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Praise for The Mountain in the Sea


‘I loved this novel’s brain and heart, its hidden traps, sheer propulsion, ingenious world-building and the purity of its commitment to luminous ideas’


David Mitchell, author of Cloud Atlas


‘The Mountain in the Sea is a first-rate speculative thriller, 
by turns fascinating, brutal, powerful, and redemptive. The book poses profound questions about artificial and nonhuman intelligence, and its answers are tantalizing and provocative’


Jeff VanderMeer, author of Annihilation


‘Ray Nayler has taken on the challenge of a near future that’s less certain than ever, and made it gleam – not only with computer terminals and sentry drones (we love those, sure) but also polished coral and cephalopod eyes. From these pages, I got the sense of William Gibson, and Paolo Bacigalupi – and Donna Haraway, and Octavia Butler. This is a planetary science fiction, and a profound new kind of adventure, featuring – among so many other wonders – the best villain I’ve read in years. In the end, the enormity and possibility of this novel’s vision shook tears loose. What a ride; what a feeling; what a future’


Robin Sloan, author of Mr. Penumbra’s 24-Hour Bookstore


‘With a thriller heart and a sci-fi head, The Mountain in the Sea delivers a spooky smart read. Artificial intelligence, nascent animal sentience, murderous flying drones: like the best of Gibson or Atwood, it brings all of the plot without forgetting the bigger questions of consciousness, ecocide, and scientific progress. Truly a one-of-a-kind story’


Kawai Strong Washburn, author of Sharks in the Time of Saviors
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I



Qualia




There is no silence in the living nervous system. An electrical symphony of communication streams through our neurons every moment we exist. We are built for communication.


Only death brings silence.


—­Dr. Ha Nguyen, How Oceans Think
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Night. District three of the Ho Chi Minh Autonomous Trade Zone.


The plastic awning of the café streamed with rain. Under its shelter, wreathed in kitchen steam and human chatter, waiters wove between tables with steaming bowls of soup, glasses of iced coffee, and bottles of beer.


Beyond the wall of rain, electric motorbikes swept past like luminescent fish.


Better not to think of fish.


Lawrence concentrated his attention instead on the woman across the table, wiping her chopsticks with a wedge of lime. The color-­swarm of the abglanz identity shield masking her face shifted and wavered.


Like something underwater …


Lawrence dug his nails into his palm. “I’m sorry—­does that thing have another setting?”


The woman made an adjustment. The abglanz settled to a bland construct of a female face. Lawrence could make out the faint outline of her real face, drifting below the surface.


Drifting …




“I don’t usually use this setting.” The oscillations of the abglanz flattened the woman’s inflection. “The faces are uncanny. Most people prefer the blur.”


She brought her chopsticks to her mouth. The noodles sank into the glitchy surface of the digital mask’s lips. Inside was the shadow of another set of lips and teeth.


Don’t look at her. Just begin. “Okay. My story. That’s what we’re here for. I came to the archipelago ten … no, eleven years ago now. Before that I worked for a dive place in Nha Trang. There were only two dive shops on Con Dao when I arrived—­one at a fancy hotel for Westerners, and another ­little shop that wasn’t doing well. I bought it out. Paid almost nothing. Con Dao was a sleepy place—­underpopulated, undervisited. Locals thought it was haunted.”


“Haunted?”


“The whole place used to be a prison. The graveyards are filled with generations of dissidents tortured to death by one government after another. A bad place to start a business, right? Maybe. But it was a good place if you just wanted to get by, to live. Sure, it had its problems—­lots of them. Technically, the Global Conservation Park covered the entire archipelago, both land and water. Zero fishing or hunting allowed. There was even a UN watchdog organization that would show up once a year, write a report. But the reality was, there were always fishing boats coming in, tangling trawling nets in the reefs, using cyanide and dynamite. And the park rangers were all corrupt. How could they not be, with the salaries they were being paid? They sold turtle eggs, reef fish, whatever they could get their hands on. The locals were in on it—­spearfishing, free diving for shellfish. Son, my assistant, had been a free diver.”


“And where is he now?”




“I told you before—­I don’t know. We lost touch after the evacuation.”


“He was the one with you on the boat? The day of the incident?”


“Yeah. I was coming to that.” Avoiding it, more like. “The wreck is a steel-­hulled Thai freighter, sixty meters long. It went down late in the twentieth century. It’s the only penetrable wreck you can dive in Vietnam. It’s in just twenty ­meters of water, but the conditions there are usually bad. Strong currents, poor visibility. It’s only for customers who know what they are doing. You don’t get many customers like that on Con Dao, so we hadn’t been out there in years. It was a morning dive. Off-­season. Lousy visibility, maybe two meters. But the guy wanted a wreck dive. So we got in the water and worked our way down. It was just me and him.”


Lawrence paused. “I keep making it more dramatic than it is. But it wasn’t dramatic. It was routine. There were squid and cobia bumping into us. Visibility was awful. We were almost at the wreck when I decided to call it off. But when I turned around, he was gone. That’s normal, though. You lose people in low-­vis water all the time. You just stay put. If you go looking for them, it’s easy to get disoriented.


“But after five minutes, I started to worry. I traced my way back along the freighter’s rail. He knew what he was doing, I kept telling myself. He wouldn’t have gone into the wreck without me. Was something wrong with his equipment? Had he decided to surface?


“I made my way up, expecting to find him bobbing there. I yelled to Son, on the boat, asking if he had seen him. Nothing. I made my way back down.


“I could feel panic coming on. The conditions down there were making it worse: mucky water, full of shapes. Fish swirling into my vision. Finally, I went inside the wreck. There was nowhere else he could be. Once I was inside, it didn’t take long to find him. He wasn’t far in: His body was trapped under a gangway inside the main cargo area. There was a gash in his temple. Fish were already making off with bits of flesh.


“I got him up to the surface. Son insisted on resuscitation. But I knew he was dead. He was dead when I found him.”


“And in your opinion, how did he die?”


