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Prologue

2198 in the calendar of thegethes.




GOVERNMENT WOR

The bot was immune to the snow, and so was Aras. He watched it working its way across the surface of the stone with a blind purpose that defied the ice. Words emerged behind it like droppings.

GOVERNMENT WORK IS

A little shaving of ice drifted down as the bot moved. It cut steadily into a block of stone so hard that only an obsessive would have bothered to try to carve it, an odd choice of material in a construction made otherwise of composites and alloys.

But the bot had no passions as far as Aras could see; its single-mindedness must have been by proxy for its masters. As it finished gouging the last letter out of the stone, it executed a 90-degree turn, moved down the supporting column to the ground and plopped into the snow to trundle away, trailing a wake of parallel lines

GOVERNMENT WORK IS GODS WORK.

Aras mimicked the lettering, copying it into the unspoiled snow beside him with a steady claw. He considered it, then brushed it away. What was God? And why did it care about government, especially so far from home? They were just words. He was only beginning to come to terms with the gethes language, and many things still baffled him.

Is that gethes? asked the apprentice navigator. It was his first trip to the quarantine zone, and he was suited and sealed against invisible dangers, those that would never again bother Aras. A slight tilt of the navigators head steered Arass attention to a low platform on tracks, rumbling around the perimeter. They look like that?

Bot, said Aras, using the gethes word he had gleaned from transmissions. A machine they sent ahead of them to build a habitat. Some are fully intelligent. That one is not. Its a load-carrier. Aras stood up and wandered into its path; it paused and corrected its course to avoid him. He blocked it a few more times and then tired of the game. It cannot distinguish me from a gethes.

The gethes were definitely coming. They had known that for a long time, from the first signal that was intercepted, but they were imminent now. There had been a stream of data directed to the bots about the first gethes intentions and needs. Now Aras had satisfied his curiosity and allowed the habitat to begin to take shape, and judged it was time to act.

He wandered through the growing compound unchallenged. There were no security measures to keep him out; bots scattered from his path. But there was no damage he wished to do, nor information he could not easily glean from the intercepted data transmissions.

The navigator turned and labored through the drifts until the irregular crunch of his boots vanished. The youngster was from the warmlands and even less able to tolerate freezing conditions than the average wesshar.

But Aras was not an average wesshar. And nor were the comrades he had lost.

Goodbye, Cimesiat. Im truly sorry. Aras glanced around the landscape. There was no funeral to be held here, no remains of his friend to re-enter the cycle of life, so he simply remembered. In the coming season there would be black grasses as far as the eye could see, the sharp and glossy blades that grew nowhere else on Bezerej. If only they had never landed on this islandif only the isenj had never landed herethen Cimesiat would have died naturally at the proper time. Instead, he had been driven to destroy himself, the fifty-eighth of the remaining cnaatat troops to take his own life since the last of the wars. Peace made you purposeless if you let it. Aras had found his purpose in another war, a slower and more considered battle to protect Bezerej. One day he would win it, and he thought of his comrades and wondered if it was a victory for which he would be prepared.

There were just three of his squadron left, without family, without purpose, without any of the things that made a wesshar want to live. But I have my world, Aras thought. I have duties here enough for another three lifetimes, now that the gethes are coming.

He squatted and dug his claws into the snow, pushing down into the hard-frozen soil beneath as if he were connecting with it in the disposal rite that Cimesiat would never have. Forgive me, he said aloud. I should have known better.

There was silence again. It was a crisp and perfect calm, except for the occasional distant clank of closing hatches and the hum of motors. This was a dead homestead, industrial and unwelcoming, without life or community. The gray composite walls curved into a featureless roof.

Buildings always bothered Aras. This one was conspicuous, placed where anyone could see it. Imposing on the natural landscape was a vulgar act, an aliens taste, not a wesshar practice. The arrogance of it nagged at him. He stood up and stared at the horizon north of the island. All the lights on the shoreline had gone; after centuries all traces of isenj building had been reclaimed and erased by the wilderness. It had taken far less time to erase the isenj themselves.

So gethes built to be seen, too. That was all he could note. He followed the path churned up by the navigator all the way back to the ship, to avoid leaving any more of a mark than was absolutely necessary on the featureless whiteness.

We must take it all away, Aras said. Their construction must be moved from this place.

And will you erase the gethes when they come? the navigator asked. He had that bright expressiona mix of fear and adulationthat Aras had seen too many times. You were the Restorer. You can save us again. Or will we take them before they land?

The youngsters eyes darted between Arass face and his claws. Every normal wessharclawless, heirs to deathseemed to stare at those claws.

I will decide that when we know more about them. If they seek refuge, I will examine their need. Aras paused, and wondered again if he could have acted differently long ago; but he knew he could not have done anything more or less than to wipe out the isenj cities. He had no idea why this question continued to plague him. If they come intent on exploitation, I will remove them.

Sir, is it something I should fear?

Youll be long dead if the worst happens, Aras said. But Ill live to see it.

He would live to see it all.
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I will be honest in all my dealings with others.

I will avoid experiments on feeling life-forms wherever possible.

I will safeguard the environment.

I will not plagiarize or hinder the work of other scientists, nor knowingly publish false research.

I will put the common good before professional pride or profit.



THE DA VINCI OATH,

popularly known as the Scientists Oath,

amended 2078






Mars Orbital

April 25, 2299

Im going home.

Good morning, said Shan Frankland, and held up her warrant card. Were from Environmental Hazard Enforcement. Please, step away from the console.

She loved those words. They cast a spell. They laid bare mens souls, if you knew how to look. She looked around the administration center and in three seconds she knew the man at the desk was uninvolved, the woman marshaling traffic was surprised by the intrusion, and the man lounging against the drinks machinewell, his face was too composed and his eyes were moving just wrong. He was the fis-sure in the rock. She would cleave it apart.

Im going home. Five days, tops.

Inspector McEvoy, she said, and motioned her bagman forward. Over to you. She put her warrant card back in her top pocket and stood watching while her technical team flowed in and put in override codes on all Mars Orbitals systems. The station was temporarily hers.

This is the last time Ill have to do this.

May I? She walked across to the stations video circuit. The traffic marshal stepped aside. She settled into the seat and tapped the transmission key.

May I have your attention, please? This is Superintendent Shan Frankland. This orbital station is now under the jurisdiction of the Enforcement Division of the Federal European Union. There will be no traffic movements or transmissions until the preliminary investigation is complete. Please report to your muster stations at 1600 station time for a briefing from my officers. Thank you for your cooperation. Well be out of your way just as soon as we can.

