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Prologue




St George, Eastside Australia, inside the exclusion zone: January 2401.



Shitty death, PM, said the driver. Look at the size of that bloody thing.

Den Bari, Prime Minister of Australia, and Kimbell McKinnon craned their necks as far as they could to take a look at the spacecraft from inside the vehicle. In the end, they had to get out and stand in the morning sun, a shocking, breath-stopping 52 degrees of blast-furnace heat after the comfortable chill of the car.

And the ship was huge. It hung high in the sky over a desert of abandoned buildings, a smooth cigar shape, and when Bari took a look through the scope, it resolved into gently gleaming bronze metal with what seemed to be lights or sunlight flashing off it. Even without any real sense of scale or distance, he could see that it was bigger than anything Earth had ever constructed. But that wasnt what was most shocking. It was the fact that it seemed to be changing shape as he watched it.

And it was alien. It was from another solar system, the very first to visit Earthunless all those nutters claiming they had probes up their backsides hadnt been hallucinating after all.

Is that heat haze? said Bari. The thing looks like its warping.

Kimbell shielded his brow with his hand. No, sir, its changing shape, all right. Look.

The cigar was thinning out at one point like a sausage of modeling clay rolled between a kids palms. Where the metal was deformingwas it metal, did these creatures even use metal?it was changing color, too, turning from bronze to the powdery blue bloom of a grape. Then the smaller section broke away and flew off, a perfect little rugby ball of a ship, silent and speed-blurred. It was just as if the damn thing had given birth.

I suppose thats why they call it the mothership, Kimbell said. It was funny how he often drew the same parallels that Bari did. You have to see it to believe it, I suppose. Thats some tech.

The two of them watched the alien ship for as long as they could stand the heat. It wasnt alone. The rugby ball had vanished but more dark shapes, the same bronze color, appeared in the sky but with pebbled hulls as if theyd gathered barnacles on the journey.

It was a fleet.

Bari had known it was coming for the best part of thirty years. His teen years had been spent worrying about the aliens who were coming to punish Earth for nuking an alien world and to sort out its dirty, wasteful wayshoping that Australias cooperation would save his country. The Eqbas Vorhi fleetthe consequences of hubris, the judgment of godlike aliensalways seemed to be around an unspecified corner but never arriving, like the paperless office or peace on Earth. But it was here and happening. It was now.

And he was now the prime minister of the country playing host to them, while the rest of Earth held its breath.

How did we ever think we could pull this off? What the hell did we think we were doing?

It was the end of everything he knew and had taken for granted. Somehow, the images that hed been studying for years hadnt prepared him for this moment.

Kimbell batted away a solitary fly. It was too hot even for them, most of the time.

If theyre a million years ahead of us or whatever, how can they even begin to understand us? he asked.

You think they even have to?

Well, at least well understand our other guests.

They might as well be aliens themselves. Bari couldnt take his eyes off the ship. He was ready to believe that it was just an expensive advertising stunt The colonists have never seen Earth either.

They were going to have a bloody hard time finding other Christians like themselves in this area, too, but if theyd volunteered to come back to a world that was baking to death, then maybe they knew something he didnt. Faith was a wonderful thing.

At least theyre used to living underground, Bari said. They say they built an underground city with a church, everything carved out of rock. I saw it on that BBChan documentary. Michallat.

A lot of Australian cities had also moved underground when the temperatures got too high. All that was left on the surface now was a flat wilderness of a land once filled with ranches and wheat. The seas had reclaimed large parts of the south. There would be humans on that ship who wouldnt recognize the coastlines theyd left.

Just as well theyre used to roughing it, then. Kimbell opened the car door and stood in the draft of cold air that rushed out, arms held away from his sides. And Michallats a know-all ponce, PM. Cant stand him. I bet the Eqbas wont be anything like they are on the telly.

But Bari couldnt take his eyes off the Eqbas ship. It moved slowly east as if it was tracking them, and then it fragmented.

There was no other word for it. Chunks flew off, more mini rugby balls of molten-to-solid bronze, not in a random explosion but in a controlled burst like a fireworks display, spreading fragments in a uniform radial pattern. The parts dispersed, streaking across the sky in different directions, and the largest part lifted higher into the sky.

Fireworks. Bari wondered how the Eqbas did that. I always forget my cam when theres something amazing to see.

Fireworks all right, sir, Kimbell said. They got into the vehicle; the cool relief of the aircon was one of the purest animal pleasures left in life. The fireworks display to mark the end of the bloody world.
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I have made it work consistently, Gai Chail. I am confident that I can remove cnaatat from any human host, because I can remove it from Dr. Rayat after multiple reinfections. I plan to continue to work on removing it from wesshar, of course.

DA SHAPAKTI,

biologist-physician of Surang,

in a message to Esganikan Gai,

pending her revival in Earth orbit






Shan Frankland rolled over, stomach heaving in disoriented protest, and found herself staring at the curved surface of a marbled planet from space.

Shed been here before, without a suit.

Shit, shit, shit, Ive been spaced again, Im spaced again

Thin watery vomit came to a spattering halt in front of her face as it hit something solid, and she knew she wasnt treading vacuum this timenot drifting in the void, freeze-dried, yet alive and consciousbut on an Eqbas ship with its deck in transparent display mode. It wasnt the most reassuring thing to see when you were struggling to surface from cryosuspension.

Shit, she said again. Shit, you said Id sleep through this.

Her voice came out as a rasping whisper as she inhaled the distinctive scent of an agitated Eqbas. The ship was alive with the noise, and smells of three speciesEqbas crew, ussissi aides, human payload. Then she fell the rest of the way out of the cryo pod, wondering why she wasnt lying in a pool of vomit. The deck was smooth and clean again, and also mercilessly transparent. When she managed to turn her head, she could see Eqbas crew gazing down at the planet below like tourists.

Shan Chail

Shan was more focused now. Its Earth. Its Earth, isnt it?

Have you been conscious for the whole journey?

Enough of it. Shan was on her hands and knees, trying to tell her instincts that she wasnt falling, her body returning rapidly to its normal temperature. Cnaatat could do that. Why didnt you check on me, for Chrissakes? Couldnt you see I wasnt unconscious?

We did check. The Eqbas crewman wasnt like a Wessej wesshar at all except for his scent. His flat brown face wasnt as striking as the elegant seahorse head and citrine eyes of his cousins, but he had the same citrus smell when agitated. You triggered no alarms, chail. Perhaps cnaatat caused this. Perhaps we misjudged the bio-indicators for humans.

How long had it been? Five months? Five months. Five relative months to span twenty-five light-years. If the cryo hadnt put her out completely, then Ade Bennett might also have been trapped in that cold paralyzed limbo, drifting in and out of consciousness and unable to do anything about it, breathing and heartbeat so slow that it felt like death, and maybe Aras had as well. Poor sods. She had to find them and make sure they were okay.

