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For Helen

	 

	
“An outstanding SF series debut that explores what it means to be human.”

	 

	– Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

	


Prologue

	 

	No one remembers the moment they were born, but I do. 

	It was true at least the second time, Kali thought, lifetimes later and further from Earth than could ever be imagined. When she’d awoken in that dark womb, that capsule, a new life had begun. She’d stopped being who she was and started to become who she was destined to be.

	In those first moments, she’d been consumed by panic, enveloped in blackness, and imprisoned inside her own paralysed body. Slowly her eyes had adjusted to a glimmer of light and her breath had returned, coughs and splutters first, then the terrified shrieks of a trapped animal. Her mind took its time to come back to her. It started with fragments of memory, random moments plucked from the past. She’d laid them out like a trail of crumbs. The farm, the sea, the library in the town. Leaving Devon, with the flags lowered for Churchill, and travelling to Africa. Writing to Mr. Dunstone, and then, someone coming with the news of his passing. She’d been with the children at Berseba, left them under a tree to read the telegram in the cool of the stock cupboard. Then, a sudden shape, a dark movement, something engulfing me.   

	A point of light appeared, red and blinking; it became characters, hieroglyphs dancing above her. Then the whole capsule seized a breath, gasped like someone released from the brink of suffocation. The lights subsided, became a constant red line stretching down to her feet, fine at first, then widening, opening. 

	Beyond the capsule, there was nothing but grey metal, a dimly lit corridor marked at intervals with strange symbols. A sweet draught arrived from somewhere and instinctively, she drew a breath. There was sensation coming back to her limbs now, fingers tingling, hands and feet cramping painfully, as if her blood was rediscovering abandoned pathways. 

	The roof to the cell had gone completely now, and when she looked up it was to a vaulted bulkhead and a row of windows, circular portholes rimmed in shining metal, and beyond them, the night sky. Beneath the floor a low rumbling started, like a mill-wheel grinding grain, vibrations growing and spreading, as if the walls, the floor, the whole corridor was awakening. It was as if she was aboard one of the steamers at Southampton docks, trapped in its hold as it prepared to cast off from the Ocean Terminal. Slowly, she reached out to push herself into a sitting position, then drew a breath and shouted, listened as her voice echoed along the corridor. 

	‘Help! Help me! Please!’ 

	There were more sounds now, something hissing like a garden hose, the squealing of metal in long-awaited motion. For the first time, the thought occurred to her that there was danger in being found, and she was afraid. Things of dark imagining were coming, drawn by the sound of her voice. A scream rose within her and she clamped it tight between her teeth. Further down the corridor, doors were opening in succession. There were indistinct murmurings, words being spoken, footsteps approaching.

	 

	
1

	Arrival

	 

	The body lay face up in the downpour, rain guttering along the ridges of its forehead. Dalatin Els-na regarded it from a distance, repulsed by the veins raised from its face, the swollen blue lips, the opaque blue eyes. He backed away, retreated to the cover of the pod station. 

	It could have been him, he thought. Perhaps if he’d been locked out a little earlier, he’d have encountered the assassin, met his end on this desolate street, far from his home world. And if he’d left the pod system where he’d intended, he wouldn’t have been here at all; he’d be sipping cahcana at the Ancona hotel. 

	Els-na appealed to the station to admit him. ‘This is an emergency!’ he said. ‘I know you’re closed but someone’s been murdered here, shot full of elemist by the look of it. You can’t leave me standing here!’ The station responded with an advisory that the body would be toxic and shouldn’t be touched, but the doors remained closed.

	The rain eased to a drizzle, and through a veil of clouds, three moons cast their light on the street. Across an empty lot, the twisted lattice of the old skytram emerged from the mist, a landmark that stood between Freeport and the economic wasteland known as the Derelict Zone. There, the world of people dissolved, and the streets were abandoned to the depredations of wild creatures. He’d done business in more dangerous places, than Freeport, he told himself, systems where the rule of law was faint and distant, where murders like this were commonplace. This, after all, was the Commonwealth’s great capital, the largest metropolis on Antaris and hub of the greatest civilisation ever known. This, more than anywhere was a place of order and enlightenment. 

	As if to confirm the point, a police detachment appeared at the end of the street, marching in perfect formation. Three of the officers went to the body and crouched around it, while another came over to the station to speak to him.  For an android, it was very reasonable, Els-na thought, speaking to him in a civil tone, listening patiently. Once it had reviewed the record of what Els-na had seen, it offered to escort him from the area, set him on the right path for Ancona.

	They walked side by side, the street darkening as they left the station behind, and their way lit only by the faint glow of kerb lamps. Els-na drew his coat closer around him, asked about the murder, whether an elemist shooting was common in the city. 

	‘No more than most,’ the officer said, then after a few paces added, ‘Until recently.’

	They turned into the next street, then into another, the glittering towers of the financial district rising ahead of them, transports coming and going from their skydocks trailing threads of silver. The street ended where the podway cut across it, and the officer stopped in front of a warmly lit underpass.

	‘Straight through from here and you’ll see Ancona from the exit.’

	The rain came down in a stronger burst. Els-na thanked the officer and hurried below ground. He strode out along the passage, ignoring a razorbird that burst from a ventilation pipe and hissed at him as he passed.

	‘Stop!’ A voice echoed from the shadows of a side tunnel, bringing him to an abrupt halt. He spun around and peered into the shadows. It was a high voice, a curious voice, one that didn’t belong to a person, but one of the feral humans that infested the Derelict Zone. This one was typically pitiful. It was less than six units tall and draped in rags, its hair a filthy mass, and its limbs fragile compared to his own. Quite why wild things were tolerated in the capital, Els-na had never been able to fathom, why the Derelict Zone had been given up to them, why they were allowed to stray beyond its boundary. He turned away from it, decided not to respond.

	‘Stop!’ the human said, again, its voice now a dry rasp. ‘Warm coat!’

	‘Away with you!’ Els-na said. ‘Off you go, now! Away!’ 

	The human came into the light, and Els-na could see it more clearly now. It was holding a pistol at its side. The muzzle of the weapon was shaking, a row of amber lights indicating that it was still unprimed. A human attempting to use a pistol stretched credulity, but perhaps this one had seen the murder at the pod station and picked up the discarded weapon. Perhaps it had gathered its purpose, even if it couldn’t understand how it worked. 

