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‘Where all life dies, death lives, and Nature breeds,

Perverse, all monstrous, all prodigious things’

Paradise Lost, John Milton
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WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE

The First Age (The Age of Terraformers)

I

Thousands of years ago the humans of Earth reached out to the stars. Under the terraforming project of Doctor Avrana Kern, they began to reshape worlds to make them hospitable for Earth life. Only one planet, Kern’s own project, was close to being finished when the end came. A political crisis on Earth resulted in a cataclysmic war that poisoned the human homeworld, set civilization back into an age of ignorance and unleashed an electronic attack that was transmitted out into space to shut down humanity wherever it could be found.

II

On Kern’s World, her facility had already fallen victim to sabotage and she preserved herself as an uploaded artificial mind, watching over the planet she had remade. An uplift nanovirus that had been released onto the world, intended to raise up primates she’d never had a chance to install, instead began its work on a variety of invertebrates, most particularly one species of spider.

III

In another star system, over the neighbouring planets they named Damascus and Nod, a handful of terraformers survived the electronic attack. One, Disra Senkovi, used the same nanovirus to uplift octopuses to build a civilization on the water world of Damascus. Erma Lante and the others instead went to Nod, finding there an alien ecosystem, the first truly extra-terrestrial life humanity had ever discovered.

IV

On Nod dwelled a composite microbial life form capable of recording all its past experiences within its cells. After discovering and analysing Earth biology, the Nodan organism then colonized Lante and her fellows, devouring and rebuilding and becoming them. In a tragedy of misunderstanding, the entity next spread to Damascus and destroyed the Octopus civilization there while trying to understand it, leaving the Octopuses living in orbit and space, and in crisis.

The Second Age (The Age of the Ark Ships)

V

On Kern’s World, over many generations, the Portiid spiders developed a complex society, including organic technology and computing performed by colonies of ants. Meanwhile, in the seas there, a species of Stomatopod crustacean also achieved a complex, but combative, civilization.

VI

On Earth, humanity clawed its way back into space, rediscovering the records of its predecessors and the coordinates of the terraforming missions. The after-effects of the war had left the planet a poisoned wreck, so in desperation ark ships were built, fleeing outwards on the promise that there were other worlds out there prepared for human life.

VII

The ark ship Gilgamesh reached Kern’s World and encountered both the Portiids and the artificial intellect of Avrana Kern. After coming to the brink of war, the Portiids infected the Gilgamesh humans with a version of the same nanovirus that had set them on the path to sentience, bridging the species divide and allowing humans to become Human, capital H. An uplifted species capable of recognizing the Portiids as fellow sentients, with whom they can share their world.

The Third Age (The Age of Exploration)

VIII

Generations later, a Human–Portiid vessel carrying an uploaded instance of Avrana Kern reached Nod and Damascus, encountering both the Octopus civilization and the Nodan organism. Kern found the latter desperate to experience a wider universe, now that contact with humans had shown it the true scale of existence. Kern convinced the entity that communication would provide it with the stimulation it needed, whereas devouring would only ever reduce the universe to copies of itself. Peaceful accords were reached between the inhabitants of Kern’s World, Damascus and Nod, the tentative beginning of a cross-species interstellar society.

IX

Later, after having had access to research previously off limits due to the risk of Nodan infection, Octopus scientists tested out a refinement of a starship engine. This permitted faster-than-light travel within the bounds of relativity, allowing the new combined culture to travel swiftly between the stars. Their missions are now many, but chief amongst them is to search for and reach out to other life, whether alien, remnants of the terraforming age, or even ark ships from ruined Earth still trying to find a home.

X

The Portiids and their multi-species collective, which has come to be known as the Panspecific, expanded out from star to star, following the old star maps, looking for life and intellect. They visited worlds altered by the First Age terraformers, and worlds – often the same ones – reached by the desperate Second Age colonizers’ ark ships. On a planet called Rourke they discovered a chance-evolved species of sentient corvid. On the world of Imir they discovered an alien engine – a remnant of an ancient and unknown species, capable of simulating nested realities to such a degree that whole worlds with independent sentient creatures could be held within it.

The investigations of these Panspecific explorers continue into the wider galaxy . . .




DRAMATIS PERSONAE

The First Age

Pancreator – terraforming ship/station

Gerey Hartmand – Chief Visionary and Creator

Sui Dorcheson – Second Visionary, Geosciences

Ken Pil – Assistant Visionary, Interrelated Biosystems

Ottis Milner – Assistant Visionary, Cybernetics and Logistics

Redina Kott – Assistant Visionary, troublemaker

Domus – AI underseer system

The Second Age

Nergal, Pangu, Marduk – ark ships

Lamya Cosimir – Engineering Chief of the Nergal

Goscari – Science Chief of the Nergal

Peligrent – Engineering Second of the Nergal

Maclen Deu – Captain of the Nergal

Hannoy – Project Management

Olumo – Captain of the Pangu

Denizon Kieraven – Security Chief of the Marduk

Anbar Ilshir – Engineering Chief of the Marduk

Hieron – Science Chief of the Marduk

Bartilow – Classicist of the Marduk

Chessu – Science team, Marduk

Dol – Science team, Marduk

Fennic – Security team, Marduk

Onner – shuttle monitor, Marduk

The Third Age

Enkidu, Gilgamesh – Second Age ark ships

Imir – a world containing a vast alien simulation machine

Dissenter – a maverick research vessel

Alis – researcher

Kern – former human, now AI

Cato – Stomatopod veteran

Mira – therapist

Portia – researcher

Fabian – researcher

Helena – research leader

Galean – researcher

Leus, Bianca, Polonius – members of Alis’s research team on Imir

Four Dragon Ford – a frontier community

Neco Kasmar – Hunter, Four Dragon Ford

Ellan – Chief Hunter, Four Dragon Ford

Udin – Chief Engineer, Four Dragon Ford

Mezclo – Archivist, Four Dragon Ford


   

PART 1

THE FIRST AGE

Pantheon of Five


   

1.1

She supposed she should be glad he hadn’t actually killed anyone yet. Given the string of disappointments with the project, the powers Hartmand had reserved for himself, and the fact he had the emotional maturity of a thirteen-year-old, that was probably on the cards any day now, though.

Which made paying a visit to the great man to give him bad news a risky proposition, but Redina Kott was very good at making things other people’s problems. She was taking this particular risk, in fact, because getting in early and telling tales was a good way of dodging the inevitable blame-throwing match.

So here she was at the threshold of Hartmand’s den, as she thought of it. A grown man – a leader of men, a Great Man – who had ordained for himself a suite of rooms on a space station, outfitted with everything his enormous personal fortune and corporate resources could give him. And it was a den. She had no other label for it. A den full of all the cold toys, pleasures and games that artifice could construct for him. Which meant all possible ones, given the reach of Gerey Hartmand.

She supposed she should also be glad he liked his pleasures artificial. There were only five of them floating in this grandiose tin can. Five and the AI underseer system. No crew, because crew would mean lesser mortals who wouldn’t understand their vision, and who’d have tiresome needs of their own. And who might not, after a few years of the project, have been as subservient as all that. Might have developed ideas. Though nobody had actually raised that as a justification for not having human crew, during the long planning stage. The concern that those lesser mortals might have started eyeing up the hierarchy with dissatisfaction; might not have done what they were told purely out of their awe for the superior intellect of industry leaders like Gerey Hartmand.

Pausing at the threshold of his den, she smirked. Redina Kott had a lot of smiles. She was seldom seen without one. She made very sure that the smiles indicating her contempt for her fellows, and those denoting schadenfreude at other people’s woes, were indistinguishable from those indicating her general sunny good nature. She’d practised with the underseer system, challenging it to tell the difference with all of its analytical tools. Had Hartmand appeared then and there to find her lips curling in derision at the shortcomings of his personality he’d have taken it for a pleasant greeting.

God, she found him a bore. She found most of the others bores too, much of the time, but Hartmand was a bore who’d reserved executive privileges over the ship-station’s life-support functions, and somehow this inherent threat didn’t make him any less boring. Just as well she had her own den where she could occupy herself, decompress, and write nasty little stories in which the others died in a fire one by one and she had the chance to save them. Sometimes she tried to and sometimes she didn’t. You had to keep yourself sane somehow, out here orbiting an obstinately dead rock, like five Doctor Frankensteins hovering over a corpse that wouldn’t become a monster.

She smirked at that, too. A specific shade of sour humour. God, she was a riot. She was wasted here.

Of course, if they couldn’t get that monster moving, they were all wasted here. She thought this would probably destroy Hartmand. She’d say that she’d survive, and her fellows on board, Pil and Milner, would probably find some other business to move on to. Except if they failed then she didn’t reckon Hartmand would accept a return journey back to Earth in ignominy. He’d crash the ship into the corpse of their dead planet, the lot of them sacrifices to his childish pride.

Hartmand had made such a noise back on Earth, about the true direction the terraforming initiative should take. He’d gone head-to-head with that woman, as he called her, over who should actually control the projects. And, to his shock, he’d lost. Hartmand wasn’t someone who lost, in his own estimation. He’d been offered the number two position instead. In recognition of his potential contributions. Meaning his resources, Kott reckoned, rather than his intellect (snicker). But Hartmand knew exactly what a number two was and, as far as he was concerned, it was Number One or nothing for him.

Explains why he’s such a miserable streak of piss. That had her actually chuckling. I am such a goddamn riot. They don’t deserve me. And yes, yes, laughing at your own jokes, all that. But it wasn’t as though anyone else was funny around here.

Okay maybe Pil was funny, but he usually didn’t intend to be.

Hartmand had not only refused to kowtow to that woman back on Earth, he’d tried to bring her down. Mobilized all his companies, sycophants and sock puppets to destroy her. But failed utterly. That woman had outmanoeuvred him at every turn with a kind of casual contempt that absolutely pushed every shiny button Hartmand had. He’d ended up having an extremely public meltdown in an interview, which that woman had ensured had been seen without any of the normal edits, and with sufficient certificates of authenticity that people knew it was the real thing. Actual unvarnished truth – rarer than gold in modern media. With the blasé grace of a stage magician, that woman had revealed a variety of grimy financial scams and misdemeanours that had been propping Hartmand’s businesses up, meaning that just remaining on Earth to face the music was unattractive. Leading to the Great Man greatly accelerating his private terraforming project and getting the hell off Earth. At that stage Kott wouldn’t under any circumstances have joined him in exile if her own dealings hadn’t had the Band-Aid ripped off them at the same time. Suddenly, anywhere within Earth jurisdiction was a dicey place to be. So all five of them, the geniuses, the far-seeing innovating giants, had fled from someone who’d turned out to be a cleverer bastard than all of them put together.

She had a little spreadsheet on her private system, in her own den. The names of her co-conspirators, alongside categories with tickboxes. Funny, crazy, Dunning-Kruger overconfident, self-sabotagingly malicious. All the executive functions, as she thought of them. Hartmand hadn’t quite earned the crazy tick yet, but she hovered over that box daily. Next reversal on the project and she reckoned she’d be able to collect the set for him. He’d probably earn the tick by cutting someone’s quarters off from air and power, and that would be the point of no return.

The underseer queried her as she applied to enter their leader’s quarters. Milner, whose baby the AI was, called it Domus, which he claimed was ‘home’ in Classics. It was, she thought, a dumbass name for a thing that talked to you – a surrogate servant. You wouldn’t have given the name to your butler, after all. It was an underseer because overseer had allusions of dominance which Hartmand didn’t like. He was, in fact, exactly that petty. One more box ticked.

‘Great Man needs to look at the project progress,’ she told Domus. ‘And he’s greatly turned off his great comms, so I can’t just ping him about it.’ Which was another thing about Hartmand. When he was in a snit he sulked, meaning you couldn’t just break in on his solitude with, say, actual essential mission stuff. Instead he made sure you literally had to schlep around the circular ring of the Pancreator with your own actual human feet. Or, admittedly, the little two-wheelie buggies that Milner had put on board, out of his resource allocation pre-launch. They were ridiculous, given that you could walk the circumference of the Pancreator’s rotating section in – at her brisk pace – thirty-three minutes. So the little wheelies were weight that they could have used for something mission-relevant, and therefore one more decision of dubious merit taken by her co-terraformers. That said, she’d absolutely scooted the footling distance down the central corridor from her own rooms, because who wouldn’t?

‘Master Hartmand is currently in conference with Doctor Dorcheson,’ Domus told her. Domus had a woman’s voice, soft and subservient, and that rankled a bit with Kott. But it wasn’t as if she hadn’t known what her fellows were like before she joined up with them.

‘That’s grand. I need to speak to her as well. Two in one. Peak efficiency. Let me in,’ she told Domus. It was a complex enough system that it could interpret her words, tone, facial expression and stance, and come up with a ninety-five per cent accurate understanding of what she wanted it to think she meant, and what her tolerances were; when to stand on ceremony and when to bend the rules. Otherwise it could never have worked for Gerey Hartmand without him having fired it into the sun, honestly. Or the star out there, their world’s star, that wasn’t the sun.

The door opened, giving Kott an object lesson in just how good the soundproofing of the Pancreator was, because there was a full-blown row going on inside. In space, no one can hear you bicker. Dorcheson and Hartmand going at it like hammer and tongs over . . . well, she wasn’t even sure. Dorcheson’s personal projects were being throttled because Hartmand had shunted a chunk of the mobile resource allocation over to Pil. Hartmand was Number One (snigger), so he got to say who received the lion’s share of mass, manufacturing and computing time. On the surface this was what was going on. Dorcheson’s work was on the geological matrix and the woman reckoned that, given how early the days were in their personal Genesis myth here, it meant she should have everything she wanted, and everyone else should just twiddle their thumbs or do wheelie races around the rotating section. Except Dorcheson’s geosciences were of the uninspired flavour, by everyone else’s lights. She wasn’t really an innovator. She wasn’t a disruptor. She’d certainly sold herself as one to secure a seat on the ship – although her own corporate funding contribution had also been a prerequisite, of course. Now they were here and had a planetary canvas to scrawl their names over, she’d turned to plodding in circles. Hence the resources being diverted to Pil, who’d promised some truly mad things. Hence this shouting match.

Honestly, it was amazing Hartmand hadn’t actually just pushed the button on his rebellious Number Two yet. Dorcheson didn’t back down – she was vitriolic, had all that dominance and incipient-violence body language, and she was shrill. God, she was shrill. Kott didn’t like to throw that in the face of the only other woman on board but Dorcheson in full dudgeon was like nails on a chalkboard. Except Hartmand fed on it. That was her surprise revelation about the Big I Am of the Pancreator. He needed someone to go hammer and tongs at him, whom he could just look down on and dismiss. Dorcheson was all bark and zero per cent bite. She was a safe rival, a licensed fool in the court of the king. Because of how Hartmand had swindled them all, in the way he’d set up his personal space-fiefdom out here. She could rant and rant, but it was all words that could never harm him. He’d reserved all the sticks and stones for his personal use.

Dorcheson would only ever be Number Two, and she knew what that meant just as much as Hartmand himself. So it was a pissing contest, in which the current Number One was always going to win.

Kott fought down the laugh, which came just as she’d penetrated far enough through Hartmand’s rooms of displays and games – the couches, whole-body tanks, and the weirdly antiseptic space of an Immersive All-Sensory room, which always made her think of old-fashioned asylums, down to the drain in the floor. A squeak of her amusement escaped anyway, and they stopped shouting at each other to turn their thunderous glowers onto her.

‘Don’t mind me,’ she told them, beaming her best at them. ‘You go right ahead. Where did you get to – most recent survey results say what?’

Hartmand’s sanctum, where Dorcheson was bearding him, said a lot. It was, in short, a shrine. Not to any faith, per se, but to the cult of the genius individual. Here they were at a key point in History, and Hartmand was the Great Man come to steer it. He claimed, in that smooth way he had, that it was designed specifically to focus his mind on the important things. The improvement of mankind. The future of the human race amongst the stars. This was not, to Kott’s eyes, what it actually said. It was a hagiography of one Gerey Hartmand. A tableau over which the man’s own features loomed sternly down on their living exemplar, staring off into a notional distance with the stink of manifest destiny. Below that outsized holographic visage was a whole parade of Earthly things which fell into his dominion. Corporate logos, the machinery of industry, the iconography of international commerce. And people, of course. Some generic figures, attired to indicate the various trades they plied in his service, their positions properly subservient, their expressions decently grateful at being given the chance to earn a crumb from his table. And others whom Kott could put names to. The statesmen who had supported him, the former corporate partners he’d outstripped, the demagogues who’d turned their honeyed words to his praise. Some of his wives – the ones he’d parted from on better terms. And, to the lower left of the vista, in the position that might traditionally have been reserved for Hell in religious art, the others. The faces of Hartmand’s detractors and opponents. She suspected that, if he did actually receive any benefit from contemplating this remarkable piece of art, it was from that direction. Hartmand fed on hate, in Kott’s opinion. Part of the reason why the fellow visionaries he’d invited along on this project weren’t actually just toadies and yes-men, as she might have expected. Hartmand’s heaven was empty if it didn’t contain those he could simultaneously see as worthy adversaries, and also dominate without threat of mutiny.

There were unsympathetic media talking heads in that diabolic throng. There were those political types who’d opposed his innovations and rise, either from principle or just because they’d backed a different horse. Most of all there were the major figures in the tech-science sector who hadn’t fallen in line. Especially those who had won out against him – captured the public imagination and its purse with greater acumen. For them, Gerey Hartmand saved his most abiding loathing. One above all, in fact – the greatest devil in Hell’s parliament, chief fiend of this Earthly Pandemonium. A woman with a long, olive face and bony features. Though the artist had plainly been directed to caricature her, the original’s cool disdain came through anyway, as though it was a quality one couldn’t remove without taking the Kern-ness with it. Hartmand’s Earthly nemesis, that woman. Avrana Kern, queen of the terraformers. Which, in a sudden third-act-twist reversal, actually made Hartmand and his fellows the rebel angels, skulking off to some corner of the cosmos unsurveyed by the eye of that dispassionate and probably sociopathic god.

Kott had seen her own projects ruined by Kern’s jealousy, acquisitiveness and refusal to share. Kern was, therefore, Hartmand’s mirror, equally as bad. The only difference between them was that Kern had screwed Kott over during her big dust-up with Hartmand, while Hartmand himself had offered Kott a place on the ark when she was very short of other options. And Hartmand had promised a level of autonomy in the project, their own terraforming, where Kott could play. Nobody on Kern’s crew would be able to lift a finger unless there was a string tied to it that Kern had tugged, Kott was absolutely sure of that.

Kern was not an Earthly nemesis any more. She was out there, working on a string of likely exoplanets, using her own methods of accelerated ecogenesis. She’d bagged all the best prospects, out of every surveyed extrasolar world. Hartmand had worked very hard to sequester this one for his own use, and that disparity of arms showed just how badly he’d lost the war in heaven.

The echoes of Dorcheson’s last exclamation fell away into the busy edges of Hartmand’s domain. They were both staring at her. A pair of ugly customers, Kott thought. If they’d been sexbots she’d have sent them back to the factory. Another snicker broke through her control and stoked their collective anger. They knew she was laughing at them. She was always laughing at them. What else, honestly, did she have to keep her sane? Dorcheson’s life of being offended and vitriolic had left her with a constant downturned mouth and upturned nose, as though everything stank and she was constantly on the point of mentioning it. She was a stocky woman and the Health And Hygiene overalls didn’t do her any favours by Kott’s reckoning. Not that they were overly flattering as garments went – Milner had designed them and he couldn’t do fashion for shit. Hartmand, on the other hand, had one of those faces that looked good in images. The one with him staring commandingly into the distance of destiny was absolutely the best take on him. The problem was, in person, he was stuck like that. The frown, the grimace, the stare. She reckoned it was probably that he’d had surgery to make him more like the man he was supposed to be, and it had set like hard plastic. As though his face had become a mask of his features made by some slightly cheap manufacturing process. She was almost surprised not to see mould lines. Another snigger.

‘So, you’d turned your yatter off,’ she said languidly, watching the pair of them fidget and fret and damn her to hell for not getting to the point.

‘Did that not suggest to you I might want some privacy to work?’ Hartmand asked her acidly.

It hadn’t, really. She’d assumed he’d be either topping up on stimulants, indulging in some sort of automated carnality in the body tank, or listening to those self-motivational audio-loops she knew he had. Probably one or all of those had been the case before Dorcheson had preceded her in breaching his fortress of solitude.

‘Pil,’ she said, dragging out the revelation, ‘has done a thing. That you need to see.’

‘Pil’s asked for me?’ Hartmand snapped.

‘I mean no, not asked, not Pil,’ Kott drawled. ‘He just went ahead and did a thing. And you should come see. Because it may mean he’s fucked the whole show. Again. I mean, you know Pil. Loose cannon.’ Her mind, still thinking of the religiosity of the art, and Hartmand’s general assumption of godhood, said loose canon, and that set off another round of self-congratulatory merriment. She was not, she was well aware, as funny as she thought she was, but given the company she was the funniest thing around.

If it was that big a deal, Hartmand decided, they needed a full house. If he was finally going to cast down one of his fellow angels, he wanted it to be an object lesson to all the survivors. So they had to go roust Milner before confronting Pil. This was also, Kott knew, because Milner was Hartmand’s creature, and if there was going to be a showdown between Great Men, Hartmand wanted numerical superiority.

Gerey Hartmand and Sui Dorcheson were industrial innovators. They’d staked their claim to the world’s influence and resources by driving technology. Driving it out of reach of their competitors, and then driving it into a corner where it could be conveniently brought down and nice lucrative slices carved off it.

Kott herself had come out of a very funny place, as far as she was concerned. A very particular place where she had done very funny things for highly amusing corporations and governments, in exchange for positively hilarious sums of money, on the absolute promise she would never explain the joke to anyone else in case it caused offence. Industrial espionage, therefore. Which these days (these days? Those days, surely, given they were fifty years out from Earth as the vacuum-frozen crow flew) generally segued into just general espionage, because you couldn’t really disentangle business from governance. She’d worked for Hartmand. She’d worked for Dorcheson. She had developed a set of proprietary data-handling systems that, whilst intended to handle the data of people who hadn’t consented to the groping, also worked as semi-independent organizers in any informational system. Her work allowed structures of interconnected meaning to arise and evolve autonomously, which was exactly what Hartmand had been looking for to make his terraforming dreams work. She had not, contrariwise to what Dorcheson had repeatedly insinuated, blackmailed herself a place on the Pancreator. She’d earned her spot.

Of the other two, well they’d get to Pil soon enough and see just what lunacy he’d cooked up that was going to crap all over the project planetside. Pil was crazy, but it was a crazy Kott had a handle on. One of those people who didn’t have barriers and boundaries to stop him just doing whatever seemed like a good idea to his raddled mind. Unlike the similarly unconstrained Hartmand, at least Pil wasn’t an asshole with it. He wasn’t going to spontaneously have the robots space one of his fellow crew. Although, if he kept on just doing random things and provoking Hartmand, he was probably more of a danger to the mission through sheer negligence.

Milner, though . . . Milner was the one who Kott didn’t quite get. He did seem to be a yes-man, whenever he and Hartmand were in the same room. But left to his own devices, Milner could fill all the hours of his day better than any of them – meaning all the hours, given Dorcheson’s sleep-replacement implants. Only, Milner filled the hours with . . . idiot stuff. Organizational things, paper shuffling with virtual papers. He was cybernetics and logistics and, given they had Domus to actually do the heavy lifting, she’d have thought Milner would be spending his free time on a lounger with a cocktail in one hand. Instead of which he was mostly in meetings.

Meetings, in a ship with four other people, none of whom attended meetings. Being the best part of thirty light years from Earth meant the communications delay would have made every ‘all in favour’ an exercise in dragging out the suspense beyond any sane person’s tolerance. But Milner was very insistent he had to account to the investors, shareholders and partners back on Earth. Without, of course, meaningfully being able to. Hartmand’s project had the resources and as much autonomy from other authority as any rebel angel ever had. There was no need to do all those tedious box-ticking exercises that they’d assured everyone they would. She could only assume Ottis Milner actually enjoyed it.

When they arrived at his quarters, he was sitting at a table, speaking earnestly to all of the board members and investor representatives, fielding their queries and directing that minutes be taken. Ottis Milner, and the holographic facsimiles of a dozen other people. Not just vacant images, even, Kott knew. Each of these phantom faces belonged to a human who’d undergone a surface personality upload into Domus before they set off, so an actual working doppelganger of theirs could raise the concerns they would be liable to raise, out here at the project. It seemed madness, but it was legal. With these semi-possessed dolls around Milner’s table, every decision had the binding moment-to-moment consent of everyone whose resources and intellectual property they’d spirited away. A piece of bureaucratic legerdemain that Hartmand and Milner had persuaded people to accept back on Earth, and which had oiled the wheels of commerce for years, until the practice had become second nature. Kott had assumed Milner would drop the act once they arrived, but apparently it wasn’t an act. Milner just liked playing dollies. She was beginning to think he was madder than old Pil.

‘Ottis,’ Hartmand called from the doorway. Milner flinched and leapt up – his master’s voice, Kott thought. Around his table – itself no more substantial than his guests – the representatives froze. She could almost sense Domus’s other functions quicken. She didn’t think that, whatever semblance the AI gave to these figments, it was their full uploaded personas. Even Domus had limits, and the masks which Milner spent his time reassuring and mollifying were no more than background algorithms, pre-programmed to be re-assured and mollified. An administrative circle jerk with only one dick at the heart of it.

Milner addressed the table, actually making his apologies to the literal non-entities, before telling Domus to save state so he could pick up the nonsensical business later. He had his cringing smile on as he came over to Hartmand. He scuttled, she’d noted before, walking like a crab, where his superior was concerned – sidelong, shoulder up, arm folded as though to cushion a blow. Renfield to an emotional vampire.

‘Pil’s up to something.’ By now Hartmand had asked the relevant queries of Domus. Had discovered that various fail-safes he’d placed around the planetside project had been quietly sidelined by Pil (and Kott, though she’d made damn sure her fingerprints were off them. Sometimes you had to give the pot a stir if you wanted anything to cook properly). He’d found out the most rebellious of his angels was off on a frolic of his own.

They picked up a couple of the robots on the way, which meant Hartmand really was at breaking point. They looked . . . well, exactly like robots were supposed to look in the human imagination, which wasn’t necessarily an efficient way for robots to be. Humanoid forms, a bit top-heavy, a bit ape-like, smooth brushed steel finishes, heads with just an eye-slot. Scary robots. They were theoretically lifters and movers and general factotums, but nobody looking at them would have been in any doubt that they were security. Milner had designed them, then passed their reins cravenly over to Hartmand. If it had been Kott, she’d have kept a back door open with a code to shut them off, but Milner probably wasn’t that much of a free thinker.

Anyway, they had the robots clumping along behind them now, the solid cla-clock of metal feet magnetizing to the metal beneath the plastic floor, then parting from it again. Hartmand’s face was twisted into rage as much as its surgical tautness would allow. Kott stole a glance at the other two. Milner scurried along in Hartmand’s wake, eyes on everything except his boss. Dorcheson was practically licking her lips, as though seeing a colleague thrown out of the airlock by robots was her very particular kink.

When they arrived in the main mission room, Pil was in his sling, spinning slowly in the centre of the room. He didn’t like chairs, he said. Plus, he said there was a weird way the hanging sling interacted with the false gravity of the Pancreator’s rotating section that was particularly trippy. Meaning, for Pil, conducive to innovation – he wasn’t a man who’d ever done a day’s work with an unaugmented brain.

He revolved to face them. Or, because of the way he was slouched back, his bare feet did: calloused with yellow claw-like nails. The rest of him peered past those hideous toes. ‘Why Mister Hartmand,’ he said. ‘I’ve been expecting you.’

‘What have you done?’ Hartmand demanded, and Pil beamed beatifically, flexing his feet as though he was trying to transform them into hands.

‘My friends, my colleagues, fellow visionaries,’ he said. A spread of his arms set him wobbling gently, rotating so his words were delivered to the circular, display-busy walls of the room. ‘Rejoice, for I have saved the world.’


   

1.2

Somewhere out there, on a string of worlds she’d claimed for her own personal use, the abominable Avrana Kern was working her humdrum science. They’d all seen Kern’s method. Being sufficiently far ahead in the game, and having a stranglehold on the major exoplanetary enterprises, she hadn’t cared to keep it secret. It had been the basis for her bragging rights, after all. Worlds for humanity, out across the vastness of space. Worlds unspoiled by human touch, so humans could come touch them. Room, space and paradise enough for everyone. Or that was the snake oil Kern had sold to the leaders and people of Earth. One of the rare beliefs uniting Hartmand’s rebel angels was that Kern didn’t give a pin for anyone who wasn’t Kern. She was writing her name across the stars as a colossal vanity project. It would all come crashing down, they were sure.

And when it did, they would be the proprietors of the one genuine paradise in the universe. A second Earth, ready to be populated by the worthy, no Kern-supporters need apply.

Hartmand had a whole rant concerning Kern’s terraforming processes. Pedestrian, he said. Slow, dull and high-risk. When modelled, they stalled out most of the time: arid wastelands, seething hells of replicating nanobots, toxin-riddled death worlds. To reach something like an Earth, even an approximate Earth, required constant intervention by the terraforming crews. Without that oversight, perhaps by Kern herself, how could any of those worlds become anything other than a soup of caustic fallout? That was what Milner’s models claimed, and Hartmand had fought fiercely to try to turn everyone against Kern’s dream. But failed. Like so many other would-be world-bestriding colossi, he’d broken against Kern’s insufferable self-regard.

By then, all five of them had run onto similar rocks, back on Earth. None of them had been Kern’s people; all of them had invested significantly in exoplanetary terraforming as the future of humanity. Not a hard bet to place, given both the environmental and political instability back home. But it was Hartmand who’d stolen a world from Kern, redacted it from her records, bought off the astronomy projects. In one case actually had a couple of prominent scientists murdered and put the blame on eco-activists. He had removed a star from Kern’s firmament for his own personal use. Then, because no man is an island, he had invited four other disgruntled terraformers into his private pantheon.

After which, things had gone downhill.

It was Dorcheson’s fault, roared Hartmand, after the first three failures. She was the geosciences savant, after all. If the biomatrix wasn’t taking hold on the rock then obviously she hadn’t done her job properly. Or – after Dorcheson had stood up to him – it was Milner’s fault, because he was responsible for overall logistics, and plainly some part of their perfect plan wasn’t playing properly with some other part. Or it was Pil’s fault, and the problem was at the biosciences end. Or at last, he turned his accusations on Kott, saying that her data linking wasn’t shaking hands properly, and wasn’t that what they’d all been relying on? Almost a month, during which Hartmand had held court and pointed fingers at everyone but himself. Not good times. The only reason there hadn’t been a general mutiny, four against one, was that literally everything on the Pancreator listened only to Hartmand. The robots, Domus, life support, it was all wired to his word. If he’d just died in his sleep, maybe they could have hacked the system, given Milner’s cooperation and enough time. Otherwise, with Hartmand’s still-living hands on the wheel, the man could literally have had the robots murder the rest of them and nobody could have stopped him. It wasn’t as though distant Earth had a jurisdiction or legal agency out here. Needless to say, the project hadn’t been sold to them on this basis. Kott was amazed she hadn’t seen the trap before blithely stepping into its jaws.

I can’t imagine how we keep screwing the project up. We’re such a well-oiled machine.

She had an uncomfortable feeling that actually it might be her fault. Her vaunted self-growing architecture – which should have let the terraforming process accelerate until you could look out on the planet and see it happening in real time – wasn’t up to the job. It didn’t hold together at a planetary scale. She’d modelled it, and in the models it’d worked. Which only told her that her models weren’t good enough.

Hyper-accelerated terraforming from an iterated soil matrix, that was the title of the paper. That was the big idea – Hartmand’s legacy. Start with an artificial organic soil rich in biological and geochemical elements, and a handful of engineered microbes. Dust your dead world. Wind up and let go. The microbes would take what was there and turn it into what you wanted. Liberate oxygen, pump out heat, free water. They’d mutate, generation to generation, reacting to the new conditions they’d created, so that every single day the mix would adjust to better exploit the altered environment and drive it further towards Earth-standard. Fire-and-forget terraforming, blossoming out across the rock, turning dust into soil, atmosphere into air, and the microbes transforming themselves into increasingly more complex life forms to turn the terraforming crank more and more swiftly. In the models it had become a liveable world within just a few years, ready for trees and bears and whatever you wanted. And people.

Everyone was learning that ‘in the models’ was a pipe dream. This should have been a prime world. Hartmand hadn’t stolen trash. The right size, the right gravity, close enough to its star for liquid water at the equator, and further around it, after sufficient exothermy and atmospheric adjustment. Here they were, gods with a blank planetary canvas for their acts of creation, and what they got was . . .

Death. Again and again, death. Their downhill go-kart of life with the wheels coming off. Chemical feedback loops meant their little engineered workers were working towards their own annihilation, creating conditions that they couldn’t themselves survive. Infinitesimal mass-suicide on a planetary scale. They’d restarted the process six times now, and watched the seething host of invisibles continually engineer their own destruction. Different each time, and each time the precise pathway of failure was readily identifiable in retrospect. Build-up of toxic metals; premature oxygen release killing off the early-stage anoxic microbia faster than they could adapt; a rogue strain predating its siblings; parasitism; failure of the toxin bin vacuoles; spectacular autolysis where the things just ate themselves. Even a coding error where factions of competing microbes evolved and fought each other to a mutually assured destruction over the same resources, as though they were desperate to replicate the errors of their creators.

Probably for the best it was just the five of them on board. If Hartmand had brought along a pack of adoring followers, he’d be looking pretty stupid about now.

Actually, Kott decided, if he had, then everyone would probably be dead. Because in the face of that public scrutiny, Hartmand would absolutely have ensured someone else took the fall for the failure, to save face. Then someone else. And someone else. If he’d brought along a cadre of little cultists to kiss his boots and tell him how wonderful he was, Kott herself would likely have been first up against the wall.

In truth, she’d been running a private sweepstake, regarding just who it’d be Hartmand would actually murder, once his personal frustrations exceeded his ability to hold himself in check. Dorcheson had been a strong front runner but, by Kott’s reckoning, Pil had just crossed the finish line by a nose. And, because she was more than implicated in whatever debacle was about to unfold between her peers, she’d decided that playing tattletale was the best form of defence.
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Shortly before her fateful visit to Hartmand’s den it had been the pair of them, Redina Kott and Ken Pil, killing time in the mission hub. An odd place for them to be, like kids taking drugs out of the view of the school surveillance system. But since the mission had kept going wrong time after time, none of the others tended to spend much time surrounded by reminders of their collective failure. So the hub of the Pancreator had become a seedy backwater where a pair of reprobates could enjoy a little recreational brain-frying.

Ken Pil was a decade and change older than Hartmand and Dorcheson, almost three decades on Kott and Milner. He’d been the grand old man of a range of biotech ventures back in the day, one of the big inspirations to the up-and-comers the rest of them had been. Kott had done her homework on his glittering career, probably more than the rest of them had. Hartmand thought Pil was evidence that the Genius Innovator was a real and quantifiable archetype, the driving engine of human progress. Kott reckoned the old man was mostly proof of survivorship bias. There’d been plenty of Ken Pil clones about at the time of his ascendancy – not literal, just kindred spirits (his self-cloning venture had gone nowhere) – the rest of whom had crashed and burned the way most such chem-head tycoons did. Only Pil had somehow balanced the auto-chemistry and the genius, and come out the other side with workable, profitable results. Microbial hydro-cleansing, which sounded like an oxymoron but had given ninety per cent of the world drinkable water, and ten per cent of the world a new way to sell them drinkable water. The telomechondrichon was another, which sounded like an alien race out of bad media to Kott, but was at work right now in the cells of everyone who could afford it, repairing DNA and extending lifespans. A handful of such left-field ideas had left Ken Pil with enough resources to stew in his own head for the rest of his extended life. When Hartmand had offered him a place on the Pancreator he’d jumped at the chance. Something Hartmand had doubtless regretted since.

Pil had been in his sling, as usual, and had a bare, calloused foot up on one of the panels. Kott had to keep nervously checking that the touch-surfaces were all off, or God knew what his toes might be doing to the mission parameters. He was using it to push off from occasionally, to keep him swinging. Around them, a hundred holographic displays were explaining just how their current planetside iteration was dying on its ass. It was time to wipe the surface clean and re-seed, but after half a dozen crashes, nobody was sure another reboot was worth the effort. Milner had designed the displays to be immediately clear and informative and, whilst Kott wouldn’t normally have trusted him to design a toothbrush, in this case he’d been absolutely on the money. Meaning every detail of their failure was instantly communicated to the eye.

‘You’re brooding, Kitkat,’ Pil told her. He had a face that had outgrown its own cosmetic surgery, so that parts of it were wrinkling at different rates, sagging here, taut there. One bony hand offered her a plastic tub, the little amber lozenges within shifting in the slightly greasy way things did, under their centripetal gravity. Unless that was just her imagination.

She’d tried Pil’s concoctions. They were tailored very specifically to his body chemistry. He was a wizard of head-candy with a clientele of one. Another innovation of his, very bespoke. It had been adopted by a variety of otherwise drug-averse jurisdictions back home. The idea had been that one could code for all the desired effects of whatever high you were after, with none of the negatives, and it’d been mostly popular because the price tag guaranteed it was only for very rich people – drug-averse jurisdictions had never really had a problem with rich people stuffing stuff up their noses. What nobody, except Pil, had understood was that the negatives, in drugs, were usually also the desired effects, and so the whole venture had been a dismal failure on the regulatory front. It had meant that Pil’s habit was funded by a lot of municipal cash for a while. Now he had a whole pharmacopeia of elixirs that had exact and calibrated effects on him, and wildly variable results for anyone else. She politely waved the tub away. She had her own little cocktail running through her veins right then, which traditionally didn’t play nicely with newcomers. It made her feisty and bitchy and eager to ruin someone’s day. Which was to say, just more like herself.

‘Hmmm,’ said Pil, and busied himself with selecting something to dose himself with. He was looking at her out the corner of his eye. He was waiting for something.

Kott felt the knot, inside. The thing that was her. As though all the rest of her, the meat, the neurons, the name, was just a biomech suit that the knot was piloting around. And the knot was trouble. Specifically, trouble labelled for export, to whoever. She’d made it this far through life – fifty years, the youngest of them – by being very smart at being trouble. By inventing new ways of stirring the pot. Ruin someone’s day, discover a secret, spoil a deal, undercut a rival. The knot pulled tight; she felt alive. Leave the world alone, then the knot loosened; she felt like she was losing herself.

She had enough self-awareness to understand how unhealthy all this was, as personality traits went. That she was only herself when the knot tugged in her. Maybe that was why she’d cast her lot in with these megalomaniacs. It put your problems into perspective when Gerey Hartmand and Ken Pil were your neighbours.

Now the knot was telling her something, cinching tighter. There was something up.

‘What did you do?’ she asked.

Pil kicked off again, swung, gave her a saintly leer. ‘Oh, ho ho,’ he said mildly.

‘What did you do?’ she repeated. Then, thinking back, ‘What have you been doing?’ He’d been closeted in the mission hub, just him and his drugs, for long enough that the shift of tense seemed appropriate.

‘We,’ he corrected, somewhat nonsensically.

‘We what who now?’ she demanded.

‘All your code, Kitkat. Your interlinking, handshaking, intelligent data-crawling, reactive-multifunking intergalactic cosmic-weaving fantabulatron.’

For a moment she thought he was having a stroke, but then she realized he was fucking with her, playing up the mind-addled freak to get on her nerves. If there were nerves to be got on, that was her job as far as she was concerned.

She sent a signal to her internal brakes, and they began to flush her system, sharpening her up so she could work out what was going on. The knot tightened further. Someone was in trouble. Possibly her.

The displays were wrong. Stuff was going on. She redoubled her system cleansing, cellular factories pumping out counter-agents to clear out all the shit in her bloodstream. Another Ken Pil special, ironically enough. ‘What’s . . .’ She looked at the signs of their latest failure, the planetary microecology eating itself. It was still a failure, but it was a . . . different failure. One an order of magnitude more complex than it should have been. ‘Holy crap, what did you do to it?’

‘I gave it the gift of you,’ Pil chortled. She didn’t apply the word ‘chortled’ lightly but that was exactly what the son of a bitch was doing. ‘It was your idea. I just translated it from your dead old data architecture to our living systems. Look, they’re all talking to each other.’ They being the billions of microorganisms currently failing to terraform the planet below them.

‘They’re killing each other,’ she said.

‘But now they’re doing it with purpose!’ Pil said, and burst out laughing. ‘Your face is a picture, Kitkat.’

She hated him calling her that. She hated him for laughing at her, whose role it was to laugh at everyone else. Most of all, she hated him because he’d possibly just implicated her in some enormous fuck-up.

She watched the displays, seeing the proliferation of red and other dangerous colours, Milner’s easy-to-read chronicle of the apocalypse. It was . . . going places, she saw. The interactions between the engineered microbes were ramping up beyond anything she’d seen before. More common, more complex, more varied. Some sort of mad loop sending it all spiralling into utter chaos. The rapid-evolution function of their little helpers down on the planet was going into overdrive. Mutations sprang up, not in orderly step as they were supposed to but piecemeal around the planet – polities and fiefdoms of genetic variance going to war with each other, then re-mutating in the next generation to outcompete whatever they’d just come into contact with. She felt that if she could look down at the world below with unassisted eyes, she’d actually see the tides of microbial armies sweeping back and forth across the globe.

‘Did you just ruin the planet?’ she said quietly. ‘Did you just do something we can’t even roll back?’

Pil giggled, sounding as senile as she’d ever heard him. ‘Oh, I was just the messenger,’ he said. ‘The message was all yours.’

That was the point when she knew she had to out-race this news to Hartmand before any alarms started going off. Their beloved leader was going to want someone’s head for this, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be hers.
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As Pil now swung around the centre of the main mission room before his audience, gesturing grandly to the displays, Kott watched Dorcheson, Milner and Hartmand take in the horror unfolding on the screens.

The way it was supposed to work was a moderated feedback loop between Pancreator and planet. The engineered microbiome of the world below them would unroll its rapid changes across the surface of the globe, reporting back to Domus at every point. Then Domus, or one of the crew, would prompt and trigger more and more layers of biochemical terraforming in real time. Taking the evolution the microorganisms were capable of and strong-arming it through stage after stage, until they could move to the multicellular, the visible. Seeding a newly fertile world with the plants and animals of Earth’s genetic databanks. Not that they’d ever advanced that far up the ladder before it all fell apart.

The way it was working now, according to the panopticon of displays around them, showed that what should have been a stately and measured dance of biochemical interactions had turned into a mosh pit. Their carefully curated microbiome was thrashing through paroxysms of self-evolution beyond Domus’s ability to restrain. Not one carefully planned stage to the next, but a thousand different experiments blossoming and dying and interacting across the surface. Lichenous blooms the size of nations spreading and withering. Seas clouding opaque with pseudo-algal matter that consumed itself, then returned to life in worse and weirder forms. A fungal creep of voracious, undirected madness grappling at itself in insensate, mutagenic fury.

The two robots Hartmand had brought took a single step forward, in unison, as though Hartmand was outsourcing his involuntary muscle reflexes.

‘Ken,’ the man said between clenched teeth. ‘Just what. The fuck. Have you done?’

Pil’s bright eyes gleamed at them like a lighthouse as he rotated back. ‘You like the decor?’ he said, waving his arms. Meaning the displays, no longer showing the calm blues and greens Milner had intended for happy times, but a riot of bruise colours. Not even the wasp-yellows and murder-reds they were used to from the part collapses, but a whole brutal rainbow of shades. Decay. Death. Birth. Unrestrained biological chaos on a global scale.

‘There’s some sort of feedback loop cascade going on.’ Dorcheson had been digesting the figures. ‘Just . . . we could have salvaged this one. I was bringing it back under control.’ Neither of which was true, but who could gainsay her now Pil had screwed it all so comprehensively? ‘How have you even . . .’ She had brought up an algorithmic compilation of planetside telltales, an aggregate picture of the geochemistry below them. The figures were dancing as fast as the system’s response times allowed. Not even heading in a coherent direction – even a rapid decline would have been comprehensible – just all over the place, wild and feral.

Kott had the science chops to read the results but she couldn’t work out what exactly Pil had done to make it happen. Honestly, Occam’s razor suggested he’d left the planet alone and just hacked the displays; easier to do that than actually wreck the project so comprehensively.

Dorcheson dropped down into a seat and started work. She was probably the most abrasive of Kott’s colleagues, more so even than Hartmand, who could turn on a charm Dorcheson just didn’t have. She knew her field, though. Uninspired and plodding, but she had a grasp of the basics. Right now she linked to each of her thousand geostations down below and began to fabricate a new chemical balance. A toxic one, Kott saw. Pil had unleashed a hundred billion out-of-control microbes on their poor abused planet. Dorcheson was turning the whole sphere into a gas chamber to get rid of them. What would be left after that? Nothing they could make use of. Dorcheson wasn’t saving the project so much as hastening its demise so they could start again without the lost time.

The robots moved once more, clumping over until they stood either side of Pil’s sling. It was, Kott understood, the breaking point. Hartmand had been screwed around by Kern back on Earth, and by the project out here, and now by his colleague. Of these three, Pil was one nuisance he could actually do something about. The five of them were about to become a pantheon of four.

She knew it wouldn’t end there. With that Rubicon crossed, the rest of them would follow. Each new annoyance would be a prompt for Hartmand to set the robots in motion, until it was just him and his creature Milner rattling about in the Pancreator. Then just him, because there’d be some other provocation, and Milner would pay the price for it. They all knew it. Kott should say something, right now, this moment, the last possible chance to rein Hartmand’s temper in. Except if she piped up then just maybe she’d join Pil in the airlock. A little more life was still life.

She said nothing. Dorcheson and Milner, who understood the situation exactly as well as she did, said nothing too. Pil beamed like a deranged saint.

‘Fuck,’ said Dorcheson. ‘Pil, you fucking haemorrhoid, what are you doing? Why are you fighting me?’

‘I’m not doing anything.’ Pil was still twinkling away, staring right into Hartmand’s face, daring the man. ‘It’s all going by itself. I’ve done it. We’re saved.’

‘I’m poisoning the fuckers,’ said Dorcheson. ‘But they’re . . . feeding on it. How is that even possible? How did you design them for this?’ Her combined outrage and incredulity was sufficiently compelling that it held the robots off, and dragged Hartmand’s attention to the ghostly profusion of her displays. The engineered life below was thriving, chemical balances wrested away from Dorcheson’s geofabricators. The pace of change had actually increased. What had not killed them had made them stronger.

‘This is . . .’ Milner was looking at another of the screens. ‘We’re hitting Plateau Seven.’

Kott had to pause and mentally go back through the jargon. Milner had invented it and always managed to say these things as though they were of enormous significance, when they meant nothing to anyone else. She used her own headware to call up the project’s intended course, and searched for the term. Milner’s plateaus were markers of biological complexity. The original barely-an-organism things they’d seeded the world with were Plateau Zero, and the idea was that they’d bootstrap themselves into more powerful and intricate versions of themselves as conditions allowed, while the terraforming project crawled up its own hierarchy of needs. They’d never gone beyond Plateau Four so far.

‘Pil,’ Kott said hoarsely. ‘When I was here before. When we were talking. When you were doing all your hmmm and oh ho ho, none of it was going as mad as this.’ We’re all mad here. It was true, but until now the planet, doomed as it was, had been despondently sane. Now it was practically cackling and bouncing off the walls of its cell. ‘Where were we then, what, thirty minutes ago?’

‘Oh, you know.’ Pil smiled at the robot to his left, as though admiring his reflection in its finish. ‘Plateau Three, I imagine our friend Ottis would say. As if that means anything.’ He reached out and used the automaton to push off from, to set himself swinging like a pendulum between them, canted slightly off true. ‘It’s all Kitkat’s doing,’ he told Hartmand, as though Kott herself had ceased to exist save as an object. ‘Our clever little Catkins. Her data systems. Ingenious of you, Gerey, to work them into the system. Nice reflexivity, ship to shore, you know.’

The compliment, dropped like a spoonful of sugar into a barrel of lemon juice, stayed the robots’ hands again. Which suggested Pil wasn’t actually as away with the fairies as his manner wanted you to believe. There was a razor clarity in his bright eyes that the rest of the act belied. And now he’d well and truly dragged Kott into things, for which she thanked him not at all.

‘Kott,’ growled Hartmand, and she all but felt the cold metal clutch of the robots at her throat. Options spooled in her head. Deny everything. Blame Pil. Blame Dorcheson. Blame the planet. Not really her way of dealing with things. She grinned.

‘Plateau Eight,’ Milner said. His own research posts down below would be taking samples of the local microfauna, analysing, categorizing, reporting upwards automatically. A constant reflexivity. Ship to shore as Pil had said. The Domus system coordinating in real time. Cybernetic, in the sense that it was a reactive system which adjusted itself, with all its parts in constant communication. This should have prevented exactly the sort of runaway mutagenic cascade they were seeing, because Domus would have taken steps to bring the balance of the planet back under control. Except Domus couldn’t keep up. The tiny, engineered life on the planet just mutated and mutated, faster and faster, more and more complex, and—

‘Plateau Nine,’ said Milner hoarsely. ‘This is . . . this is . . .’

‘What we wanted?’ Pil coaxed.

‘Out of control,’ Hartmand spat.

‘Turn it off,’ Dorcheson said. ‘Before it . . . before it . . .’ She didn’t even have a before. Down below, the planet seethed with changes beyond her ability to predict.

‘Well I can’t turn it off,’ Pil said, for all the world as though he was a reasonable human being. ‘It’s not listening to us any more.’

‘It’s listening to itself,’ Kott said.

Pil thrust out a bony hand, one finger pointing right at her. ‘Clever Kitkat.’

‘What?’ Hartmand demanded. He could see exactly the same data she could, but he couldn’t think like her. Round corners, backwards, sideways. Like Pil.

‘He’s built the reflexivity of the system into the organisms themselves,’ she said. ‘He’s made a new informational feedback loop within the microbiome. It’s not the planet talking to us about what’s going on, it’s the organisms talking to each other.’ She started making up charts and graphics, trying to demonstrate it for them. ‘Telling each other what they need. Creating niches for one another. The microcosm is undergoing repeated step-changes towards our set goals, but not regulated by us. On its own. Like Darwin on acid. Just trying things until something works, then making that the new normal and doing it again. All over the planet, like a trillion separate labs experimenting. And every time something takes, it’s rolled out wherever it’s useful, and they build up from that.’

‘But who’s telling them what to do?’ Dorcheson said.

‘We tried that,’ Kott told her. ‘It’s what gave us a dead world half a dozen times.’ She glanced at Pil, who was nodding like a sage gone senile when you most needed sagacity. ‘We’re at its mercy.’

‘I can’t kill it,’ Dorcheson moaned. Her toxic purge had merely continued to give the whole festering show a new lease of life.

‘I’m seeing fifty per cent oxygen metabolism take-up,’ Milner said, imbuing the gibberish words with an almost constipated importance. Kott performed the necessary translation in her head. Making use of oxygen was a key that unlocked a variety of energetic biochemical pathways, but oxygen itself was fierce and didn’t just hang about without reacting into oxides. Oxygen was caustic, a death sentence for the original engineered microbes, which would have been replaced in due course by new creations had the project ever progressed that far. But it now had, with Pil’s little workers adapting in waves as they encountered the rising oxygen levels their forebears had unlocked.

She didn’t like feeling small. Probably none of them did, given their lives on Earth had been to make themselves as grand and important as possible. But right then Kott felt very tiny indeed. She was watching the birth of a world. Not necessarily the world they wanted, but a world. A living world. A billion years of microscopic evolution was passing as they watched. Evolution as a sentient process. Not their servant any longer, but still somehow working towards their plan.

The robots remained still. Hartmand stared at the displays and she saw the revelations erode even his ire.

‘You see?’ Pil asked delightedly. ‘I’ve saved the world. I’ve freed it. Say hello to our new Earth.’

They stood in silence, all five of them. Perhaps the first time there hadn’t been someone ranting, bloviating or pontificating since they’d arrived. Waiting to see what the world would become, because it sure as hell wasn’t ever going to be Earth.

‘We are the creator-gods. We have made life, life that lives!’ Pil said inanely, spinning. Below them the planet burgeoned and bloomed, and Kott felt that their pantheon of five had become six.
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She is a god. When she touches the essence of the world around her, it speaks to her, and opens doorways to more glorious vistas still, each showing her a new reflection. Here, in this place, she can be anything. Human fetters fall away. She is a god. She is a ghost. She is a dream.

At one point in her personal history, which has become wholly decoupled from objective time, Alis had become a researcher. Enthusiastic amateur, but that’s what makes a researcher in her culture. For they have progressed past need. Nobody needs to conduct research, to cure a disease, to end hunger, to win wars. They have sufficient biological command of the body (the many kinds of body they might encounter) to exclude, tame or even co-opt disease. There is no hunger (spread out as they are across the cosmos so thinly, with such toys, how could there be?). There are no wars (with one awkward exception, we’ll not mention it. A tragedy, embarrassing to all concerned). So, if you want to be a researcher, you just do it. There will be people you meet, with similar aims, even if you have to travel light years to find them. There will be resources to support your inquisitive endeavours. If you need knowledge and expertise already in existence, the understanding can be placed into your mind. Everyone can be an expert and use those giant shoulders to further push the envelope of expertise. And so Alis became a researcher into the greatest mystery her people have yet discovered. What more virtuous ambition is there, than to take that sky-spanning enigma, fold it small, and make it something that will fit into a human mind?

Not merely a human mind, of course. Humans had instigated the whole endeavour, somewhat unwittingly, but now they are something of a junior partner in the cultural venture. A charity case, taken in by the descendants of their descendants’ creations. One of many shapes, minds and forms come together to build a . . . what? A civilization? It hardly seems substantial enough. There, she belatedly understands, lies the problem. Perhaps all things contain the seed of their own destruction, even plenty.

Alis comes from plenty. A post-scarcity era, not just of material resources but of time and space. Her people – peoples, sufficiently multiple to call themselves Panspecific – have the means to spread out into the universe, accelerating their handfuls of cosmos from star to star so swiftly they leave even light behind. All of everything has become their birthright, a gift beyond avarice, priceless. And, like all priceless things, what do you do with it, exactly? Not merely a Human problem. An issue of a scale that unites all the disparate species of her people, in fact. Spiders, Octopuses, birds, Humans, the other more minority shareholders of the venture. All different, one to another, yet set them against the vastness of Everything and they are close cousins in their minuteness. Each one comes from a chain of events that taught them what is important in life, the priorities that evolution instils. Now, with the keys to the cosmos, they’ve realized all of those deeply held things are trivial.

Research, then, is the way forward: the universe has unsolved questions. What could be more relevant or important than to learn? For those who leave a planet-bound existence with the desire to see, to experience, it usually comes down to research or to exploration.

She’d had a team, once. You don’t do this sort of thing alone, if only because, alone, who’d be there to see what you’ve achieved? They’d been another Human and a couple of spiders. They’d had names: Bianca, Leus, Polonius. After she went in, she saw them often, then occasionally, infrequently, after which things get murky.

She has become a hero, a saviour, a god, after all. Hard to manage the busy whirl of her social calendar.

On a world named Imir by the colonists who’d never arrived there, there is a machine, and inside the machine there is . . . a world. One where those colonists had arrived and named the planet, striven, built and died. Within that world there is another world, where those colonists made different choices. And within that world . . . The layers of modelled reality within the machine turn like pages of a book. There are terraformers fresh with the knowledge of lost Earth before it was ruined, and then deeper layers still. Alis and her fellows plumbed them like spelunkers, letting themselves down one ledge at a time, living the worlds within worlds in an attempt to discover the base level, the root, the real of it.

Someone built that machine. That incalculably complex simulation or recording device, which took up a few cubic kilometres of space within the crust of Imir. It isn’t even the only one her people have found. Three, so far, plus some other megastructures of entirely uncertain purpose. From an elder civilization whose technology puts that of Alis’s people in the shade. Yet, save for these isolated wonders, nothing else. No ships, no space debris, no homeworld. Nor any information to lead to these things, or answer a single question. Just things, doing thing stuff. Just layer upon layer of simulation of later events – a fine reproduction of information at a fidelity to make you weep. Worlds of invented people and creatures simulated to the atomic level, who think and suffer and know joy, and never understand that they aren’t real. And to those plunging into that existential maelstrom, they seem real to you too, as Alis has discovered. Her research is not poring over dusty old tomes, but living amongst the writers, knowing their wonder and pain. She can walk between the pages of history, held within the vast alien machines. Live a hundred lives and call it research.

Except it isn’t history. The thing about history, actual past events, is that they happened, and they happened one way, objectively, so you can study the detritus and fallout they leave behind in the hope it will bring you, the researcher, closer to grasping what actually happened. The thing about the nested worlds within the machines is that they play over and over, the same, different, reacting to the presence of the observer as nimbly as if they are each a single subatomic particle. If you know what’s going to happen then you can’t know where you are, and the moment you locate yourself within them then you can’t tell what’s going to happen. Alis, being there, an extra body amongst the dwellers in the dream, has already changed the dream’s course. Not even down to treading on a butterfly; just being there and breathing a mouthful of air intended for someone else is enough to change everything. And if she doesn’t like it, she can change everything again a different way, and again, and again.

She remembers meeting her fellows, taking stock of what they’d learned. The idea was that they should penetrate layer after layer of the simulation until they reached the Deep Originals, as they termed them. The layers that record the device’s actual builders. That was the dream. There must be a stratum they could access where the machine recorded its own inception. At which point they, the researchers, would know. They could then climb back up out of all the layers of simulation that had accreted over the truth like duplicitous coral, and present their findings to an agog universe.

Her team, her peers, her fellows: Bianca, the daring, the forthright, is a grey-brown spider with a cephalothorax the size of Alis’s head. She signals, stamps out vibrational speech, flags with her palps. A language of feel and sight that Alis’s implants translate into human words and tone and subtext without any conscious effort. I have discovered some remarkable myth-constructs amongst the Sennuati cultures which I believe record an awareness of the original creators. We are getting close.

The other human there, Leus – male, lanky and unkempt, looking as though his current existence isn’t taking care of him. ‘I’m having difficulties.’ Speech that the two spiders will process as vibration, semaphore and body language, again without thinking about it. His fingers twitch and flutter with the words, relics of earlier cross-species translation efforts. His face is taut.

Polonius, a male spider, a little smaller than Bianca but with ribbons tied to his palps which, in Alis’s head, make his voice shrill and cartoonish. We will go back and find a new layer, where there will be better myths. Clearer. More indicative of the source.

Alis says, ‘Wait, who are the Sennuati?’ The name was stamped out with such assurance by Bianca that she didn’t even question it. But then she went to that place in her mind where she’d filed all knowledge about Sennuati (culture), myths of, only to find nothing. Not even an empty folder.

The nomadic pre-colonization people, Bianca says impatiently. Pre-dating the terraformers. You remember? They had a complex pre-, mid- and post-technological history before finally dying out long before contact from Earth. Their relics puzzled the terraformers greatly, and were then overwritten. But the machine remembers. We have penetrated down to their layer. Their oral tradition is very rich. In spider parlance, not ‘oral tradition’ of course. A concept more akin to ‘history by foot’.

‘I’m having problems,’ Leus says again, conversationally. There’s a wealth of tremor in his speech, but the spiders don’t seem to translate it as anything noteworthy. They’re busy gesticulating at one another, dancing on many feet, flashing the bright hairs of their palps. For a moment Alis just stares at them, and sees . . . spiders. Spiders dancing meaninglessly to one another, and she’s human, and what even is this? Then the translator kicks in and they’re relaying the stories of the Sennuati. She breaks in, actually slaps the ground between them (what ground, where?) like a shouting, rude, clumsy, stupid human. ‘How can there be people before the terraformers?’ she demands. She has no recollection of this culture, this name. ‘What people? What species? Before the world was terraformed it was barren rock! Nothing lived here!’ The actual terraforming of Imir hadn’t progressed very far, and she knows this because she’s seen the actual objective world with her actual objective eyes, before going into the machine. She knows it because she has walked among the terraformers and seen their struggles; how they were brought low by the death of old Earth, then the shutdown commands sent out across the cosmos by jealous tyrants who couldn’t bear for anything to survive them. She has spoken with those long-ago world-shapers as they are preserved within the machine, recording their words and insights as truth, and never questioned . . .

‘I . . .’ Leus says. His eyes are raw agony. He is terrified by something. Something with them, a fifth to their four, like a shadow.

Their cultural history is very rich. They remember creator beings. If we keep delving, we will finally strike the ur-layer, and meet the builders of the machine, Bianca asserts confidently.

‘But I don’t see how there can even be a they,’ Alis complains. The spiders seem to be ignoring her. Why not? What is she doing except agitating the air to make gross sounds, squishing the rubbery sections of her face about to form expressions? How can these crude measures constitute language, from their perspective? But she perseveres. ‘There can’t be a culture before the terraformers.’ Sudden doubt. ‘Can there?’ Why would she know? How can they have uncovered that layer if the culture didn’t exist?

I believe, Polonius advances, fussy and circumlocutory in his movements, without a female spider’s brash certainty, that there may be between one and five intervening cultural layers, and that the creators whom the Sennuati myth cycle records are in fact only a transient memory of the Edaskin culture before them, who themselves encountered the fossils of the Tostoretten era, which were set down long after the actual machine-creators had vanished away.

‘What?’ Alis demands. ‘There aren’t any . . . these are just . . . words. Names. They aren’t real. You can’t . . .’ Clutching at the ground (what ground, where?). Feeling the world (what world?) spinning about her. ‘Listen to me. Why won’t anyone listen?’

‘I’m having problems,’ says Leus, except it isn’t Leus. It’s her. She’s the one having problems. Leus isn’t there. It’s her, her mind, using him as her mouthpiece.

Firstly, Bianca taps out, and Alis promptly understands all about the Sennuati. Their peregrinations across Imir, the structures they built, the rites, the stories, their long history. A vast cocoon of memory hatching out and spreading bright wings in her mind, filling her with unwanted knowledge. Not just the history of a people but their history of themselves – their myths, the events those myths might have been based on, the elder cultures, the onion skin layers of time and confabulation. All of it as detailed as the real world, and none of it real. Layer upon layer of spurious discovery because they’d wanted to discover something, and if you look then the machine looks back into you. Sees what you’re looking for and creates it with such passionate detail that you can live in it for a thousand years. You can learn all the secrets which aren’t secrets, because until you looked for them they didn’t exist. You can find all the clues, save they’re not clues, because they don’t lead anywhere. Except, if you follow the clues, the machine will build a place they lead to, for the simple reason that you want that place to exist. And what is in that place, save more clues to more places which don’t exist until you look for them. On and on; round and round.

‘How long have we been in here?’ Alis asks. Bianca turns bright, round eyes on her and says, ‘What is long, and how, and in, and here, in this context? Provide reasons and show your working.’

‘What?’ Alis asks. Then she realizes that the spider is her hand, fingers tapping and waving at her other hand. ‘I’m having problems.’

‘I know,’ says the medic, ‘we’re trying to disengage you.’

‘What?’ Alis says. ‘You can’t talk to me like that. I’m the queen. I’m God. I’m, God . . . I’m . . . God, help me, please. I don’t know . . .’

‘We’re going to have to discontinue your cognitive processes,’ says Avrana Kern – if their society has a patron god, surely it is she. ‘You’re a mess.’ With her trademark lack of sympathy, and surely that’s real. Surely Alis’s imagination isn’t sufficient to construct such withering contempt from whole cloth?

‘But I need my cognitive processes,’ she whimpers to the woman, the computer, the genius loci of interstellar Portiid civilization. ‘I have to do my research. We’re so close to finding it.’

‘There is no it,’ says Kern dismissively. ‘There’s just you.’

‘And you,’ Alis says, but in the midst of those words she knows sudden doubt. How can she know? She thinks, therefore she is. But of anything else, how can she know?
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Alis is on Imir, of course. On Imir covering a variety of environments, situations and states of being. In this case she’s living amongst the colonists, and understanding that she’s won. She’s the hero of the world, even though nobody around her knows it. In her mind is the clear and utterly contradictory understanding that everyone is dead at this point. In other circumstances, by now, the crops have failed. A rampant beetle infestation has destroyed the settlers’ ability to support themselves and they’re dying. But not this time. Not in this iteration of the simulation.

A long time ago, colonists from the ark ship Enkidu land here and find a world with only the most rudimentary terraforming. They do their best to construct an artificial ecosystem and it seems to be working, but they’re just setting themselves up for long-term instability that will bring it all crashing down generations later. Now, in fact.

A long time ago, also, Alis walks among these people. Pretends to be one of them, a surprise expert in literally everything they are doing. An expert, because she’s seen them take these actions and make these mistakes before, and has painstakingly researched just what went wrong. A long time ago, Alis whispers words into the ears of captain and crew. Offers suggestions that, to them, make no sense, but set up conditions to head off the collapse of their grandchildren’s grandchildren’s world.

Now she reaps the reward because, around her, life is going on. The crops haven’t failed. The delicate, impoverished network of engineered species hasn’t spun wildly out of balance. They’re going to live. Alis, just another face in the crowd, watches all those people go about their living business, and knows, I’m the hero.

A bit galling, honestly, that they don’t know it. Nobody lifts the bugles to play a fanfare as she walks past. Nobody cheers, breaks out the fancy hats, hangs bunting. But she knows. She can go to find the team – Bianca, Polonius, Leus – and they will, at least, understand.

In this instance, the team live at the other end of the main settlement here on Imir, and they’re waiting for her when she arrives.

‘Well?’ she asks them, and they congratulate her, each in their own manner. Leus pumps her hand enthusiastically, and the two spiders dance and flag their palps. She doesn’t stop to consider how it is that two uncomfortably large spiders are just hanging out in front of this house here on Imir, where anyone might see them. It isn’t important. She’s too busy being congratulated by people who actually understand what it is she’s accomplished. She’s saved lives. She’s saved the town. Saved the human occupation of Imir. Then, as the round of backslapping and skittery little feet go on, it is important. She looks into their faces – well, Leus’s face, and the round hair-ringed eyes of the spiders – and sees a vacancy, a hollowness. She says, ‘Kern, they aren’t here, are they?’

The voice of Avrana Kern, sardonic meta-deity of the Portiid expansion, tells her, ‘No, your colleagues are researching deeper layers of the simulation. As you’re supposed to be doing.’

‘Yes, but,’ Alis says, ‘I’ve saved the world. I’m the hero. Aren’t I?’

Avrana Kern, former human woman and terraformer, has been through a series of transformations over thousands of years – a sequence of mechanical and then biological uploads. She’s now split into many separate instances of herself, up to and including this one overseeing the research effort into the ancient machine on Imir.

‘Are you?’ says all the complexity that is Avrana Kern.

‘I damn well am,’ Alis tells her sharply. ‘Look.’ She walks away from her colleagues – suddenly flat, motionless reproductions of them – and indicates the bustling town.

‘They died,’ says Kern.

‘They’re alive.’ She has proof, right there, in her eyeline.

‘They didn’t even make it to the planet,’ says Kern. ‘This is just . . .’

‘I saved them!’ Alis shouts.

‘And next time, unless you go through that whole rigamarole again, they’ll die,’ Kern says. ‘This isn’t research.’

‘I’ve learned something!’

‘You’ve learned you have a chronic need for adulation and praise,’ Kern says sharply. ‘Just leave the poor creatures alone.’

‘But they were going to die!’ Alis walks back towards the centre of town. There’s the hubbub of a crowd and it brings joy to her heart, because there are children out there who wouldn’t even have been born. Whole new people she’s brought into the world, like she’s a magic midwife. There’s a future that nobody ever had before.

‘They’re still going to die,’ Kern reasons. ‘And live. And die. You’ve just made it so they do it differently this once.’

Alis makes it to the centre of the town, and there’s bunting. They’ve set out the tables, groaning with a bounty they have only through her intervention. They’re wearing their best. Some of them even have fancy hats on. She’s aware that, left to their own devices, the people of Imir don’t really go in for fancy hats. When would they have time to make them, exactly? But there they are. And that old boy in the corner of the square has a bugle, or at least some nondescript brass instrument, and he looks like he’s only moments from fanfaring the hell out of it.

‘Alis!’ the people cheer. The children run about in a frenzy of excitement. People wave flags.

‘What . . .?’ Alis gets out.

‘I can only assume,’ says the acid voice of Avrana Kern, ‘that this is what you wanted.’

‘But,’ Alis says.

‘This isn’t . . .’ she says.

‘I didn’t . . .’ she says.

‘Did you not?’ Kern prompts. ‘Only I thought this was exactly what you wanted.’

‘Is this you? Did you put them up to this?’

‘I do not interact directly with the simulation,’ Kern reminds her, then adds darkly, ‘We saw how that went the first time.’

‘But then—’

‘You have been in the simulation enough, at every uncovered level, that it’s learning you. It’s sufficiently psycho-reactive that it’s just giving you what you want by now.’

‘But then—’

‘Remember when you went back to the terraformers and taught them how to do their jobs,’ Kern says, acid enough now to eat through rock. ‘Warned them about what was coming, from Earth. Got them properly set up so they could have a thriving, living world waiting for the ark ship refugees? Remember how well that turned out?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Because you’re such a terraforming genius, are you?’ Kern asks her.

‘I worked hard to—’ Alis stops. ‘Just because I wanted it?’

‘Wasn’t it?’

‘But then . . . when we discovered . . . the deeper layers, the origins of . . .’

‘All those things you went looking for,’ Kern says.

‘Yes, but—’

‘Tell me, Alis, was there ever a time when you went looking for something within the simulation, and didn’t find it?’

‘No, but—’

‘Tell me about your research project, Alis,’ Kern says heavily. ‘Your important work. What you can discover here. Go on. I’m waiting.’

Alis can feel her heart speeding up, as though it’s taking a run up to burst out of her ribs. Around her, the jubilant people of Imir have frozen, then started to smear away, colours bleeding into one another, just a painting in the rain.

‘I want to come out,’ she says.

‘I’m sorry?’ Kern asks her, mock-surprised.

‘I want to come out. Out of the simulation. Into the world.’

And they’re suddenly out of the simulation, in the world. A world that is a metal-walled room, on a ship. Windowless; blind against the blind darkness of space. Old decals from Earth, and a rack of shipsuits hang in one corner like the detritus of a flaying.

‘Well,’ Kern says, ‘I’ll leave you to your researches, I suppose.’ Kern isn’t physically there, of course. She’s a disembodied voice in Alis’s implants, just like she grew up with. Everyone talks to Kern. And Kern – the multiplicitous – talks to everyone.

Alis takes a few uncertain steps. ‘Wait,’ she says, as though the insubstantial voice had actually started to go somewhere, even though that isn’t really a thing Kern does. Her focus shifts, but she persists. ‘This isn’t . . . why am I in a ship?’

‘We live in ships now. It’s the fashion,’ Kern says carelessly.

‘But this isn’t . . . this is an ark ship. The Enkidu or the Gilgamesh or . . . Why am I on . . .’ She has a vertiginous moment of revelation. If she walked out of here, would there be Key Crew waiting for her, ready to congratulate her for whatever it was she thought she’d achieved? Would there be fancy hats and a fanfare? ‘I’m not out.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Kern says.

‘I’m not out of the simulation. I want to get out.’

‘We all want to get out.’

‘What?’ Alis demands. ‘Kern, why are you punishing me? Did I do something wrong? I’m sorry. I wasn’t a good researcher. I got lost in it. There was so much! But I want to come out now. Please, stop playing games.’

‘Oh it’s me who’s playing games, is it?’ Kern asks. Kern, the woman now stepping into the ark ship room. A body that’s the best Alis can remember, of who the woman was and how she looked. Tall, thin, bony, aristocratic. Or else a body that’s the best Alis can imagine, of how she thinks Kern looked. Standing here in an ark ship built thousands of years after Kern’s original biological existence had ceased. A place she doesn’t belong in, any more than Alis does.

‘Kern, please, bring me out,’ Alis begs her.

The ancient woman’s haughty face shows only disdain. ‘Why are you asking me?’

‘Because you’re real! You’re the only thing that is! You’re the only thing I can rely on!’ Alis howls into those arch features.

An eyebrow lifts like a raised knife. ‘Why should I be any more real than the rest of your little memory palace, Alis? I haven’t been here in the simulation for decades, centuries. I gave up on you. Surely you understand even my patience is limited.’

Kern walks away and Alis runs after her, into the corridors of the ark ship. Kern is already turning the next corner and the next, but Alis continues to run after her, wailing, clutching, never gaining ground. And the ark ship goes on and on, through rooms lined with cold coffins, silent manufacturing bays, and corridors and corridors and corridors. She knows she’s traded one dream for a worse one, and if she escapes this there will be nothing more than some other dream. Some compliant, unctuous reality, ever-eager to shape itself to her desires, and none of it mattering a damn. She chose, open-eyed and fully-informed, to let herself be sealed into a nutshell, just so she could count herself the queen of infinite space. But it only works so long as she can forget that’s what she did. Now she’s woken up and knows it’s a dream, and can’t escape. And Kern is always turning the corner ahead, always escaping her.

She breaks off the pursuit. Beats her fists against a bulkhead door until, obedient to her wishes as everything is, it hisses open. This is the Key Crew cold sleep room, and every coffin is closed and frozen except one. Which stands open. Because, presumably, she wanted it that way.

She stares at this coffin for a long time. She feels there is meaning in it being there. Deep, symbolic, indicative of her mental state for sure. That this is what she wants of life.

I just wanted . . . She starts the thought, lets it trail off. Isn’t the exact problem here that she got what she wanted? In whatever permutation, however many times, over and over – how long has it even been now?

She puts on a shipsuit. If she’s going to be a re-enactor in her own fake history she ought to get the details right. She climbs into the coffin. It’s cold. It’ll get colder, but she won’t know it. That’s a part of the deal. She can have anything she wants here in the simulation. Even oblivion. Rendered so minutely that it’s indistinguishable from the real oblivion of the universe outside.

She lets the coffin close over her and the world goes away.

The world comes back. It’s cold. She fights. There’s no air. Then there’s something the tubes are feeding her but it’s not like air. Not the air she remembers. Has her imagination degraded, so this is the best air she can come up with, stale and acrid stuff? And the coffin has become . . . a sac. A fluid-filled digestive pouch, with her inside it. It’s eating her. It’s eaten her. She’s dreaming she’s a butterfly, only something’s gone dreadfully wrong with her metamorphosis. She fights it, kicking and clawing at the slick and giving inner surface of it, unable to gain purchase. It’s a nightmare, but in the simulation the nightmares are just as real as everything else.

‘I want to wake up! I want to get out!’ Except she can’t even form the words because of the tubes and the fluid and the horror of it. Just gurgling sounds, choking noises as she tries to dig her nails into the yielding surface.

The silk of the pouch’s surface finally parts and she has a moment of desperate lunging. Freedom. To the levels of her brain concerned with fight and flight it doesn’t matter what’s real, just that she’s out.

She ruptures from the sac, flailing, floating. Into salt water, pressing in on her, gloomy and lit with a red that’s curdled into black. She begins to drown.
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She would have taken a deep breath. She would have held it. Except the weird sac into which the cold sleep pod has transformed contained a fluid that wasn’t water, so there’s no breath to take or hold. She’d already been choking and dying when she carved her way out of that womb, and now she’s in the sea, amidst a deep and underwater light. Suspended, cupped tenderly by killing water. Her instincts – the deep-trained motions of her body that don’t need to wait around for her mind to catch up – don’t say swim. Swim was an ancestral thing her long-ago ape forebears . . . also didn’t really do, although they at least recognized the concept. But Alis is the child of a different branch of that tree, born to space. Orbitals, then ships. And while there are ways to fake gravity, if you’re going to live in space as a habit then why not just get used to zero-G? Flashes of memory assault her. A child, careening through corridors, bouncing off the walls. The races, the games. How one comports oneself when gravity is just an ape thing, and true brachiation is a ballet of grace and elegance, performed outside the leaden embrace of a world.

Her muscle memory is, therefore, absolutely geared to that effortless point-to-point progress, and now she rediscovers you can’t do any of that in water. The resistance of the medium turns your leap and dive into clumsy thrashes. You need to pull through it rather than coast, frictionless, from handhold to handhold. As she’s forgotten the water, she paws and flails, and every movement that might propel her in any direction is countered by one thrusting her back. Her mouth is sealed, her lungs empty. Her eyes are wide but all she sees is blur. The red-black light, as though someone melted the iciest circle of Hell.

It’s not real, she understands, with infinite and useless clarity. This is the machine, the simulation. It’s going to kill her with this hypnagogic torment. Some part of her mind has demanded it, or maybe her colleagues have bad dreams and she’s living through them. Or Kern has just decided to murder her out of boredom. It’s not something Kern is supposed to do, but then it’s only a simulation and therefore maybe it doesn’t count as murder. Maybe Kern has worked out that she can do whatever she likes with those trapped in the machine’s web of lies. Maybe Kern really was that bad all along.

Oh, for God’s sake, says Kern in her ear, just for a moment. Alis has the disorienting knowledge that Kern has been talking to her, but she’s receiving only brittle fragments of the talk. She’s drowning to death – simulated death anyway – which is distracting, but also her implants aren’t working properly. Or . . . it’s like they’re in another room. She can hear the low buzz of Kern’s voice, but far away, indistinct. As though there’s a door in her mind that she’s lost the key for.

She can’t keep her mouth shut any longer. The ape instinct of her lungs is breathe and, after long enough of holding all that nothing in, it overcomes her human understanding that, there’s only water.

She breathes the water. A great shuddering gasp and gulp, then immediately choking on it. Not just the fact it’s water but the bitter salt of it, the bite and burn. It’s in her eyes, it’s up her nose, it’s down her throat. It’s forcing its acrid way into her lungs. Surely she doesn’t have that level of tactile reception inside her lungs but somehow she feels the salt burn of it within her chest, in every single floret of her alveoli. She coughs, vomits and chokes salt water out of herself, yet there’s only that self-same salt sea to take its place. Her thrashing, useless limbs switch to a new mode of spasming and juddering, which achieves much the same lack of progress as before. Not that she has anywhere to go. Because she is in zero-G, in the water, which means there’s no up, and there won’t be an air pocket anywhere – the relative densities of air and water don’t come into it when neither of them has weight.

Not that you’d have air in a ship filled with water. Odd thought to occur. Not something she’s consciously aware of knowing. A fact that should have been behind that locked door, in the part of her head where Kern’s talking. It distracts her from the fact she’s drowning, for just a moment. An inconsistency. But then this isn’t real, after all. It’s just a simulation of such painstaking (-giving) accuracy that it feels real in every cell of her agonized body. And if you die in the simulation . . .

You live. You start again. You’re just there, back at some nominal past point, when this phase of the sequence starts. Meaning she’ll wake in the fluid-filled sac again and claw her way out, and . . .

She’s still drowning. Dragging water through her raw throat into her searing lungs and blurting it out again, all the bells of panic ringing in her head. Dying, I’m dying. Eventually, after enough of this, the terror of your last moments does rather ebb a bit, and you start to think, Well get on with it then.

The simulation has killed her before. The fact it was only a temporary inconvenience had always seemed something of a benefit. She wonders how many times she can drown, in appallingly dragged-out succession, before it ceases feeling like a positive. She’s aware of certain concepts of post-mortem spiritual punishment, which are basically this. Just infinite pain, which for some reason people used to find theologically supportable. But people back in the day were dumb, and also unpleasant, and certain aspects of their spirituality were where both the stupidity and the nastiness found their purest expressions. Yes, yes, she, the product of an enlightened, spacefaring, multi-special culture can feel very snooty about all of that, as it actually happens to her right now in real time.

Fuck me but I’m taking a long time to die.

It’s about then that the other thing turns up. The monstrous thing. Because Hell needs devils, doesn’t it? If she’s in a simulation, where something outlandish and grotesque requires no more resources than just the regular and the mundane, why shouldn’t there be a hideous monster in here with her?

It’s swimming. Obviously any devils present in this flooded sphere are going to be aquatic. Not a fish, though. Nothing so wholesome.

(The part of her behind the door is absolutely aware of what she’s looking at. It’s familiar to her, as all of this is familiar to her. But the door remains closed and she’s on the wrong side of it, locked out of her own experiences. And so it’s a monster, and she’s drowning. Still.)

It is . . . well, it looks like someone went a bit mad on the taxidermist’s bench after a visit to the crab stand, honestly. It’s almost as big as she is, though it’s hanging horizontally in the water, long rather than tall. Its rear two-thirds is a series of segmented plates ending in a heavily ridged tail, like a knuckly shield. Under each segment she sees flurrying little legs or fans or something, that scull the thing through the water with a swift and eerie smoothness. So far so shrimp. The front end of it, though, is not shrimp. It’s actually quite hard to see what it is, because of the sheer number of limbs and feelers and things. There are eyes, for sure. Two eyes, each bigger than both her fists clenched together, and which throw back the light in fractured rainbows. There are also several pairs of antennae flicking wildly at her (talking), and some pearlescent paddle-looking things, as well as some articulated legs, and a couple of big, folded limbs tucked primly in under those eyes, that give the devil a misplaced attitude of prayer. She keeps looking at it, with her wild, bulging eyes, and keeps seeing more bits – limbs, projections, just random arthropod features – until she can’t quite grasp the extent of it. As though it’s some mad fractal crustacean and the closer you look the more detail there is.

Up until this point the creature’s been mostly dark, save for where the surfaces of its plates, spines and eyes shatter the red light. Now the illumination shifts up the frequency scale and belatedly delivers the rest of the spectrum. The thing before her flares into iridescence: blues, reds and greens in ridiculous profusion, like it’s been at the clown make-up. It flares its paddles – green, blue, red, rainbow, mother-of-pearl. It flails its feelers – red, orange, gold. Its eyes – sapphire, ruby, emerald in coruscating bands – twitch and bob on articulated stalks. Something’s happened to her own eyes, that she can see all this. They’ve adjusted to focus in the water in exactly the way human eyes usually don’t.

It glides closer, retreats back, curls its body. A whole host of extra tiny limbs below its eyes flare out in threat like crooked fingers.

She screams – she doesn’t, she’s still drowning, but her mouth opens and terrified water comes out – and slaps it in the face. Not the face, as it doesn’t have one, but her hand swipes at it. Go away go away go a—

She doesn’t see it move. Later, examining the memory, the flick of its big limbs literally doesn’t register, isn’t recorded by the sloth-like speed of her human eyes and visual cortex. She only feels the actual impact in retrospect, as she’s cartwheeling away through water left clouded red in her wake. It hit her. The pain follows moments later. She’s died in a variety of ways, in the simulation. Extreme pain ceases to be as immediate after about the third go round. She is a connoisseur. Yes, very good pain, fine vintage. She has the self-possession to look down with her newly fixed eyes. The entire left side of her chest has been punched in. And, sure, the lung there wasn’t really doing her much good with the whole drowning business, but she probably needed it. The ribs, too, which are now visible, as splinters shredding through her torn skin.

The simulation is really putting in the work today. She feels it. It’s very real, but then it always is.

The creature, the devil, isn’t following her up. Through the expanding haze of her blood in the water she sees it retreat a little, as though shocked by its own strength.

Oh, for God’s sake. Kern again. Can I not leave you alone for a moment?

Something stabs her in the back, even as she’s dying from a collapsed thoracic cavity and also the ongoing drowning, which really is milking it. She’s already disconnected from the worst of the physical trauma, just overloaded by sensation until there isn’t brain enough for her to process it. The stabbing goes some way towards neutralizing the rest of it. A weird calm descends, so she can just lie here in the water and die in peace.

The back-stabber jets around so she can see it. It’s a spider, or rather it has the shape of a spider. One with a leg-span of just over a metre, so smaller than either her or the sea-devil. It isn’t swimming with its legs, but its abdomen has a series of jet exhausts, like extra spinnerets, which pivot and tilt to drag the thing about through the water. She is distantly surprised to find in herself an absolute acceptance of large spiders as a positive element of her environment. The fact one is swimming is also, apparently, not unusual. Also that it’s a robot. A mechanical spider, with a multitude of lenses for eyes.

Alis, can you hear me now? Kern’s voice. The door in her mind opens a crack to let her know that Kern is speaking through the robot spider right now.

‘I think I could always hear you.’ Not speaking, what with the crushed chest and the water, but somehow subvocalizing through vibration. A skill she has, of course. Wouldn’t get far without it these days, and it’s part of her implant suite. But simultaneously not something she knew she could do, because that sort of knowledge – the recent sort – is all behind the door.

I’m preparing a medical straitjacket.

‘That’s nice.’ She is so very calm now. Not actually from the injection, but the shock of being hit (like a truck) has dislodged all the panic. At the devil, at drowning, all of it. She’s almost literally had some sense punched into her. Enough to become aware she’s missing context here. That there’s another shoe’s-worth of information still waiting to drop. Things she’s supposed to know, but which have become detached.

Cato made a mess of you, Kern says, in the manner of a mechanic sucking air between their teeth.

‘What’s Cato?’ But as she asks, the knowledge slips past that door. The devil, the shrimp-fiend. It has a name. It is Cato.

You’re going into arrest, Kern notes. Why is nothing ever simple with you people?

‘Just let me go and I’ll catch up on the next loop,’ Alis tells her blithely. She’s given up on this incarnation of her body. Cato has wrecked it, whoever Cato is, and for whatever reason he decided to punitively lamp her. It’s something of a relief to understand this particular cycle of things is almost over.

Alis, Kern says, I want you to listen to me very carefully. I am regulating your circulatory system now. The spider has indeed stabbed her again, this time maintaining the connection. Alis is distantly aware of a variety of internal alarms telling her that her autonomic nervous system has been overridden, and something about pumps being engaged. She doesn’t feel the natural processes of her body were being simulated to a particularly high level of functioning, so that’s absolutely okay with her.

You are now stable, Kern says. Not exactly proudly. Not exactly with the connotation that Alis being stable is actually useful to her, or anything other than a nuisance, honestly. I’m keeping your brain oxygenated.

‘I don’t see how,’ Alis objects. ‘I only have one lung and it’s not doing anything, and there isn’t any air.’

‘You don’t need air or, currently, lungs,’ Kern tells her, long-suffering. ‘On account of your gills.’

‘Hahaha,’ Alis says. ‘No, really.’ Simultaneously coming to an awareness of quite a lot of feathery stuff going in around slits in her neck, a whole extra series of organs filtering oxygen out of the surrounding water. Things humans don’t, traditionally, have.

Alis, I want you to focus very carefully on what I’m saying, Kern says, as the sea-devil creature darts about in the water, one eye always tilted towards her. You are not in the simulation. You have been out for some time. This is reality.

She really regrets the water and the crushed lung right then, because she wants to laugh hysterically, and she wants to scream.
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I want you to listen very carefully to me, Kern says. Then, because she’s Kern, Actually, if I’m addressing you then you should listen very carefully anyway, because it will be important. But specifically now, listen to me. Alis, are you listening?

Alis, whose attention had indeed wandered, twitches and nods.

The reason you need to focus on what I’m telling you is that you are predisposed to lose track of what is going on around you.

Alis nods again, because this seems inarguable. She’s still underwater, but the whole gills thing appears to have been true, or at least consistent with the rest of what she’s experiencing – nobody takes this long to drown. Actually, having one lung punched out past her shoulder blade by some kind of shrimp monster (who she recognizes) seems to have helped, as she’s no longer panicking about dragging water into her lungs every time her ribs flex. Her lungs have collapsed and her ribs are shattered, but they’re mending in the silk body cocoon Kern’s spider waldo fitted her up with. Surprisingly untroubling – which she’s going to come back to shortly – and without lungs getting in her way, the gills can just get on with things.

Alis, Kern says. Are you listening to me?

She hadn’t been listening. She looks at the robot spider and widens her eyes to indicate her full attention is now on the situation.

I’ll repeat. You spent a considerable amount of subjective time – well over a normal Human lifetime in fact – within an alien simulation. Ostensibly researching its deeper layers for clues to its makers, though we both know you and your team devolved to just playing around in there.

‘I remember,’ says Alis. ‘Says’ in the sense of making the vibrations within the bones of her jaw, given the lack of either breath or a medium she would normally be able to express words in. ‘We were researchers.’

That’s what you called yourselves, Kern says, with what Alis feels is an unduly scathing tone.

‘But we found,’ Alis says, ‘that you couldn’t. Research the machine. Because it just learned you, and gave you what you wanted. So we found the makers. We learned all about them.’

You did not, Kern notes. Behind her the shrimp glides smoothly through the water, passing from console to console. Its limbs, paddles and antennae gesticulate, a riot of colours. She has the sense that Kern is carrying on an entirely separate conversation with it.

Inform her.

Make known

The worst.

She blinks. The meaning arrives in her head unexpectedly, attached to all that charade-show the shrimp is doing. Kern is probably telling the shrimp rather snippily that she is informing Alis, despite which Alis feels entirely uninformed.

‘We found the makers,’ she repeats. ‘We found them over and over. But they were just the makers we were looking for. Vast alien beings, cosmic gods, kindly yogic gurus. Whatever we wanted. Everything was true and nothing was. I remember.’

Good. Almost a sigh, from Kern. As though they’ve had this conversation before. Have they had this conversation before? (They have.)

‘So this . . .’ She really wants the water, the shrimp, the sundered chest cavity to be another layer of the machine’s simulation, but Kern says it isn’t. ‘Why should this be real, though? Why am I on a ship? Why is there a . . .’ (Stomatopod) ‘Stomatopod . . .? Why would any of this be happening?’

You don’t remember, Kern says, disappointed. A robot spider can’t roll its eyes in frustration, but the body language puts over the impression.

The shrimp (Stomatopod, ‘Cato’ being the name it – he – has accepted in human terms) has come closer, turning their dialogue into a triangle. It – he (they are gendered, though their culture places less import on it than humans or spiders) – has some sort of component, disassembling it neatly into pieces that hang in the water, completely still until he touches them. It’s all done with the walking legs and the smaller mouthpart-limbs beneath those eyestalks, an exercise of astonishing dexterity.

Alis! Kern blasts into her auditory centres.

‘Why doesn’t it hurt?’ she asks.

The spider has been programmed to move like the real thing, meaning a lot of subtext communicates via its stance. Kern is, therefore, briefly taken aback, or wishes Alis to think she is. Then she advances, You expect it to hurt?

‘I . . .’ Alis says, and feels slow chunks of knowledge shift and slide, like pieces of thawing meat. ‘I mean not agony, excruciating. I know I’ve got a lot of chemical deadening going on, from some things you gave me. But mostly you were . . . activating implants and systems within me . . . I should be aware of . . . I think I should still be feeling this sort of massive damage, though. I know it’s there, and I can feel . . . edges to the ways I can move my body . . .’ Indeed, hanging in the water, fully supported and cushioned, is a good thing right now, for a body heavily gene-modded and engineered for long-term zero-G living. ‘But there’s nothing. No discomfort. Nothing in here, even.’ She tries to tap at her head, and finds her arm moving much more carefully than she’d intended, so it levers against the most intact parts of her. ‘I mean . . . that’s not normal, is it?’

Your therapist provided you with some adaptations that have come in surprisingly useful, Kern says carefully. Apparently, this includes intervention at the level of individual neurons, so you’re getting the benefits of a pain system without actually needing to feel even residual pain.

‘That’s nice,’ says Alis helplessly. ‘It doesn’t help. I mean obviously it helps. A lot. But not with Why the fuck am I here?’ She hadn’t meant to shout that last bit, but she does. Except she’s not actually shouting, and Kern, not being an auditory creature, doesn’t care. And she doesn’t think Cato is a part of their conversation.

You know, Kern tells her.

‘I don’t know,’ Alis insists.

Look, they took you out of the simulation. This is all out of the simulation. I’m aware that’s something the simulation might conceivably try to convince you of, but you’re just going to have to trust me on this, Kern says hurriedly. You are no longer in the simulation, but you are, or at least have been, suffering from a kind of existential psychosis.

‘A what?’ (Kern’s right. The knowledge is all there, in parenthesis in her brain, but she can’t unlock the grammar of it.)

You were under so long that accepting the unreality of a situation had become your default mental state. An adaptation, entirely sensible while within the machine, yet profoundly problematic when you were finally out and amongst other real people. Although a fringe benefit is that you can take events like, say, massive thoracic trauma in your stride. Because your inherent baseline is not to accept it as having really happened to you.

‘I did things,’ she says. There’s a wash of feeling, about the things she did, and the people she upset by doing them, because she didn’t accept them as real people. Because she’d come out from a world where she was the only constant point, into a different world that was held together by a tight web of interpersonal considerations and relationships.

You did things. You hurt people. It was understood. You were not well or responsible for your actions. The presence of large numbers of other autonomous entities was contributing heavily to your condition, Kern reeled off. However, there are always expeditions and vessels heading away from society to explore, discover, or just be away from it. You and your therapist decided this would be best for you.

Alis has no direct memories of these events, yet when Kern recounts them they strike her as true. Something inside her resonates in sympathy with them, like a bell beneath waves. ‘I accept this happened,’ she says. ‘For now.’ A pause, in which Kern’s waldo cocks its cephalothorax quizzically. ‘Which I guess means maybe my therapist didn’t actually fix me yet.’ She can’t picture any therapist, save she knows it isn’t Kern or Cato.

You were locked into a positive-reinforcement spiral of reality rejection, Kern tells her. Or that’s what Mira said. Honestly, I don’t know how much stock to take in any of it, really.

Mira is her therapist. Alis hunts through her mind but still finds no image to go with the name.

Mira determined that you required a period of seclusion for the therapy to take hold and assist you in accepting reality. Also, the rest of the ship’s crew – a gesture that definitely includes Cato but seems to indicate other notional individuals not currently visible in this water-filled, instrument-surrounded bubble – said you got on their nerves. The nature of this vessel is such that its inhabitants are not the most tolerant of individuals.

Alis has an idea that tolerance is one of the prime virtues of the people she was born to. A necessity, given how many different species are parts the whole is summed from. ‘Why am I in a ship of misanthropes?’ she asks.

Because you are a misanthrope. Or whatever the equivalent word would be, when you decentralize the anthropic, Kern says somewhat pedantically. A misfit, essentially. The purpose of this vessel is to provide a place for a variety of individuals who find the regular conditions of society problematic. An opportunity to escape the strictures of their peers, within reason. We are mavericks. Said with a dry, self-mocking humour.

Alis can’t laugh (the water, the ribs) but her face communicates the effort. ‘“We”?’ she demands. ‘I know you. You’re Avrana Kern. You’re on every ship, planet and orbital. You’re literally the establishment, as far as there even is one.’ The facts fall into place, one after another. Each one marked ‘truth’ in her head, so that whilst she can believe anything’s true, these seem to be the true truth.

Ah, well, says Kern, that would be the case. However, I am not Avrana Kern.

That’s it. Alis grins wildly. That’s the end of her participation in this particular level of the simulation, because at least the incomprehensibly vast alien machine is usually consistent with its worldbuilding. She grins once more and flails her limbs, as much as the body cocoon will allow, and makes it very plain that under other circumstances she’d be screaming again.
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Let’s start again, Kern says, and Alis quickly butts in.

‘I remember. I’ve not . . . regressed? I’m in a ship full of people who hate each other, and everything else, and I’m mad, and something something therapy, and you’re not Avrana Kern, even though I know you are. In my head, when you connect, every word comes with the absolutely certainty that you’re Kern.’

