clearly from the side angle. But she could certainly
smd| the agitation and anxiety rolling off Nevyan; the young matriarch held the virin in both hands now,
moving her fingersover it asif lathering abar of soap, and suddenly sound emerged fromit.

"Nevyan Chail, we have unauthorized ships approaching Bezer'g)."

Had theisenj more of afleet than the Eqbas had thought, or had €lements of the Eqbas task force turned
up ludicroudy early? It couldn't be a human fleet. Shan took out her swiss and opened thelink to Ade
without even thinking. Something in her head said emergency and she switched over to autopilot.

"What ships arethese?' said Nevyan. "Why are they here?'



"They speak egbasu, chail, and they say they're Skavu. They've come to back up Esganikan Gai's
Umeh misson. They say they are her dlies.”

S

—_—

If an injury has to be done to a man it should be so severe that his vengeance need not be feared.
NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI, 1469-1527
The Exchange of Surplus Things, F'nar

Aras could smell the excitement rolling off the marines—including Ade. He wasn't sureif that wasthe
correct interpretation of it, but they smelled strongly of humans who wanted very badly to go somewhere
and do something. They watched the screen set in thewall of the Exchange asif totdly obliviousto
everyonedseinthehal.

"Thisisabloody funny way to run abriefing,” said |smat Qureshi. Eddie Michallat Sdled up to her: it had
long been obvious that he found the marine attractive but he gppeared to do nothing about it. Aras
thought that was awasted life, and humans had such ashort span that it saddened him. "Like having your
comcen in the supermarket for everyoneto gawp a."

It was more than that. Nevyan was having a hested discussion with Esganikan viaacommunicationslink,
and with therisk of jask removed, they were both expressing their anger fully. The hall smelled of
mangoes, and nobody—not even the ussiss packed in between the curious wesshar who had cometo
watch their leaders argue—could miss the pheromond signal that Nevyan was the dominant matriarch.
The other senior matriarchs of the city—Nevyan's mother Mestin, Chayyas and Fersanye—stood behind
her but said nothing. Shan kept her scent locked down and stood beside the marines with her arms
folded, jaw muscles clenching and unclenching.

"Who arethey?' Nevyan demanded. "Who are the Skavu?'

"They're from Garav, aworld we restored severa generations ago. It's two months from this system.”
Esganikan had the tone of someone who felt she was owed alittle gratitude. "They became enthusiastic
convertsto abalanced way of life."

"After awar?'

"A war | fought in, yes. They becamedlies, and | need personne right now."
"And | need to know more about them."

"They're dedicated and they're thorough. They don't compromise.”

It sounded like euphemisms a human would use. Aras watched Mart Barencoin close hiseyesfor a
second and mouth something that looked like Oh shit. The two engineer-trained marines, Sue Webster
and Bulwant Singh Chahd, turned to look at him and their expressions matched his; dread.

Nevyan—a head shorter than most matriarchs, built more like amae—persisted with her ondaught.
"Why did you not warn us they were coming? Why alow them to smply arrivein thissystem
unannounced?"

"I wastold they were weeks away," said Esganikan. "And they announced themselves. Y ou want the
isen] problem addressed? Then thisishow | doit. | accepted their offer of assistance.”
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"When?Y ou told me nothing of this."
"| took the decision amatter of daysago.”

"The Skavu must have embarked many weeks ago to have arrived so soon, long before you accepted
their offer, which makesthem over confident of their welcome.”

"But they're here, and they have ajob to do, and they'll obey my command.”
"How many troops?'

"In thiswave, ten thousand."

Nevyan hesitated. "They can't be billeted here.”

"No, | plan to accommodate them on Bezer'g)."

"That'simpossible. The Temporary City was never designed for those numbers.”

"Nor wasit designed for two thousand of my troops, ether, but you made no complaint about that when
you summoned us." Esganikan's face filled the screen, cutting off the top of her bobbing copper-red
plume. Aras couldn't argue with her logic, but he shared Nevyan'sdarm at awholly unknown race being
pulled in as support in asystem where there were dready too many tensions. "I'll vouch for the Skavu. I'll
keep them under control, and | guarantee they'll do no harm to Bezer'gj. They are not your problem.
They've cometo ded with Umeh, and they won't trouble you."

The screen went blank. The marines, Shan and Eddie al reacted asif they'd been dapped in the face.
They seemed to think the abrupt end of the conversation was rude, but Esganikan had no more to add.
Nevyan, however, clearly did. She spun around and beckoned to her ussiss aide, Serrimissani. "Get data
on Garav. And see what the other ussiss know. Do the isenj realize these troops are here?”’

Most wesshar who'd paused to watch the exchange between the two matriarchs dispersed and went
about their business, depositing produce they didn't need so that others could use it, and selecting what
they needed from others bounty. Drama or not, life went on. Some stopped to talk to Nevyan and the
other senior matriarchs, then went on their way.

"I'd say the Skavu are abit too keen," Shan said. She made an annoyed click with her teeth and
examined her thumbnail in arather un-Shanlike way. "Converts can beapain inthe arse. Can't dand a
born-again zedlot, eveniif they'reon my sde.”

The marines were ominoudy silent but their bearing and scent said they were, to use Ade's phrase, up
for it. Therewasacrigs, and they were bored, and trained precisely for timeslike these. For men and
women who had been dismissed from their jobs, it gave them renewed focus. Ade and Eddie turned to
Shan amogt a the sametime. Aras had begun to dread each day now, waiting for the next escalation or
brand-new problem that accompanied it, and recognized theirony in a c'naatat worrying about the
future.

Ade glanced at him, checking again, and patted his back. Hewinked. It's okay. It'll all be okay. Hed
taken over Shan'srole of pretending things would be sorted out, and illusory asit was, Aras ill
welcomed it.

"How about theisenj?" said Jon Becken. "If | were them, I'd be shitting mysdlf right now."

Barencoin snorted. "What, more than if the Eqbas had just razed afew of your citiesto the ground and



were prepping bioweapons? How much more shit can they possibly have left?"

It was none of Arassbusiness, but the Skavu—whatever they were—would be on Bezer'gj, and
centuries of commitment to protecting the planet was impossible to switch off however betrayed he felt.
What would the Skavu make of the bezeri—or him? An uneasiness echoed in him and he listened
carefully to it, unsureif it was hisown fear or an ancient isenj voice embedded in his genetic memory.

"Theisenj react badly to the new arrivals," he said. "As gethes would. The fact that they can't be more
doomed than they aready are has no bearing on their emotions.”

"l can't say | blamethem,” said Shan. "Where does thisleave Umeh Station?”

"Y eah, I'm fedling nervous about them too, Boss." Ade's pupilswere dilated and he swallowed a couple
of times. Therest of the marineswere looking a him asif waiting for direction. Whatever the court back
on Earth had decided, Ade was till the sergeant, the pack leader, and it was abond that wasn't easily
broken. He had that certain quality, just as Shan did: when things went wrong, he stepped in and
provided leadership. "We haveto get the civvies out, at least. It'stoo unstable over there. The Station
wasn't designed to withstand awar going on outside the front door and if Jgjeno's utilities get hit, the
dome's systems can't keep up cycling power and water for that many people. It'sway over capacity.”

"A direct hit would ruin their entire day too," Barencoin muttered. "If the Eqbas withdraw their top cover,
the dome'sanice big symbolic target.”

"Come on, we've established refugee camps before,” said Webster. "Just get someone to say the word.
Let'sget them out. It'd solve alot more problems than it causes—keep all the Earthbound personnel in
onelocation.”

Aras had expected some of the Umeh Station party to want to stay, given that they'd taken afifty-year
round trip and abandoned everything to come to the Cavanagh system. It was ameasure of the
precarious Situation on Umeh that there had been no argument about withdrawing. Now it was an
evacuation.

"Okay, Devil'sadvocate,” said Shan. "How are we going to support afew hundred extra bodies here
when the colony on Mar'an'cas can barely feed itsdf? We can't ship in supplies. They can't forage or live
off theland. It'snot like disaster relief on Earth, Sue."

"Then they ship out with al the suppliesthey've got," said Webgter, "and if the colonists remember al that
Chrigtian guff about helping those in need, we might manageit. If we need to. Nobody's taken that
decison yet."

Shan chewed it over visibly, then swung around looking for Nevyan. Shewasin ahuddle with the
matriarchs. "Okay, let me seeif Nev will change her mind about having more humans on her turf. Wait
one"

Aras called after her. "We should ask Deborah Garrod's permission too."
"It'sNevyan's planet,” Shan called back. "And if she saysno, Deborah's view doesn't matter."

Chahal and Webster began sketching out plumbing schematics on aragged sheet of hemp paper. They
were engineers, something Aras regularly overlooked because he saw only commandos. They didn't just
kill enemies. They provided humanitarian relief too. Aras had found that an odd combination until Ade
explained something caled "hearts and minds." Aras and histroops hadn't been much interested in the
hearts or minds of theisenj colony on Bezer'g), just their eradication.



Now hefound himself thinking of eradicating the last of the bezeri, and that thought was getting persstent.
It was ahuman one: he tried to measure it against the wesshar need for balance.

Thisisn't wesshar. Thisisn't wesshar at all.

"S0, Sarge, isthe missus going to let you out to play when we go to Umeh Station?' Barencoin asked.
"Or are you grounded?”

"If you go, I'm going." Ade glanced at Aras. "Y ou up for it too, mate? | know it's Umeh—"
"Y ou should ask Shan."

Barencoin frowned, his permanent dark stubble making him look what Shan caled a right thug. "So
she'sgot your balsin her handbag, then. They'll be nice and safe there.”

"It's called manners, Mart. Y 'know, consulting your wife." Ade watched Shan walk back towards them,
wistful adoration on hisface for amoment. "Well, Boss?"

Shan shrugged. "Nevyan's not ecstatic, but she saysyes, if we have to—it's Mar'an'cas.”

"Okay, then | want to take the detachment over to Umeh Station,” Ade said. Shan said nothing, or at
least her mouth didn't. She smply stared el oquently. "1t'smy job, Boss."

Arasralied to his house-brother. "1 don't doubt the detachment's competence, but | fought theisenj and |
want to go too."

Shan hdd her swissin awhite knuckled grip. Its status indicators flashed blue and the bioluminescencein
her hands mirrored it asif answering. "Y ou've got Esganikan'stop cover. Y ou don't need my permission,
dther.”

"| ask anyway." Aras glanced at Barencoin, inviting comment if he dared. For amoment, he felt himself
back in alarger family again, establishing the pecking order of the males. "Y ou're dways concerned for
my welfare. | don't want to cause you concern.”

"Aras, do you serioudy want to go to Umeh?"

Over theyears, amix of curiosity and wanting to face his demons gripped him from time to time, but now
he wanted to be with his brother, with Ade, because he was walking into awar. Thetime was
right—inevitable.

"It might help to walk on Umeh among isenj who regard me asamonger.” He didn't haveto tell her the
rest, but the watching marines needed explanation. He knew they discussed histime asa prisoner of war.
"It can't make my memoriesworse, but it might temper them.”

Hewasthe Beast of Mjat, daughterer of innocents, war criminal. And a scrap of isenj within him yearned
to see home: held learned to live with that voice without heeding it. He saw himsdlf as none of those
things, and yet he knew they weredl him.

"Okay," Shan said. "Can you spare timeto talk to Deborah with mefirst? | need to sweset-talk her into
accommodating the evacuees, and | don't do sweet-talk well.”

"We can secure Umeh Station firdt," said Barencoin. "Then you join us™"

"When we're done with the colony, well get a shuttle to Jgeno.”



"Shooting might have started, and wesshar craft don't have Egbas shielding,” said Barencoin.

"I've been shot a on aroutine basis, Mart. | know the drill." Shan glanced at the marine. "What isthis, a
testosterone epidemic?”

"Just anxious to do our jobs," Barencoin said. "Might be dim and distant, but we were sent hereto
provide protection for acivilianmisson.”

"I do vagudly recdl Thetis, yes..." For dl her sarcasm, Shan never seemed to lose her patience with the
marine, even though hewaswhat Ade cdled in your face. Respect for the detachment gave her a
tolerance she rarely showed to others. " Just remember that you can die, and so can Arasand Adg, if the
exploson isenough to fragment them." Her expression was oddly benign. "I came here with Six marines,
and | want six divewhen it'stimeto go home. Okay?"

"We need transport,” Ade said. "Makes senseif we go in with the Egbas. We being the detachment.”

"I'd better talk to Miss Sunshine about your first-class sedts, then,” said Shan. She walked afew paces
away and then turned to Aras, handsin pockets. "Are you coming, sweetheart?'

They walked afew paces and then Shan turned round, went up to Ade, and kissed him
unsalfconscioudy. That wasn't typical Shan, and certainly not in front of Ade's comrades.

"In case I'm not around when you haveto ship out,” she said. "Just in case. No swanning off without
saying goodbye, never again.”

Ade blushed on cue. The marines|ooked blank in that studious way that said they didn't think the usua
chorus of ribadry was going to be funny thistime. Shan turned around asif she'd suddenly realized where
shewas, and walked off briskly, eyesfixed ahead. Arasfollowed her out of the city, through the dleys at
the bottom of the caldera's bowl and towards the landing areato collect ashuittle.

"Should have taken the freight tube rather than fly," she said. The network ran underground, stark
carriages for moving materid and produce between citieswithout disturbing the surface. "But it'safew
hours we don't have—"

"Adewill befine. Y ou needn't worry."

"Okay, | didn't get to say goodbye to you before | ended up doing an EVA sanssuit, and | didn't get to
say goodbyeto either of you when you went on your half-arsed |et'ssee-who-can-sacrifice-himsaf-first
mission to join the bezeri." Shan rubbed her hand quickly across her nose, but she wasn't crying. She
wasn't the weeping kind. "And I'm never going to risk that again. Not now. Wethink we might get
separated—we part right. Okay?"

Aras nodded. Shan wasn't good at intimacy and it burst out of her sporadicaly, asif she wasn't sure how
to useit. "Therewill be an end to thiscycle of trouble, isan, and then we have no reason to be apart.
And well savor boredom.”

Shan paused asif Szing up theidea. "l like the sound of boredom, actudly. It'sanovety initsef.”

Arasflew the smal shuttle to Mar'an'cas. He hadn't piloted avessel in along time, and his body recalled
being apilot and that he was good at it. Shan peered out of the cockpit's wraparound shield and seemed
absorbed by the canyons and winding rivers that gave way to forests and eventualy to coastd plains,
wheretheidand of Mar'an'cas sat staring back at Pqjat.

It was just agray rock. It seemed hard to believe that anyone could live there.



"Y'know, I've never flown over anywhere on Earth so unmarked by people,” said Shan.

No roads, no scattered towns, no big cities, no iconic buildings:. it was the polar opposite of Umehin
every concelvable way. Aras till felt restoration would be wholly beyond the isenj. As he brought the
vessd lower, Pgat emerged suddenly in the curve of dliffs, asdully gray as Fnar wasfrivoloudy
pearlescent. "Thisisnot aworld for architects.”

"Maybe the Skavu will approve. Chrigt, it worries me that Esganikan didn't know they were showing up
So soon.”

"Y ou seem to think the Eqbas should be omnipotent.”

"Well, it's disconcerting to think that amillion-year-old cultureis as prone to bad communication,
under-resourcing and getting in over their heads as the chimps back home."

"Thereisno such thing as continua improvement. Just change.”

"Maybe | should adjust my expectations. I'm just glad | ingsted on splitting the gene bank and keeping
oneinreserve”

Aras st the vessel down near the beach. They sat in slence, listening to the ticking of the airframe as
parts cooled.

"Fiveyears," said Shan. "It'll dl be behind us. The colony, the Egbas, Umeh Station, everyone—on their
way back to Earth. Umeh—uwell, on the mend or ablank date. We won't know what to do with our
time, will we?"

Shan didn't mention the bezeri, or the Skavu. Aras dso wondered what they might be doing in five years
time. Shan was dill thinking like a creature that died within ahundred years, but it was early daysfor her.

"What did you havein mind for the gene bank?' he asked.
"The spare?’
"If the Earth adjustment fails, you won't commit your last resource to a second attempt.”

"No, I'll hand it to the Egbas. Perhapsthey can create aterrestria environment minus Homo sapiens and
give every other bugger achance." She nudged him with her elbow. "I1t'stoo big for meto think about.
Right now, I'll settle for getting the colony to take on the Umeh evacuees. Tick ‘em off thelist oneat a
time"

"Thisisan escdating problem.”

"Heresthetrick,” said Shan. She siwung down from the cockpit. She actually seemed more cheerful
today: she hadn't mentioned the abortion for awhile, and she wasn't fretting openly about Rayat and
Lindsay. "Y ou reach a point where there's so much shit coming down the pipe that you can't worry or
panic any longer because you have no choicesto make. Y ou just deal with what'simmediate. Tactical
rather than strategic levd. If tactica getstoo much, | default to operational. Does that make sense?”

It was police jargon. "No."
"Basicaly, you do what you can.”

She strode down to the shallow-draft boat on the beach. Nobody else went to Mar'an'cas. It wasthere
for them done. Arasfollowed her example, and thought of hislist, the tactical things he might do to sem



the fedling of being buried in chaos and unbidden memories.
Do what you can.

He settled for accepting that hisfive-hundred-year vigil to keep Bezer'gl from being despoiled again had
faled.

From there, things could only improve.
The Temporary City, Bezer'gj

Esganikan Gai had expected the call sooner, but the isenj were no longer working together globally. The
Northern Assembly, millions of milesaway on Umeh, had findly detected the Skavu fleet.

"Minister Shomen Eit wants an explanation,” said Aitass. "l didn't tell him it wastoo late to debate about
this"

Esganikan wondered whether to tell him that Minister Rit had aready asked for her immediate
intervention, but theinternal power struggles of the Northern Assembly cabinet didn't concern her. "I Rit
intends to remove Shomen Eit to ensure the restoration goes ahead with some degree of cooperation,
that will be abonus.”

There was nothing theisenj could do about it either way. Their long-range systems still fed back data, but
their strike capacity was gone. In the command center cut into therock of Bezer'gj, the Egbas crew
paused to watch the exchange. Humans, Shan said, didn't conduct critical meetingsin front of an
audience. Esganikan couldn't see why; the more people who saw it, the better informed everyone was,
and the more chance they had to make a useful contribution.

But gethes didn't work that way. Earth was going to be hard work in more ways than one.

"What isthis, Commander?' Shomen Eit appeared on the screen, agitated. Esganikan wasn't sure if
raised quills meant anger or fear, but this certainly wasn't arelaxed isenj on her screen. The cabochon
beads of green gemsthat tipped his quillsrattled, making his gasping ddivery of English harder to
understand. "These look like Egbas ships. Are you sending more support, or are you invading?'

"They are Skavu," said Esganikan. "From Garav." Did isenj have any knowledge of the systlem? It was 0
close asto be next door—afew light-weeks—but that didn't mean they had ever had contact with each
other. "Garav is—"

Shomen Eit seemed to expand. His quills were now amost 90 degrees from his body. "We know about
Garav," he said. Every word was sucked and exhded through aholein histhroat, bypassing hisown
vocal system. "We have seen what you did to Garav, and many other worlds. Minister Ua was keen to
show usthe evidence to justify why we should cooperate with you."

"The Skavu can help you restore your planet once we give them the means.”
"Y ou give them ships and weapons, they wipe usout. Yes, | understand.”

"They don't want conquest. They want balance. | don't have the troopsto fight street by street with your
enemies. So choose, Minister—I can ded with your planet very rapidly from orbit, or | can giveyou land
forceswho'll do amore considered job and isenj will survive."

"But they will not be under our command, will they? All other states are at war with us, and that small
problem has to be resolved before | can worry about planting more trees.” Shomen Eit did avery good



job of spitting out the word for a creature who wasn't using lips to form sound. " So tell me what your
Skavu dlies can do that's hel pful..”

"Minister, your domestic affairs are your concern. What do you plan to do? Surrender?!

Shomen Eit was slent for amoment. "I have anumber of options. | may have to capitulate and accept
enemy terms.”

"Which are?'

"Asbefore, sever dl tieswith off-worlders, and join the rest of the Satesto rearm and remove the
wesshar from this system once and for al.”

"And you want Asht—Bezer'g—back too."
"We have indeed had this conversation before"

"And your colleagues across Umeh know that you have no hope whatsoever of launching any credible
assault on Wessg, and that once you start down that path, we will remove you from this system.”
Esganikan had her misgivings about Taar Var. "Isyour satdlite's adminigtration involved in this?!

"In the event of war, we would expect their full support.”

"I have no more patience left, Minister.” Esganikan couldn't take any more of the indecison and
maneuvering. There would be a clear course of action at the end of the day. "Here are your options.
Cooperate globally—reduce your population by three-quarters. Cooperation between the Northern
Assembly and us—reduce the global population by three-quarters. Unite, declare war on Wessg and
attempt to invade Bezer'g—we will exterminate you dl. Choose."

Shomen Eit said nothing. Without eyesto focus on or scent to guide her, Esganikan felt unsettled. But the
choice was made: the Northern Assembly couldn't get cooperation from the rest of Umeh, soitsonly
option was to stand done and accept Egbas military intervention.

Nobody would choose to fight in those circumstances.
The Northern Assembly could survive with asingle choice, and its neighbors would not.

Esganikan felt time dying; every day now, she was more aware of the empty minutes and thetime she
would never be ableto relive. It was more than impatience. She felt robbed.

It was time to decide. The choice was obvious. ™Y ou agreed to our restoration. We offered you nonlethal
methods of reducing your numbers. | have no moretimeto give to thiswhen | have other worldswith
more pressing needs.”

Shomen Eit was completdy ill.
"Then," hesaid, "l regret that | must join my fellow isenj and prepare for war.”

The communications officer, Hayin, following the English conversation with difficulty, bent down to catch
atrandation from Aitass. He bobbed up again and tilted his head in amazement. "Insane," he said.

Esganikan had amost expected it, given theisenj history of fighting when guaranteed defeet. But it ill
surprised her. It was, as Hayin said, an insane choice.

But they had madeit.



"Then we have nothing further to discuss,” said Esganikan.

She closed the link. Nobody offered an opinion. The command center was silent except for the
occasiond tick of monitoring systems and the igh of air from the vents.

"For arace of engineers, they appear extraordinarily unable to grasp redlity," she said.

" think the Skavu made up their minds." Hayin ran his hands over the console and checked channels.
"What happened to Minigter Rit?"

"Either she's been forced to abandon her coup, or shelll contact us very soon.”

At least Esganikan had a clear objective now. Sheld never done the full erasure of aworld before: there
had been so very few in history. She might need alittle advice and information from Surang, but she had
the biowegpons, and it was Smply amatter of organizing their distribution and delivery.

Then she could focus on Earth, on talking to the Austrdian hodts, refining and modeling the Earth mission.
Therewas surprisngly little time I eft before the main task force reached the rendezvous point: lessthan
five years, during which she aso had to ensure Bezer'g) wasn't heading for disaster. Infected bezeri. A
complication, but not a disaster, not caught this early. "At least the Skavu's journey won't be
wasted.”

The mood in the command center was somber, and she understood that. She looked around at the
disappointed faces, and inhaled the agitation scents she expected. Nobody enjoyed erasing a planet. It
was an admission of defegt for professona restorers, and it so meant billions of desths.

"In generationsto come," she said, trying to soothe them, "we may have aworld on which to revive the
Earth gene bank. Shan Frankland doesn't trust humansto look after the first one well.”

"Full erasure and repopul ation has only been done once,” Aitass said.

"Depending on how the Earth adjustment mission goes, it may have to be done twice." Esganikan walked
to the door. "I waswrong to try to reconcile two objectives. Security for Wesse and Bezer'g) were the
priorities, the isenj request for help distracted me. 1senj will resent wesshar aslong asthey exist. Their
genetic memory ensuresit. | gpologize for my lack of clarity.”

The air group commander, Joluti, opened the link to the Skavu fleet and stood waiting with an expectant
expresson on hisface. The silence of the command center vanished and wasfilled by the hum and trill of
VOICES.

"You still haven't spoken to them yet, chail," said Joluti. "Now would be advisable.”

"They'refar too keen," shesaid. "'l should talk to Canh Pho. | haven't had a conversation with the
Audrdiansfor sometime."

It was Ssmply the past demanding too much attention. The past couldn't be changed, and so had to be
learned from and then put away, and only alowed to touch the present if it could improve it. Memories of
the war on Garav didn't improve Esganikan's present day at all.

"And Shan Frankland has called for you twice," Hayin said. " She wants to know if we can transport the
personnel from Umeh Station. Under the circumstances, we must."”

Shan. Therewas awaysthat bright obsessive light in her face that was dso in the eyes of the Skavul.
They might find some common ground, but they would need to have c'naatat explained to them



carefully, and be ordered not to interfere.

"Yes" It was one less complication to consider on Umeh, anyway. "Tell her she hasto be ready to do it
as soon aswe've briefed the Skavu.”

Sooner or later, she had to face them again. Perhaps thiswas how Aras Sar lussan felt when he met
Minister Udl. It was hard to look at the present and not see the faces from the past.

"Y ou want them to land?"

Esganikan thought of infected bezeri, and discussions not had with Earth, and work not done, and more
timewasted. At least she hadn't taken any casudties. Thelist of taskswas growing and intertwining. Yes,
the Skavu might be ablessing after al. Shelet hersdf fed guilty relief.

"Givethem permission,” shesaid. "And deploy aremoteto look for signs of the bezeri onland.”

She wandered the passages of the Temporary City to ease the kinksin her muscles, passing groups of
ussiss who had far too little to do at the moment before seeking refuge in Shapakti's |aboratory. He was
huddled over atable deep in conversation with Mohan Rayat, apparently obliviousto the ear-splitting
screeches of the two macaws who had been penned temporarily in one hdf of the room with a sheet of
mesh. They liked company.

"Umeh has declared war on us," she said.

Rayat looked up. "Will you notice?"

"I don't do thislightly, Doctor." Did he even understand what it meant? " They'll dl die."
Rayat blinked. Shapakti was watching him, not her, evidently fascinated.

"Y ou believein clearing the decks, then."

"Y ou have seen the condition of Umeh?”

"Ohyes. | wasat Umeh Station for awhile. Until Minister Ua had me abducted with Commander
Neville so he could offer usto placate the wesshar." Rayat pushed a pad of composite towards
Shapakti. It was covered in symbols: they seemed to be exchanging writing systems. "Don't forget that
Udl traded usaswar criminasfor Wessg's help to make Umeh a nicer neighborhood.”

Rayat didn't reveal information randomly. He wasn't the chatty type, Shan had said. Esganikan needed
to discuss hisfuture with Shapakti when the current operation was finished.

"Y ou appear to be aman in demand, then," she said. "Y ou seem to be working."

"I'm very motivated to remove this parasite” said Rayat. "Aslong as| carry it, I'll dways be something of
acommodity.”

At least Shapakti smelled content for the moment. He missed hisfamily: he was one of the few Eqbas
here who had one, and he would have been home long ago had his survey ship not been diverted to go to
Fnar'said. It was good to see him distracted by something that he relished.

"It'sremarkable to work with ascientist from so different aworld,” he said. "We make agood team.”

"l won't delay you, then,” said Esganikan.



"I'll never be short of time." Rayat grinned, an expression that aways seemed hostile and predatory. "Y ou
know, if c'naatat had been something humans could have used responsbly, it would have been very
useful for deep-gpace missions. Imagine. No longer confined by our lifespan.” He turned back to the
sheet of egbasu lettering, showing no sign of being aman either on amilitary mission or worried about his
future.

Esganikan thought over his comment as she walked back to the command center.
| know what you're doing.
You want to interest mein c'naatat for some reason.

Esganikan tried hard to gragp human motivation but without an interpreter—Shan, Eddie, even
Aras—she could only make wild guesses, based on the oblique nature of human speech. Rayat was
more oblique than most: he would try to fool her. She had no ideawhy or how.

But he was pushing her towards something.

Sheld work it out. She would do it hersdlf, too, with no help from Shan. She needed to understand
humans better before she reached Earth, humans who weren't almost wesshar in outlook, like Shan, or
completely open, like Ade Bennett.

When she stepped into the command center, Hayin was waiting anxioudy, wafting agitation. He tapped
his console and pointed at the main communi cations screen.

"She's been waiting,” he said. "1 told her you would be back soon.”

Minigter Rit's digtinctive amber beads shimmered on thetips of her quills: her ussss interpreter, Ralass,
was at her sde.

"Commander,” he said. "The Minister urges you to think again. Help her remove Shomen Eit, and
restoration will happen.”

The idand known as Chad, now called the Dry Above Where We Do Not Wish To Be
L eaving the ocean for the land wasn't amatter to be rushed.

Lindsay wondered if sheld placed too much faith in c'naatat's capacity to transform. She watched Saib,
Keet, and two of the more adventurous bezeri who'd accepted c'naatat viaalump of her blood and
skin, struggling with the novel concept of congtruction ashore.

She hacked away at brancheswith one of the razor-edged pieces of hard date, finding it tough going.
Chad's vegetation didn't behave like trees on Earth; the large plants were remarkably similar to the efte
trees of Congtantineidand at the top of the chain, whose trunks made of layer upon layer of corelikea
mille-feuille pasiry. They grew asfast asfungus and at the end of the season their sticky, silver fronds and
flosslike seed-bodies drooped to the ground and the whol e tree decomposed and rotted down to liquid,
leaving adark patch in the soil that sprouted again the next season.

It was auseful tree. The Congtantine colonists set aside time in autumn to gather the peeling bark and
harvest the trunks before the annua rot set in, and turned the fiber into everything from fabric, twine and
paper to felted materid and hard laminate bonded with the natural glue from the efte's own seeds.
Maybe this plant would be the same. Lindsay peeled off long strips and considered weaving ashelter
rather than building one from timber.



"Ishard,” said Kest.

"Not hard enough, I'm afraid.” She rapped the stripswith her knuckles, producing silence. "L et's rethink
this. No rigid structures.”

"Mud," said Kest.

Lindsay stared at his mottled dark mantle, looking for recognition of a person. Will that be me one day?
Will | find that attractive? "Y es, you're used to mud.”

It was like talking to ahaiku. Did he mean the wood needed to be hard, or that the task was difficult?
Was he saying he preferred building from hardened mud or that they could use mud here?

"Wattle and daub," she said, thinking aoud.

Saib and the others—Carf and Maipay—swung on crutch-legs between the trees and broke off stalks,
mimicking her attemptsto cut branches. Maybe if she showed them, they'd get theideaand make a
better job of it than she could. Her camping skillsran to field exercises and pilot surviva training. Bezeri
were highly skilled engineers and artisans, and it wasn't beyond them to learn the technique—or even
deviseanew one.

Lindsay diced Strips of efte bark into wide ribbons and laid them on a clear patch of soil asthe warp and
then wove narrower ones through them as the weft. It made aloose lattice, and she beckoned the bezeri
over to seeit.

"Weaving," shesad.

Then she pounded soil and water in alarge shell to create mud, and smeared it across the woven strips.
Their collective gasping and belching of air indicated either surprise or revelaion. Saib was a sudden
kaleidoscope of deep purple and amber lights pulsing across his mantle, easily visiblein the dappled
shade of the clearing.

"We understand,” he announced in that grave, bubbling voice. "We do this."

Whether it was a statement of intention or an indication that bezeri knew how to weave, or that they used
wattle and daub techniques—and how their hard mud cities underwater were made, she had no
idea—wasn't clear. All she knew wasthat the four of them began clambering over the vegetation, pulling
down branches and fronds, tentacles thrashing.

It became clear very soon: they'd worked out how to build shelters, athough their solution was more
spider than squid. They began stringing the branches they could reach with strips of bark, knotting them
together with rapid and remarkably preci se tentacle movements and lacing them across spaces. The
structure began to look like webs.

Carf—till tranducent, with none of the dark mottling that marked K eet—shuffled to the base of one of
the trees and launched two tentaclesinto its branches, getting a grip and testing them. Then he hauled
himsdf aoft, hestant & first and then climbing the tree, which cresked under hisweight and bent dightly.
He settled near the top and gppeared to be looking around at the view.

"Far," hesaid. "Far and clear. And bright."

Lindsay tried to imagine how brilliantly lit and sharply defined the word of the Dry Above wasto them
after alifetime moving between filtered sunlight and pitch black. Their ancestors had risked desth,
sometimes with the certainty of it, to beach themsealvesto gain glimpses of the dry land and report back



on what they could see. Bezeri could flop onto dry land by riding astrong wave and usualy get back to
the water, but the further they went, the more likely they were to be stranded. It was a hostile
environment, aworld of strangeness and novelty, not oneto belived in. It was like space to them. Now
they were waking unaided in the unknown void, and ill dive.

Just like Shan Frankland.

Lindsay imagined those who beached too far inland and knew they had undertaken a suicide mission.
They would have light-sgnaled their information back to those waiting and watching in the shallows. She
imagined them not panicking and screaming greenin their find moments, but relaying dl theimpressions
they could before they died, thinking it aworthwhile sacrifice.

They were just curious. They never knew they'd have to do this for real one day.

The four bezeri were mixing mud now, dapping it on the mesh of woven bark and working it smooth with
askill that told her they were expert plasterers. So thiswas how they shaped their mud cities. They'd
made the trangition, although it was one they didn't have ambitionsto make. It wouldn't be long before
others decided to choose c'naatat, if only to stay with the last of their comrades, and then they'd be able
to begin building anew civilization. For dl she knew, c'naatat might even makethem fertileagain. It
seemed ableto fix pretty wel anything.

"Y ou know what we're going to do?' she said. Three of the bezeri stopped weaving and plastering, but
Carf seemed obsessed with histask and worked feverishly. "WEell go back to Consgtantine and find the
memorias your ancestors erected on the beach. The onesto the memories of the land pioneers.”

"Memory of the First, Memory of the Returned,” said Saib. Those were more or lessthe inscriptions on
the rocks they'd made and somehow moved up the incline to the beach to mark the places where the first
bezeri explorers had |eft the water—one to die in the attempt, the other the first to return.

"Exactly. Maybe you need amemoria here, too. To the Changed. Except you'll dwaysbe diveto see
them.”

Lindsay wasn't sureif they fully understood that c'naatat would keep them diveindefinitey. Shewasn't
even sure hersdlf, because despite the prodigious feats of repair that the parasite had managed so far, the
most she knew was that Aras had survived alittle over five hundred years. Whether that boded
immortality or not—she'd take that asit came.

The bezeri were changing before her eyes, though. Their bulky bodies were wobbling less each time they
thudded to the ground, asif their mantles were strengthening and thickening, making them morerigid and
more suited to aland animal. They were getting faster and more agile. Even Saib could loop hisway up a
tree now, looking for dl the world like an obese glass gibbon.

Lindsay was so absorbed by the spectacle of tree-climbing squid that the two years of misery on this
planet had been pushed to the side of her mind, if not to the back. She stood back to contemplate the
mud-daubed orbs of bark webbing they'd strung from the trees: no, not spiders—these reminded her of
warblers and their little basket nests threaded precarioudy on reeds. It was atruly bizarreimage.

I've seen the birth of a new civilization. Now that's something. That really is.

It occurred to her that the unspoiled clearing was now very spoiled indeed, with broken and crushed
undergrowth from the bezeri's clumsy progress and the debris of their first congtruction attempts. This
wasn't an idyll that the wesshar would admire. They built discreetly, anxious not to be seen, never
wanting to intrude too far on the natural landscapeif at dl. Sheld started to change the face of the planet



itsdf, and it was a dubious honor.

It didn't matter that the bezeri came from aline of genocidal conquerors. They'd paid their debt by being
nearly exterminated not once but twice—once by the careless pollution of the isenj colonists here, and
then...then by her and Mohan Rayat.

Where are you now, you bastard? | hope the Eqbas beat the shit out of you before they found a
way to kill you. They'd never let you live.

But Rayat didn't matter now. One thing that Lindsay knew she needed in order to stay sanewasa
mission, afocus, and now she had another one. There was always something she could add to the list.

| haven't thought of David.

Guilt pinched at her gut, and it was true. She could now go for most of aday without thinking of her
child. When you wanted nothing more than for the pain to stop, it was disturbing to find that when it did,
another crushing emotion waiting to takeits place. But she had ared base now, a place that she would
inevitably haveto cdl home: shed maketimeto retrieve the rest of the stained-glass gravestone on
Congtantine, exhume David's body, and bring him here. Then she could have closure. Then she could
have a point in the day that she kept for him, neat and controlled, so that the rest of the day could be for
theliving she had to do, and she wouldn't fed she had robbed him of existencein her memory aswell.

Shewalked out of the stand of trees and onto the open heath—pale, gray and taupe vegetation dotted
with small spindly brown bushes—to look back at the new settlement. If the bezeri went back to the sea
tonight, that wasfine. They'd be back on land in the morning, she knew it. And then she had to cometo
termsthat thiswasn't just colonization, replicating old townsin new lands, but awhole evolution, the
trangtion from aguetic life to terrestrid ; then they had to move from paeothic to industrial as soon asthey
could, so they'd never be anyonéesvictims again.

They or we? What am | now, and what do | have to be to feel at home with them?

She was wondering how much of her resolve was thanksto the legacy of Shan Frankland that c'naatat
had brought with it, and comforting hersaf with the thought that it probably wasdl her own, when the
ground beneath her feet felt softer. She thought it was wet and looked down to see mud oozing up
between her toes; and then shefell, or so she thought. She was standing, though, still upright but lower,
and sheredized shewasin bog, and sinking. Sheflailed her amsingtinctively for amoment until her
survivd training took over.

| can't drown. Just have to stay calm. Shewasdoing well to get that far. Should have learned from
Constantine—should have looked for the firm ground, the mats of vegetation, the organic roads.

Therewas aroutinefor this, she knew. She thought of Ade Bennett, once her utterly reliable Royal
Marines sergeant, and how he'd rescued Sabine Mesevy from abog much like this.

Lindsay was still rehearsing the procedure in her mind, remembering to work her way onto her back and
spread her asams and legs asiif floating, feding the thick durry of vegetation sucking at her legswhen she
tried to lift them, when something as glittering and as glassy as she was caught her eye.

Sheglanced at it, and redlized that sheven were more widespread than she imagined. She screamed,
wondering why the sound emerged asrippling green light.
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The question is not can they reason, nor can they talk, but can they suffer?
JEREMY BENTHAM (1748-1832) on animas
Mar'an'casidand, Wessg)

Shan squinted againgt the spray flying from the bow of the skimmer and decided that idand pend
colonies probably looked the same anywhere in the galaxy.

It wasafar cry from the bucolic Congtantine colony. She recaled landing on Bezer'g in her biohaz suit,
scared of bringing contagion to an isolated world, and marveling at the incredible color and variety of
natura life around her. But Mar'an'cas was as gray as the seaon this overcast day, and she knew it
would live up to that image when she landed. She'd been here before. She hoped they'd improved the
sewage arrangements since then.

Aras steered the skimmer with distracted ease, holding one hand above the control column occasiondly
to correct the course. Shan knelt at the bow, one hand on the gunwale to keep her balance.

"Y ou're not worried about going back there, are you?' she said.

He glanced a her asif held been lost in thought and suddenly redlized she wasthere. "Why should 7"
"No red carpet.”

"They can't harm me. Last time, they seemed lesshodtile.”

"Doing ahit of forgiving to get them into heaven, no doubt.”

"Forgivenessis hard. | can't criticize them for what | can't do mysdif.”

Aras never pulled his punches. Not even a century and more living among humans and a solid dose of
human genes had curbed hiswesshar frankness. She waited for him to go on, but he didn'.

"What can't you forgive, Aras? Me?"!

Hejerked hishead around sharply. "The bezeri."

"Because they didn't tell you their ancestors were mass murderers and genera arseholes?”
"I shouldn't beinfluenced by that, because later generations aren't responsible.”
"Welcometo theillogica world of human prejudice.”

Shan had her own bias, she knew. She couldn't remember quite when sheld started didliking the
colonigts, but she had. It made no sense; they were ecologicaly responsible, they'd have been totally
harmless without Lindsay bloody Neville and that bastard Rayat, and they were taking the gene bank
back to Earth after generations of keeping it out of the hands of scumbag corporations. The only thing
that made her different from them wastheir imaginary divinefriend.

| know you don't exist, because where I've been, 1'd have seen you. | wish you did. A bit of justice,
a few thunderbolts and smitings, and we wouldn't be in the shit we're in now. That's what we need
God for.

"Areyoudl right?'



Shan wiped spray from her face. "Fine."
"Y our lipswere moving. Y oure arguing with someone again.”
"It'sokay," she said, embarrassed at the lapse. "Not the first time. Won't be the last.”

Arasran the skimmer up the shingle beach, passing through the invisible biobarrier that puckered the skin
on Shan'sarms, and she tried to jump out with Ade's nonchalant ease. Again, she failed and splashed into
the shdlows, and despite dl that she'd endured the discomfort redlly bothered her. It's just wet boots.
You sucked vacuum for three months, for Chrissakes. You got shot in the head. You cut your own
guts open. Get a grip. She squelched up the beach, wondering for amoment if she'd picked up some
genetic contamination and that ¢'naatat had once passed through abloody whining civilian.

Deborah Garrod, hair flying in the tiff breeze, stood at the top of the shingle bank with a battered
padded hemp coat pulled tight around her.

"How are the parrots?’ she said.

Deborah—impossibly thin now, alittle doll of awoman—uwas clearly till very taken with Shapakti's blue
and gold macaws, the only higher animals he'd resurrected from the gene bank to seeif it could be done.

"Squawking in egbasu.” Shan smiled as best she could. "I sill can't see how helll ever releasetheminto
the wild when the task force reaches Earth.”

"Y ou'd be amazed what's possible.”

Don't say with faith. "Amaze mewith your capacity to find room for between three and four hundred
extrabodies, then."

"Oh." Deborah only blinked. She held out her hand to Aras and grasped hisarm with al the joy of seeing
apreciousfriend again, rather than the man who had decapitated her husband. Shan never ceased to
wonder at the gamut of human reactions. "That would be Umeh Station.”

"The stuation's getting too risky in Jgeno. We're prepping to evac.”

Shan cast adiscreet eye over the temporary camp. It till looked like aholiday resort that had chosen a
very bad location but had decided to tough it out. Blue and green jacquard-type fabric tents flapped and
snapped in the constant breeze, a comfort provided by the matriarchs of Pgjat. She'd had never seen a
camsunny day here.

"How many, exactly?"
"Three hundred and sixty, last count,” said Aras. "An engineer died—aheart atack.”

Shan wondered how the station would deal with the body. It was a pragmatic copper's thought and she
was glad to see some of her old salf making a comeback. Do what you can. "I thought they had three
hundred.”

"They didnt include dl the service personnel in thetdly they gavetheisen].”
"How can you not have an accurate head count in a sedled environment?”
"Areyouworried by that?' asked Aras.

Deborah was dmost forgotten for the moment as they crunched up the pebbles and picked their way



through the sharp bristles of airforce blue tufted grass. "I don't like unknowns. | don't like not knowing
how many bodies we have over there” No, not "we." Not your problem. "I'll do my own taly whenwe
get there, then."

"No matter," said Deborah. "It'stemporary. A few years at most before we go home.”

So it was home now. But Deborah had been born on Bezer'qj. So had her mother, and her grandmother,
and afew more branches back up the treeif Shan could be arsed to count them. The woman adapted
fast: nothing fazed her, not even atwenty-five-year journey to aworld sheldd never seen—not even being
widowed and dumped on this miserable rock. Shan found hersaf mentally scoring the shit points,
comparing Deborah's traumas to her own to seeif she was coping aswell asthe colonist.

And Araskilled her husband, decapitated himin front of a crowd of colonists. Jesus, did Deborah
seehimdo it? | never asked.

Araswaked alittle ahead of them through the paths between the carefully aligned rows of tents asif
|etting the two women have spaceto talk.

"Nobody's ever returned from extrasolar deployments to Earth except from flight missions and orbitals,
and they've only been goneten years or less," Shan said. "Nobody's come back from acolony before.
Not born off-world, living among diens, separated for generations. Are you going to be ready for this?'

Deborah actually laughed even though she had nothing much to laugh about. "Of course I'm ready for it,"
shesaid. "We've spent our lives here preparing for this. That was our mission, to keep the gene bank safe
and wait until the time was right to return it to Earth and restore the world God gave us."

She dways said that kind of thing with such utter sincerity that the hair on Shan's nape prickled. Deborah
was ared frontier woman, the kind who could feed an army with two dead rats and a cup of flour, the
essence of no-nonsense pragmetism: but then sheld go off into this strange realm of the unseen and
unproven with such a plausble manner that Shan had to stop hard at the edge of that cliff to avoid
plummeting with her.

Motive doesn't matter. Just actions. Don't argue with her.
"Doesthisfed liketheright timeto you, Deborah?'

"When the only civilization that could resurrect the speciesin the bank shows up, and aso happensto be
ableto return usto Earth, and make those events happen, what does that tell you?' She looked at Shan
asif shewasadow child who needed extra help to cope with big idess. "It fedslike the only timeto
r],E.ll

Shan fdt her lips part and an involuntary exercisein logic start to form on them when Aras glanced
casually over his shoulder and said, "Bar'hainte, isan.” Don't do it, wife: shut it, Frankland.

She heeded the warning. The macaws had really done the miracle trick for Deborah. Shan, who saw the
pearl of Fnar for theinsect shit it realy was, and found the reassuring but unlovely redlity in everything,
knew she would never see the miracles that Deborah did, just wretched causdity.

"Y ou're probably right there," Shan said, caiching Arass eye on the next glance. "l never asked, but if the
Eqbas provided the means to recreate living specimens from the genetic materia, does that mean you
didn't have that technology when you embarked?’

"NO_"



"That's...unusualy optimidtic.”
"We knew that it would be availablein the future when the time cameto return.”

"l see" Shan bit her lip. How can people be competent enough to plan a deep space mission, but so
completely fucking naive that they gamble on technology turning up out of nowhere? "Well, that's
abit of luck, then, isntit?"

Shan reminded hersdlf that Deborah had never locked adoor in her life. Y es, she was bloody lucky. On
acosmic scae, it was atrillion-to-one shot. .. no, the gene bank had caused the chain of eventsthat
eventualy brought the Egbas Vorhi into the game. God didn't shape eventslike that. If he engineered all
those deaths and the intervention of an army that made Genghis Khan look like a day-tripper, instead of
just thunderbolting some environmenta sense into mankind the Old Testament way, then God wasasick
bastard. She couldn't be bothered to believein asadist.

The discussion faded into silence. They walked through the camp, and Shan decided shed have
staggered the lines of the tentsto stop that bloody wind being funneled through. The Site was clean and
tidy, but the smdl| of shit sill pervaded the air.

"|sthat your composting system?’ she asked. "Because if you're having trouble with the latrines, the
marines can help you out there."

"Both," Deborah said.

On either Sde of the path there waslittle activity in the tents, asif the place had been abandoned. There
was nobody around to hurl rocks at Arasor cal her aheathen murderer anyway, and she redlized the
copper in her had expected it because she had relegated these colonists to the status of amob. It was
only when she passed beyond the tent city that she could see the colonists busy in the fields.

Fields was agenerous word for the land. It wasn't afertile place. It was arock.

Somehow, though, they'd built up soil and enriched it in amatter of months. The transparent composite
tunndls rescued from Congtantine and the Thetis camp were hazy with blurred greenery and shapes of
beige-coated people working in them. The visible soil looked respectably clear of stones. It must have
taken the colonists most of their waking day to transform this grim rock into something approaching a
viablefarm isso short atime.

Shan wandered past Aras and picked her way between shallow furrows that were speckled with
emerging green leaves. Broad beans: shed grown them too, and hoed onions on Constantine, and
broken up frozen lumps of soil during the brief months when she thought her days would be spent with
Arasin exile with abunch of Christians she liked but—as a Pagan, |apsed or otherwise—she could never
truly identify with.

She stared down. Ade would be annoyed at her for getting mud caked on the boots he'd gone to such
lengthsto find for her. She hoped it was mud, anyway.

"Y ou're going to wait until the Eqbasfleet shows up in afew years, or are you heading back with Thetis
7' she asked.

"The sooner we start, the better.” Deborah walked over to Aras and patted him gently on the back. Shan
didn't like that familiarity, innocent asit was. "So we wait for the faster ships.”

"S0...you're sure you can handle afew hundred extramouths for awhile.”



"Yes, but it would be better if they have dry suppliesthey can bring too."

"l bet Ade's got that in hand.” She'd check anyway. She didn't believein surely. "Remember al these
people are useful—fit, competent, craft skillstoo. They built abiodome. They can earn their keep while
they're here"

"l was sold dready, Shan. We can't turn away people who need refuge.”

Shan had forgotten the persuasive power of Christian duty. But it seemed adirty trick to exploit their
commandments. Arasjust tilted his head and gave her a sad doglike look that could have been anything
from adoration to relief that she hadn't started arguing theology with them. His scent, or as much as
penetrated the fecal stench of fertilizer, was blandly content but his preoccupied expression said
otherwise. Sheredly had got out of the habit of filtering out farming smellsin Fnar. Wesshar processed
sewage in very different ways.

"Okay, Deborah. Thanks. Well ship out al the solar kit that we can lift, too." Shan squatted down to
admire the seedlings battling through the dark soil and decided that she'd spend more time with the crops
back at home when the situation settled. No: sod it, sheld start as soon as the evacuation was compl eted.
Having endless time was no excuse for wasting it. "1t'd beredly kind if you could keep the Booties busy
herefor awhiletoo."

"Booaties...oh yes. Marines. Certainly.”

"They weren't welcome last time, | recall,” said Aras quietly, histone aways the more pointed for being
mild. "Whichisapity."

"I'll make sure they're trested courteoudy thistimeif they come.”

Araswaked over to the composite tunnels, squelching mud dong the margin of thefield. Heleaned
ingde, ducking his head, and then came out again dmost immediately.

Poor sod: hemissed dl this. A life held shared with the colonists for generations had ended abruptly and
brutally. But then it had ended that way for Josh Garrod, too, and Shan suddenly missed him even though
she hardly knew him. What a stupid, senselesswaste: what afucking inexplicable thing for alevel-headed
farmer to do, to decide that a microscopic organism was the work of the devil and so it was okay to help
some spook nuke an idand to drive out the demon. Medievd, irrationa, superdtitious.

That was why motive still mattered. Sometimes it was an early warning system for lunacy.

And | frag an infected bezeri, and what does that make me? Shan sought the line between what she
might do and what Lindsay had done, and couldn't find anything other than the range of collatera
damage. It was one of those fragile moments when she had ared ingght into the impossible nature of
ethical logic, and that it was an Escher staircase that apparently led somewhere but couldn't exist.

"Where are Lindsay and Dr. Rayat now?" Deborah asked. Shan flinched: it was an inevitable question
but the timing fdlt like telepathy. "We do il pray for them.”

"Linhas...changed alot. And living with the bezeri, we assume. Rayat turned himsdf in. Waan't cut out
for being avaued member of squid society.”

"Wheat are you going to do about him?"

Shan wished she knew. He should have been fragmented into hamburger by now. Sheld never had
problems about killing in the past, not like normal coppers, and she was sure she didn't have any now,



not when she could il taste the pulsing ragerising in her throat when sheld set about kicking the shit out
of Rayat on acdl floor. Shed havekilled him then, al right, shit yes. Something had diverted her.
Something had dulled both her motive and her anger.

It was always about justice.

"He says he now believes c'naatat hasto be kept out of human hands," she said. "But ashe'sa
pathologicd frigging liar, who knows? Esganikan's left him with Shapakti to play with. | hope he shovesa
few probes up hisarse while I'm away."

Deborah looked down at her feet for a second, and Shan remembered she'd never sworn in front of the
Garrods. "Apart from your views on deception, you're more adike than you think."

Perhaps I'm hoping Shapakti really will do some useful research on removing c'naatat.
"He's certainly persastent,” said Shan.
"He believes hés sarving hisdate.”

S0 he ended up nearly exterminating a genocidal race. If | was Deborah, 1'd see a bit of divine
intervention there, too.

"Everyonein awar does," said Shan. "Still doesn't mean there aren't two sides of the story.”

If Deborah said forgiveness next, Shan resolved to swing for her, even if the woman was hdf her weight
and alot shorter. That wasfinefor her. She could tell hersdlf any lies she wanted about day's of
reckoning and turning cheeks and al that shit, but Shan looked at the here and now, and at Aras. At that
moment, he erased everything around her: he held his head tilted dightly on one sdein that wesshar
gesture of curiogty, dark braid coiled into his collar, so dien and londly and guileless that she wanted to
forget the bloody colonists and the Umeh crew and, yes, even the gene bank, and protect
him—ferocioudy, totaly, without reservation. It was a powerful and ambushing emation. It was as strong
asanger. Nothing had ever trumped her rage before.

| forgot you. | forgot who you were. | forgot you were the last thought | had as | died.

But she wasn't dead, and Aras had his own anguish. She waked the few metersto the crop tunnel and
dipped her arm through his, pulling him away as discreetly as she could. He looked puzzled, head tilting
further, but followed her.

"'Bye, Deborah,” Shan said. "I'll bein touch, but expect the evacuees any time.”

"Can | ask for afavor?' That was unusua for Deborah. "Isthere any chance of an ITX link?1'd liketo
make contact with the churches back home."

Normaly Shan would have automaticaly heard the ringing of unspecific darms, but Esganikan wasright:
it made no difference now what humans said to Earth.

"Certainly." I'm going soft. "Can't promise you'll get through the queue for the portal at the Earth end,
but I'll get you thekit."

"Giyadas would enjoy showing you how to useit,” said Aras. "The matriarch's child.”

Shan had promised her avisit to Mar'an'cas to see the gethes in their unnatura habitat. Good old
Deborah: she'd keep the marines busy and amuse Giyadas. That was worth paying for with an ITX link.



Deborah left them to walk back through the camp on their own, asif confident that none of the colonists
they might run into would embarrass her by being overtly hogtile. There were no baeful staresthistime,
and few people out and about to ddliver them. The sound of running feet behind her made Shan spin
around and her hand was aready reaching down the back of her belt for her 9mm when she checked
herself on seeing someone she recognized.

"Shan!" A woman called Sabine Mesevy—Dr. Mesevy, botanist Mesavy, former payload
Mesavy—came pounding up to her with a package in her hand. " Shan, wait.”

Shan dropped her armsto her side, wondering why c'naatat didn't override that reflex to draw agun.
"It'sbeen along time, Doctor.”

Mesevy, hair scraped back and pinned, rough brown working clothes showing sgns of fraying, thrust the
packagein Shan's direction. She'd found God back on Bezer'ej, amorelikely location for a Pauline
revelation than Reading Metro.

"Here" shesad. "l never didit. | never thanked Adefor saving my life. Thisisfor him. Pickles™
"I'm sure helll love that. Thanks."
"Il never forget him."

But sheld done apretty good job at the time. Ade had ignored his own fear—fear enough to make him
shit himsdf and throw up—to haul her out of bog with a sheven on the hunt. Maybe time spent in quiet
prayer made you redlize why you were still breathing and who you owed your lifeto.

"It was quite afeat,” said Shan. It was the moment she found she wanted amodest, earnest, dightly
awkward marine sergeant called Adrian Bennett, and was embarrassed by her own human weakness.
"But those blokes free-fal from high orbit, so dl in aday'swork, en?"

"Thank himfor me"
"Will do."

Shan wasn't managing gracious today. She could do it with afollowing wind but these daysthe
impatient, tactless wesshar component of her was ganging up with her own lack of diplomacy to vent her
frustration about things she couldn't even name. She shoved the hemp-wrapped jar in her pocket and
strode on towards the shore with Aras a her hedls.

He went to push the skimmer back into the water, offering no comment as she took out the jar and
examined the carefully tied bow of efte twine.

"I find Deborah's attitude to you totaly—unnaturd,” she said at last.

IIWMI

"Because if anyone harmed you, I'd kill them. That'sall thereistoit." She stepped into the shalow draft
vesse and settled down in the stern. Don't upset the trim. "Just imagine faith that srong.”

"Strong enough to take you twenty-five light-years from home without conscioudy knowing why?"

Aras could never quite manage a human smile, but when he was amused or pleased it was obvious. He
beamed, for want of a better word, radiating satisfaction for amoment. Maybe it wasthe relaxation in his
facid muscles and some infrasonics shed ceased to notice conscioudy. The skimmer moved agtern at his



touch and then came about to head out of the rocky cover and into open water.

"I knew why | took a one-way ticket," she said. " Suppressed Briefings are conscious, whatever people
think. The drug stopped me recdling the information until | came acrosstheright trigger, but it'snot like
having nointdlectua proof of something.”

"Do you il resent Eugenie Perault for sending you on this mission under fal se pretenses?”

"They were only falsefor her, sweetheart. | found the gene bank and it's going home. Well, partis. |
wouldn't deep well if we didn't have aduplicate.

Araspaused. "l miss Josh."

He was suddenly back to his unsettled self of recent weeks. It hadn't been agood ideato bring him here;
and that didn't bode well for atrip to Umeh. It was heartbreaking to hear him say it.

"Don't start beating yourself up,” said Shan. "Whatever we know now doesn't change the fact that he
played an active rolein detonating nuclear devices. Thereésno way | can color that innocent.”

"My painisthat I'd do the same again even though | also regret it. And you?"
"And me...what?'
"Would you step out the airlock again?'

It wasthe kind of grand gesture that begtified you and didn't require an encore. She was conscious of the
grenade in her jacket pocket. But the fact that she could finish hersdf off properly gave her awhole new
layer of mord dilemmas that most no other human would ever experience.

Her job wasto keep it that way. It alwayswould be.

"It'seasier to do that than to shove someone el se out into space.” She edged up to the bow and stood to
put her arm around hiswaist. Sod the trim. The skimmer rocked briefly: they couldn't drown, so it didn't
matter. "And that tellsmethat | care more about you than solving the c'naatat problem once and for al.”

"The soil-dwelling c'naatat organisms survived the bombing, and now the bezeri areinfected. Killing me
and Ade would solve nothing.”

"I was actualy saying that | love you two and I'd rather take my own life than yours, uncharacteristically
mushy asthat might seem.”

"| redlizeyou find it hard to express emotions.”

"I'm fine with anger and being pissed off."

"It was an act of kindnessto alow the colony an ITX link, too."

She hadn't asked Nevyan. She ought to, she knew. "No reason to refuse. I'm buying goodwill.”

The colony's homebound transmissions were no different from Eddi€'s broadcasts, and she didn't vet
those any more. She hadn't any idea of thefull content that he filed to BBChan daily except thet if it was
controversa, heldd show her firg.