“It wasn’t the cut—­that was superficial. He drowned ­because something stole his regulator, his mask, his tank, everything. Once he lost his gear, he must have struck his head in a panic, lost consciousness. Without his mask and regulator, it wouldn’t have taken long to die.”


“And his regulator? The tank? The mask? Did you find them?”


The impassivity of the face like a blurred photograph, the tonelessness of the altered voice, brought Lawrence back to the island. To telling this story again and again. To the rang­ers, to the police, to the reporters. Accusations, disbelief—­and, in the end, indifference.


“We never found them.”


“But you searched the ship.”


“No. I didn’t. I lied about that.”


“You lied?”


“I couldn’t go back down there. I told the police we’d looked for his equipment, searched the whole vessel, but … I didn’t look. I was afraid to. There was never a proper search.”


She paused. “I see. And what did you do then?”


“The rival dive shop used the death to drive my customers away. My business began to fail. But in the end, it didn’t matter. Three months after the incident, the evacuation began. For the record—­I’m glad you guys bought the island. Now at least I know it will be protected. I knew every inch of Con Dao—­every reef they destroyed, every fish they poached. It’s better this way: Get everybody out, cordon off the whole archipelago. Defend it. That’s the only way to protect it. I was one of the first to take your offer and leave. Generous compensation, a new start. It was lucky for me, maybe.”


Maybe. Walking away from the café in the rain, Lawrence wasn’t so sure. The tamarind trees hissed in the wind. His poncho had a tear in the side of it, and he could feel a damp spot spreading through his clothes, cold on his skin.


“What did you see?” That was what they always asked him—­the rangers, the police, the reporters. What did you see?


Nothing. He’d seen nothing. But he couldn’t shake the feeling something had seen him.


And that feeling had followed him. He had been glad to leave the archipelago. But leaving wasn’t enough—­the feeling returned every time he thought of the ocean.


Con Dao had been his home—­the first he had ever had. What happened at the ship took that from him. That was the story he had wanted to tell. But the woman from DIANIMA wouldn’t have understood anyway.


Was she from DIANIMA? She had never said she was, had she?


It didn’t matter. Maybe she was from DIANIMA, maybe she was from a rival company. The HCMATZ crawled with corporate spies, international conspiracies.


A week ago, he had gone to Vung Tau, to the ocean. He hadn’t seen the water for months, had thought it was time to swim again. But he walked out before the waves reached his waist, got a drink at a beachside bar, then went back to his hotel room and checked out early.


He’d never dive again.


He would go back to his little apartment now in District Three, and continue to watch DIANIMA’s “generous compensation” dwindle while he failed to find a way forward.


Two blocks from the café, the cramps hit him, sending him crashing to the pavement. A motorbike stopped. A ­stranger’s hands on him. A woman’s voice. “Are you all right? Sir?”


His vision was a hazy tunnel, filled with rain. “Call help. Please.” Then he saw the injector in the woman’s hand.


The motorbikes drifted past, outlines distorted by rain ponchos covering bikes and riders. The rain fell into Lawrence’s open, staring eyes.


He was there again. The ship. Murky water full of shapes … blurred shapes his mind kept making into something else …




We came from the ocean, and we only survive by carrying salt water with us all our lives—­in our blood, in our cells. The sea is our true home. This is why we find the shore so calming: we stand where the waves break, like exiles returning home.


—­Dr. Ha Nguyen, How Oceans Think
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The drone hexcopter’s landing lights, their beams filled with windblown rain, panned over the ocean chop. They cut through a span of mangroves and flooded the airport tarmac.


There were no lights anywhere on the ground. The ruin of a runway slanted across most of a narrow neck of the island. The helicopter landing circle was a faded smear. Ancient planes rotted against a black tree line. The plastic siding of the main building was peeled away like scales torn from a dead fish.


The hexcopter swung into final descent. It twisted and settled with a lurch, indifferent to human comfort but efficient. The rotors cut off. The doors winged open.


Ha heard the insect cacophony of the jungle, the hooting call-­and-­response of macaques. Rain blew sideways into the pod. She hauled her gear from the storage compartment. The drone’s engines ticked, cooling.


There was a watery halo of headlamps between trees: her welcoming party. The drone’s running lights shut off. Now Ha saw the full moon, half-­occluded by a smear of cirrus clouds. Cumulus clouds hovered low, watering the island’s tropical forests.


Ha breathed in, closed her eyes, opened them, adjusting her vision to the darkness. The hexcopter’s comms squawked. “Ground pickup incoming. Move away from the copter.”


Ha gathered her bags and ran for the shelter of the airport overhang. The hexcopter’s lights snapped back on. It lifted off the tarmac and swung away at an angle of attack and speed severe enough to knock a passenger unconscious. It was gone in seconds, enveloped in clouds.


The ground transport was armored, ex-­military: a self-­driving troop carrier with hardened porthole windows, oversized airless honeycomb tires.


Inside, it was upgraded for comfort. The passenger cabin was padded to dampen the noise and jolt of armor. The car’s fuel-­cell engine ran silent enough, but the transmission whined and sent weird vibrations through the compartment. Ha dimmed the cabin lights.


The porthole’s thick strata of glass and polycarbonate distorted the scene outside. Through it, Ha watched the undulating barrier of jungle encroaching the narrow road. Ruined walls of rubble studded abbreviated clearings, structures that could have been fortresses once. Or mills, or factories. Anything. The full moon cast waveforms on the sea’s surface.


The car entered the dark town clamped between forest and ocean. The heavy red-­tiled roofs of the French colonial buildings dripped with rain, their stucco walls stained with tropical damp. Their shutters were closed, their gardens overrun with vine and moss. Here and there, a brutalist Com­munist building broke the sequence: a high school, the Communist Party administrative building. Concrete monsters damp with lichen, colorless in the night.


In the daylight the deserted town would be composed of scabrous, peeling pastel tones. Ficus trees, their trunks painted a fading white, lined streets scattered with vegetal debris—­leaves, fallen branches, seedpods, and fruit.