It was just like that, being spaced. Only worse.

Cnaatat had altered all three of them enough to make all kinds of unpleasant experiences possible. The parasite had kept her alive in vacuum when shed stepped out of an airlock to keep it from human exploitation: she couldnt die. She hadnt even begun to scratch the surface of what the damn thing could do when it came to preserving and modifying its host organism, and that still worried the shit out of her. It had already showed her enough of its tricks to convince her it should never fall into the hands of those who would have the most use for it.

And here she was bringing it back to Earth, after shed tried to kill herself to prevent exactly that.

Youre fucking insane. Why didnt you stay on Wessej?

Because youve got a job to finish. Because you wanted to bring the gene bank home. Because you think the bloody Eqbas are going to wipe out humans like they culled the isenj on Umeh. Because Ade and Aras are right, and you really are an interfering bitch who thinks she can run the world better.

She couldnt recall ever worrying about humans before, and Earth could have done with a lot less of them. Filthy, shitty things. We are, we really are. Whatever had made her change her mind and come back eluded her now. Maybe this was part of thawing out, and in a while shed have her old clarity back again. She tried to recall what it had been like to be revived from the mummification of three months in space, and remembered bizarre out-of-body moments when she didnt even know what she was, which one of cnaatat s previous hosts, let alone who.

I need to see Ade. It was Ade she thought of first, a microsecond before she worried about Aras, and she felt a little guilty about that as if she had betrayed him: but if you had two partners, one had to be first in the queue. She got up and steadied herself against a bulkhead. The structure of the Eqbas vessel was disorientingly translucent in some places but solid and impregnable in others, and it was hard enough to negotiate its shifting layout at the best of times. Is he conscious yet? What about Aras?

The Eqbass two-toned voice had a placatory note, but she was probably imagining that. Both of them have been revived and made no mention of being conscious during suspension. Theyve gone to locate the other marines.

Shan stared at the deck but still couldnt see where the vomit had gone. There was nothing. The hull materialliquid to solid, solid to liquid, whatever was required of matter to make a ship that could become a fleet and a squadron of fighters at a moments noticeappeared to have disposed of it.

So wheres Eddie?

Eddie Michallat, as permanent a fixture as her cnaatat parasite, was going to be a busy man. He could forget reporting. He had a proper job to do. He could handle all the bloody media wanting to know every cough, spit, and fart about the Eqbas, who had come on a far-from-unanimous invitation to put Earths environment back together. Eddie would argue all that shit about his neutrality as usual, but hed play the spokesman in the end. Esganikan Gai, the Eqbas commander, seemed to know how to press his buttons to get him to do what she wanted.

Eddie Michallat is not on board, said the Eqbas officer.

Typical: hed wangled an early disembarkation. What do you mean, not on board?

There were a lot more Eqbas milling around now, the females with that plume of hair down the center of their skulls like angry cockatoos. They glanced at her as if she was behaving oddly. Maybe she was.

The Eqbas officerCirvanali, Cirvenuli, she couldnt recall his name right thensmelled even more acidic, as if he was waiting for her to lose her temper. They were a totally undiplomatic people, so his hesitation was telling.

Eddie Michallat chose to stay on Wessej, Shan Chail.

It took Shan a few moments to process the enormity of that statement. Eddiethe embedded BBChan journo shed never wanted on the original mission, the cause of many of her woes, but also the solution to many of her problemswas twenty-five years in the past, 150 trillion miles away. He was as good as dead.

The last shed seen of himhe was saying hed be on board, and that hed be in demand when he got back. He was planning on claiming his back pay from BBChan, 103 years of it.

How could the bastard just stay behind? It wasnt a question. She felt more bereaved than betrayed. What did he say? Jesus, didnt he even give a reason? I need to talk to him. Get me an ITX link.

I know nothing of his reasons, said the Eqbas, ignoring her demand. But if youre arguing, then you must be well, and Esganikan has more urgent matters for you to attend to. There is nothing you can do to retrieve Eddie Michallat now.

The brutal simplicity of the statement stung. Shan still found it hard to accept that there really were things that she simply couldnt do. Cnaatat had done little to disabuse her of the idea.

Do Ade and Aras know? But her gut felt hollow, and not just because shed just emptied what little there was in it over the deck. Eddie wasnt here. Ill find an ITX node. You go and do whatever you have to. When are we landing?

When Esganikan has completed her initial discussions with the gethes. And yes, your males do know that Eddie stayed behind. They seem equally displeased.

Gethes: carrion eaters. Sometimes it was descriptive, sometimes pejorative. But it always meant humans, because the wesshar species didnt eat other animals. They didnt touch them, exploit them, or get in their way. Eqbas just brought down civilizations that crossed their line of ecological morality, playing the galactic policeman. Shan wondered whether the humans on Earth had yet grasped the full implications of highly militarized vegans.

No, they probably hadnt.

Okay, Shan said. Its not like Im going anywhere, is it?

She made her way through the ship, fretting about Eddie. Jesus, he was just a journalist. The Eqbas could invade Earth without him. But she was damned if she was going to do his job and act as their liaison. Stupid bastard. What was he playing at?

No, itll be twenty-old years before I see him again, and that means

Shed already lost everyone she ever knew on Earth, jerked seventy-five years out of time by the mission that took her to Bezerej nearly three years ago. Now she was facing it again. No Eddie. No, worse than that: an Eddie in his nineties by the time she got back. And Nevyan, her friend, the wesshar who saved her life, who never gave up looking for her body when she was adrift in spaceshed be decades older too. But wesshar lived longer than normal humans. A lot longer.

Nevyan was staying on her homeworld. It was her duty, just as Shan felt hers was returning to Earth with the Eqbas fleet. She had to be here.

To do what, exactly? You think one poxy human, even you, can make a difference to a fleet that pretty well leveled Umeh?

The shifting bulkheads always made her feel like she was negotiating a hall of mirrors. She almost tripped over the communications officer as an apparently solid sheet of material thinned and parted in front of her, disorienting her enough to make her think she was falling again.

Shan Chail. The Eqbas put his thin spider of a hand out to stop her but he didnt actually touch her. They were all scared of catching her parasite, unlikely though that was. Shan Chail, you must adjust more slowly. Youll injure yourself.

That was the very least of her worries. Almost any injury or illness she could think of was simply temporary pain; cnaatat could repair anything except fragmentation. She wondered if all the Eqbas understood what the parasite could do quite as well as Esganikan did.

Im fine, she said. Wheres Ade?

The Eqbas pointed the way with an awkward human gesture. Shan followed the line of his finger to in the accommodation decks, neat rows of body-sized chambers stacked at a slight angle like tilted honeycombs. There were still dark shapes in some, but the two individuals who mattered most to hera Royal Marine sergeant and a five-hundred-year-old alien war criminalwerent among them. She couldnt pick up their respective scents in the melee of smells flooding the ship, and she had to stop a passing ussissi to ask for directions. The meerkatlike creature, chest-tall andto use Eddies descriptionlike a foul-tempered Rikki-Tikki-Tavi, indicated aft with a jerk of his head.