Eddie had dways understood the cataytic nature of reporting, that it shaped and changed as much asit
stood back and observed. In some ways, he had a harder job than she did. Her purpose was usually



effortlesdy clear. Inaworld of gray areas, she had aways been ableto find black and white, until she
cameto the Cavanagh system.

"The colonigsare harmless," Arassaid. "'If dl humanslived carefully because they were afraid of eterna
damnation, then Earth would have no problems.”

"Y ou must have some God-bothering genesin you, sweetheart.”
"God, red or not, drives many humans, so | takeit into account.”

Shan wondered if God drove Helen Marchant, whose family link to devout Eugenie Perault she didn't
know about until Eddietold her. Helen, whose arse she covered and whose terror operation she shielded
because—copper or not—she thought it was mora.

And | still do.
Y es, maybe it was time she returned her message.
And thank you for Helen.

That bitch Perault hadn't dipped that into her Suppressed Briefing. Shan always had the fedling that there
was still more data to be triggered and unleashed, an itch at the back of her mind that she couldn't
scratch, but it was probably her wounded pride a being stiffed for once by a palitician.

"Bastard," she said, and meant pretty well everyone.
F'nar: Nevyan Tan Mestin's home
Therewas afleet of new diensin the system and nobody would ship Eddie Michalat out to see them.

Hewas furious. He wasn't sure why it aggravated him, because nobody el se was going to get the story
gther: hewasthe only journdist in 150 trillion miles.

Hewent in search of Shan or anyone he could cgjole into taking him to see the Skavu. Theingstent inner
voice that told him that News Desk would rip him anew oneif he didn't get the story had suddenly
emerged again, long after hed been certain that he didn't give a shit. What were they going to do, fire
him?

From thisterrace level, he could see Ade and Qureshi heading towards the Exchange. They were
prepping to evacuate Umeh Station: the Skavu would be deployed on Umeh. Hisjourno logistics
connected the dots and he set off after them. Where there were marines, there was the promise of
transport.

"Ade!" hecdled. "Adel Hang on, mate!"

Fnar's acoustics made his voice echo around the bowl of the caldera. For some reason it embarrassed
him, even though the wesshar were as unsalfconscious about noise as they were about venting their
unedited thoughts or copulating. Ade and Qureshi stopped dead and turned to look at him.

Eddie took the narrow steps down the terraces alittle faster than was sensible and stumbled, missing the
next step and suddenly seeing a hundred-meter drop looming as he grabbed a pearl-coated post to stop
hisfal. Hisgut rolled. It was abloody long way down, and wesshar didn't have baustrades on the
walkways.

Qureshi cupped her handsin front of her mouth to shout back at him. "Take it one step at atime,



Eddie..."

"Hafucking ha"

Ade looked unamused when Eddie caught up with them, his heart sill hammering.
"Y ou don't bouncelike | do, Eddie. Remember that."

"Y egh, thanks, Mum." Embarrassment was worse than injury and lasted longer. "Are you heading to
Umeh?'

"There's some crap going on with Rit and Shomen Eit. He declared war on Wessg eicetera etcetera
etcetera, daft bastard, Esganikan loaded up for Armageddon, and then Rit said she/d depose him and
everything would be hunky-dory."

"Jesus. From our political correspondent.”
"Didn't you know?'
"No, | didn't, Ade. No bastard tells me anything.”

"Either way, they're banging out of Umeh Station.” Ade dropped hisvoice asif hewastaking to anidiot.
"Y ou know they meant compl ete extermination, don't you?"

It had always been an option. Eddie had got used to it. He tried hard to get un-used right away.
"Hunky-dory means three-quarters of their global population dead, Ade."

"Northern Assembly—one; every other poor isenj—nil," said Qureshi.
"I want alift, then. Got to record thisfor posterity. And the Skavu.”
"Not my cal, mate. Try asking the Boss."

"Okay, if | give you my spare cam and you run into any Skavu, can you crank out afew shots?' Sod
that. A mass evacuation was something News Desk aways liked. It made more senseto viewersthan
dead squid and spiders, they could relate to humansin jeopardy on the extreme frontier of space. "But I'll
kiss Shan'sarsefor aflight out there."

"That's my job." Adewinked and held his hand out for the camera. Hed done it before: dead bezeri on
irradiated beaches, a place where Ade could walk and cometo no harm. "Done.”

"Seen images of any Skavu?"

"V egh”

"And you didn't grab afilefor me?'
"Chrigt, mate, were busy."

"What do they look like, then?'
"Closest | cangetis...l dunno. Izzy?'

Qureshi stared into mid-distance for inspiration. "'l supposeif you crossed aussiss with an iguana, you
might get close. Two legs. Whichishandy."



Ade seemed animated. A proper mission had really pepped him up. "The ussiss say they're total gung-ho
maniacs. Militant green doesn't even come close. Loathed and feared in the Garav system, which they've
gonethrough like adose of sdts”

Eddie saw story on one hand and massive threat on the other. His body, marinated in adrendine,
drained at an imaginary leash and made him forget the threat bit. "At least they're on our sde.”

Qureshi's bergen looked heavier than she was. She hitched it higher on her back and fiddled with the
webbing. "I never assumethat much,” she said. "Just that they probably won't be trying to kill us.”

"Where's Shan?'

" She went over to talk to Nevyan.”

"Good."

"Don't push your luck. She's got one of her stroppy moods on.”

Eddie had noticed. Hed aso noted that neither Aras nor Ade were especialy chipper either, and he
gpeculated on some marital rift. How they made that kind of setup work he had no idea, and he wasn't
about to ask. Ambushing Shan for afavor looked less predatory now, though, because he could stroll
into Nevyan's home any time. He lived there, after al. He picked up his pace—carefully thistime—and
made hisway aong the terraces, pausing a couple of timesto check if he had an ITX link through to
Jgjeno. There was no connection. He swore and hurried on.

Eddie walked into the passage, whose roughly circular skylights cast columns of early morning sun into
the gold flagstones. He till didn't know how the wesshar could route daylight below ground and into
tunnels as easly as somefiber optic system. But there was dwaystime to find out, and Jgjeno and the
Skavu were far more pressing topics. The buzz of voices—in English—were Shan'sand Nevyan's.

Eddie stopped and listened, but he wasn't eavesdropping. Hejust didn't want to interrupt at the wrong
time. Two aphafemales, each cagpable of killing without a backwards glance, weren't to be annoyed.

The voices stopped for amoment. Eddie knew an awkward silence when he heard one.
"Y ou would tell meif you wanted meto know," Nevyan said. "But so far, you havent.”
"What?" Shan'stone was defensive.

"l can smdl it. You know | can. You logt the child.”

Shan's pause was long. One, two, three, four ...

"l couldn't keep it. Y ou know it would have been adisaster for so many reasons.”

Thistimeit was Nevyan'sturn at slence. Eddie could imagine her freezing in that lizardlike way that
wesshar had, a perfect seahorse statue for afew moments. His mouth wasingtantly dry and hisbrain told
him held misheard. Child.

"Knowing c'naatat's capabilities, | can barely imagine how you destroyed it."
"Y ou have away with words, Nev."

"l won't judge you."



"Bloody glad to hear it. | got aqueue forming for that.”
Eddie wasn't sureif Nevyan understood. He thought hedid. "Y ou must have. ..suffered grestly.”

"Youvedill got the Christopher archive. Redlly handy trick that humans have. When we're desperate
enough, the pain gets blanked out mostly."

Eddie put this hand over his mouth and redlized his pulse was pounding. It felt exactly like the moment
when held been musing over aprecious cup of coffee back at the Thetis camp on Congtantine
idand—when things had seemed much smpler—and felt ablast of cold revelation: Shan Frankland had
C'naatat.

Not everything that had happened since had been a consequence of his pursuit of that story, but too
much was.

Jesus H. Christ. Shan hadn't just got hersdlf knocked up, just like Lindsay Neville, whose lack of iron
discipline she despised—shed aborted it hersdlf.

Thiswas a Shan he didn't know. There were too many shouldn't-have-beens for a start—her age, brutal
common sense, circumstances—but most of al there was a sense that she wasn't someicon of
invincibility after dl, but awoman with frailtiesand tridslike anyone. That wasit: he never thought of her
as awoman. She was Shan Frankland, and she happened to be femae. When the world was divided
into male and female, rich and poor, old and young, good and bad, or whatever category he chose, there
would aways be asingle dot marked Shan Frankland, untouched by any other benchmark.

He was aware of the coolness of the stone through his shirt. His mind darted, thought to thought: Arass,
Ade's, whose kid? He fought prurient curiosity, as he ways had, not because he felt he owed Shan
better than to speculate on the vagaries of her sex life with two-dicked diens and chimeras, but because
it sopped him thinking about his own londly cdibacy.

"I'm sure they would discussit with you," said avoice a waist height.

Eddie was s0 startled that he let out an involuntary grunt of surprise and jerked upright away from the
wall. Giyadas |ooked up at him with cross-hair pupilsthat flared instantly into black petals.

"Ah," he sad, utterly ashamed.
"Shan was carrying an isanket, but sheremoved it,” said Giyadas. "And | understand her reasons.”

Shan and Giyadas stepped out into the passage, and Shan's expression was now one of the copper who
could—and would—do anything to you now that the cell door was locked and nobody could hear you.
Primeva panic gripped hisgut.

"Hi, Eddie," said Shan, voiceflat, eyesthat dreadful dead gray of downtrodden snow. "Haven't seen you
inawhile”

"Punch meout now," hesaid. "Get it over with."

"I'll takethat as an gpology.” She had an extraordinary capacity to switch off, but he'd seen split-second
glimpses of the raw psyche buried deep beneath the casing. He il treated her as ahuman who could be
hurt. She glanced back at Nevyan. "Ade's going to Umeh with the detachment now, and Esganikan's
committing asection of ship to pick them up. If you want to go, get amove on.”

"Can | come?' asked Giyadas.



Shan's expression was pure pain for a heartbeat and then vanished. Eddie had an impression of aface
looming suddenly under thethick glassy ice of afrozen river, mouth open in screaming panic, and then
swept away by the hidden current benegth to leave alifeless calm behind again.

"When we get the rest of the humans settled in, yes." Shan was dl instant, unexpected patience that made
sense now. "Then you can compare the difference in their attitudes.”

Nevyan went back into the main room and Giyadas disappeared after her, evidently satisfied. Shan made
for the main door and Eddie followed her at arespectful distance. They emerged onto aterrace dappled
with reflections from the nacre covering every flat surface. The air smelled of damp vegetation—not
grass, not soil, nothing remotely like Earth, but vividly dive—and the throat-catching spices of someone
cooking rov'la nearby.

"I'mredly sorry," hesad helplesdy.

Shan kept walking, but not at her usua brisk march. "Try knocking in future.”
"I meant about—well, the baby."

"Thanks. Everything'sfine now."

"Thehdl itis. | should have redized something waswrong. | thought you were upset about Vijiss
topping himsdf."

"That aswdl. Any more happy highlightsfrom the last year you'd like to remind me of ?*
"If therésanything | can do, ask."

He meant it. HEd veered between reverence and fear of Shan over the last few years, but sometimes he
admitted that he liked her because there was something both admirable and tragic about someone who
not only couldn't be bought or intimidated, but who was aso prepared to die as often asit took to defend
someidedl. She was an obsessive hunter and a vengeful enemy, and the conscience of the world.
Consciences were never meant to be comfortable.

"Okay." Shedid that displaced punch action, shoving her fists deep in her pockets asif she was stopping
hersdlf from using them. "Thanks. | know you mean well."

Shedill could say fuck off ahundred different ways.
"What's happening with Lin and Rayat?'
"l don't think you want to know, Eddie."

Shewasright. It would only plague him. He asked anyway, because it wasin the fiber of hisbeing to
want tofind out. "Try me."

"I know where Rayat is and you don't need to worry your little hack head about that. Lin—Christ only
knowswhere sheis."

"Who knows about dl this?
"Not the detachment, so keep your mouth shut around them until further notice.”

"Isit aproblem?| mean, areal problem?’



"Don't worry. Esganikan will sort it if | can't.”

Eddie considered what sort meant, and knew. He followed Shan al the way to the end of the terraceto
thefirst flight of treacheroudy narrow steps cut into the rock that linked the terrace to the levels above
and below. From thetop, it was a curved cliff face, two hundred metersto the floor of the caldera, filled
with curved and irregularly shaped pearl-coated buildings like bubblesin a cup. It was one of those
moments when hetried out the feeling of never seeing the city again, and hedidn't likethat at all.

"So are you going home when Thetis shows up?' Shan asked. Shelooked him in the eye, adight frown
puckering the skin between her brows, and there was no hint of its being a suggestion to piss off. "Or are
you waiting for the main task forceto swing by?"

"I don't know. Can't wait seventy-five yearsto get there, so I'll probably catch the later express.”

"Time to make up your mind, then," said Shan. Shelooked down into the basin of the city and for a
moment he wondered how many of her prisoners had had nasty falls during her police career on Earth.
There was dways that edge of violence glittering in her, even when she was being humblingly noble. |
know. I'm a bitch today. Sorry. Y ou've been agood mate to me and those two buggers, and | know
you've got ajob to do. I'll missyou when the time comes.”

Shan turned away from the steps and walked away, arms swinging. Those two buggers. Ade and Aras.
his mates, the blokes he'd shared a house with when she was deed, the only friends divein hisuniverse
right now. Everyone else he once worked with, drank with, and argued with was either dead or closeto
it back on Earth now. Time dilation and chill deep were apermanent exile, evenif you went homein the
end.

I'll miss you.

Eddiefdt tears sting his eyes, observed that Ade was correct—she did at least have anicearse on
her—and went back to grab hisbag.

Funny. He'd shared the house with Ade and Aras after Shan was declared dead, and he thought they
were close. He still thought they were close when she was found dive. He was hurt to find they hadn't
told him about the baby.

Hewondered if they redly trusted him at dl, or if he wasjust the tame hack who had his uses.
Eqbas Vorhi ship 886-001-005-6: preparing to debark in Jgjeno, Umeh

Esganikan Gal admitted disgppointment—to herself—that she wasn't erasing every isenj from the face of
their utterly despoiled planet.

Shedidnt didiketheisenj. Shed just steded hersdlf to thinking that at least the issue would be resolved,
buying her time, and then it was unresolved. There was achance. Rit's coup had to be tested.

It was the contrast that brought it home to her, the stark comparison between Bezer'eg—wild, unspoiled,
richinlife—and Umeh, a planet so destroyed that there was no natura, uncultivated life on the land, just
asolid sprawl of buildingsand asingle dalf tree imported from the isenj moon of Tasr Var.

She glanced down between her boots through the transparent deck of the ship asit passed over the
center of Jgeno. The city was both atribute to isenj engineering skills and an indictment of their stupidity.
Theforest of asymmetric towers—bronze, brown, copper, tan—and narrow streets created endless
canyons. Shapakti said that it was an echo of isenj origins astermite-like animalsliving in giant mounds,
but Esganikan had seen dmost identical soaring buildingsin theimages of Earth. It was how greedy



species built: it showed space was at a premium because they had filled it and out-priced it—yes, she
understood Earth's economy now, she understood it very well—and they didn't care about the intruson
on the landscape. It was a statement of their contempt for al other life.

It was one thing that reassured her about Austraiaas host nation for the landings. They built underground
now. It was the relentless daytime temperatures and fierce storms that motivated them, and not
environmental modesty in most cases, but motive didn't matter. Outcomesdid.

The six soldierswho had inssted on being brought to Umeh Station to do their duty, asthey put it, were
clustered on the port side of the bridge. Apart from Shan Frankland's jurgj, Ade, they spoke no egbasu
and waited in sllence to be disembarked.

Adewaslearning dowly, but Shapakti said that was norma for humanswith their poor language skills.

"Teh, niyukal hasve?" Ade's speech was more wessu than egbasu, but the crew liked him for his
unselfconscious honesty. He managed to make himself understood, but sometimes he did something that
the other marines cdlled crashing and burning. Thiswas such atime. The bridge crew stared at him.
"Did that make sense?'

Hayin, the communications officer, felt compelled to try out his English. "Y ou say you want closeness.”

Barencoin, the big dark-haired marine, and the small female one called Qureshi laughed loudly. "Keep
your mind on thejob, you dirty bugger," Barencoin said.

"| thought | was asking what range the shield'sgot." Ade squatted with hisrifle across his knees, staring
down at the cityscape passing benesth them. "Asin how much ship do they have to |leave behind to
provide cover for thewhole dome area.”

Hayin flicked the magnification in the deck to give Ade a better view of the faceted transparent dome of
Umeh Station, and he flinched as the image beneath him snagpped into larger scale.

The damage to the dome was visible. A large opaque patch had crazed but not shattered, and twisted
debriswas il sitting on the pandls.

"That was done when, exactly?' she asked.

Ade consulted the virin clipped to his pouch belt. "Y esterday. Bit too close for comfort.”

"Y ou know what they say about glass houses," she said to Mart Barencoin.

"What, that you shouldn't whip out your cucumber if you livein one?'

The other marineslaughed. "Y ou're hilarious,” said Qureshi. "For aman who's only got agherkin.”

Hayin appeared not to understand the joke. Esganikan decided to ask Shan later for an explanation of
the comic vaue of vegetables. Her English was now fully fluent, but some nuances ill evaded her.

"You can just set us down by the perimeter, malam,” said Ade. "WEell be fine. We're not under fire. If we
were—well, weve al donethat afew times.”

"If | didn't provide some cover for you, then | expect your isan would have serious objections,” said
Esganikan. "We have enough resourcesto leave a ship section to shield the dome."

"When do we get to meet the Skavu, maam?”



"You don't need to."

"I'd like to." Adewas quietly ingstent, and his scent was very wesshar, very much the dominant malein
the pecking order. "We may have to fight aongside these blokes or work with them at the very least.”

There werejust six Royal Marines. Perhaps their presence reassured the humansin the dome, but
Esganikan couldn't see how a handful of troops with basic wegpons could make adifferenceif Umeh
Station came under attack. They could make little difference to the evacuation, either. But she did
understand their compulsion to do their duty. Hers was taking her more than fifty years out of time, to
Earth.

"Very wel," shesad. "I'll arrange for you to accompany one of their patrols.”
Ade brightened visbly. "Thank you, maam."
"l want Eddieto remain in the dome."

"Yes, maam." Adedidn't ask why. Eddie would. "What do | need to know about their command
Sructure?'

"They rank themsdvesin order of who will die.”

The marines stared at her, their identica expressons—very dight frowns, lipsdightly parted—giving
them dmogt afamily resemblance.

"Well, it happensthat way with us," said Barencoin. "Only we don't plan it that way."
"Educated guess, or isthisa...well, suicide squad?' Ade asked.

Suicide squad. It was afascinating term. "If there's an need to die to achieve amission, then they have a
numbered sequence of personne. Commanders tend to go first.”

"Worksfor me" said Becken. "Bit extreme, though.”
Ade shrugged, but he looked uneasy. "Not unknown back home."
"Not with abloody numbered ticket. Gentleman's understanding, maybe.”

Esganikan decided to introduce the marines to the Skavu gently. She wasn't sure how to explain the
cultura gulf. "They are extremey rigorous about environmental policy, and intolerant of infringement, and
they will kill to enforce baance.

"Best thing isto meet them," said Ade, and his comment had afindity about it. "If they're going to bein
our backyard for the next few years, then we need to get to know them properly.”

Esganikan went to break the newsto Eddie. He wasin the aft section of the ship asit was configured a
that moment, using hisremote camerato record images of the fighters forming from the hangar deck
material and coalescing with it again. It fascinated him. Joluti had |eft him in the hands of the air group
staff because he wanted to see it demonstrated so many timesto get all the angles.

It was basic technology, unchanged in years. Esganikan wondered what the reaction would be on Earth
when she broke out sections of the ship on landing, if Eddie hadn't tired his audience of the spectacle by
then.

"Sowhat can | cover?' he asked. "Where can | go?"



"Umeh Station,” said Esganikan. "The combat zoneis closed to you.”
lld,].ll
"The Skavu aren't used to embedded journalists. That'stheright term, yes?'

Eddie looked about to argue, chin lifting dightly, but then he lowered it and nodded. " Okay. Onboard
footage?'

"Perhaps." How much carnage did he need?" Stay with Ade Bennett. There's nothing new for youinthis
phase."

"Are you going to deploy bioweapons?'
"I'll assessthe Situation after the Skavu have begun the assault on the Maritime Fringe.”
"Can you estimate how long you expect thisto last?"

"Possibly weeks. The more dust that bombing throws into the atmosphere, the more remediation work
we have to do. Bioweapons make lessimpact, however much the idea repels humans.”

Eddie looked down and put the back of his hand to his mouth, knuckles againgt hislips. He looked deep
in thought for amoment. When helooked up again, hisface seemed to have sagged dightly.

"l don't know why this doesn't shock me any longer,” he said. "Because it bloody well should.”

He turned to summon his bee cam with agesture and closed the smd| ball in his pam. Esganikan
indicated the forward section of the ship and waited for him to notice that he was being sent elsewhere.

" Join the marine detachment," she said.

Eddie gave her amock saute of the kind the marines used, hand to brow, and left the hangar. Joluti knelt
down on the gantry to rest and surveyed the deck below.

"The Skavu arein position. They aim to cut off the Maritime Fringe forces just before your squad enables
Minigter Rit to take control.”

"How far ingde the border isthe Fringe now?"
"Thirty kilometers™
"Untidy."

"Y es, therell be heavy Northern Assembly casualties. There's nowhere to move civiliansin thiskind of
infragructure.”

"Then well deploy the bioagent as soon as possible. It won't be tidy, but the more Fringe genotypes we
can wipe out without bombardment, the better."

"Y ou know what the Skavu will do."
"Ohyes. | know that very well."

There were plenty of Northern Assembly citizens—and even troops—who opposed their government
now. Even the bioagent tailored to the Fringe's mgjority genome wouldn't target dl those resisting the
restoration. Esganikan said the internd politics of theisenj wereirrdevant, but it sill made her unessy.



"With Earth," she said, "we have time to select those who want to cooperate. No crude lines across a
chart. We can select those who can sustain the planet respongibly.”

"Isthat what happened with Garav?'
"No. The Skavu seemed to be culturally proneto radica conversions.”
Joluti got to hisfeet again. "Then let's get thisdone," he sighed.

The engineered pathogen would take afew daysto work through the target population. Rit didn't have
that long. If she couldn't hold the government together, then the erasure option would follow. Esganikan
returned to the bridge to begin transforming Umeh, and paused at one of the screensthat showed aview
of the hangar bay hatch. Sleek bronze fighter craft formed from the body of the ship, configured in this
sortie to seed clouds, were dipping out of the hatch at regular intervalsthat dmost created a strobe effect
inthefield of view. She turned to watch through the transparent bulkhead section as they streaked south
towards the Fringe.

| want this to work. I'mtired of slaughter.

She hoped thiswould be the last world she ever had to restore by global destruction. It was aswell that
worlds needing such radical measures werevery, very rare.
"Aitasd," said Egganikan. "Cdl Minigter Rit."

The minister had progressed agreat ded in terms of confidence and sheer audacity since Esganikan had
first met her in Umeh Station to discuss akinder, dower way of reducing the isenj population with
contraceptive agentsin the water supply. They could have done this without conflict. But if they'd had
that foresight, she wouldn't have been herein thefirst place.

"All the cabinet members are in the main government offices,” said Ralass, turning back and forth to
interpret. Sometimes he paused and seemed to be arguing with her, but it was hard to tell by the tone. He
might smply have been annoyed, asussiss frequently were. " Seven of them. They have not yet replaced
Minigter Rit with another. She asks you to remove them so she can declare herself head of an emergency
government and formaly sanction your intervention.”

Isenj liked their bureaucracy tidy. "Then let me be certain what she now means by remove.”
"Eradicate."

"| thought so. We have no facilities for prisoners and experience tells me the minister would be unwiseto
hold any."

"Areyou ready to begin?'

"As s00n as the marines have been landed.”
"When will you begin seeding the clouds?'
"Weadready have."

From the tracking remote, Esganikan could see the fighters, now configured as armed payload vessdls, in
formation above the cloud layer cloaking most of the coastal strip that made up the Maritime Fringe.
Once dropped, the crystals containing the pathogen would result in heavy rain within hours, coating the
city-packed land beneath, scattering contaminated water dropletsto beinhaded, disrupting the



biochemistry of every isenj in the region whose genome had certain key aleles, and causng massive
interna hemorrhage. In hours, they'd sicken. In days they would dl be dead.

Esganikan could do thisto the whole planet if and when she wished.
"Minigter Rit saysthat was premature.”

"She said sheintended to use the weapon.”

" She wanted to deploy it at atime of her choosing.”

"We understand how to do these things. Thisisthe best timefor her." Esganikan turned to Hayin and
inclined her head in amute signd to be passed to the pilots. Drop the payload. She'd done this before,
on more modest scales. She never took it lightly. "The effects should be seen in four hours, if shed like
images from the remotes to make her point to the rest of her administration. There should be dead and
dying visbleto the cameras by then."

Raass's slence on the other end of the link was palpable shock. It seemed held spent too long among
isen) if hedidn't recall that wesshar—the ones he knew, or the Eqbas—were literal and not given to
showsof brinksmanship, as Shan cdled it. Eventualy he exchanged high-pitched chatter with Rit.

"The Minigter says she understands and will operate from her chambersin the north of the city until the
gtuation is stable enough for her to gppear in public.”

"We may be able to add some emphasisto her words.”
"Y ou have gill not agreed who will have control of the universal pathogen.”
"No, but | do haveit, and | will deploy it if need be," said Esganikan.

If she did, there would be no isenj to worry about any longer, not on Umeh anyway. She could let the
nanites|oose to scour the planet and bresk down every last thing the isenj had created, and their corpses
aong with their works; then the phased remediation systemswould finally movein to cleanse what
couldn't be broken down—some of the heavier metas—and then the planet would be | eft fallow.

"If you did that, what would follow? Tasr Va—"
"Wewould need to eradicate al isenj on Tasir Var, too."

Thiswould take generations. Esganikan looked down, found herself standing on an opague deck, and
passed her hand in front of the controls to make it transparent so she could truly look at what she was
eradicating. A dying world: then shewas doing it akindness, putting it out of its misery asa catastrophic
meteor strike might. A living world, full of talented beings whose desire to expand made them inventive:
then they would expand too far, asthey aready had, and she was prolonging the agony of others.

The chatter continued while she waited.

Rdass findly responded. "Minigter Rit says her sonsareon Tasr Var."

"Then she has agood reason to ensure thisis managed efficiently.”

"Minister Rit agrees and says shelll speek to the nation after the transfer of power has taken place.”

"Then well land troopsimmediately and secure the government building. The minister can identify her
chambers to us so we can put adefensive shied around that too, assuming she won't operate from this



ship."
Conaultation took place. " She says she must be seen to stand here," said Ralass.

Esganikan glanced at the chronometer displays in the bulkhead. It was to focus on the time the operation
began locally, but she could aso see the time—and date—for Surang, nearly five light-years away, and it
hit her hard to be reminded how much time had passed since she |eft. She was a veteran spacefarer; she
gl had that fedling of hurtling towards the end of her life, rootless and with nothing truly to show for it
except restored planets in which she had no persona stake. She wanted her time back, time to make her
choicesand live alife where she could afford to be late and days could be wasted.

Shan didn't have to worry about such things now, and for amoment Esganikan envied her again.
"Then we begin," she said. "Deploy the shidd. Landing party, sand to.”
Chad Idand, Bezer'g)

Lindsay reassured hersdf with the knowledge that she couldn't die—not easily, anyway—and kept as il
as she could.

And shefdl back on her navad training, which had taught her that she would get out of this okay aslong
as she did what she was trained to do, and booked a day for panicking later.

Shit shit shit shit shit...

The sheven floated like atall iceberg breaking the surface of the bog, almost totaly transparent with a
finelace of fibers shot through its mantle. It was shapeless, a sheet of glass-clear somach tissue, ready to
plunge down upon anything in its path to envelop and digest it. It was motionless except for afaint
rhythmic shiver.

Maybe movement triggered it: vibrationsin thefluid of the bog, changesin light levelsfiring visud cdls,
sound waves pressing on its skin, whatever it took to locate prey. Lindsay's eyes, adapted by the
heritage of previous c'naatat hostsin ways shedidn't yet fully understand, saw the variationsin its density
as echoes: yes, sounds, but silent onesthat pressed on some place within her jaw.

There might have been seven-eighths of the creature below the surface if the iceberg andogy held true.
With two meters of flesh rearing above the bog, that would make it immense. She opened her mouth
dightly out of somedien ingtinct and got areturn sensation of asingle, amost uniform concentration of
density beneath the surface where the sheven sat. It fdt like asmooth granular pastein her mouth. Am |
echolocating? What am | using here? Whatever it was, it told her that there wasllittle if anything of the
sheven hidden from her visua spectrum.

It was sill asx-footer. Just two meters of somach, and a means to move it around and make more
shevens.

C'naatat or not, she didn't need to deal with that right now. C'naatat didn't mean immortd, either. Aras
Sar lussan wasthe last of the c'naatat troops. That meant the others had been killed by fragmentation.
Maybe other things worked too—not the vacuum of space, because sheld seen that trick fail, and not
drowning or shooting or crushing, because she'd seen those fail too. But digestion could be another
meatter.

Sill. Veery still.



Saib'svibrating breath of avoice carried from the direction of the clearing behind her. She didn't dare
turn to look and take her eyes off the sheven.

"Sssshhhhh...."
"L eceeeeeenz..."

"Shut....up... "Hedidn't understand hush. She kept her gaze fixed on the sheven, abizarre heraldic beast
frozen rampant on avert field, watching the pulse-like shudder that shook its whole body, wondering
how the hell she could moveif it camefor her. The cold wet dime of the bog held her and there was
nothing rigid to push againgt to get clear in ahurry even if the viscosity wasn't holding her.

The sheven wasn't reacting to sound. Saib was|oud now, enough to trigger it to attack if that wasits
method of |location.

Body heat? Light, movement, vibration? Scent?

Saib was abig creature, three or four meters, and as he swung between his front tentaclesin that

crutch-walk, the saturated ground shook each time he landed. The sheven had to be able to sense that.
Lindsay, focused on picking up every detail and thinking her way out of this, could no longer fed fear or
work out how long al thiswastaking. At each swinging stride, the sheven started to flinch rhythmically.

Maybe it's confused—yprey signals coming from one direction, vibrations from another ...

"Stop. Don't move." She whispered asloudly as she could, then dowly raised her hand and Sgndedin
light: it's dangerous, it's a predator.

Saib, still defaulting to his bezeri corein crisis, heeded the lights and stopped. She couldn't see him. She
only heard more distant thuds and rustling, and then what she could only describe aswet noisesasa
sensation built up in her throat and jaw that said large, near, moving this way.

The sheven reacted. It stretched higher, rearing into a glass column, and held that position for afew
seconds. At that moment Lindsay's body thought for her. Sherolled sdeways just as something shot over
her head and punched hard into the sheven, sending it flying into the air in awet panicky flapping of
membrane. Then dl hell broke loose.

Lindsay knew the bezeri's hunting past, but sheld never seen them in action.

Saib, Keet and Carf landed in the bog like depth charges, tentacles whipping, and she was plunged down
into the bitter, dark durry of sodden vegetation by thrashing bodies. The light went out and sheinhaded
mud, churning roiling cold gritty paste that tasted sour and dead. Not even drowning could have

prepared her for the terrifying sensation of solid materia clogging her mouth and nose.

She struggled, forgetting al the drill about bogs and quicksand. Somehow her clawing fingers grabbed
what felt like aroot. She hauled herself up with an effort driven by pure anima panic, and suddenly her
head wasin air again and she went into convulsive coughing. Around her, the wrestling, struggling bodies
registered as fluctuating spaces deep in her jaw. Then they stopped. The noise of churning water faded.

As she wiped the stinging mud from one eye, she saw Keet and Carf diding across the surface of the
bog, pulling atransparent sheet between them. It was the sheven, and—dear God, it was much, much



bigger than she thought.

Six or seven meters of clear film stretched between them. The two bezeri clutched the eaglesin their
tentacles asif they were holding ablanket under atreeto catch falen apples. Wasit dead? It was more
of aflat sheet than an iceberg now and there were opaque patches scattered across it. When Keet
dumped onto the relatively solid mat of grass at the edge of the bog, he twisted the sheven dightly ashe
moved, and she could see it was dashed and scored clean through in places.

Carf eased out of the bog after Keet, still gripping one edge of the sheven.
"Good struggle,” he rasped. "Good, good struggle!”

He rippled with aspectacular full-spectrum light display that ran in concentric pulsing rings from purple
through to scarlet. Ecgtatic joy: Lindsay had never seen that before. Only the bezeri ingtinctsthat c'naatat
had scavenged and cultivated within her told her that was the meaning, because they'd had no delight to
express since she'dd known them.

Carf let go of the sheven and it flopped to the ground with adap, not moving. Keet hung onto his
section. Lindsay, still struggling to get purchase on solid ground, felt arough leathery grip on her arm that
snaked around her shoulder and waist and yanked her bodily out of the mire with aloud squelch that
would have been comic in other circumstances. Saib dumped her unceremonioudy on the ground. The
other two bezeri were inspecting the dead sheven, batting at it with the tips of their tentacleslike curious
cats.

Thenit twitched.

Saib pounced on it. There was no other word for it. He arched into afluid shape and pinned it down
with a stabbing tentacle. Keet and Carf reacted like crazed sharks. In seconds the bezeri were ripping
the sheven apart with tentacles and tearing into it with their beaks.

Lindsay watched, stunned.
Why? Why does this surprise you? They're predatory cephalopods. Like Humbol dt squid.

Theimage of gently graceful creatures shimmering with magicd, ethered light, victims of profligate isen;
and rapacious man, had vanished forever. These were hunters, killers, highly intelligent carnivores. And
they liked hunting.

Maipay appeared from behind her and loped across the ground to join them: "I seefrom the high! | see
from high tree!” He'd watched the attack. They were now a pack. They were transformed.

They were eating the bloody sheven. She thought of boiled tripe, the nearest example she had to an
animd that was one giant somach, and felt queasy.

C'naatat meant you could eat anything. She'd devel op ataste for vegetation, she decided.

Carf stopped in mid-rip, ribbons of transparent gd in his maw. " Stronger, much stronger! Like wewere
young! So fast! Again, young! See size of food!"

Lindsay got theidea. They were ederly bezeri given an astonishing new vigor by c'naatat. They could
hunt like younger ones. And thiswas exactly what they cherished: large prey, the kind of size that they
hadn't seen in generations and that wasimmortaized in their azin shell records and maps, exquisite
sand-art in vivid colors sandwiched between two paper-thin transparent sheets of shell. They recorded
the large aquatic animasthat they'd hunted to extinction. They lived on ever smdler animasand mobile



anemone-like creatures.

Lindsay wandered away, treading with renewed care, and found a stream to rinse off the caked mud.
When she came back, the four bezeri were leaping around the surface of the bog, which stretched further
than she had thought, splashing and rummaging in the pooled water like demented raccoons. They were
flushing out sheven.

"Thanksfor hauling me out," she said, but it wasto hersdf. They were obliviousto her again.

The pack spent the afternoon hunting in ablaze of rainbow lights and fantastically athletic legps, throwing
sheven clear of the bogs and standing water like an orcatossing ased from the seato makeitskill. They
were pure savagejoy, glorying in arediscovered primeva heritage. Occasondly onelet out aburbling
sound almogt like agrowl, but for the most part they were silent and the only sound was the splashing of
water that drowned out the clicking, whirring background of Chad's native and unseen wildlife.

"You eat?' caled Maipay. He held out ashredded skein of sheven flesh. "Chewy."
"I'll bet,” said Lindsay. "No thanks."
Damn, they were happy. They were the last of their kind, and now also the firsd—and they were happy.

They must have eaten their fill, or grown tired, because they finaly cameto ahdt and swung up into a
nearby treeto drape themselves over the brancheslike misshapen Venetian glass leopards watching the
ground benegth.

Saib had taken on adigtinctly peacock blue cast to his mantle. Lindsay got up and walked benegath the
branches. She looked up.

"Timeto get on with more construction,” she said. "Will you bring the rest of your people ashore now?
Do you think they'll see the benefits? The need?”

Saib looked down at her, idly swinging one tentacle. It was abizarre spectacle.

I'm a amphibious gel-woman and they're glass arboreal squids that hunt like big cats. What will
we be tomorrow?

"Yesssss..." It was an exhalation of air but she could have sworn it was dso asigh of contentment. "Here
we can be what we were and are. Hunters and builders.”

The bezeri were assmilating the comprehension of English faster than the spoken language. But they were
talking, and she was talking with them. She noticed that her light signa's continued involuntarily now, a
kind of punctuation to the spoken word...no, she knew what thiswas. Thiswas the wesshar eement in
them, the genes from Aras that had passed to Shan and then to Ade and to her and finally to the bezeri.
This parale use of bioluminescence and sound was an analog of the wesshar overtone voice, the stream
of two different sounds like khoomei singing that formed wesshar speech.

Rayat would have enjoyed this. He was alying bastard spook who had duped everyone, but he was il
ascientist; these bezeri, evolving into land predators before his eyes, would have fascinated him. She
missed hisknowledge. The company of anirritating know-all right then would have been. . .fun, someone
to share this extraordinary afternoon.

"Come on. Work. Chop-chop."

Saib dithered down the trunk and dropped in a heap, his tentacles coiled for amoment in away that



made her think of agiant python dropping to the ground. Shan had told her that human brains groped for
patterns al the time and diens evoked ever-shifting animal imagesto cope with the unknown. Lindsay
was working through the whole zoo today.

"Leeeeenzz, you areright,” said Saib. "Thiswas agood thing to do, to make us move from the placeswe
love. We know now. The Dry Aboveis also ours. We can be what we were again.”

Lindsay had brought them ashore to be better able to defend their planet from further invasion. But they'd
found that coming ashore restored something from their cherished pat, their pesk as ahunting
civilization. Maybe both would work to the world's advantage.

Even s, she couldn't help hearing Rayat's voice again, taunting her when he worked out that the bezeri
had ashameful past in which they exterminated another intelligent species. Genocide, he said. Nazs.

Sheld given the bezeri anew terrestrial existence, ahome on land.

Rayat would have called it Lebensraum.

v

He prayeth well, who loveth well
Both man and bird and beast.

Rime of the Ancient Mariner
SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE

Umeh Station's geodesic dome had taken more than afew hits on its pesk. On closer ingpection, Ade
saw long seared skid marks on some of the panels where hot debris had rained on them.

"Jesus H. Chrigt," said Becken, and craned his neck to ook up. He'd never experienced theliquid
technology of an Eqbas warship before, and held certainly never sirolled into awar zone where he didn't
need armor. "Talk about insulated from redlity.”

"That'swhat amillion years head start on Neanderthas getsyou,” said Ade.

Qureshi feigned a concerned I'm-interviewing-you expression that Ade recognized as Eddi€e's, and turned
to Barencoin. "How do you fed about that, Mart? As a Neandertha spokesman?’

"Pissoff." Barencoin amost suppressed asmile. Heliked his knuckle-dragging reputetion, and knowing
his academic credentials Ade could easily see him as a clever kid who had to act the grunt at school to
be accepted. "I discovered firelast week."

"Steady on," said Chahdl. "It'l be the whed next."

"Hell burn out at this pace. Mark my words." Qureshi glanced behind her. "Come on, Eddie, keep up.
Don't want any dead embeds on my watch."

Eddie, hisbee cam hovering at head level, was staring at the city of Jgeno beyond. He must have seen
enough bombed citiesin hislife, but hisexpresson said he still found it distressing. Ade only saw the
things he needed to see now—the positionsthat might still harbor snipers, the booby-trapped buildings,
the pieces of your own people that you needed to recover and treat reverently. No, that was other wars
and another world. There was nothing like that here.
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Isenj moved amid the rubble, carrying and cleaning up, trying to rebuild, a sea of spike-quilled black eggs
tottering on spidery short legs; weird wide mouths and no visible eyes made it harder to think people.
Eddie was disturbingly good at snap classification of anything he saw to give it some familiar [abd. Isenj
were spiders with piranhamouths. That worked finefor Ade.

People.
You've got a bit of themin you. Y our people.

The metdlic blue blob of liquid ship that had shuttled the detachment to the surface peded off the
concrete gpron surrounding Umeh Station's geodesic dome, and lifted above it to join a detached section
of the main warship. It il cast ahuge shadow over the city. Becken watched, hand shielding hiseyes
againg the sun, until he couldn't tilt his neck any further. Around them, ashimmering haze like amirage on
ahot road marked the boundary of the defense shield that radiated from the ship.

"Jesus, isthiswar of thefrigging worlds or what, Ade?’

Mothership. Fuck yes, it's a mothership. Just like the movies. Ade kept awary eyeonthevisible
boundary of the shield. The detached vessdl that would stay on station above the dome swallowed up the
shuttle like coaescing mercury, blue vanishing into the bronze casing like abrief explosion of color from a
firework. Asthe mothership hull moved off, Ade could see the separate shield that the remnant generated
over the dome asfar as the moatlike service road. The ship was a clean ongated oval again, uniformly
bronze from stem to stern, its midline picked out with a pulsing band of red and blue chevrons.

Eddie'sright again. Upturned glass. Who's the spider now?
"Amazing," said Becken. "Thosethings are totaly brammers. Why do they change color?”

"Noidea" Ade—c'naatat or not, Eqbas-shielded or not—didn't like standing around in a hostile zone
without cover like aspare prick at awedding. "Maybeit'sall to do with how they melt or something.
Makesyou fed primitive, doesn't it?"

"It'snot likethe OSL O training we had, isit?"

Theold, old dang for an incompetent comrade—Outer Space Liaison Officer—had fresh lifein the
Extreme Environment Warfare Cadre of the Royal Marines. Ade recdled belting amouthy infantry
pongo who dared address him as OSLO in abar during one particularly drink-fueled run ashore. Only
your oppos, the men and women who earned the right to wear the narrow black strip with discreet silver
gtars next to the COMMANDO shoulder flash, could call you that. It was fucking sacred; it was not for
the mouths of lesser mortals. It meant you could free-fal from orbit and fight in zero-g and do any bloody
thing needed to secure a space station or orbital platform.

Now, coming up forty yearsold, Ade felt embarrassed for starting that fist-fight. But he'd been seventeen
then, full of testosterone and till getting hisrage at hisfather out of his system. It had seemed theright
thing to do, and cemented his reputation: agood bloke in ascrap, his mates said, nice and quiet until you
pushed him too far. Ade never backed down once he started.

And here he was, just playing at dicing with death. It was a picnic. Eqbas tech alone meant a Girl Scout
could do the evacuation.

Gutless little bastard, hisfather's voice whispered. You need to toughen up.

"Let'ssort it, then," said Barencoin. "Do we have to bang on the airlock hatch and give 'em the secret
password, or what?' He tapped his palm to activate the bioscreen again, its audio link embedded in his



jaw. C'naatat had rejected Ade'simplanted enhancements early in the game as some amateurish attempt
at what it could do so much better. "Oi, you lot in there—did you miss that spaceship? Come on. Open
up. The Royasare hereto add abit of glamour to your tawdry lives."

Umeh Station looked alot different from the last time Ade had been here afew weeks ago. Shit. | had
Shan for the first time in the machinery space below ground. Funny, the way you think of places
having meaning. The station had dways been amess, permanently untidy in theway of placesthat had
temporary facilities for too many people and jury-rigged systems squeezed into any available space. Now
it had the air of ahouse being stripped before moving day. It looked raw and broken.

Crew and civilian contractors seemed overdressed athough the place ran hotter than planned. They were
wesaring and carrying the things they wanted to hang on to in the disruption. They couldn't take awhole
dome with them.

"Waste of taxpayers money," said Becken. "How many billionsto ship this out here? And we just dump
itlikegash."

"Theisenj can make use of it," said Webster. The engineer in her saw utility in everything. "It could bea
hothouse for any plants they try to reintroduce. | could stay here and sort that after the evac.”

"Sue, they've got one poxy treein abomb crater. That's today's wildlife show from Umeh. Onetree.
Good thing they don't have any dogs.”

Ade cut in. The sooner they got working, the sooner they shipped out again. "Mart, Jon, you talk to the
navy and get the numbers, loads and other manifest stuff they need to have. Sue, Chaz, you check what
hardware they're planning to ship and make sureit's the stuff they actualy need most on Mar'an'cas, not
just commercid shit that the companies want back in one piece. Surviva takes priority.”

"Can we enforce that?'

"'Course we can. We booked the taxi. Christ, Sue, we're not even Royal Marines any more, not
technically. Were just heavily armed civilians with an Egbas army backing us up.”

"And we've been court-martialed aready.”
"Would you argue with us?"
"Nah."

"Shall | go and piss people off?* said Eddie. "I mean, if theré's something | can do, I'll roll my deevesup,
but if not..."

"See what you can scrounge, mate." Ade spread hishandsin invitation. "Y ou're anaturd resource
investigator. If it looks handy, and it's not nailed down, takeit for awalk."

"Organic, inorganic?'
"Food. Lifeslittle comforts. That's the stuff the wesshar can't provide for us.”
"You'll beamazed,” said Eddie, dl snister promise, and wandered off |ooking deceptively earnest.

Ade cocked hishead a Qureshi to follow him and the detachment split up, disappearing to placesthey
knew better than he did after their stay here. He headed for the cluster of command offices on the north
sde of the dome. An impressive climbing plant had spread across the stays of the roof and gave the



interior a pleasant filtered light that made the place fed like there should have been a coffee bar and a
designer fashion store nearby. But the stacks of pallets, the loader bots and the other tdlltale Signsof a
research outpost gave the game away.

Therewas, of course, sill the bananatree.

Ade paused as he walked past the planter. It was a circular tub, pale blue blown composite, and—as
made sense in an environment where everything had to earn its keep—all the oxygen-producing plantsit
contained were edible. The ridged and polished jade leaves of the dwarf bananavelled adeveloping
hand of fruits; around it, there were dwarf-stock limes, miniature papayas and pineapples. The thought of
them was more arresting than sex at that moment. He had to retrieve those bloody things somehow.

Shit...that'sa fig tree over there.

Qureshi was dmogt telepathic. "And I'll grab the bloody chilies,”" she muttered. "We're going to be here
for afew more years until the main Egbas force shows up, so we might aswell enjoy it." She elbowed
him discreetly, nodding in the direction of another planter. "Pomegranates, rangefifty meters...”

"I'monit."

Adeimagined presenting Shan with the spoils. She always put on that I'l-eat-anything stoicism and she
never complained, but he saw how sherelished little treats, and he desperately wanted to appease her,
even though there was nothing more tangibly wrong between them than an emotiondly traumatic event
that affected them both.

| can't even tell my mates. | can't share it with them.

Nobody in the detachment had any secrets. Most of them had lived in each others pocketsfor years.
they were the closest he had to family before Shan came on the scene. Every tragedy, annoyance and
observation was shared. But not now.

"Y ou reckon they can make that ship shielding on asmall enough scaleto beindividua armor?* asked
Qureshi.

"Y ou've been playing too many kilbot games, 1zzy."

"Serioudy. They must have apower generator. That'll be the only limiting factor, whether it's portable or

"They'reamillion years ahead of us. No ‘must have about it.”

"Wouldn't half make our jobsalot easier. Stroll up abeachhead, bimble into enemy fire, take no
notice..."

"Won' be our jobs when we get back to Earth.”

"Yousadwe."

"You. Habit."

"Well be acentury or more out of date. That's serious skills-fade even if we were ill in the Corps.”

"Youll beaien specidigs. Y ou know how many people in human history have lived with diens? Stayed
intheir homes? Eaten with them? Fought dongsde them, fought against them? Just us. When the Eqbas
show up, that's going to count for something.”



Qureshi reached out and rubbed aleaf that filled the air with an intense lemon scent. It was a herb of
sorts. ™Y eah, but someone will want to sign us up to fight them."

"Thisisn't about having a paycheck when you get back."

"No. You know it isn't. It never was. It's about the shame of being kicked out for something we didn't
do."

"| told you, Shan said Esganikan would put in arequest to set aside the findings.”
"Yeah, if Commander Nevillewas gill dive, maybe the bitch would have testified.”

"Her word won't count for much now." It was out of his mouth before he could even check himsdf, and
hefdt hisface burn immediatdly.

Qureshi just looked at him asif sheld touched on a sore subject, and continued. "Rayat, too. All the
serious witnesses are dead.”

Ade quit while he was ahead. He was a compulsive blusher, so shed have taken it as embarrassment. He
hated lying. He hated trying to keep hisvarious stories straight, and if anything proved that honesty was
the best palicy, it wasthis. Lies destroyed everything.

Hetore his gaze from the plants set to be liberated and pushed open the door to the main office.
Lieutenant Sophia Cargill stood with her arms folded, contemplating awhite-board on thewall. She
reached out and touched the reactive surface, deeting a set of names from one section and dragging them
acrossto another ligt, then writing anew list with her fingertip. Pigment legpt into life at the changein
surface temperature and the words SANITATION DETAIL emerged on the board in aghostly delayed
hand. It was all too biblica for Ade. He paused, amost expecting to see LIAR appear next.

"I'm glad you're here," said Cargill, still preoccupied with the roster she was drawing up. "Fleet got back
to us an hour ago. Director of Special Forceswantsto talk to you."

"Sorry, maam?' Shit, he dropped right back into being know-your-place, deferentid, reliable
Bennett—Adrian J., Sergeant, 37 Commando, 510 Troop EEWC, number 61/4913D. It was hiswhole
adult lifein one databurst of aline. "What for?"

"It's need to know, and apparently | don't." She had that faintly irritated tone of awoman who'd donea
bloody hard job that nobody stting safely on their arsein CINC Fleet Main Building appreciated. ™Y ou
might hang around until | get alink set up.”

Qureshi caught his eye and she didn't even need to raise abrow to convey shitty death.
"Will do, malam.”

"Don't haveto. | have no jurisdiction over any civilians not on thislist. That meansyou." Cargill madea
circle on the tote board with her finger and dragged another block of scrawled text to another position.
She was playing loadmaster, working out the sequence of evacuation and who would be tasked to carry
out thejobs on the day of the airlift. "But thank you. Y ou didn't have to front up, not after what's
happened. Y ou don't owe the FEU anything.”

"It's about the Corps, maam, not the government,” Ade said quietly. "Well dways owethe Corps." He
liked to make the point. "With your permission, welll start removing afew essentid plants.”

Cargill'sface creased in abrief smile. " See the duty maintenance manager in block nine aphaand tell him



| gaveyou indructionsto do it. Whatever it is"

Cargill wasdl right. Ade and Qureshi went in search of the manager, commandeered tools and empty
storage drums, and began digging up fruit trees. It was amazing the kind of things he ended up doing asa
Roya Marine. In the generd ebb and flow of bodiestrying to strip astructure for afast exit, their pillage
of the shrubbery went unnoticed, or at least nobody tried to stop them. Eventually Eddie showed up with
Sue Webster. The pockets on Eddi€'s vest and his battered messenger bag bulged with promising
cartonlike shapes.

"What you got, Eddie?" asked Qureshi, hardly looking up from the delicate root ball that she was easing
out of the sail. "Any good rabhit?'

Eddie had the glow of satisfaction that must have been familiar to his hunter-gatherer ancestors. " Curry
concentrate. Cumin and coriander seeds. Pepper. Saccharin. Rice, ration-prepped and seed grain.
Coffee, cocoa powder and oatmeal ."

He might aswell have said he had dl the gems of the Orient. "That's bloody good rabbit, Eddie. All
donated?’

Hegrinned. "Moreor less.”

Ade wrapped the bananas root ball in composite sheet and secured it before diding it into one of the
smdl drums. " See how bloody fast we plummet into anarchy.”

"I'll gick apig'shead on apolelater and we can dance around it in primal abandon.”
"Y ou'reanatura born baron-strangler, mate.”

What?"

"Good at taking advantage of hospitdlity.”

"I'm ajourno. We do that."

"I'm glad you're on our side.”

Eddi€'s knuckles showed white as he kept aferocious grip on the straining strap of hisbag. "Yeah, | am.
Lookslikeyou're liberating afew assets yoursdf.”

"Doing abit of jungletraining. Identification and utilization of native tropical food plantsfor surviva in the
fidd."

"Nicking the fucking bananatree."
"Ah, the endless possihilities of the English language. .."

The next challenge was to find a secure holding areafor the plunder while they awaited extraction.
Sticking it in aquiet corner with Mart Barencoin was probably the best option to stop some other
bastard trying to walk off with it. They were discussng the logistics when the Regulating Branch chief
jogged up to them, and they ingtinctively formed a protective circle around the growing pile of looted
items. The man was a"crusher," the ship's police.

"Your Bossisonthe I TX, Royd. Cleared the bloody office out too, so make it snappy.”



Adefound himsdlf reaching without thinking for his beret and dipping it two-handed onto his heed.
"Comeon, lzzy. Let's seewhat hesgot to say for himsalf."

"Her," said the chief. "It'sa her."
"Can | watch?' said Eddie.

"Yeah, why not?' Ade heard afaint darm bell, the kind that made him awitness who wasn't in uniform.
"Keep your trap shut, that'sall.”

Qureshi didn't seem bothered. Eddie was atame embed asfar as she was concerned. Cargill held the
office door open with an emphatically blank expresson. " Screen's on standby. Green key, when you've
got yoursdlf looking dl lovely. Cal mewhen you're done.”

Ade closed the door behind her and gestured to Qureshi and Eddie to stand out of the range of the cam.
Hedid it without thinking again, but it wasn't his Royd Marinesdrill that was driving him—it was Shan's
legacy in hisgenes, and he knew it as surely asif sheld tapped him on the shoulder. He settled himsalf at
the console, then removed his beret to fold and dide it under the shoulder tab of his shirt.

This had better be a fucking apology.

He pressed the green key. The screen switched from the pale blue UN holding portal to atidy desk
dominated by afemae brigadier—not amarines officer, but onein army drab. She looked like she could
even take on Shan and last afew rounds: spare, cold-eyed, maybe forty, and with short blond curlsthat
weren't remotely girlie.

"Yesmaam," he sad. "Bennett, malam. Former Five-Ten Troop."

There was always severd seconds delay even with theinstant relay of the ITX. Thelast relay of the
entangled photon link was alittle way from Earth and had to limp the last leg at light speed. Ade counted.

"Brigadier Harrison," she said. "l seethe service might have dispensed with you, but you haven't
dispensed with the service.”

"Isthat what you wanted to discuss with me, maam?"
"Y es. We need to do some adminigtrative resolution if you're al returning to Earth at some stage.”
Here we go. Ade avoided catching Eddie's eye even in his peripherd vison. ™Y oull have to be specific.”

"The Defense Ministry reopened the case. The senior Judge Advocate fed s that the hearing was wrongly
convened and that the finding of guilt can't stand.”

Ade chewed the words carefully and extracted afaint and grudging flavor of gpology from them. It wasa
dart.

"What does that mean exactly, maam?’
One, two, three, four, five...
"That you may be digiblefor reenlissment with your good namesintact, with no loss of privileges."

Hewaited. Qureshi and Eddie, leaning againgt the wall behind the screen, were doing agood job of
holding their breath. The pause wasfar longer than the delay onthe ITX router.



"Mdam," hesaid at last. "What's the condition attached?'

Harrison lost her glacia detachment for amoment and the quick compression of her lips said shewas
reluctant to tell him.

"My intelligence colleaguestdl me one of their number istill in theater and he hasn't reported in for some
time. They'd liketo talk to him."

"Dr. Rayat? No need to be discreet, maam. Everyone knows he's a spook, including the Egbas.”

Shit. He'd used the present tense. That was no big deal for Harrison, but Qureshi thought Rayat was
dead. Oh shit.

"Very well, and | make this offer on behaf of my colleagues, who appear to be above mein thefood
chain these days...find Rayat, and we can discuss your futures.”

"They want him back."
IIY$II

Shan would have been proud of him. "Do they think he's misbehaved, or arethey just worried for his
safety?”

"One never knowswith theintelligence community.”
"Very good, maam. I'll report back assoon as| can.”
"Please do, Mister Bennett."

Adekilled thelink before Harrison got the chance to. The silence hung over the room, building likea
sorm.

"Mister Bennett, my arse,” Ade muttered. "Don't try to psych me, missus.”

"Oh shit," said Eddie. Ade willed him not to say the c'naatat word in front of Qureshi. "That doesit,
then."

Qureshi folded her arms and shrugged. "What do we do, dredge up the Rayat bits and bag them? Do
you remember where you dumped him?”'

"How badly do you want to be reingtated, 1zzy?"
"Pretty badly, if only to avoid having war criminal on my résumeé. Won't proof of death do?

"How do we prove that?" Jesus, thiswas getting stupid. Ade couldn't keep it up much longer. Firgt rule;
you trusted your mates and they trusted you. Y ou watched each other's backs. Arses were covered.

Y ou'd put your life on the line for them because they'd do the same for you. Armies ran on that Smple act
of faith and persond trust, and if you didn't live that principle, you weren't just fucked—you were scum.
"lzzy, go and round up the lads and find somewhere private we can talk. Thisismessier than it looks."

Qureshi paused for a second then walked out without aword. Ade wrestled with reality. Eddie stood
next to his seet and put on hand on the back of it, leaning dightly over him.

"You cant tell anyone about Rayat. Or Lin. They haven't asked about her, have they?"



"Eddie, they won't want Lin back in the shape sheé'sin now."
"| thought shewasdive."

"Sheis. She'sjust changed alot.”

"Oh God."

"C'naatat doesthat."

"What happened?’

"Chrigt, Eddie, she's been living under water. Use your imagination. It's not her I'm worried about. It's
that bastard Rayat.”

"Do you know where they are?"
IIM wmlll

"Ade, I've known about this since Chrigmas and | haven't said aword. | learned my lesson with Shan.
Do you reckon they know about Rayat?'

"How could they? He hasn't had any comms access since he caught the bloody thing." Ade couldn't recall
if Shan had explained exactly how Rayat and Lin had acquired c'naatat: as usua, Eddie had put two and
zero together, made an intuitive leap, and worked out that there were now two more carriers. Ade wasn't
going tofill in the details. "And heisn't going to be handed over to anyone, so were stuck. Problem
is...look, | havetotel them. | can't do thisto them. They haveto know why | can't ddiver Rayat."

Eddie straightened up and adjusted his bulging pockets. "And you've got no guarantee that the Ministry's
going to keep their promise. Jesus, if they want him back—it'll be between twenty-five and seventy-five
years before they get their hands on him. Nobody who can sign an authorization is going to be around
then, and even if they make you al Mg or-Generas with knobs on today, what's to say that'll be honored
when you get back?'

"They," said Ade. "When they get back. I'm not going. Y ou know | can't.”
"What afucking mess."

