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‘Every living thing on earth today – every fish, beetle, mammal, and tree – is the forward point in a flame of life that has remained aglow throughout billions of years . . . a phenomenon that evolved through a fathomless stream of events to become unique and unrepeatable in the universe.’


The Value of Species, Edward L. McCord


‘I write as though you could understand
 And I could say it
 One must always pretend something
 Among the dying’


‘For a Coming Extinction’, W.S. Merwin






Author’s Note


This novel is set in the near future. However, to minimise any need for mental arithmetic on the reader’s part, sums of money are presented as if the euro has retained its 2022 value with no inflation. This is the sole respect in which the story deviates from how things will actually unfold.
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Chapter One


At a primate research institute in Leipzig, a scientist was caught disabling the surveillance cameras inside the enclosure of an orangutan who knew two thousand words of sign language. He had with him a container of prunes, the orangutan’s favourite 
snack, and upon these prunes suspicion soon fell; perhaps the scientist let something slip under questioning, or perhaps he was seen casting nervous glances at the container. So the prunes were examined, and a pill was found hidden in one of them. Tests revealed that the pill was a 4mg dose of the memory-
suppressing drug bamaluzole.


In other words, he was planning to roofie the orangutan.


After the story got out, nearly everyone assumed that the scientist’s intentions were sexual, and this became gag material for comedians all over the world. But Karin Resaint, who had once seen this scientist taking part in a panel on animal cognition – who remembered a remark he had made about unspeakable loss – understood at once that the scientist didn’t want to have sex with the orangutan. He wanted something far more extreme.


*


She was ready to put the last of the fish into the air when Abdi came running out on deck to warn her. He pointed north into the dusk. Some time ago, Resaint had noticed on the horizon what she had taken for an isolated storm cloud, the mist tightening as night fell into a knot of heavier weather. But now that it had drawn closer, and she looked again, she could make out the three tall columns at the base of the cloud, like chimneys venting the surge out of the sea. A spindrifter, sailing in this direction. The first she’d seen in all her time on the Baltic.


Her cargo drone was supposed to fly due north. That would take it right into the spindrifter’s path, she realised, and it would be lashed out of the air. The storm around a spindrifter was like no storm in nature. It was prodigious not in strength but in geometry. Guillemots and herring gulls, which were unfazed by the most furious winter tempests, got tossed around like waste paper. It was too alien to their wings. And this drone, which most of the time did OK in high winds, wouldn’t even know what hit it.


She still had the drone’s flight path up on the screen of her phone, so she turned on the overlay that showed other nearby vessels. Abdi pointed out the spindrifter, which on the map was just an anonymous white dot. She bent the flight path so the drone would keep a nice safe distance off to the east.


‘Thanks,’ she said, touching him on the arm. She looked again at the spindrifter’s course on the map. ‘It sort of looks like it’s heading straight for us?’


‘It won’t hit us,’ Abdi said. ‘But also it won’t care about getting really close. You want to be inside for that, definitely.’


In any case, Resaint thought, the Varuna was almost the size of an aircraft carrier, so the spindrifter would probably come off worse in a collision. Which was a pity, in some ways, because she enjoyed the thought of the Varuna getting rent open. Not while she was on board, maybe, but nevertheless this was a ship that deserved to be sunk. That would be a much more productive use of the spindrifter’s evening than dazing a few seabirds.


She murmured to her phone, and the drone’s rotors began to whirr. It lifted from the deck, trailing four lengths of cable from its underside, until the cables tautened and its cargo heaved up too: a plastic tank that held ten venomous lumpsuckers swimming around in sixty gallons of seawater. The drone continued to rise until the tank was high enough to clear the railing around the deck, and Resaint felt a sacramental sprinkling on her forehead as water slopped out over the side. Then, accelerating gently, like a stork with an especially precious baby in its sling, the drone set off north over the ocean.


The drone would fly about twenty kilometres to the South Kvarken reefs where venomous lumpsuckers gathered every breeding season, and then dump out the contents of the tank. In theory, after finishing her experiments, Resaint could have just lowered the fish over the side of the Varuna and let them find their own way home. They were perfectly capable navigators. But she refused to take the risk. There were so few left. Every one was so precious. Which is why it would have been a particularly shameful mishap if, say, the spindrifter had clobbered the drone so hard that all those fish broke their spines when they hit the water.


‘So that’s it?’ Abdi said. ‘You are finished?’ He was a maintenance technician who sometimes helped her out with her equipment, and they had become friends in her three months on the Varuna. He was twenty-six and she was thirty-two. Every few weeks he went home to Malmö. He had a girlfriend there, a nursing assistant. She sounded OK.


‘I just have the rest of the lab to pack up.’


‘And you leave tomorrow?’ He kept his tone flat, hardly looking at her, which of course was the incontrovertible sign of somebody who definitely had no feelings on the subject one way or another.


‘Yes.’ At that moment the Varuna’s orange floodlights all came on at once, even though the sky wasn’t yet dark. On these industrial ships the lighting was always cranked so high at night that from a distance they looked Christmassy.


‘Will you miss the fish?’ Abdi said. And then: ‘Why are you laughing?’


She was laughing because Abdi had used the same brisk tone even for ‘Will you miss the fish?’ as if that was just another automatic pleasantry. ‘Nobody ever asks me that. Yes, I will. But I hope I can see them again soon.’ By ‘them’, she meant the species in general – Cyclopterus venenatus – not her experimental subjects in particular. She’d grown fond enough of those that she would be delighted to see them again, but of course she never would. Their strange secondment in the human world was over.


‘Really?’


‘Yes. I feel like I’ve barely begun.’


‘Wow, OK, so . . .?’


She didn’t reply, but she gave him a little tilt of the head. She knew what he was asking and the answer was yes.


