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Prologue




The Temporary City, Bezerej, Cavanaghs Star system: interrogation room

One down, one to go.

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

Lindsay had to be found before she did something stupid.

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

Rayat watched Shan walk around the room without moving his head. She knew when someone was following her in their peripheral vision by the fixed stare ahead and the blink rate; but Rayat didnt blink.

He was a spook. He was trained for this. Sod it, shed make him blink. She was a copper, so she was trained for it too.

So where do you think shes gone? Shan asked.

Rayat didnt move a muscle. No idea. Its a big ocean, and Lindsays an unpredictable woman.

You wouldnt be shitting me, of course.

Would I have turned myself in if I was colluding with her?

Shan thought of a few scenarios where he might have done just that. She wouldnt trust him as far as she could spit in a Force Ten. You tell me.

Ive seen what this parasite can do and it scares me.


So have I. Cnaatat had kept her alive through a shot-shattered skull and drowning and even drifting in the vacuum of space minus a suit. Scared? You have no idea, chum. She paused in front of him and folded her arms: he sat at the bare table with his hands folded. You used to call it a symbiont. Youre a scientist. Youre precise about terminology.

Symbionts are about mutual benefit. Parasites are about keeping you as alive as you need to be for their benefit.

It wants to reproduce and find new hosts, thats for sure.

So you cant kill me easily. You know that.

I know. Consider it an incentive for me.

Shan stared him in the eye until he looked away. She had no intention of giving in again to her urge to punch that smirk off his face. Whatever you threw at a cnaatat host, it made them stronger: the organism adapted instantly with a nifty work-round, cheating death with disturbing ease, and the host came out with a new healing adaptation. No, she wasnt going to oblige Rayat by making a supersoldier out of him. It was bad enough that hed been infected with a strain of cnaatat that now knew how to keep her alive in space.

The bastard had been sent to secure the organism for the European federal government. Like her, he didnt abandon his mission just because things got awkward. She hated him with the passion you could only muster for someone who showed you the worst aspects of yourself.

Well, youre not going anywhere now, said Shan. And neither is Lin.

Vengeance is a powerful focus.

Not vengeance. Just stopping someone who takes decisions to change the course of the fucking universe at the drop of a hat. You know. Nuke an island, near as damn it wipe out the bezeri, change a whole ecology, that kind of stuff. She was getting mad now: her fists went involuntarily to her hips and she felt her jaw set. Her and her poxy humanitarian conscienceand dont tell me shes found religion. Thatd just piss me off even more. Its bad enough that she thinks she knows best every time, without her thinking shes got a hotline to God for mission tasking.


Rayat considered Shan with a benign hint of a smile. Take the word God out of that stream of vitriol, and you might well be describing yourself.

Nice try, said Shan quietly. But Im past having pissing contests with you.

He carried on anyway. Or your wesshar friends. You all make those epic decisions so easily.

Ill stick another one on the list, then, said Shan. For all his spook expertise at reading peoples reactions, Rayat didnt know what was in her head right then, what was preoccupying her. He didnt know the decisions shed had to make. Either way, cnaatat stays here and nobody else picks up a dose. EnHaz might be long gone, but Im not, and Im still on duty.

Rayat looked at her with dark eyes that might have betrayed a hint of kindness had they not been his. She wondered how long her self-control would stop her thrashing him the way she had before he picked up cnaatat. She also wondered how many of her memoriesand Ades, and Arasswere surfacing in this smug bastards mind. She hoped theyd be the worst ones, like stepping out of the airlock into the void, a slower way to die than most imagined.

But Rayat didnt know all the decisions shed had to take. Shed aborted her own child. Killing Rayat and Lindsay Neville wouldnt trouble her at all, provided she had enough explosive power to do the job. She wondered again why she hadnt done it already, when all it would have taken was one round in the head.

It struck her that it wasnt Lindsay Neville she needed to find. It was the Shan Frankland that she used to be who was missing.
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I fail to understand why gethes talk about individuals versus society. They are the same thing. The action of every individual counts, and those individual acts of personal responsibility accumulate to create society. Snowflakes are equally blind to their role in causing avalanches.

SIYYAS BUR, matriarch historian

on early encounters with human colonists on Bezerej






Seguor Marshes near the former colony of Constantine, Bezerej: 2377

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

Aras had never seen that river and hed never seen Earth. But the memory was vivid, and it wasnt his.

I hate those bloody things. Ade Bennett peered over the edge of the skiff, rifle ready. How big do they get?

Did you live near a river once?

What?

A river. A memory. It feels like yours. Plastic waste in a river.

Maybe. Ades gaze stayed fixed on the marshes. Might be Shans. Weve both seen plenty of shit at home. He turned his head slightly, eyes still darting back to the shevens last location, ever the vigilant soldier. Come on, how big?

Arass cnaatat parasite, efficiently filing recollections from other hosts, had absorbed the memory of the river either from Ade, or from Shan, their mutual isantheir missus, as Ade put it. The snapshot of the humans filthy homeworld was shared between them by an organism that adapted, preserved and repaired its host in the face of all threats except fragmentation.

Three meters, perhaps. Aras considered the range of sheven he had seen over the years. They lurked just beneath the surface, emerging only to snatch prey and plunge back beneath the surface. I saw one that size a century ago, but most of them are two meters or smaller.

Bloody awful way to die, being digested by a bit of cling-wrap.

But you wouldnt die. Cnaatat wouldnt allow it.

Bloody awful way to give the thing indigestion, then. Ade had a quiet persistence when it came to pursuing ideas. So what would happen? Would I sort of sit there in its guts until it threw up? I mean, do they have arses? Would it shit me out?

You might infect it, of course, in which case you might remain within it. It was unhappy speculation, but nothing that Aras hadnt considered himself in the five centuries since hed become a host to the organism. But cnaatat seems to favor more complex hosts than a sheven.

I feel so much better. Thanks.

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

You were seconds away from doing it yourself.

No bezeri, said Ade.

With so few left, I doubt we would spot them now.

It sounds like Lindsay at least got them organized.

Youre still asking if you made a mistake giving her cnaatat.

Im still feeling like an arsehole, yes.