She found Ade and Aras leaning against a patch of transparent bulkhead and gazing down at the planet beneath them just as she had, like a couple of kids who were desperate to go out and play in some exciting new place. They struck her as oddly alike despite the fact that Ade still looked like a regular man and Arashowever much human DNA his cnaatat had scavengedwould never pass for a human. Cnaatat liked tinkering and rearranging its hosts genome, sometimes visibly, sometimes not.

So we made it back. Ade managed a smile, looking her up and down. Jesus, Boss, you look rough.

The sodding cryo didnt put me out for the count. Shan was too self-conscious to greet either of them with a kiss. Somehow being the Guvnor and showing affection in public still didnt mix. Ive been awake on and off for most of the bloody journey. You?

Dead to the world. Out like a light.

Aras seemed more interested in the spectacle below. I recall nothing of being in suspension.

So when did you find out that Eddie had stayed behind?

Aras turned to look at her, eyes neither wesshar nor human but charcoal-black and sad like a dogs. When I went to look for him. I checked on everyone I knew in cryo.

Didnt you think of thawing me out and telling me?

Why? What could you have done? There was no going back.

Wesshar were scrupulously pragmatic. In a human, that behavior would have been riddled with ulterior motive, the kind of thing that corroded trust; but in Aras it was exactly what he said, no more and no less. He had occasionally lied by simple delay, but for all the changes that cnaatat had made to him over five centuries, his core was still wessharliteral, uninterested in deception, and nose-bleedingly honest to the point of offense.

He was right, of course. Shed just have been impotently angry. Ade snapped back into sergeant mode and distracted her.

How long do you think were going to be here, Boss? He still called her that, as if she was his senior officer, and she found it touching now rather than embarrassing. Just asking. Stuff I need to do.

It was a reminder that he had a life that she knew little about beyond the memories that cnaatat had transferred to her. She found it odd to be that intimate with another personthere was no relationship closer than one between cnaatat hostsand relive his most traumatic moments as vividly as if she were him, and yet have no idea where he grew up or what hed regretted leaving behind. Shed have to find out. It mattered.

Months at the very least, she said. What did you want to do, then? She tried to keep an eye on Aras. Hed wandered away and opened another transparent section in the bulkhead, as if he wanted to contemplate Earth without interruption. You might as well make the most of the trip, because we wont be coming back again.

Ade shrugged and looked away for a moment. I want to go back to Ankara and pay my respects to Dave.

Dave was his best mate, shot dead next to him in the battle for Ankara. Shan had relived the warm spray of brain tissue on her face as cnaatat plucked the event right out of Ades transferred memories. She understood the compulsion at a level of empathy denied to normal humans.

Draw up a list, she said. Ill make sure you get to do it all.

She had a list of her own, but there were no old friends on it. There was the gene bank to hand over, and a court martial finding to be set aside, and macaws to return to the wild. When she thought about it, it sounded like a list of excuses for coming back, tasks that someone else could have carried out or that were no longer relevant.

And there were ghosts to be laid, but they werent important now. She could erase her past anywhere, any time. She didnt need to make pilgrimages.

Then why have you really come back?

Aras still stood frozen at the temporary window in the bulkhead. Wesshar had a great capacity for standing completely immobile, unnaturally so, and it usually meant they were startled or stressed.

Aras, are you okay?

I remember it, he said. I remember Earth as clearly as I remembered Umeh before I saw it for the first time. How odd to remember what youve never experienced.

I think were all going to find Earths not like we remembered, Ade said. Except the colonists. Lets see if it lives up to their expectations. He gave Shan a fond swipe on the backside as if he was determined to pretend none of them were upset by Eddies decision. Im going to make sure the lads are okay. Dont land without me.

I thought theyd sorted out a landing site before we left, Shan said irritably. But maybe a lot changed in twenty-five years.

Apparently, Australias had seven changes of government while we were in transit.

I see youre up to speed

No offense, Boss. I just asked the Eqbas when I woke up. I dont like not knowing stuff. Oh, and the FEU, Sinostates, and Africa have gone to their second-highest defcon state.

Only second? Shit, I thought we were scarier than that.

Give it time, he said. Theyre just warming up.

He strode off looking as if he belonged on the ship and she watched him go. It was naturalsensiblefor a soldier to orientate himself before arriving in uncertain territory. Shan hesitated to use the word enemy, but the Eqbas mission wasnt any more universally welcome than it had been when fighting broke out over it when it was first announced. Maybe the Australians had gone through a few changes of mind about the invitation to land on their turf and sort out Earth, too. But they probably realized what every world the Eqbas visited realized sooner rather than later: once invited, once their attention was focused, Eqbas didnt turn around and go home.

Shit. She wandered over to Aras and put her hand on his back. I wish Id stayed out of the cryo. Lots of catching up to do now.

Aras indicated an interior bulkhead. It formed into a viewing screen at a gesture from him, and suddenly she was looking at a vaguely familiar logo and a scene she almost recognized. It took her a few seconds to work out that it was the latest incarnation of BBChan; the setting was familiar.

Jejeno, said Aras. Ive been catching up on Eddies broadcasts over the last twenty-five years. Hes been prolific. And Jejeno haschanged.

It was all coming back too fast. Shan found herself looking at the once-crowded isenj homeworld of Umeh, the city of Jejeno, where every meter of land had been covered with high-rise buildings, every living thing that wasnt isenj or a food crop obliterated, every natural system destroyed and replaced by an engineered climateuntil the Eqbas had shown up, and millions of isenj had died. By now, it was probably billions.

Aras was right: it had changed.

In shot, Eddiea much older Eddiewas walking around an open area in the city that looked as if it was grassed parkland. On Earth, that would have been totally unremarkable. On Umeh, it was a miracle.

Isenj, black and brown egg-shaped bodies on spider legs, mouths fringed with small teeth like a piranhas, tottered through the background. They were an orderly people who looked nothing like humans, but who had far more in common with them than with their neighbors in the Cavanagh system, the wesshar. Some of them paused to watch Eddie doing his piece to camera, just like humans. The audio was muted, but the normality of the scene was shocking.

What happened? Shan asked. But she knew: Jejeno wasnt the dystopian urban landscape she recalled because most of the isenj population had been removed the hard way. God. So they really did it.

But it wasnt the outcome of the war shed walked away from that really shattered her composure. It was seeing Eddie Michallat now pushing seventy years old. Hed been younger than her when shed last seen him.

Time was a bastard. It took everyone in the end, and this was somehow harder than first leaving Earth on a moments notice and knowing everyone she cared about would be dead or senile by the time she was revived again.