Perhaps even the tilt of the head was a mistake. Never discuss your findings before you submit the report. That was the rule in her field. Certainly not with the client, or anybody who works for the client – and least of all when those findings are likely to be disagreeable to that client. That suited her fine, the not talking, because she had never been the kind of person who could only digest each day with a willing listener as her ruminant organ. And on top of that, she had other, non-professional reasons, reasons nobody knew about, for her interest in the venomous lumpsucker, which made her especially cagey about the whole subject. Even with Abdi.


Officially she was here on the Varuna to evaluate, on behalf of the Brahmasamudram Mining Company, whether the venomous lumpsucker exceeded a certain threshold of ‘intelligence’ – a word so scientifically and philosophically embattled that it was almost useless, churned to mud, but that nevertheless had implications for a company who might want to mine a species’ breeding ground. And now, because of that tilt of the head, Abdi could guess what her report was going to say. But perhaps he had already. There had been evenings when he couldn’t have failed to notice how excited she was about what had happened in her lab that day. No scientist sat down beaming to dinner because they’d found out that a fish was nothing special.


‘Do you want to celebrate finishing?’ Abdi said.


‘Celebrate?’


Abdi hesitated, searching for ideas. There weren’t a lot of ways to cut loose on a mining support vessel. Resaint had a bottle of Absolut in her lab, but Abdi was forbidden from drinking by both his religion and the biosensor Brahmasamudram made him wear on his forearm. Then there was karaoke, which was popular on board. But Resaint was barred from karaoke sessions by her most deeply held beliefs, in the sense that she believed karaoke ought to be a taboo punishable by stoning. ‘Cake?’ he said at last. ‘We could eat some cake.’


The mess did indeed offer a decent kladdkaka, the Swedish sticky chocolate cake. ‘I think I’m going to stay out here for a bit longer,’ Resaint said. ‘It’s my last night at sea. I’ll see you later, though.’


‘I’ll get you a PFD.’ Meaning a life jacket.


Resaint waved him off. ‘I’ll be fine.’ Technically she was supposed to strap on a hard hat just to come out on deck, even though there was no danger of anything but gull shit falling on her head, but in her case the safety manual was never enforced to the letter.


After Abdi had gone back inside, Resaint stood at the railing looking out to the north, the hood of her anorak raised against the wind. The Baltic was one of the filthiest seas on the planet, full of chicken-farm run-off and birth control hormones and even nerve gas from old munition dumps, but from a vantage like this you could forget all that. The last of the sunset had died out of the mist and the sea and sky were both darkening iron. Her drone had already shrunk beyond sight, but the spindrifter was near enough now that she could make out the ridged shape of its rotors, like three gigantic spinal columns scudding over the ocean, and the red warning lights at their tops, fifty metres above the water. She could feel a change in the air, too, the outer touch of the spindrifter’s storm.


The plan, originally, had been for a few thousand spindrifters, scattered all over the planet. A spindrifter’s rotors looked like masts but were really more like sails, in the straightforward sense that they propelled the vessel forward by getting in the way of the wind. But because they were always rotating at high speed, they could harness that wind in unstraightforward ways, like a tennis ball backspinning off a racket. And as they rotated, they pumped seawater up into the sky, spraying it through a silicone mesh to create a mist of droplets so tiny that a flu virus would have called it a fine drizzle. The clouds that formed around these droplets were softer than usual, more cashmere than cotton wool, and because of this they were also whiter, which made them reflect more radiation from the sun. So with enough of these spray vessels seeding enough of these clouds, you might be able to hold back the warming of the earth.


There had been a lot of excitement about spindrifters, once. Unfortunately, after a bit of testing, they were found to have certain foibles that hadn’t been anticipated by any of the computer models. They whisked up these eldritch low-altitude storms, which were of no concern to anyone but seabirds; but they also seemed to interfere with rainfall patterns, even at quite unaccountable distances away. And rainfall patterns had been brutalised enough already. It wasn’t fair to put them through anything else. This time they might really lose it.


After that, the excitement dissipated like a fine-gauge cloud, the optimists turned their hearts to some new prospect, and the armada was never launched. But several different outfits had built those early spindrifters – the competition to save the world being some of the bitterest competition there is – and a couple of them closed up shop without ever getting round to taking their prototypes off the water. So there were still about a dozen spindrifters roving the Baltic. Unmanned, self-navigating, powered by the wind, built from almost incorruptible polymers, these ghost ships would just carry on until a rotor cracked or a circuit shorted, which might take decades.


Such were the new fauna of this poisoned sea. No ringed seals any more, no harbour porpoises, no velvet scoters, no European eels, no angel sharks, and practically no venomous lumpsuckers. But a thriving ecosystem of these faceless pack-beasts: cargo drones and spindrifters and the autonomous mining vehicles that browsed the ocean floor for ferromanganese nodules forty fathoms beneath their mothership the Varuna.


By now the spindrifter was less than a kilometre away. The wind in her face was wet and cyclonic and scouring. She zipped her jacket up to her nose and pulled the cord to tighten the hood. Within a couple of minutes the spindrifter would pass the 
Varuna, and, remembering Abdi’s warning, she knew she ought to go inside. But something had caught her attention.


At the base of the spindrifter, which skated on two hulls like a catamaran, she could make out a white glimmer. She thought of sea fire, the phosphorescent plankton that sometimes shone from the waves at night. But it wasn’t that. The light had an artificial hue. Yet it was flickering like a candle flame, and anyway a spray vessel, crewless, had no need for any lights apart from the warning beacons up on its rotors.


And then Resaint realised she’d already waited too long. The storm had arrived.


The spindrifter didn’t create its own wind, but something about the serpentine airflow between its huge rotors, in combination with the salt fog it spewed out above, was a wormhole in the weather, an anomaly which lured in naive little breezes and turned them out as rabid squalls. This jacket could keep you dry in a monsoon but now her skin was soaked down to the small of her back as if the water hadn’t leaked in past the cuffs or the hood but had ghosted straight through the nylon. She felt like chewing-gum under a jet wash, a loose bolt in a turbine engine. Even though she was almost sure the force of the wind couldn’t suck her over the side, she was scared to let go of the railing. But she was also scared to just wait out here for the spindrifter to pass. So she started to pull herself along the railing towards the stairs. She wished she hadn’t turned down that life jacket.