She leaned back, satisfied. Space stations were lovely places to carry out environmental hazard audits. Nobody could make a run for it. Nobody could get evidence off the premises. There was only one way off Mars Orbital without a scheduled flight, and that was via an airlock. It was right and fitting that she should have a relatively simple rummage job as her final task before retirement. She had earned it.

McEvoy crouched down level with her seat. All locked down, Guvnor. We should have it logged and wrapped in six hours, but theres no reason why we couldnt start carrying out preliminary interviews now.

Shan cocked her head discreetly in the direction of the man shed spotted at the drinks dispenser. Id make a start on him, she said. Just a feeling. Anyway, Id better go and pay my respects to the station manager. This has probably ruined her entire day.

And this time next month, Ill be clearing my desk.

Mars Orbital looked and felt exactly as the schematics on her swiss had told her it would. She took the little red cylinder with its white cross from her pocket and unfurled its plasma screen to study the station layout.

You should treat yourself to some new technology, McEvoy said, and tapped the side of his head, indicating his implants. How old is that thing?

Hundreds of years, and still as good as that thing in your skull. Im an old-fashioned girl. I like my computing in my pocket. She stood up and oriented herself along the lines of the map on the swisss screen, then set off down the main passageway. Looking straight ahead, she could detect the gradual curve of the main ring. For a second she felt she might be falling, but she looked straight ahead, resisting the temptation to stare out of the nearest observation area to goggle at a Mars that filled her field of view. It wasnt her first time away from Earth, but she had never been within touching distance of an inhabited planet before. She wondered if she might find time to do a few tourist things before departing. Shed never get another free flight like this again.

The station managers office was exactly where the swiss said it would be. Its name-plated occupant, Cathy Borodian, was quietly angry. I thought you people were on a fact-finding mission for the European Assembly.

It wasnt a complete lie. Were still finding facts, arent we? Shan stood before her desk and watched the woman trying to cope without access to her mainframe, hands fumbling across the softglass surface; it remained steadfastly blank, showing only a SYSTEM UNAVAILABLE screen under the coffee cup and half-eaten chocolate brioche. Well be out of here as soon as we possibly can. Routine inspection for biological and environmental hazards youre not licensed to manage.

I dont think Warrenders is going to be happy about this. They have a contract.

Well, last time I looked, civilian government still just about ran Europe. Not corporations.

Are you able to tell me exactly what the problem is?

So theres a problem?

No. Not at all.

The Federal European Union doesnt ship out forty audit and technical officers unless it thinks there might be irregularities. Does that answer your question?

Not completely. What about our teams on the surface? Can they come back inboard?

If they need to, they can flash us and one of my people will escort them. Shan understood the woman, even if she felt no sympathy for her. She had schedules and commercial pressures, and shutting down the orbital was a major crisis, with or without a police investigation. Downtime cost money. Ill be in the cabin you assigned me, if you have any questionsor anything you want to tell me.

It turned out to be quite a pleasant cabin. Borodian must have wanted a good report to the Assembly, because there was a real viewplate and a shower cubicle. Shan dropped her grip on the bunk and stood at the plate for a few minutes, mesmerized. McEvoy had told her she could see the American and Pacifica stations at different times of the day if she followed his instructions, but she was far more captivated by the rusty orange disk that filled the window. It was so vivid that it looked unreal, a projection for her education or entertainment. No matter how hard she tried to see it as a three-dimensional sphere, it remained an illustration on a flat screen.

Movement caught her eye. Along the jutting spar of a mooring boom, two figures in self-luminescent green marshaling suits were guiding a tiny vessel into a bay. No mainframe access meant the automatic navigation was down; they were securing the ship manually, one standing on the gantry above the vessel and signaling with spiraling hand gestures, one alongside on the boom operating the winch.

Odd to think they still used antiquated hand signals. But even Morse code still had its uses. There was a lot to be said for old tech, Shan thought, and toyed with the swiss in her pocket.

She watched. Slowly, slowly, farther astern, then the figure on the gantry held arms aloft, wrists crossed in an X, the signal to make fast, to secure the lines. The locking buffers extended to take the touch of the stern, and the vessel shivered to a halt. And suddenly she couldnt see the hand signals of the berth marshals anymore, because she was looking at the leather-glove hands of a gorilla.

The primate was staring intently into her face as it made the same gesture, the same sign, over and over again; rubbing its palm in a circular motion over its chest, then a fiston-palm gesture. Its eyes never left hers.

Please help me. Please help me. Please

She didnt know what it meant at the time. The animal technician had said it was asking for food, please, and wasnt it great that you could teach apes to sign? And she had believed him, right up to the time when a deaf interpreter told her what the gesture really meant.

How could I have known? She didnt sign. But she knew now, and she had gone on knowing every day ever since, and the shame and regret had not faded any more than had the blinding, personal revelation that there was a person behind those ape eyes.

The gorilla was gone and lime-green shiny marshals were working their way, hand over hand, up the gantry to the next mooring. Mars was as red as Australia. She had forgotten how much color there was to see in space.

And Im going home.

For a moment she wondered who would worry about the people behind ape eyes when she had retired, and hoped that it would be McEvoy.

She unpacked her grip almost without thinking. She had been living out of it for the last ten years, and her life could fit into it with room for a dress uniform, personal library and her own steel mug with a carabiner for a handle. Just running her hand over the grips taut-stretched navy blue fabric would tell her if she had forgotten anything, and she hadnt. She didnt forget things. There was one extra item wedged in the shockproof section: a two-centimeter-square case that would have rattled if she hadnt packed wadding into it to stop the seeds inside it giving the game away.

Technically, the tomato seeds were illegal biomaterial, but she was EnHaz, and nobody would stop her. Anyway, she no longer cared. It wasnt a contamination risk. But she was damned if one more agricorporation was going to tell her what she could plant and grow and eat. All seed varieties were the patented property of a company; so her own crossbred tomato plants, reared on a windowsill from carefully hoarded seeds, were unregistered. Technically, it was an act of theft.

Technically.

She tucked the seeds deep into the folds of her cold-weather suit at the bottom of the grip. In a few months, maybe, shed have the first plants growing in her own plot, somewhere out of the way where there were no Gene Inspectorates or patents or licensed crops. She thought of the hairy green leaves and their pungent cats-pee scent, and saw her father carefully tending a straggly plant in the windowsill high above her head. He looked down at her. Never lose touch with what you eat, sweetheart. Touch the soil. Embrace it.