If you hadnt, I would be down there now.

Ades focus on the water seemed unnaturally intense.

Shan would have gone ballistic either way. Maybe it doesnt make any difference.

It wasnt Ades fault. It had almost been a joint decision. The bezeri needed help of the kind only a cnaatat could give, and if Ade hadnt stopped him, Aras would have been where Lindsay was now, helping the bezeri salvage what they could of their shattered society.

I think you made the right decision. I believe Lindsay Neville has found a sense of responsibility and will do as much as I ever could.

What if youd known the bezeri had exterminated a whole bloody race? Would you have been so quick to put your arse on the line for them then?

Their ancestors committed genocide. Not this generation. Nor the generation I aided in the past.

You smelled bloody shocked when you found out.

I was.

Do you believe Rayat, though? Hes a lying bastard. Maybe its part of some ruse.

No, said Aras. He wanted desperately to see the bezeri again. He wanted to confront them about it. I believe him. It serves no purpose to tell me a lie about their past, and it explains a great deal.

Im not sure I give a fuck about them any more.

Hindsight.

Reality. Theyre no better than us. Maybe this serves the fuckers right. Poetic justice.

Aras had always seen the bezeri as victims. They had been the victims of the isenj colonists, and them the victims of the gethes, the carrion-eating humans of the Thetis mission. They were collateral damage, to use Ades jargon.

It doesnt alter what Lindsay and Rayat did to them, said Aras. He labored patiently through human moral logic. Even if bezeri see no shame in genocide, their ancestors carried out the slaughter, not this generation. They didnt earn their own destruction.

But they arent apologizing for it, either, are they?

Motive is irrelevant. Only outcomes count.

Im still too human to believe that, mate. Motive matters.

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

No, said Aras. It doesnt matter. The only thing that counts is whats done.

Ade lay against the gunwales of the boat with his rifle trained on the water, a grenade launcher bolted to its muzzle. Lindsay Neville had walked ashore around here once; she might do so again. Her baby son was buried here.

We mustve just missed her last time we were out this way, he said. I know Shan said she wanted her alive, but Im still not sure shell slot the bitch and have done with it.

Then we take the opportunity if we get it. The transparent sheven, no more than one single, insatiable digestive tract, broke the surface of the water twenty meters ahead of them, staying close to the shoreline, where its preysmall crawling creatureswas most likely to stray too close. This kind of sheven was a freshwater predator of the rivers and marshes and avoided the saline water further down the estuary. Ill explain it to Shan if that happens. She can rage at me this time.

Ade made a vague grunt. Its not like the Boss to be forgiving. Maybe shes got some problem with it. He sounded more baffled than critical. Maybe she cant do it to someone she knows that well.

You once pulled a weapon on Lindsay Neville too, and never finished the task either.

If Id known where this was going to end, dont you think I would have?

No. She was your superior officer. Even if she wasnt a marine.

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

Aras scanned the water with eyes that saw polarized light and detected the weed and movement of small creatures beneath the surface. Ade struggled with a host of unfortunate events, not just the contamination of Lindsay and Rayathe was still grieving for the loss of a child that could never be. Aras judged this by his faint scent of anxiety at unguarded moments that could only come from unhappy thoughts.

You have to forget the child, said Aras.

Can you? said Ade.

Aras wasnt sure, but he was trying.

Shan had no choice. You know what a cnaatat child would mean. It would live in isolation for an unimaginable time, just as I did.

I know. Ades blinked for a second as he sighted up through the scope of his rifle. But can you forget it? I asked a question.

Wesshar have perfect recall.

For Chrissakes, Aras, you know what Im asking.

I mourn, yes. But I know recrimination serves no purpose.

Im still upset that she got rid of it. Ades voice dropped, wounded and bewildered. It would have been good to have a kid with her.

Think about the future for that child had it survived. Alone. Not like us. You know it was impossible.

Yeah. Anyway, what are we doing yakking away like this when were doing surveillance? Maybe we should shut up.

Aras took the hint and doubted it had much to do with stalking a target. Ade took a long, slow breath and seemed to tire of looking through the scope. He eased himself onto his knees and sat back on one heel, rifle resting in the crook of his elbow. Around them the silence was broken only by the murmur of the water and the clicks and whirrs of living things hidden in the nearby grasses.

I did think about it, he said at last. And youre right. But I really wanted a kid.

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


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

Its going to be bloody, even with Earths agreement.

He decided his time was better spent healing the raw pain within his own small, bizarre family than worrying about the fate of a distant planet that had caused so much death and destruction here on Bezerej. And there was a lot of pain to heal.

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

Aras followed the direction of Ades focus. What can you see?

Probably a sheven. The estuary was a maze of mudflats and inlets. Its a bugger to spot transparent targets.

Lindsay was now as translucent as the bezeri, and amphibious with it. Cnaatat tackled each host as a new project to be transformed; it never behaved quite the same way twice. They were hunting a glass ghost.

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

Ade suddenly raised the rifle, slow and steady. He indicated with an exaggerated nod to his right and tracked his scope. Rushes, he mouthed.

The sunlight caught something in Arass peripheral vision again and he wheeled round. It seemed to be bobbing up from cover and dropping back again, too big to be a sheven, but it left the same visual impression. He paused. Then he began paddling with long, slow strokes to ease the skiff clear of the bank. Ade said nothing and adjusted his aim. The rifle whirred faintly as it auto-targeted.

A glistening translucent curve flashed and fell.

There was no splash. Whatever it was had fallen on dry land.


Lindsay Neville.

Ade was on one knee, finger curled against the trigger. Aras drew the paddle through the water and then he saw it for a moment: a liquid curve above the grasses, not quite completely transparent, but still far from human. Mohan Rayat insisted that Lindsay was still in bipedal human form.

Hold fire, said Aras, just a breath of a whisper. Its not her.

Ade held his aim, froze for a second, and then swung the rifle left as if he was targeting again. Aras stared as a glimpse of a formless, gelatinous shape slipped into the water, leaving an impression of sparkling lights and opalescence.

Ade lowered the weapon and his shoulders sagged. What the hell was that?

