Nanny Estate

By Karen Traviss

"I can grow you a housing estate," said the architect.
"Grow?" asked the Director of Planning. "Is that the the | atest buzz-word?"
"I do mean grow, Ms. Janmes," he repeated. "Just take a |l ook at this."
He pl aced the plans on her neatly-arranged desk and swivelled them so she
could read themthe right way up. But there were no straight Iines and
el evations for her to recognise: the inmages were all snap-together

nol ecul ar

nodel s, like sinple construction toys. He watched for a flicker of interest
on

her face.

"It's a smart house,” he pronpted. "And | nean smart. Not just automated.
Mor e

l'i ke autonomc."”

"W don't need nore houses," she said. "And we haven't got any green-field

sites to build on. What we could do with is soneone prepared to refurbish
some

of the run-down housing stock we're stuck with. Not as profitable, maybe,
but

that's what we need.”

It was a cue from heaven. "I know," he said." That's why |I'm here.

Regenerating brown-field sites and contani nated | and—+t's ny speci al

interest."

He | aid an ol d-fashi oned busi ness card on the desk: Hedl ey Barton
Consul ting

Nano- ar chi tect, Sustai nabl e Technol ogi es, Novel Constructs. "Just suppose
t hat
| could rebuild your nmost run-down area, fill it with
environnental | y-neutra
housi ng, and renove the soil contaminants at the sane tine."
"I's this before or after you transnute base netal into gold?" She was
st udyi ng
the card. "You're not a qualified architect. Not according to this, anyway."
"I"'ma scientist who can build things."
"So why should we take a risk on you?"
"Your ol d defence establishnment land is riddled with heavy netal s and
asbest os
and you can't sell it. How long has it been sitting derelict? Twenty years?"
Barton knew it was the sort of site you couldn't give away free with
br eakf ast
cereal. He al so knew the prospect of releasing capital for the city coffers
was a tenptation on a Faustian scale. Like npbst city councils, this one had
sold off the civic silver and was close to auctioning sports fields to nake
ends neet.
"So how do you intend to do this?" she asked.
"Nano-tech," said Barton. "A project |'ve been working on with the
uni versity.
You don't need huge teanms to deliver it. | can give you estates that not
only
buil d thensel ves, but also cleanse the site of contamnants. It's not just
smart housing- it could be the whole future of construction. Just give ne a
chance to show you."
"I’"ve seen nanotech on the TV, | think, but it’'s pretty radical stuff for
us."
Bart on knew the seductive nature of professional vanity. "Wuldn't you like



to

be the first to denonstrate its potential ?"

She hesitated. "I’mall for innovation."

He’' d hooked her. "Just trust ne," he said. "This will change the
architectura

worl d."

#

A small, plot-sized square of soil on the campus | awn had been marked out
with

tape like a nurder scene. It indicated where a cocktail of contani nants had

been m xed with the earth. Ms. Janes arrived with a colleague from

Envi ronnmental Health, Andy Martin, who took a soil sanple to confirmthat
it

did indeed contain heavy metals and other detritus of an industrial past.
Then

technici ans | aid heaps of what | ooked |like finely powdered mnerals on the

square, and stepped back

Barton had rehearsed his pitch to just the right degree of controlled

ent husi asm Now was hi s noment.

"I'n an hour, the house will begin to energe," he said. "I want you to watch

carefully, because you' |l actually see the building grow You can conme back
any time over the next few days while it devel ops and check on it.

"We' ve devel oped cl asses of nanites, sone handling organic material, sone
handl i ng i norganics, that can exchange information and co-operate to build

anything we progranme themto. Not only will the structure build itself
from
the ground up, it'll also put down foundati ons—+oots, if you like—that'l

process the contaminants fromthe soil and render them harm ess.”

"Well, there are plants that can do that," Martin said. "And we don't have
to

do any devel opment deals with them"

"Yes, " said Barton. "But will they also create a structure that people can

live in confortably? Can they make a reactive, intelligent systemthat

protects the environnent ?"

"And this can?" The health officer was eyeing the square of soil as if he
wer e

| ooki ng over a precipice. Barton knew he woul d be the hardest to convince.

"Yes."

Martin showed neither acceptance nor disbelief. "I'mnot sure how you're
usi ng

the termintelligence. This isn't sone sort of Al, is it?"