"Not if they'll forego their chanceto get back in."

"What else arethey going to do?"

"Y ou reckon any Earth government is going to argue with Esganikan ‘ Read-My-Lips Gai? There's
another way to do this."

"Yeah." Eddie began counting off on hisfingers. "One, tell them he's dead. Two, wait until you get back
to Earth and challenge the verdict in the courts. Three..."

"Y ou've got athree, have you?'
"Givemetime"
"Y ou can't cover things up forever, least of al with people you're closeto.”

"You'venever had an affair, | takeit."



"Fucking right | haven't.”
"Y outhink Shan tellsyou everything?'

"I know shedoes." Ohyes. | was pregnant and now |'m not. She could have kept it to hersdlf, but she
couldn't live with the secrecy. Sometimes people unburdened themselves to share the shit, and sometimes
they just did it becauseit wasright at someinginctiveleve. "And...well, sex with c'naatat
cariers...okay, we share genetic memories. If an event isbig enough and bad enough, you can't hideit."

Eddielooked asif hewas going to bite back with some cynica disbelief, but his expression sagged into
sad redlization. "Y ou're amatched pair, you two. Bloody scout's honor, I-might-be-some-time, desth
before dishonor.”

"l like honesty. It'seasy."

"I didn't say it waswrong. Just that you're an endangered species. Ade, you've got to discussthiswith
Shan. You have to."

The door swung open with some force and Sophia Cargill loomed in the doorway.
"I hate to interrupt, gentlemen, but shift it, will you? Got work to do."
"Were gone," said Eddie.

Asthey walked across the open plazain the center of the dome, Ade marshaled histhoughts and he
fumbled in his pouch bt for the virin, the wesshar communications device that he was only just
beginning to get the hang of . He tried to get alink through to Shan, but the sequence of finger positions
defeated him and he dowed to astop to concentrate on it. He ended up getting the Egbas ship on station
above him.

"I must spesk to Shan Chail," he said in his best wessu. "I have aproblem.”

"WEélIl contact her," said the bridge officer. "Did you understand that? We...will...cdl...her."

"l understand.” Just about. "Tdl her it concerns Rayat.”

Eddie stared at Ade ashedid the virin back in his belt.

"Y ou can do the two voices." Eddie sounded envious. "That's amazing. I've tried for monthsto doit."
"It'sthe genesin me," said Ade, embarrassed. "It's nothing clever.”

Ade began waking again, dodging bots and smal loaders. Hewondered if Cargill had aredistic view of
how much the Eqbas were prepared to transport, and how much the colony on Mar'an'cas could deal
with. But that wasn't his main problem right now: he had to decide how to make thingsright for his
detachment, the men and women who were his persond responsibility whether they were still technicaly
marines or not. They'd do no lessfor him. Wherever Qureshi had found a secure space, she'd spotted
him because he heard a sharp whistle and looked around to see her beckoning to him from aservice
area.

Therewas atime when al he had to do was glance at the living computer grown into hispalm to seethe
vita sgnsof the whole detachment, dl of them linked through the bioscreen system implanted in
them—data, communications, health monitoring, theworks. Even Lindsay Neville had one. Now
c'naatat had purged him of it and al theimplanted linksin his eyes, ears and organs, another reminder



that hewasn' really one of them any longer.

Sometimes there wasn't much difference between being surgically loaded with battlefield data systems
and having an dien symbiont. Either way, it separated you from those who didn't haveit.

The detachment was holed up in astoreroom. Chaha was making a careful examination of the bagged
plants, pressing hisfinger into the soil and trickling water into the drums from hisration bottle,

"So, Rayat's arse for our honor,” said Barencoin. He sat on a cupboard, swinging hislegsidly. "Shame
the fucker's dead. Why didn't you tell them that?'

"Because we need to discuss this,”" said Ade.

"Nobody will remember us anyway by the time we get back to Earth. It'swhat we do to survive when
we get home that matters.”

Sue Webster—solidly unflappable, rosy-cheeked, endlessy cheerful, and very adept a slent killswith
her fighting knife—swatted him across the knee as she edged past him. "Mart, what differenceisyour
employment history going to make when the Eqbas show up on Earth, en? Think about it."

"The adventure ends one day, mate," said Barencoin. "Weve dl got maybe sixty or seventy yearsto fill
when we get back. But we're from another age. Earth's an dlien world to us now. Y ou've got thisillusion
that were still part of it because we can watch the fucking telly and check our bank accounts when we
can get alink out. But we won't fit back in. We never will."

Sue shook her head in mild exasperation. ™Y ou saw what was happening to this planet when we dropped
below the cloud cover. It'sdoomsday. All change. New order. Might be paradise, might be hell. Won't
be the same asiit is now, though. Job prospects on Earth are going to be the last of your worries."

"So if wefound Rayat's decaying remains and waved them in front of the ITX cam,” said Becken, "then
the Boss Spook says that's nice, thank you very much, we just wanted to know what happened to him
out of curiosity so we can update our pension mailing list, and you're now back in business, no hard
fedings. Yeah?Isthat thesize of it?!

Ade glanced a Qureshi. She was slent, dtting on atable with her arms around her knees. He could
amost seethereplay in her brain, theway she was rdliving the conversation from the time he shut the
door and gtarted taking to Harrison. Maybe it was his guilt, which was dwayswilling to stand adouble
watch, that made him think she was dowly working it out.

Chahd joined in theinvoluntary head-shaking. "Whatever they say now, in twenty-five or thirty years
time, none of those promises are going to mean shit."

Becken snorted. "That's one thing we can bank on."

Adewanted clarity. He got it with Shan and now he expected it from everyone. " So what do you want
meto do? Usethe lever we have, such asitis, or tell them to fuck off?"

"We don't know what they want."
"Find Rayat."

"Wdl, he'sin the Cavanagh system. He can't be anywhere else. Job done. And that takes uswhere,
exactly?'



It bought Ade sometime. He could seek clarification, anice Shan-type phrase that didn't trandate into
caling Harrison a spook-puppet.

"Do you want the finding of guilt overturned, or do you also want to continue serving?'

There was a pause. The marines all looked at one another. Ade could guess: they knew what they redly
wanted—for lifeto go on asif the last couple of years had never happened—>but they didn't understand
the price, or if the bargain would be kept.

Qureshi found her voice @ last. "Let'sfind out exactly what they want usto do. Because they know
something that we don't. Rayat had something they want, or he did something they need to check on, or
whatever, but they need him."

Adeteetered on the edge of doing the right thing, the decent thing, because if he couldn't trust specia
forcestroops with thisinformation—if he couldn't trust comrades—then he couldn't rely on anyone, and
he didn't want to have that same cold mistrustful core growing in him that he'd felt at the root of Shan's
memories.

"He'snot dead.” Ade blurted it out. "And they can't possibly know if he's dead or not.”

"Aw, shit..." Barencoin wasingtant anger. Y ou fucking liar, Ade. Y ou told us he was dead. And
Nevilletoo. Y ou said you handed them both over to the bezeri.”

"l did." No point dragging Arasinto it. It wasn't the poor sod's fault there were two extra c'naatat on
gaff. "He's not dead, and neither isLin.”

"But Bezer'q) isloaded with human-specific pathogens. The wesshar answer to asset denia. And the
seasabit damp, yeah? Am | understanding you right?"

Sometimes Barencoin's chain of logic was so like Shan'sit was painful, right down to the language. " ou
got it."

"So ether the pathogen is bullshit, or those bastards have got c'naatat. "

| should have just said | lied and that 1'd chickened out of killing them. | could have done a good
job of that. Really convincing. "It'sacock-up al round."

"Thisjust gets better with every passing day, doesn't it?" Barencoin did off the cupboard and strode
dowly around the room, rubbing his face with both hands. He was one of those very dark blokeswith
pale skin that showed permanent five-o'clock shadow, and combined with his aggressive body language
it made him look like a bad-tempered pirate on hisday off. "Eddie, | notice you didn't call your news
desk to hold the front page or whatever shit it isyou do. Y ou knew?'

"Yeah." Eddie sounded utterly unmoved. Ade redlized that held probably come up against someredl
bastardsin his career and an angry Barencoin wasn't going to make him back down. He didn't even give
into Araswhen hewasthrottling thelife out of him. "But if you've seen one c'naatat, you've seen‘emal.
Old news""

"It'snot fucking funny.”
"Since when did you become the environmental conscience of the FEU?"

"It's another layer of shit we don't need. Y ou bloody sure they don't know he's got adose?’



Ade had now had enough. "No, they don't. So shut it. And they don't know about Lin either. Rayat'sjust
dropped off their radar and they want to know why. And now you know that if the next thing they want
isfor usto bring him home in exchange for clearing us, the answer's no can do."

"Chrig."

Chaha and Webster just stood up and got on with packing the food and plantsinto crates they could lift
between them, and everyone seemed to have run out of thingsto say. Eddie patted Ade's back and bent
down to give Qureshi ahand wrapping plants.

You've done it now. And Shan's going to go ballistic.

Ade knew that as soon as he left the room, they'd start arguing, and saying what a shit their sergeant had
turned out to be, and how they'd trusted him. Right then Ade didn't give atoss about the Corps, or his
honor on somerecord a HQ, but that he'd fallen from grace with people who weren't just friends or
co-workersor any of that civilian shit, but were brothers and sstersin away that maybe even Aras
wasnt.

That was his honor: the respect and trust of hismates. Sorry didn't begin to cover it. He felt desperately
alone and wondered what had happened to his solid dull common sense.

And it ill wasn't over. Now he had to face Shan again. Held lost too much ground with her aready and
sheld tear him up for arse-paper for letting anyone know about Rayat and Lin.

"I'm going to wander around and seewhat esel canlift,” he said, and as Eddie went to follow him he
held up hishand to indicate he didn't want company.

"Y ou going to ask Harrison abit more?' said Becken. "Work out what their game redlly is? Because if
they know he's got adose, or that they can get it anytime from Ouzhari, then therell always be some
bastard trying to get out here to grab it. Shan said that, didn't she?"

Becken didn't have to add that Shan took the airlock option rather than hand the parasite over to Rayat
and his spookmasters. It was one of those ironies so huge that it had amost ot al meaning.

"I'll wait afew days." Ade shut the store door behind him and wished that ¢'naatat hadn't given him any
more useful extras, because his hearing was acute now, as acute sometimes as Arass. Before he moved
out of range, the last words he caught were Ismat Qureshi's.

"...whatever happened to good old Ade?"
Good question. He didn't know either.

He hadn't even told them that the bezeri had a shabby history of genocide, and that at least one of them
now carried c'naatat. There was only so much of his own inadequacy and bad judgment he could dump
ontheminaday.

Call me back, Shan, he thought. He'd face the consequences of his own actions, but reassurance from
someone who believed in him would have been good right then. Jesus, woman, | need to hear your
voice.

Private apartments of Minister Rit, Jgjeno

"They'll comefor you," said Rdass. The ussss'stone was weary and matter-of-fact. "They'll kill you."



"I haven't revedled my intentions.” Rit checked her communicationslogsto see that the message to her
sons had been received at the Tasir Var relay. She wanted to reassure them that she was safeif they
heard more reports of fighting in the capita. " Shomen Eit has no ideawhat involvement | have with the
Eqbas. | plotted with nobody."

"That aso meansyou have no dlies either, Miniger."
"Winners aways have dlies after thefact," Rit said. "And fortunately | have no need of them beforeit."

"But how will you hold agovernment together in the aftermath of this? The Egbas can't be a your sde
forever. At some point after they withdraw, the army will turn onyou.”

Rit's apartments were the top section of atower to the northwest of the Northern Assembly parliament
building. Her privilege gave her that most sought-after of things, an open terrace set in the asymmetric
roof that diced acrossthe top of the tower at an angle. At thisheight she felt safe enough to open the
doors onto the roof and take afew steps outside to get a better view of the cityscape. In her private
home, she had no access to the monitoring network that would have shown her the movements of troops
and the status of utilities and traffic across the country. She had to rely on what she could see, hear and
amell from this high tower, and the height of the surrounding buildings meant she had dmaost no view of
ground levd.

A dozen distant palls of gray smoke rose up from the forest of towers and canyon-sided multistory
blocks, muffled booms punctuated the ever-present murmur of city soundsthat reminded her of the
ocean on Tadr Var. Umeh's moon was aworld with afew remaining forests and open land where no
buildings had ever stood. It was the reason she had her children educated there, and why she was
happier leaving them in the school than bringing them to Jgeno.

If that wasn't an admission of the need for drastic change on Umeh, then nothing was. Umeh wasn't a
place she wanted to raise her sons. Ministers and the wedlthy from al four continents sent their children
thereif they could, and saw no irony in the fact that the world they shaped and created wasn't good
enough for their own offspring.

| seeit now. Ual saw it long before me.

Now she understood her husband's willingnessto risk everything to bresk the cycle of profligacy before
it wastoo late.

| never understood it. | never supported you. | took on your legacy grudgingly. But | know better
now.

Rit felt apang of curious envy for the hybrid humans who could absorb each other's memories through
the parasite they carried. Ironic that it was an isen] characterigtic, and even moreironic that it had entered
itsfirst wesshar hogt, the Beast of Mjat, when he was wiping out isenj communitieson Asht.

"Miniger, comeindde,” said Raass. "The shelling israndom. There's no point testing the law of
probability.”

"| can't seethe Egbas ship.”

"It's probably too far south. And there's no telling what it looks like at the moment—it could be broken
up into hundreds of smdler vessdls. Fighters, landing craft, whatever they require at that moment to carry
out thetask."

"How do they do that?"



"I'm not an engineer, Minister. But wesshar have had responsive materia technology for tens of
thousands of years. Their ability to reshape matter isunrivaled."

"And not only inorganic matter. Genetic materid too."
"Combinethetwo, and there'slittle over which they don't have control.”

At that moment, those were the most reassuring words Rit could hear rather than the most darming. She
took one last look at the glittering facets of the city sSkyline and imagined what might be happening in the
Maritime Fringe. Five hours ago, Esganikan Gai's ship—or ships—had started dispersing the pathogen
that would attack only isenj with certain genetic markers. By now, the first effects would be noticed.

"Miniger..."

"Very well." She closed the terrace doors but left the shutters parted. When the Egbas ship came back to
Jgeno, shewanted to seeit. At timeslike this, she wanted something that Earth had and Umeh didn't: a
universal broadcast network. Sheld seenit. She knew that Eddie and hiskind provided information thet
anyone could see and hear. If sheld had this now, she could have observed what was happening across
the planet, without any need to know government contactsin other nations.

She picked up one of the small gray data cubes that stored network information and dropped it into its
dot in the communications console, a child's puzzle with smooth shapes that fitted into only one hole. The
image that emerged on the screen was one of alist of terminals she could reach. Each showed itsown
onward connections, red lines connecting to symbols.

"Thisiswhat iswrong,” she said. "Wefollow chains. We connect, like we were sill colonies
communicating one to another. Networks touch and share information, but thereisno..."

"Bigpicture
"Isthat the phrase?'
"It'swhat Eddie Michdlat cdlsit."

"We need a single source of images and information, that anyone can reach directly.” She needed to
spend more time talking to Eddie. Her husband had found hisinsights useful, in some cases essentid:
whether Eddie knew it or not, his advice had played a part in cregting the cataclysmic events shewas
now watching. Ralass said knowing that would appal him.

Doesn't Eddie know that every action we take changes the world in some way? How can he think
he exists in a separate state of being?

"You haveatermina, Minigter." Ralass tapped the screen and cycled through afew network
portals—Rit noted her accessto al the government ones had now been revoked—until one of the many
BBChan streams of information appeared. "Minister Ud perfected his spoken English from this channel.
Hefound it educationd, if baffling. Would you like meto activate the trandation?'

"Yes, but | meant that | would like asmilar source of information of our own." Sheimagined Ud here,
watching the activity of far-distant humans and learning their language, done and londly while shewas
with the children on Tagr Var dl that time. "Wesshar understand dl this?’

"Some speak English. Eqbas arelearning it too. They plan to visit Earth.”

"Vigt. Asthey visit here?'



"Their objective isthe same wherever they go. Y ou know this."

Rit settled in front of the screen. The image was hazy—humans detected only alimited visua spectrum
and thelr transmitted materia was proof of that—but it was awindow on acivilization that waslesslike
hers than sheld thought.

And they made no mention whatsoever of anything other than their own world. The stop-start war on
Umeh didn't appear, even though humans should have been interested to see what awaited them when
the Eqgbas visited.

Earth looked wonderfully rich, though. Images of adevastating storm showed giant green treeswith
feathery crowns not unlike the dalf's, and large open areas with foliage, and clean gray-blue oceans
whipped by white foamy waves.

An ancestral memory in Rit recalled seaslike that. She felt she was operating largely on the impul ses of
that memory now asit guided her inacrisis.

"Anyone on Earth can seethis, yes?

Raass had seenit dl before and appeared bored, "If they want to. There are many information conduits
likethis, and some require payment.”

"But everyone knows these are available. They don't have to inquire, or rely on contactsto help them
locate information that's not eadly found.”

"Yes. In fact, BBChan and the other providers of this materia go to great lengthsto tell humansthat it's
thereand invitethem to seeit.”

That was the difference that fascinated her.

Isenj were as much driven by the genetic memory of their lineage as they were by new daily experiences.
They lived within those socia networks. Those networks cooperated, but. ..

"It'svery repetitive,” said Ralass. "Theinformationisal very smilar. Not only smilar, but actively
repested.”

It might have been tediousfor Raass, but for Rit it was ill astriking novelty. It wasn't about people and
Stuations she knew. It should have been utterly irrelevant to her. But it wasn't. Thiswas now her future,
and—more to the point—her children'sfuture.

Rit waited. Acrossthe city, at the cabinet offices, Eqbas troops were landing to secure the building.

They could havetired of the discussons and launched the universal pathogen that would kill every isen;
on the planet. But they hadn't, and had taken amore difficult option to preserveisenj. Oddly, it gave her
hope. Hidden in what others would see as a holocaust was actualy something. .. positive that she never

expected.
The traditiona enemy, the wesshar—Eqbas or Wessg born—had changed its stance.

Wesshar were not immune to negotiation as everyone believed. Some of them could be persuaded. The
wesshar couldn't be driven out, but if they were open to persuasion—they could be peaceful neighbors
again, just as her husband had dreamed.
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A legal battle to decide who owns the largest and most complete terrestrial gene bank in history
has begun in the international courts. The Federal European Union today lodged a claim for
ownership of the Christopher mission collection, taken from Earth nearly three centuries ago and
due to return with the Eqgbas fleet in 2406. The FEU claims that the bank was created by
European geneticists and should be returned to the control of Brussels for safekeeping. Australian
premier Canh Pho described the FEU bid as "bizarre opportunism’ and said the gene bank was
an international resource that his country planned to defend from commercial exploitation.

BBChan 557, March 2377
F'nar, Wess'gj, underground storage complex: Day one of the Umeh invasion
"They never learn, do they?' said Shan.

Thefuture of Earth sat inindudtrid refrigeratorsin the tunnesunder Fnar. Like dl miracles, it could be
reduced by observation to the measurable and mundane, and Shan preferred things that way. There were
enough wild cardsin life dready without adding conjuring tricks. She even knew how people rose from
the dead: it was aparagite, not divine intervention.

Nevyan stood watching her in the same indulgent way she did with Giyadas, asif Shan wasjust getting
the hang of redity. "Esganikan Gai is hardly likely to respond to a court order to hand over the gene bank
when thefleet arrives.”

"l never saw her asrespectful of bureaucracy, somehow." Shan pressed the sedl's of the freezer unit to
reassure hersdf they were still locked, and reminded hersdlf she had no technical expertise whatsoever to
verify anything. Shewasjust indulging in anervoustic of ownership, checking the bloody thing like it was
akitchen appliance and not an ecology worth fighting warsto protect. "Y ou know what surprises me?
That even now I'm till stunned by how stupid human beings are. Here's one of Earth's two superpowers
thinking that a court order is going to make an dien flest—hundreds of thousands of years more
advanced than theirs—hand over anything. What do they use for brains? What in the name of God do
they think the Eqbas are?"

"Why God?'
"Nev, it'sjust aphrase. I'm asking ared question. How can humans be that insandly blind to redlity?"

"If you've been the dominant species for millennia, how can you suddenly accept that you havelittle
sgnificancein the scheme of things?'

"It'swhigtling in the dark. That'swhat we call it. Mindless activity to stop yoursdf feding scared.”

"Thetime scaesinvolved in this are beyond them. Onething I've learned about gethes in observing them
isthat anything more than afew seasonsin the futureis never going to happen.”

"Yousadit."

Thiswasthe origina gene bank, the one that the Christopher mission had gambled billions of eurosand
ahuman community to send asfar from Earth asit could to protect it until it was safe to return not only
anima materia but dso dl the unpatented, unregistered food plants that no corporation owned or
controlled. It was Earth in akit, copyright God, free for use without dteration, the holy shareware of life.
The loony God-botherers had succeeded and Shan had no doubt that even the ludicroudly tolerant
Deborah Garrod had dlowed hersdlf aprivate moment of "Up yours, heathens!" when the Eqbas showed
up to complete the miracle.



Shan bloody well had. But she didn't do tolerant. And she didn't do trusting. She'd had the gene bank
divided and duplicated, so that only one version of theirreplaceable collection took the risk of returning
to the world whose greed and stupidity had made it necessary in thefirst place.

She'd hang on to the other bank here aslong asit took. It was insurance: and she'd be around forever to
keep an eye onit. That made her fed better than she ever imagined possible, and for amoment she
amost saw Deborah Garrod's delusiona God-logic pointing out that ¢'naatat had an enabling purposein
al thistoo.

Fuck you, Eugenie Perault. You never banked on me pulling it off, did you?

The jJumble of emotions ambushed Shan and she shook them off. "Thisiswhat | hate about genetic
memory,” she said. She motioned Nevyan out of the compartment and closed the hatch of the chamber
behind them. ™Y ou get mad ideas. Y ou haveto learn not to listen to the voices.”

"I watch you with concern.”
"Am | that different now?'
"No, and that's why I'm concerned. Events should have tempered your zedl ."

Nevyan waked ahead of her dong the dimly lit tunndl that led to the surface, her mane of tawny hair
bobbing with her ralling gait. Shan pondered on her observation in silence until they emerged from the
tunnel and stood in the cool night air of Fnar. The clean clarity of it still caught Shan unawares
sometimes. When shelooked up into the sky, the stars—constellations she was now beginning to
recognize—were more vivid than anything she'd ever seen from Earth. They wereamost as harshly
bright as they'd been in the uninterrupted vacuum of space.

Shan could think about that more frequently these days without reliving the terror and pain. It heartened
her. She was getting used to the long, long term perspective of c'naatat.

It'sonly pain. Everything passes.

Her swiss beegped for attention as soon as they moved clear of the tunnd entrance. "Bloody thing," said
Shan. "l think it'son itsway out." Everything else passed on in the end, even thislittle gadget that shed
carried dl her adult life. Sheflipped the key and found amessage waiting from Ade. "Still, not bad going
for an antique.”

"Livaor could repair it for you."

"Hedid agreat job even getting an ITX link into it, but | think it'sjust getting too old." Maybe sheld part
with it for afew daysif Livaor could giveit astay of execution. "Adesgoing to think I'm ignoring him."

"He's very anxious about your view of him."
"He doesn't haveto be."
"Y ou ill refuse him oursan.”

Nevyan's unflinching wesshar pragmatism about sex and bodily functions didn't sting Shan as much asit
used to. "Actudly, no. Shapakti came up with amechanical solution to the problem. The sex Situationis
back to normal, more or less, except there's no exchange of genes.”

"Y our reproductive system hasregrown again?'



"No, it hasn't. | check every day.” Shit, what if the swiss's penetrating scan was playing up too? "l just
can't taketherisk again.”

"Thisisvery sad.”

"Most humans manage to get through life without swapping genetic memory, Nev. So will we." Whatever
Ade wanted probably wasn't urgent. He'd have called Aras by now if it was. She pressed the return
key, tiny and worn smooth by ownerslong before her, not minding if Nevyan heard an intimate
conversation. "Comeon Ade..."

He must have been clutching hislink to his chest. He answered immediately, voice shaky.
"Y ou're going to be angry, Boss."

Oh, shit. Ade, don't do this. "What isit?'

Hetook an audible breath. "1 had to tell the detachment that Rayat and Lin are dive.”

Rdlief flooded her; somach fird, then legs. Shed imagined something worse, formless and unguessable.
"Okay. Why?"

"It'sokay?'

"They're bloody specia forces. I'm sure they can handle surprises and keep their mouths shut. Y ou're
right, | should have leveled with them from the gart. Anyway...why?"

"Had a contact from HQ), offering to reingtate everyoneif we could find Rayat. Are you sure you're okay
about this?'

"Yes. Look, why theinterest in Rayat now?'Y ou reckon they know what he's carrying somehow? If it's
Eddie—"

"Eddi€e's not the problem. | don't know if they do know. Just that now they can get onthe ITX direct to
Cargill, they're interested again.”

"Wl it's an embarrassment to lose a spook. | can see how they'd want to tick him off thelist. They're
not personnd you can write off if they go AWOL."

"Thanks, Boss"
"What?'
"| thought you'd kill me." Therewasamogt alittle sobin hisvoice. "l redly thought I'd doneit thistime.”

Woas that what sheld made of him? Shan fdt ashamed that Ade was still scared of her reaction. It told her
more than she wanted to know about hersdlf.

"They had to betold," shesaid. "I'm sorry if that'sthe ded. Tell HQ he'sdead. I'll provide the body if
they ings."

"You're serious?’
"I'm serious. And you trust those fucks in Spook HQ to honor that dedl, do you? Cdl their bluff.”

"The brigadier said the verdict couldn't stand whatever that isworth.”



Nevyan was watching her face intently. Wesshar had no concept of intrusion, no human habit of looking
away and pretending they couldn't hear a conversation taking place right next to them. Shan tried not to
fed spied upon.

"Ade, that's not a pardon. Everyone knows the court-martial was adiplomatic trick to appease the
wesshar for what happened on Ouzhari. It didn't work. When the Eqgbas reach Earth, they'll be ableto
get the FEU and dl their shitty minionsto do anything they tdll them, so | et the detachment know it'll be
put right, with or without Rayat."

She meant it. If thiswasfear for their futures, the marines didn't have to worry about that. Earth wasn't
only going to be amuch-changed place for them when they returned: it was going to change out of dl
recognition for everyone. And if thiswas about reputation and honor—she understood thet, she certainly
did—then she'd get Eddie to write them anew history. He could do that just fine.

Adewas slent for amoment. Therewas no time delay on thisITX router.

"You ill there, Ade?"

"Okay, Boss, I'll tell them that."

"Sit tight. Tell youwhat, I'll come over for the evacuation. I'll talk to them.”

"Il doit. I'm till their NCO. Evenif I'm not exactly their most trusted buddy at the moment.”
"Tdl them | made you keep it quiet. | did, remember? They ought to understand that. Orders.”
"I'd never lied to them before.”

It was aforlorn little boy's comment. Asaways, it pushed the button that made her want to defend him
and punch the shit out of anyone who so much aslooked at him the wrong way. She was millions of miles
from him. Impotent protective anger blinded her for amomen.

"It'sMart Barencoin, isn't it? Give him amessage. Tell him I'll be there, and | want achat with him."
"Boss_"

"Tdl him, Ade"

"Okay. You can't dways make things right for me, you know that?'

I'll dietrying. "I'll see you soon. Don't take any shit, okay?"

Shan shut down the link and dropped the swissinto her breast pocket. Nevyan was still watching, head
tilted, clearly baffled by the exchange.

"Honor isacurious concept,” she said, and began walking briskly towards the stepsthat led up the
terraces. "Thisis part of your problem with lies. Would you come to eat with ustonight? Y ou and Aras?'

Shan followed her, now able to deal with the rapid changes of topic and the twin-track nature of
wesshar conversation. She was even cagpable of it hersalf now. "That would be very nice, Nev. Why
lies?'

"Because humans destroy redlity by willingly sharing an invented universe. What wesshar know, whét is,
remains unchanged. But because gethes lie so much, your world isunred. Y ou have no basisfor
anything you think, because you dter facts."



Wesshar logic was dways a cold bucket of water over the head, even now, even though she had their
blood in her veins. "Worse than theft.”

"] don't understand.”

"A mate of mine used to say that you could lock things awvay from athief, but you could never protect
yoursdf agang aliar.”

"Indeed. Some of you understand, then. Lies are dangerous. Of course, the Situation is made worse by
the nature of human perception, which is so mdleable and limited anyway. The marines actionsexist and
can't be changed by opinion.”

It was anice clean-cut view of the world, and smacked of the nohility enshrined in the Rochefoucauld
maxim Eddie had once sent her by way of ahalf-arsed apology for suspecting her motives.

Perfect courage is to do without witnesses what one would be capable of doing with the world
looking on.

Y eah, that was about right. If you answered only to God or your own standards, then it was grest.
Eddie, of course, tried to swim againgt the current in the illusory river of smear, spin and stupid
audiences, and had become fixated on telling the truth—whatever that was.

"| cared about my reputation once.” Shan thought of Op Green Rage, and yogurt-knitting terrorist Helen
Marchant, who she had an overwheming urge to contact and cdl every fucking cow under the sun,
athough they'd parted as friends and the object of Shan's anger was her long-dead two-faced politician
of asster, Eugenie Perault. "I turned from an antiterrorist officer to pretty well being one of them. Turning
ablind eye. Leaks. Letting Marchant's people get away. | lost my good name, dl right. | was busted for

negligence”

"But you could just as easily have been busted for ddliberately hel ping them.”

"Wes"

"And you chose incompetence, which | doubt anyone believed for one moment.”

"No, but they couldn't pin adamn thing on me. I'm good at covering my tracks. Believe me, I'm good. "
"And thereisyour pride, Shan."

Her own motives and attitude to that loss of honor gtill troubled her. "I know. And that'swhy | decided
to play dumb rather than do the whole anti-hero act. Y ou know dl that.”

"I know, but you raise the matter again, and so | wonder if you yet know why you did it."

"Because | needed to know that | did it because it was right, not because it'd make me look heroicaly
principled. That'swhy."

"If you had admitted your complicity, would that have jeopardized Marchant and her activities?'

Shan paused. She usudly thought through every last angle in asituation. But shed never considered fully
confessing, and if it would have made any difference to Marchant's people. If she kept her mouth shut
about one thing, she could have put her hands up to being the leak and nothing else. A prison
sentence—no joke for a copper—and disgrace, versus a demotion for incompetence, and disgrace.
Jesus, was | just too scared to go to jail ? | don't remember thinking that way.



"It would have given them the lega opening to try to get alot moreinformation out of me," shesaid a
lagt. "But in the end, it made no difference at al.”

"Motives areirrelevant. Y ou achieved the best outcome, so your anxiety about purity of intent doesn't
metter."

"I'm not that wesshar, Nev. | ill haveto livein my own head.”

"And canyou?"

"Aslong as| don' let anyone make me Saint Shan of the Tree Huggers, yes.”
"Y ou have no control over that. Y ou never did."

Shan had reached the stage where she had no automatic reaction to wesshar brusqueness, because it
was never unkind, merely factual. They wereright. Anything that wasn't true—including tact—eroded
redity.

But she till wanted the last word with Marchant. "What's for dinner, then?'
"Not rovla. | know it ian't to human taste. Eddie said it hurt.”
"Yegh...hurt isan interesting flavor. Well eat what's put in front of us.”

"If you go to Jgeno, then | must too." Esganikan had promised to involve Nevyan and Shan in thetalks,
but it hadn't happened, and Shan expected meltdown; she'd have belted her one if she'd been Nevyan.
But maybe that was part of wesshar tactlessness too, that both matriarchs knew they weren't playing
mind games. "' need to know who my neighbor redlly is now. Esganikan can do as she pleases and then
put agaaxy between herself and Umeh, but we remain, and she promised us we would mest the
Northern Assembly to discuss biowegpons.”

"WEll go in mob-handed, then, Nev. Show them how Fnar isan've do the business.”
"Wewill discussit whenwe egt.”

Therewas never atime et for dinner, and Wesshar had no sense of territory and privacy like humans,
something Shan il struggled to accept. They now knew to avoid just walking into her home
unannounced, and that the interior rooms had doors—especially the lavatory and washroom—and that
humans didn't regard the sex act as an gppropriate public display of affection.

But the rest of Wessg till had no etiquette set for knocking on doors or agreeing timesfor
appointments. There was now, and there was when you felt like it. Shan wondered how the Eqgbas, the
origind wesshar from the World Before that Nevyan's forebears had split from ten thousand years ago,
had ever devel oped astonishing technology with such adisregard for rule books and precisetime.

Theredization hit her. | don't just like these people. | love them. They're my tribe now. | never had
one before, other than coppers, other than my old mates.

It waswarmly comforting. Earth seemed like a debt sheld now paid, something to be filed and forgotten,
but perhaps kept for arequisite number of yearsin case some record-keeper needed it for audit and
examination, after which it could be erased.

But there was il the specter of Helen Marchant, and her sster, and Shan didn't like anyone thinking
they'd outsmarted her. Even dead people.



Perault waslong gone, and now she had either had her 1-told-you-so moment by going to the blissful
eternity God had promised her, or she had rotted and returned to the carbon cycle like everything e se.
Sheld cheated Shan of a confrontation.

But her sster was dtill aive, and still keen to speak to good old Shan, the eco-warrior's best friend.

Shan liked ligts. Ticking things off them kept the fearful chaos at bay. Her list was now down to Rayat,
Neville...and Marchant. Saving Earth's ecology was done, or at least as done as any one person could
achieve

Marchant—no, you have nothing to say to her. Perault was the one who shanghaied her here, and
what Marchant had caused her to do she'd do again tomorrow, and gladly, and so nothing needed
resolving or avenging.

The best revenge on Perault had been to follow her bogus mission to the letter, and recover the gene
bank for Earth.

Done and dusted. Shan concentrated on dinner.
Beser'gj: Chad Idand

More of the bezeri had now been persuaded to accept c'naatat and come ashore. For a place they now
called Where We Do Not Wish To be, they seemed to be thriving and—yes, they were enjoying life

Lindsay told hersdlf that she was supervising, but the construction of the wattle-and-daub tree houses
was gathering pace without her guidance. A cluster of remarkably well-shaped globes were strung in the
trees between efte ropeslike bubbles of chocolate blown into asieve. Bezeri were master plasterers,
shaping the mud over the basketlike frameworks with impressive speed and contral. It wasthe kind of
craft skill you could excd at if you had multiplearms.

The femaeswere il reluctant to stay in the new environment at night, but the males had taken to
climbing the trees with easy grace and spending their time in the bubble-nests, sometimes sitting with
tentacles draped from the opening and shimmering with light. It was only amatter of time before the
whole remnant was ashore and forging anew existence.

But the sport of sheven hunting was definitely the most powerful draw for them. Right now she could
hear splashing and thuds as one of the bezeri pursued a sheven in the network of streamsthat fed the
bogland. The slence that followed said he had elther caught it and was eating hiskill, or hed found
something interesting to disiract him. Their curiogty and enthusiasm was asintense as akitten's.

Pili, the female who had once armed Lindsay with a stcone hammer to drive off persstent irs—the only
aguatic anima bezeri didn't care to eat—bounced across the clearing. Her mantle was amix of
rainbow-spectrum lights and dark patches that seemed to respond to the background vegetation. For the
fird timein ages, Lindsay found it genuindy funny. With her collection of tools and her rdlentless
enthusiasm for building things, Pili reminded her of Marine Sue Webster. It was easy to forget the bezeri
weren't cartoon characters but hunters and—she had to accept this—capable of exterminating ariva
race without too many mora qualms.

Thisis not your culture. It's not your ethics. And you had no qualms about detonating the bombs
that wiped out most of Pili's people, so...get off that moral high ground.

It sounded like Rayat's voicein her head. But it was definitely her own.

"Y ou look like you're wearing chameleon camo,” said Lindsay.



"Camo," sad RAili. "Explain.”
"Disgguise. Soldiersuseit so they can't be seen.”

"I need not hide," Pili said, and swung off. Lindsay watched her go, and redlized the old girl was actudly
using atentacle asarear stabilizer and spring. Damn, she was amost using the thing like akangaroo'stail.

Thisis evolution, fast forward.

It was the wrong terrain for ajumping anima—too many obstacles, not much open land—but Lindsay
expected to see her bouncing along like a'roo in the next day or so. She walked over to the growing
tree-village and found Saib, who she il regarded asthe patriarch, the Boss Fella, even if Keet did
appear to be the one who was overseeing the building work. Saib was the strategi<t, Keet the
implementer. Now they had come ashore, Lindsay was better able to see the team dynamicsat work ina
framework she understood.

Shefindly accepted she wasn't anatura leader like Shan Frankland, and never would be. The bezeri
weren't looking to her for direction and inspiration anyway. If Shan had been doing this...no, it hardly
bore thinking about. She'd have made them hide the houses and stop killing the shevens.

Saib turned to watch her approach, lounging like a Buddhain the shade of atree. She could see hiseyes
now, definite squidlike eyes with pupils and irises, pigmented and noticeable. Eyes kept evolving the
same way even here, shaped by the laws of optics.

"Thewesshar haveleft," hesad.
"What?'
"No patrols," he said. "We see no rafts. We see no wesshar."”

The Egbas couldn't have pulled out. They didn't think that way: they were cleaning up the nuclear
contamination on Ouzhari, for agtart. That wasnt finished yet. Lindsay suddenly redlized how far out of
the loop shewas, and it was al down to technology. She was now literally astone-agewomanin a
high-tech theater of war. She needed communicationsand I T. She had no way of knowing what was
happening around the planet other than by seeing it or hearingit.

The bezeri needed to cover alot of ground, afull human history of ground, before they could say they
were masters of Bezer'gj and able to defend the planet themsalves. They needed industry and
technology.

"I haveto check that out sometime," she said. It was along journey to the Temporary City onthe
mainland, alittle further than Congtantine at the top of theidand chain. And it meant using a podship
under water. She'd done both before. "If theisenj return—no, the wesshar would never alow that. But
you need to bein a position never to need the wesshar again. Which iswhy living on land isimportant.”

Sab didn't seem worried. "Welive now. We have timewe did not have before."

If that was athank-you, she amost missed it. Lindsay reminded hersdlf that shed cometo the bezeri to
be executed for her rolein their destruction, become their servant thanks to a strange reprieve via Ade
Bennett, and now had comefull circleto...asavior of akind. Or maybe she was deluding herself
because she wanted so badly to atone.

A little scared scrap of her il recalled praying with Deborah Garrod while she waited for her sentence,
and shewasn't sureif that prayer wasfor her own life or for awider forgiveness. Now that she had other



people's memoriesin her, she could no longer be surewhat her prayer was redly asking, but she had an
answer to it, if she choseto seeit that way.

"That'sgood,” shesaid. "Y ou can take control of what happensto you now."

Saib considered the idea, dowly scratching his mantle with severd tentacles. Perhaps he didn't yet
understand the dua-tone language of English and light signds aswell as she thought he did.

"The human who seesthefire al thetime, the one from where the see-nah-tat comes," Saib said. "
know many of her thoughts now. | know her need to kill wrong-doers."

That was Shan, dl right. ™Y ou can identify that?'
"l seedl of her."

C'naatat never pulled the sametrick twice. It seemed to have focused Saib on Shan's genetic memory to
the exclusion of al others, and for a species needing afanaticd will to survive, it might have been agood
choice. Lindsay was suddenly aware she was thinking in terms of the parasite making conscious
decisons. Shewas glad Rayat wasn't here to lecture her on doppy unscientific thinking.

"She had her good points,” Lindsay said carefully.

"Theterrible black,” Saib said. "I seetheterrible black and the pain now. Isthe black like the Dry Above
was to us once?'

Lindsay had to think about what the terrible black might be for afew seconds. ™Y ou mean space.
Thereésno air, nothing. And as cold as cold gets.”

"Her enduring iswonderful and dso frightening.”
That'sright, get some inspiration from her. "If you want tough, Shan'stough.”
""She promised to protect usfrom harm. Thisway, she has."

It took afew momentsfor Lindsay to redizethat Saib was ascribing the gift of time we did not have to
Shan Frankland. The thought hit her like abody blow. So soon after clutching at redemption and
answered prayers, Lindsay was suddenly cast back into Shan's shadow, the also-ran, the Frankland-Lite
who never quite made full iconic status. Those were Shan's last words to her before she stepped from the
airlock to thwart Rayat and the FEU in as spectacular and horrifying way as anyone ever could: Now
thisis how you do it, girlie. Next time you lose your bottle and you can't pull that pin, think of me.
Because you'd give anything to be just like me, wouldn't you?

Lindsay could recdll every word, every pause, and the fact that Shan didn't blink once al thetime she
was looking into her face. That told her how deeply that taunt had carved into her self-esteem. Even
seeing a haggard, weakened Shan after she had been recovered aive from space—from space, and that
gtill felt impossi ble—hadn't opped Lindsay thinking of those words as the ones that would be carved in
eternity as her epitaph. The bitch had scarred her. Sheld scarred her because it had been true.

It's not true now. It really isn't.

Lindsay didn't know if she was saying that to hersalf or to an absent, judgmental mother who
metamorphosed into a boss that she never quite convinced of her worth.

"| suppose she has protected you," said Lindsay. "This came from...the wesshar that the isenj cdll the



Beast of Mjat, the one your people knew as Aras and who wiped out theisenj here. And then it passed
through Shan Frankland, and then to a human soldier, and then to me."

Saib shimmered with atwin spectrum of ambersand blues. "Thisisgpt. Thisisright.”

She didn't quite understand that. There was certainly irony in that sequence, and if bezeri understood
sarcasm then they probably understood irony aswell. But she had to ask, and she knew she would have
to livewith the answer.

"I know | did aterrible thing to your people, Saib, and nothing can undo that." He should have known
her bitter shame from the memories of her c'naatat, but Shan seemed to have elbowed them out of the
way too. "But | need to know what you think of me now."

"Y ou have given us back red hunting. Maybe qudity is better than numbers. Thisisgood." Numbers?
Shetried to make sense of that. "Now we hunt!"

Before she could press further, he reared up and made for the bog, and she wondered how many
shevens there were, and how long it would be before there were none at all.

Umeh Sation, Jgeno: Eight hours after dispersal of bioagent
"OhGod..."

It was awoman engineer who spotted it first. Shewasleaning againgt the straight section of trangparent
composite that formed the base section of the dome, and then she jerked upright asif something had hit
her in the back.

"Oh God, what'swrong with it?"

Eddie had been watching her for no reason other than that she was nice-looking, and that erased
conscious analysis. She had asmal crowd around her now. They wereal looking in the direction of
whatever had caught her attention. Eddi€'s other animd ingtinct, the one that sent him running towards
trouble out of sheer curiosity and fear of missing something, took his bee cam from his pocket and flicked
itintotheair. You never knew until you got there if something wasworth filming, and by then you might
have missed it. He went prepared.

"It'ssck," said the woman. The name tag on her orange coverals ssid MORANZ. Eddie peered over
the cluster of heads and saw an isenj on the service road. "What's it doing here?”

The bee cam was pressed to the composite like a nosey neighbor, and Eddie decided againgt dipping it
outside to get a better look.

Theisenj was clearly in trouble. Sumped on its Sde and making futile effortsto crawl towards the dome,
it was loging fluid from its mouth, the same thin yelow plasmathat had sorayed over him when Minister
Ud was shot standing right next to him.

It was blood. Theisenj wassick, dl right.
"What's it doing here? I've never seen them come close to the dome.”

"It'sdying,” said Eddie. Rit had been warned. Genomes didn't follow borders and some of her own
people might die when the pathogen was released.

"Can we do something?' The woman looked around her, asif thered be axenobiologist handy. "We



can'tjust leaveit there. It'strying to get help.”

The crowd was growing. Eddie thought it odd that a dying isenj would head for the dome and not itsown
medical facilities, but people in extremis—and isen] were people—did inexplicable things. Perhapsit
aready knew there was nothing an isenj medic could do for it, and hoped the fur-thingsin the dome
might have aremedy. There were isenj going about their businessjust fifty meters away. Each watched
the struggling creeture for amoment before continuing on their way. It might have been an odd reaction
to personnd in Umeh Station, who were mostly trained to react to emergencies, but Eddie had seen
humanswak by theinjured and dying far too many timesin hislife to passjudgment on another species
unwillingnessto get involved.

"I know what thisis" said Eddie. "Don't go outside, and don't touch it.”

"What?' said the woman. He could see she was thinking it was a health hazard to humans, and that was
fineif it kept her from getting involved. "Maybeit's been wounded."

"It'scollaterd damage,” said Eddie. " Somebody get Lieutenant Cargill and let her know, but for
Chrissakes don't go out there."

"Eddie, what exactly isthis?'

He didn't know the man who was speaking to him, but everyone knew Eddie because he was the
BBChan man, one they saw not only in the flesh but also on screen from time to time, abeit with
decreasing frequency now. News Desk wasn't hot for downbesat dien disaster Stories at the moment.

"Don't worry, it only affectsisen].” There was no point not telling them: theisenj would know soon
enough, and they were the only onesit mattered to. "It'sabiologica weapon. It'stailored to the genome,
and it was aimed at the isenj south of here who've got certain genesin common. But the pathogen drifts
with prevailingwinds."

They dl looked at him in amoment of accusing silence. "Haven't seen that on the news, Eddie," said one.
"Hard to get viewersinterested in wars between spiders twenty-five light-years avay when the shit hits
the fan at home every day." God, that sounded callous. Eddie had just validated an ancient stereotype.
All he needed now was a cigarette dangling from hislip and a press pass shoved in his hat and hed be

Cynica Old Hack, the glib bastard with no heart, intruding on grief to kill time before the bar opened.
"Trust me, I'vetried.”

Theisenj's struggles were pitiful. The death throes of any creature were hard to watch, but humans
aways managed it okay: they were managing it now. It was amisshapen bal of spines, morelikea
porcupine than anything, and its spindly legs kicked asif trying to get purchase on adippery surface.
Eddie wasn't sure how the pathogen worked, but if it was bleeding from the mouth, then it was probably
hemorrhaging internaly. That was abad way to go.

"You sure thisign't arisk to humans?' said the engineer.

"I'm sure,”" said Eddie. "They've aready made that particular cocktail for Bezer'g. The wesshar know
what they're doing with bioagents.”

"Jesus Chrig, isthistheir war?!
"No, but they gave theisenj here the weapons they asked for. Just like we would."

Ade appeared beside him and watched for afew moments. His distress was instant and visible. He



waded into the sightseers.

"For Chrissake, don't stand there gawping,” he snapped. "Would you want to be a spectator sport if that
was you out there? Get back to work, the lot of you. Give the poor bloody thing itsdignity.”

The femae engineer looked logt. "Won't the isenj send someoneto help it?!
"W, | don't see any ambulances screeching to ahdt, so, no, | reckon not. Now moveit."

A voice behind Eddie made him jump. "Come on folks, you heard the sergeant. Get back to work."
Barencoin's voice boomed over their heads and they al swung around. "It'snot niceto stare.”

The rest of the marines joined him, spread out and looking like they meant it. The crowd broke up and
went its various ways, although the woman engineer kept looking back for aslong as she could. Eddie
wondered how much of the marines talent for showing up when one of them needed backup wasa
natural vigilance and how much wastheir linked bioscreens, but Ade didn't have one. Evenif they were
angry with him for not telling them about Rayat, they till functioned as ateam, and they watched each
other's backs. It took more than a spat like that to really split them. Eddie was glad. They were asmall
oass of unshakable common sensein an insane Situation. Webster commandeered asmall forklift loader
and took up position by the airlock doors.

Ade stared at the isenj, then did the safety catch off hisrifle. "Shit, isthat thefirst Sick one you've seen?”
"Yeah. You okay?'

"I'mfine”

"What you going to do?'

"WEell, it's not going to make a miraculous recovery, isit?'Y ou know what that stuff does.”

"Jesus, Ade, you're not going to shoot it, are you?"

"It'sthat, or watch how many hours a bioagent takesto kill it. Shan reckons the human version took a
few days. She found that family in the church, remember. Y ou think that's right? L et the poor bastard
uffer?'

Eddie had dways said he wanted someone to shoot him if he was ever in abad way with no hope of
recovery. It took acold splash of redlity, watching someone actualy making that decison and loading a
rifle, to show him he hadn't thought it through at dll.

Ade seemed to be assessing line of sight. He looked over his shoulder acouple of times. "Bugger, | wish
thiswasn't in full view. Mart, seeif you can grab afew blankets, will you?

Isenj had helped build Umeh Station. Maybe this one was aformer worker, and that waswhy it had
headed thisway initsfina hours, asif its own kind had abandoned it and the fur-things were its last hope.

Barencoin jogged off. Ade watched for afew more moments, muttered, "Sod it," and strode to the
airlock. The next thing Eddie knew, Ade was outside and standing over the stricken isenj. He stood with
his back to the dome and fired three quick shots, silenced by the dome's sedls, into its head. It twitched
and lay till. The whole thing had taken a matter of seconds and nobody in the dome appeared to have
noticed.

Ade waited for afew moments—and how did you check an isenj was dead?—then gestured at



Webster. She pushed the loader out onto the service area. With slent efficiency. They hauled the body
onto the flatbed and moved it out of sight of the dome's occupants behind an opaque panel in the wall.

Webgter exchanged words with Ade and |eft the loader outsde. Ade sat downit, rifle laid across his
knees. Eddie caught Webster as she came back inside.

"Is he okay, Sue?'

"Yeah." Barencoin passed them with acouple of dark blue blankets under one arm. "He says helll wait in
case any more show up. Hethinksthey might." She looked at her hands with an expression of wonder on
her face. "They're oft. The quills are soft. Springy.”

Eddie thought they were berigid. Maybe they lost their stiffness on death. ™Y ou're not still pissed off with
Ade about the Rayat thing, are you?"'

"I'm never pissed off," said Webgter. "That's Mart'sjob."

Eddie stood with hishands in his pockets watching Ade for afew minutes and redlized the bee cam was
dtill nestled against the window, recording. He snatched it back and considered going out to Sit with Ade.
He expected outrage or at least protest from crew who'd worked out that the isenj had been put down
like an animal, but the personne inside the dome seemed totally preoccupied with evacuation. What if
Ade had put ahuman out of their misery in the same circumstances? But an isenj was probably like adog
to them, something intelligent and capable of being friendly that you might miss or even mourn, but not as
ggnificant asahumean.

No, it better to leave Ade done. Eddie knew him well enough by now. Even so, he hovered around the
arlock for the next hour. It was getting dark and Ade couldn't Sit out there dl night. Eventudly he
relented, got Becken to scrounge two coffees for him, and took them out to Sit with Ade.

He nudged the marine along the flatbed of the loader without aword and put acup in his hand.
Ade durped a mouthful. "Never nudge abloke with aloaded rifle, mate.”

"Safety'son. I've learned that much. Y ou sure you're okay?"

"I'm more okay than that poor bastard under that blanket.”

"We got through worse than this when Shan was gone.”

"l live"

"Yeah. You certainly will." Ade had defaulted to piss-take mode. " Are you worried about what Her
Indoors will say when she finds out you told the rest of them about Rayat?'

"| told her. She'sfine about it."

"Oh. Redly? Good." Eddie was rdlieved, and dightly surprised. Shan seemed able to forgive Ade
anything, asif shedd saved up dl the tolerance she should have used getting along with peoplein generd
and lavished it al on aferocious, indulgent concentrate for Ade and Aras. He suspected they had to
forgive alot with her, too. "Mart and the others will come around aswell. What are you going to tell
Harrison?'

"Shewon't be serving in twenty-odd years time, so | don't haveto tell her anything. Shan says shell hand
over abody if shelikes."



" She hasn't fragged him, has she?

"Not y&t."

"She'sdipping.”

Eddie meant it asajoke, but he did wonder.

It was completdy quiet by Jgeno standards. Eddie hadn't heard any artillery activity in the city for a
while. The two men nursed their cups of coffeein silence, and overhead the detached Eqgbas ship was a
dark shape againgt the light-polluted night sky, its chevrons a disembodied belt of neon. The chevrons
werereprised at adistance. Eddie thought it was areflection caused somehow by the defense shield until
he redized it was the mothership moving dowly acrossthe skyline.

A sudden flare of sllent whitelight just to the north caught Eddi€'s eye and he stood up to look, athough
it was apointlessmovein acity that wasdl towers.

Ade nudged him. "It'sfrom the ship," he said. A second pulse of light was gonein asecond. "That'sthe
government offices. Thisis probably when everyone works out what Rit's done and has amajor sense of
humor failure”

"I can't imagine how she's going to hold thistogether. | know isenj aren't like us, but | don't seethis
adminigration |asting the week."

"Either it lasts," said Ade, "or Umeh goes back to the drawing board. Y ear zero. Now they're starting to
see what an engineered pathogen can do, | think it might change enough minds."

Eddie did amenta edit and substituted the word Earth.

It did thetrick. It certainly changed his.

9

—_—

| have to do this.

| have them in my head, and I've slaughtered themin their thousands, and even millions. | am
what | am because of them. They still hate me five centurieslater, and | confessthat | think | still
hate them. The only isenj | ever met beyond the context of killing or being killed was Par Paral
Ual, and he died trying to change hisworld. | can't die, so theleast | can do islay all our myths
and dreadsto rest, and visit Umeh for thefirst time.

| just wish | could feel the same about the bezeri.

ARAS SAR IUSSAN
inamessageto Eddie Michalat in Jgeno

Jgjeno: Government of the Northern Assembly

The isenj troops manning the barricade in front of the government center in Jgeno weren't prepared for
an enemy that used portable shields.

They aso seemed surprised to see Minister Rit with an Eqgbas escort. They shrilled and chirped wildly.
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Rit shrilled back.

"They want to know what's hgppening,” said Aitass. "And Rit hastold them she plansto take over the
government.”

There was no room for misunderstanding. Isenj were far easier to ded with in many ways than the gethes
that Esganikan had spoken with on Earth.

"Surrender,” she said, keeping it Smple. Aitass, safe within the shield area, trandated even though it was
obviousthat surrender was asensible choice. "Let usthrough, or you'l die."

Isenj used projectile wegpons. There was nothing wrong with proven technology, but it often met its
superior, equaly proven. They looked at the Egbas troops, and then at Minister Rit, but they till opened
fire

Thefirg volley of shots hit the generated field in abrief burst of light, dropping short of their target. One
round made it asfar asthe first of Esganikan's twenty troops and bounced against hisbody armor likea
tossed pebble.

Esganikan hadn't learned to fully read emotion in an isenj and knew she never would, but their immediate
reaction of frozen shock looked very like awesshar's. Then they broke ranks, scattered across the street
and back into the building, and the Egbas assault team picked them off. It took less than aminuteto clear
the way into the Northern Assembly seat of government. Esganikan wondered how much of the army
had deserted as she ran after her squad down the wide corridors of polished stone. The place seemed
amost deserted.

Aitass stayed close behind for her own safety, but there were few isenj around, just clerks at desksand
monitoring screens. They paused to stare at the coup unfolding in front of them.

"What are they doing?'
Aitass cornered anisenj asif herding it and they exchanged high-pitched chatter.

"They're criss management clerks,” she said. "Thisisthe overnight watch—everyone e se has gone home
for theevening."

Extraordinary: they were such creatures of habit that they stuck to their schedules even now. With every
contact, Esganikan found they were far weaker than they appeared: their air assets globally were no
more than asingle large nation's, and had been wiped out on the ground in a brief series of preemptive
strikes. Now even the clerks had gone home. They seemed equipped only to wage war on each other.
They weren't acredible enemy; they were an irritant.

"| fed thiswill become a saying among troops,”" Esganikan, Sdearm in hand, carried on down the
passage. "Plan for Garav, hope for Umeh.”

A gethes would have fdt dishonored for trouncing such awesk enemy, but she was apragmétist. She
fought asameansto an end, not asatribad ritual, seizing the advantage and feding only vague sorrow for
aonce-powerful civilization gill putting faith in solid but obsolete technology.

But isenj il had numbers. And unless she destroyed every dissident isenj—most of the planet, it
seemed—then at some point she had to walk away and leave Minigter Rit to hold back chaoswith a
Skavu army. She strode into the main cabinet room where she had once been an invited guest and stared
at seven isenj ministers distinguishable only by the colors of the decorative beads threaded on the tips of
ther quills.



It was Rit'sturn now. "Y our former colleague wishesto address you, Ministers." Esganikan stepped
back and gestured to Aitass for atrandation. Shomen Eit and Nir Bedoi spoke English but none of the
others did. The gethes had brought one thing of use to Ceret, to Cavanagh's Star, to Nir: and that wasa
common language that could be learned, smple and flexible enough in its components to be adapted by
isen] and wesshar for mutua use. Apart from that, al they'd contributed was chaos.

Rit walked in followed by Raass, and the collective raising of miniteria quillsindicated either aggresson
or shock. It was probably both. Ralass trandated her address, and it felt like an oddly restrained
revolution—ameseting of ministers reading each other polite statementsinstead of seizing members of the
old regimeand killing them.

If gethes on Earth were as orderly asthis, Esganikan would be grateful.

Rit began her polite, reasoned power grab. Aitass watched, occasiondly snapping her teethin
impatience, while Rdass interpreted.

"Minigter Rit sayswe have to take a path of mgor change. We can't expand indefinitely. If we need any
more proof after today that we can never oust the wesshar either from Bezer'gj or even Wessq, then it
will endin our total destruction.”

Esganikan was interested to note how al but one of the cabinet members moved position dightly to put
more distance between themsalves and Shomen Eit. She wondered what primeva defense mechanisms
exiged inisen;. All creatures il reverted to ancient archetypesin their moments of stress, just as
wesshar did. How did creatures evolved from termite colonies behave when threatened? They rallied to
the dominant individuass, to the core and future of the colony.

"You'reatraitor and a collaborator, like your misguided husband,” said Shomen Eit, in English. "I'll call
on loyd troopsto kill you."

So that was how they reacted. Like gethes and a dozen other species. Some things seemed to be
universal, except among wesshar.

"Minigter Rit says you have a choice of working with the new government or being executed, because
she haslearned that prisonerslike you are aliability.”

"And who do you plan to call on to carry out the sentenceif | don't comply?* Again Shomen Eit replied
in English, and it was clear hewas doing it for Esganikan's benfit, testing how firmly she stood behind
Rit. He might have thought the coup was at her ingtigation.

Rit turned to Ralass and shrilled. Aitass reacted with agitated little Sde-to-side movements asif ready to
spring a atarget. "She asks for aweapon, but | have no ideaif she's competent to useit.”

