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I have no proof of you at all. But I have to believe you are out there anyway. Be that one. Please. Be the one we could not be. — Aila Ren, the last line of the Zagros wall
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PROLOGUE

The Long Cold



There is a room that has been dark for four thousand years, and it is not empty.

It sits inside a body of iron and stone that no one on Earth has ever bothered to name, one grey irregular thing among a hundred thousand grey irregular things, tumbling in a slow lazy roll with the sun a hard white nail-head far away. Nothing about it invites a second look. That was the point. The people who hollowed it out were engineers before they were anything else, and the first rule of the engineers of that age was that survival looks boring or it does not look like anything at all.

Once it had a name and a number. It had been the seventh of nine, and it had left a dying world with eighty thousand people asleep in its belly, and somewhere in the fourteenth month of the crossing it had gone out of the fleet’s reckoning between one watch and the next — silent, no distress, no wreck, nothing. The other arks had grieved it and gone on, because grieving was all that could be done at that distance, and the histories such as they were had recorded it among the three that died in the dark.

It had not died in the dark. It had done something worse, which was to arrive.

It had arrived crippled, eleven years late, with its drive gone and its shielding scoured and sixty-nine thousand of its sleepers dead in their cradles, into a system where six of its sisters had already come down burning into six river valleys and been swallowed by a young world’s mythology. It could not make planetfall. It could not signal without telling every landing party that a ruined ship full of desperate people was hanging over their heads, and the charter of the exodus had a great deal to say about what desperate people do to gentle colonies. So it did the last thing in the contingency book, the page nobody had ever expected to reach: it found a rock, and burrowed into it, and put everyone still living down into the cold, and waited for the signal that would tell it the world below had grown up.

Four thousand one hundred and twelve people are lying down inside it.

They are not dead. This is a distinction the machinery has been making, continuously and without opinion, for longer than any language now spoken on Earth has existed. Each of them lies in a cradle of woven ceramic, cooled to a temperature at which the chemistry of a body becomes a rumour of itself, and once every eleven days a current runs through the cradle and the machinery asks a question and receives, from somewhere under the frost, an answer. The answer is a single number. The number has been drifting for a long time now, but it is still an answer, and so the machinery goes on.

Below the sleepers, in a shaft cut down the long axis of the rock, something turns.

It has turned since before the pyramids. It is a pump — the sixth of nine, in a cooling loop that carries heat away from a coal of the same patient fire that six other arks buried or enthroned or lost, a slow warm heart the size of a wagon that has never once run above a quarter of what it could do. Nine pumps for a job that needs four. The engineers of that age did not believe in luck.

The bearing in the sixth pump has been wearing for two thousand years. Not quickly. The wear is measured in a fraction of a hair’s width per century, which is to say it is not wear at all by any standard a living thing would use. But the loop has no living things in it, and it has all the time in the world, and time is the only tool that never gets tired.

In what would be, on Earth, an evening in a spring that no one there would remember afterwards, the bearing in the sixth pump reaches the end of its tolerance and seizes.

The loop notices. It is built to notice. Valves close, and the seventh pump comes up to speed, and the flow steadies, and eleven days later the machinery asks its question of four thousand one hundred and twelve frozen bodies and gets four thousand one hundred and twelve answers, and nothing has changed except that there are now two pumps in reserve instead of three, and the number that describes how long this can go on, which no one is watching, has become smaller.

Above the sleepers, at the top of the shaft, there is an antenna.

It is not aimed at the sky in general. It is aimed at one blue point of light, and it has been aimed at that point for four thousand years, correcting itself, patiently, the way a face turns toward a door. It is listening for one thing. Not a voice. Not a plea. Not a rescue. A pattern — five parts, arriving at once, from five places, exactly as the charter of the exodus had specified before a single ark left the ground, in the last century when the people of Aruun were still capable of agreeing about anything.

It has never heard them.





PART ONE

THE LOCK






CHAPTER 1

Eleven Years Late



The first person aboard the seventh ark to understand that they had arrived was not the navigator.

The navigator had been dead for nine months.

It was Sela Anu who understood, because the medical deck had begun to warm without being told. One by one the emergency lamps came up along the ceiling, weak amber beads in a corridor rimed with ice, and the revival board displayed a line she had never seen outside a simulation:

DESTINATION ENVELOPE ACQUIRED. PLANETFALL UNAVAILABLE.