He never did. The best that her apartment-bound family could do was visit friends with a smallholding. And then her father was dead. At least he had finally embraced the soil.

Oh, Dad.

McEvoy appeared at the open door. Bingo, Guvnor, he said. Rummage Ones located a grade-A biohaz containment area. You okay?

She snapped alert. Well, they couldnt exactly hide something the size of a warehouse up here, could they? Any indication what its busy containing?

Its not a new flavor of soda, thats for sure.

Ah, joy upon joy unending. She opened the secure link on her swiss, flicked the keypad and gave him a wink. I feel an order for suspension of government licensing coming on. There. She tapped SEND. Thatll get their attention.

McEvoy sagged visibly against the frame of the hatch. Come on. You know this is pissing in the wind. Theyll be back on agriweapons and god knows what as soon as theyve paid the fine and sacrificed a few executives. Companies are bigger than governments.

Maybe. But thisll cost them in lost production. Put a crimp in their bottom line. Let them know the electorate isnt going to lie down without a struggle.

Theres times when I really understand eco-terrorists.

She paused. Me too, son. Me too.

Oh yes, I understand them all right. Was McEvoy trying to say he knew the gray areas in which she worked, that she had her deniable connections, and that it was okay by him? He wouldnt have been the first. In a way, it helped to have those rumors flying round. Thwart EnHaz, and youd find yourself dealing with people who worked well outside the law to express their disapproval of environmental tinkering. Governments had always made use of cheap, effective terrorism when it suited them. It certainly suited her.

Want a look round? McEvoy said.

Okay. Shan slipped on her uniform jacket and pulled on the boots that anyone could hear pounding down a corridor. She waited to follow McEvoy down the passage.

After you, he said.

No, you go ahead, said Shan. Clear a path for me, eh? Be the ice-breaker. She knew she looked like bad news. It was something you could learn to do. Her old sergeant had taught her twenty years ago to never step aside and never break eye contact, and it worked as well as it ever did. McEvoy swung through the hatch leading off to the containment area, and they were suddenly facing a small group of technicians in pale green lab suits.

The techs were leaning against the bulkheads or had their backsides perched on sills. A couple of them straightened up as she approached. They all looked her over, and she looked at them. They looked away first.

Its just weed control, said one. Were working on Chenopodium strains.

I havent cautioned you, so perhaps youd like to save it for the interview, Shan said. But its useful to know its Chenopodium, seeing as thats also a food staple in some areas, and your organization does have some track record in contaminating crop species.

Hey, Warrenders wiped out the opium poppy.

Yeah, and spelt, and non-GM millet. Like I saidI havent read you your rights yet. Save it for later.

She walked away, leaving a hard silence and then a hum of hushed voices behind her. The word unaltered filtered through. She was glad they could see that she was one of the few with plain old unaltered human genes. It would psych them out a little further, that hint of wildness and savagery. It was no more than her mothers Pagan distrust of any medical treatment involving gene therapy, but it had its propaganda uses. McEvoy brushed against her arm.

Well, that confirms the Foreign Office suspicions, he said. Maybe they are developing a crop killer for some tinpot government.

Could just as easily be our own. She found it harder than ever to ignore the closed hatchways flanking her while she walked. To McEvoy, they were probably still just closed doors. To her, there was always something behind them, something disturbing and brutal and sickening. She wondered if shed ever look at doors and see just openings again. There were always things behind them and once you saw what was there, you could never shut them again, not even with plenty of alcohol. They would always be as laden with sinister meaning for her as kitchen knives and cleaning fluids.

Bet youll miss all this, said McEvoy.

Shan shook her head. I want to be like other people. I want to look at ordinary things and not see all the pain that they can cause. I dont think Ill be able to miss it at all.

You could get a lot more pension contributions out of private security work, you know.

Im not interested in watching anyone elses arse any longer. Not even for a better pension.

Not the smallholding thing, Guv?

I kept saying Id get a life one day, and now Im going to do it before Im too old to bloody well enjoy it. She thought of her tomatoes. It was reassuring triviatrivia, the details other people didnt want you to look at, the clues, the building blocks, the very texture of life. But yes, she would miss the family of uniform. And getting by financially was a concern. Dont forget that, Rob. You think youve got all those years ahead of you but they get eaten up fast. And you with them.

She wanted to explain to him about all the corners she had cut and all the gray areas he would have to make black and white when he succeeded her, but her swiss chirped in her pocket and saved her from regret. She flipped it open and checked the message. Well, the Foreign Office has a team inbound. They could have said so before we embarked, couldnt they? I hate joint ops with civvies.

How long?

Eight hours.

It was typical of another department to do this without telling EnHaz. Shit, they probably set out at the same time as she did. She concentrated on the prospect of signing out of the service and made her way back to her cabin. As she walkedand it was a long walk following the central ring of the orbitalshe passed the occasional station worker who hadnt been confined to quarters. Sometimes they stared and sometimes they just looked away.

It was definitely time to pack it all in. Staying objective was getting to be a struggle these days. She shut the hatch and loaded her music library into the swiss before flopping onto the bunk the wrong way round so she could stare like an astonished child at the face of Mars.



There was a chirp from the swiss. She opened her eyes, closed them again, and then there was an insistent knock at the hatch. Bugger, she said. The clock read 2017. Shed slept far too long. When she opened the hatch, there were two men at the threshold. They werent company security muscle and they werent police, but they slotted into their plain suits like men who had no other existence beyond their jobs, no messy home lives, no other role as daddy or darling or son. If they turned round, she expected to see voids where their backs should have been. Youre early, she said. Are you taking over jurisdiction now?

One of the suitsvery young, thinning blond hairglanced over his shoulder; the older man blocked the hatchway. This is nothing to do with your investigation, Superintendent Frankland, he said. Foreign Minister Perault is here to see you.

Perault. Eugenie Perault was a politician she had never met, another familiar two-dimensional player from a newscast without a family or a back to her head. Maybe this was a job offer. I dont work for the Foreign Office, Shan said carefully.

This is a Key Task, said Blond Suit, somehow adding capitals to his pronunciation.

As of next month, I dont work for anyone anymore. Im retiring. Im going home.

The two men looked embarrassed. Whatever they were, they werent used to debate. Im sorry, Superintendent, but when a government minister travels this far to brief you, I really think you should hear her out.