It wasnt anything like a streamlined humanoid. And it could produce light. Sheven didnt have bioluminescence.

But the bezeri did.

Its a whole new problem, said Aras.

Yes, it was.

The Temporary City, Bezerej: Eqbas Vorhi base

You shove that probe any further, sunshine, and youre going to be using it for a suppository.

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

My apologies, said the biologist. The fact that he wasnt human and had no preconceived ideas about women didnt make it any easier for her. It was definitely a scene for the dingbat abduction conspiracists album. Unfamiliar anatomy.

Ill bet. It was years since Shan had undergone a manual examination: even her dont-interfere-with-nature Pagan parents thought a scan was perfectly acceptable. Havent you got an ultrasound probe? Jesus, even Ive got one in my swiss, and thats an antique.

Ultrasound, as you call it, provides no cells. The Eqbas biologist brushed the probe over the surface of a sheet of gel. I want to know how your uterus regenerates.

Okay, give me the probe. I know the layout better than you. It looked like a glass cocktail stirrer. Eqbas technology was largely transparent and baffling, but Shan didnt need to understand it to insert it. And at least it was warm. I check myself every day now. No uterus. It hasnt come back.

Ive made you angry, said Shapakti. He froze in mid-examination, the classic alarm reaction in wesshar. Did you have to shout at people when you were a police officer?

Shan gritted her teeth. Wessharwhether they were the local population on Wessej or their newly arrived Eqbas cousinshad the bizarre knack of being both childishly open and uncompromisingly menacing. Shed been too harsh on Shapakti, the poor bugger. Like her, he was just a long way from home, making the best of a bad job.

No. I am home. This is where Aras has to stay; this is where Ade wants to be. Ive got new priorities now.

I did a lot worse than shout, believe me, she said. Shapakti seemed to cope with her occasionally pidgin mix of English and eqbasu. Sorry. Im angry that Lindsay and Rayat are walking round alive when they nearly wiped out the bezeri. At least weve got that bastard even if we havent found her.

You want to kill him.

Theyll do for starters.

Even though you now know the bezeri slaughtered another race in the past?

Would that make a difference to you?

No. It was many generations ago. It wasnt this one.

Okay, I admit Ive got a lot less sympathy for them now. Its nothing to do with sympathy. You think youve been conned. You dont like anyone pulling a fast one on you. But Im still a copper. If I stand back and look at the evidence, Rayat and Lin are guilty. End of story.

Motive matters to you.

Intent is a large part of human law.

What will you do if you catch Lindsay Neville?


It was a good simple question. Shapakti had a talent for those, just like Ade. I ought to nip the problem in the bud and kill her too.

Shan tried to think of some outcome that made sense beyond wanting to smash Rayats smirking face. Lindsays solution seemed clearer cut: Lin wasnt going to hand over cnaatat any faster than Shan would, but Shan wanted to be certain. Fragmentation. If the risk would be around forever, it was the only answer.

Rayat has asked for asylum, said Shapakti.

Wesshar dont do fancy legal stuff like asylum.

If I can remove cnaatat from him, then you would have no need to hunt down and destroy other cnaatat hosts. Then the condition could be managed if it got into a wider human population.

Shan didnt like the sound of managed. She wanted to hear eradicated, and also wanted not to be part of that eradication, because she almost liked her life now. How long am I going to lay here like a Drury Lane whore, Shap? She held out her hand, palm up, imperious. Give me the bloody probe and Ill do it.

Shapakti hadnt seen a human in this kind of detail before. He certainly hadnt examined one with cnaatat, and he was fully suited against the risk of contamination. Sensible precaution: but Shan still felt like a leper, and an embarrassed one at that. She extracted the glass wand and held it by its midsection so that he could take the clean end in gloved fingers.

You cant remove it from wesshar, you cant remove it from ussissi, and it looks like the things learned how to stop you removing it from humans, she said. Dont get me back in that loop of wondering why I dont have another go at killing myself, if its that dangerous. So I think Ill hang on to a high-yield grenade until further notice, if thats okay by you.

Esganikan Gai regarded Rayat as her prisoner to process, and processing prisoners only had one definition for wessharexecution. Shan didnt have a problem with that, not for Rayat anyway. She recognized single-minded obsession with mission objectives when she saw it. It was like looking in a mirror.

You bastard.

She had to be clear why she was doing this. She tried to separate the logical necessity from just hating him for nebulous, meaningless things like needing to best him or letting his resilience goad her.

Is this it? Shapakti consulted the data in his virin, tilting the hand-sized slab of translucent composite to see the data. Shan swung her legs over the edge of the makeshift examination table and pulled on her underpants before peering over his shoulder. He was looking at a cutaway image of a female human that had come from the Constantine colonys simple library. Here? In the pelvis?

Thats the thing, she said, trying to be patiently helpful. About the size of a fist.

Youre certain it was removed before?

I reckon so. The doc made a big fuss about it. They dont usually resort to surgery, but I refused gene therapy.

Why?

I was brought up Pagan. My family wouldnt allow anything to alter my genome.

And now you have a very altered genome indeed.

Dont rub it in.

And youre sure you removed the uterus when it re-grew?

Shan detached from a memory that felt like disembowelment. She could hardly believe what shed done: shed heard all the horror stories of how trapped people had cut through their own limbs, and now she knew there was a level of desperation you reachedlike the one shed reached floating suitless in the voidwhere the survival reflex took over totally and pain didnt matter.

Yes, Im certain, she said.

Did it hurt?

I cut through my abdominal wall without anesthesia. Of course it bloody well hurt. She stared at him, waiting for a lecture on abortion. She didnt need one. It had upended her more than she ever thought possible. It was the only way to guarantee getting past cnaatats defenses.

I understand why you wanted to spare the child the life you have, he said kindly. Just as Vijissi was unable to bear the isolation.

Thanks. Remind me he killed himself. You could always rely on wesshar to cut the crap and plow straight through the euphemism. They didnt understand oblique language. It still shocks you, I know.

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

You have a great bedside manner, said Shan.

Its hard to tell how upset you are because you suppress your scent.