She read it three times while the blood returned to her fingers like fire.

The cradle had raised her badly. She vomited into the recovery basin, missed, and stayed on her hands and knees until the floor stopped trying to turn over. Across the compartment two other lids stood open. One held a man who had died so long ago that frost had grown over his face in layers. The other was empty because the last medical watch had used it for parts.

Sela found a thermal sheet, wrapped it around herself, and went to wake the shipmaster.

There were supposed to be twelve people in the arrival watch. The machinery produced seven. Of those, one never spoke and another died before the end of the first day. That left five people to receive a world.

The observation blister showed them a blue planet with a white moon and six landing scars burning in the archive as completed descents. Six sisters had reached the ground. Three ships were listed as lost. The seventh ark was listed among them.

Shipmaster Eren Vey stood with one hand against the glass and the other gripping the rail. He had been fifty-six when he lay down. Revival had made him look eighty.

“How late?” he asked.

The acting navigator was a propulsion apprentice named Ko Dar, twenty-four years old and still wearing the numbered cloth from his cradle. He worked the stellar drift twice before answering.

“Eleven years and eighty-one days beyond the last fleet estimate.”

Nobody said what the number meant. They all knew. Eleven years was long enough for the ground colonies to become settlements, for settlements to become borders, and for borders to become reasons.

“Can we descend?” Sela asked.

Ko Dar laughed once. It was not amusement. “We have no drive.”

The ark had crossed the last fifth of the distance by falling. Its primary engine had opened itself to keep the shielding alive during the radiation storm, and the secondary had burned until there was no secondary left. They had attitude control, half a reactor, and a vessel whose heat shield had been sanded thin by dust moving faster than any bullet.

“Can we signal?”

“Yes.”

That was worse.

They spent nine hours gathering enough truth to be frightened properly.

The ship had left Aruun with eighty thousand people in cold suspension. Sixty-nine thousand had died during the crossing, most in the storm, when three galleries lost cooling and the medical system made the decision no physician had been awake to make. Eleven thousand and some hundreds had reached the new sun with viable readings.

Viable was not the same as savable.

The damaged ark could not keep all of them cold. It could not wake all of them. It could not feed even a quarter of them for the time required to improvise a landing. The ship’s contingency book contained an answer, because the people who wrote contingency books had forced themselves to imagine the rooms everyone else refused to enter.

Find a body of stone. Hide. Build a refuge. Reduce the waking population by triage and consent to the number the refuge can sustain. Wait for charter parity from the colonies below.

At the bottom of the page, in a different hand, someone had added:

There is no ethical form of this instruction. Carry it out ethically.

For nine days the seventh spoke to the basin colony, the only landing whose carrier they could still reach. The messages took minutes each way and arrived scarred with static. The people below were already hungry. Their first two harvests had failed. They had no launch vehicle, no spare reactor, no means of reaching orbit, and seven hundred and forty mouths of their own.

They offered ground anyway.

That was what Shipmaster Vey could not accept.

“If we come down,” he said, “we do not join them. We replace them.”

They were in the command well, five revived people sitting around a dead console while the blue world turned beneath them. Sela had spent the day inside the sleep galleries. She had examined forty cradles and found twenty-three people who might survive revival, eleven who would almost certainly die during it, and six whose bodies were alive only by the very exact generosity of a machine.

“If we stay,” she said, “we choose who gets four thousand years.”

“If we descend, we choose who gets tomorrow.”

“They invited us.”

“Hungry people invite rescue. They do not understand that rescue has eleven thousand passengers and no engine.”

The argument lasted two days. It was the last argument aboard the seventh in which everybody still believed there was a clean side available.

On the third day they found the asteroid.

It was an iron-dark body on an orbit that would carry it close enough for the ark’s remaining thrusters, a place no telescope from the surface would distinguish from the countless other pieces of unfinished world around it. The ship could not land on it. It could strike it gently, anchor, cut, and become part of it.

The refuge took twenty-seven months.

They woke engineers in batches and put them back down when the work was finished, if there was cooling enough to receive them. They dismantled the ark from the inside outward. Corridors became pressure pipe. Two landing boats became boring heads. Three sleep galleries became radiation shielding. People who had crossed the dark to stand beneath an open sky spent the remainder of their waking lives cutting rooms into a rock they would never leave.

Some refused the cold.

Some were too damaged for it.