The transport swung out onto a boulevard flanked by a seawall. Its headlamps panned across two monkeys fighting, like human children, over a dubious treasure. At the edge of the town, the houses petered out to sag-­roofed shacks already half-­dismantled by vines.


The road followed the coast. On the left, the landscape dropped to rocks and ocean waves swarming in moonlight. The black backs of the archipelago’s smaller islands humped in the water. The main island’s spine rose to the right of the road, furred with trees.


Flood lamps pinned the roofs of a pagoda against the ­hillside, suggesting life on the evacuated archipelago. But lighting the structure was probably an automated municipal habit. A beacon for tourists who would never return.


The research station was on the territory of an abandoned hotel—­a white six-­story structure built in a bad-­location lee of the island’s windiest point. The hotel rose from the surrounding scrub, backlit by flood lamps. The side of the structure facing the road was in shadow, its windows dark. An access road led down to a security perimeter of double fencing flossed with razor wire.


The fencing was bright and new, but the hotel must have been abandoned long before the island was evacuated. Torn curtains bled through broken windows on the upper floors. Ribbons of damp and mold streaked the façade.


The transport came to a halt in front of a double gate.


A figure in a rain poncho separated from the structure and crossed to the gate. It slid the first gate aside. The transport moved forward into a holding area. The first gate was closed behind it, the second one opened. The transport drove through, into a space behind the hotel, a terrace of broken terra-­cotta tiles scattered with the dead fronds of the palm trees, alien to the island, that lined the hotel grounds.


The terrace was dominated by an overdesigned swimming pool filled with algae and weeds. It had probably once been one of those saltwater pools that were so popular—­letting hotel guests swim in the ocean without really swimming in it. Something in the pool startled at the sight of the transport and retreated into the water.


Two mobile research units, standard-­shipping-­container-­sized, had been dropped near the pool by a cargo drone. They looked like industrial pool cabanas.


The transport door slid open. The interior filled with floodlit sparks of rain. The poncho-­clad figure leaned in. A woman’s face, hood-­shadowed. High, wide cheekbones, eyes uptilted at their edges, dark. Rain streamed down her cheeks. She spat out a sentence in a language Ha did not know. A bland, authoritative female voice, like a train announcer’s, was then broadcast over the woman’s voice, speaking from a weather-­ and shock-­proof translator unit clamped to her collar:


“You are welcome to Con Dao Forward Research Post. My name is Altantsetseg. I am hired help protector. Now taking your bags. Weather is shitting rain.”


Ha blinked. Wanted, for a moment, to break into hysterical laughter: it had been a long trip.


Altantsetseg stared at her, said a sentence in her language like a fence of consonants. “Translator not fornicating working right?”


“No. It’s working fine. Close enough.”


“Then we are moving.”


The woman towered over Ha. She was two meters tall or more. Ha saw the rifle now, the short, no-­nonsense barrel slung over Altantsetseg’s shoulder.


It was raining harder. Without the whine of the transport and the thickness of its armor drowning out the sound, Ha could hear the wind hissing in the palms, the croaks and cries of animals in the island dark, the waves on a beach out of sight beneath the hotel’s terrace—­all of it washed in the rain’s static.


They quick-­walked, bent over to minimize the drops slashing into their faces. There were a few lights on in the hotel, on this side, on the ground and second floors. A broken cement urn propped open a glass lobby door.


Inside, Altantsetseg led Ha through the deserted lobby. Moldering chairs stacked on tables, damp overstuffed divans clustered in long-­silent conversation circles. A few tables stood in a cleared space in the center of the room. Gear cases were scattered around them, a field kitchen, a coffee machine. Electronics. A bit of habitation in the cavernous hall of synthetic marble.


Ha’s room was on the floor above. It was a king suite that smelled of damp and disuse but was clean. Altantsetseg dropped Ha’s bags inside the door and left.


Ha had been longing for hours now for a shower. Instead, she collapsed on the bed, not bothering to undress first. Someone, at least, had put clean sheets on it.


She dreamed of the cuttlefish again.




At times, when a cephalopod is resting, its skin will flow through color and textural displays that appear unconscious—­as if the electrochemical flux of its thoughts were projected onto its surface. In this state it is truly like a mind floating, unsheathed by flesh, in the open ocean.


—­Dr. Ha Nguyen, How Oceans Think
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In the dream, Ha never saw the cuttlefish as they were in their prime—­bright and luminous, streaked with kaleidoscopic color change, arranging their arms in semaphores of threat or curiosity. No. In the dream she descended, caged in the white noise of her respirator. Down into water clouded calcitic-­gray. Down into water hazed with ink, defiled with drifting webs of darkness. Down to a silt bottom strewn with stones.


Cuttlefish eggs were scattered in the fissures of the rocks. The young inside the eggs glowed, wisps of light trapped behind the membranes of their shells.


The eggs should not have been left exposed like this in the silt: cuttlefish hung their precious eggs from the underside of rocks, in protected places. Something here had gone horribly wrong.


A giant female cuttlefish drifted above the eggs, guarding them. Ha had not seen her at first in the water curtained with ink and silt. Ha jerked back, startled, but the cuttlefish did not respond. It floated there, facing Ha but not seeing her.


The cuttlefish was dying. Her body was white, patched in places with a leprous rust. Without her skin’s healthy dance of pattern and color, she looked naked and vulnerable.


Several of her arms were torn away. One feeding tentacle drifted limp in the weak current.


The rocks here formed a loose circle, like a broken castle keep. Overhangs called to mind shattered tower floors. Crevices were archers’ slits. Ha saw three more cuttlefish, under a terrace of stone. They, too, had lost much of their skin, and all were missing arms. They floated, cephalopod specters, sickly-­pearl, watching. Fans of dull red and brown crisscrossed the skin left on them, a map of dead connections.