But thats what cnaatat s like, too. Itll keep you going, repair you indefinitely, while everyone you knoweveryone without the parasiteages and dies.

Shed known from the start that was how the bloody thing worked. It was a simultaneous curse and blessing.

Now, for the first time, she really felt it.



Eqbas Vorhi, office of Varguti Sho, senior matriarch of Surang: 2401 in the calendar of the gethes.



If you dont act now, said Mohan Rayat, Esganikan Gai is going to play right into my governments hands and give humans cnaatat. Shes infected. And shes on Earth.

Varguti Sho, the most senior matriarch of the city-state of Surang, was new to the job. That meant she might be persuaded more easily than her predecessors, who seemed to think that while it was irregular for a commander to dose herself with a biohazard and fail to tell her own government, it wasnt a cause for alarm. They had done nothing in the intervening years despite his warnings. He had to make them understand.

Wrong. Its everything you want to stamp out. Its everything Ive come to fear. Its a potential disaster. Didnt all this trouble with humans start there?

Curas Ti trusted Esganikan to treat the parasite as an experiment, said Varguti. And what can anyone do thirty light-years away, even if there was a problem?

Did she ever actually tell Curas Ti what shed done?

No.

ExactlyI did. Da Shapakti did. Has she even told her crew? Do you believe me when I say she infected herself deliberately?

Yes. Da Shapakti confirmed it. But motive is irrelevant

Actually, Sho Chail, thats just not true. Wessharboth the Eqbas here and their Wessej cousinscared only about outcomes, not motivation. Most of the time that made them seem brutally hard-line; but sometimes it showed their blind spot about predicting risks. Vastly superior power had only compounded the trait. If Esganikan was keeping it from you, she had a reason. Its not how wesshar behave. Youre totally open. You dont hide things.

Varguti was beginning to waver. Rayat could see it. She was cocking her head, the four lobes of her pupils opening and closing, and then she froze for a couple of seconds. Wesshar always did that when they were alarmed.

When we send armies to other worlds, the commander has complete autonomy. Varguti sounded as if she was trying to convince herself. The time scales are too long and the distances are too great for any government to understand the situation she might find herself in. We do not need to know every small detail of her strategy, and we do not, to use your phrase, second-guess her.

Rayat was jolted out of the debate for a moment by the injection of English after so many years of being immersed in eqbasu. Home. Earth. Ill never see it again. But what if she becomes a problem? What if shes not competent to do the job?

You must justify that claim.

Shes lied by omission, and shes taken an infection to Earththe very same parasite that I tried to destroy on Ouzhari because I thought it was too dangerous to give to my own government. They sent me to get it, and I dont disobey my orders easily, I can assure you. Rayat could feel his voice straining in his desperation to be believed. I started this. I understand it better than you dolook, ask Wessej. Ask your cousins. Theyll tell you.

Varguti knelt back on her heels, apparently more interested in some information shimmering in her ice-sheet of a desk. The office was all low tables and serene filtered light like an upmarket Japanese restaurant, something Rayat hadnt seen in a very long time and would probably never see again.

I refuse to believe Esganikan would infect humans deliberately, said Varguti.

Sho Chail, it doesnt have to be deliberate. The fact that a cnaatat host has reached Earth is the problem. Anything might happen. Weve had an accidental infection before.

Now I know you panic for no reason, because there are three more cnaatat hosts on that mission, and you have no fears about them despite the fact that two of them are human, and the wesshar Aras has already deliberately infected a human once. Where is your logic now?

Rayat was helpless for a moment. He should have seen that coming. The reason he had dismissed it was because he knew Shan, and he knew that she would kill herself rather than let the parasite fall into anyone elses handsbecause shed done it before. Aras and Adewell, he also knew that Shan wouldnt allow another misjudgment on their part. Theyd already spread it once too often, both of them.

I know trouble when I see it. It used to be my job to cause it, more often than not.

I panic, said Rayat, because normal wesshar keep cnaatat at arms length, and Aras is proof of what happens when the parasite takes hold. He spread cnaatat through his troops because it looked like a good idea. It wasnt. When he gave it to Shan, he did it to save her lifebecause he was too influenced by whatever cnaatat brought with it to just let her die like she should have.

Like you should have, too

Im glad youre getting my point.

Youre not getting mine.

You have to stop Esganikan. Recall her. Appoint another commander on the ground. Just get her out of there before anything goes wrong.

She has done nothing to make me think shes a risk. Varguti seemed a lot more emphatic now. Rayat had lost her again, just when he thought hed swayed her. The subtle tricks hed been so adept at using when he was an intelligence officer dealing with weak, suggestible humans were no use on wesshar. The risk is that gethes seize a host, but they dont have the capacity to breach Eqbas security. In the highly unlikely event that they do, then Da Shapakti now has the countermeasures.

Rayat felt his throat closing and his pulse pounding. Cnaatat didnt do much to stop that. It seemed to think a little physical stress was good for him. But you dont have a mass delivery system for that

We will have one.

and do you really want to commit yet another task force to Earth simply to clean up the mess? Have you any idea of the social and environmental chaos that a zero death rate would cause even in a few decades on Earth?

Varguti stared at him for a moment. She didnt have the bright gold irises of the Wessej wesshar, and somehow it made all Eqbas look less ferociously intelligent; but that was a serious underestimation. They just dont think like we do. Rayat waited. There was no point angering her.

Yes, she said. We can predict exactly what it will do, far more accurately than gethes can. Yours isnt the only world weve adjusted in our history. And so far, I have no reason to think that Esganikan Gai is any more of a risk than Shan Frankland.

Rayat felt deflated. But hed come through plenty, through a one-way ticket to Bezerej and becoming an aquatic creature and even living with the torment of nearly wiping out a sentient species. Hed been switched between mortal and immortal so many times that having his cnaatat back again seemed unremarkable. So a few spats with a dangerously optimistic Eqbas matriarch was just a minor setback. Hed try another tack.

The reason to worry, he said, is that her cnaatat has my genetic material, my memories, and I was an unscrupulous bastard ready to do whatever it took to get cnaatat for my masters, or keep it from their enemies.

Varguti had him on the back foot. And yet youre not quite that bastard now, are you?

If you have evidence that Esganikan isnt behaving responsibly, then will you act?

Varguti wasnt even mildly annoyed with him, just impatient. He could smell it. Yes, within obvious limits.

Obvious limits. Esganikan was 150 trillion miles away, five years ahead of the second fleet sent to support her, with a loyal army of fanatical Skavu, a young and deferential Eqbas crew, and enough firepower and bioweapons capability to scour Earth as clean as Umeh. If she decided to do anything that the matriarchs here didnt sanction, there wasnt a lot they could do about it other than tell her to pack it in.

And would she obey?

If her cnaatat had changed her outlook as subtly as Rayat suspected, as it had all its hosts, then he wasnt placing bets.

Thank you for your time, Sho Chail, he said.