Ah, McEvoy and his pranks. A retirement joke. Oh, okay. Funny. Can I go now?

Older Man ignored her politely. May we show her in?

Blond Suit stepped forward; Shan stiffened. He was a few inches shorter, and she was surprised that she had already sized him up for a fight. It had been a long time since shed had to do that sort of policing. His face was apologetic, bewildered. Something was half hidden in his hand, and it wasnt a gun. It was a sub-Q drug cartridge.

This isnt a joke, is it?

No, maam. He stepped back and Eugenie Perault appeared beside him as if she regularly dropped in unannounced on space stations.

Minister, Shan said. It was funny how the words came. The thoughts werent there at all. But she kept her eyes on the sub-Q. This isnt what I was expecting.

Perault, all clipped gray hair and unnaturally uncreased fatigues, stared up at her. I never leave a difficult briefing to others. She looked over her shoulder at the suits, a silent prompt to leave and close the hatch behind them. The two women stood facing each other.

Frankland, youre not going to like what I have to say, so Im saying it as briefly as I can. We need you toshall we say, supervise a sensitive mission.

Im released from duty next month, maam.

Weve had to override that.

You cant. I was conscripted, and my conscription has already been renewed for the maximum period. I should have been out ten years ago.

Im really sorry about that. But we can. Emergency powers.

Oh, terrific. Okay. How long is this going to take? I want to go home. I need to go home. A couple of months is

A hundred and fifty years. Thats how long the return journey to Cavanaghs Star will take.

Shan heard the words. But they served only to split her into two parts, one part retrieving information about Cavanaghs Star and intrigued by the invitation, the other part screaming no, no, no. It triggered a reaction in her over which she had no control. She heard her other self ask a sensible question while her core being shrieked how unfair it all was. Whats important about Cavanaghs Star?

Constantine colony, said Perault

Constantine was lost. Everyone knew that. It was history now. At least it wasnt taxpayers money.

It might have been lost, or it might not. A joint government and commercial reconnaissance mission is about to launch and I need a government representative there who isnt afraid of hard decisions.

So theyve found it?

We have better data now that suggest the planet is economically and environmentally viable for humans.

But have they found the colony?

Perault gave a little twitch of the mouth, a reluctant sad smile, and Blond Suit came into the cabin, this time with the sub-Q openly in his hand. Youve experienced a Suppressed Briefing before, Frankland? I know you Pagans tend not to like pharmaceuticals.

Shan stared at the sub-Q, and then at Blond Suits rapid blinking: well, at least shed rattled him. I have. Suppressed Briefings were expensive. The drug cost more to keep under lock and key as an exclusive government resource than it did to produce. Under its influence, she would understand what she was being told, and her compliance with the instructions would be voluntary, but she would not consciously recall what information shed been given until circumstances triggered its release. The one time she had worked under it before had been unpleasant, frustrating, like having a name on the tip of your tongue the whole time.

Shan didnt like her subconscious holding the reins. But the stuff did the job. She would have to trust it again, and reluctantly.

Its that serious, then?

Its important enough for you to be given extended pension rights.

How extended? When retirement meant sixty or more years, that mattered. Until I return?

Until you return. But you can make up your mind after youve heard what I have to say. Suppression doesnt remove your ability to refuse the mission, remember.

Shan did not believe in gift horses. She rolled up her sleeve and offered her arm to Blond Suit anyway. The sub-Q popped slightly against her skin and her ears began buzzing. She sat down.

Her swiss chirped: it was 2030.

The buzzing in her ears stopped. She looked up. The display on the wall said 2103, and Blond Suit was carefully wrapping two sub-Qs in foampak. Shed had the stopper, thenthe second phase of the drug that brought her into the conscious now, and sealed whatever had been said to her into the retrievable past.

Yes, maam, Shan said. Of course Ill go. It felt good and right. Whatever had been said, it had persuaded her, and thoroughly. When she tried to recall itand not trying to recall was like ignoring an itchit left her tasting worry, determination and a disturbing guilt.

You have a detachment of Royal Marines, Extreme Environment Warfare Cadre, as support. Perault held out a ten-centimeter wafer of data pack. Shan, numb but still functioning, automatically took it. The briefings in here are unclassified. The ship is the Thetis, and the civilians and EEWC have been embarked in chill-sleep, so Im afraid you wont have the chance to talk to them for another seventy-five years.

I havent got a clue how to command marines. I nick people. Thats about it.

I think your skills are a little more sophisticated than that. Anyway, youll have an FEU Navy officer as second in command.

And how are they going to feel about finding me in the luggage?

This is the best team of specialists weve been able to assemble. Nobody worries about whos wearing what cap badge these daysthey slot in where we need them. The regiments and companies and ships are just there for tribal bonding purposes.

Even so

Youll join them from here.

Shan sat down on the bunk, weighed down by unfathomable time scales. I cant go home first?

Cant risk that, Im afraid. We can take care of your home and finances. And theres no family to notify, is there?

No. Not anymore. Nobody I cant live without seeing again, anyway. Suddenly that thought seemed less pressing. Even getting out of EnHaz, even being temporarily robbed of her retirement garden, didnt feel so bad. Whatever had been in the Suppressed Briefing must have been extraordinarily stark.

Dont forget, Perault said. The priority is Constantine and its planet. Nothing else.

Shan looked into Peraults face and decided she was one of the few people she could not intimidate, and she couldnt work out why. She now knew Perault was not an ordinary politician, but the detail eluded her. She also knew why she had been given the task. And even though the reasons were still buried in pathways of her brain that were temporarily blocked, she believed them with a crushing emotional certainty located somewhere behind her sternum. It was an unpleasant sensation for a data-rational woman.

Good luck, Frankland. Perault reached out and squeezed her shoulder. Few people dared touch Shan but the gesture didnt feel intrusive this time, even though this was a stranger and a minister. Thank you. And thank you for Helen.

The hatch closed behind her and Shan sat back on the bunk again. Who was Helen? No, shed remember when it mattered. This time, she had no lurking suspicions that someone had lied to her or set her up, as she did the last time she had been suppressed. She felt focused and urgent.

Now shed have to make sure she had a last drink with Rob McEvoy before he returned to Earth. He would be the last friend she would ever see from her own time.

