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Prologue



Ouzhari, once known as Christopher Island,
on Bezerej: 2376 in the calendar of the gethes.

What am I, then? asked Sergeant Bennett.

Aras walked ahead of the human, picking a path between the decaying bodies on the shoreline. A conversation among the dead felt unseemly, but Aras knew that Ade Bennett had seen many battlefields and had learned to handle the horror. He wasnt irreverent. He was simply trying to cope.

If youre asking if your appearance will change as mine has, I cant answer that.

Am I still human?

Aras turned and looked hard into the soldiers eyes for a sign of greedy excitement. There was nothing, not even fear, although that would have been reasonable. Adehe insisted Aras use his nicknamewas what Shan Frankland had called a good bloke, a solid professional soldier known as a Royal Marine. There was no monarchy any more, and he was twenty-five light-years from his own seas, but humans clung to those ancient identities. They even gave their warships names.

Judging by his unwavering gaze, Ade was still waiting for a fuller answer. Aras understood the mix of dread and desperate curiosity all too well.

Mostly human, said Aras. But a little isenj, a little bezeri, a little wesshar. A little of whatever host that cnaatat passed through.

And what will kill me, exactly?

For all practical purposes, almost nothing. How your cnaatat achieves that and adapts you will depend on what you experience and what it takes a fancy to. You may simply find the changesa little disconcerting.

Ade nodded as if he understood, and wandered away to check something at the waterline. The sand had once been white. Now it was blackened and vitrified in places by the blast of cobalt-salted nuclear devices.

And every few meters there were more decaying bodies of bezeri beached by the tide.

Without their bioluminescence, the corpses of the bezeri were a colorless translucent gel. There were four or five in a cluster at Arass feet. It was hard to count because the mantles were decomposing and the outlines merging, but it looked to Aras like a family grouptwo five-meter males with their great tentacles coiled back, a female distinguishable by her narrower shape, and a smaller, possibly juvenile male.

Whoa, over here, called Ade. He slung his rifle across his shoulder and crouched down. Aras went to see what he had found.

There was a faint flicker of green light in a small shape on the waterline. It was another juvenile. And it was still alive.

Ade bent closer. Is there anything we can do?

Aras took out the signaling lamp that he had always used to communicate with the bezeri in their language of colored lights.

No, he said.

There was nothing much they could say, either. Sorry: sorry I failed to protect you. Sorry I didnt wipe out all the carrion eaters, all the gethes, when I first had the chance.

He said what little he could and the lamp translated.

Im sorry. I let you down.

The response was a small flicker of that same green light, incoherent, barely enough to raise a faint breath of sound from the lamp. It was just a cry. It was fading.

Aras squatted close to the dying juvenile and comforted it as best he could in words of light.

Im here, little one.
	
Ades brow furrowed briefly. The creatures tentacles looked as if they were already rotting. Have you got Eddies camera?

You cant make education or entertainment out of this.

People back home need to know what weve done. Ade held out his hand for the small device that the journalist Eddie Michallat had given them. I think this says it all.

He aimed the camera, still looking detached but emitting a scent of agitation that Aras could detect even through the powerful ammonia stench of rotting flesh around them.

Aras remembered a human scientist called Surendra Parekh who he had executed for killing a bezeri infant, and wished again that he had executed all the gethes when he had the chance.

Except Shan Frankland.

The juvenile bezeri flickered again, this time an unusually deep blue.

Can you see me? asked Aras. Did any of you escape?

There was no response. Ade glanced at him and they waited long minutes, but the bioluminescence had gone forever.

Ade stood up and panned the camera across the beach, capturing more devastation. There were no lights in the water any more.

So this is collateral damage, he said.

Aras checked himself again, examining his skin for signs of lesions. He was unmarked. Apart from his all-consuming grief and anger, he was fine. Cnaatat could handle gamma radiation. But the microscopic symbiont had existed in the soil of Ouzhari, and it couldnt have withstood the temperatures of a nuclear blast.

It was no threat to anyone here. There was no need for the gethes to destroy it.

There were two things Aras knew cnaatat couldnt do. It couldnt save its host from fragmentation; that was the way all the wesshar troops infected with cnaatat had eventually ended their lives.

And it couldnt save a host exposed to the vacuum of space.

Aras looked up at a hazy sky where Wessej appeared as a crescent moon. She was out there somewhere, Shan Frankland, not wholly human, and so determined to stop humankind taking her cnaatat that she chose death instead. Ade wouldnt discuss it any longer. But Aras knew that spacing yourself was a terrible way to die.

How long?

Ade looked away from the camera. What?

How long does it take a human to die in vacuum?

Stop it, Aras.

How long?

Ade paused. About twelve seconds. At most.

Aras thought about it, counting. He closed his eyes. Ade had witnessed it and he hadnt. Ade had

No, I cant stop seeing it, said Ade. His voice was suddenly hoarse. And I know bloody well that you blame me for it, so lets just agree that Im the bastard who let her die.

Aras stifled urges to punish Ade. He also pitied him. His scent said brother: he had Shans genes now, just as Aras did. He couldntwouldntharm him.

He would save his balancing vengeance for Commander Lindsay Neville, who had detonated the bombs here even if she hadnt known the full consequences of her actions. And he would spare some for her accomplice, Mohan Rayat. Rayat was a spook, as Ade called it. Neville was a fool. And Ade was a victim of circumstances they had created.

I suggest we get decontaminated and return to Wessej, said Aras. Eddie will be impatient for his pictures.

Aras was mired in his own bereavement as he walked among the bodies. For all the foreign genes his cnaatat had acquired over the years, he was still wesshar, but the human components within him were screaming me, me, me. In that brief moment, he would have sacrificed all Bezerej and even Wessej itself to bring Shan back.

She was his isan. He could hardly function without her.

But he would have to learn.
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The Federal European Union greatly regrets the loss of life on Bezerej and the deaths of Superintendent Frankland and her ussissi aide. We condemn the actions of Commander Neville. Let me restate our position: we did not and would not sanction first-use of nuclear devices. As we have no effective military structure left on Umeh, there is no direct disciplinary action we can take against Commander Neville or the troops under her command; but they are now dismissed the service, and in the absence of FEU enforcement, they fall properly within the scope of your own judicial system as the protectors of the bezeri. Our representative Dr. Mohan Rayat will offer every cooperation.

BIRSEN ERTEGUN,
Foreign Minister, Federal European Union,
in a statement to the matriarchs of Fnar




Fnar, on Wessej, August 2376

Ade Bennett clung to his schedule twenty-five light-years from home in an alien city that was coated entirely in pearl.

He ran ten kilometers every morning at dawn and there was no reason to stop doing it just because the sun was now a different star and he was a prisoner of war. He pounded along the terraces of Fnar and down its stepped slopes.

Wherever the sun warmed smooth stone, the tem flies would congregate and deposit a thin layer of nacre. The iridescence was insect shit: Shan had found that funny, Aras said. She liked irony.