"Raass," said Esganikan, "tdll theminister | am armed and I'll carry out her instructions.”

She stepped forward and drew the hand weapon that so fascinated the human marines because it bore
no resemblance to a gethes pistol. She'd executed Jonathan Burgh with it, two pulsesto ensure he was
dead because she had never killed one of his species at close quarters before. Now she held it to
Shomen Eit's upper body. She knew enough about isenj anatomy now from the recent fighting to know
that was an effective target area.

Shomen Eit rattled dightly, beads shivering on his quills, but he stood his ground. He smelled of decaying
wood. It wasn't unpleasant.

"I had no ideayou would go thisfar,” he said, and he was definitely addressing Esganikan, not Rit. He



seemed to think this was an Eqgbas strategy, and telling him otherwise would have served no purpose.
"Do you understand you're destroying acivilization?"

"But you caled on usto kill your enemies, Minister, so why do you think | wouldn't do the same for
another isenj with authority?' 1t genuinely puzzled her. "My objectiveisto restore this planet. It requiresa
reduction in your population on amassive scale, and any isenj remaining must be ones who want to
maintain abaanced ecology. The detail beyond that isirrdlevant in planetary terms.”

Rdass interrupted. "Minigter Rit saysyou must al choose.”
"l can't servein an unlawful adminidration,” said Shomen Eit.

"The Minigter saysthat the law isaso irrdlevant if theré's no habitable planet to govern, and she won't
imprison you to provide aralying point for dissent.”

Shomen Eit had stopped rattling. Resigned or beyond fear—Esganikan badly missed scent cuesin
gtuations like this—he wasn't going to surrender. She doubted any promises he made would last out the
next few days anyway.

There was along pause between Rit's next burgt of chittering and Ralass'sinterpretation, asif he wasn't
sure he should repeat the words. But he did.

"Pleaseremove Miniser Eit."

Esganikan liked to be clear. "Do you mean remove or kill ?*

Ralass paused. "Kill."

It was anecessary act to clear the way for Umeh's survival and restoration. Esganikan squeezed the
handgrip of the dull blue cylinder in her hand, and a deafening crack of expanding plasmafilled the
stone-lined chamber. She followed up immediately with asecond pulse, because she left nothing to
chance. The Six remaining cabinet ministers were silent for amoment and then launched into high-pitched

queding.

"Minigter Rit says sheisnow assuming leadership of this cabinet and will stand down the army—uwith the
support of her colleagues.”

It was as ssimple asthat. Nir Bedoi, effectively the deputy leader—and having no nomina head of state
didn't mean there wasn't one in reglity—found hisvoice.

"If thisisgood for the Northern Assembly in the long-term, then you have my support as your husband
did."

He made amove around Shomen Eit's body; staff had aready come to the cabinet chamber doorsto
investigate the noise, and seemed unsure whether to wait to be called in or not. "But explain what's
happening now in the Maritime Fringe territory, and even here. Do we have an epidemic?”’

"Y ou asked for tailored genetic bioagents," said Esganikan. "And that's exactly what we gave you. They
were deployed afew hours ago, and we did warn you that there would be citizens here who shared the
genetic markersfound in nearly al the Fringe's population.”

"Therewill be aremnant in the fringe without those genes, and they'll rise up againgt usin due course.”

"In afew days, deathswill be on a scae where anyone surviving the pathogen will die either from other



naturaly occurring disease or from infrastructure collgpse. Therell be nobody to manage the utilities. It
will be academic.”

"But how do we clear up adisaster on that scale, with our resources so stretched?”

It was an intelligent question, and one that gave Esganikan her own resource issues. "That's our
contribution.”

"Wheat if others attack us?"

These were dl the questions sheld worked through with Rit, and even Shomen Eit asrecently asafew
weeks earlier. Y ou know we have templates for other pathogens specific to your mgor population
groups. Y ou gave us the tissue samples, remember?'

Rdass wastrandating for everyone else's benefit. Thiswas afind, persond warning from the
commander who'd enforced environmentd restoration on anumber of worlds, and had no hesitationin
using whatever means she had at her disposal to do the same here.

"Andif thet falls?"

"Then | shdl deploy one more deterrent,” said Esganikan. "The universal isenj pathogen aready
dispersed on Bezer'q. If need be, we will erase thisworld and start again from ablank sheet.”

Rit rattled. Her gold beads—transparent, tumbled smooth, like drops of saqp—seemed to have alife of
their own for amoment. Sheinhaed air noisily, forming an gpproximeation of English.

"Need will not be," she said. It was awheeze, agasp, abreath. But it was clear. " Need will not be."
Jejeno, Umeh: Two days later
It had to be done, and thiswas as good atime as any to do it.

Arasleaned againgt the viewing plate as the shuttle gpproached itsfinal descent into Umeh's atmosphere.
It was adisma-looking planet, al grays and ochres and rusty coastlines, and hisisenj memories, seldom
far from the surface, filled him with strangely mixed emotions.

His scent betrayed him. Both Nevyan and Shan reacted, and his isan took hold of hisarm just as she had
on Bezer'g two years ago; it was as comforting now asit had been then.

"Y ou don't haveto disembark,” Shan said quietly. "Well get our business done, and then we can go
graight back home."

"Shan, | do haveto facethis. Thisisn't about reconciliation. | want to know how | fed. | want to seetheir
faces™

Did he mean that? Was there someisenj within driving him too? He didn't know, and he hated not
knowing. The ambiguity had never bothered him in the past, so perhaps that dissatisfaction had come
from another mind—yprobably Shan's.

Nevyan watched from the bank of seating opposite, flanked by Serrimissani and Giyadas. The isanket
was growing very fast now, and needed to see her mother doing a matriarch's duties so she could
understand what was dmost certainly her future role too. She aso wanted to see Eddie, because, as she
announced gravely, he became confused when trying to reconcile human moraity with wesshar ethics,
and he needed guidance.



"Y ou can gill change your mind if you wish," Nevyan said. "Wewon't think any less of you.”
"l can managethis”

Shan leaned so close to him that he could fedl her breath on his cheek. "I can smell you're scared. They
can'tjudgeyou, Aras."

"It'snot them | fear," hesaid. "It'smy ability to ded with my own reaction.”

"If you hate them, fine. Don't swallow dl thistolerance and forgiveness shite from Deborah Garrod. She's
anicewoman, but she dedlsin adifferent redlity to the likes of you and me."

"Sheforgave me. It can be done." Could he do it for the bezeri? Hed have to destroy them anyway.
Motive and sdf-examination were ahuman failing and he couldn't resist its effects now. "I haveto seeif |

"I married the bishop of fucking Fnar, did 17

"Arewe married?’

"Y ou're the one who said we were bonded."

"Adegaveyou aring."

"Okay, and wesshar just dip you alength, but out here, that's good enough.”

"When you resort to vulgarity, | know you're worried."

"Of course I'm worried. Y ou're pumping out anxiety like an air freshener.”

"How would you see awar criminal? As a police officer, what does war criminal mean to you?"

"Depends on the war. Those goaposts move alot.” Shan seemed to think he didn't know she was
distracting him. "How much has your thinking changed over five hundred years?'

"Bxplan.”

"Well, if 1'd been an officer in the eighteen-hundreds on Earth, I'd have had very different attitudesto
crime. People were executed for stealing food. Society pretty well didn't care that kids were used for
progtitution. Thingsthat even an old reactionary copper like me would find repellent today."

"Somethingsare never right.”

"That'swhat | like about wesshar. No pissing around with mord relativism.”
"l am afraid."

"I know."

"I don't know why. | don't know which memory thisfear comesfrom.”
"Well, once you've doneit, you'll know, and ghostswill belaid."

Shan settled againgt him and he clung to her arm in case she pulled it away. It was only minutes now: it
would be over thistime tomorrow. That was atrick Ade had taught him, away of handling hard
moments, tackling them a second at atime and knowing they would pass, seeing himsdf at that future



point whereit would al be behind him.

The shuttlefindly dropped through cloud, and he caught a brief glimpse of askylinethat left him
bewildered by the sheer impenetrable scae of it. There was no Umeh left, but he wanted to see the dalf
tree. The vessdl spiraled down to land within the security cordon of Umeh Station and settled smoothly.
It was a moment that demanded more physical dramathan aroutine soft landing.

"Okay, herewe go," said Shan. "I'm right here, remember.”
The hatch opened and the air of Jgenorolled in. Hefdt asick familiarity.

For five centuries he had lived with the inherited memory of ayoung isenj caught inan air raid on anisenj
colony on Bezer'g. The city of Mjat had been erased from the map, and the map had been Constantine
idand long before the first humans arrived. Aras had helped eraseit.

His stomach churned. It was all he could do to resist hisfreeze reflex. The air wasthick with the scent of
wet woodland floor and leaf mold, and the rustling, creaking sounds were those of windblown treesfull
of insects. It seemed the ghost of aforest that had died long before the isenj devel oped spaceflight, ironic
and epitaphic.

He'd never been here. But other memoriesin him whispered that it was home.
"Come on, Sweetheart.”

Shan nudged him gently in the small of hisback and hooked her fingersin hisbdlt. It was exactly what
he'd seen Ade do to her, alittle proprietoria touch that said he was looking out for her, taking care of
her. Aras enjoyed the gesture.

"| assureyou | can ded withthis, isan.”
"You let meknow if it getstoo much.”
"And what will you doiif it does?

It was a genuine question, nothing more. Shan knew that well enough by now. She rubbed his spine
discreetly with her knuckles. "1 don't know, but I'm hereif you think of anything.”

The defensve shidd spread like an invisble skirt from the hull of the Eqbas ship overhead and swallowed
Umeh Station's faceted trand ucent dome. Aras could fed the dight tingle on the backs of his hands when
he got closetoit: it was based on the same technology that he used to contain the biosphere of
Congtantine colony and the terrestria crops back in Fnar. The distance from the point where the shuttle
had settled to the dome's entrance was about fifty meters of invisibly defined path.

Beyond the shidd, thousands of isenj waited, watching. They werelike aroughly trimmed hedge of
charred thorn bushes. Aras wasn't sure what he was fegling as he prepared to walk between them. He
knew it was something powerfully disorienting; but memories of other mindswelled up unbidden, and
picking them gpart was hard.

"Steady," said Shan. She put her hand flat on the small of hisback again. "Square up, Stal. You did
what you had to do. No shame in that. Fuck 'em.”

She knew. She dways knew. Thiswaswhat held craved for so many centuriesin exile: complete
understanding. Nobody knew you better than those bonded with you through c'naatat. Shan lived his
memories.



And nobody had called him Stal —Commander—in five hundred years.

Aras strode forward and concentrated on the main doors of the dome. They opened. He saw Ade and
Barencoin step out onto the service road, and focused on them as they walked towards him.

The near silence of the isenj crowd—faint rasps and rattles of quills, the occasiond high-pitched
Scrapes—gave way to acrescendo of chaotic chattering. Even with so much isenj within him, Aras il
didn't understand their language. C'naatat made inexplicable choicesin the scavenged characteridicsit
expressed inits host.

Perhapsit knows | don't want to hear what they have to say.
But he could guess.
Here's the Beast of Mjat. Here's the murderer of mothers and children. He got what he deserved.

He saw white flame rolling down the Street after each explosion, felt thewind of firestorms and heard the
low-frequency thrum of wesshar bombers dropping low over the city. He could separate the memories
of hisvictim from hisown. Blood filled his mouth as he was thrown againgt the controls of his damaged
fighter asit clipped the top of abuilding and tore through soft masonry. Time compressed and leaped
forward. He felt the skin rip from his back in adark room. He drowned to the point of unconsciousness.

He was the victim now. The eyes that had watched his bomb run were his captor'stoo. It was Eddi€e's
editing trick of images taken from various anglesto show how different reality could appear to be.

And some of the isenj around him remembered Mjat—not from history books, not from tales handed
down, but in real physical memory encoded in their ancestors brains five centuries ago, fresh and angry
at the newsthey heard. Thiswas something no norma human—or wesshar—could understand. Aras
existed in asmultaneous past and present with these isen.

| made my choice. | destroyed your filthy cities to save the bezeri. You captured and tortured me.
And, without intending to, that's when you infected me with the parasite. That's when our futures
changed forever.

Arasdidn't regret ordering the attack even though he now knew the bezeri were no better than the isen
whose cardless pollution nearly killed them.

I'ddoit again.

He could hardly hear the forest sounds around him now. He could just see Ade, very upright, dowing his
pace with Barencoin dongsde. They were both in their chameleon DPM. fatigues, two soldiersmaking a
vigble point of walking out to greet another.

I'mafool. And I'm not the Beast of anywhere. | shouldn't feel shame.

Thefirgt coloniststried to teach him their concepts of guilt and forgiveness and redemption, but it hadn't
ever made complete sense. God, they said, could forgive if Arasrepented; Aras never saw what right this
God had to speak for dead victims. And how could he repent if he was prepared to do it again? Humans
changed their minds. They lost control. But wesshar did what made sense. Wiping the isenj off the face
of Bezer'g) hadn't been a careless error.

| will not run your gauntlet.

The crowds of isen] to either sde were adark ragged blur in his peripherd vison. He was determined



not to look at them, but hed walked through the Constantine colony after executing Josh Garrod and
faced the reactions, from blank staresto ahail of stones. He stopped and turned dowly, looking directly
into the crowds and seeking whatever isenj instinct was buried in hismemory to help him understand their
mood. No visible eyes, no range of scent, no clues. Senseswithin him strained for the familiar.

Just as Par Pard Ua had been on meseting him, they seemed bewildered. Aras knew what angry isen
sounded like, because the dien voices were within him. But there was nothing beyond baffled scrutiny.

He should have been dead long ago; and he shouldn't have looked like this. They didn't expect the Beast
to look more like ahuman. They had no idea how to relate what they saw walking aong that path to
what they found in their genetic memory. It was asif Genghis Khan had returned to the streets of Otar in
the form of a centaur, with no iconography to connect history's monster to the stranger—the genuine
stranger—in front of them.

Arasturned acomplete circle to take along, dow look at them dl, turning on his hedl, as much out of
curiogity as defiance. But there was nobodly |eft to defy. Thiswastheir world and their prison, fouled
beyond repair. He thought he might find some hate or contempt swirling in the part of him that had
absorbed the worse human tendencies, but there was just the echo of atormented, desperate young
wesshar commander who wanted the agony to stop and for his people to rescue him.

They didn't plan to, but they found him anyway, and the odd fever that |eft him invulnerable seemed what
he later learned to call a miracle. C'naatat troops drove out the remaining bezeri and the cordon was
thrown around Bezer'g).

It was dl solong ago. He wondered why he hadn't put it behind him before: now held seen their world,
he knew he'd done what was necessary.

"It'sdl so different," he sad.

"What, mate?' Ade closed the gap between them and stood with his arms folded across his chest. He
seemed to have accepted that the Egbas shield was sniper-proof. Barencoin, dways the wary and hostile
onein the detachment, still had hisrifle dung onits strap and his hand on its grip, checking around himin
away that seemed to be utterly automatic.

"Thisworld," said Aras. "The buildings. The way the roofs dope at achord. | remember them being
lower and less ornate.”

"Shit," said Ade. "Never rang any belswith me."

Shan gave Barencoin afriendly pat on the back. Arasthought it was commendable that she never held it
againgt him for shooting her. Shit happened, as shewasfond of saying: he wasjust following Lindsay's
orders. She had no forgivenessin her heart whatsoever for Lindsay Neville, and it was nothing to do with
her rolein her decision to space hersdf. Lindsay was smply not Shan, and didn't make the decisions
Shan would make, and so she was an emotional, wesk creature to be distrusted.

"Arewe going to present targets here all day, then?" said Barencoin. "Weve made our point. Thereé's sod
all they can do to Aras. They know that."

Ade caught Shan's hand and squeezed it for amoment before letting go. "It's not for their benefit, Mart.
Not at dl."

Aras kept his eyesfixed on the airlock doors. He had afew metersto go, and then he could begin to
make sense of what held just experienced. The doors parted: he stepped through.



He knew what had troubled him now, and what he'd feared most.

He remembered what it was like—exactly what it was like—to be an ordinary young wesshar mae, and
he remembered thejoy of smply being who he was, long before he knew that bezeri destroyed, and
gethes daughtered, and that he would never be afather.

10,

What is c'naatat, Commander Esganikan? Your word and advice islaw to us, as you know,
because you brought hope to our world when we had failed to see it ourselves. All we ask is that
you tell usall we need to know.

KIIR, Fourth To Die, Skavu Fleet
Umeh Sation, Jgieno: machinery space, maintenance level
"So how many dead?" asked Mick, the duty news editor, not even looking up from his snack noodles.

Eddie had hung the smartfabric screen that displayed hisITX link on aconvenient bulkhead in the quiet
bowels of Umeh Station. Hefindly had News Desk's attention again, but it was an ephemerd thing, as
fleeting as the bloody transmission window he clung to jealoudy, and it had to compete with a harassed
editor's noodles.

"Try two hundred million."

Thetransmisson ddlay added theillusion of apoignant lack of reaction. "Say again.”
One, two three... "Two. Hundred. Million. And rising.”

"Holy shit, Eddie, what are they? Insects? Who can kill on that kind of scale?!

"Once upon atime, there was a place called Eqgbas Vorhi. And the Egbas were very clever diens, and
they had frigging amazing weapons, and they were ever so good at biologica warfare, persstent
pathogens—"

"Okay, stow the sarcasm. And these are our touristsin afew years time.”
"l loveto hear apenny drop.”
"Will we understand why they're having thiswar?"

"Because some of theisenj don't want the Egbasto clean up their ecology—it involves reducing the
populetion.”

"| can see how that might not be as popular asrecycling.”

An awful impulse from the demon that sat on one shoulder tempted him to use the footage of Ade
digpatching the dying isenj; the angel on the other one reminded him there were things his audience
wouldn't ever understand, and didn't need to know.

"Three minute piece, Mick?'
"Two, max."

"Can you get me alineto agreen palitico caled Helen Marchant?' The devil had switched topicsand
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caught him off guard. "I want to do somered journaism. Not just local color.”
"Steady, Eddie. Don't burn out.”
"Seewhat you can do. I've got questions for her that none of your hobby-hacks can manage.”

"I remember what she got up to a century or so ago, before they froze her down." Eddie suddenly found
himsdlf surrendering to the impul se that made ordinary people rant impotently at news screensthat
couldn't hear them. Shan's cover was partidly blown: Marchant knew she was dive, but she didn't know
how. "What do you use for researchers these days?'

"Y ou're gagging to drop abombshell on me."
"Shewasaterroris.”

"Y ou're ahundred and fifty trillion miles away from the lawsuit, so you'll forgive meif | ask you to sand
that up.”

Eddie had no ideawhy he did it, other than that he could, and because people had aright to know
exactly who was urging themto action in politicdl life.

"She'sthe sster of Eugenie Perault, who was FEU foreign secretary when | [eft Earth in 2299. Y ou know
the name Shan Frankland. She was the anti-terrorism unit officer in command of Operation Green Rage.
Marchant was a green terrorist—arson, explosives, the whole shebang.”

"Shamethat Frankland isn't aliveto stand that up.”

Thethin ice beneath Eddie cracked but didn't break. Theimpulse to flourish thefind piecein the puzzle
and show the true picture was amost overwhel ming—impartiad, evidentid, cold redity. His duty. He
overwhemed it anyway. His relationship with truth-at-any-cost had become more complex as he crossed
back and forth between the worlds of human and wesshar.

"I'd dill liketo interview Marchant.”
"Okay. I'll get one of the researchersto line her up for an ITX window when we can.”

"I'm obliged, M'Lud." Only months ago, a conversation like this had been monitored by FEU Intelligence,
subject to sudden interdiction and arace to transmit before e-junctions flew across networksto silence
them. The urgency seemed to have passed. "No more censor trouble from Brussels?*

"Nah. Too late. The shit hit the fan and they can't get it dl back in the bucket now." Mick durped up a
whole noodlein one breath with asmack of hislips. "But it's nice that they still boost the audience Stats.

Hi, guys”

"Hey, | might have new diensto show you, too." It was dways, always stupid to tell anews editor what
you might have lined up, because they dl had a genetic cognitive mafunction that heard might, sometime
as will definitely, and right away. Eddie would regret that, he knew. " Skavu.”

"Isthis something | need to tag for Naturad History and Wildlife, or Internationa ?*

"Dunno. But they have spaceships.”

"Do we havethem onfile?"'



"No. The Egbas have drafted foreign troops.” Ah. He'd just dumped the discovery of anew alien race on
News Desk. He was just getting too blasé about biodiversity. "Got work to do on that.”

Eddie braced for abollocking. But Mick didn't react. "I don't think viewers can keep up with this bloody
Z00."

So Eddie wasn't the only one suffering from alien overload. "I'll saveit for later, then.”

He grabbed the hiatus gratefully and logged off to hunt coffee or what passed for it in the short-supply
daysleading up to an evacuation.

"Uptop," on the ground-level of Umeh Station. It now felt asif time had rewound, and the place |ooked
asif it was at the stage of part completion it had reached when hefirst saw it, not long after Actaeon had
arrived in the system with a closed habitat intended for Bezer'j. The station hadn't been welcome on
Bezer'g, but the isen) had wanted an dliance with humans so badly that they made room for its
construction here. HE'd always wondered what happened to the isenj who'd been displaced by the
congtruction.

The place was amonument to bad decisions; theisenj had picked the wrong dly, and humans had
picked thewrong fight. Actaeon—Barry Y ung, Macolm Okurt, all the FEU navy officers hed known
and liked, al dead. That galled him. They'd died because someonein the FEU had sent Actaeon to the
wrong place at the wrong time to do the wrong thing. Eddie was reminded with brilliant clarity that it was
his holy caling to pursue politiciansfor buying persona power with the lives of ordinary men and women.

"You bet," he said doud, and wandered the plaza.

The trappings of home comfort—images from home, plants, fabrics—were dl disgppearing and gradually
exposing the bare bones of a closed world that held Earth within in it and kept an alien galaxy at bay. He
hoped the marines had secured their stash of plants and other "rabbit" they'd pilfered to ease the food
Stuation back on Wesseg), not that he rated anyone's chances of nicking something from abunch of
Booties. As he ambled around, bee cam drifting lazily on hisright wing, he noted what bounty was il
hanging around and not nailed down. He wasn't above alittle dternative procurement himself.

Maybe Mick would set up a conference call with Marchant tomorrow. She could call for military action
againg the logging nations as much as she wanted, aslong as she stood on the front line to take abullet.
He was okay with that. Maybe sheld even answer him if he asked how many people shed killed in her
eco-terror days, and how.

Heredized what held be doing to Shan, too, and wondered if thiswas aline—professiondly or
morally—that he could walk and know exactly where he was, and why he ventured there. Around him,
the milling bodiesin orange and navy blue and gray were atemporary blur while his mind was on matters
that were far less clear-cut than deadlines. Lack of timewas agood thing: focusing, clarifying, stripping
away, getting to the heart of who you were. The more time he had to think, the less he knew himsdlf. He
wondered how Shan would cope with gpparently infinite time now to second-guess hersdlf. Shewas one
of ahandful of people hed ever known who'd spend the time doing it.

Then hewas aware of abreak in the blurred crowd.

Giyadas was holding court, surrounded by asmall group of utterly bemused civilian contractorsand a
few ratingsfrom Actaeon. Eddiesfirst thought was what the hell was she doing here, and what was
Nevyan thinking to let atiny child out on her own. Hed thought that about her wandering the aleys of
Fnar, too, but wesshar weren't humans, and they never harmed each other as adults, let alone kids.



But thiswas a human tribe, adangerous foreign land, and his paternd instincts welled up out of nowhere.

"What are you doing out, doll?" He pushed through the crowd in an
I'm-just-being-careless-not-aggressive way that parted bodies. "Where's your mother?

"Sheargues" sad Giyadas. " She and Shan and Esganikan and Miniger Rit."

She looked up a him with those extraordinary yellow gems of eyes, and he saw not an exotic and
agtonishing dien but alittle girl he doted on, and who held protect with hislifelike any father would. The
intengty of it reminded him what he didn't haveto protect.

Eddie squatted down to bring himsdlf to eye-level with her. The dome crew were sill standing around,
watching her with utter fascination. They rarely saw wesshar, and never ajuvenile one who spoke
eloquent English with Eddi€'s accent and afluting double-tone.

"Arguing, doll? About what?'
"The biowegpons. Casudties."

Eddie wondered who was losing their nerve. Maybe Esganikan wanted to purge the lot of them. Maybe
Rit did. He held out his hand to Giyadas and shetook it, still with that baffled cocking of the head,
because only humans seemed to hold kids hands. He led her awvay from her dumbstruck audience.

"Comeon, dall," hesaid. Let'sgo and find them."
One of the Actaeon crew grinned at her. "She'samazing,” he said.

Eddie paused. "I hope you didn't say anything daft to her. Shelll be matriarch of Fnar one day, with her
own army. She might blow your home town off the map.”

"Only if it's Reading,” Giyadas said. "Shan says Reading isa shithole, and needs nuking."”

At some point, Giyadas might have discovered 9y humor. Eddie would never know. She cocked her
head and trotted alittle way ahead of him, nearly dragging hisarm out of his socket because even alittle
wesshar was afearsome physicdl redlity for a soft human, and even young femaes, little matriarchsto be,
were used to having malestrailing behind them.

Eddie knew his place, and fell in obediently.
Umeh Sation, service perimeter
"Y ou wanted to meet the Skavu command,” said Esganikan. "Now isagood time.”

Adefollowed her across the gpron of concrete, Qureshi and Chaha either side of him. It wasn't agood
time, because the best time to have met them would have been when they deployed, so he could see
what they were made of. The pathogen had done most of their work for them. He'd missed anything that
might help him evaduate them as soldiers.

"How far have they advanced into the Fringe, then, maam?' Ade asked. Infront of him, asmall ship, like
an Eqbas vessdl but adightly darker bronze, sat on the gpron. It was the classic cigar minus the nightclub
lights. "We're not exactly getting alot of information here.”

"Y ou had other tasks," Esganikan said, like adap. "They've dmost cut through to the coast in places.”

"Much resisance?"



"No. A great many bodies. It makestrangt difficult.”

Ade had to keep shifting gear to take it in. Bodies blocked roads. Qureshi puffed out her cheeksina
dlent breath and mouthed shit a him.

"Arethere any survivors?'

"Skavu patrols report pockets of isen] who appear to have a different genome." Esganikan stopped short
of the ship and a hatch formed in the side. Ade was dmost too distracted by what might emerge and he
had to concentrate on what she was saying, because Esganikan didn't take kindly to repeating herself.
"We egtimate five percent survival rate.”

Ade's lips began to form the question what about them and then afigure stepped out of the hatch and
slenced him.

"Yeah, they do look likeiguanas," Qureshi said.

A ramp in the port bulkhead was disgorging asquad of tall bipeda creatures with adash for amouth and
small eyesset infolds of dark gray skin. Ade still couldn't see the iguana resemblance, gpart from the
loose skin at the throat. They wore loose coverdlsin adull sage green strung with webbing. What he
thought was a flap of tissue acrosstheir tapered faces turned out to be a bresther mask like the kind
humans needed on Umeh.

Esganikan smply held up her hand and the squad came to a halt and stood waiting. Ade noted that they
had sdearmslike Esganikan's—ameta ova with fingergrips—and two long instruments across their
backs, one dmost certainly aflat sword.

Ade had only ever seen asword once, aceremonia one at afancy Corps dinner, and the owner wasn't
heading into the sergeants mess. He groped for common ground to eva uate them.

"Sedls" Ade muttered a Qureshi. "With wrinkles."
"Turtle" said Chahdl.

It was a shame Shan has missed them. So had Eddie, but Ade decided now wasn't thetimeto grab a
few shotsfor him.

They didn't look much like fanatica shock troops. That was the trouble with matching diensto animas,
the associations were all wrong, and deceptively harmless. Ten thousand of these had just helped kill 95
percent of acountry's population, millions upon millions, and even with areplicating pathogen like the
Eqbas could engineer mopping up most, they had sill held alineto defend Jgeno for thefirst day while
the pathogen was taking effect. Ade didn't have reports, but he knew how many millions of isenj there
had been south of him, and they hadn't advanced further.

Skavu didn't look hard. He had afedling that wasn't any guide to their performance.

"They don't work well with other troops, and | decided to keep them separate from you and the
wesshar," Esganikan said dowly, asif Adedidn't quiteget it. "They'real maefor most practica intents
and purposes, but the speciesisin fact hermaphroditic. They arerigidly disciplined and intolerant of
deviation. Are you absolutely sure you want to go on apatrol with them?”

" like to know who'sin my neighborhood, maam." Well, held done joint ops with worse. They needed
to know abit about him, too, for their own safety. "Have you told them exactly what c'naatat is?'



Esganikan cocked her head, plume bobbing, and wandered dowly forward, hands clasped in what
looked like prayer but was just acasually comfortable position for wesshar of either world.

"I have" shesaid. "Don't worry. They don't covet it, | can assure you. They'retroubled by c'naatat.”
Sheindicated one soldier standing in the middle of the five-man group. " Skavi, come here.”

He gpproached asif she was going to give him agood thrashing, head dightly lowered, but Esganikan
had that effect on people.

"Kiir, Fourth To Die," he said. His voice seemed out of sync with his mouth movement, and it took a
moment for Ade to redlize that the voice was atranscast; he looked for the receiver and eventualy
spotted athin white metal band around the collar of Kiir's blouson that vibrated dmost imperceptibly
when he spoke. "Esganikan Gal, thisisour privilege." He ssemed moreinterested in her thanin
acknowledging Ade. "Wewill do for thisterrible world what you did for us”

Ah. Esganikan was God. They owed her. Ade pieced together odds and ends of recent conversations
and redlized she hadn't just fought them, she/d won and they held her in high esteem. It certainly beeat
being spat on as an occupying army.

Then Kiir turned his head almost mechanically towards Ade. Jesus, was he commissioned? Did Ade
salute him or not? Sod it, Kiir was an aien and nobody minded a display of courtesy. Ade snapped off a
crisp salute and felt the breath of moving air as Chahal and Qureshi did the same. He was on autopilot.
"Sergeant Adrian Bennett, Three-Seven Commando Roya Marines, sir.” No, he wasn't; not any longer.
Sod it. "And Marine Bulwant Singh Chahd and Marine lsmat Qureshi, Sir."

Kiir haf turned to the four troops behind him and indicated them with avague and unmilitary flick of his
gloved hand. Three fingers. Close enough.

"All, Ten To Die, pursuit squad.”

Ade could hear the change in Qureshi's and Chahal's breathing, and for the first time he was aware that
he could smdll the variationsin their kin chemigtry. Everyone was nervous. All things considered,
nervous was as good as they could hope for. Nobody in FEU armed forces have ever been trained for
first contact; 510 Troop had clocked up six sentient alien speciesin this one deployment.

Kiir gestured to the ship. "This patrol may require you to kill. Y ou do kill, yes or no?"'
"Part of the job description,” said Ade, baffled. "Yes, Sr.”
"Y ou get in. We have aneighborhood to clear.”

Esganikan strode off, leaving the three marinesto busk it with five Skavu and no idea of the acquaint
session they were going on, except that Skavu seemed to think they might use non-letha rounds. Qureshi
gl had leg pain from the last firefight with an isenj landing party. Esganikan might have thought theisen;
were military wimps, but Ade judged them by close-quarters battle. He checked Chahd's and Qureshi's
body armor diagnogtics himsdlf. It was set to turn rigid if so much asapebble hit it.

"Y ou're such aworry-guts, Ade," said Chahd.

"Chaz, I'm not losing anyone on this deployment.” Ade checked his own armor. He didn't need it to
survive but around till hurt. ™Y ou're too close to going homein one piece.”

At least theinterior of the former Egbas ship was familiar enough, and the three of them sat on the bench
along one bulkhead. The Skavu stared back at them, grim and slent.



"You cancdl meAde" hesaid. "Or Royd. Wedl answer to Royd."

However the transcast rendered Royal, it got a baffled frown that seemed to move the Skavu'swhole
scalp. Qureshi checked the cdlibration of her rifle.

"Qureshi, Last To Bloody Well Die..." she whispered under her bregath.
Cabinet office, Jgeno: the new administration

It was a messy argument, and Shan hadn't come twenty-five light-yearsto St in ameeting. Esganikan and
Rit were doing most of the talking, and the Six members of the cabinet who remained, including Bedoi,
were very subdued indeed.

Jesus Christ, Esganikan shot Shomen Eit. She actually did it.
And...
And...a few miles across the border they can't even clear the corpses.

Humans did that kind of thing too, and with equa digpassion. It wasjust that Esganikan wasn't an
assassin, but an officer much like herself. And the Egbas were wesshar, and she had genesin common
with them.

It was way too late to have an attack of conscience. She found she wasn't listening to the discussion but
trying to match up sinsagain, to try to put the events of the last few daysin a context on her own Richter
scaleof amordlity.

Come on, you've done worse. Just not with heads of state. You can justify every act to your self.

She couldn't stop glancing out the window, severd floors above the street, and checking what was il
out there. Thetelltale heat haze of the defense shield warped the carved and vividly painted designson
the building opposite. It was a high-rise block like those that seemed to cover most of the planet: isen]
liked orange, green and blue, if that was how they actually saw the colors, and the building was asrichly
vibrant as atapestry. Shan took no visua spectrum for granted now. Her sudden ability to see blue
objectsthat had previoudy appeared white had been thefirst clue that she'd been infected by c'naatat.
For a copper, the confirmation that you couldn't actualy trust your own eyes was unsettling.

And the harder she looked, the more she could see the damage. Shell impact was visible on one sinuous
assymmetric tower. Jesus, Ade, go careful. It wasal getting very close.

"Umehisnot my priority mission,” Esganikan repeated carefully. She wouldn't Sit down: she strolled
around the room, her scent getting more and more acid. "I can't garrison troops here indefinitely to
protect your adminigtration. The Skavu arewilling to stay on. Thiswill bea very long-term
process—many generations.”

Rit's speech till sounded like nails scraped down a smooth wall. Whatever isenj component lay within
Shan, it hadn't extended to language. Ralass was doing afinejob of covering the voca range from
English—deivered in alittle child's voice that sat oddly with the mouthful of negty little teeth—to the
off-the-register clicks, shrills and burrs of an isenj. Shan suddenly thought of Vijiss'ssuicide, unableto
facealondy future asthe only ussss carrying c'naatat, and felt the beginnings of an unexpected sob
threatening to choke her. She pressed her tongue againgt the roof of her mouth and waited for it to pass.

"Minigter Rit says she has darming reports of atrocities,” said Raass. " Skavu have used bladeson
citizenswho weren't resisting them. And you expect these dien troopsto live among usfor the



foreseeable future?"

Shan glanced at Nevyan, who was knedling like ageisha at atea ceremony. It was an incongruoudy
subservient pose for an individua who could wipe a FEU warship from orbit with oneliteraly ancient
fighter craft and ahandful of missles. Nevyan tilted her head, pupils snapping open and shut.

So these are the Skavu, the new neighbors. Fifty million miles and Egbas ships, even if they're
they're a de-enriched spec. Right next door.

Nevyan's expression and scent spelled out concern, and Shan wondered if shefelt sorry at last for Rit.

"Atrocities," said Esganikan. She stood over Rit, diciting ashiver across dl those amber quill-beads. "l
gave orders to use genome-targeted biologica wegpons. On Earth, that's banned. If | were to fragment
people with explosives, humans accept thet aslega. Minigter, you authorized meto do this.”

"Okay, weredl inconsgtent hypocrites,” said Shan. "But the Skavu will be an occupying army for along
time. And Minister Rit has to choose between total extermination and the eco-jihadim out there.”

Nevyan smelled agitated and there was the faintest hint of mangoes. Shan leaned across and gripped her
forearm discreetly but very, very hard. Their eyes met. It was enough to stop a jask confrontation.

Diverted, Nevyan took a deep breath. "Can you guarantee that the Skavu won't turn to other worldsin
thissystem, if they're that zedl ous?'

"They havetheir orders," said Esganikan, "and they would have no mative to intrude on awesshar
planet.”

Nevyan rustled. Shan kept adiscreet eye on her. Her silence wasn't discretion; she had nothing to add,
but she was too dominant to seek consensus with an Egbas matriarch for much longer. Her dhren, the
opd escent white robe that al the matriarchs of Fnar wore, shifted color and was yet another incongruity,
amagically beautiful garment set against the backdrop of a splendid polished stone-clad chamber while
paliticians and generds discussed the end of millions upon millions of lives.

Maybe the Skavu just had atough rep. Ade will assess them. Ade knows what he's doing. Shan patted
Nevyan'sarm to get her atention and smply mouthed Ade. Nevyan made an irritated Sdeways
movement of her head, but the tension seemed to be relieved for the time being.

Then Raass changed tack, or maybe Rit did. The ussiss relayed the minister's next argument with neutral
patience. "The Maritime Fringeislargely destroyed, but there are three continents al so opposed to our
cooperation with you, and they've sworn to attack both this nation and the wesshar."

Esganikan kept pacing. "But none of them have effective air assets, so unlessthey can land troops by sea
they're not athreat. They now know you have access to bioweapons which can destroy whole
populations—targeted and replicating. They've seen this. Do they understand it? Do they appreciate that
thisisan extremely asymmetric Stuation? That we don't need large troop numbers or even a presence
here to wipe them out?"

"Then may we have the remainder of the targeted biowegpons that you devel oped?’

"That doesn't address your own internd security problems. The members of your own genetic group that
want you ousted.”

Rit congdered that, shivering amber beadsrrattling on thetips of her quills. "Which iswhy | need ongoing
support, so that we may get on with restoration. But not the Skavu, unlesstheir conduct is regulated.”



There was awar dill in progress, eveniif it had stopped initstracks yet again. Shan tried to seeisenj as
their termite-like ancestors in the same way she saw humans as apes to understand their reactions better.
Did they reach population or food crises and then swarm, attacking rival colonies? She didn't understand
the stop-start nature of their conflicts. It was asif they hadn't redlly got the hang of fighting, and paused
each timeto stare in horror and wonder what the hell they had unleashed.

Esganikan, for dl her propengty to take out awegpon and execute someone on the spot, was clearly
trying to be patient by wesshar standards. So | couldn't get it up to kill Rayat, and you can't quite
bring yourself to commit genocide. Shan wondered how that would play out in the adjustment of
Earth. She decided not to ask about that here, but she now knew how ten thousand troops could take
half acontinent. It al hinged on biowespons, and firegpower was just to make emphatic points.

She wondered how that could possibly work on Earth.

"How are you going to clean up after wiping out whole populations that can't even bury their dead?' Shan
asked. "I'm acopper. | used to do stuff like that. Disasters. Emergencies. Shifting casudties.”

"When an areais cleansed,” said Esganikan, "then nanites can be released to remediate the environment.
Y ou saw that happen on Congtantine idand. They erase, and resolve everything to its components.”

"A whole country. A continent. Y ou can vacuum up that mess too, can you?"'
Esganikan seemed to be working out the English word vacuum. "Yes"

Shan might easily have been the medieva peasant asking the modern man how he expected to light his
home without lots of talow. She couldn't grasp even now how advanced a civilization might be that had
built towns and citiesfor amillion years. The fact that wesshar—whether Egbas or their local
cousins—till looked like flesh and blood, <till had families, till fretted over their kids, still enjoyed food
and sex and the fed of wind and sunshine, made her forget how incomprehensibly different other
elements of their culture might be.

Nevyan got up. Wesshar could rise from aknedling position to upright in one fluid movement like a
dancer. She walked across the cabinet chamber and stood next to Minister Rit, then kndlt to bring her
eyes aslevel with Rit'sface as she could, ignoring the rest of the cabinet. They didn't seem to have much
to contribute anyway, but then seeing what happened to dissenterslike Eit probably made for much
faster meetings and shorter agendas. Nevyan, with that intense wesshar focus, needed to be up closeto
the subject of her curiogty. There were no scent signals she could fully read, and no facia expressonsto
interpret.

Shan waited for areaction from Rit. Humans found wesshar aggressive smply because they had no
concept of persona space and got in way too close: isen;, creatures living in close confinement, probably
hed their own discomfort zones.

"Y ou know now that you can never drive us out of this system,” Nevyan said. "Y our speciesisthe one
most at risk. But how can you ever change? | pity you, but how can we reach agreement that you will
never land on Bezer'gy?'

Rit chittered. Ralass listened.

"Sheintendsto put astop to those military ambitions. The rule of ancestors memories makesit hard,
which iswhy many deaths are needed. Thoughts have to be killed too. Gene lines must broken. New
oneswith...green views must be encouraged and given precedence.”



Thoughts have to be killed too.

Shan struggled to make sure she il found that sinister. The day she didn't, sheldd know things had gone
too far. They needed to stamp out ideas preserved in genetic memory. Nevyan seemed taken aback
t00. Her pupils snapped between cross wire and flower and her head tilted further to one side. Shewas
absolutely consumed with amazement.

It wasaradicdly different culture, dl right.
Sl ectively breeding for tree-huggers.

Jesus, that sounded like a grand eugenics scheme that the Eqbas might even try. It riveted Shan, like all
shocking revelations. Wesshar, who didn't care about what you believed and were only concerned with
what you did, were now fumbling for common ground with isenj, whose entire existence was determined
by obsolete mental images, not of the here and now and real, but of the what-was. And somehow they
were finding it. Shan could seeit on Nevyan'sface, and even on Esganikan's now.

She could even smdll it—abright vegetal scent that made her think of cut grass but that was nothing like
it.

"Sdf-sdecting,” said Shan. "Those who fight disqudify themsdalves from the gene pool.”
"Asasurvival mechaniam, it'sadmirable,” said Esganikan. "Doesit trouble you, Shan?"

Shan was certain sheldd suppressed her scent to avoid the olfactory equivaent of muttering dissent in the
corner. She concentrated and inhaled. Y es, she had. The wesshar trait that c'naatat had given her had
become another externd "tell" that she hid, part of the poker face sheld grown over the yearsto feign
impartidity for theworld.

"It's something my society would find disgusting,” Shan said et last.
"For Umeh, isthere another option?”

It wasjust aswell Eddie wasn't here. The core of the problem was that isenj bred and expanded, and
that characteristic had now put them in conflict with wesshar, Eqbas and afanatical Skavu dly. It was
what Aras had caled avermin argument. Hed had arow with Eddie about the definition, and said that
humansfitted it aswell asany other inconvenient anima. Shan saw not theisen being tried even in their
desth throes here, but Earth: because Earth was going down the same path.

You knew that. You've always known that. You even wanted some higher authority to kick our
SOrry arses.

And here was the philosophy, the rambling debate over a beer, made solid and scary and full of
dilemmas. Shan, unflinching when it cameto loathing the depths of human behavior intheway that only
coppers could, imagined the redlity of culling and adjustment accurately and it till hit her hard.

Did shetill fedl it needed doing?

It wasn't even her choice now.

Yes, it did.

Bezer'gj: Nazdl, also known as Chad Island

"There are other Dry Aboves we must see,” said Keet.



A dozen bezeri lounged in the shallows on the shore of Chad, still making that trangition from their ancient
emotiond tieto the sea. Lindsay wondered how any creature could handle a shift in niche that radical,
and then she recalled that she'd done it—almost.

She'd been getting used to being an aguatic human. How long that would have lasted until she missed her
existence on dry land, sheld never know.

"Not Ouzhari," said Lindsay.
"Next towards the Greater Unknown."

Ah, north. The sequence ran northernmost to southern tip of the chain—Constantine, Catherine, Charity,
Clare, Chad and Christopher, or Ouzhari. They wanted to explore Clare. The colonists had named the
idandsfor saints. Clare—friend of Saint Francis of Assis, Francisto whom the incongruous
Norman-style church in Constantine's underground colony had been dedicated; the stained-glass
window, made partly by Aras and now gone, showed the saint in brown robes surrounded by animas
from Earth and Bezer's).

Clare.

Clare...Saint Clare had not been martyred, but shetried. Lindsay recalled that from forgotten lessons.
Clare had given up her wedlth to embrace poverty, and tried to give up her life too. When she heard
Franciscan monks had been martyred by the Moors in Morocco, she was set on going there to share
their fate, but the holy sistersheld her back. Yes, Clare. Lindsay couldn't help but seetheechoina
well-meaning woman who thought a sacrificid, late and totaly impractica gesture would save the world.

But I'm being practical. The bezeri are the last of their kind, and | had no right to wipe them off
the face of the planet. I'm not a martyr. Really, I'm not.

"Okay, Clareitis" Sherecalled the charts: twenty-five kilometers of open water, maybe. They had
podships. "A day trip."

"Wefed wdl," said Maipay. "Wefed better than before, better than many seasons. You give usthis.”

It was afragile straw to clutch, but Lindsay needed its support. She wanted forgiveness and approva.
She was prepared to accept that now, and if the outcome was positive, then—as the wesshar
sad—motive didn't matter.

The bezeri had dmost dl come ashore now and made daily foraysinto the water for food, but they were
sampling vegetation on land, and, inevitably, they were hunting. The shevens fascinated them. The
crestureswere large, aggressive prey, they put up afight, and they often escaped. Even the largest
sheven couldn't seize and envel ope two adult bezeri hunting asateam, and dl it took was atwo-pronged
attack with one of them going for each side smultaneoudy and seizing the edge of its membranelike a
sheet and gtretching it. Bezeri packed alot of muscle.

"Wego," said Saib imperioudy, assuming his Sahib role. All he needed was native bearers, and theimage
of the colonia hunter would have been complete.

The impression most bezeri gave her now was of being amorphous big cats, able to spring and legp with
great muscle contractions. Some had retained their trand ucency and others had devel oped
camouflage-like mottling. A dozen of them rushed out of the settlement, crashing through bushes and
gplashing into the surf. Lindsay braced hersalf and went in after them. She was used to submerging but
thefirst rush of cold seawater into her nose and the sensation of her gills opening from ditsthat ran



parald with what were once her ribs was aways a second or two of near panic.

Once she passed that stage, she was an aquetic creature again, using bioluminescence to speak. Once
shed clung to vocdization underwater: now it ssemed irrelevant.

Once. Her transforming exile was weeks, months—not years.

The bezeri dso seemed to find the amphibious trangition effortless. They dived to the shelf ahundred
meters out to seawhere they had assembled podships and began diding into them. The
pods—trand ucent organic materid, grown from plants—were alot faster than swimming.

The shipsaso reminded Lindsay of the challenges facing the bezeri ashore if they were to become
cgpable of holding the planet against any colonizers who would inevitably have space flight capability.
The ships were powered by anatural seed pod g ection system that had been selectively bred for
generations into something that could g ect aladen pod ten meters or so onto dry land and get it back
into the water again. The technology wouldn't be much use on land.

Okay, they're ticking things off fast the evolutionary list now: walking on dry land, talking,
building settlements. The industrial revolution will have to wait. First—they need to discover fire.

Lindsay could pilot a podship, and the old skills she learned as afleet aviation cadet came back, aong
with memories of training for collison repair a sea; sanding in atraining tank with a damage control
team, dipping in fast-rising ice-cold water, trying to get pands secured across breachesin the
mocked-up hull in darkness, smulating ared incident on board a stricken ship.

| could stroll that now. Cold water's easy, | can detect objects without even using my eyes. 1'd be
really useful as part of a ship's company.

C'naatat would be agift for the military, and for any industry needing to send humansinto hostile
environments. Shan said it would get used. She'd dways known: and so had Rayat.

Was he dead now? He dways had a plan on the go. Lindsay worried at avague level that Rayat would
always be trouble until the day she saw his corpse and watched it rot. Nothing short of that would
convince her.

She shook aside the speculation. Bezeri knew their way around theidandsin pods without charts and
Lindsay trailed after them, trying to tap into the natura navigationa skillsthat were now within her. Bezeri
were a'so more adept at landing on beaches than she was. It was alargely uncontrolled beaching exactly
likethefirg time sheld come ashore in apod, using smplefriction to dow her, but thistime she skidded a
long way up asmooth sandy cove. The pod shot past the rest of theflotilla, narrowly avoiding acollision.

Lindsay dipped out of her pod in aflood of water and waited for arebuke from Saib for her lack of
seamanship, but none came. He poured from hisvessel like ajar of drained pickles and did onto the
beach, leaving an indentation, and swung acrossto the foot of low dliffs.

"We have never been beyond here." He shimmered his happy colors—amber, blue, violet—and thudded
up to the cliffs, followed by Carf and Maipay, asif looking for apath inland. Lindsay followed in the
wake of churned sand that they left. "We must visit al. We must go to the furthedt. .. north.”

"Yes, north," said Lindsay. Their rate of language absorption varied alot, and Saib was the most
articulate by far, but the otherswere at least spesking some English. "The mainland.”

"Arethere sheven there?'



"There seem to be sheven or creatures very like them everywhere." Lindsay jogged past them, and the
sun cast her hazy shadow ahead of her like aglass of water, dark patches and lens-magnified pools of
bright light. What she saw was till basically humanoid in shape. She wasn't sure how she felt about thet.
"I don't know how plentiful they are, though.”

Clarescliffs crumbled into dopes of scree haf akilometer east and Lindsay led the bezeri onto arolling
plain dotted with pockets of heath and large cracked gray boulders. Theidand was more like
Congtantine. There was the same blue-gray grassike ground cover and spiked lavender bushesthat grew
knee-high. Orange foliage in the mid-distance bore a resemblance to the tree-ferns that stood as an
exotic dien backdrop to therurd terrestrid idyll created for the Constantine colonists by Aras. There
was enough of the familiar here to prod Lindsay's memory of arecent and amost happier time.

"Y ou remember,” said Saib. "I remember too. Y our glass on the grave.”
"S0...you have some of my memoriesaswell, not just Shan's.”

Saib considered the question, drumming the tips of his tentacles on the ground. Sometimes he reminded
her of asarcastic and impatient uncle dmost to the point of comedy, and then sheld remind hersdlf of his
reflexes and his capacity to take down agiant sheven, and the humor evaporated.

"No, thisis Shantoo," he said. "Thinking of the glass colors.”

| haveto get agrip. | can't keep resenting every mention of her. Shan had seen David's grave, of
course: Aras made the glass headstone, a cluster of flowers from roses and native blooms. Did it mean
anything to her, then, to surface in her memories? Whatever it was, however genetic memory functioned,
Saib had expressed Shan's recollections and amost nobody else's. If held taken on her other
characterigticsaswell, it would make him one very aggressive, sdlf-righteous squid. And he had plenty of
that attitude to sart with.

Lindsay paused and looked up, searching for stabtails, the hawk-s zed flying predators that were an
occasiond sght on Congtantine. After afew minutes she saw something else that had been afamiliar sght
around the colony. It was an alyat, aflying relative of the sheven.

It was adifferent color: it was avivid, trangparent peacock blue. But blue or not, it was fill an alyat. She
remembered them having no color, resting in branches and looking for &l theworld like plagtic bags
scattered by ahigh wind. They were trangparent membrane too, asingle piece of digestive tract that fell
on prey and enfolded it, just like a sheven did in streams and bogs. In terms of things you didn't want
dropping on you, alyats beat spiders by along way.

"Look." She pointed and the bezeri turned to follow her gesture. " Alyat. Hying sheven.”

Lindsay could almost see the cogs of thought grinding as the bezeri studied the creature. It waslike
watching acat at awindow, chattering itsteeth on seeing abird outside. They were wondering how they
could catch them. Everything that moved seem to befair game.

She was starting to redlize how centra hunting wasto the bezeri psyche. They'd been without large
chdlenging prey for along time, many generations, and even millenniaif shewent by the azin shell records
that Mohan Rayat had learned to interpret. The prospect of the chase excited them in aprimeva way.

"I have not felt so wdll for so long,” said Saib. "'l fed new."

And then it dawned on Lindsay: not only had ¢'naatat enabled them to suddenly find prey that answered
something deep in their psychology, degp in their genes, but it had also given them dl renewed vigor as



individuds C'naatat restored the body. These survivors of an ecologicaly vulnerablerace weredl ina
better state—apart from bereavement—than they had been before the neutron radiation scoured
Ouzhari. In asdfish way that humans might recognize, the bezeri remnant of forty-four had seized on
what wasinit for them. They'd been old and dow: now they were young again.

Lindsay looked at her hands, tranducent gel streaked with cartilage, and wondered if she felt better than
before. Lessthan three years earlier, sheldd been apromising nava officer, acommander at 26, and
gambling that arare opportunity to go extra-solar in the search for the Constantine colony would endina
quick mission report on afailed dream, and 150 years out of Earth time that would neverthel ess make
her auniquely qualified officer on her return. It was a huge risk. And she had no way of knowing what
was waiting on a planet that—officialy, anyway—nobody knew was inhabited, let donein the middle of
awar zone.

Lindsay made a conscious effort not to look back. Three years wastoo far, even further than 150 trillion
miles

"Wewill dsolive here," said Saib grandly.

Maipay ambled around, looking asif he waswaking on hisknuckles. "We can live all these places. We
live where we want, hunt what we want."

Their attitude was rapacious. Lindsay wondered what the fruga and environmentally responsible
wesshar would think now of the bezeri, the creatures they waged war against the isenj to protect, and
who had turned out to be every bit as profligate as the despised gethes. Saib and Maipay loped off,
Maipay occasondly using atentacle extended behind him in exactly the kangaroo-bounce that Fili had
firgt used. Lindsay watched them cover the ground in azigzag pattern. Something they disturbed flew up
from cover and they went charging after it, jinking and changing course like cheetahs.

Their intoxication with their newfound strength and the ingtincts they'd long buried was overwhelming
them. The creature, whatever it was, made its escape and soared into the sky as a dark dot and
vanished, leaving the two bezeri circling and excited.

They were destructive. But it was till abig planet, and its previous predation by isen] had been repaired
by the wesshar so that it seemed as gpparently wild and unspoiled as before. There were only forty-four
bezeri, no red threat to any ecology. Lindsay could humor them. If there was one lesson she had taken to
heart in the last yesr, it wasthat she couldn't use Earth mordity as abenchmark with any degree of
confidence.

She bent and collected sharp stones and dry fluffy plant fiber.

"Comeon," she said. She squatted down and formed the dry fiber into aloose bal of kindling, then held
one stone in each had. "Forget the hunting. My schedule saysthisis your week to discover fire"

Northern Assembly—Maritime Fringe border, Umeh
After awhile, Ade stopped noticing the bodies.

The bulkheads of the patrol vessdl had switched to transparency and he looked down into canyons of
high-risesthat looked full of debris.

The Skavu were searching for a pocket of survivorsin awasteland of the dead and dying. Ade looked
up at them occasiondly, just to seeif he could relate to anything in those faces, and he smply couldn't
tell. Wesshar had once been as dien as that, though. Perhaps he was judging too soon.



"There" sad Kiir.

Thevess fdt asif it was banking, but it was anillusion caused by the transparent bulkhead shifting
position to the deck, exactly as on Esganikan's shapeshifting warship. Qureshi and Chaha peered
through the deck and said nothing, then sat upright with their rifles acrosstheir laps staring into
mid-distance.

"It'sbloody millions," said Chahd, muffled dightly by his breather mask. " Jesus, that stuff covers some
ground."

In some areas there was what appeared to be ablack and brown velvet carpet. Had it been familiar
shapes of human bodies, he wondered how long it would have been before he could shut it out. He
waited for theisenj deep in him to react at some primeva levd, but nothing emerged.

Hishigher brain could tell him, though. It said that he should have found this beyond anightmare.

"What are we actudly going to do when we find survivors?' asked Qureshi. "1 mean, if they're dying, then
its—"

"I'll doit," said Ade. HEd done it once this week and he could do it again if it ended some poor bastard's
auffering. "But you're picking up non-targeted genomes, aren't you? Hedlthy isenj?'

"Won' be hedthy long with all those bodies decaying,” Chahd muttered.

The patrol ship touched down in the middle of abroad street paved with bright turquoise and amber
images of long-extinct foliage. Ade's brain saw shapes in the doorways as black disposa bags, but then
resolved into bodies, and when the bulkhead dissolved into a hatch, the smell hit him—not the smell of
decomposing bodies and shattered bowelsthat he knew, but something el se. The forest-floor smell of
isen) was mixed with something sulfurous.

Adedidn't need abreather but right then it would have been useful. He swallowed a threatening wave of
nausea and stepped out of the ship. Kiir—masked like the others—stared at him and paused, asif
waiting for something.

"You can bregthethisar fredy?'

Ade nodded, and redlized that the Skavu didn't know all thelittle tricksthat c'naatat could pull.
Esganikan hadn't briefed them thoroughly. Maybe that wasjust aswell. He checked the ESF670's scan
for concedled ordnance—fat lot of usein aworld that didn't use terrestrial explosives—and covered
Qureshi and Chahal while they ducked out of the ship and took cover behind the pillars of a doorway
that was mercifully free of corpses. Kiir gestured towards another building. His squad started a

recogni zable house-clearance procedure.

"Jesus, Ade," said Chahal. "Look. They doit dmogt likeus."
"Only so many ways abiped can get through arectangular gap safely.”

It made the Skavu fed familiar. They knew what they were doing, and professiona reassurance went a
long way. Apart from the fact that they were surly bastards—or seemed like it—they were doing the
basics that human soldiers had been doing for centuries, and Ade concentrated on the kinship rather than
the fact he didn't like them much.

Qureshi sighted up on the roofline opposite. "1 want to know what happened to First, Second and Third
ToDie, persondly.”



"Promotion must be crap.”

"Thisisour recruiting poster, eh? Bloody space marines.” She stepped backwards into a dark recess and
there was astrawlike crunch. Shefroze. "Ade, what have | trodden in?'

"Hold till." He could guess. He leaned into the recess just to be certain it wasn't an anti-personnel
device—evenif isenj didn't appear to have them—and confirmed it. It was alight-colored isenj, unusud,
very small, and dead. He guessed it was a child. Maybe the isenj deep in him knew. "Okay, just step off
carefully.”

"Oh, God..." she sighed.
"Jesus, they're everywhere.”

Kiir's squad was making itsway down the silent street, door to door. Ade never assumed anything ina
foreign city, but there was nothing here, no vehicleslike those hed seen when the Egbas had wiped out a
Fringe armored column. There were no vehicles here a dl, and the flat fronted buildings could have been
gpartments or offices. Civvies could kill you as efficiently as uniformed troops, and bloody often did, soiit
was a bogus distinction when your arsewas on theline.

Isenj didn't seem to wear uniforms anyway.
Ade caught up with Kiir. "Sir, if you have aplan, now would be agood time to shareit with us"

"Therel" Kiir barked. Something black shot past the corner of Ade's eye and he swung round, rifleraised
likeareflex. "This zone must be cleared.”