Just as well I can. Cnaatat, forever tinkering with its collection of DNA fragments from other creatures it had passed through, had given her a wesshar scent signaling system. She kept her jask, her matriarchal dominance pheromone, well under conscious control. I dont want to lose my temper and end up deposing Esganikan.

This child was Ades.

She took it as a rebuke for carelessness. Wed both been sterilized and we thought it was okay to copulate. Cnaatat had other ideas.

You think it has ideas? That its sentient?

Just a figure of speech. Bacteria try to survive and reproduce. But, yes, it does seem to learn and react to its hosts anxieties. Shan stepped on thin ice of her own making: shed taken the wesshar view of life and sentience to heart. Humans had no special rights or position in creation. But I dont like thinking of it as something making decisions for me. Nobody does that.

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


This is very much a gethes habit, this need to lock yourself away in your own head, he said. Gethes: carrion-eaters. Human eating habits appalled wesshar. Their thoughts are still within you.

You ought to think of me more as a human with a few bolt-on extras. Shan flexed her hands and bioluminescence danced as violet and amber lights in her fingers. She still didnt know where those bezeri genes had come from. So, no uterus. But I dont know when its going to make a comeback, andwellits affecting Ade.

You have no oursan now.

Yes. No sex. Not proper sex, anyway.

Is that because you fear conception, or because he shuns you for killing his child?

Eqbas were wesshar, all right. However used she was to that brusque manner, the words still stung; she occupied herself fastening her belt and fidgeting with her handgun while she swallowed a retort.

No, I dont have a smart answer. Im just hurt.

Shapakti held both hands over a shallow metal bowl and shook them as if he was performing a conjuring trick, and in a way he was: his gel gloves slid from his spidery hands and coalesced into a pool of liquid. A thought crossed her mind, one that diverted her productively from her guilt.

One size fits all, she said, indicating the gloves with a jerk of her thumb. Youre good at making reactive liquid materials. Thats the same tech you use for your ships hull, isnt it?

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

There was no delicate way to put it, but wesshar had no taboos about sex anyway. If you can make gloves, you can make condoms. She didnt expect him to know the English word. Thats a covering you put over the oursanteto contain seminal fluid.

Shapakti trilled happily. I understand. He held up the virin. I have all human medical data here. Only one organ for both sanil and oursante.


Think of us as the economy model.

I can make this device.

Can I try the gloves?

He took another bowl from the neat slatted shelves of his temporary surgery and held it in front of her. A biologista genetic engineerplaying doctor didnt trouble her quite as much as it had a few months ago; it made sense. He knew how to build the engine as well as repair it.

Immerse your hands, he said.

Shan sank her fingers into a clear gel that felt like liquid on contact and crept up her hands to her wrists. Its inexorable progress over her skin made her jerk back, and judging by the wet sheen it had stopped about halfway up her forearms. It wasnt an unpleasant sensation; it just felt uncontrollable, as if it had a life of its own. Shed had her fill of that kind of thing with cnaatat.

How does it know how to do that?

You withdrew your hands.

Fascinating.

Its an effective barrier.

Shan thought of the sheven, a carnivorous plastic bag, one huge enveloping gut and not much else. If I hadnt pulled my hands out, would it have covered my whole body?

Yes.

Jesus.

Its safe, if uncomfortable. A complete barrier. You would still breathe, of course. Shapakti made another little trill in his throat. In a Wessej wesshar it was excited amusement. But you dont need to breathe. You survived in space without a suit for many months.

She stared at the gloves, a slick glaze as thin as skin, and rubbed her fingertips together. They simply felt wet. There was no loss of sensation. It was another wesshar gizmo that would have made a fortune on Earth if they had any desire for commercewhich they didnt.

Condom. The gel was almost yelling it at her, and, God, how she wanted to fuck Ade properly again. So is that all you care about? Youre no better than Lin.

She tried to imagine how shed sell the idea to Ade. No thanks. I got used to breathing again. I think Id miss it. How do you clean these things after use?

Shapakti made the shaking gesture with both hands. The coating will release itself.

Shan suppressed a mental image of Ade separating himself from the sticky embrace of the gel. It was just as well he had a uniform-black sense of humor. And the contaminant?

How dangerous is it?

Just body fluids. Its not like its going to make us any more cnaatat than we already are.

Rinse the gel in water.

Is that it? Nearly a million years ahead of us, and you just rinse?

The best solution is the simplest one.

Yes, I do hanker for a napped flint and a pointy stick some days.

But how will you exchange memories now, if you put a barrier between the oursan membranes?

We dont need to. It might be a useful trait for an isenj, but its a pain in the arse for the rest of us. Shan shook the glove coating into the bowl with a flick of her hands that made her wrist joints crack, and watched the liquid become a gel that huddled in an oblate sphere like mercury at the bottom of the bowl. And normal wesshar dont swap memories either. Its not mandatory in a relationship.

Shan made a mental note to carry on checking herself for signs of regenerated body parts anyway, condom or not. She was a copper. She didnt put trust in what she couldnt break into components, analyze and understand. This gels technology was as far beyond her as the Eqbass liquid spaceships, and she didnt do blind faith.

Locked in a small room down the passage of this underground basehidden out of respect for the wilderness round it, not for security or concealmentRayat was another element in her life that she couldnt trust, although she understood him far too well. She still wasnt sure which government department he really worked for; but he was a spook, and that was all she needed to know.


She was damned if he was heading back home with his prize. Cnaatat wasnt for sale.

Cant your clean-up teams trace Lindsay? she asked.

Shapakti picked up the imaging device that Shan thought of simply as the glass tea-tray and stared into its layers like a haruspex seeking meaning in entrails. He had been annoyedas annoyed as he could be, anywaythat he couldnt remove cnaatat from human cells as he once had. The damn thing was learning to thwart him. He made little noises in his throat that reminded her of an otter and she wondered if he was avoiding the issue in a very un-wesshar way.

But he wasnt. He was just preoccupied. Theyve lost track of the bezeri. They seem to have vanished.

Shan tipped the glob of gel into a container and put it in her pocket. Id better find Aras and Ade, then. Its like having a couple of naughty little boys to look after.

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

If you find Lindsay, said Shapakti, will you let me take samples from her?

Dead or alive?