And shes dead. And its all your fucking fault. You let her die.

Ade wanted to erase the final picture of her standing in the airlock, seconds from death. But it was the last scrap of her that he could still grasp, the memory of a woman he had never expected to love and to whom he had left everything unsaid. Something in him wouldnt let it go. He had decided to confront it instead.

The native wesshar paused to stare at him as he made his way down the terraces. Some acknowledged him with stiff nods of their sea horse heads. He was a POW in a city where he was regarded as a hero, but every day he was here served only to remind him that he was alive and Shan wasnt, and that hed failed the basic heroic qualification of saving what you loved.

Sweat prickled its way down his back. He made his way through the alleys that honeycombed the lowest level of the city at the bottom of the encircling caldera. Beyond the city lay the irregular mosaic of fields and allotments that blended into the natural landscape, and beyond them were the plains that were arid in summer and covered with quick-growing vegetation in the brief, wet winter. Fnar had been built where it would have least impact rather than the most convenient location. Wesshar didnt seem to have the same priorities as humans.

Ades route took him south of the caldera and up the rock face of a volcanic plateau that looked down onto the fields and the city itself. He liked climbing: it was one of the basic mountain warfare skills he had learned as a Royal Marine, and he could lose himself in absolute concentration. Free-soloingclimbing without a partner or equipmentwas what he did best. That was just as well. There was no other way to climb on Wessej.

The rock face was smooth enough in places to attract the attention of tem flies and it was embossed with the pearly shit theyd laid down in the summer. If he half-closed his eyes, the reflected glare made it look like a snow-streaked peak back on Earth. He felt above his head with his right hand for a secure hold and locked his fingers into a horizontal crevice.

For a few moments he hung with his full weight on one hand, face against the cool gold rock, looking up at another hold thirty centimeters beyond his normal reach.

Combat boots were lousy for climbing. He jammed a toecap into a pocket of rock and transferred his weight, lunging upwards to grab hold of the outcrop above him. He knew every hold on the ascent now. He could climb it blindfolded.

What he really needed now was a good, solid hex to jam into the fissure above him to take a rope. He wondered if the wesshar might be able to make him some kit for the harder climbs. But for now he was reliant on his free-climbing skills alone, and he reached for another hold. The crevice accepted his fingers. It felt secure.

And the moment he hung all his weight on that hand, he knew that it wasnt.

The rock came away from the face and suddenly there was no sense of pressure under his fingertips at all.

He flailed, grabbing instinctively. He felt his right humerus snap as his arm clipped an overhang and he landed flat on his back with an involuntary shout as the air was slammed out of his lungs. He couldnt breathe. His head was filled with a single high note like a tuning forks. For a second he wondered if it was his own scream of pain, but then he realized the noise was somehow inside his head, probably triggered by a shattered spine.

Hed been told that happened. It was funny how you could think rational things when you were dying.

Shit, shit, shit

It occurred to him that he deserved to die anyway. Shan was dead, so if he died too, then at least hed never have to wake up to that realization again. The pain filled his mouth. He had no idea how long he lay there paralyzed and wondering when the sky would go dark.

You cant die. Aras said so. But he was dying, he was sure of it: and now he wanted it over with.

Instead of being filled with creeping cold, he felt he was burning. Then the searing pain ebbed and he found himself breathing, first reflex, shallow gasps while he tested his ribs, and then deep breaths.

Eventually he eased himself up on his left arm. His right arm was throbbing, but he could move it. It took him a few more minutes to recover enough to stand up and understand what had happened to him.

So this was cnaatat at work. A fall that would have killed or crippled him was now a temporary but painfuland terrifyinginconvenience. It didnt take a genius to work out how valuable cnaatat was or how open it would be to abuse. It was just a shock to experience it so spectacularly.

Shit, he said. You couldnt give me a way out, could you? But that wasnt fair. Aras needed him now. Somehow, they had to get each other through the bleak days ahead that were all Ades fault. There might even come a time when he could go for hours without thinking of Shan and what he had done, but that wasnt now.

He stood staring at the backs of his hands for a few minutes to see if anything else was changing, and when he was satisfied that nothing was happening he looked up at the rock face to work out a new route to ascend.

At the top he stood and scanned the landscape. The secluded cairn he had built looked out over an idyllic vista; without a gravewithout even a bodyhe desperately needed a place where he could commemorate Shan. He needed somewhere to apologize and grieve. Maybe hed bring Aras up here one day, but not yet. Now was too soon. And he preferred to cry on his own.

It wasnt as if theyd even had a relationship.

If Shan ever belonged to anyone she had belonged to Aras. But she was the Boss, even if she was a police officer and so not part of his chain of command, and for Ade she always would be. He ought to have called her the Guvnor as coppers did. But she had never seemed to mind.

He knelt down and added a few pearl-coated stones to the mound.

There you go, Boss. The word hurt. He took his medals out of his pocket and folded the brightly colored ribbons around them before easing them into a gap between the chunks of rock and the fine pearl pebbles. All tidy. Sleep tight.

He paused for a few moments, entirely incapable of prayer because he had seen too many things that no reasonable god would allow, and turned to start his descent. His palm itched and he glanced down at it. Right to receive, left to pay away; that was what his mum used to say. Beads of green liquid were welling up from his skin and he wiped his hand on the leg of his battledress, but the fluid emerged again like one of those miracles that was supposed to happen to the statues of saints.

It was no miracle and he felt as far from sainthood as any man ever had. It was the bioscreen being removed a cell at a time. Cnaatat was purging him of all his implants and the organic battlefield computer grown into his palm. But it hadnt touched his tattoos, and Ade thought they were the sort of thing cnaatat would have wanted to tidy up. Aras had warned him that the parasite wasnt predictable.

Sergeant?

He thought he was alone. He wasnt. Oh, Christ, he said. His heart pounded.

Nevyan Tan Mestin was standing right behind him and he should have heard her approach. He was a commando, for Chrissakes; she shouldnt have been able to ambush him. The wesshar matriarch cocked her head and looked past him at the cairn with four-lobed pupils dilating and contracting visibly in bright yellow eyes. Sea horses. Eddies description was unnervingly accurate.

Why do you not walk up the slope to this summit? she asked. Wesshar voices were weird, tone and overtone like a chorus, each word made of two simultaneous components. Will I sound like that one day? You choose a hard route.

I like climbing, maam. I need to keep active.

What are the stones for?

To remember. Its a memorial.

To Shan Chail?

Yes. Wesshar didnt even bury their dead, let alone erect monuments. They left them for the scavengers. It helps.

But you wont forget her.

No, never. But I come here to think about her.

And the pieces of metal?

Theyretheyre my medals. Ade was too embarrassed to explain what medals were and how he had won his. Its an old human habit. We leave valuable things for the dead.

Hed said it aloud now, the word dead. It had its own finality. He felt hed betrayed Shan by letting it slip out. Nevyan stood looking down at the cairn, thin multijointed fingers meshed in front of her like an ornate basket, and her iridescent white matriarchs robe was as bright as the shit-covered pebbles.