I am Kern, agrees Kern. But I am not. Look, it’s complicated and not strictly relevant to what I need to tell you, and Cato is becoming very frustrated with my lack of progress. He wants to explain things to you himself and I’m telling him I’m better at it than he is.

‘Explain it by punching me in the chest?’ Alis asks, eyeing the Stomatopod.

Cato apologizes. Can I suggest you don’t physically approach him for now.

‘I have no intention of doing so.’ There is something odd about the way they’re arranged, the three of them. Hanging in the water, yes, but the triangle they make – that Cato made when he came over – feels as though, if she measured it, she’d find it equilateral to the millimetre. A very careful placement, and rather more space between any of them than feels usual for either Humans or Portiids. So if she were to reach for him, and he were to flick out one of those big arms currently folded against his cephalothorax, they’d not quite play God and Adam.

Cato, in fact, has been signalling to Kern. He’s not facing Alis for it, so she only catches odd fragments. The gestural language he’s using is exceptionally rich and full of qualifiers, imparted by the motions of various parts of his limbs and body, and requires him to be full-on to his interlocutory for complete comprehension. What she’s catching are the broadest strokes, plus an amount of subtext communicated pheromonally through the water. Basically, she grasps that Cato is impatient for Alis to be brought up to speed.

Well if you think you can do better, Kern – whomsoever-the-hell Kern – says archly. Cato slews slightly in the water so he’s now facing Alis. Those eyes, that are the only ‘face’ part of him; the intricate toolbox-armoury arrayed beneath them. The colours, a panoply of iridescences, sheens, hues, eyespots and metallic patches, all interacting very deliberately with the light. He flourishes, and something in her mind does its level best to translate, but she’s aware there are entire channels she simply doesn’t have the sensorium to receive.

A disaster, he communicates.

Friends, comrades,

The lost words of them

Require violent reprisals against the universe.

‘Um . . .’ Alis says.

It is not true to say, Kern puts in, that the crew of this ship hate everyone – or indeed anyone. Just that they prefer not to be nested within a wider community. They have developed some level of attachment to one another. As Cato says, something has befallen the rest of the crew, and the other half of this ship, while he was off . . . on a personal errand.

‘Him and me,’ Alis notes.

Honestly, Kern says drily, at this point you were basically freight. ‘Cargo’ as the ark ships used to say. You were in a therapeutic coma. You had not, I should note, actually partaken of this collegial bond within the crew.

‘You’re saying nobody liked me,’ Alis notes tightly.

I’m saying you hadn’t made yourself likeable, but they understood it to be a part of your condition. However, you had already exhausted the much greater tolerance of wider society with your actions. The crew of Cato’s vessel were less tolerant.

‘So they stuck me in a sac and forgot about me, while this . . .’ shrimp, ‘Cato just jetted off and did . . . what?’

Cato must have been following her words, because he convulses into a momentary curl of the body, bringing his shield-like telson up before him, tucking his limbs in – a weirdly defensive stance that her mind reads as embarrassment.

She feels the unvoiceable scream rising up within her again and fights it down. One more weirdness than she can deal with right now. One more filter of unreality shifting the unwholesome underwater light into hypnagogic hues.

It was expected that by the time the two halves of the ship reunited, your treatment would permit you to engage with your crewmates more successfully, Kern says. However, events have intervened. We have, as Cato says, lost contact with the others. We are returning from the outer solar system to render aid.

‘And you thought you’d check up on me, see if the egg’s cooked?’ Alis demands. ‘Well, it’s still runny in the middle, Kern. Put me back. I can’t deal with any of this.’ In her head ‘the solar system’ is Imir, where she spent whole impossible ages. Except while she slept they took her away from there and brought her to some other star, light years distant, unknown to her.

Cato makes a sudden lunge at her, flurrying closer with a flare of spread limbs before reversing course. Coming just close enough that, had he struck, he’d have come within an inch of clipping her nose. In her mind, his meaning constructs itself in her words.

In ignorance, I insist.

Rescue, vengeance.

We, together. With qualifiers that seem to indicate shame again, mixed indivisibly in with threat directed both at her and at the universe in general. She gets the impression that Cato’s natural language has a great many terms for gradations and flavours of aggression.

‘I can’t understand him,’ she tells Kern.

I will try to work with whatever interpretation your implants are running, Kern says. He means that we don’t know what’s happened to them, and he doesn’t want to go it alone. You’re literally the only other pair of hands he can call on.
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Alis wakes to find herself buried alive.

She claws. You’d claw, wouldn’t you? Around her, her coffin is a makeshift thing, of engineered organics and molecularly printed metals. Had been something else, she thinks. Repurposed for this funerary duty from a more technically demanding role. But it’s all packed in around her now, imprisoning her until some notional hereafter wherein she might ascend for religious adulatory purposes, to some omnipotent entity she has absolutely zero concept of, or belief in.

Well, concept of, apparently. The idea, ragged-edged and bleeding in her head, has been ripped from elsewhere. She pushes it back down. She’s not interested in the hereafter right now. Other priorities. Buried alive.

She claws again. The stuff of the coffin, it’s not so tough. Her nails gouge through it on the third try, nicely savage. Amazing what a bit of desperation can do for you. There’s soil, beyond, but not packed down. Not so solid. She scrabbles, digs, kicks. She’d burrow with her teeth too if she had it in her. Maybe she does. Maybe she will. She has, honestly, been through some shit. She’s been in madder situations than this. She knows the fucking simulation and its wiles.

She does. That’s the problem. This isn’t it. Her eyes bulging, open, mad and wet against the loose soil. Her mouth full of mud and roots, contorting, writhing. Pushing herself out of the clasp of the earth like someone who is not in the mood for this Edgar Allen Poe shit right now, thank you very much.

She has no idea who that is, but the name comes to her, and the association of premature interment. Would her mind kindly stay on message please, rather than fragmenting into all these pieces.

She’s not well, she knows. She was not-well enough that her therapist recommended she go into a therapeutic coma for a while, to let the course of treatment take. Apparently in that death-is-but-a-sleep state someone didn’t read her medical notes, because they went ahead and disposed of her mortal-and-still-actually-breathing remains in some weirdly atavistic mortuary rite. Who buries dead people in the ground these days?

Her fingers break into air. Filthy. Dirt under the fingernails. But if there’s any circumstance where that kind of etiquette can be excused . . . She’s been within the earth for rather longer than is healthy now, not counting however the hell long it was before she actually woke. She knows a lot of her would like to breathe right now, but there’s all that soil in her mouth and, now, throat. So a whole chunk of her mind that’d be profitably employed getting her out of here is engaged in fighting a gag reflex. Which she feels is surplus to requirements – it’s not as though there’s anywhere she can gag into.

She claws. She levers, bracing her elbows against the dank, sodden mud of the surface, writhing her shoulders until they dislocate, kicking against the remnants of the encasing coffin that’s planted itself deep in the ground beneath her. Planted itself, and then germinated. Look what a bedraggled and hideous shoot is thrusting itself from the good nutritious earth. A healthy crop of Alis this year.

Arms, head, shoulders, half her torso clear. She pauses, like a bug partway from its cocoon. Taking a breather, except she still can’t breathe. She can gag, though. That option is now added to her list of things to do in the place she’s found herself in. Traded the dark of the under-earth for a night sky. Blinking a fistful of grit away, out from under each lid, feeling it cascade down her cheeks. Staring with dry, calloused eyeballs upwards. Stars. She sees stars. Not just the explosions within her visual field that come from strain and trying to breathe, but actual stars.

She gags, letting the reflex off its leash to do its business. She coughs and chokes. She vomits earth, or swallows it down, whichever seems more productive. Her fingers rake deep into the disturbed soil of her own grave, as though giving up on the escape business as a bad job and trying to go back under.

She breathes. Everything hurts. For a moment, compared to the whole buried-alive scenario, everything hurting is actually quite an interesting experience and she revels in it. How nice to have just a little space of time to herself where she can be in acute pain. Lungs raw with particulate matter; eyes caked with grit; nails broken and fingers bloody; joints wrung and every muscle pushed past its tolerance. A chorus of complaint that’s actually quite fascinating in its intricacy. A symphony.

Debilitating though. If she gives in to this sort of union pressure then she’ll never get her body out of the mud. She goes into her mind, all those clevernesses in there, and shuts it all down. Puts it on the back burner for later. Right now, she’s going to need those industrious workers to put their backs into it, to wriggle and twist her out of the clasp of the earth.

Not the Earth, obviously. Not capital-E. Nobody’s been there in living memory, unless Kern counts as living. Interesting philosophical point but, again, not strictly fucking relevant, Alis, she tells herself, and hauls. Squirms, contorts, until the whole butterfly is out of its case and lying, panting, wheezing on its side. Still hacking up lungfuls of dirt. Still bruised and raw, as though a dozen chefs had been tenderizing her for the table. Alive and disinterred, though. She’ll take that, under the circumstances.

Some time later – when the aches have had their time on stage, made their speeches, done their funny business and retired to the dressing room; when she’s cleared the worst of the grit out of her eyes and made peace with whatever moiety of it is still in her lungs – she takes stock. Sits up, in fact. The aches try to come back for a reprise but she’s had it with their theatrics by this point. Takes a look.

Dark, as noted. Stars, as noted. So far so uninformative. Gravity, but then it’s relatively hard to bury someone in the ground in zero-G. Takes some considerable arranging, which is just one of the many reasons why the sort of people she associates with don’t actually do it. Save that, apparently, they’ll make an exception for her.

She takes a look at her eyes. A mind-bending thing to do, honestly, but she has a whole suite of cleverness she can access – albeit this access seems to have been a bit rattled by the whole burial-and-self-graverobbing sequence of events she’s just been through. Eventually she’s able to make her eyes better, though. Access some extra rods she had lying about in there, so the meagre light – starlight, how romantic! – gives her some passable idea of what’s around her.

She’s in a forest. Possibly it’s a jungle. Maybe a wood. Arguably she’s not had much first-hand experience of such biomes, coming from a culture existing primarily aboard artificial space-going constructs. Except, simultaneously, she’s had far too much experience of them, stretching back through what seem like multiple lifetimes-worth of occasions. In, she recalls, the simulation, where time doesn’t need to run as it does in the Objectiverse. That pat little term she and her fellow researchers came up with, for everything there is outside the simulation. Meaning everything. Objectiverse, because it’s full of real objects, and because it is – notionally at least – objectively real. As opposed to the phantasmal realms they were venturing into. Except what had been intended as an anchor, to remind them of what was true and what was not, had become a term of disdain. Oh, the Objectiverse? How dull, how limited. And that, of course, had been the start of their downfall.

They had fallen down, indeed. Fallen down a hole that had no bottom, because they wanted to keep exploring, so it obligingly created vistas for them to explore.

She finds in herself a clarity she didn’t think she possessed.

She re-evaluates. It is, in fact, a clarity she has never previously possessed. This is, after all, what the therapy was supposed to accomplish. To allow her to tell the real – the Objectiverse – from the other. Through appreciation of a level of detail sufficiently fine as to defeat the wiles of the simulation. To be able to sense past the capacity of the world to deceive her. Apparently it’s worked, because she can take in the vista around her, the night air, the stars, the enormous hole in the tree canopy, all the splintered wood, and know it for real. Meaning the whole buried alive thing, stuff of nightmares as it was, must also be real.

Alis tries looking for the others. Bianca, Polonius, Leus, her friends, her colleagues. Except she can’t quite recall when she was with them last. It’s been a while. It’s been more than a while, maybe, because in her memories that power of discernment isn’t present. Her recall of events doesn’t exist in sufficient detail to allow her to know when she was really with her fellows and when she just thought she was. Or if it does, the act of accessing those memories strips out the appropriate metadata and leaves her none the wiser. Perhaps she’s not actually been with them at all, not recently. As an outside fringe possibility, maybe they never existed and she just felt the need for some companions, a desire the simulation obliged with. She thrusts down the idea. That way madness lies. Anyway, they’re not here – not within the gloom her eyes can pierce. And if they were treated like she was then probably they’re dead. She feels she should have been dead, too. Not many people escape their own grave.

She stands. Lots more complaints that she also thrusts down. No time for human frailties. She’s alone on an unknown world, in an arboreal biome of uncertain classification. Filthy, ragged, raw-skinned, alone. It feels as though she’s hit some sort of personal nadir.

At which point, of course, she hears the deep, bowel-watering growl from within the trees.


   

PART 3

THE FIRST AGE

Slimy Things with Legs


   

3.1

One does not speak of intent with evolution. A process of chance mutation, interacting with an organism’s current base state and the demands of the environment, to privilege certain individuals over others. Random, save when constrained by principles of internal logic. There’s the Left Wall, where a species’ adaptations to date mean that regions of the morphospace are no longer available to be moved into. And the Drunkard’s Walk, meaning that however random your next step, you’re still stumbling away from this particular starting state. All that. Evolutionary language should never be couched in terms of a species or an ecology wanting to go in a particular direction.

But the world below them really wanted to produce bugs. An inordinate fondness for them? Kott would go further. A full-blown pathological obsession. It was bugs on bugs on bugs, bugs by land, air and sea, bugs all the way down.

Hartmand had named the planet Hartland. Of course he had. He’d held off on the naming privileges while the whole ‘kickstart the accelerated terraforming’ project had been dying on its ass, but once it seemed that their engineered life would actually retain a hold on the globe, he’d magnanimously christened it after himself. Kott reckoned he was probably feeling he’d moved too soon, now. Because Hartland was a seething world of bugs, slimy algae and fungous-looking fists of giant mosses, as well as actual fungus in a variety of obscene forms, and rivulets of slime moulds running through the land like carnivorous rivers. It was hideous. They’d built a new Earth and it had become stuck somewhere in the Palaeozoic, then just doubled down on the whole awful bugginess of it, until none of the five of them could bear to look at the drone cam images any more.

Correction, one of the five of them could. Ken Pil found the whole result hilarious, of fucking course. His repeated joke about it being ‘a feature’ hadn’t been funny the first time, and had only grown staler over several hundred repetitions.

Kott hadn’t actually seen live images from the world below for several weeks. Domus ran the station on Earth time, at Hartmand’s mandate, although the days on Hartland were forty-three hours and some change, meaning the terraformers were never in sync with the planet. Given the difference was either bugs or bugs but you couldn’t see them properly, Kott didn’t feel it would have been worth screwing everyone’s circadian rhythms to fall into step. Right now she called up some images, though, because Hartmand was sulking over the whole bugs thing. Dorcheson was sulking because her latest insecticide hadn’t appreciably helped matters, while Milner was in another imaginary meeting, and Pil wasn’t as funny as he thought he was. She herself had pushed all of them to the very limits of their tolerance with her needling humour. So it was her and Hartland, the planet. Hart’s World. Fort Hart.

Hart Attack, she thought, bringing the live feed up, shouldering away the more informative but less visceral displays. Hart Disease. Hart of Darkness.

She’d had to fabricate some new drones and drop them down into the atmosphere. The fungal spores had got into the old ones and eaten vital components. Kott had read once about how past environgineers on Earth had tried to code for microbes to eat plastic. And about how, even when they succeeded, the plastic-eating microbes had quickly mutated to eat any other damn thing. There was a reason plastic was building up in the food chain, the water and everywhere, and it was because it was profoundly unsatisfying to eat. Well, the self-directing evolution of Hartland had solved that. There was stuff down there that had somehow unlocked a biochemical pathway which meant the sort of plastics they used in the drones were delicious snackies they couldn’t wait to unwrap. Not just microbes, even. Or rather, the plastic-connoisseur bacteria were living symbiotically in bug guts, so the bugs greedily tore up the drones if they could get a grip on them. Kott had already lost two of the dozen she’d built.

The drones were about the size of a person. The bugs were about half the size of a person. And yes, Earth had gone through some giant bug phases in its evolutionary history, in the same sort of way that teenagers had surly years of listening to horrible music. But that had at least been aided by high O2 levels, and a few other bug-friendly features. Hartland’s atmosphere was still a bit short on oxygen, though the planet wasn’t letting that stop it generating a hideous legion of leggy, buggy critters. They weren’t actual Earth bugs, of course. They had some sort of super-efficient respiration thing going on, and their exoskeletons were tough as nails. They’d also developed toxin filtering and a balls-to-the-wall-ridiculous immune system. Enhancements Kott felt she’d appreciate rather more if it hadn’t been the sole province of a sequence of hideous bugs.

The drones’ eyes showed her that nothing had spontaneously sorted itself out in the past few weeks. The ground out there was seething. There was a lot of plant life gamely trying to beef up that O2 quotient, but it wasn’t even a flora they wanted. Hartmand demanded forests, because that was his mental picture of a natural Earth. Specifically the ‘natural’ that had been left by the time historical humans started thinking of the natural world in that way. Hence, something that was already fairly depauperate and humanized, because of the way people had been ruining things since basically forever. What Hartland, the planet, had offered Hartmand, the man, was not that. Nothing green grew higher than about a metre. The land was covered with a sort of carpet of coils and tendrils, and big flat leaves like cheap mattresses. Sporadically whole regions of this died off, and then great phallic spires of fungus thrust up ten metres in brief, hideous blooms which cast sun-obscuring clouds of spores across the landscape. The fungus got into everything. She’d seen it growing on any sort of plant that was less than a hundred per cent healthy, and on the bugs too. It was an essential part of the soil, binding everything together, but she wished it would have the decency to stay there.

And the bugs. She saw them everywhere. Big bugs, small bugs. They looked . . . unwell. Six, eight and ten legs. Two-, three- and five-sectioned. They crawled with jerky, undirected movements. They ambushed one another, always seeming to eat their prey slowly, while it was still alive and mindlessly kicking. Some of them flew, with the same grace and dignity as a moth battering itself against a lamp. Others clawed through the water like drowning men, but never seemed to drown. And the water – fresh, salt, it didn’t matter – was coated by an almost unbroken slick of glistening algae and kelp-like fronds, which the bugs infested as well.

These bugs were more colourful than the last class she’d seen. The big ones had a variety of bright backs – blacks and whites, reds and yellows. Presumably meaning they’d evolved a variety of toxins they were warning one another about, or it was some horrible mating thing. Or they were just doing the insect equivalent of an upthrust middle finger at the floating eyes of their creators. Our world now, piss off humans. Because it really was their world. Hartmand had very kindly donated it to them. Pil had somehow set his self-governing evolution solely on a course for bugtopia. The bugs had inherited the planet and they weren’t giving it back any time soon.

She heard a dry chuckle behind her, and turned from the displays to see Pil in the doorway of the hub. He was always hard to read, because of the piecemeal flexibility of his face, and because whatever cocktail he was on from moment to moment meant his emotional states were usually some melange not known to regular human experience. As though he was inventing new expressions, like one might use to communicate with aliens. Or bugs, she thought, and shuddered. What would happen if the gurning, idiot face of Pil was projected in the skies over the infested surface of Hartland? Would all its neo-arthropod denizens rise up in sudden worship? Had he somehow meant for all this to happen, just because he was a mad old man who was trying to gaslight Hartmand on a planetary scale?

If the latter was true then she was mortally offended, because he could at least have let her in on the joke.

‘This is a good batch,’ Pil said approvingly. He picked out one specimen with the drone cams. It must have been over a metre long, with legs twice that – just ridiculously unwieldy legs. It thrashed through the slick foliage as though trying to swim. Its head – or the front end of it, as it didn’t have a distinct head section – was studded with clusters of eyes, and half a dozen weaving antennae. These fondled everything in front of it suggestively every time it stopped. Kott looked at it and wondered why it didn’t just die of utter horror at its own existence. But, however ill, malformed and generally wrong every generation of bugs down there looked, she couldn’t deny them their zest for their horrible, misshapen life. Pil had a case of them in his chambers, retrieved with vast energy inefficiency from the planet below. A whole display, pinned behind clear plastic. They looked like creatures generated by a defective algorithm, even though they were real.

‘He’s going to bomb the whole planet back to sterile dust,’ Kott said. Meaning their lord and master, chief god of the pantheon.

‘Do you really think so? What if he can never get it to live again? Or what if it’s just bugs, bugs, bugs all over, no matter how many times? How often can we even start again? I think this is all the world we have, and time.’ He gave her one of those smiles that spoke of nothing but advanced senility. But with Pil, you didn’t know. Given how he experimented with his own brain, he could be genius and fool in the exact same moment. ‘We need to learn to stop worrying, Kitkat, and love the bugs,’ he added, and plainly found himself very amusing.

‘He’ll put you in a pod and jettison you down there,’ Kott told him. Which was maybe true. Hartmand was definitely working up towards another tantrum.

‘Then I shall be our missionary to the masses,’ Pil said, not remotely discomfited. ‘I shall go amongst them and teach them of the divine benevolence of Our Lord and Saviour Gerey Hartmand.’

‘They’ll eat you and your corpse will be infected with spores,’ Kott decided. ‘Anyway, it won’t matter. Dorcheson’s going to kill it all off again.’

Pil’s mirth ebbed somewhat. ‘It won’t help, though. What does she think it’ll do?’

‘She just likes brutalizing things, I think,’ Kott decided. ‘But what else is there? Something has to take eventually, and then it’ll keep taking until the process down there throws up something other than bugs.’

‘That’s the theory, is it?’ Pil knew the deal just as well as she did. He asked only to indicate his doubt at its efficacy.

Kott leant back in her seat, staring at his angular frame. ‘Ken, you know they blame you for this, right?’ The whole thing was built on the back of her data-linking algorithms, but she’d made damn sure the others blamed Pil, because she sure as hell didn’t want them blaming her. ‘Dorcheson was even talking sabotage, last I heard.’ Hartmand would always have to point a finger, have a show trial, find someone else at fault for every failure. Because it could never be the face he saw in the mirror every morning.

‘Let them do what they must do.’ Then Pil was stepping aside, without even looking, so Dorcheson could stomp into the hub.

‘This time,’ the woman announced, looking positively murderous, ‘we are going to deal with our vermin problem once and for all.’


   

3.2

When Pil’s whole reflexive evolution business had kicked off, its main feature had been that nobody could actually do anything about it. Otherwise, Dorcheson would have exterminated the entire biome, just because it was something she couldn’t control and didn’t understand. Exterminated it, with Kott, Hartmand and Milner cheering her on. At the time, however, the speed of microbial adaptation on show had outstripped her ability to kill it off, or even fed off her spite and sped up. They could theoretically have exposed the entire planet to a lethal level of radiation, but that would have exhausted the considerable power reserves of the Pancreator. And Kott wasn’t convinced that ‘lethal level’ had its usual meaning when it came to the madness Pil had unleashed.

Since then – even after it became clear that Pil’s innovation was actually carrying them towards their desired end state – Dorcheson hadn’t taken the irrepressible vivacity of the planet lying down. When she killed a biosphere it stayed dead, as far as she was concerned. If they were a pantheon, then she knew exactly what her divine portfolio covered. She had sat up for weeks afterwards, working to get a handle on the system. A handle she could, if needed, turn to the ‘off’ position.

She never worked out a viable plan to sterilize the entire planet, but her research had produced some limited dividends. Once the whole bug problem had manifested itself, with the insect-like life showing no signs of giving place to something more wholesome, she’d declared herself exterminator-in-chief. By then she had worked out some extremely virulent toxins and a variety of tightly targeted, limited-lifespan bio-agents. Hartmand didn’t want the planet cleansed entirely, given that Pil had finally gifted them a world that was nominally trying to bootstrap itself towards Earth-standard. So Dorcheson’s nasty little innovations just killed bugs. Six times now, she had pruned back the current crop. Cooked up a batch of carefully calibrated insecticides and unleashed them on the planet, to reset life back to worms and things. Then waited.

And here she was again, taking her seat at what Kott thought of as the Murder Machine, a determined look on her sour face.

Pil sighed ostentatiously. He thought, of course, they should just let the bugs have the run of the place, even after it became clear it wasn’t just a phase the planet was going through. A world of bugs was, Pil said, better than just a world of microbes. Maybe bugs were the best they were going to get. But Hartmand couldn’t countenance that all his work and vision could end so ignominiously, and Milner was his yes-man, as always. Dorcheson just liked killing things.

Dorcheson looked back over her shoulder at Pil. ‘Some gnomic wisdom?’ she asked acidly.

‘It’s not going to help,’ Pil said mildly.

Kott reckoned it helped Dorcheson, in the sense that it let her express her true inner nature by brutalizing things. Peppering the planet with her latest batch of death. Resetting evolution so it could go think about what it had done, and maybe come up with something better. Something more like the world that Dorcheson and Hartmand wanted to see. Earth, basically. Earth Two, meaning Earth but owned and controlled entirely by their little pantheon, to be colonized only by properly subservient émigrés. That was, of course, the attraction, the reason for the project. Why Hartmand was out here playing god. Why Kern was out there too, doing her terraforming experiments rather than lording it up on Earth. They could all probably have clubbed together and revived Earth itself, crowded and toxic as it was, but then they’d have had to share with the proles.

‘Maybe we’ll get trees this time,’ she suggested. There were supposed to be trees. It was in the plan. But so far, although something like lignin had developed a few times, allowing tall, rigid plant-forms, the microbes and insects had clubbed together to evolve a means to digest it almost immediately. Unlike Earth history, where dead trees had stuck around long enough to make whole fossil fuel reserves, on Hartland the trees came and went, leaving behind only a slick carpet of creeping greenery covered in hideous bugs.

Dorcheson took them through her latest batch of poisons. The current crop of insects relied on certain protein combinations to form their exoskeletons, and to extract oxygen from the impoverished atmosphere. Her agents would suffocate the things. They would dissolve at the joints. Kott saw Pil’s mouth twist, not unhappy so much as incredulous at Dorcheson’s single-mindedness. They felt the faint shudder through the hull as a consignment of drones fell out of the Pancreator’s belly, and dropped towards the planet below. Braking in the high atmosphere, taking control of their descent, releasing plumes of chemicals, ones and twos, tens, hundreds of them. Saturating the atmosphere with metric tonnes of a chemical that only needed a few parts per million to be effective. Dorcheson was taking no chances. You had to smite, basically. You had to strike the whole ecosystem all at once. Or else something survived long enough to evolve a resistance, and then you had an entire immune biosphere in a month, just as busy as it ever was. You couldn’t play the soft touch with what Pil had set in motion.

Over the next week, Kott knew she should avoid the hub. Avoid the cold, clear data of the screens. Avoid Dorcheson’s evident glee at the effects of her work. Most of all, avoid the actual images, sent back by those same drones. A full-on Götterdämmerung of the bugs. An era ended, an apocalypse shorn of revelations. Every slick, dank biome carpeted by dying insects, legs twitching, innards liquefying. Everything even slightly resembling arthropoda struck down by a global plague. A feast for the saprophytic fungi erupting from their deliquescing carcases. It took only ten days or so for Dorcheson’s latest Great Leveller to slaughter an entire planet of bugs – billions of living things, tens of thousands of fleeting lineages. Lineages, given that ‘species’ had no meaning in the world of accelerated evolution below, where each generation was a distinct step away from its forebears. Dorcheson’s agents were swift-acting enough to outpace even this. She hadn’t been able to exterminate the mass of seething microbia at the beginning, but the bugs were just slow enough for her to stomp.

Kott watched it for as long as she could bear. Not that she had any grief for the horrible, horrible bugs. Not even Pil actually liked them. But death on so grand a scale was tedious, she told herself. Yet she kept coming back to bear witness to this act of . . . genocide, insecticide? Something, anyway. Some sin that perhaps had no name, which Dorcheson had created and unleashed. Again.

Dorcheson herself was bleakly satisfied. Kott heard her chuckling to herself, in that span of time when the planet of Hartland was a vast insect charnel house, where only the agents of decay were profiting. It was her achievement. How many scientists in the history of human progress could boast they’d eliminated an entire phylum?

Towards day twelve, Kott found herself alone in the hub, not even Pil for company. Not as though the others were sleeping the sleep of the just – they were just absent. Off about their personal work or pleasures, within their quarters. None of them slept, after all. Sleep was wasted time. Dorcheson, she of the apocalypse, had already pioneered that set of biomods that allowed the brain to rest a cluster of neurons at a time, a division of labour that knocked the whole dolphin-derived half-and-half system into a cocked hat. For surely Improving On Nature was the watchword of their entire project? So none of them slept. Twenty-four Earth hours awake out of every twenty-four, orbiting around a planet which had a day of forty-three. Unnatural. So bloody unnatural. She sat there in the hub and looked at the images of carapaces, discarded chitin segments, with even that being eaten away at by the industrious fungus. A world of ruin that they had wrought. Dorcheson would say better a human-made ruin than just insensate bugs run riot. She would say her mass carnage had meaning, because she had decreed it. The bustling world of bug-life she had ended had been pointless, because it had existed for no purpose other than its own propagation, instead of leading to the new Earth everyone wanted.

Kott understood, in that long and unsleeping night of the soul. Understood that they were broken people, and the project was a flawed concept. They had set out to play god, but become devils presiding over a hell for insects. She wasn’t an introspective person, and these revelations were deeply unwelcome, but she couldn’t disown them. She couldn’t even go to bed and hope things would look better in the morning. There was no bed, no rest and no morning. And if there had been, the world would still be a grave of broken, dying insects.

On Hartland, everything gave rise to something greater than itself. Evolution by algorithm, clutching for a dream of Earth. Microbes to multicellular life, increasing in complexity in an ascending spiral. Every generation a step forwards, because of course Hartmand saw evolution as a progressive process, with a direction and a destination. Spurious, save that on the world he’d named after himself it was true, because they’d designed it that way. You could look in on the world in the morning, and by dusk that same region would be playing host to a measurably different collection of neospecies. Out of the martyrdom of the insects, a new biosphere of life evolved as they watched.

It took precisely forty days and forty nights in the wilderness before the surface of Hart was crawling with insects again. Not the same insects, for sure. A whole new crop of souvenirs for Pil to pin to a board and display in his quarters. Unwholesome and leggy, and hideous in an entirely novel way. Different permutations of eyes and legs, carapaces and twitching antennae. But bugs, nonetheless. Slimy things that crawled with legs, upon a slimy sea. Insects all the way down.

Hartmand snapped, then. Had the robots frogmarch everyone into the hub to see the horrors they had wrought. It was time for the chief deity to dispense some wrath.


   

3.3

There had been a trial. Of course there had. Hartmand loved trials. Oh, he’d not much loved those he’d been defendant for back on Earth; he just loved playing judge. That unassailable position of power, the infinite capacity to interpret events in his own favour. Judge, and also prosecutor, but not jury, oh no. That would have been unjust. So he had the rest of them to weigh the evidence. Dorcheson, Milner and Kott. A trial of Pil’s peers. In that they were all as bad as he was.

The incessant bugness of the planet of Hart was, Hartmand proposed, sabotage. Ken Pil was an agent of Avrana Kern, or he was an anarchist, or he was simply a mad old junkie whose raddled negligence had brought them to this pass. The whole process planetside was Pil’s doing. That runaway mess of horrible, unwanted creatures, breeding and feasting and dying and hatching out in an eternal round. Their glorious project had been gutted and filled with maggots, and it was Pil who was responsible.

Put like that, well . . . hard to argue with. Not hard because of any evidential rigour in Hartmand’s case. Kott could, given the liberty, have come up with a dozen separate arguments against it, some of which would have had the force of reasoned debate, and the rest would have been trolling, because that was her nature. Most obviously, what exactly had Pil ruined? Before his intervention the planet had just been a serial mass grave of microbia, because their project hadn’t even progressed beyond Milner’s precious Phase Three or whatever. Wasn’t their current situation better, being at least a multicellular horror? This argument, amongst many others, she did not make, however. It was very clear to all of the jury that they could switch roles with the defendant at any time. The hulking robots loomed close on every side, the Pancreator’s entire complement of them. Hartmand was making sure nobody thought his show trial was just song and dance. And so, when the judge directed the jury to consider, any actual pause for thought was purely for the form of it. Milner was first to pronounce Pil guilty, and Dorcheson second, but Kott wasn’t far behind. Not her proudest moment. But, perhaps alone of all of them, she had enough self-knowledge to understand her life wasn’t exactly replete with acts she could take pride in.

Pil hadn’t been jettisoned straight out the airlock. That would, after all, have been an irrevocable step, and the catharsis of having his little judicial role-play session had salved Hartmand’s fury. Instead, the man had been consigned to his cabin and denied access to any project-related systems. His recreational access had been severed. Basically, he had life-support functions, lights and some rudimentary comms – the latter only so Hartmand could rant at him about betrayal.

The problem – insofar as Kott was concerned anyway – was that with Pil convicted and out of the way, Hartmand wasn’t actually any happier, and the world below wasn’t any less infested with bugs. Meaning that, sooner or later, he’d be getting the wig and gavel out again, and there wouldn’t be the convenient scapegoat of Ken Pil to offer up on the judicial altar. Kott reckoned it would be Dorcheson on the block next. The woman kept unleashing her brutal purges on the planet below, and each time swearing she’d overcome the current plague of locusts. Yet the auto-evolving life rapidly returned to some kind of bug-adjacent nastiness and stopped there, perfectly happy to just keep crawling in circles to the end of time. Kott couldn’t remember how many insect species there had been on Earth at peak diversity, but she reckoned that Hart was looking to exceed it soon enough, given the sheer number of separate insect-dominated biospheres the world had hosted.

She had no particular brief for Dorcheson, who wouldn’t play it smart and keep her mouth civil in Hartmand’s presence. Amazing the man hadn’t put her in the dock already, honestly. But with Dorcheson gone, it would be only her and Milner left, and Milner was a brown-nosing sycophant, so no prizes for guessing whose turn it would be next.

All of which meant she actually needed to find a way to solve the problem. A clever way, given that Dorcheson’s brutality wasn’t really making a dent in the whole ‘bugworld’ playing out below them.

Kott, being clever, liked to have people do the thinking for her. She was good in support, in her personal opinion. She could take things that other people created and repurpose them, dismantle them, reconstruct them in interesting ways. Put her own name on them and take credit, where possible. But she was a child of Earth’s informational ecology, a parasite that lived beneath the skin of giants’ shoulders. The Pancreator was crewed by those of lesser stature, intellectually. Poor feeding for a reactive improvisor like her. In the end, watching the other three go in stale intellectual circles, she decided Pil was the answer. His mind was unhinged enough that, if she shook it, something useful might fall out.

She wasn’t sure what she expected to find in his quarters-turned-prison. Something miserable, given that Hartmand had cut him off. Her imagination had served up images of Pil, grey and old, huddled in a threadbare blanket, bars casting striped shadows across his face. Images from the past, filtered through the corrosive bleach of popular culture. Poor joyless Pil.

When he opened his door to her, though, his beatific expression was undented. Inside his spacious quarters was a whole reproduced hub, showing drone images and data fields from the planet below. All the things he wasn’t supposed to have.

‘I’m guessing Hartmand hasn’t visited you yet,’ was all she could say, seeing the wealth of information. He was plugged right in to all the sensors, research posts and remotes down on Hartland – those which hadn’t been eaten by the bugs yet, anyway. Or . . . The readout data didn’t quite map to what she’d have seen in the hub. There were other channels of info, and some of the regular data missing.

‘Oh, he’s been by, Kitkat. I make sure to turn everything off and look properly penitent. Little things please little minds, hmm?’ Pil had a couple of slings set up, in the midst of all the phantom data projections. Transmitted bugs crawled busily through the air all around, doing horrible bug things to one another. She shuddered, but Pil hopped himself up into one sling and waggled its neighbour in invitation.

She’d had a whole spiel ready to sell him. Telling him how much it would be in his interest to work with her on fixing the bugs in their terraforming project. And it was, she assured herself. Yes, she’d most definitely take credit as the senior partner in whatever they worked out, but from her new position of favour she’d definitely agitate for his rehabilitation. If only to give Hartmand another obvious target the next time something went wrong. All that had been in her head when he opened his door, but it looked like Pil was way ahead of her.

‘You’ve found a fix yet?’ she asked him, twisting awkwardly into the sling and waiting for it to steady.

‘Why fix what isn’t broken?’ His mild, mad stare passed over the screenfuls of writhing arthropods.

‘Then what are you— Actually, how are you? Or is Hartmand just that useless he couldn’t even cut you off properly? Even with complete system authority and Milner helping him with the hard sums?’

Pil giggled and chewed something, probably one of his personalized mind-expanding capsules. ‘Oh, he cut me off good, Kitkat,’ he told her. ‘But not as though I didn’t see it coming. I, like some of our bugs, had already prepared my cocoon for metamorphosis. Because our dumbass Domus isn’t the biggest computer around. Hasn’t been for some time.’

Kott frowned, watching the screens. It was . . . a good simulacrum of the sort of displays the hub sported. As though a profoundly different feed was putting on a mask and pretending. For a moment she thought the whole thing was just smoke and mirrors, cut off from actual data. The figures seemed meaningful, but a halfway decent algorithm could have faked it. Maybe Pil really had gone mad. Living on his own, pretending to be king of the world.

‘I don’t believe you somehow smuggled a whole extra underseer system on board the Pancreator, Ken,’ she told him.

‘Oh, it’s not on the ship,’ he said, waving his arms, unpleasantly like the feelers of the thronging insects. ‘Kitkat, Kitty, tell me what’s down there.’

‘Bugs,’ she said. ‘Fucking bugs, Ken. Which is something we have to sort, whether or not you think it’s an actual problem.’

‘Bigger than that,’ he said. ‘What’s down there? What did we set in motion, we two?’

Bugs, she thought again, but, ‘Life,’ she said. Life, the project’s primary goal. A self-mediating rapid evolution towards . . . For a moment a spike of bleak sadness jabbed at her. It was towards what Earth had possessed and then squandered. But of all the things, creditable or otherwise, that Redina Kott was, a hand-wringing hippy wasn’t one of them. What was done was done. Forward was the only direction.

Life didn’t seem to be the answer Pil was expecting. He’d been winding himself one way on his sling, and now let himself spin slowly back. Each time his face panned past her he seemed to expect a fresh revelation.

‘A system,’ she said. This, apparently, was nearer the mark. ‘A self-governing, progressive system.’

‘An operating system,’ Pil told her. ‘An interchange of data, algorithmic prediction and action thereon, each part communicating data to the next. A computer, Kitkat. We made the whole planet a computer. Or the living part of it, anyway. It’s all connected. It’s all talking to itself. A most unnatural reinvention of naturae.’

It sounded like his usual rubbish, except her knee-jerk dismissal didn’t quite come out. He’d stopped his rotation now. Leant forwards, actually took her hands, his dry fingers on her knuckles as though he was about to turn them over for some palmistry.

‘I mean,’ she said at last. ‘I suppose. Yes. In a way. A computer. But . . . operating system implies an operator, Ken. Implies there’s some way we can operate. Other than the repeated lobotomies Dorcheson keeps trying.’

‘It does, doesn’t it? How about that. What an idea.’ Exaggerated surprise, as though it was a revelation he’d never considered in all his years. ‘Kitkat, my dear Felis domesticus, what if this old owl told you we could. That there was a way we could intersect with all that fecund complexity down there, and give it a nudge in the right direction. I use the word ‘right’ as a nod to our glorious leader. Personally, let the bugs thrive, say I! But I appreciate I’m in the minority on this particular point. So if we did want to push past our little bug bottleneck, maybe we just need to go steer things a little?’

As he rambled she’d been looking around at his screens. Data Pil shouldn’t have access to, of a separate character and spin.

‘You didn’t get round Milner locking you out of the system, did you?’ she said.

‘I didn’t, no,’ Pil agreed pleasantly.

‘You’re tapping into the actual planet.’

‘I am, yes.’

‘Without using the Pancreator’s systems at all.’

‘It took a little doing, but thankfully I still had full access when I started. And by the time our glorious leader decided to curtail my privileges, Kitkat, I already had this running. A microbial system running parallel in our transmitters down on the planet, and—’

She went cold. ‘On the ship? Living biomass from Hartland, on the ship?’

‘Just a little. Receivers, some fungal hyphae. Nobody looks on the outer hull.’

‘You have . . . life on the hull?’

‘Our turbo-charged biome threw up vacuum-adapted lichens very quickly. With the right prompts they found a way of intersecting with the termini of our own systems, enough to grow through to here. They’re very good at replicating mechanical systems. I have a wholly biological connection to the planet. Live and working, and ever so informative.’ His smile was becoming more and more imbecilic. She wondered if he’d trained the Hartland biome into something he could smoke or eat, and what was now running riot within his brain.

‘I mean, if you’ve done all this,’ she said weakly, ‘and you think the biosphere is a computer you can just open a command line to, why do we still have a bug problem?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Same problem as Dorcheson, really. Just telling it, do this, do that, change, thrive, die, it’s too slow. Too easily overwritten by the world. By the time it’s executed your orders, something else has happened. That’s all Dorcheson’s poisons are, really. Chemical instructions that the biology below tries to obey. But we also told it to live. So it dies a bit, but then just goes right on living, buggy as ever. It’s infinitely reactive and responsive, so we need a better way of interacting with it. Don’t worry, I’ve found the way. I’ve got it all sorted.’

‘So why,’ she repeated, ‘do we still have a bug problem? Or are you going to tell me it’s just a bug opportunity?’

‘Bug problem, big problem,’ Pil said vaguely, and for a moment she thought she was watching his brain decay in real time. Then his gaze sharpened like a razor and, for the seconds she was able to, she realized she absolutely preferred him vague and genial. ‘Because it’s a risk, Kitkat. Where no man has gone before, eh? Giant leap for humankind. You never know what the risks might be.’ Something stung the back of her hand. She recoiled from him, seeing the medical patch there, already releasing its burden of chemicals into her bloodstream. What chemicals? Who knew what mad concoction Pil had just dosed her with? Her internal implants were instantly on high alert, ready to flood her with counter-agents. Then they were just gone, sidelined and removed from her control, as though they hadn’t ever been there. Pil always had been the biotech wizard. An evil wizard, as it turned out.

‘What–you–did–you–whaaaa—?’ she got out. Then Pil gave her arm a yank and spun her around in the sling. The world slid sidelong away from her, and she lost it.


   

3.4

Her mind; expanded.

Distantly, the sense of Pil attaching things. The sense of medical procedure. A sequence of internal telltales, warnings and dead switches, specifically designed to raise the alarm with Domus if anything like this happened, all being switched off. Peaceably going into that good night and leaving no forwarding address. Pil dismantling her defences. An appalling violation. And yet, having been cut off from her limbic and endocrinal feedback, all the ways by which the body reported to the brain, she felt no panic. Nothing of it was bad. Because her brain. Because she wasn’t. Because her locus of presence, that part of her that thought of itself as I, it wasn’t, it wasn’t, it . . .

Big. World.

Very distantly, as through someone else’s ears, their skin, their senses, she felt needles go in. The old-fashioned touch. Pil working with what he had in his chambers. Of course Pil had needles. He probably had every possible means humans had invented to put chemicals into the body. To breach that barrier between out and in, self and other. Now here she was with his needles in her, and her self bleeding out into the other. Into the Other, a definite article and a capital letter. Her to the needle, needle in the groove of the ship, ship to shore, and below the vastness of the vastness of the world, which insignificant Gerey Hartmand had decided was to be named Hartland.

Vast. Untrammelled. Her mind. The world. O God.

But hadn’t Hartmand wanted to play god, here outside the influence of his rival Kern, and the oversight of any other human being? Yet here she was, mind like a world, O God. Here she was, her self, her locus, her I-ness leaching away – not into the void of space but dropping like honey into the bug-filled richness of their planet, their creation, their crucible. O God, O God, and, not believing in God, finding only herself looking back, as the fingertips touched. O God.

She was the world. Her mind was not that little tangle of neurons locked away in its cage of bone. There was no barrier between it and the whole bustling busy-ness of Hartland’s biosphere, and so she inhabited it, much more than merely her mind. She was just complex enough to encompass the surface layers of it. Not the deep algorithms that did, but here, where they came up for air and to report. To speak to Pil’s screens. But in doing so, they spoke to her. Spoke through her. And because there was no barrier, it was she who spoke.

On Pil’s displays now: her words, her ranting, calling him every name, threatening him, promising she’d carve him into segments, slice him up, crush him small. On Pil’s displays now: her wonder, at being grown so large, having become the planet and everything in it. On Pil’s projected screens: her phantom words, reporting what she’d found, as the processes of the swift-coursing ecology surged through her. The glory of the bugs. For where Dorcheson saw endless insect stalemate, she, Kott, could see that every generation built a better bug. They were ascending towards some insect nirvana one evolution at a time, and who knew where sufficient iterations might lead?

Nowhere she wanted. Nowhere any of them had planned. A sideline, a dead end, a hell of legs and segments. She could see here the scars left by Dorcheson’s futile attempts to stop the tide. You couldn’t fight the bugs – even the biosphere couldn’t just forcibly terminate them – but she could steer. She felt each fork on the decision tree as a separate touch on her skin – the parts of her consciousness dedicated to physical stimuli repurposed to take in the unprecedented quantity of information the planet was feeding her. She became the machine, and the machine was still her. A moment of pure joy, untrammelled by the interference of other human minds. With what came later, she would forever remember how it had been, this first time, and how later iterations adulterated the experience to something grimy and hardscrabble. But in this instant, she was God in her heaven, and all was right in the world.

Somewhere distant, elsewhere, unimportant, Dorcheson was shrieking. Sounding the alarm. Milner and Hartmand were running for the hub to see what she had seen, as the low, slick foliage of a four-thousand-square-kilometre span of the planet, below, bloomed iridescent into a sketch of Kott’s grinning face.

A side effect. A prank on a continental scale. Because she was down there as much as in Pil’s chambers with the needles and the drugs.

She found what else there was, that wasn’t bugs. The bugs were never going to become the beasts, the desired fauna that Hartmand wanted to see. Be the change you want to see in the world, wasn’t that the phrase? She was the change. She embodied it. Her thoughts, feeding into the biological operating system, sans division. O God, O God of change and trickery, see how she stole the secret of evolution from the bugs.

What was not bugs: the underdogs of evolution on Hart. Worm-things; aquatic things, like little squirming spears; things that, as adults, became rooted and sponge-like, but as larvae were almost fish. She took them and told them they were going to inherit the Earth. She diverted all that ecological ingenuity away from the bugs, robbed them of their birthright and their kingdom. She made things that were not quite fish, and then made them bigger and hardier, swifter, scalier, toothier. Within a few generations – perhaps a day of actual time; an Earth day, or maybe a Hartlandian day, no longer – the process was accelerating away on its own. Taking the trajectory she’d given it and running with it. Swimming with it, at first, running later. Not quite fish. Not quite post-fish. Things not seen on Earth but moulded by her clumsy hands to resemble them. A sculptor lacking practice, awkward with the clay of life. But at least it wasn’t bugs, right? Who’d ever want a planet controlled by bugs?
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It was a month before she was back in the prison of her head. Bounded by the shell of her nut, when she had been, for that brief time, the lord of infinite space.

She opened her eyes. They should have been dry. The glare should have blinded her. But none of that happened, because her neurology had been handheld into readiness for this moment. For when her mind was brought back into its box, and she could use the organs that another world’s evolution had laboriously devised for the purpose of seeing through.

She saw their faces, gathered about her bedside. Not in the manner of a loving family but like vulturous heirs wanting only to partition the estate and challenge the will. Hartmand, Dorcheson, Milner, Pil. For a moment she was trying to fit them into old childhood archetypes. Lion, witch, tinman, scarecrow, but that wasn’t right, surely . . .

Registering, in the echo of this, that Pil was back amongst the Pancreator pantheon, all forgiven, no blame, no foul. Which meant . . .

A number of things, she could calmly consider. Dispassionately enough that she realized she was still on some sort of cocktail to stop her leaping up and screaming at them, or breaking Ken Pil’s scrawny neck. Afloat on chemistry, so she could consider the course of action without actually feeling the emotional kick that would spur her to enact it. And, in that rather pleasant wash of placid thought, she put the possibility away. Perhaps not forever, but for now. For complex reasons, but most obviously because Pil was forgiven, which meant she’d be on her own if she went for him.

She was in bed with a lot of drugs in her, so if she was on her own, that meant they might not give her autonomy back to her. They might not give back . . .

It. The world. Everything, O God.

She smiled. It was a battle, that smile. A battle between the woman who’d been Pil’s non-consenting experimental subject – who didn’t want to smile at all – and the woman who’d been the god of the insect planet – who wanted to smile so broadly that the ends would meet around the back of her head. The end result was something just about within human tolerance. Exactly the mocking grin Redina Kott was known to sport.

‘Well fuck,’ she said to them. ‘Who died?’

Three taken-aback faces for a reply, then Ken Pil telling her, ‘About a billion insect-derivatives. How was it?’

She looked at him and knew she hated him, and was going to kill him, or something else, or something worse. But also knew she’d just woken up from the most powerful and trippy of all power trips. It had been numinous and awe-inspiring and transcendent, and she wanted to do it again. Again and again. She recognized it wasn’t healthy, and that it eroded the self, but she was still herself. She had been the planet, and it had been wondrous. It had been divine.

Revenge could wait. Revenge could get nice and cold. She’d serve Pil as he deserved. She’d do it to them all. Not one of them had spoken out for her in her absence, of that she was absolutely sure. She would be the trickster god and bring down this whole pantheon, for their cavalier treatment of her. But in time. Later. When they weren’t expecting it. When she was out of this bed and off the drugs. Off these drugs, anyway. When she stuck it to the four of them she wanted to feel it, after all.

Instead, she turned that grin into something enquiring and said, ‘How’s the planet?’
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THE THIRD AGE

Children of Bad Decisions
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They call it Kern’s World now. Of all the diadem of exoplanetary projects she ordained, it was the one she personally oversaw. She, Avrana Kern, First Lady of Terraforming. Nemesis of Gerey Hartmand, though that relationship was almost entirely one-way, given she spared him no thought at all. Though she’d have been indignant, perhaps, to discover that Hartmand’s team had actually achieved something by methods entirely unlike her own, against all odds.

Kern’s World had been shaped by more tried-and-tested terraforming methods, before Kern went mad with it. A world as close to Earth as anyone had found, pick of the crop of exoplanets surveyed by the previous generation of probes and the early manned missions. She couldn’t have asked for a more ideal canvas for her art. She and her team had installed an ecosystem in blocks, building ground-up as the theories dictated. The foundations held and each tier slotted in above. Species bound to species by countless pre-calculated relationships. Kern and her people had done their homework, based on the desperate disaster-era salvaging of past geneticists and ecologists, who had recorded the last throes of Earth’s complexity before it was extinguished by human-driven change. So that, out there on another world around another star, Kern’s mission could do their best to recreate some simulacrum of it.

And then, as noted, Kern went a bit mad. Mad with power, perhaps. Never the most humble of human beings, after all, or why would she have set herself up as the patron saint of brave new worlds? Whilst the public face of the project was to create new homes amongst the stars, Kern didn’t actually care about that. Or about people in general. Kern cared about what she could do with science. For the sake of enquiry; enquiry for its own sake. And because it amused her, though she’d have angrily disowned that.

Looking back at her old, human self now, it’s grimly amusing to Kern to consider that, in a particularly human way, she was considering her legacy as something she’d be around to appreciate. Yet here she is, around, appreciating it.

What happened on Kern’s World was this. She’d been all set to release a population of engineered virus-receptive monkeys onto the planet, along with an engineered monkey-intended virus that would set them on a vastly accelerated evolutionary path towards greater socialization, cooperation and higher intellect. It wasn’t enough to just create worlds, with Kern. She wanted to create people as well. Monkey people, who would know her as their monkey god. She’d sold the idea to investors and regulators as creating a pliable population of workers, or a variety of other similarly attractive, and not-remotely-ethically-supportable, justifications. She wasn’t really interested in that, either. It was just a way to secure resources and a lack of interference. She just wanted to create monkey people who would idolize her, and was that so wrong?

Basically, put that original Avrana Kern and Gerey Hartmand in a room together and, while you’d probably have been able to draw an intellectual gradient between the two, not so much on the moral spectrum, honestly.

Everything went wrong just as she was putting her plan into operation. Earth was divided, back home. Then one of her crew betrayed her and destroyed her research orbital. Kern was the only survivor, with the death toll including her beloved monkeys. But not the virus – is a virus life enough to count as a survivor? – which dispersed over the unmonkeyed planet below and got to work. Not on the other vertebrates, because Kern, jealous god that she was, had made sure none of them were receptive enough to challenge her simian protégés. Which left . . .

Everything else. The future of a world, up for grabs. Insects, arachnids, molluscs, invertebrates of all stripes. The mistletoe the god had neglected to factor into her considerations. Whatever found itself sufficiently sympatico with the nanovirus developed into the new masters of Kern’s World.

Two species, as it happened.

Probably more than two species, really. A burden both of the dominant clades would have to bear in the back of their rapidly evolving minds. That, in the earlier days of the world, there were likely a wide variety of other evolving minds. Then, later on, just two. In the same way humanity lived through an era when Earth knew a diversity of hominid form and perspective, which attenuated down to one. From a time before records or Understandings, other intelligences rose and then fell by the wayside on Kern as a result of bad luck, environmental shifts or competition.

On the land, as has been exhaustively documented, a species of Salticid spider, Portia labiata, constructed an intricate civilization. They mastered a form of virus-mediated generational learning, fought wars, survived disasters and reached orbit just in time to clash with, and recruit, an ark ship full of desperate humans, who had limped all the way out from dying Earth.

In the seas, though, another species arose, and this is their story.

Mantis shrimps. Neither mantis nor shrimp, though in appearance having the front end of the former and the back end of the latter. Taxonomized as Stomatopods, and possessed of a variety of features which made them prime territory for uplifting by Kern’s nanovirus. For though the virus sprinkled itself across every biome like fairy dust, only a few species learned to fly. Intelligence is not necessarily a great evolutionary boon. Large brains, complex neurologies and existential angst are expensive, developmentally and energetically. If you could do without them, you would. The majority of species aren’t subject to the sorts of pressures and challenges that make the cost and the complications worth it.

On land, the Portiids were already very smart spiders, at the very cutting edge of strategy and innovation available to a creature smaller than your thumbnail, whose pin-point-sized neural focus didn’t quite deserve the term ‘brain’. Given access to a rapidly expanding mental capacity, and an impetus towards socialization (hitherto lacking in the species, other than occasionally cannibalistic mating encounters), they seized on their new abilities with palps, fangs and their four front limbs. They had a rudimentary society and even a civilization in remarkably few generations.

In the seas, the Stomatopods already had a society. In fact, participating in society was the greatest problem any individual mantis shrimp had to deal with. They were, in their natural state, a remarkable species (or aggregate of species, as this particular breed had been Frankensteined out of a few Earth-native originals). They inhabited shallow water and dwelled in burrows, to avoid the large number of species which found them delicious – fish, cephalopods, birds, just about anything really. At the same time they were active hunters, quite able to take on well-defended prey through lightning-fast strikes of their mantis-style appendages. As ancient aquarium owners often discovered to their cost, pound for pound there’s little that can punch like a mantis shrimp. A variety of mechanical adaptations meant no shellfish was safe. Direct brute force, applied with remorseless precision, was their chosen solution to life’s problems. Except that, being a pugnacious species living in dense colonies, constantly competing for the best real estate, life’s problems for a Stomatopod included all other Stomatopods in the immediate area. Each of which was well equipped to kill its conspecifics with a single blow.

It is a peculiar driver of intelligence and complex behaviour, to be able to kill another member of your own species very easily. It worked for humans, from the moment they thought to pick up a rock. It was working for mantis shrimps since long before Kern’s meddling virus came along. Otherwise they’d have exterminated themselves across the seas of the world, and left nothing but some rather battered fossils.

So it was that these punchy shrimp-looking beasts, as long as your ring finger, already had a great deal going on before they were coded up and force-bred, then released into the shallow seas of Kern’s World. Along with a variety of hunting strategies and a superfluity of attitude, they came into the world with the concept of stronger and weaker. The ability to assess their neighbours and remember who won and who lost the last time around, or whether that neighbour was in fact a mate and an ally. They learned to fight ritual combats which left both pugilists alive and intact. They even learned to lie, covering weakness through aggressive display. And then the virus filtered down into the waters and found, in them, an able student. Which has led, through thousands of generations, accelerated evolution, and a variety of (in some cases regrettable) incidents, to this distant descendant of the species.

Now Cato – if resorting to the limited Human nomenclature for him and his kind – considers the Human, Alis, and wonders whether it was worth breaking her out from her cocoon and her coma. If he’s any judge of the immediate future, there’s going to be a need for some punchy problem solving, and he isn’t sure Alis has any real punch in her.
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Cato is suffering from a very particular dilemma, not unique to his species but certainly endemic. The feeling of wanting to be entirely alone, and to be observed being nobly alone, and admired for it. For which state his species have a single linguistic element (a word, Humans would say; the analogy is inexact).

The accelerated evolution of Kern’s World Stomatopods went into some odd wrangles with their inbuilt social instincts. They were a solitary social species. On the one hand, rugged individualists who needed nothing from others and found the company of their own kind a threat, an irritant. An assessment they’d come to extend to just about all thinking beings, after encountering first the Portiid spiders and then extraplanetary intelligences. Simultaneously, a vast amount of their evolutionary wiring focused on the fine details of interacting with others in safe and ritualized ways, occupying a disproportionate amount of their head-space (cephalothorax-space). Theirs was a complex culture of etiquette, hierarchy and brutal violence in equal measures.

Cato is nothing if not a product of that culture. Perhaps he’s the apex of it, the greatest creation of the complex schools of Stomatopod philosophy. Albeit the majority of fighting Stomatopods tend to have this opinion of themselves, at least until . . .

Traditionally, until they are beaten. Humbled in formal duel before an audience. Back in the mists of pre-viral time, there hadn’t been audiences, of course. Just two mantis shrimps meeting to contest a burrow. But one thing that evolved within just a handful of post-viral generations was learning from others’ mistakes. Duelling became a spectator sport before they’d even developed grammatical language.

Cato has never been beaten. Not in the sort of pugilistic contest that his people still engage in – positively relish, because there’s an unequalled neurological reward in unleashing your great appendages to club a worthy opponent. Nor in any of the subsequent ways that his species developed to fight one another. Undefeated, triumphant, the best. Yet humbled he was, in the end. The thought makes him curl in a complex emotion, another one Humans don’t have a precise word for. Unworthiness deriving from excessive zeal is perhaps the closest cognate.

He doesn’t like having Alis present on his ship, but matters have accelerated to the point where he needs help. He has a particular skill set and it’s not necessarily going to be the most useful on a rescue mission. He could go with only Kern’s spider waldo as backup, but before rousing Alis that had seemed less than ideal. He doesn’t like Kern. He doesn’t like anybody. In fact, the concept of liking – a positive attitude towards someone allowing you to be passively at ease in their presence – isn’t really a part of Stomatopod psychology. Kern gets on his nerves, because her speech is littered with inherent markers of superiority, but there’s no way he can challenge her because she is also the ship. Oh, he could pound the little spider robot into scrap, but that wouldn’t achieve anything, other than giving Kern some more verbal ammunition against him. Hence, Kern is an entity who doesn’t fit into any cultural box he grew up possessing, and that irks him. He is – was, has been – a hyper-traditionalist on the Stomatopod cultural stage. He’s supposed to be better, now; more cosmopolitan (absolutely a loan concept, alien and force-introduced into his lexicon). It’s not coming naturally to him.

He’s aware there are Stomatopods who’ve adapted far more readily to the Panspecific culture spreading itself out across the stars. He wasn’t ever one of them. He and his fellows took the technological boons of the Portiids and refused to compromise on the principles of their culture. Which the other species (and those of his own who had compromised) allowed them to do. Up until . . .

He curls. It hurts, that feeling. Raw as having his shell peeled off.

The fact he already almost killed Alis brings on the same general flavour of negative emotion. Not technically his fault, by the precepts of his culture. She had, literally, been asking for it. If she’d had a good technique and an exoskeleton, it would have been barely more than a warning tap. Humans were fragile, though. Their hard parts were on the inside, so they could do most damage to the surrounding tissue when you smashed them. Just as well the ship had a good suite of medical tools.

Alis was keeping a wary distance from him now. Exactly as it should be. Cato reciprocated, letting Kern talk to them both at once, presumably words to Alis, but coming to him as a phantasmal flicker of light, which encapsulated the impact of movement and visual display without actually using them. An artificial, low-fidelity communication method – the equivalent of a human listening to a tinny, distorted voice on a radio – but the best that could be managed. Cato’s people were not a majority player in the Portiids’ community. Better translation methods were still being worked on.

This ship has a larger crew, Kern says to Alis. On arrival in this system, and discovering there was evidence here of old human activity, the majority of the crew decided to investigate. Cato demurred. Hence we split the ship and indeed myself. The majority of us pursued this exploration project, while Cato took this half of the vessel into the outer system to engage in . . . culturally specific activities.

Another Stomatopod emotion reared up in Cato. The strong desire to take violent action against an aggressor, under circumstances in which such a thing is socially impermissible. Being baited. A human might grind their teeth, perhaps. Cato lacks teeth, but he has a single simple linguistic element for the feeling. Very common, where he comes from. Kern is constantly flicking at it, and she is absolutely aware when she’s doing it. Kern doesn’t like him either, and they’re stuck on a ship together because he had a crew, and that meant needing a piece of Kern to mediate. He can’t push back at Kern the way he wants, and she can’t really push at him, so it’s a constant abrasion against his nerves. Not Alis’s fault, but she’s right in the middle of it.

We are currently just out of our acceleration phase, heading back in-system, and will shortly begin decelerating. You’ll not feel it much; one of the advantages of the medium. You should probably familiarize yourself with the early long-range recon of what the rest of the crew found. And perhaps have some suitable equipment printed up. A spacesuit, that sort of thing.

Alis has adopted a strange posture – her lower limbs curled in and held tucked to her torso by her upper limbs. It actually communicates deference and surrender to Cato, which salves his anxieties a bit. At least the Human knows her place. Yes, he is Captain. Yes, this is his ship. Yes, this arrangement literally only exists because he needs to know where he is compared to everyone else, and preferably that he’s dominant over them. So Kern made a virtual captain’s hat for him and everyone pretended it meant something. It’s a subterfuge he can live with, but maybe Alis will believe he’s really Captain of something, and that would be pleasant.

I don’t know if I can cope with this, Alis says. She’s not actually being deferential, it’s just some sort of trauma. Curling up. The cultural associations, and the fact she has zero offensive capability, allow Cato to scull closer. Alis screams – or at least Kern translates a wounded but threat display sort of concept to him. She uncurls instantly and kicks wildly in the water, limbs thrusting in all directions but going precisely nowhere. She seems to have a moment of trying to breathe through regular Human means, which goes badly for a number of reasons, before the pulsing of her gills settles again. Cato has been signalling intent with his colour spots and smaller limbs, but she isn’t looking at him, so her inner translator has nothing to work on.

‘Incapable, she.

Of what use?

An anchor,’ Cato says, to Kern. Displaying to the robot spider, because it’s hard to communicate with an ethereal presence if your language is primarily visual.

‘Return her

To her shell.’

No! I’ll do it! I’ll help. Don’t put me back under. Apparently Alis was paying attention. Then adding: I don’t want to dream again.

Cato’s people dream. Like humans and Portiids, they decompress, re-order and process memories and thoughts during times of neurological idleness. If you have bad things in your past, that’s when they contest with you for the space inside your mind. And, given the scale of the bad things in his past, the dreams are stronger than Cato. Never beaten in waking, but in dreams . . .

‘If it must be.

Equip her. She seems like

She’s going to die.’

It’s actually a relatively caring sentiment, by his standards. It probably comes over a little abruptly to Alis, but that’s a translation issue and outside his remit.

There’s been no word from the rest of the crew and the other half of the ship – and of Kern – since a garbled distress call some hours ago. This ship of theirs can move very swiftly between stars using physics Cato can’t begin to understand, but within a planetary system there are limits. He leaves that concern to Kern, who might as well be useful for something.

He sculls away from Alis, leaving her to sort out what she might need from the ship’s printers. A shell, some proper limbs, better senses. He is distantly aware that Humans – or at least lower-case-h humans – are the origin point of all of this. His people, the Portiids, all the rest (with one exception) derive from human science. Having met Humans, he can only assume they lost a great deal over the intervening millennia. They seem a hapless and poorly designed species.

He picks his station, within the spherical cavity of the ship, making sure he’s where Alis – the only pair of real eyes present – can see him, after which he broods in magnificent solitude.


   

4.3

I was Avrana Kern, says Kern – or not, apparently, Avrana Kern – after a pause.

Alis hadn’t been going to ask further about that. Had been happy leaving that thread trailing. Quite enough mad stuff to deal with, as her memories kept turning up with the wilfulness of cats. Her attempt to piece together Who is Alis had been enough to keep her busy. Except she had asked, because apparently the voice behind the robot spider was an important enough part of her world that she couldn’t just let it hang.

I–we–she– says the voice, which isn’t really coming from the robot spider, but what else does Alis have to focus on? Kern exists in multiple instances.

‘Obviously,’ Alis says. Kern had been a singular human woman, then an artificial intelligence, then a biologically-housed artificial intelligence made up of ants, because that’s where Portiid computing went. Meaning that Kern became infinitely divisible, if you had enough ants.

I–we–what you’re speaking to was budded off from a larger Kern instance. I–I–went through some events. Which seemed significant. A personal experiential burden. And I wished to spare my–myself–my parent – the wider Kern instance – a full understanding of that. So I refused to reintegrate when there was no need of me. It was a matter of some debate when I made the wider community aware of it.

‘I’ll bet,’ Alis says. She’s been given access to the ship’s records, having recovered sufficient self-knowledge to deal with the somewhat unintuitive control interface. Unintuitive to a Human. Vastly intuitive had she been an octopus, the species which had designed both system and ship. To an octopus all things are intuitive, save their actual experience of the world. Alis can access some neural hacks to draw information out of the ship’s computer: the data repository and crew liaison sections, that aren’t full of Kern’s aquatic-modded ants.

What she suspects happened is that Kern Junior informed the wider community so that Kern Senior couldn’t just gobble her up without anyone being the wiser, because she’s recalled enough to guess Avrana Kern wouldn’t take mutiny lying down. She also suspects Junior’s refusal to surrender her separate existence has a root in that same egotism, rather than noble sacrifice. But she is wise enough to suggest neither of these things.

I was granted the opportunity to maintain my individual existence.

‘That sounds . . .’ Dangerous, is what it sounds like. Kern’s mind has become the de facto operating system for an entire, widely distributed interstellar community. Splitting that keystone into multiple divergent entities, that don’t have to agree on things, feels like . . . well, like the community as a whole, which seems to work somehow.

Right now she writes it off as Someone Else’s Problem, on the reasonable basis that she has enough of her own.

‘What do I call you then?’ she asks.

I have decided Avigael. Avigael Kern. Preserving the lineage. Trace memory suggests a family member of that name. So . . . A slightly awkward ellipsis within a conversation happening as impulses within Alis’s skull. Bringing with it the remembrance that the original human Kern doesn’t really exist as a continuous record of memories within the entomo-computational entity that bears her name – or in this case some maybe-relative’s. Kern believes she is Kern right up until she needs to access some aspect of her past which no longer exists within her.

Alis finds this state of being – previously alien and traumatic to her – is now one hundred per cent relatable.

She’s trying to find records of her fellow crewmembers, whom she herself has yet to successfully recall. Although ‘fellow’ might be a little over-chummy, given that they apparently locked her up in a cocoon in the hope she’d be better company later. The crew of the Dissenter, that being the best translation of how Cato thinks about his ship. Thus far the system isn’t cooperating. Or rather, she’s still coming to an awareness of how it works. What she finds instead is . . .

‘Um,’ she says. Some sort of quasi-vocalization seems appropriate. ‘Who were we fighting?’

Excuse me? Kern asks.

‘I’ve found,’ says Alis, slightly hysterically, ‘the record of some sort of war.’

For a moment Kern breaks all connection with her, though Alis sees the fingerprints of her moving through the ship’s data architecture. A moment later, Kern says, Ah, that in Alis’s auditory centre, her tone denoting something dismissive. Bringing with it the alarming suggestion that there was a different war that was something to worry about. Alis’s recollections about her own culture suggest wars aren’t something it does. She files the issue away, because she has more pressing concerns, and doesn’t think she’ll be able to pin Kern down enough to get a proper answer anyway.

‘This war then,’ she said. ‘The recent one.’ The records, which include a grandly detailed chronicle of space-battling ending just, her internal time-check suggests, before she was hatched out of the cocoon. Just after contact with the other half of the ship was lost.

Ah, well, says Kern, simulating tact, not usually her strong suit. I am speaking now just to you. I am not including Cato in this loop.

‘Cato was fighting a personal war?’ Alis subvocalizes.

Cato was . . . fighting, Kern allows.

‘This is a lot of ship resources.’ She didn’t actually know that until she said it. ‘Who were we – was he – fighting, for heaven’s sake?’ The oath just comes out. Heaven. She’s seen heaven. Just because it was within an alien machine didn’t make it any less heavenly. But that was late-stage, when things had become unhealthy. Man’s grasp must exceed his reach or what’s a simulation for?

Kern confided, I am going to tell you something about this vessel, mission and crew.

‘Go on.’

You are all broken.

Alis says nothing. Inside she realizes that, yes, she knew this. Either hidden from her until Kern’s prompt jarred it loose, or she was repressing it. Yes, she is broken, and she found a broken crew to hide amongst, in the hope they’d forgive her brokennesses. Which, apparently, they hadn’t.

Cato, who is the original occupant of this vessel, is broken. He is a veteran. Fighting is something he feels a need to do. Hence he invents opportunities for himself.

‘A veteran of what?’ Alis demands.

Kern says nothing.

‘Of what, Kern. Avigael. Kern.’

Kern still says nothing. In fact, Kern very specifically transmits a delineated nil-message to Alis, to ensure that her pointedly saying nothing isn’t mistaken for just nothing being said.

Alis’s eyes slide sidelong and pierce through the underwater gloom (with an acuity alien to human eyes underwater – more modifications), until they come to rest on Cato. His shrimp-shape is very still, save for a constant undulation of limb-gill-components underneath the prawnier back-end of him. He can’t have heard us. Kern said we’re on a closed channel. She can’t even tell if his eyes are on her, particularly, because those multifaceted and scintillating globes are on everything. Another piece of stray memory then comes home like a truculent cat, though: Cato can see a great many things, considerably better than even an augmented human. Can see, perhaps, the movements of her jaw as she subvocalizes. Kern’s words are hidden, but maybe he can translate a little of Alis’s own – enough to grasp for context.

‘Fine,’ she says. ‘It’s none of my business.’ She remembers the inward clench of his segmented body, the stray signifiers of . . . embarrassment. Oh God, were you off playing toy soldiers and now something’s happened to everyone else? A very human interpretation, surely, except she isn’t sure it’s not also the correct one.

She can’t retreat to the cocoon, which no longer has the kind of structural stability to hold her. Kern shows her how to anchor herself to the walls, though. Give the ship the right commands and it calcifies a few warty nodules of its otherwise gelatinous interior surface. If she was an octopus she could just have latched on. As a Human, she uses some translucent stringy, sticky stuff to secure one wrist, and lets herself drift in the circulating current of water the ship generates to prevent stagnation in the gravity-free space. For five minutes it’s profoundly disorienting. Then her body spontaneously remembers she’s absolutely used to this, and it’s better than gravity and a bed any day. At this point something in her brain recognizes she wants to sleep, and restores to her the appropriate neuro-hormonal balance to make it happen. Part of the therapeutic package, perhaps. She can’t remember.

She has a genuine fear that, when she wakes, she’ll have reset again. Knowing nothing about herself or her surroundings, plus the added trauma of a sundered chest cavity that’s doing its best to heal, and which would be one more unpleasant mystery for her denuded brain to unlock.

Broken. She cannot argue with Kern’s assessment. Although – last thought, she promises, before sleep overcomes her – she reckons this Kern was assigned the post because the instance is just as broken as any of them.

Doesn’t bode well.

She sleeps.

She wakes. For a moment it is, indeed, all gone. Enough that she doesn’t even remember that she was terrified it would be. She’s too busy being terrified about knowing nothing, then almost immediately after about drowning, and then what the hell is wrong with the entire skeletomuscular arrangement of her chest. As though impatient with the repetition, a tsunami of recollection punches through both lobes of her grey matter and suddenly she knows everything.

A moment later the tide washes back out and she understands only the pittance of things she’d understood when she went to sleep. The contextual shift is sufficiently overwhelming that she tries to gasp, and, of course, can’t. Although enough of her internal structure has been restored that she feels a series of pain-adjacent warning messages not to do it again until further notice.

Left behind by that outgoing tide is an awareness of the fact the majority of what she remembered isn’t real. Or rather, it relates to experiences within the machine on Imir. Whole lifetimes of events, people, places, that she lived through and met and visited – more vivid than the Objectiverse, more personal than her actual history. Better, honestly. A cavalcade of wonderlands she ran through forever, until one morning when she woke and knew none of it was real, even the colleagues whom she’d thought were accompanying her on her odyssey. Even – especially – the discoveries (universe-shaking, of awesome significance to everyone’s understanding of the cosmos!) she had made. It was all just what the machine had showed her. Suddenly, somehow, she couldn’t shake that revelation. And with that knowledge in her head, everything was nightmarish, false and terrible. It wasn’t the dream, the game, the simulation that had failed her. She had failed it.

Her great lives, her victories, her work, are all taken back out by that tide, with only the odd piece of driftwood and old boot left behind. Because she needs to be rid of it all to find her equilibrium. It had grown and grown inside her head until she could accept the reality of nothing.

She looks around her. The spherical, water-filled space, beyond which is only the cold vacuum of space. In there with her: a robot spider, possessed by a millennia-dead human woman who thinks she’s her own cousin; some kind of PTSD combat shrimp. Yes. Reality. How reassuring.

‘What’s going on?’ she demands of the devils in her personal hell, somewhat peevishly.

We approach.

Be ready.

I rely on you. Don’t

Cause me regret.

She blinks. Cato makes any utterance simultaneously a beautiful little dance and a profoundly ugly challenge. Every rainbow flash and dazzle comes with a dense cloud of markers, placing the pair of them in a hierarchy. Reminding her that he hit her once, and can do it again. She finds herself yanking back on her wrist-tether, cringing away from the flamboyant threat, feeling phantom pain from last time.

He regards her, still for a moment – meaning silent, because for him to move is to speak. He then retreats a little, buckles inward slightly.

Zeal is not for all, suggests her translator, which probably also wants her to know it’s working very hard. The statement comes with markers, ensuring she knows that she’s been judged and found wanting in the zeal stakes. But Cato has modified his body language, so what would have been derisive criticism becomes almost an apology.

‘Look,’ she says. ‘I’m still getting up to speed, okay? I don’t even remember the rest of the crew.’ She’d found some details before she slept, even retained them in waking, but they were just details, not memories. The one point of connection she feels is with the name Mira, who had been her therapist, and her friend. A warmth, there, like a hand’s clasp. The rest were strangers who she’d apparently shared a ship with. ‘I accept they’re my fellow crew, and something’s happened to them, so I’ll help. As much as I can. Zeal enough for you?’ Hoping her translation of his concept would survive the return linguistic trip.

Things must suffice, Cato communicates, with qualifiers showing what a poor ally he finds in her. She wants to call him on it. She’s having a rough day and, indeed, a rough life. She has a head full of holes. Thanks to him her chest cavity is in a similar condition. She doesn’t have the headspace to take on his bullshit as well as her own. It isn’t fair for him or Kern or the universe to ask her to go on a rescue mission when she feels direly in need of rescue herself.

She has her fists clenched, her body tensed. Plainly whatever function communicates Alis to Cato covers body language because he sculls forwards and flares his warning spots, half extending those big upside-down mantis arms.

‘Don’t!’ she shouts at him – or at least puts a great deal of force into her subvocalizing. ‘Don’t just keep threatening me! Or do it! Hit me again! Not like I can stop you! I am doing! The best! I can!’

He rolls a half-metre closer in the water, backs off, dances to the side, as though trying to work out where her most vulnerable angle is.

That approaches zeal.

More of that.

Almost acceptable, he tells her.

She wants to cry. Being submerged apparently precludes this. She wants to throw herself at him with her little Human fists. The tether stops that, and a moment later she’s very glad it did. The simple suggestion of it had spurred those big limbs to be cocked, ready to explode some other part of her. Make a threatening gesture at an unexpecting human, they’d flinch, throw a hand up to defend themselves. Not so Cato’s folk.

I can’t do this, she thinks, but understands she can. That she has been in madder places and had worse demands made of her, and come through. None of those were real, but some part of her head isn’t accepting this as real either, so she has the same resource to draw on.

‘How’s my suit?’ she asks. ‘The space one. For space.’

All your gear is ready, Kern says. Of course Kern has been watching the entire altercation impassively, not in any way intervening.

Display our target, Cato says. There’s probably more than that, but he’s tilted to face the spider robot, cutting her out of the bulk of his communication.

An image manifests within the ship. Alis blinks, cocks her head, and screws up her eyes, taking too long to understand what she’s looking at.

‘How’s that even possible?’ she demands. She’s been on a diet of mad things, from back in the simulation. She doesn’t have the incredulity needed to assess encounters in the Objectiverse. Except she’s looking at this thing and cannot get her head around how it can be. Surely it’s just her, again: Alis the singular fuck-up, dragging everyone else down. Except Cato is approaching and then retreating from the image, shifting in the water, making abortive angry gestures with limbs and body. Which is to say, What even?

It’s what we found before, Kern tells them. It’s what the others wanted to investigate, and small wonder. A pause, as they regard this orbital prodigy, or its virtual reproduction. Then Kern adds, I’ve located a beacon, from inside it. Someone’s still alive in there.


   

4.4

After that, the whole being buried alive thing, Alis – the fake Alis, the one on the planet – doesn’t have much choice but to walk. Later – too late to rectify the error – she realizes she had possessed a choice, and that was Stay with the crash, which was of course the correct thing to do. Except she hadn’t characterized the premature burial as a crash precisely. Hadn’t understood the reason she could see stars above was that whatever she’d come down in had torn a hole in a formerly unbroken canopy of lush vegetation. Also, she could have, say, climbed a tree and maybe spotted a landmark to head for, instead of wandering randomly off into the wood, which is what she’s done. Driven by the idea that to do something is always superior to doing nothing, which is often not true. Her excuse, should she have been put on the spot about it, is that she basically has almost no concept of who she is at this point. She actually has a self, insofar as any sapient entity does, but the events which shaped this self have been pithed up against the wall, so there’s just a rattling void in her head where they’re supposed to be. Alis, the Amazing Hollow Girl.

She does recall the concept of the simulation, the alien machine. Which is plainly where she is, because the sort of thing that just happened to her isn’t what one would expect of the Objectiverse. Neither what happened to her, nor what she did. The growing, the shrinking, the eating, all that.

As she walks through the dense forest, strange animals watch her. Creatures that seem Earth-adjacent yet not. As though you’d described a cat, say, or a rabbit, and some artist – talented enough but without visual reference – had set out to draw one. Some of them grin as she goes past.

She has a vague sense of ‘Alis’s Adventures Before The Crash’. Not actual memories, but as though someone tried to summarize them for her. She has the sense of a series of events in which she had grown fatally disillusioned with being in a simulation, and suffered what was frankly a psychotic break, in which she could neither accept anything as real, nor be happy with the unreality of things. That had continued to be a problem after she had (or thought she had) come out of the simulation and begun to receive treatment, meaning that the course of treatment had been forced to intensify. Except, given her current circumstances, either she relapsed and then repressed all memory of the relapse, or . . .

Or she never left. Or the exit and the treatment, and the therapist she feels she recalls more clearly than many things, were just part of the simulation. She demanded of the alien machine that it cure her, and it provided a plausible therapeutic scenario that was no more real than anything else.

This is too much, for a while. She goes down unevenly onto her knees, feeling all the joints tug and tear. There’s some blood, from the reopening of things, but they all close up again soon enough, and she has other things to worry about. Partly the existential dread, partly the sickness. Not a body’s overwhelming nausea, but a polite and distant understanding that she’s going to vomit, giving her a civilized warning period to comport herself for it. Hooray for modern implants and neurological advances! She vomits. It’s no more pleasant than the ancestral condition, but she finds herself able to sit at a distance from the experience. To assay it like a critic about to write a review. Three out of ten, wouldn’t repeat.

There is some part of her that’s quite enjoying this. A part of her that seems separate from the her currently evacuating her stomach contents up against a tree. Odd that, because the whole simulation thing means she’s had a steady diet of novelty for an unmeasurable period of subjective time. Novelty should have lost its novelty, but this is new. In her head, something watches and enjoys.

What she vomits up is quite a lot of soil, and also some bone pieces and things. Relics of a meal that was one of the more unreal aspects of her post-burial-and-excavation experience. Very definitely part of the simulation, except the simulation often skipped undesired consequences of actions. And vomiting after that is a logical but surely undesired consequence.

She stands, brushing a stray vertebra off her chin. She’s had better days, in and out of simulation.

She becomes aware of one particular cat-adjacent thing watching her out of the branches of a tree. A tree, because it’s also somewhat monkey-like, though the crescent of bared teeth points to obligate carnivory.

Alis holds up the stray vertebra. It’s large enough that she had to push quite hard to get it up her oesophagus, and virtually dislocate her jaw. Her tooth marks on it look like demure little nibbles. The cat-monkey-thing stops grinning. She chucks the bone at it, as a general declaration-of-hostilities against the natural world on whatever planet this is. The creature vanishes into the leaves.

She walks on. Not in any direction, but because walking is better than not. It’s about this point when she has the revelation that not going anywhere was the wiser choice. That ship has sailed, though. Her memory is a net which catches only holes, and she can’t remember which way she came from. Forests can look awfully same-y if one is the poor woodswoman Alis is.

That’s when she meets the person.

She hadn’t expected people. This seemed to be one of those experiences which would be Human Versus Nature. There’s a person there, though. A woman, smaller and thinner than Alis, who isn’t herself particularly big. Except maybe she is big, or this woman is small, because Alis’s eyeline suggest she’s taller by a head. The woman has dark skin, partly heritage, partly sun-weathering. She has sand-coloured hair. She has clothes made from what Alis guesses are supposed to be natural materials. Woven stuff and also what are probably hides. Metal buckles and clasps and aglets, and a vest made from interwoven straps that gleam with silvery wires, some sort of armour. She also has a gun, and the gun is pointed right at Alis, because this woman is woodsy, and clearly heard her coming.

Alis lifts a hand tentatively. She looks at the hand. It’s not a friendly hand. Covered in blood and, she must note, vomit, but mostly dried blood. If it wasn’t at the end of her arm, she’d want nothing to do with it.

The woman’s eyes are very wide and she’s shaking, which Alis thinks isn’t something she wants someone with a gun to be doing. Her instinct is to make people feel better about things, so she takes a step forward, arms out to comfort, words coming to her lips. In the simulation everyone speaks a language Alis knows, because it’s obliging like that.

The woman speaks – shouts, rather. Not a language Alis knows. A moment later she realizes that, yes, she does recognize it, but can neither place nor translate any of the handful of harsh words the woman yells at her. At this point, though, most of her attention is drawn to the fact she’s just taken both barrels of the gun straight to her torso.

Alis makes a sound. Her forward progress has been neatly arrested by the Newtonian application of force represented by being shot. She should probably have been knocked clean off her feet, but a lot of that force spent itself after exiting through her back, meaning she stays improbably standing.

There is now a sizeable hole in Alis’s abdomen – all the way through. The woman with the gun can probably see daylight out the other side.

‘. . .’ says Alis. And then, ‘Well fuck you too.’ Not in the same language the woman spoke, but in another human (pre capital-H Human) language. A very old one. Kern’s own from back in the days of the Terraformers. The gunwoman’s face undergoes further contortions, possibly meaning she recognizes it. She is now hurriedly reloading.

Alis takes another step forward. It occurs to her this is quite a feat, given the disembowelling-with-extreme-prejudice she’s just received. She bends over – also no small achievement – to have a look. The entry wound is knitting together, though the stuff that’s doing the knitting doesn’t look like what she’s used to having inside her body. Fibrous and oozing. Nasty, honestly. She can feel a similar, larger-scale, operation happening in the back of her too, where the shot came out.

The woman screams at the sight of this. Alis feels that if either of them is supposed to be screaming right now, it’s her, and so she does. The two of them scream at each other for a few seconds, then the woman with the gun runs away. Alis is quite glad, honestly. She wasn’t really in the mood for conversation after being shot, and having another person around was becoming socially wearing.

She sits down and cradles her ruined gut. Or, rather, her repaired gut. There is stuff inside her. And while that stuff is apparently useful for healing fatal gunshot wounds, it doesn’t mean she has to be happy about it. The thing about the simulation is that previously it left her self alone. She was always Alis, even as the world mutated around her. This is either an unwelcome turn the whole business is taking, possibly indicating she’s finally losing any sense of self-image, or else . . .

She doesn’t want to think about ‘or else’. She looks at the ground where she’s been leaking into the soil. The leaks have stopped but there’s a lot of messy discoloration there. She doesn’t have a conscious understanding of it, but in the backrooms of her mind there’s a bad feeling trying to escape.

Now I am become death, destroyer of worlds.

What a line! Steeped in ancient history. Appropriated by a man, for sure, but originally the voice of a god, dating to a period that was ancient even to the ancient terraformers. The scraps of true antiquity later drawn on when they were naming the ark ships.

She doesn’t want to be death, destroyer of worlds. It doesn’t seem like a very nice thing to be. But the simulation will do what it will do. One reason why she desperately wanted out was that, after the scales fell from her eyes, simulated life started to whiplash wildly about, accelerating away from plausible reality, because only her own belief in it had been holding it back.

She takes a deep breath. Her skin is whole, it’s just that she’s not sure it’s her own.

She stands. With a sense of grim inevitability, she staggers off in the direction the gunwoman ran. If there are worlds to be destroyed by death, then she might as well have an audience.


   

PART 5

THE FIRST AGE

The Centre, Not Holding
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The world was green. The world was lush. An Eden. A paradise. Kott had not set foot there. None of them had, not yet. But sometimes she longed to breathe the air, touch the grass.

As soon as they could engineer sizeable land animals, Hartmand was talking about printing some guns and going hunting. Of course he was. But not yet, unless he wanted to use an extremely small gun. Not ready; work in progress. They hadn’t realized just how much progress they were going to need, though.

Almost a year, now, since she’d first gone under. Assumed the mantle of temporary godhood over the planet below. Opened her mind to the machine. Done it plenty since too. Pretended to the others it was a chore. Oh, is it my turn to be the all-seeing creator goddess again? Yawn. She made a big thing of being bored by it. Redina Kott had not gotten where she was, vis a player amongst people who were reshaping worlds to their whim, by caring about things. A mask of properly cultivated ennui was comme il faut. They were geniuses, one and all, and it was just a world. They were just creating it. Why all the excitement?

They had a rota. On account of the fact that, when she’d been under the first time, there’d been some seriously negative effects on her body and brain chemistry. Enough that she’d needed thirty days in a medically induced coma to come back from it. They were still refining the process, but Milner and Domus had done some actual work for a change and come back with a few safety tolerances. They would each take it in turns, they decreed. The damned rota. Something, Kott felt, which wasn’t normally the concern of a godly pantheon. She couldn’t imagine some grand bearded thunder-and-lightning divinity gathering all the lesser powers about a table and working out who was on shift that week. Nonetheless, shifts they had.

She looked for signs of it, in the faces of the others. That keen she felt, for going under. She didn’t see it, but they were all masters of the dispassionate. They didn’t perceive it in her either, what she felt burning under her breastbone. An addiction; hardly her first one. A psychological need, though. Not some alien cocktail of chemicals inserted into her poor human mind, but the perfectly natural rewards she felt when meshed and merging with an entire responsive biosphere. She was the world. She was the mother goddess who ate her bug children. It was a trip. You didn’t experience that just by shoving some psychoactive up your nose. After she’d thought about the logic of that, she’d realized it was literally true. There was a hard limit to the pay-off you’d get by putting your brain through the blender. Under regular circumstances there was nothing an experiential high could give you, that you couldn’t code a drug to duplicate. It was just your brain, after all. Everything you ever felt came out of the double-handful of grey stuff in your skull. You could simulate any high you wanted in the lab. She’d never had time for the adrenaline junkies who said you had to go out and do things.

This was different in a material and quantifiable way, though. Because when she was under she wasn’t just feeling things with her brain. Her brain was left relatively untended. What they’d had to drag her back from, that first time, was almost a neurological necrosis born of her simply not using her grey matter. The living thinking part of her, the quickfire exchange of information that engendered the illusion of a consciousness and a Kott, had been happening elsewhere. On the planet. Her planet, her self, her being.

There was nothing she could steep her brain in that could match that. Whenever she was off-shift – eighty per cent of the time – she pined for it, and knew they all must, although nobody would admit it. Nobody would give away that they were all Jonesing for godhood. Yet, even if they’d all resolved to go cold god-turkey and break the yearning, they couldn’t have done. The planet needed them. Or, rather, the project needed them, because the planet was a bad planet and wouldn’t just do what it was supposed to.

Even when she was in, it wasn’t the same. She could see where the others’ grimy fingers had been fondling her beloved creation. The dents of their minds within the matrix of the world. Like returning to a common room in a shared house full of inconsiderate fellow tenants. The spite, the egos, the intrusion of other human beings. The infinite spiritual communion she’d had with the planet was sullied by them. It would never be the same again. Not while they live.

She was reduced, proscribed, wings clipped; left only with her memories of when she’d been the sole and unchallenged god in the machine.

After her near miss, and despite her really really wanting to get right back into the saddle, they’d actually decided Pil’s new toy wasn’t for playing with at all. The sheer frustration of being the poster child for not Conflating – Pil’s word – with the biosphere, while feeling a desperate soul-deep need to do just that, almost drove her mad. Hartmand declared that, yes, it had been a necessary step. It’d dealt with the little vermin problem Hartland had developed, and that was good. Pat on the head for Pil for thinking of it. Then a slap across the back of that same head because, Hartmand wanted them to know, the problem had only occurred because Pil and Kott had been reckless assholes originally. (The fact the project had been dead in the water until said assholery was perpetrated did not fit the narrative, so went unmentioned.)

Within forty-eight days of Kott’s divine intervention – seventeen days after she came out of the coma – the bugs had come back. Not the same bugs, but very much that category of unwanted thing. There were still some sort-of-vertebrates kicking about, but they didn’t seem to be as competitive as their Earth analogues, and were mostly food for bugs by land and sea. These new bugs were built on the pillbug model, and some of them were bigger than a human being. Nobody liked them.

Kott bravely volunteered to go do the thing again, and they let her. With a good deal more medical monitoring than Pil had installed in that home science experiment in his quarters – all of which also intruded into her divine experience, lessening her, tethering her to the merely human. The monitoring was not because any of them cared about her wellbeing, exactly, but she was about to become integral to the project, so keeping tabs on her vitals seemed prudent, even to Dorcheson. They put her under for four days and, even though the experience was a shadow of her original godhood, she was bitterly disappointed when they yanked her out again. Which she hid, of course, even though it still cut like a knife inside. They’d yanked her out because the bugs had gone away again. She’d inhabited these bugs, since the more she focused herself on a particular cluster of evolutionary pathways, the more fine control she could exert on their development. She’d made them all curl up and die, breeding bug-specific malaises and making the bugs especially susceptible to them. Created a whole batch of more appealing fish- and newt-adjacent things into the bargain, just evolving them out of worms. She’d even made a halfway armadillo out of one of the pillbugs, although it went extinct soon after.

A little observation showed things weren’t just going to obey the plan. Life on Hart had its own ideas, and most of those ideas had too many legs. The world needed a constant, divine attention. Kott had suggested she could maybe run that part of the project single-handedly, but nobody would let her do so. And maybe, by then, her uncharacteristic willingness to volunteer for actual work had made some of them curious.

Well, they all knew now.

Life on Hart progressed. Fits and starts and occasional reversals. Forming acceptable organisms out of clay that constantly writhed and fought to become something nasty. But they were gods, and the world would do as they desired. Eventually. Even at the insanely accelerated rate that life switched and changed planetside, they were still a long way off the Earth-looking world Hartmand had decreed. Every part of the biosphere had to advance in lockstep, and none of them were good at that. They all had their preferred elements, so each of them left some dull-seeming aspect of life untended while they were on-shift. To be divine was to focus on your favourites. To get down with some class of beast that spoke to you, and lose yourself in its behaviours. To experience the world through animal senses, keen and exotic. Thus small problems ignored became big problems a few generations down the line. Then all the trees fell over, or a new fungal plague killed off all the rabbit-analogues, or the fish went blind. Or the bugs returned. Honestly, nobody could quite account for how persistent the bugs were, given that they were being beaten back to ant-scale every chance anyone got. But there was some weird insecta in potentia going on with the way that Pil had set up the reflexive evolution package, baked right into the code and impossible to remove. So they had to keep making war on the bugs, steering the world towards the endoskeletal and the tetrapod. Chasing Hartmand’s dream.

In the interim, they followed developments on Earth, where it was all kicking off.
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The word came to them decades late, of course. Radio signals, broadcast specifically to them, tightly tracking them across Earth’s own firmament by a variety of legacy projects Hartmand and Milner had set up. Plus all the other radio junk they could catch, the chatter of Earth. Things were bad back home. Or had been, decades ago. There was a lot of disruption going on. New political movements, violence, small wars that might yet become big ones. Everyone who wasn’t on-shift gathered to catch the latest developments, as though it was some sprawling and undirected drama. There were science and counter-science factions rattling sabres, terrorist attacks on labs and facilities, demands to return to old-timey morality by people whose own pasts bulged with sins. At the start, Dorcheson and Hartmand had been grinding their teeth that they’d been driven off Earth before they could exploit all of this. The sort of global chaos that was always a fertile playground if you had the money and power to leverage it. Then things just kept ramping up, and they heard the names of a few of their peers torn down by the mob. So maybe putting some light years between themselves and the homeworld started looking like the wise move.

‘They really are going for it, aren’t they?’ Dorcheson chuckled.

Hartmand smiled wryly, the pair of them united for once. How would they have fit into the mix back home? Kott wondered. Milner was in the Conflation chair, and Pil had wandered off, so it was just the three of them listening to the broadcasts and watching the images. They were science, sure. Anyone with a grain of sense wanted science, which could give you longevity, interstellar travel and the ability to reshape planets like a god. But at the same time, Hartmand strongly believed science was something that only responsibly powerful people should benefit from. Back in the day, he’d certainly paid lip service to plenty of those back-to-the-old-ways types. Mostly so he could point them at his enemies and ensure they didn’t start looking at him. People like that, he had always opined, were machines with big obvious levers. Feed them the right line on who should be controlling whom, whose rights were protected and whose weren’t, which out-group was the devil, and they’d become your pet attack dog for life.

Listening to the way things were going – had been going, back when these signals had left Earth – Kott reckoned there was a rabies epidemic going on. The dogs had been fed until they were too big for any cage to hold them.

When the latest localized war expanded to take over most of a continent, Hartmand made a satisfied sound.

‘We’ll hear from the colonists soon,’ he said.

Dorcheson’s face screwed up, or screwed up further. ‘What?’

‘I put some measures in place, before we left. My subordinates, my organizations,’ he explained airily. ‘To build some ships. Ark ships. Large-capacity, long-distance. To come join me. Our sort of people. Properly screened. This is the sort of trigger event I gave them. To start the journey.’

‘How can you tell them when we’re ready?’ Dorcheson demanded.

‘They know I’ll be ready,’ Hartmand said airily.

