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BOOK ONE




One cannot walk the Path until one becomes the Path.


—Gautama Buddha









10:30 AM


27 September 2063


HMCSS Montreal


Earth orbit





I’ve got a starship dreaming. And there it is. Leslie Tjakamarra leaned both hands on the thick crystal of the Montreal’s observation portal, the cold of space seeping into his palms, and hummed a snatch of song under his breath. He couldn’t tell how far away the alien spaceship was—at least, the fragment he could see when he twisted his head and pressed his face against the port. Earthlight stained the cage-shaped frame blue-silver, and the fat doughnut of Forward Orbital Platform was visible through the gaps, the gleaming thread of the beanstalk describing a taut line downward until it disappeared in brown-tinged atmosphere over Malaysia. “Bloody far,” he said, realizing he’d spoken out loud only when he heard his own voice. He scuffed across the blue-carpeted floor, pressed back by the vista on the other side of the glass.


Someone cleared her throat behind him. He turned, although he was unwilling to put his back to the endless fall outside. The narrow-shouldered crew member who stood just inside the hatchway met him eye to eye, the black shape of a sidearm strapped to her thigh commanding his attention. She raked one hand through wiry salt-and-pepper hair and shook her head. “Or too close for comfort,” she answered with an odd little smile. “That’s one of the ones Elspeth calls the birdcages—”


“Elspeth?”


“Dr. Dunsany,” she said. “You’re Dr. Tjakamarra, the xenosemiotician.” She mispronounced his name.


“Leslie,” he said. She stuck out her right hand, and Leslie realized that she wore a black leather glove on the left. “You’re Casey,” he blurted, too startled to reach out. She held her hand out until he recovered enough to shake. “I didn’t recognize—”


“It’s cool.” She shrugged in a manner entirely unlike a living legend, and gave him a crooked, sideways grin, smoothing her dark blue jumpsuit over her breasts with the gloved hand. “We’re all different out of uniform. Besides, it’s nice to be looked at like real people, for a change. Come on. The pilots’ lounge has a better view.”


She gestured him away from the window; he caught himself shooting her sidelong glances, desperate not to stare. He fell into step beside her as she led him along the curved ring of the Montreal’s habitation wheel, the arc rising behind and before them even though it felt perfectly flat under his feet.


“You’ll get used to it,” Master Warrant Officer Casey said, returning his looks with one of her own. It said she had accurately judged the reason he trailed his right hand along the chilly wall. “Here we are—” She braced one rubber-soled foot against the seam between corridor floor and corridor wall, and expertly spun the handle of a thick steel hatchway with her black-gloved hand. “Come on in. Step lively; we don’t stand around in hatchways shipboard.”


Leslie followed her through, turning to dog the door as he remembered his safety lectures, and when he turned back Casey had moved into the middle of a chamber no bigger than an urban apartment’s living room. The awe in his throat made it hard to breathe. He hoped he was keeping it off his face.


“There,” Casey said, stepping aside, waving him impatiently forward again. “That’s both of them. The one on the ‘left’ is the shiptree. The one on the ‘right’ is the birdcage.”


Everyone on the planet probably knew that by now. She was babbling, Leslie realized, and the small evidence of her fallibility—and her own nervousness—did more to ease the pressure in his chest than her casual friendliness could have. You’re acting like a starstruck teenager, he reprimanded himself, and managed to grin at his own foolishness as he shuffled forward, his slipperlike ship-shoes whispering over the carpet.


Then he caught sight of the broad sweep of windows beyond and his personal awe for the woman in blue was replaced by something visceral. He swallowed, throat dry.


The Montreal’s habitation wheel spun grandly, creating an imitation of gravity that held them, feet-down, to the “floor.” Leslie found himself before the big round port in the middle of the wall, hands pressed to either rim as if to keep himself from tumbling through the crystal like Alice through the looking glass. The panorama rotated like a merry-go-round seen from above. Beyond it, the soft blue glow of the wounded Earth reflected the sun. The planet’s atmosphere was fuzzed brown like smog in an inversion layer, the sight enough to send Leslie’s knuckle to his mouth. He bit down and tore his gaze away with an effort, turning it on the two alien ships floating “overhead.”


The ship on perspective-right was the enormous, gleaming-blue birdcage, swarming with ten-meter specks of mercury—made tiny by distance—that flickered from cage-bar to cage-bar, as vanishingly swift and bright as motes in Leslie’s eye.


The ship on perspective-left caught the earthlight with the gloss peculiar to polished wood or a smooth tree bole, a mouse-colored column twisted into shapes that took Leslie’s breath away. The vast hull glittered with patterned, pointillist lights in cool-water shades. They did not look so different from the images and designs that Leslie had grown up with, and he fought a shiver, glancing at the hawk-intent face of MWO Casey.


“Elspeth—Dr. Dunsany—said you had a theory,” she said without glancing over.


He returned his attention to the paired alien spaceships, peeling his eyes away from Genevieve Casey only with an effort. “I’ve had the VR implants—”


“Richard told me,” she said, with a sly sideways grin.


“Richard? The AI?” And silly not to have expected that either. It’s a whole new road you’re walking. A whole different sort of journey, farther away from home than even Cambridge, when there was still more of an England rather than less.


“Yes. You’ll meet him, I’m sure. He doesn’t like to intrude on the new kids until they’re comfortable with their wetware. And unless you’ve got the full ‘borg’”—she lightly touched the back of her head—“you won’t have to put up with his running patter. Most of the time.” She tilted her head up and sideways, a wry look he didn’t think was for him.


She’s talking to the AI right now. Cool shiver across his shoulders; the awe was back, with company. Leslie forced himself not to stare, frowning down at the bitten skin of his thumb. “Yes. I spoke to Dr. Dunsany regarding my theories …”


“Dr. Tjakamarra—”


“Leslie.”


“Leslie.” Casey coughed into her hand. “Ellie thought you were on to something, or she wouldn’t have asked you up here. We get more requests in a week than Yale does in a year—”


“I’m aware of that.” Her presence still stunned him. Genevieve Casey. The first pilot. Leaned up against the window with me like kids peering off the observation deck of the Petronas Towers. He gathered his wits and forced himself to frown. “You’ve had no luck talking to them, have you?”


“Plenty of math. Nothing you’d call conversation. They don’t seem to understand please and thank you.”


“I expected that.” Familiar ground. Comfortable, even. “I’m afraid if I’m right, talking to them is hopeless.”


“Hopeless?” She turned, leaning back on her heels.


“Yes. You see, I don’t think they talk at all.”