	‘Warm coat!’ the human repeated, and now it raised the gun and pointed it at him. 

	Els-na realised he had to act quickly, take back the initiative somehow. Whether domestic or industrial, the conditioned responses of humans were the same in every world. They understood authority, respected strength and confidence. He took a step forward and raised his voice. ‘Away with you! Do you hear me, boy? Away now!’ 

	The human appeared to waver. Its voice became quieter, but its words were still bold. ‘Coat now,’ it said. ‘You die!’

	Els-na stamped his foot and shouted with the full force of his voice. ‘Put that gun down, I tell you!’ he bellowed. 

	The human retreated a step, its hand shaking as Els-na started forward. It raised the pistol higher and closed one eye. Els-na lunged, but it was too late. The lights on the barrel went to blue and there was a blinding flash of elemist from the muzzle.

	He hit the ground hard. The walls of the underpass reeled, and the floor moved in waves beneath him. There was hardly a trace of the toxin on his coat, but he knew it was already doing its work within him. He could feel it worming its way under his skin, chilling his bowels, starting its relentless journey to his brain. The effect would be fatal unless he was treated quickly, and even then, the odds were against him. The location of the nearest remedial post scrolled across his vision, followed by a message, telling him to go there without delay. It was a short distance on foot, just beyond the underpass, but it might as well have been the other side of the city. He forced himself to make the attempt anyway, to fight the freezing tide and push himself from the ground, but the most he could manage was to prop his shoulder against the wall. 

	 There was a shuffling sound over to his side and he turned, hoping to see another late-night traveller. It was the feral again. It hadn’t run off but stood watching what it had done. 

	‘Alright, boy,’ Els-na said. ‘An accident. Just get help. Understand? Go to the remedial post! I’ll give you anything, just… please!’ 

	The human came forward and stared down at him, the gun still aimed. It glanced at the status display on the barrel, then lowered the weapon. ‘I save,’ it said. ‘Stay here.’

	‘Save! Yes – good boy. Go to the remedial post! Quickly!’

	The human crouched down beside him, pointed to the power cell bulging on the side of the weapon. ‘Save gun,’ it said. ‘Stay for coat.’ 

	 

	 

	Henik Varkesen shifted his position slowly, keeping his eyes on the feral humans in the plaza below. He slid another layer of packing card between himself and the floor of his balcony, tried to massage away the ache in his back. There had been a time when he had sat there more comfortably, a time when the balcony wasn’t a naturalist’s hide, but rather a place where people were happy to be seen. Then, it had looked across a vista of gleaming urban prosperity, and his guests were attentive to his stories of curious fauna, and adventures in wild and distant systems.

	 If anyone had told him back then, that Midsummer Plaza would become a wilderness itself, he would have considered it absurd. But no one had seen the hard times coming or expected such a cruel toll. For the commercial zone, the decline had been catastrophic. At the quays, the manufactories, the warehouses, workers were no longer economical to keep. The androids went into storage and the humans were just abandoned, left to fend for themselves. They turned feral, stripping the zone of anything that could be used, traded, or eaten, fighting to the death over a patchwork of territories that had once been business parks and shopping streets. Now, there was no need to travel off-world to study wild things; their behaviour could be observed within the city limits.

	Henik adjusted his imager in anticipation of a coming drama. He had it focused on a feral tribe he called the ‘Midsummer Clan.’ They were searching the gutters of a conveyor opposite, sitting on each other’s shoulders, and passing down fallen fruit. The display of peaceful co-operation was unlikely to last for long. It would be disrupted at some point by a dispute, or perhaps the intrusion of a rival clan. On this occasion, it was the latter.

	He had seen the scenario unfold before. A scrub rodent or goad would venture into the plaza, hunted by ferals from an adjacent territory. The more aggressive members of the Midsummer Clan would rush forward, shouting and hurling stones, and would be met with a similar display from their rivals. Sometimes there would be injuries, but normally the interlopers would retreat, accepting the clan’s possession of the square.

	This time, it was a boark that was being pursued. A rare prize, it bolted from underneath the old skytram, a hunting party from the docklands desperately trying to stop it leaving their territory. Below Henik’s balcony, the Midsummer Clan reacted as expected, grabbing anything that might be used as a projectile, and vocalising loudly to warn the intruders away. In the middle of the group stood the striking female he had named ‘Alka.’ The undisputed leader, she stood as tall as the males. Her overalls were worn knotted at the waist and her hair was drawn up into a wiry crest that stretched from her forehead down to the nape of her neck. In one hand, she held a blue javelin, and the other she used to signal to her clan members, dispersing them to concealed positions under the porticos at the edge of the plaza. Now, as she advanced alone, the boark burst through the encircling dockers and headed straight across the square at her.

	The animal lowered its head and charged, squealing its anger with every stride. It was no longer trying to escape but had selected a target. Alka stopped walking and stood quite still, showing no sign of indecision. The boark thundered at her, legs blurring beneath its squat body. She waited until the animal had closed to less than a hundred units, then drew the javelin back until the tip rested against her cheek. She settled into a low stance, knees flexed and ready, as the moments stretched and the distance compressed. Henik raised himself, sucked a breath, willed Alka to throw the javelin. Then just when it seemed she had left it too late, she snapped her arm forward and launched it with a high-pitched shriek and the full force of her body. It hit the boark square on the forehead and its legs crumpled mid-stride, the energy of its charge carrying it forward until it tumbled to a halt at her feet.

	Alka stared at it for a moment, then wrenched the javelin from the animal’s skull. She squatted to examine the prize, ignoring the dockland clan, who were already sprinting across the square to claim it. She took no notice when the flanks of the Midsummer Clan rushed from under the porticos and fell upon them with alloy bats from the old sports shop in the mall. It wasn’t until the last moment that she heard the approaching footsteps, raised her head to see that one of the dockers hadn’t been intercepted. He threw himself at her wide-eyed, and she reacted instantly, planting the javelin’s tail deep into the dead animal, then pulling its point down to meet the attacker as he leapt. Henik had to look away, the need to spare himself the sight of a kill, something he rarely felt with other creatures. When he looked back, the docker had been speared cleanly through the throat and Alka was bracing the javelin against his momentum. Henik closed his eyes, erased the moment from his imager, marked for suppression the memory of another life lost in a conflict no one considered a priority to resolve.

