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Prologue
Five Weeks After

The compound was five weeks old. The eastern edge held the first light before any of the rooms behind it had been lit, and Gabriel had been standing there with the dog since the last of the dark. The harbour was metal-coloured.

Maria was at the sandstone twenty paces along the edge, Hawk in her right hand, the wing extended. She had been walking out at the edge by herself for the last nine days. Gabriel had stopped walking the eastern line with her because she had stopped needing him to.

Rexy was on the sandstone between them, lying long, head on his paws, eyes open. He watched both of them, and he watched the air above the casuarinas at the gap where the old fence-line ran.

Daniel was somewhere behind doing the perimeter sweep. Petra was at the kettle. Alexy was still asleep in the room she shared with Maria.

It was the species’s first morning that was not a founding morning. It was a morning of housekeeping.

Cassius is reading something, Cassius said.

Gabriel did not turn from the harbour.

“Read.”

A redirect anomaly. The metadata of three of yesterday’s intercepts has been touched at a node Cassius cannot resolve. The signature is not the Regime as Cassius knows it. The pulse is steadier. Whoever touched the metadata left no prints.

“Where is the node.”

A pause.

Geneva.

Gabriel held the silence. Cassius did not fill it. It was the long pause Cassius used to mark ground he was not yet ready to put weight on.

“Resolve it when you can.”

Cassius will. Cassius will tell you when the reader matters.

Maria had lifted Hawk to the level of her chest. She was not looking at Gabriel and was not looking at the harbour. She was watching the air above the casuarinas at the gap in the line. Whatever the dog had been watching, she was watching it. She knew the air the way she had known it at her father’s doorway in Bourke Street.

Gabriel let her keep her edge. He did not call her over.

Maria put Hawk into the pocket of her coat. She turned and walked up the path toward the room without looking at Gabriel. Rexy got to his feet and walked at her thigh. The dog had been sorting which of them was which kind of work.

Gabriel watched her go. She did not look back.

Gabriel, Cassius said.

“I heard you. Geneva. When you have it.”

Yes.

He turned and walked up toward the room.




Chapter 1
The Pacific Highway

The sandstone held the night’s cold under Wren’s palm. He kept his hand flat against the stone, feeling the grain press back through the thin leather of his glove. Below the wall the slipway lay in a long black slant to the water. The casuarinas along its edge moved only when the harbour wind found them, a dry, needled whisper that never settled into rhythm. The water itself was dark grey, the surface broken by the slow passage of a single ferry light far out toward the Heads. Wren had been on the eastern arc since 22:00. At 23:47 Cassius had told him the western channel was the dummy. He had shifted at 23:52 and had not moved again.

The wall remained silent for two hours.

Then a sound came up the rock face that was not wind and not wave and not the small, furtive movements of the wallabies that sometimes crossed the lower slope. It was the sound of weight being redistributed, fingers finding purchase where fingers should not find it. Wren brought the rifle up without lifting his head above the coping. The first figure cleared the lip at the eastern corner, shoulders rolling, one arm hooking over the stone. The cuff of the black jacket rode back. Inside the left wrist a scar showed black and red, the dentition geometry unmistakable even in the low light.

Wren fired.

The silver-catalyst round struck centre mass. The operator’s chest caved inward at the point of impact as though the tissue had decided, all at once, to stop holding its shape. Cardiac arrest followed before the body had finished its fall. Regeneration tried to answer and found nothing left to answer with; the man dropped onto the stone and rolled once, then lay still, limbs arranged at angles that would not change again.

The second and third operators came over the wall together.

Wren had time for the second round only because Jovan came up the wall from the western arc at the count of three — Petra’s brother, the heavier frame, the second voice that ran the perimeter at this hour. The round took the left operator high in the thigh; the man staggered but did not drop. Jovan went in low and fast, forearm across the throat of the wounded one, driving him back against the inner face of the wall ten paces from where Wren still stood.

The remaining operator closed on Wren, knife already out, the blade catching the reflection of the distant ferry light. Wren met him with the rifle stock, felt the shock travel up both arms, stepped inside the reach and drove his knee into the angle where hip met groin. The operator folded around the blow but did not release the knife. They went down together on the narrow walkway.

The knife found Wren’s shoulder on the second pass. The entry was a clean puncture just below the clavicle, the silver-catalyst edge driven in from contact distance that turned the wound into a single bright line of cellular toxin. Wren felt the burn begin at once, spreading outward in a widening ring as the compound began its work on the tissue around the entry. Regeneration tried to close the breach and met the silver again; each attempt stalled, the cells locking into a stuttering half-state that could not decide whether to heal or to die. He went to his knees. The operator who had shot him was already rising for the follow-up. Wren drove his elbow into the man’s knee and heard the joint give.

Ten paces along the wall Jovan finished his own work. He had the wounded operator pinned at the stone, one forearm across the throat, the other hand locking the wrist that still held the knife. He freed the sidearm at his hip without looking at it, set the muzzle under the angle of the jaw, and fired. The silver-catalyst round did the rest. The body went heavy in his hands and Jovan let it slide down the inner face of the wall, the weight settling against the stone the way a thing settles when it has stopped negotiating with its own shape.

The third operator broke contact and went back over the wall.

Cassius said: eastern arc clear at 02:21. Three down, one withdrawn.

Wren stayed on his knees. The silver in his shoulder had begun to pulse with each heartbeat, a slow, deliberate burn that moved outward in measured increments. He kept his right hand braced on the stone and did not let the left arm drop. The harbour was still dark grey, but the eastern edge had begun to lift toward a paler tone, the first suggestion of light that would not arrive for another hour.

Cassius said: Gabriel says hold. Petra is moving.

Petra came up the slipway at 02:24 with the medical kit already open.