"No, not at all. It doesn't actually think—we're not that advanced, not
yet.

This material could be described as able to learn, but it has a limted
capacity. The nanites only operate within their own speciality and work
with
the others. They're not about to wite the works of Shakespeare."
Barton nodded in the direction of the featureless ground. "Just a snall
denonstration. And stick these badges on, please." He marked both officers
with an adhesive grey disc. "This will take a little tinme."
Fortified fromtime to time by coffee and sandw ches in the February chill
t hey watched while a definite shape began to energe on the ground before
t hem
like a low wall being erected by invisible hands. At first it was grey like
a
wasps' nest: the next day it becane suffused with green



"Chl orophyl |, " explained Barton. He wasn’t surprised the two officers cane

back to the site every day. "To generate its own energy."

Walls fl owed upwards: transparent irising wi ndows formed. Doors appeared,
as

if by an artist’s hand. Ms. James and Martin stared in silence, hugging
their

coats to them Before themnow was a small green shed, with curved walls and
a

gently donmed roof."Let's look inside," said Barton. As they noved forward,
t he

doors parted.

"How d they do that?" asked Ms. Janes.

"That grey badge is an external key," Barton explained. "Like you have on a

cat collar to open the cat-flap."

"Do | get alitter-tray as well?"

"It can cope with that, too, don't worry," Barton said. "Now, what do you

t hi nk of this?"

There was no room for Martin, who stood outside and waited his turn. Ms.

James and Barton squeezed within the structure, and the roof blossonmed wth

transparent patches. The space was quiet and filled with light, a world
away

fromthe dull day beyond. Barton | ooked up at the ceiling with the awe of a

wor shi pper.

"You're really into this, aren't you?" Ms. Janmes whispered. It seened to
have

struck her as a church, too. "You really believe init."

"You mght say it's ny baby," he said. "I hate all this earth-flattening
and

stacking up high-rises. It's time for something kinder. Fortunately the

university here has a bit of vision - it was the only organi sati on prepared
to

build the nanites |I designed." He took an exaggerated deep breath. "Notice
anyt hi ng?"

She inhal ed obediently. "It snells odd," she said. "Actually, it snells
absol utely clean. And warm"

He' d proved his point: the walls really had filtered and warmed the air I|ike

a
respiratory systemwould. "You can’t even snell that the tide' s out."
"I npressive," she conceded. "But it's still just a shed, not a hone. \Wat
about pl unmbi ng and power ?"
"You still need to pipe in conventional utilities, but the house uses far
| ess
of them"

"Sanitary arrangements?"

"Install a standard toilet and shower, and the house processes the waste."
"A septic tank can do that."

"I can see |I'mgoing to have a tough tine convincing you," Barton said.
"That's good. | like people who are thorough. See the light |levels?" It was
definitely brighter than the day outside. "The nanites can generate

bi ol um nescent light, or they can use stored energy to power conventiona
illumnation. The central heating systemis like our circul ati on—+t noves
energy around in the walls. It punps, it recycles. No effort or decision
needed on our part."

He was especially proud of the last point. Ms. Janes put her hand agai nst

wal I, and flinched back. "CGod, it's warm " she said, finally abandoni ng her
apparent detachnent. "It feels like living tissue. I’mnot sure residents
woul d be confortable with that."

"Thi nk of the energy savings," he said. "It recycles building material s—ho

hassle with conservationists over gravel extraction. It'll even eat your



househol d waste. No nore land-fill sites. Think about it."

"I am" she said. "And if it's all true, then you're a council's dream"
She

jabbed a forefinger towards his feet. "One final point," she said. "Wat's

underneath here now? Mnd if Andy checks?"

"Be ny guest," said Barton. "You can drill a core straight through the
floor."

Martin squatted and inserted the hollow tube into the slightly textured
fl oor.

As he withdrew the core, the hole healed Iike a wound only nuch faster

They waited while tests were carried out in Martin's van.. A few m nutes
| ater

t he anal ysis showed soil down to at |east a netre was now as sweet and
cl ean

as the finest organic farm and.

"Well, I'll be dammed,"” said Martin.

#

When councils wanted, they could nove fast, Barton |learned. Wthin six
nont hs

the planning committee had approved a pilot project estate with the
bl essi ng

of the environnmental agencies.