Alive is always better.

Ill see what I can do.

Shan walked out of the maze of corridors and chambers that formed the Temporary City, passing knots of ussissi displaced from Umeh by the fightingnot almost-appealing meerkats now, but irritable, anxious, pack-fighting animals. There was also the Eqbas crew working on the decontamination of Ouzhari island, around a hundred of them in this former wesshar garrison. The rest of the 2,000-strong force was split between Umeh and the surrounding camp, and they were marking time on those duties until the rest of the Eqbas task force joined them for the journey to Earth.

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

Umeh is not your problem. Leave it alone.

But Umeh was tearing itself apart. The Eqbas were giving them a hand in making a bang-up thorough job of it, too.

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

From the beach she could see the first island in the chain that ran south, about six kilometers across the channel. She realized she didnt actually know the local name for it; to her, it had always been Constantine. That was the name of the religious colony that had lived there for nearly two centuries, and so in the proprietorial way of foreign empires the islands identity had been subsumed by it. The chain of islands ran south, decreasing in size like a bunch of stylized grapesCatherine, Charity, Clare, Chad, and Christopher, named for saints who hadnt been on hand here to perform any miracles when they were really needed.

Christopher had a local name: Ouzhari. Shan wondered if it would go down in history like Hiroshima or Istanbul, an icon of destruction. It had been idyllic white sand and black grass set in a vivid blue sea, but the grass was gone, and only cnaatat survived in the soil of the irradiated wasteland.

So the bezeri were as rotten and profligate as humans. Theyd wiped out a rival race long before the wesshar came to the Cavanagh system, andaccording to Rayatthey didnt feel the least bit guilty, and they didnt deny it. They seemed bullish: proud, even. Shan realized shed been hoping that the unifying principle of non-human life across the galaxy would be compassion, and that Homo sapiens was the bad apple in the galactic barrel. Deep down, though, her rational self had long suspected that gang-banging dolphins and murdering chimps were just evidence that all life was brutal and opportunistic in its way, and that people by the wesshar definition of sentiencehuman or cephalopod, in-sectoid or un-cute meerkatwere equal, both in their right to life and their complete disregard for it.

But she liked the wesshar. They killed too, but she understood their rules: vegan, cooperative, frugal, and utterly remorseless. They didnt pick on the small and the weak. They swaggered up to the biggest bully in the playground, tapped them on the shoulder, and punched them out. That was how she did things too. She fitted in fine with the local wesshar. She also fitted in with the Eqbas wesshar, up to a point, and that was the part that worried her, because the cultural and ethical rift between the two branches was big. She watched it growing bigger each day.

They all think its perfectly okay for me to betray my duty and help eco-terrorists, though. Normal, decent, wesshar thing to do.

If only she embraced the Wessej Targassati philosophy of non-intervention as well, she might have been a lot happier. But her gut still told her to do as the Eqbas branch of the family did; wade into trouble to sort things out, unasked and uninvited.

Across the channel, a pinpoint of reflection wreathed in a bow wave of white foam was heading her way. As she watched, it resolved into a rigid inflatable. Two figures sat forward, leaning on the gunwales, one the dark and heavily muscled shape of a once wesshar rendered almost unrecognizable by the changes cnaatat had made to him, the other a smaller blur of lovat green combats, a human male.

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

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


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

It could never be. It was a girl, but Shan hung on to the neuter, the nameless, and made damn sure she didnt start sentimentalizing. It wouldnt change a thing. As she focused on Ade, she also made sure she didnt wonder if the kid would have looked like him. That was the path to becoming a fucking lunatic like Lindsay.

By the time the inflatable slowed down in the shallows Shan could see that neither Ade nor Aras were happy. If the wind had been in the right direction, she was sure she could have smelled them. Ade jumped out of the boat as it ran up onto the beach, and lifted its outboard clear to haul up the pebbles for Aras to step out.

Now Shan could see why. Aras was cradling something in his arms. It was a makeshift container of folded plastic, full of vegetation and soil.

Hes rescued something. Hes found some animal. Hes so bloody soft.

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

She peered in. It was just wet earth and vegetation coated in what looked like raw albumen.

Where is it? she said. Come to that, what is it?

Ade had that studied lack of expression that said he had bad news, but his acid scent of anxiety conveyed the real message just fine. I think we need to get Shapakti to take a look.

Why?

Arasfar from the seahorse-like elegant wesshar he had been, now more a heraldic beast overlaid on a man, magical and tragicstill had that tendency to tilt his head to indicate intense interest. I believe there are trace cells on this piece of riverbank that are from a bezeri.

Shan heard riverbank and bezeri. She was no biologist, but bezeri were ocean dwellers, saltwater animals. Whats driven them inshore? Are they beaching themselves?

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

Aras tilted the container. Shan reached out automatically and the lights in her fingertips sparkled in a complex pattern of blue and amber pinpricks. The display distracted her briefly from the wet mess in the plastic box.

Whats in there? she asked.

Traces of mucus from the mantle of a bezeri, said Aras. From the banks of the estuary.

Another dead one. They beached themselves in their thousands after the fallout hit them. The bodys still there, then.

No. Ade folded his arms and stared down at the pebbles for a few moments. He looked up, eyes wide and wary. It ran off.

Northern Assembly, Ebj continent, Umeh, Cavanaghs Star system: near the Maritime Fringe border

Minister Rit picked her way between rubble on the construction site and wondered when the Maritime Fringe forces would pour across the border again.

The Eqbas had withdrawn their ship and she didnt know if theyd be back. Theyd agreed to help Umeh restore its ecology: her husband, Par Paral Ual, had lost his life for asking them to intervene, and she expected that sacrifice not to be wasted. Once invited, Eqbas didnt walk away, but they seemed to have walked away now, as if Umeh was so far beyond their help that theyd lost interest in reshaping it.


It was still Rits duty to see that her husbands wishes were honored. She didnt know how to cope if they werent.

I expect them to come back to discuss the bioweapons, said Rit.

Ralassi, her ussissi aide, half closed his eyes in faint disapproval. They always keep their word.