She checked her uniform in the mirror and prepared to step outside again, unable to get the name Helen out of her mind.
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Aliens are dull. Jellyfish. Bacteria. Fiction gave us such high expectations of what contact would really be like, and the reality isnt what we expected. We didnt expect them to be blobs we could only chat to in prime numbers and wait years for the answer. But now weve got the worst of both worldswe know were not alone, but the physics is so unforgiving that we might as well be. As for relationships with aliensweve had things that have evolved and gone extinct on this planet that are even more alien than the extraterrestrials weve encountered. And there are still things in the ocean, things we know about, that are truly alien and even intelligent. We put them in pet food.

GRAHAM WILEY, speaking on Science and You,

BBChan 5682,

April 30, 2299






Eddie Michallat didnt care for Graham Wiley. Wiley was a broadcasting Brahmin, a professor who had the prime science correspondent slot across thirty Web channels. He treated Eddie like a tabloid hack, because, Eddie believed, he didnt regard his Masters in anthropology as serious scientific credentials. It was rare they came this close physically in real life, but this was an important news conference. Everyone worth a byline in the journalistic community was there.

Tech came and tech went, and the dissemination of information and opinion could take place a hundred different ways, delivered straight to the brain and optic nerve of the audience in many cases. But a news conference required flesh-and-blood attendance, because only flesh could enjoy the food and wine laid on afterwards. Eddie was glad there was some respect left for tradition.

I put in for the docco assignment theyre advertising on the Ariel staffnet, he said, by way of a throwaway remark to Wiley. To Cavanaghs Star.

Wiley, affecting professorial tweeds today, gave him a sympathetic look all the way down his nose. Well, someone had to.

Could be some extraordinary stuff at the end of that.

Could be 150 years out of circulation for nothing, too.

Okay, what if the planets around Cavanaghs Star really are habitable long-term? What if the colony made it after all? Id say thats one great story.

Wiley, gazing up and down the rows of hotel seating in the conference room, said nothing and stayed saying nothing for an irritatingly long time. To a journalist it was the equivalent of a gunslingers standoff, and Eddies metaphorical hand hovered over his verbal gun. Suddenly he didnt care anymore and filled in the silence the ex- professor had dug hole-deep before him.

Whatever you say, Im still interested, he said. I still think its the most important mission in the history of the space program. The network wouldnt be contributing so much to the cost if it werent. Im going.

Wiley blew out a long silent breath through pursed lips. Its living death, he said. Living death. Now, wheres that bloody lunch? He looked round impatiently for signs of the caterers moving in with trolleys of delights. You dont know what audience youll have in twenty-five years when the signal starts reaching Earth. Or even which network. All you need is yet another damn planet being detected after youve left and youve wasted your time.

I thought youd express some concern about my leaving my nearest and dearest.

I didnt think you had any.

You bastard. I dont. The missions restricted to singlestatus personnel.

Well, then, Im sure itll be time well spent for you.

It was a very tedious news conference after that. Eddie left before the buffet lunch was served.

He found himself getting angry only when he was halfway through his supper in his favorite restaurant. He hated that habit. He suspected the internal replay of he said, I said that was running before his unfocused eyes while he ate was evident to other diners. Perhaps he was even moving his lips. He snatched the wineglass up to his mouth just to make sure he wasnt talking out loud.

Smug little shit, Wiley. He might have been making his money in punditry, dismissing exploration, but he might still be around in twenty-five years when Eddie filed his first reports, and that would show him. This was real drama. There were lost tribes and big business and a new Earth. All right, it was roughly the 67,450th planet detected, but the people factor was immense. It was absolutely logical that he should go, and observe, and report, even if nobody ever got to hear his words. He couldnt believe that instinct wasnt hardwired into everyone somewhere.

After all, facing the unknown hadnt ever deterred the first explorers, had it? How was he different from the Vikings setting off across the uncharted Atlantic, worried about getting close to the edge of the world? On the other hand, perhaps he already knew too much, perhaps more than the sailors of the past had ever created in their imaginations. He knew that even if his journey took months or years, the world left behind him would be aging far faster. Living death, as Wiley had said.

Eddie suddenly found swallowing was hard work. He had always thought phrases like chill of fear and cold anxiety were clichs, and not ones he would lower himself professionally to use, but that was precisely what went through him at that pointcold. He reassured himself it was the by-product of epinephrine. It was just his body pumping out hormones to prepare him to deal successfully with a stressor. That was all it was, blind physiology, not prophecy, not premonition, not at all. He repeated it to himself over and over.

And he was still cold. But he was still going.
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One day as Honi the Circle-Drawer was walking along the road, he saw a man planting a carob tree. Honi asked him, How long will it take this tree to bear fruit? The man replied, Seventy years. Honi asked, Do you expect to live another seventy years to eat its fruit? The man replied, I did not find the world without carob trees when I entered it; as my forebears planted for me, so I am planting for those who come after me.

Talmud Taanit 23a






First snows, 2374.

It was a hard walk back to Constantine for humans. Aras was mindful of their little legs and their poor stamina, and kept pausing to allow Josh to keep up. The snow grabbed at them and hid obstacles. But it had a clean silence about it, and it reminded Aras of home, the plain of Baral in Wessej, which he hadnt seen in a long time.

Youre sure theyre coming? Josh asked. He puffed little clouds before him. Youre sure its a human ship?

Yes. Its not isenj, its not ours, and the markings resemble yours.

We dont want them here.

We havent made contact yet. At their speed, theyll pass here next season. Theres time to discuss this.

For you, maybe.

I could prevent it landing.

No, no more killing.

My duty is to maintain the balance here. You know I will, if I have to. Aras felt it was well to remind Josh that however much he regretted his own military past, no amount of exposure to human morality would prevent him doing his duty again. The past was not the present. It was foolish to forget history; but remembering would not change what needed to be done, only how he would feel about it.

Josh reeked of agitated embarrassment. Aras wondered if he did, after all, regard him as a monster for eradicating the isenj from the planet, even though Josh said he understood those had been difficult times. It was as if every mention of the massacrecenturies past, in local reckoning as well as in human yearscaused him pain. Aras had moved beyond that. Joshs ancestor had forgiven him; forgiveness had been the first human concept he truly understood, even before his body started assimilating human genes and their attendant behavior. He could not change the past; he could only regret it and strive to change the future. That was forgiveness, he thought.

Josh looked up. If he could see anything, the incoming ship would be only an abnormally bright star. Perhaps we could avoid them, he said, a childs frightened hope breaking through his usually steady voice.

Theyre on a direct course. Theyre coming here, and its likely they will land unless I prevent them. If theyre coming, theyre coming to see you. Dont you want to see your own kind again?