Her foot slipped. One knee hit the deck. The spindrifter’s rotors loomed overhead like the columns of some vast temple half hidden in the mist, their shafts tinted orange by the Varuna’s floodlights.


She heard a clunk behind her. She looked back. It had been the sound of a door flying open. Abdi was standing in the doorway holding a coil of rope, one end weighted with a steel snap hook. He shouted something – she couldn’t hear it over the roar of the storm and the thrum of the rotors – and then threw. His aim was pretty good: the snap hook nearly walloped her in the face. She grabbed it before the wind could drag the rope away.


And yet she waited a moment longer before she pulled herself to safety. Because she needed one last look at the spindrifter as it passed just a few metres away from the Varuna. She needed to be sure she had seen what she thought she had seen.


The glow was coming through a window in the spindrifter’s helm. This window was masked from inside by a curtain or blind, but one corner of the blind was flapping back and forth, as if the interior of the ship wasn’t quite sealed against the wind. That was why the light had fluttered like a moth’s wing. And behind the window, visible only in snatches, a human silhouette. Somebody trying to fix the blind back into place.


The spindrifter had a passenger.


*


An hour later, lying in Abdi’s bed: ‘I thought you had a girlfriend.’


‘Yes, but she . . .’ He hesitated. ‘We have an “open relationship” now. She wanted to try.’


‘She wanted to try because you live on a mining support vessel half the year.’


‘Yes, exactly.’


‘And she’s in Malmö.’


‘Yes.’


The Varuna had a rotating crew that currently numbered eleven men and five women, and sexual relationships on board were forbidden by company policy. Malmö was a city of half a million people. ‘Do you ever feel like she got a better deal?’ Resaint said.


‘It is fine,’ he said, not very convincingly. ‘I am fine with it.’


She hoped she hadn’t spoiled his mood, which had been good even before the sex. After he rescued her, he wasn’t cocky about it, but she could tell he was privately elated about his feat of heroism. In hindsight, she hadn’t been in any real danger standing at the railing, but if she’d exaggerated it to herself, why shouldn’t he exaggerate it to himself too? It was quite sweet. If Abdi ever told anyone about this, he would be able to say he’d reeled her in, literally hook, line and sinker. And so here she was in his cabin, which was redolent in so many ways of her room back in her first year at university: the textureless blond wood, the soft glow of a light fixture with a T-shirt draped over it, the single bed which barely fit two bodies. After smelling that unfortunate lemon hair tonic on him every day for weeks there was something weirdly gratifying about finally seeing the bottle it came in, like meeting a famous person. She hadn’t expected this to happen, although admittedly it was consistent with past practice: sleeping with people when circumstances ensured she would never see them again.


‘The spindrifters – would they ever have people on board?’ She hadn’t yet told him about what she’d seen. Somehow it felt like a secret she’d been entrusted to keep.


‘No.’


‘Never?’


‘Some of them, I think they can do rescue. Like if someone’s boat is sinking and there is no one else to pick them up. They have little cabins inside so they can take you back to land.’


But why, Resaint thought, would a castaway, presumably desperate to be picked up, black out the windows of their lifeboat?


Later, she was awoken by knocking, just in time to save her from a steam train bearing down on her across a shingle beach. She was surprised to find the two of them had dozed off together on his precipice of a bed. Her whole arm was numb.


‘Karin?’ The voice calling through the door belonged to Devi, the Varuna’s captain. Resaint felt Abdi tense beside her.


‘What is it?’ No point pretending she wasn’t here if Devi already knew.


‘Please come out.’


She unfurled her phone. It was four in the morning. For some reason she had no network connection. ‘Is it urgent?’


‘Yes, it is.’


‘All right. I’ll be out in a few minutes.’ Resaint was pretty sure Devi would want to maintain the polite fiction that nothing illicit had been going on in here. The captain was an extremely fastidious person, which meant she was a stickler where it mattered, but also preferred to leave the animal lives of her crew unacknowledged. Whether Devi had any animal life of her own was of course the subject of exuberant speculation.


‘I am very sorry, Karin, but if you do not come out right away I will have to open the door myself.’


The bedmates muttered swear words in chorus, she in German, he in Somali. Hurriedly they dressed, handing clothes back and forth like barter, and then Resaint went to the door and opened it. ‘Come with me back to your own cabin, please,’ said Devi, who averted her gaze as if Resaint was still naked, clearly so painfully embarrassed about the whole situation that for a moment Resaint almost felt sorry for her. This would have been a lot easier if Resaint had been asleep in her own bed, instead of – for all Devi knew – interrupted in a moment of forbidden ecstasy.


‘What’s going on?’ Resaint said. She’d rebooted her phone but it still couldn’t find a signal. ‘Has something happened? Is the network down?’


‘It’s not down for me,’ said Abdi. And Devi still wouldn’t meet her eye.


It was this, more than anything, that made Resaint suspect that her situation here had taken a nasty turn. ‘Did you kick me off the network?’ she said. ‘What is this?’


Another polite fiction, a deeper one, was essential to Resaint’s work here. This was the polite fiction of her independence.


There was a reason Brahmasamudram Mining Company had set her up in a lab on board the Varuna when she could perfectly easily have worked from the Swedish coast. It was one of those psychological tactics, tribal rites, that lurked so often inside even the most impersonal transactions of the multinationals she worked for. Like most of her clients, Brahmasamudram wanted her to have it always in the back of her mind that, for the duration of her contract, she belonged to them. She lived in their domain and she worked in their domain and there was nothing beyond that domain but chilly Baltic water.


And yet you weren’t supposed to say that out loud. Yes, she was dependent, surveilled, confined, a vassal of the Varuna just like every other crew member. But the premise of her work was that she was a scientist making objective judgements, uninfluenced by the client who was paying for her time. And everybody involved benefited from that premise – from her immaculate priestly aura. For Devi to treat her like this – to reveal so blatantly the coercion behind their hospitality – was a sullying not only of her current assignment but of every assignment she had ever taken.