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

Perhaps. Ralassi trotted on, inspecting the progress. He was one of the few ussissi who seemed not to run with the pack. But they seem to be settling into life on Wessej. Whatever happens, thats home. We evolved with the wesshar, regardless of what other partnerships we might form. Never forget that.

Buildings along the route of the Maritime Fringes abortive advance stood smashed to the first and second floors, their colored fascias blackened and peeling. Most of the fallen masonry had been cleared, at least the length of the road ahead. The dead had been taken away and cremated long before. Joists and scaffold crisscrossed Rits field of view like a web.

Nothing in her genetic memory, no voice or recollection of her many ancestors, could tell her what move to make now. Isenj rarely fought among themselves. It had taken an external threatthe wesshar and their cousins from Eqbas Vorhito tip them into brief, destructive skirmishes, and thenthen they paused, bewildered, and looked around at what they had done, and tried to repair it.

We still have a tree, said Ralassi.

Yes, they still had a tree. In the crater gouged by an explosion, a dalf was growing in the exposed soil, soil that hadnt seen the light of day for centuries until the brief battleif the rout of the Fringe armored column could be called thatripped foundations out of the ground. Long feathery projections, translucent gold in the hazy sun, had unfurled from three slim stalks at the trees head.

Esganikan Gai said it was important that the utter sterility of Umeh should be broken by a living tree planted in that rarest of things, a patch of bare soil. She insisted on it.

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

Rit remembered trees, or at least her ancestors did; that meant they were significant memories. Rits ancestral memory also recalled a time when the wesshar were simply newcomers to the system, settlers with impossibly advanced technology who were happy to settle on Ashts uninhabited twin planet and trouble nobody.

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

Because the bezeri asked them to intervene to throw you off Bezerej. Ralassi dodged a loader sagging under the weight of chunks of shattered rubble. Had they been Eqbas wesshar, they would have stopped you colonizing Asht to begin with.

This was the concept that gave Rit the most trouble, this idea that wesshar felt obligated to render aidand carry on rendering it even when they were no longer wanted. She searched her inherited memories and found no hint that any of her forebears had understood that. All they had known was that wesshar didnt attack Umeh. That had left Umeh unprepared for the aggressively interventionist Eqbas Vorhi.

How do humans cope? she asked Ralassi.

The ussissi aide reached out and touched the dalfs fronds carefully as if expecting pain from them. With parks?

With having to learn everything anew in each generation.

They dont, said Ralassi. They make the same mistakes each time.

No wonder theyre so possessive about information. Its hard won for them. They did learn, though. They didnt seem at all surprised by the Eqbas. What are they doing now?


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

It took one authorization from Rit to lift the block on outgoing messages. Her ministry could have done it sooner, but they hadnt, and now it had been done that day, after requests had been countersigned and permissions passed down the line. The humans thought there was some strategy to it. But they had simply been forgotten in the unfolding crisis. They didnt seem used to being a small detail in the galaxy.

I see no point continuing the embargo, said Rit. Theres no harm that they can do, now that theyre leaving.

And now that the problem isnt humans provoking wesshar any longer. Minister, what will you do about the Eqbas?

I have to reach an understanding with them, of course.

Shomen Eit says this is now an infrastructure matter, and so his responsibility.

The park and the restoration wasstrictly speakingthe preserve of Shomen Eit too. Rit, whose ministry handled alien relations, was making a statement by being here at all, even if she had planted the tree because it was, technically, alien.

And that statement was that she was moving into Shomen Eits fiefdom.

My husband died for this. He wanted Umeh to be restored. And all Eit wants is more power for the Assembly. I cant let it stop at that.

Until he relieves me of my post, said Rit, measuring every word, then I carry on doing my duty to the state.

Two isenj who had been inspecting the dalf paused to stare at her. For a moment she thought they might speak to her: unlike human politicians, isenj didnt fear their electorate enough to want constant protection from them. But they simply acknowledged her office with a rattle of quills, stared at the tree for a moment longer, and then moved away.

She waited for them to pass. Where is our army now?

Ralassi checked the latest deployment on his data cube. Those whove remained loyal to the Assembly are still surrounding the administration buildings, and there are units holding out along the border.

What would you do?

Minister, Im not a military tactician.

I meant politically.

Ralassi had those same spherical eyes as all the fur-thingswesshar, Eqbas, humanexcept they had none of that disturbing wet glaze that made them look like internal organs protruding through wounds. They were matte black. Even the changing patterns of electrical activity in the cells didnt give Rit much idea of where those eyes were focused. She had met her first ussissi when she came to Jejeno as a child, and she still sought some pattern in their eyes like she did in the receptors of her own kind. She never found it. She always felt there was something unsaid when she spoke with ussissi.

Im not here to advise, said Ralassi carefully. Not about direction. Execution, yes. But the direction can only come from you and your colleagues.

Shomen Eit must be displaced.

Rit paused and waited for a reaction. Ralassis head bobbed as if he didnt quite understand what shed said. He did, of course: it was just that no isenj minister would even suggest a coup. Isenj were largely cooperative, their ambitions held in check by shared memories and the orderly society they inherited from their colony-dwelling ancestors. Rit could recall that ancient sense of purpose for the common good, the sense of knowing where she fitted into the greater scheme and what she had to do.

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

The elections are still a year away. Ralassis flat tone betrayed his reluctance to discuss the unthinkable. Time for any number of crises before then.

I didnt mean that we should wait for elections. But there was no we for ussissi, not on Umeh at least. You were born and raised here, Ralassi. Do you not feel any sense of a stake in this society?


He blinked. It made him look like the soft, smooth humans again, whose eyes were in constant movement. This is still not my world. And we can only involve ourselves so far in your affairs. We serve while we can remain neutral.

So shed be removing Shomen Eit on her own, then. She turned her back on the dalf and made her way back to the groundcar, still uncertain of how much support she might get from her cabinet colleagues. Ralassi trotted behind her, his silence telling her that he found her machinations distasteful. Right then it seemed not the prospect of further war that was the greatest threat to her children, but her own governmenther own colleaguesseeing the Eqbas intervention solely as a chance to emerge as a global power.

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

Theres no room for old politics, she said. The driver couldnt hear them in the sealed cab. My husband wanted change, and change well have.