Then the first cuttlefish Ha had seen swam down to the eggs. Her ripped fins were weak. She swam like a ghost ship tiding into dock under torn sails. As Ha watched, the cuttlefish stroked an egg with one intact arm. Patches on her skin glowed a weak yellow. The movement and the color seemed to take an extraordinary effort.


Inside the egg, a dim light flickered in answer.


The cuttlefish began to rise now. Ha swam up with it. As they overtook the other three, hovering under their outcropping of stone, Ha felt something pass between them: a slight shiver. Of recognition? Of acknowledgment? Of goodbye? The female cuttlefish spiraled up through the water column, releasing ink in sputtering contrails like smoke from the ­engines of a crashing plane—­a plane that rose instead of falling.


She and Ha broke the surface together, into the world of explosive sunlight, of chaotic sound and churn.


Though the cuttlefish was motionless and Ha knew she was dead, she swam to her and held her, took off a glove and stroked her battered head, its torn appendages.


Above, seagulls gyred and screamed, waiting for Ha to abandon the meal they had spotted. Ha swam toward her dive boat, cradling the cuttlefish like a drowned child.


Ha woke up with her face streaked with tears, as she always did.


This vision she had in her sleep was both dream and memory. It was impossible for her to tell which elements were which anymore. She had been there, in that place, in real life. But the ink had been thicker, hadn’t it? Ink like a curtain that had battered her back. She had been to that place of solitude, seen the three senescent cuttlefish drifting, monklike, under the shattered eaves of their castle. But the eggs had not glowed. That was not possible. And there had been no dying female, drifting to the surface like a downed plane.


Her mind returned, again and again, to her memories of that place. And every time her mind returned to it, the scene changed. Was it becoming corrupted in the remembering, moving further away from the truth with each successive iteration? Or was it, in fact, approaching the truth a little more each time?


“You are crying. Did you have the dream again?”


Ha sat up. Without even remembering she had done it, she must have unfolded the terminal the night before, placed it on the nightstand. Or had she set it to unfold on its own, on a timer?


It stood there, icosahedral on its origami leg stands, light flowing from its oculus. And in the light of the oculus was Kamran, standing at the foot of the bed, drinking a cup of what could only be coffee.


She could see the outline of the door through the collar of the shirt he was wearing. She could see the carpet’s ghost through his shoes.


“Yes. The same dream.”


“You have to let go of it, Ha. Let it be in the past. There was nothing you could have done.”


There were things she could have done, and she knew it. There were also things she could have not done. But Kamran would never allow her to take the blame for anything—­would never even allow her to take responsibility. It wasn’t worth going over it with him again—­it would all lead back to her having to “let go of it.”


Instead, she changed the subject.


“Where are you?”


“In the lab.”


“It’s after two in the morning there! What are you doing working?”


Kamran shrugged. “Please stop pestering me about my vampirism. How was your trip?”


“Long. And there was a storm when we were leaving the Ho Chi Minh Autonomous Trade Zone. The drone pilot was an insensitive bastard. I threw up making the crossing to Con Dao.”


“Did you have a chance to meet the woman herself?”


“Dr. Mínervudóttir-­Chan? In Ho Chi Minh? No. She’s off in the SF-­SD Axis, consolidating a buyout of coastal research institutions. That’s what her Sub-­4 told me, anyway. That, and nothing else. Everything is mysterious. Either that, or people don’t know what is going on themselves. The Sub-­4 told me the Team Lead on Con Dao would brief me when I got here.”


“Have they?”


“I haven’t met them yet.” Ha was up and moving now, digging through her bags for clean clothes. She stepped through Kamran’s leg.


“Sorry.”


“Barely felt it,” Kamran said.


“I have to tell you about the security officer who met me last night.”


“Yes. I can’t wait to hear about them,” Kamran said. “But not now. You are rushed. I can see it in your face. You need to get settled in there, find your bearings. And I need to exploit this coffee buzz.”


“What you need to do is go home and sleep. Are you avoiding the apartment?”


Kamran glanced away. “Perhaps.”


“Well, don’t get so sentimental that you start sleeping under the lab tables.”


“Go take a shower. You look dirty. Your hair is all greasy.”


“Thanks. Such a charmer.”


“Always.”


Kamran flickered out without saying goodbye, as was his habit.




We understand the encoding of genetic sequences, the folding of proteins to construct the cells of the body, and even a good deal about how epigenetic switches control these processes. And yet we still do not understand what happens when we read a sentence. Meaning is not neuronal calculus in the brain, or the careful smudges of ink on a page, or the areas of light and dark on a screen. Meaning has no mass or charge. It occupies no space—­and yet meaning makes a difference in the world.


—­Dr. Ha Nguyen, How Oceans Think
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In the makeshift kitchen, Altantsetseg sat eating a hard-­boiled egg. The table was cluttered with the elements of a disassembled rifle, oil rags, several terminals, and various electronic components. Altantsetseg was in dark blue coveralls. There were Velcro strips for identification insignia or patches on the arms of the coveralls and above the breast pockets, but no patches. Her hair was cut close to her head. It was black, with streaks running through it here and there of gray. She could have been thirty-­five, forty, or over that. Thick hands, swollen by weather and work. A scattering of dark spots along the hairline on the left side of her face. They might have been mistaken for moles, but Ha had known war veterans before. She knew the spots were shrapnel scars.


The smell of fresh coffee managed to push back the scent in the lobby of gun oil, ozone, mold, and neglect. An overcast early light came through the windows, along with the salt-­flesh smell of the sea. Altantsetseg indicated a bowl of eggs and a stack of toast near the coffee machine with a flick of her chin.


“Thanks.” Ha poured coffee into one of a half dozen semi-­clean mugs. The heating element under the pot was no good: the coffee was lukewarm. She drank it off in a gulp. She didn’t sit down, but grabbed an egg. Ha saw the translator unit on the table amid the still life of gear, eggshell, and crumbs.


“Team Lead?” Ha asked.


Altantsetseg squinted at her, then nodded, jerked a thumb in the direction of the terrace and beach.


“Good morning.”