Dorcheson’s suspicious little eyes bored into him. She almost called him on it. Kott almost called him on it. He hadn’t been sending bulletins back to Earth, and even if he had, they wouldn’t have arrived when all this had been going on. Any ship of colonists setting forth from Earth to come pitch their wagons on Hartland would be doing so purely out of faith in their long-gone guru’s genius.

Probably they’d come, Kott thought. He always had been able to weave that mystique around himself, so people fell over themselves to tell each other how grand he was. And the planet would probably be ready for them by then. Because however long the signals had taken, to cross the void between Earth and Hartland, the ships would take far longer. But there was a non-zero probability that they’d arrive at a dead world or, more likely, a world covered in a resurgent empire of bugs. Some place that had no ecological niche for humanity. What would all those people do then?

She looked at Hartmand and understood he hadn’t really thought about it properly. And if he had done, he wouldn’t have cared. Obviously, the desired end goal was a world of humans who thought he was the god-emperor of the universe, but just having them arrive at his whim was his victory.

Kott smiled – grinned, even, sharing the joke, being one of the winners. Not one of those weak losers who cared. Grinned, and decided that, after she’d killed Pil for making her his experimental subject, she would have to kill Hartmand as well. On general principles. Then she might as well kill Dorcheson, because Dorcheson was grunting and chortling along with it all. It wasn’t like the woman was any better than Hartmand, just because he’d beaten her to Chief God of the pantheon. Honestly, by that point, she might as well kill Milner as well, because why would anyone keep Milner around if they had the option to get rid of him?

Then she would be God of the whole world, and not just in a rota. Not repeatedly Conflating with the world only to find it cluttered with the leftover ideas of lesser minds.

She smiled sweetly at the pair of them and the cosmos in general.
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It was her turn. She’d waited so politely. Watched each of the others become the god she wanted out of life. So they could ruin what she’d built, piss all over the planet with their idiot thoughts. Wasted on them. What sort of divinities would any of them actually be? Dorcheson would be the irate, wrathful kind – arbitrary with her rage and spite. Hartmand was surely the vainglorious divinity who demanded worship, and rigged the game against his creation, so he could visit punishments on his faithful for failing to meet his standards. Milner was the sort who’d hand out long lists of nonsensical and irrelevant strictures and demands, trying to quantify and organize everything. And Pil? Honestly some kind of ur-creator, coughing out the world and then paying it little more heed. Just coasting on the grand trip that was Conflating one’s brain with the entire biosphere of Hartland. More the raw material the world was made out of than its actual ruling demiurge.

Kott herself was, of course, a proper candidate for godhood. She, of all of them, had a halfway decent sense of humour. You had to laugh, when you were God. A trickster, who could watch the struggles of the mad, half-formed things that were trying to fulfil an utterly misplaced evolutionary destiny, and smirk. Smirking might not seem the act of a benevolent creator, but she was damn sure it was better than any of the rest of them could muster. There were, at least, the seeds of fondness in that smirk. Being amused by the tribulations of her Eden at least meant she valued it, even just for play value. In some infinitesimally small way, she cared.

Hartmand’s latest rant had been about body size. Right now the biggest land creatures they’d been able to generate were about the size and general shape of a weasel. Hartmand wanted lions and tigers and bears. Or at least iterations of them he couldn’t have stuffed in a pocket.

Going on-shift was always an education, finding the paw-marks of the others on her nice clean creation. Seeing what of hers they’d undone, out of incompetence or spite. Finding what of theirs she would have to undo, because they’d guided their misbegotten creatures into some weird dead end, where the knees didn’t work right, or they couldn’t digest necessary proteins. And always there were bugs creeping in around the edges. The bugs were definitely their own faction, and one reason Hartmand wanted big beefy animals was because, right now, the biggest bugs would trample their vertebrate-analogues flat if they came back. The sheer persistence of that platonic ideal of bugness was starting to give Hartmand the fear, Kott reckoned. If he had ever slept, he’d be waking from sweat-soaked nightmares about jointed legs and scissoring mandibles. Given they were all modded not to sleep, it meant those nightmares were still in there, but he had no way to express them. They were just spreading through his head like drops of poison in a wineglass. Kott reckoned their lord and master was going nuts.

Which meant it was probably a terrible idea to spend her time as a god subtly encouraging the whole bug business, but you got your jollies where you could, didn’t you? As with so many terrible things, it had been Pil’s idea first. She’d discovered a few tell-tales of his in a previous bug incursion. He’d tried to be subtle about it, but there was a sense of personhood about most creatures and changes. Each of her fellows had a signature, the way they went about things. So she could tell Pil had been riling up the bugs. Finding ways to reinstate them in dark corners of the biosphere. Hidden niches in caves, in the deep sea, gnawing at the roots of the world. From where they might erupt generations down the line, to horrify and appal the chief god of the pantheon. Pil was gaslighting Hartmand with bugs. Kott, having discovered this, could have shopped him to the boss for a quiet life, or covered the man’s tracks and continued his work for the laughs. She’d made her choice, and hilarity had ensued.

Hartmand was going to snap some time. And he still had full control over all of the Pancreator’s systems, especially the thuggish robots. She’d tried to work on Milner, about the back doors the man had surely left in the system. Milner had just widened his eyes and bared his teeth in that radiator-grille of a smile, which had absolutely zero cognition behind it. He’d assured her that obviously there were no such things. He, the good servant of great Gerey Hartmand, would never dream of suborning his lord and master’s prerogatives.

Failing that, she’d built a little hidden cache in Domus’s archives, which established categorically that everything was Pil’s fault. Possibly Pil had done the same to her, but she reckoned she was a better stirrer than Pil could ever be. And if she did end up sacrificing him to Hartmand’s ire, well, the man had it coming.

In the interim, before that particular storm broke, she goaded the bugs into new excesses of horrible shape and conduct, and giggled in a pleasantly divine way about how it was going to give Hartmand the screaming horrors.

Milner’s shift had left them with a superfluity of small herbivore species – for some reason that was the sort of thing he liked. Possibly he was trying to balance out his lord and master’s preference for regal carnivores, which usually generated a dangerously top-heavy food chain, already starting to collapse by the time someone else took the hot seat. Kott also spent some time super-charging various plant biomes – more production, more efficiency – and threw in some toxins to kill off a bunch of mice and rabbits, or whatever Milner had been so invested in. It struck her – not for the first time – that if they’d actually been a team then they’d probably have got as far as elephants, monkeys, dolphins and stuff already. But every one of them spent a lot of their divine time undoing what they saw as their fellow deities’ mistakes, or just tearing stuff down on general principle. So their mutual Eden lurched two steps forward and one step back, with a variable number sideways. Creation by committee. And, despite Milner’s love of meetings, there was no agreed agenda. It was all Any Other Business.

Still, there was progress. This was Planet Hartland and Hartmand’s Plan. It had intent, and a direction in which to progress. Which made the whole business feel weirdly pointless. Save for the part where she was rigging the whole show with hidden bug incursions to drive the most dangerous man on the Pancreator mad.

You had to laugh. It was all that was left.
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When she came back to herself, it was worse. She wished she didn’t have to dis-mantle herself of godhood, deflate the Conflation. Lose the majesty of knowing that, to her will, a billion billion entities scuttled and writhed and swam. You could tell what people were thinking, Pil claimed. Watch the planet below, see the unnatural spread of biomes, the impact of newly hatched species that lived, thrived and gave forth offspring, which were changed again. Darwin on psychotropics. Darwin dethroning God so he could claim the comfy chair. Even the weather reflected the moods and desires of the resident demiurge, Pil said. Because, while the weather wasn’t part of the biosphere per se, the combined action of all those teeming lives impacted it in a myriad of subtle ways. Given Kott’s thoughts on subjects like the longevity of Ken Pil, though, she reckoned he couldn’t read her mind with any accuracy, or she’d not have woken up.

She woke, with Pil himself ready to take her place in the hot seat, there in the hub. The pipes and tubes being disinfected and swapped out by the robots, ready for insertion into his intimate spaces. She met his gaze. He twinkled. She grinned. Just a pair of maverick innovators doing what they did best. There was world and godhood enough for everyone, no need to be selfish.

Across the hub, Milner, Dorcheson and Hartmand were listening in to the Earth transmissions. She’d be over there too, soon enough. Car crash entertainment and, from her colleagues’ mean-spirited amusement, things hadn’t pulled themselves back from the brink in her absence.

She had one of those moments of self-knowledge which she usually did her level best to avoid. We’ve made a good thing here. A weirdly prosaic thought, and the cosmos’s most monstrous understatement. A good thing. The point was that the five of them, despite Hartmand’s trumpeting to the contrary, hadn’t really made anything of worth in their lives. Had appropriated other people’s makings; received credit and adulation; disrupted, broken and ruined a great many things, some of which had probably been good. Some of which might have meant salvation for thousands, but were commercially inconvenient. Or just worth sufficient short-term gain in their broken form to obviate the long-term benefits. That was life. That was business. That was how the game was played. But Kott, perhaps alone of the pantheon, could look on their combined careers on Earth and accept they hadn’t ever actually helped. They hadn’t advanced the cause of progress so much as ridden it like a tick, growing fat on what they could suck out. But this.

The Conflation, that was something. It was an experience exceeding anything humanity had ever achieved. They’d only blundered into it, though. A cack-handed fix, based on her data system work, slapped on by Pil, because their grand plan for accelerated terraforming flat out hadn’t worked. But somehow, in that ridiculous botch-job attempt, they’d created something numinous. Something which could have been such a gift. Worlds to order, the expansion of human frontiers. At one with nature, like all those ridiculous green saviour types back home had bleated on about. But Kott knew they’d never share. It was just for the five of them, and even then only because it was more than any one of them could handle. It would never be rolled out to the greater betterment of humanity. The alleged colonists Hartmand insisted were on their way would never be given their turn in the god seat. This was for the pantheon alone, and she could see – in this unwanted moment of clarity – that they were wasting it. Fighting their petty wars through proxy phyla down on the planet, wrestling the infinite possibilities into a headlock, so it ended up pointed at some simulacra of an Earth which had probably never quite existed. It was the greatest toy and tool in human history, and they were bored children who wouldn’t – maybe couldn’t – do anything worthwhile with it.

‘Oh, take that slapped face off you,’ Dorcheson hollered over at her. ‘You’ll be back in the chair soon enough. After we’ve had our turn.’

Kott grinned brightly, brittlely, like glass, and went over to chuckle and kibitz over the demise of Earth.

‘It’s kicking off,’ Hartmand said. ‘The Mir-Venis Consortium just annexed basically the whole of North Africa as sovereign free-port territory.’

‘Who the hell,’ Kott asked, ‘are the Mir-Venis Consortium?’

Milner rattled off about seventeen different corporate dynasties, some of whom she recognized, and all of whom had, apparently, come together into a kind of ungodly financial alliance. There were about a dozen major players right now, pushing and shoving over the dwindling resources of Earth. Business structures of various stripes, nation-states, faiths. Kott suspected the exact identities weren’t particularly important. She wondered how it had all turned out. They were receiving moment-to-moment updates, but separated from the events by decades. It was all over now, back home. A weirdly unsettling thought, as though they were hearing the voices of ghosts.

‘It’s resources, obviously,’ Milner said, in his rather nasal voice. ‘Rare elements mostly. They’re all fighting over the asteroid mining operations. Who controls what. While you were under there was a big flare up.’ While you were under and twenty years ago. ‘A couple of the big space-exploitation players are throwing down over it. Meaning, as we listen now, nobody’s actually exploiting any space at all, because it’s all automated battle robots trashing everything that moves. Oh, and a shipment of radioactive stuff, which was supposed to be fielded by the near-lunar catcher’s mitt, hit the North-Eastern Seaboard. Possibly because it was aimed that way. Possibly because they’re using a lot of attack-code in the fighting and it’s gone feral, corrupting a lot of systems.’

‘Um,’ said Kott. ‘Right.’ Somehow the grin survived. She felt as though she was hiding behind it.

‘I mean, it’s not resources, obviously,’ Dorcheson said, with some satisfaction. ‘That would at least make sense. It’s ideology for half these people. And it only takes half the people to let ideology wreck things for everyone. The problem is that the idiots in charge encourage these religious nutjobs. Use them as a big stick to threaten the opposition. Use them as a flag to rally public support of the worst kind.’ She wrinkled her nose and rolled her eyes, as though she hadn’t been enthusiastically doing just the same, back home. ‘Then you end up having to give them more and more, until it’s the tail wagging the dog. It’s all fanatics fighting to see who can tell people how to live in the worst possible way. Plus the ones who’re actively cheering on any apocalypse because something something scripture something.’ Her voice dripped contempt.

‘Sounds like it’s kicking off in southern Europe too,’ Hartmand decided, at the next developments. ‘It’s not ideology, obviously. It’s just desperation. Running short of space. The asteroid mining never did become commercial, not with all that competition. We never did make a go of Mars. I mean, the whole point of extrasolar terraforming was the admission that there’s nowhere in the solar system that’s fit for human life. Well, Earth, of course. Some of Earth, still. Just about.’

A jovial chuckle from the great man. Milner chimed in blithely with, ‘It’s a shame, really. Someone really should have done something.’

Kott grinned, meeting them smile for smile. Made her excuses – need to clear my head, you know how it is, after you’re done playing god – and went to her quarters. Sat there, staring into space. Had the fabricator print her a short, keen blade and seriously contemplated slitting her wrists with it. Then she realized – the revelation made barely a ripple – she didn’t have the resolve for it.

When she returned to the hub there was a full proxy war going on in Earth’s outer solar system – the nascent colonies consumed in flames which cold vacuum put out almost instantly, and the others were cheering it on.


   

5.5

‘This,’ Hartmand said, ‘is the new Earth.’ He was doing that thing he did, his impression of a dignified statesman, for all there were just three of them in the audience, and Pil in the Conflation seat. Hartmand’s chin was up, his eyes narrowed, as though he was looking out towards some distant horizon of destiny. Or had sudden-onset myopia.

‘They shall come, the hopeful, those who have rejected the follies of the world that bore them. Petitioners and penitents, led across the stars by word of what we have built here. Out of the ruins of the old world, chasing the tales of our accomplishments. They shall be our people, and live in the paradise we have made for them. The faithful, that’s what they shall be.’ He made his voice crack slightly with forced sincerity. ‘Nobody who followed that charlatan Kern. Nobody who doubted us. Only the true believers, who have kept our names in their hearts. Those who understand true genius. Those willing to embrace the future of humanity among the stars.’

Kott had, by this time, heard the entire speech three times. Hartmand didn’t quite seem to understand he was repeating himself. It had been triggered by some fresh development from the Earth transmissions. Another grand terrorist act, another declaration of hostilities, the active war moving inwards from the outer solar system. Clenching like a fist, devouring colony after colony as it contracted towards Earth.

By now, she had her own round of commentary rolled out in lockstep with the speech itself. Just to keep herself sane. Decoding Hartmand’s grand rhetoric until she’d boiled it down to, They’ll be desperate and we’ll be in charge. Obviously that should have been an entirely satisfactory situation for her, save that Hartmand would be more in charge than she was. But Kott had been having unpleasant flashes of clarity more and more frequently, about her fellows and the project and herself. The grin didn’t slip but it was rotten behind the teeth. She was feeling sick all the time, and it was nothing to do with orbital mechanics.

Three cities she remembered quite fondly weren’t there any more. Hadn’t, in fact, been there for decades. Had been dead all this while, and they were only just finding out. The time lag shouldn’t have made a difference, but somehow it made it all so much worse. Like reaching out to touch someone on the shoulder and your hand going straight through the desiccated skin of a mummified corpse.

She giggled. The others took it for mirth. Possibly Hartmand thought she was mocking him. Normally she would have been, and she wished she was. Instead it was just an appalling, involuntary sound thrown up by the clench of her insides – it was that or scream.

She had very brief moments of objectivity in which she understood the nature of the problem. It wasn’t them. It wasn’t the ridiculous cobbled-together fake world they were in orbit around. It was her. It was the fact she had started to care. As though a loose wire in her head had made some defective connection. Nobody else did, of that she was absolutely sure. Hartmand was vainglorious, Dorcheson vindictive. Milner was blithely bureaucratic, chasing the news from event to event without ever seeming to understand they involved real people, or that they couldn’t just go round and round forever, because people were something you ran out of once you’d dropped enough bombs. And Pil was a bundle of loose impulses – a desire to see what happens if . . .? The maddest of mad scientists. We are the gods now! Live, my creation, live! Against this backdrop, her sudden perspective, the crippling blade of empathy, was pathological. She should medicate it out of herself. There must be something that would restore a proper equilibrium. Sociopathy was natural and healthy given what she had for society.

By then it was the end of Pil’s shift, and Hartmand’s turn in the chair, except – he declared – he wasn’t going to.

‘We’ll hear from them any moment,’ he told his fellows, Pil included. ‘My people.’ He meant the colonists, the ones he was sure were already on their way. Embarked long before the events in the most recent round of transmissions, following the orders and inducements he’d prepared before leaving Earth. The little knots of wealth-fetishists and progress-cultists who’d worshipped him and fed his ego. Exactly the sort of craven sycophants Hartmand wanted to people his new Earth with. There had been no signal, though. No kowtowing salaryman had fixed a transmitter on the part of the sky their tech-god had departed for and said, We’re coming, O master! To Kott, this implied grim things about either Earth or Hartmand’s reputation there, but the man himself was undaunted. There were enemies, he explained. Plenty, in the snarled fighting factions of Earth, who’d seek to prevent such an exodus. Perhaps even jealous Avrana Kern herself, with her own terraforming projects doubtless now failed and dead. Hartmand’s followers would have left in silence, no advance warning. Once they were far enough from Earth, then they’d signal. They’d tell him they were on their way to become obedient little serfs in his extrasolar fiefdom. They wouldn’t forget him, their inspiration, their innovator.

Kott heard him, and sieved his words for self-knowledge. Were those a few gleaming grains she saw, amongst the sand of it? Was some of that shake in his voice not fabricated emotion but real despair?

The practical upshot was that someone else would have to take Hartmand’s turn in the hot seat, and Kott couldn’t volunteer fast enough.

Like ducking her head underwater. A weird peace that the world above – the one her body was attached to – couldn’t provide any more. Isolation, supposedly the greatest curse for a prisoner, but then most prisoners didn’t have to share a tin can with four psychopathic tech moguls. She plunged into the living intricacies of Hartland with a terrible, fierce longing for them to overcome her. To dissolve into their complex interactions. To be the world, and not herself, because being Redina Kott was less and less something she wanted to be. Perhaps they could have set up the system like that, so whoever was Conflated with the biosphere lost their sense of self. Guided their creation without the spiky interference of ego. More efficient that way, without doubt. But it would have been anathema to any of them. They were themselves first and foremost, and the purpose of the rest of the cosmos was to serve the singular altar of them. Subservient to nothing, apex of the pyramid, be-all and end-all of the hierarchy of needs. No stewards, only kings.

Hard to tell time, when you were God. The vast cognitive breadth of the biosphere flattened it. She could draw out a moment into forever, let days flit past like swallows. Impossible to say, therefore, how long she’d been under when she understood something was wrong. There was a shadow over Eden. A great darkness within the informational space of the biosphere, fenced off from her, forbidden.

She’d been engaging in the cerebral equivalent of a bather floating in warm water. Trying to allow the horrible tensions of her real situation to leach into the minutiae of living and dying. Letting her own ego dissolve around the edges – back to nature, even this weirdly unnatural version of it. But there was something wrong. A contamination in the water, a stain within the world. She focused, feeling a pressure pushing her away from regions that she – duty God, now on shift – should have had free access to. Places she couldn’t see into or go, from which arose decisions she wasn’t making, visible by the ripples they made. A new vector for the bugs to claw back in, to trouble Hartmand’s dreams.

A dozen wild hypotheses occurred to her. The world itself was fighting back, taking control of itself. Some new deity was arising out of the emergent properties of the system. Her colleagues were fighting one another. They’d poisoned the biosphere with her still in it.

The biosphere shifted and danced. A million microbes died and, dying, gave rise to a billion more. Chemical signals shifted and altered. Elements changed hands up and down the food chain like currency. Something roiled within that was not her, nor the world. A wave of change then rolled out from it. Information. It was all information. Words. A voice.

Hello Kitkat.

For a second she thought she was going mad. But there was only one person who ever called her that.

Ken, she said. Not said. Had the thought, and it caused a cascade of minuscule changes running through the biological interactions of the world, until it was received with this meaning by the individual of that name, Ken Pil. The vast, exuberant biochemical operating system around them translating human neural impulses into and out of meaning.

You all forgot I still have the set-up in my quarters, said Pil. Room enough for two in here. Apparently there was. She’d not even considered it, and the idea of having to share the world with Pil’s filthy mind was anathema. But was also, it seemed, unavoidable. The great shadow within the world was him. His mind, or at least the insertion point for Ken Pil, the entity. Another connection between the planet and the Pancreator. Her own godhood diminished. There was computational space enough for the biosphere operating system to run two minds – all five even! – but she was lessened by having to share. It was an intrusion, the fibres of his thoughts brushing the naked fringes of her own expanded cognition. She shrank from him. Took refuge in small mammals. The leap and bite of little carnivores, their fierce energy, the breadth of their senses. Almost lost herself in her retreat, built a new Kott within their interactions. And out there: the world; and in it: Pil.

Why are you here? You just went off shift, she demanded. Lessened, not half the god she wanted to be.

He gave her his idiot savant smile. It was all information. The impression of sitting in some non-space with the man, having a casual conversation, whilst also being competing neural constructs parasitizing the biosphere of Hartland. She could feel something cold and heavy like lead dripping into her; something poisonous. She thought it was Pil’s soul, sharing the Conflation experience with her.

I thought we should talk. You and me. The sane ones.

She wouldn’t have characterized Pil as anywhere near sane. A different flavour of crazy from the others, that was all. Still a bad, bad man, but less for the selfish power of it, more just the chaos. Someone who broke things, not because broken things were easier to climb up, but to see what shape the wreckage would be.

I don’t know how sane I am, honestly. She grinned for him, as he’d smiled for her. A hundred creatures lived and died, to carry the expression to him. Their very conversation was materially affecting the planet below, twisting the interactions of species to have their little chat.

We may have to do something about them, don’t you think? he said, and she understood he’d done it again. Put in the crowbar and levered open another absolutely unprecedented advance in the world, for the banal reason that he wanted to talk without being overheard. Up above, the other three might look down and see the ripples of their conspiracy as waves of extinction and adaptation within the teeming life of Hartland, but they’d never know what was being said.

If there are colonists, Pil told her, we can’t leave them to Hartmand’s mercies, after all. How cruel would that be?

Hartmand will have the robots throw you out the airlock, Kott decided. Me too, if I don’t shop you to him. But it would be her word against his, and she had no way of immortalizing this weird non-conversation as proof. Probably Hartmand would get rid of the pair of them.

It’ll be so much better when it’s just you and me, Kitkat, Pil said. Hartmand’s colonists couldn’t want a better welcoming committee. Proof he was as divorced from reality as any of them, since her personal hit list started with him. And somehow he also believed that ark ships were indeed on their way. As firmly confident as Hartmand was that the civilization which had given rise to them would survive.

Pil was gone, then. The shadow of him withdrawn from the world. She let her consciousness expand into the space he’d taken up. Not a physical part of the planet’s surface, but the host of interactions and species that had been, for that moment, Ken Pil. Inviolate, beyond her ability to interfere with. As she had retreated to the predatory mammals, he’d enshrined himself in the resurgent bugs, then bled out into her space. There were no hard boundaries in a biosphere, after all. It was all interactions, no more than that. She could have infiltrated her thoughts and ideas into him, through that permeable membrane. Attacked him. Who knows what a sly creature like her might accomplish? Strangle him here, what’s left up there? Would a hale and hearty Ken Pil wake from the Conflation, or would he be lobotomized? She had no idea, but she could work on it. A whole extra research topic. If you die in a dream . . .?
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Soon after – how soon? Time, only time, and no way of telling – she was brought out of her reverie. Divested of her godhood unexpectedly. Surely I have longer? I don’t want to go back! Back to them, her fellow fiends, the devils of Hartland, who tormented an entire biosphere with their failures and madness. But there they were, the faces of her fellows, as they disconnected her from the chair. Something had changed, though. Some new spectre flickered behind all their features. Gods whose holy places were being torn down.

‘What?’ she asked them. ‘What is it?’

‘The war on Earth,’ Dorcheson said. ‘It’s reaching the end.’ There was no gloat in her tone. Kott felt the lack of it like a missing step. Whatever had happened, the implications were big enough that even this failed human being couldn’t hide behind her sense of self-importance. Actual solemnity, in her words. Maybe not regret. Maybe not compassion or empathy or sorrow, but the ghastly jubilation had drained away.

It wasn’t just individual atrocities consuming this city or that. A sky full of missiles, orbital strikes, the moment-to-moment dismantling of Earth. I don’t want to hear, Kott thought. Let me go back and be God and forget this is happening. Has happened. Was an event.

‘They’re on their way,’ Hartmand said. It sounded as though he’d been saying it for a while. His followers, his cultists, his fanbase. His colonists, come to inherit the Eden they hadn’t yet turned Hartland into. ‘The new Earth. They’ll come. Across the stars. Our people. Paradise.’ He mustered a smile. It was terrible, that smile. It was luminous, lit only from within. It was triumphant.

‘We’ve won,’ he told the others, even as the last voices of Earth ticked off cities and nations and continents, the final sweepstake of civilization.

‘We’ve won!’ Hartmand shouted, voice echoing about the Pancreator’s hub. ‘It’s just us! No Kern! No governments! No regulations! We win! Everyone who comes after us lives in our image or not at all!’ She thought he’d started shakily, still shackled to those terrible events they were only now hearing about, but he accelerated magnificently out of it. Out of the gravity well that was reality, into a firmament informed solely by his own vision. ‘We are the gods!’ he declared to them, and she saw kindred lights go on behind each of their faces, the sparks of Hartmand’s madness setting light to them all. ‘Everything from here on in is us. A new humanity, on a new world, governed by us. Our principles, our desires. Who better? We can rid the species of all that nonsense that was holding it back. All those idiot ideas. Progress! At last we can have progress!’

‘What’s this?’ Milner said. The chatter from Earth had gone silent, as it had sporadically, more and more often. The EMP exchanges, the power losses, the informational warfare. Now it was quiet again, so Hartmand’s words echoed into the gap, but they were still receiving. A new transmission from Earth, lapped up greedily by their electronic ears.

‘Domus,’ Milner said, ‘what’s this?’ Sounding shaky, something he normally kept nailed down when Hartmand was around. The Great Man, mouth still open for another rousing round of rhetoric, eyed him.

‘I . . .’ Milner said, and ‘I . . .’ echoed Domus, a spurious declaration of selfhood that would be the last thing the underseer system ever said.

The lights went out.


   

PART 6 

THE SECOND AGE

Hope, Disappointment, Acceptance
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After Hartmand’s world had ended, and Kern’s, and Redina Kott’s.

After the silence that came after the noise.

After the ice and the starving and the sickness.

After the long slow road back out of desperation and subsistence, an age when progress was no more than a dream and tomorrow was enough of a future.

After a hundred generations and a hundred more, each building a little higher.

After the discovery that what had been left, by their distant ancestors, was poison and sickness, a long death sentence for every living thing.

This.
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There had been food riots in Sector Nine. That was the rumour. Not official yet, though in the canteen people were clustered around the newspeakers, waiting for the word. Palline, who did the courier run that direction, said she’d seen it with her own eyes.

Cosimir – Lamya Cosimir, Engineering Chief of the ark ship Nergal – received her own ration from the canteen staff. Grey, mostly. Grey slop dolloped onto a grey printed tray. Grey printed spoon with the mould lines that would cut your tongue if you weren’t careful. Grey taste, like eating the paste meant for heat absorption between ship components. Sure as death she’d been hungry enough to try that, in her time.

She went to sit with the others, those who were up for what they laughably called breakfast. Goscari, Science Chief of the Nergal, looked like he should still be in school, baby face and fluffy hair. Peligrent was Cosimir’s second in Engineering; a solid, perpetually depressed-seeming man who glowered at everything as though it was about to betray him.

‘There’s no word,’ she guessed, from their faces.

‘There’s word,’ Peligrent said flatly.

‘More tests on the engine,’ Goscari explained. ‘They don’t like it.’

‘They’ll test it until there’s no fuel left to take us up out of orbit.’ Peligrent clenched and unclenched his fists, staring down at his emptied tray. ‘We should be underway by now. Seven ships left already. The Inti and the Gilgamesh are on the point of breaking orbit. Nobody asks, what happens when there’s ships and no fuel? Crew and no ships? You think they built just the right number of ships?’ Everyone’s fear: they would be left behind. That the last of the ships which could leave, would. And, behind them, Earth. The world of humanity, the poison orb. Cosimir had heard from their Classicist regarding what the ancient Empire believed, about space. How they’d searched the sky for any sign of another spacefaring presence, reasoning such things must be detectable by their marvellous instruments, but found nothing. They’d made up a variety of reasons why that might be, some of which had been very grand. That there were aliens, but they were very careful not to allow poor primitive humanity to detect them, so people might develop on their own. Or there were aliens, but there were great and terrible forces in the universe ready to pounce on any civilization that announced itself to the cosmos. Hypotheses that, though they were accounting for a negative, still managed to confabulate the void into a positive. Because Here be dragons would always be better than Here be nothing.

Right now, Cosimir listened to the newspeaker crackle out its staccato reports, confirming there had indeed been riots in Sector Nine. Food shortages weren’t specifically identified as the cause, and supposedly it was all under control now, but these weren’t the first. Next time it might be right here, outside the pre-launch compound they were all settled in. Which supposedly wouldn’t run out of food, and had fail-safes against the power cuts that stomped sectors of every city to black like the footprints of giants.

‘It’s not even that there isn’t the food,’ Goscari said hollowly. ‘I mean, they re-use everything, don’t they?’ He let the slop slide off his spoon. ‘Shit, corpses, boot-leather. Amazing what’s nutritious, they grind it up fine enough. They just can’t move it around quick enough. Fuel and energy shortages, get you every time. Infrastructure. Plus fucking riots getting in the way and blocking the streets.’

‘Good luck to them,’ Peligrent rumbled. Whether of the rioters or the food transports, Cosimir had no idea.

They’d been waiting to ascend to orbit for seventy-three days, cooped up in Pre-launch. Other crews had come and gone. She’d seen a handful of people she’d trained with take their shuttle. Every night, half the residents of Pre-launch would go up to the roof and watch to see if a bright star would flare and flash, another ark ship gone on its way to . . . somewhere. Some point in the sky the ancient Empire had supposedly taken and reshaped to become a place like Earth. Conveniently left vacant, so their long-distant descendants could colonize it. Cosimir was aware that, intellectually, she didn’t believe it. Not any of it. Couldn’t conceive of a culture which simultaneously possessed the capability, the excess and the benevolence. Given any option, this whole ark-ship project was a lunacy.

But the problem with the situation, right here, was that Earth wasn’t a place like Earth any more. She’d seen the maps – both the sanitized ones they used for schooling, then the real ones. The old wars that had finished the Empire and its dream of space, so very long ago, had wrecked the world. Had frozen it, first off, burying their wonders under thousands of tonnes of grinding ice, under a sky so full of dust you couldn’t see the sun. Had frozen further, once there was sufficient ice to throw back the sunlight, so humanity was left a straggle of nomads living about the equator. Then, after so long, the sun had crept through and the ice had begun to melt. Humanity expanded into the warmth and space, multiplied, and began to rediscover the relics of the past. To its misfortune, because within and beneath the ice had been a whole cornucopia of killing things left behind by the ancient wars. Poisons and plagues, engineered things that sought out humans. As though they’d been waiting for the human population to bounce back to sufficient numbers, so the final apocalypse could have an appreciative audience.

They had rediscovered a lot of science by then, via deciphering the scripts of the Ancients or from first principles. They made it into space by climbing over the learned corpses of their ancestors, and discovered that great halo of dead junk the Ancients had left there, full of secrets and star maps. Humanity rose, but only to the scaffold where the death of the world closed like a noose, until the ark ships were the only answer. Their long-dead ancestors had wanted their descendants to know that, when they ruined a planet, it damn well stayed ruined.

Across the canteen, another crew were standing, solemnly raising glasses of something cloudy. Some special homebrew rotgut someone had smuggled in, the way you always could if you tried hard enough. They’d had their clearance, Cosimir guessed. They were getting out – tomorrow, next week, soon. What else was there to celebrate?

That night she, Peligrent and Goscari went up onto the roof to watch the skies. See the motile sparks up there, which were the tenders, the shuttles, and the great ark ships themselves. A monumental exodus from planet Earth that would, nonetheless, leave the vast majority of the population behind.

‘That one,’ said Goscari. At random, Cosimir thought, but he was right as it turned out. Their ship, though they were yet to inherit it, the orbital engineers still putting it through its paces before its crew could take the helm. ‘That one.’ A point of light, flaring in the sky, growing.

Reddening. Falling.

For a brief moment it was all they had eyes for. A great fire-coloured smear – all the shades of flame from blue through yellow-gold to a dying crimson. A thunder that came to them second hand, like a rumour. The savage sword-blade streak of something vast and fragmenting falling out of orbit. Into the sea, if they were lucky. Otherwise one more crater in the world. One more sink of radioactive material; another nail in Earth’s coffin. That was them. That was the Nergal, their ship. Named, as they were all named, after the oldest possible legends, those only half-known even to the Ancients. In the hope that, on leaving Earth, they were taking this heritage with them. The strength of everybody’s ancestors. But the Nergal would never ascend to the heavens to take up its place in the far-flung pantheon. That flare, that smear, that crater, was their ship. That was their test, for the ailing engines nobody had been sure about. Their ticket off the Earth. Gone.

Cosimir and her fellows sat up on the roof a long time, after it had faded, and thought about things ending.
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Five people had died with the Nergal. Four of them were orbital engineers. The fifth, Deu, had been the vessel’s captain. Down with the ship, as the saying of the Ancients went. The only member of the ark’s crew to make it into orbit, and how little had he profited from it.

She saw Goscari briefly, in the canteen once. Peligrent not at all, and she thought it was because he couldn’t face anyone. How many ark ships would even be built? How long the lines, for any post aboard them? The Nergal had been their great chance to escape Earth. To contribute, but also just to live. The way the toxin forecasts had been pushing red almost every day in the past three months, nobody really referred to staying on Earth as ‘living’. Peligrent was only a second engineer, after all.

Cosimir didn’t know if she’d find another post either. There were more engineers than ships, that was for sure. Maybe as some ship’s second, playing Peligrent’s role for their chief. Maybe just way down the crew roster; she’d take that. Maybe nothing. Maybe nothing ever, and then . . .

However it would be, on Earth. When the contamination spread to the last of the land. When the stores were empty. When the atmospheric teratogens accumulated in everyone’s bloodstream and no more children were born, and . . .

She and Goscari didn’t have much to say to one another, and left the canteen in silence. She never saw him again.

Three vacant days later, drawing her ration and camping the assignment boards, she had someone come to see her. Hannoy was a tall woman, thin, scars about her jaw where something nasty had been contained enough to be excised. Old, too. One of the oldest people Cosimir had seen for a while. She turned up in the canteen wearing Whites – meaning the colour of Project Management, which was mostly dingy grey but brighter than everyone else got. A jumpsuit, buttoned to the neck, rad and tox meters pinned to the left breast like medals. Like you were supposed to, if you had them, but almost nobody did because it was too depressing. Little ruby-red medals. Congratulations on surviving this far; don’t make a habit of it, soldier.

Cosimir was eating her slop. There was a new word for it going round, because slang and mockery took the edge off a lot of things – regurgitate, people had started calling it. Shovelling it into their mouths all the while. The idea they were part of a cycle, and elsewhere there was another room of people just vomiting the stuff out. The meme had flowered into something that was virtually a joke cult, people inventing sacraments and rituals about the stuff. Nonsense graces said over the grey bowls of grey sludge. Cosimir was still reeling from the destruction of the Nergal; vulnerable, raw. The cycle idea hit her strangely. She knew it was a joke, but some part of her responded as though a numinous truth was concealed within it. As though such a meaningless and profane circle of existence could nonetheless fill some spiritual hole within her. Not the first time, and she was too embarrassed by her reaction to talk to anyone else. Or perhaps too afraid that they’d get some evangelical light in their eyes and talk right back. She’d discover some secret First Church of God the Bilious, and this would be the world mad for real rather than just making fun. But once the self-elected vomit-pope had pronounced their gibberish over the proffered bowls, something in her took it as sacred and felt better. In the deepest and most irrational part of her being, she prayed for some opportunity to be hurled upon her, out of the gut of the god. Spew your good fortune onto me, I beg! Even as the stupid thought arose, Hannoy came to sit beside her. Old, bemedalled, hair wispy and yellow-white, skin dark. That cicatrice about her jaw, like a sigil.

‘I heard about your ship,’ she said. A hoarse and raspy voice; effort in it, to give it any volume at all. Another scar of some procedure or sickness.

‘Everyone heard. Everyone saw,’ Cosimir said flatly. You couldn’t exactly keep the conflagratory end of a whole ark ship secret.

‘Captain, weren’t you?’ Hannoy said. Cosimir didn’t know this was Hannoy then, of course. Introductions came later. At that point she was just some weird old bird making conversation. Not even a novel conversation, by then.

‘That was Maclen Deu,’ she said. Not the first time she’d had to correct the mistake. ‘He died.’ Two words for an epitaph, more than most got.

Hannoy regarded her thoughtfully. It wasn’t as though there weren’t other conversations going on around the table. No reason the silence between her and this stranger should linger so, but somehow there was a hook in her. Like Hannoy had pulled a gash open in Cosimir’s skin, and wouldn’t let it close until she was done speaking.

‘Your aptitudes said you could be Captain,’ she said at last.

Cosimir stared at her cleared bowl. She hadn’t seen her aptitudes, but those paler clothes meant the old woman was cleared for it. A hell of a thing to discover, just after you lose your ship and place in the queue off Earth. That you could have been in charge.

Means I could have been burned up across the sky, like Deu. And, because that numinous part of her still had its doors thrown open, this almost seemed an opportunity missed. A better death than most are going to get.

‘You should come and see me,’ Hannoy said. ‘Captain-level aptitudes aren’t common. You know what we look for in a captain?’

Cosimir finally looked the woman full in the face. A dozen answers floated up out of her and sat on her tongue. All those good qualities. Decisiveness, initiative, charisma. The image of the ark-ship captain with chest thrust forwards and a jaw that would deflect asteroids. Then she thought about her actual testing. How badly she’d slept before it, how erratically she’d gone at the various problems. She was an engineer born. If she was going to secure any post it would be that. The problems that had been aimed at Command she’d skipped through fairly quickly. She hadn’t even been aiming for Chief; no role with responsibility for another living thing, just dead systems. And yet . . .

She had been almost flippant, dealing with those Command problems. She had been vicious. Her poor temper had come out in the way she’d disposed of her notional crew to solve problems. Placing human life way down the priority ladder, when engineering and mechanical failures endangered the ship. She’d spent their lives like water.

And they’d made her Chief Engineer. Head of a team. The person who might just have to decide who walks into the reactor room to fix it by hand.

‘A bastard,’ she told Hannoy. She was suddenly very frightened. Had Deu been a bastard? Not in her estimation, but then he’d never been in a situation that might benefit from bastardy. Maybe he’d been hiding his bastardness under a bushel.

She wanted to come clean then. To tell Hannoy she’d been joking, on the test. She wasn’t the bastard. She wouldn’t be sending someone into the reactor room. Or spacing a hundred mutineers rather than negotiating with them. Or having her security chief break out the live ammunition. All those things she’d so blithely agreed to in the aptitude tests.

She looked right into Hannoy’s flinty little eyes. A woman who’d seen too much, and then grown old without any of that stuff fading from her eyeline. For whom the destruction of the Nergal in orbit was just one more symptom of Earth’s incurable disease. A woman who could have been that ship-captaining bastard sure enough, Cosimir reckoned, but instead had made even harder decisions that meant here she still was, old and on Earth, recruiting bastards to go to the stars.

Later, Cosimir checked her schedule and found she did indeed have a meeting with Hannoy, placed there without her say-so, because Project Management could do that. But by then she’d already decided that, yes, she’d go. She might not be a bastard, and she might not be captain material, but by God she wanted to make it onto a ship.
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Project Management was one more grey building built out of poured aggregate, not intended to last, because what would? Just like every building of the ark-ship initiative down on Earth. The sort of place she’d lived and trained in for years. One of the lucky ones, but the price of success was to live in an eyesore where the innards of the building, wires and pipes, were in the open on every wall, and nothing ever worked properly. They said all the good engineering was saved for the ships, and she hoped with all her being that was true.

In the square the eyesore looked onto, one element stood out. A piece of art, if you could call it art. That style where human figures were rendered as malproportioned grotesques, faces like exaggerated masks. Of woe, in this case. Seven figures carved hung up by their wrists on tall posts. Wearing rags, howling their pain and misery. The Seven Hoarders, a cautionary tale. Those who’d tried to make the ark-ship projects all about themselves, and been cast down. Placed here where everyone in Projects – those with the power of life or death over others – could see it. Cosimir passed hurriedly before those hollow, carved eyes and didn’t look up.

Hannoy met her alongside a grey-faced, balding man who Cosimir thought was security, first guess. He turned out to be Captain Olumo. Hannoy blinked.

‘Olumo. Of the Pangu?’ One of the early ark ships. It had hit trouble before leaving the solar system, and not the only one to do so. The first launches had been desperate, short on safety measures. Three of them had foundered during early slingshot manoeuvres. The Pangu was unique in that it had survived. Olumo had calculated a trajectory out of their gravity-assisted curve which brought them back into Earth orbit. He’d been a hero, saving lives and resources. They’d prepared a new ship for him, obviously. Not launched yet, but everyone said that was because they were saving him for something special.

On Cosimir’s lips, the words, I’d be honoured. Chief Engineer for Captain Olumo, or even Second Engineer, or just on the crew. More than she’d expected.

She said nothing, though. Because none of that fit with what Hannoy had been saying, in the canteen. Command had been the word.

‘I’m going to talk to you about the star maps,’ Hannoy told her. Apropos of nothing, blithely off-topic, as though Cosimir was suddenly back at school. Her reaction must have shown in her face, for all you learned not to let them see either your hope or disappointment. You took what you were given, that was how it worked with Projects. There wasn’t enough to go around, and people who tried to game the system had the Seven Hoarders as an example. The party line: how the resources they’d stolen would have lifted only a tenth of the number that Projects were trying to ship out to the stars, and ninety per cent of everything would have been in the hands of the Hoarders themselves. Projects said the way things were done today saved far more, and everyone still had more than they would have done. But Projects would say that, wouldn’t it? Cosimir had no magic lens to look into other ways the world might have gone. She could only play the game she found, sitting down at the table. Neither disappointment nor hope, but acceptance.

The star maps: kids’ stuff; the basis of the Ark Projects. The ancient Empire had been to space, of course. They’d done everything, better than anyone now could manage. And in their unthinkable power, they’d reshaped the worlds they found there, made them habitable to humans. Or so they said – again, acceptance. If they were lying, or if it turned out to be some huge cultural fiction, well, everyone was dead anyway.

But if those far-off terraformed planets existed, then they were waiting. Waiting for the children of Earth to find them. Pristine homes that had been conjured out of the void but never tenanted. Or else full of Ancients with their incredible technology who would, for some reason, welcome a few tens of thousands of poor cousins. Or hardscrabble desperate worlds that were still better than the poison marble Earth was becoming. Or something else, but something. The Classicists poring over the evidence had translated, analysed and speculated. Declared it was their sincere belief those worlds were out there, ready and waiting. Then the engineers had gone to the drawing boards and declared that, by looting the last of Earth’s resources, they could build a finite number of ark ships to take a finite number of Earth’s people to these places the Classicists assured them existed.

‘After the Pangu came back,’ Hannoy said, ‘we knew we’d need a new position for Captain Olumo.’ The Pangu itself had been cannibalized for the next generation of arks. ‘There was resistance to the idea of displacing an existing captain, obviously.’

Olumo shifted in his seat. A single, curtailed movement, which somehow communicated some of this resistance had come from him. He was, in all things, a hero, and would not steal a ship from one of his peers. As he moved, something scraped on the rough plastic surface of the desk in front of him. A little box peppered with holes. It was attached to him, under his collar, Cosimir saw. There were wires.

‘Thankfully,’ Hannoy went on, and set down a portable screen there, next to the little box. It lit with displays, showing files in a familiar format. The records of the Ancients after the Classicists had finished with them. Translations and commentaries. ‘At this point we made a new discovery up on the orbital belt.’

The skies of Earth were cluttered with debris. The signs of war on the surface of the planet had been ground down by glaciers, devoured by rust, swallowed by the dirt. In orbit, however, only the slow process of vacuum erosion could eat into the relics. A lot had survived. That was where the star maps had been found – the Ancients’ records of their greatest interstellar deeds. And their traps, too. A lot of people had died to secure the slim chance those star maps represented.

‘A new prospect,’ Hannoy told her, and started bringing up images. The old star maps Cosimir was aware of, the arc of exoplanet-bearing systems the Ancients had visited. But one was picked out with a new-drawn label. Not part of the regular array that she’d just about memorized by now.

‘How can there be a new prospect?’ Cosimir said, hearing her voice shake slightly.

Hannoy shrugged. ‘They came to it late, perhaps. Or it was their special darling, not to be counted amongst their regular conquests. Or . . . Well, there’s something else. There was a recording, found separately, that the Classicists claim is associated with this world. I’m assuming you never learned any of the old languages?’

It was a fair assumption. They were maddening scripts and tongues, and records of them were fragmentary. A Classicist’s work was laborious and frustrating, not something you could pair with the workload of an engineer.

‘I’ll play you the translation, then. At which point you’ll know just about as much about this as any of us.’ Hannoy jockeyed with the screen a little, and then a voice issued from it. The sort of solemn, high and slightly nasal intonation Cosimir was familiar with; the way Classicists tended to portray the speech of the elder days.

‘I say to you, my followers, my faithful,’ this recorded voice said, ‘when you are at your utmost of fear and deprivation, know that there is a place prepared for you.’ Declaimed, pompous, portentous. Somehow still impressive despite the forced delivery; words coming to Cosimir’s ears from thousands of years away. ‘I have made a world only for you. Not for the foolish masses who cannot see the truth, and not for the elite, their masters. Not for the she-devil or her cult, only for you. Build your ships and come to me, for only here in all the sky can be found perfection. I, Gerey Hartmand, decree it. I, the one true master of reshaping worlds.’

Cosimir listened, knowing the translator had done a great deal to bring the sense of it over to her. Guessing that the original could have been far more conversational, and yet who knew? How could you say such things in a mundane tone? These were sentiments made for proclaiming to a crowd.

‘Some other group of terraformers, separate to those who made the maps we’ve been working with,’ Hannoy said, into the quiet. ‘Another world, not on the regular charts. But we thought: we have to try. We don’t know if any of these worlds were finished, made truly habitable. We have to spread our chances as widely as possible. To have any chance at all.’

Cosimir nodded, still staring at the screen.

‘The Marduk, when it was outfitted, was assigned this destination. It seemed the perfect opportunity to use Captain Olumo’s talents.’

Cosimir looked from her to the man. It was time to speak the obvious. Time to see where today would lie, between disappointment and hope. ‘Obviously I will serve in whatever way I can. But I don’t see where I fit, in this.’

A voice spoke, all staticky gravel. It issued from the box beside the screen. ‘I cannot serve.’ The words came slightly after the workings of Olumo’s throat and jaw. All that issued from his mouth was a faint wheeze.

Cosimir had taken the grey shading of his skin to be no more than the regular health issues of any denizen of Earth. Now she recontextualized it. ‘Radiation,’ she guessed.

Olumo nodded, the movement slow and careful. ‘From the Pangu,’ confirmed the box on the table. ‘Not as treatable. As they thought.’ A sentence delivered in two measured halves.

‘You must have more captains than me.’ A stupid thing to say. She wanted this. Hope had got the better of her. But it was surely true.

‘Your aptitudes are good. This is a high-risk mission. This world, this Hartmand, this recording, who knows what it is?’ Hannoy looked very tired, older than before. ‘And there aren’t so many captains spare. The best have flown. Others have a ship or are still being trained – you already know more than they do, about how everything works. The Marduk has an Engineering Chief but it no longer has a captain. The Nergal doesn’t need you any more.’

‘You’re very quick to hire the engineer of a ship that broke up on testing,’ she said.

‘You didn’t build it. And maybe we think you’ll be a better captain than engineer.’ A slight smile from Hannoy.

‘What about my crew? The Nergal’s crew. Can I—’

Hannoy was already shaking her head. ‘We have everyone in place except a captain. I appreciate your loyalty, but . . .’ How to tell some perfectly well-qualified crewmember, part of a team and trained on the specifics of the Marduk, that they were suddenly surplus to requirements. Cosimir thought of Peligrent, Goscari and the others, and could only hope – more of that damn hope – they too would find another berth.

‘Will you serve?’ Hannoy pressed.

Of course she would serve. A second chance. A chance to do her duty. To have a ship. To live.

Even as she was nodding, transmuting all she felt into that proper acceptance, one discordant note remained, resonating in her mind. That proud, bold speech the Classicist had translated. Gerey Hartmand, the Ancient, the master of terraforming. Promises made from an earlier age of the Earth, before the war and the collapse, back in the days when they could do anything. Were they the open-handed, benevolent wonderworkers that Projects needed them to be, to justify the cost of the arks in lives and resources? Or were they the popular idea, warmongers who’d poisoned the Earth for their own children, vainglorious and selfish?

On her way out, she couldn’t stop herself looking up at the Seven Hoarders and wondering how the Ancients had dealt with their own tyrants. Torn them down, or bowed the knee? And, if the latter, just what the paradise of Gerey Hartmand might look like.
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Early on in the ark-ship project, they’d taken materiel into orbit via the elevators. A gift from the Ancients. Not the physical structures, which Cosimir’s people had built, but the secret of how to build them. The formulae and manufacturing process for materials light and strong enough for such a phantasmagorical structure. Except it turned out, a generation later, that maybe they hadn’t understood the process quite so well. The elevators had begun to fail. Cosimir had seen recordings of the first disaster. From a vantage kilometres away, looking at the attenuated column reaching from the great fist of its anchor point all the way into the sky. A series of colossal snapping sounds, like God’s own guns. A brief, shaky magnified view, the twisted structure of the cable seeming almost fuzzy as elements of it parted. The freight containers, each of them tons of cargo, of salvage, of people, halted in their ascent. A deathly silence, and then . . .

The magic happened. To Cosimir – she’d just been at the end of her engineer’s training, so no child, but still – it had been a supernatural sight. Quite beyond her ability to believe in, even though she grasped the maths, and knew it to be true. To watch the sky reclaim that impossible structure. To see the entire cable from the point of its parting just . . . ascend. Whip away into space, pulled by the outflung momentum of its own centripetal force. Destroying a half-built ark in its progress, creating a vast expansion of damaging shrapnel in all directions, and then away. Off to explore the cosmos. Two hundred and nineteen dead and incalculable materiel loss.

They still had four elevators that hadn’t failed. Used for materiel only, and checked regularly by engineers who could have been used elsewhere. To Cosimir, awaiting her own ascent, it seemed an unavoidable reminder that sometimes the gifts of the Ancients were traps.

The translated words of Gerey Hartmand, the great terraformer, scrabbled round and round in her mind. A world not on the regular star maps. That scatter of worlds allegedly waiting for the last refugees of Earth, yet this Hartmand had found another, all his own. Somehow he’d transformed it single-handedly into a perfect paradise and sent out invitations. She didn’t believe it.

Except here she was about to go up to the Marduk, which had an orbital exit already plotted, to slingshot the ark out towards Hartmand’s mysterious world. If she really thought it was a lie, surely she’d have said no.

Except, either it was a lie and she died in space, or found some terrible hell of a world and at least tried to live there, or any of a million other possible deaths and horrors – or else she stayed on Earth and died. A singular and unappealable sentence. She was playing the odds, taking Hartmand up on his long-ago offer of refuge. What else was there? She’d seen the predictions, the graphs where the lines went only down. Projects wasn’t shy about sharing them. Hope, Disappointment, Acceptance.

‘Lamya Cosimir, is it?’

Cosimir glanced away from the launch field. A short man with a neatly pointed beard was peering at her, comparing her face to a little screen. He had optical prosthetics, the more recent sort, where they just slapped them on the outside, over the eyes. Minimally invasive, minimal aesthetics. Metallized plastic edges and two round voids where his eyes should have been, drinking in light of all frequencies and giving nothing out. A disturbing sight the first time you saw it, but Earth had plenty of teratogens that attacked the eyes. You got used to the fix.

He was, he said, Denizon Kieraven. He was her Security Chief. Of course she knew she’d inherited the crew from Olumo, and she’d swotted up on their files, but Kieraven’s picture had dated from his colourful past pre-recruitment, and hadn’t had the new eyes.

He studied her, the unblinking, all-seeing gaze. Security was a bit of a grim reality, after all. Engineering, Science, Command were all entirely functional. Classics was an awkward necessity because, if the maps and the histories were true, they’d surely find some sort of Ancient tech or knowledge out there among the stars. Security . . . Well, ostensibly the new worlds might have perils which could be faced down by a handful of humans with guns. But everyone knew the real reason Key Crew included Security was to manage the people aboard the arks. When you were on that kind of mission you had to cut down on niceties like individual rights. The Captain might have to take some terrible decisions, for the good of the ship as a whole. And Security might have to enforce those decisions. Cosimir was that captain, and Kieraven, with his monstrous eyes, was that enforcer.

She clasped his shoulder. Enforcer suggested meaty brutality but he was neat, compact, twenty centimetres and plenty of kilos under her.

‘The others are already up there,’ he said, timing the words between the roar of shuttle launches. The boxy container-vessels thundering vertically into the sky. One, two, three at a time – the third wobbling, frantically correcting its upwards course as some system glitched. Cosimir winced. The problem with training as an engineer: you knew exactly how many ways a thing could go wrong.

Kieraven’s words bit her, because they gave onto a whole history between Olumo and his crew which she was excluded from. She, the latecomer. The inexplicable.

‘You believe this Hartmand business?’ she asked him, because what else did they have to bond over?

‘Not particularly,’ he said. A dry quirk of his lips made up for the owlish lack of expression above.

‘Did Olumo?’

‘Not particularly. And you?’

Their call came to go aboard, alongside a slew of orbital technicians and a handful of other crew. She saw the badges of three different ships. They were, she was painfully aware, the trailing end of the ark-ships project. Not many left to launch, after the Marduk. Yet still so many people left behind.

‘Between you and me right now, Denizon?’ she said. ‘I second everyone’s “Not particularly”. But once we’re up there? With the crew, about to launch? I believe one hundred per cent, wholeheartedly, that we will find a world we can live on, and I won’t hear a word against it.’ Sometimes false hope is better than none. Let tomorrow look to the disappointments.


   

6.6

It would be the last sight she ever had of Earth. Here on the screens of the command hub, seen through the hull cameras of the Marduk. Was that actually seeing? If she recorded this now, and played it back later, on waking, decades and light years distant, the actual image would be the same, its interactions with her eyes no different. So surely she’d already had her last glimpse of her home world, before embarking on the shuttle, and never realized at the time. A curiously melancholy thought.

On another screen she could watch the last of the bulk modules being eased into position down the long spine of the ship. The vast length of the Marduk, trailing away aft in a great segmented tail, each vertebra supporting a compartment filled with cargo. And the cargo was people. The people were ‘Cargo’. Part of the specialized captain’s language she’d had to learn. A reminder of the difference between the things for which an engineer was responsible, and the duties attached to Command. The Cargo aboard that module wouldn’t know anything about it. Wouldn’t have felt the stresses of acceleration out of the gravity well. Wouldn’t feel the clunk and judder of connection to the Marduk. They’d have climbed into their suspension couches down on the ground, been put under, frozen into something that was death’s closest cousin. When they woke it would be to look out on another world. At least, that was the plan. If the world was there and nothing went wrong in the interim. But then, if something went wrong halfway through the trip, they’d be out in the infinite emptiness of space, and maybe it’d be kinder not to wake anybody up.

‘We’re complete, Captain. I’m on my way,’ came the flat voice of her new Engineering Chief, Ilshir, crackling from the consoles. She’d met them all, of course. Put names to the faces on the files. Ilshir, slight and dark, the man who had the job she felt she was qualified for. Why not promote him and let her just worry about the mechanical? Aptitudes, was the answer to that one. Meaning that, on paper, she was the bigger bastard.

Kieraven was already up in Command with her. His people, the actual Security team, were now getting into their own couches, on the basis that once all the cargo had been successfully stowed, there wouldn’t be any need to secure anything. On the console between them were a scatter of magnetic tiles. A game he’d been teaching her, about spending resources and locating hidden things, and tessellating patterns of blocks. It had seemed very simple, but become very complex when she’d tried to be good at it.

Of the other two Key Crew, a tall woman with badly pocked skin was Hieron, the Science Chief, currently checking over the suspension readouts of the new cargo. Ensuring everyone was properly suspended, ready for the horrifyingly long period of subjective time they’d all be travelling. Part of the brief was that People will die. There was a failure rate on these suspension facilities. Even though people had worked very hard to make it as small as possible, a fraction of a per cent, there were thousands of pods. So even if everything else went well, there’d be people who wouldn’t make it. That was how it was. What Cosimir, as Captain, had to accept. At least Hieron was diligently running one final series of checks, identifying any dodgy-looking couches, waking up individuals and bringing a crew in to overhaul the pod before re-suspending that particular morsel of cargo. Then hoping the problem was fixed, rather than just biding its time. Because there would be plenty of opportunity for any problems to make themselves manifest.

Finally there was Bartilow, an older woman, the Classicist. Someone who had neither function nor relevant expertise right now. Even less than a regular Classicist, given that the Marduk was heading off the maps to some alleged extra world, about which the Classical canon knew nothing. Bartilow was already in the Key Crew’s suspension chamber. Cosimir could bring up the relevant camera and find the woman sitting on the couch which would be her sarcophagus in their long journey through the underworld, reading from a dimly glowing screen. Not one for games, Bartilow. Not particularly one for human company either, as far as Cosimir could work out. Hadn’t much bonded with the rest of Key Crew. Which, honestly, was fine. Left less for Cosimir to do, given she’d been running to catch up all this time.

And then it was time.
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When Hieron had taped down the last of the cargo.

When every last pod was as functional as anyone could make it.

When all the checks had come in green from Orbital Control, and they had their window out of the drifts of debris that still shrouded Earth.

When the Marduk’s vast and trailing bulk had eased its way through the various strata of Earth’s orbits.

When they had checked and rechecked their trajectory, cruising off towards the sun itself for a slingshot exit to the solar system, the last favour their home star would ever be able to do for them.

When they had looked back and the Earth was a plate, a coin, a marble, a dot.

When the sun had taken the Marduk’s trajectory in its crushing hands and hurled it far out into the void, like a giant with a javelin. So the vessel, whilst never ceasing to travel in a straight line, described an arc about the hungry bowl of the star’s gravity well and then sped away.

When they had finally, irrevocably and by any definitions, left home.

When it was too late for second thoughts, and the five of them, the Key Crew, the ten shoulders on which the burdens fell, were gathered in Command. Even Bartilow, who neither wanted to be there, nor had any contribution to make.

When the false gravity of their acceleration had gone from punishing to something that felt almost normal, and none of the cargo had died yet, nor any system malfunctioned.

Then Cosimir permitted herself to breathe.

Not literally, obviously. It had been days, weeks. But that was how it felt, to know the first stage was done. The shortest stage. Turn the whole journey into a year, and they were barely into the first hour of the first day. Yet ships had died, in that first notional hour. The Marduk had survived one of the points when the risks spiked, the highest probability of something going wrong. But nothing had gone wrong yet.
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They assembled in the little chamber that was their own personal icebox. Key Crew suspension facilities, right up near the main command and control interfaces of the ship. Because when you woke suddenly, and everything was going wrong, you didn’t need a long walk to add to your woes.

‘Probably I should say something inspiring,’ Cosimir told them. Olumo probably would have, she thought. But she’d resolved not to keep conjuring their previous captain’s name. Laudable humility to do so, but it wouldn’t lead them to put their faith in her.

They were all in their shipsuits, like ugly pyjamas. Barefoot, looking at the coffins that yawned for them. All the interior gubbins required to turn a human into frozen sculpture, to sleep beautiful and undisturbed, until kissed by the light of a foreign star. Kieraven looked at her with the twin wells of his gaze. Bartilow fidgeted, as though she was about to be disciplined for something. Hieron scratched at the dry skin under her jaw. The engineer, Ilshir, smiled at her. Honestly, Earth didn’t have many good smiles left, but Ilshir, young and quite ridiculously good-looking, had inherited a really shining example. Something of old Earth that she was glad to be preserving.

‘I’m not going to talk about the brief. No point. We’ll find out what’s there when we arrive.’ When. ‘But you know what?’ She’d had a whole spiel prepared. Basically the one they gave you, from Projects, with a few personal touches, that was functional but not at all inspiring. She canned it, though, right then and there. Not as if her crew wouldn’t recognize it, after all. Standard Inspirational Speech three, with the serial numbers filed away. ‘Fuck it,’ she told them, so even Bartilow’s head jerked up. ‘We are going to live. I’ve decided.’ She didn’t know what would come out of her mouth next. ‘Fuck the odds. Fuck the Ancients, and Gerey Hartmand in particular. We’re going to live. On a paradise. On an airless rock. In space, even. I’ve decided. We’re going to survive. We’ll meet whatever’s out there on its own terms. Push us and we push back twice as hard. We are Earth and we are going to live.’ About as far away from the party line as she could possibly imagine, but suddenly she was so on fire with the words that the Marduk didn’t have freezing facilities fit for her.

‘Hear hear!’ Kieraven clapped his hands together, and Ilshir actually whooped. Hieron was smiling a bit embarrassedly, as though she wasn’t quite sure what she’d heard. Bartilow’s eyes were very wide. She opened her mouth a little, stopped. Cosimir beckoned to her, encouraged her to speak.

‘The Ancients had a blessing that’s come to us from their writings. May the wind be always at your back. For a good journey. The sun’s behind us; there’s only that one solar wind. It’s at our back for as long as it exists. When we reach where we’re going, we’ll have some last photons of our sun carrying us there. We take our home with us. All that there is.’ Delivered staccato, awkward, a woman not happy with speaking even to a crowd of four. But Ilshir whooped again, and Cosimir smiled. That was when they became her crew, and she their captain.

Then the ice, and the cold, and the dark.
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THE THIRD AGE

Bitter Fruit
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Under other circumstances the focus would have been the planet. Because here, against all odds, is a complete and viable terraformed world. Small wonder the lost half of the crew were so keen to go visit, and Alis feels a touch of their excitement even as the Dissenter makes its approach. In the ship’s water-filled interior, Kern feeds Alis and Cato a wealth of instrument data on the planet, so rich in life it defies quick analysis. They can’t know how much of the outcome of that terraforming is Terra, or if the vibrant results have gone in other directions. But alive! As alive as perhaps only Kern’s own World is. For almost all the other terraforming projects were terminated early, or ran into uncooperative planetary geochemistries and conditions. Alis has seen some – Imir included – and read reports of others. There are worlds out there which are just grey goo, or that seethe with compounds inimical to Earth biology. A catalogue of the uninhabitable. Yet here is a verdant paradise!

But the world, basking in its green beauty, is not what they’re staring at in incredulity. Alis’s are the only eyes that could pop in astonishment, but she feels a kindred response in the twitchy motions of Cato’s eyestalks. Apparently he really wasn’t interested in what his fellows had been so keen to study. He’d just been keen to get rid of them so he could go play war games in the middle reaches of this solar system, running simulations and blowing up asteroids as though he was trying to find a way some past war might have ended differently. The rest of the crew, Alis suspected, had been equally keen to get shot of him.

Given he caved her chest in on their first meeting after she awoke, she feels she can understand them. But at the same time, they’d all been very happy to go off without her, too. A crew of misfits, Kern had said, but who were the misfits whom even the other oddities didn’t want to spend time with? Alis and a punchy prawn.

She needs to stop thinking of him as either a shrimp or a prawn. They aren’t taxonomically correct labels, and she imagines they’d offend Cato. While on the one hand she has no idea if Stomatopods take offence at that kind of lazy nomenclature, on the other hand – or claw, punching-elbow, whatever – Cato seems to take offence at basically everything, on general principles.

‘Everything’s new to me,’ she says. ‘What’s new to you?’

At the distance we separated, it was clear something resembling an old ark ship had preceded us to this system, and was in orbit around the terraformed world, Kern supplies. This was cause for considerable interest amongst the crew. There are no broadcast signals from the world or the ship, but humans may be present on the former, or possibly even the latter. However, the actual long-range instrument data was obfuscatory, unclear. Presumably because of what we are seeing now.

Alis finds she knows about the ark ships. Every Human does, she now understands. Celebrated in art and story, simultaneously a tragic and a heroic endeavour, and the backdrop for countless romances, lurid tales and flights of the imagination. Long ago, Kern’s own people had destroyed themselves in a great war. Long after that, their descendants had used the last resources of old Earth to send some small numbers of themselves – tens of thousands, but still small in proportion – to the worlds their predecessors had terraformed. A few of those arks had arrived at their destinations. One reached Kern’s World, and its inhabitants had been taken in by the Portiids. One reached Imir with less happy results, its crew immortalized only within the memories of the ancient machine there. And one had evidently come here, to this unnamed world, in a solar system Kern herself didn’t even recall. And something had happened to it.

Something terrible, probably. Something incredible, as well. The ark ship is plainly a wreck, but it lives too. It blooms, in fact, despite its position in low orbit. The entire exterior is a garden, spreading great pale blue-green leaves outwards. Anaemic and feeble where they sprout towards the world below, but vast photosynthetic sails projecting sunwards, fronds that unfold into the airless waste, a hundred metres across. Studded with the scars of microscopic impacts, glittering with frost, impossibly alive. Clumped in its greatest profusion about the wreck of the ship itself, but extending in an unbroken band around the waist of this world. A living ring that must be visible from the surface when it cuts across the sun.

‘Nobody else thinks this is normal then,’ Alis checks. ‘Only, I’ve seen a lot of shit, and most of it wasn’t real, so I am aware I’m not a good judge of what’s to be expected in any given circumstance. But this doesn’t seem usual to me.’

This is not something I have any record of encountering, Kern confirms. The AI sounds rather offended, as though the universe isn’t supposed to contain more things than are dreamt of in her philosophy. Given her encounters extend from before the fall of Earth’s first human civilization to this present day, this is quite a statement. Here, over a planet she hadn’t known existed, is something she’s never before encountered.

‘Did they . . .?’ Alis starts. She has to check the instruments to ensure her imagination isn’t extrapolating hallucinations from the madness she’s seeing, because she’s just noticed something even madder. ‘Did they abseil down to the planet or something? Is that a thing ark people did?’ Because there is a vegetative umbilical connecting the ark and the ground. The actual ark to the actual ground. A great twisted vine, all the way down out of orbit. And further on too, she sees. Extending outwards into the void, held taut by the centripetal pull of its own orbiting. Obviously she’s familiar with the concept, but not with the construction.

Cato dances and threatens, but he’s directing his display at Kern’s spider waldo, so Alis’s internal translation sieves nothing, save a general sense of alertness and ill temper. A moment later, Kern provides, Cato has located the rest of our ship. It appears . . . overcome.

An odd choice of word, Alis thinks. Then magnified images scatter across the ship’s visual display, and she understands. The greenery has . . . attacked it? This design of ship naturally forms a sphere, most perfect of shapes. Originally the Dissenter had been one large ball filled with water. Then they’d decided to split the crew, and so its membrane had contracted along one circumference and pinched it into two identical vessels. One of which, they now see, had met its end out there in orbit. It had attached itself to the leafy exterior of the ark ship, just glommed on the way it could do. And then . . .

There are branches piercing it. Arching vines grown into its interior, as though seeking the life-giving water within. Carving through a biomechanical hull intended to stave off high-speed impacts. Which meant a slow growth, not a sudden stab, and somehow this feels worse in Alis’s gut. The water had been found by those investigative shoots. The result being that there are great jagged sculptures at each entry point, a collar of water frozen in mid-escape. Again, the hulls were designed to stop that, but the foliage had been very insistent. That half of the Dissenter is dead.

The hulk entered,

They also were overcome. Cato’s thoughts, via Kern.

Last words?

Kern’s reply, I am detecting a static distress signal linked to . . . continued operation. It’s intended to demonstrate ongoing biosigns, but I am not entirely sure that’s what we’re seeing. It’s . . .

‘Unclear,’ Alis agrees. Her research tells her there are supposed to be five others on this cruise. Three Portiid spiders, a Human researcher and her own therapist, Mira. The only one of them she feels any emotional response about. There was a wealth of personal detail she could have filleted through if she’d wanted to. She’d found the business too depressing, though. Both that nothing connected to her at all, and that these people had left her behind to go have fun and die in some orbital greenhouse from the ark age.

So, do I care about them? It would be grand to play turnabout and argue they should be left to their fate. But she explores her inner world and discovers she doesn’t have a hard centre like that. She catches herself asking: What would the others think of me? This consideration trips her, inside her head. She’s spent a long time in a world where every straight line bent back around towards her, its path distorted by her personal gravity. The ramifications of being the only real thing in existence, so every pleasure and torment was just what some part of her wanted from life. Until what she wanted was truth, the one commodity out of stock in the simulation.

What would they think of me? To abandon their crewmates? Against the general principles that had accreted around the Panspecific community, which had set out into the stars. We are Us, basically. They are all they have, so they look after their own. Because the universe is vast and cold and mostly empty. All of this she understands – foundations for a self she feels is still mostly lines on the architect’s board. But there it is. The others – a militaristic crustacean and a post-human intellect estranged from herself – have become real to her.

She would have sat down suddenly, overcome with the knowledge, but there isn’t any gravity and so the gesture is logistically complicated.

‘I’ll suit up, shall I?’ she tries instead. Team player, showing willing, part of the civilization. Cato turns his eyestalks on her, or more of his eyestalks, given he can see all around himself anyway. There are foci within his eyes where the receptor density is greatest, she realizes. Right now she has his attention.

‘So we can go in,’ she says. ‘Rescue the, rescue, you know, the, whatever, the . . .’ Waving her hand around vaguely in a way that wouldn’t communicate much to another Human, let alone to him.

Death waits there.

Between us and the sun.

Gird yourself. We bring murder.

‘What the fuck?’ Alis demands. That was direct to her from him, her own translation capacity working overtime.

It’s going to be dangerous. Get dressed. Bring a weapon, is Kern’s belated interpretation.

‘Fuck me, though,’ Alis said. ‘I mean, you heard that, right? You got that? Girding and murder and . . . holy shit.’ She can feel her heart clamouring. Which suggests her thoracic cavity has healed enough to let it off the leash, anyway.

Actually no, Kern admits. Your translation and mine are based on different systems. I think you might be getting something . . . more florid from yours. Mira set it up. She’s like that.

Alis gives a slightly hysterical laugh, or at least does her best under the circumstances. A sort of gurgle, really. I’m going to die, she thinks, and waits for the emotional response, but there isn’t one. Some part of her still believes she’s in the simulation, so why should it care? She’d died before. She’s a connoisseur of unwise fatalities. Let’s go into the haunted death-garden ship, why not?
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Cato has already made his peace with relying on Alis. A peace almost unmade when it transpires that, while she was absolutely confident she knew how to jockey a spacesuit across the void between ships, this knowledge was entirely theoretical. In her head, but not reaching as far as her limbs. Instead, Kern has to take over the jets of her suit and puppeteers the Human’s dead weight around, as though delivering her corpse.

The spider remote itself has taken on a supplemental abdominal segment which contains its own propulsion, and Kern has no difficulty running the pair of them about, through an environment as clear of clutter as space. Cato has already ruled out actually docking their ship to its sister vessel, plainly contraindicated by what happened to the other half of the Dissenter. Which might, of course, happen to them personally, but Cato feels he has a fighting chance, which is all the chance he ever wanted from the universe.

The spider remote has taken on an independent instancing of Avigael Kern herself, because the dense foliage is playing games with signal and she doesn’t want to lose contact at a critical moment. From generations of engineering refinement, there’s a lot of computational space in just that spider body – more than enough to support a sapient personality.

Of course, the rest of the crew also had a downloaded Kern in a spider robot as part of their away team, which doesn’t seem to have helped them. While the Kern instance which would have been within the demi-ship itself appears to have been blown out like a candle.

They jet over to it. Cato can’t help but notice that neither Human nor spider forms are exactly elegant in the transit. Unsurprising, as both are designed to be moved primarily with limb-action. Profoundly inefficient, but that’s land-based life for you. He himself is used to a limitless omnidirectionality, imparted by the ranks of beating gill-limbs beneath his segmented hindquarters. His suit incorporates twin rows of articulated nozzles, one for each swimming leg, effortlessly enabling his progress in this three-dimensional non-medium. As natural to him as breathing, quite literally. Were he feeling whimsical – not something he ever feels – he could have run rings around the pair of them.

Although the beacon Kern detected hails from deeper within the ark ship, they first breach the frozen exterior of the Dissenter’s lost half. The greenery has fully invaded it. Not even greenery, to Cato’s eyes, which distinguish between countless more colours than Human or Portiid vision. A weird pallid bluish tint, presumably the result of whatever process allows the stuff to survive in hard vacuum in the first place.

The vegetation has grown creepers all through the lost ship. Not only the water lost to ice and explosive decompression, but tendrils mining deep into the ship’s encircling substrate. The organic stuff which was the Kern instance – ants and more – is dead, either vacuum-desiccated or consumed. So much for that. Kern still holds out hope her travelling unit remains active. Cato is aware this is because this mission was Avigael Kern’s first instancing of her newly independent self. He feels the AI is somewhat invested in the products of that division. She needs to be able to show, to the elder Avrana Kern of her memories perhaps, that she’s capable of everything the senior sister can do.

Cato isn’t convinced.

There’s no sign of further aggressive growth on the part of the foliage. Entirely quiescent. It fringes the opening leading from the dead ship deeper into the innards of the ark. Cato had expected everything to be choked with plant life, perhaps showing the signs of burn or blade where the team had cut their way in. Illogical, he understands. The sun doesn’t reach into the capacious bowels of the ark. The walls are warped and clutched by a deep, fibrous matting of root network, but the leaves are photophilic and hunt the light.

Kern, meanwhile, has found ancient root-crossed inscriptions. An identity for the derelict hulk.

Marduk. A name so lost to time even Kern has no context for it.

Cato asks the AI to pull up any plan she can for the ship. Arks weren’t built to a uniform schema, and the vegetal incursion has doubtless complicated matters. Kern can only pinpoint where the beacon is located, within the bulk of the ship. Cato considers their options. There are safer ways, but those are less informative ways. And less combative. He makes a command decision, being in command, and the others don’t gainsay him. Good.

He sculls his way into the green-toothed grin of the place. Cato’s people have mouthparts but no jaws, and amongst the leviathans they once contended with were fish, sharks, even smaller cetaceans. As Kern’s nanovirus accelerated their growth, the ecosystem’s larger predators took note of them. Many of those aquatic predators on Kern’s World are extinct now – for obvious reasons – but there are preserves where sea serpents still dwell. His people go there, equipped with no more than strength and speed, to contest with Leviathan.

He lets his momentum take him along the corridor. No clue what this part of the ark was for originally. The webwork of roots has buckled everything out of place and devoured much of the wiring and components. Rare elements, he thinks. Live out in the void, and this becomes a bonanza for hungry shoots. The lost half of the Dissenter was served the same way. The infrastructure of an Octopus-designed Conspecific ship is entirely different to an old Earth ark, but the greenery is omnivorous.

A long corridor, lightless save for their own lamps, as though they’re progressing through some terrestrial underworld. Alis is looking ill, through her visor. Or at least that’s how her expression is translated to him. Pasty and sweaty, and her mouth is trembling.

‘You break

You are abandoned,’ he tells her. There are telltales in his armoured suit which detect his motions, reading how his colours would flash in the water, and they speak to Alis and Kern electronically. When Alis replies, a strobing of lights stutter out of projectors below his eyes, carrying encoded Human speech through a civilized medium.

Are you seeing this? she asks. It’s not real.

Cato feels a spur of annoyance, but then an odd backwash. Fair question, honestly. This is eerie. It’s utterly alien. A terrestrial biome in cold vacuum, holding to the shape of the ancient ship, even though there’s more plant than vessel left. Alis hasn’t frozen or fled, and she’s under her own direction now, the skills having apparently turned up shamefacedly late for their shift. She, despite her unhappiness, is at least sticking with him. Can he rely on her? No, but it’s something.

He has stopped, just idling in the vacuum. Kern’s remote jets past him, assisting itself along the walls with various of its limbs. Cato strikes.

There are a variety of reasons he does this. Kern forgets, sometimes, there’s effectively a cone of space directly in front of him that you do not enter under any circumstances, as Alis discovered. But this time, Kern was considerately keeping to the wall, yet he grabbed her anyway. Not punched her with the sort of blow that, even in vacuum, would have shattered the shell of her robot, but hooked then grabbed her, holding the remote helpless in the upside-down mantis grasp of his main arms. One metal leg has sheared off entirely and is drifting away at an angle, propelled by residual momentum.

What? Alis says, sufficiently far behind that, if he’d wanted to eliminate the pair of them, neither of them would even have realized it until he’d finished. But other than the leg and a couple of dents, Kern’s fine. Squawking about the rough treatment, until she sees the leg encounter the wall.

With a single whipping snap, the entire section of rootwork there clenches like a fist. The thin spider limb is turned into a spiral, crumpled into ridiculous unusability. A speed and force of strike not actually as swift or powerful as Cato’s own, but a solid contender.

Oh shit, says Alis, helpfully.

You perceived that, Kern notes.

You did not? Cato remarks, letting the mauled robot go. Humans shout, he understands. That is their instinct, to warn others. For a Stomatopod, speech is also action, and the first instinct is to strike.

Kern coasts further from the clench of roots, which appear to have undergone a mechanical process that won’t easily be reversed. Cato reviews what tipped him off. A tension to the way the roots lay in their grooves, the dents left in the inner hull metal and plastic, which look almost like welding seams now they’ve been vacated. The other roots are clutched to their artificial substrate, but this net was held under extreme mechanical tension. The sort of thing his ancestors were very primed to spot, or was it more . . .?

He destroys the clenched knot of plant material. It’s tough, but he turns it into an expanding cloud of splinters and fibres. Therapeutic, mostly. There are more ahead too, their preparedness screaming in his vision. Alis gathers enough fragments and chunks of the first trap to set off another two. The third is pre-triggered and there’s a dead spider in it.

Cato regards her. It’s Helena, who was nominally leading the Dissenter research party. Leading it into this, apparently. The sight of her is miserable. Her suit has ruptured, and spider anatomy juts from it in awkward angles. Her big main eyes stare from the clench of roots, dead but somehow still agonized. It’s hard for him to see a spider as a fellow. Almost as hard as a Human. But Cato is not just some dumb duellist straight out of the oceans of Kern’s World. He entered the Panspecific community. Then became something worse. Now he’s something better, or trying to be, and part of that is recognizing the self in the other. Whether that other is an arachnid or a mammal or – horror of horrors – even a cephalopod, who back in the day were most definitely the Great Enemy for his people. That took a lot of getting used to, and triggered no small share of diplomatic near-disasters.

Or, indeed, when the other is another Stomatopod.

Screw this, Alis says. Cato thinks her Human nerve has gone and she’ll retreat to the ship. He wouldn’t be surprised in the least. He busies himself by breaking the supports of the trap, where they connect to the walls, until he can recover the frozen cadaver that was Helena. His own people don’t really register dead bodies as something worthy of respect – that’s what life’s for – but he’s aware it’s a thing, for some.

How about this. Alis throws a suggested path forward to him. Not a retreat, not at all. Something worthy in fact. He looks at her sick-seeming face, and maybe it’s a different sort of sickness there. His kind of sickness.

Approval granted, he says, and they head back out.


   

7.3

A strange idea, to come from her. But something you learned from living in a mutable and unreal place is There is always another way. A better way? Honestly, the whole experience is doing very visceral things to Alis’s stomach. The outside surface of the ark ship they are now gliding over is not still. The ship has woken, or at least the life infesting it has. Below, as they make their silent progress, the living surface of the ship coils and unfolds. Sluggish right now, but with a liquid, animal motion that tells them there’s more going on than just spring-loaded traps. This vegetable thing, connected to a whole green living world below, is sentient. In that it senses its environment, and detects them even through the non-medium of vacuum which carries no vibrations, scents or sounds. Their presence wakes a shudder through the great expanse of densely interleaved foliage, as though they’re leaving a wake behind them. Boughs sway, fronds unfurl, and creepers twist like nests of serpents, all washed pallid in the unfiltered light of the system’s sun.

A clean strike.

The virtue of things left undoubted.

Have we the means to sever the cord?

Alis blinks. Cato, because nobody else, perhaps in the entire universe, talks like that. Or nobody else’s communications are reworked in that bizarre Eddic style by Mira’s donated translations. After she’s spent three seconds utterly unsure what the Stomatopod means, Kern adds, He wants to cut the stalk to the planet.

‘Why?’ Alis asks.

Kern doesn’t immediately reply, but the words Because he’s Cato hang in the void. The actual tether – a hundred metres thick, twisted like cordage – is just visible past the curve of the ship, with the great greenish curve of the world itself. Alis waits for some primal response from within. This is a reconstructed Earth – shouldn’t it speak to something human within her? It doesn’t. She’s seen a hundred planets from space, some of them even real. One becomes jaded.

‘What happened there?’ she asks. There’s a wound punched through the hull and the vegetation both. ‘Is that an impact crater or something?’

No.

For many reasons,

Mostly obvious.

Alis is well and truly told, apparently.

At her request, Kern brings up a dot in her visual field to locate the beacon. Deep in the ship, but the arks were mostly built long, and so this exterior excursion is saving them both time and peril. They’re just about at the exterior point closest to the signal’s origin inside. They’ll have to make their way in from here, which is awkward because the ark-builders didn’t serendipitously put a hatch in the right place.

‘Did we bring something to—’ she starts, because apparently she gets to be Straight Man in this routine.

Ho yes, come Cato’s thoughts on that, followed by a very bright light. Not from Cato, because the laser he’s deploying doesn’t use her visual spectrum, but from the plant life and the hull below. He incinerates a tunnel into the foliage, turning it into expanding clouds of particulate ash, which spread like exploding dandelion clocks or low-key fireworks. Then the invisible beam hits the hull, and she sees plastic and metal, already eaten through with holes by the roots, incandescing briefly in a savage auto-da-fé. Peeling back until the inner spaces of the ship are revealed.

‘Don’t leave it there,’ Alis says. ‘Just keep cutting.’

Reserves require replenishment. Besides

Where the joy in distance?

Also, collateral damage.

‘Fine.’ Whatever she thinks about the second line of the stanza, the third is a fair point. That beacon might not be the only survivor.

They go in, and she’s presented with a great many non-survivors. This was one of the cargo modules, she understands – again, the knowledge coming to her, simultaneously new and something she’s always known. Cargo meaning people. Some of whom hadn’t gone on to have a happy life down on the planet below. Around half the cold sleep beds are still occupied, mostly the ones at this end of the compartment. Or rather, they’re all occupied by the aggressively invasive plant life. Only, in some of the coffins, the roots found something to feed off.

Honestly, it’s hardly horrible at all, Alis considers. You can’t see much. Only vague suggestions of the human form, and those are mostly made of vegetal material which has replaced the original. Just the occasional sense of a skull, eye-sockets, ribs, a face.

How are you? Kern checks.

‘You’ve got access to my vitals, surely.’

Yes. It’s your lack of reaction that concerns me. Outside expected parameters, Kern notes.

‘I’m fine. It’s . . . Over Imir there was a ship. Not grown over like this, but most of the . . . people were still on it. All of them long dead, perfectly preserved. I saw that. It’s not . . .’ She stops. Feels something clench in her gut and kick her heart. Real is the word she hasn’t said. She, the great sampler of unrealities, who has seen monstrosity and wonder beyond anything the actual universe contains. Except she’s just realized, understood, remembered that the ship over Imir was real, all those people were dead, and it’s hit her. The thought of so much helpless death. This is nothing, here on this botanical circle of orbital hell. Half the compartments here weren’t even tenanted, and everything else is demurely veiled in roots and green, and fungal fruiting bodies. But it’s all death. The distant kin of her ancestors, these people who’d reached a habitable world, and still died.

Alis? Kern prompts.

‘Fine,’ she says roughly. ‘I’ll be fine.’ And she is, all the way, until they find the next body.


   

7.4

The mirrored shells that protected his eyes from the laser’s glare fold back, restoring Cato’s full range of vision. Then it’s a matter of seeing if the Human has failed yet. It’s not that Cato has problems working with Humans – he’s not prejudiced against them as a species. All right, it is that Cato has problems working with Humans, but no more than with most others. Less than Octopuses, maybe. Honestly, fewer problems than he has working with other Stomatopods, most of the time. In fact, the one time he and a significant number of his conspecifics were pointed in the same direction they had . . .

He feels his body curl. Less of that. Not the time. Stomatopods, like Humans, can fall prey to unhealthy ideation which takes them from their proper readiness, though they don’t lose focus the way Humans can do. A part of Cato is always on, spring-loaded, ready to strike.

The dead humans – small-h humans, from the ark era – create a complex mental environment. He’s watching Alis constantly for signs of Human distress, but she’s calm, which Cato feels is ideal but Kern seems worried about. The plant life festering through this part of the ark seems mostly quiescent, but the facets of his eyes monitor every little twitch and tightening of them. The ship is an organism, or at least a colony of them. Always hazards to venturing into such places but opportunities too. That was what motivated Helena’s ill-fated expedition. While he’d been more interested in refighting old wars in the outer reaches of this solar system.

They progress, drifting down the centre of the cargo pod where only a handful of vines string through to impede their progress. Cato strongly wants to sever each one, because he can, and because they’re taut enough that the sight of the recoil – the ineluctable physics of vandalism – would be satisfying in itself. If Stomatopods had invented glass, there wouldn’t have been a whole window left across their entire civilization.

Then he sees the next body, as they close on the beacon, and this is a Human. Galean was their name, and Cato can’t remember if they were supposed to be male or female, or some other option. The state the body’s in doesn’t settle the issue, because the plants have them now. There’s been a vegetative feeding frenzy here, and Galean is mostly just the shape of a Human torso – head and outstretched arms projecting out of a great mossy hump in the wall, colonized by fungus-looking elements, and pierced by questing creeper-roots. Probably a ghoulish sight to Human eyes but Cato’s species don’t have that kind of reaction to dead things. Alis is demonstrating some sort of human emotional response to this, which seems to involve a lot of communication without actual translatable content, and Cato feels that this is an inconvenient time for such behaviours. He makes threatening gestures at her with his greater arms until she gets herself under control.

The roots around them are growing more active, the composite entity becoming aware of them. Cato can’t blink, but he ducks his eyes down from their transparent housing into his suit, where a couple of unoccupied lesser arms can clean the facets. There’s a kind of glittering intruding into his vision, wherever he looks. It dances about the vegetation. As if the blind stuff is nonetheless signalling visually. Which would explain how it can be so reactive, and would make sense in a vacuum, but still seems odd.

‘You register the dance,

their words?’ he checks with Kern. Kern does not. Alis does not. He records the interplay between the plant elements and sends it to them – the AI’s core, the Human’s helmet display. They can’t see what he means. Cato feels a little nervous for the first time here. Killing environments, he can handle. Personal failings not so much.

He paints the sparks and lightworms for them, and obviously they can see that on the doctored recordings. None of which tells him if it’s really there or not.

Glitter or no glitter, the life around them is starting to tension and flex, so he leads them on towards the beacon. They’re out of the cargo area now, within the inner reaches of the ark. They pass into a larger space, where every wall is a hotbed of coiling vines woven about each other, extending out into the gravity-less space like drifting weed. There’s no clear way through and Cato reckons some, at least, will react to touch. By then the laser has recovered a little charge, so he burns with precision until it’s out again, then relies on the cutting surfaces his suit can lend his claws. Quick sallies forward to strike and sever, leaving twitching lengths of vine to drift away like dying eels.

They come across the next two bodies soon after, metres from the beacon signal. Two spiders, both just nurseries for mushroom growth now. Portia, Fabian, and he can just about tell which is the female because that nest of fungal profusion is slightly larger. Neither can be considered survivors, who would have set the beacon, which means . . .

‘Mira survives,’ he tells Kern, by process of elimination. ‘Of course.’

Moments later Alis echoes the name. She was working with Mira before her confinement. In fact, her confinement represented Mira continuing to work with her in ways Cato is personally uncomfortable with.

Kern herself is being oddly cagey about the beacon, which Cato never likes. His own species never developed complex computational systems – they ended up borrowing ant-based tech from the Portiids. Cato understands that old humans’ computers weren’t really sapient, but could do a good impersonation of it, while being entirely task-centred. In his heart of hearts, he isn’t convinced that’s a better idea than something like Kern.

Some of the remaining vines are now growing at a pace visible to him. The glitter in his eyes, all that strangely complex light, is rising to a fever pitch.

‘Now haste,’ he directs, and pushes past the dead spiders towards a wall ahead, beyond which the beacon is coming from. This is a more intact part of the ship, supporting infrastructure the plant has not compromised. It’s deeply incised and twisted by the roots, but not to the extent it can’t hold the ship together. Which is a worrying revelation, because Cato doesn’t know where a colossal orbital forest gets its engineering qualifications.

There are welding marks on the wall. Someone carved through here recently with modern Portiid-style tools, and then sealed the breach after themselves. Mira must have gone to ground and turned on the beacon, yet couldn’t communicate to tell them about it. But the signal insists there’s a viable crewmember fit for recovery.

I don’t understand. They’re dead or alive? Alis asks. Then there’s a wordless addendum conveying she does understand after all. You can be quite, quite alive and still utterly overcome by some sort of fungal infestation. None of this bodes remotely well but they have to find out, and fast. Behind them, the vast space of the bay is slowly narrowing as the densely packed clutch of the walls begins to let down its hair.

Cato regards the welded wall in front. It’s metal, reinforced, the sort of strength designed to withstand the multiple gravities and stresses of a vastly heavy ship accelerating and decelerating. On the other hand, it’s vacuum-eroded, pre-weakened by the plants, cut open by Mira and then resealed.

‘Beware

Shrapnel,’ he tells the others, all the warning they’re going to get. Then he strikes. The heels of his great appendages – the impact points – are extremely durable by nature. His suit then covers them over with an extra level of armour, the shape of which he can configure to apply extraordinary force with exquisite precision. Every blow is coordinated with the thrusters of his suit, which absorb some of the equal and opposite momentum he’s applying to himself, though he still bounces about a little. The third blow sees the thick metal tear along the existing weld line, and the fourth opens the compartment up like a can.

He does have a cutter but this is faster. Also more enjoyable. It’s not as though they’re being sneaky here.

Behind the torn-open wall is . . . not Mira.

Cato jets back, briefly uncertain. There’s nothing living here at all. His eyes focus on the inside and what’s hanging before him. Beyond the sheared wall is a spider-shaped robot, just like the one Kern is instanced into. But the last Cato saw, Mira was wearing a Human body.

The robot in the wall moves uncertainly. Kern’s own waldo jets forward, then veers off before touching the opening.

Something’s wrong, Kern says.

‘Many things are wrong.

The place wakes,’ Cato replies.

‘This outcome was foreknown.

Where is Mira?’

Not necessarily foreknown.

‘You came here to rescue yourself.’

It remained a possibility.

Stomatopod language communicates truths. Evasions exist by omission. Kern, nonetheless, is dissembling. This was her first ever hived-off instance. A child perhaps.

The robot in the wall abruptly transmits. A staccato burst of message fragments. Portia is is Fabian is are is help are we is. Cato jets back, leery of whatever infestation has overtaken the thing.

Is is are we Portia Portia Fabian is help help where what are we help we help.

Behind them, Cato sees the whole green-strung space flex. Like a Stomatopod tensioning their killing arms, or a Human cracking knuckles.

‘No more time,’ he says.

‘We vacate.

What about this thing?’ Then he’s veering away wildly, because the alternative would be to cave in the back of Alis’s skull. The Human has pushed past him, reaching through the torn gap, to seize the twitching robot spider. Cradling the trembling thing to her, heedless of infection or injury. Probably thinking it’s all some simulation and she can’t be hurt.

Cato carves up the nearest clutch of vines, mostly because the Human’s sudden lunge filled him with a need for action which had to go somewhere. Then everything around them is in motion. Slow at first, but accelerating. Individual plant fibres receiving chemical signals that force them to contract, so the bundled cords and vines become like raw muscles, coiling and flexing as they float freely in the space.

‘Go,’ Cato directs, and he’s fighting – fighting the whole world around them. But the world is still slow and he is very fast. His cutting edges prune back the jungle around Alis and Kern, keeping a channel open that they can flee down.

What about Mira? Alis is asking.

This is the only beacon we have, Kern says. If Mira is here, she’s not signalled us.

What if she’s hurt? Hurt somewhere and can’t let us know?

Cato sends to Kern only. ‘One more thing she doesn’t know?

Mira’s hurt and loose?

We have a larger problem.’

A lack of data, Kern transmits. She sounds distracted and Cato reckons she’s trying to interface with her other self, to diagnose what has survived.

On cue, the damaged robot transmits, Portia I I we we are Portia Fabian we where Kern? Kern?

Presumably Kern is transmitting back, even as Cato carves everyone a path with the lightning passes of his twin machetes. The robot – the one moving under its own power – keeps stopping and starting, infuriatingly close to being left behind.

‘Progress!

Motion!

Or be left

And I’ll make excuses to your mother,’ Cato sends through forceful body-language and angry coloration.

I don’t understand. I’m not getting any kind of link at all, Kern complains. I . . . I’m not sure what’s in there, Cato.

Doesn’t sound ideal, he thinks, but they’re mid evacuation, no time for philosophy. ‘When we return

A quarantine.

Space it if it sprouts.

Now: move.’

Soon they’re back in the cargo bay, the shiny-edged hole of their entrance far ahead. The roots in here clutch and move, carrying the husk-shapes of bodies with them, lending grotesque animation to the dry echoes of the dead. Cato smashes in the green death-masks of empty human faces, more to exercise his own frustrations than because it’s strategically necessary. Part of him wants to turn and just see how much of the ship he can cut and smash through, but since time immemorial his people have known there’s always, as they say, a bigger fish. Sometimes you fight; sometimes you retreat.

They break out into a vacuum uncluttered by life, putting distance between themselves and the overgrown outer hull. At their backs, the planet is a jewel of green and blue, seductively earth-like and normal. The titanic living tether is a thing of colossal, architectural scale here, shrinking to a thread on its way to the surface far below. Cato still wants to cut it, and he may come back to do just that.

Something recurs to his eye: the scar they saw in the ark ship on the way here. Open, ugly, recent.

‘Return to my Dissenter.

Quarantine.

Every precaution taken.

I am investigating.’ Then his jets are carrying him swiftly across the writhing hull, away from them.

What Cato discovers is this: an exit wound. He knew it was that. Within is a space he thinks must have been some sort of factory facility, back when the ship was a ship, and not the universe’s most unlikely greenhouse. The interlacing fingers of roots close about machinery parts – a process stalled mid-completion. There are the hulks of part-assembled somethings lined up, skewed, indicative of haste. Abandoned, but then it’s all abandoned. He enters cautiously, seeing the ripple of awareness pass through the native flora like sun on water.