Josh paused and bent over, hands braced on knees, panting. Aras waited for him to recover his breath. He straightened up.

We had little in common with them when my people left, he said. And how much will we have in common after all these years? Even less. You probably know that.

Aras thought briefly of the colonys archives. Yes, he knew what the seculars were like. He also knew what the God-worshipers of all kinds were like, too, and most of them were no better, indistinguishable except for their funny little rituals. Josh and his people at least tried to be different.

No, I dont think this other human society is compatible with yours, Aras said. But this isnt society. Its just a ship. A few people.

They waded on in silence. Eventually the snow became more shallow, and Aras felt level ground beneath it, and knew they were nearly at the compound.

Josh was silent. Aras could not tell whether he was out of breath or in the grip of anxiety, because the stinging aroma of the mans eucalyptus oil salve overwhelmed his sense of smell. They crunched above the main street, passing over knee-high roofs clear of snow from which glowed the faint warm light of homes. Over the decades Aras had always wondered what truly went on in the buried village when he wasnt there. He had visited humans but he suspected, knew, that they switched into another state when he entered the room, and that he would never see them behaving naturally. They urged their children to behave and offered him their finest foods when what he really wanted was to wander in, barely acknowledged, and merge in with the family.

But he was two meters tall, inhuman and clawed. And every generation took their time getting used to him.

Humans were the only family he would ever know now. He would accept whatever degree of belonging they could offer him. Wesshar society had no place for a male who could not be allowed to mate.

Ill call the other council members and well meet in the church, Josh said. This isnt a decision I can make alone. Youll attend, wont you?

Yes, Aras said. If thats what you want.

Sometimes I feel we run to you like children each time theres a problem.

I have nothing more urgent, Aras said. He meant it literally: the welfare of this colony, the balance of this world, were his calling. But Josh smiled, as if hed cracked a joke.

Well find a solution, Josh said.

GOVERNMENT WORK IS GODS WORK

Underground, deep in the heart of Constantine, Aras glanced at the inscription set in the wall of St Francis Church. It was his most vivid memory of the coming of humans, and it had taken him years to begin to grasp its meaning. The saying had originally been the boast of European colonial invaders subduing what seemed to them a less advanced culture. Now it was the earnest wish of a band of idealists struggling to survive so far from home that few of them could even write down the distance in their notation.

Using power intelligently did indeed require a superior being. He had to admit that. The councilmainly male, which still baffled Arassettled round a table near the altar and looked up at him as if they expected a momentous statement. They were afraid: he could smell, see and hear it. They fidgeted. They gave off pungent acid scents as they shifted position. All their muscles, from shoulders to throat, were tense, forcing their voices a little higher.

They are coming here, right? said Martin Tyndale.

Oh yes. Its a ship with cargo space and little armament. For Aras, a trifle; for them, a potential disaster. You have little to fear.

How do you know that?

The monitor took readings through the hull. There are few people on board, and theyre not conscious. I would say theyre either intending to stop en route to another planet, where they have items to collect, or theyre planning to collect something here to fill those cargo spaces. Its hard to tell when theres no voice traffic.

Martin didnt look reassured. Perhaps they think we need rescuing. We should never have sent the message.

We havent asked for help, Josh said. Weve refused all attempts at contact. Im afraid theyve probably come to collect material with a view to exploiting the planet.

Then Ill turn them back. Aras knew the rest of the colonists sensitivities well enough to avoid explaining how. It was a subject they didnt discuss. There are questions you should ask yourselves. What could they do to you if they were allowed to land? They could infect you with pathogens. They could introduce a way of life you dont like. They could try to exploit the planet, and even encourage others to try to come here. You know I wont allow that. So we will deal with it accordingly.

Josh appeared reassured. Then we evaluate their mission and take it from there.

Thats sensible. It gives us an opportunity to see if they are an isolated group or the vanguard of something more serious. And we need to know what they are capable of doing.

Aras wondered sometimes why the humans bothered to gather a group to make decisions, because when matters were serious, they looked to him, and they never put it to the vote. Maybe, when he wasnt there, they dissented among themselves and had to count heads to reach a decision. But whenever he made a suggestion, it became the only course of action.

He wondered how they would have reacted if he had told them the safest option was to destroy the sleeping ship before it reached them. He looked round at their faces. They were all worry and fear, andhe sniffed discreetlya little excitement.

If Im wrong, Aras said, slowly, and they offer violencewill you fight?

The waft of urgency began to take on a stronger, denser scent. Well defend ourselves and our work, said Luke Guillot. And if that means fighting, yes.

Josh was nodding. Were prepared for any test God sends.

Aras had lived among humans for six generations, and he still found some of their ethics inconsistent. If you were prepared to kill, then why not kill when you not only had an advantage, but your target would know nothing about it? What was the point in letting the situation develop into far more messy conflict? Why was it more honorable to look your victim in the face?

It was no trouble to him, either way. He decided to let them have their way. Besides, he was anxious to see how the other species of human, the Godless, shaped up. It was intelligence worth gathering.
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Who knew how long the bezeri had been trying to signal to us? We saw the lights, but we failed to understand. And then we saw the bodies and the podships drying on the beaches when the bezeri volunteers died to get our attention. We had no plans to stay on their world, but we spent years trying to chart their language of lights. And then the isenj came, and bred, and we finally understood the bezeri when they said: Help us.

SIYYAS BUR,

Historian Matriarch






The matriarch Mestin might have had authority to make decisions for her clan stationed here on Bezerej, but Aras needed approval from a wider group of isanve to justify what he had planned. He didnt like using the long-range link. It attracted the isenjs attention, which concerned him even though their reactions and furies were less than nothing to him now.

He had time to travel back to Wessej before the human ship was in range. Perhaps these were things that needed to be conducted face-to-face. But that meant exposing himself to the curiosity of normal wesshar, and right now that was something he didnt feel inclined to do. It was hard to be different, to be a genuine alien among your own kind. He settled for the long-range communications net and asked for an audience with the isanve, the matriarch of Fnar, whose opinions on off-world policy seemed to carry most weight across Wessej.

I believe we should let the humans land, or at least some of them, he said to the void in the cockpit of his grounded craft. The vessel seldom flew, but he preferred to live in it or in Constantine rather than in the Temporary City. There arent very many and they arent well armed, as far as the drones can tell. We need as much intelligence as we can gather to prepare us for future incursions.

That seems reasonable. Mestins cousin-by-mating, Fersanye, had her clans genetic pragmatism as well as its feral looks. I find it surprising that humans share so little in motivation.