Altantsetseg shrugged, said a phrase that sounded to Ha like, “Sign igloo,” and began rolling another egg on the table, breaking up the shell.


Ha reached into a small paper bag she was carrying and produced a macaroon. She placed it in front of Altantsetseg.


Altantsetseg regarded it, gave Ha a questioning look. Ha made exaggerated eating motions with her face.


“Macaroon.” She pointed at herself. “I made them. A gift.”


Altantsetseg stared at her with no change in her expression.


“Just kidding. I would never bake. I bought them in the Ho Chi Minh ATZ. But they are good.”


She left Altantsetseg sitting there regarding the golden brown bolus of coconut with suspicion.


Ha crossed the cracked tiles of the hotel terrace, eating her egg. She could see the Team Lead: a tall, slender figure standing on the beach, facing away from her. Whatever was inhabiting the swimming pool shifted and plopped into the water as Ha passed.


The sea was calm. Its surface undulated, reflecting the pearl-­gray and lemon haze of early light—­like a curtain agitated by a breeze.


As Ha approached, the Team Lead turned.


And Ha stopped, almost tripping in the sand, practically dropping the paper bag she was carrying. The Team Lead’s long hands held several shells of varying sizes. The Lead waited while Ha tried to compose herself.


Ha had watched an interview on a hotel room ceiling. One of those science-­popularizing talking heads who did ­everything from kids’ shows to documentaries, talking to this person … no … this being. Talking to Evrim.


The Team Lead that was standing before her was Evrim. Someone she had never expected, in her life, to encounter. You watched them on a bathroom mirror screen, on a ceiling, or the smeared window of a metro train. You watched people on-­screen, beings that were shaped like people and spoke like people, but who lived elsewhere. They belonged to a floating world you would never enter. A world where things happened. A place unlike the mundane world you watched from. And you never thought you would meet them. Could meet them. But here Evrim was.


Evrim extended a hand.


“I am so pleased to meet you. I have been anticipating your arrival.”


Ha shook the hand weakly.


“You can grip my hand more firmly,” Evrim said. “Its ­development cost over two hundred and fifty million dollars. Much of the technology used in its construction is military, for prosthetic limbs. I don’t think it will break.” Evrim smiled at Ha. Ha felt herself searching for something in the eyes, something in the way Evrim stood. A difference. But she could not see it right away. The hand was cool—­dawn-­by-­the-­seaside cool—but with a warmth behind it, perfectly analogous to the internal warmth of a human hand. There were grains of sand on the fingers and palm, from the shells Evrim had been collecting. Ha realized she had been holding on to the hand for too long and released it.


“Ha.”


“Yes. Dr. Ha Nguyen. I welcome you. And I see you know who I am.”


Evrim turned to look at the sea again. Ha realized he was giving her a moment to recover from her shock. She was ­being rude. Evrim was taller than her, by thirty centimeters. His face was long, his limbs long. His proportions were even, beautifully neutral, a bit idealized. He had the kind of build that wore even fantastically ugly clothes well and so was used in mannequins for display and on catwalks. And Ha realized that she was referring to Evrim, in her mind, as he. As him—­but Evrim was not that. He was … they were … what?


I see you know who I am.


Did she? What did she know? Ha’s mind ran down the list of what Evrim was: Evrim was the only (allegedly) conscious being humankind had ever created. An android, finally realized. The most expensive single project, excepting space exploration, ever undertaken by a private firm. The moment, it was said repeatedly, that humanity had been waiting for: conscious life from nothing but the force of our own technological will.


And Evrim was also the inspiration for, and the target of, a series of hastily implemented laws that made his presence, and the creation of any further beings like him, illegal in most of the governing structures of the world, including ­every country under UN Directorate Governance. Evrim himself (herself? themself?)—­Ha was irritated by her brain’s gender provincialism—­was illegal in most of the world. Evrim’s existence had shaken the globe with riots. Ha remembered the gunmen storming the DIANIMA headquarters in Moscow, the bombing of their offices in Paris. DIANIMA’s vice president of engineering, blown up by a DNA-­targeting flying mine on their yacht in the Caribbean. Ha remembered an image on the screen of a hotel ceiling of a man burning himself alive at the gates of the Vatican.


A man burned himself alive, simply because you exist. How must that feel?


What was most unsettling about Evrim to her, Ha realized, was that her brain was trying to slot them into a category into which they would not fit without distortion. If only she let go, pulled away from that desire to slot Evrim like a child’s peg into a shaped hole in a board—­to resolve them into a gender. Ha had been working internationally with other scientists. She had fallen into the habit of speaking (and thinking) in English—­and to using the antiquated English third-­person pronouns of “he” and “she.”


She pushed her brain back to Turkish—­her second language. There, the third-­person pronoun “o” bore no gender marker. “O” presented no problems. It could stand for the English “he,” “she,” or “it” or the singular “they.” Ha began referring to Evrim, in her mind, with the Turkish “o”—­round as its form, holistic, inclusive. The gender problem disappeared, and the feeling of dissonance began to fade. It was replaced with pure awe, and wonder.


Without realizing what she was doing, Ha found herself holding a macaroon out to Evrim. She had heard, in that interview on the ceiling above her hotel bed, that Evrim did not eat, though they could taste and smell. That they did not sleep. That they never forgot anything.


But how can you be human and never forget? Never sleep? Never eat?


Evrim looked at the object in Ha’s hand. “Is that a shell? A sea creature?”


“It’s a macaroon.”


“What does that mean?”


“It’s a dessert item.”


“Ah!” Evrim took it, held it in their palm, probed it with a long index finger, smelled it. Then smiled. “Thank you. I have never been given anything quite like it.”




I think of my predecessors, staring under microscopes at the branching neurons of dead brains. They were no closer to the life that had once lived inside than an archaeologist is to the memories of the person who once held a water jug, now dug up in shards. Those pioneers of neuroscience could only sketch the roughest maps of the connections they saw, the blurred foundations of what once was a fortress.