She reached Wren without comment, one hand already pulling the pressure bandage clear of its sterile wrap. Her fingers found the entry wound and mapped the spread of the toxin by touch. The silver was the binding agent; the toxin was the work. An ordinary human took the same round and walked. The substrate that built Ascendant cells also built the doorway the toxin came in by — the Regime had made the leash with the hand that made the dog. She pressed the inhibitor cartridge home against the skin above the clavicle. The hiss of the delivery was quiet. The burn changed character at once, the silver’s advance checked but not reversed. Wren felt the shift in his own tissue, the stalled regeneration beginning, very slowly, to find its way around the blocked zone rather than through it.

He remained on the wall.

The third operator would be halfway down the slipway by now, moving with the same silent redistribution of weight that had brought him up. He would reach the water and report. The wing would hear the report before the sun cleared the horizon. The compound had been tested. The rule Gabriel had built had been tested with it. Wren kept his palm flat against the sandstone and watched the harbour line grow a fraction lighter at its eastern margin. The wall under his back was cold and certain. He did not move until Petra told him to.



The compound had been holding the household for four months and twelve days when the wind off the harbour shifted to spring. The night Wren took the silver under the clavicle had not been spoken of in the room. Petra had taken him to the medical room before dawn and had not come back out for an hour, and at six the bench had been clean and the kettle had been on, and Gabriel had walked the eastern perimeter at first light with Rexy at his thigh.

The dog paused twice — once at the gap in the casuarinas where the old fence-line ran, once at the eastern wall above the slipway. Gabriel stopped each time without asking what the dog was reading. Cassius was quiet on both pauses. He did not need to read it. He could read it himself. The blood Jovan had washed off the sandstone at 03:00 was still in the air at first light if a body knew what air to ask. Gabriel’s body had begun to know.

By nine the household had settled into its weekday shape. Petra was in the medical room with the young clansman who had come in two days ago — induction complications, recoverable, the second case in three months. Wren was in the second bed at the back, sleeping in the shallow way the cellular work made men sleep. Daniel was at the bench in the security room reading Cassius’s night log. For six of the past seven nights, three vehicles south of the compound at the same hour, suspension dynamics matching across all six, plates rotating on a Hermes-handled loop. Daniel had wanted to extend the perimeter ring twice already in the past fortnight. Gabriel had said wait. Daniel was not pushing.

Maria had asked at breakfast whether the pelican’s bill bent up or down at the end. Gabriel had said up at the very tip and down for the rest of it. Maria had nodded and gone back to her notebook. She had been at the compound four months. She still ate her toast in small bites. She still asked her questions about birds before the questions about people.

The eighteen-rule had been on the bench since Tuesday. Petra had drafted the medical clause. Daniel had drafted the security clause. Gabriel had not yet drafted the founding clause. Catherine — Daniel’s wife, ethics professor at UNSW, in Cairns and arriving Friday with Eve — had read all three over the phone and had said the founding clause should be about consent, not protection.

The afternoon was going past three.

Petra had lit the firepit at one. The room was warm with eucalypt smoke. Maria was at the table with her notebook open to the pelican. Alexy was on the floor by the door with Rexy’s head in her lap. Petra was at the kettle.

Daniel came through the door three minutes after three. His face had the set of a man who had been on a call.

“Gabe.”

Gabriel was at the sink. The tap was still running.

He turned.

He did not need Daniel to say it. He had known since two minutes after the kettle had clicked off, when Cassius had said Gabriel very quietly and held the silence.

“Anna,” Gabriel said.

He said it to the room.

Petra’s hand stopped on the lid of the kettle. Maria lifted her head from the pelican. Alexy’s hand stopped in the dog’s coat. The dog stood up.

“Yes,” Daniel said.

He came across the room and put his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder, and said nothing. Daniel had been learning, in the four months since the doorway in Bourke Street, when to leave a silence alone.

“On the highway.”

“Yes.”

“A road accident. The Pacific Highway. The police phoned the apartment from her phone. It was still listed in her name from the divorce.”

“Yes.”

“Hannah’s been told. She rang me ten minutes ago.”

Maria was watching them. She had not looked away from Gabriel since he had said the name. Anna was the woman in the painting above the kitchen doorway — the figure on the shore waiting for the boat that was not coming. Maria had asked the first week whose painting that was. Gabriel had said: she was my wife. Maria had said: she still left you the painting, though. Gabriel had not had an answer.

“Anna,” Maria said.

Maria did not say it as a question.

Gabriel got down to her level at the table. He put his hand flat on the page of the pelican. The drawing was not finished. Maria had drawn the eye and the bill and was working on the line of the back.

“Yes,” he said.

“On the road.”

“On the road.”

She nodded. The nod did not belong to a nine-year-old. It belonged to the women who had been nodding in this family since before any of them had been born.

“Will you go to the funeral.”

“Daniel will go.”

“You should both go.”

He looked at her. Nine years old. She had been in two families before this one and had read both.

“I cannot go.” He did not explain. He was not going to make Maria carry the reason for him.

“Because of the bad people.”

“Because of the bad people.”

She nodded again. She picked up her pencil. She did not go back to the pelican. She turned the page and started a new drawing on the clean side. He did not see what she started. He did not look. He stayed a second longer at her elbow and then he stood up.

Daniel’s hand was still on his shoulder.



Petra had moved the kettle off the heat. Alexy was now in Petra’s lap on the floor, and Petra was speaking to her in the under-voice she used when a room had decided something a child could feel without being told. The dog had laid himself across Gabriel’s left foot.

The phone was in Daniel’s hand.

“It’s Hannah.”

Gabriel took the phone. He went out to the courtyard at the back of the room because the room had the children in it. Daniel followed. Daniel did not ask if he should follow. The door of the courtyard closed behind them on the noise of the kettle and the small particular noise of Maria’s pencil starting a new line.

“Gabe.”

“Hannah.”

“Daniel told you.”

“Yes.”

A long silence on the line. He listened to her breathe. He could hear the room at Erskineville behind her — the fridge, a child’s voice somewhere not in the house. Lily, possibly. Or Noah. He could hear, faintly, the slow turn of the wall clock above her stove. He had never heard her clock before. He could hear it tonight.