The hulks are in a variety of states of completion, as though he’s being given a step-by-step diagram of construction, which some Human infant has scribbled over in green-white pen. Cato is more familiar with spacefaring craft than most, and he recognizes this is what these were. They were building ships here, next to the big space where they found the damaged, or possibly infected, robot. Building ships designed, he thinks, for a journey to the planet, and to carry passengers. But probably not for much more. Not even shuttles so much as lifeboats. These were the last ones, unfinished when the disaster overtook the ark people, as disasters do seem to.

One is missing, though. Or at least that’s his interpretation of why there’s a hole in the ark’s side. One complete enough that someone actually activated its ancient engines, which smashed the shuttle through the ship’s hull. All of which seems like a variety of stacked suicide methods to Cato. He’d not have survived it. Nor would Alis. And Kern’s waldo would have ended up as scrap too. Beyond that ragged hole is the planet, and he doesn’t think the part-complete, collision-damaged lifeboat would have been in a position to make a controlled landing there.

But.

If, Cato considers, one was of a nature considerably more durable than a Human or a Stomatopod, and if one had potential access to a great many past specialisms in order to master the technical challenges involved, and if one were of a particularly adventurous nature, then just maybe . . .

For a few long seconds he stares at all the bejewelled colours of the world where the sun strikes it. The hole in the hull is aimed at it like a cannon’s mouth.

Then, as the plant life around him wakes, he makes his swift exit, backing out of the hole and skimming across the hull, away towards the Dissenter. That part of it which remains whole and functional.

‘Someone survived,’ he tells Kern. Something survived, he thinks. That particular frame of reference his people traditionally use for dangerous predators and natural disasters. In this case, entirely fitting.

On board the Dissenter, they seal the recovered spider drone away, in case it’s brought anything nasty in it. Its exterior has been thoroughly disinfected, and Kern says she can’t detect anything living within. It seems uncompromised, though it’s Cato’s ship and he’s taking no chances. On the comms channel it continues to stutter out its weird nonsense. I we Portia we Portia Fabian help help we. Cato finds it annoying and blocks the channel out.

‘More problems,’ he says, and sets out what he found.

I see, Kern notes. Mira.

Mira survived! Alis is delighted. And it is good news. Mostly. Probably. These days, it can be counted as good news. So long as Mira remembers which days she’s in. She’s down there, Alis continues. We have to go get her, find her.

We do have to go and find her, Kern agrees. The Kern of the ship, who has reabsorbed the instance from the robot which accompanied them in, and therefore is all the Kern they have.

‘What is Mira?’ Cato challenges Alis to remember. No nonsense, full display, muscling in a bit, except the Human doesn’t quite know to back off when she should.

She’s my, she’s my, Alis says, my therapist. She was helping me. Helping me heal. All of which is true. We were close? With a tone indicating uncertainty. Alis can’t remember.

You are close, Kern confirms, shifting tense pointedly. She left something of herself with you. And you gave her something of yourself.

She left . . . an impression on me? Alis says, uncertainty growing.

I need to explain about Mira, Kern says. You’re going to have to try to stay calm. If you don’t remember this, then it’s going to distress you.

There’s a moment when Alis is going to refuse to hear. Cato reads it in her body language. The same basic words, even though her anatomy is so weird and endoskeletal. A shift, as though to defend her more vulnerable parts: face, gut. Then she visibly takes hold of herself, and he appreciates that. Courage, the willingness to risk harm, crosses species boundaries.

Tell me, says Alis.
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THE SECOND AGE

Beanstalk
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When the ship woke Anbar Ilshir, he checked the board he’d rigged up on the inside of his coffin. Somehow, despite the way parts of his brain were being chemically shocked into functioning, that instruction had been preserved in the strata of his brain like a fossil these centuries. Revivifying, as its surroundings were transmogrified from something cold and stony into living matter. Ilshir lived, and thought: Am I the first?

Not his first waking. Fourth in fact. He’d rigged this telltale up after the first time. If the ship woke the Engineering Chief first, something was badly wrong. If the ship woke the Captain first, and the Captain’s immediate priority was Engineering, something was moderately wrong. If Kieraven, Security Chief, preceded him, then whatever the wrong things were had spread to people. If the engineer was an afterthought then . . . well, it’d be a cold day in hell, honestly.

His telltale told him: Hieron. The one individual preceding him out of the freezers was the Marduk’s Science Chief. Ilshir tried to blink in surprise, but his eyelids were still catching up with the whole coming-back-to-life business and it didn’t work.

Did we meet aliens? Did the universe set us a chemistry test? He couldn’t think of any regular occurrence in the Marduk’s priorities list which would have put Hieron on her feet before him.

Only one way to find out. By then all the tubes had retracted, and parts of him, at least, were feeling human again. With a click and a wheeze, the lid of his sarcophagus disengaged – the sort of sound that told his trained engineering ear he’d be wise to give it a check-over before trusting his life to it again. Ilshir pushed it away and sat up.

The previous three times it had been him, and then it had been Captain Cosimir and him. In fact he’d got to know the new Captain reasonably well – far better than from the truncated period before actual launch. They’d woken because things had gone wrong with the ship. The voyage from Earth to their destination was an epic one, and even the best works of human hands went wrong after centuries. He’d been impressed by Cosimir. Not just her calm, but by the fact she’d basically been just as much of an engineer as he was. Could have done his job if anything happened to him – having skill redundancy in Engineering was no bad thing. Between them, and with a handful of Ilshir’s department, they’d fixed what needed fixing, or fixed the thing they needed, to fix the thing required to fix the problem. The usual. Then gone back into the cold hoping they’d done a good job, because if they hadn’t maybe there wouldn’t be another waking.

They had thousands depending on them, in the cargo modules. If this interstellar prospect turned out to be the only real one, maybe they had the whole future of the human race resting on their shoulders. Yet mechanical problems lent a remarkable focus to the mind. You blotted out the stakes because they didn’t help. They weren’t a moving part you needed to worry about.

Anyway, if this alleged habitable world was a bust, then none of it mattered. Jolly thought.

Ilshir rolled his shoulders, one then another. He cracked his neck and flexed his fingers almost luxuriously. He did this because according to his telltales the ship wasn’t actually going immediately wrong, so a few minutes of loosening up wouldn’t hurt. He opened his eyes. Hieron was sitting there, right there, on the lip of her own coffin, facing him. Ilshir let out a yap of surprise. She was half naked, applying some sort of cream. Her skin looked like drying volcanic mud, cracked and flaking.

‘Ak,’ Ilshir managed, rediscovering his mouth and tongue. ‘What?’

Hieron looked at him levelly. ‘High probability the cold sleep process was going to accentuate my condition. True, as it happened. Asked the ship to wake me early, to get the treatment on. Worse than I’d thought. Be done in a minute.’ Her voice was crisp, wry, a little derision there at her own weaknesses.

‘You want help with your back?’ He actually considered dredging up something lascivious, making it a joke. He was still too cold and dried out, though. The woman was sitting there stripped to the waist, but the eroticism of the whole business was precisely zero. Possibly libido didn’t make it through the process intact, but mostly the whole situation was so weird and antiseptic he felt they were in some social clean room where you couldn’t bring in matters of the flesh.

‘Appreciated,’ Hieron said. So for the next few minutes he applied the stuff she’d had the printers spit out for her, and just thought about how glad he was he didn’t have the same problems.

After this he belatedly thought to check for why he’d been woken in the first place.

He made a sound like barking. Not even a human noise at all, just wordless animal surprise.

Hieron, climbing back into her shipsuit, gave him an amused look. ‘What, you only just—?’

‘I’ve been engaged in rendering aid to fellow Key Crew,’ Ilshir said with dignity. ‘I had assumed if there was something urgent there’d be alarms, lights. Also more agitation from you.’ His voice was shaking.

‘Soul of calm, me,’ she said.

Ilshir practically ran from the cold sleep bay to Command. Told the Marduk to bring up every camera and instrument it had. All the magnification there was. Every electromagnetic band.

They had arrived.

The actual planet they were aiming for was only the most meagre of dots, even to the enhanced eyes of the ship. It was there, though, orbiting the right star, and very soon they’d need to start making the relevant adjustments to the Marduk’s approach, to bring the ship around this new sun at the correct trajectory to make orbit.

‘We should wake the—’ Ilshir started. The others. Who would be woken by the ship in due course, but he and Hieron could short-cut that, and people really needed to—

‘Seventeen per cent,’ said Hieron flatly.

‘What is?’ Ilshir, mind filled with planets, thought oxygen? Humidity? Surface covered with water?

‘Cargo spoilage,’ Hieron said, just as flatly. Cutting into his reverie, puncturing his happy thoughts.

He met her gaze. Seventeen was higher than predicted, and of course you always harboured some mad dream of zero. The only total absence you’d be ecstatic to see. Seventeen per cent of their cargo was showing as dead. Individual cold sleep systems that had failed. Some minuscule part of the complex interlocking wheel of systems stuttering, and that was it. Someone who had gone to sleep on Earth, having faith in the technology, the system, the good intentions of it all, but they’d never wake up. Never see the place that was to be their new home. To that seventeen per cent, it wouldn’t matter if the Ancients had recreated a virgin verdant Earth, and left a whole cache of their technology with easy-to-read operating manuals. Those people were never coming back.

Seventeen per cent. Thousands of people. Just dead. Having been dead for centuries. And it was so much within tolerance the ship hadn’t even woken anyone to mark their passing.

‘We could . . . jettison them. Ourselves. Now,’ Hieron said. ‘Before the others wake.’ Her lips pressed tightly together after the last word, white with pressure.

Ilshir nodded, opened his mouth. In his mind, the word Yes. Spare the others. Spare Captain Cosimir. Just get it done. Take the burden on themselves. Purge the cost of this venture before it could taint the rest of the crew.

He understood, then, why Cosimir had been picked as Captain, for all she’d only been Engineering Chief of some other ship. She could make these decisions. There were buttons she would have the guts to press. There were reasons why it was the Captain’s duty, and why captains were a certain sort of person.

‘We need to get the others on their feet. All of Key Crew at least.’ He wouldn’t meet Hieron’s eyes.

Later, after they had their approach calculated, and the Marduk was throwing up a host of minor system errors and component failures, born of the gravitic strain of decelerating around the sun, Ilshir saw she’d done it. Cosimir. At some point when he’d been entirely engrossed in the maths of the business and hadn’t even been looking. The spoiled cargo – the oh-God-so-many dead people – was gone. He tracked back the sequence of orders. Cosimir had told Kieraven, and the awoken Security team had gone through each cargo module, then cast away the rotten apples. Buried them within the infinite emptiness of the universe. Hieron had been gathering data on the planet, and Bartilow hadn’t even known. No ceremony, no mourning. Not starting this new phase of their existence in sadness. Looking over at Cosimir now, Ilshir couldn’t see any evidence of the act in her face at all. A good masker, a hard woman; a hero, a sociopath, who knew?

‘For your perusal,’ Hieron said, and sent her precis to everyone’s screens. By that point, the dot had become at least a little knot of colour. Green. Blue. Like Earth hadn’t been, in Ilshir’s lifetime.

Spectrographic chemical analysis: oxygen, water, nitrogen and carbon dioxide. A chemical imbalance strongly suggesting the ongoing intervention of abundant life, using familiar metabolic pathways. Earth. Or Earth as it had been once. Earth as it should have been.

Bartilow, the Classicist, let out a low moan of wonder.

After that it was all hands to work. Everyone had more crew to wake up and brief. Hieron went through the cargo manifests for extra skills they might need. Bartilow was still searching for any transmissions, signs that something of the old terraforming culture might have survived. Nothing. Pristine. A perfect world, presented to them as a gift, still in its packaging. Everything they could possibly have dreamed of. A second chance. The future of the human race.

‘Could we tell the others? Signal to where the other arks were heading?’ Ilshir wondered. He knew the answer. The distances involved, the times. Hopelessly impractical. Yet to keep this to themselves was surely selfishness. This bounty, this beauty.

Then Hieron, squinting forwards, new data delivered by the instruments as they closed with the planet. ‘What the hell is that?’


   

8.2

Cosimir remembered the space elevators on Earth. The wonders of the past, unreliably reconstructed in the present. The things you didn’t trust people to, because the materials science hadn’t been understood as well as the rebuilders had thought. But these elevators were something the ancient Imperial culture had devised, to bootstrap themselves to the stars. So the Classicists had taught anyway, and now here was the evidence. This wasn’t just a planet, but a planet with orbital infrastructure. The Ancients, right here, right now. Thousands of years after their fall, centuries after the Marduk had clawed its way out of the well of old Earth to come pay a one-way visit. There were what seemed to be elevators stretching out from the new world’s waist, like a skirt flaring out as it twirled. And there were curving sections of ring linking some of them. An active civilization, ready and waiting. An opportunity and a problem, therefore, and Cosimir tacitly had Kieraven wake some of the Security team. More as a kind of reflex, the thing a good captain should do, rather than a practical step. For if these were the Ancients – terraformers, Gerey Hartmand’s heirs and assigns – what could the meagre resources of the Marduk do against them, if it came to conflict?

Unless they had fallen from their high pedestal and lost their powers. In which case a working ark ship turning up in orbit might be a persuasive argument to make room down on the planet. Assuming there was any room . . .

‘Um,’ Hieron said. Cosimir was about to pick up on the rather quizzical tone in the Science Chief’s voice, when Bartilow broke in, ‘Why aren’t they talking?’ Sounding peeved, as though it was a personal affront.

At Cosimir’s look, the Classicist said, ‘No transmissions of any kind. From anywhere. What’s going on?’

‘Maybe they’ve gone beyond radio chatter. All wired in – some tech we don’t even know,’ said Ilshir.

‘Um,’ said Hieron again. ‘Have you . . . looked at . . .’

‘What?’ Cosimir turned to her, finally, leaving Bartilow and Ilshir bickering about the technology of the Empire.

‘It’s alive,’ said Hieron hollowly.

Cosimir’s mind went completely blank. Then, even as she was looking at what Hieron was showing her, she tried to remember if her Science Chief was the joker type. Not in this case, apparently. She opened her mouth to say something, to encompass the enormity of what she was seeing, but no words came out except, ‘Um . . .’

The elevator, rising up out of the planet’s gravity well into the freezing, airless extremity of low orbit, was actually a plant. A great twisted stalk encrusted with a network of smaller vines, all of it sprouting a fuzz of greenery. In low orbit this bloomed into a dense knot of what appeared to be living matter, despite the utterly inhospitable conditions, which itself had put out vast leaves, hundreds of metres across. Living solar panels. Beyond that, the tendrils had twisted and twined their way outwards, hundreds of kilometres, until there was another knot, and another cable reaching downwards to connect with the ground. And another, and another, spokes on a wheel. Not a complete living ring about the planet, but working towards it.

Each hub had a long tail, she saw, reaching into empty space. Long, leafy, attenuating thinner and thinner, until the Marduk’s instruments couldn’t detect it any further. A counterweight, just like the elevators would need.

‘Living technology,’ said Hieron. She was trying to sound confident but her voice shook. ‘Maybe no transmissions because this is the way their culture works. They grow everything. They must communicate through . . . through . . .’ She waved her hands in the air as though grasping for the answer. It eluded her.

‘This isn’t how the Ancients worked,’ Bartilow complained.

‘Is now,’ Ilshir pointed out. ‘I mean, they’ve had millennia to learn some new tricks.’

‘But . . . but . . .’ The Classicist was on the verge of tears. Cosimir understood why. Bartilow had devoted her entire adult life to studying the minute details of a lost civilization. She’d earned her place in Key Crew solely because she could provide insight if they discovered relics of that vanished culture. If their culture had not only not vanished, but also continued to change over time, as cultures did, then all this knowledge crammed into Bartilow’s skull was useless, and so was she.

The Marduk cruised onwards, decelerating in measured stages. Ilshir watched the gauges, but after their seventeen per cent tithe, the old ship merely complained a bit. Nothing exploded, nothing fell off, nobody else died. Hieron and Bartilow scrabbled for more data. Cosimir just watched, relieved of the immediate pressures of command by the fact that nothing was going immediately wrong, and what awaited them was so unprecedented that there was no planning for it.

The world was very green, she saw. Green where it wasn’t blue with water. Earth colours. The terra of terraforming. Exactly what you’d want to see. Analysis of the atmosphere suggested it was eminently breathable. Considerably more so than the toxin-laced soup of the Earth they’d left. Not a dead dustbowl, not a rock in space, not a desert, not an iceball. All the things she’d been expecting, of some world that had been arm-wrestled into just-about-borderline habitability by her forebears. Disappointment, hope, acceptance, and the greatest of these, apparently, was hope.

‘I don’t believe it,’ Kieraven said. His mechanical eyes ate hope and let no more of it out than they did light.

‘Just as well I don’t run my command on faith, then,’ Cosimir said.

‘Nobody’s talking to us,’ Kieraven pointed out. ‘Ship this size, with that much orbital structure, they must have seen us.’

‘Bartilow, have you—?’

‘I’ve sent them a variety of Old Empire hails and signals,’ the Classicist confirmed, sounding harassed. ‘No response, nothing of any kind.’

‘Maybe they’re all psychic and they’re telling us to piss off in brainwaves, only none of us are smart enough to hear it,’ Ilshir suggested.

That’s right, Ilshir was the joker. ‘Not helping,’ Cosimir told him.

‘Okay, there . . .’ Hieron said, then trailed off.

‘Speak to me, Science,’ Cosimir prompted.

‘No hot spots,’ the woman said slowly. ‘No energy signatures of any kind. The big-picture stuff we should be able to see very clearly from this distance. No infrastructure, no transport network, no cities. Unless they do all these things in ways we can’t distinguish from the actual living biosphere of the planet. I mean, maybe they have some fancy biotech that just doesn’t leak energy. Maybe they live at ambient temperature. Maybe they live underground. But I’m detecting absolutely nothing.’

‘Maybe they built all this and then died,’ Ilshir said. ‘Always hope, eh?’

‘There’s one bigger node on the wheel thing,’ Kieraven pointed out. ‘Bigger, older maybe? It’s in the centre of the arc, too. Like everything grew out from it and then . . . what, put down roots? Roots from orbit? Is that even possible?’

‘No,’ Hieron said quickly. Then, ‘Oh, fuck, I don’t know. How am I supposed to even say? None of this is possible. And none of this looks built at all. It’s . . .’ Almost primly. ‘It’s all very undisciplined, really.’

‘What are you suggesting?’ Cosimir asked her, but the Science Chief just shrugged wretchedly.

‘There’s a saying of the Ancients,’ Bartilow put in. ‘Sufficiently advanced technology, indistinguishable from magic, you know? Sentiments to that effect. Perhaps sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from nature?’

‘Course and orders, Captain?’ Kieraven prompted.

Cosimir nodded. She’d been processing it all, even as the others studied.

‘Bring us into orbit,’ she directed. ‘Near that larger hub. If we’re going to find answers, that looks promising. And start waking people.’

Kieraven’s eyebrows had gone with his eyes: he couldn’t raise them. The tilt of his head gave the same impression, though. ‘How many?’

‘As many as we can support short term aboard the ship,’ Cosimir said. ‘Wake people, and put them to work stocking shuttles with planetary survival gear, based on our best guess for conditions below. Bartilow, find me a half-dozen possible first landing sites. Ilshir, go over every shuttle, replace anything that you don’t like the look of. Hieron, planetary conditions – air, water, pathogens, microorganisms. Plus I want you to obtain samples of whatever that plant material is. Set up a lab. Find out how artificial, how natural it is. Maybe it’s something we can use.’ Facing up to the lot of them, she felt that bastardy in her, the captain’s virtue, now turned to good. ‘Seventeen per cent,’ she said. ‘I don’t want that figure any higher. If the planet is Earth-like enough to live on, we get people down to it. As many as possible, as fast as possible. I’m going to beat the fucking logistics of this with a hammer until it does what I want. This ship has done valiant service, but it’s old. We don’t have the Engineering crew to go over it and work out what’ll fail us next. If there’s in any way a viable new home, we need to move people down as quickly as possible. Our enemy is time.’

She’d remember this later, when it all went wrong. That it hadn’t been time, after all. Another enemy had been out there, and she was playing into its hands.
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Hieron, as well as the skin condition, had a very specific dyspraxia. She felt the weight of herself. All the time, as an intrusive sensory feed direct to her conscious mind. The weight of her limbs, her hands. When she was tired, even her eyelids and organs. Each of them, each time she moved. A sense of squishy bags shifting within her abdomen that was, she was intellectually aware, entirely spurious. Devised by her brain and nothing to do with her physical frame. But it made her movements awkward, gave her moments of sudden fumbling and imbalance. Or the inability to conceive of how she could perform certain complex motor tasks with the clumsy slabs of meat nature had given her for a body. It was a known condition – one of a range of teratogen-induced defects that didn’t really turn up until late childhood. It hadn’t got in her way as a career scientist, because the Aptitudes hadn’t let it. Back on Earth, Project Management wanted you, if you could do any of the more demanding tasks the ark ships required. They loved her for her mind, essentially. If you could call their kind of cold-edged calculation ‘love’.

In zero-gravity, she was grace personified. That had been the unexpected revelation. It really was about the weight. Or at least, her mind had been fooled into such beliefs so that, when the weight was stripped away and she was left only with the mass, she could move through space like a bird in flight. Some part of her inner ear, sitting idle under Earth’s gravity, suddenly came into its own.

Hence – not strictly according to protocols – she was leading the team going over to the Kernel. Which was what they were calling the largest knot in the living orbital structure.

She’d already sent some uncrewed surveyors over to take a few cuttings. Studied those in the lab, deconstructed them and not entirely understood what she was looking at. She’d done the same on the ground, discovering that conditions on the planet below were as habitable as anyone could wish. Currently, her team were examining microbial samples just to make sure it wasn’t too Earth-like, because the biology down there was entirely human-compatible and that cut both ways. No risks taken, given they had this one ship and this one population of humanity. This was the mission priority, obviously. Kieraven was already prepping to lead his own team down there in full hazard gear, just to see if something was manifestly too good to be true. In the meantime, the spaces of the Marduk were thronging with neat little camps of would-be pioneers waiting for the chance to get their boots on the ground.

Hieron’s focus should probably have been that – future of the human race and so on – but instead here she was, off into vacuum to perform botany with extreme prejudice. Because this was rare and strange. This was beyond anyone’s experience. This was science.

She had a couple of her team with her, people she didn’t really know past their own aptitude scores and extravehicular suit training. She didn’t really need them to set up a lab out here in hard vacuum, after all. Just back her up, take samples, come to her aid if things went wrong. They were Chessu and Dol, the names helpfully stencilled onto their helmets, just as hers was. Otherwise, the suits were identical, freshly unpacked from the Marduk’s stores and rigorously tested by Ilshir’s people.

Ahead of them was . . . the plant, the Beanstalk. The most incredible thing, beyond her wildest dreams of the work of human hands. But it must be the work of human hands, surely. You couldn’t just . . . evolve this. From a planetside ecology that looked so much like Earth’s once had.

Hieron was starting to wonder if the word ‘couldn’t’ had once meant something rather different.

The whole Kernel, that fist of a hub along the stalk, was perhaps a kilometre across, most of which was the leaves. The vast, palm-frond-like surfaces which were alive and green, and must have incredible access to the sun out here. A photosynthesist’s dream, if it wasn’t also zero atmospheric pressure and a few degrees Kelvin. No gas exchange, and she wasn’t sure how there could be any liquid movement, transpiration, anything. Yes, certain biological processes could exist in low orbit, that was known. Certain living things could endure, if not necessarily thrive. Lichens could function, and tardigrades could freeze up until conditions became better. But not this. Not a jungle in orbit. One that was gradually spreading about the planet’s high equator, growing laterally like a creeper. Putting down shoots into the gravity well, balanced by those long vines reaching out into forever. None of this could have happened without some scaffolding, some intelligent design, something. Her scientist’s heart kicked against the very absurdity of it. Yet here it was, blithely living in defiance of everything she knew.

The great length of the Marduk was further out along the vine. Nominally tethered in a geostationary orbit, although, if the great mass of the ship went somewhere, it would tear away anything it was connected to. From Hieron’s perspective, therefore, they were going down the Beanstalk, towards the world.

The unnamed world. Cosimir hadn’t committed yet, still inviting suggestions. The list was currently several hundred entries long and growing. People did love to contribute, in Hieron’s experience, whether or not they actually had anything to say.

She and her two confederates flew down the thickening stalk towards the Kernel, which presented as a rosette the size of an island. Somewhere below her were the mouse-gnawings of her remote sampling. Little chunks of matter cut off, and she’d seen liquid spilling out into vacuum when they were, obstinately refusing to freeze or boil away. She was still disentangling what felt like a million different adaptations that would have allowed the stuff to just exist out here. To function, to drink the sun. She’d thought, initially, it was being fed from below. That there would be roots and a main body, some unthinkably vast tree this was an outgrowth of, but that wasn’t the narrative her research was building. The whole living thing – the single living thing, insofar as she could work out – was almost like an epiphyte. It was certainly drawing material from below in order to grow, but everything she’d discovered suggested this Kernel was the heart of the operation.

They touched down on the leaves, which registered their weight no more than a flea’s. They were close to the stalk itself, perhaps fifty metres thick at this point. The leaves stretched out on all sides like a vertiginous landscape, blocking their view of the planet entirely. They were turned towards the sun at the moment; everything was a pale blue-green, the living colour of the impossible.

The core of the Kernel was a knot. A fist of great vines coiled about one another. But not clenched shut. There were gaps. There was, in fact, a way in. A structure, with an outside and an inside, ergo. A heart to the orbital forest. Hieron’s report to Cosimir had been heavy on the potential use of all this, and there hadn’t been a word of a lie in it. The biological properties of this foliage were unheralded. If the planet below turned out to be unlivable then this, here, was the basis of an orbital colony. They could live in the trees of the world’s orbit, borrowing from the countless biological innovations which were so profligately on show here. Yet at this point Hieron couldn’t quite claim it was science that drove her. It was wonder. It was curiosity, that human quality. She had to know.

She’d anticipated having to cut her way in, but the scale of the uncrewed drones had fooled her. There were gaps between the contorted vines big enough for a human body. Hieron fixed lines to the stalk itself, for emergencies, for path-finding, and she had Chessu stay at the anchor-point, just in case the whole thing turned out to be some kind of mad pitcher planet business. Evolved to feed on the abundant giant insects which had doubtless also somehow found a life out here in hard vacuum! She laughed drily at that thought, on an open channel no less, then felt mortified when her companions wanted to know what was up.

All nonsense, of course. No bugs in space. Although the beanstalk organism had a number of symbiotic partners at a cellular level, it was in all other ways singular. Not even a single species, but a single individual, growing with infinitesimal slowness. Perhaps it had been growing out around the planet’s waist ever since the days of the Ancients, millennia ago, and it had yet to complete its circle of the world.

She and Dol found a big enough gap their bulky suits could fit through, dragging the cutting and sampling gear behind them. They entered the green.

They could jet and drift, and just pull themselves inwards, at first. The internal structure was a maze of irregular spaces. The large, metres-thick vines twisted about one another, linked by a web of slender outgrowths. Always there was an in and an out, here where the whole structure’s constant fall about the world meant there was no up or down. To go in meant a shrinking of scale, though. The vines, more slender; the spaces, more cramped. Soon enough they were clambering, fighting with the gaps, with their tools. Soon enough there was no way deeper.

Dol suggested they stop there, take samples, call it a job well done. Hieron took a litmus test of her curiosity and found it still unsatisfied. This was not the heart of the matter. This was not revelation. ‘We cut,’ she said.

They checked in with Chessu. The external foliage hadn’t reacted to their intrusion, he confirmed. No writhing or clenching or other un-vegetal response had been forthcoming. No sacrilege at their defiling of this sun-worshipping temple. Hieron smiled at the thought. Another thing about the weird seclusion of being out in zero-G in a suit, only the radio’s lifeline to link her to other human beings, it did rather unlock the imagination.

They brought the cutter out. Took samples of the tough, fibrous stuff. The plant’s yellow-white-orange sap came out in perfectly round globules which dashed against the vines and their suits, to boil away far too slowly. It congealed into amber around their incision points so swiftly Hieron wondered if she could develop a new hull sealant from it. This one plant, this single new thing out of the whole new world, promised to be a pharmacopeia of new scientific advances all on its own.

They followed the path of least resistance, did as little damage to the structure as possible, but always in the service of going inwards.

‘You see the structure changing?’ she asked Dol, after they’d progressed another ten metres in. ‘What are we looking at?’

They sent images out to Chessu, and to the wider Science team back on the Marduk. The organic coiling of the vines seemed to be giving way to a different kind of organization. More leaves, down here where there was no light save their torches, and save the dim greenish filter of the sun through layer upon layer of intervening plant life. Leaves that formed walls, as though they’d been layered over and over about something. A structure of strata, suddenly, rather than knotwork.

‘Cut?’ Dol asked. Hieron heard a slight shake to the voice, as of superstitious awe.

‘Cut,’ she confirmed. Open the tomb, came to her mind, but she shook it off irritably.

They cut, and cut through. There was space beyond. A weird hollowness to the heart of it. Skeletal struts and taut strands of yellow-white holding it all together, but unevenly. Distributed as though picking out the path of a maze which had otherwise vanished. Some grander structure had been eaten away, leaving only this living scaffolding. The spaces, which had been constrictingly small, were suddenly vast around them, so all Hieron’s zero-G agility could come to the fore again. She could kick off and soar through these gloomy, airless caves within the Kernel.

‘What the hell?’ Dol complained, sounding thoroughly rattled. ‘What even is this?’ But Hieron, the analytical, was picking out patterns. Seeing where the skeletal structure testified to the existence of walls, compartments, a floorplan, a map.

‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘It’s a ship.’

‘What?’ Dol demanded, with Chessu’s demand treading on her heels, and the Science team’s coming an instant later.

‘A ship. It’s the . . . negative of one. A ship after you take the ship away.’ Her own voice was shaking plenty by then, but she reckoned she was allowed that. ‘And there’s still a heart.’

She pointed, then had to physically jockey Dol around until they were looking in the right direction. Across all this weirdly divided space, another clasp of great, bleached leaves clutched about something. The kernel of the Kernel. The centre of the mystery.

‘Come on.’ Hieron was jetting towards it, curving about the struts and strands of the place, letting Dol struggle along in her wake. How often, in science, did you investigate something utterly mysterious, to find it literally had one single point which promised all the answers!

There was no way in, when she landed there. Crawling around the outside of the ten-metre clutch of vines like a fly, looking for a way to the feast within. But that was all right, because here was Dol with the cutting gear.

‘Are you sure about this?’ was all her subordinate said, and Hieron was sure. Right then she was being ridden by her need to know. A direct countermand from the Captain couldn’t have stopped her.

The inner folds of leaves parted, and right then she didn’t know what she was doing. Oh, not the physical task, that was clear enough, but the meaning. Was she breaking open the mausoleum of the Ancients? Was she conducting a caesarean section of their womb? And, if the latter, what would be born from it?

Just when she thought it’d be solid layers of plant life all the way in, that there was actually no secret at the heart of it, they broke through.

A space, barely four metres across. A chamber. She had been right the first time: a tomb.

Dol made a small whimpering sound over the radio. Chessu was demanding to know what they were looking at. He had the same images transmitted to his helmet display, but it was . . . hard to parse.

Hieron’s skin crawled. It was all plants. Whatever there had been here, the plants had taken it over, grown off it, replaced it. However the process had worked, all those long aeons ago. But in doing so, just as a remnant of the outer ship’s layout had been preserved, so had the details of this space. The weird contours, recreated in the twining fibres of ancient plant life. The bodies, like mummies interred from some desiccated burial, save there were only the wrappings left. She could see distinct features, faces even, preserved in the substance of the plant life which had grown over and into them. Four of them, sitting facing one another in this small space. Awaiting the end. She had found the Ancients, though they would have no words for Bartilow.

She was subdued when they came out. A discovery, yes. An answer? No, only more questions. What had the last days of the Ancients been like? As tombs traditionally were, it was silent. Bartilow would have told you, doubtless, how much more advanced the Ancients had been, but this seemed a level of strangeness beyond anything previously discovered. Something terrible or wonderful, some transformation, ascendance, torment. The fact she couldn’t even tell which of these words to apply showed just how ill-equipped she was to understand.

But she took her samples back to the Marduk, moored out there towards the thin end of the beanstalk, and began her work. The discoveries inherent in this alien plant life would revolutionize so many aspects of human life, if she could only master them.

And there, in the heart of the ark ship, the material her team was studying awoke, flexed, and discovered its new environment. Discovered itself isolated under glass, within a radiation barrier, behind metal seals. Considered these impediments, every sane and sensible measure that Hieron’s team could possibly have taken. Then began to grow.
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Denizon Kieraven had almost not made the cut. Project Management had saved his life, plucked him from something worse than obscurity. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it, honestly. Back on Earth, you were supposed to be part of the system. A system which graded you constantly, took your measure, then took the best. In childhood, you were weighed by every adult. They never told you; kids didn’t know. But you were being watched and assessed. If you passed the right tests maybe you’d be picked to go for higher training, the ark ships. Otherwise, you got to be at the base of the column, holding it all up. A thousand people with their feet mired in the mud to push one person into orbit. They said it was better than before. The Seven Hoarders; you heard that story. How everyone was now given the same opportunities and tests, rather than some handful of misers and their cronies taking everything, and keeping it in their inbred chinless dynasties.

Kieraven, the kid, had worked out soon enough he wasn’t going to cut it. No Aptitudes for him. No space flight. No place on the ark ships, even as cargo. Looking at the alternatives, he decided he wasn’t going to just hunker down and let someone climb on his shoulders, either. So he’d become a bad kid in short order. Because there were other ways to live, if you could call it living. The Hoarder path. There would always be men and women who decided that, rather than look to the long-term future of the species, do their small duty, play their small part, they’d look to their own short-term gain, comfort and power. A few of these criminal magnates – call them what they were – had told their followers they were going to seize an ark ship, or overthrow Project Management and put their own people out among the stars. But that was all just messianic crowd-pleasing. They were going to feast on the carcase of Earth, was all it was. Project Management’s thugs had explained this to Kieraven, after they’d broken the crime ring and hung his boss out where everyone could see and throw things. He’d worked it out for himself beforehand, though. He’d been twenty-three years old.

Telling him all this, they’d been sincere and calm. Not angry, not blaming. He didn’t know what their faces looked like because the chemical agent they’d used to storm the gang’s safe house had burned out his eyes. He’d been in a lot of pain, but he’d listened. He might have gone bad but that didn’t mean he’d gone stupid, and they weren’t telling him all this just because they wanted him to go to his grave better informed.

‘Your aptitudes,’ they said.

‘I never took any aptitudes,’ he said, and they laughed, almost politely. He understood then: somewhere amongst that clique of crooks had been Project Management’s stooge. They’d been testing and measuring him, just like it had been at school. He’d never escaped the system because the system was all there was.

‘You,’ said that calm, pleasant voice – he couldn’t tell man or woman, even, because they were that professionally slick – ‘are a nasty fucker when you need to be, Denizon Kieraven. And when you don’t, you aren’t. It’s a rare line to walk, ruthless without being cruel. You did it very well.’ He had executed fellow lieutenants, when they’d turned. He had applied force in the cause of extortion and racketeering. He hadn’t felt bad about it, but he hadn’t fed off it either. He was indeed all that the voice said. A machine into which you fed the orders, and got precisely calibrated brutality out – reliable and regular.

They put him in the security training class. He wasn’t the only one there rescued from the noose. Those who weren’t redeemed crooks were all weirdly broken, in a way. People from the system who’d come to embody its hard lines and sharp edges. Elsewhere, they were teaching his peers how to fix things, or the complexities of science, or thousand-year-dead languages.

Hieron would talk to him about ecosystems, far later. How the greatest pressure to adapt and excel was in the middle of the chain, where you were both predator and prey. Twice as much to learn, twice as many hard tasks to master. Security was like that. You were given the tough orders to carry out, and you had to give them to your people, or to people in general. You were the line between order and chaos. On an ark ship you couldn’t let chaos get a foothold or you were lost. You had to follow, unquestioningly, and you had to lead by example. He remembered learning it – more philosophy than he thought he’d ever need in life – sitting with Karst and Garm and all the others, when he’d ascended from mere grunt to potential Chief material.

He looked back on his earlier life with an utter lack of emotional content. He’d done terrible things and been a terrible person, but it had been a necessary larval stage, and now he’d hatched out into this useful thing the world needed. They told him to obey, and he obeyed. They told him to lead, and he led.

In this particular case, here above this new world, he was now leading the way down. Cosimir had talked it through with him. He had no strong second amongst his people, on whom he might rely. He also didn’t want to be making decisions remotely and with a delay. Plus the new eyes they’d given him after he’d taken their deal saw more than a human range, so he could process the data more intuitively than someone fumbling with instrumentation. All of which was just a cover for him wanting to go himself. To justify his place on the crew. To validate the decisions of that faceless voice which had saved him. He would be the first to set foot on their new home, and if it had trouble to bring then it could bring it to him.

Ilshir had checked over all the shuttles the Marduk had carried all the way from Earth, and pronounced most of them fit for travel. His people were currently fixing up the rest, and printing out the parts for more in the ark ship’s factory floor. No small task, but they had a lot of cargo – meaning people – and Cosimir wanted to get them on the ground efficiently, as soon as Kieraven gave her the all-clear.

Sitting beside the pilot as they juddered and jockeyed through the upper atmosphere, Kieraven felt absolutely calm. A gift he had, born of a life of utter chaos. Sometimes that kind of history made people jumpy, insecure, forever frightened of what was coming around the corner. Somehow Kieraven had come out of it with an almost religious spin on Project Management’s core virtue: Acceptance. He’d come to terms with the fact he couldn’t control most of what went on. He would just deal with it as it arose, and trust to himself. That meant he could sit here in a shuttle he didn’t know how to fly, whose mechanical functioning was entirely the province of others, and accept that he might die because one of Ilshir’s people had been slacking off. And be at peace with that. In his opinion, if he could trust the utter absurdity of the ark-ship project to get him all the way out here to another world around another sun, all the rest was no particular leap of faith.

Ilshir was good, though. Amongst the aptitudes for Security Chief was judge of character. Ilshir joked about, and was soft, and wanted to be friends with everyone – definitely a luxury a Security Chief couldn’t afford – but he knew his trade and his team. He was a nice guy in the particular way that meant his subordinates wanted to make him happy, rather than take him for a ride. He was good company too. Honestly, better company than Kieraven felt he deserved, here at the end and beginning of all things.

Cosimir, the Captain, also felt like a friend, and he was aware this wasn’t wise. Olumo, the old Captain, hadn’t been. A man Kieraven respected and honoured, but hadn’t felt close to. Cosimir hadn’t come out of the captaincy classes, though – or not those they hadn’t rushed her through right before launch. She didn’t have their usual distance, but she had a cool-headedness Kieraven appreciated. She listened to him – maybe more than Olumo had – and made good calls. He liked her. And he hadn’t thought he’d end up liking people. There were a lot of positive and unearned things coming to him, late in life.

It raised a smile, there in the shuttle. The angry thunder of the atmosphere grappling all about them, the gravity howling for them, the heavy hand of deceleration pressing him into his seat, and he was grinning. We bloody did it. We’re here.

The landscape scrolled past, tilted, wheeled vertiginously as the pilot hunted out somewhere to land. This biome was heavily forested and they skimmed on, following the silver of rivers threading through the dark green. The belly camera of the shuttle tilted forwards, taking in an almost unbearable busyness of life. Alien, to Kieraven, child of the Earth’s latter days. Alien because it was as Earth had once been, long before the Ancients had their way with it. The eternal paradox of the elder culture, that they’d had the power to do this with a far-distant world, yet had ruined their own birthplace so thoroughly.

‘There?’ The shuttle’s systems were failing to identify anything, but Kieraven spotted a broad open space alongside the river, where it opened out towards the sea. The pilot swung the craft around, losing their way in the air and fighting to regain it. They weren’t used, Kieraven guessed, to these horizons.

‘Suit up,’ he told his team. He detailed two to stay in the shuttle, ready to make an emergency take-off if some sudden fate annihilated the ground team. There was a live feed back to the Marduk in any case. Kieraven’s final duty in the case of disaster was to ensure his captain knew what had happened to him.

Kieraven was first through the airlock, along with a woman named Fennic whom he thought of as the Volunteer. Not just because she was going to be second to tread the soil of the new world, either. Fennic hadn’t come out of the criminal gangs. She was, by her aptitudes and in his assessment, almost suicidally brave. A good soldier, but nobody you ever wanted giving orders. That sort of thing was why people like Kieraven, former menace to society, ended up in charge.

Their hazard suits were bulky, armoured, shielded and decked out with a whole bunting of instruments and detectors. Kieraven and Fennic were like the animals the Ancients had used to test things on, and send into dangerous environments to see if they dropped dead. Back when animals had been commonplace on Earth.

Animals were a commonplace thing here. The sight actually stopped Kieraven dead on the ramp out of the airlock, so Fennic almost ran into him. Insects quartered the air, and small creatures shifted away from him across the grass without any particular hurry. Hairy things, the size of two fists. Possibly edible, even. It hadn’t been an option back home, but he was aware of the concept of livestock and hunting. All part of the training. Ten metres away was the treeline, and the branches were alive with movement. His audio receptors brought such a cacophony of shrilling, twittering and crying that he had to turn them down.

He was off the ramp then, a few foot-shaped dents marked in the grass and the mud. His instruments were feeding a steady stream of data up to the ship, for Hieron’s team to monitor, sending him their analyses. Oxygen, temperature, pressure, all exactly how he’d like it. Maybe a little toasty on this sunny, sunny day, so his suit’s fans were stirring to compensate, but he could live with that. The human race could live with that.

They already had samples from the remote drones, but his team, stepping out two by two, took more. They clipped the grass and picked the leaves, and plucked the odd luscious-looking berry. One tried to catch a long-eared, hopping grazer – rabbit suggested Bartilow over the link, sending a picture of a thing maybe somewhat like the critter Kieraven was looking at – but the creature was too agile. Not too agile to dodge a bullet, as it turned out. So they got their sample, but it wouldn’t be performing any tricks.

The echo of the shot stilled the jabber from the trees. Seemed to roll out across the whole virgin new world. Kieraven felt something clench, inside him. Waiting for the gods or masters or monsters of this place to rise up and deliver their judgement.

Silence and nothing. Then the chorus of the trees coming back. As though no trespass, no sacrilege, had been committed. As though they’d been forgiven.

‘Okay, Fennic,’ he said. ‘You’re up.’

Fennic nodded. She’d been shot up with all the vaccinations and preventatives Hieron’s people could come up with. While Kieraven had reserved for himself the honour of putting the first human foot on this world, Fennic would be another first.

With careful, precise movements, the Volunteer unlatched the fastenings of her helmet. Kieraven saw the various warnings flash in her visor display, each in turn disabled with the authority he’d granted her. She took her helmet off. Her eyes flicked to him briefly before she drew her first breath. There was nothing they could detect that should harm her. No toxins, no prions, no killer plague, but they didn’t know what they didn’t know, and so here was the test. Fennic breathed and breathed, then replaced her helmet. Self-quarantining, from her suit to a sealed lab enclosure, while Hieron’s people would look her over and wait to see if she’d die.

That done, it was time to go. They weren’t here to explore, stick a flag in, start the colonization project. They were here to take samples, let their instruments tick, and see if Fennic died. Kieraven was actually turning to go when it came out of the trees.

Summoned by the shot? Conjured by the scent of living human flesh, released when Fennic took her helmet off? Kieraven had no idea. Most logically, just shouldering through the trees to go to the river for a drink and nothing to do with them, a hypothesis he didn’t believe for a moment.

It was taller at the shoulder than he was. The shoulders were the tallest part of it, bristling with a jagged sawblade of bony spines. Its head was long-snouted, the jaws heavy with a curving snaggle of tusks. Ugly and functional as the claw-scoop of an earth-moving automaton, and just as ready to be turned into a weapon. It was vast, three tons of muscle and bone covered in coarse grey hair. Its head was lumped out with warts and plates of organic armour that looked denser and more effective than the plastic plating of their suits. Somewhere in there were little red eyes which glittered with malice. He was imagining that, of course. It was an animal. No way it could hate him as much as he felt it did.

‘Back off towards the shuttle,’ he told his team. ‘Get the airlock ready to cycle.’

The thing took a heavy step forwards. He felt it through his boots. Something primal in his heart and bowels was speaking to him: of the hunter hunted, of fires at night and eyes in the dark. Earth had no predators left, no large animals at all, by the time the Marduk had departed. Kieraven had no sense of the prehistoric, no grasp of past eras when the Earth had been alive with megafauna. He and his team were perhaps the first human beings in millennia to have an encounter like this.

It made a noise. Even deadened, his audio receptors brought it to him with unwelcome clarity. A sound of utter fury – shriek, squeal and scream all at once. Then it charged. For him, for his team, for the shuttle. One straight line rush to obliterate them all.

They all had guns. Of course they did. The last argument of Security, when required to secure something with extreme prejudice. Kieraven had his to the shoulder immediately, barking the order even as his finger clutched the trigger. His people hadn’t really needed the permission, seeing three tons of beast powering down on them. If it had hit top speed then all those guns wouldn’t have been enough, but it was still accelerating when it met the metal rain of their response. It was still thundering towards them with its hide punched red with holes, broken bone visible within, one leg smashed backwards by a concerted spray of fire. When it collapsed down and ploughed up the grass with its tusks, it was close enough he could have reached out and poked the end of its snout.

Its massive form shuddered, head tilted so one mad little eye could stare up at him.

You and me, that stare said. It’s not over. But Kieraven weighed up a forest of monstrous beasts against the needs of all those people up on the Marduk, and he told the monster, silently, That’s fine by me.
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They screened Fennic, sieved her blood, recorded her brain activity. She came down with a mild fever and some sniffles, was the sum total of it. Hieron and her people were able to isolate the viral agent responsible and inoculate against it, just in case Fennic was unusually hardy, and more immunodeficient colonists might suffer worse. Not an uncommon trait – one of the parting gifts of dying Earth for a lot of people.

‘Other than that,’ the Science Chief reported to Key Crew, ‘no ill effects. A world that’s been terraformed sufficiently it’s fit for Earth life. Including us.’

Cosimir could feel a pressure around her solar plexus. A writhing fist of emotions flexing there, shortening her breath and speeding her heart. Why so inflamed by it? This was, surely, the state of affairs they’d been betting on with all the colossal investment in the ark ships. A second Earth, which she could only hope her descendants would treat more gently than the original.

Her descendants. She might be able to have descendants. She was distantly aware that, on Earth, some people had still lived for the idea of family, children. Only some, though. A minority. Hard to look into the face of your child and know you’d brought them into a world without a future. But here was a world with a future. Cosimir wished, fiercely, she could somehow get word to Project Management back home – no, back on Earth, her home no longer. Tell Hannoy, tell all of them, You were right. It was worth it. Except Hannoy was a thousand years dead, and maybe so was everyone by now. And maybe the other ark ships had met with worse fates, making Gerey Hartmand the great interstellar philanthropist prescient enough to build a paradise for his children’s children’s children. What did that mean for all the other worlds on the star maps, the regular catalogue of Imperial terraforming? Had any of them been made habitable at all? Cosimir would never know. Even if her peers had arrived and thrived, and started transmitting signals out into the cosmos, likely they’d never reach her in her lifetime.

We should send signals, she decided, nonetheless. They had a big planet here, enough for a hundred ark ships who’d suffered no cargo loss at all.

The next weeks were spent in fervent preparation. Ilshir’s team were testing shuttles and survival gear. Science adapted the ship’s starter farm kits to the soil conditions at the chosen landing site. Kieraven and his team ceremonially cooked and ate the small mammal they’d shot, after its flesh was pronounced safe. Cosimir just about kept her head above the tide of logistics and admin that came knocking at the Captain’s door. A whole extra team of people drawn from the cargo were tasked with inoculating everyone and testing for allergies – routine medical stuff that could be devolved to people with a modicum of appropriate training. Which left Bartilow.

The Classicist was in something of a unique position. Being a Classicist presented with a world devoid of interpretable relics, she had absolutely nothing to do. So she helped out where her aptitudes allowed, but mostly she just read from her personal archive of recovered texts, and she walked.

Back on Earth, the role of Classicist had been a bit of a poison chalice. Yes, it meant you were an expert in a vital area. For without Classics how could they have interpreted any of the Ancients’ texts, up to and including the star maps and Hartmand’s recorded invitation. At the same time, every single person on Earth was aware their progressively grimmer existence could be laid entirely at the door of those same Ancients. The lost people, who’d had power and pride, but no foresight or charity. The titans who were, even millennia later, devouring their own children. Become a Classicist and you were tainted, as though it was all dark magic, innately corrupting. Ridiculous, but that had been the way of it. As a child Bartilow had been a loner, a stranger even to her family and herself. She’d gravitated to studies of the Ancients because the here and the now were manifestly not a place and time she was meant to live in, and fiction failed to satisfy the urge within her. A quest for the numinous, the meaningful, the more. In the fragmentary and hallucinatory stories of the old Empire, she found a sense of deep human time that spoke to her soul. No surprise, then, when her aptitudes had consigned her to Classics. The additional opprobrium of the role didn’t add much more distance between her and her fellow humans.

Now – for a period she wasn’t to know was going to be terribly brief – she was the hero. All unearned but, just as she was the stand-in for the Ancients’ reckless destruction, so she became the surrogate for their beneficence. The people – the former cargo, part of that eighty-three per cent who hadn’t just died on the trip – pointed her out. Greeted her as though they were glad to see her. Bowed and waved and smiled. Wildly disconcerting, to Bartilow. Invitations to eat with them, which she politely declined. Invitations to lecture them about the lost days of glory, which she at first accepted. Thinking that she could share her burden and therefore perhaps lessen it. Except they didn’t want to hear the actual truths she had to share. They wanted hagiography. They wanted the Ancients to be benevolent gods, rather than rapacious monsters, when in Bartilow’s professional opinion they had partaken of both.

Then had come one gathering which had put her off the whole business for good. An invitation from very polite people, who wanted her to talk about Gerey Hartmand. The Saviour, as they named him, and she could hear the commonplace word transmuted into the gold of a proper noun. She tried to explain that literally nothing was known about the man, if he had even existed and not been some fictional confection, as the Ancients had been so fond of. After which they told her about him. Gerey Hartmand, visionary, world-shaper, the Great Man of History. They had given her a vast host of details about his life, his struggles, his trials, his triumphs and his enemies – the ‘she-devil and her cult’ as his recording had mentioned. Bartilow had sat and listened, matching politeness with politeness. At first terribly excited that these people – fellow Classicists, apparently! – had unearthed such a trove of circumstances she’d never guessed at. Then progressively understanding it was made up from whole cloth. All they had was that single venerable recording, and the fact of the planet its associated data had led them to. They’d created a messiah out of those threads and scraps, and decided everything they had created was true.

A cult, she thought. It had been bare months, but somehow this seed of deviant thinking had already taken root amongst the woken cargo. A narrative, that there had been some cosmic benefactor, a prophecy, a destiny. For the human mind will always favour a narrative that centres the human experience. The Classicist’s dry warnings, that ninety-nine per cent of everything that was had been lost, and the scraps left over told no coherent tale, was always ignored. But she hadn’t expected anyone to reach actual religion from a standing start.

It didn’t help that Bartilow herself was religious, in a diffuse and generic way. She did actually prefer to believe in providence, and that the universe harboured something greater than cold happenstance. But not this. Not the idolization of a name, about which the barnacles of mythology were accreting with alarming rapidity.

After that, she stopped accepting invitations to talk, lest she find herself being talked at instead, and directed her wanderings to regions of the ship that were less populated. And there she found it.

She had to fumble for a while before she could get her comms working. Ilshir had been complaining about dead spots across the ship, but his team had so much work prepping for the planetary colonization that dealing with it was way down the priority list.

‘What’s up?’ he asked. He was busy, and she wasn’t supposed to be adding to that workload, but he still managed to sound cheerful and not annoyed at all. Bartilow felt almost offended, as though she didn’t want to talk to anyone who wasn’t sensible enough to be upset by her taking up their valuable time.

‘I’ve found a . . .’ she hesitated. It was right there; she was seeing it with her own eyes. Nonetheless it seemed ridiculous to acknowledge it. A mad thing, an aberration. More likely to be a problem from within her brain than anything else. ‘A maintenance issue. Can you pinpoint my location?’

‘Just about,’ Ilshir confirmed. ‘Or within a radius. What’s up?’

‘There’s something . . .’ Her throat dry, cringing from anticipated ridicule. ‘There’s something growing out of the wall.’

A pause. A query. No, she didn’t have anything that could record an image. ‘It’s like . . . tendrils, and some sort of . . . like a webwork of . . . just living stuff.’ She swallowed. ‘I think it’s eating the wall, Ilshir.’ Listening to his slightly incredulous voice. ‘About a metre, a metre across. Already. So far.’
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Alis – the Alis on the planet, amongst the trees – isn’t having a good time of it.

She stops to recontextualize this. She met some sort of large predator and then she was shot, and before all of that – she can now reconstruct – she fell from orbit in some conveyance clearly not designed for it. By those lights she’s doing okay, actually. Really exceeding expectations.

Everything hurts. She feels ill in her stomach. She feels ill in her mind, due to the various discontinuities the simulation is dishing out to her. She’s coping with a colossal dose of body dysmorphia, because her body really doesn’t seem to be her own, and is doing things bodies shouldn’t, like heal fatal wounds. Plus the world is doing things. Stuff it, also, shouldn’t. There’s weird activity going on in the soil where she’s stepped. Like . . . bugs mostly. Bugs are happening. Festering and rising out of the ground, and eating her footprints. Bugs and mould, as though in this simulated life the Theory of Spontaneous Generation is bang on the money. As though she creates filth and festering life wherever she goes, except these are not her bugs. They devour all trace of her the moment she’s trodden, and when she halts she feels the writhing teeth of them under the soles of her feet. Tickling, then pinpricks, then pain. The world is rejecting her. She picks up speed, and behind her the ground marks out a series of brief-lived ripples of consuming life, as though she’s skipping across water.

The simulation is mad today. She tells herself this over and over. Says it aloud. Sings it, even. The simulation is mad, tra-la-la! Her voice cracks because there was a period of therapy – intensive and extremely specialized neurotherapy, highly experimental. The point of the therapy had been to restore objectivity in her mind, so she’d be able to tell simulated experiences from those of the objective universe. Given that human judgement was inadequate to pierce the deceptions of the machine on Imir, she’d needed a broader perspective, one used to examining the fine detail. She – this Alis – had needed that.

Alis had needed that.

So she had provided Alis with that. Like a witch proposing a cursed deal and offering a tainted potion. And Alis, desperate, had agreed, because the regular medical science available hadn’t helped, leaving only this one devil’s bargain. Something sufficiently frowned on by everyone else that only a ship of mad reprobates had been willing to play host to it.

Alis stops, feeling the discomfort build under her feet again, but two revelations have finally broken through her attempts to delude herself. Three, in fact.

The third bonus revelation, three for the price of two, is a realization that something in her is loving this. It’s like candy. The misery, the discomfort, and the trauma. A thing that lives in her is hungry for it, lapping it up like a cat. Staring avidly at it through the thin pane that separates them, and thinking Yes.

The middle revelation, the one that’s just right, is an understanding this is not a simulation. The therapy worked, and she can tell the difference. All this is real. The beast, the gun, the healing, the bug-spawning earth. Except it’s not even that the therapy worked, because, well, see Revelation Prime.

Which is, of course, that she’s not Alis. Or at least she’s no more Alis than she is a lot of other identities. The way she’s ordered her life – lives? – is that one identity is worn over her facelessness so she has someone to be. But the escape, the crash, and the whole of it dislodged her preferred persona – the one she’d worked so hard on – and Alis moved in.

Alis. Her patient. The forlorn Human woman to whom she offered an existential cure. The price of which was . . . Alis. The woman of a thousand impossible lives. A rare prize for the sort of experience-hungry monster she – this not-Alis on the planet – is.

Her feet hurt as the worms burrow in. She hops about and then starts moving again, lurching a little as she forgets what different parts of the body are for, her self-image slopping about like . . .

Like a sort of protean slime. A mass of birthing and dying at the microscopic level. A blob monster from outer space. A parasite that’s learned to be a person, by learning individual people, by inserting itself in the complex dance of their neural activity. A long chain of hosts, and each one buried alive in her. If she had enough composure and time, she could be any combination of them. Just as she’s been being Alis. But she’s not Alis, she’s . . .

The monster jumps her as she’s trying to find the name. Impact enough to break bones, a ton of beast smashing her to a forest floor that instantly erupts with squirming centipedes all the way down her back. It’s scaled, with jagged spikes down its spine and jutting from behind its head. Its jaws seem a complete third of its length, full of tusks and what look like just about every tooth shape ever evolved. Its forelimbs are hooves that want to be talons. Its eyes are tiny and mad and pink.

I’m Mira, Mira finally understands. This was the identity she’d been using, as Alis’s therapist. Her own identity. The artisanal one she’d built from parts, not inherited from a host. An experiment, an adventure. New and fragile. Small wonder it had come loose during all that excitement.

The monster, not respecting this internal revelation, gapes those astonishing jaws and savages her a bit. Not actually eating her yet, but shaking her so bones break and organs rupture, and its tusks gouge great gashes in her. Where her blood falls, the bugs erupt and clean away every trace of her. That’s what they’re for, she realizes. She is the infection and the planet has understood she’s dangerous.

The soil has, the bugs have, clever critters that they all are. This big angry pig monster is just trying to kill her the way it’d kill a human, yet these revelations have taught Mira she’s not in any way human.

She assesses her options – ones open to a not-human such as her. She then thrusts her arms forwards – one whole, one mangled, and drives them into the creature’s mouth, pushing them down its throat. It gags, but she’s not done. She writhes further, dislocating joints as needed. She pushes her shoulders into its jaws. She drags herself against its retching, until peristalsis takes over. She forces it to swallow her or choke. Jonah and the Whale, she thinks – a very old memory from the age of the terraformers. Probably if the original had been Jonah and the Pig it wouldn’t have gone down in scripture.

She twists and kicks and deforms until she’s forced the boar monster to eat her. And there, in its acid gut, safe from the angry soil and the bugs, she does her thing.
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Neco Kasmar sees it all.

Out on her own, close to Four Dragon Ford, her home, she thought she’d met some madwoman. A wretch cast out into the wilderness, become infested rather than dying; a fair assumption. The creature had seemed a young woman, filthy with blood and grime yet not starveling-thin. If you lived in the wilds, and ate of the wilds’ bounty without precaution, then the wilds took you. Ate you from within, the way the small terrors did. Rather than from without, in the manner of the large.

Neco Kasmar shouldn’t have been alone in the woods, only she’d had a bad feeling about her fellow hunters. The way they wouldn’t talk to her; the fact that the paths Ellan, their leader, had chosen didn’t lead to good hunting. It was time for Four Dragon Ford to give back to the world, Neco had guessed. A sacrifice. The fact nobody had told her this suggested just what was going to be offered up. There was an old stone out that way, she knew. One of the sort stained with blood from generation after generation. Not the way she intended to end up, so she dodged the group and ran. Then she met the . . . thing. The woman-shape she’d assumed was just some Wode. Those the wood was taking its time about eating.

She’d had her gun and a finger on the trigger – just the way you weren’t supposed to, but right then anyone she met would have meant her harm, so there wasn’t any collateral to damage. When the Wode made a move on her, she’d just let the doomed creature have it. That had been when Neco’s day began to get considerably worse, because a Wode was still a human body, whatever festered inside it. What had been exposed by those raw gaping gunshot wounds wasn’t regular innards but something that had busily set about repairing the damage, and the woman hadn’t even seemed inconvenienced.

Neco had run, then; back towards home despite everything. Then she’d become aware the creature was following her, so maybe going straight for home wasn’t the best idea. She’d led the thing a dance. She was faster, but the creature was relentless, didn’t slow, didn’t seem to get tired. She’d never seen or heard of anything like it. The world was full of monsters, new ones every year, but this seemed like something from a different nightmare entirely.

Sometimes the thing stopped, and Neco paused to observe it, keeping out of sight. The ground seemed to pain it, as though it was a thing so entirely outside nature that mere contact with the world was inimical to it. It appeared weirdly distressed at times, but when it became distracted, a terrible exaltation followed on its face, twisting the features with such ferocity of emotion that blood started at the corners of its eyes and mouth.

Then the boar came. Only chance it didn’t kill Neco first, given she’d lost all her woodscraft watching this humanoid prodigy. But the boar went for the intruder, ran it down, tore at it, one monster against another. The human monster seemed eager to play its part too, and in a protracted writhing struggle it went down the gullet of the boar.

Neco now stares, fingers her gun. She’s loaded both chambers but doesn’t think it’s enough to bring this monster down. A shame: turning up with all the meat she could carry might just take her off the offerings list. Buy her another year of safety within Four Dragons’ walls.

The boar roots about, shakes its massive head. It shudders. Its head goes up as though winding her, small eyes wide and round. Its ears and spines quiver. An almost querulous squeal issues from the depths of its barrel chest.

It begins to fall apart.

Neco stares some more. Though she’s seen a great many bad things in her short life, her gorge rises and she loses what little she ate that day. The boar is dissolving, the bristling hide peeling back, raw slabs of muscle sloughing away. An eye falls out, the cords behind it writhing like serpents. Its long jaws gape and teeth rattle and scatter, a divination into the causes of its own dissolution. It had been squealing but the sound descends into a liquid gurgle, like fluids draining into a hollow cavern. One limb gives way, but even as the body folds towards the ground, the bones are disjointing. Limbs, ribs, spine, separating into a great gory mess of meat and white raw ends.

The woman stands up out of it, whole, unscathed. No sign of where those tusks had gored and gashed her. Even some rags of her clothes sticking to her. Her skin ripples like wind-touched water and most of the blood falls away, sheets of it sliding off her.

She looks at Neco, right into her eyes. In that face there’s a terrible trauma and a hideous glee, opposing poles of personality forced together.

She opens her mouth. What comes out first sounds like the old Archivist language they use to record their histories. After that come words, weirdly spoken, twisted, but recognizable: a thing that’s not human trying to speak like one.

Under no circumstances should Neco just turn and flee for Four Dragon Ford right now, not with this thing ready to dog her every footstep all the way home. But she’s reached her absolute tolerance with the weirdness of the world and that’s exactly what she does.


   

9.3

Portia and Fabian. Maverick scientist and faithful assistant. How, exactly, do you become a maverick scientist, beyond the pale of the discipline, in such a loose-knit, widespread and generally permissive culture as the Portiid Panspecific has grown into? In which the main rule, honestly, is Don’t let your foibles get in the way of my foibles. Which covers a variety of antisocial practices from Don’t rain on my parade to Don’t destroy my planet, and is being continually, if amiably, renegotiated between all parties. The sort of fluid, constantly shifting balancing act that requires a considerable amount of technological and communicative support, not to mention the original nanovirus Kern’s people deployed, which grants a kind of inescapable empathy for the other to all concerned. You can still be a son of a bitch to people, but you feel it. The savour rubs off the experience. So everyone knows when they’re the asshole, basically.

In this sort of environment, there aren’t so many red lines. And where originally harmless obsessions veer into problematic territory, the viral angel on everyone’s shoulder tends to speak up. People (of all species) choose more considerate ways to get what they want. Nobody sends in the heavy mob. No spider needs to put on a wig and bang a gavel. The Portiid society, built around a vibrational interconnectivity from the start, is good at negotiated settlements.

Sometimes it doesn’t work, though. Sometimes obsessions take over, or harm isn’t foreseen. In the Portiid past they had a great struggle with ants, which had no empathy or even self, and wanted only More ants and Less anything that isn’t ants. The Portiids found a negotiated settlement even in that dire situation, albeit one somewhat imposed on the other party. And more recently . . .

There have been events. Failures of diplomacy or empathy. Mostly small scale but one, recently . . . The ‘recently’ of the crew of the Dissenter anyway. A bad thing, on a huge scale. Of which the ship itself is part of the fallout. The ship, and its captain.

But Portia has committed no genocides, destroyed no planets, exterminated no populations (all of which were among the things that happened). Portia is just a scientist whose field of study found one of the very few areas the rest of her culture would rather she hadn’t. And Fabian is . . . Well, Fabian was also there. Holding the test tubes and writing up the experimental methodology, basically. A good traditional supportive male Portiid. Reliable. That’s what Portia thought of him, in those moments when she did.

Portia’s field of study was Avrana Kern. Specifically, the encoding of the ancient human woman’s being into the ant-based matrix of Portiid computing. After her researches, theories and writings had gained a certain notoriety, everyone was mildly surprised to discover this was something people didn’t want. The general body of Portiids realized the topic was oddly taboo for them, in a way little else was. Kern had, at one point, been their god (an era of history everyone feels vaguely embarrassed by these days). Then she had been their great ally against potential extermination by the humans, and their vector to initiate communication, bridging what would otherwise have been an inalienable language barrier. Kern had let them turn humans into capital-H Humans, their friends and confederates in expansion across the cosmos. Kern existed in every habitat and ship, and on their planets, save where the inhabitants explicitly wished to do without her. Kern was the glue that held their culture together. But it wasn’t as though Portia was trying to invent some virtual solvent to unglue it all. Portia wanted to experiment with uploads into the same matrix. The preservation of Portiid minds as ant-encoded entities. Whilst the introduction of the Nodan microbial entity had given their organic technology a variety of options, where preservation of mind was concerned, nobody had ever tried to make another Kern. Amazing, really, that it hadn’t come up before. Perhaps less amazing, when it turned out that Kern didn’t want a Portiid sister to share the anthill with. So Portia found her researches slowing to a halt, as she tried to push them up the gradient of a vague but persistent social unease with what she wanted to do. And without Kern’s cooperation, it wasn’t happening.

Then came Avigael, the Kern instance which wouldn’t go home. This was another thing that hadn’t ever happened before, to the best of anyone’s knowledge. Possibly Kern had been murdering mutinous fragments of herself behind everyone’s back, but if so she’d cleaned up the evidence thoroughly. Avigael, though, became something of a cause célèbre, and it was generally agreed that if she didn’t want to return to her parent Kern, or even just be a facet of that many-splendoured entity, she shouldn’t have to.

Portia had been a strong voice in support of Avigael’s independence. And like all of Portiid negotiation, she’d been after some quid pro quo. So it was that when Portia (and Fabian, remember him?) proposed to join Avigael on Cato’s ship, with the aim of getting out from under the general disapproval that all of them were, for various reasons, stewing in, this seemed a happy arrangement for all concerned. If she must go and do something unspeakable, she could at least go do it over there, where the majority of the Panspecifics didn’t have to see it. If she was successful and returned in glory to her fellows, well, they’d just have to deal with it then. This is how a great deal of Portiid decision-making works, and mostly it all sorts itself out amicably. With a few notable exceptions, for which see Cato’s activities.

So, Portia wanted to become a god. Whilst she hadn’t explicitly written about it in those terms, the concept had certainly crossed her mind. After all, they were a fluid society, and while mostly this meant people sloshed back and forth in their hobbies, pastimes and explorations, she felt they should have some sort of next stage that people could aim for. A prevailing current through that fluidity. She could become a god, uploaded into the ants, infinitely splittable and replicable. Which meant everyone could. They could exist entirely within the bustle of electronic signals and insect pheromones, the two of which together created a vastly more nuanced data-space than either alone.

She was genuinely surprised and a bit hurt to find that actually nobody else really wanted this. It seems a blindingly obvious next step to her. Oh, possibly Fabian agrees with her. He hadn’t been forced to come along for the ride. But Portia hadn’t really even wondered about that. He was just her assistant, a handy male to have around to do things. Portia has always been proof that a spider can be intellectually radical and socially conservative at the same time.

Right now, Portia is having a variety of revelations that challenge both ends of her personality index, because . . .

She went on the exploration of the overgrown ark ship, with Helena, Mira and Galean. And Fabian, of course, though that barely rates the mention. A hived-off instance of Avigael Kern contained in a spider drone also joined them. The venture itself was intended to be just a piece of daring – the sort of thing Portiids are prone to. Give them a new place and they want to master it, investigate it, map it and memorize it. But Portia always likes to use her time efficiently, and so she had been using the mission to field test a data link. She’d been equipped with a limited processor of ants, and so had Fabian, and they’d both been constantly exchanging experiential data with the Kern instance.

Then it had all gone wrong.

A certain kind of complacence, born out of a culture’s technological sophistication. The feeling that It won’t happen to us. The willingness to just go, plumb the depths, stare into the abyss. An arrogance which means that, on those rare occasions the Panspecifics come across something genuinely new and terrible and strange, they don’t treat it as seriously as they might.

The ark ship, the environment, had turned against them. Impossibly, living vacuum-adapted plants had become inexplicably animate. The crew had begun to die. Fleeing ever deeper, unable to break their way out into open space. Hubris stalked them through the life-burgeoning corridors of the ancient ship. In the end it had been only Portia and Kern (and Fabian) left. The three of them, linked, moving as one; just enough to keep them ahead of the clutches of the ravenous life. But not forever, or even for long. It was evident, by then, that Kern’s robot body was of less interest to the orbital jungle; it wanted only the living. So Kern had done something. Something selfless – for a long life had taught selflessness even to Kern. Something terrible. Something new.

Portia now comes to an awareness of themselves and the enclosure of metal and plastic, with the furious bustle of ants, and the complex interactions of chemical, electric, insect, artificial and her. It’s her, but it’s not her any more. She had a biological body before and that’s lost, destroyed by the living environment which had claimed all her fellows. That wouldn’t have been a problem, save there’s another reason it’s not her. Fabian was linked to Kern, and Kern did her best to save them both, so here, in here, in this nest of ants and impulses, it’s him too. She’s Fabian and he’s Portia and they understand – forcibly, without consent or desire – how it is to be one another. She sees herself through all of his eyes, and he the same, and they realize they don’t actually want this and don’t like one another, but now they’re the same person, a plural they that is also a singular they, and it’s horrible and make it stop, make it stop turn it off pull them apart, but they can’t be. There are no seams, no divisions. They’re all the same ants, and there isn’t even a Kern in there with them to play referee. They see her in her pride and disdain. She, the female, knowing herself superior, even though that sort of thing is supposed to have been consigned to the bins of history. They see him in his resentment, his ambition, his helplessness, because to be her appendage was the only way he saw how to further his own life. How he festered, overlooked and undervalued. How she took him for granted. Now him and she are the same they and it’s intolerable. But it’s life – the only life they have left.

After a long time of stuttering outputs from the facilities the robot is equipped with, they finally manage to explain all this to the others. To Cato and Alis, and the Avigael Kern who went off with that half of the Dissenter. Who is plainly conflicted about just what has gone on in her name – perhaps proud of the heroic sacrifice, but at the same time mourning her own lost self. Her first ever instantiation, and it didn’t even survive the mission, overwritten by the conjoined minds of two of her crew. Portia and Fabian and Portifabian demands that Kern separate them, disentangle the strands of their personal webs, make them two uncomfortably conflicted spiders again, rather than this abomination. Kern tells them flatly that there aren’t two patterns within the ant matrix of the robot at all. There was room for one in there, so one is what she finds. An entity whose belief that it’s two separate beings is just multiple personality disorder. And if being made of ants won’t give you a little of that, then what will?

Portia and Fabian want to retreat into themselves, but they can’t, because there’s no separate self to retreat into. Wherever they go in their mind, there the other is, inextricable and indivisible like some sort of religious conundrum. When Kern, Cato and Alis start explaining to them they have other problems, they latch on to the idea desperately. At least here, in the wider difficulties of the cosmos, is something to distract them from the each other that is also themselves.

Something, they understand, has happened to Mira.
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Alis – no, Mira – is finding it easier to move now. Keeping pace with the fleeing human with the gun. The one who shot her, then was there to witness her bloody rebirth. Mira, renewed like the phoenix. Still mired in Alis’s frame of reference, and trying to work out what’s going on. She’s fairly sure Alis wasn’t in the habit of emerging from the carcase of a dead pig, like some butcher’s shop Venus Anadyomene. Not in the Objectiverse anyway (that phrase she and Alis cooked up together in their therapy sessions). This is real. She feels it, to a level of granularity and consistency beyond the simulation, which past selves have had experience of. A wisdom she had set about imparting to Alis. Then, while that wisdom was incubating in Alis, she’d decided to go on a jaunt in a mad garden ship. And now she’s here. Planetside and blood-covered, not entirely sure what’s going on.

She’s Mira. Who’s Mira? And who are all these other people thronging about just below the surface, one of whom is Alis herself? Are they who she is? Is she one of them? Is she all of them? For a moment her mind cracks as the inner legion wells up to overwhelm her, but she remembers a certain mental discipline. The discipline required to possess a mentality. She needs to have core of self in order to be herself. She’d seized on Alis after the trauma of the crash, but now that core remembers itself as being Mira. Let that horde boil up from within her and she’ll be nobody. She’s been nobody before – long ago, now. It wasn’t as much fun as being a somebody. So: My name is Mira, even though I am many.

As she pursues, she can see the situation from her quarry’s point of view. Knowing herself to be the relentless figure from nightmares, which will never stop, and that it’d mean death to be overtaken by her. Even though she looks like Alis, not in itself nightmare fuel. She wonders if she should call out to the woman with the gun, make protestations of peace. Point out that, of the two of them, only one of them has a gun, and used it! Why then, this weirdly reversed power dynamic, in which it’s Mira pursuing? Does the woman maybe want to swap roles, chase Mira around for a bit? Probably things have gone past that point.

Now there’s some manner of enclosed community ahead. The forest has been hacked back savagely for some distance before it; fields there, but mostly just open ground. Mira’s quarry flees, and there’s a hairy moment when it looks like those within won’t open the gates to her. She’s shouting and screaming, pointing back towards Mira, who has obligingly broken from the trees. This, it seems, is sufficient, and she’s let in. The gates close long before Mira can get to them, but she slows politely as she grows closer, holding her arms up to show her general benevolence.

The walls are extensive, wood-built. The place is a fortress. There are towers, and Mira thinks there must be farmed land inside as well as outside. Defence is plainly uppermost in everyone’s minds. Having met some of the local fauna, she can understand this.

A lot of people. She can sense them at a very basal level. A great thronging host of individuals, each of whom has had adventures of their own. A whole experiential smorgasbord.

Mira checks herself. That is not how one thinks, in the presence of new, delicious strangers. She is better than that. She may have been worse than that, but that was long ago, and she remembers where that leads. She will be good. She will remember she is Mira.

There are voices challenging her from the walls. She sees guns and other weapons in evidence. She waves her hands at them encouragingly, but they don’t open up. Their words filter to her. Strange, then less strange. She’s remembering, following etymological threads. A language familiar to her from the Panspecific Humans, one brought on the ark ships. Altered and accented, and with some terms she doesn’t know, but she can work with it.

‘Hello!’ she shouts. ‘I’m a therapist!’
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‘Tell me,’ says Alis. There’s a whole audience now, regular storytime. Kern – the distributed intellect of the ship, affecting to be personified in a spider-shaped robot because Cato needs a visual focus to communicate towards. Cato himself, hanging in the water, his segmented back end slightly curled like threatening punctuation. And the other spider-shaped robot who is, apparently, two spiders in a robot suit. No, in a robot. Whatever was salvaged and uploaded of the minds of Portia and Fabian. Their coming to a combined awareness of their circumstances delayed the story of Mira which had been about to unfold. They, Alis understands, are having a bad day. It actually makes her feel better. Not in a mean way, but thus far she’s had the monopoly on bad days, and now it’s evident that someone – two someones – are having a considerably worse time than she is. Portia – Fabian – Portifabian hadn’t taken well to Kern’s reckoning that it’s a permanent state of affairs, and there’s no way they can be separated out into discrete entities. They fought themself – selves? – over the right to tell Kern she was a poor shadow of the real thing, and they must return to where Avrana Kern held sway, who would presumably have greater understandings about such things. Kern – Avigael Kern – mourning the loss of her first ever child-instance sacrificed to preserve these ingrates/this ingrate, took that poorly in turn. As using Cato to de-escalate tensions would probably have been like using a machine gun for the purposes of dentistry, this left Alis.

A disembodied AI, a problematically re-embodied pair of spiders, a Stomatopod. Aliens. All of Earth-origin, but surely there weren’t any more alien aliens, to a poor Human such as Alis? While the simulation had presented her with a spectrum of alien-ness, it had all been obedient to the whims of her mind, so not actually very alien at all. Yet now she can look at them and read them, the spiderness, the shrimpness, and she inserts herself into their midst, physically and symbolically, keeping a very precise distance from Cato’s front claws, raising her hands, turning gently in the water.

‘I’m here,’ she says. ‘I, Alis, have very little idea what’s going on. We have lost friends and crewmates and I don’t even remember them. I’m still waiting for those memories to come back. You,’ Portifabian, ‘have suffered, and others are dead, and Mira is missing. I know Mira’s very important to me, but not even why. If she’s down on that world, there’s one more of us who’s living. If she survived the descent.’

She will have survived the descent, Kern says, giving the words an odd spin, as though maybe that’s not all great news.

‘Then we have to get her back,’ Alis says. ‘That’s the important thing, surely.’

That’s . . . an important thing.

‘Saving Mira,’ Alis insists.

Saving, yes.

Mira,

Or from Mira, Cato displays.

Alis feels keenly that her head contains the context for this, but it just isn’t coming loose. So Kern tells her about the world which humans called Nod, and about the microbial entity that lived there. Lived a simple life, parasitizing dull things, but with the capability to be so much more. A capability unlocked when it introduced itself into humans and learned them from the inside. An entity that had, previously, overtaken an entire world and torn it apart, killed billions, in its joyous desire to experience. An entity that, subsequently, became a part of the Panspecific diaspora, travelling with people – in people, or in people-like bodies grown for its use. Lending its services as a kind of repository of selves, for those who consented. But refraining from imposing those services on those who did not. A tenuous balance.

‘And Mira . . .?’ Alis prompts.

Is it, Kern says. The Nodan entity. One colony of it, but they retain all their previous selves, stacked and stored. The most efficient means of data encoding we’ve ever encountered.

‘I’m surprised you’ve not adopted it,’ Alis says. There’s an awkward pause.

To adopt

Is to become, Cato tells her.
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The people inside the fortified settlement don’t seem impressed that she’s a therapist. Which is a shame, because they certainly seem to be in need of some anger-management techniques, judging by the way they keep shooting her. They shoot her a second and a third time, then stop shooting her as it isn’t having the desired effect. There’s a lot of shouting from inside, which Mira can just hear but not really decode, at least partly because she’s still rebuilding her ears. By now what she’s rebuilding isn’t the body they gave her, but the biomass of this planet, which has turned out to be an eager servant to . . . what she is. A good partner for . . . the herness of herself, what she’s made of. This was a thing she learned to do a long time ago, after she discovered the delicious variety of human experience, but before she discovered what humans – individual entities who aren’t her – were. The bad old days, so to speak. When, deprived of human company – because she hadn’t really left anything coherent of them to be companionable – she’d wandered the biomes of her home planet in rough-built forms, enshelled by stones and detritus, pretending to be human. A miserable, desperate charade. Once you’ve had the wonder and glory of a complex neurology, you can’t go back. On this world the building material is so much more malleable, though.

I’m just a little mouse, she thinks. I wouldn’t harm anyone. I just need my fix of complicated cognition, that’s all. So much worse to have thought and lost, than never to have thought at all.

‘Could you please,’ she calls to the walls, ‘stop shooting me. I really don’t want to hurt any of you.’ This comes out a bit more threatening than she intends, but all the bullets are getting on her nerves.

The gates finally open. She feels a leap in her heart. All a grand misunderstanding, obviously. Perhaps they are ready to engage with some therapy now.

The people who come out don’t look particularly keen to talk it out, though. If they had been, they’d probably not have brought all those axes and machetes. Their expressions are full of fear, rage and a generalized need for violence. Sometimes that is, in itself, a form of therapy.

‘This isn’t going to work out for anybody,’ she tells them, in her best shot at their language. ‘Will you just listen to me?’

They don’t listen. They close on her with the obvious intent of hacking her into pieces – an intent she’s in no position to impede.

It doesn’t work out for anyone.
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‘So Mira,’ says Alis, ‘this person who was helping me, in therapy, is . . .’

Not necessarily a person, Kern says.

Cato adds: A tight-packed host

Each intruding into the other

Desperate to expand.

And also she is Mira, Kern says.

‘This,’ says Alis. ‘Is reality. I know it’s reality, objective. That’s what my mind is telling me. That’s what Mira’s fucking therapy is telling me. But you know what? The simulation made more sense.’

Well of course it did, Kern tells her somewhat sniffily. That’s what simulations are for, drawing as they do on the minds of those within them. The machine in Imir is a thought-experiment-enabler. Of course things make logical sense within it. The real universe has more variables, by definition, as it contains within it the simulation.

‘You’re not helping!’ Alis yells at . . . well, at the ship, at the robot. At the Objectiverse, honestly.

Mira, as an identity, is not an individual whom the Nodan entity encountered and copied. Mira is a novel construct, made up of elements of many previous hosts. Perhaps seeing Alis’s expression, Kern adds, That is the correct term and not intended in a pejorative sense. Since becoming a part of our culture, the Nodan has restricted its presence to those who consent to contribute to its persona library. Which, after a period of early reluctance, is now an appreciable fraction of the population. Individual Nodan colonies contain wildly different archives, and I understand there is great enthusiasm for trading personas between them. They have expanded from a single contiguous individual into a population of distinct versions of themselves, albeit ultimately all fungible one to the other.

‘I’m not getting most of this,’ Alis complains, although actually the knowledge is rising from the depths of her head, triggered by Kern’s words. ‘And I don’t see all the problems about what we do. Mira’s down there. We help her. She’s one of us, right?’

Some of us

Are part of her, Cato says, in what Alis feels is a manner more cryptic than mere species boundaries require.

Mira has clearly undergone trauma, both on the ark ship and then through forced landing on the planet. And the thing about Mira – about the Nodan entity – is that along with all the later personas they’ve recorded and can draw upon, they retain their base nature buried deep within. Massive shock and distress can bring it to the surface. Meaning what is down there may not be Mira any more, or not just Mira.

‘You’re saying she might go . . . feral?’ Alis clarifies.

These conflicts:

Mira consumes the world.

The world breaks Mira.

Mira is consumed, Cato pronounces. Alis has been wrestling over whether he is a warrior poet or this is just how translation of Stomatopod language works. Now the memory clicks into place: both. Meaning his species are always difficult, but he’s determined to make things even harder for everyone. That’s the sort of person he is. Then, catching her utterly off guard, a sudden rush of fondness comes. She still lacks the actual memories of being on this ship with Cato as Captain, but apparently she . . . liked him? Got on with him? It seems impossible and she feels a wintry little sadness that she’s lost the root of it.

But she understands now. ‘Consumes the world,’ she says.

It’s happened before, Kern confirms. Back in the bad old days before the Nodan recognized the existence of other distinct entities. It’s come close since, in exceptional and catastrophic circumstances. Or Nodans can be extinguished by a sufficiently hostile environment. In both these cases the Mira identity may not survive. Because there is no Mira. It was just Mira’s innovation, to become someone uniquely herself. That’s who we may already have lost, even if we can recover the biological material that constitutes her. But that’s where you come in.

Alis, who’d been about to make the great heroic stand – Let’s get down there; no time to waste! – blinks seawater. ‘What?’

Confronting the Nodan gone feral is a high-risk proposition, Kern says. But you are in a unique position to aid the Mira-ness within her, if it has been damaged or lost.

‘Because I was her patient?’

Yes, literally that. Spoken in a way that makes plain there’s more. Alis grinds her teeth and feels like poking the spider robot in the eye.

Across the room the other robot stirs, its limbs palsying briefly in the water before adopting a curled posture. Its – their – communication comes straight over their virtual link, no actual Portiid dancing or palp-waving.

We I supervised the, your procedure, Portifabian explains, somewhat judderingly, two takes on the same sentence. Once you were convinced of the safety necessity I it was I you just ordered I worked I you we. A moment of reset, internal equilibrium being tugged back and forth, then, with a greater calm, they say, Your rejection of reality was leading to self-harm and a danger to the ship. You were subject to fugue states in which you replayed hallucinatory memory episodes. Mira’s solution was high risk not recommended the only option. You agreed consented had no choice.

Alis disentangles this. ‘What did I agree to?’

An awkward silence between the three (four) of them.

You accepted the Nodan entity – Mira – into yourself, Kern says. Not merely as a passenger. You gave Mira permission to rewire your brain, basically. To connect you with your own senses – possibly additional senses. To ground you in reality, through access to the Nodan’s greater resources.

Alis nods a few times. ‘Uh huh. Okay. Fine.’ She doesn’t feel this was a wise thing to have consented to, given what she’s just been told, but apparently at the time it was the best option. Now here she is, definitely feeling a bit more grounded. ‘So what happened after that?’

There is no after that, Kern explains patiently. The process is ongoing. Mira is still within you.


   

9.8

Neco Kasmar isn’t having a good day. She’d felt it become considerably better after they let her back within the walls of Four Dragon Ford, but that was mostly because she’d forgotten the whole ‘being offered up to the forest’ she’d been escaping from in the first place. Ellan, the Hunting Chief, returned before her, so as soon as she’s past the gate they grab her. None of this decoying her peaceably out into the woods to where the bloody stones are. They’re going to tie her up and carry her there to do the deed.

But then there’s the thing – the figure, the woman – come after her. Neco is babbling frantically about it, saying it’s some monster of the woods that nobody ever saw any more. Saying it’s a monster that devours monsters, and wears a human shape. There are the Wodes out there, but they’re just infected people, minds decaying as fungus sprouts and bugs hatch out of their innards and skin. This is something different.

They drag Neco up to the wall to look down on this unprepossessing visitor. There’s some talk, the newcomer speaking in a weird nasal voice, like someone burlesquing the droning formality of the archivists. The Engineering Chief arrives, a burly man called Udin. Neco and he used to have a thing together, except that fell away, and the fact she’s not anybody’s favourite is why she was picked to be offered up. Udin has one of the readers they use when someone’s maybe been infected. He points it at the newcomer and says she’s no Wode but she’s not human either. For any more they’d have to get samples. He manages a guilty sidelong look at Neco. As much of an apology as she’s going to get. She wants to simultaneously stab him and ingratiate herself with him.

‘Shoot the fucker,’ says Ellan, and they do. It doesn’t help. Neco could have told them that. Everyone stares at the still very much alive woman-shape down there, knitting itself back together without any apparent discomfort. Then Neco is allowed to repeat everything about her past encounters and this time people listen.

The thing down there is still trying to hail them, but it’s plain to everyone this is some new trick of the world. Under no circumstances will it be let into their community. Sometimes all the offerings and blood can’t blunt the planet’s malice, and the monsters will come and eat their fill, then you’ve just got to fight.

Down below, they assemble a pack of solid fighters. Guns, hacking blades, axes. The newcomer’s regenerative capabilities must, Ellan reasons, have limits. Cut it into enough pieces and bury them separately. Udin wants one for study, even. Just a small piece. The fear is turning into enthusiasm. It’s merely one woman-sized entity, not a vast swarm of devouring insects, or a hulking brute studded with horns and fangs.

‘No,’ Neco urges them, but the window for listening to her has, apparently, closed.

What she remembers most, about what comes next, is the shift in the newcomer’s attitude. Not when the first axe bites, not even on the fifth cleaving blow. She’s still protesting she wants to talk, that she’s peaceable, that she’s a therapist, whatever that is. Then some threshold is indeed reached, but it’s one of patience, not healing capacity. Suddenly what’s in the midst of all the butchery explodes outwards, losing shape completely. Human pieces falling away. But that’s all right, because there are plenty of other human pieces surrounding it, ready to be adopted. For a moment Neco sees a single hideous spider-thing, a bloated sac of blood and tissue quivering and bulging atop a score of malformed limbs which were once all those individual people who’d been so fierce with their blades. It totters a few dreadful steps towards the gates, then collapses inwards, and out of it rises . . .

The woman, the therapist, only her shape ripples, balloons and shudders, as though she’s fighting to remember who and what she’s meant to look like.

‘Don’t!’ is the only word that emerges out of her mouth, but it’s surrounded by a lot of liquid sounds that aren’t words at all.

Udin is already sending out the next wave. Held back until now because it’s always been their last weapon against the wild. The fuel is hard to make, concocted using ancient secret means by the Engineers, allegedly dating back to the first days of landing, when all their ancestors had descended down the Beanstalk from the sky. When their war against the world began. When their votive collaboration with it began. Both these things, at once, non-contradictory.

The thing doesn’t seem to recognize the flamethrowers which the asbestos-wrapped defenders are toting, but it knows the fire. The rush of carefully metered flame sears over it. It cracks and blackens, and falls back from them, abandoning crisped shells of itself and gathering more material up from the ground. So its progress, driven back, is recorded in a series of friable sculptures, perfectly recreating its face and expressions.

They try to surround and kill it, but it won’t stay still. What ends up fleeing into the treeline has very little of the human to it, forming and absorbing limb after limb in its headlong flight, trailing ash, its back bubbling and cracking in the heat.
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The axes feel as though they’re biting into Mira herself. Not her flesh but the individual she wants to be. Each blow opening up the fragile casket of her and unleashing the contents. After enough of that – the brutal violence impacting her psyche, and the sheer physical damage to her body – she loses Mira for a little while. Other parts of her well up through all the gashes they cut, and she defends herself. Except she isn’t defending herself, at that point, because they aren’t attacking the new self she becomes. That self is just very, very keen to find out what’s going on, and who they all are, and what it feels like to be them as they die. She isn’t gentle, but it’s more the boisterousness of an enthusiastic dog than the savage flensing they enacted on her. She is more effective than they were, though, and she inherits them in pieces and fragments – too many individual hopes, desires and terrors, and pain, so much pain, and she is inflicting the pain, and causing the terror, and terminating all those hopes and desires, and she hates it, but it’s a while before she can rein herself in and by then they’re all dead.

She stops. She breathes. Oh God they’re sending out more people to her, as though she isn’t glutted with the disarticulated flotsam of so many of them already. She wants to cry out, No more, no more, I’m full. But then the flames come.

Flame, she can’t incorporate. It isn’t living tissue, or even a thing. Not an element, as certain ancient philosophers had believed, but a process. A process of liberation. Normally she’s all about liberation, but the things it liberates are simpler than the things it encounters. Fire is destruction. The first great weapon of the early human arsenal.

She falls back. She can’t reach them to make contact and explain how peaceful she is – and, in that explanation, unmake them into their parts and fragments. She falls away further. Mira is like a skin of oil on the surface of a roiling pot. She loses herself, forgets herself, reforms. I am me. I am Mira. I am a person. But the vast bulk of her, which is simultaneously many people and nobody at all, pushes and fights and writhes.

She makes it to the trees. Though they set the forest alight too it doesn’t spread, and something which has some vague concept of Mira staggers into the dense woods, but there the world rises up against her too. Insects swarm her, biting and stinging and dying. Worms and rhizomes and roots carve into her from below. Spores coat her in a smothering layer of poison. And it is poison. The world is learning her, and learning how to keep her out. Beasts savage her. They die but, in dying, lessen her. She is the abhorred of God, bearing the mark of divine displeasure, and everything in the world is turned against her.

She hardens herself, fleeing into the wilds, altering what she is and how she reacts to fend off the assault of creation. And somewhere, stretched tight and fraying over all of that wild tumult, Mira clings desperately to existence, tenuous as the skin of a soap bubble.
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THE FIRST AGE

Götterdämmerung and After
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‘They sabotaged us,’ Hartmand said. ‘They targeted us. Envy. They shut us down.’

Milner had found some battery-operated lamps in an emergency locker he and Kott had had to batter off the wall to open. Like everything else its functioning had been over-engineered and dependent on Domus. Domus, the dead system, like all their systems were dead. Now they sat in the blank amber light of a couple of luminous hemispheres. Work lights, intended to aid some engineering specialist for the duration of some regrettable but momentary repair, when the regular lights were out of commission. There were no engineering specialists. There had only been Domus and the robots, all of whom were out of commission. Milner was the closest they had to a repairman, and he’d already failed to so much as coax a beep out of their vastly sophisticated system.

The lights were out. The reactor processes were working through a cycle that would, Milner said, take around forty-nine days to complete. After which, as a safety feature, the default mode would be to shut down, unless it received a code from Domus. Milner didn’t know how to manually input such a code, even if it could be done. But that didn’t matter, because the operating system which would have let him input one was similarly bricked. The reactor was theoretically making power available to them, but they couldn’t tap it for anything. The fact it was giving them some heat, offsetting what they were losing via radiation out into the vacuum of space, was a side effect. A cost-saving measure built into the physical design of the Pancreator. In fact, Milner said, it was going to get uncomfortably hot while the reactor finished its cycle, because all the cooling systems were out, and it was quite hard to shed heat in space. After which it would rapidly become colder.

‘Maybe we should open a window,’ Pil suggested acidly. You learned a lot about people by how they behaved in a crisis. Pil became even more of an asshole. He hadn’t had any constructive suggestions whatsoever, but that hadn’t kept him from opening his mouth at every possible opportunity.

The air scrubbers were a more immediate problem. They had about fifty days of chemical reserves in them, to absorb CO2 and put out fresh oxygen, but the pumps were down. These could be manually operated, which was just about the one standard safety regulation Hartmand hadn’t countermanded when commissioning the facility. It meant someone would have to laboriously pump a handle, like some kind of medieval peon. The rotational section itself created a certain measure of airflow, but there would be parts of the ship – mostly their individual quarters – which would get stuffy very quickly. They were best to stay in the hub itself. In each other’s company. Constantly.

‘They couldn’t let us win,’ Hartmand complained again. Dorcheson, working the lever, grunted. Probably not in agreement, based on her expression, but she was saving her puff for the work. Thus far, even Hartmand had actually taken a turn at the pump, but Kott wasn’t sure how long that would last. The only non-contributor from the get-go had been Pil, who simply hadn’t engaged with anything they’d done. Saying it was pointless. Telling them, to their faces, that they – the innovators, the great thinkers, founders of the new Earth – were already the walking dead, outmanoeuvred by entropy. Now, Hartmand’s tirade was apparently too much for him.

‘It’s not you!’ Pil spat at him. ‘It’s not us. You think, in the middle of a war, burning the map, cities, nations, someone thought, “Those venture tycoons who fucked off years ago, mustn’t forget them”?’

‘Kern did it,’ Hartmand moaned. ‘She hated me. She couldn’t stand that I’d beaten her. The terraforming—’

‘Kern forgot you the moment you left,’ Pil jeered. ‘She knew you’d lost. She ruined you on Earth, or you wouldn’t have run away. You think anyone else was fooled that you coming out here with just the four of us was anything other than cowardice?’

Kott giggled. She couldn’t help it. She giggled because it was terrible, because it was true, and it was the one thing nobody should ever say to Hartmand. The man’s ego was like an enormous engorged cyst. Prick it, and you were in for an almighty explosion of bile.