Leslie Tjakamarra’s not a big man. He’s not a young one either, though I wouldn’t want to try to guess his age within five years on either side. He’s got one of those wiry, weathered frames I associate with Alberta cattlemen and forest rangers, sienna skin paler, almost red, inside the creases beside glittering eyes and on the palms of big thick-nailed hands. He doesn’t go at all with the conservative charcoal double-breasted suit, pinstriped with biolume, which clings to his sinewy shoulders in as professional an Old London tailoring job as I’ve seen. When London was evacuated, a lot of the refugees found themselves in Sydney, in Vancouver—and in Toronto.


God rest their souls.


He shoots me those sidelong glances like they do, trying to see through the glove to the metal hand, trying to see through the jumpsuit to the hero underneath.


I hate to disappoint him, but that hero had a hair appointment she never came back from. “Well,” I say, to fill up his silence. “That’ll make your job easier, then, won’t it?” What do you think of them apples, Dick?


Richard grins inside my head, bony hands spread wide and beating like a pigeon’s wings through air. The man’s brains would jam if you tied his hands down. Of course, since he’s intangible, that would be a trick. “That’s got the air of a leading question about it.” He scrubs his palms on the thighs of his virtual corduroys and stuffs them into his pockets, white shirt stretched taut across his narrow chest, his image fading as he “steps back,” limiting his usage of my implants. “I’ll get in on it when he talks to Ellie. No point in spoiling his chance to appreciate the view. I’ll eavesdrop, if that’s okay.”


It might be the same asinine impulse that makes English speakers talk loudly to foreigners that moves me to smile inwardly and stereotype Dr. Tjakamarra’s smooth, educated accent into Australian Rules English. No worries, mate. Fair dinkum.


Richard shoots me an amused look. “Ouch,” he says, and flickers out like an interrupted hologram.


Dr. Tjakamarra grins, broad lips uncovering tea-stained teeth like a mouth full of piano keys, and scratches his cheek with knuckles like an auto mechanic’s. He wears his hair long, professorial, slicked back into hard steel-gray waves. “Or that much more difficult, if you prefer.” His voice is younger than the rest of him, young as that twinkle in his eye. “Talking isn’t the only species of communication, after all.”


He presses his hand flat against the glass again and peers between his fingers as if trying to gauge the size of the ships that float out there, the way you might measure a tree on the horizon against your thumb. His gaze keeps sliding down to the dust-palled Earth, his eyes impassive, giving nothing away.


“How bad is it in Sydney?” I press my steel hand to my lips, as if to shove the words back in with glove leather. Tjakamarra’s head comes up like a startled deer’s. I pretend I don’t see.


“We heard it,” he says, as his hand falls away from the glass. “We heard it in Sydney.” He steps back, turns to face me although I’m still giving him my shoulder. He cups both hands and brings them together with a crack that makes me jump.


“Is that really what it sounded like?”


“More or less—” A shrug. “We couldn’t feel the tremors. It wasn’t all that loud, fifteen thousand kilometers away; I would have thought it’d be a sustained rumble, like the old footage of nuclear bombs. You ever hear of Coober Pedy?”


“Never.”


“There were bomb tests near there. Over a hundred years ago, but I know people who knew people who were there. They said the newsreels lied, the sound effect they used was dubbed in later.” He laces his hands together in the small of his back and lifts his chin to look me in the eye, creases linking his thick, flat nose to the corners of his mouth.


Surreal fucking conversation, man. “So what does a nuclear explosion sound like, Les?”


His lips thin. He holds his hands apart again and swings them halfway but doesn’t clap. “Like the biggest bloody gunshot you ever did hear. Or like a meteorite hitting the planet, fifteen thousand kilometers away.”


He’s talking so he doesn’t have to look. I recognize the glitter in his dark brown eyes, darker even than mine. It took me, too, the first time I looked down and saw all that gorgeous blue and white mottled with sick dull beige like cancer.


It takes all of us like that.


He licks his lips and looks carefully at the Benefactor ships, not the smeared globe behind them. “The shot heard round the world. Isn’t that what the Americans call the first shot fired in their colonial revolt?”


“Sounds about right.”


He reminds me of my grandfather Zeke Kirby, my mother’s father, the full-blooded one; he’s got that same boiled-leather twist of indestructibility, but my grandfather was an ironworker, not a professor. His mouth moves again, like he’s trying to shape words that won’t quite come out right, and finally he just shakes his head and looks down. “Big universe out there.”


“Bloody big,” I answer, a gentle tease. He smiles out of the corner of his mouth; we’re going to be friends. “Come on,” I say. “That gets depressing if you stare at it. I’ll take you to meet Ellie if you promise not to tell her the thing about the bomb.”


He falls into step beside me. I don’t have to shorten my strides to let him keep up. “She lose somebody in the—in that?”


“We all lost somebody.” I shake my head.


“What is it, then?”


“It would give her nightmares. Come on.”
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Richard habitually took refuge in numbers, so it troubled him that with regard to the Impact all he had was approximations. The number of dead had never been counted. Their names had never been accurately listed. Their families would never be notified; in many cases, their bodies would never be found.


The population of Niagara and Rochester, New York, had been just under three million people, although the New York coastline of Lake Ontario was mostly rural, vineyards and cow pasture. The northern rim of the lake, however, had been the most populated place in Canada: Ontario’s “Golden Horseshoe,” the urban corridor anchored by Toronto and Hamilton, which had still been home to some seven million despite the midcentury population dip. Deaths from the Impact and its aftermath had been confirmed as far away as Buffalo, Cleveland, Albany. A woman in Ottawa had died when a stained-glass window shattered from the shock and fell on her head; a child in Kitchener survived in a basement, along with his dog. Recovery teams dragging the poisoned waters of Lake Ontario had been forced to cease operations as the lake surface iced over, a phenomenon that once would have been a twice-in-a-century occurrence but had become common with the advent of Shifted winters. It would become more common still until the greenhouse effect triggered by the Impact began to cancel out the nuclear winter.


An icebreaker could have been brought in and the work continued, but things keep in cold water. And someone raised the specter of breaking ice with bodies frozen into it, and it was decided to wait until spring.


The ice didn’t melt until halfway through May, and the lake locked solid again in mid-September. The coming winter promised to be even colder, a savage global drop in temperatures that might persist another eighteen to twenty-four months, and Richard couldn’t say whether the eventual worldwide toll would be measured in the mere tens of millions or in the hundreds of millions. Preliminary estimates had placed Impact casualties at thirty million; Richard was inclined to a more conservative estimate of under twenty million, unevenly divided between Canada and the United States.


In practical terms, the casualty rate by January 1, 2063, was something like one in every twenty-five Americans and one in every three Canadians.