I miss her too, she said at last. May I come here to think of her?

No, thought Bennett. This is private. This is for me. This is just for me to get my head round this, if I ever can. Its for me and the Boss and nobody else, maybe not even Aras.

Of course you can, maam, he said, fighting reluctance, and felt robbed.

But Nevyan had been Shans friend, and this was her planet and her city.

We will recover her body, I promise you, and you shall have your grave. She gestured towards Fnar. Now walk with me. Let us discuss what will happen to your comrades.

Ade obeyed, which was not unreasonable given that Nevyan was now the leader of Fnar and he was technically her prisoner. But it reminded him how easily he followed orders and how he had done what Commander Neville had ordered. He had said yes, maam when she asked him to land nuclear weapons on Bezerej and hed said yes, maam when she asked him to capture Shan Frankland.

He should have said sod off, maam. Maybe both Shan and the poor bloody bezeri would all be alive now if he had. He had no idea how he was going to live with himself in the very long future ahead of him or what it would take to atone. He walked beside Nevyan, but whatever she was saying to him he couldnt hear it. He could only see Shan through the shuttle hatch, choosing a cold hard death rather than surrender cnaatat to anyone. The image intruded more frequently every day.

If it mattered that much to the Boss to safeguard the damn thing, then it would matter to him.

You know that we dont take prisoners, said Nevyan. What am I to do with your comrades?

Yes, he knew that. Wesshar killed, period. They were strict vegans and respected all life, but once you were at war with them it was to the death. You mean Izzy and Chaz? The two marines still with the colonists?

I mean all of them.

The other three are still on Umeh.

We shall be asking the isenj to return them, along with Commander Neville and Dr. Rayat.

Ade managed to keep up with her stride. Sorry?

Your government has abandoned you.

I didnt think theyd be sending a limo to pick us up.

I mean that they have dismissed you and turned you over to us.

Ade wondered for a moment if Nevyan had misunderstood, but her English was fluent to the point of being peppered with slang that he recognizedpainfullyas Shans. Maam, what exactly did they say?

She cocked her head, not slowing. Dismissed the service.

The fragile world that Ade had begun to think of rebuilding had collapsed before him again. His gut churned. He knew theyd face an enquiry but he hadnt expected to be kicked out and dumped in the enemy camp. The FEU didnt know why he surrendered or that he was far safer among wesshar than his own kind; as far as they were concerned, they were shitting on him from a great height. Lindsay Neville had asked for it, but not the detachment.

Youre the bloody sergeant. You should have stood up to her.

He could hear his own heartbeat pounding in his ears. Nevyan stopped and stared at him, head tilted, pupils opening and closing. Aras said wesshar could actually smell what state of mind you were in by the scents you gave off. She looked like she could smell him clearly enough.

Sergeant

Im not a sergeant any more, am I?

It hurt. Ade had been in the Corps since he was sixteen. It was his refuge. It had given him self-respect and the nearest thing he had to a family, and now it had been torn away from him by some file-shuffler in Brussels whod never been closer to war than his news screen. He wondered what the hell he still had left, stranded 150 trillion miles from Earth and never, ever going home again.

Sod it. He was whatever the Corps had made him. Hed bloody well find something.

He peeled the sergeants stripes off the sleeves of his pullover. Hed leave them at the cairn tomorrow.

Its Ade, maam, he said. Just Ade.

Nevyan slowed her pace and they walked an unmarked path that took them south of Fnar and led into the city like a processional route into an arena. From most positions you couldnt even see Fnar until you were right on top of it, and now Ade was looking straight into its heart. The caldera was almost a complete ring, with homes and terraces cut into the rock. With the icing of pearl laid by the tem flies, it looked like a wedding cake turned inside out.

He found himself thinking that it would be a good location to defend but a hard one to escape.

I wont harm your comrades, said Nevyan. If they want refuge here, we will accept them. My argument is with Neville and Rayat.

Thats very generous of you, maam. Dont you hold us all responsible?

Did you or your detachment activate the bombs?

No, but

Then the act itself was not your responsibility.

If Ade needed another reminder that wesshar didnt think like humans, this was one. He struggled with the concept. Thats generous.

I think your government are a bunch of tossers, yes?

It was just what Shan would have said. Delivered in that voice-upon-voice, it sounded utterly surreal.

Yes, maam, said Ade. Tossers.

Jejeno, Umeh: August 2376 in the calendar of the humans.

The city of Jejeno was not a smoking ruin when Minister Par Paral Uals vehicle made its way through the packed streets between his office and the human habitat.

Ual had expected it to be. He had expected war. But it had not yet come.

Where Umeh Station stood, there was no pall of smoke or dying fire. It was still there, its translucent faceted dome glittering in the forest of tall buildings east of his office. The wesshar hadnt aimed their missiles at it in retaliation for the humans nuclear attack on Bezerej. Perhaps the destruction of Actaeon, the Earth ship, had satisfied their need for balance.

He doubted it. It wasnt like them at all.

Ralassihis ussissi aidesat beside him, silent behind his breather mask.

We shall end up like Mjat, said Uals driver. He showed no impatience as isenj pedestrians parted ahead of the ground car, moving according to strict unspoken traffic rules in the densely packed city. The whole planet of Umeh was crammed with cities, and all cities were like Jejeno. They wiped us out on Asht.

Bezerej, said Ual. The wesshar had renamed it. This is not your world, and never will be. This is the world of the bezeri. The wesshar call it Bezerej, and the humans Cavanaghs Star Two.

All isenj remembered the fate of Mjat, their colony on Asht. Mjat was now a synonym for holocaust. The event was five hundred years ago as humans calculated, and it was not the only massive loss of life in the wars with the wesshar: but it had a special place in the isenj consciousness because it had resulted in the death of millions, mostly civilians.

And the Destroyer of Mjat still lived, centuries after he should have been dead. The driver was fascinated.

So hes real, then, sir? Not a myth?

He is. It seemed impossible. And living on Wessej.

The humans caused the death of his female. Do they know what he did to Mjat?

Yes.

And are they afraid?

Im not sure if they have the sense to be. And Im not sure that I fully understand the wesshar logic of culpability. Ual knew what the ussissi told him, and what his genetic memory recalled, and what the archives recorded. But he had never met a wesshar. And that ignorance is something I must remedy very soon.

The ground car pulled up at one of the airlocked entrances to Umeh Station. You mind yourself, sir, said the driver. Ralassi trotted out in front of Ual. Humans are said to be aggressive when crowded.

Inside the dome, Umeh Station was in chaos. Ual wandered unacknowledged into the humans fragile bubble of a settlement and decided that they might benefit from a lesson in how to create order among large numbers.

The dome was strewn with the detritus of a project still under construction. Nearly three hundred humans were now crammed into a space built for two hundred, the numbers swelled by evacuated crew from the unlucky Actaeon.