Where the hdll was he going to put detainees?"'Sir, who are we—"

Kiir held hisweapon two-handed in front of his chest and fired. Ade couldn't imagine how he aimed the
thing, but when he looked up there was an isenj lying on the roadway in a spreading pool of clear fluid.

Ade understood now. "We don't do that, sir."

Qureshi and Chaha backed up towards Ade, still watching the high-rises, expecting—as he had—to be
dedling with snipers.

Back home, Ade had arule book that told him how to ded with an officer who shot noncombatants.
Here, he didn't even have acommon mora framework with any of the species. Hisgut said stop this.
But hisbrain said that the isenj who were untouched by the pathogen would die from disease spread by
unburied corpses, and the isenj had no refugee shelters. It was an impossible choice. But he madeit.

Chahd turned to Ade. "We're not doing this, are we, Sarge?"

"Hreif fired upon,” Ade said. "Find some bugger dying, finish them off if your gut tellsyou to. Other than
that—just cover the street.”

And it wasn't enough. He'd seen enough combat to know the gray areas, and he'd dipped around the
regs and not regretted it, but this was something held never seen: culling. He dways thought he'd handle
thisdifferently.

But the deaths here were on a scale that was too big to process.

"If I had not been told to dlow you to do as you wanted, | would have shot you for disobedience by
now," sad Kiir.



Ade dipped hisfighting knife out of hisbelt. "And, sir, I'd have got up and stuck thisin you to see what
color you bled. Do we understand each other?

Kiir might well have been angry but it wasimpossibleto tdll. Jesus, we go out for a quick acquaint
with the new boys and here | fucking am squaring up to the CO. Ade didn't get an answer, so he
carried on down the road, foot-patrol routine, hoping that the isenj had the senseto run.

Where? Thisis the end of the world for them.

Qureshi moved ahead of him on point. "Now | know," she said. "I mean, we've been in some hairy
Stuations over the years and we bend the rules a bit but | wondered why people |et holocausts happen,
and what sort of bastards they are. Y ou know what? They're like me."

Thedigtinctive crack-ack-ack of the Skavu wegpon seemed to be coming from al around them now.
There were other squads operating.

"I've got nothing to lose, 1zzy. Y ou and Chaz thin out, and call Shan for extraction." Hejerked histhumb
over hisshoulder. It was a bloody long way back across the border on a carpet of bodies. "1'm happy to
dot Kiir. Lifeés chegp here"

Therewas no chain of command. Legaly, none of them were service personnd now. Even if they had
been, there was no war between them and the isenj. There were only rules of engagement that no longer
bound them and a bit of common sense.

"Fissoff, Sarge," said Qureshi chearfully. "I'm staying. It'syour turn to get shot by diens.”

Chahd was gtaring into his palm, checking his bioscreen. "Welve got five squads within akilometer
according to the sweep. They've got ten thousand troops covering two hundred million isenj here, and
they've got the time to go picking off the onesthat got away. | mean, what does that say about them?Isit
asport with them?"

"Well, we either walk now, or | stop thisbunch,” said Ade. "Istheisenj in medriving this, or isit kinder
to shoot them dl rather than let them starve or die of some other disease?"

"Y ou remember isen] uff?’
"Chaz, don't give methat look."
"Doyou?'

"l don't know."

The Skavu squad stacked either side of agaping door, paused, and then—on asigna Ade didn't
see—rushed the building. Rounds cracked and echoed: shouts, squeals, and then silence. But the squeals
resonated within him. They were universa, uncontrolled, just animal pain and fear.

"Okay," he said. "I've had enough.”

There was a second between coul d-have-saved and you-let-it-happen. And the second had passed.
One of Kiir'ssquad came out and started running down the road close to thewall. Ade went in.

Oh God, Aras...

Arasdid thisonce.



Ade was in the present, about to confront Skavu executioners, and aso behind Arass eyesfive centuries
ago, bombing Mjat because only fragmentation could destroy c'naatat-infected isenj. Adesmora
compass spun. That guiding gut-fedl of asingle right and wrong had vanished and been replaced by a
thousand different ones.

It was asuicidd move even for Ade: live rounds, maybe explosives, blokeswho didn't know your
procedure and who didn't think like you. Kiir and one of his Skavu were systematically dispatching about
twenty isenj lying on the floor, or maybe they were just making sure they were dead. Ade's sense of time
disntegrated, and he fet he was spending minutestrying to decide if these were sick isenj like the one
held shot, or hedlthy ones with different genomes. He could hear running boots. A pool of watery fluid
was spreading on thetiles, looking for al theworld asif someone had peed. But it was plasma:like isen
blood. He'd seen that before.

Eddie. Ade remembered: his spare camera. Get me some shots of Skavu. He clipped the cam to his
webbing like aradhaz sensor and just let it run.

One of the Skavu went to walk past him, hisjob done, moving on to the next.
"| can't et you do this, mate," Ade said. "Once, | didn't stop something | could have. Now, | will."

No, Commander Neville, | won't help you ship your frigging cobalt bombs to Ouzhari. | won't help
you capture Shan.

It wasthat easy. It really was. He pushed the Skavu in the chest, just awarning shove. Qureshi was
behind him, Chahal to the right. One of the bezeri on the floor moved, not yet dead despite the thorough
attention of the Skavu, and one of them—where had Kiir gone?—drew the long flat blade from the
sheath on his back.

I'm c'naatat, Ade thought, and saw his dad kill orphaned fox cubs held hidden so carefully under his
bed, and his mother getting athrashing from the bastard, and it could all be stopped if he just stood

up—

Ade blocked the downward sweep of the blade with hisarm, no conscious effort. The liquid-armor layer
in hisvest deflected the stroke and the blade skidded down his arm. He heard Chahd shout, " Jesus,
Ade—" and hefelt no pain, but he clamped hisfree hand down on the blade and jerked it from the
Skavu's grip. Blood—he had to be careful with hisinfected blood.

Now it hurt. The blade—the sword—had diced adong the length of hisforearm. Chaha and Qureshi had
seen C'naatat do itsingtant heding trick before, but the Skavu had not, and they watched in either horror
or fascination as the spectacular |aceration sedled itself and faded through pink to unmarked skin.

Ade held on to the sword. It was covered in blood. "Don't even think about asking for it back, Skavi."

"I'm clear," said Chahd. He checked himsdlf for blood spatter. "Are you okay? Ade, you're fucking
insane”

"My shirt'sbuggered.”

Qureshi stepped in. "Come on, Sarge, take it easy. It's not worth it. Walk away."

Ade expected dl hell to break loose among the Skavu, but they were quiet, and they backed away from
him. Kiir looked him over like a parade ingpection. Then he took out his sidearm and shot the isenj, and
resumed his staring. Ade found a pure cold dab of focused hatred that redly did fed like Shan's
contribution to hisragbag of genes.



"You'refucking dead, ar," Ade said quietly. "First chancel get.”

Qureshi stood between the two of them, rifle held one-handed on Kiir, and flashed Umeh Station for
extraction. "No offense" shesaid. "But | don't think we're going to play well together.”

| haven't thrown up or shit myself. The rescue thing usudly triggered that, Ade redized, al the helpless
faluresin hisboyhood. Shan's going to go ballistic.

Kiir stared him in the eye and Ade stared back. But it wasn't some macho display, he knew. It was
revelation, and fear, and disgust. The Skavu would see c'naatat as something to eradicate. They had a

point.
Eventudlly Kiir turned away, and the other Skavu made no attempt to recover his blade. They backed
out of theroom. ™Y our kind," said Kiir, pausing in the doorway, "istoo dangerous.”

"I don't think he meant the Corps," Qureshi said. " Ade—oh, never mind."

The foxes were dead, and his mum was dead, and the isenj were dead, and Ade had saved nothing. The
bezeri were dead, too, and not dead. But he felt a profound peace settling in his chest, and took out his
cleaning kit to wipe his blood from arather handy sword that had nearly removed hisforearm.

Eddie's cam was dill running. Ade switched it off and the three marines waited in the stinking,
body-strewn road to be picked up.

11

Religions wax and wane, but there's a sudden growth in all Christian sects, fueled by the
extraordinary story of the Christopher mission. In just under thirty years, a community of
Christians drawn originally fromall sects and denominations returns to Earth with a unique
repository of genetic material from plant and animal life long disappeared from Earth. Their story
is made even more extraordinary by the fact that an alien civilization will be bringing both them
and the gene bank home, with plans to restore the planet's environment. "If you want miracles,"
said a member of the congregation at the newly reopened church of Saint Bartholomew, "then
thisis as awe-inspiring as they come. People see the hand of God in this, both in its sheer scale
and itstiming."

BBChan 557, socid affairs round-up
Jegjeno, Umeh

Wesshar, Ade had said, had no externd testicles. But when it came to sheer balls, Aras had plenty to
spare.

Eddie watched him stride down the service road that circled Umeh Station and head towards the
government offices of the Northern Assembly. Hewas Vlad the Impder, Pol Pot, Bulaitch and every war
crimina rolled into one asfar asthe isen] were concerned. And their historical monster waswalking
openly through their city.

"You're bloody mad," said Eddie. "We could have caled for aground car.”
"Mad, perhaps, but I'm not afraid,” said Aras. "And I'm not ashamed.”

The sobering deterrent of Esganikan Gai's warship Sitting indiscreetly above the city wasimpressive but
offered no psychologica support for aman running the gauntlet of those who had wanted him deed.
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What they wanted now was unknown: which meant Eddie had to find out or bust.

The wak was fine up to the point where Umeh Station's precincts merged into Jgjeno itsdlf. It had never
been a city where you could take acasua stroll. It was so packed with teeming isenj most of thetime
that pedestrian traffic had its own rules, and you ignored them at your peril. It was as packed asa
footbal crowd and in constant movement. But as Aras walked on, with no sign of stopping or giving
way, the chattering, rasping sea of brown, black and umber shapes, some jangling with beaded quills,
somehow managed to part. The pace of their tottering walk dowed and there was a sense of ariver
being dammed and forming swirling eddies.

The last time Eddie had done anything as stupid asignoring the traffic rules and changing direction in the
wrong place, held caused a crush. Street crushes caused injury and desth. Hisinstinct wasto yank Aras
back, but you couldn't stop a 170-kilo two-meter dien that easily.

Theisenj smply stopped and stared, and somehow the ripple spread and the living river froze for asfar
as Eddie could see.

"Shit, Aras, you don't even know where the Nationd Archiveis" Eddie caled. "For Chrissakes, wait."

The bee cam was dready flying escort overhead and he waved it forward to cover the crowd reaction.
Areyou really going to use this footage? Really? Eddietook advantage of the wake Aras|eft and
jogged up behind him.

Aras glanced back over hisshoulder. "I know." Hisvoice, which usudly had little trace of the wesshar
overtone when he spoke English, suddenly had two ditinct notes, asif held dipped back into being afull
wesshar again. "l know Jgeno from memories.”

Theisenj seemed dumbstruck again: no agitation, no shrill objections, nothing that indicated anything
beyond incomprehension or shock. Thiswasn't how notorious criminals were greeted by crowds on
Earth. And Aras was acriminal to them, one that even the Northern Assembly politicians had demanded
be handed over asrecently aslast year, after five hundred years. The destruction of Mjat, one of many
colony cities erased from Adht, astheisenj called Bezer'g), was as powerful an icon of holocaust for the
isen) as Hiroshimawas for humans,

They don't recognize him. Shit, they can't understand why he doesn't look the way they recall.
The thought hit Eddie hard.
Their genetic memory is a wesshar who looked like Nevyan.

But something in Aras recognized parts of Jgjeno even if Jgeno didn't recognize him. He strode on,
scattering the crowds. Jesus, if any isenj got near enough to catch ¢'naatat—no, it wasn't that Smpleto
pass on except through open wounds and body fluids. And isenj had adread of c'naatat that Eddie had
once thought was the smple common sense of an overcrowded people, but that he now suspected was a
race memory of the terrible consequences of the parasite infecting them on Bezer's).

The bee cam pursued Arasto the Nationa Archive, and Ralass met them to lead them through its
corridors. Hed promised Eddie an "interesting experience” before he went back to Wessg, asif
watching acivil war and aspot of ethnic cleansing wasn't interesting enough.

Aras had dso insisted on seeing the records.

"If they've got genetic memory, why do they need records and archives?' asked Eddie.



Ralass gave him adisapproving look with compressad lips, exactly like Serrimissani's
don't-be-such-a-dick look. "Because isenj don't all have the same memories, of course. Someone hasto
collatethem.”

"Ah," said Eddie. "Good point."

The bright green corridors were suffocatingly narrow and low, nothing like the grand hdls of the
minigterid offices. Araslooked uncomfortable ducking through them. They followed Ralass into apae
gray plastered chamber deep in the government complex, and Eddie found himsdlf inawel| of bright light.

Looking up, he focused on askylight with glazing barsin that digtinctively isenj organic stylelikevines
strangling arib cage. Then he worked out why the room needed naturd light. Anisenj washunched at a
desk scribbling furioudy on sheets of plastic materid, and it looked asif it was drawing rather than
writing.

That hunched posture put Eddie in mind of a dead spider in abathtub. He hated himsdlf for that, but he
couldn't help it. He was only a pattern-recognizing monkey himsdf. Theisenj paused and stared at Aras,
and then at Eddie.

"Thisisthearchivis of visud records,” said Rdass. "Sheisan artid. | brought you here for the memory.”

She. Theisenj paused for asecond, and might have been looking at them, but it was hard to tell. She
went back to her rapid scribbling.

"What memory?' asked Eddie, whispering automaticaly. It wasalibrary, after dl. It was amazing how
universal a setting aquiet archiveroom was. "I don't understand.”

"Y ou wanted to know what Umeh waslike in the past. Helol Chep remembers.”
"Ah, she'sgoing to let me look through the records?!

"No, she'swilling to draw you an image. What would you like to see? Her job isto communicate
memories accurately when needed. Helol has one of the most exact and extensive memories of anyonein
the city. She comesfrom along line of grest recalers.”

This extraordinary transgenerationa power of recal aso seemed to have generated a vast storehouse of
records. Isenj were natural bureaucrats.

"l wouldn't trust a human to do that,” said Eddie. He struggled with the notion of verifying agenetic
recollection. No wonder isenj had more of awesshar approach to truth and accuracy. "We're dl lying
bastards with bad memories.”

"Yes, | have heard this."

Eddie took a deep breath. "What was Umeh like before theisenj..." He amost used theword overran.
There was no escaping the terminology of pest control, and the remnant of hislibera heart rebelled.
"Before Umeh was urbanized?

Heol Chep gppeared to listen carefully to Raass'sinterpretation and replied with shrillsand clicks.
Eddie suddenly understood why ussiss became interpreters. They weren't just adept a languages, they
were superb mimicsin the same way that the macaws were. They could reproduce any sound. That was
what Ralass was doing now.

The artist threw herself into anew work, thistime using ascreen, and Eddie wondered if he was going to



see footage after all. She made scraping chittering sounds as she worked. He wished he could speak
their language.

"Shewill depict it for you."

"She's going to show me pictures?”’

"Sheisgoing to draw pictures.”

"Don't they have image records?"

"Not of the origina world. They had no recording devices then. That must be obviousto anyone.”

"Not to me." Heimagined flickering film images of asmal town that later became Jgjeno and the
buildings engulfed the continent. " So isthis how sheimaginesthe city wasthen?' He thought of al the
dinosaur recregtions that changed every time BBChan made anew naturd history show and some
scientist had a better theory. "Artist'simpression?”

"No, thisishow sherecdlsthe primeva world from her genetic memory.”

Primeval. Ussss weretoo fluent to pick the wrong word. Theisenj redly did remember. Isenj didn't
just recal ancestral grudges and their parents memories; they could go back further. How far? No, hed
misunderstood the word. It waslike abird recalling being a Tyrannosaurus rex. There had to be
another explanation.

"Amazing," said Eddie, till impressed. "Can they dl do that?'
"Most isenj seem to have the primeva memory of theforest, yes.”

Eddie stared at the isenj and wondered how it would fed to shut your eyes and see woolly mammoth and
ice-covered Britain.

"Okay," he said, and motioned the bee cam to an over-the-shoulder-shot position. "Fire avay.”

Raass stepped back and the isen] grasped stylus-like instruments in her hands—both of them—and
began sketching furioudy on atablet. The cam recorded the astonishing spectacle of someone sketching
two-handed, cross-hatching frantically with one hand and doing long curving sweeps with the other. At
thisangle it was hard to get afed for the landscape, but Eddie resisted the urge to peer over her
shoulder.

After afew minutes Chep paused and tilted the tablet. The image was projected into adisplay on the wall
and for the firgt time Eddie could picture ancient Umeh, even though the drawing was monochrome. He
watched aforest like no forest he had ever seen take shape. Aras smelled suddenly of grapefruit, asign
he was agitated. Even a human could detect that.

Raass's lips compressed, just like Serrimissani in stroppy mode. "l've never seen thisbefore. | too am
curious.” He inclined his head towards Chep and chittered. " She says she doesn't have an explanation,
only memory. The trees captured water at the top and fed the ground.”

Chep tapped with both styluses. The image flooded with colors, single tones at first and then shadowed
with graduation of tint and shade.

Eddie looked at alandscape of massve tubes seen from alow angle with light danting through and
between them. Where the light penetrated the trunks, it was gently pink and red; it gave him the



impression of being dwarfed by giant rhubarb. Between the stalks, tall towers of soil sood dignedina
way that suggested they were built, not arandom act of nature. Termite mounds. Chep began adding
detail, pausing occasionaly and becoming motionless. Then she started scribbling again. Sometimesthe
strokes produced nothing that Eddie could see.

"Shesaysitissrp,” sad Raass. "Youcdl it infrared.”

So it was acolor to them. He wondered how they managed to depict that in adigita image—if it was
digital, of course; he didn't know much about their technology. Maybe the reproduction emitted it asIR.
It was ared shame that humans, isenj and wesshar would never cooperate enough to share technology,
because Eddie could see so many applications that would transform Earth.

He could see the destructive technol ogies, too. He put them out of his mind and watched the monitor in
his handheld to check that the bee cam was capturing what he thought he was seeing.

"How long ago wasthis?'
Raass was slent for afew seconds and looked asif he was having problems calculating.
"Six hundred thousand years," he said.

"Shit," said Eddie. Thefootage didn't do it justice. The bee cam couldn't record boggling time scales or
thisisall from memory, folks or any of the thingsthat made thisafegat of astonishing, unimaginable,
utterly dienrecal.

A bizarre landscape unfolded beneath a canopy of purple cups and spheres. A dark shape gripped the
primordial rhubarb trunkswith smaler, lighter creatures clinging to it. Growthsthat looked like vines
snaked up some of the trunks and disappeared into the canopy where patches of blue sky contrasted
sharply with the amethyst cups.

"Does she missthis?' said Eddie. "Does she want to see dl thisback again?'

The ussiss and the isenj chattered. " She saysit would be nice but as she hasit stored in her memory, it
isn't necessary.” Ralass |ooked at theimage and blinked dowly. Eddie dmost expected him to dump to
the ground in dow motion and doze like ameerkat, but the interpreter was just consdering the art.

"They are very attached to their natura world, you know. That'swhy you see theimages on the buildings
and theroad surfaces. They revereit.”

"But not enough to preserveit, en? They love theidea but the redlity can go hang.”
"Y ou wish meto expressthat to Helol Chep?”
"That would be rather rude, wouldn't it?'

"Indeed.” Ralass didn't seem as quick to snap at him asthe femae ussiss. He wasn't such good
company, either. Eddie decided he had aweakness for avkward customers. "And Serrimissani tellsme
there are many kinds of human who behave the same way, loving the abstract ided while abusing and
destroying the living object.”

"If you say cuddly animd toy to me, I'll scream.”
IIWI,V?I
"Not literdly." Jesus, haven't | learned by now? "Just that the wesshar say that to metoo.”



"I say it," Arasinterrupted. "Pandas—why you kept the toy and let the real animal become extinct.”
"Okay, what he said. And let's not get started on cuddly rabbits.”

"If I knew what rabbitswere, | would avoid mentioning them.” It was hard to tell if Ralass wasbeing
sarcadtic or literal. "But | understand the irony of loving what you have destroyed.”

"And destroying what you love," said Aras, offering no explanation. Eddie decided not to pursueit.

Chep completed her illustration and tottered backwards to consider it. Eddie gazed on alandscape that
hadn't been seen for more than haf amillion years.

"Now ask her for the archive from Asht," said Aras. "From Bezer'g)."

Raass hegtated, and Eddie wondered if it was asign that Araswas pushing hisluck. "Come on, Raass.
Let'sgetit over with."

“Verywdl."

What could they possibly have that Aras could want, that he didn't already have in hisown memory?
Chep went to ashdf and pulled out awad of drawing sheets and laid them on the desk, carefully
arranged in asequence. Eddie automaticaly leaned over to look, but Aras smply pushed him aside,
gently but firmly enough to leave Eddiein no doubt that thiswas not his business.

The images were equally photoredlist scenes of atown in arecognizably isenj style, but not like Jgjeno.
Thiswasamass of low-rise, wider streets. Eddie expected a burst of citrus scent from Aras, but he
smply looked at the images one by one, head cocked on one side, and stood in contempl ation with one
gloved hand braced on the desk.

"Interesting,” said Aras.
Of course: Aras had been flying afighter on Bezer'd), seeing only an aerid view.
"Never seen it from the ground level, have you?'

Assoon ashe said it, Eddie redlized how crass that sounded, even if wesshar were utterly tactless
themsdves and wouldn't have noticed.

"Oh, | have," Aras said, gpparently unconcerned. Histone was completely casud. "'l have the memories
of asurvivor of Mjat, remember. | know what it looks like from street level, at the height of the bombing,
balls of flame rolling down the street. It's very vivid, asisthe hatred he had for me, which he later
expressed physically asmy captor.”

Eddie swalowed hard. Helol Chep said nothing. If she had responded, he wasn't sure if Ralass would
have passed on her sentiments anyway. No: he would. Only humans, and to alesser extent isenj, pulled
their punches out here. Eddie tried hard not to substitute human equivaentsin thisindirect conversation
between destroyer and destroyed, and knew things he didn't fedl: that Aras, on Earth, would aso bea
war criminal, and yet Eddie knew he was a compassi onate being and someone he trusted, respected, and
truly cared for.

Shan must have been through that ambiguity and conflict too. Sheld come down firmly on Arassside
from the start. Ade aso saw him with the acceptance of aman who had to make decisonsthe average
civilian never faced. If Eddie had wanted afew more hard and fast linesto help him navigate through his
own maze of ethics about hisinfluence asajourndist here, he hadn't found any. Hed even lost afew.



"Better be getting back," said Eddie. " Shan will be wondering wherewe are.”
"I'veseendl | want to see” said Aras.

Heinclined hishead to Chep with unexpected politeness—if the isenj understood that at al—and
waked. Eddie stole amoment and grabbed Ralass by the beaded belt dung across one shoulder.

"l want to ask Chep aquestion.”
"Very wdl."
"Ask her what she thinks now that she's met the Beast of Mjat.”

Ussiss had no human expression, but Eddie could have sworn the look on Ralass'sface said cheap
hack.

"l shall." He exchanged chittering sounds and Eddie waited for some explosion of ancient racia hatred.
"She says shefindsit hard to understand how he can walk among isenj and not try to kill more of them.”

"Ask her if she hateshim."
" She says she doesn't know, and that troubles her.”
"Does she hate wesshar generdly?'

" She fears them now they've come to Umeh. Shewantsto know if Aras has been sent to finish the
extermination he started, using the Skavu."

Ouch. "Tell her he only came here to meet isenj and understand them.” It wasn't atotd lie. "He'snot like
thet."

Chep listened patiently to Ralass but made no reply. Then she turned back to her records and began
gtacking them, returning her world of memoriesto norma. Sheld have her work cut out remembering a
single brick of Jgeno if Esganikan got down to business. She was the one most likely to finish the job
started on Bezer'g.

The slencefinaly weighed too heavily. "Thank her for me" said Eddie. "That was very helpful "

He went to catch up with Aras, wondering how many excuses he might have made for Pol Pot, and yet
gtill unable to see Aras—aman who rescued drowning insects, a man who gave rats the same funera
rites as he would have given Shan, aman who enjoyed dull domesticity and doted on hiswife—as any
kind of beast at dll.

Umeh Sation, Jejeno
Ade walked through the airlock doors of Umeh Station and handed a sword to Shan, hilt firgt.

"Y ou might as well make the most of being court-martialed and binned, that'swhat | say." He didn't do
his usud please-don't-be-angry grin. "I've balsed it up. Sorry, Boss."

Shan looked down the blade and tried not to think about what an edge like that did. She'd managed to
shake her dread of what might lie behind mundane doors, but sharp objects of any kind still conjured up
the inventive variety of violence that sheld seen daily asapoalice officer. Thisblade had diced Ade's
forearm muscles to the bone. Someone would pay for thet.



"I'm proud of you," she said quietly. "Don't you ever think I'm not.”
He rummaged in his breast pocket and handed her arectangle of white plastic: Eddie's backup cam.
"They're bagtards," he said quietly. "Theisenj don't deservethat."

But hed put adying isenj out of its misery. Ade had hisinexplicablelines, just like her. "Y ou told him
youd kill him?*

"Yes, Boss"
"That'smy boy."
"I know it's daft to get in aruck over shooting afew isenj when weve just killed millions, but | did.”

Shan handed back the sword. It looked nobly martia in Ade's grasp, but she just looked like a psycho
with it. Besides, there was aways the chance she might useit. Crew and contractors stared at Ade,
because newstraveled fast.

"Thank God there's only ten thousand Skavu,” shesaid. "l till haven't met one.”
"Youwill."

"Thisfootageisgoing to serioudy pissme off, isn't it?

"Oh yeah." Adelooked longingly past her. "I need apee, and a coffee, in that order.”
"You sureyou're okay?' She steered him towards the heads. "Just tell me."

"No, Boss, | haven't infected anyone else. | checked.”

"I redly wasjust asking if you wered| right."

"I'm fine. It wasn't astroll in vacuum.” He handed her the sword again and opened the door to the
lavatory. ™Y ou can hold that, or hold something else for me."

"Y ou're not okay, are you?"
"l am. It wasjust very...cathartic. That'sthe right word, isn't it? Flushes out dl kinds of crap.”
Ade's avkwardness was utterly disarming. "Spot on,” shesaid. "Y ou can tell medl about it.”

Shan waited outside the door, not quite knowing how to look relaxed with ameter-long sword. She
ended up leaning onits hilt like acane. Acrossthe sea of human headsin the dome's centrd plaza, she
saw abright copper-red plume advancing like agaleon and just the top of atufted gold mane. Esganikan
and Nevyan were heading her way, and Shan braced for another round of oss of temper containment.
Ade came out of the lavatory adjusting his pants, and et out asigh.

"'Sokay, Boss, I'll take what's coming."
"No, I'm dedling."

Nevyan reached her afew paces ahead of Esganikan, exuding acid. Nev was pissed off. She wasreining
itin, not avery wesshar thing to do with emotion unless you were adominant matriarch who didn't want
to get in aruck with another isan and end up spraying jask al over the place—and inheriting atask
force. Good call, Nev. The stakeswere high.



"Ade saysthe Skavu weren't overjoyed to work with him." Shan found her arms had folded across her
chest of their own accord. "1 hope were not going to have any trouble with them.”

"They've never encountered c'naatat before and they find it troubling," Esganikan said.
"No shit,” said Shan. "It troublesus dl, matey."

Ade interrupted deferentialy. "The word they used was dangerous."

Nevyan lined up right on cue. "1 need to know my neighbors can be trusted.”
"It'stemporary,” said Esganikan. "They won't bother you."

Nevyan didn't back down. "They'll be on Umeh for decades. Y ou know that."

"Dothey have to do this death-squad thing?" asked Shan. Firgt thingsfirgt: she took out the cam and
held it up like atrump card. "1 want to go and watch this footage somewhere quiet. I'd like you to seeiit
too."

Finding somewhere quiet in Umeh Station these days was a chdlenge, but Shan waked into Cargill's
office and put on her you-redly-want-to hel p-me-with-my-enquiries ook, patience frayed but not worn
out. Cargill glanced up from the inventories on her desk and looked resigned.

"Y ou do need my office, don't you?' It took a harassed officer to know one. Cargill looked past Shan at
Ade. "Trugt Roya to play the hero."

"He shot the isenj anyway," said Ade. "I didn't saveit. And | don't know what 1'd have been saving it for,
aywey."

Inthe end, Cargill stayed and they watched the recording in grim silence. Shan was used to seeing dead
bodies and pretty well every perversion and act of violence on the statute books, but it was il
unpleasant, with the added twist of seeing the sword diceinto Ade'sarm from ahorribly close angle.
Everyone was quiet for afew moments afterwards. Cargill |€ft.

"S0, isthat boyish high spirits, Commander?* Shan asked. "1 know we've got body count of afew
hundred million on our consciences aready, and I'm thefirst to say that dead's dead, but | want to be
sure we haven't imported anew problem.”

Esganikan did some head tilting. " The Skavu are the aftermath of the war. It meansthe newly awake.
Their converson has been fanatica.”

"Ah, the road to Damascus," said Shan. "'l know it well. Straight on, and turnright to Hell ina
handbasket. Great. Fucking eco-jihad.”

"Thisisfor Umeh. Y ou don't think they need rigorous adjustment here?"
"I don't know what they need, except to stay on their poxy planet and leave Wessg and Bezer'gj alone.”
"The Skavu will ensure that, believe me."

"Y ou said they weren't colonial, so they'll have to weed out every isenj who doesn't believe in solar
power and reusing envelopes before they can walk away and leavethemtoit.”

"|sthat an unreasonable solution?"



"I don't know. I would like to see the Skavu, though.”
"Do you il plan to accommodate them on Bezer'g)?" Nevyan asked.
"They need abase, and Umeh will be unsuitable for large numbers of them.”

"Then," said Nevyan, "you'll have to warn them of the presence of ¢'naatat contamination. What will they
do then?

Esganikan paused, looking at Ade. Shan wondered what she was mulling over. "I think they will obey my
orders" shesaid. "So | will be explicit about where they can venture.”

"Madam," said Ade, "atechnicd point. The former Eqbas shipsthat they fly. They're old, but that ill
makesthem ahell of alot punchier than the fleet that Wessg can assemble. I'm abit nervous
about...well, introducing a new superpower to the Cavanagh system.”

"There are ten thousand troops with recircul ated Eqbas vessels and equipment. How isthat a
superpower?’

"Because asfar astheir weapons and fleet are concerned, they are, aren't they?' Ade was doing his
smple-soldier routine. Thetell wasthelittle frown that creased the skin horizontaly across the bridge of
hisnose. "They could cream Wessg if they wanted to. The kit we've got in Fnar might be on ananite
repair cycle, but the basic design template is ten thousand years old. And that capability gap scaresme.”

"Superpowers, asyou call them, want power. Skavu don't.”
"I don't think the isenj noticed the difference, actualy, maam."
Shan had to bite theinside of her cheek. Ade Bennett, you're perfect. She was so damn proud of him.

"Y ou'd better be able to guarantee their behavior, then,”" Shan said. "Because you've dumped a
well-armed army of psychopaths on us, and if they get out of hand, we might be the onesrotting in the
Stregts.”

"I know they're extreme," Esganikan said quietly. "My commanding officer and athird of my crewmates
were butchered by them in the adjustment war, and you've seen their blades a close quarters. They were
the only option | was given for Umeh. | made amistake by agreeing to help theisenj, and | should have
found another way to confine them and let them carry on their path of sdf-destruction...but | didn't.”

Shan tried not to lose sight of the 200 million isenj dead. It wasn't that sheliked isenj, but if shefailed to
find that shocking a any time, shewas|logt.

"Guarantee they'll leave the Cavanagh system as soon as Umeh isin asecure state,” she said.
"That's the agreement anyway."

"I mean by force—your force—if need be. Because I'm not sure we have the assets to make sure they
go."

"I'll have to speak to Surang about that," said Esganikan. "'l may ill be on Earth when that point is
reached.”

"I want to talk to the Skavu command anyway," Nevyan said. "So that we understand each other
exactly."



Esganikan did aquick head-jiggle of annoyance. "I'll arrange amesting, but remember that their cultureis
not one of compromise and consensus. It may not achieve results.”

"Maybe not," said Nevyan, "but I'll know more about them.”

Esganikan left. Shan now liked the fact that wesshar just got up and left aroom when they were done
with talking, with no attempt at vaedictory bullshit. The three of them sat in slence for afew minutes.

"They're bad news," Ade said. "Sorry that's not avery tactical assessment, but | know shit on acollison
course with thefan when | seeit.”

"They did restore their own ecology, though.” Nevyan stood up and smoothed her dhren, which never
needed smoothing. It was her nervoustic when agitated. "The archive that Serrimissani found for meis
impressive. Aslong asthey don't carry out genocide, the planet they take on benefits greetly.”

Ade actualy laughed. He didn't sound amused, poor sod, but nearing the end of histether. She put her
hand on his and he gripped it hard. "Genocide. It's one of those things you just have to keep an eye on.”

At least the evacuation had been agood precaution. In aweek, Umeh Station would be empty. Its crew
would missits comforts on that miserable cold dog-turd of anidand, Mar'an'cas, but it was better than
living next door to the Skavu.

"Comeon," said Shan. "Let's see what e se we can liberate from this sation.”

She eased hersdlf out of the seat using the Skavu sword as a cane. It actualy wasn't that much funasa
novelty: she had arandom fleeting thought about who else it had been used on. Therewas no telling its
age. It might even havekilled one of Esganikan's comrades.

"Want meto take that, Boss?' Ade asked.

Hetook it out of her hand with Sow care. Helooked like he could handle a sword.
He aso looked asif, one day, he might want to useit.

Chad Idand, Bezer'gj

Saib and the other male bezeri swaggered back up the shore of Chad in the late afternoon like arowdy
rugby team, flashing light and making a strange array of soundsthat weren't English but more like satisfied

grumbling.

If Lindsay shut her eyes, it sounded remarkably like the hubbub of adistant crowd. They were happy
and full of themselves. A day exploring and hunting had boosted their morae, and it showed. Back inthe
settlement, more bezeri had shown up from the seg; that made forty out of forty-four now ashore. They
lounged in the wattle bubbles, tentaclestrailing, or wandered around the heath snapping off foliage and
tasting it. Most of them seemed to have perfected the between-two-crutches walk with one or two
tentacles held out to the rear to achieve more forward momentum. PFili, who'd once struck Lindsay asa
little dim, was sticking with the kangaroo effect, and now seemed to wak much more upright, front
tentacles held near her body and the rear ones almost acting like a tripod.

Lindsay just knew that one day shed find her bounding around. All the bezeri seemed to befinding
dightly different ways of negotiating theland, developing different pigmentation, and showing al the
shades of subtle variation that confirmed c'naatat was not asingle template for each species.

"Where are the other four?' Lindsay asked. She counted again. "Who's missing?'



"Guurs, Essl and their young,” said Kest.

That wasthe only family group that hadn't gone to the spawning grounds before the ER devices had
detonated. Don't euphemize. Say it: before Rayat and | blew up Ouzhari with cobalt bombs. This
wasn't abreeding colony by any stretch of theimagination. Only thefrail elderly and thisone
group—male, femae, and two juvenile femal es—had been outside the contaminated areaand survived.
They wouldn't interbreed. It had seemed a colony without hope, and that was why Lindsay had stepped
across the line she wouldn't have crossed for her own baby son in the end, and passed c'naatat to the
bezeri.

"Arethey okay?' she asked. Thetwo daughters—"juvenilefemaes’ wastoo brutaly zoologica for the
community she now lived with—concerned her. Evenif c'naatat guaranteed surviva for the group, she
still wanted to see bezeri grow up. "Don't they want to carry the parasite?!

Pili headed for the beach. "They carry it. The children are frightened of the changes. They fear the Dry
Above"

Lindsay had dedlt with adults up to then. She could explain to them, rationdize, and argue; but even then,
Saib and Keet had whined and complained throughout the process. A kid would have a hard time being
told to suffocatein air for the first time, and not to panic but to endure the pain and fear until ¢'naatat
adapted its body to alife on land. That was hard.

"Comeon," said Rili. "We encourage them. We show them how good it ison land. All of ust Now!"

The mdes, il intheir remarkable impersonation of arugby team, muttered and stayed put until Fili and
Lindsay ran a them. Then they scattered and headed for the shore with huge loping strides. Not even the
bog distracted them thistime, and the whole troupe of bezeri gradualy migrated to the beach and
gathered on the shordline.

Out in the shdlows, Lindsay could see dark shapes glittering with bluelight. Guurs and hisfamily were
waiting, plucking up courage, waiting for the youngstersto cam down and make thefirst trangtion to air.

"Have the parents come ashore yet?' she asked.

"Yes. Only once." Rili sounded disgpproving, little violet flaresin her tentaclesindicating her annoyance.
"They set abad example.”

"Well, well sat agood one," said Lindsay. Everyone was watching in aline strung out along the beach,
lights playing, waiting. "Come on. Let's encourage them. Show the kids how easy itis”

"Eas-eeceeeeee!” bellowed Carf, and wasthefirst to crash down into the water and dive benesth to
circlethefamily. A jet of water plumed from the surface asif from awhae's spout hole and Carf came up
like acork. "Eas-eeceee!”

It triggered achain reaction. All the bezeri rushed into the water in amass of churning foam, dephantlike
trumpeting and flashing light, and the shalows were pandemonium for afew minutes. They were
agtonishingly noisy. Lindsay rushed in after them, trying to keep an eye on the two small females.
Suddenly they were borne up out of the sea, green lights blazing in terrified, agonized screams.

C'naatat was getting good at this. It was getting faster at specific adaptations. The children were rushed
up onto the beach by the adults and surrounded while they flailed and panicked. They were clearly
breathing now, even though the screaming green lights carried on in sllence for sometime. Essi| fussed
over them with materna ferocity, coiling her tentacles around them and batting Carf away with afurious



wet dgp that sent him flying.

Now dl the bezeri wereterrestria animas, ableto live onland. Lindsay chalked it up asalandmark in
the rehabilitation process.

"Thisisgood," sad Rili. "Lifeisgood.”

"Well, that's greet to hear." Lindsay liked Rili's can-do pragmatism. She felt she might turn out to be a
friend. Rili had aready given her astone hammer, beautifully made, for whacking troublesome irg.
Lindsay wondered what she might give her in return. "Y ou seem very chearful these days. Isthis
working? Isthiswhat you want? Have | gone some way towards making amendsfor theterriblething |
did toyou?'

Oh God, | need to hear this. | need to know.
"Yed" said Rili. "I haveagood life! Look!"

She bounded off, more like a kangaroo than ever, just lacking the streamlined upper body that Lindsay
suspected would develop fast. She vanished into bushes by the bog.

Oh damn, not her aswell. Always bloody hunting. Lindsay resolved to teach them to knit or
something productive, and wandered after her.

"Come! See!"

It wasn't Pili'sfault. Thiswas much her ingtinct as Lindsay's urge to be part of atribe. She steeled hersdlf
to tolerance. "Those poor sheven aren't going to last much longer if you keep chasing them.”

"Come!"

Lindsay found Pili settled in a heap, tentacles coiled closeto her, in the long late afternoon shadow cast
by abush. At the base of the plant there was a cluster of orange-brown shapes very like cocoa pods.
The objects could have been anything

The penny dropped.

"Fruit..." Rili had found anew food plant. Bezeri liked novelty in their diet as much as anyone, and even
they couldn't live by sheven done. "That's very good. What do they taste like? Have you tried them?"

"Tade? Thisisterrible!"

"Not to taste, Leeenz! To love!"

"What arethey?' asked Lindsay, who redly felt shewasn't in on ajoke.
"They are eggs, Leeenz! Mine! They are children!”

12

| don't intend to give the Skavu access to the remaining targeted bioweapons. If anyone is going
to use them, then it has to be the isenj themselves. Gethes would say we were feeding their
conflicts, but for themit fulfils the role of a life-saving amputation.
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ESGANIKAN GAl,
reporting back to the matriarch of Surang, Curas Ti

Umeh Sation, Jgieno
There was nothing the isenj could do to Umeh Station now, but it till had the fedling of afort under sege.

"Your cropsare safe," said Serrimissani. Ade watched a shuttle section of the Eqbas ship lift clear with
thefinal consgnment of the plants and food that the detachment had stripped from the Sation. "But |
thought you were more communal crestures than this."

"It'sjust afew novelty plants" he said. He had no plansto fed guilty. Thiswasfor his mates. "Nobody's
going to starve because we've liberated afew bananas.”

Ade trusted Serrimissani as much asthe Marines: he could rely on her to see that the haul that the
detachment had plundered made it safely back to Fnar and didn't get diverted to Mar'an'cas. Nevyan's
ussiss aide had ajaw likeagin trap, and if anyone fancied their chances of getting past her, they'd have a
perforated arm or worse to show for it.

"Y ou get to keep whatever'sleft on Mar'an'cas anyway," she said. "But your concern for your comrades
isunderstandable.”

She yawned, lips stretched tight over teeth like arip saw, suddenly foxlike. Ade aways saw foxesin
ussiss faces, not meerkats or mongooses like Eddie did. He couldn't forget those bloody baby
foxes—three, enchanting little kitten-like faces—sance the ruck with the Skavu. If helet himsdf think
about it hard enough, he could recreete that hollow, searing pain in his chest when he couldn't stop his
dad taking them out into the yard and crushing their skullswith ahouse brick.

It's quick, and it's kindest, 'cos you can't raise 'em. Shut up crying, for Chrissakes, you little
bastard.

Ade could cope with hearing that voice now. It was becoming more like ahistorical record, areference,
than a voice that haunted him. But his hate ways found fresh wind at timeslikethis. If only I'd gone
back and killed the fucker when I'd been trained how to do it right. Walking away from him hadn't
been enough, and never would be.

Good old Ade, everyone says. He's such a nice bloke.

"I want my oppos as comfortable as | can make them for the next few years until they go home," Ade
said. "l don't need bananas.”

They walked back into the dome. It was acircus leaving town. It wasreally stripped now, amess of
crates and flatpacks waiting to be shipped out. So they were taking the accommodation units, too. A
crowd was standing around watching something in the vine-covered canopy of the domeitself, and for a
moment Ade wondered if Shapakti had shown up with his macaws. But when he looked up it wasn't
exotic birds making the leaves shake at the top of the geodesic roof, but Jon Becken.

"Prat," said Ade.
"Hefound fruit on that vine, obvioudy."
"l dways said hewasachimp.”

Becken, secured on aline, was working hisway through the canopy, throwing down small dark fruitsto



the crowd beneath. One fruit missed the cupped hands of acrewmen who was trying to caich them likea
cricket fielder, following through to take the sting out of the impact. The fruit exploded on the hard floor,
scattering juice and pips everywhere.

"Bloody stupid idea, having afruiting vine here." Ade saw the cleaning and maintenance problems of ripe,
inaccessiblefruit directly above apublic area. He went to inspect the casudty and found it was a passion
fruit; the crewman cleaned it up and licked hisfingers. "I haven't even seen any bloomsdl thetimes|'ve
been here”

"It wasn't supposed to fruit." A maintenance engineer juggled fruitsin his hands with quite impressve skill.
"But it'sflowering, and here's the proof it's salf-pollinating, too."

Blooms. Ade had athoroughly stupid ideaand couldn't stopit. "Jon!™ he called. "Y ou see any flowers up
there?'

Becken hung upside down, knees |ooped over abeam or something that Ade couldn't see through the
foliage. The cocky little sod was out to impress the women with his athletic prowess; Ade had to admit
he was the better climber, and when he pulled himsdf upright just with the power of his abdomina
muscles one of the women crew members standing near Ade actualy murmured appreciatively.

"Y ou want meto pick you thome nithe flowerth, Tharge?' Becken lisped.
"Fissoff." | don't care. Shell loveit. "Can you can seeany?'

"Maybe"

"Goon. Grab afew, will you?'

"Ooh, for Shan?"

Mild public humiliation didn't dent him. He had awoman and the love of hislife, someone who would
never hurt him or betray him. There was nothing he'd let get in the way of that. "Those of uswho are
actually getting some on aregular basis do like to show our appreciation sometimes.”

"Howers? Aren't you supposed to bring her dead mice and day-old chicks?"

Adeignored the guffaws. "Y ou're such afucking comedian, Jon. Just get afew flowersand I'll teach you
how to be nice to women. Then you might get a shag.”

"Where is She Who Must be Obeyed, anyway?"

He knew Becken was winding him up. The detachment generdly liked Shan and treated her as one of
their own, even if Barencoin was ill wary of her in an overprotective way. Hed never approved of
Ade's choice of women and thought they were dl on the make.

"Getting your bloody job and pension back, | expect,” Ade said.

"l won't need apension.” Becken took hisweight on one arm and swung dramaticdly to the next
exposed pole that formed part of the roof. He threw down afew more fruits and narrowly missed Ade.
"But it's the thought that counts.”

Becken rummaged and crashed through the woody shoots and dark green leaves, sending fragments of
greenery showering below. Ade wasn't sure where Shan was, but he suspected she'd gone bel ow to look
for Aras. Hewas moping: but then it couldn't have been easy to come to Umeh anyway, let lone walk



among the speciesthat had demanded your extradition for generations. Ade got the fegling it proved to
be an unsettling mix of anticlimax and bad memories, which was what happened when you spent five
hundred yearsfretting about something you couldn't change. Hed be buggered if hed waste hislife doing
the same. Every time he caught a negative memory floating to the surface like aturd now, he treated it
likethewaste it was.

"Stand from under!" Becken yelled, and thelittle crowd cleared. Then he rappelled a hundred meters
down to the ground on hisline, pure theater, but exactly what he did on the job. It dways had an impact
on the ladies; even awarship's company never failed to be impressed by it. Becken released theline via
hisbelt control and it fell like aropetrick for him to coil around the length of hisforearm with dl the
casud sKkill of an eectrician, and secureit. ™Y ou and your bloody flowers."

Becken fished ingde his shirt and pulled out four blue and white blooms with long samens and wildly
curly tendrils attached to leafy stalks. Ade took them and stared at their astonishing complexity for afew
moments before sniffing them. They had little scent. It wasfaintly swest, but it had afamiliarity that was
all about Earth and warm soil and sun-baked garden walls.

"Thanks, mate."
"l till think dead mice work better. Then they know you can provide for their demon spawn aswell.”

"You're hilarious," said Ade, reminded agonizingly of what might have been. Becken did adouble take
that told Ade his pain had shown on hisface, but the question dried on hislips and remained unasked.
"Haven't you got some woman to leer at?'

"Maybel have."

As Adewalked off with hisimpromptu bouquet, one of the female crew moved in and made afuss of
Becken. It was high time. Two years here without aleg-over was enough to try any marine's patience.
Maybethey'd prefer being on Mar'an'cas with the colonists after dl. He looked around, and Serrimissani
had vanished.

In the machinery spaces and hydroponics chambers buried benesth the dome, the artificid light was cool
and anonymous. The constant murmur of air handling and water systems created a soothing backdrop.
Congdering that this was where dl the sawage was reprocessed and recycled, it was actudly a pleasant
place to be and the only smellswere cleaning fluids and a hint of cucumber: it was one of the main crops,
fast growing and engineered to contain alot of vitamins. Ade found Shan and Aras Sitting on the edge of
agtorage bin, contemplating an empty hydroponics bay in total silence.

Ade proffered the pass onflowers and said nothing.

Shan gtared at them, making no attempt to hide her surprise. Sometimes she could look almost like akid,
ared stunned wide-eyed ook, but it wasrare. He loved to seeit. Hefelt held caught aglimpse of her
soul, before the shit of her job made her atota bastard, even though he certainly loved the bastard Shan
as much the innocent one.

Shan let the blooms rest in one pam and stroked the waxy petals with the pad of her little finger. " Jesus,
Ade, they're beautiful. Whered you get them?'

"That big vine's apassionflower. It wasn't supposed to fruit, either, but Jon's been up there picking it
clean.”

"You redly are the best, you know that?'



Aras said nothing. Ade felt ahot blush starting, and even if Shan said shefound it ppeding he dwaysfelt
stupid. He usudly blurted out garbage at this point. "It's okay, Aras, they'd die anyway."

Wesshar thought cut flowers were aterrible thing, awaste in every possibleway. "1 know," Arassaid.
"Y ou don't haveto explain to me."

"l won't be sorry to leave this place” Ade had no way of sharing memorieswith them now. It didn't
matter, but hed started to wonder if he was out of the loop on subtle and troubling stuff. "Can't wait to
get back to my morning run.”

"I'm missing my own bed," said Shan. "One night on the floor down hereisfine, but the novelty wears off
fast." Sheruffled Arasshair, looking like a concerned mum whose kid was running atemperature. "And
it'snot doing you any good being here, ether. Isit?"

Adelooked into Arassface, not seeing anything beyond those desperately sad charcoal black eyes, just
like adog'sin many ways. He knew who was looking back out at him; asoldier like himself, abandoned
by his masters. The wesshar didn't go back for prisoners. It wasn't out of disregard, but motive didn't
matter if you were the one Sitting there waiting to be extracted.

Finding out that the bezeri weren't worthy of his sacrifice, and then tirring up memories of hisisen]
captivity, had crushed him. Aras needed uncrushing, fast.

"L ook, mate, straighten up." Hetook hold of Aras's shoulders and braced them for him. When he
touched him he got ared sense of how massively powerful the wesshar was, the sheer weight of him,
and he had a split-second thought of how that felt to Shan. She didn't say aword, and watched patiently.
"If you remember how bitter you were about being abandoned, | understand. Motive matters sometimes.
That's one part of the way wesshar do businessthat | hate.”

Arasjiggled hishead dightly from sideto side. It usualy meant annoyance. He didn't smell agitated,
but—shit, thisman was his brother, literdly, sharing DNA eveniif it waslong after the fact. Ade knew he
wasn't happy. It wouldn't have been naturd if hewas: Ade just needed to know if there was anything he
could do.

"I'm just facing ghogts,” Arassaid camly. "Not for the first time. But perhapsthey appear morevivid here
because memories are triggered by smells, sounds. ... places.”

He stared back into Ade's face for afew long seconds. For once, Ade didn't feel uncomfortable. Then
Aras stood up dowly, making Ade break hisgrip, and smply hugged him so hard thet it hurt hisribs.

"I'm not going to fall apart, Ade," Arassaid. "l can't bein agtate of ecstasy al thetime, much asyou
want to shield me from redlities. But the fact that you do makes me glad to have you as ahouse-brother.”

Arasgaveaquick urrrr, aburst of that weird purring that he did when he was happy, and walked past
Ade. Shan reached out to stop him going after Aras.

"'Sokay, Ade." She gripped hisarm. "We were just talking. HE's trying to make sense of it. Let him go
for awak. When he needsto tak, he knowswherewe are.

"Poor sod." He pulled her to him but she kept atight grip on the passonflowers. Shetasted of fruit juice.
"He's not feding guilty about Mjat, ishe?!

"l don't get any sense of that, no."

"Did | makeit worse by going on about the Skavu exterminating them? Shit. | mean, | fet what he ft



bombing them at the same time that | was trying stop that Skavu fucker shooting them. But it wasn't
rationd. | just couldn't live with knowing | didn't try to Stop it. | don't even likeisenj. | put one down
mysdf. But thiswas different.”

"It'swhat I'd expect of you. No explanation needed.”

"I don't pick up your memories and thoughts now, remember.”
"Then I'll haveto keep telling you."

"I bloody well love you, woman.”

"Loveyou too. Vaut le détour, asthey say."

"They might...l don't."

"Sorry. Worth the detour. Worth making adiversion in your journey. Restaurants, usually." She put her
hand againgt his cheek and ran her thumb gently over hislips. "I actudly like thislife. | wondered why |
couldn't just say fuck it and leave theisenj and bezeri to make whatever fate they want, and just Sit on my
terracein Fnar and do matriarch stuff and get shagged senseless every day. Christ, how much more is
thereto want? The point isthat | can't leave it done here because this is home, and what affects Fnar
affects us."

Ade had anagging need both to find a cup of water for the flowers, and to shove her up against the wall
and just have her before anyone cameto interrupt. "The isenj are sorted, one way or the other. Nothing
you can do about it."

"| still have Rayat...undead bezeri...and your detachment's acquittal to resolve before I'm done.”
"No more contact from Spook HQ, then. And it's not an acquittal.”

"If I call them, I'll look desperate. They've got yearsto cometo their senses.”

"Youregoing to kill him anyway, aren't you?'

"If Shapakti can't extract c'naatat from him, I've got to put him out of circulation somehow.”

"Haveyou redly ill got ahate on for him, though?' He took her hand and did it between hislegs. It was
nice to have amissus who was no more subtle than hewas. "What isit? Punishment?’

"He'saproblem aslong ashe'sacarrier, because | don't trust him, because he'salying, conniving
fucktard.”

"Y ou don't trust most people.”
"And he's done ashitty thing to arange of wildlife, but mainly to bezeri.”
"Who arenazi squid."

"Whose forebears were nazi squid. There might even have been bezeri dissdents who wanted to seethe
birzulalive. Which would be like shooting Kris Hugd just because she's from the German Federd
Union."

"Shan, Rayat's atotal bastard. One down from the Skavu. Actualy, at least the Skavu are honest.”



"Ade, | fucked up.”
"How?'

"I had loads of chancestokill him. I get rid of my own kid but | let that twat carry on breething. I'll have
ared job getting a him now." She fondled him through his pants. " Sorry. | made Sergeant Todger forget
why hewoke up, didn't I?"

Ade couldn't keep an erection while talking about executions. Funny, they always said deeth and violence
turned people on, but it bloody well didn't do the job for him, not at al. He envied wesshar for being
ableto conscioudy control their genitals. Maybe he'd devel op that with abit of help from c'naatat.

He held her hand on his crotch and leaned in for another kiss. " Sergeant Todger can dways be
persuaded.”

"Now that'smorelikeit."

"Up againg thewdll, Mrs. Bennett..."

"How very vulgar, Mr. Darcy. Okay."

"Joke. Go on, put mein abetter mood for meeting the Skavu."

Ade fumbled. Flowerswere temporarily forgotten, and he suddenly redlized what a practica garment a
dhren might be, able to part and reform a hundred different ways, instead of tackling pants and closures.

"See, that smartgel's easy to use, isnt it?"
"Ohyegh..."

"l missyour memory upgrade, Boss."

"Y ou got the highlights.”

"I know."

"Now, if | don't regrow certain components..."
"No pressure. Ahhh..."

"Isit likeafridge?'

What?"

"The dick-lights." The bioluminescence had migrated to histattoos, even the one hed had donein aredly
stupid place for a bet. Shan found aluminous dick hilarious. "Do they stay on when you gtick it in?"

Adeburgt into helpless giggles. Shan had never shown that kind of humor before, just awithering tongue
that could befunny if you weren't on the receiving end. Thiswasjust silly fun, crazy teenage fumbling sex
up againg abulkhead, running therisk of getting caught, and not caring. He couldn't remember the last
time he/d done that sober. Shan never had, he knew. She was born responsible: sheld never been daft,
rarely been drunk, never missed ashift. Raw sensation blurred his thoughts but for amoment he could



shut out a horrifically complicated world, and just be Ade, abloke with agirl caled Shan, who was
always up for it and thought the sun shone out of his arse, regardless of how often he screwed up.

For afew minutes, that was more than enough to put the recent past in perspective.
Umeh Sation: ground level
"Youdid ask, Eddie”

It was abloody clever timeto line up Helen Marchant for an interview without warning. Eddietried to
find aquieter corner to argue with News Desk and headed for the lower level.

"They're dismantling the place, Mick. Can you hear? They're evacuating to Wesse, because Umeh might
beabal of charcoa thistime next week."

"I know, Eddie. Y ou want meto drive out there with soundproofing? Y ou're the one who's talking tough
about showing Marchant how it's done. She'swaiting.”

"Okay, okay." He waited by the freight elevator with his handheld dmost up to hisface, but the platform
wasn't moving. "Hang on, I'm taking the gairs"

Heran, and over the years hed perfected the art of talking, running, handling kit, and listening
smultaneoudy. He should have been able to do a bals-to-the-wall interview a a second's notice; he'd
doneit dl hislife, every day, the seat-of-the-pants, adrendine-fueled stuff that he actudly craved. Helen
Marchant was just another politician—or wannabe, to be precise—to be asked why she was such apile
of lying crap, because that was dl that interviews with her kind ever boiled down to.

But Marchant wasn't just any old candidate for FEU regiond office. She was Shan Frankland'sterrorist
buddy, and he knew it, and nobody else had the story. The heady combination of king-bresking, the
painful and very red ethica dilemma, and sheer terrier obsession had thrown him, because what he did
next would have an impact on Shan.

Shan would have said it didn't matter a toss now, and made him do hisjob without fear or favor. It was
never that smple, though. Maybe for her: not for him, not now.

He dammed the fire doors open and strode through the passages, now clear of storage binsand plants. It
was lousy for sound, echoing and boomy, and his sound kit never quite ironed dl that out, whatever the
software manufacturer claimed.

"Okay, I'm clear." Eddie dapped the smartfabric screen on the nearest wall with decent light and
smoothed it flat so that it Stuck there at head height. Linked to the handheld and his bee cam, it was an
OB unit. The system adjusted the color and light levels, and he checked the icon from the inset cam that
stared back at him to see what looked like a scruffy middle-aged man standing in anice daylit room. It
wasdl bloody lies, even the light. "What's my window?'

"Ten minutes" Mick's hands were out of sght below the cutoff, moving over aconsole. Saffing levels
had deteriorated since Eddie's day: 'Desk staff had to double up on technica ops. "1 might aswell take
thislive"

"Isshe up for that?'
"Let'sfind out."

"She knows I'm calling from Umeh, doesn't she? Y 'know, outer fucking space?"



"I did tell her, Eddie. I'll stand you by when we've got her back online and give you a cue to thaw her
before! count you in."

"Add the extraseconds 'delay.”
"Okay...l can dill cueyou.”

Live. Eddie adjusted his shirt and smoothed hishair out of perfunctory habit. Chahd had givenhim a
modified buzz cut that was frighteningly short but didn't make him look like someone who'd been kicked
out of boot camp for failing to paint cod white. Live still mattered. It didn't mean quite what it used to,
but it still had cachet—a swashbuckling hairy-arsedness for the journalist, and a guarantee of raw
confrontation for the audience. First transmission unedited—that was the jargon now: FTU. Mick
activated the system that placed agarish lime green FTU icon on the TX, the output channdl, so that
anyone watching knew thiswas raw footage. The audience could view thisany time, and by adozen
different ddivery systemsfrom screen to implant to ether display hanging in midair, but whenever they
did, they knew it was adlice of redl action and not adick package.