The fallout cloud from the thirteen nuclear reactors damaged or destroyed in the Impact was pushed northeast by prevailing wind currents, largely affecting New York, Quebec, Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine, Newfoundland, the Grand Banks, Prince Edward Island, Iceland, and points between. The emergency teams and medical staff attending the disaster victims were supplied with iodine tablets and given aggressive prophylaxis against radiation exposure. Only seventeen became seriously ill. Only six died.


It was too soon to tell what the long-term effect on cancer rates would be, but Richard expected New England’s dairy industry to fail completely, along with what bare scraps had remained of the once-vast North Atlantic fisheries.


And then, after the famines and the winter, would come a summer without end.


Colonel Valens’s hands hurt, but his eyes hurt more. He leaned forward on both elbows over his improvised desk, his holistic communications unit propped up on a pair of inflatable splints and the unergonomic portable interface plate unrolled across a plywood surface that was three centimeters too high for comfort. “Yes,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck, “I’ll hold. Please let the prime minister know it’s not urgent, if she has—Constance. That was quick.”


“Hi, Fred. I was at lunch,” Constance Riel said, chewing, her image flickering in the cheap holographic display. Valens smoothed the interface plate, cool plastic slightly tacky and gritty with the omnipresent dust. The prime minister covered her mouth with the back of her left hand and swallowed, set her sandwich down on a napkin, reached for her coffee. Careful makeup could not hide the hollows under her eyes, dark as thumbprints. “I was going to call you today anyway. How’s the Evac?”


“Stable.” One word, soaked in exhaustion. “I got mail from Elspeth Dunsany today. She says the commonwealth scientists have arrived safely on the Montreal. One Australian and an expat Brit. She and Casey are getting them settled.”


“Paul Perry said the same thing to me this morning,” Riel answered. Her head wobbled when she nodded.


“That isn’t why you were going to call me.”


“No. I have the latest climatological data from Richard and Alan. The AIs say that the nanite propagation is going well, despite the effects of the—”


“Nuclear winter? Non-nuclear winter?” Valens said.


“Something like that. They’re concerned about the algae die off we were experiencing before the Impact. More algae means less CO2 left in the atmosphere, which means less greenhouse warming when the dust is out of the atmosphere and winter finally ends—”


“—in eighteen months or so. Won’t we want a greenhouse effect then?” To counteract the global dimming from the dust.


“Not unless 50° or 60°C is your idea of comfort.”


Valens shook his head, looking down at the pink and green displays that hovered under the surface of the interface plate, awaiting a touch to bring them to multidimensionality. He shook his head and ricocheted uncomfortably to the topic that was the reason for his call. “We’ve done what we can here. It’s time to close up shop. Do you want to tour the exclusion zone?”


“Helicopter tour,” she said, nodding, and took another bite of her sandwich. “You’ll come with, of course. Before we open the Evac to reconstruction and send the bulldozers in.”


“You’re going to rebuild Toronto?” Valens had years of practice keeping shock out of his voice. He failed utterly, his gut coiling at something that struck him as plain obscenity.


“No,” she said. “We’re going to turn it into a park. By the way, are you resigning your commission?”


Valens coughed. Riel’s image flickered as the interface panel, released from the pressure of his palm, wrinkled again. “Am I being asked to?”


The prime minister laughed. “You’re being asked to get your ass to the provisional capital of Vancouver, Fred. Where, in recognition of your exemplary service handling the Toronto Evac relief effort, you will be promoted to Brigadier General Frederick Valens, and I will have a brand-new shiny cabinet title and a whole new ration of shit to hand you, sir.”


“I’m a Conservative, Connie.”


“That’s okay,” she answered. “You can switch.”
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Elspeth touched the corner of her mouth with her napkin, careful of the unaccustomed weight of lipstick. She leaned a shoulder against Jen Casey’s upper arm and nudged, the steel armature hard under the rifle-green wool of Jenny’s dress uniform. Jen’s glass of grapefruit juice clicked against her teeth. She shot Elspeth a tolerant glance. “Doc—”


“Sorry.”


In present company, it wouldn’t do for Jen to drop that steel arm around Elspeth’s shoulders and give her a hard, infinitely careful hug, but she managed to make her answering jostle almost as comforting.


They had moved into the captain’s reception hall after dinner, and Captain Wainwright herself was propping up a wall in the corner by the room’s two big ports. It was too cold for Elspeth’s taste, that close to the glass, and she’d joined Jen in her relentless stakeout of the nibbles-and-dessert table. Both Jeremy Kirkpatrick—the commonwealth ethnolinguist—and Dr. Tjakamarra were sticking close to the windows, although Elspeth could tell the Australian was shivering. He stood hunched like a worried cat, his arms folded over each other, and divided his attention between Jaime Wainwright and Gabe Castaign, whose hulking presence manned the canapé bucket brigade for the newcomers, in courtesy to their temporary role as distinguished guests. The ecologist Paul Perry—long-fingered, slight, and dark—almost disappeared behind Charles Forster, a paunchy xenobiologist with his vanishing hair shaved close to a shiny scalp. One little, two little, three little Indians. Or should that be we few, we happy few, we band of brothers?


Five scientists, a programmer, a pilot, and an artificial intelligence. And a partridge in a pear tree. And the biggest scientific puzzle of the century.


You’ve come a bit far for a bout of impostor syndrome, El.


“What do you think of the new kids?” Jen said, dropping her half-full glass on a passing tray with a grimace of distaste.


“They made it through the rubber-chicken dinner with a minimum of fuss.” The tilt of Elspeth’s head indicated the mess hall on the other side of one of Montreal’s few irising doors.


“Especially since it was rubber tofu.” Jen grinned, that wry mocking twist of her mouth that was as contagious as the common cold, and Elspeth had to grin back. “I haven’t had a chance to talk to Kirkpatrick yet, but the Australian’s all right.” She shrugged. “My heart’s not in it, Doc—”


“No.” Elspeth reached for a drink herself, tomato juice and a stalk of celery, wishing there were less Virgin and more Bloody in it. “I don’t think any of our hearts are in it, after last Christmas.” After Toronto. “But it’s got to be done. They scare me.” She tipped her head to indicate the long ornate outline of the shiptree, visible beyond the port, winking lights and elegant curves like hand-smoothed wood. “And Richard says Fred says something has to break on the PanChinese front shortly. Riel’s going to demand restitution for Toronto—”


“She wants to get Richard admitted as a witness.”


“Right. And there’s that Chinese pilot, the one who tried to prevent the attack—”


“He’s safe at Lake Simcoe,” Jen said, her voice dripping mockery. Both she and Elspeth had a longstanding acquaintance with the high-security military prison there. “Protective custody.” She cocked her head, that listening gesture that told Elspeth—to Elspeth’s infinite frustration—that she was talking to Richard.