Denolition day was a nedia event. The green-stuff crept smoothly up the
grim

buil dings like rising water, and began reshaping their components. The

ti me-1apse video footage that went out on the news that day was not hing
short

of breath-taking, and even Barton—who'd seen it many tines in trials —
still

felt a sense of wonder.

Up to that point the city had been a pretty ordinary one. But now it was

becom ng headline news. Its econony was boosted by the influx of reporters
and

urban managenent professionals who arrived to watch the growth of the first

t hi nki ng, breathing, truly green nei ghbourhood. Barton revelled in the

interviews and chat shows which foll owed.

There were protests, of course: from people who had grown up in the area
and

liked the buildings and knew they wouldn't be living in the new upnarket
ones.

But Barton had done enough to convince the decision-makers that it would
sol ve

far nore pressing problens than it m ght cause.

The estate grew, and it was beautiful, a Gaudi cityscape come to life in
j ade,

sinuous as art nouveau. It began to feature on postcards. Barton bought one

and kept it in his wallet.

#

Firmin faith in his creation, Barton nmoved into one of the homes. He kept

open house so interested parties could be entertai ned and educated. He was

confident that his girlfriend Lin wouldn’t mind. At |least he had nore tine
to

spend with her now she had stopped conplaining she’d only recogni se hi mby

the back of his head framed in a halo of VDU light.



"It's quiet, isn't it?" a guest said.

"The walls don't just regulate tenperature, humidity and pollution," he
replied, slipping unconsciously into proselytisation node. "They buffer
external noise, too."

In the kitchen a large transparent patch grewin the wall where a nore
conventional hone night have had patio doors. Barton enptied a carton of

juice

into a jug and tossed the box into the corner of the room where the
fl ooring

ate it.

"I's that safe?" the guest asked, taking a step back

"It's a discrete area," Barton assured him "Don't worry about it. Plenty
of

fail-safes in the system | prom se. The waste-eating nanites are confined
in

that corner and in the soil stack, and they stay put. They're progranmned
not

to react to human or animal tissues, so they wouldn't eat your dog, but
they'd

certainly stop the kids | eaving their shoes |lying around."

"I'lI'l stick to a waste bin, thanks."

"Ch, you don't have that option," Barton said. "lIt's the way this structure

builds itself. It manages its own waste. If we gave people too many
override

choi ces, they'd be back to clogging up landfill sites in no time. No, the
mai n

point of this is that it does the green thinking for you."

"What a good idea," the guest said.

When everyone had |l eft, Barton | ooked out over the gardens and snooth

nanite-built roads that separated the houses on the new estate.

El ectric vehicles and the occasional |ow pollution conventional car stood

shining in drives: bicycles with panniers stood propped agai nst soft,

leaf-like walls. It was a very green comunity in every sense.

"It's great, isn't it?" he said to Lin. The words sighed out of him he
truly

| oved what he saw. "lIsn’t it worth all the tine and sweat to prove it can
be

done? "

"I expect it is, love," she said, and wandered off. He knew she had never

shared his evangelismon green matters, but at |east she had stood by him
He

reached for his beer can, and m ssed.

It had gone.

He thought Lin mght have picked it up in a nonment of tidiness until he saw

the last gleamof a netal rimsinking into the floor

"Bugger," he said. It had never done that before. He nmade a nental note to

check the nanites’ boundary programi ng.

#

Later that week the last resident nmoved in to the estate. He introduced

hinself as Harry and said he that now he'd retired, he was | ooking forward
to

havi ng a house that maintained itself.

"You'll certainly get that," Barton said.

Harry drove up in an elderly German perfornmance car, the sort that required
a

punitive tax to be kept on the road. Barton and the rest of the residents

tut-tutted about the pollution: but the smart houses could filter out the



exhaust emi ssions, so it was no big deal. Not really.
At | east Harry had the decency to leave it parked in the drive nost of the
tinme.

#

A couple of nmornings later Barton was woken early by a hanmering on the
door

t hat produced a drumi ng resonance on the slightly flexible materi al
Bar t on

grabbed a bat hrobe, and as he reached the door the opening instantly

understood his intention fromhis position and parted for him

"You!" It was Harry. "Come and have a | ook at mny poor bloody car!"
Barton pulled a coat on over his robe and followed Harry back to his
driveway.