We, on the other hand, can now reconstruct the entire castle, down to the finest detail: not only every stitch of its tapestries, but every scheme that flitted through the minds of the courtiers who lived and died in it.


—­Dr. Arnkatla Mínervudóttir-­Chan, Building Minds
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The café where Rustem did most of his work was in a run-­down part of Astrakhan, near the whitewashed old Kremlin walls. Centuries ago, it had been an Iranian merchant’s house. The former owner had decorated the place like a mosque—­gold leaf and plaster squinches undulating from the domed ceilings. But whatever architect he’d hired, around the turn of the twentieth century, had an art deco flair that rendered everything pleasantly vegetal. And despite the mosque-­like style of the place, the former owner had a ­heretical penchant for depictions of the human image—­especially of lissome women strategically veiled, drawing ­water from fantastic springs or reclining on divans beneath arbors voluptuous with grapes.


Age had patinaed it all and flaked away a number of the frescoes’ more interesting moments. Clumsy additions had marred it—­wainscoting that hacked a bathing beauty unceremoniously in half, doorways that prematurely ended the Sultan’s lion hunt. But the architecture, and its later chopping up into apartments and storerooms over the decades, offered privacy. The café was a labyrinth of small rooms—­screened with wooden lattices, or cut off from prying eyes with rotting velvet curtains or quaintly suggestive tapestries in a sort of One Thousand and One Nights meets late-­Russian-­Empire style.


The café was run by a Turk who hinted at having been exiled from the Republic of Istanbul for a heinous crime. He held court on the ground floor, in the steam of a gigantic gleaming brass multisamovar that served out a hundred cups of black tea an hour. He made Turkish coffee so thick a water buffalo would float in it. And he had hired a Kazakh to barbecue sturgeon the Turk alleged was pilfered from the Caspian. This claim of illegality added to the taste of the sturgeon—­an illicit spice—­though everyone knew the sturgeon was vat-­grown: the last Caspian sturgeon was either out there stealthily avoiding its destruction in the silence of the Caspian’s abyssal reaches, or had long since been consumed.


The Turk would take messages, and tip you off with a ping to your terminal if a person you didn’t want to see was looking for you—­this last service offered free of charge to regulars.


Rustem had been a regular for nearly a year now, since the first day he had come to the Republic of Astrakhan. He took up residence early most days, in a curtained alcove on the third floor, starting his day with the café’s kahvalti of olives, feta, hard-­boiled egg, flatbread, and fig jam. On many days, he did not leave his nook until the sun had set.


Business was good. The Republic of Astrakhan, always on the lookout for citizens with interesting skill sets, was on the cusp of granting him a passport and its dubious protection.


As he came in today, the Turk gave him a nod. “There’s a woman waiting for you in your alcove. Abglanz-­shielded. Asked for you by name. Just so you know.”


Rustem considered whether he should run.


No, this wasn’t the way Moscow would go about killing him. He wasn’t worth a personal visit. The level of irritation he had caused them was worth, at the most, a wasp-­sized suicide drone that would blow half his face off in an alleyway. Either that, or nothing at all. After a year of not having his face blown off, it appeared to be the latter.


“Thanks.”


She was in his alcove when he got there, a plate of barbecued sturgeon on the table, the abglanz cycling through a face every half second or so, so quickly that the eye could not settle on a feature before it had changed again. Men, women, ephemeral and compelling non-­binary concoctions. Some beautiful, others average, some horrid. Were they real ­people? Randomly generated constructs?


Her hands were small. Her nails were glazed in gold, fingers dyed platinum-­white past the second knuckle, shiny with sturgeon fat. The plate of sturgeon was half-­eaten. She was chewing as he came into the room, half a dozen mouths and sets of teeth enjoying each bite.


This one likes to eat.


He wasn’t much interested in food himself, though the sturgeon at the café was good. His appreciation for coffee as a substance was mostly limited to the amount of caffeine it could provide him—­which was why he liked the Turk’s high-­powered sludge.


The truth was, Rustem lived much of his time outside of his physical environment, glued to his terminals for hours, lost in the world of his work, coming to with the light through the window gone and his throat parched or his stomach empty.


When he cracked neural networks, he didn’t use VR or 3D models: he hadn’t grown up able to afford that stuff. In his little town of Yelabuga, in the former Republic of Tatarstan (now part of the Ural Commonwealth), he’d done most of his early work on a filthy set of terminals he’d wired together in an ancient pay-­by-­the-­hour web café. The café was in the moldy basement of what had once been Communist Party headquarters, a century or so before he’d been born.


In place of VR, he’d had raw concentration, a skill gained from living in a one-­room apartment with parents who were constantly fighting. He had learned to disappear from the world, into worlds of his own creation.


In the pay-­by-­the-­hour café, he had used that skill to build models in his mind that showed him exactly where to find the back door. He’d learned to hack systems while everyone else around him in the web café was blowing each other to smithereens, screaming profanity. Just like home.


And just like home, he went away. Into his neural worlds.


At least as an adult he could work in a quiet place, without distraction, sinking deep, for hours at a time, within the neural patterns, the branches and intersections, the blind alleyways and loops of memory-­routine.


Rustem slung his battered leather shoulder bag on the floor and sat down. The waiter was ten seconds behind him with his kahvalti and two cups of coffee on a battered tin platter, along with the obligatory glass of water.


The woman wiped her platinum-­stained fingers clean and placed a terminal on the table. Very custom. Very expensive. Very new.


She waited for the waiter to withdraw.


“Two years ago, someone remotely penetrated the network of an autofreighter and caused it to crash into a yacht in the Sea of Marmara, killing one of Moscow’s more obscure but well-­connected ultraoligarchs.”


Too bad about the yacht’s crew—­and the ultraoligarch’s newest bride. But there had been no way around it—­sometimes you had to take a few others along, too.


The voice, burned of any identifiable tone and flatlined of affect by the abglanz, went on: “A year ago, someone caused a maintenance robot in a Qatari high-­rise to shove an Iranian businessman over the railing of a staircase onto the porphyry floor thirty meters below.”