“I do not know how to do this, Gabe.”

He had thought he would have something to say to his sister about the woman who had once been her sister-in-law. The throat did not have it. The throat had no shape at all.

He held the phone.

Daniel watched him for two seconds. Then Daniel held out his hand for the phone.

Gabriel gave it to him.

“Han. It’s me.”

Gabriel walked three steps to the sandstone wall. He put his right hand flat on the stone. The stone was warmer than the air. He put his forehead against the back of his right hand.

Daniel was saying something about the flight tomorrow. Then something about the kids. Hannah said something back. Daniel listened and did not interrupt.

Daniel said, finally, I love you, Han.

The phone was returned to Gabriel’s hand. Hannah was already off the line. Daniel had said the goodbye for them both.

The dog had come out into the courtyard and was sitting against his shin. Daniel stood beside him. He did not speak. He waited.

Gabriel said it to the stone, finally, because the stone could carry it and the air could not.

“Anna.”

It was the first time he had said her name in the way that is for grief and not for reporting. The first time in two years he had not held the syllable at the operator’s distance. The grief had ambushed him at the stone the way grief ambushes a man who has been holding the count.

Daniel heard it. Daniel did not say anything. Daniel put his hand on the back of Gabriel’s neck, the way their father had once put his hand on the back of theirs at Margaret’s bedside when the breathing had gone shallow. He held it. Then he took it off.

“I have you.”

“Yes.”

“You have me.”

“Yes.”

The dog leaned one shoulder harder against Gabriel’s shin.

Seven years since Margaret had died. Seven years almost to the week. Gabriel had not let himself count the weeks in advance and the calendar had counted them for him anyway. Anna had stayed long enough to bury his mother and had left in the second autumn. The road south of Forster was the last edge of a long line Gabriel had not been able to redraw.



That evening the children were asleep upstairs. Maria had asked one more question at dinner — was Anna in pain — and Gabriel had said no, not for long, and Maria had eaten her soup and gone to bed in the room she shared with Alexy and had not asked a fourth question. The compound at night carried the sound of casuarinas and the distant hum of the harbour.

Petra and Daniel were in the medical room with Gabriel. The medical room had become, in the four months since the doorway in Bourke Street, the room where the household made decisions the room could not hold. The instruments were on the side bench under the canine cardiac monitor. The saline drip was still hanging from the run for a young clansman two days earlier. Wren was at the back, sleeping. The bandage at his clavicle was clean.

“Cassius. Read it to the room.”

Cassius will. The fingerprint pattern on the steering of the vehicle that struck Anna is the pattern Cassius read at six-eleven on the morning Jade died. The same hand. Cassius is certain.

Petra closed her eyes for one second. She opened them.

“Then they have crossed past the work and into the family.”

“Yes.”

Daniel said it before Gabriel had to. “Hannah.”

“Hannah.”

Daniel put both hands flat on the bench. “She has Noah and Lily. She has David. She is on a roster at Sydney Children’s the Regime can read at a click.”

“Yes.”

“Then we move them.”

Gabriel looked at his brother. Daniel had argued this twice already in the four months — once for Catherine and Eve, who were arriving Friday, once for Hannah. Gabriel had said no the first time about Hannah because Hannah had not wanted it and because Gabriel had not wanted to be the brother who made the decision for her. Anna had died because Gabriel had let her go on living in a vehicle the Regime could read.

He was not going to let it happen twice.

“By the end of the month. Hannah. David. Noah. Lily. Catherine and Eve on Friday. The cousins by Christmas. The compound holds the family from now on.”

Howard had died in Gabriel’s apartment on the eighth of January. The journal was on the desk in Gabriel’s room. The rule Daniel had not yet drafted would be drafted because of that night and not because of this room.

The Forbes Street apartment was empty now. The cousins were the family that remained at the perimeter, and the cousins would come.

“Yes,” Daniel said.

“And the eighteen-rule is locked. No one under eighteen receives the Gift. We write it tonight. We circulate it tomorrow. Petra, the medical clause. Cassius, the consent clause. I take the founding clause.”

“Yes,” Petra said.

“And the Regime knows our names.”

He did not raise his voice. The decision had already been made.

“We answer.”

The dog had laid himself across his foot again. The medical room’s overhead lamp cycled to its night setting. Petra reached for a fresh page. Daniel took the fountain pen from the desk drawer. Cassius was already, quietly, drafting in three places at once.

Gabriel walked to the window. The harbour was black. The casuarinas were moving. Somewhere above the second floor, his daughter was asleep with her sister against her chest, the way she had been on the night of the doorway.

Anna had asked him at twenty-six to stay particular.

The next answer was not going to be his alone.

He said the name once more to the window, because the window held what the air still could not.

“Anna.”

Then he turned, and the room got to work.




Chapter 2
The East Cottage

The ride came up the track on Friday afternoon. Daniel was at the gate before it stopped. The gate was the new one — the second outer ring he had set six weeks ago — and it read the vehicle and opened, and the vehicle came through, and the gate closed behind it in the smaller second motion he still listened for every time.

Catherine was in the front passenger seat with her bag against her hip. Eve was in the back. Eight days of road behind them and the dust of three petrol stations on the lower edge of the windows.

The car came to a stop at the room end of the gravel.

Catherine got out without taking the bag. The bag had been against her hip since Cairns. She left it on the seat and stepped onto the gravel and stood for one second looking at the eastern wall of the cottage Petra had readied for them. Then she came around the bonnet to her husband.

Daniel had been waiting.

He did not say anything for the first two seconds. He put his hand on the back of her neck the way he had put his hand on the back of Gabriel’s neck in the courtyard on Tuesday — the way their father had once put his hand on the back of theirs at Margaret’s bedside. He held it. Then he took it off.

“You came faster than I thought.”

“I drove the last leg.”