Youll never get Bedois support for this. You need Bedoi to carry the whole cabinet. You know you do.

Maybe Ill have the armys.

Ralassi didnt protest. It was, as he said, not his world. Rit had no grasp of what it meant to know no other home and yet not feel part of it. But ussissi, like humans and wesshar, had no genetic memory, and so they couldnt possibly have a true sense of home and heritage.

Youre not a general, Ralassi said.

My ancestors were conquerors. She wondered if anyone had the skills needed to fight a civil war, a rare thing indeed among isenj. She searched her ancient memories again, seeking something to guide or inspire her. All I need is Shomen Eits influence to be removed, and a weapon that anothers skills can deploy. None of us know how to use a bioweapon except the wesshar. So I have as good a chance as anyone else of using it to advantage.

You accept the deaths of some of your own citizens are inevitable, then.

Bioagents were a wesshar speciality: even the Wessej wesshar could do that, despite their lack of interest in pursuing technology and their talk of respecting the natural world. They could even target the pathogens by small variations between different isenj genotypes. Rit knew that, but she wondered how reliable the weapons might be, and if it might not be a ruse to wipe them all out.

No, wesshar werent humans. If they were set on destroying isenj, they would have done it without a moments hesitation. Deception wasnt a weapon they needed to use. She could at least trust them.

You know the stakes, said Rit. Our population will soon reach the point where even the managed environment will collapse and therell be millions of deaths anyway. Better to manage that in a controlled wayor do you subscribe to this view of TassTassati

Targassat, said Ralassi. That only outcomes matter? All wesshar think that, not just Targassat. Yes, I believe I do think that as well. But you sound as if youre trying to convince yourself, Minister.

I am, because Im out of my depth. But I know we cant carry on as we are and survive. How suddenly these tipping points come upon us.

Im simply choosing the manner of their dying.

Ralassi narrowed his eyes again. You and the cabinet.

The groundcar edged forward. The streets here werent as tightly packed with pedestrians as the capital, and the driver made better progress.

Rit looked at Ralassi with renewed curiosity: why did ussissi adopt the culture of another species so thoroughly, and yet not that of the world where they were raised? Did they have their own languages and beliefs? What did it mean, then, to be ussissi? She couldnt grasp a sense of allegiance and belonging so devoid of place or genes. But Ralassi was loyal in the sense that he wouldnt betray her. That was all.

The human and the wesshar who have cnaatat, she said. Is it true they have isenj genes?

I hear they have. Ralassi glanced out the hatch of the groundcar and leaned through it to stare up at the sky. And isenj memories.

It was a shocking revelation, but cnaatat was a strange symbiont. Whose?


Whoever captured Aras Sar Iussan in the wars.

That was five centuries ago. This wesshar, this freak of nature, had isenj memoriesbut direct ones, undiluted by forty or more generations, and he wasnt just any wesshar but the destroyer of Mjat, a historical figure of hate for all isenj. This war criminal had a direct memory, a parental memory, one generation removed and no doubt vivid and detailed. Did it change the way he saw isenj now? Did he feel anything that his fellow wesshar didnt?

She wanted to meet him. She wondered if her dead husband had. So the humans have inherited the memory from him, and so the two I saw, the soldier and the matriarch, they also

Rit trailed off. Ralassi seemed distracted by something, cocking his head to one side.

Stop he said.

Ussissi had excellent hearing. He was straining to hear something. Seconds later, a faint whistling sound became loud and insistent, and the noise of the crowd either side of the car leapt from a low continuous whirring to a few high-pitched shrieks, silenced almost instantly by an explosion that left Rit numb and tasting saline in her mouth.

Snapping sounds crackled around her, her hearing so overloaded that it left a taste in her mouth. She was looking up at the inner canopy of the ground car. It was canted at an angle, but she couldnt work out if it was the vehicle or she who was tipped on one side.

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

Minister

Were under attack.

Can you hear me, Minister?

Rit was convinced she was speaking and couldnt understand why Ralassi couldnt hear her. Perhaps ussissi were deafened by loud noises, like humans. She realized the snapping was the sound of her own quills, broken as she was thrown around the interior of the groundcar. Two goldstone beads rolled across the floor of the vehicle as it lurched into a new position, and she could see clouds of smoke with particles roiling in them.

What is it? she asked. What is it?

Ralassi was barely audible now.

Were under attack, Minister. The Maritime Fringe has launched missiles.
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Hes not the God of answers; hes the God of questions. He uses the events of history to interrogate us and ask how we will live and deal with them.

Franciscan monk

speaking after the earthquake that damaged

the Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi in 1997






The Temporary City, Bezerej: Eqbas Vorhi ship 8860010056, in disassembled mode

Esganikan Gai liked the bulkhead of her cabin set to transparency, for the reassurance of the unspoiled wilderness of Bezerej a glance away. Watching the output from the Umeh observation remotes fifty million miles away was somehow uniquely claustrophobic.

It was also disappointing: the isenj had started fighting again.

She watched the live images on the screen set in the bulkhead like a waking nightmare intruding on a peaceful day, a portal into what the humans called Hell. At high magnification, the sprawl of construction from one coast of the Ebj continent to the other was peppered and illuminated by detonations. Smoke spread like blooms south of Jejeno, the Northern Assemblys capital.

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

Theyre unaccustomed to civil war, said Esganikan. Their genetic memories are mainly of being a colonial power.

Who did they fight?

The local wesshar. You know that.

I meant who else. If they were a colonial power, if they established instant communications relays across star systems, then do they have other colonies? Why havent we come across them before?

Esganikan considered the idea that there might be more isenj out there, breeding to destruction and pillaging environments. Eqbas had as good an idea as anyone could about the spread of species in this arm of the galaxy; but even after millennia, they hadnt charted every world. Life wasnt rare, and space was vast.

Perhaps, like humans, their colonial ambition is on a more domestic scale. She couldnt cover every eventuality. She fought to keep her focus. But if they have colonies beyond Tasir Var, they havent ever come to their homeworlds aid.

Umeh makes you indecisive, doesnt it?