At least Devi seemed as uncomfortable as Resaint was indignant. Clearly this wasn’t her choice. Somebody was making her do this. ‘Your own cabin,’ she said. ‘Please.’


Resaint knew she could refuse. Devi was hardly going to drag her out of here by her hair. And yet if she made Abdi’s cabin into her last stand, things would get a lot more awkward for Abdi, and she didn’t want that. ‘If we go back to my cabin, are we going to sort out whatever the fuck is going on here?’


‘Yes,’ said Devi, relieved to see an opening. ‘Yes, we will sort it out. I promise. Someone is coming to talk to you.’






Chapter Two


Earlier that same night, Halyard was in a taxi on his way to dinner when he saw a tumour crash to earth like a meteorite.


They were at the back of the convoy, a minibus and three overflow taxis shuttling everybody from the Mosvatia Bioinformatics headquarters outside Copenhagen to a hotel on the waterfront. He wasn’t sure what would have happened to the taxi up ahead if it hadn’t swerved off the road at the very last moment. It was an interesting rock-paper-scissors-type question, because the tumour was made of flesh, and flesh was traditionally the loser against car bumpers, but on the other hand he knew you could get killed hitting a deer on the road, and this thing had to weigh at least three times as much as a deer.


His own taxi hadn’t swerved, it had just braked – hurling him and his three fellow passengers forward into their seatbelts, and his phone out of his hands and into the footwell – which meant he now had a clear view through the front windscreen. The monstrosity, which had burst apart when it hit the asphalt, now lay there in four ragged chunks, and even those were the size of shipping crates. The sound of impact had been just one sharp drum hit, but somehow also symphonic – deep and wet and ruptive and sproingy all at the same time, really remarkable Foley work on the tumour’s part – and yet in terms of textural horror the sound had nothing on the image. The meat was reddish-white, glistening, ruffled and pleated, except in some places where it was wrapped like tenderloin in translucent epimysium, and in others where it had thick black or white fur. Here and there a nub of bone poked through.


For Halyard the experience was startling, yes, but not quite as nightmarish as it might have been if he hadn’t known what he was looking at. And he did know, because he’d seen coverage of the last time this had happened, during a conference outside Madrid. What had just landed was a teratoma, meaning a tumour made of germ cells that could resolve themselves into any type of tissue (so there were probably teeth buried in there somewhere, brain matter, even eyeballs, like an anagram of a mammal’s body). It had been grown in an unlicensed laboratory somewhere using DNA bootlegged from Chiu Chiu, the ‘last’ giant panda. And it had been launched from a catapult as a protest against what Halyard did for a living.


Chiu Chiu had died twelve years ago of a fungal respiratory infection in the intensive care unit of the Giant Panda Breeding Research Base in Chengdu. At that time, he was the last giant panda. But he was not the last giant panda for very long afterwards, because plenty of clones followed, nurtured in the wombs of black bears. Still, he would always be the last in an unbroken chain of wet begetting, the last panda who came out of a panda who came out of a panda who – ellipsis here – came out of the very first panda.


In terms of sheer emotional tonnage, Chiu Chiu’s death may have been a convulsion unprecedented in the history of the human race, the largest number of people multiplied by the deepest sincerity of feeling. You couldn’t usually make generalisations about a nation of 1.4 billion people, but pretty much everybody in China loved Chiu Chiu. In his last days, no hour-to-hour news of his condition was permitted to leak out of the Research Base because of its potentially destabilising effects on the stock market. This mysterious fungal blight, which scoffed at even the tightest quarantines, had already killed hundreds of wild and captive pandas around the world, and when it killed Chiu Chiu too, the Chinese fell into a frenzy of lamentation and self-reproach. They had failed to safeguard their own national animal, and they were tortured by the shame. For days, the streets were crowded with what appeared to be howling ghouls released from the netherworld: these were in fact children who had put on panda make-up in tribute to ji mo de Chiu Chiu (lonely Chiu Chiu) but whose uncontrollable weeping had slubbered it down their cheeks. A Beijing journalist who wrote a column with the headline ‘Why I do not care about Chiu Chiu’ was forced to go into hiding. Yes, there would soon be cloned pandas, but this was the period of the Communist Party’s campaign against ‘lying goods’, and clones were often compared to blood pudding illicitly thickened with formaldehyde.


For the most powerful country in the world, emotion found an outlet in action. During the period of what cynics would later describe as China’s great national derangement, 196 other states, acting basically at economic gunpoint, signed up to the newly formed World Commission on Species Extinction. ‘There will be no more Chiu Chius,’ proclaimed one Chinese official at the WCSE’s founding. ‘Chiu Chiu will be the endling of endlings. Because we will never let such a tragedy happen again. The giant panda will be the last species ever driven to extinction by human activity.’


Of course, that was not at all what happened. What happened instead was the extinction industry.


And the extinction industry was the target of this protest: specifically Halyard and his colleagues, dozens of them on this junket, not only from his own line of work – he was the Environmental Impact Coordinator (Northern Europe) at the Brahmasamudram Mining Company – but also consultants, contractors and bureaucrats. Over the next hour or so a communiqué would be released online and the police would find a catapult abandoned somewhere nearby. Semiotically, the stunt had more or less the same structure as those old protests – from before the 2°C warming era, in hindsight so gentle, so forbearing, so quaint – where they would throw fake blood on people to convey ‘Your hands are stained with blood.’ But in this case they were throwing Chiu Chiu on people to convey ‘Your hands are stained with Chiu Chiu.’ As Halyard understood it, the activists weren’t saying that he and his colleagues were somehow culpable in Chiu Chiu’s demise twelve years ago – nobody but a few history-scrambling paranoids believed that – they were saying that he and his colleagues were culpable in the ongoing extinction crisis, of which Saint Chiu Chiu was the great avatar.


Well, that was a complicated issue.