Now, that one had been perfect.


Rustem shrugged. “It’s possible somebody caused those events. Or it’s possible nobody did. I heard that, in both cases, there was no evidence those AIs were tampered with. Things go wrong with autofreighters all the time, and I wouldn’t let a maintenance robot anywhere near me, or even my towels. Very buggy.”


Things go wrong with autofreighters when someone makes them go wrong, that is. And he wouldn’t let a maintenance robot get anywhere near him because he knew what they were capable of, in the wrong hands. Or the right hands, depending on your perspective.


“What do you think of this?” The woman pushed the terminal across to him.


Rustem scanned through the first twenty screens—­the tip of a neural iceberg. It took him thirty minutes. When he looked up, he found the woman sitting just as she had been, hands tented on the tabletop.


“I don’t think it can be done.”


“Even by the best? Even, say, by the one they call Ba­­kunin?”


“You could map five hundred AI autofreighter minds in the top left quadrant of this first slide. Whoever the person is you’re trying to put up to this, he would probably want a fail fee of fifty percent of whatever it is you’re offering—­which would have to be a lot of money. And you’d be throwing your money away.”


The woman stood up. “Well, I would imagine if said person found a good deal of money in their account, they would know to begin work.” She pushed the curtain aside. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Rustem.”


“You as well. But you forgot your terminal.”


“No, I didn’t. That terminal is yours.”




Not only do we not agree on how to measure or recognize consciousness in others, but we are also unable to even “prove” it exists in ourselves. Science often dismisses our individual experiences—­what it feels like to smell an orange, or to be in love—­as qualia. We are left with theories and metaphors for consciousness: A stream of experience. A self-­referential loop. Something out of nothing. None of these are satisfactory. Definition eludes us.


—­Dr. Ha Nguyen, How Oceans Think



6



Prayer wheels flanked the flagstone courtyard. The automonks paced, turning each wheel with their silver-­pale, three-­fingered hands as they passed. Their microphone mouths sang, Namu Myōhō Renge Kyō. Each voice, Ha noticed, was different, just as none of the monks were identical. Their heads—­smooth, the color of old ivory—­were tilted downward. Their eyes suggested the half-­closed eyes of the meditator, but Ha saw no pupils in them, only a dark array of hexagonal light receptors.


In the late morning light, in that moment of now, the temple courtyard was the most beautiful thing Ha had ever seen. She wished she were capable of religious feeling. But even though she was not, there was no denying the power of the scene: The courtyard shaded by ficus trees like melting giants, the faded prayer flags rippling in the slight breeze, the scent of joss sticks drifting from the graceful curves of the Van Son Pagoda. And beyond it all, the Con Dao Archipel­ago’s crystal sky.


She should come here often during her stay on Con Dao. She would be able to think better here. And she would need much time for thinking. She would need solitude. She had always needed enormous quantities of solitude—­hours upon hours underwater, or on a depopulated beach. Anywhere, so long as it was lonely and away from others, to help her thoughts cohere. This place would help her solve the problem.


The problem. Already she was turning it over in her mind. Already it pushed up against her consciousness at all times, thoughts glimpsed as they shuttled past just shy of the surface: You have to make a mutual world, she found herself thinking now. Its interactions will be governed, as ours are, by the shape of its body. By the forms that constitute its world. Its thoughts will emerge from those forms. Think. Start from there. What does that say about how it will communicate? What does that say about how I must seek to accommodate its communication?


Unless it’s all a false positive. Unless it’s one more dead end, and not what I have been looking for at all.


“Are the automonks conscious?” Ha asked.


Evrim was turned away from Ha, looking out over the pagoda courtyard’s low stone walls to the sea far below.


“Debatable,” Evrim said. “Like the concept of consciousness itself. Their minds are extraordinarily complex and layered, but they are mostly just routines. They have been placed at about a zero-­point-­five on the Shchegolev Scale. They would have, with that rating, about the same rights as a house pet: protection from overt abuse, humane decommissioning. But on the other hand, each of them is a neural mapping of the mind of a Tibetan monk who actually lived. The Tibetan Buddhist Republic spares no expense. You can ask the automonks questions on philosophy, religion, their views on life. They’ll answer like the dead men they are modeled on. They are walking repositories of memory. Yet they have no apparent will of their own—­their present state is automated. If you asked me personally, I would say they are not conscious. They do not progress. They have no orientation to the future—­what you might call ‘will.’ They are like encyclopedias of the minds of dead devotees. Or maps of those minds. But the map is not the same as the territory.”


“Morbid.”


“It’s been alleged that a few of them have reacted in ways that indicate learning. I’m unconvinced. I think they are ­simply automatons. When the island was evacuated, Tibet refused to abandon the temple. So we are stuck with these—­and the six automonks who maintain the turtle sanctuary on Hon Bay Canh, which is holy to the Tibetan Buddhist Republic.”


“Shouldn’t the temple and the sanctuary be property of the Hanoi government?”


“No, the government in Hanoi ceded control of all the temples in the Ho Chi Minh Autonomous Trade Zone to that sub-­government, and the ATZ, being businesslike as usual, sold the temples off to the Tibetans. To the chagrin of the worshippers, whose Buddhism is, of course, of a different form. And the Vietnamese neo-­nationalists were enraged. But the price was right.


“There was a long series of negotiations when we took over: the Tibetan Buddhist Republic does not give in easily. They wanted control of all the temples and shrines on the island. They wanted to build a seaside monastery here, and they wanted other concessions. The Tibetans drive a hard bargain. I remember Dr. Mínervudóttir-­Chan saying she couldn’t tell whether they were a nation-­state, a religion, or a corporation—­but that they certainly know how to operate like all three, using whichever rules and laws are convenient to get their way.