	Alka stood looking at the body for some time. She didn’t appear to notice the enemy fleeing in disarray and didn’t join her clan as it gathered around its prize. Instead, she pulled her fallen adversary aside, laid his body out in the shade of a tree. It wasn’t until the boark had been bound to a pole and hoisted onto shoulders, that she turned away and followed her clan back towards the mall. 

	They filed past Henik’s balcony, some of them leaping and spinning, calling to each other in high-pitched voices. Alka walked behind them in silence. She paused for a moment as if she’d heard something, then returned to the body and crouched to take something from it. She came back with an object, examining it as she walked, stabbing at it cautiously. Henik realised a moment too late that it was a pod token, too late to stop his own device responding to the request for a journey share. It emitted a muted tone, and displayed the location of its pair on a schematic map. Down in the plaza Alka continued walking, brought the token close to her face and studied it intently. Then as she passed beneath Henik’s balcony, she lifted her head and stared at his position.

	 

	 

	Henik didn’t move until the Midsummer Clan was out of sight. Only then did he creep from the balcony into his apartment, re-entering the civilised world with the closing of a door. Not that there was much left there of his former life; the apartment was unsellable, everything of value and most of the furnishings moved to his new home in the centre of Freeport. It was a bare place now, but with the subject of his studies close at hand, he still found he could work better here than anywhere else. He sat and reviewed the day’s observations, marking and filing them carefully, then sat back and looked at the plain walls and empty spaces. He stood up and went to the adjoining room, once a bedchamber, then wandered through the rest of the apartment, lingering in doorways, trying to remember how it had once been. 

	He went to the washroom to clean his hands and wondered how he’d ever been persuaded to make a mirror of the entire wall. His age was showing he thought, perhaps less in his body though, than on his face, which was beginning to crease heavily along his cranial ridges and cheekbones. It didn’t matter, he thought; he’d never been handsome in the first place and his only interest these days was his work. It seemed a remote possibility that he’d find someone to share his life now, someone who would understand him, who would accept his controversial views on humans, his insistence that they should be considered fully cognitive, one of the advanced species of the cosmos. 

	The pod token had been unexpected though, quite curious, the more he thought about it. It was an attractive object to a human, he supposed, with its flashing lights and display. Or perhaps Alka had taken it as a battle trophy, the spoils of another small victory. Could she possibly have grasped what it was showing her, understood that it was connected to another token? It seemed unlikely. But then, she had looked up at the balcony so pointedly, stared at it. Could that really have been just a coincidence?

	A vibration started in his skull. He walked back to the balcony room and slumped into an old recliner. ‘Accept,’ he said. 

	An ethereal figure materialised in front of him, the host of someone he recognised from long ago. ‘Henik. I’m sorry to call you unannounced. It’s been such a long time since our Compulsory Service, but I hope you…’

	‘Yan Feyrsten! It’s good to hear from you! I always wondered if you’d decided to stay in the service, but then I heard you’d come back to Antaris. I meant to look you up, but…’

	‘Well, I did stay on for a while, but I was always more an academic than a military type. What about you? I keep seeing you being interviewed. Quite the celebrity you are, these days.’

	‘It pays the bills. Costs me in other ways, though. I get my share of hate.’

	‘Well, times are tough and you’re still pressing for animal rights.’

	‘For humans. Only humans.’

	Yan’s host shifted uncomfortably, turned to look around the room. ‘Well, actually, it’s a human I’m calling about,’ he said, a movement along his cranial ridges, betraying his discomfort. ‘I think I’ve made a big mistake, Henik, and I could really use some advice.’ 

	‘What sort of mistake?’ 

	‘Well, I bought a human a few days ago and it’s been really difficult. It’s not taking to its new environment. You know, it’s making a fuss about everything, hates being touched, hardly sleeps. I’m exhausted.’

	Henik sighed. ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve got to be honest with you, I really don’t approve of the buying and keeping of humans. I know that sounds strange to most people but...’

	‘Please, Henik, I don’t know what to do! She’s not eating, and she won’t take instructions. I’ve gone by the protocols, but it’s no use. I was thinking about trying to take her back to the store, but then I saw you interviewed last night, so...’

	‘What do you mean “by the protocols”? What protocols?’ 

	‘The Human Handbook. I heard it was the best. It’s the one everyone seems to use, anyway.’ 

	‘Sig Norvik. The gods’ breath, Yan, you’re reading Sig Norvik! Look, he’s great at the promotional stuff, I’ll give him that, but not as a serious anthrozoologist. Just don’t tell me you’ve adopted his “Assured Consequence” method.’

	‘Well…’ Yan studied the floor, and his image lost some of its sharpness.

	‘You have, haven’t you?’

	‘It seemed to make sense. I wasn’t getting compliance.’

	‘So, you hit her.’

	‘Well, not exactly, but…’

	‘Look, you’re an old friend Yan, but I really don’t know what to say to you. I study humans in wild settings. It isn’t my thing to work with companion animals. I don’t find them interesting when they’ve been bred for domestic life.’

	‘But that’s just it. This one is wild. She’s just arrived on a transport.’

	‘What? Arrived from where? You can’t just bring a feral human into your home! There are laws against it for good reason. Who knows what you could be spreading!’

	‘But she’s not a feral! She’s off-world. The transport came from Earth.’  

	‘That’s what they told you? Believe me, Yan, she hasn’t come from Earth. The war in that quadrant cut off the trafficking several generations ago.’

	‘It was an old transport – really old. It was picked up interstellar, shot full of holes and drifting. The cargo was mainly minerals, but there were a few humans in suspension. She was the only one still alive.’ 

	Henik stared at the hologram, the moisture suddenly gone from his mouth and his mind racing through the implications. Yan had no idea, Henik thought, not the slightest understanding of what he’d just said.

	‘Will you help me, Henik? Please. I really think you’d find her interesting.’

	‘Let’s get this straight. You’re seriously telling me that you’ve got a natural?’

	‘Well, if that’s the term. Very natural I’d say. Is that bad?’

	‘Look, I doubt very much that you’re right. But if you are, if you’ve really been told the truth, then you’ve got the only natural human we’ve had on Antaris in living memory.’

	‘Then you’ll come?’

	‘I’m on my way. In the meantime, don’t speak to anyone else about this. And mind your security.’

	 

	 

	The day was draining from Midsummer Plaza when Torsta Jai spotted the body. It was lying out in the open, unclaimed and left to the elements. She approached it cautiously, turned full circle, holding her pistol in plain view and scanning doorways and alcoves for any sign of movement. The shadows were encroaching fast, clawing their way across the square, and with them came danger, the dark places bringing boldness to the feral tribes. 

	Satisfied that she was alone, Torsta detached the pistol from her palm, the lost connection prompting a warning message in her skull. She suppressed it, kept her attention drawn to the residential tower that dominated the far aspect of the plaza. It was a forlorn hulk of a building, weather-stained and left to decay, though when it was new, its cladding had shone so brightly in the solus that the crowds walked by, shielding their eyes. She’d considered buying one of the units; she could still see it, up near the top, on the morning side, with a view right out to the sea. It was affordable then, at the peak of her career, but in the end, she’d decided it was overpriced. And now it was unoccupied like all the others, all except the unit owned by Henik Varkesen. There, the windows would sometimes glow at night, and from time to time she’d see him on the balcony making his observations of the feral tribes. She’d retreat then and stay hidden. She wondered sometimes what he made of her fall from grace, whether he remembered his part in it with satisfaction, or whether it played on his mind, perhaps even troubled him. She had no doubt what he would think about her change of occupation though, and that he’d bring unwelcome attention to her activities if he saw what she was doing.

	Torsta took a black body sack from inside her jacket, unfolded it on the ground, and opened it from end to end. She worked a pair of protective gloves over her hands, tugging them into place over her cuffs, then took the body by the front of its coat, and lifted it into place. She walked to the pod station at the far corner of the square with the sack slung over her shoulder, turning to walk backwards every few steps, and keeping her guard up until she was safely underground and the station had brought a pod sliding to a halt in front of her.

	Once she was inside, she dropped the sack on the floor and opened it to examine the body. She scanned the face, repeated it to make sure there was no mistake, then stood up, took a step away, stared at it. Its Trajan. The gods’ teeth, its Trajan!

	Of all the ferals in the Derelict Zone, the hundreds of them, thousands perhaps, this was the one with the biggest prize on its head. Trajan had ruled the dockland tribe for nearly a year, defeating its rivals and extending its territory from the transport terminals and the cargo port, right up to the gateway of Freeport’s financial district. Under his leadership they’d become a menace to commuters, begging for food and harassing anyone that strayed from the beaten track. There had even been speculation about a feral connection to a number of murders recently, four off-worlders gunned down on the edge of the Derelict Zone, their bodies stripped of clothing. It seemed fanciful to most people that a human could use an advanced weapon, that it would attack a being so much more powerful than itself, but Torsta knew better; she’d seen how they could work together, how as a group they became so much more daring than any individual. Perhaps that was understood within the security service too, or perhaps it was just responding to media pressure, but the bounty on Trajan’s head had been increased, unofficially as usual and only for those who needed to know, then doubled if a connection to the murders could be established. This small animal was a payday, the biggest of the year by far, and if it still wasn’t much of a living, it would be enough to get by on, for quite some time. 

	That was all that mattered these days to Torsta. She had little use for honour anymore; that only counted when you had a position in society, when you had a respectable career, and when living comfortably was something you took for granted. Those times were gone, the public recognition, the friends in high places. Her crime, her downfall, had dismantled the achievements of a lifetime, washed away her principles, and reduced her to bounty hunting. Now the dark places of the metropolis were where she belonged, and her trade was in human flesh.

	Trajan didn’t look like much, Torsta thought, his face hollow-cheeked, and his eyes dull. But his coat was highly unusual, neither the corporate overall of a working animal nor one of the rough drapes ferals often made for themselves. This coat was fashioned from a woven cloth that appeared to have been cut from an up-market business coat. It was crudely reinforced with leather on the shoulders and elbows, but inside there were immaculately tailored pockets. It was evidence, but not conclusive, not enough to win the double bounty. There would need to be more.

	One of the pockets had some weight to it, and the familiar shape of a pistol. Torsta pulled it out and studied it. It was a hopelessly outdated device, but that made it all the more dangerous. It wouldn’t be security coded to its owner, so it could be lethal in the hands of anyone who found it, perhaps even a human. Torsta weighed it in her hand, felt the elemist gel shifting inside, but there were no lights on the display, and she couldn’t get it to boot up and show its target log.  

	She placed the pistol on the floor, turned to search the other pockets, just as the pod swung into a sharp turn. The pistol skidded away and clattered against the door of the pod. For an instant, its charging light blinked, and a thought occurred to Torsta. She went to retrieve it, squatted against the bulkhead while she looked for the release catch on the grip. The charging cell dropped neatly into her palm, a standard specification still in common use. She drew her own pistol and swapped its cell into the old weapon. At first, the pistol was reluctant to respond to the new power source, but with a little coaxing from the heel of her hand, its display flickered into life. First, it laboured through an advert for an armourer on the other side of Freeport, then followed it with a public warning about a shooting range that had been prosecuted for offering human targets to off-world thrill-seekers. Finally, the weapon gave her what she’d been waiting for. ‘Last Target’ it said, then displayed the image of a man Torsta recognised immediately from the news feeds, an off-worlder who’d been found in an underground passage near Greengate Station.  

	Torsta slumped into a seat, let the pod’s motion lull her as it careened through the darkness. It was tempting to take the two trophies in together, she thought, the pistol and the body, each of them validating the other. But she knew only too well how things worked in the security apparatus, and that placed more trust in the system than it deserved, particularly with an election approaching, and everyone seeking an advantage. Better to hold something in reserve, she thought, let Trajan’s imprint on the weapon do the talking, and hold onto the body to raise the stakes. Or maybe she could go to the two rival political parties, split the package, and contrive two paydays. 

	She was still weighing how each course of action might play out when the pod called her attention with a soft vibration in her skull. It announced its destination, began to decelerate for its approach to Carnival Square. She told it to pause just beyond the security perimeter and sat looking at Trajan’s face, juggling the risks and possibilities. It occurred to her that if there was proof that the ferals were now a violent threat, that they were killing people in the capital’s financial district, it might force the Government’s hand. If it decided to clear out the Derelict Zone, she’d be out of business. She turned the pistol over slowly in her hand and stared at it, hoped for inspiration. Then she noticed the raised impressions underneath the trigger guard. She ran her thumb over the grooves and the owner’s details appeared in her vision. 

	Sela Leone. Now, isn’t that interesting? 

	Torsta got to her feet, pushed the weapon into her belt. ‘Redirection, pod,’ she said. ‘The Pet Warehouse at the Interstellar Terminal.’ 

	 

	 

	The air in Midsummer Mall was heavy with wood smoke. It drifted along the main boulevard in clouds, bringing with it the fatty aromas of grilled boark. It rose through the trees to the tiered arcades, lifting spirits and bringing to Alka’s struggling clan a brief sense of optimism. In the stairwells and on the bridges, women wrapped in their most colourful scraps chatted noisily, children ran laughing along the balconies, and down below, for once light of heart, men traded insults by the fire.

	Further along the concourse, the smoke was interfering with the central display, reducing its holographic images to a weak dance. Alka moved from the shade of a bekan tree to improve her view. She scowled at two youths who were wrestling with the boark’s head, chasing each other around the fountain that stood in front of the old veterinary clinic. 

	‘Quiet!’ she bellowed. though she understood almost nothing of the commentary. It was the graphic scenes flickering over the concourse that demanded her attention, that numbed her lips and chilled her blood. On the streets of some tropical town, humans were rioting. In this faraway place, buildings were ablaze and the giant people were hurrying towards waiting transports, some burdened by their possessions, others with children crying fearfully in their arms. Further back, the news drones had positioned themselves over a swelling mob. It surged through the streets like a river in flood, a chanting melee of field workers, waving sticks and tools.

	 Two guardsmen drew in on hoverbikes to cover the withdrawal. They held station on the road to the transport terminal, gunning their motors in a display of strength, sending up clouds of dust to engulf the advancing crowd. If it was meant to deter, its effect was the opposite. The humans reacted furiously, hurling stones and roof tiles, anything that came to hand, until suddenly, with all restraint gone, they charged. One of the bikes was struck by a chunk of masonry. It lost power and sank to the ground, the rider desperately trying to restart it. He had no chance. The mob was on him in an instant, dragging him from his machine and clubbing him mercilessly.

	Alka turned away. She went to sit on the edge of the fountain, staring into its light-dappled water as she often did when she needed to collect her thoughts. One of the older males left his place by the fires and wandered over, chewing at a rib bone. He picked his teeth with a fingernail as he spoke. ‘What does it all mean, Chief?’

	Alka brushed her palm across the surface of the water and watched the spreading ripples. ‘Trouble,’ she said. ‘It’s somewhere else, across the sea, I think, but the People won’t stand for it. We’re already grit in their eye, Kit, and it will only take something like this…’

	‘We’ll fight. We’re the Unowned.’ 

	She studied his face, the broad forehead, the skin of his cheeks weathered to a deep patina. There were times when she longed for things to be that easy, to have no responsibility for the sick and vulnerable amongst them. Then the choice would be a simple one, to fight, or to run. ‘They can take us back whenever they want,’ she said. ‘Or wipe us out. They’ve left us alone because it suits them, Kit, but it won’t last forever.’

	He teased his beard through his fingertips, glanced away towards the grand arch of the mall’s entrance, through the doors to the plaza beyond. ‘Is that why that people has been spying on us, Chief?’

	‘He’s been watching us since the cool season. I climbed up there and couldn’t find much, just pictures and some speaking on a display device.’ She looked back into the fountain. ‘I call him, Plain. And I think he calls me, Alka.’

	‘Alka. It’s a solid name. It sounds honest.’

	She was suddenly aware of a constriction in her throat and swallowed it away to speak. ‘I’ve never had a name before,’ she said.

	‘What? You must have been called something, before this, Chief.’

	‘When I worked in the forest, we were called by our function. It was all that was allowed. My job – “cutter,” and then a number.’

	‘So, we’ll call you Alka, now?’

	She smiled and prodded him in the chest. ‘Perhaps, but “Chief” in front of the others. And that people, he’s harmless, I think. But I’ll go up there and check again.’

	She left him and walked down to the entrance. The plaza was deserted now, the solus gone for the day, leaving only a light glow between the surrounding buildings. Across the square, the body of the Docker had gone too. If his clan had dared to come for him in daylight, it wouldn’t be long before they were pressing their boundary closer to the mall, threatening the fragile encampment she presumed to call a citadel. 

	She studied the tall block of dwellings in front of her. A thick vine was strangling the façade, invading balconies, robing one side of the building in green. She had used it to reach each of the abandoned units at one time or another. Some nights she’d climb right to the roof and there, far above the Derelict Zone, she’d sit entranced, staring at the shimmering carpet of civilisation that butted against her world. Inside the block, most of the dwellings were tidy, some still furnished, as if their owners still hoped to return. They were spacious and comfortable quarters, but isolating spaces, designed to divide people one from another, separating their lives and their loyalties. Somehow, that suited them, but it wasn’t right for humans; she’d sooner sleep in the mall, next to her fountain. 

	But how much longer could that continue? In some other land, field workers were fighting the People in the streets, and here the Dockers were provoking them without a thought for the consequences. And all the time, the war of the clans goes on, the bloodshed, the killing, and no hope in sight. She turned to look back up the boulevard, to where her clan was eating contentedly on a set of benches in front of the old veterinary clinic. As always, her eyes were drawn upwards to its haunting mural, the pale human girl that towered above the concourse on one of the supporting pillars, a cloak billowing around her and gold mosaic glistening in her hair. 

	 

	
2

	Natural

	 

	Kali eased herself out of bed, trying not to put pressure on the bruise on the back of her thigh. She scowled at the translucent container by the wall, squatted over it to relieve herself, then returned to her foetal position on the bed, pulling the blanket around herself, like a cocoon. She tried to conjure a vision of her childhood, the beach below the farm, the warm pebbles, and the hush and rattle of the waves, but each time a picture formed in her mind, the clouds came over and the wind came at her in chilly gusts. 

	Three days it had been and there were no tears left to cry, three days of terrifying disorientation, three days of being prodded and restrained and scolded. Only now was she beginning to think rationally, coming to terms with a new reality. She thought of home, the farmhouse with its thick stone walls and its warm range, the sound of the tractor coming and going in the yard. Her father would know she’d disappeared. He’d sent the telegram about Mr. Dunstone, and would have heard in reply that she’d also gone. Lost in Africa. They’d go on with their lives never knowing anything more, everyone just wondering.

	She wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep, but it was dark outside, and again the view through the window confounded her. The night before there had been two moons, smooth discs of similar size, one yellowish, and the other a striking shade of green. But if that wasn’t disconcerting enough, they were now joined by a larger one, which was about to eclipse them both. Its surface prickled with the orange sparks of volcanic activity as if it was angry at its captivity. If there could be any doubt that this was a different world, the evidence wasn’t hard to find.

	But there was no doubt. Everything around her was alien, from the scale and vibrancy of the foliage outside her window to the grey vehicles moving over the distant hills, dancing on spears of blue light. And across the billowing lilac fields, three green towers drifted in defiance of gravity, colossal blocks of plant life, trailing tendrils of mist, they moved over the landscape, melting one by one into the distance, only for another to appear on the opposite horizon to take its place.

	Inside the house there was more strangeness, rooms with shifting walls and curling ceilings, curiously moulded furnishings, and bizarre decorative objects. And there were unfathomable devices wherever she looked, things that winked and chirped, most of which she wasn’t permitted to touch. None were so strange as their owner, though. Yan was a giant of a man, if that was what he could be called. She judged that he was at least eight feet tall, his body slim and muscular, his skin, smooth as a mannequin’s, holding the exotic scents of cinnamon and sandalwood. The first time she set eyes on him, she’d recoiled at the coloured ridges along his skull and the pale yellow of his irises, but his face no longer shocked her. It was his hands that triggered a squeamish reaction when she saw them in motion. Not only did Yan have opposable thumbs like a human, but the last finger on each hand moved in the same way, folding around objects, manipulating them in a way that looked impossibly dexterous. 

	The hands came at her in her dreams, twisting her flesh, tearing it into morsels then raising them to his lips. In the light of day, her conscious mind comforted her with thin assurances, but her sleep belonged to fairytale horrors, giants in the sky, hideous laughter, and the grinding of bones. 

	That she was at Yan’s whim and mercy was no delusion, though. He’d made no attempt to communicate his intentions, taken no steps to reassure her, or make her comfortable, made no effort to explain her circumstances. Yet somehow, his manner didn’t seem predatory, his movements were calm, uncertain even, his speech deliberate, and there was something in his insistence on names and introductions that held a glimmer of hope. Farmers’ rule: Don’t name the geese, or the pigs, only what you won’t be eating.

	 ‘Yan,’ the first alien word she had learned, was obviously the giant being’s name, and he used a word that sounded like ‘Kali’ to name her, urging her to repeat it over and over. At first, she tried telling him her real name, looking him in the eye and saying ‘Emily.’ It didn’t seem to register, however firmly she said it, so eventually she relented and said, ‘Kali.’ Immediately there was a change of colour along the ridges on his head, but if it signified approval, it didn’t show much in his facial expression. Perhaps there had been a slight nod, a movement of his mouth, but if she imagined it to be a smile, it was an economical one. 

	So, now she was Kali. She could live with that, but it was clear her status wasn’t that of an equal. Then what am I? Food: probably not. Slave: he expects no work. Something… else: no indication of that. But a prisoner she most certainly was. She looked at the bracelet on her wrist. It was attached to the wall by some invisible bond that allowed her to walk only a few feet from the bed. It appeared a fragile thing, almost delicate, but it resisted all efforts to break free. For most of the time she’d been captive in Yan’s home, she’d either been attached to some immovable object, or to an identical bracelet on his own wrist. It was as if he thought that given half a chance she would bolt for the door. It was beyond her why he’d think she would try to escape when, quite obviously, there was nowhere to run, but it was probably also the reason he didn’t allow her any clothing. Clothes, washing and food, the most basic components of human life were things Yan was determined to control. Each of them, each element of independence had turned into a battle of wills, and they were battles she was losing.  

	Denying her clothes had been the main cause of conflict between them. It seemed to be a ground rule even when they had first met at the warehouse. It might have been because she had lashed out at him as soon as he came close, but the sheet was unceremoniously pulled from her grasp when she tried to bring it with her. She’d tried again at Yan’s house, covering herself with a blanket or a towel whenever she got the opportunity but each time it had become a tug of war she couldn’t win. ‘No, Kali,’ he would say calmly, followed by a complex range of noises, some of which seemed to originate inside his forehead, and caused the air around her to stir and prickle. 

	‘No, Yan,’ she replied, with as much firmness as she could muster, but to no avail. She was no match for his strength, and within a moment she was naked again.

	She sat up and leaned her back against the wall. The volcanic moon had covered one of the others already and within a few minutes it would block the light from its twin. She wondered why covering her body was her top priority when she was constantly hungry and struggling to eat the dried food she was given. I can’t think clearly without clothes. I can’t function. He has to understand that! 

	She twisted to examine her bruise again. She wasn’t quite sure how it happened, but one moment they were wrestling over the towel, and the next she was tumbling over the furniture. It was a hard landing on the floor, and then Yan was lifting her up again, setting her on a chair. The ridges on his head faded from bright red. ‘Give, Kali,’ he said quietly, reaching out to hold the towel between his fingers. ‘Give.’ This time she had unwrapped the towel herself and dropped it on the floor. It was a fine balance. She had to keep pushing for clothes but if it meant collecting bruises, she wasn’t sure she could keep it up. But there’s no alternative. There can be no surrender. 

	She took a deep breath and shouted, ‘Yan! Yan! Give!’

	 

	 

	Henik pulled off his boots and pushed them aside with his foot. He took a step into the lobby of Yan’s home, took in the polished ironstone floors, the sumptuous drapery pooling in the corners, walls framed with camphorwood arches, and deep ceiling vaults, sculpted into shadows by hidden lighting.

	‘Nice,’ he said. ‘You’re living comfortably these days, Trooper Feyrsten.’ 

	Yan didn’t look like someone who lived in comfort. He was dressed as if he was used to putting on the first thing that came to hand, doing so repeatedly until habit had robbed him of any choice in the matter. He was barefoot and wore a plain tunic with all the colour of the mudflats, and slung over that, a house robe, its sash left to trail on the floor.

	‘It’s my parents’ place,’ he said, then sensing that his clothes were receiving attention, he smoothed his robe, gathered the sash by winding it around his hand. ‘It used to be, anyway. They went to the gods last year. So, I came here from the coast, better than selling it, I thought.’

	Whether a continuation of his parents’ habits, or his own lifestyle, the house had none of Yan’s personal disorder. There wasn’t anything out of place, nothing that suggested casual living. ‘And you aren’t here very much?’ Henik said.

	‘Most of the time, actually. My students are off for the recess, so I work here in my study.’ He turned his head towards an annex where a desk and wall console shimmered through a verglas door. 

	‘You teach…’

	‘Social History.’

	‘Of the Free Republic?’

	‘And the major Commonwealth systems. I’m at the National Academy. Usually though, I’m researching, so I’m here on my own.’ He turned, observed the space around him for a few moments. ‘Well, it’s a big old place,’ he said, quietly.

	‘And so, you got a companion animal,’ said Henik. ‘Where is she, then?’ He took a few tentative steps into the house, half expecting something wild to launch itself at him, wielding a heavy object, as Alka might.

	‘Asleep – at least I hope she is.’ Yan drew a wearied breath, ‘Look, thanks for coming. I really hope you can help, but to be honest, after what you said, I’m even more worried.’ He led Henik into a tastefully appointed reclining room, the centre of its floor sunk slightly lower than the area around it and clad with obsidian tiles in the style of the previous generation. On the far side of the room there was a low sea moss bench, straddled by an antique tray that was decorated with cavorting figures from antiquity. ‘Take a seat,’ he said. ‘I’ve made some cahcana.’ He stooped to lift the lid from a delicate enamelled pot, peered inside for what felt a very long time, then stirred it with a cupric spatula. Three times in one direction, three in the other. ‘I don’t suppose you approve of this. You know, the use of humans to…’

	‘Slavery in the Spice Islands, you mean – the plantations. You can call me a hypocrite where cahcana is concerned.’

	Yan tapped the spatula on the side of the pot and poured the steaming liquid into two flasks. ‘Slavery. I can see why you’re making enemies if you go around referring to working animals that way.’

	‘I don’t go out of my way to say it, but that’s my view. If it gets me in trouble, so be it.’

	Yan handed him a flask. ‘Well, trouble’s the last thing I want. So, when you said I should mind my security…’

	 Henik sank onto the bench, cupping the flask in his hands. ‘Maybe I’m overreacting, but from what you told me it’s just possible you’ve bought something very… special. The trader won’t have realised what he sold you, but sooner or later he’ll mention it to someone, who’ll mention it to someone else. Then you’ll be a target for every collector in the Free Republic, and believe me, some of them are people you wouldn’t want to know.’ He sipped his cahcana, held it in his mouth, let its vapours fill his head. ‘We’ll have to think about that,’ he continued, ‘but first, let’s have some more of the background. You went to that animal warehouse over at the interstellar port, I suppose.’

	‘Two days ago. There were only males being offered around here, and I was looking for a female. I’ve already got one, so I thought that might work for them both.’ 

	‘You have another human?’

	‘Dill’s been in the family for as long as I can remember. She works in the garden a bit, tends the orchard, although it’s difficult to notice what she does.’ Yan studied the surface of his drink as if he found something soothing about it. ‘Not that I mind,’ he said. ‘It’s just that she’s getting old now; she’s kind of reclusive and practically mute. Lives outside in the shed. I wanted a human for the inside, and didn’t think it would be much trouble. Although, from what I’ve experienced with Kali...’

	‘Kali. And there was no mention that she was a natural?’

	Yan sat down on the other end of the bench. ‘I’d never heard the term until you used it, but they weren’t covering up the fact that she was from Earth. They wanted her off their hands I think, so they offered me a deal. As long as I understood the risk.’

	‘That she wouldn’t domesticate.’

	‘It was more the chance that she would catch something and die. She was looking very frail. It’s quite a shock coming out of long-term suspension apparently, let alone adjusting to a new world. They thought she might have been out for two lifetimes or more.’

	‘Why suspension though?’

	‘It was a long time ago, so who knows. Perhaps they were sub-light for the locality and they intended to…’

	‘Well, we’ll need to check her condition right away,’ said Henik. ‘I’ve brought my instruments and I can immunise against most things. Sounds like she was lucky if the others didn’t survive de-suspension.’

	‘The transport had been caught in the war zone, so it wasn’t in the best state. It probably didn’t leave the quadrant in time to avoid the hostilities. You may know the history of it, a surprise attack by the Croesans on the Gilesse systems. It was full-on to start with.’

	‘It’s still simmering now.’

	 ‘The transport had travelled out of the disputed zone when it was found. It was still out beyond the Outer Sequence, though, deep into frontierspace. Anyway, the hull had been breached and all the other cubicles had lost their seals.’

	‘Can’t have been pretty.’

	‘Most of the humans died in the attack but apparently, a couple of them lived on for a while, roamed the ship. Probably not for very long. The jump drives were expended and most of the systems had powered down. You’re right, Kali was very fortunate.’

	‘But as far as the warehouse was concerned you were buying damaged goods, or at least something they wouldn’t guarantee. What made you take the risk?’

	Yan’s tone brightened. ‘I felt… well, wait till you see her. I’m not sure what breed she is but…’

	‘Breed? If she’s what you say, she won’t have been bred. That’s the whole point.’

	‘Well, I suppose. But anyway, she’s quite something.’

	‘She’ll be nothing if she doesn’t thrive. We’ve got to get her settled before we can start work.’

	‘Work? You mean instruction?’

	‘Adaptation. I can help with that, but you need to understand that if Kali really is a natural, she’s the answer to every anthrozoologist’s prayers. She’ll be untainted by selection or socialisation. She’ll be able to unlock mysteries of human behaviour that have occupied the scientific community for as long as I can remember!’

	Yan fidgeted in his seat. ‘So, you want to study her, to experiment on her. I don’t think I would be...’

	‘With her, experiment with her. She belongs to you of course, but if you let me work with her, I really think you’ll both benefit from it.’

	‘I don’t want her turned into a public curiosity. You’ve got to promise me that.’

	‘If anyone else gets hold of her, that would be the least of your worries. There are far worse outcomes, you know.’ Henik reached over and poured himself another flask of cahcana, gave Yan time to absorb the implications. ‘Does anyone else know about her?’ he asked.

	‘No… well, yes, sort of. I did mention her to my brother this morning, but he’s a busy man in Congress these days, and everything’s about the election. No time for talking about everyday stuff.’