"She knows Shan Frankland's here.”

What?"

"She knowsthat | probably know what she did before they put her on ice. Because of Frankland.”
"Frankland's here?’

"Yeah." Hdlen knew: Mick didn't. It was better to drop it on him when he couldn't do anything about it,
like mongtering Eddie for not mentioning it before. But he was till too far away to ever make hisanger
metter. "Shelsdive.”

"I'm going to frigging well day you when thisdot ends. | ought to dock your bloody pay. Don't you ever
hold back—"

"Pissoff, Mick. I'minawar. Y ou're going to have pump up the scary abit to make yourself heard.”
"l suppose I'm lucky you've not flogged this story to UnoNet."

"I'mloyd. When | die, youll find BBChan written upon my arse." Eddie hoped his guilt-flushed face
didn't make him look like adrunk. "Come on, Marchant."

"Here sheis. I'll patch her through now."

The smartfabric split into screens: Mick and Eddi€'s reverse shot as smdl icons, Marchant as the mgjor
screen, and an output pandl. All Eddie had to do was concentrate on Marchant. He had the luxury of
Mick's assistance to cut between shots. It beat having to cut for himself and lose his concentration for a
microsecond.

A sixty-year-old woman with light brown bobbed hair looked out at him from an office whose window
backdrop gave him atantalizing glimpse of Leeds. He could see Earth any time on the BBChan feed, but
thiswas...live. A city heknew from its Skyline, still recognizable nearly eighty years after held last seenit.

"Thirty seconds, moreor less," said Mick.
"Hi. Can| cdll you Eddie?I'm Helen."

"Helen," Eddie oozed, camaraderie on automatic. He liked formality better. "Thank you for your time.



Areyou okay totalk FTU?"

A breath. "Yes. | might aswell get used toit, en? If I'm dected it's going to become routine. | must say
it'sremarkably exciting to talk to someone who's really on another planet”

Eddie saw Mick put his hand to mouth to suppress laughter as he killed the 'Desk sound for a second.
"It's...er...been routine for mefor alongtime," said Eddie. "Seemslikedl my working life, infact.”
Mick cut in. "Okay, | give up, roll when ready."

Nearly three seconds uplink...nearly three seconds downlink.

Eddie switched on his other voice, the one that wasn't him, the one that Ade called his posh-arse voice,

"Helen," he said. "Y ou've been in cryo-suspension for more than sixty years. Did you expect to wake up
to aworld that had learned its |essons on environmental management?”

"I'd hoped,” shesaid. "But | wasn't surprised to find it hadn't. Disappointed—yes. Motivated—very
much 0."

So much for the golly-gosh excited novice; she was rent-a-soundbite. It's live, doll, you don't have to
worry about sneaky edits. He hadn't seen her manifesto.

"So what do you now regard as your priority? Y ourefielding candidates in every North European
condtituency next year, none of them with any experience above municipa leve. Evenif you get the
votes, how can you form a credible government?’

Hewas aware of Mick staring pointedly a him, sgnaing ten minutes and mouthing been there, asked
that, get on with it.

"With credible policies and targets that were serious about,” said Marchant. "Clear vision doesn't require
experience. Weve seen what experience gets us. More of the same. We don't need more of the same.”

Yes, yes, yes. Tether the goat and watch her go for it. Eddieloaded mentaly: ahigh-velocity round
marked Op Green Rage. "Y ou're committed to unorthodoxy in governance, then. Y ou think the
electorate will risk radica changein avolatile world?"

"I think they will, if they focus on inevitability in their own lifetimes, and certainly in ther children's.”

"Climate change didn't focus usin our day, though did it? We're from the same era, the 2290s. It was
never going to happen to us either. Or the generations before. Weignored it every time."

"l don't mean climate change. | mean the Eqbas VVorhi, and they'll be herein afew decades. In our
lifetimes. That requiresradica changesin political thinking, because they won't accept our pitiful excuses
for mismanaging thisworld. They're our second chance, one we won't deserve if we don't resolve to do
things differently. I've been talking to the Eqbas. Likeit or not, they decide our future, and European
government Smply doesn't have anyone credible in did ogue with them.”

Bitch. | live with the wess'har. Don't lecture me on wess har. Shit, she's using Esganikan as an
election platform, and she's sidestepped my sodding goat.

He moved the goat into her path again. She had to teke it thistime. " Are you willing to prosecute FEU
politicians and members of the security serviceswho were responsible for the decision to bomb
Ouzhai?'



"If dected, yes™"
"Y ou would pursue awar-crimes case againgt them?”

"Yes. I've promised that to the Eqbas. That wastheir origina reason for coming to Earth, and the FEU
has to acknowledge its actions on Bezer'g."

"S0...you see your role as mediator, aspecia pleader with the Eqbas to spare Europe. What givesyou
the edge with them?"

"They recognize our commitment to the planet. It'sredly not that hard, but | agreeit is different.”

Click. Eddie sighted up and the cross wires rested between her eyes. "I've just watched Eqbas forces
annihilate an entire country of two hundred million peoplein amatter of days, with gene-targeted
biological wegpons and afew thousand ground troops—just to embark on an environmenta restructuring
program.” Shame about the FTU: he had such stunning footage of the rout of the Maritime Fringe
armored division that Mick could have dropped in. Maybe a second package was caled for. "Now, can
you do businesswith a culture like that? Do you fed you can understand a mindset that dien?”

She never even blinked. " Somebody hasto try."
"Arethe Eqbas aware of your previous career? Do you think there's some common ground there?"
Marchant paused longer than the ITX delay. "That | was acomputer technician?”'

"Youwere head of IT a Lifelnd, | believe. Life sciences research, gen-eng, genome rights protection, dl
kinds of thingsthat the Eqbasfind repellent. | must ask you again if they're aware of this."

Eddie hadn't had the time to check what she was claiming in her biographica notes, let aone what shedd
told Esganikan. Sheld probably told her the truth.

"It was precisaly my background in that company that finally made me acommitted environmentdigt,” she
sad.
Good recovery, but not good enough. "Wereyou investigated at any time for membership of anillegd

organization, arson, murder, and conspiracy to cause explosons? An eco-terrorist group that was the
subject of apolice antiterror operation called Green Rage?!

"No, | wasnot." No indignant outrage: she actuadly looked baffled. And she wasn't lying, of course: Shan
had seen to it that she never got charged. "But | did know officersinvolved init, because Lifelnd was
targeted.”

Okay, muddy the waters—good tactic. Eddie dithered over aquestion that he would have posed in a
heartbeat. Was it going to serve any purpose? He didn't know. He asked it anyway. She'd been a
terrorist, and voters needed to know who they were dealing with.

"MissMarchant," said Eddie. He didn't have detail, but he could fish. "Have you ever carried out acts of
terrorism? Arson, assault, murder, intimidation? That werent investigated?!

Helen Marchant was every bit as frozen as awesshar caught in an alarm reaction. He wondered if she
had even heard the question, because she didn't look fazed at all.

Oh, she had. "I think mogt activistsin those daysfell foul of the Terrorism and Civil Disruption Act in one
detail or another, Mr. Michdlat, so I'd say, yes, athough I'd argue with you on the nature of the breach.”



Shit.

And in one answer, sheld totally fucked hisinterview. He didn't have any more detail to confront her
with. Shan would never tdl him, not even 150 trillion miles from the consequences. Eddie had blinked
first; only Shan Frankland had ever managed to force him onto the back foot before. Helen Marchant
smiled with genuine warmth—and that was the creepiest thing of al—and smply waited intotd slence. It
was the ultimate defense in an awkward interview, and he had either to come back at her with aquestion,
change tack and look defeated, or wind it down to leave the question hanging over her, indicating that
was the only aspect of her that wasworth enquiry.

"Miss Marchant, thank you very much," said Eddie.
One, two, three, four, five. "Wereout," said Mick.

The FTU icon vanished from the output screen. They were off-air. Eddie was now aware of movement in
his periphera vison, and he turned his head just as Shan walked up beside him, Ade at tactful distance,
and smply ignored the setup. It was like Eddie wasn't there.

"Wdl, well, Helen," she sad, voice completely devoid of emation. "'l got your message.”
"Shan. Good grief, you haven't changed at dl.”

"Haveyou?'

"I'm not termindly ill any longer, so I'd say, yes. How are you?"

"Look, I'm not Eddie, and I'm not avoter, so I'll cut to the chase. Don't try to make me your rallying
point for green militants, or whatever you want meto be, because I'm not returning with the Egbas. And
don't try to manipulate Esganikan, because shelll chew you up and spit you out. Okay? Now you're on
your own."

"Shan, | need to talk to you."
"You just did. Goodbye, Helen."

Eddie had no ideawhat Mick was making of this; Shan was smart enough to know the ITX link was ill
open and BBChan could cacheit. Shejust walked past Eddie and headed for the stairs. Ade followed,
and gave Eddie aquick roll of the eyes as he passed. Eddie had to agree: there would be hell to pay
sooner or |ater.

"If you ever want to continue this discussion with more facts, Eddie, please do call my office" said
Marchant, commendably cam, asif nothing much had happened. "It'sa pity Shan didn't have moretime.”

Thelink closed, the screens resolved into the single locked-off image of the newsroom, and Mick looked
like he would have cheerfully killed Eddieif he hadn't been too tired.

"She's going to be handful if she getselected,” said Mick. "She certainly gave you one up the bum.”

"Okay, | should have had alist of serious shit to put to her, but Shan won't talk. And fuck me, Mick, isn't
cdling a candidate aterrorist enough? Anyone else would have reacted, and lied."”

"Ah, the superweapon, en? An honest palitician. Well, it'sbloody origind.”

"At least dl the other networkswill be on her case now."



"Shewon't get elected, so at least we broke the story.” Mick rearranged his desk and reached for a cup.
"So Frankland didn't die? All that about her stepping out the airlock was bullshit, then.”

No. No, it bloody wasn't. It's true. "Hang on—"

"l didn't think that was your style, Eddie. Nobody redlly believed the parasite crap, but the airlock was
red Captain Oates stuff."

Sometimesit was nice to have the last say with News Desk. No: it was always niceto get the last word
in.

"Mick, shedidit, and shelived, like surviving the shot in the head.”
"Right."

You stop right there, Eddie. It wason hislips, ready to tumble out fueled by righteous indignation, when
he came to his senses and redized what he would unleash.

"l...left out adetall
"Then wheréstherest of the fucking story?”

Eddie had told the whole impossbly heroic tale: it was hard to top Shan's spacewak minusasuit. Red
courage and tragedy, the kind of thing that made myths ook inadequate. But if he explained how it was
possible, and the full range of what ¢'naatat could really do—

Hed never codded up astory in hislife. The accusation that he'd madeit up was the worst professiona
insult he could imagine, even if most people thought journdists did that on adaily basis. It utterly
destroyed his sdlf-respect.

Mick thought he was just another arsehole taking advantage of exclusive and unverifiable accesstofile
bogus crap, and it broke his heart.

| have the proof.

It would have been easy. He could stand up the story. He could save his reputation by telling the world
everything about Shan Frankland's extraordinary parasite.

The spooks know it exists anyway.
But did they need the detail, and more incentive to go looking for bloody thing?

No. Nobody needs to know about Shan. The only thing that gets destroyed is my reputation. And
who gives a shit about that, or the truth?

Eddiedid.

Inthe end, hisnamewas al he had. But he knew what Shan would have done if she were him, because
she'd doneit. Shetraded her reputation for something she thought was more important, and she'd done it
time and again. She'd even traded her life to keep c'naatat out of the wrong hands. The whole disaster
here hinged on that bloody parasite.

No contest. Suck it up, Eddie. Welcome to the world of infotainment.

"Eddie, are you listening to me?' Mick sounded more weary than angry now. "Y ou don't have to



over-egg thisbloody cake. Y ou've done some epic stuff in the last couple of years. Just don't file any
more shit like that, okay? Take aweek off or something. | know it can't be easy out there.”

Eddie swdlowed. "It'salaugh aminute.
"Takeit easy, mate."

Eddie shut the link, peeled the screen off thewall, and packed up. Marchant didn't matter now: someone
elsewould pick up the story and start digging. But he had to tell Shan what had happened. She wasn't
goingto pinameda on him.

Hewas halfway up the stairs before he remembered the message he'd once sent her, ashamed and
contrite because he hadn't believed that she wasn't carrying c'naatat for a pharmacorp. Perfect courage
is... Yeah, Rochefoucauld, it was.

Hedidn't havetotel Shan at dl. Thiswasn't about his martyrdom. It was just something that had to be
done, and it hurt, and he had to be donewith it to know he'd doneit for its own sake.

Wesshar said motive didn't matter. But it did. It would have been missing the whole point.
Umeh Sation
It's not worth getting angry.

Shan knew she would never cal Helen Marchant and demand to know if sheld been aware of her sster's
plans. She watched a crew trying to shift a seized connector on a habitat cube and concentrated on not
caing.

So what if Perault had lied to her and stranded her out here? Shan had her revenge in succeeding in an
impossible mission. Marchant—if she was complicit—hadn't benefited from it, and when the Eqbas
showed up, shed beirrdlevant. Esganikan wastaking to Australia. The FEU would be asideshow, or
maybe awhole new European forest in the fullness of time.

But it still hurt to see Marchant, for dl kinds of vague reasons, but mainly about wounded pride.
"Wherésyour flowers?' asked Ade.

"Oh shit." Shed left them below. "I'll go back and get them.”

"I'll doit. Notaking it out on Eddie, okay?"

"Chrig, | blew it for him, didn't 1? He never told News Desk I'd survived again. They'll crucify him for
thet."

"Widll, it'sout now. HEll haveto explain c'naatat.”

"Shit. But the people who want it and are most able to get it know anyway." She couldn't believe shed
doneit to Eddie. "Helen wouldn't have said | was dive ether, because | was an embarrassment.” She
raked her fingersthrough her hair. "Anyway, shelll probably gain as many votes as shelll lose, because
half the heads of state Started their careersin terrorism. Worgt thing they ever bloody did, giveusITX."

"Fruit of the tree of knowledge, en?’

"Y ou've been talking to Deborah.”



"Nah." Ade did his hand down the back of her belt. "Where's your piece?’
"Pocket."

He patted her hip. "I could make you aholster.”

"| redly did lovethe flowers, Ade."

"l could tell.”

"You're so tolerant of dl my shit. Don't think I'm not grateful "

"Y ou scare me when you're likethis. Don't start gpologizing again for...y'know."
It just kept coming back when she least expected it.

"Y ou wanted that kid."

"Couldn't happen. | see the reasons around me each day. | see Giyadas and think what her life would be
likewith c'naatat, and | know you did the most decent thing."

Shan was going to give him the full speech about not taking liveslightly, and how shed promise not to be
apaininthe arse about it by speculating on what their daughter would have been like at various ages.
She decided to skip it. He knew her well enough. And she knew him. Ade was arefuge, aways offering
complete acceptance however mad she got and whatever half-arsed crusade she went off on. She'd
never had unconditiond love before, and she till wasn't surewhat to do withiit. It waslike finding alot of
hard currency in the street, and being told to keep it; sheld keep worrying that someone would turn up to
clam it and show that it wasn't rightfully hers anyway, and so sheldd saveit in ajar and never spend it, just
incase.

And then there was Aras, who was pretty much Ade in adifferent species, with his own demons that
never, ever made him turn on her. You've got no excuses left. Just be grateful that you got so many
chances at life.

"I'll find your flowers"

Ade strode off. Shan, stinging from one of the regular reminders of her capacity for destructive stupidity,
began mentaly listing al the things sheld do differently now that shed embarrassed hersdf again. Take
Arason atrip back to Baral, where he was born; let Ade teach her to rock-climb, and not bitch about it;
and see more of Nevyan and her family.

"Hereyou go." Ade presented the passionflowersto her in acup of water. "Eddie lookslike he had a
punch-up with his editor. Smdlls very upset. He's still Sitting down there going through hisrushes™

"Shit. Shdl I—"
"Leave him. You can't fix Aras and you can't fix Eddie. Big boys. They need timeto think."
"Do you? Need time done, that is?"

"No. | had enough time adone when | thought you were dead. | know what donefedslike." He poked
one of the bloomswith hisfinger asif he hadn't seen a passonflower up close before. "Doesn't look redl,
doesit? Could just aseasily be slk. Nature's an amazing thing."

Ade had agift for sweetly innocent understatement. Shan wondered how she'd have reacted to him if



sheld met him back on Earth, where he had more choice of women, and where her job might have been
abarrier for both of them.

"I never gave Eddie hiscameraback,” she said. She did it from her pocket. "I'll hang onto it until I've
had my little chat with Fourth To Die and his cheerful little mates. Helll be promoted to First To Dieif he
ever laysafinger onyou agan.”

Aderalled up hisdeeve and examined hisarm. "Amazing, isn't it? Not a scratch.”
"They're scared of it, aren't they?"

"They backed away from melike | was the undead.”

"Isit only humans busting agut to get c'naatat?'

"I'mbeginning to think it is"

Shan looked around the floor of the dome and got the impression of abusy airport. People were anxious
to go: Actaeon crew queued for the next shuttle to the Eqbas ship, fidgeting and checking watches. Shan
wanted to go too, right now. All the upheava gave her aterrible sense of loss, and she dreaded what it
would be like when the time came for everyone else to head back to Earth.

"I'm really going to missthe detachment,” she said.

"Jesus, yes..."

"Sormy."

"l was thinking what it was going to fed like when people we know start dying and we don't."
"Chrigt, we've turned into amorbid pair of bastards, haven't we?"

Ade smiled. "It'sbeing so cheerful as kegpsusgoin'?’

"Firgt night back, in Finar, we have abloody big dinner and have everyone round for game of cards.
Okay?'

"I'll wear my best frock."
"Slly sod..."
"I'll weer yours, then."

Skawu, bezeri, Rayat. Threethingsto fix before she could relax. Skavu, bezeri, Rayat. "Y ou've got
better legs, Ade.”

Y eah, she was going to miss the detachment.
13

Australia’'s Muslim majority saysit's increasingly concerned at the rapid growth of evangelist
groups. The March census shows the percentage of citizens identifying themselves as Christian
has risen from 2 percent thistime last year to 15 percent. The resurgence of the faith has sparked
a property boom, with church groups buying up meeting halls across Western Australia and the
Northern Territory. The return to Earth of a unique gene bank apparently owned by a Christian
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sect has angered Muslim leaders who say the resource shouldn't be in the hands of one religious
group, and are asking the UN to guarantee fair global use of the bank's store of food crops.

BBChan 557: Pacific Rim loca opt
Chad Idand, called Nazel: Bezer'gj
They wereeggsadl right.

Pili celebrated with her friends and neighbors. The father to be—who seemed to be aquiet maecdled
Loc—sat curled at the base of atree with the air of aman who'd had one beer too many at a barbecue.
Lindsay wondered if he was dways quiet, or just stunned silent by the fact that he'd been senile afew
weeks ago, waiting patiently for desth while hiscivilization died around him, and now he was nearly
indestructible and getting his girlfriend pregnant.

Okay, eggs. Still pregnant. Semantics.

"Leeenz!" Rili caled, bouncing over to her and grabbing her with atentacle. It rasped against Lindsay's
arm. "Y ou come over here. We sing. We sing properly.”

Eggs were convenient; Lindsay recalled that the last thing she felt like doing when she was heavily
pregnant with David was bouncing anywhere. "Okay," she said. "How long before they hatch?’

"Many seasons. Six."

Lindsay made that something like twenty months, if she understood them right. That was before c'naatat,
though. She decided to keep avery close eye on the clutch. Shejoined the group of bezeri sitting around
apile of shdlfish and the ubiquitous sheven shredslaid out on ahugeflat azin shell platter. Shan would
have been proud of her; the menu had made Lindsay turn vegetarian with a vengeance. Grazing on bark
and leaveswas just fine as far as she was concerned. Settled farming was next week's lesson for the
bezeri, and she was|ooking for seeds wherever she could find them.

Right now, the bezeri were till in hunter-gatherer mode, which wasn't bad progressfor the recently
aquatic. And they were enjoying it.

They sang, and in the absence of learned music, they sang in light. In the dusk, the rhythmic patterns of
lights swept across their mantlesin synchronized waves, sometimes bresking into individua patterns, and
sometimes forming one continuous pattern that spanned al the bezeri inarow.

It was hypnotic. Lindsay |ooked down at herself and gazed into disturbing watery ghogts of organs.
Sometimes her own tranducency caught her by surprise. Back on land, doing the kinds of tasksthat felt
amogt likethe rdief work the FEU navy wastrained for, she lgpsed into being someone alittle closer to
Commander Lindsay Neville. That was until she saw the bioluminescence within her flaring into lifeand
answering the brilliantly colored, ever-changing patterns of her new community.

It waslike hearing atune being hummed, and finding yoursdlf repeeating it endlessly for therest of the day.
She couldn't stop herself. And it helped her put aside the nagging imagery of ahorror film, of wondering
what would hatch out of those eggs, and when.

"Leeenz! Doesthis mean we can dl have babies?' Carf was a scout leader of abezeri, cheerful and
annoyingly positive, something Lindsay never thought sheld find to say about them. "Wiill the babieslive
forever?'

Oh shit, yes. Yes, they probably will.



Lindsay saw Shan'sface. It was a carefully composed lack of expression, and it said she was displeased
and that Lindsay had fallen short of her persona benchmark of excellence. Lindsay saw it far too
frequently. She wanted it to leave her done.

"Probably," shesaid. If she showed panic, would the bezeri react?"Do you produce many eggs?”
"If we did, we would aso be many.”

"How many?'
"Four, five"
"Ah, okay." Lindsay's marine biology primer had been full of numberslike millions. "Fine."

Shedid aquick calculation based on twenty couples. Did they mate that way, or were they like wesshar,
polyandrous? With four eggs each, dl live births, she came up with eighty, which made 120-odd bezeri,
and...yes, they said they had to be about thirty to be mature enough to lay eggs, and then they only
reproduced every Six or seven years. Thiswasn't an instant population explosion at the worst scenario.
She had yearsto work out asolution—as long as ¢'naatat wasn't going to fast-track that. She had time
to think. She did. There was no point in panicking.

She settled for worrying instead.

The light-song continued for a couple of hours until it wasfully dark. Then Saib lit afire. Hewasvery
good at containing it and keeping it dight. So cephal opods had discovered fire, and Lindsay was their
Prometheus, and she recalled what happened to him.

"MPease, God," shesad loudly. "No."

She held her head in her hands, and saw for the first time the Greek myths mocking her at every step.
Thetis, the ship she brought here: the Nereid mother of Achilles, the demigod she made almost immortal,
with one vulnerability, so like c'naatat that Lindsay recoiled. And Actaeon, the hunter changed into a
stag, who wasn't recognized by his own hounds and was killed by them; atransformation that ¢'naatat
could have managed with ease.

And now she was Prometheus, the cocky Titan who decided he knew better than Zeus, and gave
mankind a helping hand with technology and art, and so pissed off the boss that his punishment wasa
perpetua round of having hisliver torn out and healed each night. Shewas living one big Greek in-joke
about c'naatat. And Prometheus's brother—she never could remember his name—fell under the spell of
somegirl called Pandora

"Okay," shesaid. "Funny. | get it. Now tdl me something useful. Like—"
Pili nudged her roughly, as abezeri would do to another. "Who do you tak to?'

"l wish | knew." Lindsay stared at the plate with its dwindling pile of shellfish and gelainoustripe-like
sheven. "l thought it was mysdlf, but | never know these days."

Rili and Loc were happy, and the bezeri would now survive. Objective achieved: dl Lindsay had to do
now wasto turn them into acivilization that could repel invaders.

She didn't have a Greek myth for that.
"Leeenz..." Saib rumbled. "See what Maipay can do.”



Bezeri liked novdty. It seemed to be so overwhelming for them that they stopped mentioning the recent
holocaust, and Lindsay didn't ask why. She felt she knew. No, she did know: she had enough bezeri in
her to fed that odd sense of entitlement that if you were aive, then you deserved to be, and that made
you stronger. It fitted their Nietzschean mindset very well.

The bioluminescence was a harmless legacy, but the attitudes she feared she was inheriting troubled her.
She wondered how long it would be before shefelt thiswas al her right, and could think no other way,
and forgot David.

"Okay," shesad. "Show me, Maipay. Do atrick."

"Cometo thewetland.”

"Doesthisinvolvekilling sheven?'

"Not thistime."

"Good. You'll run out of sheven if you don't Iet some of them breed.”
"Never run out of sheven now..."

Lindsay and afew of the bezeri maestrooped after Maipay and stood on the edge of the bog, feeling the
faint vibration like standing on a very large ship that only occasiondly reminded you that it was moving on
waves. Water that pooled on the surface reflected the light of Wesse, anearly full moon.

"Itisbetter inday," Maipay said gravely. "But | light up so you see me better.”

He stood back, raised dightly on his back tentacles, and spread what would have been hisarmsto form
ashape that reminded her of aflying squirrdl. Hisflesh lit up in arange of blue from cyan to roya, and
then he seemed to.. .thin out. She had no other wordsfor it.

Maipay stretched into aenormous sheet of blue light, maybe six meters across, and then dived heed first
into the bog, and vanished into the blackness.

"Holy shit," said Lindsay.
"Isclever," said one of themaes.

"Isscary," Lindsay said. Well, if he met a sheven down there, Maipay was big enough and crazy enough
to egt the damn thing. "What's he doing?"

And asif on cue, abrilliant blue sheet of light burst through the surface of the bog and reared in the
characteristic menacing iceberg pose of a sheven. He hung there, like thered thing.

"I make sheven," he said. His voice seemed very different, but he'd deformed hisbody so much that the
air pockets and diaphragms bezeri used to make sound had changed shape, and the vocal tone with it.
"Dol look sheven?'

"Likeandtive," sad Lindsay, shocked.
"I likethis. | gay thisway for awhile."
Shehad to ask. "Did you find any sheven down there?’

"No," he said sadly. "All gone. But more to hunt on the next dryness. On Clare.”



Saib seemed very pleased, al amber and violet smugness as he watched the display. All that Lindsay
could think was that she was again aping Prometheus with arepesting cycle, but this was not arenewed
daily torture but a past where bezeri hunted speciesto extinction, understood that, felt no shame, and did

it again.
Just like us, Lindsay thought. When us was human.
"l can dothistoo,” said Saib.

They practiced like athletes. Before long, Lindsay had amulticolored lightshow of shevenlike bezeri
diving into the bog and emerging, looking like sheet lightning in an inverted night sky.

Saib reared and dived with abandon. They were so bloody happy to be dive. However much it appalled
her, she envied them.

"We can defend oursalves." Saib flopped onto a patch of solid ground and gradually metamorphosed into
arounded coneto st watching her. "One day we may build like the wesshar, but now we can hunt like
sheven, and nonewill come here”

It took afew secondsfor the penny to drop. Saib suddenly did into ahorizontal shape and flowed
towards atree. Then heinched up it, projecting limbs and climbing. At the top of thetree, like some
excessvely showy Christmaslights, he draped himself over the branches and then shook loose and glided
on along shdlow path to the ground. He made the climb three more times and then on the fourth, he flew
arespectable distance like an alyat.

"Cleverrrrrr!" the other bezeri cheered, ablaze with light. "Saibis clever!”

He had found an e egant solution to dedling with invadersfor the time being. He was sheven, and he was
alyat: he could swim, and climb, and run, and fly. He was the ultimate predator.

Saib began trying hisnew trick carrying astone knife. It wouldn't be long before there were quite afew
likehim,

"Sabisclever,” Lindsay sad.

The god that she thought would take years had been achieved in accidental days. It also forced achoice
on her that she'd known would come, but that had happened far, far too soon for her. The bezeri had
found their own protection: to become multiform predators, adapting to any environment, and when their
remarkable evolution became known, Bezer'e) would be avoided, Lindsay had no doubt.

She had to join them. There was now nothing €l se she could be.

But before she changed so much that she forgot she used to be awoman, she would vist Congtantine
and recover what was left of David's grave and his body.

"Let metry that," shesaid. "l canfly. I'msurel can.”
Mar'an'cas, Pajat coast
Aras never thought that the idand could accommodate so much extra equipment, but somehow it did.

Umeh Station—personnel, everything that had use, everything that could be removed—had now been
sgueezed onto Mar'an'cas. The blue and green tents were pitched far closer together and the camp
stretched into rockier ground. Fifty meters ahead, a queue of chattering, excited Umeh crew members



snaked out of atent.
"I think we might need to get another ITX link," said Deborah Garrod.

The ITX relay meant the crew could check bank accounts. That was one of the first things they did when
it was restored. Wesshar didn't have monetary economies, but Aras felt he understood the fascination.
Money multiplied if you left it in abank for long enough. Humans could never have too much of it.

A few crew, though, were trying to send messagesto living relatives and friends, twenty-five years older
but ill there, ill waiting.

Shan'sjourney had taken seventy-five years. Everyone she knew on Earth was dead except for Helen
Marchant. Araswondered if she still grieved about goodbyes never said to people she cared about.
Thered been afew, evenif sherarely mentioned them.

Deborah surveyed the camp with one hand to her brow to block the sun. " Apart from the Thetis crew,
we've never met anyone from outside the colony,” she said. "It's no bad thing to see new faces.”

"Timeto start practicing sociaization with the godless and profane.”
"Isthat aquotation?”

"No," said Aras. "That'swho you'l beliving next door to on Earth.”
"Moredienthanany...dien.”

"Do you worry at al about going to Earth? Did you not see the news on the I TX link? War, corruption,
grife, crowded cities.”

"I know," she said. "But that's now. When we get there, it'll be anew generation, and they'll have grown
up knowing that a change is coming, one that they can't avoid.”

"But you're going to land in Audtrdia, in apredominantly Modem country that's aready worried about
therise of Chridianity.”

"I havefaith in God to shape the path, as he's done every step of our way. No, Aras, | have no doubts.”
"They think you own the gene bank, and that it'sa Christian privilege."

"Well, Esganikan needsto explain that God ownsit, and we're taking it back to where heintended it to
be. Because | doubt that I'll be making the decisions.” She stopped to watch Becken, Qureshi and
Chahd assembling a habitation cube and apparently enjoying it enormoudy. "See? Were dl transformed.
The Lord doesthat. And...Aras, he's done that for you too. Y ou faced your past on Umeh. Do you fedl
cleansed? Have you forgiven theisen) ?!

Araswas distracted by her son, James, now aman in build, as he cut through the avenues of tentsand
cubes. He glanced at Araswith blank disregard, nothing more, and that summed up their relationship
now: James had reached his understanding of Arass execution of hisfather in amore silent way than his
mother. Little Rachel, who'd once adored Aras and would run laughing to him, was nowhere to be seen.

"l can't forgive someonewho'sdead,” Aras said. "Theisenj who tortured meisin my memories
anyway—I recall what he recalled. And that's both good and bad, because | understand why he did
what he did to me, but | dso fed he'staking away my present.”

“Why?



"| can't erasethe memories, and | can't reach him to talk about them, or do something different with the
future. That's forgiveness, isn't it?" Some human concepts €l uded him even now. "I aso recal what | was
before he captured me, and what | can never have." He stared into Deborah's face and saw wide baffled
brown eyes and thefaint, fine blue veins around them. "IsthisHell?*

"Wha?'

"Aslong asl live, | can't escape him. It strikes me that being trapped with your victim isthe kind of
elaborate punishment that your god would choose.”

"It'snot likethat, Aras."

"I know. God is not there for me. | was only curious.” No, he was disturbed, and he wanted to get back
to the salf he was when Shan came back from the dead, when for abrief few days—just days, that was
al itwas, in so long alife—all he and Ade and Shan were happy. "And thisjudgment day...."

"Well dl bejudged, Aras, and you mustn't worry. I've wondered how the glimpse of God we get from
Earth can give usafull picture of hisplan, and now I've been dlowed to see you and so many different

species, | think that's to teach usthat we haven't seen dl that God intends to show us. And so we can't
judgeyou.”

It was—finaly—some kind of acceptance that humans weren't specid. "Esganikan isgoing to fulfill that
rolefor Earth, Deborah. That's your judge.”

"Weé're given more glimpses of the picture each day. Esganikan is another instrument of God'swill. | can

accept that."

Thiswasthe point where Aras struggled with Deborah'slogic. He knew what Esganikan was. Shewasa
military commander, an isan with specid skills: she subdued planets and remade them. She wasthe
instrument of an ancient culture—his, however distant in form and place—that wanted abaanced, fair,
ecologicdly sustainable gdaxy. There was no mystery, divine or otherwise. Thiswas consequence and
fair play, as Shan cdled it. If Deborah couldn't see God's purpose, Aras could certainly see Esganikan's.

"Wheat if she hasto kill humans as part of this plan, like she'skilled isenj on Umeh?" he asked.

Now it was Deborah'sturn to struggle. "Aras, we reach Earth in lessthan thirty years. A great dedl can
changein tha time. Something will happen.”

"How can you be sure?!

"Knowing that ahugely powerful army is coming that will enforce change forces change." Shewasa
pattern-recognizing human: the extreme events sheld lived through were rationaized into somedivine
plan, but there was at least some logic in the deterrent effect of an Egbasfleet. "It's called seeing sense.”

But humans never saw sense when they were warned about impending environmentd disaster. Wasit
worth saying that? Aras never knew whether pointing out the error in her logic achieved anything, and if
something had no bearing on an outcome then it wasn't worth saying. He stayed silent. Humans caled
that diplomecy.

"Did theisenj forgiveyou, Aras?'
"l didnt ak," hesaid. "And it doesn't matter.”

Hewalked off in search of Barencoin and Ade, who'd shown up with tools and were helping Webster



get abank of generators running on human waste. It was an inventive adaptation from the recycling
system in Umeh Station. Webster was head-down in a square tank, legs visible over the edge, dll
dappled combat pants and solid boots. Rhythmic banging reverberated in the tank. Ade and Barencoin,
stripped to the waist, were feeding pipes through apertures, squatting down and bobbing up to check
where the dignment was. Barencoin saw him and straightened up.

"We'reredly cooking with shit now, 'Ras," he said, grinning. "Y ou don't look too happy.”
"I've been discussing God's plans with Deborah.”

Ade bounced up from the ground and his attention wasimmediately on his house-brother. He gave Aras
aboisterous shove that was clearly designed to meet Barencoin's standards of what was acceptable
contact in adult males. Therewas no hug. "Just nod and smile, mate.”

" She keeps saying they have thirty yearsto achieve some change on Earth before the Eqbas arrive.”

Webster reversed out of the tank, kicking her legsto get upright. Her face was red and shiny from effort.
"Well, abit short of that, but as near asdamn it in round figures."

"Shethinksthat meansthirty yearsto talk."
"Oh shit, you didn't explain rdativity to her, did you?'
"No."

"If they don't sort it in the next four years, then they won't be doing much more talking until they land,”
said Ade. "With abig gap to catch up on.”

"A place can redly go downhill in that time." Barencoin picked up asawn length of pipe and blew across
it, producing aplaintive note. "l love asurprise.”

"Giveusahand, Aras." Webster offered him ameta tool. "Big strong lad like you shouldn't be standing
aoundidle”

Aras knew they didn't need his help. It wasjust afriendly gesture to make him fedl accepted. He helped
manhandle the tank into position and they spent the next few hours connecting pipes, separaors,
catalysts and extractorsto create an impressive, bright yellow arrangement of rectangular boxes. There
was, he agreed, afundamentd satisfaction in getting ajob done.

"I clam theinaugurd shit," said Webgter, standing back to admire her work. "And | declarethis
shit-powered generator officidly online.”

"Ladiesfird," said Barencoin. "l wouldn't haveit any other way."

Ade stood with hands on hips, looking much as he did when hefirst arrived on Bezer'g. Only the
bi oluminescence that was concentrated around the tattoos on his upper arms, a blue backlight to symbol
of aglobe circled with leaves, gave any hint of hisvasily adtered physiology.

Heturned and smiled at Aras. "We better get back soon,” he said. "Shan will never forgive usif wemiss
dinner. Jesus, mate, | love that woman more than my own life, but she'safucking awful cook. Just nod
and smile, remember. Workswith anyone.”

Everyone was concerned with forgiveness lately. Ben Garrod, Josh's ancestor and Arassfirst human
friend, said hisgod forgave transgressions. Aras pondered the nature of forgiveness—acceptance, getting



on with the future, not letting the past consume you—and wondered how God could take personal
umbrage a so many things done to others, and why the deity had the right to forgive the perpetrator if the
victimsdidn't want to.

It was none of hisbusiness. The more Aras thought about the concept, the more it struck him that God
wasthe didtillation of humankind'sworst tendencies, not its best. God, like humans, presumed too much.

Bezer'gj: Esganikan Gai's cabin, outside the Temporary City
"Welve found them."

Esganikan looked up from the image of Earth's rising oceans re-created in the bulkhead of her detached
section of ship. The Ouzhari remediation team leader stood in the open hatch.

"Comein, Cilan." She gestured to him to join her on the deck. He knelt down and took out his virin.
'S0, how many?'

"All of them." Cilan projected the recording from his virin onto the bulkheed. "Forty-five. They'rell
living on dry land. It's extraordinary. They've adapted, and that confirmsthey al carry the parasite.”

"Rayat said there were forty-four. Does this mean they've reproduced aready?”
"No, wethink the extra bezeri is the human female in ametamorphosed state. Look."

Theimageswere an agerid view of theidands south of the Temporary City. Greatly magnified, they
showed a clearing and anumber of large gelatinous shapes moving around: and there was one much
smaller figure, bipedd, and very humanoid in form. "We thought it was worth trying a search on land, and
we used remotes rather than overflying the area. They appear to have built a settlement on Nazd."

"We need to monitor their movements. We can't afford to lose them again.”
"That's being done."

Esganikan felt ddlicious rdief. She hadn't experienced that in along time, and she savored it. The bezeri
could be tracked, studied, and, if absolutely necessary, eiminated. She would tell Shan Frankland the
Stuation was now under control, and forbid her to take any action. It was one problem removed.

"Isthere any sign that the parasite has spread to other species?' Esganikan asked.

"None. That doesn't mean it hasn't happened, and it would be a huge task to check every species. The
bezeri are very tied to territory, though, and that meansthey'll probably stay inthisarea.”

"The evidenceisthat c'naatat likeslarge, mobile hogs."
"Wefound very few native species that meet those criteria”
| could simply destroy them now.

At the moment, she had no way of removing c'naatat from bezeri. She would be killing them on the basis
of what they might do: infect other life-forms, or reproduce to excess. She had no evidence that they
could do ether.

And if they can, thisis my best chance to prevent it happening.

Unlike the isenj situation, the need wasn't staring at her in the form of desperately overcrowded citieson



abarren planet. And the isenj weren't a speciesreduced to afew individuas.

Her relief at finding them evaporated and gave way to concern again. "I need to brief the Skavu on this,”
shesad. "Aslong asthey're on Bezer'g, they run the risk of encountering abezeri. | don't want any
accidents.”

Cilan tilted his head on one side. "I hear they're very disturbed by c'naatat. The story of that human
soldier has spread acrosstheir fleet.”

Skavu didn't have accurate recollection. They were as unrdliable as humans when it came to memory and
observation. But c'naatat was spectacular, and they wereright to worry.

Aslong asthey confined their reaction to caution, Esganikan would tolerateit.
"How's the remediation progressing?* she asked.

Cilan projected radiation levels onto the bulkhead. "We're pleased with the results so far, but
repopulating theidand with appropriate species will be difficult. Aras Sar lussan believes that most of the
vegetation that grew there was unique to Ouzhari.”

So Mohan Rayat had succeeded only in wiping out grass, small species, and nearly exterminating the
bezeri. And poor Cilan: he should have been on hisway home now, aong with the rest of Shapakti's
party. She wondered how many of the Egbas crew she might be able to rel ease rather than extend their
tour of duty with the Earth mission. Shapakti could continue his research back on Egbas VVorhi, and
taking Rayat with him would put the human far beyond the reach of Earth forever.

Esganikan got to her feet in one movement. "1 have to warn the Skavu about the bezeri. If they were
accidentaly contaminated, it would be an ugly Stuation.”

It was dways better to deal with Skavu in person. She had persona authority, but she was never
confident that any other Egbas commander could carry the same weight. She found Kiir, Fourth To Die,
walking aong the shore and looking out to Congtantine.

"Thisis commendably unspoiled, Commander,” he said.

"Aras Sar lussan saysthiswas al isenj settlements before the wars.™ Y es, Kiir would approve of Aras. "l
have to warn you all to look out for bezeri that have been infected with c'naatat.”

Hetook the news as she expected.
"Y ou want us to eradicate them? We would appreciate advice on how to—"

"No," said Esganikan. "These are thelast of their kind. | want you to avoid them—to leave them aone.
They've becometerrestrid, S0 you might encounter them ashore.”

"I understand they destroyed anumber of other species, Commander. That makes them athreet to the
balance here”

"I'm aware of that, but until | have reason to think they're a problem, | want them left done. My crew are
monitoring them."

Kiir was deferentid, but Esganikan had the feding that he was beginning to think of her as...doppy.

"I had no ideathat c'naatat was so widespread,” he said. He stood at the edge of the shore and stared
out to sea. "Or that you tolerate it."



"It'sasoil-dwelling organism, soit's not amatter of tolerating it,” she said. "Much of drifein thissystem
was caused by someone attempting to destroy it on an idand south of here. Nuclear devices. The attempt
failed miserably, and c'naatat survives."

Kiir was still staring at the water asif he expected to see bezeri. "Why have you not eradicated therisk in
hogts, then?!

"The soldier. Bennett. It'sdisgusting. One day, they'll dl belike theisenj on Umeh.”

"Wesshar managed to avoid that." Perhapsit wasfoolish to tell him, but he wasn't stupid, and he had to
cometo termswith it if the Skavu were to remain on Bezer'g for any time. Nevyan Tan Mestin regarded
the Skavu as athreat; Ade's observation that the Egbas had introduced a dangerous aien superpower to
the system had definitely taken root in her. "They used c'naatat hosts astroopsto fight theisen;. It
canceled out the isenj's great numerica advantage, and wesshar didn't succumb to the urge to spread it
throughout their population. Without it, Bezer'g) would be another Umeh in the making.”

"But Bennett is human, and you have Rayat—human—and Shan Frankland—human.” Kiir turned very
sharply, aperfect 90 degrees, and faced her. "Even Frankland believes c'naatat isathreet if humans
acquireit.”

"Yes, but they haven't. Deep spacetraved isdill very difficult for them.”
"I think you should eradicate dl the hosts, and quarantine the planet.”

"I've made my decision on the bezeri very clear, and the two humans and the wesshar male are not a
risk.”

"Y ou know too little about c'naatat to assessit safely, and | think you should err on the side of caution.”

Esganikan wasn't accustomed to having subordinate males |l ecture her on environmenta hazard policy.
The Skavu provoked her worst prejudices based on bitter memory, but nothing Kiir said was actually
unreasonable. She smply didn't want to exterminate aa most vanished species on the possibility thet they
might one day become arisk.

"Avoid them," said Esganikan. "The bezeri, anyway. Y ou'll meet Shan Frankland shortly. Y ou worry too

"If you had seen this soldier hedling in seconds, you might change your mind. Seeing it Strengthens my
opinion. Aslong as C'naatat exigts, it'sathreat to dl naturd life, which hasto obey the cycle of lifeand
desth.”

"I think | taught your peoplethat,” said Esganikan. She began walking up the beach back to the
Temporary City. "Concentrate on your Umeh tasks."

"Where are the bezeri?'
"| forbid you to go after them.”
"l wasn't suggesting that | would.”

"The Ouzhari remediation team haslocated them on anidand in that chain. Y ou're confined to this camp.
Isthat clear?’



"Y es, Commander."

Kiir followed behind her, atangible brooding cloud of disbelief and disapprova. The more he found
C'naatat an anathema, the more Esganikan |ooked to the wesshar experience of c'naatat and how
they'd made it work for them.

They didn't even have an antidote for it, and yet they used it sparingly to survive, and had the courage
and discipline to end their lives when they fdlt they became too unnatural.

We can do thistoo. We can |learn to manage c'naétat.

Shapakti had removed it from some organisms, so it could be done. It developed resistance mechanisms,
but Shapakti had cracked the basic code. In time, he—or abiologist yet to be born—would develop a
reliable way of removing the contamination.

Esganikan planned to protect c'naatat. If Kiir got in the way of that plan, she wouldn't hesitate to remove
him.

Jgeno: Umeh Sation

"They'veleft the dome operationa, Minister,” said Raass. "Thiswould be an excdlent placeto raise
plants

Rit, head of state of the Northern Assembly, stood in the deserted dome, the largest Single open space
with aroof that she had ever seen. It gave her aglimpse of what other worlds might belike. It darmed
her because it was S0 very empty, far more empty even than her office chambers. Physicians said the
apped of large chambers harked back to the ancestors of the isenj who built large airy brood chambers.
Thiswas much larger than her primitive inginctstold her was airy.

"I'm dready being asked to make thisinto accommodation,” said Rit. "And I'm minded not to."
"| think the humans say start as you meanto go on."

"And I will." Rit wandered around the impossibly large floor and stood looking up &t the vine that
covered much of the faceted dome. "Thisis our last chance asa species.”

Jegjeno was quiet. The Streets outside were nowhere near as packed as usual, and her groundcar madeiits
way back to the government offices without the usual delays of pedestrian gridiocks. Fighting had
stopped, but to cal it peace was optimistic. Isenj fell back and repaired damage and dedlt with their
dead. With no history of thiskind of civil war, Rit had no precedence or genetic memory to draw on for
wha might happen next.

"l have bioweapons," she said. "In theory, | can wipe out most of the remaining population of Umeh. In
practice, | have no ddivery system, no air assets, and so no way of using them.”

Raass gazed out of the window as the vehicle edged past workers clearing rubble and repairing water
conduits. Inasderoad a ajunction, abarrier caught Rit's eye: the road had been closed, and it was
packed with isenj trying to make temporary shelters out of anything they could salvage—furnishings,
awningstorn from buildings, whatever cameto hand. The air fdlt different to her, and she made anoteto
check how much of the climate control infrastructure had been destroyed in the fighting.

It was hard to avoid the aftermath of damage in acity so densely populated, however far you were from
the destruction, just as damage to state-run climate-control systems affected the whole planet in some
way. Therewere no rea boundaries.



"Citizensmay smply betoo busy to carry onfighting," said Raass. "Let's hope they've smply decided to
get onwithlife”

"What about Pareg, Tivskur and Sil? They don't appear to be getting on with life." Rit looked at the back
of the driver seated in front of them, and noted that his quillswere ever so dightly raised. She reached out
and closed the partition. " They're getting on with rearmament.”

"But are you more afraid of them or the Skavu?'

Rit had some measure of the Skavu now, and they wouldn't be as clinical and logica asthe Eqbas—or
her long-standing wesshar neighbors. They would bring ruin, she knew, and the last thing the Nir
sysem—Cavanagh's Star, Ceret—needed was another militarily capable species resident for any period
of time.

"When | see Skavu troops patrolling Jgeno,” shesad, "I'll tell you."

Rit saw total disaster. If the wesshar had any sense, they would too. They wanted isolation. They wanted
peace. It was only Bezer'qj that had ever been acause of conflict between them and the isen;.

Her husband, Ud, had seen the obvious solution right from the start, and it needed no troops from
beyond the system. In fact, it excluded them by its nature.

"I need tovist Fnar," said Rit. "This can't be done by link."
"If you leave, Minigter, you may face a counter-coup.”
“I'll risk that."

It was astonishing how effective thousands of troops could be when they had unthinkably superior
technology. A replicating pathogen.. .it was possible not to use ground troops at al. Rit hoped Earth was
taking notice. Without Eddie Michallat around, she doubted they were even aware.

"Y ou need to makethisfadt, then," Ralass said a last. " And return before anyone redizes you've | eft.”
"l need to talk to Nevyan Tan Megtin. To seeif the wesshar have any sense.”
"Vey wdl."

Rit thought of the dalf tree, which—by luck or design, and it didn't matter which—till stood intact. She
would check on itswell-being again before sheleft. 1t had become a symbol of how impossible things
could happen, and initsludicrous, fragile way, it reminded her she had children till relatively safe on
Tadr Var.

Sooner or later, the Skavu would turn their attention there. When the Eqbas | eft for Earth, there would be
nobody to control them, and Rit put littlefaith in orders.

If the dalf tree could survive the war, then so could she.
14

I'mreluctant to attempt removing c'naatat from a live subject, but Dr. Rayat is remarkably

cooper ative and has suggestions for growing cell cultures from various organs. He has a theory
that when isolated from the human endocrine system, c'naatat may not be able to detect threats to
itself as effectively. | agree with himthat it is almost certainly not sentient, but that it acts
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remarkably like a planetary ecology, a complex feedback system.

DA SHAPAKTI,
updating Esganikan Gai on his progress

F'nar Plain, Wessgj: Skavu landing area

An amog-familiar bronze cigar of a ship, acastoff of the Eqbasfleet, settled on the plain and kicked dust
intothe air. Ade could fed thefaint vibration of itsdrivesin histeeth and jaw asthey shut down.

"Obsolete or not," said Nevyan, "those ships are till superior to ours.”

"Better make sure we never haveto test that,” said Shan.

A hatch opened in the side of vessdl, aramp formed, and Shan got her first glimpse of alive Skavu.
"Helookslike alaugh aminute.

"That's my chum Commander Kiir, Fourth To Die," said Ade. "It's okay, Boss, | won't remind him that
he's a dead man. Best behavior.”

"People who go in for this death-and-glory shit redlly bother me." A dozen or so Skavu disembarked
with Esganikan, and they dl had those long flat swords strapped to their backs dong with Eqbas
weapons. Shan glanced over her shoulder and Ade knew she was checking. Aras had one hand on his
tilgir, the harvesting knife he dways carried. "Y ou're not going to use thet, are you?”

"I would haveto have avery good reason,” he said.

Esganikan shepherded Kiir and his troops from the ship. Ade still wasn't sure what happy looked like on
a Skavu, but he knew more or lesswhat was going on with Esganikan, and she was an unhappy isan. He
could smdll her acid from here. So could Nevyan.

"Esganikan doesn't like this any more than we do," said Nevyan. Sheinhded with ahissof air. "l haveto
wonder what | would do in her Stuation.”

"Never mind," said Shan. "Let'sgiveitago.”

Nevyan had what |ooked like asmall distorted brass bugle on her belt. Ade remembered now. The
wesshar troops who threw them out of Congtantine the first time had weapons that looked like musical
ingruments: Christ, Nevyan was carrying. He couldn't recall seeing her with a hand weapon before. She
smelled of that faint mango scent, and Shan gave her awarning glance again and shook her head.

"l can ded with this, Shan," Nevyan said. "Thisisn't your business.”
"It'sgoing to be, | think."

Esganikan waked towards Shan and Nevyan with that casud, loping gait that belied her brisk and
thoroughly lethal approach. Nevyan didn't move: she waited for the commander and the Skavu
contingent to come to her. The troops hated ten meters away and Kiir waked forward when Esganikan
beckoned.

"Thisis Nevyan Chail," she said. She was every inch the angry mother making her kid apologize for
breaking a neighbor's window. " She wants reassurance that you won't disturb their way of life. They're
followersof Targassat."



Kiir obvioudy knew who Targassat was. He did alittle deferential nod, or at least Ade interpreted it as
that. "Kiir, Fourth To Die." Hisfocus on Nevyan wandered briefly to Ade, and then to Shan. "Were here
to restore Umeh and ensure the isenj change their habits. They will never pose athreat to you again." He
stared into Nevyan's face, utterly transfixed. Maybe he wanted to know why shelooked so different to
Esganikan. "When our task is complete, well return hometo Garav. Y ou needn't fear us.”

"I found your behavior on Umeh unnecessarily brutal, Commander.” Nevyan had decided it was gloves
off from the sart, then. Wesshar redlly didn't do tact. Ade watched Shan stiffen. "I'm reluctant to have
your garrison on Bezer'qj, but | won't interfere with you aslong as you respect our approach to
maintaining the balance of ecology." Sheindicated Shan with along multijointed finger. "Thisis Shan
Frankland, arespected isan of Fnar, and her males—"

"Wevemet," Adeinterrupted.
"—are Arasand Ade."

Kiir turned to focusintently on Shan. "Y ou're the c'naatat host who survived spacing,” he said. "'l would
not have alowed you to return.”

Shan paused for a best. "Pleased to meet you, t0o."

Fourth To Die or whatever hisrank denoted was asking to be First To Be Smacked In The Mouth, and
it was atoss-up between Nevyan and Shan asto who he was pissing off most. He seemed blissfully
unaware of it. " C'naatat has spread to the bezeri. Did humans do this?

"It'salong story, and you don't need to know," Shan said. "If we're going to be neighborsfor awhile, |
think we need to loosen up and get to understand each other.”

"But thisisunnatura," said Kiir. Aras made alow rumblein histhroat and moved to stand next to Ade,
walting citrus, ready for any aggravation. "The parasite isathreat we must control.”

"] worked that out," said Shan.

But Kiir wastalking past Shan, addressing Nevyan. "I mean that this human shouldn't be here. She'san
affront to nature. This other maeisinfected too. What is he?'

Shan stared at Kiir and Ade watched her shoulders pull back and brace. The Skavu didn't have aclue
about human body language, and Kiir carried on talking past her. Shit, shelooked redlly big when she did
that; scary big. Shewas six feet of lean muscle and abad temper. She was back in full Superintendent
Frankland mode now, and fucking furious.

"He was cleaning up planets when you were still destroying yours. HE'sgot aname. Aras.” Her pupils
dilated and theice gray irises amost vanished. Set againgt the sudden pallor of her face, the contrast
made her 1ook the stranger she sometimes became. "Maybeit'sagood ideaif we avoid each other in
future. For your own good.”

Perhapsit was the trand ation he was getting from hiskit, but Kiir missed dl the cuesto back down. "
C'naatat should be confined on Bezer'gl. No human should carry the parasite. Or any species, in fact.
We need to ded with this contamination before it spreads further.”

"Oh." Shan wore a convincing frown of concern. She smoothed her gloves over her handslike a nervous
gesture and then stood with fists on hips, head dightly on one side. "Well, I'll take that under advisement,
arsehole.”



That phrase seemed to missthe transcast by amile. Kiir was ameter or so away from her when he
started to take a step forward, with the dightest twitch of muscle, and then Shan lunged. Her right fist
caught him hard in the face. It was so fast that Ade didn't even see her square up. Shejust punched Kiir
flat; no pissing about, no preamble, no nothing. Therest of the Skavu froze for amoment and Ade
raised hisrifle and flicked it to automatic afull second before they raised their weapons. Arasdrew his
tilgir.

So what if they shoot? She can't die and neither can we. It'll just hurt.
C'naatat was starting to change twenty-four years of drill and experience. It was about time.

Kiir tried to get up and Shan reached behind her back, pulled her ancient 9mm pistol and held it in the
commander'sface. It looked asif shed doneit so many timesthat she didn't even think about it. The
Skavu party didn't lower their weapons.

"Thisismy turf." The 9mm made a comforting metdlic click. Ade wasn't sureif shewas going to kill him
for the hell of it. "Y ou want to fuck with me? Try it." The commander was frozen on one knee, not quite
looking at the gun asif pretending it wasn't there might save him. Histranscast probably hadn't made
much sense of the interpretation. Shan looked up at the rest of the Skavu for amoment. *And you
lot—you can open up with your fucking pop-guns and that might knock me over for asecond, but I'll get
up again and I'll be fine. And then I'll blow your fucking brains out and you will not get up again. | hope
we understand each other. Do we?"

Ade moved round in front of her and stood between the Skavu party and their boss; without atrandation
that made any sense, theredlity of opening fire on a c'naatat had been lost on them. Nevyan and
Esganikan made no effort to intervene, but that seemed to be what Shan wanted, and Ade thought it
might be agood indructive session in teaching the Skavu who they were dedling with.

"Disarm," Ade said. "Go on. Drop ‘em. Now. Put ‘em on thefloor." Helet the ESF's auto-targeting
whirr. It was usudly a sobering noise for anyone staring down the barrel. "I said now.”

They just didn't listen. Ade dipped the muzzle and put aburst of fire down at their feet, sending ol
pluming. They stood their ground. Stupid bastards. If he didn't make the point now, held lost: no choice.
Hetook abreath and leveled therifle.

"L ower your wegpons,” said Esganikan. "Doit.”

There was afrozen second that could have flipped over into shooting but they fell back, letting their
weapons hang in their hands. Ade had been trained to talk down trouble and avoid confrontationslike
that, but Skavu weren't negotiable. He wondered why they hadn't opened fire on him; maybe they were
afraid of blood spatter. Arassfaint rumbling sound died away and he sheathed the tilgir.

Esganikan, red plume bobbing, put Ade morein mind of an angry parrot than ever before. 1 thought |
might let you find out the most memorableway," she said, and for amoment Ade thought she wastalking
to Shan. "Y ou're not to interfere with Shan Chail or her jurej've, Kiir. I'll kill you if you do."

Shan wasn't amused or placated. ™Y ou get them out of my faceright now or I'll dot thefucking lot of
them. Understand?"

Her 9mm was till held rock-steady on the commander and she looked like she wanted any excuseto
pull the trigger. Esganikan consdered the Skavu with afew tilts of her head.

"Has she infected me?' The commander got to his feet and put his stubby handsto hisface. It was clear



that nobody had ever decked him from acold start before. "Will | be an abomination too?"
"Let metest that for you,” said Shan. "If | put one through you and you stay deed, you'rein the clear.”

"No moretrouble." Esganikan said. "l ask it of you. Y ou'l treat Shan Chail with due respect, and also
her jurg've, because both of them would kill you too, and lose no deep over it." Sheturned to Shan and
Nevyan, and Ade could have sworn she was gpologetic. "Well resume this familiarization when you're
morecam.”

Nevyan cut in. "Wewill not," she said. "Don't bring them back here. | want no Skavu on my world.
Wessq isnow barred to them.”

"Y our attitude to baance troubles me, Chail," Kiir sad.

Esganikan paused. Ade couldn't tell if she was offended, surprised, or just redized she was having abad
day. "Kiir," shesaid at last. "Take your troops back to the ship and wait for me."

Shan was gtill visbly pumping adrendine: chak-white, hyperdert and pulse throbbing in her throat. She
stood and watched Kiir al the way back up the ramp, and waited until the hatch closed.

"Y ou'reimproving with the anger management,” said Ade. "Y ou only hit him once."
Sheflexed her hand ruefully. "Even with c'naatat, that il hurts.”
"Y ou okay?"