“I know.”

Eve was getting out of the back. Seventeen, in jeans and her mother’s old grey jumper, hair pulled back. She came around the boot with one bag over her shoulder and stopped at the edge of the gravel where her father stood. She did not put the bag down.

“Dad.”

“Eve.”

He held out one arm and she stepped into it for two seconds and then she stepped back. She did not cry. Eve had not cried on the phone on Tuesday night when Daniel had told her about Anna; she had said yes Dad and had asked one specific question about whether Hannah was alright, and then she had said we will be there Friday. Catherine had told Daniel later: she cried in the bathroom, alone, and then she came out with the tickets booked.

“The cottage is the east one. Petra has done your rooms. There’s tea on if you want it.”

Catherine looked at the cottage. Sandstone, tin roof, a gum hanging over the eastern eave. The door was painted the same dark green as the door of the room archive. Petra had chosen the colour without saying so.

“Tea first,” Catherine said. “Then I am going to the archive.”

“Petra told me you would.”

“Did she.”

“She said: Catherine will go to the room before she goes to the room.”

Catherine looked at her husband.

“Petra knows the shape of things.”

Vitruvius read the gravel and the load-bearing path of the cottage in the second the gate had read the vehicle. The east wall holds. The north corner has settled three millimetres since the last reading and is not a concern. Daniel did not turn from his wife. He did not need to. Vitruvius had been speaking to him for nine years like that — the architect’s voice paired with the architect’s silence, the geometry first, the room second.

Catherine. Calliope is here. The archive has not been moved. The green linen is on the second shelf, where you left it, and the kettle is the same kettle. The room has been waiting.

Catherine answered her voice without speaking aloud. The first time she had walked the compound she had told Petra she did not know how to live in a house with thirty other people and a dog she had not raised. Petra had said: you do not live in the house. You live in the room where the work is. The kitchen is the room. The kitchen had become Catherine’s, before Catherine had ever stood inside it.

She picked up her bag from the front seat. She set it down on the bench at the far end of the cottage. It was the first time the bag had been off her shoulder in eight days.



Maria had been at the eastern edge with Hawk in her hand when the gate had read the car. She had heard the second motion. She had come back across the lawn at her own pace, holding Alexy’s wrist on the way. Alexy was five. Alexy still walked behind Maria on most days and beside her on the days the compound felt like the compound and not like a place she had not yet decided about.

They came around the cottage together.

Eve was in the room with the bag still on her shoulder.

“This is Eve,” Daniel said. “My daughter. Your cousin.”

Maria looked up at her cousin. Eve was tall — taller than her mother. Eve had the pulled-back hair and the grey jumper and a ring of dust under her left eye from sleeping against the door of the car.

“I’m Maria.”

“I know. Your uncle told me.”

“He calls me his daughter now.”

Eve looked at her father. Daniel did not say anything. Eve looked back at Maria.

“I know that too.”

Maria held her hand out. The hand had Hawk in it. Hawk was wood, not feathers. Her grandfather had carved him long ago. Her father had given him to her when she was six. She had brought him with her from Bourke Street. Maria did not give Hawk to Eve. She turned Hawk in her palm so Eve could see his face.

“This is Hawk.”

“He has good eyes.”

“He sees what is coming.”

Eve crouched down. Not for Maria. For the child behind Maria.

“I have not met Alexy properly. May I.”

Maria nodded.

Alexy was looking at the floor. Lyra is here, Alexy. Eve is the one you saw the photograph of. The one in the jumper. It is alright. Lyra was gentle in Alexy’s earpiece — the only voice Alexy fully answered since the night of the doorway. Alexy did not lift her eyes.

Eve waited.

Eve did not put a hand out. Eve did not say anything more. Eve had been a child once with an aunt who had crouched too close, and Eve had remembered how that had felt for thirteen years.

“Hello, Alexy.”

She said it the way an older sister says hello to a younger one.

Alexy lifted her eyes. Eve was still crouched. Alexy’s eyes went to Eve’s face and then to the gap between Eve’s collar and the grey jumper, where a small silver chain was sitting flat on the skin.

“I have a chain too.”

The sentence was small and complete. It was the first sentence Alexy had said to a person who was not Maria or Petra or Gabriel or Daniel since the doorway.

Maria did not turn her head. Maria’s hand on Alexy’s shoulder did not move. Maria had known the sentence would come before it came, the way Maria had known the second-motion of the gate was the right vehicle and not a wrong one. Her hand was the only commentary the room got.

Eve smiled. She did not show her teeth. She unhooked the chain at her collar without taking it off, lifted the small silver disc clear of the jumper, and held it where Alexy could see.

“My mum gave me this.”

Alexy nodded.

Eve let the chain fall back. She stood up.



After tea Catherine left the room and walked across to the archive. The archive was the long room at the south end of it — the one Petra had built into the cottage in the second month after the move, because the space could not hold both the cooking and the green linen.

Catherine did not take the bag. She left it on the bench.

The green linen was on the second shelf. Four bound volumes in green canvas with the date-pencilled spines Petra had written on at the start. Catherine took the first volume down. She sat at the long table.

She read.

Daniel came to the door later with two cups. He set one on the corner of the long table and took the other away with him. Catherine did not look up. He had not expected her to.

He stood at the window after that. The afternoon had stretched the gum’s shadow across the lawn. Petra was at the firepit. Maria and Alexy were on the lawn doing something with Hawk and a length of string. Eve was on the cottage step with her bag still beside her, watching her cousins do whatever it was they were doing.

Daniel watched his wife through the archway between the room and the archive. Catherine had her left hand flat on the page. Her right hand had a pencil he had not seen her hold in eleven months.

She was the woman he had met at a gallery in Cairns twenty-four years ago. The art historian who had crouched down at the lower-left corner of an Indigenous lithograph and read the linework for forty minutes without standing up, while the gallery owner had stood back and let her. Daniel had stood back too. He had not introduced himself that day until she had finished. He had wanted to watch her read the print first.