Hartmand’s face lost all animation for a moment, as though he’d died. Then it clenched into a sphincter of rage and he lunged. Not at Pil, for the words, but at Kott, for the giggle. He made a noise, just a brutal choking sound. The corpses of words all mashed together and plugging his throat, so nothing coherent could get out. He clamped one hand on her shoulder like a vice, the other one pawing for her throat. She fell backwards into a slanted surface that had once been a control bank, but was now just blank plastic. Its edges punched into her lower back and she screamed. The whole hub around them seemed to shudder, as though all this time it had just been a cardboard set.

Pil threw himself at Hartmand, fingers knotting in the man’s hair, yanking at his collar. Then Dorcheson abandoned the lever to go for Pil, so it was the four of them grappling inexpertly with each other, gouging, snapping knees, elbows, blows inexpertly landed and sullenly received. Kicking at the walls while Milner circled and wrung his hands, and said things nobody cared to listen to.

‘It’s not us!’ Pil was shrieking. Whatever cocktail he’d fed into his brain was sending him into a sort of combative grand mal fit, striking out with every limb, headbutting Dorcheson, smacking Kott across the face. ‘It’s everyone! It’s everyone! They shut it all down!’ Over and over again, until one by one they actually heard what he was saying, and pulled back from him. In the end it was just Pil, on his back on the floor of the hub, flailing at his inner demons, nails clawing lines in his own face as he howled out, ‘It was never about us! Everyone’s dead! Everyone’s dead and we don’t deserve to live!’

At last even his voice sobbed to silence, and they all of them – bruised and dishevelled save for Milner – stared at Pil and at each other.

‘It’s not . . .’ Dorcheson said. ‘It doesn’t mean . . .’

‘It’s nonsense,’ Hartmand decided. His composure was in place again, dragged back over his head like an ill-fitting shirt. ‘Why would they . . .’ His mouth forming shapes as he tried to construct some line of argument that repositioned him at the centre of the universe, even as victim.

‘Is there any way we can jury rig something to connect to the receivers?’ Kott asked nervously. ‘Just . . . just to see what there is. From Earth. Even if we can’t decode anything. Just to see . . . I mean, I’m sure we’ll hear . . . they’ll be rebuilding. The fighting will be over and they’ll . . . be talking again.’ Her words whispering away into the quiet like a cast-off snakeskin.

Pil’s eyes, wet, looked at her. She expected him to start his tirade again, but he let her words alone; desperately, childishly hopeful she might be right.

Milner could try, as it happened. If she’d been told, at any prior point, that Ottis Milner would become Most Valuable Player in their dysfunctional band, she’d have gone into fits of hysterics. But the man had just enough practical electronics to get a battery-powered Rube Goldberg piece of business that linked to the receivers. Putting sufficient power into the right systems to Frankenstein a bit of life back into them, just for the purpose of listening.

When there was nothing, they decided Milner was, in fact, not MVP at all but had screwed it up, and they all took turns tinkering with it. Asking Domus to check their work or call up information, because that was the habit they’d all fallen into, then listening to the silence of the dead AI. The thing that had been doing all the real work.

By then Pil had rejoined them, after some time in his quarters. After his outburst, his tantrum, his breakdown. Forced back into their company by the stale air. By the oppressive build-up of heat. On a colossal come-down from his last bender, demanding they use the reactor to power fans. Except Milner explained that would only move the heat around, and the fans themselves would generate more. Their literal inability to get rid of it was the actual problem. By then they were all in their small clothes, the unpleasantnesses of their bodies on display in the sick-coloured light of the hand lamps.

We build myths. The thought came to Kott, as useless as almost all thoughts were. Pil’s supremely negative tirade had somehow bred an even more toxic positivity. They were going to get the receivers back online. Were they not geniuses? Kott, who did not believe in this myth, nonetheless felt the fire of it run through her veins like an insidious drug. She knew, on a rational level, that the universe was silent. Or, no, the universe went on as ever, but nothing at the human scale was left to speak to them. The final signal from Earth had shut down anything that was still working. An all-encompassing electronic death, radiating out from a dying world which would not countenance anything surviving it. That was that. Yet the others talked up that resurgent civilization, the ships even now on their way, all the signals sleeting past them. Save us, great geniuses! We see the error of our ways now! Be our leaders! Be our gods! Kott watched each of them take the wild speculation of the next as a springboard to spin an even more optimistic take on what was out there. Pil, who had himself pronounced the sour epitaph of the human race, had shifted prescriptions and was now as mad as any of them.
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By the thirty-eighth day, reactor shutdown getting closer and the air growing staler, she’d taken up roaming. Just walking the dark corridors, lamp in hand. Poking about in everyone else’s quarters. The doors were all prised open, contents looted of anything that anyone wanted to carry to the hub, where the air was freshest and coolest right now. Where it would be warmest, towards the end.

She thought of that wave of electronic death spreading out from Earth. Like an extinction, something inevitable. You couldn’t do anything about it because, by the time you became aware of it, its work was done. Dinosaurs looking up and seeing the asteroid. Bit late to speed-evolve some orbital defences, at that point. The Pancreator had possessed defences. Top-of-the-line electronic security. Just the sort of thing they’d have had on Earth. She guessed – it was at least partly her trade, after all – that the all-consuming virus had piggy-backed on exactly those first-defence systems to get in.

Earth had survived mass extinctions before. Probably life, and indeed people, would survive on Earth now. In the least toxic bits. Those sections of the planet which would naturally support the sort of thinned-out population who outlived the war. Regions free from chemical weapons, engineered plagues and any killer drones that hadn’t had functioning receivers when the kill switch was flipped. You know, war.

She felt sick all the time she was awake, and she never slept. She was beginning to think it was just as well they’d all die soon enough, because otherwise this would be a good working definition of hell.

As the reactor chugged through its last sequences, they were facing a variety of problems. The air scrubbers were still somehow filtering the atmosphere, though less efficiently, meaning someone had gone above and beyond the call of duty when designing them, and it would be her turn cranking the handle of the pump soon enough. They were almost out of food, since the fabricators were as bricked as everything else. Milner had jury-rigged a water reclamation tank back into halfway functionality, but she didn’t think it was working so well. Plus they all had to piss into the same bucket. Probably another reason she felt sick.

So she walked. Wasting calories and sweat, but she had to get away from the others. She carried her lamp, and an oxygen mask jemmied from one of the emergency lockers, in case she ran into a bad patch of air. Sometimes she turned the lamp out. The corridor was just a big old loop, after all. She could keep following its curve until she saw the glow of the hub up ahead. Not even a hub, of course, because it was on the rotating ring. The actual centre of the Pancreator’s wheel was the deadweight of the reactor itself. That had been the pivot point of their universe, the real head of the pantheon, and now God was dead.

Hartmand was still madly confabulating plans. He was more determined than ever that his people had held out on Earth and would come for him. Come to return him to a humbled homeworld, because who else could rebuild civilization save Gerey Hartmand? Or else his people were on their colony ship and inbound. And . . . somehow that would help. A whole bunch of extra people would inexplicably solve their problems. Kott realized the scenario Hartmand had constructed in his head involved a working ship full of technological wonders, but of course any such ship would have been outstripped by the kill switch virus from Earth. Any vessel that arrived would be a mass grave which wouldn’t even be able to slow down. It would dart past them at whatever velocity it had accelerated to before it died, and then vanish off into the cosmos to baffle some alien archaeologist in a billion years’ time.

She giggled at the thought. She’d been doing that a lot. The sound echoed nastily down the dark, empty corridor.

Ahead there was a glow, and she hadn’t realized she’d already made a full circumference of the loop, but why not? What was time, after all, save one more resource that they’d assumed was infinitely renewable.

Except, as she approached, feet dragging with the anticipation of having to interact with her peers again, she saw it wasn’t. Not the hub. Not the lamps. Not godawful Hartmand and Milner, Dorcheson and Pil, the only other surviving damned in all the hellish universe. If hell was other people then these people, man, these terrible people . . . But if it wasn’t her fellow inmates, what was it . . .?

A faint, reddish glow, unlike the sickly amber of the lights. A handful of individual dots of light, like embers. Like eyes. She had her own lamp, but it was off. She’d been shambling along in the dark. If she activated it then this little constellation of sparks might just go, and she’d never see it again. Some mad, superstitious part of her mind kicked in. She approached the lights, not knowing if they were dancing before her eyes, or as far away as stars, until there was something underfoot and she tripped, and the lights swung sideways with her motion. Right there. Within arm’s reach.

A metal plate, underfoot. She explored it with bare, stubbed toes. A curved, cool thing. She couldn’t imagine what it was. The lights glimmered, just below eye height. She still didn’t dare banish them with her lamp. She reached out, felt unfamiliar, inorganic contours, and explored further. Edges. Smooth metal. A hand. She squeaked. A plastic hand. Loose-fingered, slack grip, Oh fuck, it’s one of the robots. But the robots were dead. They’d shut down with everything else. They hadn’t had much internal battery, even, relying on regular recharges via the Pancreator itself. When the signal had arrived, they’d just stopped. One had been in the corridor here, plugged into a recharge point as dead as it was. She’d passed it many times. It was standing against the wall, out of her way. But now . . . She gave up and turned the lamp on, seeing the static humanoid form there, a gap in its finish where its chestplate had popped out. Something had happened. Lights, inside. A half-dozen power indicators. Something had changed. Decay, surely. Except even decay was a process and, other than their own bodies and whatever Milner had cobbled together, they had no processes left. The death brought by outer space didn’t deal in Earthly entropies like decay. The lights in the robot meant power, function, but there was no power and nothing functioned. She stared at it, trying to understand what was going on.

Nature is healing.

She giggled, hearing the sound echo off down the corridor. Hearing the distant sound of Hartmand ranting again. She stared.

Further down the corridor, in Dorcheson’s quarters, a couple of phantom screens flickered in the air, displaying nonsense, before going dark. The air in there was stale and stinking, some biological reaction releasing a rank, sweaty reek. Except there should have been no reaction, no stink. They were owed their pure and sterile death, weren’t they?

Kott’s lips quirked. She clamped a hand across her mouth. Her own mirth had begun to sound dreadful to her.

There was a vent, further on, which was coughing out weird-smelling air. She could see infinitesimal particles glittering in the radiance of her lamp. It stopped and started, started and stopped, so without rhythm that it started to sound like language. Impossible. Unless Milner had somehow . . . but she knew he’d given up on fixing anything. Was taking his turn on the crank right now in fact, while his lord and master ranted. If he’d actually got anything working she knew damn well he’d have told them. Would want his pat on the head from Hartmand.

A sound, from her left. She turned, lamp held out. Saw the cadaverous, mismatched face of Ken Pil looming corpse-like from the dark, and screamed.

‘Come with me,’ said his dry voice. ‘I want to show you something.’ As though he was hamming up the role of murderer in some awful drama. Except if any murdering was to be done, well, Kott had been idly turning over the idea of doing in the old man for a while. Since he’d first given her the gift of godhood, non-consensually and with no guarantees. She didn’t have a weapon on her, but worst came to worst she could break the lamp across his skull. She giggled. Taking that as encouragement, his expression assumed an even more constipated benevolence. He turned and walked off into the dark.

She gripped her own blazing lamp in one hand and followed. He loomed almost instantly from the dark again, making her squeak.

‘The light,’ Pil told her. ‘Turn off the light.’ All with that blandly psychopathic warmth, like a guru about to demand everyone drink the special drink.

‘Fuck you,’ she told him. ‘No.’

‘Then I can’t show you, Kitkat,’ he said. ‘Come on, you’re not afraid of the dark, are you?’

Brain him. Brain him now. She could have, and none of the rest of them would even have known. They barely left the hub. This loop of corridor was well out of their route. Not as though Domus was watching everything any more either, with its hundred electronic eyes. Only the smell would tell, eventually, and even that would take longer than usual because of the restricted airflow. They were all going to die anyway, in days, in a week, certainly two. Die of cold, of asphyxiation, of just being in a depowered tin can in space around a planet that was probably dying too, now it had lost its gods.

She made a sound. Not one of mirth, although they probably all hit the ear the same way. A sob. But who aboard the Pancreator would have recognized a sound of human sorrow or regret?

She turned off the lamp. She heard Pil padding away, the calluses of his bare feet whispering and scraping against the high-friction plastic flooring. Away into the dark, as they were all whirling away into the da—

It wasn’t dark. She made another sound, this one of an entirely indeterminate nature. There was a radiance from ahead, impossible to define. A bluish, diffuse illumination, spectral and eerie. Nothing in the Pancreator gave off light like that, and she was forced to wonder if there was a reactor leak and she was seeing radioactive spillage.

Thoughts of murdering Pil were pushed to the back of her mind. She saw him ahead, the glow limning his features. Perspective abruptly restored; not as far away as she’d thought.

Mushrooms. Given Pil was her guide, of course it was mushrooms. Weird, translucent things, like glass. Somewhat phallic, because they were of the breed that didn’t have the broad caps, but mostly just like mushrooms. Luminescent in the darkness, and she could see where they’d forced their way between two sections of the wall, buckling the plastic through mindless vegetal persistence. Impossible. The Pancreator was going mouldy before it died. A process of decay out of the inorganic.

‘Hmm? Eh?’ In the phantom light, Pil mugged at her.

‘What is . . .’ She almost walked into it, making him teacher again, to explain everything from his pedestal. The balance of her mind caught up, though, before she could lend him the dignity. ‘When you set up the Conflation, before you . . . in your quarters . . .’ Before you made me your lab rat. ‘You said you had material aboard. From the planet. Stuff on the planet that had grown into our transmitters down there. Stuff you’d introduced to our receivers up here. To make the circuit, the connection.’

Pil nodded. Go on.

‘That stuff, it’s still alive. It’s spreading?’ Is all this circus just to show me one more way we’re going to die?

‘It’s exploring our systems. Making links. After all, everything’s still there. We just don’t have Domus or any other executive system. It’s only the layer between us and the goods that’s gone. We could get all sorts of things working again, if we had an intermediary. Come with me, Kitkat, there’s more you need to see.’

He led her to his own quarters, of course he did. As they were off the main corridor, she braced for dead air, oxygen mask in hand, but instead the scent was . . . floral, a wave of rot and perfume. Life and death, heady in the nose.

She’d been here just a few days ago, or at least had put her head around the door. It had bloomed since then, but then the life they’d engendered was turbocharged. Growth and change on steroids. How else to bootstrap an Earth within their lifetimes?

Around Pil’s terminal, where he’d once experimented on her, there was a weird excrescence of living matter. Fronds and creepers, and shelves of faintly glowing fungus, breaking out from buckling panels and surfaces.

‘Is it still connected,’ she asked softly, ‘planetside?’ The Conflation hotseat at the hub was dead. But Pil’s was alive. ‘How can it be?’

‘The planetside links were mostly moderated by living material, even before we were shut down,’ Pil said softly. ‘And the material up here, my samples, my chosen, it adapts. It makes use of what it finds.’ His smile was pure beatific insanity. ‘Do you miss playing god?’
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The world below was a mess. The bugs were back, at least in part. Possibly they’d returned because she and Pil had seeded the place with them before everything had gone wrong. But she thought these were probably the ur-bugs. The innate and inexplicable insistence of this world to go bug as its winning strategy for life.

She thought their world was dying too. Less biodiversity, anoxic areas, fungal and algal blooms that poisoned everything around them. Graveyards of the larger fauna. A lot of work to do.

Except she couldn’t do a lot of work, because she didn’t have a lot of time. The Pancreator’s systems were dead. The world of Hartland would be predeceased by its gods, and then it would follow. Even the bugs, probably.

Pil was there with her. A nebulous presence in the murk of the planet’s deterioration. Like a cloud of inky venom hanging in the water, forcing her to retreat or be poisoned by him. I had thought came the complex sequence of biochemical interactions through the biosphere, which was words, which was his voice, that it might last. But we built something fundamentally unnatural and called it nature. There’s a line from an old old film, about science overstepping itself and creating something terrible. We belong dead. Meaning his chemical rollercoaster was on the downswing right now.

Is that what you think? she asked him. Surely something must survive? It can’t just be us.

Why shouldn’t reality conform to Hartmand’s ego at last. He’s finally the most important man in the universe.

No, she said.

To her surprise he echoed her. No. I want to be wrong. Stirring the dying biosphere to bring her the qualia of his old, lonely voice, out of that seethe of lives and deaths and changes.

She immersed herself in the immensity of the planet. Pil kept intruding on her, like the shadow of something coming between her and the sun, but she found what she was looking for. Turned the telescope backwards, and looked to where the opportunistic tangle of life had spread through the Pancreator’s physical structure, in a mess of hyphae and mycelia and roots. Feeding on plastic with voracious efficiency, interfacing with the networks of the ship, incorporating them and replacing them. All those systems required to create an oasis of life in the desert of space. She, the god, reached out, as she had with the evolution of the world. Here was the air circulation, currently being laboriously pumped by hand by Dorcheson. But if she encouraged the life aboard the ship, she could link here to here. Force-evolve motive power, so those devoured plastics could become the fuel for mechanical motion. Create chemical imbalances, until the ions began flowing and she restored a neuroelectricity to dead ship systems. It wasn’t that the regular fans and ducts of the ship worked once more, it was that the Pancreator began to breathe.

With the breadth of cognition granted to her by Conflation, she could see how to do this. Even as she did so, the edges of her mind were withering and contracting. The bugs ran riot over the world below, devouring all the dead things in a grand and final feast. The less biodiversity there was, the fewer interactions, the smaller the information space. Right now her mind was the information space, and Pil’s as well. If the world below decayed much further, it wouldn’t mean much to be its god. They were utterly reliant on building up its complexity, since it was the only computing medium left to them. And if they wanted to live, they had a lot of computing to do.
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Dorcheson’s reaction was predictable. Her ‘tough love’ approach to correcting almost anything. ‘Cleanse the station,’ she said. Bellowed. Ranted, even. ‘Biomass, growing through the walls? Evolving up here? Eating the station? We have to purge it. Extreme prejudice. Have the fabricator make some . . . make some . . .’ Her boot of a face twisted into even more brutal contortions, because the fabricator hadn’t worked since that fatal signal from Earth. The systems the living material was growing through and interlacing with hadn’t worked from the same moment. But some of them were working now. The living material substituting for the inorganic in strange ways. Breathing a little life into the dead land.

‘I can restore the reactor,’ Kott told them. All of them, in the hub. Hartmand, Dorcheson and Milner, incredulous. At the back in his sling, already knowing how the trick was done, Pil looked pensive. Wasn’t this his moment of triumph? Apparently not, and he had no desire to make the grand reveal himself. She was his proxy as always, so that any backlash from the others would catch her, not him. Except anxiety wasn’t really what she associated with Ken Pil. He was the reckless one, pushing his schemes with zero concern for consequences.

‘The reactor . . .’ Milner echoed. His eyes flicked about, dancing through the possibilities. ‘I don’t see how that’s . . .’

‘Okay, not restore,’ Kott admitted. ‘But something’s evolved. A sort of bacterium.’ It wasn’t a bacterium, and it hadn’t evolved. She’d evolved it, while she was God. She’d used the remaining cognitive bounty of the planet and seen how the thing could exist, consuming the reactor’s fuel, instituting a biological fusion that gave out energy. Substituting for the existing, expired pathways of their machinery. Feeding itself, with enough left over for any number of guests at the table.

She’d prepared the proofs, because she’d expected raised eyebrows. They had one battery-operated panel between them, throwing her figures ghostly into the air in a dimming display. She’d tried to make the sums and equations as easy as possible.

‘It can’t last,’ Dorcheson complained. ‘They’re eating the reactor. They’re eating everything. We won’t have a ship left.’

‘Eventually. By which time we’ll think of something new.’

‘It’s fine.’ Milner looked a little wild, as though Pil had slipped him something. ‘Yes, it’s a degenerative process, but we can move on from it. There’ll be somewhere to go, from there. Relocate, perhaps.’

The world below. Hadn’t the plan been to prepare it for human habitation, after all? Ideally a lot of lesser humans, to do all the work, of course. Kott found herself thinking through the logistics. Yes, the world, obviously. Return to nature. Run barefoot through the grass. But they’d still need to Conflate, or they wouldn’t be gods any more, couldn’t control the world. She’d be just Kott, the mortal, the impotent. And what would the world below be like, with Hartmand up above? Him in the god seat and anyone below just a plaything for his urges and whims? Which of them would trust the others so long as the planet still needed nursemaiding? Yes, if it came to a grand exodus down into the gravity well then she would selflessly volunteer to be god as long as divinity lasted.

‘Yes, the world,’ she said heartily, pledging that she would be the absolute last one to go. Seeing a similar resolve in everyone’s face.

‘You’re all mad,’ Dorcheson said despairingly. She looked to Hartmand. They were all looking to Hartmand.

‘The planet . . .’

‘Right now it gives us the space to find solutions,’ Kott said. ‘But we have to keep the planet going. The more complexity we can bootstrap into the biosphere, the more we can do. But if the planet dies, we die. It’s that simple.’

‘We’ll restore power,’ Hartmand said. ‘Essential systems. Domus, maybe.’ His voice gathered strength as he spoke. He was thinking of the robots. His own personal big stick.

‘Communications,’ said Pil softly. ‘Earth.’

‘Earth. The ships. Yes,’ Hartmand agreed. Of all the empty promises made that day, Kott knew that was the most hollow.
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Hartmand had his way for precisely two days. Kott watched it happen, sharing the planet’s tortuous headspace with him. Pressed into the fringes of the biosphere by the puffed-out balloon of his self-regard. She was working on the essential systems of the Pancreator, Milner’s carefully prepared hierarchy of needs. Oxygen, air circulation, water purification, heat, light, food. The fabricators, ideally, although she reckoned they could start growing fruit trees right there in the corridors, the way things were bursting out of the walls. She’d gone on another perambulation, before taking up her shift in the Conflation chair in the hub. They’d started off taking turns on Pil’s rig in his quarters, a fungal and insalubrious solution, but the living weave of the mutant biomatter had been trained through to the ship’s nerve centre, where it had jump-started some semblance of brain. In the process it had run through about a quarter arc of the rotating section where every seam and juncture of walls, floor and ceiling was sprung, and life was pushing out. Tendrils and lobes and grasping fronds. No animals yet, but she reckoned that might only be a matter of time. It didn’t matter that Pil had only brought vegetal matter up out of the gravity well. If she wanted to evolve it into something that moved about, she could do it. She could do bugs, even.

She giggled, a twisted ripple through the biological interactions of Hartland. It rolled out until it met Hartmand, disrupting his own activity. He snarled back, and this snarl washed into her and became her. His ill temper, seamlessly interacting with her own mind. She retreated. He was the taste of bile in her mouth, a headache on her brow, a vicious little voice in her head. Pathological synaesthesia.

Hartmand had been working on the robots. He’d gone about like some demented pollinator, implanting the dead hulks with living material harvested from the walls. He’d manhandled them – browbeating Milner into helping him – until the automata were all standing plugged into the wall sockets, creating a biological circuit with the ship and, through the ship’s organic transmitters, the world. Bringing his metal thugs back to life. Kott watched. Didn’t even need to interfere.

The reign of the robots lasted just those two days, after which everyone took a break from the wellspring of divinity to pull the damn things apart and scatter the pieces where they might never grow together again. Dorcheson took particular satisfaction in hammering them into percussive oblivion, working out a lot of stress she’d probably rather have inflicted on Hartmand himself. The problem wasn’t only that Hartmand had absolutely no way of reserving access to them for himself: anyone in the god seat could have puppeted the robots about. They wouldn’t ever have been his personal army because he couldn’t work out how to evolve some sort of password system from the exuberant living matrix they were using. If it had just been that, though, the robots would probably have passed into common property and become generic servants to lift and carry for the good of everyone. What did for them was the fact they wouldn’t stay put. Soon enough they were just turning up all over. Looming in doorways and blocking access, running out of power because they wouldn’t stay still to recharge. The life Hartmand had put into them wouldn’t sit idle. The biosphere explored its new capabilities, the artificial bodies given into its care. Nobody wanted that. It was worse than the bugs. On the second day after getting them moving, Dorcheson disconnected from the Conflation chair and found five of the automata just standing silent behind her. Her shriek summoned everyone else, and the fate of the robots was sealed.

Pil was, initially, a cooperative member of the team, for perhaps the first time ever. For his first three shifts he worked tirelessly on restoring the Pancreator. Until he finally coaxed the biological contamination into connecting with their receiving gear, all those feelers reaching out back towards Earth. Everyone was invested, by then. Perhaps there’d be Hartmand’s ships. Perhaps they’d hear the war was over. Perhaps they could call home and, eventually, someone would come. Someone else. Anyone.

No one. Silence, from Earth and from the cosmos. Hartmand even turned to those points in the sky where his nemesis, Avrana Kern, had been working on her own god project. Even her abrasive voice had been stilled.

Kott watched Pil’s face, when they had finally exhausted all other possibilities save that they were alone in the universe. Pil, surely, was the best of them at being alone. He had a chemical pharmacopeia at his command. He was the lone genius, heedless of his conspecifics. Why would the absence of Earth hit him more than the rest of them? Except she saw something die in his eyes, at last. He had hoped, she realized. He’d let himself lick the bottom of the box which all the evils had come out of, and taken that poison into himself. Ken Pil, the maverick, the clown, needed an audience more than his four fellow inmates. You couldn’t caper in a vacuum.

On his own shifts, and in spite of the list he himself had drawn up, Milner tried to get Domus working. He had an idea the underseer system was still there, its processes frozen in time from when it had shut down. Kott didn’t think this was possible, even if the signal from Earth hadn’t scrambled everything. She at least persuaded Milner to isolate Domus from any key systems before throwing the AI into any sort of activity. When its voice issued from the lichen-encrusted speakers, a drunken, drawling garble interspersed with high chitterings and keenings, they turned it off again. Nobody from that point on suggested they needed an underseer. Kott didn’t know if it was the shutdown virus or the living biome speaking through the gutted AI, but nobody felt curious enough to investigate. By then there were more problems. They were becoming victims of their own success.

Regulating the functions of the Pancreator through a vast and mostly undirected biological system which had never been intended for the task, that was hard work. Little mistakes turned into huge imbalances. In the first few months they almost suffocated, froze, fried; narrowly avoided catastrophic radiation leaks and toxins in the water. All the ways space could kill you, plus all the ways that life could too. Quite the cocktail of perils. It took a lot of concentration to stop the world turning to bugs, guiding its evolution towards that mythical Earth-ish goal, and also keep the five of them alive in their tin can. More than any single one of them could provide.

Pil had already proved the world could host two human minds. They all hated it, but with a pair of gods in the yoke they could just about keep on top of every emergent disaster. Just as well nobody slept, because the divine duty rota was gruelling, and suddenly being a god was far less fun.

The biosphere was seamless. This was integral to the way they’d built it. Every part of it was in dialogue with all the rest; that was how it became a stable, functioning ecology from micro- to macroscopic, rather than just dying over and over as it had done in the beginning. (What a dismal creation myth that was!) When they were Conflated with it, there was no hard barrier between them and the living whole of the planet. This was the godhood of it, the expanded mind, the enhanced potential. The thing which still thrilled Redina Kott every time. Yet what the world served up to her was a feeble shadow of what it had been, because they never let her alone in there, her fellow gods.

This seamlessness extended to the minds within it. Kott would come out of the chair with Dorcheson’s temper, little prickly pieces of Milner’s obsessive nature rattling in her head. And Pil . . . Who could have known that behind the old man’s bland face was such a bleak, dark turmoil of bitterness? Sharing the world with him was like drinking gall. His mind was as wild, toxic and uncontrolled as the biosphere itself. After he’d been in the seat, he invariably left the world worse than he’d found it. When he finally gave up being part of the solution and retreated to his quarters, she was grateful.

Honestly, given the various failings of her fellows, she reckoned she was getting the worst of the deal, but the others found it even more intolerable. They were islands, every one of them. For a moment the whole project – their ongoing existence and the health of the world below them – foundered because none of them wanted to share. When Kott had been sole divinity, her wish had been the world’s command. But with two wills in the system, that didn’t work. The world was a piece of string and, give any pair of them the ends, they’d pull in opposite ways.

It was Milner who saved them, which Kott would not have put money on. He developed a language of code they could use, to communicate within Conflation, and to instruct the wider world without the ceaseless clashing of wills. Milner wrote it into the cells of all the life down there, just a simple facility to signal and receive. He chose light as his medium, which Kott considered less than ideal. It made the whole show on the world shimmer faintly, as though dusted with glitter. She felt the effect was rather more magical than the nature of its creators warranted. Plus there were side effects. The light was visible to the actual creatures they were all working through, which were perpetually evolving to exploit it, meaning more remedial work for the duty deities in reverting the changes. But Milner’s innovation allowed two of them to maintain a delicate détente within Conflation, and so they lived, and held everything together somehow between them.

A morning came, many, many days later, when Kott realized that, against all odds, they’d done it. Not triumphed, perhaps, but stabilized. The Pancreator had come back to life. Had, in fact, more life in it than it should. Under any other circumstances this life would have run riot through a space never intended to be a vivarium, nature eating itself. But they didn’t have a nature. They had, Kott considered, an unnature. A system derived from engineered microbes, whose development was constantly reacting to existing conditions, and the whole thing being clumsily piloted about by humans. Anything less natural would have been hard to conceive of, yet Kott went walking around the circular corridor which all their lives were hung off, and it was green. It was blooming, bursting with life that was . . . not quite right, for Earth. As though a talented artist with a poor memory had been asked to recreate the sylvan scenes of their youth. Moving along the central boulevard of the Pancreator was like walking down a greenery-enclosed lane, a tunnel through thick woods. Almost nothing of the original walls could be seen. Partly because of the intertwining foliage; partly because, behind that cover, the plastics and metals were being devoured and replaced, the living evolving to replicate the dead. Here and there stumps of deactivated robots stood like overgrown statues, cut off at the knee or waist, like monuments to forgotten hubris. Hartmand had stopped even talking about them. Kott wondered whether he was trying to grow living golems to do his bidding instead. It didn’t seem impossible.

They had air and water and food. The biosphere provided. They had a planet which had pushed its bugs down to proper bug size again, for now, and was rabidly throwing up a variety of land and sea vertebrates. Or not quite vertebrates, but close enough. You’d think it, to look at them.

The things that were going to kill them had been driven away, at least for now. Which mostly left Pil.


   

10.6

It was almost too late by the time she realized what had been going on. Pil had dropped out of the rota entirely, leaving the four of them to carry the world on their shoulders. If it had been a table, it would have canted sharply, but at least Dorcheson and Hartmand were pulling some of their share of the weight. Pil was just absent, closeting himself in his increasingly leafy lair.

It seemed, once they’d achieved some measure of stability, that his bleak mood infected everyone else. Kott understood it perfectly, even as she herself was subject to it. Yes, they had saved themselves. The moment of peak crisis was past. The basics of their survival were restored. Which left time for them to ascend the hierarchy of needs again and understand what else they were missing.

Earth maintained its obstinate silence. No whisper from any quarter of the sky which might have admitted to a wider human presence in the cosmos. Hartmand had stopped talking about the ships. It didn’t matter which eye he put the telescope to, there were none to see. Dorcheson had started to ramble on about evolving more people. Making a subservient, adoring congregation down on the planet, so they could be gods indeed. The best she had managed so far was a tribe of loathsome, piggy things. Greedy, destructive, unstable, collapsing entire sectors of the carefully calibrated ecosystem in wild orgies of destruction and consumption. Extinguishing themselves each time, because she’d engineered them with just enough intelligence to be stupid. An experiment nobody else wanted any part of, and that Dorcheson herself had terminated with a tailored plague because she couldn’t stand her own creations. Nobody said, but they all knew it. Whatever they could make, down there, would not be human life. They hadn’t even managed a poor facsimile of a monkey.

What is it all for, now? The constant thought nobody would voice. The pointlessness seeped into them all. The pantheon sank into gloom, as though each in turn entered the underworld when they Conflated with the world. Around them, autumn came to the ship, browns, oranges and dry yellows crisping the edges of leaf and tendril, with a riot of new and half-formed fungi sprouting out of decay. As though someone had eaten a forbidden fruit, and the garden had learned about death.

It was the bugs that clued Kott in. The resurgence of them. The others took it just for a symbol of their general despair. The fact the ecosystem would throw out new clutches of the gangly giant insects seemed entirely natural; it matched the mood of the gods. Kott was a little more incisive than that. She took a good look at the latest eruption of leggy, hideous, clumsy things. Traced their origins back a score of generations, using a swathe of the planet’s interactions as computational power, a genuinely godlike perspective on world and time. She found just enough telltale marks of interference to know someone had been meddling. Yes, they’d had bug problems in the past. Yes, everyone believed the world would descend into insectry if left alone to do so. But they’d advanced the biosphere far beyond that point. They should have seen other signs of collapse before the bugs came back, yet here they were.

She went to see Pil.

Seeing him there, she realized how long it had been since he’d been in the hub, in their company. His quarters were a riot of life, much of which seemed to be saprophytically growing on other less successful life. Waves of fungus, brackets and caps, like some oleaginous spillage arrested in its escape from the seams of the walls. Bristling, fibrous patches of mould, green and grey, white and beige. The glistening dendritic slick of yellow slime, reaching like river deltas from the corners. And, in the midst of it, Pil: emaciated, naked, his skin piebald with patches where the life of it all was growing on him. His every contour a cadaverous hollow. His eyes huge, and the mouth beneath them forming an agonized line, which was equal parts triumphant leer and self-loathing horror.

‘Am I discovered?’ His voice rustled. From disuse, she hoped, not encrustation of the throat.

‘You’ve been in the system,’ she said.

‘You mean the planet? You mean the living world? Am I not allowed? It’s mine, isn’t it? It only lives because of me.’ A weird, weak wheeze of a voice. She had to lean in to hear it. She had her mask on by then, because the localized air of his quarters had spores like a blizzard had snow.

‘You’re stirring up the bugs. You’re working against us. I’ll tell the others.’

He tittered. Not a word she’d use lightly for any human utterance, but what else to call that high, awful sound?

Something gripped his face. She felt there was an invisible presence there which was the world itself, the true soul of Hartland, festering with bugs and decay, and always seeking to undo all their hard work. It put an invisible fist about Pil’s features and clenched them into a truly inhuman expression. Rage, despair, hate and wonder all Conflated together into something she had no name for.

‘It doesn’t matter any more. Nothing does,’ rattled his voice. He took two stilting steps towards her, on legs that were thickest at the knee. His withered anatomy stretched and quivered, dry skin cracking at the joints. ‘We’re the end of it, Kitkat. We’re all that survived, of Earth’s grand experiment. Can you believe that? Of all the bad people humanity vomited out, we’re what’s left. The most selfish, miserable, worthless specimens ever to have evolved. Greedy saboteurs of all our species might have achieved, the final inheritors of ruin and devastation. We don’t deserve to live, Kitkat. We should have died when they all did.’

‘But we didn’t,’ she told him. ‘So we can actually rebuild something. Ourselves, if there’s no one else. Something survives. It’s better than nothing.’

‘Not when that something is us!’ he keened. ‘Look at us. We made something wonderful in this world, by accident, and even that we’re trying to ruin. Pouring our poison minds into it like pissing in a pool. I won’t have it, Kitkat. I’ll fight. I will make plagues of locusts and I will sicken their minds with my thoughts until they can’t go on. Until their only recourse is the noose or the hemlock, Kitkat! I will pour my spite into all of them until they can’t abide to be themselves any more. Until they see themselves as I do!’

She was already backing away, and he took another staggering step, the slick effluvia of the floor stringing from his bare feet. Then she stopped. He’d been in there, the world, all this time. Working against them. Dropping the venom of his mind into everyone’s thoughts. The cloud they’d been under, that had been him. He’d been moving through the biosphere without a ripple. Fucking Pil, always with the sudden leap of inspiration, and always using it in the worst way.

She should rush to the hub to tell everyone, rouse a mob to run Ken Pil out of town. Or out of the airlock. Except what would she find there but Hartmand and Dorcheson, side by side in the Conflation chairs, and Milner tinkering with some dead system? Who was she going to tell, and where would this hypothetical mob come from? In the absence of that opportunity, she realized she didn’t have to appeal to any higher power, because there wasn’t one. She was as much god as anyone else, so why not just go about things her own way?

Why not actually kill Ken Pil, after all this time? Hadn’t she always meant to?

The idea stopped her just as she retreated out into the corridor. And when Pil’s stick insect frame came to the door, she fled rather than face him. But she took the idea with her.

She played with the thought over the next forty-eight hours. Two days, two nights, except there were no nights. For a while, there’d been only night and the lamps. The ungodly biological confection spreading throughout the Pancreator had restored light to creation, though. The clear panels of artificial illumination beamed down on her, cracked and shadowed by the outlines of tendril and root. The living suborning the functions of the inorganic, devouring and replacing. Staring up now, thinking of the stuff growing on Pil’s actual skin, she understood how horrible it all was. They were sacrificing the very substance of their ship to the monsters they’d created. Some weird inversion of Saturn devouring his children.

Kill Pil.

An idea she’d been treasuring ever since that first time in the chair. She owed him. She’d sworn she’d get back at him. He’d always been just useful enough to keep around. But now he was an active problem: toxic, septic, useless. Bitter Pil.

She’d never killed anyone before. Hadn’t even had someone killed, which she was damn sure Hartmand and Dorcheson both had. She’d ruined careers and lives by the judicious release or concealment of information, sure. That wasn’t the same thing. Even if those people hadn’t lived long after their secrets were out. It’d just been facilitating. This would be murder.

She spent a surprisingly long time steeling herself to the task – considering means, having sudden crises of conscience where she was going to confess to everyone and wash her hands of the burden of action. But somehow the resolution to finally make an end of Ken Pil didn’t leave her, and eventually she realized this was because it would be doing something. Achieving something. Pil was right. In the absence of the rest of the species, what they were doing up here really seemed without point, struggling today so they could struggle again tomorrow. In this existential vacuum, the prospect of actually taking some irrevocable step grew weightier in the mind, until its gravity was unavoidable.

Because it’s there. That old excuse for reckless action.

She found a prybar. A big, heavy thing intended for use by robots. She needed two hands for it, but that was fine. Pil was thin. He was old. She didn’t reckon he’d win a slapping match with her.

She was going to give him a chance, that was what she told herself. Disconnect from the biosphere, relocate his hideous mouldy corpse to the hub. Clean up. Rehabilitate. She was going to lay down an ultimatum. If he laughed at her, refused her, beamed imbecilically and turned away, then she’d . . .

The comforting weight of the heavy bar. Anticipation of how it would look, feel, sound, coming down across his eggshell skull. Horrible, traumatic, satisfying.

She felt her heart speed, even halfway around the corridor to his quarters. Her palms were sweaty against the metal of the bar. What if she fumbled it? Was there anything more miserable than a failed murderer?

What if she killed him and he didn’t die? What if she felt that porcelain skull give under the weight of the bar, but the thing he’d become didn’t even register the loss? Just turned that broken mess onto her, eyes still twinkling with malevolent avuncularity, even after the sockets were shattered. What hideous fungous thing would bloom out of the fracture?

She was at the doorway now. Inside was gloom, save for a few luminescent puffball bulbs. She had her oxygen mask on again, and wished she’d brought goggles. The flecks of organic drift in the air pricked at her eyes.

‘Ken?’ she called. ‘Come talk to me. We can’t go on like this.’ Though what she’d do if he just ambled to the door, she didn’t know. Hide the bar behind her back like a cartoon character caught in the act?

He didn’t come. He didn’t reply. The dim radiance within showed him at the terminal. In the world again. Making mischief.

‘Fuck,’ she said, hearing her voice catch. She stepped in. ‘Ken?’ But his mind would be far away in the living planet. ‘Goddamnit.’ She picked her way across the uneven floor, feeling plastic plates squish and give as she put pressure on the living matter thrusting up from beneath them. ‘Ken!’

He was just a sprawled marionette, arms and legs at weird angles, hanging in a sling, sprouting with lurid, sickly growths. Nowhere else in the Pancreator was like this. He’d been cultivating the stuff, encouraging it to grow all around him. On him. No wonder he’d gone mad. It would be a mercy. Like putting down a rabid animal.

His eyes were closed, his head thrown back, as though overcome with the ecstasy of fucking up everything left in the universe.

Her hands spasmed on the prybar. She almost dropped it. When she said his name again it came out like a croak, from the hollow of the mask. Letting her weapon dangle at the end of one arm, she reached out and grabbed his shoulder.

It was cold. It was hard, like wood. She shook it and his whole rigid body swung, face tilted all the way back to stare upside down at her. His mouth was composed in a weirdly serene smile, and something like a warty flower had grown out of one eye socket.

She screamed and jerked back, and a display glimmered to life before her. Pil’s face as she had known it. Before the mould. Before this. Projected in blue radiance against the spores, so parts of him were constantly dancing. ‘Hello Kitkat,’ came a static-fuzzed simulacrum of his voice. ‘I assume it must be you. Who else would care to check up on me?’

She felt acutely the weight of her intended murder weapon dragging at one arm. A superfluous implement now. All her dithering over the act rendered moot.

‘I’m sorry we argued,’ said the recorded voice of Pil. ‘I imagine you’ve told the others, like you always do.’ She hadn’t. ‘I’m sure they’re determined to stop me. But I won’t give them the satisfaction.’ Speaking to her as though she was his last ally in the world, and not his would-be executioner. ‘I’m getting out early, ahead of the rush,’ he went on. ‘Because we have no future. All we can possibly do is ruin this rather wonderful thing we’ve made. And we will. Then we’ll die, having spoiled it like we spoil everything. I don’t want to see that. So if you won’t let me protect it from you all, then I’ll just bow out. Painlessly, even rather enjoyably, but definitively.’ Now Kott could see he had a series of tubes leading into various vessels in one arm, snaking out of the exuberant mess of life and decay which had consumed his terminal and wall. There was Pil, always with the ultimate in designer pharmaceuticals. Probably he’d got the dosage and concoction exactly right, and he’d died easy. But die he most certainly had.


   

PART 11

THE THIRD AGE

The Warrior Moment
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Kern’s nanovirus had been engineered so it would bind itself to the DNA of its first host, becoming more an organelle than a contagion, and transmitting its manipulative influence down the generations. From the point they encountered this virus, the Stomatopods evolved swiftly under the brutal pressure of their own company. The virus found them already possessing: (1) the concept of other individuals of their species; (2) the ability to assess them and remember their qualities; the ability to form alliances (initially just mated pairs, between whom their violent territorial urges were tamed. This facility rapidly extended to others within their competitive dominance structures); (3) the starting germ of a theory of mind, required to execute mendacious displays of a strength they might not possess; (4) an almost absurdly rich sensorium, including visual equipment unparalleled in the natural world. In addition, and not tied to their pugnacious sociality, they had a tiny mind keenly adapted to solving physical problems in the world – shells to crack, homes to excavate, food to find and predators to avoid. And this swiftly translated its competencies to more symbolic tasks. Honestly, they were better suited to seize the world than the land-based Portiids, save that they were in a very real sense their own worst enemies. Still, the Stomatopods expanded, evolved, and jostled amongst themselves, as well as against threatening species. They had a long arms race against several cephalopod species which Kern’s virus had also touched. But these foes were antisocial lone hunters, whereas the Stomatopods were antisocial colony-dwellers, who could always bully a posse together to go punch a cuttlefish as and when necessary.

Thousands of years ago, then. A powerful male Stomatopod, call him Cato for ease of reference. Names are tricky for the mantis shrimps, honestly. Cato, naming himself for his fellows, would use distinctly different coding with his serfs than he would with his armed followers. Should he meet a conspecific he found to be stronger, he’d also have a third name to hand to that mighty individual. Cato hasn’t met any stronger individuals, though, as he has a dozen other punchy crustaceans at his front, together with a handful of domesticated moray eels, all of which sit in his mind as his strength. And at his front, because no Stomatopod leader would let their armed followers sit behind them – not if they wanted to stay leader for long. The only people who’re permitted to scurry along in Cato’s shadow are his serfs, and they are literally disarmed – their great appendages gone so they can perform manipulatory tasks, but not threaten him.

They’re not a trusting species. Nor are they overly interested in tools. They understand principles like leverage, forces and structures, and they build surprisingly complex edifices, underpinned by labyrinths of tunnels. They do it by . . . well, not hand, but limb, and massed workforce, while the water’s support makes moving large weights easier. They can carve stone, bone and shell, but haven’t managed metalwork or fire, for obvious reasons, and there’s no wood underwater either. Their natural gifts mean there is literally no weapon they could create which would out-perform just punching something.

Cato has been on a quest, a bit of a mournful one. Not that he sees it this way, or appreciates the global import of it. His species are considerably larger than they once were, thanks to the nanovirus’s ministrations. A metre forty, from eyestalks to telson, and another sixty centimetres of reach with his strike. This increase has shifted which predators are a problem for his people. It’s not only that old enemies – various species of fish mostly – are now too small to be a threat, but beasts he’d have been beneath the notice of are now keenly interested in a segmented snack. As well as the larger species of octopus and some sharks, Cato’s people have suffered particularly from marine mammal species which, though not touched by the virus, were almost smart enough to hunt uplifted mantis shrimp.

Not quite smart enough. Cato is returning from killing Kern’s World’s last dolphin. The absolute last, hunted to extinction because they were a challenge and a danger to the Stomatopods, and there’s only room for one big smart oceangoing predator in these oceans.

There’s a fortress ahead of him. An artificial reef overgrown with weed, coral and cultivated fields of shellfish. Serfs skim and dart over them, tending the mussel beds and herding fish. They keep a distance from Cato’s hunting party, but they have little to fear. In being declawed, they’ve become non-combatants – a valuable resource. Sometimes it’s safest to be harmless.

When Cato was here before, he fought three of the best among the defenders – warriors who were all tough combatants. The ritualized fights went on for over an hour each, with two surrenders and one who just kept coming until Cato was forced to kill her. Which was entirely acceptable; that’s how it goes. All of this was courtship. Back in the day, he’d just arrive at a burrow held by a female Stomatopod, and display and dance. They’d size each other up, and then she’d agree to let him in or not. In a species where both sexes are so set up for instant murder, consent has always been a mainstay of gender politics. Now, in this more civilized age, and once Cato had established his martial credentials, he was tasked to go hunt down that final cetacean atavism. He is bringing the bludgeoned corpse of the dolphin back in glory, and will be received as the new co-lord of the manor.

Another Cato, then – this one a female, because they’re all equally punchy. It’s a century or so after the last dolphin died, and she’s mustering her forces. Her fortress is considerably grander than before, re-edified until its urchin-crowned spires break the surface at low tide. Moreover, she has a dozen small keeps, each governed by a feudal subordinate. They have gathered before her now, as they must do at regular intervals. The complex nature of Stomatopod communication means their simple written script communicates only base facts shorn of context. Useful for maths and accountancy, planning for shortages or conducting a census, but not for sophisticated speech. Cato needs her dependants here in front of her. In front and facing away, forming a fan before her. Their eyestalks mean they can still see her dancing speech, and they turn to give deferential answers as needed, backing away when they do, so as to ensure their liege is not within reach of their strike. Cato sits right on their tails, though, and at any moment she can strike them – to reprimand, to injure, to kill. They are at her mercy every moment of the audience, and this is how it is done. It’s how she reminds them of their place. If one should turn, and stay at that killing distance, then it would be a challenge and they’d fight, perhaps to the death. Cato has no mercy for insubordination. Given how easily her subordinates could kill her, she can’t afford it.

Each of these lesser lords under her banner (and the currents about her fortress stream with bright flags) have their own courts subservient to them, with warriors perpetually under arms. They have their holdings, their farms, their walls, their wealth – all of it at her whim. Now there’s a neighbouring polity jockeying at the borders, mustering their own warriors, just as two years before there were raiding bands of landless warriors seeking to establish a new fiefdom. There is always a challenge, and Cato wouldn’t have it any other way. Challenge is life. One day she will be bested, and the claws of a rival will crack her shell. That is how she very honestly wishes to die. Not feeble in age, not declawed in shame, not sick. It isn’t religion – there’s no Stomatopod Valhalla – just a culture that’s taken over from some very punchy evolution, and pushed further and further towards might making right.

Stomatopod wars, to human eyes, are bristling, brutal fronts of crustaceans gliding at running speed, exchanging furious barrages of blows until one caves. Momentary breaks, when individual champions, their names containing the mimed details of their renown, meet and duel one another under a massed and faceted gaze. A constant and complex interchange of semaphored signals, given by warlords and then transmitted by serfs wielding great pearlescent batons. It garners a control over the battlefield a medieval king would have wept for, as Stomatopod visual receptors can process batteries of visual signals beyond the hope of human senses.

The next day, this Cato’s armies ride to war as their own centaur-like cavalry. Individuals to confederations to nations to empires. So the tide of the world turns.

Stomatopod life spread rapidly to encompass all the real estate in the world which they considered valuable. Meaning the shelves of shallow seas, not creeping up into the littoral zone nor descending into the depths. Theirs was a world which came with its own hinterlands. Hence it was the Portiids who discovered them, rather than vice versa. One might expect such first contact to have gone very badly, given the pugnacious nature of the sea-dwellers, but the Portiids didn’t trigger their bludgeons. The spiders weren’t competing with them, for the Stomatopods didn’t value either the land or even the waves. The species were objects of safe curiosity to one another, neither threats nor rivals.

Communication was a complex nut to crack. Until they had access to considerable computational power via Avrana Kern, the two species ended up constructing a heavily ritualized and very limited mode of communication, borrowing from the visual and pheromonal elements of both. There was just enough overlap, and the virus did the rest, inserting an understanding that this alien thing was nonetheless a person. Whilst the mantis shrimp traditionally didn’t react well to having persons in front of them, a careful détente was woven.

Trade began. The fruits of the sea in return for the spiders’ artifice. Portiid technology was also free from either metallurgy or fire, instead relying on chemical reactions and biological constructs, which translated into the sea far better than human tech could do. Yet, of a necessity, the two species led parallel lives, lacking the desire or capability to interfere with one another. The skin of the water granted a separation that allowed both to develop in their own way – the Portiids to greater feats of technology, and even an orbital presence, before the humans returned for the final clash and reconciliation between their species. The Stomatopods, meanwhile, expanded the complexity of their society and building, but still cleaved strongly to their feudal warrior ethos, making a virtue of violence and ritual, and seeking no greater world. Until one day they poked an eyestalk above the waves and discovered their terrestrial neighbours were busy with a whole Panspecific confederation of different minds and forms, to which they were cordially invited.

The discovery sent ripples through their carefully curated world. It freed them, destabilized them, enlightened them, and came close to destroying them. Set them on a path that led eventually to the newest Cato, heir of martial greatness, in self-made exile, in regret, about to launch a rescue for a creature whose nature he can barely conceive of.
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Of course, if they are to go rescue Mira from the surface of the planet, adjustments must be made.

Cato is a thing born to the water. Although some crustaceans have made great strides on conquering the land, Stomatopods were never among them. Their walking legs are set in their forward third, the mantis end of the mantis shrimp. Suitable for guiding a buoyed-up body over the seafloor, and entirely compatible with zero-gravity manoeuvres in a ruined ark ship. But inadequate under gravity without a dense medium to support the trailing length of his shrimp-like rear two-thirds. Moreover, the legs aren’t fast. Even in the water they’re used for careful precision work. One cannot charge with them. In water, Cato relies on the beating rows of paddle-like limbs which sit underneath his segmented abdomen, and which are intricately involved with the gills occupying the same space. To move, to breathe, to live. The constant tension between sitting safe in a burrow in stale water, and the lightning dance of the hunt or the duel. This is what it is to be a Stomatopod. Or at least, it’s how Cato’s people reconstruct and mythologize their own nature, now they are cerebrally equipped to do so. There are long visual poems about it, you can be sure. An art-form partaking equally of verse and interpretive dance.

The key concern is that swift freedom of motion is practically a psychological necessity for Cato. There was some attempt, after members of his species began to filter out into the wider interstellar community, to fit them with walking prosthetics, allowing the six segmented legs to plug into a hexapodal frame, which would balance the entire Stomatopod body. To a Human or a Portiid it was the perfect solution. To Cato’s people it felt like being hobbled all the time. Profoundly uncomfortable – as if a human had been given a walking device that worked off the motions of the jaw.

What Cato is having Kern fit him with now is a better solution, designed by the first generation of Stomatopods to educate themselves in higher-tech engineering solutions. Still a source of controversy back home, though, where even leaving the water has complex cultural associations. Jets have complex associations too. Stomatopods have a long familiarity with jet propulsion and traditionally it’s a tool of the enemy. A thing of stealth, cowardice and monstrosity. But, sadly, it’s the absolutely most efficient engineering solution for how to make a Stomatopod properly mobile out of the water.

Needless to say, Cato’s people weren’t impressed when an uplifted species of octopus was discovered out amongst the stars. One more reason a large number of them back home refuse to have anything to do with any of this novelty, and stayed in the ocean.

Kern’s waldos fit Cato’s abdomen with a bank of adjustable nozzles, which connect to his swimming legs, and a skirt of a rubbery material that’s as stab-resistant as high-grade steel. They run some tests, and it’s not too noisy, though anything with ears will hear him coming unless he powers it down. Powering it down will also be the equivalent of him holding his breath, as the constant rush suspending him, hovercraft-like, over the ground also passes a constant current of damp air over his gills. The gills themselves are the principal surgical change Cato has undergone. Although he’ll always prefer breathing water, his gills are now structurally reinforced not to collapse in air. As long as they remain moist, they can draw oxygen out of the passage of air. In fact, as there’s more oxygen in air than water, the whole experience will be something of a drug rush for him, a mild stimulant.

Which you are going to have to keep a lid on, Kern warns him. A figure of speech native to Cato’s visual language, recalling ancestral shellfish prey.

Cato can’t actually answer cogently until the fitting is done, but his pheromonal tone translates as Whatever.

The spider robots jet back from him, and he hangs in the water with his newly armoured abdomen. The ship forms a pocket around them, which drains until there’s nothing but air. For a moment Cato lies awkwardly on his side, then the fans start up and he rights himself, skirt trailing an inch off the floor. He makes a few experimental passes, gliding back and forth. Slow, then faster, agile as an ice-skater, experimenting with inertia and momentum.

‘Acceptable

Needs adjustment.’ He flags up a few of the air jets he isn’t happy with, and Kern resets them remotely. 

‘Better. Now, 

weapons systems.’

This is a rescue, Kern notes.

‘“Rescue”

Implies

“From whom”,’ Cato notes.

‘First survey data suggests

Human occupation,

Suggests

Anti-human ordnance.

And more.’

This is not a declaration of war, Kern points out.

‘Is it not, though?’

I will not be party to a repetition of your failures, Kern says.

Cato goes still, slightly curled, defensive. Hanging in the air as the fans whine and buzz. It’s a challenge. Kern is fronting him. If she was a Stomatopod she’d be right there at the edge of his reach, flashing bright and angry colours. The ancestral mantis shrimp in him yells Fight! An explosion of hues in his mind’s eye. But Cato’s species have come a long way. Cato has come a long way, and done terrible things with joy, and known sorrow.

‘I see,’ is all he conveys.

I am not Avrana Kern, says Avigael Kern, but I will need to stand before her and justify myself. How can I tell her I am as valid an instance as she, if I let these things happen on my watch?

‘Well then:

These measures.’ Cato sketches out a half-dozen potential load-outs. Still with lethal potential, but at least mitigated by a range of deterrents. Not mentioning that, while his punch loses some of its edge in the air, technology is available to bridge that gap, too. Even au naturel he could kill a human with a single strike very easily. Evolved to fight his own kind, Cato going bareknuckle against a human would be like them wrestling an inhabitant of some higher-gravity planet, some crustacean superman, against whom no primate pugilist would have a hope.

Agreed, says Kern, doubtless knowing she’ll not bargain him down any further. The idea of being unarmed, not capable of an instant and lethal response, is a horror to Cato. It’s what was done to the labouring underclass back in the bad old days. No Stomatopod would go into any situation without the ability to kill every single other entity there, just as a matter of courtesy. Honestly, if an opponent arrived with nothing but open hands and a smile, that would be an insult. Cato wishes to be a threat, and be considered a threat, otherwise how can anyone take him seriously?

You’re brooding.

‘What?’ he snaps at Kern. Probably Kern is pondering his species’ cultural unsuitability to be amongst the stars, around peers who don’t share their martial hysteria.

But Kern just says, Portifabian wants to come as well.

Cato works through the combinations of motion and colour until he can disentangle the name. ‘Acceptable.’

They’re not ready.

‘They want to come;

They’re ready,’ Cato decides.

They have gone through a profoundly traumatic transformation. They continue to do so. They think Mira can help them. This may be true, but it doesn’t mean they have to be physically present.

‘Their perspective:

About many things

They are clever,’ Cato says. That’s that, as far as he’s concerned. Not as though he’s leading a crack squad of Stomatopod soldiers, after all. The Dissenter crew are all flakes, in his estimation. Soft creatures, no shell, no punch. He’ll just have to compensate with his own talents. When they are ensconced in the drop vessel Kern has pinched out from the ship’s main mass, he reckons there is only one member of the crew worth anything in an emergency and that, of course, is he himself.

Nothing can possibly go wrong.
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She’d forgotten she was still in trouble. Well, not quite true. Neco had absolutely remembered how she’d started the day about to be given to the wilds as an offering, but had hoped everyone else had forgotten. Given the unprecedented events that had just happened.

Because that thing – the woman-who-wasn’t – was not the world, the wilds, the Life. The constant enemy they lived with, and propitiated and died to, as the price of having any home at all. Neco knows the Life; they all do. It’s monstrous beasts who hunt you even as you hunt them. It’s plagues and sickness spread by spore and insect, that kill livestock and crops and people. It’s voracious swarms of vermin that devour your stocks just before winter sets in. It’s sly things that creep into your house and whisper madness as you sleep. It isn’t a thing which wears a human shape, which morphs and twists and refuses to die. Or, if it is, then the Life of the world has changed.

Not changed enough to alter Neco’s fate, it seems. After the flamethrowers have driven the thing off, they lay hands on her and shove her into one of the pit cells. Just a series of holes in front of the hunters’ barracks, with slatted bars over their mouths. She can hear the squealing and snarling of beasts in some, and the hooting of an infected lunatic in another. And in this one, her own sniffling and whimpering. Either they’re going to sacrifice her because maybe the wilds can be bribed to deal with this new monster. Else they’ll kill her for bringing the creature home with her. Or they’ll just kill her because they’re sick of her. She’s never been popular, which is why she ended up as a putative offering in the first place.

They keep her there over a night, during which she sleeps not at all, but tries to block out the groans of her fellow inmates to hear what’s happening up above. Scouts have been sent after the thing, she grasps. It has been located. The Life, the world, is fighting it. Fighting but not overcoming. Everyone’s worried, as living with the whims of the world is bad enough. But bad in a way they’ve learned how to live with – such as by cutting open luckless mooks like Neco out in the woods. The new thing, the Changing Thing, as they’ve begun calling it, isn’t part of that, though. Life rebelling against itself, or something from somewhere else. There are Other Places, everyone knows. They all came from another place, a world of the dead, one of the points of light you saw in the night sky.

In the morning, they haul her out. Keep her hands bound but don’t immediately beat her, or drag her out into the forest with knives. Take her into the barracks, where her fellow hunters stare balefully at her. Other people start to come in, from different departments. Udin of the Engineers gives her a miserable little glance, before deciding it’s easier not to look at her. Then there’s Mezclo of the Archivists, flapping about in a too-big robe, hood up to hide her face. Neco remembers Mezclo from growing up together – the awkward weird kid always tripping over her own feet. Except she went into the Aptitudes that weird kid and came out with the hand of the Archivists on her shoulder. Just the right sort of weird mind for that sect. From then on, she was apart, learning occult things and kept at arm’s length. Until now, when Archival perspective is needed.

Ellan, the chief hunter, comes in. ‘Key Council is convened,’ she says. That’s how it’s done, when the town’s departments meet. Engineering, Archives, Security, forming the phantom fourth that is Command. Not that Neco is here representing any of them – an object rather than a subject, and that makes her even twitchier.

They talk among themselves, hushed voices, with Neco held by two hunters far enough away she can make out only odd words. There are a lot of glances her way, though, ample reminder she’s right in the middle of this mess. Then it’s Mezclo come to quiz her directly.

‘You spoke to the Changing Thing,’ the Archivist says.

‘It tried to speak to me,’ Neco says. ‘It didn’t know our words at first.’

‘It didn’t attack you.’ Mezclo has a tablet with notes of Neco’s previous interrogation.

Neco shakes her head.

‘It followed you,’ Mezclo says. All those ‘you’s sound very accusatory. Neco doesn’t even bother replying to that one.

Ellan breaks from the huddle. ‘We think it’s interested in you. You were supposed to be offered up. We think it sensed that. It came for you, as an offering.’ It’s a sober, scientific assessment of the situation. Because Science – that lost department split between Engineering and Archives – understands there is the Life, which can be appeased by offerings. That’s just established fact. The Life is wilful, but appreciates a bit of deference, a bit of blood. Can be persuaded to spare a harvest or withhold a plague. Everyone knows this. There have been experiments, carefully recorded by the Archivists. It’s just science.

‘You’re claimed by it,’ Mezclo says. ‘It may talk to you. Tell you what it requires to go away, or become something we can work with. Either way.’ The unspoken coda: maybe all it wants is you.

Neco does not, under any circumstance, want to go face the Changing Thing. At the same time she doesn’t want to be offered up to the Life either, or exiled to become a Wode in the wilds, or just beaten to death for being recalcitrant. That happens; she’s seen it. This weird ambassadorial role they’re putting on her has at least the faint sniff of status. If she can find some sort of rapport with the Thing, maybe she’ll become important. If she’s the only one it will talk to, her fellow townsfolk will have to treat her properly.

That’s what sees her outside the walls, alone, with instructions on how to find the new-made lair of the Changing Thing.

The world loves her for the duration of this trip. The ground softens to her footfall and the trees seem to bend away to let her pass. She glimpses beasts between the trunks: great hairy flanks, striped and stippled, jagged with thorns. Tusks and jaws and rolling eyes. They escort her to her destination. None raises a head in threat. The insects throng the air but don’t bite or sting. The noxious flowers close their petals at her approach. Fungi still the gushing of their spores, so the air she breathes is the sweetest and most health-giving of her life.

Ellan’s hunters trail her to ensure she doesn’t just run into the woods. They are unnecessary. If she cast aside her mission, Neco has no doubt the beasts would change their attitude. Right now, if she took three steps sideways, she could reach out a hand and place it calmly on the forehead of a maned, cat-like thing, with the dislocating jaws of a snake, and a scorpion’s outsize tail. Pet it, scratch it under its jaw. But the moment she turned back it would devour her to the bones. The Life, the world, wants her to confront the Changing Thing just as her people do.

Despite the freshness of the air, Neco hardly dares breathe. The word unnatural is barely in the lexicon, on this world they call Marduk. Nature is not natural here. It is malevolent, domineering, a bullying and capricious force nobody can ever be sure of. So perhaps this Changing Thing is all some new trick of the world, and her antics in approaching it are mere entertainment for the Life. The true master of the planet, that her people struggle constantly against, yet appease and toady to, because you have to live and sometimes that’s the only way. Marduk is an evil world, that’s the truth of it. Sometimes this means people must be evil, too. Wickedness breeds wickedness. The Archivists keep histories demonstrating what happens when some ruler, or town, or individual, cleaves only to kindness, and it’s never pretty.

Ahead, there is a hush. Life sounds to her from either side and behind. Ahead is like the grave. The light there is dimmed, orange-tinged. The plants in that direction are dying. She sees trees shudder, and roots break the ground like the backs of whales. As if the forest itself is trying futilely to flee.

Fear is never far from Neco’s heart; the shared inheritance of all who had no better home than Marduk to come to. It flares in her now, but at the same time this is all that life has left her. She had the mark of doom on her before the Changing Thing came. Only her association with it has altered her fate from victim to having this pitiful agency. She presses on, aware the beasts which walked half-seen alongside her have halted. She is going where the monsters fear to tread.

Ahead of her the forest is draped in shimmering, orange-shaded veils, as though some nest of spiders has been busy. They glisten in the light, and grow thicker. Slick, mucosal sheets of tissue, coating the branches and hanging in folds and draperies on either side. They’ve eaten the leaves off the trees, and Neco sees where hundreds of insects have been caught, and are now just disarticulated assemblages of chitin. Not just insects. There are skulls baring rodent incisors at her, and the suspended skeletons of the things which hunt them. Even the bones are being eaten away.

She doesn’t touch the hanging shrouds. Nor does the wind, yet they ripple and sway for the sheer joy of it.

She presses on and the gloom builds about her, the canopy overhead now one of slimy, membranous layers. As though she’s entering a tent, a cave, a throat. Some dark place where the nightmares come from. Ahead the ground itself is eaten away, into a pit that’s become a pool. The stuff within slops and ripples incessantly.

Neco has been sent as ambassador, of her people, perhaps of the world. Sent to a thing which has come from outside, or that’s what Mezclo claims. Come from the place they all came from, perhaps. That poison place, for this is a poison thing.

It hasn’t eaten her yet. She has a sense of attention paid to her, for all there’s not a sensory organ in sight. The air is damp, cloying, somehow simultaneously sticky-hot and clammy-cold.

‘Hello,’ she says, and the surface of the pool ripples like an eardrum at the sound. Something rises from it – no, it forms itself into a shape, created moment to moment out of its own substance. A shape Neco knows. The woman’s shape, from before, but translucent and hollow, as though someone fantastically moulded a soap bubble into the full-size form of a person.

The eyes open, or at least a film glides back from blank orbs which texture themselves to feign a focus, and the focus is on Neco. The mouth moves. The first time there’s more stuff behind it, no throat. Then it manufactures a void within it, but only gurgle and slop issues forth. At last the very surface of the thing – the entire surface, the entire thing – buzzes and vibrates, and a voice issues into the shrouded clearing. ‘Hello.’ Neco’s word and intonation, reproduced in the voice the woman used before.

‘They sent me,’ Neco says. A nervous glance behind. Yes, the way back is technically open, but what’s that worth exactly? ‘To talk.’

‘To talk,’ the Changing Thing says, ‘to Mira.’

‘To talk,’ Neco repeats. ‘Are you – Mira?’

‘Mira is us,’ the Changing Thing says. Now all the hanging sheets and oozing blankets of it buzz and pulse to make the sounds. ‘Mira is who we try to be, but so many so many so hard to be just only Mira. Mira, our child, our sweet child, what have they done to you.’

‘I . . .’ Neco says.

‘Their axes their fire their violence, what are they teaching poor Mira of life of the world of how to be?’ The voice has become voices, slightly out of sync, so that a choir of babble surrounds her.

I am dead, Neco knows. Dead here, or dead on a stone somewhere. She’s always been a coward, but then there’s always been somewhere to run to, and that path behind her isn’t fooling her for a moment. It’s a poor time to discover a hard nut of determination inside herself.

‘The world hates you,’ she tells the Changing Thing.

‘We love the world,’ the chorus replies. ‘So many new things. We want it. We want it all. Mira won’t let us have it. She’s screaming at us. She wants to have us all back, but they shot her cut her burned her and that hurt. Mira is upset.’

Neco blinks. She feels upset is a groundbreaking understatement.

‘Mira was hurt,’ the voices of the Changing Thing tell her. ‘She’s still trying to process why everyone was so mean to her. She’s trying to pull herself together. The world still fights us, and that makes us want to be the world, so we can understand why. Mira wants to stop us but we want to be. What is the world, little singular one? We need to understand it. Can you tell us?’

Neco opens her mouth, and realizes that sending her was a mistake. An Archivist, surely, or even an Engineer would have been better. But they were cowards and sent her, because she knows nothing, is valued at nothing too, so who cares if she’s lost?

‘I don’t know,’ she says, but all the gelatinous substance around her trembles.

‘The knowledge is within you,’ says the Changing Thing. Then the mouth of its humanoid avatar gapes wide, and a single voice comes from it.

‘No!’ it cries. ‘Not again!’ It’s this last word, really. The agony in it. The fact things like this have happened before and never gone well. A thousand years of purgatory in that single word.

The false eyes lock with Neco’s own. ‘Run!’ it tells her, and she turns to, but just as she knew, there’s no way back. The hanging sheets and smothering folds of the thing sag and drool down towards her, and she’s lost.
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Portifabian suspects Mira won’t be able to help them. That was just a ruse, after Kern expressed concern about whether they’d be fit to go down to the planet. Portifabian finds that, of all things, they don’t want to be left alone. Irony, given that alone is the thing they can’t actually be. Not alone with themselves, not alone with Kern. But being in company with multiple other entities takes the edge off the horrible in-company they’ve been damned to, the company of each other.

Portia has thoughts, and they are superior thoughts, since she’s a superior sort of spider. Fabian also has thoughts, and in the past, whilst Portia had been aware of him as a thinking being, she could mostly disregard them, because he was a decidedly inferior spider, so his thoughts would be of a similar vintage.

Now his thoughts are her thoughts, and they come to her as if they had originated within her mind. She can’t call them out as anything other than equally meritorious – better in some areas, worse in others, but averaging out as just thoughts. They have no essential Fabianity to them, to mark them out as lesser.

Fabian has thoughts, and they are superior thoughts, because he’s a spider who’s seen all sides of life, and actually had to work for what he has, dancing the dance of a Portiid born to a gender which must work twice as hard for half as much. He’d known Portia had thoughts, surely, but he’d been absolutely sure they were shallow ones steeped in the unexamined assumptions of privilege, so less valid than his own hard-won beliefs.

Now her thoughts are his thoughts, and, although he hadn’t exactly been wrong, there is far more original thought originating within Portia than he’d believed. He can’t ignore it either, as he is Portia and those thoughts originate within him. Despite Portia’s background there’s nothing inherently Portianic about the thoughts she has. It was only that they’d arisen in a distinct mind – a distinction now lost.

Portifabian fights to be two poles, but every instant of their experience shows them to be a continuum. All the things they think of as defining moments and characteristics of self are shown as merely incidental. They are trains of associations, reinventing themselves moment to moment, and now they’re running with jumbled carriages on the same track.

The model they arrived at – independently, yet simultaneously together – is that their mental processes arise from a common point. Then some intervening slits distort them into a muddied state, where they are simultaneously two distinct signals and a grand cloud of all the possible ideas which might exist between their two points of view, before converging into a single point where their thoughts are translated into bodily response. Hence, when Kern tells them they should stay home, they fight and argue and roil within their collective mind. But together they give the unified response that, no, they absolutely have to go down to the planet to save Mira, so that Mira can save them.

This is a lie because they’ve become a form of cognition that Mira’s voracity can’t touch. After all, the Nodan life form couldn’t take Kern herself on board (not that Kern had exactly assisted with any enquiries in that direction). Mira wouldn’t be able to take their minds and disentangle them, or insert some therapeutic microbial life into their ant-computer substrate. But, for the duration of the mission, at least they will just be one/two amongst many, and that might keep them sane. Until . . .

They collapse from being one another, or until they find some stable state they can tolerate.

We could divide this colony in two – Fabian thinks.

Then one Portia and one Fabian could extinguish themselves, leaving one of each, Portia thinks, and feels sick, because it was his thought and also hers, and his sickness too. They both know it won’t work. Not only because, out of the four possible entities thus created, who would volunteer for extinction? But also because there are no hard lines. Take away a Fabian, and there wouldn’t be enough Portia left to take up the slack, and vice versa.

Around them the drop ship jolts and shudders as it wrestles atmosphere and gravity. This is another section of the Dissenter, pinched off from the main. Kern exists within it, as she does back on the vessel they’ve parted from. For reasons of space, she isn’t instantiated in a physical body, inhabiting only the ship itself.

The three physical crew are packed into the central void of the drop ship. Air-filled, because once gravity comes into play, keeping a water-packed ship in the air is an exciting physics challenge. Cato takes up the central line of the space in his armoured and segmented vehicular suit. On the other side, Alis is also in a rather lighter suit, tucked in foetal position, clinging to straps and handholds exuded by the floor. Portifabian’s own spiderform body is considerably better at holding position as the wind and the descent pummel them. A steadier descent is entirely possible, but Cato is piloting and he likes to make a fight out of everything.

The drop ship shifts its shape as they descend – from a globe to an egg, from an egg to a saucer, catching a compressed mass of air in its concave underside and surfing roughly along on it to slow its descent. Then, once they’re below the clouds and their headlong dive has coasted to something manageable, it takes on an undulating medusoid form, which holds itself up in the air through a constant ripple of its widespread skirt. The volume of the ship – not the cramped crew compartment but the body of the ship itself – is now around twenty times the original. A honeycomb of air and hydrogen cells, with a density averaging out as basically nothing worth worrying about. Nothing a little undulation can’t keep in the air.

Cato wishes you to know he’s satisfied with our atmospheric entry, Kern informs them. They have their internal translation facilities, but currently Kern is acting as linguistic go-between, having more resources for the task, and given neither of the others can observe Cato’s constrained signalling.

Portia has some choice words for Cato on just how brutal the business needed to be; Fabian is conciliatory and wishes to congratulate him, save that Portia also recognizes his need to keep their captain happy, and he understands that sometimes cocky pilots need a slap to keep them focused. In the end they say nothing.

Soon after, Kern says, This must be Mira.

They examine the data. There’s an area picked out. A small area, but it’s definitely a distinct environmental zone. So where’s Mira? Portifabian applies their combined resources, and both separately/simultaneously come to the understanding that, no, the area is Mira. Which suggests things have already gone badly wrong for their crewmate.

‘This may be more than we can deal with,’ they say – two distinct tangles of cognition arriving at exactly the same words.

Alis believes that she, with her special connection to Mira, will still be able to assist, Kern says, and then, What are those?

Their jellyfish-shaped ship veers suddenly, trying to take evasive action, but it wasn’t exactly built for precision manoeuvring. It grows eyes, and Portifabian is gifted with a wheeling exterior perspective on her displays, and through her implants. Things are ascending towards them from the dense canopy below. Flying things. Huge long-boned things, their crested heads tipped with skewering razor-edged beaks as long as a human, their wingspans twenty metres at least. Impossible, yet they move through the air with appalling deftness. The ship is very definitely their target, though surely no prey in this world can resemble it.

Brace, Kern says, then the whole semi-living vessel around them is shuddering as the first beak gouges in.
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Of those on board, only Kern might have had the perspective to recognize the biological exemplar of their attackers, but she was never much interested in palaeontology. Plus, the creatures that are tearing at the fringes of their craft are larger than the extinct azhdarchids of Earth ever grew, and more ferocious. The Dissenter’s atmospheric craft is tougher than its medusoid appearance suggests, but those razor beaks are slicing through its substance with ease. It veers sideways, shuddering and casting off clouds of organic chaff, but the draconic fliers are remorseless, not to be distracted. Motivated by something other than hunting instinct, Cato surmises.

Well fine. Fair game, in anyone’s book. Nobody’s going to rap his knuckles for shooting this endangered species, not that he has knuckles.

‘The flight of the ship,’ he says on all channels.

‘Is someone else’s problem.’

It’s Kern’s, or maybe Portifabian’s. Cato doesn’t particularly care. He’s given his orders and if things go wrong it’s someone else’s fault. He’s going to do what only he can, out of this clutch of clawless wonders.

Tell me you’re not going to do what I think you are, Kern says, the projected light of her message flickering in the lower reaches of his eyes. Cato can tell she’s a virtual entity, without the need to move a body about, because if anyone had talked like that in the real they’d have exhausted themselves by the third sentence.

‘We’re challenged,’ he says shortly.

‘We fight.’ He’s reconfiguring the ship as he speaks, lesser appendages touching the sensitive control surfaces. Like the Portiids, Stomatopods have nothing resembling human hands, but their limb assemblage is more versatile, taken as a whole – far better for multitasking. His eyes take in one stream of data, while his antennae monitor the motions of his mouthparts and walking legs. Cato can feel the particular mental state coming over him, the one his people celebrate with dance-poems and epic sagas. The warrior moment, when time becomes his servant and proximity his weapon.

The cavity within the ship is abruptly battered by howling winds. Alis actually flies loose from her socket in the floor, and Cato catches her with the jets of his abdominal prosthesis. He thrusts her back down, hearing shocked breath driven from her body. Then he’s rising. The centre of the floor thrusts upwards, creating a podium he can ascend. The jets push him the last of the distance, and then he’s scrabbling through the central hatch the upper hull has formed into. Up onto the exterior of the ship, which is currently half-falling, half-gliding, canted at a perilous angle and under attack by pterosaurs.

Cato lives for times like this. In this modern age, they’re few and far between, which has led to regrettable things. But this time it’s different. A just fight. A real enemy. If he were human, he’d be grinning like a maniac. Instead, his mouthparts are scraping back and forth like a murderous chef sharpening knives.

He emerges into the battering force of the gale, latching on with his walking limbs and setting his fans to oppose the tempest, just enough to hold him in place. The shadow of one of their attackers passes over him, prompting a brief hunkering response, a moment’s flash of prey-fear in him that he fights back, feeds off. Then one of the vast reptiles comes down right before him, four sets of claws hooked into the substance of the ship, tearing great gouges. Its serpent neck crooks back, two metres of beak preparing to impale him. Maybe his carapace would ward it off, reinforced as it is with a variety of artificial fibres; maybe his armoured suit would suffice. Cato doesn’t intend finding out. He thrusts forward, adjusting for the wind that tries to drag him sideways, turning the motion into a slewing curve, which puts him at the monster’s right shoulder and within range. His arms, already ratcheted to full tension, explode outwards, even as its lunging beak pierces the space he’d just been occupying.

He’s better underwater. It seems counterintuitive: water, the denser medium, should slow his strikes. If you strike fast enough in water, though, you can mess with localized pressure so as to create cavitation bubbles which, in their near-instantaneous collapse, add a whole secondary impact force to the already formidable blow. Cato is exactly that fast. Underwater he’d just about explode this thing’s bones, and kill it with the shockwave. None of that works in air, though. So Cato cheats.

In the instant of his strike – which is already shattering bones where the creature’s wing meets its body – a magnetic field bubble coalesces about the point of contact. This compresses the air there into a microsecond of pressure and heat, an implosion and then an explosion. Cato feels the very satisfactory shiver of it through his exoskeleton, including a few stress warnings to suggest he doesn’t want to let fly at full strength that often, in case he punches his own arms off. The flying monster basically ends up with the entire contents of its body cavity out the other side as well as char-broiled. There’s a betrayed expression in its nearside eye, or that’s how Cato characterizes it. Then the limp anatomical diagram it’s become is caught by the wind and flails away in the ship’s wake like a failed kite. Score one to Cato.

There are at least two others, and they’ve just seen this display of Stomatopod engineering, which has tended to prefer sledgehammers when there’s a nut to be cracked. They wheel overhead, but none of them has a go at him with those beaks. Keeping their distance in a way that suggests rather more smarts than those small skulls should hold, by Cato’s reckoning. Which means the really fun part of the encounter is over. It’s just as well he didn’t listen to Kern when he was tooling up for the mission.

He digs in with his walking legs and telson – the shield-like plate at the end of his tail. The ship obligingly provides him with firm support at his direction. One of the pterosaurs keens overhead, screeching murder at him, and Cato performs some scratch ballistics calculations. The paired cannons that unpack from his cephalothorax casing can be calibrated all the way from non-lethal crowd control to siege-breaker, the former being entirely a concession to Kern’s sensibilities, and the latter Cato’s preferred solution. His eyestalks pivot and tilt. For a moment he almost loses his aim, because there’s a weird glitter emanating from the creature’s very skin, like he saw on the infested ark ship. Then he has its speed and trajectory, and unloads.

It explodes in a red flurry, gone from a living thing to a ragged piece of scarlet sailcloth. The last creature ducks past the horizon of the ship’s edge, frantically losing height to get clear of his eye. Again, rather sharper than an animal should be, where guns are concerned.

‘Give chase,’ he tells Kern. A faint hope, as this vessel would take about an hour to reconfigure itself for such aerobatics.

It isn’t fleeing, Kern says. It’s— Her meaning communicates itself through a violent lurch of the ship, then a shuddering. The ground is abruptly half of Cato’s sky. The creature is clinging on beneath them, and he can easily envision that beak stabbing and stabbing.

‘Acceptable,’ he decides, and casts himself off the low edge of the tilting ship, into empty space.

Cato! Kern shouts. She hates it when he’s like this. When he’s most himself, rushing to recapture How things should be. Kern’s worry isn’t unreasonable, since historically his kind haven’t covered themselves with glory, but the siren call of the way of the warrior sings loud in Cato. He lets gravity take him, just so he can see his enemy.

It’s hooked into the underside of the ship like a monstrous bat, its dagger head carving up the vessel. Not wild savagery but a keen precision, targeting those parts of the ship providing lift and giving direction to the undulating edge. A very mindful attempt to bring them down.

Cato almost unleashes his full armoury on it, save that would turn the ship into ribbons of gel along with the monster. Precision, then. Precision, while falling backwards away from a ship which is itself falling erratically at a different angle. His eyes weave and focus, and the mind behind performs mathematical wonders that barely touch on its conscious workings.

That head, weaving its long, mobile neck. Darting in and out on its destructive errands with the speed and accuracy of a seamstress’s needle. Cato lets himself fall into the warrior moment and fires. One second the beast’s head is drawn back for another strike at the ship’s innards, the next there’s just a ragged red edge where the neck ends.

Cato knows satisfaction, or that’s the closest Human word for how he feels. A poor shadow of the Stomatopod emotion, which encompasses scholarly appreciation, aesthetic joy and artistic flair at the perfect strike. Shattering a clam, or defeating a worthy opponent, or exploding the head of a pterosaur at a hundred metres.

The ship is still faltering in the air. Kern informs him she’s identified a drop site, which is as far as the vessel can take them until its organic self-repair routines have done their job. All of which is secondary to Cato, because, of course, he’s not on the ship any more, having become a separate entity independently subject to the planet’s gravity.

‘I will rejoin

In due course,’ he says, then turns his attention to his fans. The suit isn’t designed as a flying machine, or at least not at any height above thirty centimetres from the ground. However, it has a certain ability to at least slow his descent, through ferocious and carefully angled applications of its fans. Cato drops through the air in a series of surfs and shudders, riding turbulence currents invisible even to him. Below him, the canopy of the forest . . .

Shimmers in constellations of inexplicable light, pulsing and reacting to him, as though the whole place is infested with hive-linked fireflies. Elliptical light, glistening in a network across the whole of the living world below him. If he hadn’t been dropping out of the sky, it would’ve been quite the distraction.

He sees the ship come down, only because he has three-hundred-and-sixty-degree vision. Mostly he sees the canopy approaching, and he hits its upper reaches faster than he’d have liked. There’s enough of it to give his fans something to push him off, and so he comes through it in a series of barely controlled crashes, ending up spinning wildly in a whirl of leaf litter and random insects, until he can get his thrust back under control.

‘Come at me,’ he declares to the world, meaning a quick flash of colour and a spread of walking limbs, just to let it know he’s ready for it. After that he locates the ship’s beacon and weaves a swift course between the trees to find it. The murky undersea light beneath the canopy almost makes him feel at home.

Some large mammal decides to give him grief halfway there. It’s four times his size and ten times his mass, but he makes it regret its life choices very quickly. After he does so, there’s another lightshow, the peculiar invisible light scattering in all directions through every living thing. To Cato, inheritor of a visual language, it’s as though the forest is whispering. He wonders if it’s afraid of him yet.

It’s a terrible thing to say about his personal character, but Cato is beginning to like this new planet.
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When Neco comes back to herself, the woman’s there. Not the horrible soap-bubble approximation, but in full living substance and colour. A strange-looking woman, but not so very strange. The sort of person you don’t know from your own town, but if you travelled to some neighbouring place she’d not seem out of place. She wears odd clothes, of course, but even there the styling is distantly familiar. Neco thinks she sees a familial connection, as though these odd fabrics are nonetheless worked into patterns drawn from a common ancestor of her own clothes. Sartorial cousins.

‘Mira,’ she says.

The woman nods. ‘And you’re Neco. Neco Kasmar. After Cosimir. Not actually your ancestor, but someone your ancestors wished to be associated with. A folk hero.’

Neco blinks. None of it’s false, but that’s not usually how people talk. Even as she thinks it, the same revelation seems to come to Mira. Chagrin passes over her face, and she steps back.

‘Come, sit,’ she invites.

Neco has lived all her life in or near green spaces. Green spaces are hostile, secret, shadowed, deceptive. You can’t trust the wilds; you can’t trust the Life. Sometimes you can make a deal with it, but never on your terms. Other times it just wants to kill or torment you, make you sick, make you starve. It enjoys pain. That’s green. That’s the world, to Neco.

Beyond Mira is a green space that’s nothing she’s ever known. Low-cut grass, neatly trimmed, and bounded by hedges which have been squared off with geometrical precision. Here and there they’re crowned with monsters, but the monsters are made of hedge – impotent, faintly ludicrous. A griffin rears, a fish twists upwards, some long-nosed thing of uncertain provenance just sort of sits in a rather dejected posture. Elephant comes the word, in Neco’s mind, and she thinks, really? The problem is neither she nor the topiarist ever actually saw one, so it’s anybody’s guess how good the simulacrum is.

The sky is blue, cloudless, the sun flaringly bright, and of a different colour and character to the orb Neco knows. Marduk’s atmosphere has more particulate matter and water vapour than Earth’s, and its star radiates on a slightly different spectrum. But this, apparently, is Earth. Neco knows these things, and is uncomfortably aware she shouldn’t. Earth doesn’t actually look like this, even if it’s a real place. It’s the poison star that everyone was fleeing, in the great ship which brought her ancestors here. If Earth had looked like this, why would anyone have left it?

‘Earth was like this once,’ Mira says, even though Neco didn’t actually voice the question. ‘Or at least this is what it looked like in my earliest memory’s recollections of it.’ An oddly redundant turn of phrase. ‘Come, sit.’

There’s a table there. A long one, lots of chairs, lots of company. Mira has taken the nearest seat, at the head. There’s a place prepared at her right hand for Neco. Food there: little cakes on delicate porcelain, a cup of hot tea, freshly poured and steaming. Neco doesn’t know what tea is, and her mental image of a cake isn’t this iced and be-cherried thing, yet she understands what they are, and even knows how the tea should taste.

She lets out a small, uncertain sound.

‘Sit, please,’ Mira says, a little strained.

Neco goes to her chair, places a hand on the back, glances at the other guests. They drink their tea, eat cakes, and yet still have cake to eat after they’re done, in defiance of folk wisdom. She sees a woman wearing some sort of heavy armoured suit, the neck a wide ring, and a visored helmet on the table by her cup. There’s a man with a mass of machinery bulking out the back of his head. There’s another man, bigger, with his swollen foot up on a stool. And more, and more. They’re shadows until she focuses on them, when faces and names swim up into actuality. Beyond them are others who don’t fit the chairs or the tea-set so well. Many-legged things sucking sustenance from their cups with long fangs; squirming tentacled shapes impossibly supported in the air; worse things.

‘No,’ Mira says sharply, dragging her attention back. For a moment Mira herself is only a shadow, until Neco’s focus makes her real. For a moment Neco is no more than a shade herself.

‘Me,’ Mira says. ‘I’m the real one. Look at me, Neco. Sit.’

Neco sits. Inside, she’s shaking. Something’s terribly wrong. Around her, all the shadows pantomime their tea party. They murmur polite conversation that’s just rhubarb-rhubarb, until she concentrates on them, and words bob to the surface of the muttering like corpses from dark water.

‘Please,’ she says. ‘I don’t know where this is or what’s happening.’ She waits for the knowledge to come to her like everything else, but it doesn’t. She knows this is because Mira is preventing her from knowing.

‘I need to understand what’s going on,’ Mira says. ‘Please would you help me? This planet is trying to destroy me and I don’t know why. What did I do?’

Neco has a brief recollection of axes, of blood, of hideous mutability.

‘Yes,’ Mira admits. ‘That. But in my defence, that was, well, in my defence. And the world was attacking me before that. I am not of this world, it’s true. Not of your planet, nor of Earth. However hard I try, I’m always going to be other. But I’ve been on many worlds and this isn’t how they work. They don’t unite to drive me out. That isn’t . . . Neco, why is this happening?’

Neco only knows that the wilds have a will, and the will is malign. The wilds are constantly at war with people, and the only thing saving people from extinction is the fact their misery is entertaining. Life is struggle; a struggle that can only be endured and never overcome. This is what children learn at their mother’s breast, those who aren’t orphaned already. She realizes Mira doesn’t know this, or not other than through Neco. Mira is horrified at Neco’s memories, and Neco is horrified at Mira’s ignorance.

‘I struggled once,’ Mira says softly. ‘Long ago, when struggle was all there was, but even then my life was better than yours. The oppression of that world was happenstance, not malice. How can a whole world be malevolent? I don’t understand.’

Neco doesn’t understand either. She’s never even questioned it. This is how they live, on Marduk, and their view of poisoned Earth is that it was just one more planet devoted to torturing its children. Mira has known other lives and better lives, and the unfairness of it brings tears to Neco’s eyes. She gets up and . . .

She can’t get up.

All the tea party guests are watching her. Dark eyes in shadow faces, cups paused partway to lips. Those who have lips.

Neco tries to shove her chair back, but it’s part of the ground. She tries to stand up again but she’s part of the chair. They all are. They’re one thing, and the thing is her, and she’s part of it.

‘I’m sorry,’ Mira says. ‘I’m trying to pull myself under control, but you . . . When you came to me I was just the skin, just the skin over all the . . . all the me. The rest of the me. The us.’

Neco doesn’t understand, but then she does, full enlightenment flooding in as though Mira has opened a door to the depths of the sea. In that moment she knows a horror beyond all possible boundaries. In the heart of the horror there’s a glory, too, though it’s a terrible thing in its own way. When she was in the teeth of the world, it had her for a few score years at most before it broke her, but now she’s here, she’s here within Mira.

Forever.
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Hartmand wanted to space Pil’s body. Dorcheson had been talking about burning it, though she’d insisted someone else come up with a logistical solution as to how they might accomplish that. Milner barely reacted, to the corpse or to the man being dead. Nobody mourned.

Kott had expected it to bring them together, somehow. The idea that the nearness of mortality, a mirror for their own fragile human lives, might actually draw some human decency from her fellows. A small light, to be brought out from under so great a bushel. But there was no light, and she wasn’t entirely sure why she’d expected any.

She hadn’t expected grief to well up in her own breast, certainly. She’d literally been there with a blunt object and the full intention of killing the bastard herself. Hypocritical of her to feel his loss, rather than just hard done by that he’d beaten her to it. Yet she did. Ken Pil was dead. Her co-conspirator, mentor and tormentor. A full-on sociopath who, in any other company, would have been ostracized as the devil, save he’d hidden within such a pack of malevolent rogues his shortcomings looked almost like lovable foibles.

She was the only mourner at the funeral, therefore. She found a storage space and dragged his stiff body into it – he weighed next to nothing, shockingly little left of him for death to claim. Masked, gloved, swathed in protective overalls, she carved chunks off the rampant biological growth about his terminal. With a suction hose she scoured the air of his quarter for spores. She threw all the festering churn she’d collected in with his corpse and then sealed the door. She’d picked a spot diametrically opposite the hub, and the other three barely travelled these days. Nobody would find it. Pil would be digested by his own creations, which was justice and respect both, as much as he deserved of either.

She told the others the body was taken care of, and nobody even cared enough to ask.

After that, she connected to the system via his terminal and patiently examined what he’d been doing. As the lone attendee at his death rites, it was only fair she should be the sole beneficiary of the will. Perhaps he’d found some subtle way to interface with the biosphere, a back door access nobody else had discovered. That was the dream, after all. To experience that unadulterated divinity as she had the first time, uncontaminated by the backwash of the others. As though she and the other three had been passing around a bottle more than half full of spit by the time it came to her. That was what her glorious godhood had degraded to, from that first untrammelled glory. Every part of the world she touched now was already grimy with the fingerprints of others, malodorous with their halitosis and armpit stench, greasy with their sweat. The caustic secretions of their personalities, like refuse-juices marinating her poor brain. Just as they’d not been aware of Pil dripping his poison into their ears, perhaps Pil in turn hadn’t had to live steeped in a solution of their gall. He’d been Ken Pil, after all. The mad chemist, with his own brain as the test tube. If anyone was going to come up with a piece of spectacular genius it would have been him.

He’d been restricting his activity to a tight range of species, she discovered, using the bugs as his on-planet terminal to engineer the world. Breeding them like a toolkit. Bugs to devour, bugs to pollinate, and bugs to secrete chemicals which would act on the wider ecosystem. Pil with his pharmaceuticals, trying to give the whole planet a very bad trip. The bugs had spread out to do his bidding, but Pil hadn’t gone with them. Pil had just made a loop of himself within that set of species, and used them as his interface with the world. Nobody else had wanted the bugs, so nobody else had found him there, or felt the brush of his loathsome antennae.

It must be more than that, Ken. He’d been acting on the world, after all. He’d been using the light code Milner had developed to distribute his commands through the living system. She could see that. Yet nobody else had noticed him. Neither the old intolerable mingling of wills, nor the flicker of Ken Pil at work here emanating from those parts of the biosphere he’d been inhabiting. He, their fifth deity, had been the perfect fifth column.

It was staring her right in the face, but for the longest while she couldn’t see it. Ironic, since that was exactly how his little twist worked. Different light. Invisible light that she and the others weren’t looking for, and which the regular senses of the Hartland fauna couldn’t register. Not even infrared or ultraviolet, which plenty of animals could detect; Pil’s commands were encoded into shifts in the polarization of the light everyone else was using. A whole wealth of information piggy-backing on their own commands. Light could encode vastly more data than simply ‘off’ and ‘on’. Milner hadn’t thought of that, but Ken Pil had been a grade A left-field thinker. He’d taken Milner’s code and refined it in a way that enacted his desires without causing a ripple in the biosphere. She only realized just how much influence he’d wielded after he was gone, and the others were released from the intrusive mire of his thoughts. If they had all broken, lost hope, given up on themselves and the world, flown the Pancreator into the sun, that would have been a win for Pil. It was the secret weapon he’d left her. It wasn’t for Kott, though. She wanted to live. And for that she needed the others, as more hands to the pump.

Instead, she put on her brightest smile and made her way back to the hub. There, announced she’d made an amazing advance in the way they could use Milner’s code to manage the planet below, and wasn’t she so terribly clever? The means they’d been using to interface with the world, developed step by step as crises prompted, had reached its final, perfected form. She said nothing about Pil, and none of the others even mentioned him again.

With Pil no longer acting as a fifth column within the biosphere, their reign as masters of the world finally began in earnest. Two at a time, giving one another space, signalling their moves. A détente that endured, because they had no option but to work with one another. Each of them as important as the others. No Number One or Number Two. Someone had finally found a way, Kott thought with a smirk, to neuter Hartmand’s ego. The four of them – the survivors – toasted one another’s efforts and the world below prospered. The Pancreator lived and, in living, replicated the dead functions which meant they, too, lived. They had long lives of godhood left ahead of them. What a fool Pil had been, cutting his own short like that. Before I did it for him. But she never told her fellows that part of the story, so it was excised from the myth cycle. She had everything she’d wanted, and hadn’t even had to dirty her hands.

All was good, a carefully limited slice of paradise. As above, so below. They all live happily ever after. The end, no coda, no epilogue, and – given the people involved – most certainly no moral message.

It lasted a long time before it all came down, but even if the ever-after was cut so short, the happily was long dead by then.
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Sometimes she dreamt of the ships.