Then he stared.
It was a poor bl oody car indeed. The rakish Iines and
i mmacul at el y- mai nt ai ned
pai ntwork were disappearing, slowy but perceptibly, under a tangle of
peri dot
green fibres. And it wasn't just being envel oped. Fromthe col |l apsing shape
it
was cl ear the car was being dismantl ed, nol ecul e by nol ecul e.
The house was eating it.
It had run long filaments across the lawn as casually as if it were
uncoi l i ng
a mass of hoses to water the flower-beds. To either side, the vehicles of
ot her nei ghbours stood unmol ested in their drives. The house definitely had
a
speci fic grudge agai nst the German car and Barton decided in a nonent of
i nsight that he knew what it was.
"Em ssions," he said.
It had a logic to it. The car had bel ched carbon nonoxi de and sul phur
di oxi de
and all manner of noxious trace elenments all its panpered life. Now the
house-material seenmed to have decided it was a hazard to be neutralised.
For
the nmerest fraction of a second, Barton alnost smiled: it was what he would
have done, if he'd been able. Then he had an adrenal rush of panic.
Court case. Technol ogy running amok. Bad publicity. End of green dream He
didn’'t know which threat to tackle first.
"What am | going to say to the insurance conpany?" Harry wailed. "That ny
house ate it?"

#

At first it was a joke. Mst of the residents on the green estate expressed
no

synmpathy for Harry with his big German car — or without his big German
car—and

were glad to see it go.

But the house had taken the lawinto its own hands. The damm thing just
wasn' t

supposed to do that: the nanites had their built-in orders, and they had
never

deviated fromthem before. Barton lay flat out on his sofa, staring up
t hr ough

t he ever-changi ng sky-lights in the roof, worrying nore about the



unpredictability of his creation than the certainty of the inpending court
action.
His child was enbarrassing him Teething problens were not sonething he had
al l owed hinsel f, and his whol e personal strategy for saving the planet was
in
peril. H s racing imgination pictured townspeople rounding on him
br andi shi ng burning torches, the fate of all scientists nisunderstood by an
i gnorant popul ace.
The university had prom sed, absolutely prom sed, that the fail-safes on
t he
recycling process were in place.
A hundred people were now witnesses to the fact that they m ght have
m sj udged
things just a little.

#

Barton read his mail. Hs lawers told himwere preparing to argue that it
was

the house-stuff's in-built priority to protect life that drove it to

deconstruct Harry's car in the first place.

"Settle out of court,"” Lin advised. She was spending nore tinme at her
not her’ s

lately. "The last thing you need is a row that’s going to shut down the
pilot."

"Later. 1'Il call them" Barton didn’t look up fromthe pile of paper. Wen
he

noticed the outside world again, Lin had gone. There had been no sl amm ng
of

the door to help himjudge if he' d offended her. The house-stuff created
doors

whi ch cl osed quietly behind even the nost angry | over.

#

Next norning the university took an om nously long tine to put his cal
through to the site project nanager. She hadn't returned his earlier calls.
While he listened to nusic designed to soothe the inpatient caller, he
fretted. Eventually Lilian MKay answered.

"Can we get on with re-eval uati on?" he asked.

"No," she said. "W're in enough trouble as it is."

"We can't just stop like that. This works. It might be inconvenient, but it
wor ks. "

"It hasn't killed anyone yet, no.
"It's just protecting us. "

"Well, | could do with sonme protection right now because the word | awyers
got

nmenti oned and the chancell or has gone into nelt-down. |I'munder orders to
seal

the ab and shut down the project until further notice, and |I'm not
supposed

to have contact with you except via our solicitors
"We need to deal with this now. Think of the benefits—=

"“I'"'mthinking of nmy pension, actually."

"You know we carried out the trials properly. Nothing showed up."

"We built to your spec."

"I"'mnot interested in apportioning blane. | just want to find out what
happened. It nmay have stopped moving for a while, so we've got tinme to



i nvestigate things."

"As | said, it’s nmore than my job's worth. Good-bye, Hedley. Please don't
cal |

me agai n. Not hi ng personal . "

He was left with a dialling tone, and a knot of frustration in his throat.

Al ways the sane, he thought: everyone wanted a cl ean environment but nobody

saw it as their responsibility to make a few small sacrifices to achieve
it.

That was where he'd got the idea in the first place, after all. He had
dr eaned

of a building that would take the decisions for you, and carry them out,

because it was the right thing to do.