She was reading the green linen now the way she had read the lithograph then.

Vitruvius said: the geometry is holding.

Daniel did not answer his voice. He did not need to.

The pencil moved on the margin of the page.

Catherine read for four hours.

She did not stop for the second cup. She did not stop when Petra came in with a fresh kettle. She did not stop when the gum’s shadow reached the eastern wall and the lights inside the archive cycled to their afternoon setting.

She read as if the eight days from Cairns had been a road back to this table, and the table had been waiting.

When she closed the fourth volume she put the pencil flat on the cover and both hands flat on the linen. She sat for one minute without moving.

Then she stood.

She came back to the room. Daniel was at the bench. Petra had come in from the firepit and was at the sink with the instrument tray half-cleaned, water running at a low thread over steel.

Catherine set the fourth volume on the bench and kept her hand on the top sheet.

“Three places in the consent clause are wrong,” she said. “The medical override still sits above the second pull. It should not.”

Petra did not reach for the pages. She did not turn off the water.

“The override exists because a feeder can lose count when pressure drops under thirty,” she said. “We have logged it four times since the harbour move.”

Daniel stayed where he was, Vitruvius feeding him something in one ear. “If we strip the clause the way you want, Petra loses the right to intervene on a child who has already said yes and then drops to thirty-eight systolic. That is not consent. That is a body left to decide after the fact.”

Catherine turned the top sheet so the clause showed. “The body decides before the second pull. After that the rule belongs to the feeder, not the medic. If the medic can reach past the second pull, then the second pull is not a wall. It is a suggestion.”

Petra shut the water off. The room went quieter for it. “And when the feeder is newly turned and the count is off by one, we open a different kind of breach. I have closed those. With my hands. You have read about them.”

“I have read about them in the language you wrote,” Catherine said. “The language is what I am here to fix.”

“The language is not the body on the bench.”

The disagreement sat between the three of them without movement. Catherine did not take the pages back. Daniel did not step in to soften it. Petra left the tray where it was, dried her hands once on the cloth at her hip, and walked out through the side door without another word. The clause stayed on the bench, unsigned, the top sheet still turned to the line none of them had agreed on.

Catherine looked at the door for a moment. Then she put her hand on Daniel’s forearm.

“She is right about the count,” she said. “She is wrong about where the count lives. I will find the language that holds both.”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight.” She went to find Eve.



Gabriel had been at the eastern edge with Rexy when the car had come up the track. He had not come down. He had given Daniel the gate. The gate had been Daniel’s gate since the perimeter ring went in.

He came back to the room at last light.

Eve and Alexy and Maria were on the lawn. The string-and-Hawk had become a string-and-Hawk-and-pebble — some game Maria had invented in the hours since Eve had crouched at her sister. Catherine was at the long table with a fresh pencil. The pencil was moving.

Petra was at the firepit.

“Hannah comes Sunday.”

“Hannah comes Sunday.”

The dog leaned against his shin. Across the lawn his daughter was holding Hawk up to the last of the light, and his other daughter was beside her, and his niece was on the cottage step with her grey jumper sleeves pushed up to her elbows, drawing something in a notebook against her knee.

Cassius said: Catherine has rewritten Rule 12 and Rule 14. Calliope is reading the new language to her now.

“Good.”

Cassius will tell you when she lands the founding clause.

“Yes.”

The wind off the harbour shifted. The casuarinas began their second sound — the night sound, which Gabriel had not yet stopped listening for, four months in.

He stood at the eastern edge a moment longer.

Then he went into the room, where the table was set for nine.




Chapter 3
Eve’s Question

The room at the small hours of the night had its own hush. The kettle had been off the heat for an hour. The lamp above the bench was on its lowest setting, the one Petra had set for the cooks of the dawn shift. The harbour was breathing through the casuarinas in the dark below the eastern wall. The clock on the wall was the only thing in the room that had work to do, and it did the work in the under-voice clocks have when no one is meant to hear them.

Eve was at the table.

She had been at the table when Gabriel came down. Her hands were around a cup she had not drunk. The cup was the one with the hairline crack in the glaze that Petra kept on the second shelf because Petra could not bring herself to throw it out. Eve had picked the one cup in the room no one used for company. She had thought about which cup, and she had chosen, and she had sat down with it.

Gabriel saw the cup and read the choosing in it, and did not say anything about it.

He came around the end of the bench. He did not turn the kettle back on. He did not sit at the chair across from her. He sat at the chair to her left — the one Daniel sat in at breakfast, the brother’s chair — and he put his hands on the table where she could see them.

The dog walked in behind him. Rexy looked at Eve, looked at Gabriel, and lay down across the threshold of the room with his chin on his paws. He had read what kind of room this was going to be.

“You are awake.”

“I am awake.”

“For long.”

“Since one.”

He nodded.

She did not begin yet. He let her have the room. He was going to let her have whatever she wanted of it. He had read the message Cassius had surfaced an hour ago — Eve is in the room, Gabriel — and had got out of bed and put on the same coat he had put on at the kerb in Bourke Street and had come down because it was hers tonight, and his job was to be the chair beside her.

Eve’s hands went around the cup again.

“I have read what you sent me.”

“Yes.”

“All of it. The pages you sent me. The table rules. The consent clause. The medical clause. The way you wrote about Jade.”

“Yes.”

“And what Petra wrote.”

“Yes.”

She did not look up from the cup yet. The cup had the crack in it, and the crack ran from the lip to the base on the side facing her. Eve was tracing the crack with her thumb. She did this without meaning to. She had done it once already since he had sat down.

“I would like to ask you.”

He kept his hands flat on the table. He kept his voice at the chair-to-her-left pitch.

“Ask.”

She lifted her eyes to him.

She had her mother’s eyes and her father’s mouth, and at seventeen she had the jaw of someone who had decided which of those two faces she wanted to wear in the next room she walked into. She had decided the answer to that question some weeks ago. She had not yet decided how to ask the question she had come to the room to ask. He could see her reading her own hands for the words she wanted.