Some gave up their places to children, partners, strangers, or nobody they would name. There were fights. There were forged medical scores. There was one murder and one physician who changed eighty-two numbers before walking into an unpressurised compartment, and Sela Anu, who had trained to heal whoever was in front of her, learned to make a list that killed people by placing their names one line too low.

When the refuge was sealed, four thousand one hundred and twelve cradles remained.

Shipmaster Vey was not in one of them.

He stood in the observation blister on the last day with Sela and watched the blue point they had crossed the dark to reach. He had developed a tremor in his left hand. He kept it in his pocket.

“The hold was rated at five thousand years,” he said.

“Before the storm.”

“Before everything.” He looked at the point of light. “If the colonies ask for a number, tell them four thousand two hundred. It is the honest number.”

“And if they turn it into a deadline?”

“Ask them not to write it down.”

Sela nearly smiled. “You have met people.”

“I have commanded them.”

He gave her the master key, which no longer opened anything that mattered, and went down to the reactor watch. Someone had to remain awake for the final transfer. Someone had to close the refuge from outside its own life.

The last message from the basin came while Sela was preparing her cradle.

WE CANNOT SEND THE PATTERN. WE HAVE ONE PART. WE ARE SORRY.

Shipmaster Vey answered:

DO NOT SPEND YOUR PART ON US. LIVE LONG ENOUGH TO LEAVE THE CHOICE.

Then he shut down the carrier, because a refuge that could be heard could be found, and a ship full of sleeping people was not a colony. It was a prize.

Sela lay down with the blue point still on the inside of her eyes.

“How long?” she asked the machinery.

The machinery could not answer a question about politics, mercy, or the courage of people not yet born. It gave her the only answer it had.

HOLD ESTIMATE: FOUR THOUSAND TWO HUNDRED YEARS, CONFIDENCE LOW.

“Wake us when five hands turn.”

The lid came down.

Above her, pumps began their patient work. In the shaft, the antenna corrected itself toward Earth. And in a compartment that would be dismantled before the last watch ended, Eren Vey listened once to the silence where six sisters had been and chose not to fill it.






CHAPTER 2

The Fourteenth Room



The fourteenth time Dr. Mara Eddai testified about the second broadcast, the room they gave her had no windows.

She noticed it the way she noticed everything now, which was carefully and without saying anything. The first rooms had been beautiful. Glass and lake light and a table like a runway, and people in good suits who leaned forward when she spoke. The first four months went like that, while the archive was still detonating through the world’s institutions and everyone wanted to be photographed near the woman who had opened it. Then the rooms had begun to shrink and to move downward in the building, and the leaning forward had stopped.

This one was in the basement of an annex, and it had grey carpet, and a water jug that sweated, and a dozen people, of whom three were lawyers for Meridian Resources and two were interpreters and one was a young woman whose entire function appeared to be turning a page every four minutes.

“Doctor Eddai.” The chair of the Special Committee was a courteous Belgian named Vercruysse who had asked her the same question in three different shapes over two days and would, she was certain, find a fourth. “I want to return to the moment of transmission.”

“All right.”

“You have said that the core initiated the broadcast.”

“I’ve said that I asked it to speak and it spoke where everyone could hear. That’s not the same sentence, and you keep writing it down as if it were.”

Vercruysse did not react. He had the patience of a man who had been chairing things since before she was born. “The distinction matters to you.”

“The distinction is the only thing that matters. If the core initiated it, then it’s a machine that did something, and machines that do things belong to whoever owns the ground they’re standing on. If I asked it and it answered, then it’s a witness. You can’t own a witness. You can only fail to protect one.”

Down the table, one of the Meridian lawyers wrote a single word on a legal pad. She had learned to watch for that. Fourteen rooms had taught her that the lawyers wrote almost nothing, and what they wrote was always the thing that came back.

“Let us speak plainly, then,” Vercruysse said. “There is a body of opinion — and I say this without endorsing it — that on the ninth of February you were present, unlawfully, at a site under sovereign jurisdiction, that you initiated an irreversible act upon an artefact of incalculable value without authority from any state or institution, and that in doing so you released into the public domain a body of material whose consequences no one is able to measure. Some members of this committee use the word theft. Rather more of them use the word arson.”

“And what do you use?”

“I use event,” Vercruysse said. “It is the only word I have found that no one objects to.”