Perhaps its because they dont mix their bloodlines as much as we do. Either way, the species of human thats coming is as much of a potential threat as the isenj, and even if this mission fails, Joshua believes more will come in the future.

What are our options?

To get to know them and then decide if theyre potential allies.

If they have long-range military ambitions, well be stretched very thin handling enemies on two fronts.

Perhaps. Let me meet them and see.

We were lucky with the first humans. We might be lucky again. Fersanyes tone indicated she thought it was a genuine possibility. I still think we might have made a mistake in letting the colony send a transmission.

Not the first mistake Ive made, I expect. Sarcasm was another human habit Aras had picked up, and it still went unnoticed by the average literal wesshar. Fersanye nodded as if she were accepting an apology. But if the colony had been allowed to die, how many innocent species would have died in their cryo stores?

You made the best decision you could at the time, Fersanye said. You always have. Now is a different time. Let us learn.

Aras closed the link. Fersanye would never have thought he needed forgiveness for killing isenj civilians. She was wesshar, unburdened by rules of engagement, by the differences between legitimate targets and civilians, by fear of causing offense. He had been wesshar once, too. These days he wondered what he was.

He thought of his first human friend, Benjamin Garrod, Joshuas great-great-great-grandfather, dead for more than a hundred years and as freshly mourned and vividly remembered as if he had passed into earth yesterday. Benjamin understood what it was to have pain trapped in your head.

And yet Aras now couldnt recall the face of his own isan. It was bad not to remember your wife.

But, as Benjamin had told him, not even a wesshar could be expected to remember things that had happened when the year on Earth was A.D. 1880.


Something went clack against the hull.

Commander Lindsay Neville glanced up. Apart from that clack, the ships cramped cockpit was showing normal on every panel.

Micrometeor impact, Boss? Sergeant Adrian Bennett had logged more flight time than Lindsay had, and she wanted him to be right. Shouldnt be.

Might be. Lindsay checked the hull status panel again. No, nothing. Ill run more checks. Could be contraction noises.

Their target planet, Cavanaghs Star II, was a couple of days away now, and it had a large moon orbiting it. The forward video feed had shown two small pale disks, and when Thetiss centrifuge turned the right way, you could actually see them from the viewing port. It seemed much more real to watch it with the naked eye, and both worlds had now resolved into a mass of blue, white and green swirls.

For a moment Lindsay wondered if the revive program had malfunctioned and they were just weeks out from Earth, beginning the gradual acceleration that would take them twenty-five light-years. The clack might have been a boarding crew, coming inboard to check them out. But it was not Earth. There were two planets, and their polar ice caps were substantial. She watched for a while and realized Bennett was standinghangingbehind her in zero gee.

Looks reassuring, he said. There was a flurry of light and sighing noises as streams of telemetry came in from the main planet. The AI was gathering spectrometry and highresolution images at a frantic rate, and instantly beaming back the raw data. In a couple of decades, others would be marveling at those pictures on the news, unless something more fascinating had cropped up in the meantime.

Well, I dont think Ill be needing my piloting skills, Lindsay said, and folded her arms across her chest to stop them floating. Not that wed have a prayer if this crate ever needed to be flown manually.

All it has to do is to get into orbit and stay there.

Yeah.

Bennett looked thoughtful. He appeared to be the standard issue concrete-reliable Royal Marine sergeant, except for the times he gave her those dubious looks. She was luckyshe had a whole detachment of booties, as the navy called them, the best specialist troops she could want. She could easily have been lumbered with a ragbag of army and air force personnel. They said cap badges were just for comfort, a sop to identity in a vast anonymous European defense force of core skills and interchangeable parts. But as far as she was concerned, booties werent interchangeable at all.

Its the name, isnt it, Boss? Bennett said.

What about it?

Thetis. You know. Historically speaking.

Im no historian.

Thetis was a submarine.

Im not going to enjoy this story, am I? Go on.

Thetis sank with nearly all hands and the dockyard civilians on board within sight of land, all because a test drain had been blocked by a fresh coat of paint.

Thank you for enlightening me, Bennett.

No trouble, Boss.

Lindsay didnt believe in bad joss and all that superstitious bullshit. Bad joss, bad luck, meant bad planning and poor attention to detail, as the original Thetis had proven. Behind every disaster there was a string of false assumptions and checks not made. Lindsay Neville could plan bad joss out of her life, and if anyone called her boringwell, that was just fine.

Drill keeps you alive.

She couldnt plan for the civilian scientists she had in the freezer, though, because she hadnt even met them in an ambulant state. That bothered her. And she certainly hadnt planned to wake up and find her command had been usurped by a bloody civvie, and a copper at that. Shan Franklands file in the AIs database had been less than informative. But the words Special Branch and EnHaz were enough to worry her. That was several lines before she got to the part where she was ordered to offer full support and cooperation to any instruction that Frankland issued when revived on establishing orbit. The FEU had hijacked her ship. She couldnt even thaw the payload or the rest of the marines until bloody Superintendent Franklandconfidentially briefed Superintendent Franklandgave the order.

Had any feelings about this deployment, Ade? she asked. Youve clocked more spacetime than me.

Bennett chewed his inner lip as if calculating. Ive never had a payload of civvies embarked, if thats what you mean. But this lot are trained, arent they? I mean, theyve worked extreme environments. Theyre not tourists.

And Frankland?

Bennett shrugged. None of my business, Boss.

It was time to refresh her knowledge of the civilians. She pulled down a container of coffee and swung for the hatch. Ought to try to memorize names and faces before they wake up, she said. They all look the same in chill. I suppose I could call them all Doc.

She curled up against a bulkhead, feeling awkward. Onboard carriers, she had always had a cabin to retreat to, but Thetis was designed simply to store unconscious people in transit. There were no cabins or wardrooms or stewards, and the only privacy was the flimsy bathroom where anyone could hear what was going on. Slurping hard on the coffee, she stared at the eight faces that appeared and changed on the smartpaper hanging in front of her.

Hugelphysician. Rayatpharmacologist. Mesevybotanist. She shut her eyes and repeated the names.

Do we need to remember what they do? asked Bennett.

Seems rude not to.

They all have different specialities.

Thats to avoid fistfights, apparently. The techs told me you dont know a thing about rivalry until youve seen blokes in white coats going at it. But some of them work for rival corporations, and theyre all on some incentive bonus or other, so they might slug it out. She shut her eyes again, and felt oddly disoriented. She thought shed got over that sensation. Champciauxgeologist. Galvinxenozoologist. Parekhbiologist

Marine biologist.