“In the end, it turned out that the archipelago’s temples and the turtle sanctuary had been ceded to them in perpetuity—­there was no dislodging them from Con Dao completely. So DIANIMA negotiated a contract with them here on the archipelago which allows them no human monks—­only the automonks. We had to make a few other concessions—­a drone supply drop, robotic maintenance. Nobody likes it. And Altantsetseg is horrified at the possibilities for security breaches. But at the same time, I don’t suppose the automonks’ chanting, meditating, and collecting turtle eggs for release is doing anyone any harm.”


Most of the monks had retreated into the pagoda, where a gong had sounded. One of them lingered in the courtyard, watering a potted fig. Ha saw Evrim’s grimace of distaste as the Team Lead watched the automonk at its task.


“You don’t like them, do you?” said Ha.


“No. I find them eerie. Repulsive. I suppose it is the same for you when you look at a monkey. Unsettling.”


“I don’t find monkeys unsettling. I don’t think people generally do.”


“No? I would have thought you would find them disturbing. So much like you, but in a degraded state. A failed attempt.”


“I guess we don’t see them that way.”


Evrim shrugged, turned to leave. Ha heard the transport start its engine, sensing their approach.


“I assume you have seen the video?”


“No.”


Evrim paused on the steep stone staircase that led down from the pagoda.


“Did you not meet with Dr. Mínervudóttir-­Chan? I thought you were scheduled …”


“No. She sent her Sub-­4 to meet me. She was away.”


“Then you have not been briefed?”


“I mean, I know why I am here. The broad strokes. Those were communicated to me before I contracted. But …”


“But they haven’t told you the details of what I’ve seen in the past half year here.”


“Not the details. No.”


“Strange,” Evrim said. “Whatever took Dr. Mínervudóttir-­Chan away from that meeting must have been vital.”


“Or she trusted you to do the debriefing for her. Knew you would fill me in. You are Team Lead, after all.”


“Yes, I am … and I know you must be wondering why I am here, leading this research. There are simpler and more complicated answers to that question. With Dr. Mínervudóttir-­Chan, that is always the case: there is never only one reason. But there are a few obvious justifications for my presence: I bring a few advantages. I do not forget what I have seen, for one. And I can function as well underwater as I can on land, for another. But I think the true reason I am here—­and this was never told to me, but I have guessed it—­is to test my capacities. To try my mind in more than some interview or laboratory cognitive test. To see what I do when confronted with a real-­world problem of this kind of scale. At least that is my theory.”


“And how do you think the test is going?”


“I have proved, so far, that I am smart enough to know I need to find the real right person for the job—­you—­and to put myself at their service.”


“Actually,” Ha said, “that is pretty advanced thinking. There are few people capable of that kind of humility.”


“It is not humility. It is simple honesty. The last six months have taught me this problem is beyond me. And frankly—­though your book is astounding—­I think this problem is also beyond you. But there is a chance it may not be beyond us.” Evrim smiled.


And then Ha saw it. Yes. This was why the world would never build another humanoid AI. The smile was perfect. Sincere, unaffected. Fully human.


And because of that, the smile was like the shadow of your own death. Evrim’s existence implicated yours. It implied you, too, were nothing more than a machine—­a swarm of preprogrammed impulses iterating endlessly. If Evrim was a conscious thing, and made, then maybe you were made as well. A construct made of different materials. A skeleton walking around, sheathed in meat, fooled into thinking it has free will. A thing that had occurred by accident. Or a thing made on a whim, to see if it could be done.


“What exactly is the point,” a stream interviewer once asked Mínervudóttir-­Chan, “of an android? Why go to such trouble to make them so human, when making humans is almost free?”


Mínervudóttir-­Chan had answered, “The great and terrible thing about humankind is simply this: we will always do what we are capable of.”


They descended the staircase from the pagoda.




There is more to us than the physical linkages that make up our minds—­but there is no denying this physical substrate. You have seen it if you have eaten chicken: those whitish strings you encounter on your plate are nerves—­bundles of axons, evidence of the fleshy connectivity without which no sophisticated living mind on earth can function.


You can argue all you want about the soul. But without the connectome formed by the billions of synapses firing in the nervous system, there is no possibility of even the simplest memory. Every memory of lemonade you have is an electrochemical lightning bolt through flesh, on a microscopic scale. This is why I say I “build” minds: minds are as physical as a brick wall.


—­Dr. Arnkatla Mínervudóttir-­Chan, Building Minds
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Eiko looked past the rusty bars of the barracks windows to the ship’s processing deck. He was wrapped in two recycled plastidown blankets against the cold. The storm had subsided. The ship still bucked and rolled in the waves, and the barracks smelled of fear-­sweat and vomit, but the worst was past.


Eiko pressed his face against the bars, trying to escape the vomit stench. A salt-­mist lashed at his cheeks. The sharp stink of marine slaughter from the deck below, awash in the pink diluted blood of the morning catch, was preferable.


The processing shift was hard at work at the conveyors. They slid the blades of their knives into the bellies of the fish, scooped out the entrails, and whipped the guts into blue plastic buckets. Then they placed the fish on the conveyors that took them down to the factory room, where they were flash-­frozen in blocks and sent to the storage freezers. The movements of the processing shift were efficient, mechanical. No waste of energy. Robotic. And you could see, on the deck, the rusted, torn baseplates where the robots that used to perform this task had been.


High-­maintenance, robots. Susceptible to all sorts of weather damage at sea. Electricity and salt water are a bad combination. Rust, decay, short circuits. Expensive. We make better robots. Cheaper to maintain, more expendable.


One of the guards leaned against the base column of the gantry, sucking at a vape tube poking up from her shoulder. Blowing clouds, one hand idly resting on the grip of her rifle as it dangled from its sling. Nothing in her eyes. Eiko did not know this guard’s real name. The other guards called her “Monk.” She never spoke, but Eiko had picked things up: South African Limited Governance Area Mercenary, Paris Protectorate Legionnaire in the Ivory Coast LGA. She was always in gray. The rifle, a sidearm, a knife along the thigh. Lots of gear on her belt. Restraints and stun rod, but also things Eiko couldn’t identify.
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