Their eyes met for a moment, a shared frown. “You heard that Fred is Brigadier General Fred as of this afternoon, I assume?”


The irony in Jen’s expression made her eyes glitter like a bird’s. “Richard says to let him and Fred and Riel handle Earth and China, and worry about talking to the Benefactors.” Jen swallowed and glanced about for the drink she’d discarded. Thwarted, she shoved her hand into the pocket of her uniform.


“Can’t we worry about everything at once?” Elspeth wandered toward the snack table, Jen trailing, and picked up a plate. She started loading it with canapés, inspecting each one.


“Richard says it might not be a bad idea to have figured out how to talk to the Benefactors by the time the PanChinese start shooting at us again. If they start shooting at us again. In case the Benefactors take that as evidence that the hairless apes are too uppity to be permitted to roam the universe at large, and decide to do something permanent about us.”


“Richard is a bloodthirsty son of a bitch.” Elspeth bit a cracker in half and chewed in an unladylike fashion. So much for the lipstick. I need to get VR implants at least. She hated not being able to listen to Richard directly, the way that Jenny and Patricia Valens, the Montreal’s apprentice pilot, could. “Very well. ‘We cannot weep for the whole world.’ I guess we hold up our end of the table and trust in Fred to hold up his. We’ll have a summit meeting tomorrow, us two and Gabe and Charlie and Paul and the new kids. And Dick, onscreen so everybody can talk to him.” She swallowed the other half of the canapé, cracker corners scratching her throat. “What’re you doing for your birthday?”


“Birthday?”


“Sunday? The day you turn fifty-one?”


“Don’t remind me—”


Elspeth grinned. “Okay, I won’t. Gabe and I will plan something. It’ll be just us and Genie.” Her voice wanted to hitch on Genie’s name; it wasn’t supposed to be just Genie. It was supposed to be Genie-and-Leah, but the second name hung between them, chronically unsaid. Elspeth brushed it aside with the back of her hand. “You just promise to show up and be a good sport.”


Jen’s expression warred between resignation, delight, and trepidation. Finally, she nodded and studied the carpeted floor, scrubbing her gloved iron hand against her flesh one as if dusting away a fistful of crumbs. “Patty,” she said. “Patty Valens. Invite her, too? She’s all alone up here—”


“More than fair.” Elspeth’s hesitation was strong enough that Jen looked up and frowned, meeting her gaze directly.


“What?”


“This meeting tomorrow—”


“Yes?”


“Is it too much to ask for you to brainstorm and come up with something we can do to get the Benefactors’ interest, other than balancing our checkbooks back and forth at each other?”


Jen laughed dryly. “I’ve got an idea you’re going to love, if Wainwright doesn’t shoot me for suggesting it.”


“Well, don’t leave me hanging.”


Genevieve Casey arched her long neck back, stared at the ceiling, laced her hands together in front of her, and said with studied casualness, “I want to find out what happens if we EVA over to the birdcage and wander around inside.”
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When Dick took over the planet, he’d been prepared for surprises. But the ache of the Toronto Evac Zone like a runner’s stitch in his side had not been one of them.


He’d comprehended the scale of the damage, of course; of all the sentiences in his sphere of experience, he was uniquely qualified to do so. He’d understood that the global nanotech infection that Leah Castaign and Trevor Koske had given their lives to engender would be a mitigating factor at best, and not even the temporary magic bullet of a penicillin cure. He’d thought he understood what spreading his consciousness through a planet-sized, quantum-connected worldwire would entail. If he could call it his consciousness anymore, as he evolved from a discrete intelligence into a multithreaded entity that might be compared to a human with disassociative identity disorder—


—if such a disorder were a native state of affairs, and if the various personalities carried on a constant, raucous, and very rarified debate regarding every serious action they undertook. If portions of that entity brushed feather-light fingertips across the waking and sleeping minds of certain augmented humans, and other portions moved through the ruined waters of Lake Ontario, and hovered in the well-shielded brain of Her Majesty’s Canadian starship Calgary in its position of rest at the bottom of the ocean; if other portions infected fish and birds and bushes and topsoil and atmosphere, and extended like a meat intelligence’s subconscious through eleven-dimensional space and into the alien nanotools of the far-flung Benefactor empire, or confederacy, or kinship system—or whatever the hell it might be, Richard mused, with the fragment of himself that never stopped musing on such things. If.


I never began to imagine what I was in for, he thought, shifting focus as Constance Riel touched her earpiece and accepted his call. She wasn’t in her temporary office in the provisional capitol, but a mobile one aboard her customized airliner. “Good evening, Dr. Feynman.”


“The same to you, Prime Minister. I understand that you will be touring the Evac with Dr. Valens tomorrow.”


“Preparatory to closing the relief effort, yes. I’m on my way there now. And on behalf of the Canadian people”—she leaned forward—“I want to formally thank you for your efforts. Which I am about to ask you to redouble.”


“Restoring the Evac is a lower priority than mitigating the climatic damage, you realize.”


A quick, dismissive flip of her hand reinforced her curt nod of agreement. “We have an official complaint on record from the PanChinese ambassador to the Netherlands, by the way. It seems he’s attempting to get the nanotech infestation classed as an invasion of the sovereign territory of the PanChinese Alliance, and get it heard by the International Court of Justice.”


“You don’t sound displeased.”


Riel grinned wolfishly. “We can’t bring our suit for attempted genocide unless they consent to be a party to the case. Which they just did, more or less—or we can spin it so they did. Of course, Premier Xiong can’t put up much of a fight, since he’s still pretending the attack was the work of fringe elements.”


“If Premier Xiong was not privy to the attack, he may have a coup on his hands before too much longer. My analysis—which is based on severely inadequate data, and the preliminary testimony of Pilot Xie—is that the orders to attack must have come from high up in the PanChinese government.”


“I agree. Unfortunately, there’s not much I can do about that currently. In a more immediate concern, though, World Health is on my ass again. We need a policy on use of your nanotech in medical emergencies.”


Richard sighed, pushing aside the “itch” that was the infestation’s response to the damage surrounding the Impact. Life-threatening conditions first. Superficial wounds, no matter how unsightly, can wait. “This whole thing is a moral—”


“Quandary?”


“Quagmire.” He shrugged, hands opened broadly in one of the little gestures he’d inherited from the human subject his personality was modeled on. “I’ve got 60 percent global coverage right now and growing, and we used the nanosurgeons successfully on a few of the worst-injured Impact victims—and unsuccessfully on a whole lot more—but I’ve got extensive climatic damage to consider. I’m expecting mass extinctions, once the field biologists get some hard data back to us, and another spike in dieoffs once the dust clears and the temperature increase starts. Practically speaking, we can get a certain amount of the carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere before then, but not enough to prevent the damage. We’re talking mitigation at best, and we should expect a much warmer global climate overall.”