Thank you. Parettixenomicrobiologist. Youve already done this, havent you?

I loaded it into my panel, Boss. Bennett held out his open palm, shimmering with color and text. The living display warped and flexed with the contours of his hand: the graphics werent perfect because the bioscreen panel was designed for larger areas of flesh. Just until we get to know each other.

I might have to resort to that. But it was bad enough taking a shower and finding a shifting display under the soapsuds without seeing a strangers face as well. Lindsay carried on staring at the smartpaper and repeating the mantra of names.

Michallat, she said. Journalist. Anthropologist. What use is he going to be?

You can never have too many anthropologists, Boss. Handy for ballast.

She knew what the problem would be: boredom. The payload would be off doing what they did best and she would have six spring-coiled booties looking for something to keep them occupied. There werent going to be any colonists alive down there. She concentrated on revising those parts of the mission that involved looking for debris from the landing. There would be useful survival data from that for future missions, and it was going to make her an extraterrestrial specialist. It was going to fast-track her career better than a dozen small ship commands. It was worth it.

But she slept badly that watch. There was no need for them to operate a watch system, because the AI could maneuver into orbit without their input, but they did it out of a need to wrap themselves in that familiar comfort of routine. Bennett woke her, looking more relaxed than usual.

Just established orbit, Boss. Thought youd like to see it. Shall we

A red flash caught her peripheral vision at exactly the same time as the insistent pip-pip-pip of an alarm broke the hum and chatter of the AI. Bennett frowned and Lindsay swung into position at the console.

Last time I heard that sound I had missiles locked on me, she said. They had been exercise missiles, but it still rattled her. Thats got to be a malfunction.

Bennett tapped the console. There was a five-centimeter display almost lost in the rest of the telemetry panels, and it was pulsing red. The AI interface was set to text, and words began pouring like torrential rain down the main head-up display in front of the pilots seat.

INTERFERENCE IN NAVIGATION LASER.

INTERFERENCE IN NAVIGATION LASER.

What the hells causing that?

No idea, Boss. Bennett tapped reset panels and overrides. No idea at all.

The litany changed abruptly. NAVIGATION LASER DISABLED. BACKUP DISABLED. And the lights around them went out. This was a rotten time for a systems failure. For a second they hung in the blackness, not breathing, and then the lights came on again and with them a dozen different alarms clamoring to tell of system failures.

What have we got, Ade?

Bennett confirmed her fears. Life-support and cryo. Nothing else.

Are we just lucky or have we been shut down deliberately?

Oh, God. Look at that.

The sensors that swept for EM frequencies were alive, not with the usual crackling of distant stars but with a clear pulse. Bennett was now leaning over the display with a fixed expression that made Lindsay think he was panicking. Marines didnt panic. She elbowed him out of the way, and realized why he was transfixed.

Were being targeted, she said. The screen confirmed it; something was delivering EM pulses to key systems and crippling them. She switched to her headset to give her a view of the whole ship in 3D, and saw red pulsing lights covering the whole aft section of Thetis.

In a normal combat situation she would have had firing solutions. She would have had a good idea of the weapons ranged against her. A hundred exercises and a thousand drills had taught her that. But this was an unarmed survey ship, and no Thursday war had ever prepared her for an apparent assault from an enemy she could neither see nor even imagine. Unless the colonists had survived and taken Onward Christian Soldiers to a new level of understanding, she was dealing with an alien force.

It didnt even bear thinking about. But she did.

Show me the point of origin, she said to the AI.

UNABLE TO LOCATE POINT OF ORIGIN.

Theres nothing out there, said Bennett. But if they had wanted to shoot, theyd have done it by now, wouldnt they? They wouldnt just rattle our bars. Not if they were serious.

He had a point. It didnt stop her mouth going dry, or the sweat prickling on her back, though; and in zero gee, sweat just stayed where it formed. Maybe theyre just pinging us, she suggested. Testing us out.

And maybe not. Three sides of the faceted panel that wrapped around the two pilot seats were now black and dead. Only life-support and cryo panels showed activity.

Bennett, have we been hit at all?

Not as far as I can tell. No hull breach. Wed feel it. Shit, wed see it.

Lindsay was crammed in a cockpit with one other person, in space, with no visible enemy and no tangible damage and yet there was every sign that her ship was under attack. She had nothing to indicate the Thetis warranted evacuationto where, anyway?and no way of returning fire. She couldnt even make a run for it.

Sheer impotence made them both lower themselves into their seats. Thetis was dead in the water, if there had been any water, and Lindsay checked the systems again, pressing the panels. How long before their orbit decayed?

Bugger, she said. We cant even land this thing. She turned to the AI. Revival and evacuation time please. There was a ticker-ticker noise but no response from the AI. Damn: a manual job. She activated her bioscreen and began calculating to see if she had time to revive the payload and the rest of the detachment and get them into the shuttles before Thetis hit the atmosphere. The figures didnt look good.

What if it is just a malfunction? she said. Maybe theres no external threat. She tapped the AI controls and waited. It took a second or two more than she expected, a very long time in her book just then. Its test-and-repair programs must have been working flat out. Can you confirm malfunction?

NO SOURCE IDENTIFIED, it said again.

Its screwed, said Bennett.

Okay. There was nothing she could do: the AI was trying to restore power, and there was no damage that any emergency team could tackle, no hull damage to seal or fires to extinguish. Time to revive Superintendent Frankland, I think.

If were seriously in the dwang, Boss, an extra pair of functioning lungs might be just what we dont need.

Well, Im fresh out of ideas, and shes in command. Orders say wake her up on establishing orbit.

Wouldnt the AI know what was in her confidential briefing? asked Bennett.

You watch too many movies, she said.

On the way through to the cryo tubes, nausea gripped her and she grabbed a bag from her pocket to throw up. Odd: fear had never had that effect on her before.


Something went thwapp on the bulkhead. It was like the clack the day before.

Shan Frankland, still disoriented from chill-sleep, passed her swiss from hand to hand, deriving some comfort from fidgeting. Thats something attaching itself to the hull.

What do you base that on? Lindsay asked.

Because it sounds like it, Shan said. She regretted her waspishness but felt an apology was out of order right then. Something started tugging at the back of her mind. It was just a hint, a fleeting moment of feeling like an obscure memory. She tried to grab it as it dissolved, but it was gone
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