Rayat left her officeunguarded, unremarkable, and open to any Surang citizenand made his way down curving stairs onto the next walkway level. There was nowhere on Eqbas Vorhi he couldnt go, which was a strange situation for a prisoner; hed stopped thinking of himself as one except for the times he felt an urge to contact Earth, which he was banned from doing because Shan had once told Shapakti that he was a slimy bastard who should never be trusted with a link, especially now that he had detailed knowledge of cnaatat. Shapakti, scared shitless of her and always mindful of an isans advice, made sure that Rayat didnt. Eqbas technology was nothing if not thorough. Wherever he went on the planet, the communications systems identified him and prevented his sending messages.

He had not yet given up.

Rayat waited on the walkway, looking out onto a city of impossible and breathtaking beauty. If anyone had pointed out Surang to him when he first arrived and told him that the structure was a vast ivory bracket fungus or coral, he might have believed them. But it was a city every bit as constructed as Moscow or Brussels. He took out his virin and checked the news feeds.

FEU ON HIGH ALERT AS ALIEN FLEET REACHES EARTH

Ah, Eddie. A dream headline for you, except youve already done them all now.

Rayat could access all the incoming information that he wanted, all the Earth channels still being picked up by the local ITX node, but eventually hed stopped wanting to know what was happening back home. He almost had to force himself to check the daily digests. But now that the fleet had arrived, and Earth was in turmoil, he wanted to know what was happening very badly indeed.

I started this. I was tasked to investigate cnaatat long before Frankland ever stuck her bloody nose in. I was the one who opted for the cobalt bombs. Ill finish the job.

Nobody took any notice of Rayat as he leaned on a curved retaining wall and studied the selection on his virin. Hed been here so long that most Eqbas knew all about him, the exiled gethes who committed genocide andsomehowhad been spared the usual wesshar justice. He flicked through the news feeds, gazing at the image that filled his palm like a face frozen under ice.

An evangelist was in full cry. Judgment day is coming! he roared. Look at the signswholl be saved? Only the few

Youre not wrong there, friend, Rayat muttered. Stand by for downsizing.

It wasnt as if Eddies incessant torrent of documentaries hadnt given Earth the handbook for an Eqbas occupation. Humans just didnt take any notice.

Rayat worked through his options while watching the paskeghur boarding point. He liked to think of it as the metro. The transport route snaked through and under the city like a digestive tract, largely unseen, while the passengers within had the impression of being in a shallow boat skimming the tops of the vines that covered the heart of the city, with no sense of being in a subterranean tunnel. It must have been a similar technology to their transparent ships hulls and solid sheets of microscope; but even after twenty years here, he still didnt quite understand how it worked.

And I dont understand how they think, either. Just when I feel that I doI really dont.

Rayat glanced back to the headline feed on his virin. The FEU, Sinostates, African Assembly and the South Americas had now put their armed forces on the highest state of alert. Warships blockaded key waterways; fighters patrolled borders. Rayat thought it was a forlorn hope to try to stop the Eqbas that way, but then realized it was mostly to deter refugees who had already started fleeing.

There was nowhere to go, but they didnt seem to realize that.

He switched off and waited. It was easier than watching the wheels come off when he could do nothing. Eventually Da Shapakti stepped out of the paskeghur looking happy with lifeRayat could read Eqbas wesshar very easily nowand stared straight up at Rayat. He could probably smell him. The Eqbas biologist made his way through the crush, moving between the exchanges, the halls and chambers where Eqbas came to deposit surplus things and collect whatever took their fancy. It was busy today. Rayat gestured to Shapakti to stay where he was and ran down the steps to meet him.

They were friends and colleagues rather than researcher and captive specimen. Rayat felt a pang of guilt about the lab rats that Aras had rescued from him with a warning about his carrion-eaters habits, and wondered if it was his own shame or Shans censorious voice deep in his mind. Even now, Rayat worked hard at separating his own thoughts from the ones cnaatat had created within him. Now that he was infected again, they seemed more insistent, but even during the periods that the parasite was removed from his body, they still nagged at him.

Did Varguti listen? Shapakti asked, stepping close to the exchange walls to avoid the pedestrians. You should have let me talk to her as well.

If Id done that, said Rayat, then she might have given you an order not to do something, and youd have obeyed, wouldnt you?

Shapakti tilted his head slowly. He knew what was coming, more or less. You know I would obey the matriarch in matters of state. Besides, its unlikely anyone would want to disobey the consensus.

I have to call Shan.

Youre banned, and she never responded to you last time anyway.

I tried. Stupid cow. Ive been waiting twenty years to get hold of her again. No, twenty-five, if I count the journey here. Then you call her.

No

Or you let me call Eddie and ask him to call her.

Im not happy with this.

Rayat caught Shapaktis arm and steered him into the nearest exchange, a chamber that would have said stock exchange to any human. The trilling and warbling was at fever pitch as wesshar debated and chatted. Yet this wasnt about moneythey had no equivalent economybut ideas. It was a shop for exchanging ideas.

Help me warn Shan, Rayat said, in English now. If I can get her to listen.

When you speak English, youre being deceitful, Shapakti hissed. You put me in an impossible position.

And what can Varguti do to you? Are you breaking a law? No. Help me do this. Just to warn Shan, or at least find out if Esganikans crew know shes infected.

And if they dontwhat can Shan Chail do?

Rayat had thought about that, long and hard. Hed had plenty of time to do it, too. And now he knew more about wesshar than Shan herself. Shed known them a few years; hed lived with them for a generation.

Long screwdriver. Rayat waited for Shapaktis comprehension. Its what we call the ability to control frontline events on the battlefield straight from the top.

Bypassing the field commandersa foolish thing, because you can never see the situation as clearly as they can.

But sometimes it has to be done.

There was plenty Shan Frankland could do thirty light-years away. He knew how the jask pheromone worked in establishing dominance among wesshar females, and cnaatat had given Shan the full chemistry set. If anyone could bring Esganikan into line, it was Shan, chock full of the dominant wesshar matriarchal pheromone and her own arrogant sense of messianic, world-saving, uninvited righteousness.

He had his long screwdriver. He had Shan Frankland.

If shed listen to him, she would be his instrument on Earth.



Kamberra, Australia, Office of the Prime Minister.



This was the worst day of Den Baris life, and he knew it had been coming for a long time.

I dont want to talk to your foreign minister, he said, standing with his back to his desk. I want your president. And no, Im not prepared to wait.

He turned around to look at the conference screen, hands in pockets, hoping he didnt appear as agitated as he was. Agitated. Nothing more than that. He wasnt afraid, and hed do what he had to. Out of range of the desk cam, his own defense minister and foreign secretaryAndreaou and Nairnstood listening like a couple of bookends, identically posed but mirrored, with one arm across the chest cupping the other elbow, knuckles of one hand resting against their lips. Whatever responses they were going to give him today, theyd be the bloody same.