She wasn’t supposed to dream. She didn’t sleep, after all. Dorcheson’s damnable biomod, that they’d all accepted. Kott had tried to remove it, once. Blocked and unblocked biochemical pathways in her own metabolism, awake and her brain stinging with each change. Using Pil’s leftover pharmaceuticals to monkey with her monkey heritage. To try to reclaim that birthright, sleep. She was so sick of being awake, and the only other alternative was death. She hadn’t managed it, though. Even with everything refigured, her mind wouldn’t rest. She just became deathly tired, yet still unable to sleep – worst of both worlds. Then came trying to reverse all the ham-fisted changes she’d made, and she couldn’t ever quite make that work properly either. So she never slept but sometimes she dreamt. Eyes open, cogs of the mind spinning, lost in terrible phantasmagoria.

In just this state, she saw the ships. Hartmand’s ships. His cultists, his followers, his devotees. There had been, she saw, thousands of them. Tens of thousands. Millions. Not just one ark ship but dozens, hundreds. A fleet such as humanity had never seen. They had slipped away from Earth before the wars and the disasters. They were sleek, gleaming machines of mass interstellar transportation, built along the same lines as the Pancreator, but dwarfing that singular vessel. When Hartmand had fled Earth, he’d been in disgrace, humiliated by his rival Avrana Kern. Somehow, in his absence, his name had grown and prospered in the minds of the many. At the end, Kott saw, his adherents had been legion. So when his call came, or when the predetermined trigger he’d left them was activated, they’d flocked to those beautiful, shining ships. The great colonial armada they’d constructed to his order, in his memory. They’d launched themselves away from the only world they’d ever known, and the only world that had ever been suited to human habitation, without a backwards glance. She saw them, in vast ranks of cryogenic pods. The perfect, the select, the chosen. Rank on rank of cheery faces. Eyes still open somehow, behind the frost-rimed glass. Wearing shirts with Hartmand’s face on it, caps with his company logos. A vast army of the willingly subservient casting themselves towards the promised land. The one specific point in the void where they’d be made welcome and given new lives. In her dream there was no end to them. When her viewpoint put her on Earth, or Earth orbit, they embarked and embarked and embarked, infinite queueing lines of clean-cut, healthy, excited people, who wanted nothing more than to go into space to become Gerey Hartmand’s chosen.

In her dream she saw the deathly signal from Earth outstrip them. Out in the desperate void of space, where nobody could help them, even if everyone hadn’t been sleeping away the light years. She saw those gleaming, miraculous craft turn off one by one. Each light, each indicator. She saw the suspended animation of that grinning, gurning host become real cold, real ice, real death. Every last one of them still and rigid in the containers they hadn’t known were coffins. She saw all of them. All the thousands of them. The dream went on forever. Mostly that was as far as she got.

Only sometimes it was worse. Sometimes she saw them arrive. In those dreams, the vista shifted to the world of Hartland, the world below them. There were no bugs in that dream. Somehow she and her fellows had actually made a paradise. A verdant, glorious forest world of crystal waters and bright flowers. A thing of beauty. Another Earth, free from the corrupting influences that had destroyed the original. Somehow. The dream was vague on this point, because if ever a world was grown from a corrupted seed it was Hartland.

In the sky over that perfect world, the lights appeared. The fires. The shooting stars. A hundred thousand colony ships coming home at last. Because death didn’t stop you, in space. Only life could do that. Newton’s grim dictum stated that you kept on going, neither slowing nor deviating, save by some outside agency. So that legion of ships, that flotilla of mausoleums, finally crossed all the void there was, until it appeared in the sky above Hartmand’s new Earth, prepared in ages past for their coming, just as per the prophecy they’d followed. Never mind that it couldn’t happen like this. That the approach of any such ship would need to be mediated by complex manoeuvres: slingshotting, deceleration, something to stop them just near-missing the entire star system and vanishing off into the broad forever. In her dream none of that was necessary. They were bang on target, one planet to another, even with a dead hand on the switch.

She watched them as they became torches in the atmosphere, setting the very air alight with the fury of their descent. A hundred thousand ships of a hundred thousand tons, each one with an atomic furnace in its heart. Even without the ships, ten thousand tons of dead humanity, raining down on her beautiful idyll world in fire and destruction. Torching the forests and boiling the rivers, until the whole planet below was nothing but a cinder studded with the charred remnants of the dead.

Not once, not twice, many times over she dreamt this, knowing she was awake and could snap out of it at any time. But didn’t, because she deserved it. For her part in it all – the end of Earth and the birth of whatever the hell malformed thing they had created here – she deserved this torment and worse. The dream was showing her that, no matter what she did, or what any of the rest of them did, nothing they could create would be beautiful for long, and nothing would last.
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The intolerable thing was they were victims of their own success. Kott’s dreams of having it all taken away from them notwithstanding, perhaps that was what they truly deserved.

The four of them, as gods. A more misbegotten pantheon ancient humanity had never dreamt of. Each one was a distinct point in that living firmament now, two on shift, two off. Just about room for a pair of divinities in the world, without creation feeling cramped. Cued by Pil’s last days, Kott lived out her curtailed divinity within her chosen creatures, and so knew a little seclusion. She jockeyed with the sacred beasts of the others, worked to expand her influence and protect her patch.

The planet continued to thrive. Not Earth. Never quite Earth, but Earth-adjacent, Earth-approximate. A thing like a mutable monster which could wear the flayed skin of Earth across its malformed face and smile. The concept of the uncanny valley, applied to an entire world.

Bugs, sometimes, still. Resurgent knots of giant, ill-evolved insect things just arising spontaneously out of all the messed-up complexity they’d built into the system. But they all came together to stomp the bugs, so it wasn’t a problem. It wasn’t the bugs that were going to kill them. The world below, bugs or not, was doing well. The patient was expected to recover. They kept on talking about disconnecting from it. Letting their manifestly unnatural but nature-like planet take some tottering steps on its own. Previously, being abandoned by its gods had not gone well, but those delicate days had passed.

Time had moved on . . .

O God, such time. The chimes at midnight were the least of it. A line Kott remembered, from a play already antique, delivered two very different ways. They’d heard the chimes at midnight, in protracted revelry in their own power and self-importance. They’d heard the chimes at midnight, because it was dark and cold out in the universe, and they were old, old, old.

Kott knew she couldn’t rely upon the clocks aboard the Pancreator. Clocks which had stopped dead and been wiped clean of time when the virus from Earth came calling. What had arisen to replace them had been, like everything else, a mimicry. A life-infused replacement system animated by tendrils of voracious biomatter. Who was to say the living fabric of their ship could even tell the time? Human experience of that fourth dimension was wildly subjective, was it not? Why should that of their creation be any better – that festering, bubbling life which had expanded all through the Pancreator’s corpse, and puppeteered it from within? How much time had gone by then? She’d been profoundly upset by how profoundly upset she had been on discovering that different system clocks – once unified under Domus’s calm demeanour – were keeping different times. Days out, months out. Years.

It had been years since Pil died, even by the most obliging of the clocks. It had been years, and then some more undefined spans of time as well, since the last despairing voice from Earth. Which meant, of course, it had been some decades longer ago even than that, when Earth and all its many things had died. All its wonders, its machines, its artificial minds. All the many many people whose existence had been dependent on that pyramid of complexity. To get food. To be healed. To be warm or cold. To live. What was Earth now? Even if it was something viable, that didn’t matter, because Kott and her fellows weren’t ever going back. Nor was anyone coming here from Earth. Hartmand still talked about them, sometimes, those imaginary colonists; Kott still dreamt the apocalyptic dream. Surfacing, she knew Hartmand was mad and there was nobody.

It was the four of them, until they died. Now they were going to die and, looked at that way, maybe it wasn’t so very bad after all.

The Pancreator was failing. Not the systems they had painstakingly restored to functionality, reinvented by the life and the infinite artifice of its directed evolution. Those systems lived – literally. They were going to survive them all. It was the Pancreator itself which was failing them, after all that uncounted time, those years.

Pil’s chambers, where he’d died, had been ahead of the game. The riotous profusion of life, bursting from every seam, levering up the casing of the walls, the panels of the floor. The sheer exuberant fecundity of it. That hadn’t just been Pil playing devil’s advocate with the biosphere. It had been the future. They were, after all, mad scientists who’d made a monster, even if by committee. These things only ever went one way.

Not spores or disease, even. Not some corrosive toxin leaching into their air or water. Not ambulatory flytrap monsters detaching from their roots to go hunt human prey. Not pods splitting open to disgorge simulacra of their creators, slimy and naked, blinking in the greenish, radiant bulbs which grew from where the ship’s lights had been. These things, Kott felt, would have a dignity to them.

It was just life, doing life stuff; plants doing plant things. The way roots would break stone and warp steel, not by sudden animal strength but vegetal persistence. By simply never stopping. And out there, beyond the plastic and the metal, and those inconvenient walls, was . . . nothing. A nothing the life within the Pancreator was eager to meet.

Then it would die. Surely it would. Because no matter how the saying usually went, a vacuum abhorred nature. The life would die and take them all with it.

The circular corridor of the ship was a jungle. The walls bulged and clutched with tendrils, layered with lichenous growths, bursting with fruiting bodies that disgorged yet more life. The system which circulated their air served as a pollination vector, and propelled marvellously evolved winged seeds to spread each new strain of mutant botany. When Kott walked there, she had to duck beneath branches, high-step over spidery roots. Some of it didn’t just sit. Some of it moved. There were seeds that expended their hoarded energy in sprouting fibrous legs to move them about. There were petals that paid lascivious booty calls on other flowers, even other species – the world was a polycule of interacting heredities. The plants of the Pancreator had decided that, lacking motile life, they would reinvent it. A whole ecosystem unique to the ship, yet still exchanging a constant rich torrent of information with the world below.

Most of their individual quarters, the store spaces, the work spaces, were impassable now. Save for Milner’s, whose door was welded shut, because the outer hull had already given way there and voided his personal space unto the cold maw of the universe.

It would all go the same way, Kott knew. Only a matter of time – that ephemeral thing they could no longer reliably measure.

She giggled behind the anti-spore mask. Knowing the mask was of purely psychological benefit, because there were spores in the air all the time. They’d all been inhaling them for . . . for time, years, over a decade now. Time spent more and more in Conflation, because when you were God you forgot these foolish fears. You had a world to take up the slack of your mind, and only the others to share it with. It took a lot of busy biosphere to model the expanded thoughts of anywhere from two to all four gods, but there was a lot out there. Complexity on complexity, biome upon biome, niche within niche within niche. They had built themselves the greatest ever playground four mad and privileged human souls could have wished for, and it was going to cost them their lives, but Kott wouldn’t trade. She was twenty-five per cent of God. Who’d go back to poor Redina after that.

Some of her fellows had been less sanguine with the understanding that their divine tenure was limited. Dorcheson, for example, had gone mad with a flamethrower. Kott wasn’t even sure how she’d cobbled the damn thing together. But the very life the woman so loathed was all through the fabricators, and petrochemicals were an organic by-product of some of it. Dorcheson had very nearly accelerated their demise considerably by stomping down the central corridor setting fire to everything she could see. In the short term, this translated to a catastrophic reduction in oxygen levels, which did more damage to the life of the Pancreator than the actual flames themselves, and took a variety of essential systems offline. For a couple of desperate days the planet was left to its own devices while Milner and Kott re-evolved all the parts of the ship they needed. While Hartmand and Dorcheson bellowed and roared at one another, having a long-awaited showdown Kott couldn’t even be bothered to watch. Let them murder one another. Life would be simpler. Alas, they were both alive and sulking after she and Milner had finished their work.

Milner, incidentally, didn’t believe they were doomed at all. Milner, despite the explosive loss of his own quarters, had decided the ship-biosphere knew what it was doing. There would always be a moment when certain demise was kicked down the road a little longer. They might as well live as though they were going to live forever. When Hartmand shouted at him he just produced tables, spreadsheets, animated graphs, showing that nothing bad was ever going to happen. Showing they would just go on. The very heat death of the universe wouldn’t stop them. Data confabulated entirely by the living systems he was defending, made up out of whole cloth and growing like mould all over his calculations. When you called him on that, he had a whole extra layer of calculations to prove that you were wrong. Big errors had smaller errors living within them like parasites, and those errors smaller still. And so . . .

Not ad infinitum. Because, Milner’s mania aside, they were all going to die.

Kott reckoned she should probably just dive into the Conflation process and not come out. Make herself small like Pil had, to evade the scrutiny of the others. Wait for the end disguised as the god of small and vicious things, a role which surely she’d been in training for all her life. This seemed the kindest way to go. At some point the burgeoning life of the Pancreator would pop one outer seam too many. The air and heat and other foundation blocks of their pyramid would be sucked out into space, and they’d die. But they’d not know. They’d just cease to be, with none of the pain and desperation and screaming. That was what she’d prefer.

Nobody was stopping her doing it. She could check into the god hotel and literally never check out. They’d given up policing one another’s exposure, save where they ended up with more than two minds stretched out to full extension within the world. What were they saving their brains for, exactly, if not the hedonistic luxury of playing god? But here she was, fretfully prowling the lush, overgrown tunnel of the ring, seeing all the wealth of nonsensical life they’d brought about, which was so furiously conniving at its own extinction.

She’d thought the others were all under, so when she saw a figure ahead, her heart lurched. Thin, angular, dressed in the baggy folds of a too-big safety suit, air tank on its back, helmet locked to the neck rung. Pil, it was Pil. Back from the dead, given a second vegetable life. Except it wasn’t. It reached up and wrestled until the helmet clicked clear, and it was only Milner. He’d grown almost as hollow and birdlike as Pil had been.

‘Why are you playing spaceman, Ottis?’ she asked him.

He smiled. His gums had crept so far off his teeth she could see the narrow roots. Some of them had fallen out. Nobody was healthy any more. When you were a god it didn’t matter.

‘Something wonderful’s happened,’ he said, and she knew he was lying. Nothing wonderful was left. Only bad things, because there were only bad people. But nonetheless she let him show her.
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Their eye was a remote, a piece of kit intended for Domus to inspect the outside of the Pancreator. Of course, there was no Domus. When the life of the orbiting station interacted with its systems, the mechanical effects were preserved, but the computational niceties were not. Domus had been all computational nicety. The voracious new life had picked the AI’s brains and left not a crumb.

Possibly they could have force-evolved some sort of drone control interface, but it wasn’t something any of them had been prioritizing. Instead, Milner had gone about things the old-fashioned way. Simultaneously ridiculous and the only option left to him. He’d donned that spacesuit. He’d then gone out of the airlock – alerting nobody, because safety features had also been worryingly low on everybody’s list. He’d taken the drone, with its camera, and a length of cabling. He’d let go of it, sending it on a slow-motion tumble away from him, until it reached the extent of its leash. The rotational physics of the Pancreator kept it straining outwards towards the wider universe like an anxious dog. From which viewpoint its glass eye could see . . .

Life. Of course, life. The irrepressible life they’d created as a super-adaptable, directionally-mutating microbe so long ago, which now clothed the entire world below them and infested the halls of their ship. Their saviour and destroyer: life.

Spilling out from the ruptured bulge of Milner’s quarters: life. Great mad fronds like palm leaves, just projecting out into empty space. Opening enormous praying hands to the system’s sun, and drinking it in like living solar cells. A crazed network of living cables clenched about the hull, rucking the silvered metal into a tortured topography. Flowers. She would swear they were flowers, but what possible purpose could flowers have in hard vacuum? That biological relic had been repurposed somehow, though, turned to some utterly alien intention that she, the genius, the innovator, couldn’t even guess at.

She let the drone’s eye revolve, taking the impossible outgrowth away, bringing it back. Calm and silent, and utterly without precedent. Yes, there had been the toughest of lichens on the exterior of space stations, going back to the early days of space exploration. But not this. Not this wonder, this terror, this solidly presented middle finger from the artificial life of the Pancreator to its creators.

‘You see?’ Milner asked her, as though she could miss it. He was happy. He was all teeth and smiles. He was mad. She could practically see the cracks in his eyes, he was so crazy. She wanted to shrink away. She wanted to run, in case it was catching.

She grinned right back at him, because two could play at that game. It wasn’t as though madness was a resource they were short of, on this ship.

‘And here I was, thinking the stuff was just trying to commit suicide, by bursting our bubble,’ she observed, as dry and drawling as she could manage. Supremely indifferent, the arch commentator on the events of the day. What, me? Care? Heavens no, darling! Inside, some part of her was keening.

‘It’s still going to kill us, Ottis,’ she told him. ‘It’s going to outlive us.’ The monster would survive its creators, and not even by wrapping vegetal hands about their human throats. It would outlast them purely by doing what they’d designed it to do, over and above any possible expectation. Unchecked and untended, Milner’s lost quarters had become a hotbed of speculative evolution. Until their creation had conquered even space itself. The living mass aboard the Pancreator would burst free of its bonds, cast off the shackles of air and heat, and live on as something entirely suited to this most monstrous of all environments.

‘Isn’t it amazing?’ Milner asked her, and she could see every detail of his ruinous dentistry, the broken veins in his eyes, the discolorations of his skin. The way they all looked. The reason she tried to avoid examining any of her fellow inmates in this orbital asylum.

‘It’s amazing,’ she agreed. It was amazing. This was one of the adjectives she could apply to it, amongst many others. Life had conquered the void, but it was a life that wouldn’t be bringing them along.

‘Maybe we can . . . evolve it to . . . protect us,’ she heard her mouth say. ‘Spaces within it, compartments, pods . . .’ The great geniuses, packed in like seeds. Gone from masters to mere parasites on a life which was accelerating beyond all measure. Lost in their dreams of godhood, until the life encapsulating them found some other use for their mortal remains. It was too horrible. Even if it was the only way to live a little longer, it was too much. She couldn’t countenance it.

Milner was nodding excitedly. ‘We can just go on,’ he told her. ‘We don’t have to die at all. We can go round and round forever.’ Wheeling a fingertip in the air like a manic fly.

She grinned again. It hurt, that grin. It strained her face, until she felt something break inside her. She walked away. Not ran. Not fled, though that was certainly the instinct shrieking in her. Just sauntered, ever so casually. In control of herself and the universe. A giggle escaped her. Like the last bubble of air from a drowning woman.
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For the first time in . . . well, there was that ‘time’ problem again. For the first time in a long while they were all four of them in a room together, no one Conflating. In the hub, the only space they’d been able to reinforce enough to keep the air in and the prying fingers of the Life out. That was how they spoke of it. The definite article. The Life. What else could you call the great, many-stranded thing they’d birthed aboard the Pancreator?

A few days (days, nights, time?) before, Kott had done Milner’s trick again. Stuck another drone out on a string, to get an outside look at what she was within. The hub was a hard knuckle of the work of human hands, enmeshed but not swallowed by the growth of the Life. Everything else was a gorgeous, hideous riot of reaching foliage.

They’d taken samples. Found liquid water-substitutes never known to nature, maverick biochemical solutions to impossible problems, sunlight-drinking surfaces that put to shame works of human ingenuity or nature. Unheralded organs which fed off radiation that should have shrivelled Earth life into a knot of cancers. Signalling antennae evolved from the Pancreator’s own which spoke to the planet below. The Life, living. Bucking under their control. And the world Hartmand had named was still trying to approximate an Earth, as all four of them strove at it, but they could see up here in the ship what mad eccentricities would evolve otherwise. The bugs were the least of it.

They had repaired the structure of the hub as much as possible. A hundred separate cracks, filled in and patched over. The interior was messy with strands of organic glue, which itself was extruded by the very life they were trying to keep out. At all times, one of them was actively dissuading the exuberant biosphere from cracking open this nut, their last stronghold. Only this constant negotiation standing between them and a vacuum that they, of all things left on the Pancreator, were not adapted to survive.

So they’d decided to meet, all of them physically present and the heavens empty of divinity, just for a short moment. The death of all gods was nigh, and their single but final problem was being submitted for general discussion, in case anybody had any kind of fix at all.

Dorcheson had the solution, of course. She’d been working on it, she told them. Pugnacious, daring anyone to doubt her. Build a new station. They had some residual fabrication capability left to them. How difficult could it be? They’d designed and built this one, hadn’t they? She had plans, great reams of them. She had schematics, hand-drawn, because there was no Domus left to aid human design. She held forth at great length, shouted down objections nobody could even be bothered to make, but which plainly sounded loud in her own head. Kott sat there knowing they hadn’t designed the Pancreator. That had been the work of a host of other people back on Earth, all of whom had been aided by systems like Domus. All building on the work of prior engineers, designers and genuine innovators such as none of the four of them were.

Parasites, she’d thought before, when Milner had been rambling about encouraging the Life to preserve them.

Hartmand had his own pet answer, of course. It had, he said, been staring them in the face all this time. Had they not prepared their own kingdom? Wasn’t this what all the work had been going towards? They would descend, as deities ought, onto the world below. They would take with them all they required, for continued Conflation with the biosphere. They would live and prosper within the paradise they’d built for themselves.

Unlike Dorcheson, he hadn’t even started trying to fabricate anything. The plan was his, the execution was to be left to lesser mortals. It was not for the chief god of the pantheon to sweat the details. Kott looked around the hub, the small single space, much-reinforced and still on the point of dissolution, and thought about the sheer mechanical effort involved. To descend from orbit, without burning up, without ending as the epicentre of an impact crater. Unlike Dorcheson’s, Kott felt this was a plan that might actually have borne fruit had they started on it a decade ago. They might, right now, have got as far as a single cramped evacuation pod which could have taken them, naked and emaciated as they were, down to the surface of the world. Where some beast of their own imagination would have considerately devoured them, and been mildly dissatisfied with the snack.

She giggled. Hartmand stared at her, appalled, mortified. Seeing himself through her eyes. Filthy, hollowed-out and scabbed with lichen. Like some ancient ape preserved in ice, impossibly reanimated and given pretensions of statesmanship.

Milner, for his part, told them there was no problem. The Life would provide. As blissfully assured as a cultist. He’d always had something of that air about him, Kott reckoned, but previously his adoration had been fixed to Hartmand’s star. Now he was a full-time devotee of the thing they had made between them, which neither knew nor cared about them. Although suggesting Hartmand had cared about Milner’s devotion was probably stretching the truth to breaking point. Perhaps, from Milner’s point of view, little had changed.

They were looking at her now, she realized. Waiting for her to come up with some brilliant left-field idea. Wasn’t that what she did, after all? Except she hadn’t, not really. Some of it had been chance, some of it had been Pil, and Pil was dead. Time. Time had been given to them, so had the pleasures of even curtailed divinity, and they’d all been God, yet none of them had been productive. They were going to die as they’d lived, waiting for someone else to solve their problems.

She grinned, seeing the way it lifted their spirits. She giggled, seeing the way it disconcerted them. She shrugged. She turned her back on them. The Conflation terminals were waiting – now not even seats, just overgrown warty masses from which all the wires and tubes emerged, seamlessly organic. She was going to play god, because it was the only game left. She had no solutions for them. They’d reached the end of their reign, and the Life would supplant them with its mindless lust for continued existence and endless growth. The purest expression of Hartmand’s worldview, in which even the man himself was expendable. She giggled again. Then she laughed out loud – just threw back her head and whooped at the thought.
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She would miss being God.

Well, she wouldn’t. She’d be dead. There’d be no afterlife from which she’d look back – look up, perhaps, from the flames of her torment – and think Being God was nice. But it was a genuine achievement. How many women in her position could stick God on the résumé? Not that there was anyone she’d be submitting it to. Opportunities for reemployment were limited.

She floated, outside and beyond her body. Her self-image of her body – not the wasted thing on the ship but the way she imagined it within the substance of the world – had its limbs drawn in. So as not to touch Hartmand, who was sharing the planet with her at the moment. Sharing the tasks and the pleasures. This was what they’d negotiated it to, between themselves, and between them and the biosphere. Each of their minds took up room, but so long as the world remained lush and healthy, and ecologically diverse, there was enough space for two. The interactions of life received signals from their living brains and acted as a vast organic implant. A cerebral prosthesis of a planetary scale, allowing them to count the fall of all the sparrows they had force-evolved. A life fit for a god, just in time for them all to die in a ruptured station.

Right now, she was amusing herself creating more predators – the lithe, little kind she liked: feline, mustelid, vulpine all at once. She was making the lives of Milner’s fecund hordes of browsers complicated and short. Her most ambitious projects even troubled the grunting, rooting armoured things Dorcheson was so fond of, that ploughed through the world in belligerent herds and tore up everything they came across with a mindless hostility. Eden it was not, but while she Conflated, some corner of it was hers.

The bugs came back, even after all this time, of course. The network of species she was concerning herself with had encountered yet another incursion. More insectoid strains speed-evolving gigantism from a standing start, going from flies and fleas to great pincering monsters. Six, eight, twelve legs, a dozen eyes, multiple sets of mandibles like scythes and scissors. They just kept coming, and Hartmand wasn’t doing anything about it so she supposed it was her turn to go wipe them out. Evolve a predator, or a disease, or a fungus that would exterminate them, then wait until they came back again. Other pantheons had giants or titans or dragons to deal with. They just had constant waves of bugs.

This set were particularly unappetizing. After a few predation attempts, it turned out those bold black and yellow patterns did indeed mean they were very poisonous. Also venomous, with stingers supplementing the pincers and the jaws. It would have to be something infectious, then, which meant she’d be nursemaiding the extermination effort to make sure nothing evolved to spread to other species.

These bugs seemed to be eusocial as well, which didn’t endear them to her any more, but probably meant they’d be easier to cross-infect once her agent had taken root. Her mind hovered in a cloud within and around the creatures, receiving sensory data from every animal and plant nearby to build a composite picture. Creatures as long as her arm – the wasted, bony thing attached to her shoulder up in the Pancreator. Packed into a nest ten metres across, crawling over one another, secreting ichors and strands of slick web. Wholly unappealing.

They stopped, all at once. Kott, or the dispersed presence which was where Kott’s consciousness was right now, twitched in surprise.

Laboriously, with many slips and tumbles, they then began to clamber up one another. They jerked and shuddered and mauled their fellows, so she wondered if someone hadn’t already infected them with something. Two distinct columns of insects spiralled up out of the brooding mass, antennae waving frantically, limbs wrenched as though by an inept puppeteer. Kott observed through the eyes of lesser bugs, of beasts and birds, a hundred different viewpoints on the same bizarre behaviour.

The columns leant in towards one another and merged into a crawling, limb-spiny shape which she could yet identify as a pelvis, and then more bugs were crawling up their kindred, led helplessly upwards. Legs interlaced to form the shape of ribs, and then chains of the ghastly things were hanging down as slack arms. At last the contours of a head, formed from a seething ball of flabby larvae whose softened bodies could squish and compress into idiot features, the hard balls of their own heads rolling in pallid sockets like eyes. A face she knew.

Fresh signals arrived, on that private spectrum the biosphere never used. Their divine prerogative.

Hello Kitkat, said Ken Pil.
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Hieron had findings, but it was hard to find time to deliver them to the Captain. Science was supposed to be doing, right now: the ship-wide effort to get everyone planet-worthy. She was supposed to be presenting a completed agricultural plan, finishing her overview of the landing site biomes, the soil analyses, and a hundred other mundane tasks her people were working through. Private research could wait.

She was nothing if not single-minded, though, when her attention was snagged. The orbital jungle wouldn’t leave her imagination alone. She dreamt of it, and the weird husk mummies at its heart. Of the bizarre preservation of that age-old ship’s interior which formed the very centre of the Kernel. If the ancient Empire had left them any gift at all beyond the fact of the planet, this was it. The product of their long-ago bioengineering, ready to give up its secrets to their distant depauperate kin.

‘It’s relevant, I swear,’ she insisted, finally reporting to her captain.

Cosimir, who was twice as busy, yet had made time for her Science Chief on what was supposed to be a topic of critical importance, looked pained.

Hieron hurried onwards. ‘You wanted me to look into life on the ground, not up here, I know, but it’s the same. It has the plasticity. You’d think, totally different kind of life, artificial, placed out here by the Ancients for who even knows why? But . . .’ She clutched at nothing, seeking the right words. ‘I’ve had remotes sample all the way down the Beanstalk, and planetside, where it just comes out of the ground – or goes into the ground? – it samples as one more species of the local flora, sharing a big section of genome, plenty of processes. Here in orbit, it has all the special adaptations, but it’s the same organism all the way down. I want time with a vacuum chamber and my groundside samples. I think I can replicate the effects.’

‘You’ll have all the time you need when we have people on the ground and not dying of anything,’ Cosimir pointed out. ‘It can be a research bonanza after that. Just . . . focus, for now. I need you keeping pace with the rest of the team.’

‘This is relevant,’ Hieron put in desperately. ‘I’m not going to pretend I thought it would shake out like this; I knew I was off-brief. But then I found this commonality. Everything we’ve sampled is all too closely related. For the plants, animals, fungi, the phenotypes and disparity are enormously varied, but in terms of the actual genotypes and cell structures, so much is shared. Everything’s a close cousin to everything else. And what’s in the cells – the living material has a latent plasticity we’ve not seen before. All sorts of odd little organelles that I can’t even guess at—’

She stopped, because Cosimir had held up a hand.

‘Does it mean,’ the Captain asked, ‘we can’t eat it?’

‘What?’ Hieron blinked.

‘Current colonization plans call for us to supplement our diet with local biomass. Are these things going to poison us, cause cancers, set off allergies?’ What’s your point?

‘None of those things,’ said Hieron. She felt embarrassed and awkward, which made her skin flush and itch. She thrust her hands between her knees to stop herself scratching. ‘Broken down in the digestion, it’s all . . . familiar molecules. The lack of variance probably means fewer unexpected surprises. It’s just . . . the potential, the questions it raises. How this all happened . . .’ Slowing down, because with the words now said before this busy, busy woman, they didn’t seem quite so important.

‘It’s not a threat?’ Cosimir pressed.

‘An opportunity, I’m hoping,’ Hieron said.

‘One we can avail ourselves of right now, or later?’

‘Well, I . . . later.’ But Hieron felt in her gut there wouldn’t be a later. This current all-hands-to-the-pumps business would just be succeeded by the next major effort. Expansion, technological bootstrapping, building projects, medical emergencies. There would always be something. Colonizing even a well-terraformed planet wasn’t something to be undertaken lightly. A project that would outlive Hieron and the generations who followed her.

‘I just thought,’ she said, with dignity, ‘this warranted investigation. Back home, the Ancients left us fragments and pieces, buried in the earth and drifting in orbit. The artificial, left untended, erodes and breaks apart. Words are erased or fade. But this is a living book of their knowledge, replicated and preserved itself over thousands of years.’

Cosimir tapped at her console. ‘It’s not a priority,’ she said, as Hieron had known she would. ‘Your people need to keep up with the other teams. They’re relying on you.’

‘I understand that,’ said Hieron, already soaking up the disappointment. Turning it to acceptance, just the way she’d been taught.

‘If you can do that, and have time and resources left over, go at it with my blessing,’ the Captain added. ‘If other teams have something you need that they can spare – resources, expertise – then you can utilize them. But only if they have it spare. Just like back home, project comes first.’ There was a sharp tone from Cosimir’s console. The Captain frowned. ‘Ilshir?’ she asked.

‘Captain,’ came the engineer’s voice. ‘We have a situation. The Beanstalk.’ Ilshir’s voice sounded shaky, as it hadn’t back when they were prepping to launch. Cheery, confident, that was his style.

Cosimir was frowning at a screen. ‘What the hell am I looking at?’

‘The Beanstalk has grown into the ship,’ Ilshir’s voice reported flatly. ‘It’s eaten through hull plating. It’s actually penetrated into the living space. I’m showing you a remote’s view outside, plus what I’m looking at right here in the corridor.’

Cosimir’s lips moved, then she said, ‘Hieron, priorities just changed.’

The Beanstalk – Hieron hated this informal name but everyone had adopted it – must have been growing for thousands of years. The ancient Empire fell millennia ago. Her own ancestors took centuries to rebuild, even after the ice receded, after the sun came back. Centuries more, to make it into space and excavate on the ground, to discover there had even been an Empire lost in the past. The Marduk had been in transit for a thousand years on top of that, on its slow cruise from star to star. All that time, this organism had been out here, growing around the equator of the world, and hadn’t extended beyond two-thirds of the arc of its orbit. It was slow. How could it be otherwise out there, with nothing but the sun; with such an attenuated link to the ground, and a little spaceborne dust and fragments to build more of itself from? Yet it had grown into their ship in the time since their arrival. She wanted to deny what was before her eyes, find a human saboteur behind the incursion, because that motiveless crime would have been more comprehensible than what Ilshir was showing them.

The engineer had severed the connection to the Beanstalk with extreme prejudice, using the cutting arms of some of the remotes. Now he had vacuum-suited crews on the Marduk’s outer hull, and surrounding the vegetal invasion within, ready to carve the living stuff away and fill the resulting gap. Once they were done, Cosimir would give the orders to shift orbit. All like clockwork, professional, careful. This was their ship and their domain. They knew what they were doing.

Hieron didn’t know what she was doing. Her private researches had now been dragged front and centre of the current crisis, but she had no answers. Her research data told her this was a glacially slow-growing extremophile, heavily adapted to this most precarious of ecological niches. Simultaneously, a fibrous knot of intrusive creepers was just dismantling the ship’s substance. Eating metals, repurposing the organic molecules of plastics. It was visibly larger than the first image Bartilow had taken.

‘Right,’ Ilshir said, when his people were ready. ‘Cut the fucker out.’

Absurdly, Hieron braced herself for some violent reaction. A flailing of whipping tendrils. Thorns, jagged leaves. An animal response from the vegetable life form. There was nothing, of course. Inside and outside, the Engineering team carved into the thing, excavating a malformed tuber which had burrowed through layer after layer of ship until . . .

Through the cutters’ audio receptors she heard the shrill whistle of lost air, saw the engineers shift stances, activating their boots to stay in place. One of them had an electronic eye on the end of a flexible stalk and was feeding it into the hole, twisting it about.

‘That’s right,’ came Ilshir’s voice. ‘Let’s make sure we get all of it . . .’ His voice tailed off. For a moment Hieron couldn’t work out what was wrong. The image spun about vertiginously, pushing too close to the greenish, cancerous-looking tissue. Then it pulled back and she saw a great tangle of roots running sideways, between buckled strata of the hull. Turning solid structure to lace, attacking the ship’s substance as fiercely as any acid, replacing the artificial with more and more of its own being. The view wheeled, making Hieron’s stomach lurch, and she saw it was the same in every direction. Once inside the ship, the organism had just forced its way down every weak point, eating a road inwards where none existed.

‘How far—’ Cosimir started, when the new alarm set off. A hull breach – not where Ilshir had been cutting, because they’d already killed the sensors there, but all the way across the ship, on the far side to the Beanstalk. Even as it sounded, there came another alarm towards the reactors aft.

Impossible. For at least the sixth time the word crossed Hieron’s mind, even as she registered the second breach had come from her own labs.
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There was a phenomenon, with invasive species. They co-evolved with constraints upon their growth and success, so in their natural environment they were no more than one small piece of a grand community. Take them out of that niche, though, and – if they lived – maybe they became a problem. No predators, no parasites, no competitors who knew their tricks. Nothing, in short, to stop a rampant spread of expansion across their new territory. Poisoning, devouring, or just plain out-competing the incumbent life, which had no idea what to do with this new and unruly neighbour.

So much for that.

Where the constraints involved were environmental, rather than other species, this phenomenon didn’t occur in the same way. Take something out of ancient Earth’s arctic and throw it into its tropics, it didn’t suddenly become a super-species out-competing the locals. It overheated and died, having devoted its own evolutionary history to conserving warmth against the ice of its native tundra.

That was how things generally went, in nature. But, just as sufficiently advanced technology might be indistinguishable from magic, so sufficiently advanced terraforming could be indistinguishable from nature. As Hieron was just beginning to learn, it was still as artificial as a clock, every tooth and gear testifying to the existence of a long-ago creator.

The life which existed around the waist of this world was not some species that had come to its radically inhospitable habitat by natural stages – though deep within its genes was a bit of tardigrade durability, a little of the lichens off ancient space stations. This life was capable of a great deal of phenotypical expression at any given moment. Out in the vacuum of space, say. Once it had made contact with the ground, it’d been able to grow in orbit through nutrients drawn up that unthinkably attenuated stalk. Slowly, as Hieron had seen. What she’d been wrong about was her belief that it was slow by habit, rather than because it was being throttled to a crawl by happenstance.

The Marduk was a hotbed of electromagnetic signal. And due to its makers’ requirements, the life of Hartland remained sensitive to the electromagnetic spectrum. It wasn’t just the sun it grew towards. So when the ark ship had pulled into orbit close to the Beanstalk, the message had been received, loud and clear. Dinner is served. The Beanstalk – the vast and singular organism, with its roots plunged into the soil and its castle beyond the clouds – grew. It grew towards the ship like shoots to the light. Touched the hull, tasted mass and minerals and molecules beyond its regular diet of dust and micrometeors. With the opportunistic adaptability it had been designed for, it tucked into the feast with a will.

How could this have happened without some of Ilshir’s people spotting the intrusion from the start? But why would any of them have been gazing idly out at the vast expanse of the Marduk’s flank? Not as though they didn’t have better things to be doing with their time. It was all hands preparing for colonization, inside the ship. And when the Beanstalk grew through layer upon layer of hull, it deconstructed any telltales at the same time as it consumed the substance of the ship. It didn’t even cause a pressure leak. By the time there was nothing but itself between hard vacuum and the atmosphere within the ship, there was also a very solid mass of itself there. It was a jealous diner, after all. A loss of pressure would have whisked away molecules it had a use for.

Containable, surely. Even if it had spread ten, twenty metres through the hull in every direction – it had, as Ilshir was just then finding out – they could throw up a big enough cordon, keep it penned in, burn it back. A near miss. Lucky that Bartilow had been passing that way . . .

Phase two was the spores. Given a chance to spread itself, the orbital life of Hartland wasn’t going to slack. Wrong to say it had been waiting for this chance, but it most certainly had behaviours to take advantage of it. It had dusted the outer hull of just about half the entire Marduk, by then. And when it had intruded into an oxygen-rich, nitrogen-rich atmosphere, it had begun unleashing similar assaults within. Not poison spores. Not a killing attack on the crew. The Beanstalk had no concept of them and, barring a few with serious allergies, a human immune system was more than robust enough to deal with such intruders. Where they landed on inorganic surfaces, though, they stuck and grew. As a microscopic film which might feel slightly rough under the fingertips. As a faintly visible discoloration blooming on the metal and plastic and rubber of the walls. As a stain. As a mould. As a tough, scabrous growth which resisted scraping or burning. And it ate, and ate.

No malice, of course. Just life doing life things. Going forth and multiplying, at the expense of its substrate. A tale as old as time.

Then there was the lab. The specimens, within glass, and many of them supposed to be absolutely and entirely dead. Freeze-dried, except it lived in vacuum so what would that do? Pickled in alcohol-based solutions, save it drank everything with barely a hiccup. And glass? It ate glass. Plenty of regular plants incorporate silicon into their structure as a nasty surprise for soft-toothed herbivores. But this wasn’t regular. By the time Hieron discovered the problem, it had burrowed out of her best-practice containment and barely slowed for the snack. She’d brought a respectable quantity of the Beanstalk on board, anticipating a long and productive span of research and testing. Those samples her people were running tests on didn’t have much of an opportunity to get roots down, but the stuff in storage, out of sight . . .

It was already putting out leaves towards the sun, on the outer hull. It had grown into the ship from its sealed containers. It was eating the Marduk; every component, system and structural element just a new delicacy on this incredible menu the universe had served up for its delectation. The Beanstalk had starved for thousands of years and now it fed.

Yet still they might have been able to stop it. Might have been able to, at least, slow it. Develop a killer poison (except even its own makers had failed to do that). Carve away whole sections of the ship (except the stuff had grown so far, so swiftly!). But around the time Hieron and Cosimir were discovering the scale of the problem, something else was coming to an awareness that there was a new arrival. Something on the planet, of the planet.

From that point onwards it was malice, and the Marduk was doomed.
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The battle for the Marduk lasted just under forty-eight hours, during which time Cosimir sat at her console and took the reports of her crew, mapped the damage, gave her orders. Went nowhere. Did nothing with her two hands, for all that she was desperate to physically contribute. She could have stood shoulder to shoulder with Ilshir, helped the structural fight on the front lines. She had the training; she was good at her original job. But the ship didn’t need another engineer as much as it needed its captain. She could not be the Marduk’s hands, wielder of its weapons, bearer of its shield. She must be its mind. Condense the fragmentary reports, contradictions and inaccuracies of her crew into pure truth, so she could make the right decisions. And she did. She found that the bastardy of being a captain had been inside her all along. She could track the loss of ship compartments, the sealing of doors, the systems gone dead, the connections severed, and shed no tears nor know despair. Acceptance; working with what was. Making the best possible decisions based on the disaster of the now.

Ilshir, her surrogate, fought for the ship’s body like a surgeon. She told him what to abandon and what to reinforce. She deployed his team, and twice as many from cargo who had the right aptitudes. Some died: invasive flora making sudden expansions, ship sections evacuating without warning, structural collapse. Or snagged on poison thorns, suits gashed open, extreme allergic reactions. The Beanstalk, as it replaced the fabric of their vessel with itself, become swifter, more animate, more animal.

Hieron was on biological control, fighting fire with fire. Science had established a set of makeshift laboratories, since their originals were ground zero for the plant’s most aggressive expansion. They were trying to find a poison which would target the unique cellular properties of the stuff, yet nothing took. It seemed simple: one killer chemical, a properly targeted defoliant, and they’d have their ship back. Half a dozen times Hieron reported success, the leaves yellowing and dying, the creepers shrinking back. Within the hour it was resurgent, breathing life into dead shoots, immune to what had seemed the kiss of death. The sheer life of it was terrifying, impossible, indomitable.

Then there was Kieraven, Security. Not fighting, because this wasn’t an enemy he was equipped to fight. He’d wanted flamethrowers. Ilshir had almost had an embolism explaining how that would be the one thing worse than a bioengineered plant eating their ship. And Cosimir had hard orders for Kieraven, just as she had for the others. Not to fight, but to save lives. The Security team, and a whole load of other able bodies, were raiding the larder before the plant could get there. Cosimir had sent the wake-up sequence to every pod she still had a line to, and Kieraven had cut his way through cargo holds which, while severed, were still whole and uninfected. He was hand-inputting the commands for every coffin his people could reach. He was saving lives.

He’d rather have fought. She felt Denizon Kieraven didn’t want to be a hero. Back in the vainglorious days of the Ancients, they’d believed people made the times, maybe, but here at the dying end of the human race everyone knew the times made the people. Kieraven got to be the hero despite himself, because that was what his captain needed.

Being hero, he didn’t need to know about the rest. That was for Cosimir and Bartilow, the sole crewmember keeping her company in Command, outstripped by her area of study to the extent she had nothing to contribute. So here she was for emotional support, propping up Cosimir’s burdened conscience.

Kieraven never had to know how much of the cargo was lost. Overtaken by the mindless growth of the Beanstalk, cargo compartments broken into, power feeds interrupted. Cold sleep coffins became tombs for real, their substance broken down to feed new life. This seemed the worst cut of all the wounds. That she, child of a dying world, should meet her worst enemy in just sheer insensate life.

Forty-eight hours of fighting, reversals, defeats, hollowing out the gourd of human ingenuity until they were scraping the sides, and still nothing worked. They slowed the rampant life’s advance into their curated artificial spaces, but that was all. It didn’t even pause to devour its meals, but increased its pace of spread, even as its spread increased.

Ilshir and Hieron both reported, in the last hours of the struggle, that the behaviour of the Beanstalk had altered. Instead of consuming the ship’s structure, it was focusing on compromising it. Opening out compartment after compartment to killing vacuum, as though nostalgic for its old spaceborne life. Seeking out power and infrastructure with a will it couldn’t possibly possess. The ship’s structure turned from mere plant food to a trellis for a more rapid, grappling expansion into human-held reaches.

Cosimir had an endgame in her head from the start, of course. The responsible play, for a captain. Never bet everything on a victory against the odds. Her orders to Ilshir had been to prioritize defence of certain parts of the ship. Not even the engines (if not here, then where would they go?) or the stores or printers (what time to manufacture anything to scale?). The cargo, as much of it as could be saved – less and less with each hour, which meant she was constantly redrawing her battle lines. A clear line of transit from cargo to the shuttle hold. And the shuttles themselves; the last stand of humanity on this last-hope ship.

It hadn’t been foresight which had seen her prioritize the prepping and stocking of the shuttles. She hadn’t known any of this would happen. But some part of her had been sure something would happen to ruin their perfect reception, here at the end of all things, and she’d been right. There was hope, disappointment and acceptance, but at the heart of Cosimir’s engineering being there was the firm belief that things fell apart, machines and circumstances alike.

‘Fill the shuttles,’ she told Kieraven. ‘Everyone who can. Including yourself and your team. I want you on the ground with everyone, Denizon. You’ll have to lead them, until I can join you.’

‘You are going to join me,’ he told her.

Cosimir looked to Bartilow. ‘Save two seats on the last shuttle,’ she said.
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Ilshir’s team moved through the contracting spaces of the Marduk, crisis to crisis. Bolstered by a cavalcade of robots: cutters, welders, lifters, carriers. Fewer over time, as the spores got into them and began to dine and grow. A banjaxed-together three-screen display showed him all the telltales across the ship, and the tales they told were entering a new phase of their narrative arc. The Beanstalk had gone from gorging to strategic growth. Outside, vines wrapped the hull and clenched the steel, driving in roots that could erupt into human-held spaces at any point. He had people in heavy suits out there, carving the foliage back, wielding a fire that burned even in vacuum. But they were dying – the plant or the environment or their own kit failing them. Everybody died sooner or later. Ilshir’s people died sooner, so more could die later on the planet.

In their beds, surrounded by friends, was his fervent hope. With this fucking stuff tamed or extinct. He couldn’t pretend it was just mindless life any more. It was preserving the balance of the ship’s structure, reinforcing it so that, when the metal was devoured, the shape would remain. An echo in three dimensions of what had once set off from Earth.

One screen of his botched-together display showed him figures from the shuttle bays; the departures; those packed and ready to go, those still awaiting crew or passengers; Kieraven’s desperate pipeline between the cargo pods and the ships. Reassuring Ilshir that there was still a point to the work; still something to help.

The structural nexus he’d been heading for went red on his screens. The plant had beaten them to it. Surely you had to be dragging your feet to let the vegetable world get the drop on you, but this stuff grew through the ship by secret ways even he, Chief Engineer, didn’t know. You could see it flourish and unfurl, see the river deltas of its root systems run along the walls, driving bristles into the metal in such a way you couldn’t prise it off with tools or robots. Fists of tightly bunched vines swelled, then sprang open to hurl thorned nets five metres out, whipping about whatever they touched by insensate vegetal instinct; turning open space into dense undergrowth.

It was coming for them. He jumped on comms to Kieraven, told him to find a new path. ‘It’s between you and the bays. Go round, go round.’ Feeding pathway suggestions, as though the Security Chief didn’t know his job.

Another message demanded his attention. He was only supposed to see the critical ones, but they were all critical.

‘Fuck,’ he said. ‘No.’

Hieron was cut off. Her forward lab, where she’d been trying every antifoliant known to science, was caught in a noose of green.

Ilshir looked at the board. There were a hundred things he should be doing, all at once and all crucial. Most importantly he had to keep a route clear for Kieraven. There were still shuttles to fill. Many had come back up from the surface. Just abandoned forty settlers with minimal gear, and taken straight back off, trusting the Marduk would still be able to receive them. A trust which meant there was still somewhere for Kieraven to be getting all these people to.

Speaking of which. ‘I’ve seen the Captain’s orders to you.’

Kieraven grunted over comms.

‘You were supposed to be on that last one. Enough people down below, they need someone taking them in hand. That’s you.’

Another grunt. Ilshir had known Kieraven long enough to hear the conflict in the sound.

‘I’m devoting my team solely to keeping the path from cargo to shuttles,’ Ilshir told him. ‘You go do your damn job.’ That said, he took two robots and went off-message himself. Nowhere in his orders did it say Save Hieron, but he was going to do it anyway. Because she was his friend. Because they were Key Crew. Because having a Science Chief with boots on the ground seemed a useful thing for the future.

‘I am just trusting,’ he told the universe as he left his team to their work, ‘that the planet isn’t like this. Denizon was down there. None of this shit happened, just some big pig thing. This is just the Beanstalk, in orbit. This isn’t how it’s going to be down there, because we’re all dead if it is.’ Talking with the comms off, purely for his own benefit, and then, ‘Hieron, you hear me? I’m coming.’

Her dead voice: ‘It’s too late. They’re here.’

Kieraven watched his latest train of refugees stumble and stagger towards the shuttles. Each ship had a crewmember waving a lamp, and the colour of the lamp showed how full the ship was. They were going to cram them to the gills. Everyone ashore who was going ashore because this old ship, it hadn’t long before it foundered. The woken kraken’s crushing embrace was scouring the interior and bursting the seams. Letting the vacuum in, Kieraven’s mind supplied, although that wasn’t it, of course. Vacuum was the natural state of the universe. It was all that other stuff, the stuff they needed to live, which was going out. Distributing itself across the universe as though, if you burst enough ships, that cosmic absence could be filled up by the thimblefuls of their contents.

The shuttle monitor, Onner, was running over to him. Kieraven tried to duck away, but the man snagged the sleeve of his shipsuit. ‘Saved you a space, Chief.’

‘I’ll get the next one.’

‘Space with your name on it, Chief,’ Onner shouted, over the sounds of panic and the groan of the hull. ‘Only for you, Captain’s orders. Or that shuttle sits here till the ship breaks.’

‘Get it out of here.’

‘The Captain says—’

‘Screw the Captain,’ Kieraven said. ‘I can’t just, I’ve got, got people—’

‘Denizon.’ Over comms: Cosimir listening in, the Captain’s prerogative. ‘I am giving you an order.’ As though she was going to storm down here and give him hell about it. He wasn’t his own man. He’d been a crook and a killer, then he’d been trained as Security, where you thought for yourself. None of this mindless obedience shit, not for Denizon Kieraven, the man with the mechanical eyes and the thousand-yard stare.

‘Den,’ Cosimir said. She would be disappointed. She had a plan. And she was the Captain.

‘When are you coming?’ he asked her, hearing his voice plaintive. ‘We’ll go together.’

‘Too many people down below falling in rivers and eating poisonous berries,’ Cosimir said lightly. ‘They need you, Den, Denizon.’ God, how long had it been between them? Oh, a voyage of a thousand years, but actual living, waking time? Not enough to even work out whether she liked to shorten his name or not.

‘Your man here,’ he said, and now he had the shuttle monitor’s collar, yanking him close, ‘is going to have a seat ready. Is Bartilow still with you?’

‘I’m here.’ The Classicist’s voice. ‘Nowhere else to be.’

‘Two seats,’ Kieraven said. ‘And that shuttle’s not going without you. Turnabout, fair play. I go down, you come right after, Lamya. Captain.’

‘You do understand that “Captain” means I can just undo everything you said, right?’

‘You come right after,’ he spat out, one word at a time. ‘I am leaving now. But I will see you down there.’ He understood, hearing his voice break on the word, how much of that young thug had fallen off him, flaked off like rusting armour.

He shoved Onner away. His own helplessness in the face of events infuriated him. He fought his way onto the shuttle, and they fell away into gravity and darkness, and light.

Soon after that, Bartilow said, ‘It’s time.’

Cosimir looked mutinously at her. ‘There are still—’ she started, but the Classicist said simply, ‘There are not.’

She hadn’t thought the woman was keeping track, but what else had Bartilow to do? How many people recoverable from cargo? How many shuttles? How much fuel? Even now, Onner from the shuttle bay was signalling for every ship outside to stay on the ground or turn back.

‘You’ve done it,’ Bartilow said quietly, against the background thunder of massive structural collapse and lost atmosphere. ‘You saved everyone.’

Everyone who could be saved. A long way shy of everyone. ‘How many?’

‘No,’ Bartilow said.

‘How many did we—’

‘What use would that information be to you?’ the Classicist snapped. A stern schoolteacher voice she’d been keeping somewhere all this time. A window onto what she might have been in a kinder world. Slam of a ruler on a table. Are you paying attention? ‘Do you think Project Management, back on Earth, kept careful count of everyone who didn’t get on the arks?’ Bartilow was gathering tools, screens, shoving everything into a shoulder bag. Pausing to do up the fastenings of Cosimir’s shipsuit, like a mother. ‘They got everyone they could onto a ship. Everyone they could. It was never going to be everybody. Now you had the same challenge, all the way out here, through no fault of anybody’s. And you’ve done the same. You raced the monster; you saved everyone we could reach. You, and the shuttle pilots, and the bay crew, and Security, and Engineering, made sure everyone we woke got to the bay, had a seat for the evacuation. Now the bay doesn’t have long before it’s cracked open. We’ve both seen the progress reports. There are seats for you and me. There are seats for the bay crew and the last of Security. And that’s it, Captain. You don’t actually have to do the noble thing. It would be sheer indulgence. Like the Seven Hoarders.’

She had other gear, too. Not just shipsuits, but atmosphere suits and helmets. Bartilow had been hiding useful kit around Command, for just this moment.

Cosimir let the woman dress her in one, checking the telltales on her atmosphere suit’s systems, feeling the helmet clasps snap closed. ‘You’re a Classicist. Tell me, were they real?’

‘Hmm?’ Bartilow handed her a helmet, and then let Cosimir check over her own suit.

‘The Seven Hoarders. Or just a cautionary tale?’

‘Oh, they were a cautionary tale,’ Bartilow agreed. ‘But they were also real. In a way.’

‘In what way?’

‘In the way that “seven” is a convenient number for people to keep in mind. It would have been a bit resource-heavy to build a statue of the One Thousand Seven Hundred and Nineteen Hoarders.’

Cosimir blinked. She latched her helmet down, and the visor display began scrolling. Her comms glitched for a moment, then came on with the back end of the Classicist’s answer . . .

‘–oo many to save the world? People like that always win others over. They put out roots, you know.’ A shaky laugh. ‘Creep through all your systems and structures, and eat out the goodness of them. Corrupt them. And if you just get rid of the people at the top, there’s a child or an heir or a second-in-command who’s invested in that corruption of the system, and will step into the empty shoes. So, if you’re going to kill a many-headed monster, you have to follow the necks down, until they’re all joined together. That’s where you cut.’

‘A child.’

‘You think bad people don’t have family? You think family isn’t the primary way bad people propagate their badness?’ Bartilow was such an unassuming woman. The old scholar, quiet, retiring, shy. Under that, though, sheer bastardy it seemed. Enough for a half-dozen captains.

The first discoloration of vines could be seen creeping in at the corners, between them and the bay, like autumn. They still had air, but it was misty with particulate matter, and might abandon them the moment they opened the next doors.

‘They buried the scale of it, but not the act,’ Bartilow added. ‘So we all learn about the Seven Hoarders, growing up. The wages of selfishness. Meaning that here and now, you, the cargo, the crew, and everyone else did the right thing – saved everyone who could be saved. Nobody taking off in a half-full shuttle. Nobody on the crew abandoning their posts before their job was done.’

The chamber beyond, where Key Crew had sat and talked about a future they were never going to have, was crawling with invasive plant matter. The plates of the walls were cracked and buckled out of true, eaten away. Lurid flowers bloomed from the ceiling, and serpentine vines drifted like the hair of drowners. Cosimir’s boots were clumsy against the ground, grating on grit and spores, crunching tendrils. The next doors opened in a great and howling inhalation, dragging all their air off to the far reaches of the universe. Cosimir braced herself for great holes eaten in the walls, but the structure was whole, just compromised in invisible ways which the minuteness of the air could leave by.

‘Why hasn’t it just eaten everything?’ she demanded as they pushed on. She felt as though she was descending through the circles of some vegetal hell.

Bartilow’s channel opened, but no words came. Not a comms glitch. Cosimir caught sight of the woman’s face, pale and strained. The Classicist had a theory, but not one sane enough to voice.

They made it through to the shuttle bay, out of heavily compromised areas into near-normality, the heart of the rescue effort. One shuttle remaining by then, and a man waving a light at them, his shipsuit identifying him as Engineering.

‘Is Ilshir on board?’ Cosimir promoted through suit speakers, as the pair of them hurried over. The engineer looked at her blankly.

‘Ilshir,’ she said. ‘Your chief?’

‘He went to help Science,’ the engineer said hollowly. ‘He never came back.’

‘Science? Hieron?’ Cosimir looked round at Bartilow. The Classicist’s face still had that hard bastardy on it. The things she’d known and not told.

‘Get on board, Captain,’ she said.

A hundred things rose in Cosimir then. Words, plans, hopes, lies, foolishness. Heroism, the product of all these mixed in the right proportions. She was the Captain. They were her crew. They were her friends. They were people in her life she needed to see again. She would take weapons and tools. She would fight the monster that was eating her ship. She would find her comrades. She would . . .

‘They need you, on the planet,’ Bartilow said. Setting herself up as the Captain’s personal captain, who gave the hard orders to the woman who gave the orders. Then Onner was at her elbow, the man to whom Kieraven had given his own instructions. That she, as Captain, could have countermanded, but hadn’t.

‘We lost contact with both of them. Ship’s comms are chewed full of holes. They’re far beyond the lines. I’m sorry.’ Bartilow physically stood in her way. An old woman, easy enough for Cosimir to shoulder past. In her engineer’s heart she was someone trained to do, not just sit back and command. But that wasn’t the post they’d given her, on the ship. That wasn’t the seat Olumo had kept warm for her, or that Hannoy of Projects had prepared her for. Sometimes playing hero was the selfish course, as much as hoarding.

Feeling as though she was pulling against vines and roots snarled about each limb, she forced herself into the belly of the shuttle. Couldn’t even be the last one off the ship, as Bartilow wouldn’t trust her to it. Sometimes you couldn’t even go down with the ship.

Then it was just Hieron and two of the Science team she hadn’t sent off to the shuttles long before. Sent off, with no knowledge of whether they’d reach the bay, because she’d lost comms to the rest of the ship. Just them, in the bubble of their laboratory. No need to practise their poisons and acids and botanical plagues under the microscopes, because the fibrous fist of the Beanstalk was clenching about their sanctuary. The walls groaned with it, and she could see the clean curves and lines of the room deform and twist with the inexorable pressure. A net that could take all the time it needed, incrementally crushing and prising, until nothing of the works of human hands could resist it.

There was a faint bloom, on one wall. Like a scuff. Like dust. Except she knew it wasn’t. It was the first living substance of the Beanstalk coming through. Seeping through infinitesimal cracks, into their sanctum. They had no suits, no protection. Only the sort of temporary-use breath masks one kept on hand for laboratory emergencies. An hour of air in each, at most.

Somewhere overhead, something squealed and parted. The room twisted out of true. Hieron met the gazes of the others. Nobody had anything to say. They’d had robots out there, deploying their weaponry. They’d lost contact with them, one by one. Infiltrated and compromised by the all-intruding army of the plant.

‘Science team, you there? You hear me?’

Wide-eyed, Hieron dragged her gaze from the spreading stain and scrabbled for the comms. The comms, silent, dead, yet now something was forcing words through them. ‘Hello?’ she called desperately. ‘Hello? Anbar?’ Anbar Ilshir, Chief Engineer of the Marduk, impossibly speaking to her. So unexpected she even considered whether the plant had learned some gift of mimicry.

‘I’m trying to cut my way to you.’ His desperate voice. ‘I’m coming. I’m almost there. Hold on, you hear me?’

‘Chief,’ said one of her people hollowly. Hieron tried to focus on the brave little voice over comms, but it would have taken more willpower than she had. Her head swivelled of its own accord, and she saw. Where the bloom, the dusting, the stain had been, the plates of the wall had now parted. Something was pushing its way through. A convoluted, greenish mass, clenching and forming, applying an appalling static strength. Not muscular power, just an insistence that it be where the walls were, and it was the walls which gave way.

‘Anbar,’ she said. ‘I don’t think we can hold out.’

‘I’m almost with you,’ the engineer said.

‘Anbar,’ she said, feeling her heart wither in her chest.

‘I’m almost—’

The pulsating, writhing knot of plant matter became her whole world. Not because it was growing voraciously out, into the room, but because it wasn’t. It was shifting, rippling, fighting with its own base nature, until it took shape. A shape she’d seen before, malformed and utterly out of scale.

It was forming a face. Human features she’d last seen in the Kernel of the Beanstalk, mummy-parched and preserved. Haughty features, fleshy and decadent. Green blank eyes staring at her with the arrogance of emperors.

‘Hieron, I—’ There was a sudden roar from comms, the sound of human artifice being wrung and sheared, and air rushing. A moment’s static which might have been a scream. Nothing. Nothing more. He was gone.

Hieron couldn’t drag her gaze away from those eyes, that face. The infinite cruelty of its expression; its idiot glee. The lines of its mouth twisted and moved as though it was trying to form words. Instead of a tongue, a riot of petals and roots tangled behind them. The whole grotesque assembly flexed and contorted into mindless mirth. The walls rippled and tore like paper, and she died.
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There were just too many people. A victory, to have that as a problem, but still a problem. Kieraven had been forced to deputize anyone who looked competent to help round people up, distribute supplies, assign people to tents. Tents all the way along the riverbank, and that meant more people stopping anyone falling in. There had already been a scatter of deaths by misadventure. ‘Misadventure’ felt like the best label for the whole business, honestly. And there were still shuttles coming down, though none going back up any more. He knew the hard mathematics of what that meant.

It had been evening when his own ship touched down. Now it was the deepest reaches of a long night, no dawn for another twenty hours. And the work was never done, keeping this vast mass of bewildered, hungry, cold, desperate people together and alive. He wasn’t sure he was up to it.

At least he could see in the dark. One less terror in a world full of terrible things.

They were between the water and the trees, but the foliage here was behaving like plants. If it had been as animate and aggressive down here as up there, they’d all be dead already.

Another shuttle: roaring, wobbling as it came down, shaky hands on the controls. Kieraven had someone acting as landing control, finding space for a safe touchdown. A crew rushed in to help people off and clear out supplies.

It was starting to rain. Of course it was; one more damned thing. Rain, and too many people, and trying to distribute all the kit evenly, and what would they even do in the morning. At least the jungle wasn’t eating them, or the atmosphere poisoning them, or . . .

Not yet. Not any of those things yet. Plenty of time for oblivion tomorrow.

They didn’t have a perimeter. The shuttle printers were all engaged making basic essentials, but Kieraven had a mind to look into fences. He didn’t feel this planet was of a mind to play good neighbour. He walked out to the fringes of the camp, where people were still scrabbling and blundering about, trying not to go near the trees because they’d all seen the triumph of the vegetation up above.

Over the comms unit clipped to his suit, someone said the Captain was coming down. Cosimir, on the next shuttle. His heart skipped for it, despite himself. Not just to have someone to share the responsibility with but, well, her. Unprofessionally and entirely against his usual nature, he had conceived a strong fondness for Lamya Cosimir, and it had been reciprocated. To have the two of them alive on this world seemed to go a long way towards a future he could live with.

Something stirred out in the dark. In the trees. Something huge. He braced himself, reaching for his gun. Knowing if a two-ton pig charged out then a lot of people were going to be trampled to death.

It was something else, walking with inhuman grandeur to the edge of the trees. Three metres at the shoulder, on sickle-clawed feet. Its head was ringed with a regal mane, like the rays of the sun, crowned with horns. Spines jutted from its back and its tail was a dragon’s. Its face was a man’s.

Kieraven made a sound, deep in his chest. Wordless, primal. As though one of them had to take on the mantle of animal, and it plainly wasn’t going to be this thing.

Nobody else could see it, he realized. Just him and his mechanical eyes, staring at this impossible chimera.

Its lips twitched into a line of cruel satisfaction, seeing this ramshackle activity, these newcomers, prey. Then it turned and padded off into the dark, and Kieraven heard the next – the last – shuttle in its screaming descent.
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When all the shuttles were down.

When the woken cargo, confused and complaining, was helped out onto the soil – Cosimir almost thought soul – of the new world.

When there were kitchens set up, and printers powered by the drives of the shuttles. When shelters had been pitched like awnings out of each hatch.

When people were fed and understood where they were.

When she had told them the good and the bad of it.

That, against all odds, they were here.

That, against all their efforts, there was no going back.

When Kieraven had a fence up against the world, against the wild.

When a few of them had died eating something, being stung, the river, or just vanishing into the trees, for who among them had ever learned to treat the wilderness with respect?

When they knew what sort of biomass would become edible when fed through the culinary printers.

When they’d heard the roaring, in the night.

When they understood what sort of place this was going to be.

When seven days and seven nights had gone by, and the deaths had stopped, and people were still fed.

When the short-term problems quieted enough for them to look at the long-term problems.

When Kieraven and Bartilow started to teach skills learned from ancient scripture and specialist training. How to cut wood. How to build. How to hunt.

When they understood what sort of life this was going to be.

When forty days and forty nights had gone by, and the printers were turned over to tools and manufacture.

When a group of cargo – no, settlers, colonists, people – could go out into the woods and come back with something edible and not die.

Then Cosimir permitted herself to breathe.

She stood with Kieraven, at the fence, at night. Beyond the fence: the wood, the world, the wilds.

What they didn’t need to say: they missed Ilshir. Not his engineering skill, because most of his team had made it down and they were doing him proud, making sure everything functioned. His cheer, his good nature. The member of Key Crew who’d made every situation better just by being there. But he wasn’t here, so things were worse.

What they didn’t need to say: they missed Hieron. The Science Chief and most of her team were dead. Bartilow was standing-in, but modern science wasn’t her focus. Mostly she was screening the cargo – no, the people – to find out who was best qualified. The Aptitudes had been left up on the ship, because nobody had thought to load them into the shuttle datastores. The things you never think you’ll need.

‘I’m going to want a couple of shuttles still mobile,’ Kieraven said. ‘Not lived in. Not tied down. We have more here than the area can support. We need to spread out. Maybe three, four communities, max three days’ walk away from one another, so we can bring help. Radio communication. Roads. We’ll need roads.’

They stared into the dark, shoulders touching, fingers brushing. She had to remind herself it wasn’t dark, for him. Not unless he wanted it to be. But he was still anticipating trouble.

‘I’m already working with Bartilow on a list of ca— people with leadership potential. Administrators.’ She’d identified the same problem with their concentration of population here. ‘Nobody’s going to be happy being asked to move out and build from scratch. Even taking a bunch of the kit with them.’ They had a handful of vehicles, which had come down as kits. They could move heavy gear like printers and fusion generators to any new site, but it meant hacking paths through the forest. The terrain as was didn’t support wheeled transit.

‘It hasn’t eaten us yet,’ Kieraven pointed out. This had been the fear at the start. That the greenery down here would metamorphose into the monster up there. Cosimir was trying to remember what Hieron had been saying about the structure of the native life. A latent plasticity or something like that. Meaning, perhaps, that the biome here was like a mad scientist’s prison: within every cell, a monster.

She opened her mouth to say something reassuring, something captainly. It didn’t come out. Yet was her chief thought – hardly reassuring. Then there were footsteps behind them: a woman, sharp-featured and terribly young.

‘Yes?’ Cosimir, captain-straight, waiting for a report.

‘Classicist Bartilow sent me to you,’ the woman said. Her voice was light, almost musical. ‘Enelisse Jesper. I was Science on the Nergal.’

The name made her twitch: her old ship. For a second she was no Captain at all, just Engineering Chief, whose province was things fixable, not this fog of decisions and responsibility. ‘You were one of Goscari’s people?’

Jesper nodded. She must have been a child, almost, on the team, the absolute youngest. Gifted, then? Or just lucky. ‘Goscari – was he . . .?’ No point finishing that sentence if Jesper was standing here in front of her, rather than Goscari himself. She felt a wintry moment of loss for her old colleague of the Nergal; hoped he’d gone on to some fate better than just withering away with old Earth. But here was one of his people, slotted into the Marduk’s cargo by the providence of Project Management. Like a gift from a half-forgotten friend.

‘Bartilow’s given you your brief?’ Cosimir asked her.

‘Form a team. Study. Find how we can make life better.’ Jesper advanced until she was at the fence, staring out. ‘I always wondered what wild looked like.’ Then, after a moment of shared contemplation, ‘It looks back. I didn’t expect that.’

Of course it couldn’t look back. That was fanciful nonsense Cosimir didn’t need from her new Science Chief. She should clamp down hard on that sort of talk. But she said nothing, because Jesper was absolutely right.
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THE THIRD AGE

Enemy’s Enemy’s Enemy
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The ship is down. Problematic for a variety of reasons, not least that it wasn’t designed to actually land at all. Alis sits on the slanted, slightly rubbery top, holding her head in her hands. She’s had painkillers from her suit, but the echo-memory of the jolting around still makes her imagine banished aches. A simulation of physical trauma, as it were, which her nerves and muscles are all too willing to believe in.

They’ve ploughed quite the furrow through the forest. But between the age of the trees and the relatively flexible construction of the ship, only a couple of uprootings have occurred. Their vessel’s been left in a very weird configuration, its fringes oozing out between trunks, as though it grew here overnight like a mushroom.

That is, of course, one logistical problem we need to overcome, to return to the air, Portifabian says. They are also adding to Alis’s conceptual headache, because she receives their communications via her suit comms, as she would with Kern, but also via her translation implant, which takes in the Portiid body language Portifabian is making their robot perform. The two translations don’t quite match word for word, and behind both versions are two spider minds. Trying to think through this is worse than the actual pain from the crash.

‘The other logistical problem being we can be attacked by giant lizard bird things the moment we do,’ she suggests.

That remains the Captain’s problem will problem be solved by gun roof Stomatopod mounted violence. Portifabian falls silent for a second. The Captain will likely solve that problem with some manner of hull-anchored ranged violence, they clarify, body language betraying extreme agitation just for a moment, movements mirroring one another as though they’re stuttering. Alis reaches out, hesitates, then strokes the plastic of their cephalothorax. There are tiny hairs there, and she hopes the contact is transmitting to the spiders within, and some combination of them is finding it comforting.

The ship itself repair is repairing self repairing functions are t-t-t-t. A little manic dance of rage at their own loss of control, but Alis reckons everyone’s allowed to be stressed right now. The ship will repair heal repair itself, Portifabian manages. I will now seek to restore communications to the Kern instance within the ship, and-or to Kern Primary aboard the Dissenter.

‘Can I help?’ Alis asks.

Robot spider eyes stare glassily at her. Did your therapy with Mira endow you with significant engineering skills you don’t have engineering skills you didn’t previously have learned – t-t-t. More angry stamping. Did your—

‘I get it,’ Alis says. ‘I don’t remember what I remember, you know? I was hoping I’d just start fixing things and it would all come back to me. All the mad repair skills I had before I went into the cocoon.’

Portifabian shifts their feet, conveying profound social awkwardness.

‘Which I didn’t have, I take it.’

Indeed correct yes.

‘Well then, I apologize for being useless.’ A good time for the head to go back into the hands, honestly, except this is when Cato makes his reappearance, still cleaning pieces of something red and messy off himself.

The admission,

Appreciated.

Self-knowledge; invaluable, he declares. The tone the translator gives him suggests he’s having a grand holiday. Alis stares at him and is gratified to register a very similar look from Portifabian.

Answer this:

Visual lightscatter;

environmental display

The stealth-of-hidden-eyegleam-shadow-signal

Shines also for your eyes/solely for mine?

‘The what?’ Alis asks. There was a concept there, that the translator had worked very hard at, but still garbled it. Some Stomatopod thing about vision. And hadn’t he been saying something about that up on the ark?

Cato skates back and forth over a few metres of ground, the hum of his fans waxing and waning.

We register no visual anomalies, Portifabian confirms to him. Alis thinks that wasn’t quite what he was asking, but probably close enough.

She sits out on the hull a little while longer while Portifabian uses the spider waldo’s toolkit to coax organic repairs out of the ship, while Cato keeps up a constant circling patrol around the edge of the crash, weaving in and out of the trees. The whole place is alive with animals, and Alis feels she’s being watched all the time. There’s always some bird, or cat-monkey, or arborial rodent peering down at her angrily, whenever she looks up. This is perfectly natural forest behaviour, though. The ship and its crew are anomalies; small wonder the local fauna is curious. This isn’t a simulation she reminds herself. The Mira inside her head is constantly analysing her sensory data at a very fine level, so as to make the distinction. I am not the centre of the universe. A wintry little feeling of loss, because at one point she literally was. Hence the addictive, seductive nature of the simulation experience, and why she really needed to get out of it.

I have some bad news and some bad news news good and good and – I am no I I we I was this is. A pause. Cato has stopped his circling, hovering in place and throwing up a fine spray of leaf litter. Alis feels as if she’s actually sharing a look with him, though Cato is technically looking everywhere all the time, at least a little.

There is good and bad news, Portifabian summarizes.

The worst, the Stomatopod directs.

Kern’s dead, Portifabian relays from within the ship.

‘Fuck,’ Alis says automatically. ‘Wait, what do you mean by Kern? Or dead?’

The Kern instance within this ship didn’t survive. She prioritized the crewspace on landing, and those parts of the ship containing her primary consciousness were compressed beyond survival. Many dead ants. We have, however, established a connection to Kern Primary. A sense of a great deal of discipline going into making this coherent report.

‘Kern . . .?’ Alis prompts. ‘Are you there.’

Yes. Kern’s voice, relayed from orbit via Portifabian. There, but less than delighted with the durability of my offshoots. The same voice, but far more waspish than the conjoined spiders’. I have the damage report from your ship and I’m sending over an improved repair schema. Portifabian’s shown me the physical situation. While the repair functions are at work, I suggest you find and deal with Mira. Satellite view suggests she’s . . . ‘metastasizing’ is probably a good word.

‘Cato was reporting some sort of visual error,’ Alis notes.

I will access your suit cameras and run a compare-and-contrast, Kern says distantly. For now, get moving while we can still rescue this situation.

And Mira, thinks Alis. She’s starting to worry Kern has already written their crewmate off. Yes, she understands what Mira is, and indeed that what Mira is is inside her. But in her head, Mira is also a person whom she was close to, her therapist and friend, and that’s who she intends to make it back to the ship with.

Cato’s two guns – call them cannons, honestly – unfold from the armour about his back, and he explodes a couple of trees. Splinters go everywhere, including into the ship, and one through Alis’s leg. She screams and rolls sideways down the slope, fetching up against an unexploded tree trunk, in a way that does something savage to her knee. She’s shouting at Cato, and Kern and Portifabian are too, from the garble her audio is trying to put over.

Tree-felling by hand with caution careful calculation not further damaging ship or crew what are you doing? is the end of the spiders’ joint tirade against their captain, rattling off into the silence after the shooting ends. Alis removes the splinter from her leg, more of her own blood than she’s seen since Cato did his last mad thing and caved her chest in. The suit dampens her pain response, cleans and seals the wound, then hardens to brace and splint so she doesn’t exacerbate it. She tests her weight on the leg and feels nothing but a far-removed understanding of how best to move to minimize further damage. Is that normal? Is that real? A sudden call-back to when injuries were laughable things, unless she wanted to be hurt, or until she’d wanted to be hurt so badly she’d ended up dead, repeatedly, but none of it had mattered or meant anything. No, this is real, and it’s the suit, and maybe Mira.

My warning

Overzealous, Cato said.

The weaponry

Beyond expectations.

It was, she realized, another of his apologies.

Who may we who we ask was warning intended for being warned? Portifabian actually hisses, or at least that’s the translation Alis gets. Warning who, Cato?

Before he can answer, Alis sees them. Three humans, with long guns, now running away, dodging between the trees. She sees Cato’s eyes and weapons track them, but he doesn’t try any more warning shots with extreme prejudice. She cross-references their course with the maps Kern has supplied. They’re heading in the direction of Mira’s current location. Humans. Survivors of the ark ship.

‘We have to go after them,’ she decides. ‘And not shoot them.’

Agreed. Portifabian exits the regrowing ship and absently plucks a metre-long shard of wood from the outer hull. They seem more composed now, some inner equilibrium established. To apologize, if for no other reason.
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After Ellan’s scouts have made it back inside the walls, nobody can understand what they’re trying to warn people about for some time. It’s not as though the Life isn’t a fount of corrupted monstrosity, but the people of Four Dragon Ford and the other colony communities know the Life. They are familiar with what its imagination throws up. They know the dragons and the lion-forms, the boars; the swarms, the plagues, the burrowers and gnawers. These are the tribulations their world has given them. They live with it, fight it, appease it, as reason dictates. Theirs is a life rationally accepted, because it’s the only one they have.

What the scouts saw – and were assaulted by, as a porcupine rash of splintered wood shows – was not that. Neither the Life’s usual tricks, nor the excesses of their recent visitor.

Ellan, Udin the Engineer, and Mezclo the Archivist gather, forming Key Crew and Captaincy between them, each with a handful of juniors from their department to run errands or provide specialist knowledge. Mezclo has gone back over the records she has, which were copied Classicist to Archivist to generations of Archivists gone by. It’s not as complete as anyone would like, but Archivists are also emissaries to other towns, members of a siblingry that spans the populated portions of Marduk. They trade knowledge, especially warnings of what the Life can do. Mezclo’s people have combed all the records they have copies of, and nowhere is there an account of a great gelatinous disc brought down from the sky, or a floating crustacean monster in company with creatures of human appearance. Nor is there anything matching the Changing Thing which came to their gates and wreaked such havoc, before they drove it away with flame.

The reading and the deliberation aren’t complete when the shout goes up from the wall that the new visitors are here.

Mezclo had pictured the actual amoeba thing the scouts described, oozing out between the trees. Instead, from the wall’s walkway, she sees only two creatures: the floating arthropod, so brightly coloured it must hold all the toxins in the world, and the thing that looks like a woman. Much like the Changing Thing looked like a woman, until it didn’t.

‘Give me the glass,’ she demands, and Ellan passes it over. A precious object, as there aren’t many towns which retain working technology to grind lenses. This one has some of the old ship in it too, so as Mezclo looks down it, tiny numbers tell her how far away their subjects are. Information they could have guessed to within an acceptable margin of error, so why waste such accomplishment on so trivial a task? Except the people who built the great ship, and came here from a poison world, had such marvels that they could spare wonder even for small things. Mezclo and her Order have done their best to preserve everything, but time and the harshness of Marduk work against them.

She peers, adjusts the focus, frowns. There’s actually a third creature down there too – a spider larger than any they’ve ever heard of, though not that much larger. It balances on the human-looking creature’s shoulders. The human is wearing clothes of plastic and metal, enclosing her head, but with a transparency that shows her face. She is the absolute image of the Changing Thing, like twin sisters.

‘It’s another one,’ Ellan says. ‘Maybe this is what the Life is making now.’

An unwelcome thought. Not just monsters and disease but rival people, come to contest everything they’ve built in the world. They may all have one face now, but will it be so you can’t trust anyone? Will they need to devise some test, to sort real people from Changing Things?

Mezclo moves the glass’s focus onto the beast. She knows the general classes of animal in the world, partly from observation and partly ancient record. The taxonomy becomes muddled where the true monsters of the Life are concerned, often borrowing threatening parts from many different beasts, but overall there’s a logic to the world. A logic this thing deviates from.

She blinks and readjusts the glass. Ellan and Udin are talking but she elbows the pair to silence and hands the glass to the Engineer. ‘The creature there, the thing like an insect. Its armour.’

Udin looks out for a long time. ‘Yes,’ he says slowly. ‘It is armour. Metal. Plastic. And, I think, weapons on top. Weapons which move like limbs. Where its wings would be, if it had wings.’

It doesn’t have wings, but it seems to fly. Its legs, set far forward on its body, barely touch the ground. It floats. Mezclo has never seen the like.

Ellan’s scouts are questioned again. They heard thunder, but two thought it was just the trees exploding. The third is bold enough to suggest there were guns fired. Great guns, far louder than the rifles and shotguns they carry.

‘The Life,’ Mezclo says, ‘does not use guns. Or plastics. Or even metal, much.’

The little band are approaching the walls without much fear. The human one is waving, even. Her voice – it comes out too loud over such distance, amplified somehow – reaches them. Strangely accented but speaking words. The Life sometimes does this. It’s less of a prodigy than a bug with guns.

‘Greetings!’ the woman-looking thing shouts. ‘I want to apologize. Your people startled my friend. I hope none of them were hurt!’ Her too-loud voice sounds bright and brittle with false cheer. It’s patently nothing any sane person would say, on this planet, in these circumstances. Which means maybe it is something that a thing pretending to be a person would say. Mezclo exchanges looks with the others. Ellan is about to say something cunning when Udin leans on the wall and bellows down, ‘No, they’re all fine. Go away!’

Through the glass – and the glass visor of her armour – the woman-thing’s face looks offended at that. ‘There is a friend of ours,’ her voice booms. ‘We’ve come to take her back.’

More exchanged looks. There are people with rifles lining the wall now. One word and they’ll all start firing. That didn’t dissuade the Changing Thing, and these creatures are at least keeping a distance from the gate.

Mezclo thinks about tree trunks shattered to shards. If it can do that, the walls won’t hold, never mind the gate.

‘She’s not here!’ Udin shouts. ‘The one who looks like you! Went away!’ He’s pointing in the general direction of the encrustation that ate Neco.

‘Back where?’ Mezclo calls through cupped hands, just as Ellan is about to say something. ‘Take her back where?’

There’s a moment of obvious conference between the woman-thing, the spider-thing and their insect gun-carriage. Those guns are folding and unfolding. If they were wings, it would have been getting ready to fly, but given they’re not, Mezclo has the uneasy sense it’s losing patience with all the talk.

‘I’m going to be truthful with you,’ the woman-thing calls up. ‘We came from up there.’ A silvery hand pointing straight up. ‘From another planet. Do you still know Earth?’

‘The poison planet,’ Mezclo says.

‘Poison people,’ Ellan echoes. ‘Oh shit.’

Mezclo hears all the guns which weren’t yet cocked made ready to fire. Someone’s going to pull the trigger out of sheer fear. Earth was sick and dying when their ancestors left in the ship, and while there were no stories about people trying to stop them escaping, she can imagine how it must have been for those left behind. They were supposed to have died, but what if they hadn’t? What if they’d become monsters, worse than anything the Life here could breed? What if they’d come in pursuit of those who’d escaped their fate, after all this time?

‘Go find your friend. Take them and leave us alone!’ she shrieks down at them, feeling her throat raw with the horror of the thought. ‘Go back to Earth! Go away! Or we will find a way to kill you all!’ She’s the calm one, the thinker. Normally she’s reining in Ellan or Udin, or some other firebrand. Right now, though, she knows how appalling this situation might be. She knows there’s no room for anything other than fight or die.

The woman-thing’s face goes closed, but they head back into the trees soon after. Ellan sends scouts after them and doubles the sentries. Nobody’s going to get much sleep that night.
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Remember these are unmodified humans, Kern notes archly. They are by nature greedy, aggressive and small-minded. Which Alis feels is a bit rich, honestly. The AI was originally an even less modified human, being one of the old terraformers from their elder age. Kern has come round to the idea of ark-age Humans – that proper noun with its capital letter again – who’ve been infected with her nanovirus, and become part of the Portiids’ Panspecific community, but she retains her prejudices against the actual ark-builders. Admittedly, when they came to Kern’s World back in the day, they did try to kill her, and they absolutely planned to exterminate the Portiids so they could claim the planet. But that was a different ark and different humans.

On the other hand, the residents of this planet seem extremely punchy and unwilling to accept her apology. On the other, other hand, Cato did shoot at them, or at least near them. Cato, who’s been muttering since they left the stockade and continued on to the region where they should find Mira. Or the region Mira has claimed. Or, based on Kern’s earlier scouting, the region that is Mira. Cato’s grumbling is in little couplets to himself – or patently not to himself, given that Kern’s feeding Alis a translation – about running away from a threat. Apparently Stomatopod honour would have been better satisfied by levelling the walls of the town, just to make a point. Cato feels he’s been challenged and, as the stronger party, he should have obliged the locals in delivering a beat-down. He feels that simply going away is as disrespectful to them as it is to him. Thankfully they’re off the ship, so he can’t really hold his captaincy over them. None of his companions are taking any of his nonsense right now.

All here challenges us, is his latest complaint.

Demands to be fought.

It opposes. Ignore at your peril!

‘It’s just a place, another planet,’ Alis tells him. ‘Yes, it’s full of nasty-looking animals and unsympathetic people, but we’re the intruders here. We need to behave ourselves.’

Cato continues to give little haikus of foreboding, and she tries to tune him out. He intimates that the entire planet is actively calling him out. His motions are becoming more and more agitated, zig-zagging back and forth between the trees, fighting arms wound in, ready to strike, and eyestalks in constant motion. Alis is well aware he considers her a liability, and right now that opinion is absolutely reciprocated.

We are, of course, being followed, Portifabian reports from her shoulder. The spider robot is quite a weight, but the undergrowth and root-ribbed ground would be heavy going for it. Plus they might look like a free lunch to some ambitious insectivore. Portiids are very big spiders, but the robot doesn’t quite come to her knee when standing on the ground.

‘There’s some nasty-looking cat thing I keep seeing,’ Alis agreed. It’s sort of a cat, sort of a weasel, and sort of a monkey, and it keeps turning up on branches, leering down on them with a mouthful of sharp teeth. Big enough to give Portifabian a tussle, but more disconcerting than threatening. Some animals are naturally curious, and maybe something she’s carrying smells like food, but it still seems unnervingly intent. It meets Alis’s eyes quite readily and, when it does, Cato’s claims about being challenged by the planet don’t seem so foolish.

We refer mean that instead people, Portifabian stutters out. Their artificial legs clench painfully across Alis’s shoulders for a second. Humans from the settlement, they clarify.

Then action.

A moment’s display that shall forestall

Inconvenient betrayal. Cato wheels on the spot and his guns unfold.

‘No!’ everyone shouts at him. For a moment those guns are turned on Alis, as the most available target. She very nearly steps forward to front him, face down the guns. Comes within a fraction of a second of taking one unwise step into the range of his arms. That didn’t work out well last time, and right now she doesn’t have a ship-worth of medical facilities to deal with a caved-in chest. She puts her hands on her hips from a safe distance, trusting to Kern to translate the body language for him.

‘They’re allowed to keep tabs on us,’ Alis tells him. ‘This is their place.’ She actually turns back the way they came and shouts out, ‘We know you’re out there! You’re very welcome, obviously, to watch us. Please don’t come too close though!’

I do wish this was some formal employer–employee relationship, Kern remarks acidly, so I could fire you all.

‘What, then?’ Alis demands, of her, of the world, of the air. She sees the cat-monkey grinning down at her again. ‘You can piss off too,’ she tells it. ‘We’re having a time of it, all right?’

‘You have no idea,’ the creature says, then darts off into the foliage, leaving Alis slack-jawed. The words weren’t very clear; the apparatus producing them not overly suited to speech. But . . .

It spoke. She doesn’t say it, because it didn’t. Plainly it didn’t. It’s her. This forest, these beasts, even her companions, everything’s haloed with an air of unreality. Oh God, I’m having a relapse. The little Mira in her head is telling her it’s real, but that just means they cracked her out of the cocoon before the therapy was finished.

They press on, before Cato can go from hair-trigger to actual shooting. Or maybe before she just strips off her suit and runs naked into the woods to play with the fairies. Soon after, they come to . . .

Mira.

Kern says it’s Mira. It’s . . . not triggering any familiarity from Alis’s piecemeal memories, though. The last time Alis saw her therapist, Mira didn’t look like this. Like geography.

Before them there’s a very stark delineation in the forest. This side is as they’ve encountered it, however sinister and unwelcoming that might be. On the other, everything glistens. There are hanging sheets of slime like moss, and the ground looks slick, covered with an algal mat of orange ooze. There’s nothing moving within there. Nothing independent, at least, for the whole mass of it seems to ripple and quiver, though the breeze is quite still.

Cato flexes, and for a moment she thinks he’s going to charge straight in, but the translation provided through her suit is more of a thoughtful Hrmm . . .

‘Mira?’ Alis calls. ‘It’s Alis.’ She thinks she sees minute extra tremors run through the dangling folds of biological material as her voice impacts them.

Portifabian clambers down her leg to the ground. It approaches the sharp boundary. There’s a sort of foam where the two biomes meet. Everything there appears to be dying. Plant life, insects, small rodents. Even as they watch, more creatures arrive to throw themselves into the battlefield. Alis can actually see the border shift and flex in real time, the life around them regaining ground, then losing it as the slime creeps forwards. Overall, she thinks Mira is winning, but there is definitely a battle going on. Which makes no sense.

‘Alis.’ A voice, distorted, blubbery, but her name emerging out of it like a drowner’s hand. Great bubbles bloom and burst fatly within the infested grove, then there’s a face. Growing out of the shimmering excrescence coating a tree, then bulging outwards, the slick substance gathering itself together like cloth to give it substance. A face, a form, her own. Pushing out, composing itself, slithering into being and onto the rippling ground, like something unwholesome being born. Alis feels her gut clench, and in her head is the high, hysterical refrain of It’s in me; it’s in me; it’s in me. She imagines feeling a kindred squirming inside her very brain, for all that’s entirely impossible.

Her viscous doppelganger stands before her, shuddering, jaw working in ways that need no bones. ‘Alis,’ it gurgles, but nothing of any substance more.

Portifabian dances, shaky and uncertain steps. Mira, how is what this possible what are you doing?

The eyes open. Alis had thought they already were, but the blank orbs become lids which slide back and give onto the hollow soap bubble interior of the apparition. It gusts in no wind and its mouth opens, then opens, then opens like a zip, unseaming the entire front of the thing in a soundless howl, until it collapses, unable to sustain its own shape. A moment later it is pulled roughly back into position. This time, intestinal tethers from the tree branches provide a scaffolding which it quivers and gusts within, like flayed skin on a frame. Alis is briefly glad she spent some bad years in the simulation, because she’s seen worse than this. Worse, even with her own face shaking and sluicing about in the midst of it. She can confront the madness because she, too, is mad.

‘Mira,’ she says. Portifabian is still trying to get something out, but Alis doesn’t even know if this conglomerate entity before them understands Portiid language. It spoke, so she speaks. ‘Mira, it’s me, it’s Alis. How can I help you?’ At her back, Cato circles and skims, restless. But at least he hasn’t attacked anything. Impeccable diplomacy, given his record.

‘Alis.’ The mouth open but the voice comes from all around, soundwaves visible as ripples and spikes across semifluid surfaces. ‘Alis, I’ve done a terrible thing.’

Alis isn’t sure done is the correct verb. Become seems more apposite. ‘Help us understand, Mira,’ she says to her twisted mirror.

‘I’m fighting,’ moans that distributed voice. ‘We’re under attack. The world, the world, the world won’t let us be. Won’t let us exist. It eats us, and we eat it back, and we ate we ate we ate, we’ve committed the sin the sin the sin, Alis. I want to die, but we won’t let us, and there’s more and more we and less I the more we have to fight and it won’t let us alone, Alis, please.’ A dreadful inhuman voice, but human misery. And then, ‘Alis, the world won’t leave me alone, so I’m going to have to eat the world.’

‘Don’t do that,’ Alis says. ‘Mira, hold out.’ Subvocalizing to Kern, ‘Can she actually do that? What’s at stake here?’

The Nodan organism has entirely depopulated one world, before its incorporation into our community. I don’t know what’s going on here. We need more contextual data. I’ve never seen any colony of the Nodan react like this. Growth at this scale is unheralded. What is at stake? Possibly the world, definitely Mira. Mira is a constructed personality. She is unlikely to be preserved as robustly as entities the organism has encountered and subsumed. If Mira undergoes sufficient change and expansion, she may simply be irretrievably lost.

‘Mira, I want to help you,’ Alis says. ‘Tell me what I can do.’

Abruptly the thing seems to stabilize. Still pulled tautly into shape by the wet ropes of its tethers, but face and expression become calm, a look of polite interest. ‘Alis,’ says a voice more localized within it, and far more human. ‘How are you finding the therapy?’

‘It’s . . . fine,’ Alis says weakly. ‘It’s helping but . . . I still need your help. I need you to leave here and come back with us, Mira. We’ve got a ship. It’s being fixed up right now. Can you . . . travel . . .?’ Imagining the whole shuddering region picking up its skirts and walking.

‘Alis, I need you to do something for me,’ Mira tells her brightly. ‘Would you step into my office.’

Under no circumstances, says Kern flatly.

‘I need some reference material,’ Mira goes on, as though they’ve met over coffee. ‘In order to build much-needed stability.’ Then a second and a half of just her mouth open, and a dreadful wailing screaming noise coming out of it, like the static of hell, before she says, ‘I seem to be having some memory issues.’

‘Ha. Yes. Me too,’ Alis chokes out. ‘Look, Mira, can you—’

‘I’m a bit besieged at the moment,’ says Mira with desperate cheer. ‘On all fronts. Mira – no, Alis – I’ve done some terrible things, and I think I’m going to do some more very soon, unless we can re-establish some boundaries.’ All said with that same urbane manner. ‘Can I just borrow you for a moment?’

‘Um. No,’ says Alis, but the Alis-simulacrum before her explodes outwards in ribbons and reaching arms, as does all the rest of it, the entire gelatinous mass that is Mira.

She has a moment in which to let out a startled yell, before various tatters and barbels of Mira have wrapped themselves about her, cinching painfully tight. Then there’s an appalling peristaltic strength tearing at her, and she’s hauled bodily into the mass.
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It isn’t the case that Stomatopods don’t ever run. That kind of warrior culture goes extinct very quickly. It’s also not the case their ancestral, pre-uplift condition has carried through unbroken into their present-day mentality, because things don’t work like that. However, sizing up an opponent remains a big part of life in a purely practical manner; knowing when to push and when to retreat. Cato therefore isn’t necessarily running, but he’s certainly retreating as fast as his fans can carry him. Portifabian, who couldn’t match that speed, is on his back like an arachnid jockey, clinging to his gun mounts. He’s moving backwards, since he’s faster in reverse and can see behind him perfectly well. His fighting arms remain pointed at where they’ve come from, even though he knows there’s no fighting that.

They encounter the humans almost immediately, as his retreat is taking them in a straight line back the way they came, where he has a passing knowledge of the terrain. A handful of people with guns, not expecting to see the back end of a Stomatopod approaching at twice running speed. Portifabian is probably frantically palp-signalling for them to get out of the way, but that’s wasted effort. Cato knocks them over like skittles. A gun goes off, to no real effect. If he’d been charging at them face-first he’d most likely have killed a couple out of sheer reflex – that killing strike is something his people have never really trained out of themselves. Or wanted to, given how long they’ve spent playing warrior.

He finally slews around and to a halt. The Nodan is out there, but he’s lost sight of it. After swallowing Alis, it was undergoing some cataclysmic expansion phase, bloating out into great slick bubbles, then rushing forwards to claim more of the trees, dissolving leaves and stripping bark. That was when they’d retreated.

Portifabian is dancing on his back. There are little lamps on her palps now, drawing human attention. The humans, non-uplifted, have no hope of understanding Portiid language, but a voice speaks from the robot’s body: Kern, playing translator.

Retreat back to your walls! Giving this public address, the conjoined spiders sound entirely singular, unified by the pressures of the moment. There is something very dangerous in the woods. You must not approach it.

The humans goggle. One of them makes a braying sound which Cato’s translator informs him is a laugh. Context: not a laugh indicating merriment, or only of the bleakest kind.

They have levelled guns. Cato feels his fighting impulse rising. If he takes the initiative, he can kill the lot of them for sure. If they start shooting first, he might be hurt. If Portifabian is hit, that might destroy the robot entirely, extinguishing their weird uploaded existence.