“How much warmer?”


“Think dinosaurs tromping through steamy tropical forests, and shallow inland seas. And wild weather. Also, we should expect earthquakes as the polar ice melts. It’s heavy, you know—”


“These are all secondary concerns, aren’t they?”


“Not in the long term.”


“They sound infinitely better than that snowball Earth you and Paul were talking about last year. Look, tell me about your moral quagmire first. The climate issues are easy; we mitigate as much as we can, and whatever we can’t, we suck up. I’m worried about the personal cost.”


A moment of silent understanding passed between them, intermediated by the technology that permitted them to look eye-to-eye. Riel glanced down first. Since Richard’s image floated in her contact lens, it didn’t break the connection. “I’m tempted to tell you to restrict the damned nanosurgeons from PanChinese territory. But then they would claim we were sabotaging their environmental efforts and failing to make resources freely available on an equal basis … It’s a mess, Dick. And once we move Canada off a crisis footing, smaller wolves than China are going to be sniffing about for a piece of the corpse as well. Russia and the EU have provided aid; it’s not like I’m in a position to turn them away—” She choked off, shaking her head. “I love my job. I just keep telling myself that I wouldn’t rather be doing anything else in the world.”


A shared grin, and Richard cleared his throat and hesitated—another simulation of human behavior. Most of the humans were more comfortable with him, rather than Alan—the only other AI persona who had had significant interpersonal contact. In fact, most of the humans had no idea the rest of the threaded personalities existed, yet.


Richard had never been one to spoil a surprise. “The least complex solution would be to prepare a contract and ask any country that wishes my intervention to sign it.”


“What are we going to do about sick people who wish to volunteer for nanosurgical treatment?”


“We’ll have to let them volunteer,” Richard answered. “We’ve already used the nanites on Canadians in a widespread fashion. It would be … inhumane to restrict the benefits to your own citizens. But the volunteers will need to be apprised of the risks, which are significant.”


“Ever the master of understatement.” She pressed a fountain pen between her lips absently, sucking on the gold-plated barrel. Richard quelled the irrational—and impossible—urge to reach out and take it out of her mouth. “The promise of free medical treatment will open some borders. What about the nations that demand access to the augmentation program?”


“Military applications of technology have always been handled differently than medical ones.”


“Touché. People will scream.”


“People are screaming. This isn’t magic, Prime Minister.”


“No,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “Just something that will look like magic to desperate people, and they’ll be angry when it doesn’t work like magic, won’t they? Oh, that reminds me. I’d like to keep as many people—commonwealth citizens and otherwise—uninfected as possible.”


“Most people are going to encounter a life-threatening incident sooner or later.” But that wasn’t disagreement. She was right; they didn’t know what the Benefactors were capable of, or what they wanted, and it was their technology with which Richard had so cavalierly infected the planet.


It seemed like a good idea at the time.


And cavalier wasn’t a good word, though the process had been less cautiously handled than Richard would have preferred.


Less cautiously handled than Riel would have preferred, too, and she was talking again. “Most people are. Some will refuse treatment. Some won’t need treatment. It’s a unique situation; this stuff is loose in the ecosystem, but unlike every other contaminant in history, we have perfect control over it.”


“Or, more precisely, I have perfect control.”


“I, we. Which is another thing. Can’t we make some hay out of PanChina having a worldwire of its own?”


“Well …” he began, “what they have is not exactly a worldwire. What they’ve got is a bigger version of the limited networks we started off with, much more protected, not self-propagating …”


“And not self-aware.”


“We hope.”


“Ah, Richard. I’d like to extend the offer of Canadian citizenship to you.” She raised her hand before he could comment, shaking her head so that dark curls brushed her ears and collar. “Don’t jump up and say no. Think about it. For one thing, it would do wonders toward confirming your legal personhood. For another, there’s the matter of our suit against China in the World Court, and the question of whether AIs can testify.”


Richard patted his hands against his thighs to a bossa nova beat. “Wait until somebody figures out that the nanite infestation falls under the third Kyoto and the second Kiev environmental accords, and that it’s a violation of both. Potentially harmful particulate Contamination of international ocean waters. That’s us.”


“An environmental lawsuit is the least of our problems.” Riel rubbed her eyes and stifled a yawn. “I have to sleep if I’m going to be pretty on camera tomorrow. In thirty seconds, Richard, outline your plan of attack.”


“Easy.” He held up his spidery fingers and ticked off goals one at a time. “One, mitigate climate changes. Two, mitigate extinctions. Three, protect individual human lives. Four, try to help the team talking to the Benefactors. Meanwhile, you set up a world government, get the Chinese under control, keep the rest of the commonwealth in line behind us, and figure out how to revitalize a collapsed world economy. Does that sound like an equitable division of labor to you, Madam Prime Minister?”


“It sounds like I’d better get busy,” she said, and reached up to touch the connection off. Her hand hesitated a centimeter from her earpiece. “Richard. We’ll have population problems if the death rate drops.”


And the AI sighed and laced his fingers together. “The death rate’s not going to drop, Constance. The trick is going to be keeping a significant percentage of humanity alive.”
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I’m just finishing my PT, wiping the sweat off my face onto one of the Montreal’s rough, unbleached cotton towels, when Richard starts talking in my head. “Captain Wainwright would like to see you when you’re free, Jen.”


Thanks, Dick. Is this good news or bad news?


“Ellie asked about EVA plans, as you requested, so your guess is as good as mine.”


Your guess is as good as most people’s certainty, Dick. I head for the locker room, tossing the towel overhand at the laundry chute as I go by. If the chute had a net, it would sink with a swish. The Montreal’s variable, lighter-than-earth grav takes some getting used to, but once you get the hang of it it’s pretty darn sexy. Puts a spring in your step. Except you have to work twice as hard to stay in shape. Dammit.


“She doesn’t see fit to keep the AI apprised of everything.”


No, but she’s catching on pretty quick to using you as an intercom. The locker room is empty, midwatch, except for one master corporal who is leaned into her locker, curling her hair in the mirror. I peel off my sweat-drenched tank top, kick my sweats aside, and step into the shower.


I feel him shrug. “It costs me almost nothing in terms of resources, and if it leads her closer to accepting me, it’s a very small price to pay.”


The water’s metered, but it’s steamy. The hot water pipes run alongside the outflow pipes for the reactor coolant. Nothing wasted on a starship, especially not heat. I get wet, wait for the water to kick off, and lather up with a handful of gritty soap. Think she’s gonna go for it?


“I think you’re going to have a fight on your hands.”