He needed to nake people see that. The question was how

#

The stream of visitors from housing associ ations, councils and devel opers

continued to flowto the estate. Barton still held court and extolled the

virtues of his process. But he had taken to ignoring the letters which bore

the I ogos of legal firnms, and he counted cars nervously each norning.

They were all still intact. Maybe, just maybe, it really had been a
one-of f.

It was Lin who noticed the next change. She opened the fridge door and bent

over to | ook for sonething: he could hear the sounds of containers being

scraped back and forth across shel ves as she runmaged.

"Have you had ny cheesecake?" she demanded, voice distorted by the cavern

of
the fridge.
"Never touched it, love" said Barton. "Hate the stuff."
"It's gone."
"Bet it's at the back."
"It isn't, | tell you."
"Ch, cone on, Lin..."
But it was gone. He joined the search. The chocol ate and praline cheesecake
and its perfectly biodegradable carton were m ssing. A check of the grocery
recei pts showed a nunber of other itens consigned to the fridge had
di sappeared too: a slab of marbled, fatty pancetta and a bottle of hundred
pr oof vodka.
"Are you sure you bought it all?"
"I didn't invent the receipts,” she snapped.
"Never mnd," he said, doubting her. "All that stuff's bad for you anyway."
Indeed it was. And as soon as the words were out of his mouth he felt a
tingle
of fear chill his gut, and tried to ignore it. Things that were bad for
you.

Thi ngs that you had to avoid if you wanted to be heal thy—ust |ike car

emi ssi ons.

Pl ease God, no, thought Barton. Not that. Not before |I've got sone answers,
pl ease

#

The di sappearance of the indul gences was just the first incident in the

house-stuff's new cat al ogue of sensible, healthy decisions. O hers began

reaching Barton thick and fast, on the angry voices of nei ghbours, who had
put

two and two together with educated efficiency and cone to the sane
concl usi on.



Their houses were neutralising their cigarettes, shutting wi ndows when they

wanted the sun streaming into their rooms and steepening stairs for the
unfit.

It was sensible. He had to admit that. The house-stuff apparently knew that

too. Its material had been designed to make decisions to keep humans in the

best of health and to preserve the environnment, so he shouldn't have been

surprised at its relentless, matronly efficiency. It was just the fact that
it

seemed to have... well, learned so nuch. He still couldn't work out where
t he

design had started to change itself, or how

The whol e estate was tal king about |egal action: and the nedia had got w nd
of

the events. The last thing Barton wanted was to gi ve eco-sceptics nore

ammuni tion to shoot holes in environnentalists. He sat at his terminal late

into the night, nodelling and renodelling, while the nanites obligingly
kept

the lights at just the right |evel

At 1.00 amthe house deci ded he had worked enough. It dimred the I anps into

dar kness.

#

"On South Now tonight—a driver cheats death by inches in a freak crash—an

donor be found in tine to save this three-year-old' s |ife?—and the housi ng

estate where your hone isn’'t your castle anynore—oin us at six."

Barton stared at the TV screen. "Ch shit," he said. He had been avoi di ng

reporters all week. The constant calls had upset Lin and she was packing for
a

| onger stay at her nother’s.

He now charted the house-stuff’s progress via the news: nobody at the
counci

was taking his calls any nore. The nanites’ larger collective works were

gradual | y emergi ng as househol ders and traders called the nedia with their

stories. Fractured sewers had been w apped and seal ed—o doubt with
recycl ed

material fromthe Gernman car , Barton thought—and the green fibres were
maki ng

their way across the city.

They had advanced on a beach-front hotel that was |eaking raw effluent into

the sea, blocking its waste sewer and forcing the managenent to replace the

pi pes. The beni gn invasi on had given an elderly woman guest a nasty turn
whil e

she was sitting peacefully on the toilet, the TV news reported.

"I have to admire its efficiency,”" Andy Martin was telling the reporter. He

had spent a great deal of taxpayers' noney trying to find the source of the

beach pollution. "It's a clever bugger. It can have a job here any tine."

It was the defining nmonent. Barton had never actually noticed having one

before. But the revelation was upon him and it was on a text-book Pauline

scal e.

This was the way he coul d achieve his clean green dream planned or not.

Don't fight it.

Let it put things right.

You can’t stop it now.

"Linl" he called. "Lin! It’'s all right! It’s going to work."

But Lin had already left.