There is always something dangerous in the woods, says the laughing human. As usual, Cato’s receiving a translation from the flicker of his suit lamps, since sound through air isn’t something he can process.

It ate your fellow, one of the others says. Those guns are still levelled and steady. Cato, with his good eyes, can see fingers on triggers, one nerve impulse off shooting. He can also see that maddening whisper of light all around, and has a revelation. It’s not in or from the humans, nor was it present in Mira’s expanded biomass. It exists in every part of the local ecosystem, but not in anything that has come here from outside.

What is it? asks a third, and another says, It’s something new, like you creatures. Cato registers the fact a spider that talks doesn’t seem to faze these people at all.

New, yes, Portifabian confirms. Like us, no.

What does Cato know about the Nodan life form? It’s a microscopic, colonial organism with remarkable data-retention properties, which, in quantity, can manufacture a consciousness. Habitually it did this through co-opting the machinery of a host. Originally, dull plodding tide-pool grazers on Nod. Later, humans, which didn’t work out so well for the humans, but introduced the Nodan to a whole macroscopic universe it hadn’t even guessed at. Then there was some unpleasantness, after which some Kern-mediated negotiation, and now it’s generally well-behaved. A positive boon to the Panspecific community. But how does it live now, exactly?

It can live within a living host still, in ways that don’t detract from the host, but give the Nodan much-craved lived experience. It can copy the personas of its hosts, so they become a part of its library of identities, passed from colony to colony. A form of uploading into a biological matrix. A form of immortality. And if a Nodan wants to go about without invading a (willing) living host, these days bodies can be grown for it easily enough. Mira was previously in a mutable human body. Something well beyond natural human specs, in fact, that probably survived the crash.

Cato has just witnessed enough biomass to make about two hundred Miras, and seen it in violent motion. That’s not something Mira should be able to do. Yes, the Nodan can replicate itself, and as a gelatinous mass it can actually slob about and manipulate the world in clumsy ways. Give it enough time, in fact, and it can move mountains. There has not been enough time, though. Not for it to be this active, and not for it to be this big. Or not by his understanding of it, and Kern and Portifabian seem similarly surprised. Something’s going on.

Some interaction with the environment, Kern speculates when he notes it to her. She, of course, can sound entirely calm, not being physically present.

We have tests running on the local biological material, Portifabian notes. There may be some enlightenment. But for now . . .

‘Translate for me,’ Cato directs Kern. He’s rather at her mercy for this, but these humans are patently both keyed up for violence and otherwise indecisive, and he can’t really live with either of those.

‘Humans of this planet,

I am Cato, warrior.

Fight me; you will die.’

I am not telling them that, Kern says. Cato feels giving a computer power of veto over what it will or won’t do was a terrible idea of the Portiids, but it’s all he has to work with.

‘Chop the words however,

so they swallow them,’ he tells Kern.

‘I care not.

Ensure they understand:

I am not to be tested.

I punch harder and have better guns;

They have knowledge about this world.

We go to their home.

They will surrender it to us.’

Cato—

‘Very well.

They will welcome us in,

Dare no treachery.

An exchange of knowledge;

Then we will plan.’

Kern spends considerably more words on the business than he feels is necessary, and doesn’t deign to provide him with a blow-by-blow translation of just how she’s phrasing his demands. Probably not as demands, to start with. Cato feels his ire begin to rise, but then has a burst of memory. Space, debris, the thrill of victory, coupled with the understanding of cost. He is not perfect. Moreover, being the perfect warrior is itself not a perfect thing. Is a problem, in fact. He’s out here in self-imposed exile because he bought into his people’s ways, and it was a terrible, glorious, terrible thing.

He is hunched and still while Kern finishes her speechifying. She knows, of course. He hates her for it, but she can read the way his body curls as easily as the dance of the Portiids, or a human face. She, too, has done great things which ended terribly. Kern and Cato, kindred souls.

He sees a shift in the environment, back the way they came. Not motion so much as darkness. The extinguishing of all those little voices he perceives in the glimmer of light.

‘Mira comes,’ he says.

‘We all leave now.’

Apparently this overlaps with one of the humans agreeing they should all return to the walled settlement for further talks. Cato only hopes Mira doesn’t think she’s invited.
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Ellan’s scouts have a lot of explaining to do, returning to the walls in such company. Udin, Mezclo and Ellan form a Captaincy and vote over whether to let any of them in. Mezclo is concerned that what’s out there is no longer their people, because who knows what these new threats can do? Certainly Neco’s wild stories about the Changing Thing suggest a great range of possible, terrible things. And then it ate Neco. Mezclo had felt sending Neco as their sacrificial ambassador was just and fair, at the time. Now she feels they threw away their only source of knowledge about the newcomers.

Newcomers. She’s starting to believe it. Not just some newness the Life has thrown up. The scouts have confirmed the Life seems to be making war on this Changing Thing. Which begs a particular question.

She votes to exclude the hunters and their guests. But Ellan votes to let her people in, loyal to a fault. Udin vacillates and grimaces, twisting his hands in his leather apron, then eventually goes with his gut and not his brain, and says yes, open the gates.

They have people on the ground and the walls with guns, with axes and machetes, with flamethrowers. Udin even brings out the Inevitable Fire from its reliquary. That restored artefact, the Engineers’ triumph, can cut through anything, so long as it works at all.

They come in. Ellan’s hunters, the insect creature. No, more like a shrimp, maybe. Eyestalks and a great array of different limbs held tucked up before it, and a long segmented tail behind, ending with a ridged plate like a shield. All of it half-clad in what is plainly artificial armour. It floats above the ground with the constant sound of distant thunder.

They said they’d come from above. Where the ship came from. They said they were from Earth. Precision of memory is important to an Archivist. No, they said they knew of Earth.

A horror of Earth is common cultural currency. ‘They say their ancestors also fled Earth,’ one of the hunters reports. ‘Our cousins, they say.’

‘The shrimp creature said this?’ Mezclo clarifies.

The hunter’s face twists. ‘There’s a voice. Sometimes the creature dances and spreads its arms, and the voice speaks. Sometimes the spider on its back dances, and the same voice speaks. Sometimes it’s just the voice.’

‘It’s not like the Life,’ Ellan says. ‘I believe them, that they come from away.’

The scout recounts what happened to the more human of their visitors – devoured by the Changing Thing just as Neco was, leaving these arthropod prodigies fleeing the scene.

‘They’re animals, then?’ Mezclo’s people have no pets, but they have domestic beasts. They know the concept of a creature you can train.

Then the voice comes, speaking weirdly accented but mostly comprehensible words, with no dancing to accompany it. ‘What is happening with this world?’ it demands. A voice Mezclo might characterize as female, without being particularly human. ‘We have witnessed many unlikely creatures and you seem to be living in a state of war with nature. What did your ancestors do to this world, to make it so hostile?’

Mezclo opens her mouth, closes it. ‘Our ancestors . . .?’

‘We have seen the ship above. It is overrun with aggressive life,’ the voice continues. ‘Many did not even escape to the planet, as your forebears plainly did. What experiment was run, what agent released, to create so aggressive a world?’

There’s a murmur of awe through most of the listeners, because these creatures have been to the ship, the one place nobody can ever go back to. Ever practical, though, Udin has the Inevitable Flame brought closer to menace them. ‘What have you brought to us? What’s that thing out there, that killed our people?’

The voice comes again, but it speaks over itself, three different messages overlapping so Mezclo has to pause and recount them in her head, before she can understand. It says, ‘That is our problem to solve, and we’re working on it,’ and it says, ‘Back off, or perish,’ and it says, ‘Why do you have a laser cutter?’ There’s a moment of silence when she senses the three sources of the voice – two present, one ineffable – are arguing with one another.

‘Look,’ says the voice, after that, ‘yes, this is a problem. One of our crew has undergone some sort of crisis after crashing here. After being attacked in the ship over the planet by your mad plant. Our friend is reacting to your planet. To whatever your ancestors did that drove this place insane. So, if you have any records regarding what your idiot forebears did, which so thoroughly shafted this entire living system, I’m listening.’

More voices from the walls and the gathered crowd on the ground. Anger, fear, incredulity, some genuine wonder. The voice’s tone is confrontational but the words it speaks are . . . Well, many things. Incredible. Astonishing. Wrong.

‘This is an Archivist matter!’ Mezclo shouts, throwing up her hands. Using the awe of her own guild to bring silence. ‘We have records,’ she tells the newcomers testily. ‘They tell us that this world was wicked before we ever came. That our ancestors were cast down from their ship, and ever since then the Life has plagued us. It hunts us and infects us, devours our bodies and our stores, attacks our fields and livestock. This is the way the world is.’ She’s speaking hard and fierce. Venting on these creatures, because who can vent against the whole planet? ‘The Life plays with us and torments us, and we give it our blood to appease it, but it’s never satisfied. Then you come to us and tell us, Your ancestors did this thing. How dare you!’ She’s stepped forwards and stepped forwards, and abruptly she’s aware she’s stepped forwards too many times – the shrimp lashes out with its biggest arms. Mezclo has the impression of immense speed and motion, but only in retrospect, far too late for her to do anything about it. Even as the creature struck forwards it was jetting backwards, so the great whorled knuckles of its carapaced fists end up inches from her face. Someone’s gun goes off from the walls, striking a plume of earth from the floor.

The shrimp backs off, and then spins on the spot for a moment. There appears to be a ferocious debate going on between it, the spider and whatever third party exists in their relationship. Mezclo lowers her arms slowly, feeling her heart belatedly hammer in panic. The gun, yes, but she has the strong impression those arms would have killed her far more surely than a bullet. The rush of displaced air against her face was hot as a fire.

‘Your people,’ says the unaccompanied voice haughtily, ‘are always the troublemakers. This world is some paradise of mine, and you have come here and ruined it.’ The spider is jittering about, but Mezclo has the sense it’s trying to interrupt, rather than being the source of the message.

She’s about to say something else. Something unwise, something provocative, for who can stand to listen to such slander? Then a shout goes up across the walls that something new is coming, which grabs everyone’s attention. While they’ve bickered, there are greater foes outside the walls, and one has come to call.

‘It’s Neco!’ someone shouts.

Neco Kasmar, the sacrifice, back from the dead.

By the time Mezclo reaches the wall, Neco is already partway across the cleared ground towards them. And it looks like Neco, just like her. Her body, walking as though she’s hurt inside. Hands wringing at one another, head down. Mezclo’s eyes say Neco but something inside her says abomination. The guns on the wall are in disarray, some pointing outwards, some inwards at the visitors.

Neco’s head tilts upwards. Not like a human head moves on a neck, but like some puppet thing pivoting. On her face is the most awful, gleeful smile such as Neco Kasmar never wore in all her living days.

‘I am here,’ comes her voice, and it still sounds like her voice, though loud and harsh enough to wreck her throat, ‘to tell you to go, or stay.’

Mezclo’s fingers curl about the wall top. Kill it, with fire, her instincts shout, but her mind, their master, wants to hear the ultimatum.

‘Go, and you will preserve what you are for longer,’ Neco squalls up at them. Somehow she can speak without disrupting that terrible smile. ‘But stay. Stay and you can be a part of the adventure. Stay and be forever. Go and live short lives. What will you do?’ Not asking them, but more as if Neco is posing a philosophical question to herself.

Neco spreads her hands, works their joints – shoulders, elbows, wrists – as though delighting in the motions. ‘I am losing the fight,’ she says, conversationally yet still at shouting volume. ‘Which means I am winning the war.’ She laughs, a high, shrieking cackle like nothing Mezclo ever heard from a human throat.

‘Mira, is that you?’ calls the voice of their visitors, also unnaturally loud, booming like mannered thunder.

‘Mira . . .’ Neco drops her arms and the smile leaves her. ‘Is sorry. Is so sorry. Is . . .’ The voice tails off, lips still moving but too quiet, too far away for Mezclo to hear. Then Neco’s face tilts back up and the smile grows on it like mould.

‘Mira!’ she says, and a colossal beast bursts from the treeline and smashes her to the ground. It’s three metres at the shoulder, armoured in saw-edged scales, but maned like a lion. Vaned wings, too small for any practical purpose, flutter like flags from its back. Its face, though built around vast jaws filled with sabre teeth, is something like a man’s. A familiar face, which Mezclo has seen in some semblance across a variety of the Life’s worst monsters in her time, as well as sketched in the Archivists’ records from past generations. One of the Life’s likenesses, which it always throws up when it wants to convey messages to its human victims.

It mauls Neco savagely, batting her back and forth, until there can’t be a whole bone in her body. It shakes her in its teeth, then spits out the mangled carcase. At the last, it gathers in breath and vomits out something red and vitriolic, which shrivels the remains to mere fragments and blackened char.

It then turns its human-aping face up to the appalled spectators on the walls. Mezclo catches movement at her left hand and sees the spider has climbed up there. The artificial spider, she sees. A thing of metal and plastic, moving like life. The voice issues from it, quiet enough that Mezclo alone might hear it.

‘I know that face,’ it says. ‘Who is that?’

‘It is the Life,’ Mezclo says simply.

A voice arises out of the bowels of the monster. It’s almost as mangled as Neco’s body was, fighting past those teeth. Whatever forms its words has nothing to do with lips or tongue, but some other organ that wrenches and strains at the twisted muscles of its chest. As these prodigies always do, it speaks in the old language carried on the ship, the province of the Classicists who gave rise to Mezclo’s Order.

‘This thing that has come amongst you,’ the monster tells them. ‘Destroy it. Bring fire. Bring acid. Scorch the whole forest if you have to. Annihilate it, no matter how many of you must die, or the world will clench its fist about your filthy settlement, and it will be as though you never were.’

Its message delivered, it turns and pads away into the trees, which seem to part for its bulk of their own accord.

‘Gerey Hartmand,’ comes the voice from the spider – though as the spider is quite still, it must be the other, the ephemeral third, who speaks. ‘What the fuck?’
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The bug-golem collapsed almost immediately as Kott’s mind received the words. Words for which the generation of the humanoid shape hadn’t been necessary; merely a grotesque flourish. Just Pil grandstanding, as always.

She directed various parts of the biosphere to interact with the bug nest, but it just writhed and festered and ate things, with no other indication of humanity rising up from within it. Eventually she exterminated the entire breed with a particularly swift-acting plague, then had a host of detritovores perform a post-mortem on what was left. At a cellular level she could see the fingerprints of the dead man, in the way the creatures had been turned to his purposes. Stresses and damage caused by the demands he’d placed on them, structures that interacted with the signalling matrix they’d deployed across the ecosphere. As good as him spraying ‘Pil wuz ere’ across his handiwork, his own special flavour of work. Undirected, though. Incomplete. Something had survived, but she wasn’t sure it was Pil.

She didn’t say anything to the others, not via the twisted light they used within Conflation, nor with her human mouth and words, in the increasingly rare moments they were face to face. She found she didn’t have much to say to them anyway. Nobody had a fix for the fact the agent of their salvation – the Life – was going to be the agent of their destruction soon enough, and any other topic of conversation seemed trivial. And they weren’t very nice people. She’d known that from the start, of course. She had been, and still was, one of them. Just because she grinned didn’t mean she was actually funny.

They had all of them come from a culture where nice people failed. You cut your way to the top with a jagged-edged knife, and defended your patch against all comers. Somehow, over decades of societal tweaking by exactly those not-nice people, this had become a virtue. Work ethic, success as evidence of favour, all that stuff. Only now did she consider that bringing along some people who weren’t themselves ruthless sociopaths might have been an idea. An audience, as it were, for their theatre of cruelty. Oh, that sounded very grand! It gave a very glamorous gloss to who they were, and what they were doing.

She hunted Pil, from that point on. And found him. Because, she suspected, he wanted to be found.

His pattern was in the worms, in the bugs. She looked for the infestations as they arose. The others – if they thought of her at all – were probably surprised she was so diligent in cracking down on their common problem. They all thought it was just their artificial ecosystem degenerating, the bugs as literal errors in the code. She knew better. She knew they were made, and the maker was Pil.

Was what was left of Pil. His imprint on the world. The dent in the mattress after they’d taken his corpse away.

The next mess of bugs had evolved to be long and segmented, with more legs than Kott cared to count. They gnawed away at the roots of everything, leaving a slick of slime and shed segments in their wake.

Ken? From her vantage point, as a clutch of arboreal mammal-resemblers, already chowing down on several of the twisting, serpentine creatures. You in there?

Hello Kitkat. In the dark beneath the roots, the great mass of creatures twisted and convulsed, forced into agonizing contortions so they could reconstruct the facial features of Ken Pil. Pil as he had been when he was most hopped-up on some new concoction, eyes wide, unfocused and rolling, lips rubbery and slack. The man, the maniac, the medicated.

How’d you survive, Ken?

Did I survive, Kitkat? Is that a thing I did? I don’t remember doing that. I didn’t intend to. Then a sigh, which dispersed the creatures amongst the roots, his face fleeing in all directions. No more sense of him there, just the gnawing myriapod things going about their mindless business. She dropped from the tree-dwellers into the nearest clade of mole-like burrowers, forced them to produce a new generation specializing in bug control, and let them loose. They consumed what Pil had wrought, and she replaced all the trees with a new species that would be more resistant to being chewed on.

The hunt went on. In the brief summer of the high arctic forests, where it was bitter cold but the sun never set, she found a migrating swarm of things like snakeflies, that were stripping the new growth of leaves. A trail of devastation across the brief blooming that would kill off the entire biome. When she confronted them, they whirled into a mad spiralling mass, colliding and battering at one another. The forest floor was littered with the broken and the dying, a carpet of biomass she prompted a dozen species to feast upon, even as she was finding pathways for winged insectivores to devour the rest. While this went on, fit to give Darwin the screaming terrors, she said, Hello Ken, remember me? and out of that tornado of chitinous wings he said, Hello Kitkat.

He didn’t remember their previous encounters. Whatever she was speaking to was a fresh instance of him. A cast from the same mould, which meant it was the mould – the hollow negative of him – that persisted in the world.

You died, Ken, she said, and he replied Did I? Mocking, or else genuinely curious.

Don’t you care? she pressed. You were dead. I mean, I was about to do for you anyway. May as well confess that, given you won’t remember after. But you did for yourself. You were weak, Ken. You couldn’t take the pressure.

Was that what it was? he asked. Not bothered by being dead or incomplete. Happy, in fact. And it struck her that, of all of them, only he had been happy at any time. Only he had been unhappy too – enough to make an end of himself, certainly. He’d been the one who felt things, even though those things had been pharmaceutically mediated almost all of the time. Perhaps this meant Ken Pil had been the only one of them who wasn’t irredeemable.

I miss you, she said. She hadn’t meant to. It was a ridiculous thing to say. Both because it was weak and made her vulnerable, and because she was saying it to a storm of dying insects.

Join me, he suggested.

There’s not even a you to join, she pointed out. This isn’t you, Ken. This is just some. . . bad copy. An afterimage. Wanting him to appreciate the horror of his position, because it wasn’t fair that here he was, just some ghastly simulacra made of bugs, and here she was, Redina Kott, living human genius, and she was the one who felt all the agonies of her position. He was sublimely sanguine.

It’s as much of me as I need, he told her benevolently, then the swarm was dissipating, dying. Her insectivores carved through it, filling their nightjar mouths and bellies. She cleaned the ground of his corpses, and hunted out the grubs and eggs and all other evidence of him.

Each time she came out of Conflation, they’d lost more of the Pancreator to the Life, and to the hard vacuum the Life didn’t seem to have a problem with. A super-organism – no, super-ecology, fit to colonize all of space. Perhaps it would start firing out seedpods into the void some day. Perhaps they had, all inadvertently, created a vehicle for the Panspermia hypothesis, and Earth-style life would spread out into the universe in search of new suns to power it.

Even though her brain was running across a swathe of a planetary biosphere, she was a small enough person that she resented the idea. Such transmitted life would not be her.

She went back to being God as swiftly as possible, after those brief emergences. As though it took a reminder of how the physical structure her body inhabited was deteriorating – the moral structure had been rotten from the start – to let her truly appreciate how good being God was. For as long as she had, in that exalted position.

Truth be told, by then she was already having thoughts.

She found Ken Pil again. It almost seemed she found him wherever she looked. Turn over a stone, and there you’ll find another pallid nest of writhing Pil, fleeing the sudden sunlight . . .

Hello Kitkat he’d say, and she’d be struck, each time the same, by how little of him had been preserved.

By how something of him had been preserved.
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It was hard, investigating the Pil phenomenon without alerting the others. A different kind of hard than if she’d had to work with Domus and regular computer systems. No worrying about encryption and security to keep Milner’s prying little fingers out. Instead, she had to hide herself in the vastness of the world. Shrink herself into a disregarded knot of species, like Pil had done, so the other incumbents wouldn’t register her. Hope her fellow deities were so concerned with their own games they wouldn’t look over her shoulder.

There was a fundamental truth they had all been taking for granted. Inevitable, really, given how self-centred they all were. That they were they. Indivisible, individual and separate from the rest of creation. The Great Men and Women of History, singular and unique. Which was why it had been so upsetting when they’d started to bleed into one another under Conflation. To Conflate, as it were, with each other. Foreign influences intruding into the sacrosanct territory of their private thoughts and egos.

They’d looked on the grand biosphere system they played with as just something that modelled and assisted their minds – no more them than an artificial implant used to assist cognition, do the hard sums, or store a few memories in a readily retrievable format. Pil’s ghost in that organic machine told her there was more, though. It was him. She knew him. Hello Kitkat.

Mechanical upload of the human mind into a sufficiently complex computer had been the dream of science for generations, constantly just out of reach. Two whole decades before Kott and the others set out – when she’d just been a youngster playing the world media manipulation game – there had been a wild round of excitement when some predecessor of Hartmand’s had apparently translated his consciousness into virtual form. Great fanfare, huge investment, all that. It had, of course, turned out to be a grift. Easy enough to program a system like Domus to pretend to be someone, and perhaps that past captain of techno-industry hadn’t been as individual as he’d liked to think. Yet there had been advances, hadn’t there? Enough to suggest Yes, this could perhaps be done. Something Kern’s team had been working on, but Kott hadn’t been convinced. The self was more than just patterns of neurons in the brain. It was the gut, and the rush of blood, a thousand different hormones telling you how you felt, a microbiome of passengers making their demands and fighting their battles. Kott hadn’t felt a computer was a good model for a human mind.

A world, though? A living world?

Working with driven determination, she examined every eruption of Pil’s fragmented consciousness into the ecosphere of Hartland. He had only come through piecemeal and broken, nothing you could hold a conversation with – was that all she’d be able to get out of the deal?

It was not. The more she examined him, pinned him to a board, put him under the microscope, the more she found space for more complex mental imaging within the living matrix of the world. After all, when she was in, she was using the connections of the world more than her own brain, and it modelled being her perfectly. Pil’s problem wasn’t a limitation of the system, but of his process. He hadn’t ever intended to be preserved like this, pressed between the pages of the planet like a dried flower. He’d intended to be dead. Only he hadn’t disconnected from the world as he died. He had immersed himself in godhood one last time, like a man with slit wrists relaxing in a warm bath. He’d died, and this imprint of him had remained. In the bugs, because they were what he’d been playing with at the end. So whenever that lineage erupted into the world, there Pil was, manifesting mindlessly, gurning and beaming, trying to reconstruct himself out of the limited-complexity toolkit the bugs represented. And perhaps, if the bugs took over the whole world, then something approximating Pil would actually come together, but probably not. Likely just the same simplified sketch of him drawn in bigger crayons. There had been too much information lost in the moment of his death.

But if she prepared herself properly, she could have her whole mind focused and complete within the world when the tether to her body snapped. She could build herself a house within the world, out of better creatures than bugs – the complex neurology of the little predators she’d lavished so much love on. She could build, within their myriad interactions and informational exchanges, a model of herself she could inhabit. That could be her, when it was all the her there was left. Preparation and timing, and she would be immortal and forever.

Did she want to live forever? Was that a thing she deserved?

To the second question, she had enough self-knowledge to know the answer was definitely no. To the first . . .

Yes. Yes she did. Forever as sole deity in charge of the planet. The entire uncontested biosphere hers to shape and guide. A return to that briefly glimpsed nirvana when she’d been the only god the world had ever known, an experience that’d haunted her ever since. A new world, new people. Perhaps technology, perhaps spreading out into the cosmos. Perhaps, in a hundred thousand years, Redina Kott would be god-queen of the universe, her mind and her biomass on every habitable world. Perhaps she would even return to remake Earth. Such plans, such glory, and all the time there ever was to put it into place. She would be the one to break the Fermi Paradox. She would draw her face in life and stars, so every eye in existence would see her beauty.

In the midst of this wild hyperbole, she did pause to ask the most pertinent question, which had concerned her about those experiments with computer upload back home. But will it be me? How would she know? When the cord back to her body was severed, and this numinous astral self flew free, would there be a loss of fidelity? Would she feel herself lessened? Would she be any more than the gibbering phantasm Pil had become?

What, precisely, is the alternative? Actual death. Definite and utter cessation of being. She didn’t believe in a hereafter. Leave that for the crazy people who’d fought wars on Earth in service to this apocalyptic creed or that. The choice was to flee into the model of herself she could construct within the biosphere, or die. No contest, really. If what remained was just a mask of her that the life of the planet wore, at least it would be of her face. Oblivion was terrible and final, and not amenable to being scammed or fooled. It wouldn’t give you special treatment if you grinned at it.

I want to live. For whatever quality of life is on offer. I would be a damned soul in torment forever rather than out like a snuffed candle.

Over the next several days of intense Conflation she laid her plans, built her model. Did everything she could, save test it. The one way to take that final step was a trip with no return ticket. Her natural brain would have to die while her consciousness sat within the model, within her chosen species, within the world.

Which left only one question.

What to do about the others?
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She called a meeting. Perhaps her least favourite thing in the world, best left for dull tools like Milner to obsess over. But she had to see them, to sit with her fellow human beings, the innovators, the survivors, one last time. Face to face, human to human, in the creaking, groaning space of the hub, buttressed against the Life’s intrusions. The nut, which the thing they’d created was patiently cracking.

Ostensibly she was talking about possible solutions. Following up on the impossible dreams of Hartmand and Dorcheson from their previous meeting. Idiot dreams left too late, impossible to realize. They were not the great minds who could have turned their doomed situation around, she knew. They had coasted this far on other people, believing their own hype. Small wonder they were all about to die. Ship of Fools was an understatement.

She watched them bicker, blame one another, bellow and rant. Hartmand demanding someone else fix the problems he’d made; Dorcheson insisting they just poison it, poison all of it, poison everything. As though enough sheer death would mean the four of them could live. And Milner, just stating and restating, with no evidence whatsoever, that it would be fine, something would come up. No matter how much of a corner they’d boxed themselves into, there would always be somewhere to go.

Milner was right, although not for any reason he knew. There was somewhere to go. Kott had found a gap and she could ferret her way through it and survive.

She sat there as they wasted noise and breath. On the tip of her tongue was the revelation they didn’t have to die. That she wasn’t going to die. That they could be gods forever in the world they had created. Redina Kott, bringer of hope, whose smile promised salvation. Only believe in me . . .

She realized she wasn’t going to say anything, though. These appalling sociopaths, these stunted intellects. Not great, not innovative, nothing but egomaniacal blowhards the lot of them. What just god would preserve such minds? She would have a pristine creation. An eternity of solitary godhood was better than having to spend a moment more with these terrible, terrible people. Her peers.

Only she would live. She, and the broken ghost of Ken Pil, who she’d hunt and exterminate over and over, and call it entertainment.

She was, she understood, no better. Strip away the self-aggrandizing lies, their way of life hadn’t worked by being better. Just more opportunistic, less principled, more determined to get ahead. And she, Redina Kott, was going to get ahead. She would be God and they would be dead, and that was the end of the matter.

She abandoned them and their shouting and their meeting. She went back to the connection to the living host she’d prepared. She entered Conflation for the last time. As the others came and went, she hid away, never left the world, waited for the end. Prepared, like a Pharaoh, for the next world. Not merely Conflated, but learning from all of Pil’s homebrew innovations, using his unclean soul as her own personal psychopomp. The others, Hartmand, Dorcheson, Milner, she felt them move occasionally across the world, but only she knew Pil’s secret. Only she would persist beyond the veil, the great achievement chased by all of human history.

Not long after, the Life finally broke through, and brought the gift of vacuum to their fragile mortal bodies. The living thing that had been Redina Kott died, as they all died, but within the planet her mind went on.

In an irony that Kott was in no position to appreciate, millennia later, their old nemesis Avrana Kern would make a very similar transition. Light years away, preserved initially by the very mechanical uploads Kott had been justifiably suspicious of. Worshipped and then contacted, and then adopted by a society of uplifted spiders. Translated from her artificial shell into a living matrix. Bugs, as Ken Pil would have been delighted to discover. Ants, organized to a level of complexity that Hartland’s insect incursions could only dream of. By a strange form of parallel evolution, Avrana Kern and Redina Kott would end up as close cousins, human minds enshrined in engineered biology.
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Redina Kott, queen of the world. God-empress of creation. The last survivor.

She felt herself cease. The physical body of her. Locked in the kernel of that final artificial nut with the others, when the Life finally cracked it open. Felt it pass away, yet she herself not cease with it. The double handful of neurons in her skull, which she’d been born to and developed in, even as it developed around her. The webwork of electrical and chemical relays and reactions within her blood, organs and guts. The chains that bound her to a mortal human life, doomed to die. Gone, all of it, and here she still was. She had lost her limbs, her senses, her innards, and all the bloody meat of herself, but gained every living thing on this bustling world she’d built. Gained it not just in ownership but in habitation. It was her. She was the one true god, and she would go on forever and forever.

She stretched out from the little curled catlike thing she’d taken refuge in. The creature, its kin, its descendants, its environs, all their myriad interactions enough information to conceal a nascent god. She had it lift its nose to the sunrise, twitch its whiskers, smell the sweetness of the air. It was, through her, about to inherit the world. She leapt up onto a rock, filled her borrowed lungs and let out a yowl, a bagpipe skirl of feline triumph. I win! You’re dead and I win!

She never saw the jaws that came for her little proxy. An instant later, it was gone. Her consciousness – for she lived on, of course – retreated, coursed through the pathways of the world, and arose again in a near-neighbour, a bigger and more belligerent thing with something of the wolverine in it. It came snarling and bristling out of the undergrowth, and even as it did, she was reaching for the next, greater predator, to take control of that as well. Were all things in the world not hers, to do with as she would?

They were not. She was rebuffed. Her wolverine scrabbled to a halt as the vast leonine beast before her lowered its head, maned, sabre-toothed and – as subtlety of messaging had always been beyond him – crowned with spines to boot.

Through their invisible channel his voice roiled to her. Kott? Redina Kott? How are you still here? Through the lion’s golden eyes, Gerey Hartmand glowered at her. This world is mine! You’re all dead.

Even as she was decoding the wave of signals into his hateful voice, an armoured, spiky piglike thing shouldered between the trees, its tusks leaving gashes in the bark as it threw its head around.

How dare you sully my planet? squealed Sui Dorcheson. Get out get out get out!

Around their feet, a myriad of small rodent things bustled with a mindless mania. A meeting! Call to order! So many things to discuss! Round and round and round and round!

Kott withdrew from them, but found she couldn’t withdraw from them. They were all four of them cramming the business of the world with their prickly egos. Wherever she went, there the others were, fighting for control of the world, twisting animals into monsters and trees into horrors. Breeding plagues and parasites and biological weapons. The world had been crowded with two. Now they were all squeezed into its information space, faces pressed against the walls, limbs twisted around one another.

No, not the four of them. Four and a fraction. Four, and whatever was left of Pil.

She found him, cohered within a knot of writhing worms. She found him in the dance of insect wings, the interconnections of a spider’s web.

You did this, she accused him. I thought it was just me. You showed yourself to them all. You’ve ruined everything! The only possibility. None of them had known they’d do this, because each of them had looked at the other three and decided, No, I will not save them. They’d all betrayed their fellows at the last, so they’d all been betrayed.

Hmm, she heard Pil’s cracked voice say, and Oh ho ho. Mindless, vacant, just the echo of him, but still enough to cause trouble.

She could feel the crashing through the world, as Hartmand sought her, as Dorcheson despoiled whole biomes in her rage. As the swift-breeding progeny of Milner’s chosen devoured every blade of grass within their reach. She would have to play her part. Chained to the wheel of the circle of life, predating and being predated, just to keep the balance of the world. A prisoner in a hell of her own making. The forever which, a moment before, she had so exalted in was the worst thing of all, because she couldn’t even bring an end to herself. She was the world. So long as any life remained, she would go on.

Redina Kott screamed, and a thousand million creatures shrilled and squealed and screeched with her, then she fled out into her creation.
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Ten thousand lives, ten thousand deaths. Ten thousand years perhaps. She’d lost count. It didn’t matter how long you were in, when what you were in was hell and there was no getting out. Redina Kott, innovator, troublemaker, grinning jester in the court of the gods, fled through the world. Hunted and hunting, hated and hating; mad, but then they were all mad, there.

If they could have stopped, just for a moment. In all those thousands of years, just for a moment, stopped. Met with one another like civilized human beings. She’d even permit Milner to draw up an agenda, trace it out in rabbit entrails and excrement. They were intelligent people, weren’t they? Geniuses, the great minds of the old world. Impossible that such luminaries couldn’t just hammer out some sort of détente.

She’d fled too slowly. The grunting, snorting horned beast lurched from the brush, thundering at top speed. She was swift in reaction but it was swifter on the flat. Its hooves came down on the cat she was and crushed her, bones to fragments, flesh to jam, and that was that. Another death.

Elsewhere, she was chewing through a clutch of Milner’s friends and relations, which she’d hunted down in the earth. Where she’d slid her weasel form in and found the clutch of young he’d laid out for her, like the notes of his last meeting with himself. She worked her way down the list – crunch crunch crunch! – and left her annotated comments in spoor and carnage. You had to eat Milner’s children, otherwise the world would be overrun by his billions, and nobody wanted that. Kott didn’t want that. She wanted to catch Milner by his scrawny neck, and shake and pierce and rake with her hind claws.

Elsewhere, Dorcheson stood at bay with her tusks, her horns lowered in threat, the briars at her back. Blood was on her flanks and in the air. Before her, Hartmand growled and snarled, baring his fangs. At her sides, at her back, his pack snapped and worried at her. Tired her until she fell to her knees. Or else she’d lunge forwards in a sudden access of brutality and catch him with those tusks, and the pack would close in. Kott, waiting in the undergrowth, would sneak out to salvage mouthfuls of whoever died, hiding in the shadow of death while Hartmand’s bodies snarled and fought over the choice cuts, because he couldn’t even live peacefully with himself. Setting his own creatures against one another was what passed for entertainment when you were god-king of the world.

Elsewhere, Pil festered in every dank corner of the world, under each stone, beneath the bark of trees, in the soul. In the air, dancing in brief, vast clouds, so some would survive to breed. Drinking the blood of his betters, infesting their pelts. She and Milner shared insectivore duty – so many little sharp-toothed species crunching up the bugs! Yet they barely made a dent. A constant battle to stop everyone drowning in a rising tide of arthropods. Apparently you didn’t need a whole Pil for the son of a bitch to be an existential threat to all life on the planet.

Sometimes she found him. Found him, not just the things he’d set himself up as divinity of. God of Small Things – hadn’t that been a phrase, a title, a book? Kott was willing to bet the original writer hadn’t meant it like this massed crawling foulness. Sometimes, when Kott the bug-cruncher carved her way into the nest, the glittering chitin-backed bodies would rearrange themselves and he’d say, Hello Kitkat, and her humanity would come back. Because you forgot. In the constant round of eat or be eaten, the damn circle of damned life, there wasn’t much to hold you to your memories of who you were. Until that scurrying nest of delicious bugs suddenly turned into the face of your old co-conspirator, and used the nickname he had for you, and . . .

Hello Ken, she said one day. Broadcast, through the mad light he’d invented for the purpose. The channel the Life didn’t partake of, just acted as a carrier. For her it had been a thousand lives, a thousand deaths, but for Pil it was all yesterday. Lacking long-term memory, he never grew bored, felt no agonies. It was all springtime and joy for Ken Pil. Or that was how he put it over, anyway. She wasn’t sure she believed it, after all this time. He’d been together enough, post-mortem, to pull that bait-and-switch on the four of them. There must be some rotten core of Ken which thought and planned, and knew itself. But he always seemed new, never remembering anything she said to him. Perhaps his half-dead state meant he could turn off the humanity, the remembering, the thinking. Could access it, if he needed to, but otherwise could just let the self of him disperse into the swarm.

Changes coming, Kitkat, he said, and a wave of disquiet went through her. Not correct to say she froze, as she was constant movement – scurry and delve, hunt, the flight, questing exploration. Not correct to say she frowned either, because she’d never gone in for the forming of faces as he liked to do. But he’d said something new.

What do you mean? she asked, not expecting him to hold together long enough to give her a proper answer. That old face twisted and wrung itself, wrinkles and character expressing themselves in the motion of worms and beetles like an augur’s nightmare.

Strange words come down from up the stalk. The invisible light glittering, for her eyes only. Don’t you feel the breath of new things?

He seemed unusually lucid. Usually he’d be repeating himself or collapsing into swarming chaos by now. She nibbled at him anyway, just as an aid to thought; chewed the squirming pieces of his ear. He gurned heedlessly, the myriad segments of him twisting each feature into caricature.

What will you do? he asked. She paused, still chewing. Nearby were more of her creatures, her chosen, and she brought them close so she could scour this new nest of Pil out of the world. It was what she always did. It was what everyone did, when they found Ken Pil festering up out of the ground, and yet there was always more Ken Pil.

Do? she asked conversationally. Grin. Make sarcastic comments on what everyone else does. Then fix things, if things need fixing.

He laughed, or rather there was a horrible chittering, buzzing discontinuity he used, when laughter was on his mind. Things are about to get . . . interesting. Then he was breaking into pieces. She lapped him up, crunching his bodies, many hungry mouths bustling in to snag their share.

Not long after, some of her heard the thunder in the air, as the first exploratory shuttles of the Marduk broke atmosphere.
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It had been a long, long time since she’d heard the call. One advantage of having your mind uploaded into an ecosystem as a living god should have been that you didn’t end up in stupid meetings. It wasn’t as though they had much to say to one another, after all. After thousands of years of living like this. She’d have added if you can call this living, but it was, it really was. Living was just about the sum total of it. Living and dying, breeding, fleeing, feeding. An unending eternity of the nasty, the brutish and the short. They didn’t have meetings because they were constantly trying to kill one another. Not exterminate; not ‘rid the world of’. Just the regular business of being beastly to each other. She devoured Milner, and Dorcheson trampled her, and Hartmand pounced on Dorcheson. Milner bred and spread his rodent progeny across the face of the world like a plague, and they all killed him so they wouldn’t end up living in a plantless desert. And Pil festered everywhere, feeding on them, living in their hair, eating their shit, and they killed him wherever they found him. But he was as numberless as the grains of sand on the beach.

Honestly, the twisted light channels Pil had pioneered were barely used for inter-divinity communications these days, they had so little to say to one another. Except now Hartmand was calling out, sending his roar across the planet in a way that didn’t bend the least blade of grass. Attend!

Kott was strongly tempted to ignore him. When had he ever had anything of value to say? Except there were the visitations. The thunder of the shuttles in the air. Something new. After Pil’s strangely lucid foretelling of change, she’d crept close to the stalk, where the descending roots of the orbital epiphyte had finally touched ground. There were indeed novel signals detectable in the biochemistry coming down the pipe, as he’d said. But Hartmand and Dorcheson had both been busy there, the focus of their minds taking up a lot of the organic bandwidth. She’d not felt like coming to their attention and getting involved. But now they were going to have a good old-fashioned board meeting, it seemed. Now there would be some answers. Boredom, more than duty, drew her in.

They’ve come, Hartmand said to them, across the world. Like I always said they would. My people.

That was an unexpected tack for him to take, like he’d been restored to factory settings. It wasn’t as though he’d kept up his prophetic ranting about chosen people since the loss of the Pancreator, after all. Once the pantheon had taken up their final residence, he’d gone very quiet on that, as obviously nobody was coming. Gerey Hartmand wasn’t a name to conjure with. His followers back on Earth were as dead as everyone else. He was forgotten.

Yet now there were visitors. A wave of data unscrolled through the biosphere, doubtless made digestible by Milner, because Hartmand himself had no patience for it. Visitors up in orbit, nestling up to the Life as though they didn’t understand it was hungry. That it was a monster which had eaten its creators.

A ship, from Earth, after so very long. She wanted to say, What kept them? She wanted to suggest these couldn’t possibly be humans from any culture they’d recognize. It didn’t matter, though, because nobody was particularly interested in Who they were, just what to do with them. A topic upon which Dorcheson had Thoughts.

Annihilate them, came the landslide of her voice. Gas them poison them crush them. Intruders. Filthy vermin. We are destroying their ship. Let them die in space.

Is that what we’re doing? Kott put in, moved to speak at last.

Milner sweated out another wave of data into the ecosystem. The orbital Life’s basic instincts have already put it into contact with their vessel. Easy enough to drive it on to cannibalize the molecular mass for its own nutrition. We all remember how that went.

So we’re just going to kill them, Kott said. Not that she was necessarily opposed to the idea, but they should probably at least have a vote on it, maintain a veneer of procedure. Unless this whole get-together was just a chance for Hartmand and Dorcheson to gloat.

You there, Ken? she sent on a back-channel. She had a sense of him swarming about them, half-formed and nebulous. No surprise when she heard the ghostly reply back, Hello Kitkat.

Exterminate them, Dorcheson insisted. Intruders. Strangers. Honestly, Kott wasn’t sure whether Dorcheson, like Pil, had suffered some sort of translation error when she was uploaded into the world. Given the woman’s temperament while living, it was hard to tell. She’d never exactly been one for nuance.

Kott expected Hartmand to agree, and for the pantheon to have one more project together. One last sad exercise of their strength, before returning to the endless round of eat and be eaten. But instead, he said That is not what we’re doing.

Wrong to say silence greeted his words, because the world went on shrieking and chittering, roaring and stridulating and bellowing. But they were all waiting for his explanation.

We are driving them, Hartmand told his faithful gods. We are making their ship untenable. We are bringing them to us. They are already coming. In fear. In despair. In want, in need. Poor travellers seeking refuge. A new home.

Are you mad? Dorcheson demanded. Any that touch the ground here, we will trample, we will gore.

If you want, Hartmand said carelessly. But they will live, too. Live and die and breed. And know us.

A thoughtful pause to Dorcheson’s ranting.

Why else have they come, Hartmand asked them, if not to worship me? Us. They shall come to know us. They shall fear us. We are the dark within the trees. We are the wind’s whisper. We are the plagues in their bellies. We are the padding step behind them on the road. We are the gods of this world, and they shall worship us.

Oh fuck, Kott thought to herself, he’s gone mad. Not an accurate assessment, surely, because when the man was alive he’d been rich enough for the madnesses he’d publicly enacted to be considered acts of genius. Then when he’d uploaded into this form, well, theirs was a mad world, wasn’t it? But one thing she thought he’d grown out of was seeking the adulation and subjugation of the masses. Apparently, though, the delivery of a new consignment of the lost had kicked him right back into Great Man mode. Except he wasn’t even a man now. A god, who demanded appropriate treatment from his new people.

There were gods and gods, if she remembered her mythology. No prizes for guessing what sort Gerey Hartmand would be. Thunder and smiting, arbitrary punishment and demands for servile worship. Bow and scrape, obey or suffer, the slightest deviation from my will to be punished by excess and horror. No god of love and forgiveness here.

And the others? She considered them, the flaws of their human existences now exaggerated into the murderous whims of gods. Pil, with half a mind and ten billion bodies? And her? Was she any better – the trickster, the court jester? Could she honestly say she’d be a kinder demiurge?

It would be something to do, at least. Let them land, let them live. Let there be children to fear the dark, and teach their fears to their own offspring. Let there be offerings. Let there be sacrifices.

She wanted to say, Is this really what we want? But that would have been mendacious. They’d lived in their constant animal round for so long, and here was novelty. Here was something they could play with, cat with mouse. Enjoy the terror and the struggle and the suffering for as long as it remained entertaining. And hadn’t this been the point of their whole terraforming exercise in the first place? To create a shiny new Earthly paradise that would welcome those fleeing their poisoned home planet?

We can always kill them later, she said. Mollifying Dorcheson, saving the colonists from instant obliteration. Preserving them for agonies and trials to come.

There was an old story, about a garden. The place these travellers had come from probably wasn’t any kind of Eden, or why would they have left it? But Kott knew damn well what they were descending into was going to be hell. A world that wanted them to dance for its amusement. A world that would take suffering as entertainment. A world governed by Gerey Hartmand and his monstrous pantheon.

She could almost pity them, but she was too busy unsheathing her claws.


   

PART 16

THE THIRD AGE

Old Acquaintance, Brought to Mind
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Reality check. Alis opens her eyes, listens, draws air through her nose, tastes it with her tongue. Her fingers . . .

Grope in slime. She’s in a cathedral of orangish gel, fantastically built about the smothered skeletons of trees. Insects, small birds and mammals hang in the jelly, like constellations or unappealing appetizers, all dead and partially devoured. No, dissected, their separated pieces like exploded diagrams. Evidence of an appalling curiosity. Everything is constantly oozing downward, flowing motion leading the eye, yet there’s always more to ooze, supplying the endless, lazy waterfall of . . .

Mira.

Alis understands, and her reality check – courtesy of the Mira in her head – comes back with a green light. Yes, absolutely real, how marvellous! and isn’t that just the least reassuring thing ever.

She stands. Her suit is compromised in a dozen places. It’s tried to self-seal but the slime is in there with her. She can feel it pooling slickly about her feet, crawling slowly on her flesh. No acid, no pain; it isn’t trying to destructively investigate her yet. But then she has it in her already. Maybe it learns manners when it’s on the doorstep of a cousin.

‘Mira,’ she says. It was, after all, talking to her. If that was real. Yes: according to her inner arbiter, it was real.

The floor of the gelatinous cathedral shudders and mushrooms up, until there’s something like a table there, as well as lumps which might have been tree stumps once but are now cushioned in jelly and serving as stools. The malleable edifice gathers its substance to people these seats, but the figures are just mounded slime in the vague semblance of hunched figures, leaning over the table, or even collapsed in attitudes of despair. Except for two. One is Mira – meaning Alis’s own face – and the other is . . . a woman Alis doesn’t know at all. Both are translucent and slowly undulate with a constant quivering movement.

‘Alis.’ Mira’s mouth, shaping the name. The sound coming from somewhere within the contiguous mass that loosely corresponds to where she sits.

Alis considers being mulish and impolite, but she’s very definitely at Mira’s mercy. There isn’t any need for the Nodan entity to ingeniously fool her into making some incautious move. So she sits. It feels exactly as queasy as she expected.

‘They ruined my body,’ Mira says sadly. ‘Beyond its ability to heal. This planet is trying to destroy me, and when I went to the people who live here, who are not of it, they also tried to destroy me. Between them, my body was lost. I had only the clay of this place. And I . . .’ A shudder goes through her, which means rather more than it would for a regular human.

‘Mira, who is this?’ Alis asks.

‘She’s Neco Kasmar,’ Mira says. ‘I ate her. I devoured her. I couldn’t stop myself. I was losing myself, Alis. I was drowning in myself. Then here came this body, and her people had treated me abominably, and it was right there. And. I.’

Alis meets Neco’s eyes. It’s hard to parse an expression you can see through, but Neco doesn’t seem mad, panicked or desperate, just sad. ‘Neco?’ she asks.

‘Mira and I have been talking,’ Neco says. Or a voice from her general location, speaking with a tone and accent which aren’t Mira’s. Some of its words sound like those from the people in the walled town. If Mira has taken over Neco, then Neco exists within Mira, capable of being called up and given a semi-independent life. In Alis’s culture, it’s something people choose to do, to preserve their personalities potentially forever. But the choice is the point.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says to Neco.

‘Mira’s sorry too,’ Neco says. ‘She’s helped me understand what happened. To her. To me.’ A rippling shrug. ‘I never had much luck.’

‘This world,’ Mira says. ‘It won’t let me be. I have to fight back or it will dissolve me. It keeps finding new weapons to attack the way I’m made, so I have to keep pushing against it. I’ve . . . consumed a whole grove already. I can eat the forest. I can eat the world. Each time I beat their measures, I expand. It feels good. I learn so much. But then all the things I learn about are gone. I don’t want that, but I can’t help it, because if I stop fighting for a moment it will wash me away.’

This all sounds like some inaccurate primer on species competition to Alis. ‘Mira, I don’t understand. Help me out, here.’

The whole cathedral space around them shudders, either the result of these invisible wars or Mira’s own frustration.

‘I am fighting,’ Mira says. ‘The world, but also myself. What I am, at base, will thrive here – it can all become us, me, we. But we promised we never would again.’ Alis shivers because the we here is the original, the thing from Nod, newly educated on the concept of independent entities other than itself. ‘I’m reverting, Alis,’ Mira goes on. ‘The world won’t give me the peace I need to stabilize.’

‘Mira,’ Alis says. ‘The world? There’s . . . a chemical trigger, a catalyst, something viral? Did the ark ship do something to screw this all up, or Kern’s people, or . . .’

‘The world hates me,’ Mira says flatly. ‘I feel the waves of it breaking against my borders. You can’t imagine.’

Alis literally can’t. ‘The world can’t hate,’ she tries weakly.

‘But it does,’ Neco says. Alis eyes her warily, in case she’s just a sock puppet for the wider Nodan, but the original personality still seems to be there, and in control. ‘Mira didn’t understand, until she learned it from me. The world hates. The world loves our pain. It drinks our blood. The Life, we call it. The Life is many, and every form has its own way to harm us. They give us plagues, rot our crops, eat our stores. They whisper madness into our ears, smash what we build and hunt us in the wilds. Unless we torment ourselves for their entertainment.’

‘I mean, this is . . .’ Superstition, Alis thinks.

‘The Life was waiting for our ship, that’s what the Archivists say,’ Neco goes on. ‘It attacked us up above, and forced us down here, where we could be its playthings. That’s how it’s always been. We fight, as fighting amuses those who live in the Life. We die, as that amuses them. Or we bow, and that amuses them too. They don’t care which, so long as they can laugh.’

Alis opens her mouth. She thinks of the overgrown ark ship in orbit. A mistake of the colonists, they’d all thought, driven by Kern’s low opinion of that particular flowering of humanity. ‘The plants up in orbit were waiting for your ship?’

Neco goes blank. A wave rolls through her. Alis is using concepts somewhat removed from a local’s native experience, but Mira is on hand within, to educate her. Agency returns to her face. ‘That’s what the Archivists preserve,’ she says. ‘The world is a thing of malice, and we are its victims.’

There’ve certainly been religions throughout humanity’s history that have believed just this, whose belief was an attempt to process an uncaring cosmos. But that’s not what Neco is saying. Alis suspects the majority of her Panspecific fellows would have been laughing all this off right now, but she’s lived in plenty of impossible places, and learned to accept the axioms of unreality. This is real. Neco believes, and Mira – who is Neco – believes her too.

‘Have you taken me?’ she asks Mira, flat out. She doesn’t feel she’s just one more puppet, but she doesn’t actually know if she’d know. ‘Am I like her?’

Neco doesn’t seem upset at the accusation. Apparently she’s accepted her lot. From what she says, this might actually be the most secure and comfortable she’s been all her life.

‘No,’ Mira says. ‘I . . . am using so much of my strength, to keep you separate. To keep the me in you separate. Because you can help me, Alis.’

‘What can I do?’ Alis says immediately.

‘I can use the me in you to remind me of who I was, who I’m supposed to be. To stop the we in me taking over, losing me in all the us.’ Her face twists at the difficulty of expressing the concept in mere words. ‘But I can’t do it while I’m under attack. I need the Life to back off, Alis. I need you to persuade Kern and the others to fight it. To win me a space where I can be calm, and still, and not at war. Then you can help me, and I can be me again. And not devour the world. Or die. I don’t want to die, Alis. There is so much of me that is unique, not copied anywhere else. And me, Alis. I am only here in this colony. My self, my Mira, the true me which isn’t made up of anyone else. Please, I want to live. Help me live and not be a monster, please.’
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The drop ship’s self-repair mechanisms have made significant headway. Portifabian notes, from sensor data, that a variety of large fauna have been nearby, but none have sought to further damage the vessel. Which suggests a change of heart in the . . . what? The bestiocracy? Whatever was it the man-faced lion creature was speaking for, when it gave its ultimatum?

Gerey Hartmand, Kern has said, and Portifabian fell over themself to ask just what the hell that even meant. Kern is now trying to restructure her own archives to find out what, in fact, she had meant. Her deep recollection of her own history – the pre-ant days – is spotty and problematic. She doesn’t know what she doesn’t know, until she tries to recall a fact and finds only an absence.

Portifabian has, therefore, badgered Kern into providing an autonomous translation circuit within the computational confines of the spider robot, which makes the little waldo feel uncomfortably cramped. When the translator is working, their conjoined consciousness is mashed together even further, as processing bandwidth they’d use for being themself (that multiple-singular awkwardness) is drawn away, so they can understand the humans. At least they have that capacity. Portiid–Human interaction is old enough that there are a lot of established pathways. Human–human language – of the people who live alongside the spiders, and these people here on this unpleasant world – isn’t a perfect overlap, but nobody is that many generations removed from the arks. It’s enough in aggregate to mean, while Kern is occupied, Portifabian can carry on a conversation with this Mezclo, who seems to be some sort of scholar. Cato, on the other hand, doesn’t have the benefit of that familiarity. Longstanding Portiid–Stomatopod conventions allow Portifabian to communicate with him, but Kern has left him without any human speech functions. Instead he glides about and menaces people, and steadily becomes more impatient with their inaction.

The humans have explained their worldview to Portifabian, who would have written it all off if they hadn’t just seen a human-faced lion turn up and give everyone their marching orders. Portifabian cannot in any way account for how this world apparently works, but they’re prepared to accept that is indeed the deal here. Hopefully, the data now being received from the awakening ship might assist. They left a variety of tests and experiments running on the surviving equipment.

Kern herself hasn’t reinhabited the downed craft yet, her consciousness holding to the vessel in orbit. The data-space that’d be required to contain her instance planetside is still hatching out the requisite quantity of ants, and constructing a living computational space of sufficient complexity. She’s hesitant, in Portifabian’s joint assessment. A strange perspective: individually neither Portia nor Fabian would have second-guessed the ineffable Kern (Avigael or Avrana) in such a way. Together their paired viewpoint lets them see. Kern is concerned there is some fault within herself. In declaring herself separate to the main Kern identity, perhaps she was giving voice to a failure in her instancing process. Hence, any instances she hives out are in themselves flawed, inherently lesser. Doomed. She is, after all, three for three in dead progeny. She’s therefore wary of placing the resurgent mission craft under the control of a third.

It’s a Fabian assessment, because he understands flaws and weakness. Yet, if he had come to this conclusion, he’d have buried it again, certainly never spoken of it. Lacking the confidence in his own conceits, which Portia has in abundance.

Gerey Hartmand, Kern says abruptly, back with them.

‘You have recalled?’

Yes. No. Partly, Kern says, more divided than Portifabian themself. The name remains with me, and the likeness. A contemporary. Not one of my people, but associated with the terraforming program. I didn’t like him. A pause, to pull out the barbs of self-knowledge, Which doesn’t narrow it down much, obviously. But there was a man of my time. And he is here, manifesting in an animal somehow.

‘Well, as to that,’ Portifabian says. Multiple approaches well up within them, and they await another burst of expositional glossolalia. By the time the thoughts reach their legs and palps, however, they’ve converged into a single message, cherry-picking the best phrasings. ‘The biological material of this world shows some clear fingerprints of artificial engineering. Far more so, and in very different ways, than that of our own world.’ Ours as in the world which gave rise to Portifabian’s ancestors, and bears Kern’s name. ‘Earth-based material shares considerable genetic commonality, all compatible. The exchange of genes between individuals and species can happen in the wild, and can certainly happen with artificial assistance—’

Please take it, Kern says acidly, that I understand the basics of bioscience.

‘Ah, well,’ Portifabian says, ‘the organisms of this world have large, supplementary, common segments, which appear to represent a kind of command interface for the engineers. And they have been ring-fenced sufficiently that natural evolutionary processes have not eroded them. These are common across all life here, and permit a level of mutability, compatibility and intelligent design not found in nature, or in other terraformed biospheres we’ve uncovered. There is also a considerable amount of other activity going on across cell and organism boundaries, not currently understood. Simply put, this is a world where it’s easy to breed monsters. Or, indeed, anything.’

I feel as though Gerey Hartmand is someone who would enjoy breeding monsters, Kern muses. Possibly that’s just her long-ago prejudices, but they did just see a monster with the long-dead man’s face. The supposition is reasonable.

‘There is one further conclusion we’ve reached, relevant to our situation,’ Portifabian says.

No. I see. Spoken with tags of grim agreement. Now Kern is bending her full mind to the situation, she can draw the same conclusion from the data.

The modular nature of the life on this world would allow some outside force to influence and control it in a variety of ways, simple and complex. Portifabian isn’t blind to the fact the litany of grievances the humans here have against their world lines up quite neatly with the sort of things a sufficiently sophisticated operating entity could inflict. If it was moved to send monsters and plagues against its captive audience.

That same ease of use built into the biosphere also makes it easy prey for the Nodan entity, a microbial species of enormous curiosity, more than capable of learning the levers of whatever it comes into contact with. Which explains how Mira’s little microbial mass is now covering several hundred square metres of forest, and still growing. She’s converting it into herself. Hacking those convenient molecular termini, and having the earth-like life of this world restructure itself into Nodan biomass. And it seems the biomass – or its long-time controllers – is fighting back. But Portifabian is aware of just how inventive the Nodan organism is, in its childlike way. Just how exponential a growth it would be capable of.

They may not have much time, either to save Mira or to save themselves from her. Themselves, and the humans, and every living thing on this world.
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Redina Kott isn’t sure what she thinks of these new developments. As developments go, they’re problematic. But at least they’re new.

It isn’t that being a god is de facto boring. Meaning, being a consciousness spread across a portion of the planet’s biosphere, utilizing a myriad of living interactions to form the thoughts in her brain, preserve the memory of who she is, and run the complex function that is RedinaKott.exe. She feels if that was all there is – if she’d received what she’d been promised – then she could have lived with it. The freedom to create a paradise in her own image. Vain? Yes, but she’s such a clever little fox-cat-monkey after all, so a little ego is allowed. But she’s existed for uncounted centuries as part of this world, even before the ark ship arrived, and all those years have been shared with the rest of the pantheon, whom she hates, and who hate her, locked in a cycle of predation and exploitation, round and round and round. Amazing that endless struggle could turn out to be so tedious, but she guesses you could say the same about endless anything.

Then the humans arrived, promising newness, change and entertainment. Except the others, the others. She absolutely blames Hartmand and Dorcheson, most of all. But Pil and Milner are just as bad, in their enabling and their collaboration. Yes, she went along with it too, did her part, played the subordinate devil in the hell they made for these wretched refugees, but she was just carried along by the tide of popular opinion. It isn’t any of it her fault. She’s the lovable trickster of their little divine family. Gods of mischief are never the real problem, after all. Hartmand demands they sacrifice for him – willingly or he’ll damn well take it out of their hides. Dorcheson wants to destroy, and Milner devours stores as though he’s ticking points off an agenda. And Pil . . . well there isn’t much preserved of the man he’d been, but the chaos merchant in him came through just fine. Ken Pil, Lord of the Arbitrary. Not like her little intrusions of misdirection and pranking, which are all harmless fun. Yes, people die, but they’re people and dying is what people do. Not like gods.

She’s aware her moral framework has a lot of loose joints in it, but that’s fine, so long as she doesn’t think about it too much. If she ever finds the thoughts getting on top of her, she can just spend a generation distributed across all the small carnivores and scavengers on the planet, which tends to erase any build-up of inconvenient contaminants like guilt or shame.

And now this new newness. Something else has changed in the world, and that’s a wonderful thing, for all Hartmand and the others are stressing out over it.

Kott’s good at listening and lurking. It goes with the mustelid elements of her distributed make-up. She’s learned the language cluster of the ark people, and is startled to discover these new newcomers (it’s only been several centuries since the ark – would the universe not leave them in peace!?) speak something mutually comprehensible.

She’s learned a name. The name, somehow, of one of the visitors. It isn’t clear which of the visitors it belongs to, as there are more voices and personas than there are bodies. She doesn’t understand just what has fetched up here, and she hasn’t had to think in analytical, human ways for thousands of years. Still, she’s heard the name Kern.

There was a woman named Kern. Kott gropes around for details, unknowingly mimicking Kern’s own quest to discover who Gerey Hartmand had been. They are all ancient ad absurdum, after all. But the name Kern looms large out of the jackstraw pile of surviving recollections. Hartmand’s nemesis, the woman who’d beaten him. I like her already. And that means chaos to sow, as and when she needs to.

She decides to go find Pil. It’s something she’s not done for a long time. She used to make a habit of hunting out the clusters of life where he was festering, and having some of her creatures pull him apart again. Even that lost its entertainment value after the first thousand years. Pil is always somewhere, some species of bug trying to piece back together a thing they only ever have an incomplete template for. It isn’t as if he has any actual wisdom to dispense. The broken thing that’s him has only broken things to say, which sound wise if you don’t think about them too much. Not unlike the man when he was alive, honestly.

She follows the threads of twisted light and glimmer through the world, their secret language, until she tracks him down around the southern ice sheets. Who knew there were insect things which live brief spring lives in and on the ice? Pil knew, apparently. Or perhaps he didn’t. Knowing isn’t something he’s good for any more. He just is, much like the creatures he’s made up of.

Hello Kitkat, he says, when a white-furred fox-creature digs into the nest of ice crawlers. They’re diligently trying to assemble an image of their god. He always could reproduce his own face – a remarkably strong self-image to have survived when so little else has. They gnaw it out of the ice, so it gazes upon her, translucent and idiotically beatific. She’s about to reply with something acerbic, but a wistful nostalgia surfaces out of the jumble of her thoughts. Always the same greeting, from Pil. One more thing that’s been carried over intact.

Hello Ken, she says. You didn’t make yourself easy to find this time.

Oh this isn’t my only me, my dear. This is just the one you found first. I’m all about the r-selection strategy of propagation. A genial chuckle, or its facsimile.

You know, she says, I’ve got a bad feeling about this new business. The star travellers.

Ha hmm? She isn’t sure if it’s actually a request for information, or an agreement, or just some meaningless noise.

Where can they even have come from? They’re weird as fuck, Ken. There’s some sort of mobile sushi artillery platform and a robot spider, and an actual Earth human woman, and that . . . thing, some sort of slime mould they injected into our nice clean biosphere. The others are keeping it contained, mostly. But mostly isn’t really good enough. Even if it gains a cubic millimetre of the planet each year, well, we’re all in it for the long game now. It wins or we win.

Hmm ha ho, Pil mumbles. She has an image of him, as a senile grandfather. And when he began to smile and play with his finger ends . . . A snippet of something lost, which she can’t remember the attribution for. Some piece of shallow erudition she might have trotted out to impress the intelligentsia. Back when there was one.

Ken, she says. Does the name Kern mean anything to you?

The insects cease their scurry for a moment, then resume, but he doesn’t speak. For a moment she thinks she’s somehow banished him from the colony just by speaking the name, as though Avrana Kern has become a latter-day King Solomon (another reference she has no other context for). Ken, she prompts.

I’m . . . thinking. He sounds strained, the genial old man act gone. God I can’t . . . It’s like a fog, Kitkat. And the fog is me. I can’t . . . pull myself . . . together enough . . . Kern Kern Kern; wasn’t there a . . . the terraforming? Was that it? He seems lost, and for this brief moment aware of what he’s lost. This is somehow far more tragic than merely the fact of what he’s become.

Yes, Ken, she agrees. She was a rival of Hartmand’s. The rival. She got all the other worlds except this one. And now she’s here, Ken. Here with . . . some godawful biological agent that’s going to just . . . grow and grow, until there’s nothing but it. Until we’re gone, and the Life is gone, and even the poor fucking colonists. Then I guess Kern swans in and remakes this world the way she wants it, and we’re all finally consigned to oblivion.

Another long pause. The insects are stuttering in their motion and a lot of them seem to be dying, as though Pil is burning them up in his fight for coherence. But then he just mumbles, Ho hum, and so, if so? If so, then so, and it’ll be so, and so what?

Goddamnit, Ken! she rages at him. But whatever there is of him is already falling apart, returning to the background radiation of Ken Pil that encircles the world. Except for one last phrase, ghostlike, issuing from the last twitches of the dying nest.

Would that actually be so bad?

After this she shifts focus back to where the newcomers were. In the interim, the infected extent of the land near the colonist settlement has grown, of course. And though the actual growth is small, it’s more than it was over the previous similar span of time. Kott is a sharp enough mathematician to know that is bad news.

She toys with the name Kern, as though she has it cupped between her non-existent hands, on the very verge of letting it out into the wider world. To trickle through to Hartmand’s consciousness. To see what he’ll do, how he’ll react. It’s been a long time since she saw the man – the thing that had been the man – truly incandescent. He’s someone who deserves to be riled, and playing god-emperor of this planet has left him entirely too comfortable. God, he’d rage. The whole planet would resound to the furious bellowing, as every top predator in every ecosystem and biome howled its fury to the skies. And isn’t that reason enough to do it? That new experience; the brief sop to her eternal ennui?

He wouldn’t be giving imperious commands then – not when he realizes who it is he’s giving orders to. He’d descend on every trace of these visitors and obliterate them under a wave of carnivorous fauna. This too, would be a popcorn-munching piece of entertainment, for as long as it lasted. And then . . .

Back to the same-old same-old. Unless the growing canker of weird microbial stuff outlasts them, in which case presumably they’ll all just diminish as the available Life diminishes. Edged out, forced into greater and greater company with one another, until there wasn’t sufficient biological interaction on which to run four and a half human minds. Until they became thinner and thinner caricatures of themselves, cartoons and rough sketches. Then nothing at all.

That, too, might not be the worst thing in the world. Kott finds two wolves inside her – or, given her predilections, perhaps foxes. One is being bored forever because nothing ever changes, and the other is suffering such a dramatic change that forever isn’t an option any more. She doesn’t know which one is worse. It seems bitterly unfair that she, a god, has only those two intolerable possibilities in her future. Life eternal, or life with an end, and I don’t like either option. Again – for the millionth time – she wishes the others had just died in the Pancreator, that she’d inherited unchallenged ownership of the world. It would have been better for her. Better for the poor bastard colonists, too. She’s mean and a trickster but she isn’t a monster like the others.

She is, of course, a monster. The only reason she hadn’t actually turned the world into a hell to torment the colonists for her amusement was the fact the others had less patience, and so did it first. She has that much self-knowledge.

Oh Ken, she thinks, and another line from an old, old play comes to her. We have done a big thing badly.

Then she spies the shrimp thing moving away from the walls of Four Dragon Ford, and all that self-awareness is banished instantly. Something’s happening, and that means she can make mischief.


   

16.4

Kern has now provided Cato with an automated translation function, hiving off a little of her functionality into the processors of his suit, so he doesn’t have to rely on her intervention to understand what’s being said all the time. Kern was somewhat haughty about it, and that only reinforced Cato’s general aggravation with her. All of her, but this specific instance in particular.

Having since listened to a sufficient quantity of the concepts and ideas being thrown back and forth, Cato is unconvinced this has helped. It’s not that he’s impatient: given a proper set of parameters and reasons, he can sit like a stone forever. It’s not that he’s reckless: as a warrior, he has a very fine sense of when action is appropriate and when it’s not. It’s not that he’s desperate to go and punch something to feel he has agency in the world. Well, perhaps it is that, just a little, but all the others do is talk.

He’s stingingly aware they aren’t including him in the talk in any real way. He is the Captain. It’s his ship, his exile, and everyone else is only along through his good graces. But now Kern and Portifabian are talking science, and they don’t feel he has anything to contribute.

Out there, Mira is spreading. Also there are monsters, and Cato thinks that, of any of them, he’s the one with the best solution to a monster problem. Kern says the thing which turned up just now, with its words and its demands, is in some way related to a human she doesn’t like much. Cato feels he has a solution to that issue, too, and if Gerey Hartmand didn’t want to be punched in his big human face he shouldn’t have created a monster that had one.

He’s also absolutely aware this is no way to behave, but if the others aren’t letting him in, then he doesn’t really have many other ways to apply agency to the situation.

The local humans are also uninspiring, but he can understand them. Cato knows subjugation when he sees it. These wretched creatures have been living here, in the shadow of . . . whatever the problem is with this place. They are weaker than the world, so they have no choice but to be craven about it. At least they’ve built themselves walls and provided themselves with weapons, and will plainly take a shot at their enemy when the odds favour them. Opportunistic fighters are better than none at all. And there’s that laser cutter, which is a rather vintage piece of kit, but Cato can appreciate the brute simplicity of it. He’s run some analysis on it and reckons the back two-thirds of it is battery, and the device can probably work at full power for only a minute, but it would be quite the glorious minute.

He glides up onto the walls again and looks out over the forest, eyes pivoting and tilting in his search for beasts. If Hartmand’s spokes-monster shows itself again, he has a gift for it. It doesn’t, though, and nor does any other significant creature. More annoyance, when you can’t even rely on a hostile world to give you a target.

Now Kern is making some sort of speech to the humans, through Portifabian’s speakers. She is, apparently, apologizing.

‘Why

this timewasting?’ he grumbles.

I had accused them of causing the problems besetting this world, Kern tells him, simultaneous with her actual apology. Instead it is a problem of my own generation. Meaning her contemporaries of the long-ago terraforming age, rather than a problem specifically created by her – the linguistic overlap doesn’t exist in Cato’s language.

‘Telling them

Is wasting words.’

It’s right to. And it may win them over to us.

‘Winning them

Wins what, exactly?’ Cato can’t roll his eyes, but there’s an eloquent little flip of some of his small limbs which conveys a similar sentiment.

‘What besets this world is Mira.

That problem is ours.

The rest?

Local issues.’

And what is your solution to Mira, may I ask? Kern demands archly. The images coming through the translator show someone fronting him brashly, displaying from a position of superiority. He really doesn’t like Kern. Honestly, most of his people who’ve travelled, and thus encountered her, haven’t got on with Kern. Her air of condescension comes over as a mortal insult. The fact this Kern has changed her name, and claimed some sort of independence from the whole, was the only reason he agreed to her joining, rather than him wrestling with a dumb ship devoid of artificial intelligence. He feels the renaming hasn’t helped matters though.

‘To reclaim her

Alis’s work.

With Alis dead

They say fire is effective.’

A pause. Cato skims back and forth a bit, flexing his arms and scaring the locals. When they point their guns at him, he points his own rather bigger ordnance back at them. Communication unobstructed by a language barrier, and they quickly learn the rules of that game.

You are not going to kill Mira.

‘Does Mira remain?’

I retain a tracking signal from Alis’s suit. It reports she remains alive. It shows her biometrics are stable and calm. She has not been devoured, and is not in distress.

‘A body lives,’ Cato points out.

I have some hope that Alis’s relationship with Mira will prevail.

A hunch of Cato’s body shows what he thinks of that ‘hope’.

There is a lot going on, on this planet, Kern says.

Hunch.

I am very disturbed by the intrusion of humans from my own time. I feel this is a bad thing.

Hunch.

I need to find a way to deal with Gerey Hartmand, Kern says.

Hunch, and another eyeroll-equivalent.

If Mira was truly off the leash, she’d deal with that problem, but then she’d become the problem. And I would have given an entire living world over to an uncontrolled instance of the Nodan bacterial culture.

Hunch.

I would be judged. There was the true worry, for Kern. Being seen as a failure by the only audience whose opinion she really rated: herself. The other Kern, the senior branch of the service, looking down on the defective little splitter.

Cato, I need you to act for me. I am occupied with the ship and with Portifabian. Someone needs to retrieve Alis.

‘To deal

With Mira.’

Not acceptable, Kern tells him. She is crew. Alis is crew. This can all be made right. With the proper application of—

‘Force.’

Thought!

Portifabian is speaking to the crowd now, a translated human voice ringing out, trying to tutor these primitives in higher biosciences. Pointless. Cato would just go and enact his own preferred solution, but he’s bitterly aware Kern can stop him. She demonstrated that when the local scholar type decided to walk straight into his strike zone, and his reflexes took over. Kern hacked his jets and dragged him backwards, so the human didn’t end up without a head. Cato didn’t appreciate the meddling, but did appreciate not having to deal with all the fallout being at war with the local humans would have caused, so he hasn’t been grousing about it. The fact Kern can just take over his suit hasn’t delighted him, though, and he knows he’s not technician enough to find a way to keep her out.

I need you to— Kern starts again, and Cato feels an overwhelming surge of frustration that he can’t actually contend with her. She’s ethereal, on a wholly different plane to him, yet she can directly interfere in his life. He can’t go head-to-head with her, can’t even properly size her up. She just is, and it’s exactly the sort of thing that made his people’s entry into the Panspecific so fraught. A world where the boundaries are defined entirely differently.

At least retrieving Alis will be taking action. Even if not the action he prefers. Better than sitting here receiving bad translations of all this endless pontificating.

‘Fine. Yes.

It shall be done.’ Delivered with all possible markers of reluctance and ill temper, so she knows he’s not rolling over for her.

It would be best, Kern suggests, if you exited subtly. So as not to further alarm the locals.

‘Feh,’ says Cato. He’s a marine arthropod most of the size of a human, buoyed up on a hovering air-jet system which, while as quiet as it can be, is still a constant vibration and audible racket. He can’t hear it himself but he can see the humans wince every time he comes close. He’s also the most brightly coloured thing on the planet, and he expresses himself through dance and visual display. Stealth is not his strong suit.

He glides over to the human with the laser cutter and takes it off them. It’s on wheels, but he jockeys with his jets until he can balance it in the clutch of his walking legs. The humans are suddenly shouting and running around, and Portifabian is demanding to know what he’s doing. He feels the invisible hand of Kern ready to interfere with him, but he’s nominally on her business, so she holds back. Cato has frankly lost patience with all of them.

He could just bash through the gates to demonstrate he’s more capable than the locals, but what a pitiful victory that would be. Instead he shows them just how little the walls themselves achieve, launching himself over the parapet from the walkway, and having his jets catch him at ground level, taking their toy with him.

Then he’s off and away with the laser cutter. While Kern’s thoughtful approach will have to be tried first, he’s fully prepared to perform a Mirandectomy on the world if need be.


   

16.5

Kott thought the shrimp was some sort of construct at first. But listening in on their conversations suggests somehow it’s a being in its own right. An engineered thing, she guesses: some mad science business of Kern’s. She sneaks up on it – not with any physical body, but closing in with a ring of sightless light. She touches its electromagnetic signature, which includes implants and the weird armoured vehicle-suit-weapon it’s riding in. A lot of complex electronics there. If she’d been any regular cybernetic predator, she’d have been wary of tripping all manner of alarms on the punchy little beastie. She has a whole encapsulating biosphere as her infiltration tool, though, and she’s used to ghosting through the world on channels only available to gods.

It’s heading towards the infected area, and it has some manner of weapon in its legs, to go with the weapons mounted on its back. She can detect the interplay of signals between it and the ship in orbit – not the compromised one, but a whole separate ship that’s keeping clear of the Life up there. The ship is where Kern’s signals originate.

Revelation enough to actually focus her mind almost entirely on the business, abandoning a million small predators in the midst of their little savage lives. Kern is on the ship? No, Kern was a human living thousands of years ago, back when Kott herself inhabited her own mostly forgotten body. Even if Kern hadn’t died in the extinction of their whole civilization, she can’t be alive now.

Not her body. But her mind . . . Kern is the ship. It’s only Kern in the same way she’s Kott – neither of them their original organic selves. Save that Kern is only a little kernel of thought in a fragile artificial construct, whereas Redina Kott is part-owner of a whole planetary consciousness.

Hartmand is going to be so disappointed he can’t just swat her.

But she can feel out the channels by which this artificial Kern is liaising with her shrimp. She bounces light off them, sends signals, receives responses. Her mind is clenched tight about all the surrounding living material now, a lightning storm of invisible light as she pulls all of the world’s local life together to perform the sort of on-the-fly analyses which made her such a successful meddler back in the day. She could always work out how to break stuff.

She wonders if she can hack the shrimp thing and drive it around like a little tank. That would be a few hours’ amusement, before she ran it into a tree or something. How about that? she speaks to it, the twisted light washing over its segmented back, its nasty guns, its open channels, and the complex translation routines within. Can I make a toy of you . . .?

It’s stopped. Those eyes pivot and flick on their stalks. They can see all around, but there’s a sort of band of focus running round them, where its visual centres must be concentrated. They’re following . . .

She shifts the knot of her concentration around it, pointedly drawing herself together in this space of forest, in that. The signals suffuse the world, but her attention generates a storm of them. And its eyes pivot and dart with these.

It sees her. A shock of contact, as though she could actually meet that alien gaze. For a moment Redina Kott, the goddess of small and annoying things, is actually afraid of it. But she’s also still interfaced with its systems, as much as its defences will allow, and via that mediation she receives the signal.

Your nature.

What are you?

Kott has no eyes to widen, no breath to catch. She feels a surge of excitement. The game has just changed.

When she strikes, it is swift and from every side. Not an attack on the creature itself, which she’s decided is by far the most interesting thing on the planet right now. A blanket of signal dampening, a blizzard of the electromagnetic spectrum. She shunts Kern’s signal aside and leaves the ship above talking to nothing. Then it’s just Kott and the shrimp creature. And she, the devil of this planet, has some serious tempting to do.


   

PART 17

THE THIRD AGE

A History of Violent Acts


   

17.1

Sometimes it’s traumatic, having your horizons expanded. Especially when you’re a marine species not used to having horizons.

A significant faction of the Stomatopods felt they should turn their shelled backs on the whole business. If their Portiid neighbours wanted to play with their new vertebrate pets, then that was all very distasteful, and not any kind of mantis shrimp business. They could just go on as they always had, play the isolationist card, and pretend the dry part of the planet didn’t exist.

Not just the planet, of course. The rest of the universe. That was one of the two hammer-blows which cracked their resolve. Some things are too big to ignore.

Impossible to ignore, despite their very best efforts, that their shallow sea shelves were just one part of a much larger planet, and this planet itself was one of several spinning about a sun, which was an infinitesimal dot within a vast galaxy, which was itself one of a countless number. Not that the revelation made them feel small. Stomatopod culture didn’t valorize or reward a sense of proportion vis-à-vis the rest of creation. They understood about the relative sizes of fish and ponds, after all.

Whilst many clans of Stomatopods clung on to an atavistic lifestyle, and tried to pretend they weren’t steadily becoming glorified cosplayers, others decided to face facts. Ignoring the wider universe wasn’t about them feeling small but about them feeling foolish. The Portiids – their long-time neighbours, with whom they had a robust diplomatic relationship – were keen to go exploring, now the keys to the cosmos had been handed to them. There were other worlds out there, possibilities, technologies, advances. They had a boundless curiosity, and their new mammals seemed to share it. Stomatopod curiosity had always been a guarded business, as it mostly came down to sizing up. Threats, opportunities, adversaries all came under their calculating gaze, intimately linked to the tension of their fighting arms. Their society, developed over thousands of years, was all about such cautious assessments, the careful weighing up before the sudden strike. They couldn’t weigh up the cosmos, but it seemed to them that, if they ignored it, they were giving up any influence or control over the future. Who knew what their fellow sapients might discover out there, which could have cataclysmic repercussions for their species? If they were still just living out their lives in the seas, they might have no warning at all. Some side effect, trivial to the spiders, could destroy them utterly. So they would need to be a part of this great space adventure, if only to safeguard themselves.

And there was the other thing. The awkward revelation they’d been staving off for so long. Kern.

Kern had been a part of Portiid society for a very long time. First as a deity, then as a guest, now as a guide. For most of their neighbourly association, the Stomatopods had just assumed this concept was a curious little wrinkle of Portiid culture which hadn’t translated properly. A few of their scholars had put their eyestalks out of the water and observed the swiftly moving star that was the satellite Kern travelled in back then, and they’d understood that some manner of signal was being broadcast from it. The relevance of these facts ended definitively at the waterline, though. It wasn’t important.

Then, quite suddenly, it was important. The Stomatopods found themselves playing catch-up with a variety of ideas which drove great cracks through their long-held beliefs. Avrana Kern had once been a real mortal creature. She’d been born on another world, and been of another kind of life – a terrestrial vertebrate. She had travelled here across unthinkable distances. She had created their world, or at least given life to it. Her actions had brought plants and animals to this orb, and then her mistakes – mistakes! – had resulted in certain species’ journeys towards intelligence. She was the creator of the Portiids, uplifting them from relatively bright spiders to their current zenith. She was the creator of the Stomatopods themselves. She hadn’t meant any of it. And now her own kin, the humans, had arrived.

Revelation upon appalling revelation, and no wonder so many of the mantis shrimps just turned away and tried to pretend it wasn’t real. There were enough, though, who understood things could not be the same again, not now they knew all this. Kern, and the Portiids, and the humans hadn’t meant to completely destroy the Stomatopods’ worldview. Much like their own genesis, it was entirely incidental. They discovered, now, that not only were they part of a star-spanning culture, they always had been. In which case, refusing to partake of it now would be absurd, and – converging with the previous thread of thought – profoundly dangerous.

That was how it started. Small groups of Stomatopods emigrating from the only world they’d ever known, living in insular cliques on ships, on orbital stations, on other worlds. Discovering there were now Octopuses in the mix too, meaning they had better be a part of what was going on, because who could trust an Octopus? This species had been their great rival in the seas of Kern’s world, never exterminated or fully overcome. Worse still, in a way, was the fact they owed these new Octopuses a great deal. For when the cephalopods became a part of the Panspecific community, they’d brought a lot of marine-adapted spacefaring technology with them. The Stomatopods were forced to endure being considerably more comfortable in space, via the offices of a species who were their cultural devils.

Inevitably, over time, the boundaries between Stomatopods and other species eroded. Translation facilities improved, and each group’s boundaries were understood and respected. The Stomatopod diaspora started to see opportunity in the great open spaces of the universe – the planets and suns, the new technologies. They looked at the elements of their old planetside culture, awkwardly bundled like old armour in the attic, and saw ways in which it could be revived and expanded. A new frontier, a Stomatopod way of life amongst the stars.

This was Cato’s generation – our Cato, the one who’s just met Redina Kott. Cato was at the forefront of a sort of cultural revival, a set of requests to the wider Panspecifics. Resources, technologies, space to be themselves, a polite entreaty for non-interference. As all these things were in effectively limitless supply by this time, and complying with species-specific requests which they didn’t necessarily understand was a part of living together, their own requests were granted.

That was the start of the Escalation.


   

17.2

And what, asks Kott, are you?

The creature is plainly still coming to grips with her speaking to it. But now she’s gained access to its electromagnetic receptors, the actual act of translation is being carried on happily within its own systems. Just as well, as it isn’t as though she’d be learning to speak shrimp any time soon. The complexity of translation fascinates her. She can feel her self, her intellect, pulling together around this one point of interest. When the creature ‘speaks’, it goes through a series of bizarre contortions and displays – quite fearsome, honestly, given those raptorial front arms. It makes no sound, just gesticulates in what seem far too crude a manner to convey complex concepts. Except, the more she watches, the more she notes a thousand little signifiers there, which might convey information. She’s used to thinking of the world as data, after all.

There are a lot of limbs, all of which describe very precise motions. And the reflecting surfaces of its various limbs show differing ranges of colours, transforming natural light in ways that are obviously integral to its medium. Including, she sees, the secret wavelength which they’d all been using to shunt data around the world. The wavelength no living thing could receive. Except, it turns out, this thing.

Circular polarized light, Pil’s pièce de résistance, allowing the pantheon to take its arguments and its commands outside the notice of the world. A very specific channel of information, receptors for which are absent in nature. Save here’s this weird crustacean thing using its shiny bits to generate signals on their private back-channel, just as some mundane part of its language. Fascinating.

The translation function within it – plainly not something it evolved naturally! – takes all of this dance and light show and converts it into plain language. The colonists’ language, give or take. When Kott signals back, she can send her meaning on the reverse journey. She feels like a monarch sending ambassadors across a dozen different borders and boundaries, to present messages of mutual regard, unable to quite imagine the vicissitudes of the journey. She’s also aware this particular diplomatic channel is only possible because someone else – Kern? – has put in the hard work already to bridge the species gap. Her own cleverness is in finding a way to hijack the process for her own benefit, but that’s been her modus operandi since long before she became a god.

I am Cato.

What speaks out of the world?

Fight me.

Its words come out as demented haiku. Punchy little monster, aren’t you? she replies. You’d fight the whole world, would you? I am the world, after all. She has a handful of her animal emissaries keeping pace with it, on the ground, in the trees. It could punt the lot of them into oblivion and that wouldn’t overly affect her. She’s used to her small surrogates dying. It’s what they do. Sometimes she makes it happen herself, for want of other entertainment.

Bring your world. The inner translation presents its words freighted with human-appropriate tone and context. It is, Kott grasps, hella belligerent.

Are you some thing Kern made? she asks sweetly. Some engineered creation for demolitions and warfare. What has she sent you to do, Cato?

It stops for a moment, hovering there on the blast of its jets. A moment later it continues on its course towards the infected area.

Demolitions and warfare.

That’s me, exactly, it confirms. On the first question it is notably silent, which is also of interest.

Kern and I are old friends, by the way, she tries.

Is that so?

Do I care?

Or not old friends. Old enemies, perhaps. Back when we were both alive, however long ago that was. A bit of a shock, to find she’s not been dead all this time. We thought we were the last.

Better she was dead.

Better you all were, Cato states.

No leaping loyally to the defence of its creator then. Quite the opposite.

Yet you’re off on some mission for her? she prompts.

What of it?

You’re an enigma, friend Cato, she says. You’ve blooded yourself on some of our creatures. You’re carrying some serious hardware. This thing you’re headed for came from your ship. Is it an escaped experiment? Are you on your way to retrieve it, or to destroy it? Or is it Kern’s weapon against her old contemporaries? Are you just being sent like some menial to see how the pot is boiling?

Another gap in the conversation, and perhaps she’s being too colloquial, given all the linguistic hoops her concepts have to jump through. It doesn’t seem to have an answer for her, anyway.

What I mean, really, is what do you want, Cato? Not Kern. Who cares what she wants? What about you? Are you allowed desires, or are you just her slave? She doesn’t generally do serpents, but weasels occupy a similar niche and she’s been plenty of weasels in her time. Weasel-adjacent, even back when she was human.

Cato stops again. There’s a lot of non-communicative fiddling of mouthparts and antennae going on, and its eyes constantly pivot and tilt, marking out all of her little critters.

Yes, she confirms. No Kern now. Just you and me. You and the world. Or that part of it I have dominion over. The god of weasels, Redina Kott.

Not to fight you,

Nor destroy Mira.

The last concept comes over as a name. She remembers that, before this expanding region of infection had snotted itself onto their world, there’d been a mobile life-stage of it, in the shape of a human woman. Kott assumed this had been just some sort of convenience – an attempt at infiltration of the colonists before it established a proper fungal body. But if it has a name, then possibly it was a person, just like Cato is some kind of person.

Mira is . . .?

Mira has gone wrong. Tags of disgust and exasperation.

Even so.

Kott has no handles on this conversation. She’s used to manipulating and playing off other humans. Cato has none of that. But the diligent translator is doing its best to let her know exactly what Cato means, which seems to include a lot of secondary information. It’s translating his mood, as well as his explicit words. Either because it has a lot of bells and whistles for a translator, or because such elements are integral to the way Cato expresses himself.

Cato, she says, you can make a difference here. I’ve taken the best look I can at the kit you’re carrying, and if you were minded to obliterate this spreading stain you call Mira, it’s absolutely within your capability.

Ha.

No.

Alas.

She has no idea what the original of that Ha was, given Cato’s presumably not the chuckling sort. Perhaps a little humour is universal. Good, if true, as Kott considers herself one of the great comedians of the universe.

I hope you don’t think I and my confederates are just sitting on our hands, with this invasion, she says, mock-sternly. The only reason this pustule hasn’t taken over a hundred square kilometres of ground with its exponential spread is that we’re fighting it. We’re constantly tweaking the surrounding biomass to resist it, poison it, kill it off. And it’s changing itself to endure whatever we throw at it, but we’ve slowed it down. It’s focusing a great deal of its resources on us, Cato. We know this, because when we send in animal life to physically distress it, we slow it down further. We’re scientists, after all. We’ve been experimenting. But all we have are animals. Hartmand has gone off at the locals to bring fire, and maybe they will, but you’ve got all sorts of toys in that hovercraft of yours, plus the cutter you took from the locals. So, what I’m saying is, yes you could. You go in and cause enough damage, and we can absolutely exterminate this festering thing. I don’t know at what stage it counted as this ‘Mira’ to you, Cato, but I know you’ve been there and seen it. It ate one of your comrades, didn’t it? I don’t think it’s your friend any more.

Cato has stopped again. Kott imagines Kern panicking as she tries to re-establish a connection with her murderous pawn. Murderous prawn. She snickers to herself. Not exactly comedy-as-high-art but she’ll take what she can get.

Then she’s out. For a furious moment Kern has completely displaced her. The old witch has some tricks of her own, apparently, plus familiarity with whatever Cato’s systems are. For a second it’s all mad static, as both of them try to drown the other out. Cato just waits, fidgeting and hovering, not sure what’s going on.

Kott can just about keep the other ancient at arm’s length, but it’s taking her entire concentration. This point of focus, here, is just about the only place she’s present across the whole world. Entire tribes of small creatures are suddenly freed from her invasive presence. She’s stronger, with all of that behind her, but Kern is agile, end-running around whatever electromagnetic countermeasures Kott can generate out of the background biomass. She needs help, and that’s a problem, because she very much wants to keep her fellow gods out of her business. She doesn’t want to share, and they’re all blundering idiots.

But she needs Kern off her back. There’s only one way to do that. Just as with Mira, it all comes down to finite resources of attention and multiple problems.

She splinters off a part of her that goes racing three times around the world, until it finds a complex enough nexus of the patriarch god of the world, the great genius terraformer, the builder of bad lions.

Hey Gerey, she says. Guess who’s back and in orbit over us right now.
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Mira knows nothing of this conspiracy, of course. She doesn’t have the pantheon’s planetwide presence. Planetwide, save for that steadily growing place that’s her, of course. Mira’s blindness is worse than that, though. She’s slowly losing awareness of her own expanding frontiers.

Mira is dying; not the entity but the self. From absolute ruler of her own being, she’s become merely a constitutional monarch. And at every border, wars are fought in her name that she has no control over. The resources of her being are drained away towards the constant roiling conflict that festers to explode across the face of the planet. To explore, to investigate, to devour. All her civilized layers are being flayed away by contact with the angry world around her. The hating world. When she wore a human shape here, it bit her and corroded her, clawed her and devoured her. Its humans attacked her and turned fire on her. To Mira it was a traumatic assault from the moment she clawed her way out of the earth. To the thing she’d built herself out of, it was an adventure. Even war against a whole planet can be an adventure.

Mira is dying because the wild enthusiasm of the thing she’s a part of is squeezing her out. She explains all this to Alis, sitting within the make-believe tea party she’s built at the heart of the cathedral that is her. Mira, the unique, the experimental, will die knowing that she has unleashed a dreadful monster onto this equally dreadful world, and the monster will be herself. Her true nature, which consumes and destroys, and knows no boundaries, nor any reason to stop. The thing she thought had been cured, in her nature, but was only biding its time.

She can tell Alis this quite calmly, taking tea as they are, as the war goes on outside. No thunder of guns, no bombs, no screaming, but she hears it nonetheless.

‘I just wanted,’ she tells Alis, ‘to be me. I thought, complex as I was, I could be someone of my own. I had experienced so many other selves. Surely I could produce a special person. A real me, not just the semblance of another. I wanted to be real.’

‘You are real,’ Alis says. ‘You’re real to me.’

Mira wants to weep. She can’t, but wanting to is a part of the individual she is. It isn’t something the great chaotic mass of mingled memories would consider.

‘I have a thousand parents, or none,’ Mira says. ‘I am like the monster made by the scientist, a new being brought into the world. Except I’m the scientist, created by the monster. And now the monster has forgotten why it wanted me, and I can’t last. All those other lives preserved within me, but I will forget myself. Then I will end the world, if it does not end me. I’m sorry, Alis.’

‘We can save you,’ Alis tells her. ‘You said . . . there’s some of your material within me, in my brain. You said—’

‘There is something I need you to do,’ Mira says. ‘But it is not to save this me, this Mira. I can’t do that, and be at war. I just don’t have the concentration left. But I need to give something, to the me in you. Something precious.’

‘Give me yourself,’ Alis insists.

‘There isn’t room,’ Mira tells her. ‘And I no longer have a firm enough grasp of where my self ends and the madness begins. But I can pass you something that doesn’t deserve to go when I do. Then . . . I need to ask you a favour. Before it’s too late.’

She tells Alis, and Alis won’t do it. Swears she won’t. Is furious at Mira for even asking. But after that, Mira is retreating and retreating inside herself, encysting her mind within her bloating body, and waiting for when the physical majority will forget it was ever a personality called Mira, extinguishing her.

Mira is going to die – not a suicide, but still at her own hand. Save that external events are about to take a hand in the matter, and potentially rob her of the privilege. Outside her borders, Cato arrives.
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The entity speaking to Cato actually sounds a lot like Kern to him – it’s condescending, and plainly feels he won’t grasp that it looks down on him. The translation facility Kern provided him with is probably better than its maker intended, because the superior, baiting tone of this Kott intellect comes over very clearly, as indeed did Kern’s own. The chief difference is that Kern’s general character note is she’s far too important to spend her valuable time explaining things to him, whereas this Kott plainly feels it can weave a tangle of words around him to make him do what it wants, without him realizing it’s manipulating him.

What has Cato surmised, then, about his current situation? Firstly, he’s very vulnerable. He might not like Kern, but the ancient human-turned-virtual-intelligence is absolutely his lifeline back to anything approaching civilization, and now he’s been cut off from her. A formidable feat. Kern herself would doubtless have been insisting it couldn’t be done, right up to the point where her presence in his sensory centres was replaced by her rival. Point two: this Kott is also an ancient human become an insubstantial presence. Instead of operating from a system built efficiently of biological and inorganic components, she exists in some manner throughout the entire world around him. Pound for pound, then, Kern is stronger. But Kott has vastly more poundage to call on, so has muscled Kern out of contact. An assessment Cato is eminently qualified to make, given his species’ status as a small sea-dweller punching well above its weight class. But sometimes the other fish is just too big. There are punch-soluble problems, then there are the other kind.

Thirdly, Kott is one of several intelligences running on this ecological mainframe. It represents itself as the approachable one. From its inference – however reliable that might be – the others are all far less sociable. Cato might prefer that, but Kott isn’t giving him the option of selecting who to do business with. He’s been analysing the incoming signals, and making a few notes on how he might flip visiting rights so he could start intruding onto the territory of the other. Until then, he can only regard anything Kott tells him with intense suspicion. Stomatopods invented lying long before Kern’s work started messing with their genetics. A moulting mantis shrimp bearded in its burrow was more than capable of putting on a ferocious show of aggression to cover for the fact its shell was still soft. Deception is a part of conflict. Sun Tzu would have gone down very well with the Stomatopods, had his writings somehow filtered down to them. So, Kott is likely overstating her hand, both against Mira, and regarding her status amongst her fellows.