Ual was looking for one of Actaeons company in particular. He found Commander Lindsay Neville in the site office, arguing with a civilian over arrangements to feed the domes population. Humans, it seemed, would not wait patiently for meals like isenj. Neither the commander nor the civilian looked like healthy and well-rested specimens of their kind.

Ual clicked impatiently and waited. He didnt have two highly visible eyes, and humans needed something called eye contact to get attention. Ual supposed he looked like any of the many isenj workers to themmultilimbed, spiny-coated and anonymously alien. Ralassi slipped between the humans, all teeth and anger, and interrupted.

Minister Ual is visiting you in person, he snapped. You will do him the courtesy of postponing your argument.

Both humans fell silent. So this was the one that Eddie called Lin.

I note you did not go down with your ship, Commander Neville, said Ual.

The civilian male picked up a paper from the desk and walked out. Lindsay, standing stiffly as if used to deferring to superiors, was wearing something they called a uniform. Ual thought it odd that humans fought so much among themselves that they needed markings to divide allies from enemies. Similarity should have united them.

Actaeon wasnt my ship, sir, she said, seeming to miss the point. We dont appear to have an ITX comms link to Earth any longer. I really need to talk to Fleet. Might you be able to help with that?

The entangled photon link was the technology that held the humans in the alliance: it was isenj technology, not theirs, and it was not shared, merely lent. These are nervous times, Commander, said Ual. I thought it might be safer for everyone if we restricted communications between this base and your government. It is not secure, as you call it, and I fear the wesshar could overhear something that might provoke them further.

Neither of them had said the obvious. You attacked a wesshar protectorate. Ual wanted to see how she would broach the topic. She didnt know it yet, but her masters had abandoned her and her soldiers to the mercy of Wessej; hed seen the Federal European Unions message, and it was time to tell her.

I didnt know the devices were salted with cobalt, she said. I was duped. I truly regret that.

A fine distinction that I fear will carry little weight with the wesshar. Have you heard of Mjat, Commander?

Your colony on Bezerej. Well, your former colony.

It was erased. Completely, and without trace. And that was for accidentally polluting the bezeris marine environment. Wesshar are not a forgiving people, and Aras Sar Iussan is even less forgiving than most.

Okay, and I helped his precious Shan space herself. I get the picture.

Ual doubted it. He doubted that Lindsay understood at all: she would not have risked violating Bezerej if she had. It seemed an appropriate time to break bad news.

Your foreign minister sent a message condemning your actions and used an interesting phraseyou and your troops are dismissed the service. Ual searched for his most colloquial English. She has washed her hands of you and told the wesshar that they may deal with you within their law.

Lindsay said nothing but she was blinking rapidly, something Eddie Michallat did when an interview became strained.

Thats just great. Great. Ual wasnt sure if she was upset or angry. Its not fair on the marines, though. They werent party to this. The bastard you want is Mohan Rayat.

Ah, they did mention him. Apparently he is now the FEUs chosen representative here.

Lindsays mouth opened slightly as if she was gulping in air. Hes their spook. An intelligence agent. A spy. You know what that is?

I do now, said Ual.

He had never had to deal with spies before. Neither wesshar nor ussissi had any concept of deliberate state secrecy; it was alien to isenj as well. But they were now all learning fast. It troubled Ual to discover just how much of the human brain was devoted to deception. He wondered if his own mind would be altered by trying to think as they did, and was grateful that he had already fathered offspring and so would not pass on those memories to corrupt them.

The wesshar will ask us to hand you over.

And if you dont?

I have my own peoples welfare to consider.

Ill answer for my own actions, she said. But only if Rayat answers for his.

I know you didnt act alone, but youre in no position to make bargains.

And Im not carrying the can for this on my own. Whats happened to the rest of my marine detachment? Three are still prisoners. Id like them released.

This isnt the time to make such a request of the wesshar.

Lindsay Neville adjusted the gold braid tabs on the shoulders of her uniform shirt. Then she unfastened them and slid them off.

Seeing as theyve bypassed the court martial, Ill dispense with these, then. She seemed more resigned than afraid of the prospect of wesshar retribution. Perhaps she knew that they killed fast and clean. But if you can arrange a direct conversation between me and FEU Command, I would consider that a great personal favor. If I go, I wont go quietly.

Lindsay Neville walked out into the melee of soft, larva-smooth humans. Ual didnt like hosting this unstable nest of aliens in his city but he had to concentrate on the more immediate threats. Of those, he was not sure which was the greater: the political clamoring of his colleagues of the Northern Assembly, who wanted answers on the human question, or the wrath of the wesshar.

Ralassi, ask your comrades what they know, he said. Ussissi were conduits of information. They worked for everyone and served no one; they crewed both wesshar and isenj ships but they did as they pleased and cherished their neutrality. I need facts. Humans arent very good at supplying those.

Ralassi disappeared into the crowds outside the site office, weaving between humans and isenj workers. Some ussissi had returned after evacuating when retribution seemed imminent. They would know what the wesshar intended. This was not what the humans called spying, because the wesshar would neither conceal their intentions nor broadcast them. They simply actedarrogant, aloof, alienwithout notice or consultation.

Ual wandered around the dome, noting that there were vines creeping across the supports that held the roof panels and a fountain was playing in the central plaza. The base held the promise of being pleasant accommodation when it was finished, with a cool, moist atmosphere. He savored the rare treat of walking unrecognized as a minister of state, eavesdropping on conversations among creatures that had no idea he could understand them.

Perhaps that was what being a spook was like. It seemed amusing.

He heard words like stranded and never going home and were not getting out of this. He heard a few words he didnt understand: fucked, sitting ducks, shanghaied. They were the sort of words that Eddie Michallat would have explained to him. He wondered if he might tempt Eddie back to Umeh.

And still the humans ignored him. He was just another alien to them, no longer a miracle of creation but an invisible part of the backdrop to their own self-preoccupation. You remind us of spiders. Eddie had always been brutally frank. Ual found that if he made quick darting movements like the terrestrial creature he could get humans to flinch instinctively and look at him. That was amusing too.

It was a brief respite. The days and months ahead would be anything but amusing.

Back in his vehicle, he waited for Ralassi. Ussissi were another species the humans classified by similarity to creatures from their own world: meerkats. Eddie said it was their sharp faces and small teeth and the way they all sat up at once when something grabbed their attention. So Ralassi was a meerkat, and he was a spider, and that was how humans coped with those who were different, by classifying them as lower species.

Ralassi scrambled back into the ground car, his beaded belts rattling. I hear interesting reports, he said. The wesshar have sought help from the World Before, from Eqbas Vorhi. Theyre coming to their aida most extraordinary thing.

Eqbas Vorhi. He had heard the name, or an ancestor had. They changed worlds. Should we fear their intervention? Ual asked.

Oh yes, said Ralassi. They are more numerous than the wesshar of Wessej and have greater military resources. And they are far less restrained. Wessej and Umeh may have shied away from fighting on each others homeworlds, but the Eqbas have a different history.