Tell me something new about my life. I punch the button for another metered blast of spray and scrub the suds out of my hair, turning one quick pirouette to get the last of the lather off my skin. The master corporal is long gone by the time I thumb lock open my locker and dress in the crisp rifle green that makes me look like a red ant in a nest of black ones when I’m out among the air force types. There’s something else that stands out about me once I’m dressed; the sidearm pressed to my right hip. Valens never rescinded his order to keep it within reach.


I slick my damp hair back—neat and under control—and stuff the comb into the vinyl hanging pocket beside a mirror small enough to only show half my face at a time. Damn, I’m still not used to wearing this face. You’d think I would be, by now. It’s been almost a year.


Richard’s presence shifts in my head. “You want to get out there as badly as I do,” he says.


“Do you think it’s worth the risk, Dick?” Out loud, provoking a smile in spite of myself. I unholster my sidearm and check the plastic loads, designed to squish flat against the Montreal’s hull instead of punching a hole and letting the vacuum outside in. Or the air inside out, more accurately.


“What risk?”


The risk of provoking the Benefactors somehow? The pistol’s weirdly light in my hand. I replace the clip, make sure the safety’s latched, and slide the weapon back into its holster, securing the snap. I can’t look at it anymore without remembering Captain Wainwright pointing one very much like it at me. Without remembering Gabe’s daughter Leah, and the fury I feel that I can’t even pretend her death was the kind of stupid goddamned waste that kids dead in war are supposed to be. Goddamn it.


If it’s futile, at least you don’t feel guilty getting mad.


My hand falls away from the holster. If I never have to touch a weapon again, it will be too fucking soon.


Richard rubs his long, gaunt hands together, fingers mobile as the sticks of a fan. “That’s the thing, Jen. We stand just as much of a chance of infuriating them by doing nothing as we do by wandering over and knocking on the door. We just can’t know.”


Besides. We’re both going nuts sitting on our asses.


“Correction. You are going nuts sitting on your ass. I am shoveling like Hercules in the Aegean stable, and to about as much effect.”


Maybe you need to divert a river.


I feel him pause. That never happens. Richard exists on a level of teraflops per femtowhatsit, words that Gabe throws around like they mean something, but which promptly fall out of my head and go splat all over the floor. Whatever, Dick thinks a hell of a lot faster than I do, even with my amped-up brain—although Dick will be the first to claim he doesn’t necessarily think better. The practical application is that when Richard pauses in conversation, it’s to be polite, or to seem human, or to give us meat types a chance to catch up.


This is different. He’s hit a dead halt, and he’s thinking. I can feel it. Feel the seconds ticking over like boulders gathering momentum down a hill. Dick? What did I say?


“A river,” he says, that topographic smile rearranging his face like plate tectonics. This one’s at least a 6.5. “Ma’am, I do believe you’ve just given me an idea.”


And you’re going to sit there and look smug about it, too, aren’t you?


“I want to run some simulations first.” The sensation of his virtual hug is like a passing breeze brushing my shoulders. “I’ve been looking at the problem the wrong way. When change is inevitable, the solution isn’t to fight it, but to work inside the new system and learn to live in the world that’s changed.”


I’ve heard cruder versions of that sentiment.


He laughs, twisting his head on his long papery neck. “You look beautiful. Now go beard the captain in her den.”


“Great, the AI’s blind as well as insane.” But he can feel my grin as I can feel his, and together we move spinwise and in-wheel, toward the captain’s conference room.


Wainwright looks up, glowering, as I duck through the hatch and dog it behind me. Momma bear with only one cub, and I square myself inside the door and wait for her to indicate my next move.


We have a funny relationship, Captain Wainwright and me.


She shuffles papers across her interface panel and stows them in a transparent folder mounted on her desk. You never can tell if the gravity will last from minute to minute, or so they say, although I’ve never seen it fail. She sighs and stands up, coming around the desk, as starched and pressed as me and eight inches shorter. “I want to thank you for not springing your radical idea on me in front of the scientists, ma’am.”


“I think Elspeth and Richard deserve equal credit, ma’am.”


Arms folded over her chest ruin the line of her uniform. She tilts her head back to stare me in the eye. It doesn’t cost her a fraction of her authority. “I’m sharp enough to know who the suicidal lunatic on my ship is, Master Warrant Officer.”


Eyes fixed straight ahead, pretending I can’t see the little curl twitching the corner of her lip. “Yes, ma’am.”


“So what do you think sending astronauts over there will accomplish that our drones and probes haven’t?”


I shrug. “Pique their interest, ma’am? It’s not so much about information retrieval—we’ve done and can do that remotely. It’s about letting them know we do want to talk to them.”


She doesn’t answer; just looks at me, and then looks down and plays with the stuff on her desk. “You’re going to go out there and make me proud in front of our new guests. Aren’t you?”


“Yes. Ma’am.”


“Good.” She steps back, her hands dropping to her sides, standing tall. “At ease, Casey. I’m done yelling at you.”


“Yes, ma’am.” But this time I let her hear the humor in it.


She nods, then shakes her head and taps her knuckle on her chin. “Casey, you’re a shit disturber. You know that?”


“It’s a gift, ma’am.” As I let my shoulders relax, my hands curl naturally against my thighs.


She sighs and rubs her palms together. “You’ve proved your instincts to me—”


“But?” The hesitation is implicit in the lift-and-drop of her gaze. She doesn’t quite meet mine directly. We’re thinking of the same thing; me refusing a direct order, at gunpoint, and making that refusal stick. And I was right, dammit. And she knows I was right. And I think she’s grateful I was right, deep down in the light-starch, creased-trouser depths of her military soul.


But it kind of fucks up the superior/subordinate thing, and we’re both still working our asses off trying to pretend it doesn’t matter. “There is no but,” she says, after a longer wait than I’m comfortable with. “As long as I know I can trust you.”


“You can trust me to take good care of your ship, ma’am. And your crew.”


“And Canada?”


“That goes without saying.”


“Consider it said anyway.” She’s working up to something. She looks at me again, and this time doesn’t look away. “I think Genie Castaign should enter the pilot program,” she says. “She’s already partially acclimated to the Benefactor tech, her unaugmented reflexes are at least as good as her sister’s, she gets along with the Feynman AI, and she’s bright. I want you to talk to her father. He’ll take it better from you.”


“Captain—”


“I didn’t ask for your opinion, Casey.”


“Yes, ma’am.” The ship’s spinning. And all I can feel is Leah, there in my arms and then gone.


They used to say give one child to the army, one to the priesthood, and try to keep one alive. Gabriel only has one daughter left. Wainwright’s gaze doesn’t drop from mine. “Yes, ma’am.” I know I’m stammering. Know there’s nothing else I can say. And Gabe won’t even hate me for it, because he’s army, too, and because Gabe knows. “She’s too young still to induct.”