I could have predicted this to the day. Its not like the Eqbas didnt give us plenty of notice. I just had no idea how exact they were.

Ill get right back to you, said the FEU liaison.

Bari killed the link and looked to his ministers. What does Europe think theyre going to get out of this?

Jan Nairn turned and studied the wraparound plot of the Australian Antarctic waters, now studded with real-time projections of naval and air activity. Mawson, the largest settlement in their Antarctic territory, was facing a FEU carrier group sitting just a few hundred provocative meters outside territorial waters.

I dont think they fully understand the Eqbas capability, Nairn said. Maybe this is just an excuse to expand east across the AAD border.

Id agree with that, said Andreaou. Its pretty transparentif they wanted to lean on us to do anything, theyd go for a mainland city. I thought theyd given up on the AAD claim, though.

Well see. Bari was trying to keep all the status screens in sight at once, and it was hard. The Eqbas ship had returned to a high orbit after checking out the Westside, the western landmass of an Australia looking ever more likely to split into two landmasses, and now it was just waiting, silent, while more ships appeared on the satellite image as if they were falling out of nowhere. How the hell do they do that? How come we didnt detect them until the last minute, Annie?

Andreaou folded her arms. Because theyre bloody aliens, Den, advanced aliensthey do that, you know. This isnt the time to piss off the defense staff.

Okay, let me try to get some sense out of Zammett, and then we shift to the EM center for the duration. Bari turned to the doorway and called to his PA. Sal? Sal, warn the FEU ambassador well want to see him today, will you? And tell the Uni to bugger off if theyre still bleating about access to the Eqbas, because this isnt some academic thesis for their benefit. None of that international scientific cooperation crapola. We process this like any migration and resettlement issue.

Theyre our damn aliens. We invited them here. Theyre going to help us. Get your own.

There was still no response from the FEU. Bari was running out of patience. Andreaou switched to her earpiece.

Chief of Staff, she mouthed at him. She says theres more FEU navy heading our way

Bari ran out of patience and tapped the desk to call up the FEU link again, waiting for the image of the European portal to appear. I really think its time I spoke to your president, please.

He counted to eight before the screen turned into Michael Zammetts office in Brussels. Bari didnt have the same long history with Zammett as his predecessor, although that hadnt been a happy relationship anyway; so maybe a clean sheet augured better. But it was hard to see how it could be more cordial with a carrier off the ADD coast.

Prime Minister, said Zammett, unsmiling. I think weve all been caught out by the arrival of the Eqbas. Are you prepared to update us on that?

Bari aimed for studied indifference and picked up his coffee. I was rather hoping youd want to discuss the carrier youve got rather close to our waters, Michael. Your GPS had better be very accurate.

As we were sayingEqbas?

Theyre here. We noticed. It shouldnt be a surprise, seeing as they gave us a pretty accurate estimate of their arrival years ago.

And you still plan to allow them to use your territory as a base.

Thats what weve been saying for the last twenty-odd years, yes And I cant uninvite them. We found that out too late. Do you still have a problem with that?

Its massively destabilizing for the region.

The Antarctic? Because were all just fine about it down here.

Our carrier group is simply observing.

Look, the Eqbas are going to land. Weve got accommodation for them, and no pressure is going to prevent them landing here. You think that theyll just drive around the block and then go home because they cant find a parking space? Just accept it and back off.

There has never been any international agreement on this invitation.

Diplomacy had long since given up on the FEU relationship. There wasnt any agreement when the FEU invited the isenj here way back when, either. If you cherry-pick international law, Michael, you just encourage the small fry like us to misbehave too.

You could always come to an agreement with us.

Over what? ADD land? I think not.

No, that you dont allow them to carry out climate modification thatll disadvantage other states.

Bari looked at Nairn and just got raised eyebrows. Allow? He hadnt even spoken to the Eqbas yet, but Canh Pho had in 2376, and it was clear even then that the Eqbas didnt negotiate. They had their own agenda in which the conditions laid down by Earth governments didnt play a part. The sane response was to cooperate and hope to be the survivors.

It is, isnt it? To accept that theres no other way to win?

I dont know exactly what they have in mind now, Bari said. But I do know they want to try some of your people for war crimes.

Zammett wasnt fazed. He had a habit of simply ignoring any point he didnt like with an ease that made Bari wonder if hed actually heard him at all. We expect our returning military personnel to be handed over immediately.

As soon as theyve passed quarantine.

Andreaou caught Baris eye with a raised finger and pointed to the status display of the Antarctic waters.

On the move, she mouthed.

If Zammett thought the Australian Defense Force or any of its Pacific Rim allies were too stretched to deal with an FEU incursion, hed get a rude awakening.

Michael, said Bari. Im asking you to keep out of our waters, because we will respond. You know that. Theres nothing to lever out of us now. Its just a good way of getting the wrong sort of attention from the Eqbas.

Again, Zammett just didnt react. Wed like to be kept informed of the situation with the Eqbas. Good day, Prime Minister.

Bari knew dismissal when he heard it. Nairn yawned, feeling the long hours as keenly as the rest of them, and they stood in silence waiting for someone to state the obvious.

What do they really want from us?

Theyre just skimming the territorial line, Andreaou said, jerking her thumb at the status chart. Its pointless. Maybe they think we can dictate to the Eqbas what environmental measures theyre going to implement.

Bari wasnt even going to try. Hed seen what happened to a planet called Umeh. It was a sad day when the best intelligence he had was a long-running series of documentaries from the Cavanagh system that most of the public had ceased to care about, because there were much bigger disasters at home.

We lost interest in life on other worlds. What does that say about us?

They made their mind up a long time ago, Bari said. And if it doesnt suit the FEU, thats too bad. Im authorizing use of force under emergency powers. If the FEU crosses that lineturn them back.

Normally, a superpowers warship on the doorstep would have been the most pressing item on a ministerial agenda. But the Eqbas had much bigger guns, they werent going to go away, and they were still the best chance this country had of surviving in a deteriorating global environment.

The Eqbas were Baris priority.
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For its Tommy this, an Tommy that, an Chuck him out, the brute!

But its Saviour of is country, when the guns begin to shoot;

An its Tommy this, an Tommy that, an anything you please;

But Tommy aint a bloomin foolyou bet that Tommy sees!

Tommy, RUDYARD KIPLING, 18651936






Eqbas flagship: Earth orbit.


Marine Ismat Qureshi stared at the ESF670 rifle in her hands as if she knew it was as obsolete as a Lee-Enfield. She did it, then.

Who did? asked Barencoin. Beyond the transparent bulkhead was an intense rust red desert. Ade had once thought that all deserts looked the same, but they didnt. It was red in a way that Mars wasnt. Who did what?

Shan got us all home, Qureshi said. She said shed get us back, and here we are. Back on the rock in one piece. Well, nearly back.