“I want to take it.”

“Yes.”

“I have my reasons. I want to give them to you.”

“Give them.”

She took a breath, the way her mother took a breath before an argument she had practised.

“My mother is here. My father is here. Maria is here. Alexy is here. The work is here. I am not going to be in Cairns again and I am not going back to school in February. The school I would have gone back to is not a school I want any more. I am old enough to choose. The law says I am not, but the law does not know about this room yet. I want to be in the work. I want what you have. I want to read what Maria reads when she reads the gate. I want to be the cousin who can stand at the eastern edge with her when the bad people come. I want to be useful here in the way you are useful here. I have thought about it for fourteen weeks. I am asking from a steady place.”

She did not look away while she said it.

He listened. He did not move his hands.

Cassius did not surface anything. The clock above the bench did its under-work.

When she was done she put both hands back around the cup.

He let the room hold what she had said for a moment. He had heard his own argument from a different chair. He had heard Jade’s argument and Petra’s and Daniel’s and his own at twenty-six in his oncologist’s room. He had heard the seriousness in Eve and had noted that she was steadier at seventeen than he had been at twenty-six, and that the rule he had not yet written was about to do its first work.

“Eve.”

“Yes.”

“Come back to me on your eighteenth birthday and we will talk again. Until then, no.”

He did not soften the shape of it. He did not put a kiddo in front of it or a darling in front of it. He did not call her love. The voice was the one she had asked from him — the chair-to-her-left voice, the brother’s chair — but the answer was the answer.

She did not move.

The clock did its work on the wall. Rexy did not lift his head from his paws.

She counted the seconds. He saw her count them. She did not count on her fingers. She did not move her lips. She counted them by the second hand of the clock above the bench, and he watched her watch it, and he watched her chest hold steady through the count, and the eleven seconds passed in the room the way the eleven seconds had passed at his apartment door when the dog had read what he had become and chosen anyway.

She did not break on the count.

When the eleven seconds were done she nodded once, the way Maria had nodded at the table on the day Anna died. The same nod. The nod that belonged to the women in this family.

“I will come back.”

“Yes.”

She stood. She did not push her chair in. She left the cup on the table for Petra to wash in the morning. She walked past Rexy at the threshold and Rexy did not move for her. She had already chosen, and the dog had already read it, and the dog was not going to tell her anything she did not already know.

Gabriel sat at the table after she had gone.

The lamp was still on its lowest setting.

Cassius said: she was eleven seconds.

“Yes.”

Cassius read it on the clock too.

“Yes.”

A long pause. Cassius did not fill it. Gabriel did not answer.

He put both hands flat on the table, on the wood Petra had brought in from a farm at Bowral, and he sat in the dark while the casuarinas did their second sound. Cassius did not speak again. The room carried on its small under-work. The kettle cooled. The clock turned. Somewhere out beyond the eastern wall a wallaby crossed the lower slope and Gabriel heard the four-beat pattern of its hooves at a distance he had not been able to hear at a distance four months ago.

The Talia text came at 02:08.

He read it at the table.

The apartment is open. You drove the gate harder than usual today. Come down.

He did not answer at once. Talia Volkov had been three months a thing he had not given a shape to. She had taken his bite once and taken it again and had not turned. She was the wing’s by mark — Vale’s geometry inside her left wrist — and was not the wing’s by allegiance. The doctrine she carried was the doctrine she could not yet decide whether to refuse. He had stayed at her line because she had asked him to and because the body had a way of going to the place the work could not afford to send the mind.

He stood. He did not wake Daniel. He drove.

The apartment opened around him in warm lamplight and dark timber — blackwood floors, low benches, the long glass wall that framed the black sweep of the harbour. The casuarinas outside moved as the wind came in off the headland. He pulled the earpiece free at the door and set it on the narrow console without looking back. Cassius did not protest the gesture. Cassius read what the gesture was for.

Talia stood in the middle of the room already barefoot, blouse open and hanging from one shoulder. The silk had slipped low enough to show the upper curve of one breast and the pale line of muscle beneath it. The mark inside her left wrist showed where the cuff did not cover — black and red, Vale’s geometry, the scar he had set on her at the loft eleven weeks ago. She watched him cross the threshold and did not smile.

Her canines were already down, sharp and white against her lower lip. The Hunger came off her skin before any other reading. He took it without flinching.

“You drove in like you had the perimeter in your teeth.”

He set his keys beside the earpiece. “It’s still there.”

She came to him without hurry. Her hands found the front of his shirt and worked the buttons free while she studied his face. “You’re colder tonight. The loft was harder than usual.”

He let her strip the shirt. Her palms rested flat on his chest, feeling the steady predator beat beneath skin that ran at 39.2. “Yes.”

Talia tilted her head, reading him. “Do you want to be here like this, Jackson.”

“I want you. The rest is noise I’m carrying.”

She searched his eyes another second, then nodded once. “Then stay.” Her fingers moved to his belt. “And take me until the noise is gone.”

He lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his hips as he walked her to the wall beside the window. The glass was cool against her bare back. He opened his trousers and pushed into her in one steady drive. She was wet and tight and already clenching; the heat between them matched the heat of his own body. He began to thrust without preamble, deep and measured, the slap of skin loud in the quiet room. Talia’s head tipped back against the glass. Her fangs caught the light. The Hunger surfaced under his sternum the way the harbour wind surfaced over the headland — slow, deliberate, with no decency in it. He held it.

She raked her canines across his shoulder once, not gentle, and bit through the muscle. Blood welled. She held her mouth clear of the welling — the substrates did not drink each other and live. He grunted but did not bare his own fangs in answer. He kept his mouth closed, jaw tight, and drove harder. She fluttered around him. She came fast the first time, a short sharp cry, thighs locked.