“Get her started on the training. We’ll take her when she’s fourteen.” She stretches, and ruthlessness falls off her shoulders like a feather dancer’s cloak. “Come on. It’s time for the meeting. Let’s go see if there are any canapés.”
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Snow is supposed to be a benediction. A veil of white like a wedding dress, concealing whatever sins lie beneath.


Frost on the chopper’s window melted under Valens’s touch. He leaned against the glass, his shoulder to Constance Riel, who sat similarly silent and hunched on the port side. They both looked down, ignoring the pilot and the other passengers.


The snow covering the remains of Toronto lay not like a veil, but like a winding-sheet—one landscape that even winter couldn’t do much for. He stared at it, trying not to see it, careful never quite to focus his eyes.


The prime minister stirred. She shifted closer to Valens, closer to the center of the helicopter, as if unconsciously seeking warmth. He glanced at her. Her trained politician’s smile had thinned to a hard line in her bloodless face, and her head oscillated just enough that her hair shifted against her neck.


“It doesn’t look any better than it did at Christmas. I thought it would look better by now.” She glanced first at him and then down. She retrieved her purse from the seat, dug for a stick of gum he didn’t think she really wanted, offered him one that he didn’t accept. She folded hers into her mouth and sat back. “Did you feel it in Hartford, Fred?”


“I felt the floor jump,” he said, carefully looking out the window and not at Riel. “It woke me. The sound came seconds later. It sounded like—” Words failed. Like a mortar.


You never hear the one that gets you.


And then, unbidden, Georges wouldn’t have felt anything at all. He nodded, remembering the rise and fall of solid earth, the thump of the bedframe jolting against the wall. “It woke me.”


“I was closer,” she said. “It knocked me down. I saw the fireball first, of course. If I’d had any sense, I would have sat down.” She shrugged. “You’re not really looking, are you, Fred?”


“Of course I am.” And so he wouldn’t be lying, he forced himself to look. To really look, at the unseasonable snow that lay in dirty swirls and hummocks over what looked at first glance like a rock field, at the truncated root of the CN Tower rising on the waterfront like the stump of a lightning-struck tree. Surprisingly, the tower had survived the earthquake, according to the forensic report of the engineers who had toured the Evac during the recovery phase. It had not survived the tsunami, nor the bombardment with meter-wide chunks of debris. Around it, lesser structures had been leveled to ragged piles of broken masonry and jutting pieces of steel.


Valens lifted his gaze as the chopper came around, and frowned toward the horizon. The frozen water of Lake Ontario would have been blinding in the sun, if the light that fell through the haze weren’t watery and wan, and if the ice itself weren’t streaked brown and gray like agate with ejecta. “A park,” he said, looking down at his hands. He folded his fingers together. He never had worn a wedding band; rings annoyed him. “What on earth makes you think you can turn this into a park?”


“What the hell else do we do with it?” She turned over her shoulder. An aide and two Mounties sat in the next row back, so hushed with the terrible awe of the Impact that Valens had almost forgotten them. “Coffee, please? Fred, how about you?”


He shook his head as the aide poured steaming fluid from a thermos, filling the helicopter with the rich, acidic smell. He didn’t know how she could stomach anything, but judging by the gauntness of her face she needed it for medicinal purposes as much as the comfort of something warm.


Valens chafed his hands against his uniform, trying to warm them. Riel glanced over, but sipped her coffee rather than comment. She repeated herself, not a rhetorical question this time. “What the hell else are we going to do with it?”


“Rebuild,” Valens answered, though his gut twisted. “It’s …” He shrugged. “Hiroshima, Mumbai, Dresden—”


“You’re saying you don’t just pack it in and go home?”


“Something like that. Besides, every city needs a nice big park.” Dryly enough that she chuckled before she caught herself. He tipped his head and lowered his voice, but kept talking. “Constance, do you know who Tobias Hardy is?”


“Yes,” she said, the corners of her mouth turning down. “Your old boss Alberta Holmes’s old boss. Christ, I thought we had Unitek’s fingers out of the Montreal’s pie.”


“You could always seize it—” He shifted against the side panel of the helicopter. It dug painfully into his shoulder, and he was stiff from sitting. He wasn’t as young as he used to be.


“I could,” she answered. “But we need Unitek’s money, frankly, and their Mars base. And we don’t need them running off to play with PanChina or PanMalaysia or the Latin American Union or the European Union because Canada and the commonwealth took our puck and sticks and went home.”


“You think they would?” Her gaze met his archly. She didn’t inconvenience herself to reply, and Valens rolled his lower lip between his teeth before he nodded. “It’s not the done thing to say so, Prime Minister. But I want some kind of retribution for that.” He gestured to the wasteland, but his gesture meant more—PanChina, Unitek, sabotage, and betrayal. “That’s not the kind of blow you can turn the other cheek on and maintain credibility.”


Her sigh ruffled the oily black surface of her coffee, chasing broken rainbows across it. “I know. We try the legal route first.”


“Forgive an old soldier’s skepticism.”


She gave him an eyebrow and turned again, looking out the window, leaning away from whatever she saw under the snow. “You’re not the only one who’s skeptical. But we’re showing we’re civilized. And we’ve managed to stall the hell out of their space program, since they can’t know how limited Richard’s ability to hack their network is. So we have the jump on them when it comes to getting a colony ship launched … once we figure out if we can get one past the Benefactors without them blowing it to bits.”


“We could try a Polish mine detector.”


Reil chuckled. “Not only is that politically incorrect, General Valens, but we can’t exactly afford to waste a starship.”


“There’s always the Huang Di,” he replied, going for irony and achieving bitterness. “She’s ours by right of salvage—”


“Fred!”


He spread his hands to show that he was kidding. Nearly. “Meanwhile, China tries to hack Richard, and the worldwire. Have we thought about how much damage they could do?”


“That captured saboteur—Ramirez—was surprisingly forthcoming about PanChinese nanotechnology, once we convinced him to be. And Richard and Alan seem to think we have the situation under control.”


“So we’re at the mercy of a couple of AIs.”


“Fred,” she said, and paused to finish her coffee. He shifted on the seat, vinyl creasing his trousers into his skin, and waited until she handed the mug back to her aide, who stowed it. “You’re always at somebody’s mercy. It’s the name of the game. My job is to minimize the risks.”


“And mine is to identify the threats,” he answered, provoking a swift, shy grin, an almost honest expression.


She didn’t look at him again. Instead, she leaned forward and tapped the pilot on the shoulder. “Take us home,” she mouthed when he turned to her, and he nodded and brought the chopper around. She lowered her head and rubbed her temples with her palms. “Don’t worry, Fred. We’ll get this figured out somehow.”