Qureshi touched the bulkhead and the image zoomed back with a speed that made Ades stomach lurch at the illusion of instant takeoff. All shed done was change the magnification; they were back in orbit again, looking down on the blue-white globe theyd expected to see. The Arctic icecap was a small patch even in January, and although the very worst climate predictions didnt appear to have happened yet, it still wasnt the world theyd left.

Qureshi zoomed in with the bulkhead again, this time on the Pacific to the east of the Sinostates.

Shit, the coastlines have changed a bit.

Barencoin moved the focus. Look, mum, no islands.

God, look at Australia. The seas really carved into the south.

Theres only so much you can do with sea defenses, I suppose.

Whose bright idea was it to come back?

Izzy, youre the one who wanted a shag and a real beer. You could have been happy with sobriety and contemplative self-abuse, but no

Qureshi whacked Barencoin sharply on the backside. This had been Ades sole objectivegetting his people home alive. There was nothing he could do about the state that home was in.

Six out, six back.

Theyd embarked in EFS Thetis for the Cavanaghs Star system in 2299, and all that mattered was that they were back in one piece. The scientists whod gone with them hadnt been so lucky, but that was their own stupid fault for pissing about with the wesshar; but the rolling clusterfuck that the mission turned into wasnt the marines fault, even if Ade still felt it might have been his. Now they were nearly homeno, not home, not for meand somehow the injustice and shame of being court-martialed didnt seem to matter. Theyd step off the ship, and people would just look at them as a five-minute wonder, people from the past. The world wasnt going to go on as normal. The Eqbas were going to turn it upside down.

Barencoin blew out a long breath. Well, hurrah for the Boss, but we might have got home sooner without her. He was a good bloke, but he wouldnt say a cheery word even if his nuts were clamped in a vice. Were still fucked.

Okay, Mouth Almighty, thats down to me, said Ade. I could have sorted a deal for you before we embarked, but there was the small matter of not being able to hand over Rayat, remember? Anyway, Ill bet they wouldnt have honored the deal. Itll be easier now were back.

What if weve changed our minds? said Jon Becken.

What do you mean, changed your minds?

Maybe we want to be civvies now. Jesus, its going to be hard going back to the FEU now that its almost at bloody war with Australia. You think we want to be fighting on different sides?

Who said Ade was going to be fighting? said Chahal.

Esganikans got her army. Ade didnt want to think about allegiances. His was clear: he didnt belong on Earth, and he was here solely to keep an eye on Shan. She doesnt need me when shes got that psycho bastard Kiir, does she?

The rest of the detachmentQureshi, Chahal, Becken, and Sue Websterdropped the subject and occupied themselves tidying the remnant of their uniforms. It was that awful limbo period when the fighting was over and the euphoria of going home was tarnished by frustration at delays in disembarkation. But this time there was no familiarity to rush back tono partner waiting at home, no pubs to stroll back into and regale the regulars with tales from the front, no relief at the return to normality, because normal was gone for all of them, forever.

It was the first time Ade had really felt that. It wasnt just him; he wasnt the only one permanently displaced. Even without his vastly altered genome, the other marines were now almost as alien as he was.

We were fucked as soon as we left Earth. We knew that. But it takes awhile for the reality to bite.

Well, at least weve all got unique extrasolar experience of alien relations, said Chahal. Five distinct species, and lived to tell the tale. Good ad-quals, eh?

Christ, youll have a career ahead of you in civvy management, Barencoin muttered. Hed read international law at university and seemed completely unwilling to use it beyond being the proverbial barrack-room lawyer. But you and Sue are all right. Youre engineers. Engineers are never out of work, even if you have to build lavatories.

Webster played with the focus again. The Eqbas ship was almost like a fairground attraction at times, and they were bored. Mind your manners, she said. I build brilliant latrines.

You can live off the fees for media interviews, said Qureshi. You built a crapper on another planet. Thats got to be good for five minutes prime-time.

They were way behind on Earth technologyas if that mattered nowbut they had a story to tell if nothing else. Ade suspected the story would first have to be told to the intelligence corps. Theyd want details. Maybe that was the way to open the batting and get them reinstated. They want to be Royals again. And so did he, he really did, and he knew it now he was back on Earth: it was over for him, but it would only break his heart if he let it.

Its all right for the bloody navy, said Becken. He meant the remaining crew of the unlucky Actaeon, the FEU warship blown apart in reprisal for the bombing on Bezerej. Theyre all squeaky-clean frigging heroes. They get welcomed back into the fold and debriefed, but well be told to fuck off.

Cheer up, you miserable sod, said Qureshi. You dont know that. I bet theyre as short of recruits as ever. We havent even made contact yet.

One of the Eqbas crewmen walked up behind them and trilled. You look at Anarchic, he said, struggling with English. His overtone voice made him sound like an audio circuit glitch, two streams of sound trying to form the words. Look at the warships.

Ooh, Navy Days? said Becken. I used to love Navy Days as a kid. Made me want to sign up. So they still have navies, then.

You still have war, said the Eqbas, and jabbed at the image with a multijointed spidery finger. Not all of them spoke immaculate English like their boss. But no to worry. As much trouble as isenj, they. Better view when we get remotes out.

Antarctic, Chahal said. He means the Antarctic. But I think I like Anarchic better.

Barencoin and Qureshi vied for control of the bulkhead image, moving the focus along the Australian sector of the continent. There was a fringe of land exposed, dotted with small towns that had only been survey stations when theyd first left Earth. And the Eqbas was right: there were warships off the coast.

Barencoin lost the battle for the zoom to Qureshi. Is it one of ours, Marine? he said in a posh mock-officer accent, but then the impression stopped dead. Oh shit, it is

Ade watched as an aerial image of a carrier with FEU deck markings and pennant code filled the bulkhead. The shape of carriers had changed a little in the missing century, but it was still a carrier, and still way out of FEU waters. Nobody really needed carriers now. But nothing sat there and loomed menacingly quite as well as a warship. It gave you something to worry about for a long time.

If I was an optimist, Ade said, Id believe that was the South Atlantic guard ship.

And what about those frigates? Barencoin tapped the bulkhead, but it made no sound. Maybe theyre hiring out hulls as cruise liners to earn revenue. Peace dividend and all that.

Ade caught a reassuring cedar-and-fruit scent of Shan and turned to see her walking briskly down the passageway, not exactly an elegant stride but always enough to make him feel that things were under control and sorted even if they werent.

Maybe, she said, passing them without pausing, you need to find a news channel and watch the FEU getting stroppy with the Aussies about our arrival. Cos theyre waving their todgers at each other in some macho display of bravado.

Thats all right, Becken called to her retreating back. Well hide behind you, Boss. You show em.

Boss. They all called her that now, partly because Ade did, but it still made him flinch. Thats my missus. Dont get too familiar.