The green stuff had its critics, but it was also winning allies beyond
Bar t on.

Whi |l e he watched the kitchen sink doing its new trick of nano-licking the

pl ates clean, he listened to the radio.

The nedi a were busy nmaking the house-stuff a collective hero. The
m d- nor ni ng

radi o show was now runni ng a special daily phone-in to chart its creep
acr oss

the city.

If it hadn't been for the inpact the nanites were having on the |ess

ecol ogically enlightened sectors of the business community, the city was
doi ng

quite well out of the situation. Journalists and researchers and
si ght -seers

flowed in. They spent. They were creating a thriving industry. The
council’s

econom ¢ devel opnment chief admtted on the mid-norning TV news that 600
extra

jobs had sprung up to service the phenonmenon

Later Barton sat cross-legged in front of his TV, |leaving the radio
chattering

away in the kitchen. The floor piled up behind his back to support his
spi ne

while he ate the last of the pizzas Lin had left for him

Li n.

He call ed her nother’s nunber, keeping half his attention on the news.
"She’s

out," said the nother-in-law not-to-be. "I"Il tell her you called.”

"I"d really like her to call nme back, please,"” he said. "I ' mreally sorry
about all this nonsense. | knowit’'s not been easy on her."

"I don't think it’s been easy on her for the past two years. She'll be

surprised you ve called."

The call cut off. Barton stared at the keypad in his hand. If he d been a

normal human bei ng, he thought, he’d have got in the car and turned up on
t he

doorstep to talk her round. But he didn’t have that |uxury, not just yet.

He turned back to the TV.

#

A tree surgeon renmoving a row of beech trees to make way for a car park
returned fromlunch to find his van, chain saw and | adder neatly
shrink-wapped in a green filmy coating, said the evening bulletin. Barton
stared at the video clip with a m xture of inpotent amazenent and
sati sfaction.
"I had a proper contract fromthe council to fell them too,
telling the reporter. "But they're nice old trees, really."
The shot cut to Evelyn Janes, Director of Planning, who was fidgeting
bef ore
t he backdrop of beeches with the air of a wonan who had recently done a
gr eat
deal of expl ai ni ng.
"It’s good for the city's image," she said. "And it’s actually achieved
cl ean-up targets we’ ve struggled to neet for years. But enough is enough
Peopl e have to be able to live and work in this city wi thout waking up to
find

the man was



a piece of green goo is checking up on their habits. W hope to have a

sol uti on soon. "

"You're too late," Barton said, brandishing a beer can for enphasis. He'd

taken to talking to the TV in Lin's absence. "You can't take a vote on this

any nore."

It was a delightfully conforting thought. No nore decisions. He’'d done what
he

had set out to do, in a roundabout way. Now he could take a fresh | ook at
hi s

life.

#

Barton had given up worrying about every wit that cane in from
househol der s,

i nsurance conpani es and corporations. Bankrupt was bankrupt. Wether it was

five mllion or fifty mllion, it didn't really matter

He sat on the porch of his smart house, drinking the | ow al cohol beer the

nanites allowed him Even in the centre of the city, he could now enjoy the

peace of a pollution-free, quiet sumrer evening: no constant tyre noise
humred

fromthe notorway. As the sky darkened, he could actually see stars. Only

essential street lights had been spared by the house-stuff, and they had
been

canopied with inpenetrably thick green hoods to direct the light down to

exactly where it was needed.

It was a shame, he thought, that Lin was away: she woul d have enjoyed this

eveni ng. Then he thought of the wit fromthe local electricity generating

conpany, suing for |oss of business because the energy-producing
house- st uf f

was functioning so very well, and he sniled. You had to nake sacrifices.

So he was making his. It hadn't quite been the way he had pl anned, which
had

centred mainly on refusing carrier bags and giving up his car: but, oh
this

had worked. It had worked better than he could ever have expected, now that
he

accepted the unpredictability. It was worth it.

Foot st eps sounded from a di stance away. He coul d hear those things for

hundreds of metres now voices, the whirr of cycle wheels, whispers of
breeze,

hedgehogs snuffling in the gardens. He | ooked up to see Ms. Janes, files
and

papers clutched under one arm"Hedley, let’s talk," she said.