But there was one sense in which the people in this convoy indisputably did have their hands stained with Chiu Chiu, so to speak. They owed all their affluence to that adorable and poignant bear. They lived in the world Chiu Chiu had made with his death. There was a Chinese creation myth in which human beings came into existence as mites feeding ravenously upon the god Pan Gu’s hairy corpse, and as Halyard watched a woman climb out of the taxi on the shoulder up ahead, wincing and rubbing her neck as she walked over to the meat in the road, he imagined her, him, all of them, swarming over it until there was nothing left but those nonsense bones.


*


Indeed they did feast on that tumour, but only in the sense it gave everybody something to talk about while they waited for dinner. The actual hors d’oeuvre, which was served an hour late because of all the commotion, was veal brain carpaccio. And Halyard was famished by then, which made it all the more frustrating that the carpaccio was almost impossible to eat. The meat, which had been cut to a width of 100 micrometres, shrivelled away to nothing the instant you touched it with your fork. It was like trying to eat the surface tension off a glass of water.


Really, the carpaccio was a biotechnological stunt, much like the tumour. Earlier, at the Mosvatia Bioinformatics headquarters, the invitees had watched a presentation about how the brain of a critically endangered animal could be sliced up by a vibrating diamond blade to lay bare its every synapse for electron microscope scanning, and now their reward for sitting through the pitch was meat prepared with that same apparatus. Back at its day job in the laboratory, the diamond blade would shave off wisps of just ten nanometres, so this much heavier carpaccio gauge was supposed to be a compromise between the full capabilities of the machine and the practical demands of catering. But the compromise had been ill-judged, and everyone else around him also seemed to be having trouble, including the vegans with their heirloom beetroot version (although not including his colleague, Ismayilov, who hadn’t even touched his carpaccio and was looking a bit withdrawn). In the end Halyard just resorted to sucking the carpaccio directly off his plate, and even then he could taste the lemon juice and the black pepper but he could not taste the veal brains, except perhaps as a faint neural clamminess at the back of his throat. He had specifically refrained from taking his usual dose of Inzidernil this morning, in anticipation of enjoying a good meal, and now this flop.


‘What the fuck was the point of the presentation?’ he said to Ismayilov, pouring himself another glass of wine. ‘Who are they trying to impress? OK, we all have to pretend for the public that we really honestly think scanning an animal’s brain and putting it in a computer is as good as keeping it alive, but there’s no reason to bullshit each other behind closed doors. Nobody cares about most of these species. Nobody cares about the rusty pipistrelle or the legless skink. Even the activists don’t care about them – not individually. So once the poor little fucker gets scanned, that’s it. That’s the end. It’s just going to sit there in the database forever like some mouldy old library book that nobody will ever read. It’s pointless. They might as well just wipe the data after a week to save on server space, it’s not like anyone would ever know the difference.’


In response, Ismayilov began to cry.


Halyard was taken aback. He must have said something tactless. Was it possible that Ismayilov, perhaps for some obscure ethnic or ancestral reason, was deeply invested in the fate of the rusty pipistrelle or the legless skink?


Then he thought of Ismayilov’s wife, who had died of multiple myeloma last year, and he formed a strong hunch about what had so upset Ismayilov.


Ismayilov had never said anything about having his wife’s brain scanned when she died, but then again Ismayilov hadn’t gone into detail about any aspect of his widowing; Halyard (thirty-eight years old, Australian with some Thai from his grandmother) and Ismayilov (forty-five-ish, Azerbaijani) were friendly but not close. Halyard could picture it: Ismayilov holding his wife’s hand as she slipped away, and then, before he felt remotely ready to leave her, getting hustled out of the room so that her brain could be flooded with preservatives, surgically extracted, washed, chilled, encased in gelatin, and sliced up (like carpaccio) for the scanning microscope. It was much the same process that they’d seen in the presentation just now, except the aims were different. When you scanned the brain of a human being, it was because you hoped that one day you might be able to revive that human being in some new incorruptible form. But when you scanned the brain of a rusty pipistrelle or a legless skink, it was only because, after the whole species went extinct, the continuing existence of the scan would make it easier to argue in a legal or regulatory context that the species was in some sense not yet lost.


The former was an act of love, the latter an act of arse-covering, but to Halyard they were both equally pointless. Both seemed to imagine a future of untroubled leisure and plenty, an infinite Sunday morning, when humanity would have worked its way so far down its to-do list that it really had nothing better to do than resurrect millions of not particularly rich or famous or talented people from decades past, or commemorate some vanished reptile of no greater distinction by recreating it in the laboratory. It sounded nice. But it was not at all the way things were going.


Nevertheless, if Ismayilov had indeed got his dead wife transcribed, Halyard could see why he might not want to think about all that. ‘Of course, it’s completely different with people,’ Halyard said in a breezy tone, as if he hadn’t noticed Ismayilov was crying. ‘Every human life is precious, so if you scan a human brain, it’s very easy to imagine a time, probably in the near future, because the technology only has to advance a little bit, maybe five or ten years, probably closer to five, when we’re bringing people back as just a totally routine thing.’ He studied Ismayilov – who was jerking his napkin around his face in a motion evidently designed to wipe his eyes and nose while making it look as if he was only wiping his mouth – for signs that he was on the right track. ‘It’s really the next best thing to immortality,’ he went on, ‘especially if—’ His phone tingled. ‘Oh, sorry, Mergen, just a sec.’


The call was from Devi, the captain of a Brahmasamudram support vessel called the Varuna. ‘I wanted to give you an update on the evaluation,’ Devi said.


‘When’s she submitting?’


‘I don’t know,’ Devi said. ‘Soon. But it sounds like she’s going to re-certify the lumpsucker as intelligent.’


‘You’ve got to be kidding.’


‘That’s what I’ve heard.’


‘From – what’s her name? The Swiss woman?’


‘Resaint. No, not from her. From one of my guys who heard it from her.’