So its true, then. They shape worlds to their wishes.

Indeed. We know them. We evolved with them.

The original wesshar homeworldthe ussissis home planet, toohad never intruded in isenj life. The wesshar in the Nir systemwhat the humans called Cavanaghs Star, totally ignoring true names againhad arrived thousands of years ago. They had cut off contact with the rest of their people even though Eqbas was only five light-years away by human reference, and that was all he knew.

If the wesshar here could keep isenj from Bezerej and effectively confine them to Umeh and Tasir Var, what might the Eqbas do? Ual and his fellow ministers thought an alliance with the humans might change the balance of power.

Now they had certainly changed the future for the isenj, but not in the way he had hoped.

If the wesshar killed millions of my people when the bezeri had asked for their aid, what will the Eqbas do now that the humans have wiped them out? Ual said, but it was a rhetorical question. He could work out the sequence unaided.

Ralassi was right: Wessej had never threatened Umeh, and Umeh had never attempted to attack Wessej. But Umeh had never been host to an enemy base before, a complication that the whole city feared.

Were on our own, said Ual. The humans are twenty-five years away. They have limited technology and our only allies are the Federal European Union. The rest of their planet doesnt care or actively opposes them. There will be no cavalry coming to our aid.

Cavalry? Ralassi consulted his belt full of recording devices. Interpreters liked new words. What does that mean?

Ual thought of database images of humans forcing other creatures to carry them into battle, creatures dying from wounds and starvation and exhaustion. Something else the wesshar would not like about humans.

Ual considered his options on the way back to his office and said nothing more to Ralassi. The vehicle slowed and then stopped. Crowds pressed on its sides as they tried to ease past it.

Whats the delay?

Delay was relative in Jejeno. The driver listened carefully to his comms link. There is a disturbance ahead.

Ual and Ralassi squeezed out of the ground car and were nearly crushed by the mass of isenj. Shrill panic had gripped them, and panic was something to dread in a crowded city because it meant crush injuries and death. Ual heard the word ship repeated over and over.

An attack.

But there had been no alarm. There was no warning system for invasion, but there was certainly one for civil emergencies like street crushes. The fear that Umehs immunity from attack had evaporated had swept the city, and Ual expected to hear that alarm.

The crowd was now so tightly packed that all movement had stopped. He could hear screams of pain. People were dying in the melee. He shouldnt have stepped out of the car. Ralassi grabbed one of his arms and tried to push him back inside to relative safety.

Ship! someone shouted.

Ual looked up and there was a vessel dropping through the cloud, unfamiliar in shape, smooth and narrow.

The driver leaned out of the cab section, comlink clutched to his chest, and tugged on Uals arm. They say its just ussissi. Its only the old human shuttle they salvaged. Theres no danger.

But it was too late for many to be comforted by that. The fear of wesshar retaliation was so great that even an obsolete transport vessel like this could send them into a terrified and deadly scramble for safety.

Inside, Minister, Ralassi insisted. Let this pass.

Ual squeezed back into the car and settled on the broad flat seat with relief. He was now pinned down in a street, unable to drive or even walk away. It didnt bode well for the future. If the wesshar ever attacked, the results would be catastrophic without their needing to fire a single weapon. Cities were vulnerable by their very nature. A planet that was simply one vast city was a disaster preparing to unfold.

Connect me to my communications, he said. I might as well use this time productively.

Ual had avoided conversations with the FEU foreign minister for several days, although she had transmitted a number of formal messages of apology and reconciliation. Now he knew what the wesshar had in mind, he could have more than a token diplomatic exchange. And he would insist on speaking to her without filtering or interference from what Eddie called spin doctors.

Then he would call Eddie.

He had plans to speak to everyone. No, not everyone. Dare I speak to the matriarchs of Fnar?

How do I contact the wesshar leaders? he asked.

Ralassis little teeth were just visible, and his eyes narrowed into slits. It was a sign of disapproval. The Assembly has not authorized direct contact.

Perhaps it was a rash move. Ual had no idea what he might say by way of conversation anyway: all conversations had been in the form of warning statements and counter-warnings since the last ancient war. Youre correct.

The crush outside showed no sign of abating. The car shook a little, buffeted by a wave of movement that had started further away. Ual pondered. He was the foreign minister: it was his job to make decisions about the handling of relations with aliens, a previously insignificant post. Now he was the center of political activity and he wasnt sure if he could handle it with the confidence of the senior cabinet, the ministers who managed interstate relations on Umeh itself.

Ual looked on his previous backwater status with sudden nostalgia. Then the car lurched. Well soon have you back now, sir, said the driver. The city safety patrol has opened a passage. You sort those humans out, sir. Theyre nothing but trouble.

Ual pulled the covers down on the cars windows, suddenly overwhelmed. The sight of pressed bodies outside was like a prophecy.

When he reached his office the cool pale aquamarine stone seemed less like welcome relief from the street crowds and more like frightening isolation. His assistant, Mas Lij, indicated the communications screen.

There is another message for you from the FEU, said Lij. Birsen Ertegun is anxious to talk to you.

Ual settled on the slab of smooth-polished black basalta costly extravaganceand rested his legs. The message was two hours old and showed the human minister Ertegunhe noted her new statusin a carefully managed pose, hands folded on her desk. Despite that, she showed the signs of human agitation that the ussissi had noted among those in Umeh Stationrapid blinking and licking of their wet fleshy mouths. Ual couldnt blame her. He shared her fear.

The FEU foreign minister began by repeating her apology and the message that she had broadcast for the benefit of the wesshar. She asked if Ual thought they should evacuate all humans on Umeh, and reminded him that the ship Thetis was less than a year into its return journey to Earth and could be turned back.

Ual had started to learn the intricacies of the human mind. He considered the offer.

We should retrieve our people, said Ralassi. He meant ussissi, Ual knew, but he chose to interpret our in the widest sense. We have nothing to gain from this mission.

Should I tell them about Eqbas Vorhi, do you think?

They might as well know the seriousness of their situation.

The isenj party and their ussissi interpreters were still on board Thetis even though the humans had already withdrawn their own people from the ship. The invitation to visit Earth seemed fraught with danger now, and not only for humans. For the past year the humans news had been full of objections to inviting aliens to Earth, although they seemed to have no problem with inviting themselves to the planets of others.

Turning back Thetis will solve the FEUs political problems with the rest of Earths governments, Ralassi offered.

And effectively end the alliance with us, too.

Ual could ship the humans back. Umeh wouldnt be a potential target any more. But it would take more than one Earth year for Thetis to loop back, and Ual had no idea if Umeh had that much time left to appease the wesshar. They acted. They tended not to think.

Ual continued to listen to Erteguns message.

He wondered if the minister realized that he already knew the scientist Mohan Rayat was, as Lindsay Neville put it, a spook. Ual considered replying to say as much, but he had learned a lot from Eddie Michallat about harnessing the ebb and flow of information. He began composing his reply carefully and searched for the correct phrase to indicate that Dr. Rayat might care to present himself to the wesshar authorities too.