He carried her to the low couch without pulling out. She rode him there, knees braced on either side of his hips, the rhythm between them in long slides while she watched his face. Her fangs stayed visible. Every time she leaned in to kiss him she let the points graze his lip or the line of his throat, testing.

He met each graze with mouth and tongue only. His hands stayed on her waist, guiding her rhythm, thumbs stroking the hollow above her hipbones. She came again, louder, forehead pressed to his, breath hot across his cheek.

The third movement took them to the bed. He laid her on her back and took her with her knees hooked over his elbows, opening her completely. The strokes were long and heavy now, the wet sound of it filling the room. Talia was loud at every peak — raw, unfiltered sound that rose and broke and rose again. He stayed quiet. Only the controlled exhale through his nose and the faint creak of the frame under his weight marked the effort to keep the rest of him leashed.

When she came the last time her spine arched hard off the mattress. His control slipped by a fraction. He lowered his mouth to her throat and let the fangs descend. They pressed against the carotid, the sharp points kissing skin without breaking it. He stayed buried inside her, pulsing through her aftershocks, while the canines rested there like a question he would not finish. The Hunger was up under his palate now, the whole architecture leaning forward into the line of her neck. He held.

Talia’s eyes opened. She felt the pressure and the rigid stillness of his jaw.

“You won’t even now.”

He lifted his head. The fangs retracted. He kissed the spot they had touched, slow and warm, then eased his weight off her body. The shift gave her room to breathe and move if she wanted it.

Talia laughed once, low and appreciative. Her hand came up to his face, thumb tracing the corner of his mouth where the fangs had hidden.

“You will let me cut you open one day, Jackson. I would let you do the same.”

“Not today.”

He stayed above her a moment longer, one palm resting on her shoulder, fingers spread. Through the window the harbour was still black, the first pale line of false dawn hours away. The architecture inside him had not loosened, but the hand on her skin held steady. The mark on her left wrist was a quarter-inch from his thumb. He did not move his thumb. Talia did not move her wrist.

He dressed at the door without speaking. Talia did not lift her head from the pillow. She watched him from where she lay — the cuff of her hair across one cheek, the fangs already withdrawn, the silver glint of the chain at her ankle the only thing that moved when her foot did.

“You will come back,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Because of the noise.”

“Because of the noise.”

She smiled then. It was not a wing-smile. It was the smile a woman gives when the man at the door has answered a question he did not know he had been asked.

The lift took him down twenty-two floors. He drove the long way back along the harbour because the long way did the work the short way could not, and he passed the corner of Forbes Street where his father’s apartment had stood dark. The window was unlit. The window had been unlit for twenty-two months. Gabriel did not slow at the corner. He drove past it the way he drove past every corner now. The Hunger had retreated below the sternum the way a tide retreats below a sandbar — out of sight but not out of weight. He drove.

The earpiece chirped at the second bridge.

Cassius said: Eve has been awake since two-eighteen. She is at the table again. She is not waiting for you. She is reading the consent clause her mother rewrote.

“Let her read.”

Cassius will.

He drove the rest of the way without speaking. The eastern edge of the compound was beginning to take its first colour when he came through the second gate, and Rexy was at the room step waiting for him, and his niece was at the table inside reading the page her mother had set on the linen at midnight. He did not go in. He let the room be hers. He walked the eastern line with the dog.

The mark on Talia’s wrist stayed with him the way the count had stayed with him in the room. A quarter-inch from his thumb, and the pulse under it steady, and the rule already standing between his teeth and the place the rule said not to go. She had asked him to cross it. Eve had asked him to let her cross it. He had refused them both in the same night, and neither refusal had been written anywhere yet, and that was the whole weight of it: a refusal that lived only in a hand kept flat, in a thumb that did not move, was a refusal anyone could break who decided the hand belonged to weakness. He walked the line until the colour came up over the water and did not decide, yet, which of the two refusals would be tested first.




Chapter 4
The Sceptic Scientist

The compound’s first autumn was settling when Cassius surfaced the name.

Gabriel was at the eastern edge with Rexy reading the slipway. The dog had paused at the casuarinas and read the air the way he read it when the air had a person in it that had not yet arrived. Cassius had been quiet for the walk. The walk was the morning Gabriel kept for the dog, and the dog kept for him.

Cassius has a name to surface.

“Surface it.”

Naima Khoury. Molecular biologist. University of Sydney. Forty-one weeks ago she went on an institutional review panel at GeneSix and resigned the same afternoon. Twelve weeks ago she took private contract from a department of state Cassius cannot resolve to a person. The contract is to write a technical post-mortem on the burning of the Sydney facility. Cassius has been reading her drafts.

The harbour moved through the casuarinas, the dry needled whisper it kept at this hour. The dog read the slipway and did not move.

“For how long.”

Fourteen months. Cassius could not put her work next to Cassius’s own work until the fourth draft. The fourth draft was last Tuesday.

“What changed at the fourth draft.”

She wrote a paragraph on the seventh page that Cassius has not seen anyone write.

“Read it to me.”

Cassius read it. Six sentences. Cellular post-mortem signatures, written by a woman who had been reading the residue of the fire and had named what was in it. Not the line about the induction that the public papers had been printing. The line beneath that line. The one that asked what biology had been built and how the body it was built into had answered.

The dog had decided the slipway was clean. He came back to Gabriel’s thigh.

“And the Regime.”

A reader Cassius cannot resolve has been reading her drafts. The reading is not the same shape as the readers Cassius has seen before. Cassius will tell you when it tells Cassius what it is.

“When does she speak next.”

This afternoon. The University of Sydney. Three. Open seminar, biology theatre on Eastern Avenue. Title is rogue biological products in post-AGI biotech.

“Book me a seat.”

Already booked. Row fourteen, seat four. Cassius chose the angle.