Whats Australia got that the FEU wants? Webster asked. Apart from a lot of dust, and some Antarctic land when the ice melts completely?

Our undead oppo here, said Barencoin, giving Ade a slap on the back. Eh, Sarge?

They dont know about me, said Ade. Rayat never got chance for a call home after he found out.

But I bet they know about Shan. Barencoin put a playful armlock on him, but Ade noted he was careful to avoid skin contact. Thats why they wanted her in the first place, isnt it? And I bet Esganikan told that Marchant bint that Shan was coming with us, and then Marchant told her buddies, and then it wasnt a secret any more.

It was bound to come out sooner or later. But there was nothing they could do about it. Theyd have to get to her first.

Like me and Mart did. We took her down with just a couple of rifles, didnt we?

Bollocks, said Ade, shaking Barencoin off.

Itll be fun explaining your reluctance to rejoin the Corps after you made such a song and dance about reinstatement.

You wont have to. Barencoin was too hard on the heels of his thoughts sometimes. Thats my job. You keep your trap shut and pick up where you left off, okay?

But if we go back to FEU jurisdiction, they debrief us. Theyll want to know every cough, shit, and fart weve taken for the last few years. Thats a bloody big story to keep straight between five of us. Oh yeah, dont worry, sir, Sergeant Bennett is the creature from the Black Lagoon on his day off. Now lets talk about this fascinating water reclamation scheme on Wessej. Theyll be happy with that, will they?

Well, maybe you should have started rehearsing it earlier. So what? Ade knew the FEU couldnt lay a finger on him whether it knew he had cnaatat or not. It doesnt matter what you tell them. Theres sod all they can do about it now.

Between them, Qureshi and Barencoin voiced all the fears and anxieties he still harbored, and asked all the troubling questions. It was a hard homecoming for too many reasons. His last conversation with the top brass on Earth had promised the detachment would be reinstated, more or less, especially if they could tell the FEU what had happened to Rayat. But that had been years ago, and anyone whose career depended on that promise being honored was long retiredor deadnow, and Rayat was thirty light-years away on Eqbas Vorhi. It was all academic.

Fuck em.

Barencoin shrugged. For once, he looked clean-shaven, which was no small feat. The cryo seemed to have slowed his beard growth.

Yeah, the FEUs going to make a big thing about missing civvies. Just for something to do, if nothing else. How many payload came back out of seven? Hugel and Mesevy. Two. Out of seven.

Not counting Rayat and Lindsay, Ade said. Champciaux wanted to stay.

We only lost two, really, and one of those was a blue-on-blue.

And Eddie, said Qureshi.

Barencoin shrugged. Yeah, that gutted me. I never thought hed stay behind.

Why shouldnt he? said Ade. Shit, Eddies my mate. Im the one whos entitled to feel abandoned, not you. It was still a massive shock, more like Eddie was dead than just separated from them by a generation. He hasnt got any ties here either.

I really thought hed come. We need him to do the smarmy talk with the puny Earthlings, dont we? Shan cant do smarmy. Esganikan the Hun definitely cant. That leaves Deborah Garrod. She knows less about Earth than the aliens do.

There was also the small matter of her being the leader of a devout Christian colony; Australias population was 45 percent Muslim. Last time Ade had checked, twenty-five years ago, the Christians were getting uppity again thanks to the apparently miraculous return of the lost colony complete with its precious gene bank. He marveled at the ability of people to grasp such flimsy things and build their lives and actions around them. But maybe that was what hed done all his adult life, by hanging on to an affiliation that was another set of ideas held together by a little metal symbol: a globe and laurel instead of a cross.

The Corps was real, though, solid and visible in his comrades. Maybe Deborah Garrod saw what she trusted and believed reflected in her friends and family, too. He decided not to judge.

Becken sucked his teeth noisily. What do you suppose Rayats doing now?

I dont care, said Barencoin, as long as the Eqbas are still shoving a fucking probe up his spook arse on an hourly basis.

He didnt mention Lindsay Neville. But shed been a squid-woman for twenty-five years now, so maybe it was a subject he didnt want to discuss, because nobody wanted to imagine how much shed changed with a dose of cnaatat and only a bunch of genocidal Nazi cephalopods for company. Ade was compiling a long list of things and people he had to check on as soon as he got time on the ITX link, from Eddie and GiyadasJesus, the kid would be an adult nowand the state of Jejeno, and even Lindsay and Rayat. What mattered most right then, now that he was sure Shan was fine and Aras was okay, was to look after his detachment, whose status was still an issue.

Its always the bloody same, and it doesnt change, no matter what. Barencoin kept moving the focus around, changing the image in the bulkhead. Suddenly, he was getting images from 45-degree angles, as if a new cam had moved in. The Eqbas must have put their atmospheric remotes in place already. All this frigging around to disembark. Not that therell be anyone waiting on the jetty for us, eh?

Speak for yourself, said Becken. Im a bloody space marine. Ill be beating women off with a shitty stick.

Not if we end up in the Muslim sector. Barencoin nudged Ade in the ribs.

Cant you go and ask what the holdup is?

Are we there yet? Ade lisped, mocking. Shut up, Mart. Time enough to find out just how crappy things are down there now. Are we there yet, Dad?

I just want out of here.

If you feel like hassling Esganikan, go ahead, mate. Ill stand back and enjoy the show.

Seriously, what are you going to do? Are you really going to go ashore with that thing inside you?

Its only some kind of bacteria. Not a zombie tapeworm.

You going to ring a bell or something to clear a path, then?

Ade had already shown Barencoin the Eqbas smartgel barrier that turned from liquid to a thin film when you touched it. Eqbas tech was all about materials that reshaped and reformed into something else entirely. He shrugged, fumbled in his belt pouch, and pulled out the small ball of gel in its sac. Theyre bloody clever, the Eqbas. This is a pretty good barrier.

Youre going to dress up in a giant condom. Classy, yet understated

Ade wondered how much to tell him, but distracting Barencoin was sometimes like keeping a kid quiet. Ade had developed the knack of getting the gel to flow over his skin like a liquid by prodding it just the right way. And it was all a matter of what you prodded it with, of course, but that was more than Barencoin needed to know right then. It works okay.

Ade cupped the gel ball in his palm and pressed his index finger into the surface. It deformed and crept over his hand like a rising glossy tide, matting down to a more even satiny texture as it went. Barencoin stared. Becken craned his head to watch.

Ade withdrew his finger with a flick and the gels progress stopped at his wrist to form a barely visible glove. Barencoin tilted his head, fascinated. Then he reached out and touched the back of Ades hand.

Feels clammy.

Thats to stop perves like you trying to hold my hand, Mart.

Becken tried an experimental prod too. Its still a giant condom.

And that, of course, was how Ade had come across the technology. Hed had never been good at controlling his blushing; he blushed now. It wasnt a very marine-like thing to do, but Shan always said she found it endearing. It made him feel
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