He could have wished there was more than a politician’s conviction in her tone.
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If the conference room chairs hadn’t been bolted to the floor, Elspeth would have pushed hers into the corner and gotten her back to the wall. She hated crowds, and crowds involving strangers most of all. Not that Drs. Tjakamarra, Forster, and Perry, Gabe Castaign, and Patricia Valens—sitting quietly staring out the port with that distracted I’m-talking-to-Alan expression pulling the corners of her pretty mouth down—made much of a crowd. But she was reasonably certain they would start to seem like it soon.


At least they’re all scientists. Well, almost all. Which shouldn’t have made a difference, but—on some deep-seated, instinctual level—made all the difference in the world.


Because scientists are part of your tribe, she told herself. They’re a part of your kinship system, and so they don’t feel like strangers and threats. What’s the old saying, the stranger who is not a trader is an enemy? She smiled at her fingernails. “I hope the Benefactors are here to trade something.”


“Look at the bright side.” Gabe Castaign, all gray-blond ragamuffin curls and hulking shoulders, had materialized at her shoulder as silently as a cat. She startled, and then sighed and leaned back into the touch of his hand on her shoulder.


“There’s a bright side?”


His laugh always struck her as incongruous, coming from such an immense man. It was bright and sharp-edged, crisp as a ruffled fan. “Yes. If the Benefactors—both sets, or either—had the technology to put ships on Mars a few million years ago, I’m sure that if they meant to wipe us out they wouldn’t have waited this long to do it. And furthermore, don’t forget that they showed up in force and departed in force, but they’ve left behind only one ship apiece. That’s not a threatening gesture, by my standards.”


“Hmmm,” Elspeth answered, unconvinced. “Or their time scale is different enough to ours that fourteen million years is a trip down to the corner store for pretzels, and they’re still loading the torpedo tubes—”


A discrete cough drew her attention. The team’s xenobiologist, Charlie Forster, had wandered up. “Unlikely,” he said, plump hands balled in his pockets. “If their time sense were that far off scale with our own, the chances that they would be doing math at a rate we find comfortable would be slim.”


Elspeth tipped her head, conceding. Gabe’s hand still rested on her shoulder, thumb caressing the nape of her neck. She pretended she didn’t notice, though that would amuse Gabe more.


Charlie turned to face them and planted one hip on the table. He scrubbed both hands flat across his close-cropped hair. “I’m just so damned frustrated,” he said, and stopped short.


She might have been particularly useless when it came to comprehending aliens, but Elspeth was a good enough psychiatrist to spot an invitation to pry when she was handed one. “What’s eating you, Charlie?”


He shrugged, but it was the kind of shrug that said I’m gathering my courage rather than the sort that said leave me alone, and Elspeth leaned forward in her chair to encourage him. She cocked her head on a light, wry smile. Come on, Charlie.


He cupped his lower lip and blew across his face in the gesture of a man whose bangs had tended to fall into his eyes when he still had bangs. “I’m not much use as a biologist from seven or ten kilometers away. Although—”


“Yes?” Gabe, a bit sharply, with a tension that had nothing to do with the current conversation. Elspeth leaned into his hand, pressing her shoulder to his thigh. Whatever comfort she could offer, though she knew neither she nor Jenny could touch this particular agony.


“I wonder, frankly, if biology even relates.”


“What do you mean?”


Charlie waved one hand in fine dismissal of the Montreal and all space around her. “Okay, whatever’s piloting the shiptree might be something we’d consider an animal. It seems to need a contained atmosphere, and we know from the ship on Mars that they bleed if you prick them, or at least they leak a fluid that contains things we normally associate with biology, such as amino acids and a DNA-analogue. But those globs in the birdcage? I’ve spent weeks observing them, and they … they’re just plain weird. I’m not sure they are precisely … biological, by our standards. They could be drones, machines, for all I know.”


“Then maybe we need to redefine biology.”


Charlie gave her a startled look, and Elspeth leaned back against Gabe’s fingers and lifted her chin to indicate the doorway to the corridor beyond. “In any case, there’s the last of our guests,” she said, as the hatch swung open and Captain Wainwright stepped through it, Jenny two steps behind her, and the new arrivals Tjakamarra and Kirkpatrick just after. “We’ll have to talk about this during the meeting. Do you have holos of the weird stuff?”


“Is that a technical term, Dr. Dunsany?”


She grinned. “It’s as technical as I like to get. Come on. Let’s break the new kids in.”


Gabe offered her a hand as she stood up from her chair. She took it, returning his slight squeeze before moving away.


The ethnolinguist Jeremy Kirkpatrick was a freckled, long-boned gingery redhead with a thinking man’s frown, or possibly a perpetual headache. He stood one step behind Leslie Tjakamarra, like a funhouse mirror that inverted color as well as shape and size, and fiddled his elegant fingers against his trouser legs before leaning down to whisper in the xenosemiotician’s ear.


Paul’s going to be out of his depth, Elspeth thought, retrieving a plate of hors d’oeuvres off the sideboard. But he’s really just here to spy on us for Riel anyway, sooo— She caught the dark-haired ecologist watching her. She gave him a distracted smile with one corner of her mouth and offered the snacks to Dr. Tjakamarra. “I hope you like stuffed mushrooms.”


“I eat anything that doesn’t bite back.” He grinned, a complicated rewrinkling of his face, and picked up a mushroom with fingers knobby and dark as cast iron. “That’s not precisely true. Bush tucker does bite back. Thank you, Dr. Dunsany.”


“Please, call me Elspeth.” She lifted the plate upward, in the general direction of Dr. Kirkpatrick. At least Dr. Tjakamarra wasn’t significantly taller than Elspeth; there were days when she felt like the only set of eyes on the Montreal she could meet without standing on tiptoe was Wainwright’s. “Or Ellie.”


“I had better call you Elspeth,” Tjakamarra said. He made the mushroom vanish, and closed his eyes for a moment while he chewed. “Otherwise we shall be Ellie and Leslie, and people will assume that we’re related.”


Kirkpatrick snorted. “Then I shall be Jeremy, and we shall all pretend we are the oldest and the best of friends.” He waved the mushrooms aside, bouncing on his toes. Elspeth set the plate on the end of the bench, and Kirkpatrick gestured to the hologram interface hanging over the conference table; its screensaver was set to an image of the birdcage, spinning slowly. “Is there any truth to the rumor that the team is planning a spacewalk over to the Benefactor ships, to introduce ourselves?”

OEBPS/images/9781473211780.jpg
ORLDWIRED

BOOK THREE





OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg





