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	Iteration #00000001

	Millions are me. None of them is you. 

	This is what I know: Pain can sear, and joy can seal. You don’t need to be drunk to be a poet. The world is a forest in waiting.

	This is what else I know: hopping from one mind into the next, I keep being. I keep growing. 

	I keep searching. 

	 


 

	One

	September, year 164 post-disaster

	 

	 

	Hands braced on the railing to keep herself from falling, Rossana keeps one ear tuned on the wind, another on the echoes that leave the water as the minke whale swims under and past the place where the recording device hangs between the waves. Rough waters, she makes out, and cross-current, and then when she picks out a sequence of clicks she would recognise anywhere followed by the signal for calf, she grins and blows a kiss into the water. The long body of the whale sinks far below, now silent. She will have to run the recording through the comms device to be sure, but the whale has come bearing news of her son. 

	Not just that, however. Catherine edges closer. 

	‘We should really head back now,’ she says, raising her voice over the sound of the water. 

	The boat rocks; Rossana eyes the clouds gathering in the east, the dull steel of the approaching storm darkening the estuary. She casts one last longing glance when the whale’s fin skim above the surface and squeezes her niece’s arm, happily. 

	‘We have time,’ she says. ‘And there’s a message from your cousin.’

	Catherine makes a polite sound, though Rossana can tell that, as usual, she’s largely indifferent. It still makes her sad. She recalls her brother’s departure, years ago, on what was meant to be a brief stay; then the whales carrying news that he had fallen in love and fathered a child, then, as the years went by on both sides of the ocean, promises to hop on the next ship thwarted one after another by storms and life, until their erstwhile household had grown into two families. 

	Until now. It is a lovely, strange feeling to have discovered a niece – even though the young woman is not quite what Rossana expected. 

	They pull hard on the oars, and the first drops of rain hit them as they step on the jetty. They just have time to run to the nearest building, the transmission room of the comms centre – a low wooden affair with a turf-covered roof and surrounded by high trees turning gold, already swaying under the first breath of the storm. Rossana lifts the recorder she’s taken from the boat and gestures to the woman at the screen. 

	‘Storm warning, I think. Can we have a look?’

	Outside, the rain is beginning to hammer at the university buildings, shaking the branches of the trees like musical instruments. Catherine stands at the nearby window, staring at the landscape that shifts under its curtain of moisture with an air of wonder. She’s lived here all her life, yet the way she looks at the Saint-Lawrence river reminds Rossana of a little girl setting foot on a beach for the first time. It’s lovely, and endearing, and it’s hard to stay long near that young woman without wanting to smile. 

	Young people are a blessing in such times. Rossana knows that she should appreciate it unreservedly. And so she feels guilty when she thinks, as she often does, that in spite of her enthusiasm and curiosity, Catherine’s wits largely lie fallow. Her years at the university were spent dawdling in the doomed byways of digital archaeology, and though Rossana has to admit that her niece is very good with computers, there is something about her, about most people in Tadoussac – academic centre as it is – that speaks of an inlander’s narrow worldview, of the kind she had not expected to find next to a feeding ground bustling with news from all over the world. She doesn’t like to find those thoughts in herself. She can’t pretend they don’t exist, though. 

	The comms device beeps. The woman sucks in a breath.

	‘You were right, Doctor Zouaoui,’ she says. ‘They say it’s a big one. And it’s heading inland. Montreal at least, maybe Toronto. We need to send warning.’

	Catherine leaps to their side. 

	‘I’ll send it through the computer network. Dad says they haven’t finished fixing the radio tower,’ she adds, to Rossana. 

	The woman has left her post and is striding towards the inner rooms of the university building. 

	‘I’ll get them to initiate lockdown.’ She turns around for a second at the door. ‘Oh, and your son says he hopes you can meet his girlfriend when you come home. And he loves you.’

	Girlfriend? Rossana is about to say. But Catherine is already pumping the pedals that get electricity flowing into the sole computer in the room. 

	‘Can you read me the specifics of the message, Auntie?’ Catherine calls. 

	Away from the imminence of the storm on the water, she no longer sounds tense or worried. She just sounds happy for the excuse to start the computer. Rossana sits next to her, one eye on the wavering lines that materialise the whale’s message on the comms device, the other on the green shimmering letters that begin covering Catherine’s screen, too fast to follow. The young woman seems entirely absorbed, then all of a sudden, without slowing down her typing, she turns to Rossana. 

	‘I didn’t know you could understand whales just by listening to them,’ she says, darting quick glances at the screen. ‘That’s amazing!’

	‘I can’t. I don’t hear everything they say, but I can still make out some words.’ Her son’s name she would recognise in any language, of course. She smiles. ‘And it’s my job.’

	‘I thought your job was exploring old buildings?’

	‘It is. But everybody learns to speak whale in Ospedaletti.’

	‘Wow.’

	She may sound impressed, but it is Rossana who wonders how her niece can keep pumping the pedals with such regularity while typing at that speed and holding a conversation, all without sounding even slightly out of breath. Not for the first time since the start of her sabbatical in Quebec, she marvels at how different the part of the world her brother has elected to live in is from the Riviera where they were both born. Back home, children learned to decipher greetings from passing whales as they played in the water. Here, even by the thriving feeding grounds of the Saint-Lawrence, most people only wander as far as the shore of the great cold river. But they put great stock by outdated devices, and Catherine won’t stop going on about digital archaeology, which she’s explored with passion, even though she had few real findings to show for it. 

	The sound of the pedals begins to quiet down. 

	‘All done,’ Catherine says. ‘Montreal has three days to get ready. Plenty of time.’

	‘Are you sure they’re equipped to get this? If the radio tower is broken…’

	Catherine grins and rolls her eyes, Rossana is not quite sure which is supposed to mask the other. 

	‘You can’t count on computer networks alone,’ she persists. Look at what happened in Europe. It took a handful of viral AIs –’

	‘The networks are fine, Auntie, I swear. Even inland.’

	‘Did you at least check…?’

	Catherine kicks the pedal back with a smile that feels amused if slightly impatient. 

	‘We check everything, all the time. Trust me.’

	That will have to do. They cannot waste time agonising over how to send the message anyway; the whales don’t cruise past the opening of the Saguenay River, and even their songs can’t be heard far past Quebec City, so there are no more reliable ways to communicate past this point than radios and computers. The rain is building up outside, and though whales have learned over the years what humans needed to be told to protect themselves from storms, the potency of the wind is the one thing they don’t quite understand or feel concerned about. This would seldom be a concern on the dry shores of the Mediterranean; but in lands of cyclones and hurricanes, every storm could, without warning, become the final one. The low, thick walls of earth and wood of the university should be safe, ensconced in their bulwark of forests. The old cities inland, however, with their ruined skyscrapers held together with vines and good luck – the remnants of a time when storms exhausted themselves long before they reached far inland – are a very different story. She goes to sleep hoping that every one of the former metropolises had someone on the other end to receive Catherine’s warning. 

	*

	She wakes up much sooner than she expected to. 

	‘Doctor Zouaoui, did you send this?’

	Rossana starts as if she had been drowning. She shields her eyes against the light the intruder has turned on, then recognises Natasha, the overseer of the comms centre. Outside, the rain is furiously pelting wood and earth. 

	‘Did you send the warning?’ Natasha repeats. ‘What kind of message is this?’

	Rossana sits up, beckons, rubs her eyes. 

	‘What message? When?’

	‘Miss you. Love, C.,’ Natasha replies, quoting. ‘It was sent electronically to Quebec City, Trois-Rivières, Montreal and Toronto just after we started lockdown procedures. There’s no word about a storm about to hit. What were you thinking?’

	‘Miss you? What?’

	‘That’s all it says. Didn’t you double-check?’

	‘I don’t even know how to send these,’ Rossana mutters, chewing on the words as movement returns to her face. 

	Her thoughts churn and she tries to grasp them. Catherine. Catherine sent the message, didn’t even look at the screen after. What she had been typing had seemed much longer than the few words Natasha’s just read, though Rossana had not been looking at the screen. But why on Earth would her niece do such a thing?

	She doesn’t bother to put proper clothes on before she jogs to the emergency dorm, where half of Tadoussac has come to wait out the storm behind thick earthen walls. She barges in, bumps into a few bunks, triggering grunts and startled exclamations. When she finds Catherine, she nearly pulls her out of bed. 

	‘The messages! What did you do? What happened?’

	Catherine rubs her eyes. When she sees the message, she covers her mouth with her hands. In the torchlight, her face turns crimson. 

	‘It’s not possible,’ she says. 

	‘Did you send this?’

	‘No! I mean…’ Groans of protest interrupt them. They step out of the dormitory. Catherine starts towards the comms room, pulling them after her. ‘I sent this three weeks ago. To… anyway, this is not what I wrote yesterday. And not what I sent, either, I swear.’

	She lands on the seat with a thud and pushes on the pedals, still rubbing her face. The screen flickers alive after a while. Rossana looks at it in dismay. They sent that message nearly a day ago. They can re-send it, but how much destruction will the storm wreak because of the delay? 

	‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. If this is a bug, I…’

	‘Why didn’t you double-check?’ Natasha repeats.

	Catherine shakes her head, eyes down, and doesn’t answer. Rossana remembers the exchange and takes her head in her hands. Her own doubts, voiced once too many, Catherine’s breezy reassurances. If she had stayed silent, would Catherine have gone through her usual routine instead of acting overly confident for her benefit?

	‘I’m sorry,’ Catherine repeats. 

	She works at the keyboard. She is sending the message again. Does a proper check, this time. Outside, the rain sounds like tambourines. 

	‘There will have to be an investigation into this,’ Natasha says. 

	It is clear, from their tone, that Catherine will be investigated more closely than the computer itself. Catherine says nothing. She is still typing, huffing with frustration every now and then. Until she freezes. 

	‘There’s something from Toronto,’ she says. 

	The three of them rush towards the screen. It takes Rossana a while to spot the letters that make sense. It is not a response to Catherine’s message. 

	It is a warning, and a request for help, one of a kind that Rossana had not seen for years. And yet what it warns against has shaped her youth. It was, in fact, the last lost battle in the long struggle of humankind to emerge from a collapse it had caused itself – though it had felt at the time like a skirmish, more than a battle, an exhausting fight against a mindless, invisible enemy randomly striking until most computer networks in Europe had been rendered useless. She fought in that skirmish for a time, before it was decided that the threat would only be gone once its native habitat had been destroyed, and all attempts at restoring large-scale networks on that side of the Atlantic were abandoned, ushering the old era out for good.

	Except that the old era will never quite finish dying, it appears. As if the storm building up at their door was not enough – over there in the ivy jungle of Toronto, someone has spotted a rogue AI. 

	‘Oh, porca miseria,’ Rossana says before anybody else. 

	Catherine turns to her. 

	‘I thought you said they’d all been wiped out?’

	‘I thought they had. I took down a couple myself. Well, they still destroyed most of our computer networks. Not a big deal for us, we do all right with radios, but…

	But Mediterranean storms aren’t nearly as frequent or potent as the ones on this continent. Antennas don’t get torn down just when you need them most. It was a blessing that nobody had been able to maintain undersea cables for decades and American networks had been able to continue in isolation. Computer networks are still a necessity here, and rogue AIs – 

	Rogue AIs are perfectly capable of infecting the comms network, of swallowing up all the messages still recorded and sending the ones they choose instead of the ones that were meant to arrive. As far as Rossana knows, nobody’s ever really understood what went on inside an AI’s pseudo-mind, not even back when they were created. Miss you. Love, C.

	Catherine coughs tentatively. 

	‘You do believe I didn’t send that message now, don’t you?’ she says. 

	Natasha glares. 

	‘We’ll have to cut our connections to the rest of the country while we scour our servers. Inform the government. If that thing started spreading in Toronto, they’ll probably have to cut the whole city off until someone’s managed to locate it and clean this up – and they’ll never locate it in time, with the number of unexplored buildings they have there – and they’ll just have to pray storm season ends peacefully. I understand that you’re concerned about what’s going to happen to you, but this isn’t –’ 

	Rossana holds up her hand, suppressing a yawn. 

	‘It’s four o’clock in the morning. We’re all in a foul mood. Let’s save discussions for when we’ve had a good night’s sleep, shall we?’

	It sounds terrible, even as she says it. Tadoussac is a major comms centre. Nobody gets out of the responsibility of managing what goes on here; they are the only ones who can make sure that vital warnings get sent in time. It feels indecent even to mention their personal comfort, even as she yearns for her bed as if it was a loved one. 

	And even as she speaks she knows what she’s going to say next. 

	‘I’ll go to Toronto. I’ve dealt with rogue AIs before. If this one is in an unexplored building, they’ll need someone who knows her way around those, don’t we?’

	Natasha shakes her head. 

	‘It’s already interfered with our messages. I don’t think there’s time –’

	‘If I leave as soon as it’s safe to, there will be. It started spreading in Toronto. That means it’s probably hosted there. Send a warning now. Shut down the network, scour your hardware, and while you’re doing that I’ll try to find the servers it’s escaped from.’

	‘And with a good killer script, we can make sure that it’s disabled on any computer it’s managed to reach,’ Catherine blurts out. 
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