There was some laughter, thin and grateful, and Mara let it pass over her.

“Ask your question,” she said.

“Very well.” He folded his hands. “If the same choice were presented to you again — the same chamber, the same night, the same woman standing over you telling you how many people the fire could save — would you do the same thing?”

For the first time in two days the room was properly quiet. Even the page-turner had stopped.

She thought about the answer she had prepared. It was a good answer. Her institute’s lawyer had written most of it, and it was full of words like proportionate and custodial, and it would have ended the session by lunch.

“No,” Mara said.

Sixty pens moved.

“I’d do it sooner,” she said. “I knelt at that socket for four minutes deciding whether I had the right. In those four minutes a woman in that chamber was still deciding whether to force a hard tap on a four-thousand-year-old core with fourteen people standing around it, and if she had, none of us would be in this room, including you. I don’t need the four minutes anymore. That’s what eighteen months of these rooms has taught me, and I’d like it in the record, because it seems to me that this building has spent a year and a half asking whether I had the right to let a dead woman speak, and has not spent five minutes asking what she said.”

Vercruysse looked at her for a long moment.

“She said,” he replied, quite gently, “that they were not wise. That we should learn from their ash.”

“Yes.”

“Doctor Eddai, I have grandchildren who can recite it. It is painted on a wall four hundred metres from this room. It is on coffee cups.” He took off his glasses and folded them, and for a moment he was not the chair of anything, just a tired old man in a basement. “Being heard and being believed are different countries. You of all people should know that by now.”

• • •

They broke at four. In the corridor a Meridian lawyer fell into step beside her, pleasant and unhurried, a woman of about fifty with an expensive scarf.

“Off the record,” the lawyer said.

“There’s no such thing in this building.”

“My client asked me to say that she thought you were right today. And that she’s sorry about the rooms getting smaller. She said you’d know what she meant.”

Mara stopped walking. Something cold went down through her, from the sternum out.

“Your client,” she said.

The lawyer only smiled, entirely without malice, the way you smile at weather, and walked on.






CHAPTER 3

The Layer Beneath



The lab was not Mara’s, and neither was the equipment, and neither, strictly, was the woman using it.

The institute had kept her on after the Zagros, partly out of loyalty and mostly out of the correct calculation that firing her would have been the single worst-photographed decision in its two-hundred-year history. But it had moved her, quietly, to a building at the edge of the campus where the heating was unreliable and the corridor smelled of the botany greenhouses, and it had stopped inviting her to things. She liked it enormously. The offerings still appeared at the front gate — flowers, letters, small clay models of two worlds and the little ships between them — but the Brethren of the Ash had learned, on the whole, not to come up the stairs.

Priya Anand had arrived in October with two suitcases and a laptop full of stolen truth.

Not stolen, exactly. Every scan she had run in the Zagros belonged to Meridian Resources, and Meridian’s lawyers had said so in seven separate letters, and a court in one jurisdiction agreed with them and a court in another did not. What was not in dispute was that Priya had been the site geophysicist for three weeks in the only chamber on Earth where the fire had still been burning, and that she had run half those instruments herself, and that she was now radioactively unemployable in the only field she had ever loved.

“You’ve stopped blinking again,” she said, from the other side of the table.

“Have I.”

“You do it when you’re about to be right about something horrible.”

Mara pulled her hands away from the screen. Four in the morning, the third of the bad coffees, the greenhouse smell coming up through the floor.

“Tell me what you see,” she said. “Not the text. I’ve read the text nine hundred times. The stone.”

Priya came round. On the screen was a strip of the Zagros wall rendered without any of its language — the letters stripped away by an algorithm they had spent five weeks arguing about, leaving only the physical scarring of the granite. The angle of each stroke. The depth. The order.

“I see tool marks,” Priya said. “I’ve told you it’s noise for a month.”

“You’ve told me it’s noise. I’ve been agreeing with you. That’s not the same as it being noise.” Mara brought up a second strip beside the first. “Founder’s hand, north face. Aila’s hand, added forty years later, over and around it. Different chisel, different arm, different decade. Now watch.”

She overlaid them.

Priya was quiet for a while. Then she sat down without looking for the chair.

“That shouldn’t do that,” she said.

“No.”

“Mara, that really shouldn’t do that.”

The two patterns of scarring, laid on top of one another, did not match. They interlocked. Where one hand’s strokes went deep, the other’s went shallow
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