‘Well, the fish is still doing fine, yes?’ Cyclopterus venenatus was a bumpy, greyish fish, about five inches long fully grown. It had a toadlike face with bulging eyes and a fat upper lip; looking at it, you felt that if it were a human being it would sweat from the forehead all the time and yet have a shockingly cold handshake.


‘Yes. We haven’t gone anywhere near that sector.’


‘Good. Because we’re going to have to take another look at this whole thing. We may need to take her off it. Thanks for letting me know.’ Halyard hung up. ‘Can you believe that?’ he said to Ismayilov. ‘Apparently she’s going to re-certify. She must think that fish is some kind of Einstein. Have you seen it? It doesn’t even look clever by fish standards. It looks stupid for a fish.’ Still hungry, and unsure when the main course was coming, he noticed that Ismayilov hadn’t touched his carpaccio. ‘Do you mind if I have that, if you’re not going to?’ Ismayilov didn’t make any objection, so Halyard reached over and took the plate. As he was slurping up the film of grey matter, he inadvertently made eye contact with Ismayilov, and he wondered if Ismayilov was still thinking about his wife’s brain. That took away a little bit of his gusto.


‘Fifty nanometres,’ Ismayilov said in a strangled voice.


‘Sorry?’


Tears began to run down Ismayilov’s cheeks again. ‘We spent so much on her cancer treatment. Even though nothing ever worked. We took out loans. By the time it was over I didn’t have enough to pay for a Korean preservation team like I wanted. So I hired some Italians. They sectioned her brain in fifty-nanometre ribbons. They said that was the standard. Now I come here and I hear about ten nanometres for the legless skink. Ten nanometres maximum for an accurate connectome scan. The skink gets ten, my wife gets fifty.’ Ismayilov made a gesture as if he held between his fingers not a delicate skim of carpaccio but rather a fat clumsy slice of back bacon. He screwed up his whole face in despair. ‘I will never be able to bring her back.’


Halyard made a mental note never to mention to Ismayilov the recent story about the Hainan black crested gibbon. ‘Oh, Mergen, don’t worry about it. I bet fifty-nanometre sections are totally OK. Maybe you miss the odd detail but you still get everything that matters. Obviously these guys want to sell us on ten because that way they can charge more, but – sorry, it’s Devi from the Varuna again, one sec. Devi?’


‘There’s a problem with the fish,’ said Devi on the phone.


‘You mean apart from the re-certification?’


‘Yes. It looks as if . . .’


‘What?’


‘It looks as if we’ve already mined the sector where it lives.’


‘But you weren’t going anywhere near that sector?’


‘Yes, we weren’t supposed to be,’ Devi said, ‘but just now, after I called you, I checked again to be absolutely sure, and it looks as if the AMVs got to it.’


‘When?’


‘Five days ago.’


‘How the fuck could that happen?’


‘I don’t know.’


The Varuna was the home base for eight AMVs, autonomous mining vehicles, which mined ferromanganese nodules from the bottom of the Baltic. Each AMV was twenty metres long, weighed a thousand tons, and looked like a siege weapon out of Mad Max. At the front they had huge, spiky cutting heads to plough through the continental shelf, and at the back they had ladle chains to scoop up the nodules thus liberated. Powered by hydrogen fuel cells, they grazed the seafloor like cattle on a hillside, deciding for themselves where to go next. Of course, limits could be set in advance, and in this case the AMVs were supposed to have kept their distance from the home of the endangered fish. But something must have gone wrong. Devi sounded mortified, but it almost certainly wasn’t her fault: a team back in Mumbai were in charge of programming the AMVs, and the crew of the Varuna were basically just grease monkeys.


‘Are there are any fish left down there?’ Halyard said.


‘I don’t know.’


Halyard’s job entailed dealing with a lot of threatened species, which often was like being the overnight manager of some grand hotel full of neurotic dowagers and sickly princelings. In this case, the warming of the Baltic had pushed the venomous lumpsuckers north towards more commodious waters, but above a certain latitude there was a lack of suitably bouldery reefs, and as a result their acceptable habitat had been reduced to one little stretch of the Swedish coast. So it was quite possible that Brahmasamudram’s AMVs had just eradicated the species in one fell swoop. ‘Fuck! Well, keep it quiet, OK?’ Halyard said. ‘Until we know exactly where we are.’


‘OK.’


‘I hope that’s all the bad news for today. Don’t call me back in ten minutes and tell me the AMVs have crawled up on shore and eaten a fishing village.’


‘I can assure you that won’t happen,’ Devi replied without levity. Halyard was about to tell her he’d been joking but then he remembered that last year a Malaysian company’s rogue AMV actually had demolished a number of Bajau refugee stilt-houses off the coast of Borneo.


‘Um, all right. Good.’ He hung up. ‘So first we find out she’s going to re-certify,’ he said to Ismayilov, ‘and now we find out we’ve already rubbed out the fish she’s re-certifying.’


He felt a hand on his shoulder. ‘Sounds like trouble!’ He looked up, and suppressed a grimace, because it was Barry Smawl. Smawl was the kind of guy who thought of himself as a gossip broker, a listener to vibrations, an oracle of the martini bar – ‘Call Barry Smawl, he’ll tell you what’s really going on, provided you give him something juicy in return!’ – except that in reality the only gossip Smawl ever had was gossip that absolutely everyone else in the business had known for weeks or months or sometimes literally years. And yet Smawl couldn’t quite be dismissed as a nonentity, because he was a senior policy specialist at Kohlmann Treborg Nham, and within the extinction industry anybody who worked at Kohlmann Treborg Nham had a golden glow of status to them, simply for belonging to the company that, more than any other, had given that industry its shape, had staked out its habitat.