	‘Well, let’s hope it stays that way. And let’s hope we can get Kali to co-operate.’ 

	Yan got to his feet, just as a high-pitched voice called from somewhere above. ‘I suppose you’d better meet her then.’ 

	 

	 

	By the time Yan had brought Kali down from her room, she’d said, ‘Give’ three times, and with increasing insistence. He’d decided not to react. Either she was mimicking the word without any understanding, or she was associating it with their quarrel over the towel. If it was the former, it wasn’t a habit to encourage, and if the latter, it suggested that even after a rest, she was quite prepared to continue the dispute. Still, he’d brought the blanket from her bed and draped it over her shoulders, hoping it might make her more co-operative. Just don’t let her make a fool of you in front of Henik.

	Down in the reclining room, Henik was projecting The Human Handbook, its colourful diagrams fading away as it lost his attention. ‘So, this is Kali,’ he said, his voice low and calm. ‘You’ll see that I’m looking in your direction, not staring directly at her. Humans in the wild often take that as a sign of aggression or challenge. So, it's limited eye contact to start with. We don’t want her to feel threatened.’

	‘You don’t want to establish dominance straight away?’

	 ‘Trust me on this, Yan. It’s a lot more complex than that “handbook” suggests. You can see already that she’s not looking at me directly either. She’s just snatching glances.’

	‘So, what do you think?’

	‘Unusual, to say the least, the pale skin, the copper-coloured hair. Doesn’t look too unhealthy, all things considered. That’s right, just let her go now, and switch off the bond. Those eyes!’

	‘Penetrating, aren’t they? Feels like she can see right inside you. I keep wondering what she’s thinking. Perhaps not very much, but when I try talking to her, you know, encouraging her, she stares at me as if…’

	‘As if she thinks you’re condescending.’

	‘I know, it’s a crazy thought.’ Yan took a step back. ‘Alright, the bond’s off. Now, I’ve no idea what she’ll do, so…’ 

	‘We’ll just keep talking normally, body posture relaxed, and… she’s slowly moving away from me.’

	‘Going to stand behind the recliner. She thinks she’ll be out of sight.’

	‘She knows we can see her, but the barrier makes her feel more secure. Let her be for the moment. Just talk naturally.’

	Kali didn’t try to retreat any further; she just watched them over the back of the recliner. It wasn’t much, but her calmness felt like progress and Yan was grateful for it. ‘At least she’s not being difficult,’ Yan said. ‘This is good.’

	‘Good,’ said Kali, quietly, and shot him a glance.

	‘I think I’ve used that word with her before. You’ll see she repeats things back.’

	‘Why don’t you introduce us?’

	‘Introduce? Well, if you really think so.’ He cleared his throat, waited until he had her attention. ‘Kali, this is Henik,’ he said. ‘Can you say, “Henik”?’ 

	She looked at him blankly for a few moments, and then her face creased at the forehead. Suddenly, her eyes widened, and she took hold of the recliner so fiercely that her knuckles stood out like pale marble. 

	‘No!’ she said. ‘Yan! No Henik!’

	Henik smiled. ‘Well, that’s clear enough. Maybe you’re getting on better than you thought. Or at least you’re the lesser of two evils.’ 

	‘You’re not suggesting she thinks...’

	‘She’s afraid I’m here to take her away. Even if you haven’t got off to the best start, she prefers stability to uncertainty at this point. Now, can you see I’m smiling at her as I talk?’

	‘Grinning like an idiot, for some reason.’

	‘This is really important, Yan. The biggest difference between what I advocate and what’s in that book is communicating with Kali on her own terms.’

	‘What does that mean – trying to copy human sounds?’

	‘No, not that. Anyone who’s ever tried to mimic a human knows how difficult it is. Their palates have a completely different shape, and their larynx is more complex. They form sounds differently and across a greater range. But they still only have a fraction of our vocabulary because they can’t communicate with their sinuses. Much of what we say is headspeak. It can never be comprehended by a human, or even heard, not to mention the way we manipulate data with cranial implants.’

	‘But they can hear what we vocalise?’

	‘They gain some understanding that way, but it’s just the surface layer for us. So, we need to appreciate how they communicate, work at their level if we want more than a primitive interaction.’

	‘A conversation? You really think that’s possible?’

	‘From what I’ve observed in the wild, I’m convinced of it. Humans make up for their deficit in part with fine movements of their bodies, their faces in particular. I’ve been studying it closely and if you want Kali to settle, you’ll need to as well. They’re highly communicative creatures, even if that challenges common preconceptions.’ 

	His gaze went to Kali for a moment, and she didn’t look away. He would discover, Yan thought, that dealing with Kali wouldn’t be as straightforward as his scientific observations might have suggested.

	‘I’ve still got a place out at Midsummer Plaza,’ Henik continued. ‘There’s a feral clan occupying the mall there and I’ve been studying them. According to what people would expect of humans, the strongest individuals should dominate, but it’s not the case with the Midsummer Clan. A female leads them, including some much larger males, some of them nearly up to your shoulder. She shouldn’t be able to do that, but she’s an able communicator and that seems to be the decisive factor. She uses face and body movements to convey messages much more than the others.’

	‘And you think Kali will respond to that approach?’

	‘At some point in our evolution, we may also have communicated that way but we no longer need it. We’re more static in our interactions now. That will confuse Kali, so it’s why I am smiling at her. You think it’s extreme, but she takes it as communication. She’ll be reassured by it.’

	‘So, I should grin and move my body around when I speak to her. Then she’ll stop playing up?’

	‘You’ve got to stop thinking about her in such simple terms, Yan! The motions and expressions have to be correct and proportionate. You won’t learn overnight.’

	‘But you can teach me?’

	‘If we let her, Kali will teach us both.’

	Yan felt his insides slide. Whatever the logic in Henik’s argument, he felt distinctly uncomfortable about where it was heading. ‘I don’t want to lose authority,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard you can never completely trust them.’ Henik didn’t reply. He turned, took a few steps away. Yan could sense the disappointment in his silence. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I just meant that…’

	 ‘I suppose you’ve been reading those baby-eating stories, have you? You’ve heard that if you turn your back…’

	‘Well, there was that priest last year. That was real enough.’

	‘So were the allegations against him from six of his novices. Maybe it really was his pet that caved his head in while he was sleeping. But if I had to live with the old turd, I’d have

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	