"Fine. Y ou know, he'sonly saying what |'ve said about c'naatat, but somehow it's harder to swallow."
Shan turned to Esganikan, who was watching the conversation with gpparent lack of interest asif her
mind was on other things. "Isthat al you came herefor? To seeif they could play nicdy with others?*

"Partly." The Eqbas commander ambled off in the direction of the city. Shan followed and Nevyan fdl in
beside her, leaving Aras and Ade to do what wesshar males usudly did: to walk behind. "And partly to
talk about identifying potentia dlieson Earth.”

Ade |eft enough of agap to follow the conversation while he spoketo Aras.
"| can seewhy your lot left Egbas Vorhi."

"The Skavu'sright."

"What?"

"The bezeri, at least. Therisk istoo high.”

Aras had taken the revelations about the bezeri worse than Ade had realized. "Y eah, but they still 1ook
like abunch of psychosto me."

"The bezeri won't change, Ade."
"If you think nobody changes, why are we bothering to send the gene bank home?"

Arasgave him alook that told him he'd used the word home thewrong way. "I think," he said, "thet |
long for atidier past, and can see no way back to it other than drastic measures.”

Ade had expected Arasto return from Umeh alittle more at ease with his past. But he was never



ashamed of it to begin with: and it took one dispassionate killer to know another. Ade wished that
absence of guilt could find itsway into him, and tuned back in to the conversation going on a couple of
meters ahead.

"What exactly passed between you and Helen Marchant?' Shan asked Esganikan. "Did she approach
you?"

"| asked the Augtralian Matsoukis who would be receptive to the adjustment of Earth, and he gave mea
great dedl of information. Marchant seemed prominent in your green community.”

"But you do know she waswhat we call aterrorist, don't you? Using violence and fear to achieve
politica ends."

"Yes, | did. We do similar things. And we discussed you."

"When | helped them, | was breaking the law | took an oath to uphold. Just remember to ask her what
she wantsout of al this"

" told her what we wanted, which was the punishment of those responsible for the order to destroy
Ouzhari. She said she would make every effort to achieve that."

Ade had another unpleasant thought. He was getting alot of those. Shan evidently had the same one.
"Did she say how? Unless she specified bringing war crimes chargesin theinternational courts, she's
probably got paswho could do thejob unofficialy.”

"How it'sachieved isirrdevant," said Esganikan. "With the forces Egbas VVorhi can commit to Earth, the
terrorists asyou call them are another asset. The planet will be for humans who can live responsibly upon
it. Do you disapprove?’

"That'd make me ahypocrite, wouldn't it? | used them mysdf when the law wasn't sufficient.”
"Do you have useful advice on those groups?!

"Nearly eighty yearslater? I'vetold you | haven't. Just be avare they range from highly organized and
professond to the frankly insane.”

"Do | need to distinguish between them to get the job done?’

Shan looked taken aback for a split second. Sometimes Esganikan sounded alot like her. Ade got the
fedling she looked at the Eqbas and had a sense of going there but for the grace of God.

"Probably,” said Shan. "Or you'll get something worse than the Skavu. At least they look like they can
take orders.”

"And when will the Skavu find Wessg wanting?' asked Nevyan. Wesshar didn't ask rhetorical
questions. She wanted an answer. "When will we be athreat to the balance?”

Esganikan jiggled her head sdeto side, annoyed. "They think you are now. They're absolutists. The
technique of handling Skavu isto know what orders will moderate that into pragmatism. They lose sight
of outcomes."

Ade understood perfectly. Earth was riddled with ideologica warsfueled by crazed zed ots, and held lost
too many good mates in them. He walked aong behind the boss women on the route back to Fnar and
wondered what life would belike in Bara, where it was so bloody cold that most wesshar wouldn't live



there, just Arass people. Ade was an arctic surviva specidist. Hed fit in fine, and Shan would be along
way from the distractions of Fnar, and Aras would be home. He liked the sound of that. A bit of peace
and quiet.

Shan and Esganikan were il locked in an argument about relying on radica greensto prepare Earth for
adjustment when they got into Fnar. "WEll leaveyou to it, then,” said Ade.

Nevyan looked forlorn and the women headed off towards her home to continue wrangling. Shan turned
around and walked backwards for afew paces. "I'll be back for dinner, | promise," shecaled. "If I'm
not, come and get me."

Ade and Aras ambled in the opposite direction. Fnar was staggeringly pretty in any wesather, any light.
Y ou couldn't go wrong with iridescence. Ade wondered if there was avariety of tem fly that laid down
abaone-colored nacre, all therich blues and greens. There were apparently lots of cities coated in pearl
shit al dong the migration route of the drab brown flies. It was abloody shame Fnar didn't encourage
tourism.

"l know where the bezeri are," said Aras.

He aways had aknack of dropping bombshells. "What? Who says?'

" Shapakti sent me amessage. They'reliving on Chad Idand.”

"On it. Ashore?'

"Wes"

"With Lindsay?"

"es"

"I know wesshar aren't secretive, but | don't think they've told Shan, then. And you havent, have you?'
It was obvious why: Esganikan didn't trust Shan not to go after Lindsay Neville, and neither did Aras.

"Ade, if it wasjust Lindsay, | would leave Shan to do what she felt was necessary. But the problemis
wider now, and not one that can be solved piecemeal .”

"I don't get that. What are you on about?"
"It'snot her job to take responsibility for the bezeri. It'smine. If anyone hasto kill them, it should be me."

Ade stopped dead and grabbed Arass arm to bring him to a halt. "Whoa, mate. That means you're going
head on with Esganikan.”

"Perhaps. | want to see for mysdlf. | want to assessthem.”
"They told you to sod off."

"That'sirrdlevant. |'ve seen Bezer'g nearly fdl to c'naatat once. Nobody else has" Aras sarted waking
again and Ade speeded up to match his pace. "I plan to see them.”

"Areyou asking meto come?'

"No. Shan will be angry enough with me. We promised her no more half-arsed missions without telling



her."

"You tell her, or | will."

"Shelll doit hersdlf. She might not get it right.”
"Youtell her."

Araslapsed into slence and walked so fast that Ade had to break into an jog from time to time to keep
up. He wasn't sure if hed disappointed or angered Aras, but he wasn't happy. When they reached the
house, Aras started making dinner with that fixed concentration that said he was wrestling with an idea.
Wesshar didn't sulk.

"Okay," said Ade, chopping sweset potatoes and evem into bright orange and gold cubes that looked
color-coordinated. "1f we al went, then Shan would be placated, and nobody hasto hideit from her.”

"I'm going alone,” said Aras. "And I'll tell her when she gets back.”

"Better get on her good side with the bananas, then." The haul from Umeh Station yielded two ripe
bananas, and the dwarf tree was Sitting on the terrace awaiting transfer to the tropical habitat chamber
that Shapakti had originally created for the macaws. "That's the good thing about hardship. Putsthe basic

joysof lifein perspective.”

Thefruit took some stretching with more sweet potato and a syrup flavored with local pices. Therewas
ablissful hour that evening when the scent of the spice and baking bananasfilled the house while Ade
sretched out on the sofa, arms folded over his eyes, and managed to blank out aworld where the rules
of morality were now incomprehensible to him most days. Aras seemed to be satisfied too, because he
meade his urrring noises while he cooked. Maybe it was having a plan again that cheered him up.

There was dways awarning of Shan's gpproach, the thud of the riggers boots Ade had found for her.
The door eased open and she took an audible breath.

"Oh, that smdllsdiving" shesaid. "l don't carewhat itis. Just dap it on aplate.”

Araslooked up from the flatbread dough he was dropping in lumps onto the hot range and pedling off in
puffed skeins. Ade braced. Aras had his earnest expression on, the one that said he was prepping to
blurt out something.

"They've found the bezeri," he said. "I'm going to seethem.”

Shan had away of nodding once that said she wanted to shout at someone but thought better of it.
"Lovely. Areyou expecting the fight about this before or after dinner?”

"l haveto do this."

Shan looked a Ade for support, sporead her arms, and shrugged. "Okay," she said. "Thisisn't some daft
sacrificd shit likelast time, isit?!

"Of coursenot.”

"Okay, then, go. Just tell me wherethey are.”
"Asghore, on one of theidands."

"With Lin. Land-dwelling?"



llYall
"And what do you plan to do?'
"Assesstherisk, because | haveto know for mysdf.”

Shan considered him with an unreadable expression and then haf amiled. "Okay, but the dedl isthat you
tell mewhat you find. Now feed me."

"I'll report back," Aras said, not asking what she/d do by way of the ded if he didn't.

The banana bake was strange but wonderful. Ade's taste buds remembered they were human and for a
while theintengty of the flavor was enough to distract him. They talked about crazy Skavu, and how
Nevyan had taken astrong didike to them, and how Esganikan seemed torn between force and
persuasion to sort out Earth.

"Funny to talk about it that dispassionatdly,” said Ade. "Like we never came from there.”

"Well dwaysfed thedraw," said Shan. "That'swhy | can't get too angry with you, Aras. I'd react the
same." Shereached out and ruffled his hair, then tapped her glassfork against the bowl of bananamix.
"Thisisddicious"

There were always blessings to count, even if you weren't Deborah Garrod. Ade counted himsdlf lucky
for having afamily, and not being an isenj, or Eddie Michdlat, or Lindsay Neville.

Shan hadn't raged about her. The placatory effect of bananas after long abstinence was stronger than he
thought.

F'nar: tropical habitat, underground storage area
Shan gtraightened up from the tub of soil and wiped her hands on her pants before answering her swiss.

"I've given Miniger Rit permission to land,” said Nevyan'svoice. No greeting, no identification, no
preamble: she was firmly back in wesshar matriarch mode, al veneer of human compromise shed for the
moment. " She's cometo ask for atreaty.”

"Bit late for that." Shan didn't get it at al. Shelaid the swiss carefully on acrate to free both hands and
went on transplanting the dwarf banana. "But we're not involved.”

"Weare now."

Wesshar weren't good at surprises. They were good at blurting out shock news, Shan thought, but
dramatic conceal ment wasirrelevant to them. "What can she offer anyone now?"

"Nothing," said Nevyan, "except acommon god. | need your help."
"Advice?'
"Help. To remove the Skavu."

That got Shan's vote. She bedded in the tree with her hedl and rinsed her hands clean under theiirrigation
spigat. "Aslong asit doesn't involve fighting them. Hasn't she had enough?”

" She doesn't seem to be asking for military aid.”



"Okay, I'll clean up and come Straight over.”

It was ameasure of the pace and frequency of events that Shan took thisin her stride. Only months
earlier, thearrival of Minister Ua was a sensation, or at least as much as wesshar could manage; the
enemy had cometo tak at last, to ask for ad. In the end they got destruction. Shan rinsed her face in the
running water and tried hard to fedl the shock she knew she ought to experience at the carnage on Umeh.
It wouldn't come. It was agrim dark weight in her chest that wouldn't reved itself. She needed to know
that she could fed for the lives of piranha-faced spiders as much as she did for any species. It scared her
thet, after dl these years, she was starting to show signs of anthropocentric bias.

Or maybe afailsafe had tripped in her mind to protect her from the full impact of the deaths of millions.
Could | have averted that? Should | have died myself?

Shan rapped on Nevyan's door. Shedidn't like giving anyone a surprise ether, or getting one when she
walked in unannounced. The air outside was growing thick with tem flies, who were shitting away happily
on every smooth warm surface and making fairy-tae magic from their crap, if only dl of life progressediin
that direction, and didn't move from beauty to shit.

The door opened and she shot inside to avoid letting the flies get a pearly foothold in the house.

Livaor, Nevyan's most technically adept husband, ushered her down the passage into the main room.
"Do you want food? Good." He didn't wait for her answer. " Netun jay. Goin, Chail. They'rewaiting."

And there she was. Perched on alarge cushion with Ralass at her side, talking to Nevyan in astrange
mix of occasiona English gagped out through air holes and that nail-scraping isenj language, was Minister
Rit.

Giyadas knelt beside her mother, watching, absorbing every lesson. She was going to be formidable
when she grew up, and Shan felt ingppropriately and materndly proud of her.

Nevyan looked up. "I believe we have an agreement.”
"That wasfast." Why do you need me, then? "Tak methrough it."

Raass—rather too like poor dead Vijiss for her comfort—motioned her to sit. "Minister Rit isasking for
apermanent agreement with Wessg that isenj will give up al clamsto Bezer'g, and agree peace with
wesshar in exchange for caling off the Skavu deployment and hel ping restore Umeh.”

Shan had an immediate response and it ended in off, but thiswasn't her decision. Shefiltered her
commentsthrough afine seve. "That soundslike aheavy commitment from Wessg in exchange
for...nothing. Because Bezer'g isaready beyond isenj reach.”

"I won't have the Skavu remaining in this system, Shan,” said Nevyan. "Our long-term interests are about
dability everywhere"

"| dill don't seeafully mutud benefit here.”
"Egganikan's universad pathogen.”

"Fnar developed that anyway."

"And Esganikan turned it into amuch better wegpon.”

Shan felt bad about raining on Nevyan's peace parade, but there had to be more than this. Sheld invited



Shan here, so that meant she'd invited her opinion and involvement too. "Okay, Raass, ask Rit what
happens with no troops on Umeh, because Wessg sure as hell can't conjure up the ground forces
needed to do that. The Northern Assembly will be overrun when the other continental states get their
fleet and ar arm built again.”

Rit and Ralass chittered. " She says she has the targeted pathogens.”

"In know, but she's got no bloody air force. She'sreliant on Eqbas or Skavu to ddiver the pathogen. So
Esganikan il has control of it intheend.”

"I'm prepared to commit wesshar pilots" said Nevyan.

"You sad no military action.”

"Pre-emptive.”

"Jesus, Nev, you're going to do abit of freelance genocide to shore up a coup? Because that'swhat it is.”

"The problem of isenj expansion will dways bethere." Nevyan gave her alook that said Shan didn't
understand the stakes. "And one day we may not be able to deal with it, and we don't want to have to
cdl in Egbas Vorhi again. | want the Skavu gone, and | want the Egbas gone.”

Shan perched her backside on the edge of the table. Livaor, utterly unimpressed by the ladies gossiping
over mass daughter and long-term foreign policy, placed exquisite lavender glass plates of syrup-filled
cakes by her. Shan had to step outsde hersdlf for amoment: thiswasn't her little funny aien pa. Thiswas
Nevyan Tan Megtin, awarlord, drafted leader of a city-state that might have been bucolic and primitive
to the city-dicker Eqbas, but that was still enough to reduce human armiesto agreasy smear. She wasn't
human. Her logic wasn't human. She wasn't even wrong. She was doing what made perfect sensein the
context of the survival of her species and many others; she was being responsible and...humane.

And it was Shan Frankland who was the funny aien pa whose moraity—and shed rewritten that book a
few times—wasthe novelty here.

Accept that thisisn't your manor. It's Nevyan's.

"Okay," said Shan. And if she thought it waswrong, could she stop it? It was another event she'd agonize
over. "Okay, so Umeh isdragticaly depopulated. That'salovely phrasefor it. What, three, four billion
dead? Then it'sacase of taly ho, nanites away, clear theland, replant. Or whatever. And the isenj ill
gtanding after dl that change into some kind of Jain or Buddhist stay-at-homes, and everyonelives
happily ever after, or else Wessg presses the button and getsrid of every last one of them.”

And then we terraform the place.
Shan had no ideawhatsoever where that |ast thought came from, and she dapped it away.
"Succinct,” said Ralass. "What is tally ho?"

"Never mind." Shan looked for some reaction from Nevyan, but she seemed satisfied. She had that
happy, scent of powdery contentment, but there was just the edge of jask onit. Shan was till curiousto
find out what sheld fed if amatriarch unleashed afull blast of the pheromone at her, but it would have to
stay academic curiosity for now. "I'm not advocating this, but if you want the Skavu gone, you could skip
the targeted pathogen stage and go straight to Armageddon.”

Raass chittered. Rit did her impression of agaudy chanddier in an earthquake. They seemed to



understand the inference. "They would stay, though, to start anew ecosystem.”

"There's one other consderation,” said Nevyan. "I have no interest in wiping out theisenj species. It's
wrong. We never interfered with them in their own territory—which doesn't include Bezer'g), of course.™

Shan decided she must have been getting dow. ™Y ou want me to influence Esganikan with you, don't
you? Lean on her with a bit of jask."

"Yan

It was Nevyan's world. She was bred to lead, groomed for it, and it wasn't the job of ahuman copper to
decide what was best for Fnar and for Wessg in generdl. If the other city states were content to let
Fnar handle off-world relations, then it had to be good enough for her.

"Il doit," shesaid.

"We have an agreement, then,” said Nevyan. "Now Shan and | have to see Esganikan, and | will contact
you when it's settled.”

Of course she needed Shan: she needed more jask. Raass and Rit |eft, and Shan was | eft with the
certain knowledge that she was back to being the hired muscle, arole she hadn't played for many years.
She was happier with that than she could ever imagine.

"So, we put the ded to Esganikan and give her aburst of the old mango persuader if shelooksbaky,"
said Shan. Shetook one of the cakes and bit into it: the fragrant syrupy filling squirted againgt the roof of
her mouth. "Okay. Let's set something up. Gives me areason to be on Bezer'g when Arasis.”

Nevyan beckoned Giyadas to her lap and wrapped her arms around the kid. "I didn't know if you would
support meinthis, my friend.”

"Y ou should know me by now."

"I've never doubted your wisdom.”

"It's not about wisdom. It's about pragmatism.”
"Isthere adifference?’

"I think s0." Shan needed a plan B. Throwing your weight around with abit of jask wasfine, but it wasn't
asciencelike baligtics: she couldn't calculate how much it would take to get the result. "What if we get it
wrong and one of us ends up dominating the game?'

"Thisisn't a confrontation between two matriarchs like the time you deposed Chayyas."

"Reminding me of that makes me alot more confident.” Shit, shed lost her temper with Chayyasand
challenged her—wesshar never bluffed—by pulling the pin from agrenade. No bastard was going to
punish Arasfor infecting her, not God dmighty and certainly not Chayyas. She had no ideaiit would
trigger her to cede power. "Thanks abunch.”

"Esganikan will cede. Thereisacollectivewill."
"What if we've read her wrong? Weve never tested her limits.”

Shan had no ideawhat being crushed by jask fdt like. She knew it made her irritable and punchy when
shesmdled it, and it took aconscious effort not to succumb to the ingtinct to challenge. It scared her:



wesshar might believe that if you acted wesshar then you were wesshar regardless of origins, but she
knew shewas asubgtantialy human template with wesshar and other aien modifications, and that meant
the competitive gpe within her was il there.

Nevyan fidgeted with the collar of her dhren. ™Y ou fear ousting her rather than being subdued yourself,
don't you?'

"I don't want her job."
"What would you do if it happened?”

"Dowhat | did when | out-scented Chayyas," she said. "Hand the command over to someonedse. I'm
not leading some armadawith no ideawhat to do with it. I'm just acopper. It'sdl I've ever been.”

Shan pulled out her swissand let it dangle onitslanyard asif she could hypnotize hersdlf withit. No, she
wasn't hypnotist's material. Then she thumbed the keys and scrolled for Esganikan's ITX terminal. She
got the Temporary City operations center.

"Thisis Shan Frankland,” she said. "Tell Esganikan that Nevyan and | are coming to see her.”

Giyadas watched them both intently, gaze going from one to the other. "What happensto Bezer'g)?' she
asked. "Will the Skavu leave there too?"

It was agood question: there was nothing to make them, except Esganikan's command. They didn't like
theidea of infected bezeri, but they didn't seem likely to have the meansto do anything abouit it beyond
destruction, and that wasn't easy with the elusive bezeri. C'naatat was amystery to them, beyond their
technology.

"Let'sadd it to the shopping ligt," said Shan.

15

"Par cere subjectos et debellare superbos.”
Soare the conquered, and war down the proud.
VIRGIL

Bezer'gj: Nazel, also known as Chad Island

Lindsay didn't see the boat come ashore: none of them did. But Keet spotted the intruder walking along
the boundary of the marshes, and came thudding into the settlement to raisethedarm.

"Theonel spoketoishere” said Keet. "The one who used to protect Bezer'. He comes.”

It took Lindsay afew momentsto work out that he meant Aras. She looked up at the woven nests strung
in the trees, and the mud plaster drying on the newly built huts, and decided there was no point
pretending their location could have remained a secret much longer. But Aras had no greater powers
now than they did—unless he had agrenade launcher. There was no reason for one c'naatat to fear
another.

"Well, then," said Lindsay. "Let's be hospitable and show him what we've achieved.”

She laid the shell trowd acrossthe top of thetightly woven container of mud daub and dmost went to
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tidy hersdf, but Araswasn't human, and she barely qudified now. What did appearance matter, for either
of them? When held arrived with armed wesshar troops to expel the Thetis crew from Congtantine,
she'd feared and resented him; sheld feared his technology and weapons, and resented the fact that Shan
Frankland's life was deemed worthy of saving with c'naatat while her baby's wasnt.

No, Shan made the decision. Aras saved who he loved, just like | would.
Shefound it hard to resent him, and his technology was only relevant as something to acquire.
"How does he know where we are?' asked Keet.

Bezeri ill had alot to learn aout life above water. "There are devices up there." She pointed skyward.
"In gpace. They watch this planet to keep it safe. There are many ways of finding things from along way
avay."

"Hewould never havefound usin the sea™

"The Egbas found you, by testing water samples. It's hard to hide anywhere." She prodded Keet's
mantle; he was warm and firm, like abeach bdl left in the sun. "But it might be agood ideato stay clear
of him. Justin case.”

Saib lumbered across the clearing and stood amid the gathering group, reminding everyone that he was
dill the patriarch. "He would never harm us.”

"Heisangry," said Keet. "He thinkswe did wrong."
"We have done nothing, and he knowsthat."

Lindsay wondered how far Aras might go. He'd executed Surendra Parekh, and he was no stranger to
genocide himself. Shetried to understand wesshar ethics and failed, seeing only the intersecting linesthat
cut across her own.

Hang on. | did thistoo. | didn't intend to, but | killed bezeri. And | saved them too, like he saved
Shan. We're as bad as each other. Or the same.

"Don't take anything for granted with Aras," shewarned. "Be careful. Just shut up and let me ded with
him"

Half of the bezeri had gathered around her. The others had gone to explore Clareidand again. They
waited slently, with no exchange of lights or sound, just the occasiond crack of vegetation asthey shifted
position. A few lounged in their treetop vantage points, tentacles dangling like tails.

"Heiscoming,” one of them called.

Aras covered the ground fast. He strode into the clearing, amost human if it hadn't been for that strikingly
angular hadf-anima face, and looked up. If it was possble to gauge astonishment in an alien whose
expressions she didn't understand, then he hadn't expected to see bezeri in trees.

"Aras" said Lindsay. "I'd say welcome, but I'm not sure why you're here.”

Hefroze and stared at her, which wasn't surprising under the circumstances. Sheld been anormal woman
when he last saw her. Now she was only vaguely humanoid in shape, and not the flesh and blood elther
wesshar or human recognized. After afew long seconds, he turned his head and his gaze tracked across
the gathering of cephaopods transformed into land animals.



"l cameto seeif you're the threat to the Bezer'g) ecology that the Skavu dread,” he said.

"Usudly, hello works best.” Lindsay couldn't hate him. She had no reason, although she'd never had a
close relationship with him and some of their interaction had been tense and hostile. "Who are the
SKavu?'

"Allies of the Egbas. More fanatical, you might say, than we are. Shan cdlsthem eco-jihadim.” Hed
sad the dreaded name and summoned the Devil from the pit; Lindsay genuinely expected to see Shan
emerge from the bushes with a grenade to settle the score once and for al. She glanced around as
discreetly as she could, but Aras knew her preoccupation. "No, Shan didn't come. So, are you arisk?
Should the Skavu baance you?"

"It'sthe Skavu cdling the shots, then, not you."
"Perhaps, but | fill want to assessthe Stuation.”

"There'sjust forty-four of them left, Aras. That'sal.” They'd put paid to the sheven on Chad, though.
They complained that they found none when they plunged into the depths of the bogs and marshes. She
decided not to tell him. "They're not theisenj.”

"I know how many there are." Aras ambled around the clearing, gazing a the huts and the tree nests.
"Rayat told us."

Oh God. What the hell is that slimeball up to now? "Ah, so you got him. | bet Shan—"
"Hesdiveand wel."
And scheming. "I'm surprised. He must have some use to you, then, or he wouldn't be."

Arassmply stared back at her. She noted his sidearm, awesshar device about thirty centimeterslong,
and the knife he dways carried, like amachete with a notched tip. "Have you infected any other cregiure,
to your knowledge?!

It was impossible to know, but the bezeri hadn't infected anything they hunted. Nothing escaped dive.
"Asfar as| cantdl, no," shesad.

"l want to ook around?'

"Why?

"Tofind areason to tell Esganikan Gai that this colony isn't athreat, won't Spread across the planet like
theisenj nearly did, and won't repest the actions of itsforebears." Aras stopped as he caught sight of
Keet, and—astonishingly—he seemed to recognize him. ™Y ou said you weren't sorry last time | met you.
Remember?'

"I remember," said Keet. "And | am till not sorry.”

"I don't need your repentance. That was my human eement getting the better of me." Araswaked ona
little further, hands clasped behind his back. "I need to know if you have learned and changed.”

Lindsay thought of the sheven. No: the bezeri mentality hadn't changed at dl, and she till didn't know
how she might handlethat. But if their physiology could change, so might their mentality.

Saib edged forward from the group of bezeri watching Aras. He siwung forward and reared up into a



gtting position, settling agood ded taler than Aras and—knowing Saib—showing him who was boss.
Aras, never visibly intimidated, smply looked up a him asif admiring abuilding.

"We have returned to what we were," Saib said. "In adifferent place, in adifferent shape, but the people
we once were—that iswhat we are again.”

Shut up, Saib. He could never resst having his say. Lindsay tried to judge theright timeto cut in.
"What do you eat?' Aras asked.
Saib rumbled with exnaded ar. "Everything.”

Arasturned around and continued his stroll through the camp, apparently unconcerned. Lindsay went
after him, trying to think what might look like incriminating evidence to awesshar, and remembered that
if Arashad known the bezeri for five centuries, then—even if their history came as a shock—he knew
how they fed. He walked over to ahut and peered indgde. Then he turned in the direction of the open
wetlands.

"l can't smell seacreatures,” he said. "Y ou dways smelled of the sea. Now | smell something else.”

Lindsay had forgotten alot about wesshar, including their sengitivity to smell. They aso had no patience
with lies, and now, willing Saib and K eet to keep quiet, she debated whether to tell Arasthe truth. What
could he do? What could these Skavu do, cometo that, or Esganikan, or any of them? All the bezeri had
to do was vanish into the sea again and wait, but that wasn't the plan, that wasn't what she wanted for
them. She wanted them to be able to repd invaders.

"Commander Neville" said Aras, glancing over his shoulder, head cocked on one side. "Why did you
give Cc'naatat to the bezeri?"

"Becauseit wastheir only hope of surviva. Rayat must havetold you that the survivors couldn't breed.”

"Hedid." Aras caught his braid with one hand and centered it down his back, unselfconscious. "Perhaps
it wasthe dement of mein c'naatat that drove you to do such afoolish thing. My mission to protect the
bezeri, and my inability to resst usng c'naatat to save alife that mattered to me more than the balance of
plangts.”

Hesaid it asif it wasjust a speculative thought. It probably was: wesshar, according to Shan, weren't
spiteful or devious. They either killed you or they didn't. They spoke their minds, unfiltered and unedited.

But motives didn't matter to them either, and the idea still punched Lindsay in the face, afresh pain. Her
mind and her motives were not her own. She had no way of knowing if it was her idea or an echo of
Arasin her genetic memory that made her take that final step of infecting one bezeri.

Was that him?

She wondered how much longer she could hang on to the core of Commander Lindsay Neville, nava
officer, bereaved mother, pilot, raised in adale that the Vikings once invaded. No sense of sdf il
mattered. Loss of that was real desth.

Araswaked on and she followed him automaticaly. Saib went to follow too, but Lindsay turned and
shoved him as hard as she could, bezeri-style.

"No, you stay whereyou are, Saib. Y ou leavethisto me."



"But | anthe patriarch.”

"And I'm the boss when it comes to dedling with things you don't understand.” Maybe he did understand,
though. If Shan's memories and impulseswerein him, Arass might surface too. "Just say clear of him."

Shetrailed afew paces behind Aras, enough to maintain an gppearance of being on hand to answer
questions rather than stalking him. 1t reminded her of following a captain through her ship during a
dreaded inspection. The sense of impending doom for the discovery of something neglected was as
strong asever.

"Tell me about the Skavu,” she said. "I'm guessing that you regard them as athreat.”

"l do. They reacted very badly when they redlized what c'naatat does."

"Havethey met Shan?"

"Yes. Quiteemphaticaly.”

"Ah, | getit. Our problem isyour problem. They don't just think were arisk, they think you are aswell.”

Aras never seemed to be troubled by comments that would put a human on the defensive. "Y es. They
do."

"It occurs to me that you might be looking for an dly, then. They can die. We can't.”
e

"Don't deny it."

"l hadn't considered it. | have now."

Suddenly Lindsay felt alot better about life; she understood. Araslapsed back into silence and shelet
him set the pace, following him patiently while he inspected the ground they'd cleared and the structures
they'd built. He shielded his eyes against the sun as he looked up into the trees.

"They were dways very skilled architects" he said. "And now they climb trees.”
"They glide, too."

Arasdid that ingtant freeze, more still than a human could ever be, but it was gonein amoment. He
examined plants and peered in the undergrowth, pausing from time to time to cock his head and stare at
something. He froze, riveted by something unknown, for afull five seconds at one point. But it wasthe
tree neststhat kept drawing hiseye.

"l find it interesting that they embrace so much change when many of their ideas are so utterly fixed.”
Lindsay smiled, but he probably couldn't tdll. " Sounds like humans.”

"Y ou went back to Constantine, then."

"Rayat's obvioudy been very communicative.”

"I saw David's grave, actudly. Y ou took some of the glass."

Ah. The memory felt cushioned now, not quite asraw, more aflat dull ache. "Y es. Do you understand
humen grief?'



"Y ou think we don't fedl it? Shan may be back from the dead, but | lost the most preciousthing in my
exigence, and | had no idea how to face the next moment in each day without her."

It was as good a description of grief as any. "How's the detachment?’

"Y our marines are well. Hungry much of thetime, bitter about being dismissed, anxious about their future
on Earth. But they find things to be happy about, and they stay busy. They haveanendin sght.”

Lindsay understood that perfectly. Goals kept her going and erased dl distraction, dl unhappiness. This
was as close to friendly conversation as she'd ever come with Aras. They werein the wetland north of
the settlement now, still within sight of the nests and huts but looking out onto levels dotted with idands of
vegetation and hillsrising in the distance. Aras skirted the edges, apparently able to see the boggier
ground.

Then hejerked hishead up. "Listen.”

She heard it now. The noise had become so much a part of the backdrop of her world that she hadn't
noticed it, but there it was: the sporadic splashing of something in the bog.

She hoped, for once, that it was a sheven: but it wasn't. As she picked her way across the saturated
ground, she moved clear of bushlike vegetation clinging to asolid patch and saw Pili plunging into the
bog, easing hersdf out again and diving back in.

Aras grabbed her arm. "Be careful. Y ou can't have forgotten there are sheven on theseidands.”

Pili pulled out of the bog with aloud liquid dop and shook hersdlf, sending mud and scraps of vegetation
flying. Then she spotted Lindsay. "Leenz!" she cdlled. "Whoisthat?

Oh God. Pili was hunting. No sheven had been found for awhile, but she wasn't giving up.

"The wesshar who looked after you all theseyears,” Lindsay called back. Shut up, Pili, shut up... "It's
Aras. Go back to the camp. Saib will explain.”

"I found nothing. No sheven. They're gone."
"It's okay. Go home."
RFili took it asarebuke. "I only look for them. | promise not to eat thistime."

However much her body had changed, Lindsay could il fed her somach churn. Pili plashed onto
more solid ground and made her way out of the bog, pausing to look at Aras before making aloud
thwap of ar and bounding kangaroo-style towards the settlement, jinking between bushes.

Aras hung his head for amoment. It was an incongruoudy human gesture. " So thisiswhy you don't fear
the sheven any longer.”

"I'm sorry, Aras."
"The bezeri said they were gone."

What could she say? Could you even lie to awesshar, who seemed to see every twitch of muscle, every
dilating vessdl, every change of temperature? Yeah, the bezeri reverted right back to type and wiped
out the native sheven here. They didn't learn a damn thing, Aras. You're right to blame them.

"They found they could hunt them,” Lindsay said &t last. "Bezeri are compulsive hunters.”



"I know that now. And sheven are the top of thefood chain in the wetlands. They're predators. No
natural enemies, until now."

"I've stopped them, Aras."

"What about the other idands? Clare, for instance?’ He was getting angry now and she could seeitin his
human body language of tensed muscles and braced shoulders. She could aso smell something that
warned her at aprimeval level, some scrap of wesshar in her that recognized his sharp acid scent asa
warning. "Y ou haveto confine them. How many sheven areleft? No, you would have no idea. Y ou don't
have the meansto monitor them.”

Arasturned on his hed and headed back to the settlement with darming speed, zigzagging from one
patch of firm ground to the next, then dmost breaking into arun when he hit hard earth. Lindsay chased
after him. He was bent on retribution: she had to stop him. "Arasl” sheyelled. "Aras, don't do this."

She couldn't match his pace. He was nearly two meterstall, with aprodigious stride, and she couldn't
keep up with him. He reached the settlement, but instead of going into the clearing and wreaking the
havoc shefeared, he carried straight on.

He was heading for the shore.
"Arad"

He dowed and then stopped to turn around. "Thisisyour duty now, Lindsay Neville. Y ou created them.
Do you want to resolve this yoursdlf, or do you want to leave it to me? Or the Skavu?"

"What'sto resolve? Are you asking meto kill them?1 can't. | don't have the means. Evenif | wanted to."

Heraised hishand and stabbed hisforefinger at her in agesture of accusation that was pure Ade
Bennett. "That," he said, "was something that you should have thought about before you infected them.”

She stood exhausted by redization. Aras disappeared into the distance, no doubt rushing back to Shan
to tell her shewas right—that Lindsay Neville was ausdless and dangerousidiot, just as she dways said.

Aras had looked like an ally. Now held almost certainly turned into an enemy. He had aweapon, though,
and he knew exactly what it took to kill c'naatat, so either he had something elsein mind or the next visit
would be from these Skavu.

We can retreat to the sea.
It's only because of me that the bezeri are on land anyway.
And maybe | can salvage something.

Sheraninto the clearing at the center of the settlement. "Kest, Saib, get the others back from Clare.
Now."

"Thingsdid not go wdll," Saib observed.

"No, and they'll go alot worseif you don't get everyone back here now. No more hunting. No more
killing sheven, anyway. Y ou heard me—go."

Saib was a patriarch, used to giving orders, not taking them. He stood his ground for several long
moments and then made an imperiousflick of atentacle at Keet, sending him on hismission.



"We should have stayed in the sea.”
Lindsay wondered if hed beenright dl dong.
Outside the Temporary City, Bezergj: Esganikan Gai's cabin

"| thought you might want to seethis,”" said Eddie Michalat. "The Australian premier istaking some flak
about the gene bank.”

Eddie'sface had lost something of its animation. Esganikan couldn't pin it down, but theimagein the
bulkhead was a different Eddie, aman with some of the light gone out of him. She had no other way of
describing it; therewas alight in Rayat, and Shan, and even in the marines, but Eddie's had vanished. He
wastired, perhaps, and held lost a source of stories. Earth didn't care about Umeh now the humans had
been evacuated. Nobody cared how many isenj died.

"I haven't gpoken to him recently,” she said.

"Hereyou go." Eddie looked down, his hands working outside the frame, and atext panel appeared to
onesdeof hisimage. "That's the BBChan 547 summary of what he's been saying to the media. If it
helps, | can put you in touch with the BBChan bureau in Kamberra."

IIWI,.WI
"He might give you a perspective that the government wont."

"I meant why can't you tell mewhat'sgoing on." Eddie guarded his contacts carefully. Esganikan knew
thiswas his sole source of motivation, the one thing that mattered to him: he wasthe only journalist here,
and, as humans prized the control of information, that gave him status and power. "But if you ingst |
speak to this bureau, then | will. | thought you wanted to keep this contact to yourself."

Eddie looked down for a second and licked hislips quickly, abarely perceptibleflick of thetongue. "I'm
flattered that you trust me." Hisvoice had changed subtly, a different tone to one he used with the
marines or the voice he adopted for hisreports. Thiswas altogether more breethy, asif he wastalking to
himsdlf. "I'm glad someone does."

"I would like to know what's happening in Audrdiathat the premier isn't telling me. Anything that would
indicate that his country—or hisregion generally—isn't fully in support of hisinvitation, or might resst us."

Eddie's eyes widened dightly and he became more dert again. "I'll assemble adigest for you."
"Thank you."

"Might | talk to you about your planning for the Earth misson?’

"I'm awaiting Shan and Nevyan a the moment.”

"Okay." Eddie nodded to himsdlf, listening to someinner voice. She could seeit on hisface. "L ater,
then.”

Esganikan shut the link. She was used to Eddie now, and knew hisway of filtering and changing
information. She aso wanted his skills. When he went back to Earth, held be ordinary again, and he
would want to keep what had made him specia; hisdien contacts. And he knew how to do something
that she couldn't: he could make humans listen and shape how they thought, al with words. Shan might
have been best at advising on how to deal with humans, but Eddie could make them want to listen.



There was no point using military resourcesif aman'swords could do the same job. Esganikan knelt
pondering the extraordinary power of awillingly shared illusion, her cabin's bulkheads set to opague, until
the hatch opened and Aitass peered through.

"Nevyan is here, Commander. With Shan Frankland.”

Esganikan could smdll the jask from here. They were coming to lay down the law, as Eddie put it. She
felt annoyance and was ingtantly ready.

"Arethe Skavu confined to their camp?'

"l ensured that they were," said Aitass. "The patrols back from Umeh are sufficiently tired not to want to
argue environmenta policy with your vigtors."

Esganikan could guess what Nevyan wanted: reassurance that the Skavu would stay clear of Wessg,
and Shan's household. These Targassati wereisolationist. They lost their nerve when the military support
they begged for got its hands dirty. Esganikan turned, composed but ready, and faced them asthey came
into her cabin. Shan folded her arms and stood alittle behind Nevyan, asif she was making sure her fists
didn't let her down again. Esganikan wondered if sheld always been prone to instant retribution or if her
wesshar genes had made her more liable to attack. Nevyan's daughter stood close at her mother's Side.
Did the child get formad ingtruction? Wessgj appeared to have no education system. Everything their
ancestors had known on Egbas Vorhi seemed to have been abandoned. They'd reverted to amore
primitive age.

"| redlize we're now troublesome guests,” Esganikan said. "And you seem to have aproblem.”

Nevyan was wearing the dhren, the white robe the Fnar matriarchs treated dmost as a uniform.
Esganikan'slasting memory of her brief timein Fnar would be the isan've in white robes shot with faint
and shifting colors set againgt the pearl wall of the city.

"I have atreaty with Minister Rit that | can enforce,” said Nevyan. "It means you can remove the Skavu
from Umeh."

"I knew you might want that,” Esganikan said wearily. "Whét are the terms?”

"If isenj confine themselvesto Umeh and Tasir Var, and drop their claim on Bezer'g, Wessg will
providethe ddivery systemsfor the targeted pathogens, and if and when Minister Rit chooses to deploy
them, our pilotswill ad her. If you leave uswith the universal pathogen, well usethat if the treaty doesn't
hold."

"You'll end up wiping the planet clean of them. Wasthat al you wanted? | would have given you that
ayway."

"No," said Nevyan. "It meansthere's no need for the Skavu to remain in this syslem. Wessg will provide
the restoration support.”

"Y ou don't have the technology on that scale.”
"Werestored this planet.”

Shan said nothing. She smply stood there, watching Esganikan, and unfolded her armsto place agloved
hand on the child's head. She seemed to take no chances with her parasite, even if it took body fluidsto
tranamit it.



"And you would put aside your principlesthat you would never attack the isenj on their home territory,”
sad Esganikan.

"To seethe Skavu gone, yes."

"All to ensure they don't turn on your c'naatat friends and the infected creatures here?' Esganikan had
underestimated the bond between Shan and Nevyan, then. "Thisis amassive commitment for your
world."

"The Skavu," said Nevyan, "regard us as lacking their rigorous standards, and | fear that it's only amatter
of time before they would want to interfere with us once you were no longer hereto control them.”

Shan scratched her neck thoughtfully. " Judging by the reaction to me, your supposed grip on their
discipline seemed less than dbsolute.”

Esganikan could taste the jask at the back of her throat. It even seemed to be emanating in some small
way from thelittle isanket. Shefelt lessinclined to stand her ground—Wessg would be sorely
stretched, she knew—but Nevyan seemed adamant she would resort to total destruction of the isenj if

the treaty collapsed.

Shan Frankland certainly would. She might have found warfare distasteful, an odd thing for such aviolent
individual, but her instant reaction to athreat was proven. Threat is now. Shan seemed to have taken
that wesshar attitude to heart.

It seemed sensble.

Esganikan felt no further desire to argue: the outcome from this course of action was balance, soif the
wesshar here could make it happen, she had no dispute with them. Shefelt herself relaxing and the taste
of released jask in her mouth was oddly pleasant and reassuring.

"So I'll stand down the Skavu,” she said. "Well arrange a handover period between my crew on Umeh
and yoursdves. Isthat al?"

"I think s0."

Shan looked dightly baffled. Humans—even her, even this chimera, this srange isan—had a habit of
parting their lips when surprised. Perhaps they inhaled scent to assess the situation: perhapsthey were
frozen on the edge of a question that they couldn't frame. And perhaps they were taken aback to see
matters resolved quickly and without violence.

Gethes seem to think we're violent just because we don't engage in ritual warfare. They like rules
for their killing.

It was another thing she would have to work out before she reached Earth. It was apity that Shan
Frankland refused to accompany her.

Esganikan watched them leave, then waited for Aitass to regppear. The ussiss would be watching for
their departure. But there was no sign of her, so Esganikan tidied her cabin and took adow walk across
to the Temporary City. It was one problem removed, aslong as Nevyan and the rest of the Wesseg
matriarchs didn't lose their nerveif the ultimate sanction was needed.

She walked into the command center. The duty crew were clustered around a projection that showed
them agtriking live view of a hurricane lashing a shore fringed with square white buildings. They glanced
up when she entered, and she redlized she must have had the faint trace of jask dlinging to her.



"Problems, Commander?"

"Cal Sarmatakian Vesofficefor me." Hayin looked anxious: he didn't care much for Skavu support
ether. "We no longer need the Skavu.”

"What happened?’

"Nevyan Tan Mestin has agreed to atreaty with Minister Rit to drop al claims on Bezer'g in exchange
for help with restoration. If they break the terms, she releasesthe universa pathogen. That's how badly
they want the Skavu to leave."

"Y ou're satisfied they can handle this?!

"I am, but I'd fill prefer to transfer some more current technology to them.” For amoment the ferocity
and beauty of the storm reproduced in front of her was hypnotic. "Where's Joluti? Let's detach alarge
enough section of ship for Fnar to use as atemplate craft. They gill have nanocongtruction systems. They
could copy whatever we givethem.”

"Those systems are ten thousand years old.”

"They're not incapable of working from atemplate craft. In time, asthey create more vessdls, they can
use the coa escent function and see how they adapt to it."

"Surang can give them ingructions.”

Esganikan's last uneasiness was soothed. She'd give the matriarchs of Fnar what they needed to make
the treaty stick. They could cope with updated technology.

"Hayin, send amessage to Sarmatakian that I'm withdrawing the Skavu. She can explain that to the
Garav authorities. And tell her 1'd like to speak to her about what assets she can now release for the
Eathmisson.”

The hurricanein front of Esganikan ripped a building to pieces and sent itsroof crashing into the houses
behind it. For dl itsviolence, therewasamgesty to it that she found compdling.

"Ther sorms are spectacular,” said one of the crew. "And they have so many of them.”

Esganikan was happy to focus on Earth and its problems again. She hadn't felt comfortable with the
Skavu either.

Now she could concentrate on the matter in hand.
Constantine island: former home of the human colony

From the sea, theidand looked asit always had sinceit has recovered from the isenj occupation; arocky
coastline, asmoky haze of blue, gray and pale mauve grass, and afringe of orange-topped trees where
aninlet cut deep into the idand and formed a natural harbor.

Arasknew every inch of it. He took the boat at half speed, cutting close to the shore, expecting to see
bezeri even though he was sure they hadn't reached thisfar north. He thought of the years he'd spent
there. Hisinfinite future had stretched ahead of him and hed wondered how he would stand the isolation,
but it was il better than going back to Wessg and living there unable to share the basic dements of
wesshar life: an isan, housebrothers and children to raise.

Besides, theisenj might have come back. Bezer'ej had needed aguardian.



Now it needed to be protected from its own inhabitants.

Arascircled theidand dowly, trying to make sense of bezeri that had now decimated the sheven
population on at least oneidand. They'd been c'naatat for how long, weeks? Y es, just weeks, no more.
Already they werefulfilling hisworst nightmares. He ran the images through hismind over and over again.

Climbing trees.
Walking. Talking.
Could Lindsay Neville contain them? He had his doubts.

There were only forty-four of them, hardly an isenj plague of billions. But that was now, and he had to
think in the longest possible term. He'd till be around when the worst happened.

Something was till nagging at him. Something specific was bothering him and demanding an answer, asif
he'd been given one of Shan's Suppressed Briefings and with it the frustrating knowledge that there was
something he had to remember.

| started this. | started it five centuries ago, when | first gave c'naatat to my comrades. | should
have learned, but | did it again with Shan, and now look where the chain of consequence has led
me.

Araswondered how he'd tell Shan about the sheven. Ade would be mortified; held blame himsdlf. It was
up to Arasto solve the problem for good.

Wesshar didn't lie, but he'd learned not to tell everything that he knew. The Skavu didn't haveto betold
about the sheven, and neither did Esganikan.

He saw the undergrowth of Chad Idand in hismindseye.
Eqggs.

The thought hit him and for amoment he wasn't sure where it came from, and then he redized what had
been smmering away in hismemory.

Among the bushes circling the huts, he'd seen something he thought was fruit. Now he knew where hed
seen something smilar, and he knew what the fruits were, and they weren't from plantsat al.

They were eggs. Bezeri eggs.

The few he'd seen underwater were alighter color, anchored to the stalks of weed. The oneshe'd seen
clustered around the stem of abush on Chad were darker, and dightly ribbed, but they were. .. eggs.

The bezeri were breeding again. In another time, under other circumstances, it would have been welcome
news. Now it was the beginning of adisagter.

He knew what he had to do. And it seemed more terrible to him than the bombardment of Mjat and the
other isenj cities, in which he was responsible for the desths of millions. He searched his own conscience
to make sure hewasn't punishing the bezeri for daring to have offspring, something he could never have.

But he knew what Shan would say. She had dready taken an identica decision.
16
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Australian Prime Minister Canh Pho today announced the creation of a global genome project to
manage the return of the Christopher gene bank in twenty-nine years time. "Thisis a global
resource, and a second chance at common sense, so we won't squander it or surrender to the
greed of pressure groups,” he said. "And Australia and her allies don't cave in to corporations or
their lawyers. You might have noticed the Egbas are coming."

BBChan 547
Bezer'g: landing area, outside the Temporary City

Shan sat cross-legged in the grass, eyes closed, enjoying something she couldn't recall savoring in years.
It was the smple warmth of sun on her face and arelative absence of thought.

| don't have to be the boss all the time. It's Nevyan's turf. Restoring Umeh isn't my part of ship.

Sheld be Nevyan's bagman, the reliable sidekick, like Rob McEvoy had once been to her in EnHaz. She
thought of the young inspector occasionally and wished sheld thought of him alot more, but time and
space had put him beyond reach. At least she now knew his police career had been a successful one.
There was something of a parental pridein the feeling, aknowledge that she'd contributed something to
the man, evenif it was only giving him afew steersto help him get his next promation. Y ou had to leave
something behind you or you hadn't lived.

Rob had Ieft grandchildren with happy memories of him, and aWessex Regiond Congtabulary with much
better collation and accounting systems than held inherited. It wasn't bad for onelife.

| really ought to get my paperwork sorted. Still haven't resigned formally or closed off my
pension.

Sheld find adeserving recipient for her Earth-locked funds. The marines, maybe. They had their own nest
eggsthat had grown bigger than they redlized, but it never hurt to have more. Poor bastards.

"Arasistaking histime," said Nevyan. ™Y ou should have gone to Chad with him."

Shan opened her eyes, the reverie shattered. "He wanted to do it dlone. He's had five centuries
experience of bezeri, and | need to respect that." She took out her swiss and paged Ade, her mind till
finding loose endsto tie up. "I never had any warning that my uterus had regenerated, you know. No

bleeding or anything."
"You bleed?’

"Wadll, if you're not medicated to suppressit, yes. Women bleed once amonth if they're not pregnant.
Normadly, anyway."

Nevyan's head cocked on one side. "Bleed? How?"

Shan redlized how much Nevyan il didn't know about humans, and that she didn't need to. "I'll explain
it when we get back." Ade didn't answer hislink; shed try later. She needed to hear hisvoice, not leave
terse messages for him. "Must be nice to have control of your reproduction without involving doctors.”

"If humans had that, | doubt they would use it wisdly.”
"But you chooseif you concelve or not.”

"And how many embryoswe produce.”



"Redly?'

"es"

"Shit, I've been living here what seemslike forever and I've never seen amulltiple birth.”
"When the population requires adjustment, you'll see many twins. Eventriplets.”

"But you don't choose gender.”

"No."

"The Egbas must have got around that.”

"Thisiswhat | mean. Some things are fundamental to our culture.” Nevyan rose alittle from her knedling
position to look around, and then settled back again. "I have to take another husband when | chooseto
have my own child."

That was one of the downsides of taking on an instant family. All Nevyan's males, widowed and taken
into her household, had aready fathered children. They couldn't breed again.

"Where's Giyadas?' Shan asked.
"Serrimissani is showing her how to navigate."
"She'saterifickid."

"Doesthispain you, thistak of children?’
"Notif | don't letit.

Nevyan dropped the subject. Shan preferred wesshar when they were brutally outspoken: Nevyan was
learning tact alittle too thoroughly and Shan missed the time when she could blister paint with her
directness. She went back to soaking up the sun, unafraid of skin damage, until adark dot in the heat
haze of the plain resolved into ashimmering outline that became Aras.

Shan nudged Nevyan, then licked her forefinger and held it up in the breeze—yes, it redly did work—to
confirm they were downwind. She expected to pick up his scent of anxiety any time soon.

"l knew it wouldn't go wdll," she said, inhaing.

Araswalked in the way of aman who knew he was being stared at expectantly but couldn't bring himself
to break into arun; head down, alittle embarrassed. It took him afew minutesto cover the ground. Shan
stood up to offer him akiss, but he didn't seem to be expecting one and dipped his head avkwardly.

"Okay, spitit out,” Shan said.
"| found them. | inspected their camp.”
"They havea camp?'

"They're competent builders, isan, and now they've started to recreate their civilization ashore. They
walk, they climb and they can even glide."

"Jesus H. Chrig, those things weigh aton. How can the hell can they glide?’



"They're congderably lighter than that.”

Nevyan cut in, impatient. "Their aerodynamics aren't what's made you distressed, Aras.”
"No."

Shan decided to say the name. "Lin, then? What's the daft cow done thistime?"

"Not her." Thiswas definitely not like Aras. He was struggling with something painful. “There are things |
have to keep from the Skavu. From Esganikan, too, if we'reto be left in peace here.”

Wesshar didn't have much of an idea about secrecy. It explained alot. Failing to share important
information had consegquences, and thiswas the first time Aras had been faced with thisdilemmain along
time, maybe ever.

"Tel me, then."

"It's begun aready. The bezeri have hunted the sheven population of Chad to extinction, and...they're
breeding. | found eggs.”

Nevyan let out alow hiss. Shan plunged into an al-too-human sequence, thinking that there were just
forty-four of them, and that it was just oneidand and one population of sheven, and how bad could it
be—

She knew how bad. She could think in worst scenarios, and the combination of a careless predator and a
limitlesslife had an inevitable outcome. Changing the path of that was the imponderable, and the yearsit
would take for the disaster to develop didn't matter. All she could see was the point at which it could be
averted reatively esslly.

There would be no more Umehs, no more Mjats, not if she had anything to do withit. It had to be
controlled.

"Do they understand the consequences?’ Nevyan asked. Giyadas and Serrimissani, drawn by the scents
and sounds of anxiety, came running towards them. "Arethey adleto limit their livesasyou do, and
contain therisk?"

"They'velaid eggs,” Shan said sharply. "Obvioudy not. And they're back to their old ways. Can you
locate the eggs? How many? We need to dedl with that first."

Her reaction gppalled her in the very next breath. Would | be thinking of destroying them if the word
had been children, not eggs? Surendra Parekh had killed a bezeri infant by careless arrogance, and
sheld paid for it with her life. Shan had made sure of that, because that was the law here. The bezeri, like
the wesshar, wanted balance, alifefor alife.

And here she was overriding the law of the native species, and tresting them the way most humans
trested animals.

There was no such division for the wesshar between people and animals. There should have been no
such divison for her now, either, just alist of who could enforce their will on those beneath themin the

power league.

But | took that choice.

| aborted my own child. Different reasons, and more about the life she would have lived than the



risk she posed, but | did it. Motives don't matter.
"First thing isto destroy the eggs,” Shan said.

Nevyan jiggled her head in annoyance and Shan wondered if she was going to forbid her, and try to
enforceit with jask. But she smply went quiet for amoment.

"If wetdl the Skavu, they'll destroy the bezeri."

"If they can," said Shan. "And they haven't a.clue how to dedl with c'naatat. Besides, dl the bezeri have
to do to escape them is go back into the sea. Esganikan wasn't too fussed about the risk, but once she
knows they've started wiping out other species and breeding, she might well assessthat differently. Either
way, well have amess on our hands and the two armies hanging around here far longer than they need
to. So we sort it ourselves. That's what you wanted, Aras, isn't it?"

He looked wretched. Shan wondered how much of it wasthe redlization that five centuries of careful,
sometimes agonizing guardianship had gone for aproverbia ball of chalk in amaiter of afew weeks.

"| fed we havefew options|eft,” hesad.

"I reckon we should consider finishing them now, then,” Shan said. "If we don't do it whilethey're easily
located, we might never get the chance again.”

"It would take secondsto lose one, and oneisal it takesto spread the parasite.”
" think we should seek an agreement with them,” said Nevyan.

"| fear they're not in anegotiating mood." Aras |looked to Serrimissani, and Shan wasn't sureif held
paused because he thought better of discussing the problem in front of her, given the speed of the ussiss
grapevine, or if hewanted her opinion. "Would you be, after being amost totally wiped out?"

And thiswasthe mire of wesshar ethics, human mordity, and the pragmatism of protecting the
environment. What the bezeri had suffered became irrelevant in one, and paramount in another.

"The eggs have to go, whatever happens,” said Shan.

"The bezeri might just disappear and lay more.”

"If they can."

Nevyan cut in again. "Instead of guessing their reaction, I'll go and talk to them."

She had atalent for common-sense rebukes. Shan, not sureif she should have been ashamed of her own
knee-jerk reaction or not, squirmed at having such adiscussion in front of Giyadas. Serrimissani
compressed her lipsin an expression that said she wasn't impressed, but it was hard to tell if it was
imminent destruction or the hesitation to do it that earned her disapproval.

"l suggest we take the shuttle,” she said. "Better we dedl with this as soon aswe can.”

Nevyan walked off, hands clasped in front of her; if wesshar shook their headsin disbdief, shewould
have been doing that right then. Shan reached for Aras's hand and squeezed it to her chest.

"I'm 0 sorry, sweetheart. I'll dedl with theeggs. Let medoiit.”

"The bezeri are my respongbility.”



"| thought we said no more macho-duty shit.”

"I'll doit. The whole Situation began with me, many years ago." Helooked at her hands locked tight
around hisasif held seen them for thefirst time. The lights were putting on agreat display right now, asif
they were trying desperately to say something and were frustrated at not being heard. "When you make
exceptions, the fabric of theworld unravels.”

"Y ou made an exception for me. Y ou regret that, don't you? Things would have been very different if
youd let me die when my number was up.”

Araslooked into her face. "I don't regret it at al, and not only because | love you. Y ou were never the
risk. | was"

Fifty meters away, three Skavu waked past the cluster of ship bubbles that made up the accommodation
for crews, and stared. Shan let go of Aras and stood hands on hips, staring back. They knew exactly
what they'd get if they started any shit with her now. She waited until they looked away again, and when
she was satisfied that they'd got the message, she turned and made for the shuttle. Aras was way ahead
of her.

He sat with hishead in his hands as Serrimissani lifted the craft clear of the ground and the blue grasses
dwindled beneath in afaint haze of heat and swirling debris. The most she could do was put her arm
around him.

What have | come to?

Why can | take mass murder in my stride now? What happened to the Shan Frankland who'd have
cheerfully gone to war over one genocide, let alone repeated ones?

She had no idea. She was back in the maze, looking for aline that told her where it was okay to be
C'naatat, dtill bresthing, and where it was athreet to life across the system and beyond. Being willing to
die once didn't relieve her of the obligation to keep asking the question: it made it more pressing.

Her only answer wasthat she was now more steeped in wesshar thinking than human, and that wasthe
line she had crossed.

F'nar: the Frankland clan home, upper terraces
"Y ou don't have to knock, Eddie.”

Eddie stuck hishead around the door just to be on the safe side. "I didn't know if you'd be swinging from
the chanddiers or whatever it isyou get up to together."

Ade showed him two contemptuous fingers, grinned, and beckoned himin. He wasindulging in the
unmarindlike activity of making something out of dough. "Shan and Aras are on Bezer'g)."

"And you're baking cakes."

"Bread. After afashion.” Ade paused mid-knead, forearms displaying formidable muscle. "Y ou're not
yoursdf, mate. What's wrong?'

"Still in the shit with News Desk."

" Shan fedl's bad about that, mate. She knows she shouldn't have barged in and let them know she wasn't
dead."



"Doesn't matter in the globa scheme of things, one journo versus afew million dead isenj.” Eddie decided
to stop there. He wanted to confide in Ade but that was too close to looking for sympathy for his noble
sacrifice, and that waswrong. "'l cameto tell you that your pet brigadier has been on the UN portal
asking after you."

"Shit." Ade punched down the dough and tore it into three parts, dapping each down in turn and
kneading two at atime, one with each hand. It was quite impressive. "I never got back to her on Rayat."