Petra came down to the room at 09:30. She had not slept. She had been at the medical bench reading the cellular profile Aeson had run overnight on the Wren tissue sample, and she had stopped reading when Aeson had told her, in the third-person it always used at the bench, that the silver-catalyst Wren had taken below the clavicle was the same Hermes-channel signature the wing had been carrying since the spring.

She told Daniel at the security bench. Daniel listened. Daniel said one word and then went to the perimeter.

The headland north of the compound dropped to a shelf of black rock that the harbour worked at without rhythm. Petra had Jovan on the western arc and Kit on the eastern; she walked the centre line herself, the silver-catalyst sidearm clipped at her hip, the small lamp at her belt switched to its lowest setting. The casuarinas above the path moved once and then held. She read the movement before her ear caught the sound.

The scout was lying flat in the bracken at the lip of the shelf. A long lens. A handset. The left sleeve had ridden back where his elbow took his weight, and the wrist-mark showed at the inside, black and red against the paler skin, the geometry recognisable even at five paces. He was reading the perimeter pattern. He had been there long enough to have read three rotations.

Petra closed the distance in four strides. The scout turned, brought the handset up, and got his finger to the call key before Jovan came in from his blind side and took the wrist. The handset dropped into the bracken. Petra put the silver-catalyst round into the scout’s left shoulder at contact range; the entry burned the cellular toxin into the joint and the arm went heavy at once, the regeneration stalling against the silver in the stuttering half-state she had seen now in more bodies than she liked to count.

The scout did not try to speak. He went back over the lip of the shelf with one good arm and dropped to the rocks below, taking the fall on the wounded shoulder rather than be held for questions. They heard the water take him a moment later, the harbour swallowing the sound of his withdrawal the way it swallowed every other sound on that coast.

Jovan retrieved the handset and the lens.

Petra stayed on the lip a long count, watching the shelf where the scout had been, the bracken still bent in the shape of his body. Cassius confirmed clean withdrawal at 03:18. The wing had seen three rotations. The wing knew.

“He went back broken.”

“He went back.”

“He will tell them the shoulder.”

“He will tell them the shoulder. He will tell them you. He will tell them the lens.”

Petra cleaned the silver-catalyst sidearm on the lining of her coat. She did not put it back on her hip yet. She kept it in her hand for the walk down because the air on the shelf had a residue in it she could not yet put on the bench.

“He had been there three rotations.”

“Three. The first was at midnight.”

“Three rotations means Cassius is reading the pattern an hour late.”

“Cassius is reading the pattern an hour late.”

Jovan did not soften the line for his sister. The two of them had been doing the work too long for softening. They walked the bracken at the lip once more for the small things the scout might have set down — the casing of the silver-catalyst round, the lens cap, the silicone strip the wing’s handsets used at the corner — and Jovan put each into the canvas bag he carried at the small of his back.

The headland settled around them. The harbour had not yet decided to be morning.

Petra put the sidearm back on her hip at the second casuarina.

“Bring the lens to the bench.”

“To the bench.”

“Daniel will want it before nine.”

“Daniel will want it before eight.”

She did not smile. She did not need to. Jovan did the work and Jovan walked beside her and the line ran from her father’s grave at Vukovar to this headland and that was the only commentary the morning got from either of them.

By the time they reached the room, Gabriel had already left for the university.



The biology theatre was a tiered hall with seventy-eight seats and the particular acoustic of a room built for a science that needed to hear itself think. Gabriel sat at the back of row fourteen. He wore the coat from Bourke Street and a face it would forget by Wednesday. Cassius silent. Rexy at the compound. The dog could not come into the city, and the city could not come into it.

Naima Khoury walked to the lectern at three. Late thirties. Charcoal trousers. A linen shirt the colour of cool ash. She did not adjust the microphone. She did not thank the chair. She put her tablet on the lectern and read a sentence from her notes the way a clinician reads a chart at a morning round, and the room shut up.

She spoke for forty-six minutes.

She said biotech once, in the title slide, and then she said biology every time after, because biotech was the clothing and biology was the body, and she had come to the room to talk about the body. She walked the audience through the architecture of post-Wave-Three product design, the pressure of corporate review boards on cellular ethics, the small economy of a vesicle when a vesicle had been engineered to do work it had not chosen, and the residue a building leaves when biology has been burned out of it at high temperature in a hurry. Her hands made the shapes of the molecules she was describing. Her voice held the cadence Gabriel had heard once in his uncle’s house in Granville at a dinner thirty years ago — the cadence of women whose grandmothers had taught them that a sentence could carry a life if the sentence was made carefully enough. Australian on the surface. Older underneath.

She did not preach. She did not perform. She read what she had read in the residue and named what she had named, and the room listened the way rooms listen when the reader is steadier than the institution that paid her to read.

Twice in the forty-six minutes she lifted her eyes to the back of the hall.

The second time, the eyes stopped at row fourteen, seat four, for a count Gabriel did not bother to count. Long enough for him to note that she had noted him. Not long enough for the room to.

She finished. She thanked the chair this time. The applause came up through the tiers and she did not perform her acknowledgement of it. She gathered her tablet and stepped down from the lectern.

Most of the room emptied in the standard university sixty seconds. Two postgraduates lingered for the standard postgraduate question. She answered both with the precision of a woman who had learned to be patient with people who had not yet read her. They went. The chair went. The air-conditioning cycled to its evening setting.

Gabriel walked down the centre aisle.

She watched him come. She did not arrange her face. Her hand stayed on the lectern.

“You sat in row fourteen.”

“I did.”

“You were the last person to come in and the first not to leave.”

“Yes.”

“You read the seventh page before you came in.”

“I read it last Tuesday. I came in to hear you read it.”

She held him with her eyes the way she had held the molecules with her hands. He took the pressure of the hold. He let her have the room.

“There is a paragraph,” she said, “that I wrote in October on the seventh page, and I have been writing on it since. Six sentences. I have rewritten them eleven times. They are about cellular post-mortem signatures in a building that was not allowed to have them. The signatures should not exist. They exist. I have
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