In the aftermath of Chiu Chiu’s death, tens of thousands of lobbyists from around the world had swarmed on Chengdu. But lobbying in the PRC was a real test of mettle – this wasn’t Brussels, where any moron could get a draft regulation amended. And it was Kohlmann Treborg Nham who had proven themselves the masterminds, the grand strategists. In those heady days of ‘The giant panda will be the last species ever driven to extinction by human activity,’ the Chinese government had been helped to understand a number of important things. They had been helped to understand that, although of course everyone would be thrilled if Chiu Chiu could be the endling of endlings, that just wasn’t possible, short of the human race committing mass suicide like some of the radical greens wanted. For the sake of growth and prosperity – indeed, merely for the sake of eight billion people continuing to get up every morning – it was necessary for some minimum number of other species to be lost each year. Take the rusty pipistrelle, for instance, Africa’s smallest bat. The little bastard might not look like much of an adversary, but nonetheless it was, in some very real sense, us or them. And once that was granted, the Chinese government had also been helped to understand that a free market solution, responsive to stakeholders of all kinds, would be the fairest and most efficient way forward.


Hence extinction credits.


Today, if you were a company like Brahmasamudram Mining and you proposed to wipe a species from the face of the earth, you basically just had to hand in a voucher to do it. The name for this voucher was an extinction credit. An extinction credit could buy you bulldozing rights to any species on earth – except when the species was certified as ‘intelligent’ by experts in animal cognition like the Swiss woman on the Varuna. In that case, you had to expend not just one but thirteen extinction credits, a figure which had no superstitious or metaphysical significance, but rather was the result, like every other detail of this framework, of wranglings at the birth of the World Commission on Species Extinction. Everyone agreed that to lose an intelligent species was the gravest loss of all, and so, although such extinctions could not be prohibited outright – that would not be a nimble free market solution – they should be very sternly disincentivised.


Every year, a certain number of extinction credits were allocated at no charge by the WCSE, while others were auctioned off, and afterwards they could be bought and sold on the open market. The idea was that the supply of credits would be gradually ratcheted down, so the price would creep up until they were pretty much unaffordable, and people would simply have to use their ingenuity to avoid driving species to extinction.


Unfortunately for the endangered species of the world, on the night of the Mosvatia Bioinformatics dinner the price of an extinction credit stood at just €38,432.


This was the lobbyists’ most magnificent project, the stuff of war stories and founding myths, of after-dinner speeches and self-published memoirs. Kohlmann Treborg Nham and their comrades had succeeded in riddling the WCSE framework with so many allowances, indulgences, exceptions and delays that the intended scarcity of extinction credits had never actually come to pass. Extinction credits were plentiful and cheap. You could almost call them democratic. In the context of an undersea mining operation, €38,432 was nothing. For that matter, in the context of building a reasonably nice gazebo – supposing your proposed gazebo site was, by bad luck, the last remaining habitat of some endangered shrew – €38,432 was nothing. Even the €499,616 that Brahmasamudram might have to pay for the certified-intelligent venomous lumpsucker because of the mining vehicle’s error – thirteen extinction credits at €38,432 each – would barely register as a line item. And because the 197 member countries of the WCSE had mostly subsumed their own laws into the WCSE’s framework, there were, in many parts of the world, fewer barriers now to eradicating an endangered species than there had been at any time since laws of this kind were first enacted in the mid-twentieth century. This was Chiu Chiu’s legacy. Open season on the almost extinct, and veal brain carpaccio for the extinction industry. If you had asked one of those protestors why they had taken the trouble to reincarnate Chiu Chiu as a two-ton neoplasmic dumpling and launch him out of a catapult at Halyard and his friends, that was probably more or less how they would have answered.


‘I was on my way past and I thought I’d say hello to the survivors!’ said Smawl, who had left the Hermit Kingdom as a little boy but still had his parents’ accent. For some reason he’d recently taken to wearing wide-cut suits, trouser cuffs pooling over his shoes, of the kind that had been fashionable five years ago for people fifteen years younger than him.


‘Actually, I was in the car behind,’ Halyard said. ‘And Mergen didn’t even see it. He was on the minibus.’


‘Still – close shave. So what’s this fish?’


‘Ugly little fucker, with a nasty bite.’


‘No great loss, it sounds like.’


‘Status isn’t confirmed yet,’ Halyard said, because he didn’t feel like gratifying Smawl with even this inconsequential scoop. ‘But, yeah, I don’t see this one getting a lot of mourners at the funeral.’


‘My wife’s family are devout Muslims,’ Ismayilov piped up, staring glumly at his water glass, ‘and they believed it was haram to cut up her brain. We argued about it while she was dying, and I won, but afterwards they refused to let me mourn with them.’


Smawl looked a bit startled. As far as Halyard knew, he had never even met Ismayilov before. ‘What did you think of the presentation?’ he said.


Halyard shrugged.


‘You’d think they really had it all worked out!’ Smawl said. ‘And, you know, officially I believe them! When our guys are in front of the WCSE, sure, it’s not even a question. Connectome scanning is a mature technology.’ Smawl looked around as if to make sure none of their hosts were listening. ‘But did you hear about the Hainan black crested gibbon?’


Halyard realised he couldn’t let Smawl go any further in front of Ismayilov. ‘Yeah, I heard about that. But look—’


‘I did not hear about it,’ Ismayilov said. ‘What is the Hainan black crested gibbon?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ Halyard shook his head at Smawl and made a cut-it motion across his throat, not even caring if Ismayilov saw. ‘I actually thought the presentation was quite impressive—’


But Smawl was too excited that Ismayilov didn’t know about the Hainan black crested gibbon. ‘The Hainan black crested gibbon is EX’ – meaning extinct – ‘but they have a ten-nanometre scan, so this lab in Shenzhen, they ran a test where they modelled the entire brain on a computer in close to real time and hooked it up to a robot body – all the inputs and outputs – so they essentially had this dead monkey running around in the lab. Zzzt-zzzt-zzzt,’ he added, making robot motions.


‘They reincarnated it,’ Ismayilov said.


Smawl nodded. Halyard pointed vigorously in a random direction. ‘Hey, Barry, isn’t that—’


‘What happened?’ Ismayilov said.


‘At first, nothing. Robot wasn’t moving. Then they tweaked a few of the parameters, and apparently this robot started ripping its own limbs off.’


‘What?’ Ismayilov said.