Esganikan didnt need reminding. Except for their potential to threaten Wessej, it doesnt matter if the isenj species survives or not. And that makes it difficult to evaluate the benefit of intervention.

It also didnt matter which image of Umeh the orbiting remotes were relaying. Whichever of Umehs four island continents Esganikan observed, they looked the same except, at close quarters, in the detail of the architecture: coast-to-coast cityscapes and desperately overcrowded conditions. Umehs ecology was wholly artificial. The isenj had consumed and destroyed everything else that shared their planet except for microscopic life in the oceans. Left to its own devices, it was a dying world anyway.

Does it matter if they kill each other? Does it matter if I help them do it? Theyll die sooner or later, along with their world.

I wish Id never agreed to help the isenj restore the planet, said Esganikan. But I did agree, so I have to see this through somehow. Do you think the Northern Assembly will use bioweapons if we give them the capacity?

Aitassi made a little dubious chattering noise. Theyll try it once.

Once is all it takes.

Perhaps leaving the weapons with the local wesshar might be a better idea.


If the matriarchs of Fnar were prepared to use those countermeasures, theyd have done it by now. They have their own biological weapon capability. Theyve already seeded this planet with anti-isenj pathogens.

Generic ones, commander. They never had the tissue samples to create more targeted weapons.

Theyve never attacked Umeh so they didnt need them. They only fought isenj in disputed territory.

The wesshar had arrived in this system ten thousand years ago. If theyd looked at their isenj neighbors then, and identified them as the threat they clearly were, things might have been very different. Instead they waited until a few hundred years ago, and intervened when the bezeri begged for aid. Too little; and far too late.

Thats the problem with Targassats ideology. Dont interfere. Turn a blind eye. And this is what happens.

Shan Frankland would have called them bloody hippies. Apparently it meant the same thing.

Im waiting for Curas Ti to respond, said Esganikan. I need to know exactly what resources she can now commit to Earth.

Aitassi didnt say the obvious, that the matriarch of Surang, Curas Ti, should have worked that out by now. Earth mattered. Earth was more than the homeworld of humans who needed controlling: Earth had biodiversity to lose. Species there became extinct in decades, and it would take twenty-five years to reach the planet.

Esganikan drummed her fingers on the console and the grim picture of the Ebj continent switched to another orbital image, this time a far more familiar one: Surang, her home city on Eqbas Vorhi five light-years away.

Yes, she missed it.

It was a landscape of discreet but artificial canyons and cliffs studded with terraced homes and communal buildings where the business of government and manufacture took place. Compared to the deliberately concealed architecture of Wessej, where the local wesshar strove to blend in with the landscape, it looked intrusive. This was the world that the followers of Targassat left thousands of years before, rejecting the responsibility that wesshar had always accepted as an ancient race: the duty to teach, enable andif necessaryimpose environmental stability on other worlds.

But we came to your aid when you asked us to deal with the humans. We were heading home, and weve been away a long time. Now you dont even want us on Wessej.

Esganikan shook herself out of her growing resentment of her cousins. Id like a quick and straightforward solution. She was thinking once again of how many years it might be before she could return to Surang and start a family of her own. But there wont be one.

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

Another screen activated in the bulkhead, spreading from a pinpoint to form a rectangle a meter across. Curas Tis adviser on alien ecology, Sarmatakian Ve, seemed harassed. The backdrop behind her was a room that Esganikan recognized, dominated by a wall that was a single image of worlds weather systems: the climate-modeling center, in Upper Girim.

Is Curas Ti free to talk to me yet? she asked.

We have a pressing problem at the moment, said Sarmatakian. We need to divert part of the fleet weve allocated to Hac Demil.

Hac Demil has been stable for centuries.

This is a natural disaster. A magma explosion. Theyve asked for our aid to restore the atmosphere, but itll still take months to reach them.

Unplanned and urgent: Esganikan understood the priority, but that still left her with one more world to restore that wasnt on the schedule. They hadnt even anticipated the need to intervene on Earth. What resources can you give me to support this mission, then? Umeh cant manage its own problems now.

You should have thought of that before committing troops to it.

The isenj asked for help, just as Hac Demil did.

Hac Demil has a restored ecology and thousands of species. Umeh is virtually sterile.


The planet is dying. Now theyre at war because we intervened. If we start refusing to help the willing, what does that make us? And much as I regret the decision, how can I withdraw completely now?

Sarmatakian didnt appear impressed. It was hard to be sure of her mood without scent signals, but her head jiggled in visible irritation. The planet wont die. They will. Another kind of life will evolve and reclaim Umeh in time, as it does on every other world.

The adviser had never quite seen eye to eye with traditional Eqbas policy on selecting an optimum datum line for a planets restoration. Esganikan strongly suspected her of being a follower of Targassats theory of non-intervention, and that would have seemed extraordinarily archaic had she not been surrounded by Targassati wesshar on Wessej.

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

Nobody said it would be easy. Life never was.

What can you give me, then?

Sarmatakian hesitated for a second. I have a standing offer from the overseers of Garav that theyll commit troops to support us.

Theyreextreme.

Many find us extreme. I realize you have unhappy memories of Garav.

The alacrity with which they embraced environmental balance after the war came as a shock.

Converts can be more zealous than those who convert them. But Garav forces say they can be on Umeh in weeks, so consider the offer.

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

A hundred thousand, perhaps.

Esganikan bristled. Did you approach them?

Theyre aware of events because we remain in touch with them. They offered.

The Garav forces had experience of living in a vastly altered world and seeing the benefits. They called themselves Skavu: the newly awake. Esganikan didnt trust zeal. She preferred stable pragmatism.

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

Two more if we can recruit a full crew.

Six ships were already in transit to rendezvous with Esganikan: forty thousand personnel. We need more than that to pacify a planet of billions without unnecessary destruction. We need more environmental specialists, too.

You cant have more. There are no more. Not at the moment.

Sarmatakian wasnt a soldier: she was a scientist. Esganikan was getting tired of explaining what resources were needed to do the job. Maybe it was time Sarmatakian spent some time on the sharp end, as Shan Frankland called it.

Then I might have to accept Garav troops for Umeh.

Theyre keen to help. I
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