"I did call you a fewtines. | gave up."
"Ckay, |'msorry about that. Can you stop this? Is it possible?"
"Not now," said Barton. "It'|Il be everywhere. You' |l never be able to track

all the material. Ever tried getting rid of ground el der?"
"I"ve just come fromthe town hall,"” she said. "The material's reached the

airport and there's nothing flying. I don't need to say the word | awers to

you, do | ?"

"I'f you do," he said, draining his biodegradable beer-can, "it won't nake
any

di fference. Sue me. Sue the university. Sue us all. It's done now "

"Come on. \What point are you making? What will it take to get you to —
reverse

it, neutralise it, whatever?"

"I"ve told you, | can't stop it," he said. "I actually don't know how. |

may



have nailed down the design but 1’ve still no firmidea how the nanites

devel op their decision-naking. And | wouldn’t dream of touching them
anyway.

The material has achieved nore by stealth than you have by years of asking

peopl e nicely."

"The university say they're working on it."

"Well, they know even less than | do, so don't get your hopes up." He
didn't

intend to sound so dammi ng: he wanted her to see the positive side of the

gentler alternative future. "Don't you like things better this way? A lot
of

peopl e do. You' ve only got to watch the news to see that"

"Al'l right, so asthmatics are breathing easier and hypertensives have | ower

bl ood pressure. But a |lot of people don't like it. It's destroying the

infrastructure.”

"No, it's renoving the worst risks to us." Barton had plenty of tine to
read

and browse these days, and he could quote the stock price of firnms dealing
in

air scrubbers, filters and electric vehicles. "Nobody said sustainability

woul d be easy. | expect the Clean Air Act hurt the coal trade. But we go
on,

don't we? W adapt.”

"You're a bloody eco-terrorist.” Ms. James was one of those people who got

qui eter as she got angrier. She was a whi sper now. "You' re going to screw
t he

British econony. We'll be |ocked in some stupid pastoral idyll while the
rest

of the planet |eaves us behind. W won't even qualify for the Third Wrld."

"Nature has a way of evening the score," Barton said. He had an idea in his

head that he thought best kept from Ms. Janes right then. "I think you
m ght
be—well, conforted if not surprised"

The anger on Ms. Janes's face slackened into consideration for a few
nonent s,

as if something had occurred to her that was not good but oddly reassuring.

"Just one question," she said. If it hadn't been so quiet he would hardly
have

heard her. "Can it cross water?"

Bart on paused and put his can down on the step. The house-stuff ate it

obedi ently as he opened another one. At |last. She'd seen the beautiful
bal ance

of it all.

"It coped with the sewers,
| earn

to do what's best for us. Al of us." He stood up and stretched. "I don’t

suppose you' d like a drink, would you?"

"It’s going to be a long time before we have a social drink," she said, and

wal ked away.

Barton pulled out his wallet and found the postcard he’ d bought just a few

nmont hs back when the estate had been new. The coating was separating from
t he

paper: it was crazed with fine creases where he’d sat on his wallet and

noul ded its contents to the curve of his backside. The estate still | ooked

wonder ful , though. He began mentally composi ng a nessage to Lin.

Then he thought better of it. He took out his phone. Wth the city this
qui et ,

t he nei ghbours woul d hear him and he didn’'t mind one bit.

"Hello...no, I'lIl wait, if you don't mnd..no, | can hang on ‘til she
fini shes

he said. "It's very adaptable. | think it'lI



her bath." He'd never been a nman who was easily di ssuaded, after all. "In
fact, I'll wait until the phone conmpany cuts me off."

#

On the sea-front, now cleared of effluent, used condons and patches of oil,

the visitors and residents enjoyed the early sun. Children played in the
sea,

squeal i ng and dredgi ng up handful s of seaweed.

"Green, mummy!" The shrill voices carried across the beach. "I want to take
it

hone! "

"Put it in the sandwi ch bag, then, love," said the woman. She took the
hanks

of green thread from outstretched hands and popped theminto the clear

plastic. The children stared intently at it while she held it aloft, as if
it

m ght house a gol dfish or some other fascinating thing.

"Why's it different greens? the snmaller child asked.

"No idea, love. Different plants probably. Let’s clean you up, shall we?"

In the shallows, filaments of pale green house-stuff mingled with the
dar ker

green seaweed as if learning to turn the trick of negotiating salt water

They needed to | earn. The growi ng strands had work to do: there was

contam nation froma power station on the French coast that beckoned to
t hem

And now t hey knew how to reach it.
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