‘Yeah, and I don’t know whether it was an existential horror type thing for the monkey or just a cock-up with the modelling, but either way, the idea that they’re anywhere close to the point where you can run one of these scans and bring an animal consciousness back just ready to go—’


With a howl of anguish, Ismayilov slammed his fist on the table so hard that his starter fork jumped into his lap. All around them people turned to look. Quickly Halyard got up and went round to Ismayilov’s side of the table. ‘Why don’t we go outside for some fresh air?’ he said.


Ismayilov carried on mewling but consented to being helped out of his chair. ‘This monkey,’ Ismayilov said as Halyard guided him towards the exit, past the waiters bringing in the main course – ‘this monkey – this monkey gets ten nanometres, and even then – even then—’


‘The scanning is fine, the modelling isn’t as good yet,’ Halyard said. ‘That’s all there is to it. If the modelling was already where it needed to be, we’d bring your wife back tomorrow. We just have to wait a bit. Like I said, Mergen, a few more years—’


‘But what if they bring her back and she wakes up in her new body and she – she—’


Halyard patted Ismayilov on the back. ‘Look, by the time they get round to your wife, they will have long since ironed out all that stuff. I mean, it’s not like she’s going to be . . .’ He stopped himself – he had been about to say ‘top of the list’. He swerved off in a different direction. ‘The mere fact that the robot monkey was even capable of ripping its own limbs off – of forming the intention and then accurately going through with it – that shows they’re making pretty remarkable progress over there. They must have solved a whole range of embodiment problems. So in a way it’s . . . good news? It’s a milestone.’ Ismayilov was savagely wringing his hands as if he were trying to crack off a few metacarpals himself.


Outside, the two of them walked over to the promenade and sat down side by side on a bench overlooking the canal. Across the water, the glassy new developments took vague architectural inspiration from the surviving eighteenth-century goods warehouses in their midst, which only made the older buildings look somehow sullen, as if they suspected they were being mocked. Halyard couldn’t help feeling some regret that he’d left the banquet hall, because he was still extremely hungry after one and a half spectral portions of veal brain, but as a colleague and sort-of-friend he felt it was his duty to stay out here with Ismayilov for as long as he was needed. So he would leave it to the Azerbaijani to give an indication that he had composed himself again and they could go back inside, an indication that Halyard expected within the next five or ten minutes, well within the availability window for the main course.


But after thirty-five minutes of sitting there in complete silence, Halyard was not only hungrier than ever but also in desperate need of a piss, and when he glanced sideways, Ismayilov had an expression as if he was still thinking about his dead wife, the unendurable cruelty of existence etc. What if Ismayilov was trapped in some kind of . . . mind loop? They could be here indefinitely. ‘Do you want to go back in?’ Halyard said.


Ismayilov shook his head.


Halyard hesitated. ‘Well, do you mind if I just pop in for a sec?’


After he was finished in the toilets, Halyard made for the banquet hall, but he was too late: the waiters were already clearing away the sorbet bowls from the dessert course. So instead he went into the adjoining bar and scanned a bar menu. ‘I’ll have three bowls of olives,’ he said to the barman, ‘but just put them all in one big bowl for convenience, and . . . I’m with the Mosvatia dinner – is there a tab?’


‘Yes.’


As it happened, Halyard was more flush with cash now than he’d ever been in his life, but he couldn’t yet use any of it for traceable everyday spending – least of all very public extravagances – so he was falling back on old habits. ‘I’ll have a large glass of Komagatake 30 year,’ he said, just on the off chance it worked. ‘One ice cube.’


‘That would not be included on the tab, sir.’


‘Make it two glasses.’ Smawl had materialised beside him. ‘These are on KTN,’ Smawl added with a smile, presumably having no idea that a large glass of Komagatake 30 year at Copenhagen hotel prices would cost somewhere between three and four hundred euros. Halyard knew he ought to say no, because he’d been planning to carry his nightcap back outside to the mourning bench, whereas this would oblige him to stay here with Smawl, in itself no enticing prospect, but he just couldn’t resist the idea of Kohlmann Treborg Nham – those smug patricians – paying for his Komagatake. Knowing he could afford it himself made it more appealing, not less; this way nobody could call him a parasite. He decided he would suck down the cosmically expensive whisky as fast as he could and then rejoin Ismayilov afterwards.


Their drinks arrived and Halyard took a sip. It was transporting, like a pure distillate of low autumn sun and your dog rooting through dead leaves – his day off from Inzidernil hadn’t been wasted after all. And what made it even better was the knowledge that the distillery had been destroyed in the Mount Shogikashira mudslide, so the supply of this whisky could never be replenished. Rushing it was out of the question, and he reassured himself that it wouldn’t make any difference if he was gone for an extra ten minutes. Ismayilov probably wouldn’t even notice.


About an hour and a half later, Smawl leaned in close. They were both sitting at the marble-topped bar, the last lingerers from the Mosvatia dinner. ‘Do you want to know what I heard?’ Smawl said. ‘I have this on extremely good authority.’


Halyard waited. Smawl stared back at him. He realised Smawl wanted a response. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Fine.’


‘You’ve got to keep this to yourself.’


‘OK.’


‘It’s big. Big stuff! But I have it on extremely good authority.’


Halyard waited.


‘This,’ Smawl said, ‘is potentially going to change everything.’


Halyard ate what might have been his ninetieth olive. ‘What is?’


Smawl leaned in even closer. ‘There’s a rumour they’re going to vote yes on the biobank thing this year. They’re really going to do it.’


Halyard made involuntary fists of frustration. He only just managed to stop himself from shouting at Smawl. ‘For Christ’s sake,’ he wanted to say, ‘everyone in the industry already knows that. Everyone. That is not a “rumour”, that is acknowledged fact, to the point that I recently committed a medium-sized financial crime that was specifically premised upon it. You didn’t have to lean in and make me wait, you fucking heap of mildew.’ But he thought about the three large glasses of Komagatake he’d put on Smawl’s tab, and looked away.
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