This was the Game. He would play it.











2


The crisis may be twenty-five light-years away but that makes it no less urgent. We cannot tolerate a situation where the FEU, and the FEU alone, has contact with these alien governments. The FEU has no mandate to plunge the world into a state of war with nations we have never met. We now have diplomacy by newscast, and that is intolerable. We insist that use of the ITX link be made freely available to this chamber immediately or sanctions must follow.

JIM MATSOUKIS,
senior Pacific Rim States delegate
to the United Nations




Umeh Station, Jejeno,
northern hemisphere of Umeh, August 2376.

Lindsay Neville just stood back. She should have intervened, but she was no longer Mart Barencoins commanding officer. She wasnt anyones commanding officer any more.

The marine was still limping a little from the gunshot wound to his leg but his aggression was obviously fit and well. He blocked Mohan Rayats progress across the plaza of the crowded biodome. It was hard not to attract a crowd in this place.

So youre the boss fella now, are you? Barencoin was tall, solid and intimidating. However thoroughly he shaved, he always looked as if hed spent the last forty-eight hours lying in a shell-scrape on observation. Well, seeing as Im now way outside the Forces Discipline Act, heres a token of my appreciation as a civilian.

He punched Rayat hard in the face. His fist made a wet crack when it landed and Rayat went down with an unh.

There was an aaah of surprise from the remnants of Actaeons company and the civilian contractors. Marine Jon Becken grabbed Barencoins arm and pulled him away.

A couple of onlookers broke into spontaneous applause.

Barencoin shook off Beckens grip and turned to a couple of Regulating Branch ratings, Actaeons internal police. He massaged his hand. Okay, Im done. You can stick me on a charge now.

Never saw a thing, said the shorter of the two men. Its a bugger, this bad eyesight.

Mart, for Chrissakes. Becken had a white-knuckled grip on his arm. Leave it, will you?

Lindsay wandered over and stood with her arms folded while Rayat got to his feet, a fat trickle of blood issuing from one nostril. He wiped it on his sleeve as if he was used to dusting himself down after a fight.

I hope thats proved cathartic, he said, staring at Barencoin. Maybe he was considering revisiting the argument later. Would you like me to spell that for you?

Patronizing twat. But Becken held on to Barencoins arm.

They had an audience, and that was no bad thing. Lindsay wasnt taking the flak alone. She made a mock introductory gesture in Rayats direction. Okay, in case any of you didnt see the news, this is the man who decided to use the Beano bombs. Hes an intelligence officer. Spy, spook, respected member of the intelligence communitytake your pick. Have I missed anything out?

She had been immersed in the confidential world of need-to-know and secure information from the day she had taken her officers commission as a student. She could hardly believe she had publicly denounced someone as a spy. For all that Rayat had done, the act still felt wildly dangerous. But she was damned if he was going to run this place. She wanted him frozen out.

Yeah. Why use any bombs at all? The question came from a civilian engineer in an orange coverall. The woman didnt look pleased. What did you target?

Lindsay gathered her thoughts. Shan was dead. Ouzhari was scoured clean. Aras was beyond anyones reach and nobody knew about Ade Bennett. She decided it was time for the truth.

A biohazard. A biohazard some of your companies would have killed to get hold of.

Thats smart, said Rayat. He was standing quite still, looking wary of tipping them into a mob with the wrong move. But he still didnt look as scared as she felt. In fact, he didnt look scared at all. Any other classified information you want to divulge?

Its that immortality thing, isnt it? said a construction driver.

Yes, said Lindsay. And Ill leave you to work out just how responsibly wed make use of that back home.

The ussissi interpreters who worked for the isenj were standing in a pack by the plazas central fountain. If the dome had been completed and the number of people housed in it had been halved, it would have been a pleasant deployment. But it wasnt. People were angry and crowded and scared. And the ussissi gave every sign of being equally angry animals who might turn on humans at any time.

Only the isenjpatient, unfathomable, quill-covered bulks on spider legsseemed to be going about their business on site. Lindsay imagined that any species forced to live at such close quarters as the overcrowded isenj had developed a high level of tolerance to adversity. They watchedor Lindsay assumed they watched, as they had no discernible eyeswhile the humans wrangled.

Whos got primacy here, the military or the sponsors?

Why have they cut our comms?

Were going to be stuck here for twenty-five years whatever happens.

Rad Jaros, the engineer who had taken on the task of managing the logistics of the emergency, scrambled onto the flatbed of a transport and got instant silence when he stood up. That was something Shan could do, too, but Lindsay knew she never could.

That guy theres right, said Jaros, pointing into the crowd. If were lucky, were stuck here for the next quarter century. If were not, the wesshar will fry us, and theres sod all anyone can do about that because theres nowhere to run and nobodys coming to rescue us. So we make the best of it and get this place running properly. We had a schedule before all this happened and now we just have to adjust the numbers. Okay?

Who do you want running this place? asked Lindsay.

Not you or that spy, thats for sure, said a voice from the crowd. And whos going to enforce the buggers authority anyway? Our companies paid for most of this project. So well bloody well run this ourselves.

Rayat had never struck Lindsay as a fool. He was on his own out here: whatever government muscle he might have called upon back on Earth was now a lifetime away. He didnt even have a hand-weapon. He faced the thickening crowd.

I think its important that we maintain some sense of order here, he said carefully. His hands were relaxed, palms down, making placatory gestures of the kind that you learned would defuse trouble. If you would rather have a civilian administration, then Im happy to explain that to the Foreign Office when we make contact with them.

Whos the ranking naval officer here? Lindsay asked.

There was silence while everyone in a uniformratings and junior officerslooked around them. The reality of the loss of life in Actaeon was sobering. A stocky freckled woman with a lieutenants double gold stripe on both shoulder boards raised her hand.

Cargill, maam.

Well, Cargill, youre admiral of the fleet out here, said Lindsay. Make the most of it.

Lindsay found it harder to think more than a day ahead now. She withdrew to a quiet corner behind one of the water purifiers and sat down with her back against the gently vibrating pump housing. Through the transparent panels of the dome she could see the dense, intricate mass that was the city of Jejeno, separated from this little fragment of Earth by a moat of service roads. It was the only scrap of open space in the city.

What now?

When she had arrived on Bezerej nearly two years ago, she had focused on completing the mission and going home to a promotion. When she learned she was pregnant in an alien world, she aimed to cope with that, and no more. When David died just a few weeks old, she existed to exact revenge on Shan Frankland for not using cnaatat to save him. And then she had seen the reason why Shan could never save David, and she had taken on the task of ensuring cnaatat never fell into the hands of either government or commerce.

It was all about having a goal. But now she had no goal at all.

She shut her eyes and tried to visualize herself the following day, functioning normally and looking ahead. But she couldnt see herself beyond the moment. Perhaps basic survival would occupy her. She braced her elbows on her knees and thought about David, buried in alien soil with a glass headstone to mark his small grave, then let her head sink into her hands.