"Academic, mate. They want him back. They can't have him. And you can't make them honor aded to
restore your lot to full Cub Scout membership.”

"I know. But old habit and dl that. Officer saysjump, you jump.”

It was easier to tell them Rayat was dead. He was, in any sense of the word. "No trouble patching you
through from here.”

Adetwirled the dough into skeins and began plaiting them. "Got to talk to the Bossfirst. Not my call.”

Eddie dumped hisjacket on the sofa The upholstery sill looked whiteto him, evenif a c'naatat saw it
as peacock blue. Sometimesthis cave of ahousefdt like home, and sometimesit felt like dien territory,
but he missed those months when he was part of the family here even if it had been onein mourning.

"So what's the business on Bezer'g), then?'

"Getting the Skavu to fuck off home."

"Redly?"

"Yeah," Ade sad. "Nevyan's done adeal with Rit to keep the peaceif they leave.”

"Well, count mein for waving afew flags when that happens. They're asbad as| think, aren't they?

"Worse. Totd fucking savages." Adewasrdatively mild in hisdismissa of enemy forces, considering
what held seenin his career. But the Skavu had hit anervein him. "I'd kill thelot of them without a
second thought.”

"It be bad enough thinking that they'll till be out there somewhere.”
"The good thing," said Ade, "isthat around to the head killsthem like any other arsehole.”

Helad the plaited loaf on a sheet of mottled gold glassto rise, and the two of them went out onto the
terrace, perched on the broad wall overlooking the city beneath and shared a beer. The brew was getting
worse each time. Ade needed Eddi€e's expert hand in the process. But it was a beer shared with afriend,
and that was dl that mattered.

"So what you doing?' asked Ade.

"Getting stuff together for Esganikan about Audrdia”

"Ooh, she's made you her spin-weasdl, then?!

"Jugt andysis. Like reporting, only with an audience of one."

"Like BBChan 88."



"Hah bloody heh."

"Well, when you get home, you won't be Our Man-In-Fnar, will you?Y ou'll be grubbing around in the
dirt with the rest of the hacksif you don't grab your advantage with Attilathe Parrot.”

Eddie hated the reminder. Home. There were things back on Earth that were hard to get or nonexistent
here—food beyond the basics, sex, and asense of permanence—Dbut the thought of walking away from it
amost panicked him. It wasn't like leaving Turkey or any of the other countries where held worked.
Once heleft Wesseg, he couldn't just hop on aflight and visit the place again, catching up with old friends
and tutting about how much the place had changed. He couldn't even call them, not easily anyway.

It was twenty-five years separation, and 150 trillion miles. As soon as he landed on Earth, thinking he'dd
been gone afew monthsin the bizarre squeezing of time at near-light speed, anyone he called back here
would have lived a generation's worth of experiences.

They might even have forgotten him.

"| thought you'd be spending time with the detachment,” said Eddie. "I know they're on Mar'an'cas, but
you could get up there afew times aweek for ahand of cards.”

"I know," said Ade. "I'm practicing not having them around. Getting used to not having them there.”
"Ah"
"I'm going to missthem.”

"Or you could make the most of the time you have with them. Y ou've dtill got afew years, if they don't
decide to go back with Thetis.”

"Eddie," he said gently, "what about the hundreds of years after that? Maybe thousands.”

Adedidn't say much after that. It seemed like he was thinking for the first time about what being immortal
for dl intents and purposes actually mearnt.

"If they could remove c'naatat from you," Eddie asked, "would you take the option?"
Ade chewed theideavisbly. "Not until I've had thelife | should have had.”

"Do you think they can do it?"

Ade swung hislegs off thewall and stood up, stretching hisarms behind his back.

" think they can. Shapakti did, once. But the bloody thing learns.”

"That's bugsfor you," said Eddie.

It took him amatter of secondsto think through the implications of a countermeasurefor c'naatat and
the impact it would have. He added it to the list of Storiesthat were five star, but not worth the shit.

Thelist of those grew longer. He had another beer instead.
The Temporary City, Bezer'gj: command center

"We have exactly the same pressures here as when we last spoke," said Sarmatakian Ve. "Except now
you have ten thousand competent Skavu at your disposal that you didn't have before.”



Esganikan took the return call from Surang in front of the duty crew as usual. There was nothing an
Egbas commander would keep from her comrades. Nor did she fed any compulsion not to argue with
the senior matriarch's adviser in front of them.

"Skavu are aliability. They've dready given me causefor concern here. | can't risk deploying them on
Eath."

"Can you command them or not?"
"You know | can."
"Then those are your extraresource.”

Esganikan had been under fire, and she was deterred by nothing; but the idea of Skavu troops on Earth
filled her with adismay so powerful that she couldn't take it in her stride a that moment. And this couldn't
be solved by jask. So she argued.

"I can't dlow afleet of Skavu to wait on Bezer'g) for severd years with nothing to occupy them, and |
strongly advise againg usng them on amission like Earth.”

"They'readl you haveif you want atask force insgde of Six or seven years.”

Sx or seven years. In the context of the time she'd spent in suspension, and the displacement of
light-years, it wasashort time. But | don't have thistime. I'm older than the rest of the crew. | need
to start my life, however late. And for Earth—every year counts too.

"I'll ask you one more time to reconsider, Sarmatakian. The misson isunder-resourced asit is. Adding
unsuitable troops to the Stuation will compromiseit.”

"I don't have achoice. Y ou can accept the Skavu, or reject them and carry out the mission
understrength. Or abort it, and | know you won't do that. We want Earth restored before it becomesa
much bigger task."

The gene bank had waited generations. It could wait longer. But Earth couldn't, and even the delay
between leaving Bezer'g and planet fall would be marked by deterioration and new problems. Some
things were better done sooner than later.

"If | accept the Skavu, then | till face having them hanging around this system longer than they're
welcome. Thisisn't one of our project worlds, Chail. Thisis our own people. However different,
however unlike usthey arein many ways, they're wesshar, and we have aduty to them.”

"Then," said Sarmatakian, "you had better leave for Earth as soon as you can.”
"But what about the rest of the speciaists and the remaining assets you promised me?”

"We dtill commit them. They'rein trangt. Asthere's no need now to assemble at Bezer'g), we can deploy
them direct from their current locations, which meansthey'll sart arriving in the Earth system
gpproximately ayear after you do, and at intervals thereafter. Purely from my memory, that should give
you nearly afull fleet on Sation within four yearsof arriva."

There was no argument. She wasright: the resources added up, and al Esganikan had to offer by way of
counterargument was that she didn't like Skavu troops. If she didn't take them, another commander
would haveto.



Earth needed intervention: and because of the distances and delays involved, this dmost-accidentally
assembled task force was the best hopeit had. It was her problem to solve.

"Very wdl," shesad. "I'll prepare the misson for early departure.”

The operations room staff were quiet, but their scents didn't seem as agitated as hers. Perhapsit was
relief to be getting on with the job, having been denied an opportunity to be ussful on Umeh.

"That means rushing through the planning,” said Hayin. "We can leave a clean-up crew on Ouzhari,
though, can't we?"'

"Yes," sad Esganikan, crushed. She envied Shan's ability to conced her scent. Shefelt obliged to explain
her anxiety to al who detected it. "Y ou know | would have liked moretimeto prepare, and | don't like
Skavu, but | work with what I'm given, because that's my duty."

"The sooner we ded with Earth,” said Hayin, "the sooner we're back on EgbasVorhi."

There was ageneral murmur of satisfaction from the crew and a pleasant scent to underscoreiit.
Esganikan desperately wanted to shareit, and failed. She went back to her cabin in the detached section
of her ship, asked Aitass not to disturb her, and knelt down to think.

Sheld run out of time. She didn't have troop strength on her side. She had a c'naatat host as a prisoner,
insufficient preparation work done, little liaison established, and afear that if she had overestimated
Wessg's capacity to handle the isenj, then she would have another clean-up task on her hands when she
passed thisway in—how many years time? Fifty, sixty, ahundred?

She couldn't yet tell how long the Earth mission would take. Most missionstook five to ten yearsto
stabilize a planet and leave crews in place with the native populaion. Earth wastoo far from the core
worldsto expect any wesshar or ussiss to want to remain there.

For amoment, she thought the unthinkable.
It was an if only thought, the kind humans had.

The one difference was that thiswasn't an impossible wish to erase events and live adifferent set of
consequences. Thiswas a cdculated gamble forming in her head.

Shapakti was abrilliant biologist. Back home, there were many more like him. He would find alasting
solution to removing c'naatat, or they would, but someone would find it, and al she needed wastime.

Time could be bought, at a price.

If the Targassati wesshar here could make c'naatat work for them in acriss, and not be destroyed by it,
then so could she.

17

Police are investigating a third killing in Brussels after a senior FEU civil servant was shot dead
at his home. He's not been named, but the FEU has denied claims that he was an intelligence
officer. Earlier thisweek, a junior minister in the Foreign Office and a Treasury official were also
found dead in what police have described as a "professional assassination."”
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Chad Idand, Bezer'gj
"Hi, Lin," said Shan. "Y ou'velet yoursdf go abit, haven't you?'

Arass heart pounded with dread, and Shan went into what Ade called her smart-arse mode. That was
how each reacted to atense situation. Hands on hips, Shan appeared ready to reach behind her back to
pull aweapon that wouldn't do a ¢'naatat-infected creature any damage at al. Nevyan watched in grim
slence.

Aras had acluster of small charges, enough to reduce afew eggsto fragments. That was his priority, and
it broke his heart. Shan nudged him, and he called on his human part, the dishonest and destructive

monkey, to get him through the next hour. He was sure he was doing it for the right reasons, irrdlevant as
motive wasto Wesshar.

"Were hereto do aded," Shan said. "Me and Nevyan. It'sfor your own good."
"It dwaysis," sad Lindsay.

Nevyan studied the assembled bezeri with fully dilated pupils. Most of them were here now—no, al of
them, Aras counted—and they seemed at aloss, they made no attempt to repel Shan. They smply
Sudied what was studying them.

Bezeri hadn't had enemiesin hundreds of generations, at least not enemieswho confronted them directly.
Their enemy wasinvisible, the by-product of the ambitions of surface-dwelling animas, but it killed them
just the same. They didn't look reedy to die quietly again.

"What's the deal 7' asked Lindsay.

"Stop the bezeri destroying other species,” said Shan. "Teach them to manage their resources. And stop
them breeding.”

"What'sinit for...us?" Lindsay asked. She sood her ground, aglassy figure shot with lights, and Aras
barely recognized her now. "Under the circumstances, being nearly extinct and al that, your proposition
sounds alittle one-sded.”

"Remember how they got in thismess?' Shan said quietly. " Two twenty-four-carat decisions by you,
Commander 1-Know-What-1'm-Doing Neville. One more bad call doesn't undo the damage.”

Lindsay looked at Nevyan. "So what have you got to say for yourself? Or do you do everything Shan
telsyou?'

"If the Eqbas or their Skavu troops knew what was happening, they'd eradicate you al." Nevyan might
have looked quiet and compliant to a human, but she was pure stedl. Aras cal culated the route he would
need to take to find the eggs nestled in the foliage. "When the Eqbas leave, we take over again, and if |
fed you're ahazard to this plangt, I'll eradicate you mysdf.”

"Okay, | seethethreat," said Lindsay. "But I'm having trouble spotting the dedl .”
"Keep the bezeri in check, both in their habits and their population, and we leave you done.”

" S0, they're frozen like museum exhibits. Proud remnant of amighty culture. Roll up and seetheliving
fossils” Lindsay had adopted Shan's hands-on-hips stance, a clear indication of who she thought she was
arguing with. "We have no incentive, then." Sheturned to Aras. Y ou're awfully quiet.”



Of course | am. I'm about to take lives that have done nothing wrong, that can't have done
anything wrong, not yet. But if | can't have children, then neither must these bezeri.

"Y our incentive isa sustainable planet,” he said. "Because even c'naatat can't liveindefinitedy if the planet
isoverrun. Sooner or later, you end up like Umeh, nothing but yoursavesfilling the world. At some point,
you need to stop.”

"Forty-four isn't that point,” said Lindsay. She was|looking around the clearing; some bezeri wereupin
the trees, keeping watch. Her eyeswere visblein that gel face, and her darting glance suggested it might
have aready occurred to her that this was an ambush of sorts. "No dedl.”

Shan looked down at her boots, the brown riggers boots that Ade had gone to so much effort to find for
her. "l killed my own kid," she said. "1 aborted her. If I'd kill my own flesh and blood, Ade's child, to
stop c'naatat hogs proliferating, | won't have any trouble finishing off thiswhole colony. Will 17!

Her. Aras hadn't known that. An isanket. That hurt.

Shan could dways silence Lindsay. She had now. Lindsay's shock, however dtered her body had
become, was obvious. She took along timeto find words again.

"You'renot lying, areyou?'
"I wish | were."
"You. Of dl people. At least you've experienced what 1've been through now. Y ou understand, then.”

Shan let out adismissive snort. "Cut the shit, Lin. Don't pull the were-all-grieving-mothers-together crap.
I've not come here to fucking well bond with you like some support group. Get the bezeri to shape up, or
I'll finishthejob you started.”

Shan's brutally worded ultimatum told Aras that she was il hurting agreat deal more about the abortion
than shelet on. The more crude her dismissal, the degper the wound. Lindsay lapsed into brief silence.
The two woman handled their assorted illsand painsin very different ways.

Lindsay seemed to be struggling with Shan'srevelation. "Therés till nothing init for them.”

"If the Eqbas succeed in finding away to remove c'naatat from hosts, then there is asolution,” sad
Nevyan. "In time, when the solution is found, the bezeri can breed, restore their numbers, and then the
parasite can be removed. But until that happens, they must stop.”

Lindsay stood silent for along time. Aras judged thiswas the point to wander off. He heard her say, "L et
me discuss thiswith Saib and the others,”" before her voice faded and was swept away by the breeze. In
thefoliage, clustered on astalk in the cool moist shadow, a clutch of eggsthat couldn't be allowed to
hatch did indeed ook like exatic fruits. Ashe dug out apit and laid the smal charge, it occurred to him
that grinding or mincing would have done the fragmentation job alot moretidily. But he only had
explosives to hand, and that would do the job. He set the fuse and withdrew to squat in the shelter of a
tree.

The blast deafened him for amoment and in the seconds of absolute silence that followed, he saw
movement and sparkling light. A couple of bezeri were rushing towards the detonation, bounding on
limblike tentacles, clearing the bushesin great legps. The nearest they had ever come to encountering
explosveswas—if they could detect it at all—the distant sound of wesshar skirmishes during the
abortive attempt at an isen] landing. The bezeri had no ideawhat had happened.



Aras recognized one of the bezeri heading hisway as the one who'd been searching for sheven inthe
bog. It was only when the creature rushed to the exact spot where the eggs had been that Aras realized
this might be the mother.

Hefdt he guessed correctly. She thrashed around the bushes, making an incoherent bubbling growl, and
saw only ashdlow crater where her eggs had been. Her mantlelit instantly with the most vivid green light,
no other color at all. She became an emerald beacon.

Arasno longer had hissigna lamp, and so he couldn't interpret the language of bioluminescence. But hed
seen that green light before, and he needed no lamp to interpret it. HeE'd seen it when the bezeri were
dying in the shalows after Mohan Rayat, Lindsay Neville, Josh Garrod and Jonathan Burgh had
detonated cobalt-dated nuclear devices on Ouzhari idand.

It was a scream of agony.

Now, perhaps, aded might be discussed. Aras sumbled far from the green-screaming mother, bent
double, and vomited.

"You'regoing to regret that," said Lindsay Nevilleésvoice.
The Temporary City, Bezer'gj

Shapakti and Rayat were hunched over an examination tray whose magnified image was now afamiliar
one: theradid brush pattern of c'naatat. In he corner, behind aloose mesh, were the two blue and gold
macaws.

"Y ou don't dlow them to fly free now," Esganikan said. Shapakti looked up, startled. When engrossed in
work, he didn't even smell her coming. Not even the noise of the macaws distracted him.

"It'sfor their own safety,” Shapakti explained. "They like having company, but they seem to get
bored...and then they become disruptive.”

Rayat looked up a nothing in particular asif hewas listening. Esganikan thought about hisinsnuating
human trick of planting ideas in minds with gpparently casud statements, and redlized that shed learned a
vauablelesson that would stand her in good stead on Earth.

"Y ou missed my conversation with Sarmatakian in the command center,” she said. "We're leaving for
Earth as soon as we can make arrangements. A few weeks at most. The Skavu are making up the
shortfdl inthefledt.”

Shapakti took the newsin stunned silence.

"Some of your people have very lurid descriptions of thelr...environmenta correctness,” said Rayat.
"Nothingwe say islurid," Esganikan explained. "It isaccurate.”

"They massacre populations for the smdlest infringement, | hear."

"Their own aswell astheir neighbors, yes."

"Right." Rayat nodded to himself afew times, asif distracted. The color of hisface changed—blood
diminishing, amore yellow tone—and his pupilsdilated. "Well, | can predict the outcome, | think."

"What about my research?' Shapakti said at last. "I can't complete it in weeks, and probably not even
months. | thought | had at least four years."



Rayat appeared to take gresat interest in that. He showed some agitation or excitement: she wasn't sure
which. But his blinking became rapid. " So what happens to me? Does that mean you're taking me with
you?'

Esganikan read his reaction. Now she was sure how he operated. He'd got her thinking about the
benefits of c'naatat. He was now hoping he might go home to Earth as her prisoner. Shan Frankland had
been right: he was il set on getting the parasite back to Earth for his government by one vector or
another.

It would reach Earth, but not as heintended. And when it did, it would remain beyond the reach and use
of hismagers.

Esganikan leaned over to look at Shapakti's images of the parasite—or symbiont, depending on how
benign its host felt towards it—that had caused so much grief. Shapakti held the microscope tray so she
could see the enlarged image better. Shan cdled it afracta hairbrush.

"Few biologica problems have ever defeated you, Shapakti." Esganikan found hersdf consdering
delivery systemsfor agentsto counter c'naatat infection. They would have been agreat ded more
efficient than the obliteration bombing the wesshar had been forced to use on this planet. "Do you lack
resources here?”’

"Yes—for this project, anyway."
"Y ou return home now, then. When we can manage c'naatat, it opens up many possbilities”

"Gai Chail, | do believe that same thought was what started this cascade of problems herein the
wesshar wars."

"Fnar isaculture from history, Shapakti. They live acarefully preserved agrarian lifestyle that we didn't
even live centuries ago. They don't have the technology. We stand the best chance of understanding this
organism.”

The macaws started anoisy destruction of something metallic in their temporary prison. Shapakti glanced
at Rayat asif seeking areaction. "And then what do we do with that understanding, other than having a
way of removing it from itshogt in the event of contamination”?”

"That alone would solve most of the problemsit presents.”

"My friend Rayat saystha makesit more dangerous, because of its potential then to be used at will asa
military enhancement.”

Esganikan noted the word friend, which wasn't ironic. "It's only dangerousif otherslike the gethes have
that technology, and they don't, and they never will. But consider what flexibility it would offer usfor
missons”

"Don't you think | haven't?' Shapakti made a gesture towardsthe far wall of hislaboratory, where he had
animage of hishomein red time, linked by the ingantaneous communications sysem. "My family isina
conscious phase now. | can tak to them. Then when | embark on the next journey, they go into
sugpension again. | spend agreet ded of time thinking how life extenson might work with the

time-displaced like us. But | doubt if being able to live conscioudy through centuries of separation from
loved onesisany advantage at dl."

It wasinevitable: he had afamily waiting for him, and the painful difficulty of managing that wasthe main
reason why mission crew were dmost dways single, either the very young or those—like her—who had



delayed bonding and children for the duration of their career.

There was only so much time you could buy with acombination of cryo-suspension and time dilation.
Sooner or |ater, the days and months you lived in the conscious now added up to become a spent life.
Esganikan counted them with increasing anxiety that had now reached the point where she had to take a
caculated risk.

| need to buy myself time.
| have a small force, along way from home, and I might need to manage casualties.

If the wesshar here could use c'naatat and not be controlled by it, even with their obsolete
technology, then so can we.

"If we could manage c'naatat, we could enhance our military capability,” she said.
"Do we even need to?"

"And familieswould have an dternative to cryo-suspension.”

"We could, of course, just be more strict about who crews missons.”

"And that means we never deploy the experienced and the mature, and we need to do that, Shapakti."
Esganikan paused and looked Rayat up and down. His hair was streaked with gray, which indicated
maturity in ahuman. He was utterly aone and everyone he held dear on his homeworld—if he held
anyone dear at al—was dead. She saw her futurein him. "l want to suggest something to you."

"Chail, | know what you're thinking."

"Send your data back to your colleagues on Egbas Vorhi now, and take your bonded team members
homewith this gethes. In the five years of dilation, they'll have made progress on modeling, and you can
begin work on aremova method with the best facilities as soon as you arrive home.”

Shapakti exuded relief, afaint burst of musk, and his musclesrelaxed. "I thought you were going to
suggest an experiment that | would find ill-advised.”

It was her life, and if things went wrong, then she knew how to bring the experiment to an end. "I'm going
to doit. Do you have live tissue samples from Shan Frankland?'

"Yes. But don't do this. You can't be serious.”

Rayat had been watching the exchange with interest. It seemed that he'd suddenly redlized the
implications of what was being discussed. "Hang on, that'sinsane. Y ou can't do that. Y ou're going to
infect yoursdf?'

"Each host adds something to the next, if only memories. | wonder if it might be worth having yours, Dr.
Raya."

Shan had warned her he was dippery and manipulative, but understanding that way of thinking would
make adifference in how she handled the Earth mission. Not al gethes were the loyal Ade Bennett or
rigoroudy mora Shan Frankland. A normd, selfish, deceptive human psyche would be avauable
reference.

"Give me an infectious sample from thisman," she said.



"Don't dothis" said Rayat. "Don' take thisto Earth. I'm begging you. Y ou can't take therisk."

"But | thought that was your mission,” she said. "And why you seeded that ideain me. So your
government could find away of harvesting it once we get to Earth, whether it comesfrom me...or you."

"I swear | didn't." It wasthe firg time sheld seen Rayat react so violently. His scent had changed; if he
could hideit like Shan, he'd abandoned that now, maybe to make his point. "It absolutely mustn't get into
human hands. Thisisnt agame. | mean it."

Sheld misread him, then. He was as distressed as any human she'd seen. A lesson learned; humans often
gave out mideading signasto each other, 0 it wasn't surprising that he'd sent the wrong onesto her. But
that didn't matter now.

Shapakti wasn't happy about it either. "And what if we never manageto find aremova method?' His
scent was acid and anxious now, even afraid. "Close isn't good enough. We came close before.”

"Then | have explosive ordnance, which | understand as well asyou understand anatomy. | will do what
s0 many wesshar troops did if it becomes clear well never be ableto removeit.”

"Y ou have to warn the crew you're a biohazard, and the wesshar, too."

And I'll haveto tell Shan Frankland. And that will be...interesting.

"Prepare to go home, Shapakti, and give methe infectious materid in aformthat | can use.”
"l grongly advise againg this"

"And then you can have infected Egbas samplesto take homefor your research.”
Shapakti's expression changed. "Ah, and gethes say we know nothing about trade.”
"Aninfuson of blood."

"That would be smplest.”

Hard decisions were only onesthat you hadn't yet made, and Esganikan had made hers. It felt easy now.
She looked into Rayat's face and wondered what she would find in hismind.

"Do you want to visit Surang, Doctor? On Egbas Vorhi?!

Rayat's face wasincreasingly readable. He wasfar less expressive than men like Ade or Barencoin, but
the muscle movement, dilation of blood vessels and skin changes were gill visbleto awesshar. Rayat
went from aflash of darm—the eyes, those were the indicators in humans, she decided—to something
like excitement. Sheld seen that in youngsters and in Shapakti when offered new learning.

"Y ou're sending me to Surang for safe keeping and further investigation,” he said. "Fine. Do that. Keep
me out of the hands of my own people. But don't give c'naatat to them gift-wrapped. Y ou don't
understand humansat dl.”

"Do you want to go?'
"I would loveto go. I'd love to see your world. But | beg you, don't take c'naatat to Earth.”

"Shapakti," she said, "do this"



"Oh God, no..." said Rayat.

Shapakti took a plain white meta tube that was cool to the touch and had a subcutaneous injector on one
end. It didn't even need Rayat's cooperation. There were samples of hisblood and tissue in conservation.
Esganikan looked at the tube, and somehow it didn't look like the most dangerous thing she had ever
attempted.

C'naatat had shifted from being arisky experiment to something she now thought she would actudly
need. She had to assume the Earth mission would take longer than planned. She had to plan for the
Skavu compromising her, and possibly leaving her short of personnel. She had to assume the worst, and
hope that Shapakti and the team he would work with eventualy could remove the parasite from her
system in time. Shan would have said her faith in providence was just like the god-botherers.

"Youredly don't get it, do you?' said Rayat, asob in hisvoice,

Timewaswhat shedidn't have. Threat is now. Esganikan rolled up her deeve, and took the step into a
world of other people's memories, and awholly uncertain and deathless future.

Landing area, outside the Temporary City, Bezer'e)

"Lin can rant as much as she wants,” Shan said, "but she's got more sense than to mess with Wessgj. Or
givethe Skavu an excuse to go after her little squid gang.”

Shan was more worried about Aras right then than about Lindsay's reaction to the destruction of the
eggs, and the ultimatum she'd been given. Only awesshar could understand his sdlf-loathing at taking a
lifethat had genuindy done nothing, something as repugnant to him as egting flesh. He didn't discussit,
but destroying the eggs must have had a particularly painful significancefor him.

"She knows what must happen if shefailsto keep the bezeri in check," said Nevyan. "If she doesnt, at
least our choiceis clear. She understands the stakes very well."

Giyadas clung to Nevyan's side, annoyed that she hadn't been alowed into the bezeri camp, and wanting
to know what had happened. Serrimissani, ever thelittle ray of sunshine, was pacing around impatiently,
anxiousto return to Wesse.

"You'd makealousy taxi driver,” Shan observed. "Stick it on the meter.”
"Esganikan Gal islate.”

"Wesshar don't care about late, so why do you?" Shan wanted to get Aras home, but alittle while longer
wouldn't make any difference. "Relax. Weve dl had a shitty few weeks and now we might get alittle

respite.”

Shan passed the time waiting for the Eqbas commander to come by examining some vivid pink blooms
on aflat rosette of vegetation. They looked like physdis husks, papery and fragile, but when she touched
them they had the moi<, fleshy fed of orchid petds.

Y eah, Esganikan wastaking her time.

"Y ou adapt to so much,” said Nevyan. "And yet you il find it hard to accept that disputes can be
resolved between wesshar without violence, consultation or long negotiations. Either something is
resolvableor itisn't.”

"Has there ever been an in't?'



"Yes, andit'sWessg. Thefollowers of Targassat left.”

"Ah, wed have taken entrenched positions, embarked on along and fruitlessideol ogica war, killed
millions, and poisoned hdf the planet.”

"You seemy point.”

"I'll just swing from the trees, scratch abit and keep quiet, eh?' At least Nevyan understood what human
jokes looked like now. "Ade and Araswill be proud of me. | managed to walk away from another ruck
without beting anyone.”

Nevyan let out a breath of impatience. She was a teenager who ran a superpower asfar as humanswere
concerned. No, wesshar were not like gethes. They ran on adifferent clock and adifferent world view.
Shan il felt hgppier among them.

"Here she comes," said Nevyan.

Esganikan covered the ground like arace-walker. She was abig woman. As she got closer, Shan could
see—and smell—something wasn't quite right. " Shit, she's had arow with the boss. Look. Maybe she's
had some flak for sending the Skavu home after they bothered to come dl thisway."

If anything, Esganikan looked hot and flustered. And that was just not Egbas. She might have been
unwell; Shan was used to permanent rude health now and it had become a habit to blanket everyone with
the expectation that they were as bulletproof as her.

"What'swrong?' Nevyan asked, inhaing with a sharp sniff.
"I've been ordered to divert the Skavu fleet to Earth,” said Esganikan.

Shan's gut flipped over. She thought sheld misheard in her preoccupation with the confrontation with the
bezeri, but sheld heard right. Thefirgt thing she did was conscioudly batten down the jask. No, she
wasn't going to get caught that way, not now. But the news appalled her. She fdlt her scalp prickle and
tighten with anger.

"Y ou can't serioudly send those bastards to Earth. Whatever happened to your mighty million-year-old
civilization? Overdretch?"

IIY$II
"Jesus Chrigt. And now you're going to unleash them on my bloody planet?’
"Wessg isyour planet now."

"Youll just have to pardon my sentimentality, then. Look, Earth might have its problems, but it's not a
wall-to-wall ecologicd disagter that you can sort with shocktroops.”

"| told Sarmatakian that | didn't think Skavu were suitable. But either we accept them, or we operate
undersirength.”

"Can you control them? And what the hell are they going to get up to hanging around herefor afew years
firg? They're nutters. Y ou know it."

Esganikan didn't look right somehow. She'd loosened the neck of her tunic, and sheld never done that
before. "Well embark as soon aswe can. | don't want them idle here any more than you do, and that
might mean some preparation for the Earth mission doesn't take place.”



Nevyan was now totaly pushed aside. Shan saw her gather up Giyadas out of the corner of her eye and
usher the child to the waiting ship.

"What preparation?' Shan demanded.

"Conaultation."

"Y ou mean telling people what they need to do before you arrive.”
"es"

"Oh, shit."

"We have afew weeks, perhaps. Oncein trangit, we can talk to the government of the day." Sheleaned
forward alittle asif explaining to anidiot. "The time dilation means that each time we contact Earth by
ITX, timetherewill have moved on faster than we experienceit.”

"Oh, negotiate with anew government every day? Well, good luck, sster.”

"Isthat any less convenient than dedling with one government for afew years and then arriving on Earth
to find it twenty-five yearsin the past and anew regimein its place? In the end, it makeslittle difference.
Most of the action we need to take will be determined on arrival. That's one of the vagaries of interstellar
operations.”

"I'm dtill not happy.”

"It'snot your mission, S0 your happinessisirrdevant,” said Esganikan. "And it's not your world any
longer. You did your duty in recovering the gene bank, and you declined the option of accompanying us.
Go home and attend to your city and your jurej've."

Few people ever told Shan to fuck off and got away with it. Esganikan had managed it twice. Shan
amost lost her struggleto control her anger—and with it her jask—but swallowed hard, compressing her
wesshar scent glands.

"I'll just go home and get my old man'sdinner on thetable, then, likeagood little wife," shesaid. "And
you can ride out with the green jihad. Fine."

Shan turned and strode away to the ship, trying not to stalk off and show how close Esganikan had come
to redly getting to her. She was awesshar, and none of it was designed to goad Shan. It wassmply a
gatement of what she thought, largely impersond and wholly for the common good.

But shewas right. Earth was none of Shan's business now, and she'd agreed that Ade and Aras, the
double act of her conscience, the safe pairs of hands who aways got her back on course even when they
did insanely stupid things out of blind love, could give her ahundred reasonsfor her to stay out of it. This
was football-club mentdity, supporting ateam long after you'd | eft the city becauseit just happened to be
the place you were born, and it held you in someirrationa tribal thrall.

Rayat. The thought of him stopped her in her tracks. She turned around, put thetip of her thumb and
forefinger between her lips, and let out apiercing whistle. It usualy did thetrick in getting anyone's
attention. Esganikan turned, paused, and then ambled back to meet Shan hafway.

"Okay," shesaid. "I know you're capable of running aplanet. Primitive reaction. Earth needs a short
sharp shock, and if | thought it didn't, I've dready gonetoo far in helping it get one to be squeamish now.
I'll shut up. But what about Rayat?'



"I'm sending him back to Surang with Shapakti for further sudy. For aremova method.”

Shapakti was homesick and had taken the diversion that extended histour of duty with grim reluctance.
Shan redly liked him: poor sod. And now he was on hisway home, and she might not get a chanceto

say goodbye.

"Y ou could havetold me," Shan said. "I'd have liked to have seen him off. And you'reright, it makes
more sense to use that bastard Rayat for something useful than for meto get abit of revenge out of my
system by making hamburger out of him."

"We are, asyou say, done, then."
"Weare"

It was one thing off her mind, anyway. Her pulse was till pounding in her ears when she got to the ship.
Earth wasn't her problem any longer, and sheld lost count of the times sheld said that over recent weeks.
Shewasn't, as she'd told Aras and Ade, going to be the green movement's El Cid, adead hero used asa
rallying point. Sheld done her bit. She didn't care, and she wasn't worried about the Skavu.

You bloody liar. You're horrified. You don't want those zeal ots waging jihad on your world, and
not because you're squeamish but because you know that if you got up off your arse and did your
job, you'd make a difference back there. Guilt, professional conceit, and a refusal to accept thisis
a bigger league than you ever played in.

She was about fifteen strides from the hatch when her swiss eeped loudly. Shetook it out without
thinking, flicked the key and had one boot on the coaming of the hatch before she read the source code.

She knew that one, eveniif it didn't have anameoniit.
Rayat.

Rayat wastrying to call her. There was no message, no indication of what he wanted. It just said
CONTACT RAYAT URGENT. How had he managed to get amessage out? They'd taken his handheld
ages ago. She till had it. But he was a spook, and spooks could do that kind of thing. It bothered her
that she didn't know how.

She paused, one hand gripping therail. She didn't like loose ends. But thiswas Rayat, and he didn't
make socid calls. He was after something; she was damned if she was going to give him the chanceto
get it. All that mattered was that he was heading along way from human reach, and if she couldn't trust
Egbas wesshar with c'naatat, then she could trust nobody.

CONTACT RAYAT URGENT

She looked at the text flashing againgt the dark red body of the swiss. He never et up: he dways had one
last trick |eft.

"Fuck you," she said, and erased the message.
18

Responsibility is the bedrock of society, and the duty of the powerful to the weak. We can never
turn our back on it; it is part of choice, and can never be separated fromit. Choice, as we have
said before, must be made. The art of knowing when responsibility is ours, though, is more
difficult, and judgment is needed to determine if a responsibility isindeed ours, or something we
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have snatched from another because of our own over confidence and arrogance.

TARGASSAT
of Surang: On Interventionist Policy

F'nar, Wessg
"A month? Oh Chrig, no."

Araswatched Adesfacefdl. Mart Barencoin, Ismat Qureshi, Bulwant Singh Chahal, Jon Becken, and
Susan Webster stood awkwardly in front of their former sergeant on the terrace overlooking Fnar. They
looked like they were expecting a dressing-down, not afarewell.

"We might aswell go now," said Barencoin. "Otherwise we have to wait for Thetis, and then that crate's
going to take seventy-five yearsto get home. Then it's another four years or whatever for the next busto
turn up. If Esganikan's dinging her hook now, we might aswell go."

Webster nodded, rosy-cheeked and still looking sturdy despite the inadequate diet. "From where we
gtand, it'll fed like being homein weeks." She pursed her lips, defocused, and did aquick calculation.
"Okay, maybe afew months. But home."

Araswatched, wondering if it wasn't better that the parting happened fast. Those who stayed behind on
Wessg had to face the separation sooner or later, and it was probably kinder than building up to it for
four years. But Ade'sface said otherwise.

It had been a painful, harrowing few days. Shan was scrubbing the floor with aferocity he hadn't seen
gnce shefirst arrived on Bezer'g. She had to spend her angry adrenaine somehow. Arasrelived his
shame—necessary, but shame nonetheless—at destroying unlived and blamelesslife. Shan told him held
get usedtoit.

"Waste of bloody time getting the shit generator going on Mar'an'cas," said Webster. Araswas jerked
back to the here and now. "But it's only swest and blood.”

"Y ou can come and give us atearful farewel when we embark,” said Barencoin, winking at Ade. "I'll
even let you kiss me goodbye, but no tongues, okay?"

"Fissoff, Mart." Ade had tearsin hiseyes. Arasdidn't even need to smell hisdistress, eveniif it filled the
room. He was openly distraught. "Y oull get akick up thearseand likeit."

"Y eah, but we can aways cdl you when we get home, right? | mean, you're a permanent fixturein the
universe now."

"Y ou bloody better."

It was the worst afternoon Aras could recal spending since the terrible days after he was told Shan was
dead. And it felt like abereavement again, too: for al the beer that had been found to mark the occasion,
it was funeredl. Eddie showed up and stood looking at the marines with an oddly detached expresson on
hisface. HEd been quiet and largdly absent since they'd returned from Umeh Station, asif he knew
something terrible was coming. He wasn't the bulletproof, emotionally undentable, resilient Eddie of old.
Aras handed him asmall glass of beer that held kept aside specidly, and gripped his shoulder hard.

"I'd better let the bee cam loose," Eddie said. "Might be one of the last timeswell al be together likethis.
Y ou'll be wanting some footage for the family album, Ade.”



Nobody said they'd miss each other, and nobody talked about old times. Aras made apoint of stayingin
the background and not attempting humor, because the ribbing and joking that was going on had an edge
toit that he'd never seen before in humans. Hed never seen them facing permanent separation, and
redlizing what twenty-five light-years actualy meant.

The lagt timethey |eft, they |eft together. They were dl people who weren't tied to Earth by relationships,
even Eddie. A culture and aworld wasfar, far easer to leave behind for along time—or even
forever—than the people you'd grown to love.

Aras was going to miss Eddie more than the marines. He leaned againgt the pearl-smooth wall, warmed
by the sun, and recalled how Eddie had been the one who came to be with him when Shan died: Eddie
had been the one who cooked and made him eat: and Eddie had hidden the grenades Aras had been set
on using to end hislife, even when Aras had physicaly threatened him to make him give them up. Eddie
had very nearly been as close asabrother.

Araswalked over and sat beside him on the broad, low perimeter wall. He seemed very focused on the
marines.

"You'l be acdebrity when you get back," said Aras. "Will you remain with BBChan?"'

"Ah, | probably need achange." Eddie wasn't even sipping the beer, let lone swigging it back. "I'm such
an adrendine junkie now. I'll look for something more exciting.”

"I never thought you would actudly leave."

"Neither did I."

" Shan will be out soon. Shel's not avoiding you."

Eddie seemed not to hear. "Y ou redlize you lot are my family."

"| do, Eddie. Asyou are ours."

"I'm not apretty Sight when | get weepy."

"l know. We wept together, remember?”

"Atleast I'l ill have some non-human company.”

Arasdidn't know what elseto say.

"So what happened to Rayat?' said Barencoin. "Did Shan findly frag him?"

Adetook a steadying breath. He was on that sentimental edge that he often was, the odd counterweight
to his other personathat switched off and became a professional soldier. "He's been taken back to
Egbas Vorhi for teststo work out how to remove c'naatat fromhim.”

A small mocking cheer went up from the marines. The barracking started.

"Bloody good job," said Becken. "Makes me think that vivisection isn't such abad thing after dl. | hope
they start with hisbdls.

"Nah, Shan had those made into earrings.”

"Y ou could have sold ticketsfor fragging him, mate.”



"We should have dotted him when he started getting arsey in Thetis camp and saved alot of
paperwork."

Aras supposed that adisplay of aggression was easer than weeping. Walking away fast was the best
option, Shan said, but Araswasn't sure when sheéd ever done that.

Barencoin was quieter and more thoughtful than Aras had seen him before. "Where's Lindsay Neville,
then? She went with him?"

Ade opened his mouth to speak and then froze, looking to one Sdein dight defocus asif gathering his
thoughts.

"She'sasquid now," hesaid.

The marines held their breath for a second and then all burst out laughing at once.

"Y ou're not taking the piss, are you, Ade?" said Qureshi.

"No. C'naatat changes you. She's adapted to a marine environment, you could say."

"Funny, you never did," said Barencoin, and the banter degenerated into playful insults and speculation

about tattooed genitals, how squid had sex, and why Lindsay Neville probably liked having tentacles. It
wasal auseful diversion from saying what they al felt and whet they dl knew anyway: that they'd been
through the unthinkabl e together, and that parting was the worst thing they could imagine.

Then Eddie looked up and past Aras, and said: "How long have you been there?’
"Long enough,” said Shan.

She ambled across the terrace, sat down between Qureshi and Ade, and gave him a sad reluctant smile
that Aras recognized.

"I cantdothis" shesad.
"What can't you do, Boss?' Ade was ingtantly focused on her, and so was Aras. "What's wrong?"

"l can't St back and wait twenty-five years to see Esganikan and that fucking mob of fanatics unleashed
on Earth.”

"The Skavu or the colony?" said Becken. Quite afew people had asked to go back with the Skavu and
Esganikan's ship rather than wait, both Umeh Station crew and colonists. "It's not going to bealaugh a
minute when the Chrigtiansland in Augirdiawith the way therdigious shit'sgoing.”

"You'rejust convincing me," said Shan.
"Y ou're acopper,” said Qureshi. "They'll need someone who can break up riots, won't they?"

Laughter broke out again, strained and nervous. Then the terrace was completely silent except for the
ticking of insects on the roof and the echoes from the city. Aras looked at Ade, and he could see sudden
and ingtant hope on hisface; it was unguarded, and it was there, and it told Arasthat his brother redly
did want to go back to Earth for whatever mix of reasons—homesickness, comrades he couldn't bear to
say goodbyetto, loydty, unfinished business, duty, and maybe dl those things. And Shan. .. Shan was
never, ever going to believe that she didn't have some responsihility for her homeworld. If that hadn't
been an inextricable part of her, then she would never have comethisfar without even conscioudy
knowing why.



Where Ade and Shan went, Aras went too. Thiswasthe price of having ahuman family, aswell as
having a human component in himself; he was curious about Earth, and afeding in hischest said home
just as an unwanted isenj voice had told him Jgjeno was acity he loved.

Aras began working out amenta list of who would look after his plants when they were gone.

"I'm sorry,” said Shan. "I'm sorry to do thisto you. I've got to go. We've got to go. Me and Ade and
Aras—well come back, but we haveto at least go." Aras could have sworn she was going to cry. He
amelled the faintest of changesin her scent, thistime from her skin and mouth. Ade must have caught it
too, because he wrapped his arms around her and buried her face in his shoulder in afierce and

boi sterous embrace that seemed designed to block her from his comrades view.

"It's better than listening to you crabbing on about Esganikan for the next few decades, you deft tart,” he
sad, forcing alaugh and giving her an excessively noisy kisson the head. "Okay, let'sdoiit.”

"One problem, Boss," said Qureshi. It sounded odd to hear her call Shan that, but she used it genericdly,
without any of the sentimental endearment that Ade did. "Y ou've got c'naatat. Y ou were bloody set on
not letting it reach Earth. How are you going to ded with that?'

There was an awkward silence. Shan extricated hersalf from Ade's arms—if sheld been closeto tears,
there was no sign now—and reached in her pocket to take out the ball of gel. She tapped it on her hand
and it coated her asfar as he ebow, giving her skin and deeve adight sheen and nothing more.

"Thisishow we're going to deal with the accidental contamination risk,” said Shan. "It was the condom
that gave metheidea Y ou can coat yourself in this, head to toe. It's amazing tuff. Complete barrier.”

Adecut in. "Yeah, condom." Marines were savage piss-takers, Eddie said. Ade would never livethis
down. "Had to get a specia one made because the regular varieties were too bloody small.”

He got the raucous mocking commund laughter he seemed to am for. ™Y eah, yoursis so smal you
needed lightson it to find it." Barencoin balled up a piece of hemp paper from his pocket and threw it at
him with impressive accuracy. "Y ou'll never be out of work asanovelty act, Ade."

Chahd didn't joinin. It didn't seem to be areluctance to barrack Ade and discuss his genitals, but that he
was working out something.

"Bugger me," he said. "That means you won't see Nevyan for fifty-odd years. Giyadas will beagrannie.
Shit."

Eddie stared down into his beer, and Shan muttered, "Y eah,” and seemed very preoccupied with
removing the gel from her hand. The marines played with it for awhile until Becken asked if Ade had
laundered it firdt. It was interesting to note what they found hilarious after a glass of weak beer.

Eddie didn't seem as amused as usud. Aras wondered who the separation from Fnar would be harder
for, Shan or Eddie.

F'nar: Nevyan Tan Mestin's home
"I knew you would have to do this," said Nevyan.

"Y ou think I'm running out on you."



"No, Shan." Nevyan had Fulaor on her |ap, her baby son adopted with hisfather Dijuas. It wasthefirst
time Shan had seen her cradling one of the boys. "Thisisinevitable. Y oure amatriarch. | did what | had
to protect my home, and you still feel aduty to do the same for Earth. We both see the Skavu asthe
samethreat, S0 how can | criticize you for that?"

Nevyan never disappointed Shan. Shetook the news with regret, but no recrimination. Wesshar never
hid their feelings. Nevyan understood what it wasto fee compelled. It waswhat matriarchs did, not out
of ambition but out of necessity.

"l swear | didn't midead you, and Esganikan didn't lean on me," said Shan. "I have to see this through.
Y ou know why."

Nevyan held her hand splayed so that Fulaor could grip her fingers. He seemed to be getting very
independent, now very much aminiature wesshar male and not astick insect with adowny head. "It'sthe
time and distance that makes thishard."

"I'm going to be back, though."
"How can you say that?'

"Because | can't keep Arasfrom hishomeforever, and because thisis my home too." Shan had found a
way of suppressing her scent, but the weeping reflex still required clenched jaws and pressing her tongue
to the top of her palate to keep under control. "Y ou'll be around when | get back, and Giyadaswill bea
matriarch hersdf by then.”

Giyadas stood staring at Shan, and if Shan hadn't know wesshar better, she'd have thought her
expression was one of being betrayed by the trust sheld foolishly placed in adults.

"I knew Eddie would leave," she sad, "but | thought | would have more time with him. Will he forget me,
do you think?'

It wasthe kind of thing bereaved adults said, and so typically Giyadas that Shan bitterly regretted she
wouldn't be around to see her grow up. It made her al the more determined to come back to Fnar.

"Y ou go find him, sweetheart,” said Shan. "He's a my place with the marines.”
"Goon," said Nevyan. "And try not to make it hard for him."

Shan listened carefully for soundsin the house. There was|oud trilling echoing from another room down
one of the passages; it was the two other boys and their fathers, playing. It was sometimes hard to work
out where the sound was coming from in these warren homes. "1 never redly got to know your sons."

"Y ou have afew weeks. We can spend time together.”
"You must hate me at least alittle for leaving when you've got Umeh to worry about.”

"Shan, had this been Earth, and Wessg had faced what Earth faces, 1'd have done the same. And you're
coming back, although | won't hold you to that, because not even you can look that far ahead and know
what's coming.”

"ITX. Wecantak. Every day."
"It'sindeed avauable thing, and now | know why."

"l swear to God I'm coming back."



"You don't bdieveinaGod."

"| swear to you, then, because | do believein you.” It was too much for Shan thistime, and she dlowed
hersdf the luxury of hugging Nevyan fiercely. ™Y ou came to find me when everyone thought | was deed,
mate, and if you thought | was worth bringing home, then it'sworth my coming home when the job's
done."

"Go keep your males happy,” Nevyan said, without atrace of irony. "And make sure we spend some
time together each day from now on."

Shan didn't go straight back to the house. She stopped halfway aong the terrace and soaked up the early
evening glow of the city reflecting a sunset. There were other pearl cities, and shed live long enough to
come back and see them and athousand like them.

But people didn't hang around that long. In the end, the pain was leaving Nevyan and Giyadas. By the
time she got back, more than fifty years would have elapsed for them. For her, it would be just months.

On Maranacas, the colony was grabbing what it could and leaving the rest for the few who choseto
walt for the return of Thetis in afew months, with al the added time-exile of ajourney that would take
threetimesaslong. At least the Umeh Station personnel had hardly unpacked from the evacuation. But
today Shan didn't give adamn about anyone's pain but her own, and alowed herself the rare luxury of
fedingit.

Shetook the swiss out and recorded the cityscape until the dusk finally swallowed the pink pearl and the
terraces were dotted with pinpoints and pools of soft yellow light, and the night air was full of sounds that
had once been aien and now were just the background noise of her city.

Shan knew she'd play that recording alot to get to deep in the yearsto come. In the sky above her,
Bezer'g) was a crescent moon. Shewondered if it was possible to spot vessalstaking off and landing
from here. She/d never wondered about that before.

Her swiss eeped and she turned it over to look at the message.
CALL RAYAT URGENT AGAIN

He was persstent, she'd give him that.

"Bon voyage, arsehole,” she said, and hit the delete key.
Nazel, also known as Chad Island: Bezer'g

Pili il raged.

The bezeri crashed around the idand, smashing through undergrowth, and apart from the sound of
snapping branches and the occasiona thudding when she came close enough to the village to be heard,
shewas oddly slent.

A human might have interpreted this rampage as an animd looking in vain for itslost young. But Fili knew
her eggs had been destroyed. She was smply expressing impotent grief and anger, destroying anything in
her path, and unable to settle.

Yeah, | know that stage. Been there, Pili.

Lindsay was till enough of ahuman to expect to hear sobbing and screaming. But then Pili was doing



just that. Her lightsflared green, sometimes bright, sometimes just afaint flickering. Then shéd settleinto
adeep lobdiablue that was hard to distinguish from black in some light conditions. She grieved.

"Your fault!" shesaid to Lindsay. "Y ou bring them here, and they kill us again. Everyonekillsus.

"But you can have more eggs, sometimein thefuture.” Lindsay hated hersdlf for trotting out that line. It
was what truly stupid and well-meaning people said to those who'd lost babies, asif they were easily
replaceable aslong as you filed the right insurance claim, not unique individualswho'd been lost forever.
"I know it's hard, but one thing you all have that no other bezeri has ever had is time. Lotsof it."

It was hard to give something they never expected to have and then snaich it away from them again. It
was a double bereavement in away, and Lindsay knew how Pili felt despite the gulf that still existed
between their original species. Shan might have been able to pass through the loss of a child unscathed
except for laying down an extralayer of titanium plating, but normal mothers grieved. But then Shan was
less human than any of these bloody squid. She evaluated. She took decisions. Sheimplemented. She
never wept or loved. And if that meant aborting her own kid because it was a potentid threet to the
balance of ecology, shed doit. She had.

Lindsay had morein common with this aien cepha opod than she ever had with Shan Frankland.

"If you have babies before the Egbas have found away of removing c'naatat, and...." Lindsay tried to
find away of saying overbreed without sounding insulting, but the semantics were probably lost on Rili
anyway. "If there become too many of you, then the Eqbas will come back and destroy you al. They're
very near. Y ou might not know what five light years meansyet, but it's close. Far closer than Earth.
Close enough to come here and wipe you dl out, if Nevyan calstheminagan.”

Pili seemed to lgpseinto aquiet sulk. "How will they know? Wewill be many before they even see us.”
"They'll know," Lindsay said.

She didn't understand Egbas technology or even what the wesshar had |eft in place by way of satellite
monitoring. Whatever it was, she had no way of countering it even if she knew every last component. She
was a stone-age woman overseen by space-faring aiens. She couldn't even contact them unlessthey
decided to visit. Thiswas as helpless and as one-way asit got.

She waked dong the shordine, wondering how she would hold this community together now. The
violent intrusion had made the bezeri restless and wary. She couldn't find Guurs and Essil, or their two
daughters.

"They went back to the sea,” Saib said. "They fear for their young ones.”

They'd been the last to be persuaded ashore. Lindsay could understand their anxieties and knew there
was no point assuring them they were safe. She couldn't guarantee adamn thing.

"And you, Saib? Are you going to give up and go back below?"

He ambled beside her, swinging between what was now apair of foreegs. "Thisismy domain. | will not
hide"

"Glad to hear it."
"l canwait. | have patience. | can wait until we can hold thisworld ourselves.”

The next day, Pili had gone. So had Loc, her mate, and a dozen of the other bezeri. Lindsay assumed



they'd gone hunting, and expected them to come back at sunset for what was now the regular communal
medl. But they didnt.

She waited on the shore, looking for thelr lights. But they didn't return.

Their evolution had progressed at an impossibly breakneck speed, and now so had their political and
socid development. In short weeks, Lindsay had turned victimsinto captorsinto some kind of friends,
and now they'd moved on to create a schism and become what she feared might be enemies.

There were now two camps of bezeri. Maybe Pili and her comrades would come back when she'd done
her grieving, but Saib seemed to think they'd gone their separate ways, back benegth the sea.

"We search," he said. "But they arein none of the places we once were."

There were now two bezeri nations, in away. It wasn't what Lindsay had in mind when she planned to
save them and unite them againgt invaders.

She was glad Shan wasn't here to say that she'd told her so.

19

Werealizethisisirregular, but we'd like to take our chances and stay. If we went back now after
coming this far, we'd have lost a unique chance to catalogue the natural world of Wess'gj. And no
human is going to be allowed to come here again, right? If we can go back one day, fine. If
not—then we'll die here. It's a risk explorers have always taken.

OLIVIER CHAMPCIAUX,
on behaf of the remnant of
the Actaeon/Thetis survey team

F'nar
"I'm glad you decided to come," said Esganikan.

Shan smply listened to the audio on her swiss. She wasn't keen to see Esganikan's face, nor for hersto
be seen. Thiswasn't how she'd planned to go back to Earth. She hadn't planned to go back at all.

She sat on her terrace with Nevyan, cramming in every available moment to gaze at Fnar's beautiful pearl
terraces and store up memories and motivation. It wasn't asif she'd be aware of the fifty-year separation,
but she'd know thered distance between her and home—this home, her Wessgl home—and she could
guess how strong the pull of her former homeworld would be. She could predict what her gut would do
when she saw that blue and white disc again. But she was going to ignoreiit.

I'm coming back here, as soon asit's under control on Earth. | must.

"I swore I'd never let c'naatat anywhere near Earth,” Shan said. "But you leave me no choice. | can't just
St back and watch while your Skavu berserkers fuck my planet.”

"Aslong as you abide by the contamination procedures, and stay with the task force, c'naatat can be as
securethere asitishere" Esganikan said, afaint peevishnessin her tone. "Any contamination would have
to be ddiberate.”

Ohyeah. Don't | know it. "Weve got afew weeks|eft. I'll talk to the Austraians for you. Maybe even
some of the sensble greens. Shit, they know I'm dive now. Nothing to lose."
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Shan closad the link and found hersdlf rubbing her face with one hand, realizing that al she could do was
maybe talk Esganikan out of certain actions. That was dl. She had no power beyond influence over the
greens, and sod dl sway with the governments of the day, whoever they turned out to bein the fullness of
time

"Ah, sod it." Sheld have plenty of timeto talk to Esganikan. But she had preciouslittle left to spend with
Nevyan, and that hurt more with every day that she counted down. The two matriarchs sipped tea, and
Aras kept the cups topped up. "Push comesto shove..."

"You'regoing to use jask, aren't you?' said Nevyan.

It had certainly crossed Shan'smind. "If things get out of hand and there's something | fed | absolutely
need to stop her doing, then I'm pretty sure | can outscent her, yes."

Nevyan smply cocked her head and said nothing.

We're both acting way out of character. She's discovered tact, and I've discovered that | can get
attached to people. Who'd have thought it?

Aras seemed remarkably chipper about it all. Shan thought that perhaps alife that spanned centuries gave
him adifferent perpective to her, someone who was still in double figures. It was just another trip to him.
What mattered and what congtituted home for him was going on that same journey—her and Ade.

"l won't see Giyadas grow up,” said Shan.
"Youll see her grown up,” said Aras.

The hardest thing Shan had to do was Ssmply to turn her back in afew weeks timeand let asilent
liquid-metal hatch close behind her. 1t was an act of separation that would take a second.

Like stepping out of the airlock, it was something shewould smply tell hersalf to do. And she would.
F'nar

Eddie sat on the wall outside the Exchange of Surplus Things and finally held a perfect double-voiced
note. Giyadas applauded. There was abitter irony to achieving it now he was close to going home.

"Now, dl | haveto doiskeep that up al day, pluslearn an dien language that my brainis hopelessly
unsuited to handle” he said. "And I'll be talking wessu like anative.”

"We know ordinary humans can't managethis," Giyadas said. " So well speak your languagesinstead.”

Maybe it was easy not to be fiercely nationdistic when you knew you could zap the shit out of humans
any time. Speaking English wasasmall concession for thewesshar. All they cared about was getting a
job done.

"l won't have any wesshar to talk to," he said.
"TherésAras. And theresthe I TX."

That wasn't what he meant, he redlized. "Not the same."
"Y ou want to go home, don't you?"

"Oneday, yes."



But thiswas too soon. Desperately lonely as he could be, desperate for smple sex and aglass of decent
beer as he was, Eddie knew he wasn't going to leave Wessgj gladly. He had too much unfinished
business. His days of covering momentous events and going home for dinner, unchanged, were over. He
was ripped in haf now.

"Some of the Umeh Station crew have asked to Say,” said Giyadas. "Five of them. They said they have
too many thingsthey till want to see.”

"And is Giyadas going to let them?"

"Y es. She can awayskill them if they become aproblem.”

It didn't seem to bother Giyadas one bit. That's my little matriarch, all right. "Wel, then...”
"I will missyou.”

Eddie wished she hadn't said it. He'd tried to avoid it. But as the daysticked away, he did the maths and
looked at the distances, and knew that held fedl nothing but regret for alost opportunity—an unknown
opportunity—if he walked away now and became just another human back on Earth again, even one
with an extraordinary experience behind him.

They dways said that walking on the M oon changed the early astronauts. Nothing was the same again
for them, apparently.

Andif youd lived among aiens, and learned to love them—

Eddie only had one brief human life. Making thiskind of choice wasalot harder for him than it wasfor
Shan and Ade, with dl ther infinity stretching ahead of them.

"Wel, I'll gay, too, then."
Oh God. That'sit. | just did it.
Giyadas blinked. "Thisisgood news."

Hed never see Earth again. He knew that. Hed ways known it, really. "How could | not stick around
to keep an eye on you, doll?

"But you'll be dead by the time Shan gets back."

"Wdl, very ald..." No, probably dead. She wasright, and he didn't care. "But that's okay. Shan won't
missmeaadl."

Giyadas grabbed his hand with agrip that belied her fragile fingers.
"Besdes," shesaid, "we don't want any other bastard getting dl your stories, do we?"
No, she had a point there. Eddie was far from done with Wess.

Theréd be women in the Umeh Station remnant, and he could live without beer. That wasasmal price
to pay for not looking up at the Earth sky each night, and wondering what had become of hislittle
isanket.

Hed break the newsto Shan later. He never did like long goodbyes.



FEU Fleet Ops
Satus update
January 5, 2399

Eqgbas Vorhi fleet: inbound for Pacific Rim Space Center.
Thetis: inbound for FEU Mars Orbital for Earth transfer.

Personnel: six FEU passport holders still remain in Cavanagh's Star system. All others embarked.
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