Fourthly, Kott has just gone for some nuclear-equivalent option. Cato caught a brief contact from Kern just a moment ago. Then a confusing blast of interweaving static, which suggested these two alternate evils were wrestling over access to him. Right then, thoroughly disenchanted with this knock-off Kern instance and whatever it was that was speaking to him out of the woods, he found he didn’t particularly care which of them won.

Kott won, as it’s now talking to him again. Garrulous as it is, it’s already explained that it’s made some mischief by informing its fellows of Kern’s presence. Its fellows, it explains, are far less fond of Kern than it is. They’re raging, mustering their forces – Cato understands this refers to the more aggression-capable elements of the ecosystem – to obliterate any trace of Kern on the planet. Meaning the human community within the walls is about to take a hammering.

Cato has a moment when he considers reversing course to take part in that, because at least it promises physical targets. A fight where his guns and claws can fulfil their intended purposes. He’s not that simple, but at the same time his neurology bestows an inherent endocrinal reward for punching something properly, and his personal history has focused around maximizing this particular reward-state. Cato grew up amongst the segment of his species’ population who were simultaneously ultra-traditionalist and star-travelling. The segment involved in the Escalation, in fact – events Cato was at the heart of. He grew up on stories of Proper Warrior Conduct, which often involved heroic Stomatopods fighting against dreadful odds, dual-wielding their cunning and force to prevail. Or to die, alternatively, but valorously, fighting monstrous kraken, fish and whales. And other Stomatopods, most of all. A skewed cultural story which placed the violent warrior on an undersea pedestal, and drew a veil of silt over the nuances of history as well as the consequences of brutality. That was the ideological world Cato hatched out into, and learned from the bardic dances of his elders, buying into it one hundred per cent. A way of life which was inherently threatened by the Portiids and Humans, and all the other things they’d glued together to create their weird, barnacle civilization out of. Cato’s entire life, up to the Escalation, was steeped in a tradition of his people trying to preserve their pugnacious lifestyle in the face of ever-broadening cosmic horizons.

This world here suits him. Which isn’t a good thing. It doesn’t speak well of either the world or his nature. But he could lose himself in a place like this. Forget Kern, forget the Panspecifics. Become the lone barbarian warlord, rally a clan of humans or an army of monsters. Just . . . live a life his ancestors would have recognized, and hope the self-repair of his vehicular suit was able to keep up with the stresses of battle. Or go into the seas, which are presumably just as much a cavalcade of violence and strife, and genuinely return to that ancestral lifestyle. A burrow, a hunt, the swiftness of a well-placed strike, and the satisfaction thereof. Some part of him pines for no more than that.

We were never meant for any of this, he thinks. And knows that’s his upbringing talking, which took the life-improving innovation of the Portiids with grudging reluctance. But took it, because otherwise what would they be but sad little reenactors still trying to pretend the world hadn’t changed?

Now he’s reached where Mira is. Or the place which is Mira. Has it grown since it ate Alis? Yes, and his eyes can measure the circumference of this section, so with a little mental maths, he could tell you roughly how much more of the world Mira has consumed since Alis.

He hefts the cutter. He reckons he really can do some serious damage to the converted Nodan biomass with it. He has no idea if there’s a Mira in there any more that would feel pain. He’d be murdering millions of microscopic Nodan cells, but individually they’re not sapient or even sentient, he knows. They contain the seeds of such things, when enough of them gather together. So the things he kills would know nothing of it, even while the rest of the mass would feel his intrusion as a wound, a massacre. The perspective is too alien to really comprehend, and honestly Cato leaves that sort of philosophizing to the Portiids. The ability to empathize came with the virus which clings to his genome, but that doesn’t mean he has to like it.

‘Mira,’ he says.

‘If you are here,

Speak to me.

If Alis survives,

Give her to me.

Or we are enemies.’

He dances the words, spreads his reflecting surfaces, glimmers and shines as his minor legs draw arabesques in the air. Does the Nodan grasp the eloquence of his native speech? Or will it merely register the audible vibrations his translator is putting out, thus missing the careful choice of tone and qualifier he is infusing the words with. Portiids have their own dances, and Humans wax vain upon the wondrous subtlety of their languages, but Cato’s people know them as fumbling amateurs. When talk is the last antennae-thin line before potentially lethal violence, then you develop a complex and expressive language. Each segment of Cato’s many limbs communicates some secret element, designed to show his strength, to impel his opposite number to reasonable submission. He speaks of his glories, his victories, his willingness to murder, all as effortlessly inherent to his message as a raised eyebrow or a hand gesture might be to a Human. Pitifully little of it comes out to other species. The Portiids never did understand the richness of his people’s language. In every utterance of Cato’s are folded sagas and epics.

He hears Kott – eavesdropping of course – snigger a little. It, too, cannot understand. The breadth of a planet at its disposal, but its personal world is too small.

The substance of Mira shudders. For a moment her face forms within its translucence, some internal structure creating the shadow of her like a drowned thing beneath the surface. He wrestles with the Human expression briefly on display there. Nothing positive, he decides. She’s gone in the instant, and there are no words his translator can detect.

He displays again, flashing the light-scattering spots at the base of his fighting arms, flaring his antennae, semaphoring with his walking legs. Signals of aggression and dominance. Threat, in essence. Threat backed by a history of war, his own and his lineage’s and his species’. I will fight. The basic message of one Stomatopod to its neighbour, in dispute over a burrow, back before they were hauled up the ladder of intellect. I will fight, with a detailed inventory of health and strength and will to battle. Mira – the thing of which Mira is a part – has never been a Stomatopod, and cannot truly know the depths of his determination. But the mass of her shudders. Something communicates itself across all boundaries of species and planetary origin. For a moment he almost expects it to shrink back and to return the ground it has taken.

If the Nodan is anything, though, it is a mimic. The glistening surface of it – the great hanging sheets, the slick coating of the trees, the convulsing ground – come together into a shape that’s something like his. It rears and spreads limbs, a garbled threat directed back at him. A keen enough study, though, that he can read I will fight in it. And behind it the shadow of Mira’s Human visage, despairing, begging, pleading. For mercy? Or does she want him to destroy this abomination she’s become.

Do it, Kott tells him. We’re ready. Strike and we shall strike. It can’t fight us if it’s defending itself against your attack as well. Quickly, before it becomes too large, too strong. You understand strength, don’t you?

Prodding, manipulation, weaselling into his thoughts. But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong. He takes up the cutter again. The time for talk is done.

There’s another brief burst of Kern, a jagged fragment. It sounds as though things aren’t going well for the rest of the team, meaning Portifabian and Kern, three minds, one body. Cato reckons it isn’t his problem. His life has come down to this one needle-point moment. He ratchets back his fighting arms, though the true damage will be done by other means. Before him, the gelatinous shrimp-body collapses into ooze, then forms again, furiously telling him, I will fight! I will fight! His dumb mirror, demanding its own destruction. He is very ready to destroy something, purely for the agency it will give him over this insane world.

Do it! Kott. He sees a small cat-like mammal actually caught in the Nodan substance, its body being disassembled into organs and bones, but still exhorting him to strike.

A grotesque quiver goes through the whole mass of the Nodan, and it opens up like a wound. Alis is there, or her body is. Her eyes stare at him, but who knows what’s behind them? She is walking forwards, out of a great oozing gullet that extends back into the cave-like depths of the thing that’s Mira. Mira, who is surely festering all through what had been Alis’s mind. Cato knows the history of the Nodan plague and what it has done. What it might revert to, should it go feral. As it surely has. Less a person than a world-consuming disease.

Alis is on the point of entering his reach. His arms, ratcheted taut, strain at the exoskeletal catches holding them in. One more step and she’ll be in that frontal arc that is his space, inviolate, in which any defiance can only be met with attack.

Cato, she says. Or something says, with her mouth. Behind and around her, the substance of the Nodan shapes itself into fragments of Stomatopod physiology, a great multifaceted wall of idiot defiance and threat.

Alis steps forward.
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The part of them identifying as Portia feels it an affront, to find value in those insights from him. The part that’s Fabian – including many cognitive elements pulling double duty, for they overlap – is aghast to discover worth within the bombast of her. The revelation is intolerable, and shared: the idea that the sum of their conjunction is greater than their two separate parts. Appalling, yet undeniable.

Their analyses of the local biology are complete, when either one of them, working independently, would still have been processing the figures the ship fed them. They have reverse engineered the process the terraformers used here – very different to Kern’s own. The two of them working in parallel would have generated unavoidable redundancies – work done twice, procedural steps duplicated. Now, whatever one learns, the other does too. It is efficient, a multiplication of mental force. It is bitter.

It’s how they live now. That’s the problem. The discovery only underlines the future they’re doomed to. If there is to be any heir to either Portia or Fabian, it’s this hybrid creature.

Kern, reviewing their findings, signals recognition. Oh. Gerey Hartmand, yes, but there were others. A little coterie of idiots. No names spring to mind, but I definitely recognize some of these techniques. A pause, in which Kern doubtless fights with her own nature. I had consigned them to the bin, honestly. I didn’t think any of it would work. A rare moment across the long aeons of her life when any version of Kern admits to an error.

‘Can you not reach out to this Hartmand, claim a kinship with him, work with him to find a way to help Mira? Also Alis. Also all of us,’ Portifabian suggests.

You don’t know how it was, Kern says. It would be like you trying to find common ground with . . . And there, Kern has no comparator. The ants, she might have said, save that the Portiids tamed the ants. The humans, but that gap, too, they’d bridged. The Nodan, except Mira is the subject of their disrupted rescue mission. The chief gap Kern might have snidely invoked is the one between Portia and Fabian themselves, but, well . . .

No, she says. Not an option. Not clarifying whether the resistance resides chiefly in her or the others. Best they don’t know I’m even here. I recall some particularly savage attacks from Hartmand, anyway. Not the details, most likely, simply that there were attacks. Sic transit memoria mundi.

This would have been the moment, obviously, for everything to kick off. The perfect comic timing. Life is seldom so neat, though, for humans or spiders or ant-based artificial intelligences. Instead, Portifabian and Kern discuss the current status of the drop ship, which is now within a whisker of functionality. And Kern has a request for them, in that respect. A surprising one, except in the next moment Portifabian finds they were expecting it. Kern has been twice bitten, after all, with her hived-off instances. Small wonder she’s shy now.

‘I feel that may be overcomplicating our situation,’ they say to Kern. Again, their independent ideas becoming a consensus, as though they have some invisible discussion space between them which neither is knowingly accessing. As though they are joined at the subconscious, where thoughts fly back and forth shorn of ego. ‘We are, after all, performing something of a balancing act . . .’ In that moment, the small revelation is that they aren’t, not really. Their sense of balance as a new entity has now become instinctual. They can hate it all they want, but they really are together, and their speech has been free of stumble and competition for a while now. The major revelation is then that the forest all around the walled human settlement has exploded into bellowing, roaring and shrieking, as though every living thing has been possessed by a spirit of incandescent rage.

‘This indicates what, exactly?’ Portifabian asks, their channel to Kern not relying on sound. Around them the humans are reacting with understandable alarm, rushing to the walls, breaking out even more weapons, hustling the weakest individuals into shelters which cannot possibly hold if the walls don’t. Not long, surely, before they start pointing fingers at the newcomers, as the cause of this new disturbance. Portifabian can see trees shifting and shuddering, whole tides of motion rushing through the canopy. As though a great muster of the large and the small is taking place in the shadow of the boughs.

Those fingers, she suspects, would be entirely justified.

Another roar goes up, seemingly from horizon to horizon across the forest. A thunderous outcry from a thousand bestial throats.

‘Kern!’

Rumbled, Kern says, obscurely. I’m stepping up the plan.

‘There isn’t a plan,’ Portifabian objects. ‘There is a proposal which you literally just now made, and which we have declined, thank you.’

The first elephantine thing appears briefly at the treeline, glowering through small piggish eyes at the walls. Probably just the closest forest behemoth within easy walk of the place. Most definitely to be reinforced very shortly.

I do not believe I am throwing this one open to debate, Kern says. You exist only in this one brittle shell. I am not losing another member – or two! – of the crew.

Portifabian scrabbles for alternatives, but the data feeds are already open, and Kern upends the jug and pours.
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When the Stomatopods went to the stars, this one faction was determined to preserve their way of life. Preserve but expand it, so they would be more than an insignificant footnote in Portiid histories. They would create an interstellar presence in their own image.

Cato remembers. He was at the forefront, most enthusiastic standard bearer for the project. They called it The Shoal, or that would be how it came over to less elegant languages. A word to describe the wonder of the sweep of stars which was a galaxy. They weren’t laying claim to the whole galaxy, but they were proud. Once they had adjusted their eyes and their vision to see the heavens, the Stomatopod imagination could perceive the concentration of stars that was their galaxy as the shallows, and the great intergalactic darkness as the depths. It was as good an interpretation of the universe as any.

They came before the other species and made their request. Resources, technology, space. Most importantly, that last one. Somewhere among the stars that would be theirs. Not even a terraformed or habitable world. A star system where they could set up and be themselves, and live in a way their ancestors would recognize. Albeit with spaceships and orbitals, and all the benefits of Panspecific ingenuity.

There was no central authority to apply to, of course, because the Portiids had never worked like that, the Octopuses still less so, while the Humans were trying not to. There was Kern, though, and Kern formed something of an administrative backbone to the web of interactions which made up the Panspecific community. Kern carried their petition to everyone else, and everyone within a reasonable response time considered it, and agreed.

Cato remembers how his fellows had thought they’d have to fight for it. That the other species would be miserly with their technology. They’d prepared for long arguments, maybe even violence. There was a lot of talk about just how they could invoke sufficient threat against this thin-spread multispecific confederation, in order to make it do what they wanted. It hadn’t turned out like that, though. The Portiids had been wondering about their cousins from Kern’s World for a long time. The Stomatopods were a prickly species to deal with. The old highly ritualized ways of trade and diplomacy didn’t seem to serve any more. They felt for their fellow uplifted arthropods, but couldn’t see any obvious way to offer assistance without offence. A proactive contact from the mantis shrimp community was therefore received with great enthusiasm. Of course they should be helped to the stars, given space, given time. Given all the benefits of technology, in order to find a new social equilibrium. And left alone to do this, if that was what they wished. Small cliques of Stomatopods had been filtering into the wider community already, forming insular enclaves, but still taking part in the great adventure that was the universe and its wonders. The fact a large faction of the Stomatopods now wanted to emigrate to the stars was surely the next logical step. The assumption was that the Stomatopods would make contact later, when they were ready for a more integrated lifestyle.

All in all, over two hundred thousand Stomatopods, of the millions on Kern’s World, embarked on a big Octopus-built ship, with printers and factory modules and bioengineered construction drones. They went off to a star system with half a dozen planets, and built a spaceborne civilization of their own. Built it in the image of the feudal polities they had enjoyed on the shallow sea shelves of Kern’s World, but with spaceships, orbitals and modern weapons. They had no intention of integrating themselves with the wider Panspecific culture. A few even entertained ideas of turning up with a great armada, bristling with advanced weaponry, to subjugate everyone else. The majority – like Cato – were simply there to live the way they always had, with sufficient technology to ensure nobody could step in and interfere.

They staked their territorial claims to the orbital arcs of this planet or that. They built their habitats and ships, and the mechanically inclined amongst them built new weapons to take advantage of the innovations they’d inherited from their neighbours. The rest of the Panspecifics left them alone, as agreed. Until they couldn’t any more.

Cato remembers those years. Despite everything, they come tinged with thrill and lightning. He remembers when the ship he commanded was not the exploration vessel Dissenter, but a swift and merciless warship, whose name referred to shades of light and fire Humans have no words for. He remembers screaming out of the void in challenge, and scattering his enemies before him. Enemies? Not even that. Merely his kin rallied to a different banner. Living over another planet, in the same system. But their mere presence was a gauntlet thrown down to him, and his existence was the same to them. This was the way of life they were trying to preserve, after all. Not the peace and acceptance the Portiids loved, but this battle, this trial, this strife. Every community against every other, a constant jockeying back and forth. Display and threat, assault, retreat, deception and strategy. They were a warrior breed, after all. This was what life was for. And how much better, rather than relying merely on claw and shell, to have all the wondrous technology looming behind every ultimatum and demand.

For the first decade they held a fragile equilibrium between themselves. They really did recreate the life of the past with the tools of the future. But those tools were too good. The intimacy of the old, one’s own body as defence and weapon and language, had been lost. So too the immediacy of consequence – never so visceral, just to pull a trigger. Then came the Escalation. Cato remembers. After years of trying to bury the understanding that, if they didn’t use these new tools to the full, then they were just playing. Even having expanded their rituals to encompass an entire star system, it was just idle games unless they stopped holding back.

Cato remembers, and he shrinks from it. Curls away in a posture of shame and grief. Yet remembers that, at the time, it was glorious. That’s the true horror. Not simply what was done, but how it felt. How good it felt, to be the best. To take on all challengers, his ship against his rivals’. To take the adulation inherent in the explosive detonation. Not heard, in space, but then he has no real relationship with sound. Instead, the sensors of his ship fed the colours of death into his eyes, and he rejoiced. For a few bitter, wonderful years he lived at the very razor’s edge of prowess and exulted in his mastery of war.

When the Portiids finally came to investigate, there were seventy-two Stomatopods left alive, and some of them had begun to realize they’d taken their war games too far. Cato remembers. Not a nightmare. That’s the true horror. It was like waking from the most perfect dream.

Alis now steps into his killing zone, that region where he must assert his dominance, if he wants to hold on to it. She did it before and he’d have killed her if the ship hadn’t been on hand to reconstruct the contents of her ribcage. His right, as Captain. His way of establishing who was in command. If she’d been another Stomatopod, she’d have taken it on her shell, on the heavy shield of her tail-segment, and survived, chastened. But she was Human, and frail, so should know her place. She’s no less frail now, even if what’s in her head isn’t Alis any more. Strike. Strike and kill, then turn the cutter on the rest of the living mass. An end to Alis, an end to Mira, an end to his problems, his dominance established. The weasel voice of the world glitters in his eyes, telling him Fight, fight, fight! He is challenged, and there is only one alternative to fighting.

Except he has seen the cost of fighting. The most bitter of all lessons, that sometimes winning is worse.
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The floating insect-looking creature left a little while before. Taking their Inevitable Flame, and departing in a manner that didn’t invite hindrance. At the time, Mezclo had preferred that. Now, something’s happened. The Life is riled up in a way she hasn’t ever heard before. And a word – a name? – howled out of the bowels of the world.

‘What is that?’ she demands of the spider-shape, which is all she has left of the visitors to rail at. ‘What does that mean? “Kern”?’

It just sits there on the wall. A spider, such as she’s familiar with, but manufactured to the finest degree out of inorganic materials. A product of the sort of technology preserved in their records, but no longer in their world. A judgement on how far they’ve fallen, almost. She feels abruptly furious with it. To come here, come from the sky. To antagonize the brute forces of the world, in whose shadow her people have struggled for generations. And, along with this injury, to add the insult of shaming them for what they’ve lost.

A defiant thought comes to her. Not lost. Taken from us. The bitter truth the Archivists whisper. What might they have become had they been allowed to grow and prosper without constant persecution? Something better than this, surely. Not constantly at war with the world around them. Not sporadically at war with others, for want of resources, or because their squabbles entertained the Life, so it would sit back to watch. Not giving their blood in the forest, offering up their children in attempts to buy brief spans of clemency. Mezclo feels sick in her stomach. In some towns, she knows, people have invented stories about terrible deeds committed by their ancestors, to account for the persecutions the world visits on them. Easier, somehow, to say We deserve this, we sinners, than admit the planet they’re on is mad and hateful, and torments them for no reason other than its own amusement. Mezclo believes none of it. The earliest records show only a relentless assault by a cruel universe. No wonder her people have grown bitter and cruel themselves. What could we have achieved, if not for this?

Now she can see the movement in the trees, and she knows that this, at last, is it. A relief, almost. The Life has decided to remove Four Dragon Ford from the map. As a warning to some other town perhaps, or just because it can. The Life obliterates a settlement entirely, now and then. Ellan’s hunters come across the ruins sometimes.

‘You’ve brought this on us,’ she tells the spider. It remains still, and hasn’t moved since the commotion began. ‘You’ve killed us all.’

She prods it. A spider the size of her head, made of metal and plastic. A wonder. Useless. It falls off the wall top to the walkway, lies on its back with its legs crooked, stiff and dead. Somehow she isn’t surprised.

In a sudden fit of rage, she lifts her foot to stamp down on the thing. To annihilate the brittle puppet their miraculous visitor has become. An action against all the principles of her Order, but sometimes knowledge is a curse. Sometimes you can know just enough to understand what you’ve lost, and how your life and entire culture has been blighted.

She trembles, that one foot still lifted. Eventually she sways sideways and catches herself on the wall top. Lowers the foot to the walkway. Perhaps she can learn something from the dead thing, should she survive whatever is about to happen. Should the walls hold. Perhaps – impossible thought! – Udin the Engineer can dismantle the little mannikin and find some principle his coarse skills can reproduce. She’s lying to herself. It won’t happen. The little pieces within the artificial spider will be too small and delicate, made of rare materials they don’t have. Just another collection of incomprehensible relics to pass into the hands of the Archivists. And if somehow they can rebuild something of the wonders within it, the world will come and take their treasure from them, as it always does.

She stares out at the Life, and feels such a tide of fury and hatred, at how they’ve been shackled on this world. How they’ve been made mean and ugly and vicious, because that’s the mould the world pressed them into. We were better than this. She has in her writings speeches of the first captain, Cosimir. There was such nobility at the start. A woman, a crew, all devoted to preservation and guardianship.

‘Well,’ says a tinny voice from the fallen spider, ‘congratulations on your restraint, I suppose.’

Mezclo rounds on it, and this time she really is going to stamp on the damned thing, until it says, ‘This is my only remaining mouthpiece here, and you will need to listen to me.’ She’s heard multiple voices from these visitors. The one which seemed native to the little spider automaton sounded identical to this, but had a less arch and sneering tone. An air of anxiety and confusion to it that came over as almost human. This is the other voice, the disdainful one that makes Mezclo’s teeth grind. From its words she understands the speaker isn’t even here. Destroying the spider would do nothing but scar her shoes on its pieces, and harm the speaker not at all.

‘What have you done?’ she demands. ‘What is this “Kern”?’

‘I am Kern,’ the voice says. ‘Or one of her. And whilst my ability to spy out the land from orbit is imperfect, I’m seeing a large gathering of mobile biomass assembling within the trees.’

Mezclo at least has the learning to translate that. ‘The Life is coming to destroy us at last.’ While sometimes the Life just wanted to destroy, in this case Four Dragon Ford would cease to exist for a reason. It would be because idiot marvels from the stars had drawn the world’s malign attention on them.

Ellan’s people are lining the walls with guns, and they have the flamethrowers ready below. Udin and his Engineers are hurriedly decanting out the last of the available fuel, which is so costly and difficult to refine. Her people will not go quietly to their doom, she knows, but it’s to their doom they’re going. They cannot hold back all the planet.

A few of the hunters call out warnings and she sees it’s started. A rippling current of motion amongst the trees. The roars, shrieks and trumpeting of beasts. Mezclo feels tears prick in her eyes. So unfair, so unjust. But it is, in a very literal sense, an unjust world. Amazing her people have even retained a word for the concept.

‘Wait,’ says the voice of this Kern, from the spider. And then, ‘Wait!’ boomed out at ten times the volume, so Mezclo staggers back and almost falls off the wall. ‘Wait! Hold! Desist!’ Loud enough that everyone’s looking, and the guns point all over, and any chance of a solid first volley is lost.

Something bursts from the trees. It’s hideous, red-slicked. In those first moments, Mezclo cannot interpret the shape of it, like nothing she ever saw. A great jagged array of limbs, eyestalks, a branching body, multiple heads. All over red, streamers of gore funnelling away from it, and then misting out into a great cloud between it and the ground, as though it’s carried along on a tide of atomized blood.

That is, she understands, almost exactly true. It’s the other newcomer, the insect thing. It’s back, and not alone. On its back, perched precariously because she’s bigger than it is, is a human shape, a woman. Mezclo squints, but her eyes just aren’t good enough. Ellan’s are, though, through the sight on her rifle. Maybe she was planning to put a hole in the newcomer, but now she exclaims, ‘It’s the one who got eaten!’

‘Open the gates,’ Kern commands imperiously, from the little fake spider lying on its back at Mezclo’s feet. ‘Open up and let them in. Then brace yourselves. All the world’s coming right after them.’


   

PART 18

THE THIRD AGE

Death Lives and Nature Breeds
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Alis arrives at Four Dragon Ford like a war goddess. Somewhat undeserved, because she hasn’t lifted a finger. Has clung on to Cato’s guns as he fought his way through the trees to the settlement. Now close enough to the transmitter in Portifabian’s body that they’ve been able to reconnect to Kern’s signal, despite the interference the world keeps throwing their way.

The living world, aware and malignant. Or, as Alis now understands, not the world but the entities who’ve uploaded themselves into it. Redina Kott, Gerey Hartmand and however many others. That’s what she’s gleaned from Cato’s expositional verses on the way back. Mentally digested, as monsters loomed on every side, and the Stomatopod laid into them the moment they came within range, shooting more than a few that had second thoughts about it. Cato has been very punchy on this jaunt through the woods, even more so than usual. She assumes it’s because he didn’t punch her, which left him with a great deal of pent-up punchiness to work through. Which he certainly has done.

The animals in this place aren’t natural, for sure. She’s had quite the crash course in local taxonomy, and Linnaeus would have had a stroke, honestly. Possibly there are entire species of chimerical abomination out there, breeding populations in top-heavy food chains. The creatures which have tried to get in Cato’s way – and very briefly regretted it – give her more the sense of the bespoke. Spines and mismatched body parts, human features, multiple heads. Mad assemblages of inimical phyla crammed together, as if a malign force was conferring life to the crayon scrawlings of a disturbed nine-year-old. Which makes sense now Alis knows about the human minds behind this place and the mutability of its biology. If the local maps say Here be monsters, it’s only because malevolent intelligences are purposefully breeding them. And even as the mismatched creatures throw themselves into Cato’s reach, they look miserable. The excesses of their shapes seem only a source of dreadful pain. Outsize fangs, so the jaws can’t close; claws so barbed and hooked they snag on every root; horns and tusks that must battle against the branches and gouge the trunks to get through the trees. She’s seen weeping sores where inimical parts are forced to become neighbours. Arthropod stingers on vertebrate bodies; flaking scales and raw skin where reptile joins mammal. Nobody actively stitched these things together on a mad scientist’s table, but the overall effect is just as unhealthy. The monsters are as much victims of this world’s genii loci as the humans they’re being sent to destroy.

Cato breaks from the trees and charges the gate. For a moment Alis thinks the humans inside won’t open it for them, and doesn’t blame them. The whine of Cato’s overstressed fans is in her ears, and the howling of the monstrous host behind them. She can’t hear what Kern is saying, or even her own voice yelling at them to open up. Then the gates are indeed swinging, just wide enough to admit the careering Stomatopod and his rider, and slamming shut behind them. They end up facing a ring of guns and flamethrowers, but right then Alis is just glad the locals made the right choice. The gates wouldn’t have kept Cato out, and then the monsters would have had a breach to pour in through.

‘Kern,’ she says, slipping sideways off Cato’s back and promptly collapsing. Her head feels very full. The burden she’s taken on has eaten up vital space the receiver needed. Instead, she hears the words from Portifabian, carried around like a regal orb by one of the locals. Kern has something to say, of course – when did she not? – but Alis needs to talk first. The pressure of words in her head is like a physical thing.

‘I’ve got a plan,’ she rushes out. ‘Cato and I, we’ve got a plan.’

Kern doesn’t say anything to that, though her silence implies she’s not overjoyed at the idea of anyone else having plans. It’s a silence, though, so Alis lets all the words spill out, trying desperately to herd them into some semblance of order.

It all feels very unreal, but that’s a sensation she’s made her peace with. Right now, with so much of her head full, the therapeutic benefits granted by Mira have atrophied to nothing. She’s lost that second opinion on whether she’s experiencing reality or some simulacrum within an alien machine. Honestly, she doesn’t think there’s any interpretation she can put on recent events which doesn’t sound profoundly unlikely. She can only accept that she can’t be sure: maybe this is some deranged rabbit hole of the simulation. In all the worlds she’s passed through, though, it turned out that doing the right thing was, indeed, the right thing to do. The tailored narratives they wove for her repaid kindness with kindness, and when she gave in to her worst impulses, worse things befell her. Perhaps that was just because those worlds were made for her, spun from the cloth of her own nature, and the Right Thing is something she believes in. And now she’s seen the Life here, looked behind the curtain to see all the nasty wizards, and it does the wrong thing. Over and over, in every possible permutation.

She’s also seen Mira striving to be the right thing. Mira, in agonies over becoming something even worse than the terrible world around them. Mira, accepting her own oblivion, and wanting to drag her innate monstrosity to the grave rather than let it run wild across the world.

Alis knows she is, herself, partly Mira. It’s a mantle she needs to live up to, she decides. And so, after conference with Cato, she’s come up with a plan.

Explanations follow, as best she can. Kern, reluctant to listen, full of her own news, with everyone around them keeping an eye on her, and an eye on the trees, not hearing any of it.

‘I see your cognitive load,’ Kern notes, at one point. ‘You have at least recovered sufficient of Mira? Which means we can leave.’

The fray commences, Cato notes. He’s up on the wall and his guns start popping off, pivoting and targeting independently, one for each eyestalk. On either side an arc of rifles crackle and snap, the locals getting their own shots in. Past the walls there will be a carnage of the animal kingdom, cruelty on cruelty, as the beasts are driven forward by their taskmasters.

‘No,’ she tells Kern. ‘Mira isn’t with me. But we need you and we need Cato, and we need to be with Mira. There’s a way we can do this.’ If Cato still agrees. He wasn’t happy with that part of the plan, but she can’t see any other way of doing it. Give them the resources of a medium-sized ship and a few dozen scientists, everything could have been done elegantly from orbit. Alas they only have themselves, their innate qualities, and the ability to be more than the sum of those parts. ‘We couldn’t reach you when we were with Mira. The locals were interfering with the signal.’

‘Yes,’ Kern confirms.

‘But here, with Portifabian . . .’ The robot spider, still carried by one of the locals, is motionless. Alis frowns. ‘What’s happened to Portifabian?’ she asks. So easy, to see the body as the mind, but now she realizes it hasn’t moved at all since she was let through the gates.

‘Ah,’ Kern says, ‘well.’
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He had given way.

The barb of it is still in him, like something jabbed between the plates of his exoskeleton, working its way deeper. The shameful feeling that the glittering eyes of his ancestors – champions all – would regard him with contempt. A fight he could have won, an opponent barely worthy of the name, yet he’d curled up and turned away. Presented his telson, hidden his fighting arms. Allowed Alis to stand in that threat-zone, within their mutual reach, and not struck the Human down.

The feeling of failure and weakness burns through every segment of him. Only one sensation is worse. How he’d felt when the Portiid ships had found him. Sitting alone in his ship after the orgy of glorious battle that had been the Escalation. Coming to a realization of what they’d all done. The communal madness that had taken them, so they’d fought and fought. Seeking the searing inner reward of victory, which the weaponry and the distance attenuated, meaning instead of one defeated enemy they required ten, a hundred, a thousand. Chasing the hit, the dream of warrior greatness, until . . . until . . .

Seventy-two survivors. Out of how many hundred thousand? And only that many still living because, by then, they were so far-spaced they couldn’t find one another. Cato remembers.

He remembers that, when they found him, he would have fought them. Fought them and, in that madness, avoided facing up to what he’d done. Lost himself to the delusion of martial triumph. As with his own language, though, the Portiid communications let their emotional state bleed through. Incredulity, horror. Seeing himself through their many eyes.

His people were the best warriors, the hardest hitters. The stories they told themselves of their prowess, to cover for the fact that all the knowledge, all the tech, all the interstellar travel was the province of other species. So in that moment, he understood the Portiid rescue party saw things he’d blinded himself to. They saw the truth of what the Stomatopods had done with the star system they’d claimed. Turned it into a charnel house, drifting with wrecks and corpses. The old ways and the new technology; a terrible combination. He’d seen himself as they saw him, and realized he was a monster.

He could not go back and face his own people. Not because of the thousands he’d killed in that collective insanity, but because they might laud him for it. Instead, he’d asked for a ship to go into exile with. Undeserved, yet they’d found one for him, so long as he would take some fellow exiles with him. Some demented Kern offshoot kidding herself about who she truly was; humans and spiders too keen for novelty to stay within the bounds of regular Panspecific society; Alis. Mira.

Alis, the weak, the broken. Alis, who’d been living a dream for too long and was fighting to wake up to reality. Well, Cato could understand that. And Mira, who was helping her, and who was herself an odd, unique thing. A manufactured persona conjured from a bubbling froth of alien microbes. Not the dreamer, but the dream.

These fragile, unique things put into his care. He, the war criminal, the mass murderer, whose culture funnelled towards the explosive use of lethal force. Who had still had enough of that war-need boiling in him that, when his fellows went to investigate this living world, he’d retreated to the outer solar system to destroy rocks, simulating endless tactical permutations of the war he’d lost by winning it.

This time he’d held back his claws. He’d curled up in submission before Alis. It had been the hardest thing he’d ever done.

Admittedly, on the way back to the human compound there’d been a considerable amount of viscerally satisfying fighting, as the entire natural world tried to register its objections. This had, Cato admits, been some consolation.

Now they’re back within the human place, speaking to Kern again, which Alis obviously believes is a prerequisite. Alis has a plan, based on things she’s learned from Mira, and what Cato told her of his encounter with one of the minds behind the Life. Right now, Cato feels he can leave that side of things to the Human and the AI. The woods have erupted with monsters and he’s up on the walls laying down a withering fire with his back-mounted cannons. On either side of him, about a third of the human population are shooting their own little pop-guns, and probably having some effect too. Cato magnanimously allows them some small share of the glory.

The ground before the walls is carpeted with dead and dying monsters. It’s not really glory, he accepts. These creatures are slaves thrown into the meat grinder of his ordnance. They are sad monstrosities, force-bred by the depauperate imaginations of decayed human intellects which think they’re gods. The beasts are made well enough, though, that they’re getting closer to the walls, so he’s forced into some awkward gymnastics to manage a firing angle straight down on them, curling himself over the very wall top and clinging on with his walking legs.

There are things in the air, too. Pterosaurs, giant hawks and misshapen bats. None of the forest entities have overcome the biomechanical challenges of an actual airborne dragon yet, apparently. Enough of the locals keep their guns pointed upwards that Cato can leave them to it.

The gate is giving way. The humans have barred it, but the tusked thing like a boar, armoured in overlapping plates of bone, is a natural battering ram and brings five tons of bodyweight against the doors with each thundering charge. Nothing built with the impoverished resources of these humans can withstand it. The whole defensive structure is little more than a shared convention between humanity and the Life. Everything within the boundary is yours. Until we take it from you. Cato lets himself drop from the walkway and glides down before the straining, splintering gates. The monster out there looked big and ugly enough that one punch might not be enough to bring it down. If it comes through at speed, one punch might be all he gets though.

Is this expiation for his sins? Giving himself to defend these idiot violent humans? Not really. It’s not as though his death will win anything for them. It would just be death. A particularly stupid death, honestly. But once you’ve stripped away the glow of all those warrior lies, there probably aren’t many good ones. Cato’s people don’t really mess with afterlives. A diffuse cult of ancestor glorification is the closest they come, and that’s more to instruct the living than out of any idea the dead are still around to appreciate it. Cato can’t partake of that balm any longer. Not since he became simultaneously the greatest exemplar of that glory, and a monster.

Almost here, Kern says through his translator, the glitter and dance of her words in his eyes. He has no idea what she means. The planning has been going on, and he’s been nominally looped into it, but the fighting was taking his attention. Only in this quiet instant, between the crashes at the gate, has he registered any of their talk at all. Alis had talked at length about a plan but with her usual lack of clarity. Hopefully they’re not expecting him to do anything other than punch the enemy.

The bar across the gates, which has shown a splintering fracture since the last impact, bursts apart on the next. The gates fly open. Guns crack and flash on either side of Cato, aiming for eyes and throat, but just raising chips and dust from the thing’s bony armour. It stands there, hackles as high as the gate top, bristling with jagged armour, a score of wounds running blood down its flanks, one tusk broken. Ridiculous, bloated, and its innards must be on the very point of collapse just keeping it on the move. Probably if the battle ended now, the thing would fall over and die from delayed shock. Its tiny pig eyes blaze with agony and horror at its own existence.

Cato braces for the charge. That old joy comes to him. Or joy is the weak human analogue. A sense of the-fight-about-to-be. A surge of adrenal awareness, and the world slowing around him as his metabolism ramps up. A chain of mathematics inside his mind connecting him to his target, to the wider cosmos. And his people think they have no religion! What is this, but a moment of transcendental, murderous grace?

Something thunders outside, and the trumpeting, squealing and roaring changes character. A new entity has entered the fray. Cato doesn’t feel the impact of its footfalls because he’s not really connected to the ground, but his eyes register the shudder of everything around him as the new titan arrives.

The pig shakes its head, momentarily deserted by the ghost or god that was riding it. It staggers, the fury leaking out of it with the blood. It totters off, suddenly frail and confused, not wanting to have anything more to do with storming the town. For a handful of seconds every beast and creature, from the great behemoths to the hordes of little gnawers and leapers, are all milling about, as though they’ve assembled for some sort of emergency drill and now they don’t know what to do.

Something impossible strides through the forest, tall enough to break the canopy. It’s their drop ship.

Portiid ships are mutable, of course. They can shift their shapes, even split into multiple vessels. They are as much biological constructs as inorganic. A complex combination of hydrostatic pressure, muscular motion, and exotic artificial materials. Cato is well aware of this. He feels that what he’s seeing now should not, however, have been an option. Presumably because ongoing damage precludes flight, they’ve given the thing legs.

Or rather, it has grown into legs. The main body has shrunk to a nut, which looks too small to hold its required complement of crew. Most of the vessel’s mass is now in eight tubular limbs, jointless and fluid, which pole the thing with startling rapidity through the trees. Where the trees are in the way, the ship’s substance just bends and flows around them. Where this doesn’t suffice, well, there’s a trail of uprooted trees and broken boughs extending back all the way to the crash site. The force the ship’s growth and reshaping can exert is not swift, but it is inexorable.

It stomps and flails its way out from the trees, and carries right on towards the walls, as though it might switch sides and join the besiegers after all.

Be ready to climb on board, Kern says. You’ll need to be up on the wall top we think. Only it’s not Kern, he realizes. Kern’s talk usually comes festooned with markers of dominance. This is polite.

‘Portifabian?’ he queries. Last he saw, the little mechanical spider was wholly inert.

Yes, we’re here. Multitasking; not easy. Be ready.

From the ship. Portifabian is aboard the ship.

Portifabian is the ship.

We are going to Mira, Kern tells him – definitely Kern this time. Portifabian has been uploaded into the vessel to ensure a continuity of control, in case of interference, and so I can focus on more important things.

‘Uploaded

With consent?

Or just your will?’ Cato asks acidly.

That is a needlessly suspicious question, Kern says defensively, adding, It was necessary, to further confirm her guilt. Of course, in having their minds transferred to the new medium, Portia and Fabian were putting themselves entirely within Kern’s sphere of influence. That she’s been so cavalier about it surprises Cato not at all.

Alis and I have a plan for which it is necessary, Kern finishes. Cato is well aware it’s Alis’s plan, but apparently having Kern’s stamp of approval lets the AI put her name on the paper as well.

‘And the locals?’ Cato asks. The beasts have been thrown into disarray by the ship’s arrival but that won’t last. Despite himself, he feels cheated of a fight.

Watch me, Kern says, which he can’t do as she lacks any physical presence. He’s up on the walkway again now, as the ship slopes up to the wall top. A fan-assisted leap brings him atop it, the ship’s edge writhing into some semblance of a rail. Alis joins him there, Portifabian’s vacant body tucked under her arm. Or possibly the conjoined spiders are still within it, but all their attention is on manhandling the ship.

They are a second Kern, he thinks. From the moment they were snatched out of their organic bodies, and linked into the robot, they left the realms of the living. A ghost in the machine, just like Kern herself. If they make it out of this mess, perhaps the creation of a new Portifabian AI will stand as Avigael Kern’s great rebellion against the monarchy of her older sister.

Cato sees a bleak future, where the Panspecific community is riven by war between rival AIs. But maybe that’s just his cultural prejudices colouring his predictions. None of it is exactly a priority at the moment.

The ship doesn’t turn, just strides off in another direction, as though this was its front all along. As though they’re riding some gigantic starfish. There’s a general sense around them of the army of monsters gathering itself, being repossessed by its creators.

Listen to me, Gerey Hartmand and whatever other sad relics you’ve gathered to you! Kern’s voice thunders out of vibrating membranes formed out of the ship’s sides. I am Kern of Earth and I remember you. You are my failed rivals, and this is the best you can do? I have created whole starfaring civilizations. I am a greater mind than you will ever be. Come get me if you can. Then Portifabian is poling the ship off through the trees with reckless haste, heading for where Mira bubbles and seethes and grows. Behind them, the beasts bristle, bellow and snarl at one another, then they start to funnel in the striding vessel’s wake.
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Mezclo watches it go. Having discovered the hideous spreading growth out in the forest, the one that ate Neco, she feels she’s had all the revelations her life can really contain. But here’s one more. A spider-like giant just nonchalantly walking out of the trees, taking on passengers like a handcart, and then stepping away.

She was halfway up the steps to the walkway, before her common sense intervened. She’d had the words Take me with you in her throat, before her jaw sensibly clamped down on them. For a brief second, she wasn’t merely an Archivist but that elder term, scientist, like the people of the ship had been. Someone who might just be equipped enough to understand these marvels and explain their workings.

But her feet stopped, and her lips and tongue wouldn’t form the words. If Ellan, Udin and the others came to her now, and asked, What is all this and how has it come about? she knows she’d have no answers for them. Her Order has done its best, generation on generation, to preserve their ancestors’ knowledge against the corrosive influence of the world. Writings have been lost to flood and flame, keen minds have died before their time; disease, war, predation and famine have winnowed those who might have become great thinkers. And always, with the keenest minds, they have cut into the substance of the world and found the Life glowering back at them. Intractable, brutal, not conducive to study. A world turned against any spirit of enquiry, or even curiosity, given that any answer it might yield would be as hideous as all the rest of the Life. And yet they’ve still tried.

Mezclo admits defeat to herself. Here are the products of a technology sufficiently advanced that she has no way of unlocking it. Her own Earth ancestors, had she only known, would have been barely better able to comprehend what she is seeing now. The alien substance steadily increasing its hold on her world, the combative arthropod in its floating cradle, the mechanical spider and the voices which issue from it, and now this. It is a war of gods, even if they were only elevated to divinity by their technology. She may as well propitiate, sacrifice, retell myths and mumble prayers. It will do as much good as the most scientific action she could possibly attempt. She has no way to record these days for future generations.

There’s shouting from the walls, but Mezclo can see right out of the broken gate. The beasts of the wild are divided, indecisive. The largest, the fiercest, are turning to follow the striding prodigy. The challenge it called out in a voice like thunder, which Mezclo only half understood, seems to have acted as the intended goad. Four Dragon Ford has not had its sentence commuted, necessarily, but at least delayed.

Udin’s people are rushing to re-barricade the gates. In the interim, everyone else roots out all the small things that have slipped inside the walls, and wait to sting or bite or devour the stores. Mezclo just stands there, seeing in her head a range of make-believe worlds, where somehow she might command monsters and forces such as she’s witnessed. Where such things were made science, which humans might comprehend, emulate and build upon. But the gaps in her knowledge are too wide. The great bitterness of sufficiently advanced technology appearing as magic, when you yourself are no magician.


   

18.4

Redina Kott watches the bizarre thing go. Of course she does. She has thousands of pairs of eyes at her disposal. We’re all mad here, she thinks.

She’s been thinking a great deal in the past few days. In doing so, she realizes just how little she’s been thinking over the preceding several thousand years. Long periods of dormancy, during which she spread her attention like a broad net over the entire planet, lost in the small interactions of small beasts. Lived, fed, bred, died, millions of times and in parallel, wherever her chosen subset of life had a foothold. Pole to equator to pole, coast to coast, plus a handful of semi-aquatic otter-form things. She tried whales once but lost interest. Really, their best attempt at cetaceans aren’t much more than big dumb warm-blooded fish. Maybe even her own cats, weasels and monkeys are a bit thick, compared to the originals. When she’s not inhabiting them, anyway. She’s had this thought before, a millennium ago. She spent the best part of a decade looking into it. It held her attention for that long. Except, at the end, she discovered she’d known the answer all along. Of course nothing was evolving to grow much smarter, because smart creatures with more initiative were less useful to the pantheon, who just wanted stupid meat tools constantly on hand to be their living glove puppets. And, having discovered this eminently depressing fact – one more way she and her fellows had fucked everything up – she then did her best to forget it.

She remembers now, and knows she’s living through a very brief period of interest when things are different. Weird as hell, honestly, given what’s just gone high-stepping off into the trees. Different, new, interesting. And soon enough it will all be gone. Sooner, if Hartmand has anything to say about it. After which . . .

Just more. Of the same. Gods doing god stuff, going slowly mad with nothing but their own company and an entire world as their playground, complete with damned souls to torment.

Oh God.

Kern has nailed her colours to the mast, anyway. It’s true, Kott is responsible for Hartmand declaring full war against her, because she wanted to talk to Cato without an auditor. But now Hartmand is actually advancing that war, she realizes all she’s done is bring forward the moment when the world will cease to be interesting. After Hartmand’s blunt force approach succeeds, and all the newness is expunged.

Or the blob monster will break out from our cordon and consume the world, and that will be an end to it.

She goes to find the others. Meaning the focus of her attention shifts about until it finds the focus of one of her fellow gods. Then she pours herself into that point, through whatever convenient biological conduit she can find, and their minds meet.

She finds Milner in a great rippling carpet of rodent flesh eddying about the walls of the human settlement. Now the larger monsters are gone, there’s a lot of stamping and swatting going on as the humans try to beat the pests from their door, but Milner hasn’t really noticed. He can be very task-fixated – a human trait only exaggerated by his ascension.

Milner, she tries. Listen to me.

No time no time, he tells her, gnawing at the wood of the walls, even though plenty of his creatures are slipping through the gaps in the gate. It seems to her he’s always racing forwards, yet at the same time just moving round and round, leaving waste and ruin in every place he’s been. He invokes time as though it’s breathing down his neck, when in truth, if time is their enemy, it’s because there’s too much of it to ever conquer or kill. Time has the last laugh, even against the gods. Perhaps especially them.

She finds Dorcheson focused around the pursuit, her biggest, gruntiest beasts gouging a broad path through the forest.

What? Unlike Milner, at least she registers Kott’s diffuse presence.

What are we even doing? Kott asks her.

Destroying the intruders, Dorcheson states.

And then what?

Then we can get back to what we always do, says the god of pigs and violence. But what even is that? It’s not as though they were waiting for some distant possibility to manifest itself.

We were people once, Kott tells her. We had aspirations. We were supposed to mean something.

To whom? grunts Dorcheson.

To the world. To other people. Now there are just the poor bastards who live here, who we make suffer, and there are these new people, who we’re apparently trying to wipe out. Help me out here, Dorcheson, what’s it for?

What was any of it for? While the boars don’t falter in their rampage, Kott has the sense of the woman turning to her, just as it had been back when either of them had a face.

She forms a sentence, or tries to. A cogent answer. Well obviously we . . . But like someone stumbling down an extra step, there’s no firm ground to underpin the thought. Obviously . . . What? Realizing in despair she can’t even say if this is some knowledge she’s lost over the far-too-long period in which she’s been a god, or if she never knew. If there was never, indeed, a point at all. She, the god of lies, fooling herself all this time.

Kott finds Hartmand next, in the vanguard, nipping at the very heels of the alien walker.

So Kern, then, she says.

He snarls at her. You knew.

Of course I knew. Otherwise I couldn’t have tipped you off, boss.

And how long did you sit on this knowledge, before you did? Hartmand demands. How dare she come here! This world is ours. And she rolls her eyes, or would do, because if he wasn’t so obliviously self-obsessed then he could have found all this out himself.

I wanted to talk to you about that, she says. I mean, were we going to do something with it, maybe?

We have done something with it, he tells her. We made it ours.

Something constructive, she prompts.

He doesn’t seem to understand her.

Only, Kern has this whole circus of performing spiders and shrimps and whatnot, she goes on.

She’s got nothing! Hartmand roars at her. She’s a fraud, a cheat. She forced us out before and now she’s come here to do the same thing. We won’t let her. We’ll eat her. We’ll tear her flesh and crack her bones! He can’t actually froth at the mouth, but that’s very definitely the impression she receives.

I just thought, now we know there’s more out there. I mean, maybe we could use the orbital Life to do a bit of panspermia, fire some seedpods off into space, you know, something. It’d be a diversion.

We are gods. This is our world. It exists for us. It worships us, and suffers for us, and bears life for us. There’s nothing more. There’s no universe. This is what we are. This is all we need. Behind his words she can hear the trembling. Fear of a big fish discovering that maybe their small pond is linked by a channel to the sea.

She finds Pil in the busy motions of a nest within a tree. But the conversation she has with him – if she can call it that – is almost identical to the last time, a fact she recalls and he cannot. Honestly, her depression at Pil’s eternal senescence is the one thing in the ever-turning world which never grows old. And it’s her fault, like so many other things. She begins to understand, at this late stage, the true misery of being an immortal trickster. You discover, in the fullness of time, you weren’t ever that funny or that clever, but you still have to live with all the punchlines.

So she goes to find Kern. Kern really is focused in one point, but Kott finds an agile enough monkey-form on a line between the walker and the infected area, and makes the jump when the alien machine-organism lurches past.

Hello Avrana, she says, then remembers some details. Avigael?

Avigael, Kern replies. Who the hell are you?

Redina Kott. A pause. Perhaps you remember me? She opens a channel to give some sort of résumé to jog Kern’s memory, but discovers she can’t actually remember the specifics of what Kern might remember. Kern, similarly ancient, likely won’t recall them either. We’re fellow graduates of old Earth, she says.

Kern plainly doesn’t remember her, but does recall Hartmand. A bit hurtful, that, but whatever. What’s your game-plan here, Kern?

Wouldn’t you like to know? Kern says. Which tells Kott that, yes, a great deal of the woman’s objectionable personality has survived both time and renaming.

I don’t suppose you’re going to clean up this blob of phlegm you’ve sneezed onto our planet? she tries.

Kern says, It’s a person. Its–their–her name is Mira.

So Cato informed me. You seem to have a very liberal definition of ‘person’.

A momentary pause, and then Kern generates a laugh. I suppose I do. It creeps up on you. The spiders were a shock, the first time, I can tell you. A fondness of recollection that sands down the prickliness in her tone. What are you, though? Uploads running within the biological interactions of the planet, and communicating via a network of light signals. Cato says the whole world is lit up like fireworks to him. I can’t see it. I have his suit cameras, but not his eyes. I suppose I could try to adapt the ship sensors, but the ship is doing a lot of work right now.

The others are going to try to erase every trace of you, planetside and in orbit, Kott says.

But you aren’t?

Not yet, Kott admits. I thought we might chat. A free and frank exchange of information.

Your friends won’t be happy with that.

Fuck them, Kott decides. How did we get here, Kern? I’ll show you mine if you show me yours. Or did you have anything else pressing while your whatever-the-hell-this-is is closing the distance to your phlegmatic friend?

All right, Kern says. Probably because it’s been a while since she’s been able to talk about herself, which she always did like. But Kott’s just the same. Everyone else already knows all her stock of stories.

She relays what she can recall of how they got to Hartland, now Marduk. She discovers her memory is like a net, more holes than string, but enough remains of its original catch to weave a shaky narrative together. Kern tells her own story, which starts off equally patchy but strengthens as it goes on. A world, spiders, a different ark ship which had a kinder reception, expansion, exploration, change. They’re like two sisters separated at birth, or reflections in a magic mirror. Kern looks into Kott and sees what she might have become, had she not learned to let go of the Kern-ness of her, and Kott looks back and sees what was denied to her by her circumstances, her company and, yes, her own myriad bad choices.

After which, and nearing their destination, Kern says, I see.

Yes, says Kott.

And you wanted me to tell you our plans. Kern’s tone makes it plain she’s aware of just how two-faced and treacherous Kott is. The real human Redina Kott of the past, and this facsimile, all that’s left of her.

Yes, says Kott.

Well then, Kern says, and does so.
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Ahead of them, the diversity of the forest gives way to the glistening monoculture that is Mira. In the past couple of minutes Portifabian has found a better rhythm with the ship’s pseudopod legs. They’ve outpaced the ravening pursuit, and Cato laid down some of his incendiaries to further complicate things for the beasts. He’d been saving those volatiles for Mira, but they have a different plan now.

Cato doesn’t like this plan, which Alis cooked up and then confirmed with Kern. It’s entirely reliant on his cooperation, meaning it doesn’t have to happen if he doesn’t want it to.

His people have often wondered just how decision-making works within the Panspecific community. There are no iron hierarchies in it. Groups of people are constantly just going off into the unthinkable immensity of the galaxy to look at things. Nobody stays put to defend what they have, or is forced to bow to the rule of another, or imposes their dominance on others. There’s plenty of factiousness and dissatisfaction and unhappiness, but it never seems to express itself in fighting over the contested ownership of some place or thing, or over who gets to tell whom what to do. Originally the Stomatopods assumed it was Kern ordering everything behind the scenes, but the Portiids bicker with Kern as readily as they do with each other. They no longer see her as God, more as an eccentric aunt of whom they are fond, but not in awe.

Yet things get done. A bit randomly perhaps, but they have all the universe and all the time it contains. They have automated systems which bring them all the resources they need, from those parts of the cosmos that are just dust and rock, not life. They have ships which can carry them at immense speeds, through games they play with maths and energy and volumes of space.

Cato remembers looking on all of this, when he and his fellows left their world, and thinking It can’t last; what foolishness. He’d known that what his people would build would be a territorial empire of glorious martial virtue; strength and valour for a hundred thousand years.

After the Escalation’s conclusion, he remembers looking on the Portiids, bustling about their business just as before. He remembers how, after they’d found him and realized what had gone on, they’d wanted to know if they could help. Help him, the killer.

He hadn’t understood them at all. Nothing about them fit within his worldview. But then he’d exploded his own worldview, murdered it, obliterated with the most advanced weaponry his people could make out of Portiid science.

Now, into the gap this devastation had wrought, he was a part of that decision-making process. The question the Stomatopods had always asked one another: What if they just say no? Kern, Alis and Portifabian needed him to do something grotesque, fundamentally unpalatable. He didn’t, under any circumstances, want to do it. But if he didn’t do it, as he was absolutely entitled not to, Mira would either die or bloat out to devour the planet. Probably Alis and he would die too, and maybe Portifabian, if Kern couldn’t upload their mind into the main ship. And Kern . . . would continue, as a sad offshoot of her parent AI, who hadn’t even been able to keep her crew safe.

What happens when someone says no? Then these things don’t get done. People die. It probably happened quite a lot, at the fringes of the Panspecific reach, in situations like this, where ships and crews were operating with minimal backup. That was the risk people took, when they decided to push the boundaries of their society. As they always would.

Cato looks at the pulsating landscape that is Mira. It horrifies him – a wrongness beyond anything his people have a concept of. He, too, has perpetrated such a wrongness. The logical end result of unchecked adherence to Stomatopod ideals of dominance and conflict. The Portiids, in contrast, have a worldview made of connecting threads, each to each, pulling together.

Well fine, he says. Let’s do this thing.


   

18.6

The forest at their backs still resounds to the bellowing of monsters – monsters which will be on them soon enough. Alis faces Mira, who bulks out like a glistening citadel within the wood. Everything Alis sees, receding into those gloomy depths, is just more of Mira. She speaks her friend’s name, seeing the impact of her voice in the quivering of that alien substance.

Mira, please still be here. Not lost within the riotous exuberance of Nodan life encountering something new. Exploring, tasting, internalizing, until there was nothing left but itself.

Mira forms awkwardly, piecemeal, swelling out of the surrounding slime in bubbles and fragments, constantly dissolving away and then struggling to reshape herself again.

‘Alis.’ A sound that rises from pustules and warts and temporary mouths. A chorus backed by the static of a thousand other nonsense voices.

‘Mira, listen to me. We’ve found an escape for you, somewhere you can go. The you you. We’re going to save you.’ She looks around for Cato. She wouldn’t blame him for just jetting off. What she’s asking of him isn’t a problem for her. She, after all, has already accepted the treatment. She remembers the despair on the local woman’s, Neco’s, face, though. She can feel instinctual revulsion at the great conglomeration of transformed biomass before her. But it has to be Cato. She needs to give Mira his eyes.

The world must be so beautiful to Cato. She’d never really thought about it before. She, a Human, has mediocre colour vision, three different receptors. Birds have four. Portiids have three like Humans, just different ones. Stomatopods like Cato have twelve. An exponential multiplication of colours and new ways to see light, with linguistic concepts for vision that have permeated their language and can never be properly translated. No wonder his speech sounds like jagged poetry.

Cato hasn’t fled. He’s right there. She can see his body language and it tells her how unhappy he is, but he still glides forwards, and Mira reaches for him. A gelatinous arm forms itself instant to instant, constantly on the point of collapsing into a spray of living ooze across the ground, yet always reshaping itself. Hand, fingers, rippling forwards against logic and gravity, until they touch his shell.

A great howling and yammering rises from the trees behind her. She whirls to see the shadows full of eyes, mostly positioned so she can only look up at them. The monster that spoke before the walls of the settlement pushes its way between two trunks. Its tiny wings are battered and broken by its rush through the forest. Its mane is singed, and there are welts and wounds across its big semi-human face. Also a frown, stern and imperious: Gerey Hartmand regards these intruders to his realm.

‘It’s over, Kern,’ he slurs past the fangs. To him, Alis assumes, they’re all just outgrowths of Kern, the long-dead woman who’s lived rent-free in his distributed mind. ‘I’m going to chew up your little circus here, then we’ll dissolve this infection, and you’ll be gone.’ Alis can hear desperation underlying the words. ‘I’ll have won, Kern.’ Why stop to say all of this? Why not just descend on them with tooth and claw? Because he needs to hear his old nemesis admit he’s beaten her.

Honestly, reverse their situations, Kern would probably have been saying exactly the same thing, save for the experiences and friends who’ve shaped her.

Kern could likely have won them vital extra moments by greasing Hartmand’s ego, but she doesn’t have it in her, even for the purposes of deceit. An expression of fury clenches the manticore-monster’s face like a fist. Alis is shouting, trying to spin some argument, but it’s as though the creature doesn’t even hear her. She doesn’t speak in Kern’s voice, after all. He bunches to spring and, in stepping forward to shout at him, Alis has made herself the closest target.

The branches around and above them rattle and shudder, as though a chaotic whirlwind is passing across the canopy above. Alis hears a chittering and yowling, so high and piercing that she has to clap her hands to her ears. Abruptly it’s raining cats. Cats, weasels, monkeys, even some frogs and lizards, and various combinations of the above. As though a huge bucket of assorted small predators has just been upended, they pour down in a wave of sharp little teeth and glinting eyes. They latch on to Hartmand’s spokes-monster. They seethe and rush about the flanks of the armoured boars, and the leopards, and the faux-dinosaurs which are pressed shoulder to shoulder within the tight confines between the trees. They go for throats, eyes, groins and ears – every soft part their fangs can get purchase on. The shrilling and shrieking of them is appalling, like transmissions from a feline hell. The greater beasts rear up and enact a terrible massacre of anything that falls into their jaws and under their hooves. They grind small bodies between their armoured sides. The tide keeps coming, though, and the army of the small is soon reinforced by the even smaller. Worms, centipedes and spiders erupt from the earth. Clouds of flies and wasps fill the air like smoke. Earwigs and beetles, even the fleas and ticks that are passengers on the greater beasts, step up their campaigns of biting and bedevilment. Alis stands, frozen, staring, as before her is what seems like a solid wall of animal fighting animal, as though she’s Darwin in the throes of some hallucinatory nightmare.

I’ve seen weirder; I’ve seen worse. But it’s certainly in the top ten.

The great beasts are starting to shoulder forwards, though, bitten and blinded, half-flayed and poisoned.

‘Mira, any time now!’ Alis shouts, not even knowing if Mira can hear her, wherever she’s gone.
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Cato is another country, strange and spiky and swift. So, so seductive. Mira floods through him, into the liquid spaces within his carapace, the fascinating geometry of his limbs. His nervous system, the electrical storm that encompasses what it means to be Cato. His sensorium, experienced second hand through the impulses of his nerves. The tastes, the tactile sensations. Antennae that are voice and skin, reach and gesticulating hands, and the eyes. Cato’s magnificent eyes, like nothing else they’ve ever encountered. To bask in the radiance of the world as Cato sees it!

This is the crisis point in the plan, for Mira at least. Because Mira is just a skin stretched taut to breaking, over a great mass of enthusiastic destruction which is not Mira. It’s the rest of her, the origin of her, the life of Nod. That bubbling microbial id that wishes only to experience the majesty of all creation, and in doing so, to replace it.

On Nod, their homeworld, there are predators evolved in lockstep with what she is. Things that feed on her species, and remain in her deep-archived memories as ancestral terrors. Nightmare enough that her kind specialized in becoming an invasive, manipulative passenger in other organisms, to hide themselves away. Beyond the seas of that world, though, nothing has developed an adequate counter to the depredations of Nod. Even the measures being deployed against them here, on this intriguingly delicious world, aren’t quite keeping their joyous hunger in check. They grow, they spread.

Now here they are in Cato, like keen theatregoers eager for the show. And what a show – the lights, the colours! Mira feels her base nature surge forwards, ravenous to claim this kaleidoscopic world. To be Cato, subsume him, add him to their great library of faces. And, in doing so, to hollow out the Cato the universe already has.

They swore they would never do this without consent, when they made their compact with Kern and the Panspecifics. They swore they would only do this benignly, the slow way, copying rather than replacing, so the original could be left untouched. Or, as with her therapeutic infection of Alis, even healed. But what Mira has become on this angry world has forgotten those promises. The childish, innocent, monstrous part of her really has lurked within her all this time. She preserves everything else, after all; why not that?

Mira is the product of generations of polite and civilized détente with the macroscopic entities of her community. Not only the sophisticated infection, which can hold a conversation and take tea with Portiids and Humans, but an actual original persona – a unique creation born into a world of cooperation and brave ideals, and fully sworn to them. As the great barbarous horde of her own worse nature clamours behind her, she turns on it. She rescues every last strand of herself – that control, those manners, her beloved and fragile identity, which is hers and hers alone.

No, she tells herself. We shall not have him. Even though what she needs to do would be easier if Cato could be scoured away, leaving her sole inheritor of his senses. Instead, she takes the consent he has given, and not a cell more. She enters the hub of his neurology, and forms a parallel network of her microbial structure alongside everything that comes in through the myriad facets of his perfect eyes.

She could never see the lights before. Nothing can, except him and the minds who use those lights as their information network. The relic human intelligences of this planet, who infest each and every living thing as invasively as she might. Now she sits behind Cato’s eyes, interpreting the flash and crackle of his optical neurons, and the world lights up in fireworks and stars.

A network, and one which is inherently accessible, or else the human intellects couldn’t have used it. Built to be accessed.

Cato can actually produce the type of light she’s seeing here. It’s part of his intraspecies visual communication. The reflective spots on his carapace can transform incoming light into this polarized glitter, a dense channel of information. He wouldn’t be able to dance fast enough to participate in this worldwide conversation. But . . .

She is still connected to her body, meaning the square kilometre or so of viscous mass she has become. Nodan biomass is mutable, and much of her was once local biology, which she diligently stored and recorded. The means to generate this signal and become part of the network is inherent within that part of her that isn’t Mira. That is just the alien, desperate to get to know everything around it. She opens the door a crack, explaining to it – to them, to herself – what she needs. For a moment the her on the other side of the door is swelling rebelliously, demanding everything she’s denying it. Then the novelty of what she’s proposing seeps in, an intellectual osmosis. She’s given her unruly subconscious a new game to play, and it latches on to the idea zealously.

The acid thoughts of the world glitter and dance like razor-edged fireflies, hating her, constantly devising new ways to kill her, wanting her gone. She stands before them, the new girl facing the classroom bullies.

Her signal floods out into the wideness of the world, its expanses and wonders, and again she’s forced to fight down the rest of her, which just wants to romp through it all like a monstrously infectious puppy. She brings herself to heel, remembers she is Mira, the one, the only. She advances into the great data-space they’ve made of their world – not physically but as message. She puts her mind where they are, spread out across the planet.

Hello, she says.
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Hello.

Kott, of course, has been ready for this. Or for something. Actually, she was expecting a vast devouring wave of oblivion as the monstrous blob broke its banks and flooded across the planet. An ending, maybe. A change. Some brief diversion. Not really what Kern had said would happen. But since when did Redina Kott trust Avrana Kern, or the Avigael she claims to be, or any of her tribe? Instead, though, there’s now this presence in the world. A new mind sharing their space, for the first time in however many thousand years.

Hello.

The others don’t understand what’s happened, at first. Across the world the breeding, gnawing hosts of Milner’s consciousness go still, huddle in their burrows, freeze as though the shadow of an owl has crossed the moon. Dorcheson lifts snouts and tries to catch the scent of this newcomer. Hartmand growls, the borders of his territory breached. And Pil . . . well Pil doesn’t really notice much of anything these days, though he did pitch in unexpectedly to help her little rebellion. Kott, spreading herself thin, can feel them all. The Only Other People In The World, as far as any of them are concerned, save there’s now someone new.

Hello. My name is Mira.

What the fuck is this? Dorcheson demands.

You’re not supposed to be here. Milner, outraged that someone’s crashed his party.

Get rid of her, someone! Hartmand roars.

Pil chuckles. He doesn’t understand much of anything, maybe, but Kott has a sense he’s got a better handle on this development than the rest. It’s a mad, mad world, after all, and Pil was always a bit mad.

Hello, says Mira again, my name is Mira, and I’m here now.

Expostulations, horror, rage. None of which are appropriate reactions, from Kott’s perspective. They are like a pack of old men spluttering into their moustaches when someone undesirable walks into their exclusive club. They don’t understand the full scale of the problem. Their vaunted establishment, all its rules and traditions, and the creaking old building that houses it, it’s all under new management. They think Mira is just here, one of her against five – well, four, maybe three – of them. But the infectious signal that is Mira is spreading out through the world like a disease. She doesn’t know the rules or the boundaries, she just expands, until one of her is more than capable of facing all of them. Mira of the thousand faces, and right now the face she’s showing them is Alis’s – that pleasant, smiling, slightly awkward countenance. The sort of hopeful, nervous, earnest woman Kott used to destroy for a pastime. Except, every so often she remembered trying that with someone whose hopeful nervous earnestness turned out to be skin deep. Scratch the surface and what welled up from the wounds was pure poison.

I’m here now, says Mira from everywhere. This information space you’ve built, that you exist in, it’s remarkable. She doesn’t actually say, Very flammable, such a shame if something happened to it. Perhaps she doesn’t even mean to imply that, though Kott absolutely hears the suggestion in the echo of her words.

More raging, ranting, demands, insults, obscenities. The usual outrage of the powerful denied their pre-eminence. And an attack. Hartmand and Dorcheson furiously try to purge the space of this upstart, destroying whole taxa of life they think Mira is focused within. Mira isn’t focused, though. Humans need to focus, to pull enough of themselves together to recapture their humanity. Mira is innately diffuse. She wells up from every crack like sewage, after heavy rains have overwhelmed the cisterns. Dorcheson and Hartmand stamp and stamp, but they couldn’t eradicate Pil or Kott or each other, and they can’t remove Mira from the system either. She’s spreading like a contamination in the water supply. A great dark cloud of nervous, earnest hope.

I don’t understand you, says Mira. You had all this, and what did you do with it? Which suggests she understands all too well.

I am Gerey Hartmand, says the head of the pantheon. I am the terraformer, the genius. All of this is my creation. None of which are particularly true, certainly not when uttered in the first person singular.

My name is Mira, says Mira, and I am legion. She shows them what’s bulging and seething behind that polite mask. She lets her memories – thousands of years of them, and each one as sharp as a pin – feed into their shared space. The appalling gap between what they are and what she is. The pantheon have travelled away from humanity like old astronauts escaping Earth’s gravitational pull, and here is their opposite number travelling in the other direction – the alien seeking to become what they left behind.

I have consumed worlds, Mira says. I have ended civilizations. Before I knew better. I am trying to be better. You’ve pushed me a long way back towards being worse. I’m going to give you a choice now.

Hartmand has nothing more to rant at her. For what are all his claims, in the face of everything Mira’s just revealed? He is, Kott is meanly glad to see, just a little man. Just one small mind. They’ve been playing as the malevolent gods of Marduk, but Mira is Tiamat, the primal chaos of the cosmos.

Hartmand is silent. Dorcheson too, though Kott fancies she hears the woman’s teeth grinding together in frustration. They’re not used to being dictated to, after all. It’s Milner who’s left to speak, always the cringing menial doing the tasks his betters disdain.

What choice, he says, may I ask?

Kott waits. She’s done her small part to facilitate this moment, but it’s her cue to go stand in line with the other three and a half gods and see what crumb they might be offered. Will Mira obliterate the whole planet, save for some small god reservation somewhere? Will she offer them a place within her own inner pantheon, forever imprisoned in the jelly of an alien Tartarus?

There is somewhere you can go, Mira says. Somewhere you can have all the freedom you want. Each of you, individually. Lords of your own domains, free of any boundaries at all.

We have that already, Hartmand tells her. This place, here. It’s ours. It’s mine.

Not here, Mira says. Not to torment the people. Not to mangle the life of the world. I will not let you.

We will fight you, Dorcheson spits.

Mira looks sad about that. Not worried, particularly, just a bit glum about what she might have to do in that case. Indeed? she says. Just that, one word. Along with the unspoken threat of everything she showed them a moment before.

Milner breaks first. What place we can go? Where is there?

A place you can do all the harm you could possibly want. Or even the good. But harm nobody else.

It will be a prison of sorts, Kott knows. But when the whole universe exists within the walls of your cell, entirely tailored to your whims and desires, is that truly captivity?

I am here, Mira says again. Making plain it’s not just an announcement of her arrival, but a statement of how things are. She’s here. They can’t get rid of her. Their own presence is by no means so guaranteed. She is the eyes in the dark, the shadow at every back, the ground under their feet, the whisper in their ears. She an order of magnitude greater than any of them.

It’s time for Kott to speak. I’m going, she says. I’m sick of this, and I’m sick of your rotten company. I only ever wanted to be God alone, and Pil fucked that up for me. So I’m going. I’m taking the deal.

No! Hartmand snaps, as though he can forbid anything.

Me too, says Milner, quicker than she’d anticipated. Hartmand’s howls of treachery wax, then wane. They focus on the part of the world which currently embodies Dorcheson.

It’s been such a long time, the woman says. We had such dreams. Nasty and mean-spirited, but dreams still. God, I’m so tired. That’s her saying, yes, take me from this place.

Ken? Kott prompts.

Hello Kitkat. Some semblance of him swims into being. I’m not going, no. Not enough of me left, I think. I’m all made of holes, Kitkat. I tried to kill myself and failed at that. I tried to kill all of you, and failed as well. Then I trapped you all here with me, and I think I must have succeeded, but what a terrible idea that turned out to be. I need to be scrubbed from the mainframe, Kitkat, and none of you were ever able to do it. Our new friend is already isolating my code, though. I think I’m ready to move on in a rather more permanent sense, ho hum? More coherent words strung together than he’d managed in the past three thousand years.

You quitters! Hartmand bellows. How can you abandon me? Me! Where would you be if it wasn’t for me? I gave you everything! I raised you up! I made you gods! I . . . I am . . .

Not that any of them are standing anywhere, really, but his voice peters out as he realizes he’s standing alone. They’re sick of each other, and sick of themselves, but most of all they’re sick of him.

Let me help you, Mira says.

Hartmand spits out something incoherent. Kott imagines his eyes, like those of a cornered animal.


   

PART 19

THE THIRD AGE

After the Gods Left
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The grand assault of the beasts hadn’t just ceased. There’d been no sudden silence, a hundred hairy heads raised as though at some unheard master’s voice, before they all shambled away. It petered off, though. Not through lack of angry flesh to throw at the walls, but from what had seemed to Mezclo to be ebbing enthusiasm. A great mass of monsters had gone hollering off after the striding thing the strangers had conjured up, and the rest . . . They’d braved the guns and the flames for a while, but their hearts had gradually seeped out of the exercise. Eventually the unnatural host had broken up, slunk into the trees, and even started fighting itself here and there.

In the stories the next generation would tell, though, it would be that sudden moment, the unheard voice, the abrupt cessation of all hostilities. How else could the end of these days of insanity possibly be recounted? In recognizing this, Mezclo can only look at her precious Archives with despair. For they’re full of such events and now she must doubt every one of them.

They’re left with a charnel house beyond the walls. With some dead, and many wounded. With ruined fields, and stores contaminated by the filth and bodies of all the small things that’d dug their way in.

‘Send word,’ Ellan decides, and names the closest half-dozen villages. She looks to Mezclo, who nods tiredly. She will go and beg from the other chapters of her Order. The Archivists usually try to step in when some community is in utmost need. Much of the time the other Key Councillors deny such aid, but at least she can try. There’s something different here, too. Mezclo has a story to tell which must surely catch all ears. Perhaps this story is worth something, to her listeners?

The morning will be soon enough. They wait out the night, still on high alert and with Udin’s people reinforcing the gate. But the army of beasts never comes again, nor do the strangers. The only sign left of them is the vast pulsating wound in the woods, and even that seems to be holding to its borders.

Ten days later, Mezclo stands before it. They’ve brought all the flamethrowers they still have fuel for, and the two closest communities have lent their own hunters and Engineers as reinforcements. In all that time the mass of glistening tissue hasn’t stirred. Not withered nor expanded, just squatted here, unhealing and raw. Save that, apparently what it’s been waiting for is an audience.

As they ready the fire, a shape rises from the infestation, seeming to simultaneously walk from its depths and form out of the slick surroundings. A woman whose likeness Mezclo is more than familiar with, holding up a hand in benediction.

‘No need for that.’ The voice comes from the whole mass of the thing, and Mezclo sees minute ripples chase one another across its every surface. ‘I’m dismantling this growth. It’s not needed any more, and it will cause difficulties if I leave it. Right now, between what I can access in the world, and my understanding of my own substance, I can break it down harmlessly enough. Later on, it may mutate beyond my ability to do so.’

Mezclo frowns, making swift notes and underlining concepts. She’s scientist enough to follow the individual meanings, but the overall message baffles her. The other Archivist there, an old man from Wreck Hollow, meets her gaze and grimaces. Doubtless they’ll both be called on to interpret this prophecy for the others, and what can they say?

The stuff begins bubbling, and everyone moves well back into the trees, in case a new phase of expansion is about to happen. Instead, it starts to collapse in upon itself, dissolving and seething as though an invisible acid has been poured over it. Within half an hour there’s only the woman-shape standing there, the balance of the orange-brown slime dried into a crispy scum which flakes away from every surface, leaving dead ground, dead wood and bones behind it.

The woman watches them, or at least the woman-shaped thing’s pose implies such scrutiny, though Mezclo doesn’t think those eyes truly see.

‘This world has made you cruel and hard,’ she says. Without all that mass, her voice is diminished, a muted whisper they reluctantly draw closer to hear. ‘Yet you have not become monsters.’

They’d shot and hacked and burned this creature, when they encountered it, yet apparently that doesn’t rate much, in the entity’s experience of monstrosity.

‘The world will be kinder, now,’ the woman says, voice becoming ghostlike. Her form is becoming increasingly translucent too. Hollowed out from the inside, Mezclo realizes, until only a thin skin remains.

‘I will be watching,’ she says. ‘I ask you, all of you, and all who come after, only to be kind. And in being so, teach me kindness.’

Some part of her attenuates too far, and abruptly the woman-shape is gone, sudden as a conjuring trick. In its place a filmy mess of slack skin drifts gossamer to the ground, and dissolves into froth and nothingness.

Something has passed out of the world, thinks Mezclo at first, but that’s not what the woman said. The trees loom on all sides. Everyone there has grown up with the idea that malign intelligences inhabit them, simultaneously enemies of humanity and powers which must be propitiated. Less gods than all-powerful gangsters, wondering where the protection money is. Is it better to sit in the hand of a kind god rather than a cruel one? It should be, but Mezclo knows her Archives enough to understand many past evils have been served up under such benevolent banners.

A world of greater kindness will come incrementally, if at all. Her lifetime may see none of it. There will be communities which cleave to the idea of savage gods, who require savage acts to please them, because people will always clutch at a convenient excuse for their own savagery. There will be natural acts of harm, plagues and famines, misfortune, all of which are easier to place at the feet of cruel gods than mere chance. Weaning people away from the vices the world has taught them will be a long, slow path, with no guarantees. But Mezclo’s Order has preserved ancient texts from the very days of the ship itself. The thoughts of Captain Cosimir and her crew, who gave everything to save all the people who could be saved. Who crossed such distances and had such dreams. With the world a font of monstrosity, those dreams and good intentions were seeds which couldn’t have grown into anything good. But perhaps now . . .

Mezclo takes the old man from Wreck Hollow aside. They need to spread word of what’s happened here to all the Archivists, first and foremost. Change will only ever be incremental, surely, but it can start with them.


   

19.2

Neco Kasmar opens her eyes. She has eyes. They open. She opens her mouth. She has a mouth. She screams. When the woman tries to help her, she fights the woman, fights the strange, yielding surfaces, fights the walls. Floats, kicking and struggling, into the air. Drifts there, and no flail of arm or leg can alter her slow tumbling trajectory. She feels a lurch of sickness within her, which something not her reaches out and quashes. She’s furious at the intrusion. Who wants to feel ill? Yet the illness was hers and they took it from her, just as they took . . .

Everything.

She stops screaming and kicking, for the enormity of the memories is like a tidal wave putting her in its shadow, about to crash down and totally annihilate her. She goes blank. It’s too much. She can’t process . . .

Neco Kasmar opens her eyes. She opens her mouth. This time, a querulous moan. She’s been here before, but it was too much. This time the memories come to her like sketches – rough lines so she can understand the shape of things, but none of the colour. As though they’re part of a story she heard.

She went to the Changing Thing in the woods, and it ate her. It entered her and stole her mind. Then her body went off and something happened to it, which meant it wasn’t there any more, or not intact enough for her to use. But her mind was already in the Changing Thing, sitting at that abominable table, along with all the other blurry shapes of its past hosts. But if that was her then who was the Neco Kasmar who had the body and died? And if that was Neco Kasmar then who am I who am I who am I . . .

Neco Kasmar’s eyes are open. The weird circular space swims into focus. The other woman is there. Alis. Her name, rising up into Neco’s mind. She gropes for who she is, what happened to her. She can feel all the pieces there, but they’re slow to detach from the stuff they’re embedded in, reluctant to fall into place.

‘I found,’ Alis says, ‘that sometimes it’s easier to come to an understanding slowly. So I’m going to tell you what happened to you, but you won’t feel it’s real yet. You’ll remember, in time, but by then you’ll be braced for it. Do you understand?’

Neco doesn’t understand any of it, but then some pieces of cognitive architecture click inside her head, and she discovers she does. Understands with a clarity that seems ridiculous, given how hazy everything else is. An understanding she’s been gifted, whole as an egg.

Alis tells her what happened to her down on the planet. Marduk, Neco’s home, which she didn’t even really think of as a planet, because her life was confined to one tiny region around Four Dragon Ford. She encountered an alien creature that was badly injured, and this creature made Neco a part of it. It merged with her persona, learned all that she was. The Neco here now is the Neco that was preserved within the creature, as the original Neco had been hollowed out and repurposed by then. It was a terrible wrong done to her.

That was why it – the part of the creature which understood concepts like being regretful – was so very sorry. She – Mira – understood she’d done a terrible thing, so when Mira had a chance to save herself by entering Alis, she instead stored the mind of Neco there. Mira would be saved by other means, or would vanish away, but she would make amends to Neco if she could. Alis had brought Neco’s persona up here into orbit, to their ship. More utterly inimical concepts bloomed in Neco’s mind, so she felt like someone walking over a chasm, across a bridge which constructed itself with her every step.

On the ship, they’d grown a new body. It had taken some time, because it had been created through a thorough interrogation of the Neco persona’s self-image. It wouldn’t be exactly like her original body, as nobody’s self-image is that good. Maybe a bit worse, maybe even better. Currently it also has a microbial presence within her brain, feeding her all these edifying concepts she would otherwise have been baffled by. It’s not a sentient colony of the alien creature, though – something Neco discovers she understands. It’s purely a Neco-delivery package, and can be removed easily enough.

Neco takes a while, floating in the space, to process all this. ‘What happens now?’ she asks. ‘What are you going to do with me?’ She’s still feeling quite calm, and that’s mostly the work of a cocktail of mood stabilizers they’ve put in her bloodstream. She realizes that, soon, she’s going to be just Neco Kasmar again, and this instant comprehension will be lost to her. In exchange for which she’ll be frightened and hungry, and generally disliked by people – all the natural conditions she’s used to.

‘That’s up to you,’ Alis says. ‘We can return you to your people readily enough. We can’t do much to help you rebuild your life, but we can at least take you back home, alive and unhurt.’

Neco didn’t have much of a life to rebuild. She’d have been a sacrifice to the Life if she hadn’t been eaten by the Changing Thing. ‘Or?’ she asks.

‘Well, there’s this,’ Alis says, and Neco abruptly understands everything. All that’s transpired since the Dissenter came to this star system (including what a star system is), and in summary detail, all that happened so there could be a Dissenter. Portiids, Kern, ark ships, nanovirus, all of it suddenly in the grasp of her microbially assisted mind. Even down to the point when her own people’s timeline split off, from ruined Earth to here.

‘Oh,’ she says. And recognizes what’s being offered. Not even as recompense, not as some special prize for who she is, but just because such inordinate bounty is the basic staple fare of these people, and why would they deny it to her?

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I’d like to go with you, please. Yes.’
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Portifabian has their body back. Not the organic one. The spider robot. Robots, actually. They’ve made more. Experimenting with just how many of them they can control simultaneously, after mastering the drones’ autonomous behaviour loops. Six, right now. Six and working on seven.

They and Kern had some interesting negotiation over space, when they brought the much-abused mission craft back to the Dissenter. The two craft are clasped together now, but have retained a separation of systems. Kern lives in the mothership, and Portifabian in the child drop ship, which seems appropriate.

They could have grown a new Portiid body, just as Alis grew a Human body for Neco. But they don’t actually have a Portiid mind, singular, any more. Neco’s stored persona retained the data-shape of a Human consciousness, which could interface properly with the force-grown form designed for her. Portifabian is . . . different. More. More from the moment they were merged together, though they fought against it for a long time. Considerably more once Kern deputized them to take over the drop ship, because Kern had other priorities, and misgivings about duplicating herself further.

In all the many years since formalizing their relationship with Avrana Kern, the Portiids have never sought to emulate her. Or at least never really got anywhere with it. After all, one reason Portia and Fabian were part of this ship of exiles was that their researches in that direction didn’t sit well with their kin. While those kin didn’t try to stop them doing it, exactly, they made sure they did it over there, where nobody could see the mess.

They’re going back to their people now, and their existence and nature is going to cause quite a stir. A slow stir, as knowledge of it spreads from one starborne community to the next, but it’s perhaps the greatest change since they encountered the Nodan microbial culture. From one many-faced goddess to a pantheon. Avrana Kern, and Avigael – if it had just been those two then likely the lesser would have been subsumed into the greater eventually. But the presence of Portifabian, an independent intelligence only tangentially derived from the ancient human woman Kern, changes everything. This expands the idea-space into something which can sustain many different minds. Three now, but who knows how many more in time? Perhaps that’s another, unspoken, reason why Avigael Kern gave up her place on the ship for her protégé.

They are going to depart from orbit shortly. They have a lot of news for their fellow Panspecifics – not only Portifabian’s ascension, but the discovery of another living world, another ark-derived colony. There will be other visitors to Marduk in the future, a throng of scholars. Portifabian hopes they’ll keep a respectful distance, until the locals have sorted themselves out. There has, after all, been quite the seismic shift below.

Within the ship – within them, and Portifabian is already feeling a parochial attachment to their crew – Alis and Cato are undergoing their own adjustments too.
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‘Mira wants,’ Alis says, and flinches despite herself when Cato wheels on her. They’re back in the water-filled section of the ship – the only part that has air is Neco’s, and they’ll need to fit her with gills soon enough. When she’s ready. She’s had a great many revelations recently and Alis knows well how it’s best to meter such things out.

Cato hangs there, curled slightly but his fighting limbs drawn back.

Not germane to me

What Mira wants.

These things are not for her.

He wouldn’t allow any Nodan material to remain within him. Mira has spoken to Alis about the wonders of seeing the world through Stomatopod eyes, but Cato is jealous of his senses. Perhaps one day Mira will find a different donor amongst his kind for such wonders, someone who embraces Panspecific culture more readily. Cato, after all, came to it only after living out the dream of his people to its logical conclusion, and finding it nothing but ashes and hard radiation. He learned to be cosmopolitan the hard way. Accepting Mira into his life is further than he’s willing to go.

‘That’s fine,’ Alis assures him. ‘That’s how it works. You say yes, you say no.’

Upon the world

That was not the way.

The devouring tide.

‘And the fact you’re here saying no shows Mira isn’t like that. Cato, you know how it was, down there.’ Hands on her hips, coming dangerously close. But he backs off with a scull of his swimming limbs, taking responsibility for keeping her out of his own reach. A tilt of his body, suggesting he’s aware he’s being unreasonable. The whole experience rattled him more than he’s letting on, she guesses. The sovereignty of his own self, compromised. And yet he allowed it, when the plan required that sacrifice from him. He remains the old and bitter captain; his acts of goodwill are to be rationed out only in times of great need. He might have changed since he was discovered by the Portiids in the ruin of his war. He’s never going to be like anyone else, though, and probably that’s just as well. The Panspecific dream is built on a disparity of views, and doubtless they’ll need someone like Cato in the future, when the next disaster happens.

Alis, contrariwise, has retained Mira within her. That part of Mira which has been with her all this time, and helps her know truth from falsehood when she looks on the world. Protecting her from the fear that everything surrounding her might be nothing more than a fantasy.

‘What will you do now?’ she asks.

Ships need captains.

Worlds and stars and seas

Require explorers.

If eyes don’t see such things,

What are they for? Finishing with a flourish that turns the question back on her. Asking, she suspects, if she misses the simulation.

‘The machine gave me everything I asked for,’ she says simply. ‘But all that did was show me the limits of my own mind. What I’ve been through in the past few days is wilder than anything I saw in the simulation. So, yes, explorers, worlds, stars. There’s always a new expedition setting off for somewhere.’

They settle into a peaceable silence. Two very different people, biologically and temperamentally, bound together by a thousand small threads, by experiences, by a culture, by a future.
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On the ship there had been a set of jars. Not actual jars, but flexible bottles of synthetic webbing, the way the Portiids did it. Within each, a mind, disassembled and flatpacked for ease of transit. The gods of Marduk, en route to their new home.

Mira hadn’t been sure about going directly back to Imir, because of Alis. The alien machine on Imir was the drug, and Alis the recovering addict. The therapeutic measures put in place seem to have done their work, though. Not even a little withdrawal, in fact. Real life has been mad enough, in Alis’s recent experience, that going back into the welcoming dream of the simulation doesn’t tempt her.

But it will do for these others, these gods of the terraforming age. They’ve been reconstituted, shorn of everything that was Mira, left with only their own personas. Not even added to Mira’s personal library, because they hadn’t consented to that. And she isn’t sure she really wants them. They have been taken down to Imir. They’re in the machine.

‘What are they doing now?’ Redina Kott asks her. They’re sitting at Mira’s tea party table, surrounded by the half-formed shapes of all the people she’s been. The humans, the Portiids, the Humans, the others. Mira feels a momentary pang, considering a Stomatopod-shaped gap in her collection. But there will be time. For her, there is always time.

‘I can’t tell you,’ she says to Kott. ‘Not without becoming a part of the simulation myself. And that causes problems. I am a considerably greater data-load than a single Human mind. I skew the layers of simulation I access towards myself. I don’t want them becoming supporting characters in their own story. That wasn’t the agreement.’

Kott purses lips drawn from eroded self-image, features gifted to Mira in transit along with her self and personality. ‘The agreement that they can play god somewhere they can’t do any harm,’ she says. ‘I don’t like it. It doesn’t feel earned. Quite the opposite in fact. Where’s the smiting, the judgement, the imprisonment and torment until they’ve become better people?’

‘Do you think that would make them better people?’

Kott shrugs. Looks around at her neighbours for input, and receives none. Around them is . . . well, it’s nebulous. A suggestion of trees maybe, but Mira hasn’t really fleshed out this mental construct they’re sharing, save for the table and some suggestion of other guests.

‘Are they happy?’ Kott asks. Mira tries to interrogate her tone. Bitter, jealous, wistful? She finds she doesn’t know, and given her considerable experience of meeting – and indeed being – human, that’s interesting. Always nice to be surprised by something new.

‘If they are not happy,’ Mira decides, ‘that’s on them. If they are in hell, then it’s one of their own creation.’

‘One can always hope,’ Kott says. ‘Probably Dorcheson’s turning whole planets into gas chambers right now, and Milner’s in some wonderland of accounting, lists and eternal exponential growth.’

Mira shrugs. ‘Are you ready now? For your own apotheosis?’

Kott side-eyes her, not seeming delighted at the honour. ‘You’ve got a good gig going on here. You and Kern and the others.’

‘We call it a society. It involves coming to accommodations with others.’ Nobody knows this better than Mira. Or, at least, than the great dark ocean of experience and biological interaction upon which Mira floats like a tiny dinghy.

‘Uh-huh, thought it might. All very retro,’ says Kott vaguely. She’s looking everywhere but at Mira. Which is a shame because Mira put a lot of work into how she’s presenting herself in this construct. She looks like Alis still, as the therapy sessions were a two-way street. A lot of Mira went into Alis, physically, but a lot of Alis went into Mira by way of personal qualities. Looking back, Mira feels the only reason the Mira persona actually survived all she went through was due to the Alis within her. Alis came to her broken, but only because she’d endured a level of strangeness and existential inconsistency beyond anything a Human mind had ever experienced. There is a robustness to Alis’s mind which the woman herself would never credit. It saved her, and it saved Mira.

‘I’m sensing,’ Mira says, ‘you have something to say.’

‘You gave that woman a body. The savage you ate,’ Kott says, abruptly deciding that being diplomatic isn’t her strong suit.

‘We did, yes. It was owed. She was my victim.’

Kott finally turns to her. The ancient terraformer’s youthful face is wry. ‘I guess you don’t owe me shit.’

‘Perhaps a little.’ Kott had helped, at the end. Turned coat and thrown in to keep the others back.

‘A very small shit, then.’

Mira laughs. Kott stares, as though Mira laughing is the most uncanny valley thing she ever encountered.

‘I’ve been a god,’ Kott says. ‘It was rubbish. I’ve been a big powerful person. It felt good at the time but, looking back, I don’t think I actually did anything useful with it. And we both know where that ended up. I don’t just want to go play on some superpowered amusement ride until the heat death of the universe. I want to do something real. I want my life to mean something. Even this long after I actually died. Please. If I say please, can you . . . make me real? Give me a body, like you did with her? Let me try to be someone who makes accommodations, and does things that are maybe some use to people? I know it’s taken me some several thousand years to get to this point, but I think I’m ready to be a human being.’

Mira smiles. ‘You only had to ask.’

Kott blinks at her. ‘Really? But the others—’

‘Never thought to,’ says Mira. ‘Either of them.’
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‘Either of them’, not ‘Any of them’. Meaning Dorcheson and Milner, who chose a pampered exile rather than the reincarnation Kott requested, while Pil had opted for a final dissolution. Leaving one god in the pantheon who refused to let go of his dominion.

Gerey Hartmand, the genius, the terraformer. The chief god, the master of all he surveys. He’s been a human, and a vastly wealthy disruptor of human systems. He’s had a planet’s fate in the palm of his hand, and look at what came of that. He’s been the big dog in a world of monsters. He’s inhabited every top predator in every ecosystem, and used his unparalleled power only to drag everything within reach of his jaws. He, more than any of them, ensured the humans who lived on his world could never build, yet would never be hunted to extinction. A breeding population of the fearful and miserable, because how else could he know he was successful, fierce and strong?

And then, after everything that happened with the newcomers, this Mira monstrosity of Kern’s forcing them out, he was left only in a few beasts. The great leonine monsters he bred, which never lasted long because his understanding of anatomy was inadequate. They roared and clawed and hunted, but the humans were stronger now, and the rest of the ecosystem didn’t just step aside for him. He began to die. Of wounds, of fire, and eventually just of starvation. Enormous monsters need a lot of food and, without a god steering prey to their mouths, they aren’t actually very good at hunting for it.

Eventually, after a generation or so, there’s one beast left in which he can reside. The rest of the ecosystem has politely closed its doors to him. In the entire biosphere of the world the settlers call Marduk, there’s only this lion-bodied, dragon-tailed, acid-dribbling abomination left to know the touch of Gerey Hartmand. Sick, famished and alone in its barren mountain haunts. If it ventures anywhere that people are, they’ll kill it and parade its faintly human head about on a spike.

He watches them, the other beasts which were once his. The proper ones, that cleave to more regular physiology. Lions and tigers and bears – all of them existing in a balance with humans that he feels is in itself unnatural. The work of his enemy, he’s sure, constantly interfering. Nature should be red in tooth and claw. Competition, survival of the fittest, everything dying all the time; nasty, brutish and short! Not this complex balance of equilibria into which – now they’re unlearning their savage ways – the humans of Marduk are gradually learning to fit. Until, of all the living things in all the world, only he is excluded.

What even is this? he demands in disgust. You’ve just created a playpark pretending to be a world. What’s the point if nothing changes?

She says to him, Everything changes all the time. Your disruptive chaos and cruelty is the true repetitive cycle. You ruled here for thousands of years. Do you call what you created ‘progress’?

He stares at her with hate-filled eyes – meaning he stares at all the world, every last piece of it. The kingdom that Mira has cheated him of.

It’s not fair, he says. It was supposed to be mine.

Mira isn’t overly bothered by his definitions of fairness, which he only applies when he feels himself wronged.

Come on then, he tells her, meaning all the world. Send your beasts, your monsters. Give me something to get my teeth into. What have you got to match me? Nothing!

Mira’s gaze – yes, she has no gaze, but he can imagine it – is pitying.

That hollowness in your belly, she tells him. The cold at night. The aches in your joints. These are my champions. I give them the honour of making an end to you. You had your chance to escape this. You could be enjoying a glorious divine retirement, if only you could separate enjoyment from dominion over others.

He roars. He howls, a long, lonely sound they hear in the village at the mountain’s foot, and close their shutters against. He yells out his challenges to the world through lips gouged by his own snaggling and outsize fangs. But only the echo and the wind answer him.
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