Welcome to the world of the leper, said Mohan Rayat, and sat down beside her. You learn to cope with ingratitude in this job.

Sod off, she said.



Eddie, trilled Giyadas, gravely serious. Theyre coming. What will they be like?

The wesshar child walked briskly alongside him, a little seahorse princess just a meter tall but who could already break his arm if she wanted. Eddie Michallat was relieved that she liked him. Wesshar females were formidable, and they started young.

Ive got no idea, sweetheart, he said. Ive seen the same images that you have. But theyre still wesshar, same as you, whatever they look like. Youll have lots in common. Youve been learning their language, havent you?

We all have. She meant her family, the four males and their offspring who had been taken in by Nevyan when their own matriarch died. Wesshar didnt appear to have stepchild issues. But we still dont know what theyre really like. Nevyan says we left Eqbas Vorhi ten thousand years ago. That sounds like a very long time.

It is. We were just about discovering how to build cities then.

Are you really a backward species, Eddie?

Cute. And tactlessly true, and healthy to be reminded of the chilling reality of not being at the top of the food chain any longer. He had to put his hands up to it. Fraid so, sweetheart. Unfortunately, our technology is way ahead of us.

Fnars autumn weather was cool rather than cold but the pearl layer gave the impression of a heavy frost. Eddie was almost as used to its optical illusions as to its over-length days and higher gravity. On this overcast morning, his room in Nevyans home had been flooded with a cold white light that made him think he had woken up to overnight snowfall.

It could have been a magical experience. But the threat of a war that he couldnt leave behind on the next available flight stripped the gloss from it. He was heading to the Exchange of Surplus Things to hear about the next escalation in the conflict with the humans.

I still think its odd that you lot havent stayed in contact with each other, said Eddie. Eqbas Vorhi had responded to Wessejs appeal for military support. If Wessej represented the isolationist liberals, the Eqbas were going to make interesting neighbors. We would.

What would the purpose of that be if we wished to lead separate lives? And your species originated in Earths tropics. Do you stay in touch with Africa every day?

Giyadas had him there. Even the kids here had that inexorable in-your-face logic from an early age.

The wesshar around him seemed as agitated by the prospect as Eddie was. He was passing through a phase of being stunned by how alien they were. The novelty of seeing extraterrestrial life in the flesh had palled quickly, but that was when he was buffered by the company of other humans. Now he was the minority alien, living in an alien household, and he had become increasingly aware that the only other creature on the planet that looked remotely like him was Ade. Even Arasreshaped by his cnaatat over the years into a theatrical approximation of a manwas two meters tall and built like an armored vehicle. And he had claws.

Doesnt Nevyan worry when youre out on your own, kid? Giyadas was probably the equivalent of a human six-year-old. She kept up with him as he walked towards the Exchange, her tufted mane of amber hair like a Spartan soldiers helmet. It was like looking down on a rocking horse. Did you tell her you were going out?

Why should she worry?

Well, what if

Eddie stopped himself from explaining what could happen to a small child out on its own on Earth. No, there were no what-ifs in Fnar. Anyone could walk down its terraces in complete safety. Wesshar were communal, responsible creatures who regarded the exploitation of any other animal as the worst possible crime. There were no gangs, no speeding traffic, and no muggers.

And thensuitably provokedwesshar would wage war without pity and wipe out millions. Chilled or punchingthat was how Shan had described them. They didnt have a middle setting. Humankind was about to find out what wesshar were like when they were really punching.

I want to go to Marancas, said Giyadas. The isanket was taking her future role as a matriarch seriously. Talking to her was like blotting old-fashioned ink, the information instantly absorbed and faithfully reproduced yet somehow reversed. I want to see the gethes from Constantine colony.

Why?

To see why theyre different from you. I want to know why they killed the bezeri.

They didnt, sweetheart. They helped someone else do it. And it was just a couple of them. They believe in God and that makes humans do some pretty strange things.

Giyadas skipped a step. Sergeant Bennett said it was bollocks because if there was a real god he wouldnt let humans behave the way they do.

So Ade Bennett had taken on the mantle of teaching the wesshar inappropriate English. Theyd already absorbed way too much from Shan, and Giyadas was picking it up faster than any of them.

Eddie shrugged. But the why doesnt matter to wesshar, does it? You only care about whats done, not why it was done.

Knowing is not the same as caring. If we dont know why, how can we stop it happening again?

You sure youre a kid and not just a bit short for a wesshar?

I dont understand.

Never mind. Eddie slowed as he merged with the crowd of wesshar approaching the Exchange of Surplus Things. His instinct was to grab Giyadass hand and make sure she wasnt crushed, but the adult wesshar towering above her gave her plenty of space. He took her hand anyway and she looked up at him as if he were mad. So youve been talking to Ade, have you?

He wants his friends back.

The other Royal Marines?

Whats royal? Whats the sea got to do with it?

Its just an old regimental title. They were sea-going soldiers.

Will he be our soldier now?

I dont know. I dont think any of us know whats going to happen next.

But Ade couldnt go home again, not with the cnaatat parasite colonizing his body.

The sergeant was sitting on a packing crate in the Exchange of Surplus Things, the nearest that Fnar had to a center of government, a great vaulted hall cut deep into the wall of rock that cradled Fnar. It was a warehouse where wesshar deposited surplus crops and took others that they needed, without tally or inventory, and the bounty was never abused. It was the sort of system that would never work on Earth in a million years.

Ade didnt look at all changed by cnaatat. He still appeared on first glance like an anonymous, average bloke somewhere in his thirties, maybe early, maybe late. It took another glance to register that he was exceptionally fit and taking discreet note of everything around him.

But he hadnt turned into a two-meter alien; whatever the parasite was doing to him, it was doing it internally. He nodded acknowledgment but didnt get up. Eddie sat down beside him and Giyadas stood staring into his impassive face, far too close to be anything but annoying.

Hi, said Ade, cornered. His voice always seemed too soft for a man who was supposed to bark orders. Youre growing fast, arent you?

Are you remembering what Shan remembered?

Sometimes, sweetie.

You must find that a comfort.

Then she disappeared into the crowd to find Nevyan. They were nearly all males and even Nevyanshorter than the average matriarchstood almost a head above them.

I think theyre about fifty when theyre born, said Eddie.

They dont so much grow up as acquire more knowledge.

Thats very perceptive.

Ade glanced at him sideways and Eddie knew he had seen that warning expression before. It was Shans. Nobody knew just how many components of a previous host cnaatat would whip out like a conjuring trick. This looked like one of them.

I wasnt being patronizing, said Eddie, responding to the disapproval of a dead woman.

The kids wrong. I dont find it comforting.

You getting flashbacks? Aras does, all the time.

Yeah, one in particular. A gorilla and the bloody awful feeling of having let someone down when they needed me.

I can tell you about the gorilla.

Later, maybe. Ade had a quiet finality about him when he wanted to change the subject. What are we waiting for? Match of the Day?

Live from Eqbas Vorhi.

They dont play soccer, do they?

No. They dont play anything. Apparently Nevyans going to be talking to a couple of Eqbas matriarchs. What were looking at is a city called Surang.

The huge image in the wallpart of the stone itself, it seemedshowed a static view of Surang, at once wholly familiar to Eddie yet shocking. It was every live news feed from a foreign city that he had ever seen, and he half-expected a colleague to amble into shot, adjust an audio implant and ask the gallery how long it was to air.

And it was also a window onto an alien city that was exotic even to the wesshar around him.

Surang was astonishing. It was the first shot hed seen that took in so much of the city skyline, all impossible curves and billowing organic shapes that reached up into the sky like a growth of oyster mushrooms on a tree. There was a lot of vegetation; but there was also plenty of building. If the wesshar in Fnar built to avoid being seen, then their cousins appeared to represent the less discreet pole of architectural philosophy.

Surang was a statement, whether it meant to be or not. It said look what we can do, monkey boys.

Eddie wanted to get those pictures down the ITX as fast as he could find a way of linking into the feed. The excitement boiled in his gut.

Can you imagine seeing our politicians holding talks in public?

Youd be out of a job for a start. Ade scratched his chin. And so would I.

Something brushed against Eddies leg. A displaced throwback of a thought said cat but there were no cats on Wessej. He half-turned and found himself looking down into the matte black predators eyes of Serrimissani.

Hi, doll, he said. He liked the ussissi interpreter. She was a sullen, savage, stroppy cow, but she had looked after him on Umeh when the shit was flying. He owed her. Missing Jejeno?

Not a city I care for, she said. Her little sibilant girly voice was at odds with her mouthful of needle teeth. Hed felt those in his shoulder once and he never wanted to feel them again. And Nevyan does not ask me to pour beverages, unlike Ual.

I know it pisses you girls off to be told to fetch the coffee.

I am not deceived by your casual attitude. You grieve for your friend, however casually you refer to her.

Eddie shrugged. Thats how we defend our feelings.

Aras seems not to feel that need.

We all cope in our own way. He fought an urge to reach down and fondle Serrimissanis head like an animal. This is not your pet. This is a person. He settled for squatting at eye level rather than gazing down on her from a lordly height. So what are you up to?

I have advised Nevyan of the isenj way of conducting themselves.

Shes never actually had any contact with one, has she?

No living wesshar has met isenj, except for Aras and a few troops.

Met was an odd word to describe warfare. I really miss Ual.

Serrimissani slitted her eyes at him, lips compressed. Her contempt could be pretty transparent. But he still counted her as a friend even though she made no attempt at small talk while they waited.

Nevyan arrived, with no minders or minions clearing a path and no visible deference. Nevyans mother Mestin, once the dominant matriarch of the ruling clique, watched from the sidelines.

Of all the bizarre facets of the wesshar character, this was the one that Eddie was finding the hardest to grasp. Leaders simply happened by dint of their hormonal dominance, and once they happened, they got on with the job. Wesshar had unforgivingly high expectations of their informal governors. It was a duty, not a privilege, and nobody clawed their way to the top or maneuvered for position. Nevyan had fallen into the role; her primeval protective instinct had kicked into overdrive when Shan died.

It was both terrifying and reassuring. Wesshar were militantly altruistic. Eddie wondered how that tendency manifested itself in their bigger, brasher cousins.

Giyadas, apparently satisfied that her stepmother had arrived, returned and sat next to Eddie with all the composure of a duchess.

The two wesshar races didnt speak the same language after such a long separation but they were learning as fast as they could with the assistance of ussissi aides. Eddie wondered if humans would turn out to be the only species in the galaxy that took so long to learn languages.

Do I need to do that voice thing? asked Eddie. The double sounds?

How will anyone understand you otherwise? said Giyadas.

Do overtones make much difference?

Giyadas did some rapid head-cocking, staring at a point ahead of her. Are say and stay different in English?

Yes. She had actually asked a rhetorical question. He never thought the hyper-literal adult wesshar did that, let alone a small child. Smart kid. Point taken. Is that it? Just pronunciation?

No.

What, then?

Giyadas looked as if she was searching his face for something. If you say ripe fruit, then one word follows the other. If we say ripe fruit, we say both words at the same time. If we say someone is eating ripe fruit, then that is one word too. There is often one word for the basic things. For new things, we add words together to express them.

I can tell youve never been paid by the word, said Eddie. He shut his eyes for a moment and imagined a three-dimensional tonal language with a huge and specific core vocabulary and then even more torturous compounds. Shan had said wessu grammar itself was simple. He couldnt imagine how.

Perhaps I could write wessu, he said.

Giyadas enjoyed teaching. Show me your screen.

Eddie pulled out the sheet and set it to graphic mode. Giyadas prodded a long, four-jointed finger into the fabric and scrawled what looked like the contents of a whiteboard from a management brainstorming session, all radiating curves and symbols like a fishbone diagram. He couldnt see a beginning or end, just a single maze of symbols. Even Chinese and Arabic were linear. Written wessu wasnt made for human brains.

There, she said. That is much simpler.

Eddie, a man who lived by his talent for speaking and writing, was now effectively an illiterate, and a mute illiterate at that. Do you people ever do straight lines? he asked. Okay, you be my interpreter. Maybe you can teach me in time.

The wall image changed, tilting down to show a ussissi draped in multicolored fabric belts. She spoke in wessu and Eddie glanced down at Giyadas, indulging her growing sense of preparation for matriarchy.

Whats she saying?

That Sarmatakian Ve will be talking soon. Shes the adviser to the matriarch Curas Ti.

Eddie couldnt imagine any human politician taking a sensitive call from another state with the electorate watching. Theyd rather screw in public than be seen getting screwed over. But what Nevyan was doing was a logical, extraordinary extension of the cooperative way wesshar had evolved. Lying wasnt an option when you were consciously aware of scent signals, either. Their transparency was more intimidating than charming.

Sarmatakian Ve and the matriarch Curas Ti didnt look like any wesshar Eddie had met. They were stockier, darker, and short-faced; it was as if a designer had been sent in to update the model for a new market. They looked like aliens.

Boy, you people evolve fast, said Eddie. He made a quick comparison with Giyadas. The wesshar genome was fluid; they exchanged DNA like some bacteria. No wonder cnaatat likes wesshar hosts.

Giyadas gave him that almost canine head-tilt that showed she was concentrating hard on him. Do you want me to translate?

Sorry. Carry on.

They say that there is another ship being diverted to this sector, a larger one. A mission is being prepared on Eqbas Vorhi. They would like more information in the meantime.

About what?

About gethes, about Wessej, about Umeh. About everything.

Eddie had a thought.

Has anyone told them exactly what cnaatat is?

Giyadas tilted her head further. It gave crosslike wesshar pupils a better focus on the object of their curiosity. I dont know.

I wonder what theyre going to make of it? said Eddie.
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